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I would like to be the air
that inhabits you for a moment
only. I would like to be that unnoticed
& that necessary.

Margaret Atwood


Strawberries for Breakfast

‘Tell me what you eat, and I’ll tell you who you are.’

Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin
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Kenmare, Ireland

Present Day

The place where her mother had been found sprawled beneath the apple tree could not be seen from the road. The spot was shielded by dense foliage, glimmering in the August morning light, fresh from the rain. So many greens, Darcy thought, leaning her head against the cool glass of the bus window, craning her neck to see the last of the orchard. All she saw was a blur of leaves beyond the stone walls, and a double rainbow leading her home to Kenmare Bay. The boughs of the apple trees were laden still, speckled with deep red fruit. No wonder it took so long to find her. Darcy shook the last strawberry from the brown paper bag into her tanned hand, bit into it. The bus wove along the silver ribbon of the coast road, overtaken from time to time by Porsches and gleaming four-by-fours speeding towards Castle Dromquinna to sample the famous lunchtime tasting menu.

‘What were you thinking? Climbing trees at your age,’ Darcy had said, when her mother’s call woke her a couple of days before. She remembered making camps in the orchard as a child, white sheets draped over low branches glowing gold with lantern light at sunset, the smell of sausages cooking over a wood fire.

‘I’m only sixty-five, plenty of tree-climbing years left in me yet,’ Diana said, the transatlantic line crackling. ‘I was reaching for an apple, that was all. Such an apple. The most luscious, shiny red apple, just out of reach. I slipped and fell, simple as that.’

‘And what if no one had found you? I heard, you know. You were half dead they said, stretched out under the tree like a corpse.’

‘Well they did find me, didn’t they, thanks to Conor’s three-legged hound.’ Diana had broken off to shout instructions to someone in the kitchen. ‘It’s a grand crop this year. Come home, Darcy,’ she said. ‘Please, I need you.’

‘In the kitchen?’

‘Not exactly. Conor’s back now. I’ll explain once you get here.’

Darcy reached across and rang the bell as the entrance to Castle Dromquinna’s driveway appeared on the road ahead. ‘Would you stop here for me? Thank you,’ she said, dragging a large cerise suitcase along the gangway. She swung the case out and jumped down to the verge, her silver Converse splashing in a puddle iridescent with oil. The bus pulled away and she stood for a moment with her back to the Castle, letting the silence seep into her, remembering. She lowered her white Ray-Ban Wayfarers from her dark hair and waited. It smelt like she remembered, yet everything seemed changed. Or is it me that’s changed? A breeze toyed with the hem of her white sundress, and she felt the hairs at the nape of her neck rise. She lifted the collar of her denim jacket and glanced quickly over her shoulder. A man was running towards her, his pace slowing, unruly black curls held back from his eyes by a blue and white bandana.

‘Howya,’ he said, catching his breath. He did a double take. ‘Darcy? I hardly recognised you.’

‘It’s only been a year,’ she said, laughing. She dragged her case across the road to meet him. Conor flung open his arms, and in their hesitant joy at seeing one another again – is it right or left cheek first? – she planted a kiss on his lips. A three-legged greyhound bounded from the woodland towards them. The dog circled, its tail beating their legs. ‘Well I never,’ he said, not stepping away. ‘Still like strawberries for breakfast, eh?’

‘I was starving.’ Darcy blushed. He remembered. She reached down to smooth the hard, silken head of the dog. ‘Taxi, plane, train and bus to get here and not a decent thing to eat between San Francisco and Kenmare.’

‘Hole in the market there,’ he said.

‘Would you look at you? Conor Ricci, running?’

‘New leaf,’ he said, grinning, but she sensed there was a vulnerability to him she’d not seen before. ‘You probably heard.’

‘I’m sorry.’ She held his gaze. ‘How are you?’

‘Better. Much better.’ He wiped his brow with the arm of his grey hoodie and laughed. ‘I’m getting there, day at a time. Now, will I help you with that?’ He took hold of her case, dragging it along behind him. She noticed the faint tan line on his finger where his wedding ring had been. ‘Tell me all about your adventures, Darcy Hughes. What’s with the accent?’

‘California,’ she said, glancing at him. ‘See they still haven’t knocked your Dublin accent out of you?’

‘You can take a man out of Dalkey—’ he said. ‘Mind yourself.’ A blacked-out Range Rover sped along the driveway towards them. He shielded Darcy, taking the brunt of the muddy water splashed up at them. ‘Feckin’ eejit,’ he said, brushing down his splattered T-shirt. The dog raced on ahead of them, barking at the car which sped past a banner reading: Castle Dromquinna, home of ‘Ireland’s Top Chef’.

‘You’ve not changed that much, then,’ Darcy said to Conor, nudging his arm.

‘A man needs one vice.’ He turned to her and smiled, his grey eyes creasing, and her stomach fell away. She was nine years old again, seeing him for the first time, conducting the morning kitchen with the muscular grace of a ballet dancer. She remembered hiding, sneaking a peek at him above the stainless steel counter, peering around the whitewashed brick columns, mesmerised. Boo. He had seen her, snuck across unseen to surprise her. He had swung her up onto the counter and insisted she try a new pudding he was working on. Strawberries for breakfast.

‘Your ma will be glad to see you, and God knows I could do with some help around the place with her out of action,’ he said, the suitcase trundling along the gravel drive behind them. ‘Have you spoken to her?’

‘Briefly. How is she?’

‘The same, just slightly more difficult now she’s in constant pain.’

‘But she’s resting in bed?’

‘Resting?’ He laughed. ‘As we both know, Di’s so good at accepting help when it’s offered.’ Conor glanced at her. ‘I know you won’t get much thanks from your ma, but it’s good of you to drop everything to come and help out. I know what the job at Chez Panisse meant to you—’

‘What could I do?’ Darcy kept her gaze fixed on her feet, unable to look at him. ‘She’s taken on too much, as usual. The Castle, the TV show, this contest—’

‘Ireland’s Top Chef? The ratings just go up year after year,’ he said. ‘The grand final is here in a couple of weeks. We’ve been filming shows judging amateur cooks all over the country. Luckily most of it was in the can before she had her fall.’

‘Thank God Jake found her. I hope she gave your dog a bone for saving her life, at least.’

‘A bone?’ Conor laughed. ‘A bone,’ he said, imitating Diana’s cut-glass vowels. ‘He’d be lucky. Makes good stock does a bone.’ They rounded the curve of the driveway and the Castle stood before them, the grounds falling away to where the sky met the water, a shimmering land of gold and green and blue, fringed with pastel-coloured mountains. Smoke drifted leisurely from the chimney above the peat fire which always burned in the entrance hall of the hotel. They stood in silence for a moment. He watched her closely. ‘Forget how beautiful it is?’

‘Yes. Yes I did.’

The morning light eased across the water, the mirror of the sky, clouds scudding over the still bay. She closed her eyes for a moment and inhaled, enjoying the sensation of being home – the cool breeze, the scent of the ozone and water, the good damp earth. An old stone tower sat at the corner of a later, whitewashed Georgian house with crenellated rooftops and stone mullioned windows. The tower held the family kitchen and private rooms, with Diana’s suite at the very top. The Georgian end housed the restaurant and guest rooms, with a new professional kitchen at the back. Darcy smiled, spotting a skull and crossbones flying from the flagpole on the roof.

‘Is that in honour of Ma’s broken arm?’ Darcy said.

‘Nah, though I see your point,’ Conor said. ‘One of the chefs had their kid’s birthday party here the other night so we put it up for a laugh.’

‘I reckon we should keep it,’ Darcy said, walking on to the Castle. She glanced back over her shoulder at him. ‘Kind of suits your brigade in the kitchen.’

‘Pirates are we now?’ he said, following her. ‘Welcome home, Darce.’
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London

1969

Beyond the liminal reflection of her face in the kitchen window, Colleen watched a lithe red fox slinking along the end of the terraced garden. It stopped for a moment, and seemed to look back at her. Was it daring her? What did it see? she wondered. A grimy Underground train clanked and thundered along the tracks at the end of the garden, and she felt the tremor of the kitchen counter. The fox turned, slipped away into the long grass on the sidings and extinguished, like a flame. She wished she could do the same.

Colleen felt weightless enough, as though she had disappeared. Like an automaton going through the motions, through the dense, hot August days. Had it always been like this, with him? She tried to remember. Not at first, maybe. He kept it hidden, for a time. Then bit by bit, drop by drop, he drained the colour from her life. Sucked it from her. A vampire. She felt she was fading away, like her reflection.

More vibrations. Another train coming. This one slowed, and she could make out the hunched figures of early-morning commuters beyond the grimy windows. A young woman stared back at her from the train. What do they see? A lit window, a girl with long red hair warming a bottle for her baby. The baby. Colleen registered the rising wail, and she quickly wiped down the glass, testing a drop of milk against the inside of her wrist. She flinched as it trickled on to the fresh burn there.

‘Colleen?’

Her heart quickened at the sound of his voice from upstairs. He was awake. ‘Just coming.’ She ran past the aspidistra lurking on its stand in the hall, her slippers padding noiselessly up the narrow brown staircase. She could hear ‘Honky Tonk Women’ on the radio, coming from the flats next door. Maybe the music had woken the baby. Colleen swung open the door to the dimly lit back bedroom. The air was stifling, hot, ripe with the scent of sodden nappy. The child stood in the cot, raging, hot tears scalding her cheeks. ‘Here we are … Mammy’s here,’ Colleen said, gathering her daughter into her arms.

‘Hush,’ he said, coming up behind her. Colleen’s hackles rose, her skin prickling at his touch. ‘Relax. They pick up on your emotions.’ She froze, terrified that his gentleness would switch at any moment without warning. ‘I’ve a full surgery, and there’s a meeting at the Lodge tonight. I won’t be back until late.’

Don’t look at him, she thought. Don’t give him an excuse to say: why aren’t you dressed yet? Why isn’t your hair done? Is it too much to ask for a wife to look pretty at breakfast? ‘Your porridge is on the table, Timothy,’ she said. ‘I’d come down, but she’s hungry, and I know you don’t like to be late.’ She forced herself to walk slowly across the room when all she wanted to do was run. She settled back on the hard wooden rocking chair, keeping her gaze lowered as the child sucked fiercely on the bottle.

‘You should still be breastfeeding – you know that, don’t you?’ he said.

‘She bit me.’

‘They all do that.’

Colleen blinked, fighting back the tears. ‘No, I mean she bit me again and again, drew blood. She laughed. She knew she had hurt me, and she laughed. She’s eighteen months now, Timothy. Old enough.’

Still she didn’t raise her face to him, but her eyes darted, noticed him lift his hand to check the time on his slim gold watch. She hated the coarse black hair over his knuckles. ‘I – I’ll put your dinner in the oven, shall I? Meat and veg, just like you …’ Her voice trailed off at the memory of the beef daube she had cooked the night before, the smashed plate and stew splashed across the floor, the pain where he had pressed the hot lid of her precious Le Creuset casserole against her arm. Colleen wriggled her arm up inside the sleeve of her cardigan, not wanting him to see how much he had hurt her again.

‘Good girl. None of that foreign muck, eh? Then you can shop round the corner. I don’t like you going into town.’

‘But I have to.’ She looked up. ‘It’s only the Italian shops around Soho that have the ingredients I need.’ He walked sharply towards her, and Colleen felt every cell in her body retreat, flinch. She hated herself at that moment, thought of a stray dog she had seen cowering in an alleyway near the market, how pathetically grateful it had been when she had given it a bit of cold meat. It had followed her home, waited outside the gate for a whole day. She longed to bring it in, but she didn’t know what he would do to it. Timothy stood before her now.

‘Look at me.’ He raised her chin with his index finger. ‘There now. All right?’

‘Yes. Yes, everything is fine.’

‘How about a smile then?’

Her lips trembled. ‘Have a good day, Timothy.’

‘I don’t like it when you’re hurt, you know that, don’t you Colleen? You simply have to learn. What is the point in marrying your housekeeper if your home is not perfect? No more mistakes, eh? No more accidents. You’re nineteen, not a child anymore. Good girl.’

‘I want to be a good wife, I really do.’ Colleen took the empty bottle and stood it on the table at her side. She lifted the baby up and laid her against her chest, rubbing her back. The child grizzled, lashing out at her mother’s face.

‘Maybe she’s still hungry.’ Timothy smiled indulgently, stroking the child’s dark hair. ‘She wants more.’ He chuckled. ‘There, lovely smile. She looks just like my mother, don’t you little rabbit?’ He began to sing: Run, rabbit, run, rabbit, run, run, run … Colleen swallowed, nauseous. She’d hated that song ever since he played the old 78 on their honeymoon. She remembered the scratch and hiss of the record, how it had been a game at first, chasing her. She screwed her eyes closed. It was the first time he had hit her, when he caught her. When she tried to stop him.

Colleen fingered the fresh scratches from the tiny nails on her cheek. ‘It’s like a game to her, too.’

‘What are you talking about? Don’t be silly. She’s eighteen months old, what would she know?’

‘She does know, though.’ Colleen stared at him. ‘She enjoys hurting me. She hit me, the other day, with that rattle, and when I cried out, she just laughed.’ Like her father, Colleen thought. That’s what I see in his face, when he hits me – not anger, just detached, curious pleasure.

‘You need a break, Colleen, no wonder you were clumsy last night. You look exhausted,’ Timothy said. His reasonable voice, she thought. Is that how he talks to his patients? He reached for his wallet and handed her a note. ‘Why don’t you go and get yourself a new casserole, eh? Treat yourself. Go to that shop in Chelsea and replace the other one you loved so much. Such a shame you burnt yourself getting it out of the oven last night.’ She flinched, remembering how he held her wrist down against the edge of the heavy metal dish, fresh from the oven. He did, didn’t he? It wasn’t an accident? She closed her eyes against the memory; the noise of the dish crashing to the

floor, the scalding stew flecking her legs, her clothes. ‘What do you say, then?’

I can’t bear it, she wanted to cry out. I can’t bear it anymore.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered, her voice catching. She forced herself to smile up at him, her lips trembling. ‘Thank you.’


3

Kenmare

Diana Hughes strode across the gravel driveway of Castle Dromquinna, leading a scrawny black goat with amber eyes with her good arm. The hem of her orange kaftan rode up over Diana’s strong, tanned legs as the goat struggled. She tightened her grip on the cerise pashmina she had tied around its neck. ‘No you don’t, my friend. Let’s get you safely back in the field.’ She dragged the goat onwards, and looked up at the stone crest above the porchway carved with DH, her silver-grey hair blowing in the breeze. Storm clouds scudded across the sky, blocking the sun. Rain, she thought, longing blooming in her chest for golden, sunlit days in Italy. She was counting down the days to her annual holiday.

‘Let me take ‘im Mrs Hughes,’ the gardener said, setting down his wheelbarrow. ‘Right handful this one is.’

‘That would be grand, thank you Seán. Check Mephisto­pheles’ fence again, would you please?’ The gardener scooped the goat up into his arms, and Diana untied her scarf from its neck. ‘You’re a rascal, so you are,’ she said, scratching the goat’s bony head, its ears quivering in pleasure. She adjusted the sling at the back of her neck, her eyes narrowing.

‘You’ve not been swimming, Mrs Hughes? Not with your arm?’

‘Just a paddle with this ruddy thing,’ she said, raising her arm in its plaster cast. ‘I haven’t missed a day since 1988 and I’m not going to start now. The water is gorgeous at this time of the year. Bracing.’ She picked a piece of reed from the goat’s back. ‘I found you down by the bay, didn’t I?’

On the porch she stamped her feet, and swung open the heavy mahogany door to the reception area. At once the familiar smells of the Castle embraced her: the open fire, beeswax polish, the rich incense perfume of the stargazer lilies on the circular table at the heart of the flagstoned hall. ‘Is Darcy here yet?’ she asked the girl behind the desk, pulling off her wellies. A white cat with aquamarine eyes jumped down from the red velvet armchair by the fire and wound its way around her bare feet. ‘Hello, Kato, have you had your breakfast?’ She slipped on a battered pair of black espadrilles and walked on.

‘Conor’s in the kitchen with your daughter,’ the girl said. ‘Mrs Hughes, someone was—’

‘Not now.’ Diana strode through the hall, stopping to adjust a skew-whiff painting of Kenmare Bay. She knew every inch of the Castle intimately, had chosen every lamp, every rug, every picture herself. The restaurant, and the few discreet rooms above for guests who wished to stay over before driving back to Dublin and beyond, still had the air of a private house. It was classic, artfully shabby. The antiques suited the eighteenth-century architecture and anything newer she had aged. From the derelict bones of an old people’s home awash with avocado bathrooms and safety handles, Diana’s creation had risen like a pop-up page in a glossy magazine. She had added to it over the years, replacing make-do with make-a-statement pieces bought at country house auctions to complement those her husband had collected. At the thought of Kavanagh, she smiled, and paused to look out across the formal garden, the gravel pathways flanked with topiary leading to the walled kitchen garden with its neat brick pathways and raised beds of herbs. We’re a good team, that’s what Kavanagh always used to say. You’ve got the taste and beauty, Di, I’ve got the balls and cheque book. A peacock cried out, stalking across the lawns. Diana brushed a tiny strand of cobweb from the grey-painted moulding of the window frame, blowing it free from her fingertip. She made a mental note to tell the housekeeper to brush down the hand-painted wallpaper, its vines snaking up to the ceiling. You have an eye, my girl, she thought, imagining her husband’s deep voice. You have an eye, for sure.

I feel old, she thought, walking on through the Castle. Her broken arm ached, and her ribs were still mending, bruised from the fall. What would you make of me now, Kavanagh? Where’s the girl you fell in love with in Porto Ercole? She thought of the rugged Tuscan coast, the deep green and peace of the vineyards and olive groves rolling down to the shimmering sea, of her simple whitewashed cottage in the hills. I’ll take a holiday, after this. Her expression softened and her eyes took on a faraway look. Italy was hers alone – there were no demanding customers, no arguing staff to discipline, no TV cameras, no calls from the accountant, no letters from the bank. Perhaps I shall treat myself, book into Il Pellicano for a few days before opening up the cottage. She thought of the hotel’s sunbathing terrace overlooking the endless blue sea, imagined the warmth of the sun easing her bones, the glittering light through her closed eyelids. But there’s work to be done first. Diana took a deep breath, and winced. God, I hope I’ve done the right thing asking Darcy to come home. She pushed open a baize-lined door marked ‘Private’ and strode along the flagstone corridor leading to the family kitchen in the old tower. She could hear laughter up ahead, the deep roll of Conor’s voice telling a story.

‘You didn’t?’ Darcy’s voice, her soft Irish accent melded with west coast American.

‘There you are,’ Diana said, pausing in the doorway. Her daughter stood beside the scrubbed pine table at the heart of the yellow kitchen. The flagstone floor was covered with worn Persian carpets, and faded Liberty print cushions littered the old blue sofa by the stove. The white-painted cabinets and dresser were battered rather than distressed, and littered with pots of utensils. It was a working, homely place, and Diana’s favourite room in the whole Castle. An oil painting of Diana in her prime, her arms full of fresh produce from the kitchen garden, dominated the room, gazing down from the wall between the two floor-to-ceiling sash windows. Darcy stepped towards her mother, her eyes betraying her nerves and joy. Diana tucked a strand of glossy dark hair behind Darcy’s ear, cupped her cheek in her thin, dry hand. ‘It’s good to see you.’ Darcy hugged her mother carefully. ‘There, now,’ Diana said, closing her eyes, breathing in the warm vanilla scent of her daughter. She pressed her lips to the top of Darcy’s head.

‘I was worried about you,’ Darcy said, her voice muffled.

‘It’ll take more than a few broken bones to finish me off,’ Diana said, straightening up as they stepped apart. ‘You do look well. You’ve cut your hair since I saw you last.’ You have the look of your father, she thought, his dark beauty.

‘It’s easier in the kitchen. How’s the arm?’ Darcy said.

‘And the ribs,’ Conor said.

‘I could scream, it’s so frustrating.’ Diana walked to the stove, holding her side. ‘Can’t swim, can’t cook. Shall we make a pot?’ She fumbled with the tea caddy.

‘Here, let me. Sit down, woman,’ Conor said, pulling out a wheelback kitchen chair for her. He filled the kettle, and set it on the stove. ‘Honestly, would it kill you to ask for help?’

‘Yes, probably. You know me,’ Diana said, wincing as she sat down.

‘I was so glad that you called me,’ Darcy said, sitting opposite her.

‘I didn’t want to bother you.’ Diana gestured at Conor, who was sorting through the morning papers. ‘He said it was time for the next generation to take over on the show.’

‘Young blood.’ Conor fished out the Irish Times and took down a pair of tortoiseshell glasses from his hair to read the front page. ‘People have had enough of looking at our faces.’

‘We’ve always assumed you’d take over running the Castle when I retire—’ Diana said.

‘But you’re not retiring yet, are you?’ Darcy said.

‘Not exactly.’ Diana looked at the clock. ‘Why don’t we talk about it later? Give you time to unpack. There’s someone I’d like you to meet arriving tomorrow.’

OPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Sweepingly romantic’ KATHERINE WEBB

on The Perfume Garden

JW

&

It’s finally time to

follow their hearts...






OPS/images/title.jpg
A Serpmer

al the

(Z5le

KATE LORD BROWN

K

ORION





