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Love in your sixties

Prue Leith thougnt love was behind her, but, as she tells
(assandra Jardine, she was wrong

Prue Leith giggles as she recalls the moment when her desire returned. "We were
driving along & road in Lanzarote, and & shaft of sunshine fell across Emest's
arm. He has sirong, pianist's amms, and | wanted to stroke it

Finding & new man was the | ast thing on Leith's mind as she set off for the
Canary slands. She thought she was supporing an old friend, Sir Emest Hall,
wha had separated from his wife - althaugh the prospect of muttering
encauraging words about ime being a great healer didnt enthral her. "l was so
busﬁ' she recalls. "l hought Lanzarole would be the pis: all fat, red mean,
sunburnt women and lager louts. | didn want to be waith someone who was sad.
But | fell in love."

And did she stoke that sunlit arm? *Ohino, he would have crashed the car” she
says, sounding 8 going on 16. "Bul & couple of days laler, | was meant to be
going on lo see his wile, Sarah, in France. .. | never gol there.”

The woman who banished he rubber sandwich from Batish Rail, and tackled
schonl food long before Jamie Oliver, had hought romance was behind her. Aller
historian Rayne Kruger, her husband of 30 years, died at he end of 2002, she
buried herself in wug..

But now, two vears after the Lanzarole twunderbalt, Leih is having & wonderful
tirme: with 3ir Emest, a concert pianist lumed indusirizlist She looks happy,
youthful and full of energy despite her"creaky knees®. Far from being quarded,
she loves lalking about her "saus chel® - and has even dedicated I'ﬂﬁatest nevel
to hirn.

The book, Choral Sodely, i about three women looking for love in their fifies
{she wanled sxbies, bul the publisher said na) who join & choir and leam to sing
again. Metaphoncally, this reflects her own experiences, but is it literally he case
as well? *No. Emest Iokd me that evenone can sing. Then he hit a nofe an the
piano and asked me 1o have a go. Afler a few tries, he gaveup.”

Leith admits that her novels are light reads, rather than Booker Prize material.
They dont sell nearly as well as her recipe books - Leih's Cookery Bible is still

aing strong after 30 years - but she dossa't need money, and enjoys exploring
thermes close fo her heart, such as work, marmage, lonsliness and relaonships
between women. All these femes crop up again in the new book, inwhich the
troika consists of a widowed food wriler who 1S sacked in favour of 2
{elevision-fiendly male, & lonely businesswoman ruled by her schedule and a
champagne-swilling nymphomaniac.

Ifs not hard Lo find the author in the first two characlers, yet its the bed-hopping
party girl Leith describes &s her favourite. "She's the least like me, but | admire
her guls,” explaing a waman who has besn enjoying the ke fowering of her own
fun-loving side.

One reason for Leith 1o fesd liberated is that Rayne, who was 20 years her senior,
was unwell for several years. He spent weekdays in his shudy at ther Cotswold
home while she dashed around, but every menin?aise.'en they spake on the
phone, which she sill misses. 7 hadn'l realised Gl he was gone how much |
neaded o dothings for other people,” she says. °If | planted a bed in fe garden,
| wanted him fo praise me."



Immedialely afier his death, she did "the classic thing™. "l ran around organising
things, putbng off grief. Then it crashed down on her. Having always cooked from
scratch, shetook bo scoffing pizza and tinned food, piling on weight.” The: thing
abaut widowhood, which is a form of depression, is that it takes the pleasure out
of evenithing.  the sun shines, you feel resentful. There seems no point in
anything.*

Her solace was work. Newer a slouch, the waman who already held some sort of
record for boards sat on and public appemirments accepted took on yet mare.
When she wasn't rushing between meetings, she was wriling, or finding solace
with friends.

"It wasn't untl Rayne died fat | understood fiendship,” she says. | had women
friends, bul they all had speafic roles: the ones | had business lunches with, the
ones | played tennis with. When | was alone, hey scooped me up. My tennis
friend took me salsa dancing; | went walking with business friends; and | went on
a nding safaa with my old inend. Sarah Hall."

After a couple of years, she &l she had “eracked” widowhood. It didn't occurta
her to want & new man, of even sex “Jilly Cooper said that when she fumed 60,
she wanted o have just one more passionate affair, When Rayne was il |
thought she was quite right, but after he died | didn't feel any desire.”

And then she 2t off to visit Sarah's husband, an old business associale, in
Lanzarate, She had long admired his energy, and marvelled at his piano skills -
but romance had never crogsed her mind. et she retumed from the weekend so
sure it was frue love thal she had to tell her children,

Both Danmy & former journalist and speechwriter, who now runs & chanly, and
Li-Da, an adopled Cambodian orphan who has become & documentary producer,
have flats in her Natting Hll house. Even so, it was hard to get them together.
“We were all 50 busy that in the end | arranged a conference call. Li-Da thaught |
must have cancer, but Dan said immedistely: You arein love, and ifs Emest
Hall."*

She had feared that the children would mind, but they were thrilled. “0f course,”
she poirts aut, "It takes & huge burden from them.” 1 s also a relief for Emests
five children, she thinks, that feir TE-year-old father has found a woman wha is
wealthy in her own right, rafer than someone who has hunted him down through
the Rich Lists. Things are more awkward with Sarah, although “oocasionally we
fing each other and complain about him



