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For my darling wife, Fiona, for her wisdom, beauty, forbearance – and cooking! With all my love.




CHAPTER 1




‘Let your boat of life be light – one or two friends worth the name, someone to love and someone to love you, a cat, a dog and a pipe or two, enough to eat and enough to wear, and a little more than enough to drink: for thirst is a dangerous thing.’


Jerome K. Jerome, Three Men in a Boat





On almost the final working day before Christmas last year, I pushed through the double front doors of the Spatchcock and asked for Reggie Lambert.


‘At the bar, sir,’ the porter replied. ‘He told me to send you straight in.’


I hurried through the hall, past the large picture of a huge man in Regency dress, affectionately known as Fat Jack, striding doggedly down St James’s, past the stairs and the grandfather clock, to the bar, where the most senior and distinguished member of the club, impossibly venerable, well dressed and grand, was standing alone, staring with baffled hostility at an empty tumbler. Of Reggie and the barman there was no sign.


He turned his grizzled aquiline head towards me and raised a pair of bushy eyebrows.


‘Good morning,’ he half bellowed. ‘Looking for Reggie?’


‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘I’m George Courtauld.’ He grimaced in welcome but did not offer his hand.


‘In the bog,’ he snorted. ‘Told me to get you a glass of champagne.’ The barman appeared, thank goodness, now he had an ally, nodding and smiling. ‘A glass of champagne on Mr Lambert’s tab please, barman.’ The old man barked: ‘And I’d better have another bullshot, please.’ Then turning back to me, ‘Are you the art dealer?’


‘No, I’m a head-hunter.’


‘Really?’ He seemed strangely amazed. ‘You look just like a banker.’


‘The only people left who still do.’


‘Yes. Yes. Now I come to think of it, you have a point. And where’s your . . . your . . . salon, I suppose you call it?’


‘My office,’ I gently corrected him, ‘is on Clifford Street, between Bond Street and Savile Row.’


‘That must set you back a bob or two? But you’re looking very well on it. How on earth did you get into that? I always assumed it was more of a . . . a ladies’ game?’


‘There are lots of very good women, naturally,’ I replied, a touch defensively. ‘But I think most of us are still men.’


‘You do surprise me. And there’s presumably some kind of formal training or apprenticeship? College or guild of some sort?’


‘Well, it’s completely unregulated, so one doesn’t have to worry about official qualifications – or frankly any real training at all.’


‘No wonder one sees so many shockers about. But you must have had some training?’


‘No training, but a fair amount of relevant experience: I spent five years in the City, failing to make a bean for myself or anyone else, but I did make lots of friends who have been kind enough to push business my way ever since. I’ve been at it now for twenty-five years.’


‘Good lord!’ Watching the barman pass me a glass of champagne and begin mixing his bullshot, he softly jangled the change in his pockets.


‘Now barman, I do apologise but I’ve forgotten your name: Completely senile of course. Is it Henry?’


‘Yes, my lord,’ Henry replied, draining his cocktail shaker into a fresh tumbler and passing it across to him.


‘Thank you, Henry, thank you.’ He took a restorative sip and raised his eyebrows at me again. ‘I’ve often wondered, if you don’t mind my asking, do you ever . . . do yourself?’


‘Not yet,’ I admitted. ‘Very happy as I am.’


‘I see. Imagined it must be rather difficult. But you’re clearly quite exceptional, seriously top end. As we’re talking shop, and the place is pretty much empty, perhaps you wouldn’t mind telling me how much someone of your calibre . . . charges per job?’


‘As much as I can possibly get away with; hopefully a minimum of . . . thirty thousand pounds . . .’


The old man coughed the bullshot straight back into his glass and sloshed it down his front.


‘Thirty grand for a haircut?’ he spluttered. ‘No wonder you’re looking so prosperous!’ He whipped out a threadbare spotted handkerchief and swabbed vigorously at his waistcoat. ‘Well, you can certainly replace my bloody drink then.’


‘I’m not a member, I’m afraid.’ Only members were allowed to pay at the Spatchcock.


‘No,’ he answered drily. ‘I suppose not. Where the hell is Reggie?’


‘Here,’ said a deep cheerful voice. ‘Been chatting to Jane in trap two.’ Mobile telephones, laptops, paperwork, receipts, business cards and female non-members of staff, among other things, are not allowed in the Spatchcock. To use a mobile telephone one has to go outside or shut oneself in a loo, as Reggie had been doing. ‘She sends her love.’


‘There you are, Reggie. Thought you were having triplets. Been talking to your hairdresser friend. Makes an absolute fortune.’


‘He’s a head-hunter. Not a hairdresser.’


‘What?’


‘A head-hunter. Are you going deaf?’


‘Course not. Been deaf for years. Ha ha ha. Shooting.’ He turned back to me. ‘Head-hunter, eh? From Borneo?’ Henry and I looked at each other. The old man slapped me on the back. ‘Just joking. Must have misheard you. I know all about headhunters.’ He adopted a silly voice. ‘ “Executive Search”, don’t they call it? Chilling. Ha ha ha. You had me going there for a minute.’


‘Can I get you another drink?’ Reggie offered.


‘Do you know what, I think I’m off, thank you, Reggie. So sorry I can’t help with Johnny Pinion, but he is now chairman after all. If people don’t like him why on earth was he selected? Everyone keeps telling me what a terrible snob he is, but I rather like snobs.’ He drained what was left of his drink and set the glass down on the bar. ‘They’re so terribly fond of me.’ He threw his sodden handkerchief in the waste-paper basket. ‘And anyway, isn’t he supposed to be some sort of business guru or something? Language schools, isn’t it? Communication, that’s the key nowadays, or so I’m told. Might have some bright ideas. It’s just not my place to lecture a chairman on how to behave in his own club. Pity, of course, but there it is.’ He took three salted almonds from the bowl on the bar, ‘Thank you, Henry.’ He nodded at the barman and left.


And now here we were, three fat men in heavy dark suits, seated at the best table in the club. Sebastian had been late, of course, short and round and anxious he might have missed the Scotch eggs.


Reggie was subdued. He was sixty-nine but, despite his height, girth and considerable bulk, his proportions gave him a vulnerable air, top heavy and teetering, like an outsized toddler. He had a very large bald head with a few grey curls brushing his ears and collar, and a rather red nose, and yet there was something rakish and debonair about his beautiful double-breasted chalk-striped suit and dainty buckled black shoes.


‘I’m going on a diet,’ he told us as we shook out our napkins. ‘And I’d like you to join me.’


‘Just before lunch?’ protested Sebastian, peeved and incredulous. ‘Tell me you’re joking!’ His pink, handsome, rather shiny face longingly tracked a plate of mini Scotch eggs being carried to a neighbouring table, and a silver sauceboat, the size of a boot, brim-full of quivering mayonnaise. ‘I had my heart set on the baby Scotch eggs!’


‘Not before lunch, Sebastian. Not even before Christmas,’ Reggie replied testily, irked by his outrage. ‘Next year.’


‘What a bore!’ said Sebastian. ‘Why?’


Reggie’s joie de vivre, generosity and appetite were legendary. The thought of him cutting down on anything seemed not only absurd but quite simply wrong. He might as well have claimed to be taking up ballet or flying to Mars. I was as fazed as Sebastian.


‘Are you ill?’ I asked.


‘Don’t think so. Unless vanity’s a sickness,’ he said solemnly. Otto, the club wine waiter, filled our glasses with Chablis and left the bottle on the table.


‘Well?’


‘They’re making a series about First Eleven, a television series.’ Reggie set up the charity, First Eleven, when he sold his business in 2006. It rents land from local farmers to provide temporary cricket pitches and coaching for schools without playing fields. ‘It seems there’s a sort of template to these programmes. They like to build the thing around a key character: me.’


‘Makes sense,’ Sebastian nodded. ‘You did found the bloody thing, and you do run it.’


‘They want me to appear in every episode. Blether on earnestly to camera. Dash about looking purposeful.’


‘So? What’s the problem?’


‘I begged to be left out but they simply insist and the sponsors and other backers are adamant.’


‘I’m not surprised. You were brilliant in that promotional video. Raised a fortune, didn’t it?’


‘Someone said I looked like a pregnant bulldog . . .’


‘Everyone said you looked like a pregnant bulldog. People love pregnant bulldogs. They’re good telly. That’s what they want.’


‘Well, it’s not what I want.’


‘It’s your charity. If you still believe in the thing, you have to do it.’


‘I’m going to do it, but not as that bloated clown in the video, that wheezing buffoon. I refuse to look that ludicrous in front of an audience of thousands.’


‘Millions maybe.’


‘Preserved on the web for all eternity as a panting hippopotamus.’


‘I never think of you as panting particularly.’


‘Thank you.’


‘They say television adds ten pounds.’


‘Thank you too, George. Maybe it does, but I need to lose forty pounds. Filming starts in five months or so. Maybe six. Five months to turn from bulldog to boxer. So I’m going on a diet and I want you to join me.’


‘Very unwise to tinker with one’s way of life at your age, Reggie,’ Sebastian told him earnestly, clutching at straws. ‘What does Jane think?’


‘She’s thrilled. The doctor’s been nagging me to lose weight anyway. To think about losing weight for ages.’


‘Have you ever been to the doctor and not been nagged about weight?’ Sebastian said dismissively. ‘You’re happy and busy and retired, for goodness’ sake. If one can’t relax about the odd extra pound at seventy, when the hell can one?’


Reggie did seem to have a happy life. He had been one of the first people in Britain to get into portable loos, initially for building sites, then ‘events and functions’. Gradually the business expanded into mobile offices and homes, portable everything, getting more and more luxurious each year. He sold out in 2006 and set up First Eleven, courting farmers, perfecting his mobile cricket pavilions and raising money. The charity was so effective and popular it attracted the favourable attention of the media and politicians. Rumour had it, that with First Eleven and Reggie’s other charitable work, apparently no skeletons in his cupboard, and a lifetime of successful business behind him, the prime minister had plans to ‘help him give something back’.


‘I’m sixty-nine. Not much older than you,’ Reggie retorted indignantly. Sebastian is sixty-one. I am fifty-two. ‘A virtual spring chicken in this day and age,’ he added, glaring defiantly at each of us in turn. ‘But I am going to get back in shape for this bloody programme, and seeing how you two are both so . . . so . . . mis-shapen yourselves . . .’ He glared at us again, ‘Out of shape yourselves. I thought you might join me?’


He turned to a passing waiter and, in a rather less passionate tone, ordered lunch for us all.


‘May we have a very large jug of tap water, please? And I think we’ll all have the Scotch eggs and then the turkey?’ He looked round for our approval. We smiled encouragingly. ‘With all the trimmings.’


‘May I have the potted shrimps rather than the Scotch eggs, please, Reggie?’ I said.


‘And I’d rather have goose instead of turkey,’ said Sebastian. ‘And four rather than just three Scotch eggs if possible, please?’


‘Of course,’ he beamed at the waiter. ‘Thank you.’ He turned back. ‘So?’ he said.


‘You haven’t sold it very well,’ chided Sebastian, after a pause. ‘Recruitment by insult is generally regarded as a bit of an oxymoron.’


The water and three toast racks were placed on the table. Sebastian hastily buttered himself a white triangle before anyone could snatch it away. ‘I don’t really believe in dieting anyway,’ he said between munches. ‘In fact, I rather disapprove.’


‘Obviously!’ Reggie retorted, flicking a contemptuous glance at Sebastian’s midriff. ‘Talking of morons.’


‘You’re not being entirely reasonable,’ continued Sebastian, reaching for another piece of toast. ‘The Grace Browns have always been big. My father and grandfather were massive: very, very big; mighty trenchermen. It’s genetic.’


‘So’s haemophilia. Doesn’t mean it’s good for you.’


‘But you have an incentive, Reggie. We haven’t. And I’m single now, unlike you two, and – despite all the propaganda – I’ve come to realise that girls rather fancy a larger bloke, girls of a certain age.’


‘Bollocks.’


‘Shows he can bring home the bacon. It is a subconscious thing. They don’t even know it themselves.’


‘Ah,’ Reggie nodded sarcastically. ‘Hence your army of ardent admirers.’


‘But that’s not really the point. Chatting people up invariably involves grub, at some point. I can’t nibble a celery stick while they knock back the lobster and champagne. Nothing could be more of a turn-off. And I feel great, health-wise, perhaps because I don’t waste my time pestering doctors. Right as a trivet. What about you, George?’


‘No, I don’t actually,’ I replied.


‘Don’t you?’


‘I’m as fat as a pig, Sebo, let’s face it, and I’d much rather not be. The waistband on this suit is like cheese wire. I have to wear a jersey now to hide the fact I can’t do my trousers up properly.’


‘I was wondering about the tank top. Just assumed it was an early Christmas present.’


‘Fiona says I’ve started to snore . . . horribly. And it’s really getting her down and I’m pretty sure it’s a weight thing. It’s . . . dispiriting. Standing on the platform at Kelvedon Station this morning I could feel the skin from my multiple chins pressing cold against each other.’


‘It was freezing this morning!’


‘And when I leant forward in my seat, my belly actually rested on my lap and got in the way of my forearms.’


‘The seats are minuscule on those trains. Tiny!’


‘I have moobs.’


‘What?’


‘Man boobs, a moon face and my mind hasn’t caught up and still thinks I’m gorgeous.’


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘I get a jolt every time I see my reflection. Frankly, I’m downright obese and I’ve got to do something about it. So I’m in. Count me in, Reggie. And of course you’ll do it too, Sebo.’


‘Well of course,’ he grumbled, ‘having no mind of my own.’ He poured himself another glass of wine and took a hearty gulp. ‘But not because I’m kowtowing to the health zealots, but because I’m wet, too wet to say no to my friends.’ He was momentarily distracted by the arrival of the Scotch eggs, but continued ranting on in autopilot as we waited for the mayonnaise and my shrimps. ‘It’s all a government conspiracy, anyway, this obsession with weight . . .’


‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Reggie shushed.


‘. . . to make everyone so morose and miserable, so used to life by diktat, that we don’t object, don’t even notice, their creeping encroachments on our ancient liberties. Too fixated with our earthly bodies to fight for our eternal souls!’ A waitress brought my potted shrimps and another placed a huge silver sauceboat on the table. Sebastian’s eyes locked onto it. ‘May I have some mayonnaise, please?’ he said.


‘So that’s a yes, then, Sebo? Well. Thank you,’ Reggie said, grinning suddenly and passing the silver jug. He chortled to himself for a second, then picked up his knife and fork and, having subjected a Scotch egg to a series of minute adjustments, plunged his blade through the crust. Something very like molten butter erupted from the breach, then oozed over the bread-crumbed surface: perhaps simply pure fat.


‘The New Year, you say?’ Sebastian continued. ‘You’re giving us Christmas to get used to the idea?’


‘Mentally prepare yourselves, yes, and do your research.’ Reggie took a succulent mouthful of meat smothered in mayonnaise and executed an exquisite slow-motion crunch. He held the piping hot morsel on his tongue with his mouth slightly open, and exhaled slowly to cool the gobbet, emitting a momentary wisp of steam before swallowing. Then he nodded, mumbling dreamily. ‘Gosh that was . . . good.’


‘No wonder they call it the mother sauce,’ said Sebastian, already on his second dollop. ‘This mayonnaise is sensational. And very easy to make, apparently.’


‘Aren’t there five mother sauces?’ I mused. ‘I seem to remember one of them is tomato.’


‘According to who?’ Reggie asked.


‘The Hairy Bikers of course,’ said Sebastian. ‘Do you think there is some sort of link between cooking and motorbikes? The Two Fat Ladies had a bike too.’


‘Just one?’


‘That can’t be true?’


‘Yes. A Triumph Thunderbird and sidecar.’ Sebastian had a Kawasaki.


‘No, I mean the mother sauces and the Hairy Bikers. I had no idea they were so influential.’


‘They’re not. It was the Frogs, you plonker. The French. I forget how gullible you are. Rather adorable really.’


‘Thanks.’


‘And George is right. One of the five French mother sauces is made from tomato, and three from flour and various stocks: veal, fish, beef. But the mother of the mothers, in my eyes, the grand-mère, has got to be mayonnaise. And its derivatives and variations; emulsions of egg yolk and butter or oil: hollandaise, Béarnaise, et cetera. Different names, different flavours and textures, but essentially the same sauce.’


‘Hollandaise? As in Holland? Hang on, I thought it was French,’ said Reggie.


‘Created by French Huguenots returning to France from exile in Protestant Holland. Mayonnaise isn’t Spanish either.’


‘Why should it be?’


‘It’s named after Mahón in Menorca.’


‘Is Menorca in Spain?’


‘Yes. Some French admiral captured it and the only things left to eat were eggs and olive oil. His chef whipped them up together and voilà! Mahón or mayon-naise.’


‘I love mayonnaise,’ I said, ‘but I’m not sure I could eat it on its own.’


‘Groaning with bloody calories of course,’ said Sebastian, before cramming in a forkful of Scotch egg, having dunked it in his dollop, and chewing with brisk deliberation.


‘You mentioned research, Reggie,’ he said after swallowing. ‘What do you mean, research?’ But Reggie was still savouring our recruitment.


‘I am glad you’re both on board,’ he said, looking up from his plate and beaming at us each in turn. ‘I thought I might have to ask Geoffrey.’


‘Geoffrey?’


‘Geoffrey Bramley.’ Geoffrey was the Master of our local beagle pack, the Essex Foot.


‘Why?’


‘Put on a huge amount of weight when he was laid up with that ingrowing toenail. Can’t keep up with the hounds any more, and of course refuses to use a quad bike or pony.’


‘Well, it is the Essex Foot, after all. But he’s not the easiest chap in the world.’


‘That’s what Jane said. She suggested I join Weight Watchers, if you said no.’


‘Weight Watchers?’ Sebastian blurted, fork halfway to his mouth again. He actually put the fork down, still laden. ‘Do you like being watched?’


‘It is not about being watched, Sebastian,’ Reggie assured him. ‘Or at least not in a negative sense. More about joint watching; self-watching.’


‘That’s what the Stasi said.’


‘It’s about mutual support, team effort, watching each other’s backs. You’re all in it together, but of course much more fun with old friends.’


‘Hate teams, always have,’ said Sebastian. ‘Stag parties, hooligans, lynch mobs. Perhaps because I’m crap at games? Too competitive.’


‘That doesn’t make sense.’


‘I’m so competitive I can’t bear not to win. So I refuse to play at all: “I strove with none for none were worth my strife.” ’


‘Who said that?’


‘Forgotten. Byron, I think.’


‘Keen cricketer, Byron.’


‘Was he?’


‘Always dieting.’


‘Bit of a tit, Byron. Maybe it was Landor. But tell me about this research, Reggie?’


‘You’ve just made my point with your teams. We need a plan, Sebastian. We each need our own plan. Weight Watchers provides a plan – a very simple, proven plan – based on calories, I think, but teams aren’t your cup of tea so it’s not for you. You’ll come up with a different plan having done your research. We’re each different.’


‘Of course,’ conceded Sebastian. ‘You’re going to use the word “lifestyle” next, I can sense it.’ Reggie ignored him.


‘Can you remember George’s sponsored diet, when he lost all that weight for the cottage hospital?’ He turned to me. ‘What was it, George? Two stone in twelve weeks?’


‘Thirty pounds,’ I admitted.


‘But three months later you were back where you started, weren’t you?’


‘Not quite . . . but pretty much.’


‘And now you’re even bigger? Fat as a pig, you said?’ I poured myself some tap water and took a sip of wine.


‘Yes,’ I conceded.


‘Well, that’s crazy! That’s why we need a long-term plan, a “lifestyle” plan, to get the weight off and keep it off . . .’ Reggie symbolically pushed the mayonnaise jug away and thoughtfully helped himself to a final triangle of toast. ‘. . . after all that self-denial. Otherwise the whole thing’s pointless.’


‘I thought this was about looking good on telly? Not a career with the Chippendales.’


‘There’s no point losing it just to put it back on again.’


‘How much are you aiming to lose?’ I asked warily.


‘Enough to look half human again. My GP said one should aim for the recommended BMI. That people who weigh what they should, look as they should.’


‘Glib bastard. Some people are just plain ugly,’ Sebastian observed, ‘whatever they weigh, and most of them perfectly happy, decent people too. And, anyway, recommended by whom?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. Doctors I suppose.’


‘And what is the BMI? More medical mumbo-jumbo.’


‘Come on, Sebastian. Do try to be a bit more positive. Your girls thought you might want to get trim for the wedding. Don’t you want to look your best in the photographs?’ Sebastian’s eldest daughter Natasha was getting married in May.


‘Depends how you define best. Take Fat Jack in the hall: that was gorgeous in 1810. Until Beau Brummell came along and ruined it all.’


‘How did Beau Brummell ruin it all?’


‘One of the first full-time trendsetters: he was a narcissist obsessed with cravat knots.’


‘What?’


‘You know, cravat knots. Like tie knots.’


‘Oh.’


‘Utter show-off. Striking “attitudes” in the bow window at White’s so everyone could admire his sublime new togs and “sporting figure” as they plodded up and down St James’s. Had himself publicly weighed once a week on the scales at Berry Brothers: vanity personified. It was he who invented dreary trousers, with a strap under the boot, instead of good old britches. Had calves like Twiglets, apparently. The original fat-ist.’


‘Well, I suppose we all have our issues,’ Reggie said generously.


‘He got his comeuppance in the end.’


‘How?’


‘He was best buddies with the Prince Regent, the future George IV, the frustrated chubster who built Brighton. His sort of favourite.’


‘And?’


‘They had a row about something or other?’


‘Cravat knots?’


‘Do you know, Reggie, I think it was. Anyway the Prince Regent bumped into him somewhere or other and cut him dead. Brummell turned to the prince’s equerry and asked loudly, “And who’s your fat friend?” That was that. Ostracised by the whole of London and died in penury and disgrace.’


‘The perfect reason for preferring Fat Jack’s kind of gorgeous,’ I said. ‘Though I bet he snored like a pig.’


‘Who?’


‘Fat Jack.’


‘Snoring was the least of his wife’s problems, by the look of him. He must have weighed thirty stone. But I do get George’s point,’ Sebastian conceded. ‘There’s something particularly tragic about pissing someone off while you’re fast asleep. It got Mary down.’


Sebastian and his wife Mary separated five years ago. She still lives in their old home a few miles from us in Essex. Sebastian moved back to London, into a friend’s ground-floor flat near Sloane Square. The friend, the landlord, on holiday in Goa for the last forty years, insists on no repairs or refurbishment and the right to move back in at one week’s notice. Accordingly the rent is absurdly ‘reasonable’ but the flat is rather a dump.


Sebastian has a small gallery specialising in animal oils near Christie’s, packed with beautiful things, most of which he is notoriously reluctant to sell; as his wife is said to have ‘got everything’ in their divorce, he is widely assumed to be broke.


‘Fiona tells me it gets especially bad when I reach about fourteen stone, around the fifth hole in my belt.’


‘So you need to get back to the fourth hole in your belt? Are you wearing it now?’


‘No, braces.’


‘If you were, which hole would you be on?’


‘The eighth.’


‘So you need to lose four holes.’


‘He needs to lose six holes,’ Reggie insisted. ‘And stay there.’ He smiled at the waiters clearing our plates. ‘Fiona told Jane that being in bed with you, George, is like sleeping in a drum . . .’ Our wives, Fiona, Jane and Mary, have been neighbours and friends for twenty-five years. ‘. . . a giant drum being rolled down a cobbled street.’


‘She told me that too.’


‘But it’s not just the snoring: it’s health generally. The fact is that being overweight is bad for you, very bad indeed. And as we get older, we have less and less time to rectify the situation. So we’ve got to overshoot, then the occasional relapse won’t matter.’


‘Great,’ Sebastian muttered, half under his breath. ‘You’ve become a fanatic.’


‘Yes, great, Sebastian. And once we get there we can ease off, once we’ve stabilised. But not too quickly either, or the skin can’t cope. Look at poor Colonel Derek over there.’ He jerked his head at the club table, where a gaunt old man, short and enwizened, was eating on his own, a copy of Marie Claire propped open on a bookstand in front of him. ‘Lost so much weight after his wife left that the skin was hanging down in swags like Ali Baba’s trousers. Eventually they cut a three-foot strip off his waist and he had it made into a gun-sleeve.’


‘What a good idea,’ said Sebastian. ‘Though there does still seem to be a bit of . . . slack?’


‘You mean the wattles? The empty jowls?’


‘Certainly a wallet. Maybe even a cartridge bag? Is it true he’s got a gastric band?’


‘So everyone says, but I don’t think we’re quite there yet, are we? The gastric-band stage? Let’s try dieting first. We need to sort out a strategy. Not too fast, not too slow, just right.’


‘The Goldilocks Diet.’


‘I heard somewhere or other that one should aim to lose one, one and a half pounds a week.’


‘You’ll be on it for ever then, Reggie.’


‘Filming’s due to start in late May, early June.’


‘That is for ever.’


‘Five months or so. Let’s say twenty weeks at one and a half pounds a week.’ I calculated. ‘Thirty pounds. That’s over two stone.’


‘Five months?’ Sebastian said flatly. ‘Nearly half a year.’


‘And whether to cut calories or carbs? All these things have to be considered.’


‘What precisely is a carb?’ asked Sebastian, trying to be positive. ‘Or a calorie, for that matter?’


‘Do you really not know?’ Reggie exclaimed. ‘I thought you went to Oxford?’


‘Why should I know?’ demanded Sebastian, fat from the Scotch eggs glistening on his chin. ‘I read history, not nutrition.’ He wiped his chin with a napkin.


‘It’s bread and potatoes and pasta and rice . . .’


‘You’re telling me a loaf is a carb? A potato is a carb?’


‘No, no, of course not. But they contain carbs.’


‘So what is a carb then? I thought you went to Gordonstoun? Look it up on your telephone.’


‘I can’t. I’m on the committee,’ Reggie hissed, looking round furtively. ‘But as the name suggests, a carbohydrate is a combination of carbon and hydrogen . . .’ As he faltered, Otto placed a Pocket Oxford English Dictionary on the table beside him. ‘Thank you, Otto,’ Reggie said smoothly. ‘This’ll get it exactly.’ He flicked the pages. ‘Ah. Here we are: Carbohydrate: energy-producing organic compound of carbon with oxygen and hydrogen: starch, sugar, glucose.’


‘I see,’ said Sebastian. ‘And bread, potatoes and pasta are all full of them?’ Reggie nodded encouragingly. ‘And sugar?’ Sebastian thought for a moment. ‘So carbs are basically what make food worth eating?’ Silence. ‘What’s a calorie then?’


Reggie turned back a few pages and read on.


‘Unit of quantity of heat. Amount of heat required to raise the temperature of one gram of water one degree centigrade. Accordingly used to express the energy value of foods.’


‘Very much like a carb then,’ said Sebastian. ‘This is going to be fun.’


‘Not fun, Sebo, but good. Because making things better is good. And it’s simple. We just cut out pudding, potatoes and pasta and the weight pours off. And port, I suppose.’
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