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Stella Newman studied English at Sussex University, then went on to work in advertising, at the BBC and then as a professional food taster. She is now a full-time writer, based in London, and has written three novels: Pear Shaped, Leftovers and The Dish, as well as the festive e-short story, A Pear Shaped Christmas. She blogs about restaurants, food and writing at www.stellanewmansblog.wordpress.com and you can follow her on twitter @stellanewman.






Acclaim for Stella Newman:


‘Really quite brilliant . . . fresh, insightful, honest and very contemporary’ Henry Fitzherbert, Sunday Express


‘Sharp, sweet and satisfying all at once’ Kate Long    


‘If you are a girl with a passion for food, this modern city heartbreak is the book for you’ Heat    


‘Achingly funny, searingly honest’ Claudia Carroll






   

About the Book


Love is on the menu. With a side order of lies.


When Laura Parker first crosses forks with Adam Bayley, she’s only after one thing: his custard doughnut. But when she takes a closer look she sees a talented, handsome man who outshines the string of jokers she’s been dating.


There’s just one problem. Adam’s job means Laura has to keep her job as restaurant critic for The Dish, a secret. Tricky for someone who prides herself on honesty.


Can the truth be put on ice long enough for love to flourish? 


And how can you expect your boyfriend to be honest if you’re not quite telling the truth yourself?


Stella Newman. Fiction has never tasted so good.
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To my sister, with love






‘An ounce of loyalty is worth a pound of cleverness’


Elbert Hubbard








Four Years Ago










To: Roger Harris@The Voice


From: Laura Harwall@Bean To Cup


Subject: Sub-editing work


Dear Roger,


I hope this email finds you well.


I’m sure you won’t remember me – it’s been so long – but I’m Laura Parker, Jane Parker’s youngest daughter. (Harwall is/was my married name, but I’m just starting to change everything back.)


I have such vivid memories of you from the times we used to visit Mum in her office when you were still based in Fleet Street. Mum would try to make us sit quietly and behave – fat chance! Jess and I would come and pester you for Jelly Babies. You were probably trying to file copy on the Falklands but you always made time for us and even put up with my sister’s atrocious manners. Did you really like the green Jelly Babies best or did you just pretend to so that Jess and I could eat all the red and black ones?


Anyway, twenty-five years on and here I am pestering you again. The reason I’m writing is because I’m moving back to London and I wondered if there were any sub-editing jobs going at your place? I’m a huge fan of The Voice. You launched just as I moved up North, and I find it so heartening that while other magazines have haemorrhaged readers, your ABCs go from strength to strength. Your journalists are the only ones I truly trust, and I’ve come to realise that trust – above all else – is what matters.


A bit about my background: after graduating in English and Spanish, I spent the majority of my twenties working for Union Roasters, then left to help launch Bean To Cup. For the last three years I’ve been running our (now) five award-winning branches. While at uni I worked every summer as a sub at the Manchester Evening News. I have full secretarial skills as well as shorthand (Mum insisted). In addition I speak pretty fluent French (Dad now lives in Paris, Jess dragged him out there to be full-time babysitter to her twins. She heads up the equities trading desk for Paribanque, can you believe?)


In terms of subbing, I’m more than happy to do late shifts, nights, freelance – anything you have going. I’m a fast learner, very flexible with my hours and am available to start as soon as possible.


Looking forward to hearing back from you.


All the best,


Laura Parker


To: Laura Harwall@Bean To Cup


From: Sandra Milton@The Voice


Subject: re: Sub-editing work


Dear Mrs Harwall,


With regards to your recent enquiry, I regret to inform you we have no vacancies at this time. In addition, as your experience in newspapers was almost a decade ago, may I suggest that if you are indeed serious about re-entering the sub-editing profession, you gain some further experience? Perhaps apply for the course at Cardiff or City, if you are such a fast learner?


Yours sincerely


Ms Milton


To: Laura Harwall@Bean To Cup


From: Roger Harris@The Voice


Subject: My goodness!


Laura Parker, what an absolute delight to hear from you!


Of course I remember you. How could I forget the Parker sisters? Jess was the first eight-year-old girl (and come to think of it the last) who assured me she’d be the next female prime minister and that she’d teach Maggie a thing or two. And you, Laura – I’ve never seen anyone attack a Jelly Baby with such precision and delight, always the red ones, head first, one decisive bite: then a slow demolition of the rest, limb by limb. Graceful, methodical and with the mouth of a killer.


The ever-efficient Sandra managed to reply before I noticed your message. (If you ever need a henchman, Sandra’s your woman. She’s worked for me for ten years and still scares me slightly! No matter: she runs the office with Teutonic efficiency, leaving the rest of us to get on with the words.)


I’m terribly sorry to hear your marriage didn’t work out. Been there myself. Still, your mother always used to say you were a brave little thing. I remember when you split your head open on a bumper car pole at the Hampstead Easter fair shortly after Jane started working for me. She told us you’d taken it all in your stride until you realised your sister had eaten your Cadbury’s Creme Egg while you’d been having your stitches sewn, then all hell broke loose.


Unfortunately, as Sandra notes we have no vacancies in subs (though don’t worry about a course – the laws of grammar haven’t changed much recently). We run a supremely lean, post-financial crisis ship here – eleven full-time staff, the rest freelance. There is one vacancy – though I only mention it because we were about to advertise. It’s far too junior and the pay won’t be in line with your current salary. In fact I’m sure it’s of no interest whatsoever. Regardless, I am looking for someone to replace my PA Maureen, who’s retiring at the age of 132 – or so she’d have us believe!


Anyway, as I said, far too unchallenging for a girl with your manifold abilities, I’m probably insulting you even mentioning it.


I do hope, divorce aside, life is treating you well enough. Send my best to your father and sister, and if by any remote chance you are interested in applying, send me your CV and perhaps we can talk through the role in greater detail on the phone?


Warmest regards,


Roger


PS Yes of course I like the green ones best!


To: Jess, Dad


From: Laura


Subject: Life . . .


Quick update: I’ve officially filed for divorce as Tom’s too cheap to pay the court fees. I discussed with my lawyer what grounds to file on – adultery being the obvious one – but Tom still claims he and Tess have only just started seeing each other, even though he’s moved in with her. He thinks he’s such a good liar but at least now I know the signs (i.e. opening his mouth/forming words.)


We’ve settled on ‘Unreasonable Behaviour’. Shagging his colleague/my friend and lying about it for 13 months? Unreasonable just about covers it.


I haven’t seen her since my birthday, when she bought me that silver Friendship bracelet. Presumably Accessorize were all out of Lying Two-Faced Slapper bracelets. I’m not sure why I judge her quite so harshly. I suppose you expect better from another woman. Well, the two of them deserve each other, and now I know never to trust anyone ever again.


Regardless. I think I’ve found a job in London, as PA to Roger Harris. He now edits a brilliant monthly magazine, The Voice – it’s like a cross between Private Eye and The New Yorker – funny, sharp and honest. Also, I’ve spoken to Rachel and I’m going to rent her spare room. She’s hardly ever there and I can have it for £350 a month – a total bargain for Maida Vale.


X


PS I’m not going to make it over for my birthday – think I’m going to lie low, so please could you send me some more of that fig jam? It’s perfect – not too sweet, and has great little chunks of fruit in it.


To: Laura, Dad


From: Jess


Subject: HOLD IT!


Laura, you’re making a VERY BIG MISTAKE. Don’t EVER take a pay cut. And DON’T run away from your problems.


Also I think you should freeze your eggs. Fertility goes OFF A CLIFF after 30. One of my team has just frozen hers at 26 – a hugely sensible, forward-thinking move. Be pro-active! Charles and I could give you some money towards it, for a birthday present, if you like?


To: Jess, Dad


From: Laura


Subject: Please stop talking to me in capitals!


Jess. I’m lucky to be offered a job at all in the current climate. Besides, it’s only an interim move while I sort my life out.


PS Thank you, and your husband, for offering to invest in my ovaries, but I’d much rather you bought me the new Nigel Slater if it’s all the same?


To: Laura, Jess


From: Dad


Subject: re: Life . . .


Girls, don’t squabble, please.


L – sounds interesting re Roger Harris. Your mother always rated him, although Jess may have a point, I’m not sure you should take a pay cut. You won’t be able to afford the same lifestyle in London doing a secretarial job. And what about your friends, aren’t they all up in Manchester now?


PS What is this Grindr thing? Can I do it on my BlackBerry?


To: Dad


From: Laura


Subject: re: Life . . .


Unfortunately most of my friends up here are mine and Tom’s. They’re politely sitting on the fence, and while I fully appreciate that no one wants to be involved in the drama (least of all me) it makes for a pretty lonely time up here regardless.


As for lifestyle, all I spend money on nowadays is food, and London’s full of good, cheap places to eat.


PS Stay away from Grindr, Dad, it’s really not your thing.


To: Laura


From: Jess


Subject: Important!


I’ve considered it overnight and I definitely don’t think you should take this secretary job. I thought you were going to do freelance subbing while you found a proper job? It’s essential to maintain your salary level. Believe me, I know all about these things: once you take a pay cut/step down from a career path it’s almost IMPOSSIBLE to get back up again. I saw a CV the other day – bright woman who’d taken a year off to do some whole Eat, Pray, Love thing – and I just thought: flaky hippy.


Now would be the right time to return to a blue chip – apply to Nestlé or Kenco. The hot bevs market is virtually recession proof.


Laura: you’ve worked hard, you’re smart and you’re at a VITAL stage in your career trajectory. Don’t under-deliver on your potential! Mum would have said the same.


To: Jess


From: Laura


Subject: Let me explain . . .


Jess, last December while I was laid up with flu, Tom went to New York (with Tess) for their ‘annual marketing conference’.


YOUR BARCLAYS BANK ACCOUNT STATEMENT


CURRENT ACCOUNT


YOUR TRANSACTIONS








	Date

	Description

	Money out






	14/12

	Agent Provocateur

	£230






	The Mercer Bar

	£78






	Duane Reade

	£3.88






	15/12

	Tiffany & Co

	£3200






   	Starbucks JFK Int’l

	£4.23











I don’t need to spell out the punchline, but . . . last Christmas Tom bought me a WH Smith pocket diary and a griddle pan. Even though there are moments when I can sort of laugh at all this, these moments are brief. For the most part, my heart is broken. There are days when it is all I can do to get out of bed. Washing my hair feels like climbing a mountain. My heart literally aches. I feel humiliated every time I see any of our mutual friends. I need to leave this town and these memories behind.


Mum wouldn’t have said the same as you. She’d have said life is precious and life is brief and if you’re not happy – change something.


Much love,


Your flaky hippy sister


x


To: Laura


From: Jess


Subject: No, let me explain!


Clearly you are in the ‘Frustration/Anger’ phase of the Kübler-Ross change curve. Understandable, but why not take this opportunity to focus your energies on your career? Do not let yourself be DERAILED by this bump in the road!


To: Jess


From: Laura


Subject: Let me explain further . . .


Did Mrs Kübler-Ross find a bunch of filthy sex texts on Mr Kübler-Ross’s iPhone? I very much doubt it.


Yes, it is a bump in the road. It’s a big old bump. But don’t worry, I’m on the case.


To: Roger Harris


From: Laura Harwall


Subject: OK . . .


I’ve thought about it. I’m in. When can I start?


PS Doesn’t everyone eat the head of the Jelly Baby first?






Today
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‘Parker, can I borrow you a minute?’


‘Let me just grab a napkin, Roger . . .’ I say, cradling the phone under my neck while I attempt to keep my burrito in check with one hand: impossible – it’s too heavy and too precarious.


‘Sorry! I didn’t realise you were having lunch, it can wait.’


‘It’s fine,’ I say, although invariably I say it’s fine, when I mean it’s not. That very next bite of burrito would have had every single component lined up in a row: rice, beans, slow-braised pork, salsa, sour cream, guacamole and a few shreds of cheese. I’m no mathlete but I reckon the probability of having full-house distribution of all seven components in one mouthful is slim. In fact it’s rare, and now I’ve put the burrito down all order is lost.


Roger’s office is chaotic as usual, his floor stacked with back copies of The Voice, his walls papered with layouts for March’s issue. His desk is an avalanche waiting to happen – books, journals, golf balls and empty packets of McCoys – watched over from the corner by a life-sized cardboard cut-out of Joanna Lumley in full Patsy get-up: beehive, shades, bottle of Stoly. Azeem, our digital editor, gave her to Roger for his 60th and she’s a gift that keeps on giving.


Sandra tries to make Roger tidy up in here once a week, but trying to keep this space in order is like slagging off Justin Bieber on Twitter, then attempting to hold back an army of inflamed online Beliebers with your bare fingers: futile. My day job is still being Roger’s PA so theoretically desk tidying is my responsibility. It certainly isn’t Sandra’s, she’s Managing Editor, far more senior and important than me. But then Sandra’s not a normal Managing Editor. No: Sandra is a ferociously cold fifty-five year old who dip-dyes her hair hot pink to prove she has a personality. After a particularly unpleasant run-in with her, Azeem suggested that Sandra’s heart was a small pebble she’d found on Farringdon Road, which she’d taken back to the office and shrink-wrapped in plastic with her precious laminating machine. He’s re-christened her The Laminator.


Sandra, meanwhile, has created her own nickname (bad form, surely, like laughing at your own jokes?). In an effort to prove to everyone at work that she’s closer to Roger than the rest of us – Sandra calls herself Roger’s ‘Office Wife’. That’s fine: OW suits Sandra just fine – as does ROW. Roger probably won’t marry again and certainly won’t marry Sandra, but Roger is kind and so he let’s her keep the nickname. And life is way too short to argue about who tidies Roger’s office, so she can keep that job too.


‘Parker – have a seat.’


‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ I say, removing a brass trophy from last month’s Press Awards from the chair.


‘Is that yours or mine?’


‘Mine,’ I say, reading the plaque: Best Features Review – Arts & Leisure. ‘But I can’t do much with it. I’ll leave it in here.’


‘Nonsense, you should be proud of it. Use it as a paperweight?’


It’ll only antagonise Sandra, I think, as I cradle it in my lap. Still, I am proud of it, very much so.


‘What are you looking for?’ I say, as Roger pushes a pile of papers to one side, then starts shuffling through another.


‘Something you’ll like! Something with your name all over it.’


He doesn’t mean that literally. Nothing has my name on it, not when it comes to my other job. When I started writing our restaurant column, The Dish, after Fergus Kaye’s meltdown, Roger and I agreed the new column should be anonymous. Of course Jess sent me a long, ranty email telling me I was being a naive pushover and that I should always FIGHT FOR FULL CREDIT and INSIST IT’S UNDER THE LAURA PARKER BYLINE.


But Jess was wrong. Food critics aren’t like other critics: when our film critic, Henry, sees a film it’s the same film our readers will see. You don’t see Spielberg running round backstage at the Odeon re-shooting a happy ending just for Henry. But with food it’s a different story. A food critic whose face is known will never have the same experience as the average reader. On the rare occasions I ate out with Fergus and Roger, we’d be seated at the best table, and the chefs would send over Fergus-shaped treats: extra foie gras, free champagne. The pen is mightier than the sword (and the rolling pin). No – the only way you can do this job properly is if no one knows your name.


‘A friend at The Times sent it to me on the sly,’ says Roger, handing me a cream A5 card with gold foil edging. ‘Obviously we’re not welcome after last time . . . So all the more reason to go!’


If he wasn’t nearly thirty years older than me, I’d have a proper boss-crush on Roger. He’s bald, stout and looks his age: 62. If you didn’t know him you’d think he was a retired geography teacher who’d been kept awake three nights in a row with root-canal problems: not standard crush material. But Roger is a brilliant journalist – fearless, sharp and compassionate. Also, he saved me from my old life. And more than anything, he makes every day in this office fun.


‘What do you think?’ he says, leaning forward on his elbows. ‘Have you got to the bit about the sexy-punk aesthetic?’


‘Hold on . . . I’m counting the number of times they’ve used the word exquisite.’


‘And what a dreadful name!’


‘LuxEris – sounds like a cross between an exotic dancer and a hybrid.’


‘Perhaps I should have christened Gemma that . . .’


‘Oh dear – what’s she up to now?’


‘Threatening to go to Thailand for three months with some chap she met online five minutes ago. Her mother’s on the verge of having her locked up. Bet you never gave your parents this much grief.’


‘I’m just glad the Internet didn’t exist when I was nineteen,’ I say. ‘Besides, Mum would have banged me to rights.’


‘True, Jane would have. I suppose Elizabeth and I both spoiled Gemma . . . guilt. Still, I can’t understand where she gets this stubborn, rebellious streak from.’


‘Oooh, stubborn and rebellious – I couldn’t possibly imagine! Are you sure she’s not adopted?’


He sits back in his chair and laughs. ‘OK, she probably is mine. So then: what do you reckon – make this the main review for April?’


‘You’re quite sure you’re happy for me to—’


‘Both barrels, Laura. Besides, it might actually be good.’


I snort my response.


‘So what’s the diary looking like?’ he asks.


‘I’m doing a noodle place tomorrow and an Italian pop-up on Wednesday – Thursday?’


‘There is one condition though.’


‘Go on . . .’


‘I’m coming with.’
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Roger hardly ever comes with me when I review a restaurant. Partly because he’s too busy meeting power-list types, in clubrooms women are forbidden to enter if they’ve ever owned a pair of trousers. Partly because he has cholesterol problems, and partly because if we ate out together more, he’d blow my cover.


I’m delighted he’s coming though, and looking at this press release again back at home, I can see why:


Ivan Marekov and Erek Van der Velten are proud to announce the opening of LuxEris – their extraordinary new haute-casual dining experience. The visionary restaurateurs bring their unique brand of gourmet cuisine + sexy fun back to the capital, taking possession of the basement of The Needle – the 7th tallest building in the Square Mile.


LuxEris marks the dynamic duo’s first joint venture with Executive Head Chef Jonn Zavragin who will oversee the kitchen team and an eclectic menu of global small plates. Diners at the 300-cover venue will enjoy exquisite industri-glam interiors by Ardaskian and signature cocktails curated by Denmark’s legendary mixologist, Nils Iversen.


‘Our philosophy of regional, seasonal, cutting-edge, luxury ingredients has found the perfect match with Jonn’s uniquely exquisite sexy punk-aesthetic. Where better to combine our dynamic visions than London – capital of street food, edge and glamour?’ says Marekov.


‘The concept of what defines Modern Luxury in the 21st Century is at the core of our brand’s DNA,’ adds Van der Velten. ‘And Eris is the ninth biggest planet in our solar system. We couldn’t think of a more fitting name for our ninth branded baby.’


‘Food is the new rock’n’ roll,’ says Zavragin. ‘I can’t wait to take it to the next level in the city that brought us The Clash and the Sex Pistols.’


We look forward to welcoming you to the new shining star in the VanRek™ portfolio.


Additional info:


The VanRek™ brand operates eight upscale eateries globally: Abu Dhabi, Beijing, Beverly Hills, Dubai, Hong Kong, Moscow, Las Vegas and London.


VanRek’s™ first UK brand extension, the high-end burger and cocktail joint, Carnivacious, launched in Chelsea in Autumn 2013, to five-star reviews.


Press enquiries – Petronella at Gilded PR


Five-star reviews, my arse! I gave it two – out of twenty – and only because the waiter was trying so hard. £45 for a burger, £8 extra for truffle fries? Mind you, they could have charged double and no one would have blinked an eyelid – no one in that place could move a single facial muscle.


The only critic who did give their last restaurant a glowing review was Petronella’s boyfriend, good ol’ Fergus Kaye, in the Daily Metro: a thousand-word rave about the beautiful front-of-house girls. Of course they were beautiful, VanRek™ only ever employs models as waiting staff. Judging from their raw floppy patties, I suspect their chefs might be models too, or actresses; anything but actual chefs.


LuxEris sounds exactly like the sort of place my flatmate would like. Amber is deeply glamorous, and utterly peculiar about food. One week she’s hard-core vegan, eating cashew cheese and mainlining liquid kale, the next she’s filled the fridge with grass-fed steaks and will sigh loudly if I try to introduce a packet of sausages that didn’t cost £14. When I first moved in she had a total freak-out after I left a carton of eggs and some tomatoes tucked on the kitchen counter. I tried to explain that putting them in the fridge does them no good – but Amber doesn’t like looking at food and it’s her immaculate flat, we live by her OCD rules. Fair enough, cheap rent, and it meant I could still live in this great mansion block after I moved out of Rachel’s spare room. So now I keep eggs and tomatoes on my bedside table and a basil plant by my window; makes me look like a weirdo, but it’s not like I’ve had to explain myself to a constant stream of gentlemen callers these last three years.


On which note, I should text Russell back. He’s in a pub near Marble Arch and wants to meet up later. If I don’t see him tonight I won’t see him till Sunday; but I don’t want a late night on a Monday; besides I don’t want to be the girl he calls after the pub – I need to establish healthy ground rules.


Amber’s out with her boyfriend, so I take my computer and curl up on the sofa with a large glass of Malbec and Amber’s miniature schnauzer, Annalex. Amber’d go mad if she saw me drinking red wine on her Winter Snow sofa (try telling Amber’s interior designer it doesn’t snow much in summer). Still, I’m pretty house trained – well, more so than Annalex. Poor dog is so confused about her identity (Amber insists on styling her as mini-Amber) – she’s now on antidepressants and poops in protest at every new outfit.


Right: Google, let’s see what you’ve got: ‘chef Jonn Zavragin’. Looks like he should be playing lead guitar in Whitesnake. And what is it with chefs and crap tattoos?


Oh, but actually . . .


James Beard Award 2011 . . . Michelin star at 30 . . .


Impressive . . .


Executive Head Chef/Proprietor of The Big Z in Caesar’s Palace and Jonn’s in Chicago . . . new range of salsas, second biggest brand in the market . . . star of US hit show Jonn’s Kitchen . . . Married to the Victoria’s Secret model, Consuela Fonesca . . . hobbies include playing guitar, listening to hip hop, collecting vintage Harley Davidsons.


Far too much on his plate to be opening another restaurant, there’ll be no quality control.


Right: www.LuxerisLondon.co.uk . . . What is this music? Sounds like a porno.


LuxEris is . . . Senso-pleasure – Life-stylish – Eater-tainment


Ridicu-wank . . .


LuxEris operates a strictly no reservations policy . . .


I suppose that’s marginally better than being put on hold for an hour, only to be told you can get a table at 4.30 p.m. in June 2023. Any reviews on TripAdvisor yet? Ah yes, a handful of five stars, all using the word exquisite, now who could possibly be behind those?


One more quick background check . . .


Eris (dwarf planet): 9th biggest body in the solar system, largest of all the dwarf planets . . .


Since when was Pluto only a dwarf planet? No one told me it had been demoted. Ooh, but look how tiny it is compared to Jupiter, Jupiter’s gargantuan! Space is amazing! Space is distracting . . . Which planet’s the closest to Earth again? Venus, that’s right. How is it that I can remember the exact springiness of the focaccia in that tiny bakery in Lucca eleven years ago, but I can’t remember basic science facts?


Eris (Greek mythology) – Daughter of Zeus and Hera . . .


That Zeus, what a player! He’s fathered more love children than Hugh Grant. Ah, and Hera was his baby-mama and his sister: class. They should do a Jeremy Kyle Greek Gods special.


Eris . . . the Goddess of chaos, strife and discord . . . 


Chaos, strife and discord? Did they not check that on Wikipedia first?


Surely that’s just asking for trouble?
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I’m not a morning person; not really a midday one either – I tend to be at my best any time after lunch. In Manchester we started work at 8 a.m. – and one of the countless terrific things about working for Roger is that we don’t start till 10 a.m. – a luxury on a day like today.


Last night I went to a new Italian in Bermondsey with Sophie who lives opposite. She’s the only person apart from Dad and Jess I’ve ever told about my column – partly because I trust her like family, and partly because she’s the perfect dinner companion: she runs her own dessert company, adores food, and if I don’t know the name of some obscure sea vegetable, she just might.


After supper (let down by fussy starters, deeply un-Italian) we came back for a bottle of wine at our local. We ended up laughing about whose ex was worse (hers = fat bloke who dumped her for being ‘a big size 10’; mine = laziest adulterer in the North – he made it as far as one desk along).


Birdsong woke me at 6 a.m. but I rolled back into sleep and even though I didn’t get up till 8.20 a.m. I still have time for my daily pilgrimage to Fabrizio’s en route to the office. Fabrizio’s is my favourite coffee shop in London, tucked away in an alley off Clerkenwell Road. The front area is a classic 1950s Italian coffee bar – Formica countertop, beautiful shiny silver La Marzocco espresso machine, and amber glass jars of house-blend beans, ready to be ground. Then, hidden behind a small curtain at the back, is a cosy sitting area, just four wooden tables where Fabrizio plays jazz and blues and, very occasionally, early Donna Summer. In the basement he’s installed a small roasting machine and sometimes he lets me roast a batch for old times’ sake; sometimes I just stand there smelling the coffee.


I have begged Fabrizio to start selling breakfast of some description – pastries, bacon sandwiches – anything that when I’m hung-over can help break my fall into the day. I’ve talked him through the margins we used to make on snacks at Bean To Cup, but he just laughed, shook his head, and said, ‘I don’t need the fackin’ aggravation, darlin’.’ Sophie occasionally meets me here and recently she’s been on a major sweet-talking offensive so I’m hopeful he might stock her cakes one day; but no food yet. So this morning I walk in and, like Norm from Cheers, am greeted with a hearty welcome and my usual: a warm double espresso, to go. ‘Italians don’t drink their coffee so bloody hot, Laura. You English, with your cappuccinos after dinner and cheese on your tuna pasta – fack me.’


As I take my coffee and head to the office, a line from a T. S. Eliot poem we studied at school comes to me: ‘I have measured out my life with coffee spoons . . .’ Mr Samson said in this sentence Eliot was ‘trying to communicate the ennui so inherent in the modernist positioning’. At the time all I was thinking was the clock hand must be moving backwards. One poem, 130 lines long? Come back, haiku, all is forgiven.


I’m still not certain what that line meant – but I like it. It makes me think of my life over the past four years. I could measure those years out by my relationship with Fabrizio’s coffee. Four years ago, I’d come into this café and be unable to make eye contact with Fabrizio. I could only look downwards, see downwards. Ordering a cappuccino with two sugars every morning, letting my tongue touch that chocolate dusted froth, was the one point of sweetness and comfort in my day.


And then one morning, about six months after I’d been back in London, I was sitting having a coffee in the back room. Fabrizio started playing ‘Fly Me To The Moon’ – a song my mum used to dance around the kitchen to with Jess and me when we were little. I remembered my mum’s face – full of life – and I burst into tears. Fabrizio came rushing over to my table and gave me the longest hug, and I thought: It’s not true that Manchester is friendlier than London. No one’s ever hugged me in a coffee shop up North.


And ever since then, I have found myself crawling back into the world, taking pleasure in things, learning, rebuilding myself. And when Roger gave me my big break and I started writing The Dish, I weaned myself off the anaesthetic froth of cappuccinos, off the two sugars, and on to flat whites, and then regular whites. And now I have lots of good things in my life, and I can start the day the way I used to back when I was happy – with this black, strong, almost poisonous liquid – and feel awakened. Feel excited again. Feel the thrill of what lies ahead.


The Voice is published on the first Tuesday of the month. Today is the last Thursday in February so we’re sending March’s pages to the printers now. The restaurants I’m visiting this week will run in April’s mag. I’ve already written up Tuesday’s noodle bar, and I’ll do the Italian and LuxEris this weekend. The reviews then go to our lawyer, on to our subs who craft and double-check, then get typeset, photos dropped in and whoosh, off they go!


My final deadline is still nearly four weeks away but I like to file early. It’s pretty much guaranteed the minute you fall behind – even by just one day – life will throw some Super Mario barrels in your path to trip you up. You’ll find yourself scribbling copy the night before you go to print, with Sandra looming ready for the kill, like Donkey Kong in a floral wrap dress. I’ve only had to file up to the wire once in three years – an unplanned trip to Paris to help Dad look after Jess’s twins. It is a situation to be avoided: at all costs.


It’s now 6.30 p.m., but Roger’s still immersed at his desk, so I’m sifting through letters to the editor regarding our back issues. Edgar Smyth from Kensington violently disagrees with Henry, our film critic, that Billy Wilder deserves the title auteur as ‘Wilder’s films do not represent a cohesive body of work like Hitchcock’s do – only a hack would suggest otherwise’. Calm down, Edgar, it’s only a movie . . .


Ah, one for me . . .


Dear The Dish,


I am a 73-year-old, retired GP from Sevenoaks, and, while I have travelled extensively, I have never made it as far as Korea. I must admit, it has never been on my shortlist. On the train up to town last month I read your review of Genwa and decided to take a chance. What a revelation – such intense flavours, and exactly how I’d imagined from your vivid descriptions. In particular I am taken with kimchee, which you might be interested to hear pairs exceptionally well with mature Cheddar. I wish I had discovered it earlier in my life; still, better late than never! Do keep up the good work.


Yours sincerely,


Michael Austin


That’s the very best part of my job – when a reader discovers a great restaurant because of something I’ve written. And a kimchee and Cheddar combo? I reckon he’s right: salty, sharp, spicy, crystalline . . . that’s genius. Thank you, Dr Austin – you have won yourself a bottle of champagne, sent in by Edible PR, after I gave one of their client’s openings seventeen stars. I always re-gift these gifts – as far as I’m concerned they amount to a belated bribe. Roger thinks I’m a goody two-shoes – he said if I wrote the review after I’d been sent a present, it would be a different matter. But still, I write what I write: I believe in razor-sharp boundaries.


And another for me . . .


Dear The Dish,


Your vocabulary is that of a five year old, raised by an illiterate lupine. You obviously know nothing about food or you would not review peasant fare: since when did a hamburger merit a write-up in a proper magazine? Go back to the second-rate student rag from whence you came. I’ll be cancelling my subscription forthwith.


Yours in disgust,


An Ex-reader


Ah, adorable. Presumably by lupine you mean a wolf, not a flower – but either way, show me a wolf that can read and write and I’ll quit my job and take it to Vegas. Illiterate lupine . . . well that, Ex-reader, is what I’d call ‘tautology’– a word they taught me at Wolf School. I’d point that out to you if you’d been brave enough to put your real name and contact details on this letter . . . I wonder if it’s secretly Fergus, or perhaps it’s Sandra, writing with her left hand . . . Oh well, you can’t please all of the people all of the time, I think, as I rip the letter in two and drop it in my bin.


6.40 p.m. . . . we should head off by 7 p.m. if we’re going to avoid a queue at LuxEris. I pop my head round Roger’s door and he holds up five fingers. Just enough time for me to make myself look presentable, so I head to the ladies’ room.


Tom used to say I had many different faces. I could look stern and unapproachable, or like a kid who’s just broken something and hasn’t yet told their mum. With my glasses on like a scientist; with artful make-up almost Danish. Sometimes sweet, often anxious. But I just have one face: grey-green eyes, a smallish nose, regular, not very memorable features; no razor-sharp cheekbones, no Cara Delevingne signature eyebrows; nonetheless, an ideal face for staying under the radar. Even so, I try to tweak my look subtly every time I eat out. Front-of-house staff move around all the time, and I never want to take an unnecessary risk (though I draw the line at the fake moustache Dad sent me when I started the column). LuxEris is the most glamorous of the restaurants I’ve visited this week, so I let my hair down, sweep a thin layer of black liquid eyeliner over my lids, add another layer of mascara and some lip gloss and that’s me, done.


Roger’s still working but he beckons for me to sit while he finishes up. Now March’s issue is being put to bed, the layouts that were plastered over these walls have come down. It’ll be at least a week before April’s plans go up, and this is my favourite week in our production schedule because Roger’s walls are, once again, revealed. There are at least twenty frames hanging here but four in particular stand out. The first is a framed quote by an American writer, Elbert Hubbard, about whom Roger is writing a biography:


Editor: a person employed by a newspaper, whose business it is to separate the wheat from the chaff, and to see that the chaff is printed.


When I first saw that it confused me. I’m ashamed to admit I had to double-check that wheat is good and chaff bad, even though coffee beans produce chaff too. I didn’t know Roger then, and I didn’t understand why he’d have that up there – but he has it to remind him how not to do his job.


The second and third frames are photos: one of Roger in the Oval Office, shaking hands with Bill Clinton. And next to it, a photo of Roger when he still had hair, in the eighties, with one arm around Jim Henson, and the other around Miss Piggy. (She’s wearing strapless pink taffeta and pearls, Go Piggy!)


And the final frame is another quote, just three sentences long, not exactly Shakespeare:


The Foxmore in Battersea is the perfect neighbourhood restaurant: delicious food, fantastic staff and a lovely relaxed dining room combine to make this a near-flawless experience. Let’s start with the bread; in fact I’d happily start, middle and end with it. Served warm with caramelised onion butter, its springy texture and malty crust make you realise that man could live by bread alone – if only man could get a table here . . .


Not exactly Shakespeare, but they were the first sentences I wrote for Roger.


So now, even though he’s made us late for dinner, and he’s tetchy about last month’s ad revenue, and when I finally do get him into a taxi he realises he’s left his wallet on his desk so we’re going to be even later, there is no one in this world I would rather work for, and I can’t imagine there ever will be.


‘Lombard Street – and would you mind going via St Paul’s please?’ Roger says to the driver.


He looks tired tonight.


‘Rough day?’ I ask.


‘I could do with something life-affirming to look at, that’s all.’


‘Anything I can do to help?’


‘My daughter’s gone and booked a ticket to Thailand with this new chap . . . Anyway, let’s not,’ he says, tracing a raindrop down the window of the cab.


‘Are you looking forward to the meal?’


‘Intrigued. The Telegraph came on Tuesday – by all accounts you must visit the men’s toilets.’


‘I should have brought my fake moustache after all. Apparently they’ve had a nightmare with the team. Jonn Zavragin’s had to chuck money at one of his old boys to run the kitchen; I bet he hasn’t even done one shift there himself.’


‘Jonn with two “n”s – do you think he added the extra “n” to make himself sound more rock’n’ roll?’


‘It’s like buying a Porsche, isn’t it?’ I say. ‘It’s just a penis extension for your name.’


‘Ah, now that’s more like it!’ Roger’s face lights up as we drive past the cathedral. ‘Fifteen years and forty million pounds to restore it to glory.’


I let out a whistle. Though actually LuxEris’s launch budget is apparently £8 million, a million on silverware alone. Hope they’ve installed some metal detectors on their exit doors.


‘Majestic, is it not?’ he says.


It is utterly beautiful.


‘St Paul: Patron Saint of London, Patron Saint of Writers and the Press . . . not what you’d call a feminist though,’ says Roger.


‘No?’


‘I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man, she must be silent.’


‘Good luck with that! Oh my goodness, don’t tell me that’s the queue?’


A line of at least forty extends from the base of The Needle, the most hulking new skyscraper in town. As we pay, the cabbie gives us a look as if to say: who’d be mad enough to wait outside on a filthy February night? Sucker born every minute. More like every thirty seconds judging by the length of this queue.


We take our place at the back, pulling our coats tight against the drizzle. After a moment, Roger turns his head sharply to the left, like a startled sparrow. ‘Is that racket coming from these paving stones?’


‘Built-in speakers!’ I say, pointing to the concrete blocks at the base of the building.


‘Laura, I don’t mean to start off on the wrong foot, but do you think, if we are going to be queuing for some time, we might ask them to play a little Vivaldi? Some Doris Day?’


‘I thought you were a huge Jay-Z fan.’


‘I like that one he did with Alicia Keys. I just don’t like this one. “99 Problems” . . . bitch this, bitch that . . . He’s like the St Paul of rappers.’ In front of us, a couple of shiny-faced suits nod along meaningfully, like they’re straight out of Bed-Stuy, rather than Bed-Ales. ‘How long do you think this queue will actually be?’


It doesn’t seem to be moving much. ‘An hour? Why?’


He looks at his watch. ‘We could come back tomorrow at 6 p.m. That might be better?’


‘Whatever you prefer.’


‘Ah no. That won’t work. I’ve got an Ocado delivery booked for 8 p.m. Sod it – we’re here now.’


Ocado: meet the course of history.


It is past midnight by the time we finally emerge from the Hades-like bowels of LuxEris. I have never seen Roger as angry, or as funny, as he has been tonight. Over the last five hours, we have witnessed greed, sloth, gluttony, wrath, envy, nausea, a small fire and a row of golden toilets with breasts.


‘I don’t think I can do it,’ I say, gulping down a lungful of sweet, polluted London air. ‘It feels like too much.’


‘That’s why you must!’


‘But I can’t do it without going to town.’


‘That’s what I pay you for.’ He takes his own deep breath of relief, then shakes his head rapidly as if trying to rid himself of the horror. ‘Have you written April’s other two reviews yet?’


‘Noodles are done, I’m doing the Italian this weekend.’


‘Drop the noodles . . .’


‘And just run this?’


‘Maximum impact. We’ll increase it from a single to a double-page spread, stick the lav in the middle. Take whatever word count you need, but nail them.’


‘Sorry, Roger, I think I developed tinnitus in there – could you say that again?’


‘I said: nail them.’


I go home and I write and I write, fuelled by outrage and coffee, until 4 a.m. when I realise the hot flush I’m experiencing is neither a caffeine overdose, nor excitement at how brilliant my piece is, but a symptom of the onset of mild food poisoning. I creep to the kitchen for a glass of water, keeping the light off so as not to wake Annalex from her sleeping-pill-induced slumber. I end up sitting on the toilet floor, shivering, sweating and sitting vigil.


I slowly sip water, waiting, waiting.


Nothing happens.


And still nothing.


This is the icing on the cake, or the nail in the coffin – the nail in the icing, quite frankly. I rest my arm and then my head on the toilet seat and pray for sleep or vomit, whichever comes first.


The thing is, my review should be entertaining – I hope – but it’ll be entertaining in a rude way – and it’s easy to write like that when a restaurant is so unremittingly awful. But that’s not the reason I do this job – truly it isn’t. I’m so much happier when I can write positively about places doing good things . . . So tired . . .


Please just let me be sick, this acidic hum is exhausting. I wish this had happened while I was still at LuxEris, I can think of nothing more fitting for those toilets than yacking on them. What is wrong with this world, that someone would design a toilet that resembled a naked goddess Venus and cover the whole thing in gold leaf?


Oh no, oh no . . . here it comes, here it comes . . . yes? No, it’s gone again. Bloody cauliflower panna cotta. Or maybe it was those eels? They tasted like a cup of sewage left out in a heatwave.


Oh God, take a deep breath. Sip some water. More water.


OK, I think it’s subsiding. 6.02 a.m.


The minute I lie back down I feel a wave of nausea rise up so violently, I rush back to the bathroom – but by the time I’m poised over the toilet it’s disappeared again, another false alarm. This pattern repeats itself every ten minutes until 8.00 a.m. when I decide to chance a cup of black tea with honey, which seems to do some good.


I send Roger a text asking if he’s been feeling unwell – he sends back:


Only an inflamed bile duct! Don’t come in if you’re sick, Laura!


I crawl back into bed and manage two hours of fitful sleep, then wake up and reread my review. I get as far as point 94:


To be clear: I don’t pay to leave my coat in a restaurant, I don’t pay to pee and I don’t pay for tap water.


And remember I wanted to Google those toilets . . . £5,100 for the pan? Gold-leaf seat – £2,200? £300 extra for the flush?


Seven thousand, six hundred pounds on a toilet is obscene, it is beyond vulgar, it is plain wrong. I start typing again, fingers powered by the last savage bursts of outrage:


Eating out should not be this hard. Eating out is meant to be sociable, pleasurable and fun. Everything that is wrong with the London dining scene is on the menu here: rudeness, arrogance, greed, pretension, joyless ostentation, vulgarity and a total lack of true hospitality.


You don’t care what people want to eat, how they want to eat it or whether they have to shout over your deafening music in order to have a conversation: all you care about is money.


One last spell check . . . My finger hovers over the mouse. Is this final part too brutal?


LuxEris: Your name, your pricing and everything you stand for is preposterous. This is not ‘Eatertainment’: this is punishment. Stop referring to your restaurant as a brand – it’s an insult to McDonald’s.


What did Roger say again? Nail them.


I press send.


Job done.
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Roger is already at lunch by the time I make it in at noon. Sandra gives me a filthy look; more filthy than the fact I’m two hours late deserves. Roger must have told her he’s pleased with the piece.


Ah yes! He’s left a Post-it note on my screen saying ‘Withering Heights’ and there’s an email in my inbox:


Have told planning you need double the normal space. I’ll ponder the headline with Kiki (Bad Things Happen in Basements? The Kitchen Stinks?). Have forwarded to Legal. Terrific job.


The more I think about it, the more I wonder whether I should reference the Jay-Z track in my first line; a lot of readers might not know the original . . . Best thing to do when I’m not sure about something is to email the family: Jess likes Celine Dion – she actually does, and Dad likes Gilbert and Sullivan – so let’s see if either picks up on it.


Azeem heads over to my desk. ‘I’m going down Leather Lane,’ he says, taking his wallet out. ‘Halves on a red chicken curry and a pad Thai? I owe you, don’t I?’


‘No curry . . .’ I say, as a little acid reflux makes itself known in my throat.


‘Fish and chips?’


‘Honestly, Azeem, if I eat anything—’


‘Are you dying?’


‘Just staying away from solids.’


‘They could blend it into a fish and chip smoothie? Very Heston.’


‘Azeem!’


‘Ah,’ he says, looking at me with vague concern. ‘You do look a bit green. Does this mean you’re not coming down The Betsey later?’


‘Going straight home,’ I say. I still look and feel dreadful; maybe I should sue LuxEris for ruining my Friday night? Those guys could totally afford to pay me compensation. At the very least they should buy me a butt naked toilet that resembles Jon Hamm – now that would be worth £7,600 of anyone’s money. Jon Hamm: now there’s a man who does not need to add an extra N on his Jon. Though hang on a minute, he does have an extra M on his ham . . .


‘Oh shit,’ says Azeem, looking genuinely alarmed. ‘Does this mean you’re not doing Cake Run?’


‘Come on, Az, you could do it?’


‘Get Kiki on the case – I’ll forget who’s ordered what.’


‘And that’s why I created this spreadsheet,’ I say, grabbing his sleeve as he tries to escape.


In an attempt to stave off boredom, I have set up colourful charts and systems for every possible function in this office. Azeem squints at my screen in confusion. ‘That looks epically complicated.’


‘It’s perfectly straightforward, working down from the third floor, the ad guys like to splurge; last week they had salted caramel financiers. Subs and planners – more modest: brownies or giant cookies, then steer Roger towards something fruit-based – perhaps a strawberry tart?’


He leans in for a closer look. ‘What no Laminator?’


‘She claims not to indulge,’ I say, dropping my voice, even though she’s currently upstairs. ‘But leave a cranberry streusel flapjack within a five-metre radius and it’ll be gone in sixty seconds. Do me a favour . . .’ I take two pound coins from my wallet. ‘Buy her one anonymously; it couldn’t make her more sour, could it?’


To: Laura


From: Dad


Subject: re: My review – what do you think?


I’ve read the piece – My goodness, sounds awful – they thoroughly deserve every word, and I loved the bit about the cold hot dog.


Any nice plans for the weekend? Munchkin Number One has become obsessed with Degas’s La Classe de Danse so we’re off to the Musée d’Orsay tomorrow to study it. She wants green sashes like in the painting for their ballet performance. Meanwhile all Munchkin 2 wants to do is watch Despicable Me. Again.


To: Dad


From: Laura


Subject: re: My review – what do you think?


Tell Milly if she watches it one more time, she’ll turn into a minion.


Saturday – possibly helping Soph at farmers’ market – then not much. Skype at 4? Sunday, I have a date with that guy, Russell.


To: Laura


From: Jess


Subject: Quelle horreur!


Good piece. £9.50 for a bread basket? The French wouldn’t stand for such nonsense. But is it wise to admit you visited the men’s toilet? Won’t that make you appear grubby?


Jess has such insane reactions sometimes, it makes me laugh.


To: Jess


From: Laura


Subject: re: Quelle horreur!


No one will think I’m the town bike. Most of my readers are under the impression I’m a man anyway.


To: Laura


From: Jess


Subject: God is in the detail . . .


Well then, Clever Clogs, I’m afraid you’ll need to rethink this section:


10. I don’t care if the world’s most famous ‘starchitect’ did design your tables – they don’t work as tables. Their unique multi-faceted corners stab you, uniquely, in the hips.


11. Plus they wobble.


12. And they’re rammed too close together.


13. I’m 5’7” – no giant – yet my knees were hitting the underside – so please make your table legs taller.


14. Or your chair legs shorter.


To: Jess


From: Laura


Subject: Er, why?


What’s the problem exactly?


To: Laura


From: Jess


Subject: Er, because


You talk about your height, and 5’7” doesn’t sound like a man’s height.


To: Jess


From: Laura


Subject: I am the same height as Tom Cruise, so there!


I’ve double-checked and the star of Top Gun is 5’7”.


To: Laura


From: Jess


Subject: Seriously


Have you nothing better to do with your time?


To: Jess


From: Laura


Subject: No, actually.


We’ve just put March’s issue to bed, and everyone else has gone down the pub – and I would have too, if I wasn’t feeling nauseous.


To: Laura


From: Jess


Subject: Good grief


Pub at 3.30 on a work day? You media folk still live in the ’80s.


As for your review – next time if you don’t actually want my opinion don’t ask for it!!!


PS Can you buy me four packets of Parmesan biscuits from Flour Palace for next Saturday? My Eurostar gets in as per the attached agenda. I will have 90 minutes; need to be at Kensington Roof Gardens for drinks with European Heads of Trading at 5.30 p.m. so be on time!


To: Jess


From: Laura


Subject: re: Good grief


Have a great weekend, Jess. Love to the girls. L xx


Way too weak to take her on this afternoon. On which note . . .


To: Sophie


From: Laura


Subject: Tomorrow . . .


Are you doing farmers’ market? If so, I probably shouldn’t work the stall – meal from hell last night and now food poisoned. I could still drive the van, but might need to wear Hong Kong style bird flu mask to avoid infecting your brownies.


To: Laura


From: Sophie


Subject: re: Tomorrow . . .


Shit, forgot to tell you! Going up to Sheffield to see Will – first weekend off in five months! Was going to leave new Battenberg flavour trial outside your door this afternoon – should I leave chicken soup instead?


To: Sophie


From: Laura


Subject: Don’t worry


I’m pretty much nil by mouth, so planning on being in bed by 8.30 p.m. Need to be fully recovered for Sunday; made it past the date three bump, who knows? Russell and I may even make it through date four . . .


To: Laura


From: Sophie


Subject: Yay, date four!


You’ll be fine. Make sure you do something fun on Saturday. Game of Thrones on your own does not count.


To: Sophie


From: Laura


Subject: GoT


You wouldn’t say that if you’d seen season three, episode nine x


When I first moved back to London, Saturdays were savage. I used to forge myself military-style routines to battle those endless hours: walk and shop and clean and tidy; cook, read book, nails, wash and sleep. Days so full but my God, they felt empty.


Four years on and I’m no longer lonely, well, no more so than the next person. I’ve come to value my freedom. This morning I had a lie-in, then brewed a pot of coffee from Caconde in Brazil. The rich, chocolatey smell filled the flat like sunshine. As I was drinking it I noticed Annalex looking at me forlornly, so I took her for a walk along the canal, over to Regent’s Park. She made a beeline for the snowdrops – they’re toxic for dogs – and I wondered if it wasn’t a cry for help, so just in case, I gave her some extra Chewdles when we stopped for a break on a bench. Sitting next to us was an old couple feeding the ducks. They were holding hands and wearing matching scarlet hats: those hats really stood out against the grey sky.


On my way home I detoured via The Sea Shell because I missed out on fish and chips yesterday, but when I walked in the smell of deep fat frying made me feel peaky. Instead, I went home and made fusilli with butter and peas – simple but comforting. Then I Skyped Dad and Jess, had a bath and watched Game of Thrones – the dragons! The blood! I meant to watch only one episode but it was so exciting, I just had to keep going.


And Sophie says sometimes she worries I’m avoiding life, but I disagree entirely, I am living it. Why would I give up my freedom just to have any old man? Of course there are nights, like tonight, when I lie in the bath until the water’s run cold, my toes resting on the taps, and I dream about the sort of love you only see in the movies: a love like in The Notebook. But that sort of love is a fantasy. It doesn’t exist in the real world.


I’m not saying there are no good men out there – of course there are, and if one came along, terrific. But he’d better be terrific or there’s no point. And Russell? It might be Russell. Three dates in is far too early to tell, isn’t it?


When I get into bed tonight I have the strangest sensation, a tightness in my abdomen. It might be the return of the dodgy eels. But I don’t think so. It feels more like nerves, adrenalin, anticipation. A feeling that something’s about to happen, my life is about to change.
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I wouldn’t have been so late this morning if Amber hadn’t been hogging the bathroom, performing a ‘dry oil sub-dermal scrub’. Still, I’ve managed to make myself look presentable in seven minutes. If I hadn’t wasted another five working out whether it was going to rain, I’d have been on time. I wouldn’t have had to race for the bus, and I wouldn’t now be standing here, sweaty, and without an umbrella in the drizzle. Though I’m not sure it matters – I’m outside No.1 Columbia Road, but Russell isn’t.


It’s 10.03 a.m. I’m sure we said 9.30 a.m? Start at the flower market, then head to St John for the legendary bacon sandwich; cinema for the new Ridley Scott and then a curry. My perfect day.


I check my phone. No text.


Is that him, walking along, hands stuffed in his raincoat pockets, looking panicked? Why can’t I remember exactly what he looks like? When I think of him – do I think of him? – I just remember the profile photos from Tinder: one where he’s snowboarding and you can’t see his face. One at his daughter’s fifth birthday party – he looks happy in that one, twinkly brown eyes, neat smile. And then a photo of him riding a mountain bike.


No, that’s not him . . . Where is he?


Jess would approve of Russell, I’m sure. On paper, he ticks lots of boxes:




		Highly respectable job (software; something to do with vertical interfaces? I still can’t compute)


		Sporty (running, footy)


		Does not play PlayStation (thinks it’s for kids: correct!)


		Is tall (six foot)





Tick, tick, tick tick. Lots of annoying ticks . . .


No, that’s harsh. He’s an all-round strong 7/10. And I do think he has potential, I do. We have a lot in common: an ex-spouse who couldn’t keep their pants on. He understands what it’s like to go through that. What else? We both hate liquorice. We both like parks . . .


Hold on . . . is that . . . no, still not him. He’s always been on time before today. Ah, perhaps that’s why I like him. Because he’s still here. Because he’s the only man since Tom who I’ve had more than three dates with; turning up – that’s all it takes!


Ah, finally! 10.09 a.m. He looks stressed, I’ll give him a break.


‘Laura, sorry,’ he says, pulling me close for a kiss.


‘Goodness, heavy night?’ I say, smelling the vodka leaking from his pores.


‘Just a few drinks,’ he says, scratching his chin and looking over my shoulder towards the market. ‘Christ, it’s busy. Anywhere we can get a quick bite to eat before we do this flower thing?’


‘I thought we’d do twenty minutes of the market, then grab a bacon sandwich? They stop serving at eleven a.m.’


‘Is there anything round here I could have in the meantime? I’ll still have the sandwich, but I need a little something.’


He does look rough, bless him. It must be hard, adjusting to this new way of life, juggling being a dad with being a newly single man.


‘There’s a bagel place up there, a cheese shop on Ezra Street . . . there’s Lee’s – they do amazing seafood, probably a little early in the . . .’


‘Seafood’s good, if I can get a Bloody Mary chaser?’ he says, flashing a sheepish smile.


‘You want to go to the pub?’


‘Hair of the dog.’


‘All right. The one up the top’s the nicest.’


We slowly pick our way through the crowds of people balancing bunches of tulips and miniature lemon trees; terracotta urns and trays of rosemary plants.


‘The fried prawns and calamari are delicious,’ I say, as we queue at the window and the smell of the seaside drifts over us.


‘Cockles! I haven’t had them for years! Used to eat them out of a jar when I was a kid. You’re not a fan?’


‘You go for it.’ Just don’t expect me to eat any of them.


‘How’s Lilly getting on?’ I say, as he stabs his wooden fork into the white polystyrene cup and fishes out a rubbery grey splodge.


‘Mmm . . . difficult week,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘Becky wants her all of Christmas but I don’t think that’s fair. It’s been getting me down.’


‘That’s why you’ve turned to drink?’ I say, smiling.


‘Huh?’


‘Nothing, just the hangover . . . the pub . . .’


‘I should buy you some flowers, shouldn’t I?’


‘There’s no need, I’m happy just looking at them.’


He darts towards the nearest vendor who’s bellowing, ‘TWO FOR A FIVER, TWO FOR A FIVER,’ and returns a moment later with two bunches of slightly droopy pale pink roses, which he hands over as if they’re his tracksuit that needs washing.


‘Thank you!’ I say, moving to kiss him. Our lips touch, but he goes in for the full snog and ends up licking the outside of my mouth with a vinegar-tipped tongue.


‘Let’s grab that drink,’ I say, steering him towards the pub.


‘Right, Bloody Mary and . . .?’


‘I’ll have a Diet Coke.’


‘Don’t make me drink on my own, Laura, I’ll look like an alcoholic!’


‘It’s ten a.m.’


‘Gin and tonic? A single?’


‘Oh go on then. But can we drink it quickly?’


‘Yes, sir!’


We move to the corner table and he settles down with his arm around me. I readjust myself into his body; I can never seem to get quite the right angle with Russell, he’s lean and bony, all those half marathons. That’s definitely something we do not have in common.


‘So you’ve booked the tickets?’ he says, absently kissing the top of my head.


‘Yup, three fifteen p.m. trailer, loads of time. Are you going to fall asleep in it? You look knackered.’


‘I’ll be fine, as long as there’s a car chase.’


‘So where were you last night, anyway, that you’re this hung-over?’ I say, running my finger down his unshaven cheek. The stubble quite suits him.


‘Huh?’


‘Did you go out locally?’


‘Yeah, yeah.’


‘With the boys?’


‘What?’


‘Were you out with the boys, after football?’


‘Oh. No.’


Oh no.


‘Oh. I thought you were playing football yesterday?’


‘Yeah, I did, I just ended up meeting up with a friend.’


‘A friend?’


‘Just a friend.’


Just a friend.


My stomach flips. I have been here before.


Those three little words are a sign: a sign that means: don’t ask who.


‘Who?’


‘Why?’


Answering a question with a question. That’s another sign.


‘I’m curious,’ I say.


‘. . . A friend I met recently.’


‘A girl?’


He nods and shifts in his chair. Oh please don’t make me Paxman this out of you.


‘Was she a girl you met on Tinder?’


He leans forward and puts his hand on his glass and rests it there, then turns to look at me with a face that says there’s no point in trying to style this out, is there?


‘Ah,’ I say, though it comes out more like ‘ouch’.


‘Don’t be like that, Laura, it’s not a big thing.’


‘Be like what?’


‘You look so . . .’


‘No, I’m not anything. But just to be absolutely clear, was it a date?’


He pauses before nodding.


‘A first date?’ I say, feeling my temper rise.


‘Laura, I think you’re lovely.’


Yes. I think I’m OK too.


‘The thing is . . .’ He takes a deep breath and sighs with the exhaustion of it all. ‘It’s only been six months since I broke up with Becky. I’m just finding my feet again.’


Your feet or your dick?


‘You understand what it’s like,’ he says, swiftly changing gear from caught in the act to we’re on the same side.


‘I understand what what is like?’ I say.


‘Divorce. Splitting up from your other half.’


‘Right.’


‘It’s not easy.’


‘Yes, I do vaguely recall that.’


He nods and takes another slow sip.


‘Are you about to say something else, Russell?’


‘Like what?’


‘You were saying, “It’s not easy getting divorced . . .”’


‘My point is, you’ll understand why I don’t want to rush things . . .’


He means rush things emotionally; he was certainly in a rush physically last time we met.


‘But I genuinely do think you’re very attractive,’ he says. ‘I’d like to see where this goes.’


I can tell you where this goes: nowhere.


‘Laura, you said yourself you weren’t ready for anything for ages after you broke up with Tom.’


‘I did say that, Russell, that is true.’


‘So then . . .’


I pause while I try to formulate my thought, to make it sound as unemotional as possible; I fail. ‘When I broke up with Tom I wasn’t ready for anything so I didn’t go round shagging more than one person at a time. I was acutely aware that I didn’t want to be on the giving or receiving end of that. I wasn’t prepared to muck anyone about.’


‘Exactly, and I don’t want to muck you about, which is why I’m telling you the truth now. I could have lied.’


‘You’re doing me a favour by telling me you’re shagging other women?’


‘What? How am I meant to win in this conversation?’


There are definitely no winners in this conversation.


‘If I wouldn’t put up with an unfaithful husband, why would I put up with it from you?’ I say, trying hard to keep my voice low but hearing it get louder nonetheless.


‘OK! Fine, sorry. I didn’t realise you’d feel this way. I must have misread the signals. I thought you’d understand, that’s all.’
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