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			For my father-in-law, John
who loved his food

		

	
		
			To eat is a necessity, but to eat intelligently is an art

			François VI, Duc de La Rochefoucauld

			Ask not what you can do for your country. 
Ask what’s for lunch

			Orson Welles

		

	
		
			London, 13 April 2021

			prologue

			Nick Demetriou stood in the kitchen at Tanners’ Hall preparing lunch and contemplating the considerable challenges posed by a life in the catering trade. As he would happily explain to anyone who would listen, he was not just a cook. Rather he was both producer and director of a touring, repertory culinary show, often tasked with a gruelling schedule. Sourcing fresh, high-quality ingredients was just the beginning. After that, every step had to be carefully choreographed to ensure they each reached maximum potential; the chopping, squeezing, chilling, mixing, warming, roasting and positioning. Using stalwarts he could rely upon and introducing newcomers for colour and excitement. It was only when they all peaked simultaneously that the accolades flooded in. Yes, providing a first-rate service was no mean feat for any chef on any regular day. 

			Today, sadly, was more than a little irregular. Andrew, one of his usual servers, had excused himself with ‘flu’ at 9am this morning, far too late to find a replacement. So Nick had been forced to step in and roll up his sleeves – the most overqualified of understudies – which had made him resentful. After all, he did own the business. He didn’t want to be mistaken for staff.

			Across the kitchen, a young woman was splitting cherry tomatoes with the tip of her knife, in the manner he’d shown her, and distributing the pieces evenly between individual salad bowls. ‘Eleni,’ Nick said. ‘Finish the salad and get it out into the hall.’ 

			The girl looked up and frowned. Her gaze bypassed Nick and settled on the face of the wall clock, before she pinched her lips together, turned back to him and nodded. 

			Clearly, she was cross at being hurried. He’d asked her to ensure the salad was laid out on the tables at the back of the hall by 12, and her silent protest told him she was still ahead of her deadline. Nick almost said something, something to remind her that he paid her wages, that there were still endless tasks to complete, that any boss could change his mind. He wondered, fleetingly, if the girl would have challenged his authority in the same way, if he’d still been the proprietor of Giorgio’s, the best Greek restaurant in the whole West End. But then a crackling from underneath the grill forced him to check on the status of the halloumi and the moment to chastise Eleni was lost. Instead, he dabbed at his head with a freshly laundered handkerchief. He’d forgotten how stifling it could be in this kitchen.

			He shifted the cheese to a chopping board, but before he began to slice it diagonally into narrow strips, he marched over to the back door, threw it open and took a deep breath. His young assistant didn’t seem to be suffering from the heat. In fact, Eleni, who had started to hum as she worked, shivered, as the cooler air swept in from outside. 

			Nick left Eleni and went to survey the hall. The lines of chairs facing the front and the arrangement on the stage were of little concern to him. No, he occupied himself exclusively with the three trestle tables, placed end to end, on which the display of food – his food – was taking shape.

			As Nick had envisaged, the beef carpaccio took centre stage: paper-thin, marbled strips of pure tenderloin. It looked bare on the plate without any garnish of any kind, but those were his instructions, and the bossy woman – Diana Percival, personal assistant to Brett Ingram – had made it very clear she wanted them to be obeyed. Even so, he’d slipped some watercress dip into a separate dish nestling beside it. 

			On either side were the sandwiches, still sealed with cling film, thickly cut with succulent fillings and interspersed with soft and floury wraps. Then, he’d left a space for the mini burgers, which were next on his list to heat up. He and his wife, Lisa, had cooked them last night at home, using a meatball recipe handed down from his grandparents, which he had modified and updated. Not that he expected Diana, or any of the guests, to appreciate the history, but Nick felt proud to continue the tradition. 

			At this end of the table, he would place the halloumi, which he planned to serve with acres of rocket and a red onion relish, and next to the cheese he would arrange the individual salad bowls: cucumber, avocado, edamame topped with pea tips and the cherry tomatoes Eleni had been faithfully dicing. The only other missing savoury dish was the sweet potato pakoras. Damn! There was probably not enough time to heat them in the oven after the burgers. He might have to resort to the microwave if they were really pushed. Damn Andrew and damn his flu!

			But Nick’s anger was extinguished when he viewed the creation Eleni had set down at the furthest extremity of the table. This was his exotic fruit platter (for sharing); a melange of the most desirable soft fruit on the market. Nick had purchased an orange-fleshed cantaloupe from Guatemala, a Cape pineapple, golden kiwi from New Zealand, mangos from the Caribbean and Chinese lychees. He had wanted Californian cherries too, to add drama, but they had been eye-wateringly expensive and now he looked, Eleni had worked wonders without them and the arrangement appeared enticing, sophisticated and most certainly exotic.

			Nick returned to the kitchen and paused in the doorway to watch Eleni put the finishing touches to the salads. Sometimes, she reminded him of his sister, Maria. Not the Maria of today, but the vivacious youngster of happier times. Maria would have dry-fried the halloumi, two minutes each side until crisp and brown and then pressed the pieces into flat bread, with handfuls of fresh parsley and kalamata olives, drizzling her creation with freshly-squeezed lemon, laughing when the juice ran down her chin as she ate.

			They didn’t look so much alike, Eleni and Maria. It was more the way Eleni’s eyes flashed with spirit when she spoke. That was classic Maria. And the gap between her front teeth, just like Maria’s, a gap that would fit a penny. Their mother had advised it was a sign of good luck, that Maria would always be blessed with good fortune. Nick had joked that it meant she was destined to talk too much and she’d dug him in the ribs.

			And of course there was the pixie cut which Eleni sported. Maria had experimented with shorter hair once. It had been a moment of rebellion, an outpouring of teenage frustration, and Nick knew she had regretted it bitterly, although she would never have let on. He’d heard her crying in the night, lamenting the loss of her beautiful hair, and he’d whispered to her in the darkness. ‘No harm done. It’ll grow back.’

			‘Mr Demetriou. Are you all right?’ Eleni had noticed him standing there. 

			‘It’s still hot in here; that’s all,’ he said, tugging at his shirt and opening a button. ‘And the clients will be arriving any minute.’

			‘OK,’ Eleni said. ‘I’ll take these through now. I’ll wait to unwrap the sandwiches until just before people arrive though,’ she continued. ‘What’s next?’

			‘If I finish the halloumi, can you get the burgers in the oven?’ Nick said, aware that he was still sweating, and hating himself for it. ‘Then we’re just left with the pakoras.’

			‘No problem.’ Eleni treated him to her gap-toothed smile, as she picked up the tray of salad. ‘Don’t we need to label everything?’ 

			Nick looked around him, then fumbled in his pockets. ‘I must have left them in my car,’ he said.

			As Eleni left the room, he trotted outside to fetch the labels. He had thought he’d left them on one of the front seats, but he discovered that the pack had slipped down inside the passenger door. He had almost reached the safety of the kitchen once more when a shiny, black sports car drove into the car park and slid into the empty space immediately next to his.

			***

			Brett Ingram climbed out of his low-profile Porsche Taycan. He wasn’t someone who usually purchased expensive items, even though he could, but with the Porsche, it had been different. On his first test drive, six years back, he had been enthralled by the growl of the engine, the rumble that shifted to the steering wheel, then the driver’s seat and onwards through his entire body. He had bought one straightaway and driven it home via a circuitous route. There had been numerous occasions since then when he had manufactured a trip, with the sole aim of spending time behind the wheel of his extraordinary car.

			These days, naturally, he had progressed to the electric version in which, despite valiant efforts, the manufacturers had been unable to replicate the authentic signature sound of its predecessor’s six-cylinder engine. Or that original exhilaration-inducing vibration. But that was always the case with progress of any kind. No point fighting it. Sometimes you had to make sacrifices for the greater good. He reached out and stroked his fingers back and forth across the smooth paintwork. 

			Diana, his PA, was already crossing the car park. He’d averted his eyes as she clambered out of the car. But now, pocketing his keys, he could study her unobserved. Diana looked good today, Brett thought. She looked good most days but today, all five-foot-eleven of her, clad in that tight, pencil skirt and fitted jacket matched with heels that sent her soaring above six foot, and a shade of lipstick which reminded him of a bowl of ripe plums, he could hardly resist her. But resist her, he would. 

			Not that Diana wouldn’t be willing. He’d tasted her disappointment when he had realised, halfway into today’s journey, that he’d forgotten her birthday. He had heard the same tremor in her voice, the same flicker of her otherwise professional expression when, from time to time – only when he was snowed under with work – he had sent her out to buy gifts for his girlfriends or asked her to arrange taxis to or from unfamiliar addresses. Diana had been gracious about his forgetfulness today of course, but some things could not be hidden. He told himself he would make it up to her, show her how much he appreciated her. He just couldn’t risk appreciating her in that way.

			Brett looked around him. The front of the building had impressed him with its period red-brick façade and huge sash windows. Here at the back, the outlook was less inspiring. A large flat-roofed structure had clearly been added at some time in the last forty years, the painted lines of the parking bays were faint, the tarmac uneven and pitted and the sign announcing the venue to the world – ‘Tanners’ Hall. Since 1850’ – had been knocked sideways by a stray vehicle. 

			And as the wind blew into Brett’s face, he caught a faint whiff of decay. He noticed that one of the dustbins, around the far side of the building some twenty metres away, had been left open to the elements. That, then, was the most likely source of the unpleasant odour. How had Diana found this place? He couldn’t recall now. She had insisted on somewhere ‘low-key’, which certainly described the place he was looking at now. He’d given in of course. ‘As long as the right people come,’ he’d said.

			‘With the cast you’ve invited, I can guarantee they’ll come,’ she’d replied.

			He hung back, watching Diana walk towards a back door. She was right that they’d collected together an eclectic mix of speakers to suit their agenda. And what an agenda it was. He felt that familiar surge in his chest, the mix of anticipation and fear which preceded his greatest achievements. Any man who said he was never scared was a fraud and a fool. Yes, today, despite the inferior venue, marked the start of something huge, something with tremendous potential. Today heralded the beginning of the next phase for his company, Heart Foods, a phase which would catapult them into the food stratosphere.	

			‘Mr Demetriou? I’m Diana Percival. How nice to meet you.’ 

			Brett heard Diana introducing herself to someone inside the building, in the tone she reserved for new acquaintances. He smiled to himself as he imagined her extending her hand and nodding her head, in her inimitable fashion. He followed her inside.	

			Diana had laid a sheet of paper down on a metal table in the centre of the kitchen and was ticking off items one by one, using her Heart Foods’ rollerball pen. A man with dark hair, grey around the temples, whom Brett assumed was the caterer, stood with his back to the door, leaning forwards to check on Diana’s work.

			‘You won’t forget the labels, Mr Demetriou, will you?’ Diana said to the man, as if she was speaking to a schoolboy. ‘Remember, I said how important they were.’

			In the car, Diana had muttered to Brett something about how she hoped the caterer would do what she’d asked. She had rolled her blue eyes then to reinforce her frustration. Here in the kitchen, Brett pitied the caterer, as he had no doubt the man would feel the full force of Diana’s wrath if he had not followed her instructions to the letter. You really didn’t want to cross Diana.

			‘No problem,’ the caterer replied. ‘I was just getting them when you arrived.’ 

			***

			Once she had checked that Mr Demetriou had prepared everything she had ordered, Diana glided through to the hall itself. It was nothing like as imposing in real life as in the photographs, but that was always the way. Even so, the high ceilings gave a sense of space and, while the tiny windows meant there was little natural light in the hall, there were plenty of electric lights she could focus on the stage.

			She sat down on the front row and spent a moment looking all around her. Yes. This would do. She hadn’t wanted a plush auditorium for this event. She had wanted functional and plebeian and, in that respect, it was more than adequate. For a brief moment she wondered what it would be like to stand up on the stage delivering the main address herself – and receiving the applause – instead of helping out behind the scenes. What was the expression? Always the bridesmaid, never the bride?

			‘You must be Zoe.’ She looked up at the sound of Brett’s voice, echoing from the far end of the hall. He was greeting a young woman, no more than a girl really. She had pink hair, matching trousers and heavy, black-framed glasses. This was Zoe then, the carnivorous blogger, although Diana didn’t remember the glasses from Zoe’s avatar. 

			‘I’m so delighted you could make it.’ Diana heard the warmth in Brett’s voice. ‘Please help yourself to a drink. We have an assortment of fruit juices, wine and beer. Or is that not allowed?’ He watched Zoe with interest as she reached for a glass of water.

			‘Do you know how many people are coming?’ Zoe asked.

			‘I’m not sure, but at least a hundred. Diana can probably tell you.’ Brett gave a half-nod in her direction, to show Diana he knew she was there, but Zoe did not turn around. ‘She’s my PA,’ he continued, and Diana felt a surge in her chest at his words. ‘We’re hoping for press coverage and I’m sure you can help with the film too, and the feedback questionnaire I mentioned. How many followers do you have now?’

			‘I’m just short of forty thousand.’

			‘That’s fantastic. And how often do you post?’

			‘Most days I put something out and I have my weekly podcast. But the main articles, they’re like once every two weeks.’

			‘I’m sure a lot of hard work goes into them. You can tell that when you read them.’

			Diana had to hand it to Brett. He knew just the right things to say. She was too distant to be able to read Zoe’s expression, but imagined her blushing with pride. She wondered if any other CEO of a multi-million-pound business would take the time to make a nineteen-year-old girl feel comfortable and appreciated.

			‘Excuse me, just for a moment.’ Now Brett beckoned her over. ‘I have to attend to something, but I’ll be right back. Oh…don’t let me forget to talk to you about those diet recommendations you sent to me, before we finish up.’

			As Brett left the hall, one hand reaching for his phone, Diana smiled her broadest smile and headed in Zoe’s direction. She would ensure she continued the love fest, even though she didn’t care much for the girl’s work. Zoe ate only meat and derided virtually every essential food eaten the world over. She inhabited a shady corner of the online world, alongside conspiracy theorists and fake news. But blogs were the way of the future. Brett had made it clear that he wanted to engage with youth, and sending out Heart Foods’ questionnaire to forty thousand of Zoe’s followers was likely to be of considerable value to the company. 

			‘Hello Zoe, I’m Diana.’ She extended her hand to the younger woman. ‘Brett was so delighted you could find time to come.’

			‘Thanks,’ Zoe said, taking a sip of her water. ‘A hundred in the audience is a bit smaller than I’m used to,’ she said.

			‘Oh that’s just here in the hall,’ Diana smiled. ‘There’ll be exposure to many times that number with the film and the publicity drive Brett is planning.’

			A few minutes later, Brett, his phone pinned to his ear, guided another guest towards them. Diana recognised her at once as Rosa Barrera, TV chef and the perfect guest for today, with its food-related theme. Rosa oozed love of eating – love of most things, in fact; big, round, epicurean love. Behind Rosa came a man whom Diana identified – through a process of elimination – as Mark Sumner, the farmer. The other man they had invited to speak was Adrian Edge, or ‘Doctor Edge’ to all Radio Two listeners, and Adrian she knew well, better than she would like, if the truth be told. 

			As Mark removed his jacket and slung it over a seat, Brett finished his call, apologised to them all profusely for his rudeness – something urgent; sorted now – and then greeted Mark with a hug and a slap on the back, which made Rosa’s perfectly pencilled eyebrows lift and Zoe giggle. 

			‘What a lovely welcome,’ Rosa cooed and Brett turned to her, grinned and kissed her lightly on both cheeks. ‘Now I know which of us is your favourite,’ she said. 

			‘Oh I’m sure it’s not me,’ Mark said, striding over to the table, on which Mr Demetriou had just placed a tray of sizzling beef burgers. Mark picked one up and popped it straight into his mouth. ‘You can’t beat eating them hot,’ he said, by way of explanation.

			Now Rosa appeared to be looking for someone or something herself, as her head turned this way and that. Diana was about to intervene, when Rosa caught the caterer’s arm as he hurried by.

			‘Do you have oat milk?’ Rosa asked him, her eyes skimming the drinks laid out on a table in the corner. 

			Mr Demetriou shook his head, as if he didn’t understand. Diana laughed to herself. He probably didn’t. She couldn’t imagine he had many requests for non-dairy alternatives, or for much vegan food either, among his usual clientele. His top-selling dishes, he had told her with pride the first time they had spoken, were moussaka and souvlakia, which she was pleased she had eschewed in favour of some less Greek alternatives, although she had agreed to the halloumi. 

			‘Oat milk,’ Rosa repeated, ‘for my coffee. Or almond would do, but only without sugar.’

			Mr Demetriou scuttled off with Rosa close on his heels and, now that more people had arrived, Diana decided to retreat and set up Brett’s laptop for him on the stage. It was another twenty minutes before the scientist, Susan Mills, made her entrance. 

			Susan hovered at the extremity of the pack and Diana, sensing that she was shy, was about to step in once more and engage her in conversation when Adrian appeared. Diana could have predicted he would arrive last of all; he always liked to make an entrance. She had visions of him hiding out behind the bus shelter opposite the hall, spying on all the other guests, then waiting another five minutes before heading in, but only after checking on his appearance in the glass from every possible direction. 

			‘I’m Dr Edge, but do please call me Adrian,’ he declared, as he swept into the room, bowed low and then offered his hand to each of the others in turn. 

			There now. They were quorate. 

			***

			Rosa Barrera had liked Brett when she’d first met him, some five years before, when his relaxed, genial manner had impressed her. She’d had no idea then if his manner was genuine, but she hardly cared. It was refreshing to spend time with someone who was so easy to chat to and who understood everything you said and, importantly, remembered it the next time you met. One thing Rosa did not appreciate was being forgotten. 

			Brett’s amiable nature was evident now, as he flitted between his guests like a butterfly, his jacket and top shirt button open, gathering praise instead of nectar, and throwing it back out to each of them. Although when she’d arrived, he had been distant – phone calls removing him from the action on more than one occasion. Naturally, she’d made a joke about it – he was the host, after all – but that was how powerful men were: always blowing hot and cold.

			Her feelings towards Adrian were quite different. When she’d accepted today’s invitation, she’d asked Brett outright who else was on the guest list and she’d queried Adrian’s inclusion. 

			‘We can’t have a party and not ask Adrian,’ Brett had joked to her, but she’d sensed that she might have hit a nerve and she didn’t press the point. Brett was the host after all.

			It was just that she couldn’t immediately see what Adrian could contribute to a serious debate on what we should eat, given that his answer seemed to be absolutely anything. It was like offering advice on relationships and then advocating free love. It was lazy and unprincipled. That was why she had determinedly boycotted his show after a couple of episodes. 

			And Adrian had commented on her appearance. ‘What a fabulous outfit,’ he’d said, which might have been a point in his favour in different circumstances. She was not one of those women who was affronted when she received a compliment or someone held a door open for her. God knows, there were far more important things in the world at which to take offence. It was more that it had seemed mean-spirited of Adrian to single her out for approval when she was standing next to Sue in her dreary brown skirt and blouse, and Zoe in her pink trousers and zebra-stripe camouflage t-shirt. At least Adrian hadn’t stared at Rosa’s breasts. She had watched him to ensure he didn’t, as it was something which most men she met invariably did.

			In fact, it had already happened once today, as she exited her Uber outside the hall and took a moment to adjust her wraparound dress; she had spied the taxi man staring, not even trying to conceal his gaze. She had turned away from him, slamming the door shut with her bottom. It wasn’t that she was embarrassed by the size of her breasts; she liked them and the curvy, sensuous shape they gave her. But they did tend to attract a lot of attention, not all of it welcome. 

			She couldn’t remember now what it had been like before she had breasts. There were few photographs of her from her childhood. She would never have posed for any; making memories had to play second fiddle to making ends meet for her mother. And any taken surreptitiously, or ones she really couldn’t avoid, like class photos, would have stayed pinned to the fridge in Mexico. So there was no easily accessible record of how her body had looked before she filled out. She had tried to diet once, in her late teens, when her mother’s latest partner had shown a more than fatherly interest in her. Apart from feeling hungry all the time, and sometimes light-headed, it had made little difference; her defiant breasts had only protruded even further from her reduced frame.

			Rosa looked around her. The third man in the room, Mark Sumner, intrigued her. He possessed the self-confidence which often accompanied those who cared little for how others might judge them, and that was unusual these days. And while she sometimes considered manliness a real turn-off, in his hands it was moulded into a physical strength and presence which she found reassuring.

			However, for now, Mark could wait. Rosa approached Sue. It seemed like the best next move; starting a conversation with the least demanding person in the room. At the same time, she hoped that Brett or Mark might join them, but she would leave that to them. 

			‘How is your research going?’ she asked. 

			‘I’ve almost finished,’ Sue said, in a matter-of-fact way, not offering any further information. Now they stood close together, Rosa could see that Sue’s fingernails were short and uneven and the skin around them red in places. What on earth made a grown woman – a scientist no less – gnaw at her nails? 

			‘And after that?’ Rosa tried again.

			‘I’m not sure. I don’t plan that far ahead,’ Sue said.

			‘Me neither.’ Zoe had overheard them and joined in. ‘That’s the way with blogging. Every day brings something new, so there’s no point. Listen, can I get a quick photo?’ Zoe stepped towards Rosa, raised her phone up in front of her face and her glasses slipped right off her nose. She caught them with her free hand, folded them up and tucked them into the neck of her top. ‘Brett asked me to take a few shots, for publicity.’ 

			Rosa smiled her best smile and squeezed up close to Zoe to oblige, as Zoe took a selfie of the three of them – Sue visible on the tiny screen to Zoe’s other side.

			‘Did someone say lights, camera, action?’ Rosa hadn’t noticed Adrian approaching. ‘Actually,’ Adrian continued, ‘I was wondering if you’d like to come on my show some time, well, all of you.’ He pushed his way into the centre of the frame and put his arms around them all before nodding at Zoe to take another photo. Zoe obliged and then lowered her phone and peeled away.

			‘I’m going to be running a series on influential women in the food business,’ Adrian said, smoothing his hair. ‘Apologies Mark, I’d have to leave you out, but the rest of you would be perfect.’

			Mark approached, a beer in his hand and a faint smile caressing his lips. ‘It’s all women these days,’ he said. ‘Red-blooded white males can’t get a look in anywhere. We’re all out of fashion.’

			He raised the bottle to his lips, took a swig and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. Rosa saw him glance at her and sensed mischief in his words. She noticed he had not included Adrian in his comment and Zoe had evidently recognised this too.

			‘Adrian got his show,’ she chirped. 

			Mark’s wry smile lingered. ‘You’re right Zoe,’ he said, pointing the top of the bottle in Rosa’s direction. ‘So he did.’

			***

			Sue wished she had arrived later. She was not nervous at the prospect of presenting to an audience; she had her speech down to a tee and was used to fielding the questions the public loved to ask, once they’d got over their initial distaste for her work, which involved a variety of insects. It was this getting to know you part of the day that she despised. Networking. That was what they called it. Except Sue didn’t want to be part of a network, inextricably connected to people she neither knew nor liked. She couldn’t think of anything worse. Disconnected, un-networked, alone. That was how she preferred to operate.

			But, after a quick hello and introductions to everyone and Zoe’s impromptu photoshoot, she found that host Brett and the farmer, Mark, with whom she might have found some common ground, had both disappeared from the hall. That left the other two women and Adrian. She wasn’t, generally, good at talking to women, although she couldn’t be sure why that was. Perhaps it was because she had found in the past that they wanted to identify with her simply because of her gender, which was ridiculous and often led to awkward exchanges. 

			She had first encountered Adrian outside the front door. She knew who he was; she sometimes listened to his show. But when she’d approached him and told him her name, he had made a low humming noise at the back of his throat. Sue had continued inside, thinking nothing of it, except to wonder if he had some kind of speech impediment, not apparent from his radio programme, or the beginnings of a nasty cold. Now that Adrian had proved he could speak clearly and without hindrance, and was in robust health, she wondered if outside he had been mocking her by making that noise in his throat, which had sounded rather like the buzzing of flies. If that was his idea of a joke – and now, she could think of no other explanation – then it was a pathetic and puerile one. And her humiliation was not lessened by his invitation to all and sundry to appear on his show.

			Suddenly, a man in a loose-fitting suit came barrelling into the hall, his face contorted with concentration. As she watched, he began to apply paper labels attached to cocktail sticks to every tray of food, even the ones which were almost empty. But his hands were shaking so much that he kept dropping them or applying the wrong labels and the sweat from his palms had made the ink on the labels run so that when he wiped his hand across his face a black smudge traversed his cheek. Sue saw him glance up in the direction of a tall, elegant woman seated at the front of the hall, and then scurry away. But the woman had noticed him. She rose and headed off in close pursuit.

			Sue’s antennae began to twitch. This exchange promised to be far more interesting than any chat with this group of strangers. Phone in hand, she followed at a safe distance behind the tall woman, thinking she could always complain of lack of mobile reception for an important call, if challenged. But as the elegant woman was about to enter the kitchen, she was stopped in her tracks in the foyer by Mark and Brett, who were entering the building together, from the front. 

			Sue paused in the doorway and pretended to tap out a text on her phone. Tight-lipped, Mark continued into the hall, without acknowledging her or the tall woman. In contrast, Brett loitered, evidently waiting to speak to the woman, and Sue wandered on beyond and slipped into the shadows behind the staircase. 

			‘What’s up? You don’t look happy,’ Brett said and Sue agreed with him. She didn’t know the woman so it was hard to tell for certain, but she was frowning excessively.

			‘Where’ve you been?’ the woman replied. Sue concluded from her familiar manner that she was either Brett’s wife or a colleague; she couldn’t be sure which. Then she remembered that her invitation had been sent out by a Diana Percival, Brett’s PA. This, most likely then, was Diana. 

			‘I just needed some air. I’ll…I’ll tell you later,’ Brett said. ‘Look…Mark was bending my ear about…’ He stopped, listened hard and Sue held her breath, even though she was sure no one could hear her. ‘Walls have ears and all that,’ Brett continued. ‘Anyway, I’m here now. Is that what’s bothering you? That I was talking to Mark. I thought you could hold the fort for five minutes.’

			‘It’s that bloody caterer,’ the woman said. ‘One simple thing I asked him to do. I’ve a good mind not to pay him.’ And now Sue was certain this was Diana. She smiled to herself at her successful powers of deduction.	

			‘What heinous crime has he committed? Boiling the eggs for four and a half minutes instead of four?’

			‘I…I asked him to make sure he labelled the food and…’

			‘I’m looking now and there are labels galore on every tray,’ Brett said, peering into the hall, although after he spoke he doubled over and leaned against the wall for support.

			Diana touched his arm. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

			‘I told you, my stomach’s no good today. Probably too much greenery for breakfast.’ Brett laughed, although Sue thought it unconvincing. Then he straightened up. ‘Better now,’ he said.	

			‘If you’re really unwell, we could postpone things.’ Diana appeared concerned but Brett seemed fine now, as far as Sue could see. 

			‘When you’re having so much fun?’ Brett said. ‘Not in a million years. I’ll just wash my face again. The cold water should do the trick. Then I’ll be straight back.’ 

			Brett waved Diana away and disappeared into the men’s bathroom, the door clanging shut behind him. Diana sighed, closed her eyes, frowned deeply and then re-entered the hall. After waiting a few more seconds and checking the coast was clear, Sue peeled herself away from behind the staircase and followed her.

			Back in the main hall, Mark and Rosa were standing either side of the table, each holding a plate of food, separated only by the fruit platter. Sue watched them from two metres away as she began to select her own lunch from the various items on display.

			‘You’re telling me you’re more offended by that innocent mango than the beef burgers,’ Mark said, raising one hand to his hair. His sleeve rode up and exposed the face of a cow, tattooed across his right bicep. Sue wanted to laugh at its flailing nostrils and jaunty expression, to show him she appreciated the humour of the image, but she stopped herself. Mark might think she was laughing at him. Better not to react at all.

			‘I’ve already explained,’ Rosa said to Mark. ‘I’m not easily offended. ‘It was just a throwaway comment, that’s all.’

			‘No, I’m intrigued,’ Mark persisted. ‘I want to understand. You look away when I guzzle the beef. I get that. But you hurl daggers at me when I approach the mango. What’s the problem? No animals were killed in the making of this product, right?’

			‘It’s come a long way, that’s all. Look we all have to compromise sometimes.’

			‘I think if we asked our caterer over there, he’d tell us it came from the half-price section of Tesco by the underpass, that if he hadn’t bought it today, it would have been thrown in the skip out the back.’

			Sue turned around to see where Mark was pointing and saw the caterer hovering near the back of the hall. He still had the black smear on his face. 

			‘You know exactly what I mean,’ Rosa said. ‘Whether it’s grown in India or Thailand, it’s still five thousand miles away.’

			‘Maybe not. Maybe they’ve found a way of growing them here?’ Mark said.

			‘That’s unlikely.’ Sue spoke for the first time and everyone looked at her. The words had tumbled out, unchecked. Her hands began to tremble and she almost dropped the halloumi she had just added to her plate.

			‘Look,’ Rosa said, turning her attention back to Mark and ignoring Sue. ‘I really don’t have a problem with the mango. I wish I’d never said anything.’

			‘Mango is the life blood of this planet.’ Adrian had wafted his way over and interrupted the tiff, speaking in a voice like velvet. ‘Mango improves your vision, your memory and your concentration. Mango does wonders for your libido and stamina. It’s most certainly worth its cost in carbon terms.’ He turned to Rosa. ‘Do you really want to deprive us all of these potential benefits, quite apart from its glorious taste?’

			‘One thing I’m not, Dr Edge, is a puritan.’ Rosa threw her head back and snorted through her nostrils. ‘I like pleasure as much as any woman.’ 

			Sue held her breath. She suspected Adrian might have met his match in Rosa. She did not seem the kind of person who would ignore his inflammatory mutterings and walk on by. Maybe Rosa would be an interesting person to talk to after all and she should have made more effort earlier.

			‘I’m just celebrating this wonderful fruit – nothing more.’ Adrian picked up a particularly large slice of mango and held it between his fingers. ‘I’m not having a go at you,’ he said. ‘Really.’

			‘It’s so useful to have your wisdom and perspective,’ Rosa muttered. ‘Have you focused on mangos on your show yet? If so, it must have been an episode I missed.’

			Adrian’s grip on the mango tightened. ‘If you’re so anti-mango,’ he said to Rosa, ‘why are you pro-avocado?’

			Rosa said nothing. Zoe had also approached and was watching the interaction in silence.

			‘That’s what they make your vegan chocolate mousse from, isn’t it?’ Adrian continued. ‘You were happy to do the advert, as I remember, prime time, ITV3. In between Vera and the Omnibus edition of Coronation Street. What was it? No one would know, it’s av-o-ca-do. They’re hardly farmed in the Yorkshire Dales.’

			‘Hang on a minute,’ Mark said. He had slid around the table and positioned himself between Rosa and Adrian. ‘We were just having a bit of a joke, Rosa and me. No need for you to get involved. And Rosa didn’t bring the food.’

			Mark’s hand had formed itself into a fist. Adrian seemed to notice this, and he dropped the mango back onto the platter he had taken it from. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘If the Mexican government is prepared to sacrifice its own people to murder, rape and poverty, and expose its landscape to devastation, to grow more and more of the green gold, then there isn’t much we here in the UK can do to stop them. I’m with you, Rosa, my darling, selling out and making the ad; we may as well enjoy them and reap the benefits, while we still can, before the Greta Thunbergs of this world take all our fun away. Eat avocado. Fuck Me-x-i-co. That’s what I say.’ 

			‘Adrian. Always the centre of attention.’ Brett appeared out of nowhere and placed his hand on Adrian’s shoulder, enveloping the whole group in the broadest of smiles. ‘There’s really only one way to resolve this argument,’ he said. And then, as the three combatants awaited his judgment and Zoe eavesdropped, Sue marvelled as Brett picked up the largest piece of mango – the same lunar slice Adrian had subjected to considerable pressure a moment earlier – and popped it into his mouth.

			‘Hmm, delicious,’ Brett said, wiping his hands and then his lips with a paper napkin.

			It was Rosa who laughed first, throwing her head back, but then the others followed suit, even Sue, although in her case it was more instinctive than genuine amusement, as a wave of relief swept over her. 

			‘Well, there was no point wasting it, was there?’ Brett said. 

			He turned his head to look out across the hall as he spoke, as if he was seeking someone out. Sue looked too, but there was nobody there.

			The arrival of Heart Foods’ official photographer heralded a change of mood. Diana busied herself directing him where to set up his camera and lights and everyone – even Adrian, who naturally pretended that he didn’t care about the next part of the event, but so obviously did – craned their necks to see what would be required of them. For Sue, it signalled that liberation from these forced social interactions was in sight and she comforted herself with that thought.

			***

			The moment Zoe had seen Rosa arrive, she’d wanted a selfie with her. Not only was Rosa a celebrity, so taking advantage of the opportunity was a total no-brainer, but she looked fabulous too, exuding natural beauty. Rosa clearly had the advantage of a few enhancements – no one’s lips attained that shade of red without the painstaking application of a series of coats of the best quality lipstick and there was no way – NO WAY – her breasts were real. But Zoe was all for making the most of yourself. That was why she had dyed her hair pink a few months back – just a few strands at the front – when Britney had done the same. It had been part experiment, part solidarity with the Queen of Pop. Imagine your father having control over everything you did – even your boyfriends. Ew! Then everyone had said it looked so good that she had kept it. 

			The jury was still out, though, on whether she should ditch the specs. She didn’t need them from a sight perspective. Well, she knew they were supposed to help with blue light and she certainly had plenty of that in her life, but not to see people or stuff like that. It was more that Zoe sensed, from time to time, some level of derision about her views, as a result of her relative youth; the addition of a pair of spectacles lent her some gravitas.

			Zoe had also not been sure whether to include Sue in any picture. Then she remembered that Sue was a scientist and Zoe’s blog was based on science – mostly. So, although the visual would be less dramatic, with Sue positioned on her other side, it would give Zoe the kind of authenticity she was often accused of lacking. And it wasn’t a lie to say that Brett had asked her to take photos. He’d made it pretty clear that any publicity she could direct towards his company would be well-received. 

			Then, Dr Edge had to come along and force his way in. On one level, Zoe was fine with that. Dr Edge was famous too – famous-ish. It was just the way he’d done it, pushing in, not waiting to be asked; so impolite. And after he’d been weird about the mango. Although he had offered them a slot on his show – all of them except for Mark. And if Dr Edge meant it, she ought to grab the opportunity, even if it was Radio Two, which was, like, ancient. That was why she’d stuck up for him – kind of – when Mark had interrupted. But she had a feeling – and she was usually right about these things – that Dr Edge was the sort of person who made promises and forgot them later on, even if he owed you something. She’d already met a couple of men like that in the past. 

			Dr Edge walked away then, very deliberately, his footsteps echoing around the hall as he headed for the stage and stopped to chat to the cameraman. That was a shame, but she’d make sure she reminded him of the invitation before he left. The others were pretending they weren’t bothered by anything that had just happened. Mark said something about how the world was changing and that Sue might be surprised by the things they could grow in this country very soon. His tone reminded her of her teachers, when they made her stay behind after lessons and said it was ‘for her own good’. Which was bollocks, of course. Not only did teachers know very little about the subjects they were supposed to be teaching in her experience, they also certainly didn’t have a clue about what might benefit Zoe in the future, especially as none of them had ever taken the trouble to ask what she might want to do with her life after school. 

			Zoe was part way into her deliberation on the professed superiority of teachers when she saw Brett’s face crumple and his hand grip his side, just for a moment. Then he straightened up and reached for some water. She wondered if he was ill but, whatever it was, it was over in a flash. Brett’s eyes met hers. He nodded to her to reassure her that he was fine and she nodded back.

			She was the only one who had witnessed Brett’s distress; the others were too busy getting to know each other or looking but not really seeing stuff. Zoe was often the only one who saw things, things other people would never see. That was because she had intuition. 

			But that wasn’t all. She also had foresight. Not the kind of foresight which meant you had a vague, random idea of what might occur at some point in time. Zoe saw things. She had visions and they often showed her exactly what was going to happen next. She had always experienced them, from when she was tiny, although she didn’t often talk about them. They usually began with a pricking sensation in her fingers, or sometimes around her neck, and then, if she focused really hard and blanked out everything else, the image would come.

			While some people were sceptical about these kind of powers, it was this, her sixth sense, which she had relied upon to advance herself and her own career so successfully, without anyone else to help her and it was that same instinct, that combination of intuition and foresight, which was telling her, right now, that something was not quite right. 

			She wanted a moment, a moment to concentrate on Brett, a moment to close her eyes, clear her mind and tune herself into the forces swirling around the auditorium, a moment to divine what it all meant. But she had no time. The audience had started to arrive; people her mum’s age or even her Nan’s. One man had a frame to help him walk. And as they filled up the rows, in random groups, Brett had begun to steer her and the other panellists towards the podium, to sit behind the name plates Diana had set out: Dr Adrian Edge, Rosa Barrera, Brett Ingram, Zoe Whitman, Mark Sumner and Dr Susan Mills. Zoe gave a low chuckle. She had predicted she would be sitting next to Brett and she was right again. She was the last one to slip into her seat.

			‘Do you have everything you need, Mr Ingram?’ Zoe heard the caterer ask, as he brought them all fresh jugs of water, and Brett confirmed, with thanks, that everything was in order. She couldn’t believe the caterer called Brett ‘Mr Ingram’. Didn’t he realise that no one did that kind of thing any more?

			Zoe looked out at the audience, which was definitely skewed towards oldies and women. They were fidgeting with coats and bags and chatting to their neighbours. For a moment she wondered what point there was in talking to old people about the future of food, given they wouldn’t be around for much longer, but then she remembered that some older people had influence. It was Paul McCartney’s wife, for example, who began that whole line of vegetarian sausages some of her friends bought, despite her protests, and he was ancient. And Kim and Kanye were hardly young. 

			Anyway, as Diana had reminded her, Brett had asked all panellists, super-formally, by email, if they consented to the event being filmed. As if any of them would object. That provided the opportunity to share their combined knowledge and views more widely, even if the guests in the immediate vicinity were unreceptive. So Zoe planned to leave her phone on, at least during the introduction, and certainly when it was her turn to speak – that was a no-brainer. She checked through her messages one last time, muted her phone, then moved it to the top of the desk, waiting for the fun to begin.

			Beside her, Brett tapped his microphone, then nodded to his PA – what was her name again? – in the front row. The PA, in turn, waved at the photographer guy, who had set up his camera in the central aisle. Zoe took that as her cue to begin the video on her mobile too, propping it up casually with her hand.

			‘Hello everyone,’ Brett began. ‘Thank you so much for coming. I’m Brett Ingram, CEO of Heart Foods, the third largest food supplier in the UK, sourcing food from all over the world. We aim to bring our customers the highest quality, best-value products and your feedback, as customers, is important too. Because, however good something may be for you, however reasonably priced, if you don’t like the way it looks or tastes or smells, you’re not going to eat it. So this is a partnership where we all need to agree, together, on what’s good for us. And you vote with your pocket.’

			Zoe thought that a sound introduction. She would use the partnership quote, unless something better came along. 

			‘Separately – and I believe in this passionately,’ Brett continued, ‘just as my father did, just as I want the best for the next generation – you want to know where your food comes from, how it has got to your plate and that it was sourced in a responsible way. The days where we expected to buy coconuts all year round, for no good reason other than that we could, are long gone. We have a responsibility to look at the journey to the plate of everything we eat, for so many reasons.’

			But when Brett said the word coconuts Zoe thought she saw his face squeeze up, just for a second, on one side only. She saw it through her phone screen and by the time she had looked up, and repositioned her joy-riding spectacles, everything had returned to normal. Again, she seemed to be the only one who had noticed Brett’s discomfort. Everyone else was gazing out at the audience, with that smug look that guests often wore on their faces at this stage of an event.

			‘We have a really excellent panel this afternoon, representing vastly different views across the food industry,’ Brett was still speaking. ‘Beginning on the far left, we have Dr Adrian Edge. Dr Edge practises as a GP in Ealing. But most of you will know him from his long-standing weekly show on Radio Two, which focuses on foods from around the globe, how they define people and how we can enjoy them over here. Next to Dr Edge, we have Rosa Barrera, chef extraordinaire, known for putting vegan cookery well and truly on the map.

			‘On the right, next to me, I’m delighted to welcome Zoe Whitman, author of the staggeringly popular blog “meat and no veg”, who will tell us all the opposite: why meat is best and how we should avoid all the other staples – like rice and potatoes – we’ve been eating for the last hundred years. Perhaps I’m in a dangerous position, sandwiched between the two of them.’ He laughed at his own joke and Zoe made sure she joined in.  

			‘Then, Mark Sumner, a key figure in the campaign for sustainable British beef farming. We can probably tell what he’s going to be promoting. And last but certainly not least, it’s Professor Susan Mills, an academic and scientist, currently working on a ground-breaking initiative to feed insects to our livestock.’

			Brett broke off for a moment and kneaded his left side with the heel of his right hand before continuing. ‘I know that this is going to be a fascinating debate, with so many different points of view on the future of food in the UK. And so, without making you wait any longer, I’m going to kick off with Professor Mills, I think, as she…’

			Brett fell silent, his face changed colour, from pink to red to almost purple. He clutched at his side, and, emitting a loud groan, he wrapped both hands around his abdomen. Then, without further warning, he tipped forward from the waist and landed with a crash on the table. 

			Adrian jumped up, overturning his chair, and ran to Brett’s side. Diana leaped forward too. Mark reached across Zoe to switch off Brett’s microphone, so that the crowd would not have to hear the spluttering and wheezing coming from the stricken man. What was wrong? Was it a heart attack? Wasn’t he too young to have one?

			Mark spoke calmly to the confused spectators. ‘Ladies and gents. I’m sure it’s nothing to be too worried about, but maybe you could all move back and give Mr Ingram some space, please.’

			‘Call an ambulance,’ Diana shouted in Rosa’s direction, but Zoe was already on her feet and dialling the emergency services as she watched Adrian attempt, without success, to lift Brett up and spin him around. Brett appeared to be resisting, the muscles in his neck bulging grotesquely. If it was a heart attack, shouldn’t he be all weak? Mark had now sidestepped Zoe and he helped Adrian slide Brett on to the floor of the stage and turn him over onto his back. Diana knelt down close by.

			‘What’s wrong?’ she shouted into his twisted face. ‘Tell me what’s wrong.’

			As Adrian leaned over Brett, Diana shoved him away, pressing her cheek close to Brett’s mouth and talking into his ear. Brett raised his hand and caught hold of Diana, pulling her down towards him. His lips moved once or twice. And then he ceased his convulsions and lay still. 

			‘Oh God,’ Adrian said. Now he thrust Diana out of the way, straddled Brett and began pounding at his chest, slowly and rhythmically. Zoe had watched the TV adverts, like everyone else. The ones with the footballer who used to foul people a lot.  

			She checked the screen of her phone and found the call had dropped. She dialled 999 again, and this time she heard the operator’s voice almost immediately. She moved to the far side of the stage and provided full instructions, conscious of the dryness of her throat and of her own heart pounding in her ears.	

			As she finished and turned her attention back to Brett, Adrian took a break from pummelling his friend. ‘How long?’ he called out to her.

			‘Twenty minutes.’

			Adrian frowned. It sounded pretty quick to Zoe. You always heard of these ambulances taking hours to arrive, but it seemed like Adrian didn’t agree. ‘See if there’s a defibrillator,’ he ordered no one in particular. And then, to Brett, he whispered, ‘Come on buddy. Don’t do this to me. Who’m I going to play golf with if you’ve gone?’ 

			Zoe looked around. The hall was almost empty. Mark, who had shepherded most of the audience out, was now scuttling around opening doors and scouring walls and skirting boards. Rosa stood by the window, looking out for help. Sue appeared rooted to her seat, her arms folded in her lap, her face pale. Slowly but surely Zoe backed away from them all, mobile phone in hand, placing one foot behind the other. 

			When she reached the doorway, she saw Adrian sit back on his heels and shake his head. No! It couldn’t be true! Not Brett, who’d just said all those nice things about her work, and who was not even all that old. Then Diana draped herself over Brett again, screeching and crying, tears streaming down her face. Could there be a miracle? Zoe wondered. Like in one of those fairy-tale-ending films, where some impossibly beautiful woman’s tears had dramatic effect, healing a lover’s wounds, restoring his sight or even his life. But those were only stories and Brett’s face did not regain its familiar hue, nor did he sit up or smile or take Diana in his arms and thank her for saving him. Instead, he lay still and silent.  

			And, try as she might to remain upbeat, Zoe was as certain as she had ever been that the head of Heart Foods had breathed his last breath. And, without boasting or anything, she was usually right about these things.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			two days later

			1

			Constance walked along Gosset Street, stopping to adjust her skirt as she crossed from one side of the road to the other. It was a bright morning and she strode out purposefully, trying at the same time to reflect on the conversation which had led her to make this journey.

			Usually when she spoke to relatives of suspects, as she had today, the conversation followed a similar pattern: a panicked general enquiry about her availability, a barrage of specific questions (some sensible, some less so), tears and protestations of innocence (often at the same time) and an entreaty to pass on words of support and keep the concerned family member updated. 

			The call she had received this morning had been subtly different. The woman had provided basic information – the name of her husband, his profession and a request for Constance to meet him at Hackney police station at 2pm – but no detail about why he had been detained, which Constance would have to pick up from the officer on duty when she arrived. And the caller had seemed calm and composed. But Constance had detected the quiver in her voice. Despite her words, the woman had clearly been concerned. 

			After five more minutes of walking, she stood opposite the station, a cheerless building in need of modernisation and a place where she spent more of her life than she would ideally like. But that was the lot of a solicitor working in the criminal law field: hours on end spent in police stations. Even so, she had to admit that there was never a dull moment and her hefty and varied workstream was unlikely to dry up any day soon. 

			After a brief conversation with the duty officer, which provided scant details as to why Nick Demetriou had been brought in, Constance entered the interview room to find him seated at the table, his handkerchief covering his nose and mouth, his elbows splayed wide. 

			‘Mr Demetriou?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I’m Constance Lamb, your lawyer. I spoke to your wife this morning.’

			‘Oh.’

			The handkerchief was folded and pocketed. Constance sat down, unpacked her tablet and switched it on. 

			‘Did I surprise you?’ she asked.

			‘No, I…you look so young. And Lisa didn’t tell me you were coming.’

			Constance accepted Nick’s explanation gracefully. She couldn’t be certain that his hesitant manner on her arrival, his exclamation of surprise, had anything to do with the colour of her skin. And even if it did, he would be in good company. She had been practising for almost ten years now, and she would be a wealthy woman if she had a pound for every occasion on which she had been mistaken for a member of the public or a defendant when attending court. This included errors made by other lawyers and court staff, even when she was formally dressed or carrying the relevant papers under her arm. She had learned to live with it. And Nick was clearly upset. No. She wouldn’t hold this against him.

			‘Can you tell me what happened on Tuesday afternoon, in your own words?’ she asked, hoping this open and straightforward question would help Nick find his voice, particularly as she knew very little about why he needed a lawyer.

			Nick shook his head. ‘I can tell you what happened on Tuesday afternoon, what I saw happen, but the rest is what I am worrying about. This is all such a big mistake.’ 

			‘Why don’t you tell me about it? Then I’ll see what I can do to help.’

			This was Constance’s customary follow up, if her stock starter for ten did not succeed; to emphasise that she was there to provide assistance. She wanted to instil trust in clients, so that they would relate all the salient points to her, including those they were worried about. Sometimes, they told her too much – information which could get them into trouble. Other times, although she stressed that she was on their side, they said little or nothing at all. On this occasion, she seemed to have found the right formula, as Nick began to talk.

			‘I do most of the catering for Tanners’ Hall, near Haringey,’ he began. ‘Someone rents the hall from the manager, June, and wants food, June calls me up and asks me if I’m interested. If it’s something really special or a big event and I’m pressed elsewhere I say no, but most of the time I can help and it’s easy money, to be honest.’ He sighed. Clearly, this time around, things had been far from easy. ‘Then, about two months ago, June calls me and asks can I do a cold lunch for this week – Tuesday – says there’s going to be an event for around a hundred people. “Light lunch” is what we call it, how we price it. It sounded fine, so I agreed.’

			Constance was pleased that Nick was being so communicative and, as his words came tumbling out, she struggled to keep up with her notes.

			‘Then, after I agree, she tells me it’s only food for ten guests, that the others are coming to hear a talk after lunch and we’re not feeding them. I had to think hard, but I didn’t have anything else on that day. So, it was only ten people. I accepted it. But then, every week, I got a message that they wanted this and that and it started getting more complicated,’ he continued. ‘I have my usual suppliers, you see, and now they wanted all this special stuff: vegan and beef and some things hot and some grilled. And I offer Greek food. It’s my speciality. But no. She didn’t want Greek. She wanted “British” – whatever that is. In the end, I asked the customer to contact me direct and this woman – Diana Percival, was her name – she called. She seemed very nice at first, very polite. Anyway, I almost said no, because everything had to be this and that, but in the end I didn’t want to let them down. It’s important to me to keep my word.’

			‘I understand,’ Constance interrupted, partly to slow Nick’s flow.

			‘Usually, I just order the food from one supplier, or maybe two, and get it delivered,’ Nick said. ‘This time, I had to buy the food from all different places and I collected it up, prepared some dishes at home and I took it all to the hall myself. I employed staff – both kids I’ve used before, well only one in the end. So, they arrive. Brett Ingram – he introduced himself – Diana and the others; around ten of them altogether. They have lunch and then they go up on the stage. He’s talking when he gets ill, in front of everyone. Then he stops talking and he dies, right there. It’s crazy. People are screaming and crying. They all start running out and the ambulance men are pushing to get in. They said it was a heart attack, like that, so sudden. Just…chaos.’

			‘What happened next?’

			‘They put him, Brett Ingram, on a stretcher and took him away. The police came. I gave them my name and address. They were filming when he died – Brett’s people – and the police took the film away. Then they said I wasn’t allowed to clean up. I said I would be in trouble with June – it’s in my contract – but they said they would explain and that it was a “crime scene”. I didn’t really listen then, only when I got home, I wondered what they meant.’ 

			‘What did you do when you got home?’

			‘I called June myself, and good thing, because the police hadn’t. She was pretty upset. There was another booking for the evening, but she said she would cancel it. I was about to head off there to meet June today and see if I could get the rest of my stuff – not much, just a few knives and boards. Suddenly the police show up at my home, tell me I have to come here. Then they ask me lots of questions, saying that Mr Ingram was poisoned and that it was my fault! Saying that my food was no good, that I killed him with my food. That I could go to prison. That’s not true, is it? I have a wife, a sister, a family…’

			Constance smiled at Nick.

			‘You haven’t been charged with anything, for now,’ she said. ‘The police officer who brought you in told me they are doing more tests to establish how Mr Ingram died.’

			‘So it’s not true then?’

			‘It depends what the tests show.’

			‘I bought the food. How can it be my fault if it looked all right, but it turned out to be bad?’

			‘Didn’t you cook it?’

			‘Some things, OK. Not the sandwiches. Or the fruit and veg. It’s just crazy. All of it.’

			‘You were still responsible for serving the food to Mr Ingram. If, for example, you mixed together raw and cooked food, that could be a problem. Or, if you bought food from a supplier and you knew – or should have known – that they didn’t have a good hygiene rating.’

			‘How’m I supposed to know what they do in their kitchens?’

			‘You’re right, but you should check out your suppliers, on a regular basis.’

			‘It was just a light lunch.’ Nick’s voice became strained and he reached for a cup of water on the table and gulped down the remains. ‘I only get paid £30 a head,’ he said. ‘After paying the staff, I make pennies.’

			‘I can see that.’

			‘What happens now?’ Nick slumped forward, resting his frame heavily on the table.

			Constance contemplated her response. Nick was clearly agitated and she didn’t blame him. And she understood a little more now why Lisa, his wife, had been vague when they had spoken. She had probably not understood why the police were interested in her husband. And as for Nick, Constance appreciated that most caterers would not consider there was any risk of killing someone when going about their usual business. But Nick would have been well aware of the importance of good hygiene practices. That went without saying. 

			‘We’ll need to see what the results of the further tests are,’ she said, ‘but can you give me a list of all the food you provided that day – everything: names of suppliers and invoices and where it was stored? Also, who handled the food, the names of your staff?’

			‘I don’t have that here.’

			‘You can go home and send them on to me.’

			‘I can leave?’

			‘You’re not under arrest, but you need to stay around, at home, at work, not go on any trips.’

			‘Who would go on a trip with all this hanging over their head? Look. What do you think? Will this come back to me?’

			Constance wanted to reassure Nick, but she wouldn’t mislead him, especially not at this early stage. And she wanted him to take her request for information seriously and do as she had asked. She cast her mind back to her long-ago student days to locate the relevant information.

			‘If the police are advised that your food killed Mr Ingram, however that happened, then you will be charged. It could be a health and safety offence, it could be an offence by your company. Both of those would result in a fine. But if the police feel that you were directly responsible for Mr Ingram’s death because you were grossly negligent in how you stored, prepared or served the food, then you could be charged with manslaughter.’

			‘Manslaughter!’ Nick’s eyes were wide. ‘This is a nightmare. You know cooking is my dream. Food is my dream. Now a dream becomes a nightmare. Whatever happens, I’m done for. I’m a man-slaughterer. Or, if not, I’ll lose the contract with June and no one will ever want to eat my food again. We will lose everything.’

			‘My advice is to go home and get some rest. Then send me those lists and invoices. And call me if the police ask to see you again.’

			After Nick stumbled off down the road in the direction of the Underground, looking back over his shoulder more than once, Constance retraced her steps to her office, but with less enthusiasm than on her outward journey. Halfway back, she bought a sausage roll – she’d missed both breakfast and lunch – and sat down on a handily placed bench at the side of the road to eat it. The traffic slowed ahead of the nearby lights and she felt comforted to be a mere spectator, observing the vehicles passing by, transporting people to wherever they wanted to go. That was London: always moving. She felt a light touch against her leg and looked down to see a crop of miniature daffodils, blowing in the breeze, the last of the spring early birds. 

			Daffodils were not her favourite; there was something vulgar-looking about their trumpet shape, like the whole flower was tipping back its head and shouting. What was the message it was broadcasting today? Why help a man who values his livelihood above another man’s life? the diminutive blooms chorused. And Constance inclined her head to one side as she listened and the cars continued to pass her by.
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