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Chapter 1 - The Vending Machine Problem
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By the time Saffron Tate reached the café opposite the magazine offices, the afternoon had settled into that particular shade of London grey that suggested the sun had briefly considered showing up, then remembered something better to do. The windows were steamed from damp coats and the collective breath of people pretending not to eavesdrop. Saffy shook rain from her fringe, ordered a flat white she neither wanted nor trusted, and tried to ignore the fact that her inbox was still vibrating faintly with the aftershocks of Paris.

She had hoped that flying back from an international chocolate scandal—complete with corruption, attempted murder, and an unfortunate facial-mask-related death—might buy her a quiet fortnight. Instead, it had bought her three breakfast TV requests, a podcast invite titled Forked Tongues, and an email from her editor containing fourteen exclamation marks and the phrase global profile.

The editor in question arrived buoyant, scarf trailing, cheeks pink with excitement rather than weather.

“Saffy!” she cried, as if they hadn’t exchanged messages roughly every six minutes since the exposé went live. “There she is. Our woman of mystery. Our culinary Jessica Fletcher.”

Saffy winced. “I’d rather be the woman who tells people their risotto tastes like wet rice,” she said. “But do sit down.”

The editor ignored this, sliding into the chair and immediately opening a notebook thick with possibilities. “Paris has been extraordinary for us,” she said. “The clicks. The traction. The drama. Readers love it when food comes with danger.”

“Do they?” Saffy said. “I thought they mostly wanted to know where to eat on a Tuesday without crying.”

“Well, yes, but now they want to know where to eat while risking their lives.”

Saffy took a careful sip of coffee. It tasted like regret. “I’m a critic,” she said. “Not a stunt double.”

Her editor waved a hand. “Labels are fluid. You’re a brand now.”

Ah yes. The vending machine theory. Editors liked to think writers worked the same way: insert scandal, press button, receive copy. Saffy had always suspected this explained the crumbs they left behind.

“I want my reviews back,” she said. “Restaurants. Actual food. Places where the biggest risk is under-seasoned lamb.”

The editor nodded sympathetically while writing something that looked suspiciously like ignore this. “Of course. But hear me out. We’ve got a celebrity chef opening in Ibiza. Feuding siblings. Knives out. Literally.”

“No,” Saffy said.

“A wellness festival in Dorset. Raw food. Dubious ethics.”

“Also no.”

“A truffle summit in Piedmont—”

Saffy leaned forward. “If you say ‘exclusive access, ’ I will fake a medical condition.”

The editor laughed, delighted rather than deterred. “You’re so you. That’s what readers adore.”

What Saffy adored was the moment when she could sit down, taste something, and say—clearly, mercifully—this is good or this is nonsense—no moral quandaries. No helicopters. No one is trying to poison her with artisanal ganache.

“I don’t want to be a personality,” she said, more quietly. “I want to be useful.”

The editor finally paused, pen hovering. “You are useful. You’re just... shinier now.”

Outside, rain slid down the glass in long, patient streaks. Saffy looked at it, then back at her editor.

“Give me one local assignment,” she said. “One restaurant. No celebrities. No feuds. No corpses.”

The editor smiled, slow and thoughtful.

“Well,” she said, “there is somewhere new opening...”Saffy sighed. Somewhere in Paris, she suspected, trouble smiled back.
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Chapter 2 - Strategic Enthusiasm
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The editor’s laptop appeared with the air of a magician producing a rabbit, except this rabbit was PowerPoint-shaped and humming faintly with optimism. A second device followed, then a thick folder of pitches, colour-coded tabs bristling like defensive plumage. The café table, never designed for ambition, sagged slightly.

“So,” the editor said, clasping her hands. “Let’s talk direction.”

Saffy’s internal organs tightened in unison. Direction, in her experience, was where clarity went to die.

“I thought we were talking about restraint,” she said. “And perhaps soup.”

“This is restraint,” the editor replied brightly. “Just... strategic.”

A slide appeared—a map. Saffy recognised the outline instantly.

“Wales?” she said.

“Yes!” The editor beamed. “Under-reviewed. Ingredient-rich. Deeply authentic. No influencer gloss.”

Saffy narrowed her eyes. “When you say ‘under-reviewed’, do you mean ‘ignored’, or do you mean ‘we’d like a piece that won’t upset anyone with a flag’?”

The editor laughed, a practised sound. “You’re so cynical.”

“I’ve earned it,” Saffy said. “What’s the angle?”

“Hidden gems,” the editor said promptly. “Celebrating the overlooked. A love letter.”

Ah. There it was. The phrase that made Saffy’s teeth itch.

“Love letters are how critics lose their edge,” she said. “I don’t do praise as a public service.”

The editor leaned forward, enthusiasm intensifying. “But think of it! Small producers. Heritage ingredients. Community-led dining. You could be part of a conversation.”

“I am a conversation,” Saffy said. “It’s just not always a polite one.”

She watched her editor’s face carefully. This was the point where things usually went wrong—where honesty was praised in theory and gently muzzled in practice. Wales flickered on the screen, green and promising, and despite herself, Saffy felt a tug of interest. She knew the clichés—lamb, leeks, rarebit—but also knew that any place people cooked seriously for long enough developed opinions worth arguing with.

“I’ll go,” she said slowly. “But only if I’m allowed to be honest.”

The editor hesitated. Just for a second. Enough to be telling.

“Of course,” she said. “Honest and generous.”

“No,” Saffy said. “Just honest.”

She closed her laptop, a subtle act of defiance. “I’m not writing a tourism brochure with better adjectives. I’m not celebrating for the sake of it. If something’s brilliant, I’ll say so. If it’s nonsense, I’ll say that too. Wales doesn’t need protecting.”

The editor smiled again, though it had acquired a careful edge. “We just don’t want to alienate anyone.”

“Criticism isn’t alienation,” Saffy said. “It’s attention. If Wales wants attention, it can survive scrutiny.”

Outside, a delivery lorry splashed through a puddle, baptising an unsuspecting passer-by. The café smelled faintly of damp wool and overheated pastries. Saffy thought about long drives, unfamiliar towns, and menus without translation. About being useful again.

“And no influencers,” she added. “If I see a ring light, I leave.”

The editor laughed, genuinely this time. “Deal.”

The map of Wales remained on the screen, quiet and patient. Saffy looked at it, curiosity nudging dread.

“All right,” she said. “But if this turns into a virtue piece, I reserve the right to bite.”

The editor’s grin widened. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

Somewhere deep in the folder of pitches, Saffy suspected, trouble was already sharpening its knives.
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Chapter 3 - Drawing the Line on the Map
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The editor swivelled her laptop with a flourish, as though revealing a particularly tasteful surprise cake. The screen displayed Wales again, this time closer, bolder, annotated with confident digital circles. Cardiff, Newport, Swansea. The holy trinity of Welsh urban possibility, according to the neat sans-serif font.

“Cardiff first,” the editor said, tapping the capital with a manicured finger. “It’s obvious. Accessible. PR-friendly.”

Saffy considered the dot. Cardiff was many things—handsome, busy, well-fed—but obvious was rarely where the truth hid.

“Cardiff risks performance,” she said. “Everyone’s trying to impress. Too many soft launches and tasting menus written for Instagram captions. You’d get polish, not honesty.”

The editor frowned. “That’s a little unfair.”

“So is truffle oil,” Saffy replied. “But we endure it.”

A new circle appeared around Newport. “What about here?” the editor offered. “Up-and-coming.”

Saffy grimaced. “That phrase always means someone’s written a regeneration essay and forgotten the food. I’ll end up eating something called Deconstructed Optimism.”

“It is changing,” the editor said.

“Everything’s changing,” Saffy said. “That doesn’t mean it’s dinner.”

She leaned closer to the screen, studying the coast, the curve of it tugging at something instinctive. Her finger hovered, then landed further west.

“Swansea,” she said.

The editor blinked. “Swansea?”

“Yes.” The word came out with surprising relief.

“But is it... exciting enough?” the editor asked delicately. “On paper?”

Saffy sat back. “Sexy is the enemy of truth.”

The editor made a slight noise of protest, but Saffy pressed on. “Swansea has access. Proper access. Boats, markets, and suppliers who actually know the weather. You can’t fake seafood. It’s nature’s lie detector. If the fish isn’t fresh, it will tell you, loudly, and possibly in public.”

The editor hesitated. “Cardiff has seafood.”

“Cardiff has menus,” Saffy said. “Swansea has tides.”

She paused, surprised by her own certainty. Part of her worried this was familiarity talking—beaches she half-remembered, names that felt easier in the mouth. She didn’t want comfort. She wanted clarity.

“I’m not choosing it because it’s safe,” she said, as if answering the doubt aloud. “I’m choosing it because it’s exposed. You can’t hide behind concepts when you’re cooking what came in that morning.”

The editor studied the screen, then Saffy. “It’s less glamorous.”

“Good,” Saffy said. “Glamour is how food lies to you.”

Outside, the rain had eased into a thin, persistent drizzle, as if London itself was reconsidering its choices. Saffy imagined salt air, honest chips, kitchens that didn’t care who was watching.

“And if it’s bad?” the editor asked.

“Then it’s bad,” Saffy said. “And that’s useful too.”

A long moment passed. Then the editor sighed and nodded, marking Swansea with a decisive circle.

“All right,” she said. “Swansea it is.”

Saffy smiled, small and satisfied. Somewhere by the sea, she suspected, the truth was waiting—possibly with a knife, definitely with opinions.
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Chapter 4 - The Dog’s Dinner

[image: ]




The editor returned with fresh coffee and the faintly conspiratorial air of someone who had remembered something juicy. The meeting had loosened now, its sharp edges softened by caffeine and the shared relief of decisions made. Coats were unbuttoned. Notebooks lay abandoned. This was the dangerous phase, Saffy knew—the bit where gossip crept in wearing a friendly face.

“Oh,” the editor said lightly, as if discussing the weather. “I nearly forgot. There’s a TV thing happening around Wales at the moment.”

Saffy accepted her refill with suspicion. “There’s always a TV thing,” she said. “Usually involving a countdown clock and someone crying into a sieve.”

The editor laughed. “This one’s called The Dog’s Dinner.”

Saffy froze. “That sounds less like a food programme and more like a threat.”

“It’s a competition,” the editor went on. “Chefs. Challenges. High stakes. They’re filming in and around the region you’ll be visiting. They wondered if you might be... tangentially involved.”

Saffy stared into her coffee, as though it might offer guidance. It did not. It smelled faintly of betrayal.

“Define tangential,” she said carefully.

“Guest judge. Brief appearance. Or at least adjacent coverage. Cross-interest. Synergy.”

There it was. The word that made Saffy’s shoulders tighten.

“Televised cooking,” she said, “is professional humiliation dressed up as character development.”

The editor waved this away. “It’s very popular.”

“So is dental surgery,” Saffy said. “That doesn’t mean I want to host it.”

Images flashed unbidden: chefs sweating under studio lights, food dying slow deaths under heat lamps, producers whispering encouragement that sounded suspiciously like instructions. Manufactured jeopardy. Timed soufflés. A judging panel paid to look disappointed.

“I don’t do spectacle,” Saffy said. “I do food.”

“But think of the access,” the editor pressed. “Behind-the-scenes. Inside information. Visibility.”

Visibility prickled, unwelcome but tempting. Doors opening. Kitchens unlocked—a chance to see how the sausage—metaphorical and otherwise—was made. Saffy felt the flicker of interest and immediately hated herself for it.

“No,” she said firmly. “If I sit at the same table as production, my criticism becomes part of the set dressing.”

The editor sighed. “It doesn’t have to compromise you.”

“It always does,” Saffy said. “You can’t critique the meal honestly if the host has fed you.”

They regarded each other across the table, old adversaries in familiar territory. Outside, someone laughed too loudly. Inside, Saffy felt the line she’d drawn earlier hardening.

“This is synergy,” the editor said again, gently now.

“This is contamination,” Saffy replied. “I won’t pretend a countdown clock improves cooking, and I won’t review food that’s been edited for narrative tension.”

The editor studied her, then smiled ruefully. “You’re very principled.”

“I’m exhausted,” Saffy said. “And I like my integrity unseasoned.”

A beat passed. Then the editor shrugged. “All right. No judging. No appearances.”

“Good,” Saffy said, relieved.

“But,” the editor added, “if you happen to be nearby...”

Saffy raised an eyebrow. “I am always in trouble.”

They both laughed, the tension easing at last. Saffy took a final sip of coffee and stood, raincoat already calling.

Television, she thought, could keep its drama. She preferred hers served quietly, with a fork—and, if experience was any guide, possibly a body.
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Chapter 5 - Into the Wind
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The wind met Saffron Tate the moment she stepped out of the café, brisk and unapologetic, tugging at her coat as if trying to read her notes. London had decided against rain in favour of cold insistence, the kind that worked its way into your sleeves and opinions alike. Saffy paused on the pavement, letting the door swing shut behind her, and exhaled.

Swansea, then.

Her phone buzzed almost immediately, as if the decision itself had summoned it. A message from her editor bloomed onto the screen: hotel suggestion (sensible, coastal, suspiciously beige), a shortlist of restaurants (varied, earnest, already arguing with each other in her head), and a final line delivered with cheerful menace.

So that you know—Welsh chefs can be a bit... sensitive about outsiders.

Saffy snorted, tucking the phone into her hand like a talisman. Sensitive was one of those words that did a lot of work while pretending not to. It usually meant proud, defensive, bruised by neglect, and quietly furious at being ignored.

Good, she thought. Sensitivity was just an ego wearing a cardigan.

She started walking, boots striking the pavement in a rhythm that matched the tightening of her thoughts. Swansea wasn’t a stunt. It wasn’t a redemption arc or a brochure spread. It was food, or it wasn’t. That was the deal she’d made with herself.

She opened her notes app, thumb hovering, then began to type as she walked.

The first lines formed easily, hungry and clean. No fanfare. No apology. Just observation. The smell of salt. The expectation of honesty. She stopped herself before writing too much. First lines mattered. They set the tone. She wanted this one sharp enough to cut, but fair enough to trust.

That was the trick, she knew. Fair, not kind. Accurate, not brutal. Wales didn’t need flattery, and it didn’t need punishment either. It needed someone to pay attention without performing.

A flicker of unease stirred beneath her resolve. She felt it whenever a new assignment mattered—when the stakes were quiet but real. She wasn’t there to prove anything. She wasn’t there to take sides. She was there to tell the truth and let it land where it would.

Her phone pinged again.

Saffy stopped short, the wind nearly stealing a page from her notebook. She glanced down.

An email thread. Subject line already irritatingly upbeat.

Great to connect while you’re in Wales!

The Dog’s Dinner producers.

She sighed. Of course. The thread had grown like mould overnight, names she didn’t recognise chiming in with enthusiasm and emojis—touch base. Exciting overlap. Opportunity to chat.

Saffy stared at it, thumb poised. She could delete it now, clean and decisive. Draw the line again.

Instead, she locked the screen.

Not replying wasn’t agreement. But it wasn’t a refusal either. And that bothered her more than she liked.

She resumed walking, the city blurring around her, already half gone. Somewhere west, the sea waited, indifferent to branding and production schedules. Somewhere west, fish would either be fresh or they wouldn’t.

Saffy squared her shoulders and turned her face into the wind.

Whatever Wales had to say, she intended to listen.

Even if someone else was listening too.
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Chapter 6 - Where the Sea Has the Final Say
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Saffron Tate stepped off the train at Swansea station and was immediately informed, by way of wind, that she was not in charge here. It tugged at her coat, tested the strength of her scarf, and made a low, warning sound as it funnelled along the platform. The light was grey but not apologetic about it, the sort of grey that suggested permanence rather than mood. Somewhere nearby, the sea announced itself—not politely, not as a backdrop, but as a fact.

This was not a city that performed.

Saffy paused, letting the sensation settle. She liked places that didn’t bend themselves into shapes for visitors. It made her job harder, which usually meant it was worth doing.

Outside, she found a taxi whose paintwork had given up pretending to be shiny years ago. The driver glanced at her, then at her suitcase, then out toward the water.

“Hotel?” he asked.

“For my sins,” Saffy said.

They pulled away, the road curving almost immediately toward the seafront. The sea came into view like an argument you couldn’t avoid—restless, steel-coloured, throwing itself at the shore with purposeful irritation. Gulls wheeled overhead, sounding offended by everything.

“A bit wild today,” the driver said, with the tone of a man stating a long-standing truth.

“It looks like it means business,” Saffy replied.

“That’s Swansea,” he said. “Never just scenery.”

She approved of that.

They drove in companionable silence for a moment, broken only by the thrum of the engine and the crash of waves. Then the driver glanced at her again.

“You here for the food, then?”

“Among other things,” Saffy said.

He nodded, as if this confirmed something he already suspected. “Lots of you lately. Writers. Cameras. Folks wanting a story.”

“And are you providing one?” she asked.

He snorted. “Depends who they think they’re cooking for.”

Saffy smiled. There it was.

“Restaurants come and go,” he continued. “Ones that last? They cook for locals first. Tide second. Everyone else after.”

“And the ones that don’t?” Saffy prompted.

He shrugged. “They get clever. Forget the fish. Start worrying about fonts.”

Saffy felt a familiar itch begin, pleasant and dangerous. She loved this part—the moment before judgement, when everything still might be good.

The driver eyed her more closely now. “You’re one of those lifestyle lot? Going to write about rugged charm and salt in the air?”

“I might mention the salt,” Saffy said. “But only if it earns it.”

He laughed, unconvinced. “They all say that.”

“I don’t promise kindness,” she said. “Only accuracy.”

That earned her a longer look, then a nod. “Fair enough.”

They passed a cluster of closed kiosks, shutters rattling in the wind. Beyond them, boats bobbed with a kind of stubborn patience. This place didn’t need validating. It simply existed.

Saffy leaned back, watching the sea muscle its way into every gap. She felt the pleasure of anonymity settle in—of being somewhere that didn’t care who she was or what she thought. And beneath it, the professional hunger stirred.

It didn’t care.

Which meant she’d have to make it care.

The taxi slowed as they approached the hotel, the sea still shouting just beyond. Saffy gathered her things, bracing herself.

Whatever Swansea had to say, she suspected it wouldn’t whisper.
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Chapter 7 - Quietly Excellent
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Saffron Tate’s hotel room looked out over the bay with the air of something that had seen fashions come and go and had never once felt the urge to participate. The furniture was sensible, the carpet a colour best described as forgiving, and the kettle had clearly been promoted ahead of anything decorative. Saffy approved immediately.

She dropped her suitcase at the foot of the bed and crossed to the window. The sea stretched out, unapologetic and busy, waves shouldering into one another as if jostling for space. It wasn’t trying to be picturesque. It simply was. The room, like the city, made no effort to charm. It trusted you to meet it halfway.

She unpacked with efficiency born of long habit. One sensible coat. One pair of boots capable of bad weather and worse decisions. Notebooks arranged by increasing irritation. She found tea bags that promised strength rather than notes, which felt like a small act of solidarity, and poured herself a mug that tasted exactly like it meant to wake her up.

Her phone buzzed on the desk.

Saffy glanced at it, already knowing what she’d find.


Hope you’ve arrived safely!

Would love to chat while you’re in the area...



The Dog’s Dinner. Again. Polite, persistent, and determined to insert itself into her peripheral vision like a catchy jingle. She stared at the email for a moment, then set the phone face down, as though it might crawl toward her if encouraged.

Not today, she thought. I’m here to eat, not to be managed.

She sat at the desk and opened her notebook instead, the familiar weight of it settling her nerves. This was her armour—blank pages, waiting to be honest.

The irritation lingered, though—a low-grade buzz beneath her focus. Television had a way of assuming everyone wanted to be on it, as though the highest compliment you could pay a profession was to turn it into content. She took a sip of tea and breathed out slowly. Not everything needed cameras. Some things just needed teeth.

Another ping.

This time, her editor.

Saffy rolled her eyes affectionately and opened the message. A shortlist of Swansea restaurants followed, each with a brief note that felt suspiciously diplomatic. Seasonal. Local. Well-regarded. Then one description made her pause.

Quietly excellent.

Saffy smiled despite herself.

That phrase was catnip. It suggested confidence without choreography. Skill without shouting. It was what people said when they couldn’t find anything flashy to latch onto and had been forced to admit the food spoke for itself.

She circled the name once. Then, after a moment’s thought, circled it again.

Quiet excellence was often the hardest thing to fake. It required a lack of desperation. It also needed delicious fish.

She glanced back at the window. The light was already shifting, the sea darkening as evening approached. Somewhere down there, someone was cooking without worrying who might notice.

Good.

Her phone remained face down, silent for the moment. She left it that way. There would be time later to decide how much of herself she was willing to give away. For now, she had tea, a notebook, and a city that wasn’t asking her to perform.

Saffy sat back, pen poised.

If Swansea was quietly excellent, she intended to listen carefully.

And if it weren’t, she would say that too.
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Chapter 8 - Provenance and Other Loud Noises
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The promenade stretched ahead of Saffron Tate like a challenge issued in sensible shoes. The sea ran alongside it, restless and persistent, flinging itself against the edge with the enthusiasm of something that refused to be ignored. Saffy welcomed the wind, letting it work the stiffness of the journey out of her shoulders as she walked.

This was the reconnaissance stage. No reservations. No expectations. Just looking.

Cafés and small restaurants lined the way in varying states of confidence. Some wore their provenance lightly—chalkboards with a single line about today’s catch, windows clear enough to see someone actually cooking. Others shouted. LOCAL. FRESH. AUTHENTIC. The words jostled for space like panicked diners at a buffet.

She slowed outside a fishmonger’s, the smell sharp and clean. A handwritten sign listed what had come in that morning. No hashtags. No branding. Just facts. Saffy smiled and moved on.

There was a rhythm to places that knew who they were. They didn’t beg. They didn’t explain. They assumed you understood why it mattered that the scallops were from there and not elsewhere. The desperate ones always overcompensated. She’d learned that the hard way.

Snippets of conversation drifted past as she walked.

“Chef’s been on telly now.”

“Yeah, but it’s not as good since.”

“He won’t do it. Says it ruins the kitchen.”

Saffy tucked those away, mental post-it notes fluttering into place. Television had become a parallel currency in food. Exposure traded for credibility. Cameras for capital. Sometimes it elevated talent. Sometimes it buried it under lighting rigs and expectations.

She hated how much it mattered. She hated that she couldn’t deny its power.

At the marina, the water was calmer, boats nudging one another like old acquaintances. A café here had a queue that spoke of habit rather than hype. Another, glossy and glass-fronted, was empty but immaculate, menus displayed like museum pieces.

She was making a note about the relationship between queue length and trust when a voice chirped behind her.

“Saffron Tate?”

Saffy turned.

The woman was all polished teeth and optimism, holding a clipboard as though it were an extension of her personality. A logo hovered somewhere near her shoulder on a lanyard.

“I thought that was you!” the woman said. “We’d love to show you around. A guided experience. Meet the chef, talk ethos—”

Saffy smiled, the reflexive one she reserved for salespeople and distant relatives. “That’s very kind,” she said. “But I prefer to arrive unescorted.”

“Oh, but this would be very relaxed,” the woman insisted. “Totally organic.”

Saffy glanced past her at the restaurant’s windows, too clean to be trusted. “Organic experiences don’t usually come with clipboards.”

The woman laughed, as if this were a shared joke. “We just want to make sure you see us properly.”

“I will,” Saffy said. “If you’re worth seeing.”

The smile flickered—just a fraction.

“Well,” the woman said, recovering, “do enjoy your stay.”

Saffy watched her retreat, already on her phone, and filed the encounter under warning signs.

She continued along the promenade, the wind carrying salt and the smell of something frying nearby. Somewhere between resentment and curiosity, she felt the familiar balance settle. Television might shout. PR might hover. But food, real food, still had a way of telling the truth to anyone willing to listen.

And Saffy Tate was nothing if not a good listener.
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Chapter 9 - Bad Logos, Good Signs

[image: ]




The café announced itself with a sign that looked like it had been designed during a crisis of confidence. The font was confused, the colour scheme apologetic, and the logo—some abstract bean—suggested no one involved had ever actually enjoyed coffee. Saffy took one look and went in immediately.

Bad branding was often an excellent filter.

Inside, the coffee smelled serious. The tables were scarred with use rather than intention, and the barista had the calm, unfriendly competence of someone who knew exactly how good their espresso was and didn’t need applause. Saffy ordered and was given a cup without ceremony and claimed a corner table with a clear view of nothing much.

Perfect.

She spread her notebook, phone, and pen in front of her like a minor ritual and settled in. This was research the way she liked it: slow, unspectacular, and resistant to interruption.

Local reviews first. Not the shiny ones—she scrolled past those—but the long, slightly rambling entries written by people who clearly ate out too much and had strong feelings about potatoes. Patterns emerged. Names repeated. Certain places sparked argument rather than consensus.

One restaurant, though, kept resurfacing quietly. No gush. No hysteria. Just respect. Phrases like consistently good and doesn’t mess about cropped up again and again. No hashtags. No exclamation marks.

She circled the name in her notebook, a familiar thrill stirring.

Old press next. Sparse. A handful of early write-ups. One short profile buried in a regional supplement, written years ago. The chef’s quotes were minimal. No grand philosophy. No talk of journeys or reinvention.

She searched for television appearances. Nothing.

“That’s interesting,” Saffy murmured into her coffee.

In an age where chefs treated cameras like seasoning, this one had apparently declined the lot. No competitions. No guest judging. No lifestyle spreads featuring folded arms and meaningful gazes.

This was not a man who wanted to pre-empt her opinion.

Saffy felt the surge of professional excitement she’d been waiting for. This—this resistance to narrative—was catnip. Places that stayed quiet tended to do so because they were busy doing the work.

She made another note. Then another. The notebook was beginning to feel promising.

Her phone buzzed.

She didn’t look at it immediately. She finished her sip of coffee first. Then, with a sigh, she glanced down.


Hope you’re settling in!

Would love to catch up — even briefly — while you’re nearby.



The Dog’s Dinner again. Breezy. Relentless. The kind of persistence that mistook politeness for opportunity.

Saffy considered her options. Silence had its place, but so did boundaries. She typed carefully.


Thanks for the message. I’m here to work independently and keeping my schedule flexible. Will be in touch if that changes.



She read it once, then hit send before she could soften it.

Not a door slammed. Not a door opened. Just closed enough to matter.

She turned the phone face-down again and returned to her notes, smiling faintly. Outside, the light was thinning, the afternoon giving way to something more honest.

Somewhere in Swansea, a chef was cooking without cameras.

Saffy raised her cup in a small, private toast.

Good signs all round.

All she needed right now was ice cream to make her day complete.
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REVIEW OF JOE’S ICE CREAM PARLOUR
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There are foods that try very hard to impress you. They arrive foamed, dusted, quenelled, deconstructed, served on slate or wood or something that once held a fence post together. And then there are foods that don’t bother. Joe’s Ice Cream is firmly, gloriously in the second camp. It has been sitting on its hands for over a century, quietly confident that if you know, you know—and if you don’t, well, that’s your loss.

Joe’s Ice Cream is not fashionable. It has never chased novelty, nor bowed to trends. There are no salted-caramel-this or pistachio-that hysterics, no frantic seasonal reinventions designed to lure Instagram. What there is, instead, is vanilla. One flavour. One recipe. One idea, executed so stubbornly, so consistently, that it has become not just a product but a civic institution.

The story, like all good food stories, begins with immigration and obsession. Luigi Cascarini brought his eldest son Joe over from Italy and installed him behind the counter at 85 St Helen’s Road. Joe, a man who clearly felt that life was too short for mediocre pudding, brought with him a gelato recipe that leaned closer to Italy than Wales had previously known. Using local ingredients but Italian sensibility, he created something that isn’t quite ice cream as Britain understands it. It is denser, smoother, warmer somehow—less frozen dairy, more edible velvet.

Joe’s vanilla gelato is freshly churned each day on site, which sounds like marketing copy until you taste it. Then you realise it’s a statement of intent. Freshness here isn’t a boast; it’s the entire point. The texture is tight and controlled, the sweetness measured rather than exuberant. It melts properly, deliberately, not in a panicked puddle but in a slow, creamy surrender. You taste milk first, then vanilla, then something else—round, comforting, faintly nostalgic. The whispered allegation of sweetened condensed milk feels plausible, if only because it would explain that gentle caramelised note that lingers like a memory you can’t quite place.

Purists, and there are many, take it plain. No sprinkles, no sauces, no nonsense. Just vanilla in a tub or cone, eaten standing outside, regardless of weather, because Wales is not a place that waits for sunshine to justify pleasure. This is the Joe’s Ice Cream most people mean when they speak about it with a softening of the eyes and a slight tightening of the voice.

Others, less devout, dabble. Vermicelli makes an appearance, as do seasonal sauces and the occasional new topping, like a controlled experiment rather than a revolution. Hazelnut and marshmallow sauces are offered for those who like their traditions with a flourish. But even here, there is a sense that the ice cream tolerates these additions rather than needing them. Joe’s vanilla is not improved by embellishment; it merely allows it.

What’s striking is how little Joe’s Ice Cream seems to care whether you approve. There is no attempt to educate you, no spiel about provenance or mouthfeel. You are not told how lucky you are to be here. The product does the work. This is confidence born of repetition, of decades spent serving the same thing to generation after generation, watching children grow into adults who bring their own children, all of them convinced this is what ice cream is supposed to taste like.

In an era when food is so often a performance, Joe’s Ice Cream is refreshingly uninterested in applause. It doesn’t chase stars, columns, or endorsements. It exists, serenely, as proof that if you get one thing exactly right, and refuse to meddle with it, people will come to you anyway.

“Everything Else Is Just Ice Cream,” they say. It’s a bold claim, but after a few spoonfuls, you begin to see their point. Joe’s isn’t trying to be exciting. It’s trying to be correct. And in that quiet, creamy certainty, it succeeds.
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Chapter 10 - Where the Work Begins
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By evening, the sea had softened its voice just enough to sound thoughtful.

Saffron Tate sat on the edge of the bed in her hotel room, window open, the air carrying salt and the low, rhythmic hush of waves folding themselves onto the shore. The room glowed faintly with lamplight, functional and unromantic in a way that felt oddly reassuring. Nothing here was trying to distract her from the work.

She spread her notes across the bed like a map. Names circled—arrows drawn. One restaurant starred twice and was underlined, the pen pressing hard enough to leave a faint bruise on the page.

This was it.

The seafood place she’d been orbiting all afternoon — quietly excellent, stubbornly untelevised, allergic to fuss. She felt an unexpected surge of confidence about it, the kind that arrived rarely and never without reason. This wasn’t just the first meal of the trip. It was the point where the book began to behave like a book.

She checked the time, then the mirror. Sensible coat. Wind-proof boots. No makeup designed to survive studio lighting. Good.

As she gathered her things, a folded clipping slipped from the back of her notebook and fluttered onto the bed.
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