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Chapter 1 - Arrival at Shoreditch Warehouse
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Saffron Tate pulled up to the repurposed Victorian warehouse in Shoreditch with the growl of her motorbike echoing off the cobbled street. She swung her leg over the seat, flicked her visor up, and grinned at the two gleaming Teslas she had just squeezed between. Their spotless exteriors gleamed accusingly, like she’d just tracked mud into a meditation retreat. Saffy patted her bike, as if it too deserved credit for defying Shoreditch's latest gentrified whims. She imagined their owners inside, sipping organic espresso shots while discussing zero-carbon footprints, blissfully unaware that their parked status symbols were now flanking the only combustion engine for miles.

She unhooked her helmet and shook out her hair, much to the astonishment of a pair of eco-conscious foodies sauntering past with flaxseed lattes. One of them raised an eyebrow as if he’d just witnessed her club a baby seal. Saffy flashed him a wide grin and offered a cheerful wave. The man sniffed and turned away, his scarf—a muted grey that looked like it had been woven from sadness—fluttering behind him.

The warehouse itself was quite the production. Exposed brick walls—just crumbling enough to appear authentic but not to the point of inconvenience—were adorned with minimalist olive branches. Trellis lighting draped overhead gave the illusion of Mediterranean sunsets, even as London drizzle misted the street outside. Saffy tucked her helmet under her arm and pulled out her invitation, the recycled hemp paper crinkling slightly as she unfolded it. Of course, it was hemp. She half-expected it to sprout if she watered it.

A PR assistant with impossibly smooth skin and the kind of poise that suggested she was born holding a clipboard materialised in front of her. “Ms. Tate?” she asked, with the reverence of someone addressing the Queen.

“That’s me,” Saffy replied, handing over the invitation.

The assistant scanned it, then Saffy's face, then back to the invitation as if she were matching fingerprints. Saffy raised an eyebrow. “It’s not a passport, darling. I’m not smuggling truffles.”

The assistant blinked twice, offered a small, almost apologetic smile, and gestured toward the wrought-iron gates. “Right this way. Mr. Lorenzo is thrilled to have you.”

Saffy doubted that very much. She’d written a rather biting piece last year about his “bespoke fig-infused balsamic,” comparing it to “something you’d siphon out of a bin fire.” Yet here she was, invited back. Lorenzo valued exposure more than he feared critique.

She flashed her press pass, and just like that, the gates swung open. A waiter in a black apron appeared at her elbow, holding a tray of prosecco. “Sustainably sourced,” he chirped, as if she might quiz him on it.

Saffy accepted the glass, tipping it towards him in mock salute. “Did you watch them bottle it?” she asked.

He blinked, smiled uncertainly, and disappeared back into the throng.

Inside, the place was packed. Long trestle tables stretched out like runways, lined with sleek glassware filled with varying hues of olive oil—deep gold, bright green, and something that suspiciously resembled engine lubricant. Potted olive trees stood in regimented rows, their branches trimmed into obedient spheres. And at the far end, holding court with the flair of a game show host, was Giovanni Lorenzo. He was immaculately tailored and exuded Mediterranean charm, flashing smiles and handshakes with the casual ease of someone who likely practised it in the mirror.

Saffy took a sip of her prosecco. It was, as advertised, sustainably sourced. Unfortunately, it also tasted like it had been sustainably stored in a gym sock. She winced and placed the glass back on a tray as it floated past, mentally noting that recycled bubbles were still just flat bubbles.

She wandered through the crowd, nodding at familiar faces. There was Helena Crowe, food writer and notorious self-proclaimed “olive oil sommelier.” Saffy distinctly remembered her waxing lyrical about the “floral undertones” of a supermarket blend that Saffy knew for a fact had been blended in a shed in Kent.

Further down, Michelin-starred chefs huddled together, exchanging handshakes like political candidates, all loud whispers and exaggerated head nods.

As she made her way towards the tasting area, she couldn’t help but take in the absurdity of it all. Olive oil fountains—actual fountains—were stationed at intervals, spouting slow trickles of green-gold liquid into glass basins. Saffy stared at one for a moment, half expecting a tiny gondola to sail by. A woman in cork-heeled shoes and a linen jumpsuit leaned over, dipping a crust of sourdough into the stream with the caution of someone testing pool water. Saffy watched her take a bite, close her eyes, and nod sagely, as if she’d just communed with the gods.

Saffy suppressed the urge to roll her eyes. She took another glance around. There were whispers, of course. There always were. She caught the odd flicker of eyes in her direction, the not-so-subtle lean-ins and murmurs. Saffy Tate was here. The one with the sharp tongue and sharper pen. She smiled to herself. Let them whisper.

Her eyes found Lorenzo again, now posing for photographs with a group of influencers who looked like they’d been plucked straight from a mood board titled “Effortlessly Authentic.” Lorenzo laughed loudly, throwing his head back, his white teeth flashing in the low light. Saffy’s fingers itched for her notepad. If nothing else, the man had perfected the art of looking genuine.

But Saffy knew better. And if the oil in those fountains were anything like what she suspected, she’d have plenty to write about.
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Chapter 2 - The Presentation Begins
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The tasting hall at Lorenzo Estates’ launch event was nothing if not opulent. Marble-topped bars stretched out in pristine, glistening lines, flanked by floor-to-ceiling shelves crammed with Lorenzo’s flagship olive oils. The bottles themselves were practically begging for a museum exhibit: dark green glass with filigree labels that looked like they’d been designed by someone who desperately wished olive oil was whiskey. Saffy raised an eyebrow at the chandelier of Edison bulbs dangling overhead, casting a sepia glow that made the whole room look like a sepia-toned Instagram filter come to life. If Giovanni Lorenzo were selling ambience, she’d have already been broke.

Saffy leaned against one of the marble bars, her leather-bound journal tucked under her arm. Her fingers itched to start scribbling, but she held back. Better to see what the slick Mr. Lorenzo had to say first. She watched as he glided onto the small stage at the far end of the room, pausing just long enough for the photographers to catch his best angle. He wore a suit that screamed tailored, with just the right amount of salt-and-pepper at his temples to suggest wisdom, or at the very least, a good colourist.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, spreading his arms wide as if welcoming them to a royal banquet rather than a converted warehouse in Shoreditch. His voice was smooth, practised, and entirely too buttery. “Welcome to the launch of Lorenzo Estates’ newest line of premium olive oils.”

There was a polite smattering of applause, more from the PR crowd than the actual food writers, Saffy noted. She glanced around, catching a few nods of approval and even one woman subtly dabbing at her eyes. That one must be here for the free drinks, Saffy thought.

Giovanni smiled wider, teeth flashing like headlights. “Today, I am proud to share with you the legacy of my family—five generations of olive oil producers, stretching back to the sun-soaked hills of Calabria. It is not just oil, my friends; it is history.”

Saffy jotted a quick note in her journal: Five generations...sounds like his dad bought it on eBay.

He gestured grandly to the slideshow clicking behind him, grainy sepia-toned photos of olive groves and solemn-faced Italians leaning against wooden barrels. It could have been his family. It could have also been lifted straight from a Google image search for rustic Italian agriculture. Saffy wasn’t willing to place bets either way.

“Hand-harvested,” Giovanni continued, his voice slipping into a hushed reverence. “Pressed within hours of picking, using traditional methods passed down through our family. A zero-carbon footprint, sustainable from soil to shelf.”

That got a murmur of appreciation from the audience. Saffy felt her eyebrow inch upwards. If Lorenzo Estates were as sustainable as he claimed, she’d eat her notebook. Zero carbon? In industrial-scale production? It was like claiming your flight to Ibiza was powered by good vibes. She jotted down another note: Sustainable from soil to shelf = slogan, not substance.

Giovanni paced the stage with a flourish that would have put a game show host to shame. He gestured theatrically to the marble bar, where lines of pristine glass bottles stood like soldiers in a parade. Their labels caught the light just so, glimmering with a sheen that suggested they’d been polished individually by angels. Or interns.

“And now, my friends, it is time for you to taste the difference,” he announced, extending a hand towards the bar as if he were unveiling the Crown Jewels. Waiters in black aprons moved with synchronised precision, uncorking bottles and pouring small, delicate streams of olive oil into glass cups. The scent of crushed olives and fresh herbs began to drift through the room, blending with the subtle undertone of PR desperation.

Saffy folded her arms across her chest, her leather-bound journal tucked neatly under her elbow. Around her, people were already murmuring words like “peppery” and “smooth,” clutching their tiny glass cups with the reverence usually reserved for Communion. Saffy took a cup from the tray as it floated past, eyeing the golden liquid with curiosity. She swirled it under her nose like a sommelier, catching hints of—was that grass? Fresh-cut, almost too fresh. She dabbed a drop onto her tongue and waited for the familiar burn at the back of her throat that marked a true first-press.

Nothing.

It was smooth, yes. Velvety, even. But it was missing that punch, that kick that true extra virgin was supposed to deliver. It was like someone had filed the edges off. Her mind flicked back to her notes. Traditional methods...right.

She looked up just in time to catch Giovanni locking eyes with her from across the room. His smile faltered for a fraction of a second before it snapped back into place, polished and pristine. Saffy raised her glass to him in a mock toast, the corners of her mouth lifting just enough to be polite. He nodded, but his eyes lingered a little too long before moving on to more agreeable faces.

Saffy took another sip and rolled it around her tongue, noting the oily aftertaste that clung a bit too persistently. She scratched a final note in her journal: Oily, not olive-y. Marketing genius or just good at recycling?

The crowd around her erupted in applause as Giovanni wrapped up his speech with a flourish of his hand. Saffy joined in, clapping just loud enough to be polite, her mind already spinning with possibilities. If Giovanni Lorenzo was selling a story, she was more than happy to read between the lines.
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Chapter 3 – The First Taste
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The marble bar stretched out like the altar of an olive oil cathedral, pristine and glistening under the warm sepia glow of dangling Edison bulbs. Bottles of Lorenzo Estates’ finest stood in perfect formation, each flanked by a tiny glass and a dish of fresh bread so perfectly cubed that Saffy briefly wondered if they had been laser-cut. The air was faintly perfumed with rosemary and lemon zest, no doubt spritzed around by event staff to evoke the Mediterranean. Or at least the version that came pre-packaged and was organic-certified.

Saffy approached the bar with a casual stroll, pausing to eye a chef in a starched white jacket who was busy shaving curls of truffle onto bruschetta with the delicacy of a heart surgeon. His expression was one of intense concentration, as though one slip of the blade might send the entire operation into chaos. A cluster of influencers hovered nearby, phones poised to capture the moment they would inevitably caption Food Goals. Saffy resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

A waiter in a black apron appeared at her side, brandishing a silver carafe with the flair of a sommelier. “May I pour you a taste of our premier blend?” he asked, tilting the vessel just enough to catch the light.

“Go on, then,” Saffy replied, sliding a glass across the marble. The olive oil streamed out in a viscous ribbon, pooling at the bottom of the cup with a glimmer of gold. It was all very theatrical. All that was missing was a drumroll and perhaps a dove release.

Saffy raised the glass to her nose, inhaling deeply. It smelled...green. She swirled it with a practised hand and took a sip, letting the liquid coat her tongue. Smooth, yes. Velvet-like, even. But there was no punch, none of that peppery kick that made real first-press oil light up your throat like a tiny bonfire. She pursed her lips thoughtfully, then scribbled in her leather-bound journal: Smooth, no punch, like olive oil on antidepressants.

“Enjoying it?” came a voice.

She looked up to find the waiter hovering, his hands clasped behind his back in a posture that suggested both servitude and silent judgment.

“It’s...polite,” she said, swirling the remainder in the glass. “Nothing to offend anyone.”

He blinked, clearly unsure if that was a compliment or an insult. Before he could decide, she placed the empty glass back on the bar and slid her journal into her bag. “What’s next?”

“Ah, our ‘Tuscan Reserve,’” he replied, brightening as he reached for another bottle. The label was gold-embossed, with swirling fonts that conveyed a sense of rustic luxury if one were only skimming. He poured another stream of liquid sunshine into the glass, and Saffy accepted it with a nod.

This time, she dipped a cube of bread, letting it soak before popping it into her mouth. She chewed thoughtfully. Bitter. Not in the bold, earthy way she expected from Tuscan oils, but more like someone had stored it in a sock drawer for a year too long. She raised an eyebrow at the waiter.

“A bit...sharp, isn’t it?”

His cheeks flushed. “It’s, um, part of the terroir,” he mumbled, like he’d been trained to say it and never question what it meant.

Saffy jotted another note: Tuscan Reserve: First cold-pressed from a radiator.

He was already pouring the next one, clearly eager to move along. The bottle was squat and dark, with minimalist labelling that suggested it was too exclusive to bother with actual marketing. “Our ‘Greek Heritage Blend,’” he announced, with the pride of a man who’d just introduced his firstborn.

Saffy took the cup, sniffed it, and then took a measured sip. This one was...well, it was practically invisible. If olive oil could be diluted with water, she would have accused it of such. There was no flavour, no depth, just a faint hint of something green that vanished almost as soon as it arrived. She tapped her pen on her journal—Greek Heritage: as authentic as supermarket tzatziki.

The waiter smiled nervously as she handed the glass back to him. He regretted every moment of his life that had led him to serve olive oil to a woman who wielded her pen like a machete. Saffy gave him a sympathetic smile. “One more?” she asked, to watch him squirm.

He fumbled for the final bottle, nearly knocking it over in his haste. “This is our ‘Estate Select,’” he said, pouring it with a flourish that almost masked the tremor in his hands.

Saffy took the glass, swirled it, and took a sip. She stopped mid-swallow, the taste metallic and sharp, like she’d just bitten into a penny. She pulled a face and forced herself to swallow, if only to remain polite. “Estate Select, you say?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, sweat glistening at his hairline.

“Select from where? A petrol station?” she murmured, just loud enough for him to hear. His face flushed scarlet.

Saffy jotted her final note: Estate Select: bottled straight from a Fiat. She clicked her pen shut and nodded to the waiter. “Delightful. Really.”

From across the room, she spotted Giovanni watching her, his gaze flicking from her to the notebook in her hand. He smiled, a little too broadly, and raised his glass in her direction. Saffy raised hers back, lips curling into a grin that was all teeth.

If that was his idea of premium, she couldn’t wait to see what his budget line tasted like.
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Chapter 4 - The Encounter with Phil Harding
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At the far end of the marble bar, where the Edison bulbs dimmed just enough to feel conspiratorial, Phil Harding was holding court. A gaggle of olive oil producers—each with expressions of reverence that bordered on religious—nodded at his every word. Harding’s ruddy complexion gleamed under the light, as if he’d been basted in his product before arriving. His fingers drummed a relentless rhythm on the bar, like he was playing a private concerto no one else could hear.

Saffy watched from a distance, swirling what remained of the metallic-tasting Estate Select in her glass. She’d meant to toss it out after the first sip, but curiosity-or or masochism—had kept her sipping. It still tasted like car parts.

Phil caught sight of her and his face split into a grin wide enough to suggest it might have been rehearsed. He waved her over, his fingers still tapping out their invisible beat. She navigated through the throng of olive oil enthusiasts, avoiding the ones with particularly aggressive enthusiasm for the “peppery notes.”

“Well, well,” Phil said as she approached, his voice like gravel wrapped in sandpaper. “London’s sharpest tongue, gracing us with her presence. I didn’t think corporate fluff was your style.”

Saffy raised an eyebrow. “And I didn’t think glorified butter sales were yours, but here we are.”

His laugh was loud and generous, drawing a few glances from nearby tasters who did not appreciate the volume or the mirth. “Always a pleasure, Saffy.” He gestured to the bartender. “Another for Ms. Tate, please. Something that doesn’t taste like it was wrung out of an engine block.”

Saffy chuckled. “How generous. A complimentary glass of something that isn’t borderline hazardous. You’re pulling out all the stops.”

Phil leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest. “What can I say? I’m feeling magnanimous. Besides, I’d hate for you to think Lorenzo’s slop is the best this place has to offer.” He waved a hand around as if showcasing a used car lot.

Saffy accepted the fresh glass that was slid her way, nodding her thanks to the bartender. She took a sip. It was...better. Not good, but better. Less motor oil, more lawn clippings. She made a mental note to be grateful for small mercies. “You seem to be enjoying the show,” she noted, tipping her glass toward the crowd of nodding heads surrounding them.

Phil shrugged, his fingers still drumming out their rhythm. “I do love a good circus. And Giovanni, bless him, he’s got the juggling act down. All that talk about hand-pressed oils and zero carbon footprints... I half-expected him to whip out a solar-powered press right there on stage.”

Saffy grinned. “It’d fit right in. Maybe a few wind turbines to churn the butter.”

Phil barked another laugh and leaned in, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur. “Tell me, what did you think of the grand tasting?”

She tilted her head, pretending to ponder. “I think I’ve had better from my local deli. And they don’t make me listen to a TED Talk about sustainability first.”

He slapped the bar with a grin. “That’s what I like about you, Saffy. You don’t bother with the window dressing.” His voice dropped even lower, enough that she had to lean in to hear. “Lorenzo’s stuff is fake as a politician’s promise.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And I suppose you have nothing but the finest hand-massaged olives, serenaded by choirs and blessed by monks?”

Phil smirked. “Never said I was running the Vatican of olive oil. But Lorenzo?” He shook his head slowly, almost pityingly. “Follow the shipments. You’ll see.”

Saffy took a deliberate sip from her glass, eyes never leaving his. “Follow the shipments?”

Phil’s fingers tapped out a few more notes on the bar, his eyes glimmering with just the right amount of mischief. “It’s amazing what you can find out if you poke around the right places. Lorenzo has shipments coming in from Spain, Turkey, and even some from Bulgaria. Not exactly Calabria, if you catch my drift.”

Saffy scribbled it down in her journal, the leather cover cracking slightly as she flipped it open. Follow the shipments. Spain, Turkey...Bulgaria? She capped her pen and looked up at him. “And you’re just sharing this out of the goodness of your heart?”  

Phil chuckled, finishing off his own glass with a flourish. “Maybe I like to see a good story come to light. Or maybe I like watching a bad one burn.” He set the glass down with a thud and leaned back, stretching out his arms. “Either way, I know you’ll write it beautifully.”

Saffy smiled, though it was thin and edged with suspicion. “Generous of you to assume.”

“It’s not generosity,” Phil replied, flashing another grin. “It’s inevitability.” He gave her a two-finger salute and strolled back toward his cluster of devotees, leaving Saffy alone at the bar with her fresh glass of vaguely drinkable olive oil and her mind buzzing with possibilities.

She tapped her fingers on the marble, mimicking his rhythm. Follow the shipments.

If Phil was telling the truth, Lorenzo’s empire might be little more than smoke and mirrors. If he wasn’t, well, that would be a different story. Either way, it seemed like the next step was clear.
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Chapter 5 - Exit and Reflection

[image: ]




Saffy navigated her way out of the tasting hall, ducking between clusters of food bloggers who were snapping photos of avocado crostini as if it might evaporate at any moment. A line of influencers had formed around a particularly artful display of miniature caprese salads—tiny mozzarella balls perched atop cherry tomatoes with the precision of a military formation. She watched one girl rearrange her plate three times to get the perfect shot, tilting her phone this way and that until she found the ideal angle. Saffy fought the urge to lean in and suggest Photoshop.

She finally broke free from the indoor olive oil wonderland and stepped out into the crisp London air. The coolness hit her like a splash of water, scrubbing away the cloying scent of rosemary spritzers and lemon zest diffusers. She inhaled deeply, grateful to be breathing something that hadn’t been curated.

The cobbled street stretched out before her, littered with bicycles chained to lampposts and the occasional electric scooter abandoned with the grace of a teenager’s room. Saffy wound her way through, nodding at the guy at the coffee van who was still flogging artisanal flat whites to anyone with a reusable cup and a penchant for oat milk. He gave her a wave as she approached her motorbike, still tucked brazenly between the two spotless Teslas she’d squeezed it between. If she squinted, she could just about see the oily fingerprint she’d left on one of their pristine bonnets.

She strapped on her helmet, the familiar weight settling onto her head. As she swung her leg over the seat and gripped the handlebars, her mind replayed the evening’s events. Giovanni’s polished grin. Phil’s pointed whispers. That olive oil fountain that probably had more stage direction than a West End play. She kicked the bike into gear, the engine growling to life beneath her.

Was Phil right? Was Lorenzo faking it?

She adjusted her gloves, flexing her fingers before revving the throttle. It wasn’t impossible. Stranger things had happened. The olive oil trade was notoriously murky—practically a soap opera of fraud and scandal, but with more antioxidants. She couldn’t shake the memory of that last tasting, the so-called Estate Select. It had tasted about as authentic as a wax fruit display.

Saffy leaned forward, feeling the rumble of the bike beneath her. She liked the way it felt: solid, honest, unfiltered, not like Lorenzo’s liquid velvet masquerading as true extra virgin. She squeezed the clutch, the engine humming in response, and glanced back at the warehouse. The event was still in full swing; she could hear the distant hum of small talk and the occasional burst of laughter, muffled by the brick walls and industrial chic.

“Faux-Mediterranean chic,” she muttered under her breath.

Phil’s words came back to her: Follow the shipments. You’ll see. It was tantalisingly vague—classic Phil. He never could resist dangling a bit of bait. And yet, there had been something in his tone. Not just smugness, though that was practically his default setting. No, there had been satisfaction. The kind of satisfaction you get when you know the punchline before the joke’s even been told.

Saffy straightened up, the decision settling in her bones. It didn’t matter if Phil was gloating or genuine. It was a lead. And Saffy Tate did not ignore leads.

She twisted the throttle and the bike surged forward, purring as she threaded her way through the narrow streets of Shoreditch. The glow of streetlights flickered off puddles from the earlier rain, and the chill in the air bit at her cheeks. Her thoughts kept pace with the rhythm of the engine, cycling through everything she’d seen and heard tonight.

If Lorenzo’s oil was as fake as it tasted, someone was in for a bloody good reckoning. She could practically see the headlines. Olive Oil Kingpin Exposed. Or maybe Luxury Oil or Liquid Lies? She’d have to work on the phrasing. But the idea of it—pulling the curtain back on all that pomp and circumstance to reveal the cheap mechanics behind it—now that was tempting.

She revved the engine, accelerating through the narrow turns as she headed toward her flat. Maybe she’d get started tonight. A little light reading—import logs, distribution chains. She’d done it before with wine fraud and uncovered enough dodgy labelling to make a sommelier weep. Olive oil couldn’t be that different. It was just grapes with an identity crisis, after all.

As she leaned into the final turn, her thoughts snapped into focus. If there were fraud, she’d find it. And if there wasn’t? Well, she’d be in for a week of sniffing out olives like a truffle pig. Either way, she couldn’t resist the chase.

Saffy pulled up outside her home, a converted railway carriage on the bank of a canal, killed the engine, and swung off the bike. She yanked off her helmet and smoothed her hair back, her eyes bright with mischief and determination. There was work to be done.

And if Lorenzo were lying, she’d make damn sure the truth spilled faster than his faux-Mediterranean prosecco.
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Chapter 6 - Entering the Tasting Room
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The formal tasting session was held a week later in the corporate HQ in a tasting room that was a study in modern extravagance. Floor-to-ceiling glass windows stretched across the far wall, framing the jagged Shoreditch skyline as if it were a piece of abstract art. High-gloss wooden floors shimmered underfoot, polished to such a mirror finish that Saffy half-expected to see her smirk reflected at her as she walked in. Shelving units lined the walls, minimalist and carefully curated, with each bottle of olive oil perched like a precious gem, complete with its spotlight. If a diamond-studded security guard had been stationed beside them, she wouldn’t have blinked.

Saffy paused just inside the entrance, glancing around with the kind of critical eye that came naturally after years of dissecting the latest food fads. The centrepiece of the room was a marble bar—long, sleek, and so polished it probably doubled as a slip-and-slide on rainy days. Staff in black turtlenecks flanked it, pouring streams of olive oil into tiny glass tumblers with the sort of reverence usually reserved for 50-year-old whiskey. Their expressions were solemn, brows furrowed as though they were handling holy water instead of cold-pressed condiment.

She was greeted almost instantly by the PR assistant she’d met earlier, the one with the immaculate clipboard and the teeth so white they probably qualified as reflective surfaces. “Ms. Tate!” she beamed, her heels clicking rhythmically against the glossy floor as she approached. “Welcome to the tasting room. Here’s your tasting sheet and a clipboard.”

Saffy accepted the items, raising an eyebrow at the clipboard. It was miniature, half the size of a standard one, with a tiny pencil clipped to its side. She looked at it, then back at the assistant, whose smile hadn’t wavered even slightly. “We’re grading olive oil like it’s a GCSE exam now?” Saffy quipped, her lips twitching with amusement.

The assistant’s smile faltered for just a fraction of a second. “We find it helps our guests keep track of their impressions.”

“Of course,” Saffy replied, nodding thoughtfully. “Wouldn’t want to mistake a hint of grassiness for a whisper of citrus zest. That would be tragic.”

The assistant’s smile snapped back into place like a rubber band, and she glided away to intercept another guest who had walked in looking just as bemused. Saffy turned her attention back to the room, clipboard clutched to her chest like she was back in primary school, waiting for roll call.

The space was already bustling. Food journalists scribbled furiously in leather-bound notebooks, while chefs in pressed whites sniffed and swirled olive oil samples with the solemnity of judges at a wine competition. Sprinkled among them were the influencers—easily distinguishable by their wide-brimmed hats and conspicuous habit of taking selfies with their tasting cups held aloft like Olympic trophies.

Saffy sipped her complimentary prosecco, grimacing slightly at the sharpness. Sustainably sourced, they’d said. Sustainably sourced from where? A vinegar factory? She set it aside and moved further into the room, clipboard in hand, eyes scanning the crowd. It didn’t take long to spot Marianne Thornhill, editor of Gastronome Weekly, holding court near the far end of the marble bar. Marianne’s eyes landed on Saffy, and the expression that flickered across her face was roughly equivalent to finding a hair in one’s soup.

Saffy raised her glass in a mock toast, smiling sweetly. “Still recovering from my review of her last Michelin misfire, no doubt,” she muttered under her breath, scribbling Marianne still hates me. Must be Thursday in the corner of her tasting sheet.

Marianne sniffed, turning her back as if Saffy might suddenly combust if ignored thoroughly enough. Saffy chuckled, wandering over to the display of Lorenzo Estates’ new premium range: Olio di Famiglia. The bottles were sleek, almost intimidating, draped in black labels with gold filigree that screamed luxury louder than a Louis Vuitton monogram. They were arranged with military precision, each one angled just so, like a lineup of supermodels at attention. If oil could be pretentious, these bottles would be wearing tiny ascots.

She picked one up, turning it over in her hand. It was heavier than she expected, a touch of weightiness intended to signal quality. She squinted at the label: Hand-harvested, cold-pressed, and bottled on-site. Saffy tapped her pen against her clipboard. Hand-harvested by whom? she wrote. Little Italian nuns? The cast of Mamma Mia?

“Enjoying the display?” a voice purred at her elbow.

She turned to find Giovanni Lorenzo himself, smiling that politician’s smile—wide, polished, and utterly insincere. His suit was as sharp as his jawline, and he smelled faintly of something expensive and Mediterranean. If she had to guess, it was probably named Success or Hubris.

“Beautiful packaging,” Saffy replied, holding up the bottle like a prop. “It’s practically begging for a velvet rope.”

Giovanni chuckled, though the sound was more decorative than genuine. “Only the best for our Olio di Famiglia. You won’t find anything like it.”

Saffy gave him her most disarming smile. “I certainly hope not.”

His eyes glittered, just for a second. “Do enjoy the tasting, Ms. Tate. I look forward to your...thoughts.” With that, he melted back into the crowd, leaving Saffy standing there with her miniature clipboard and her scepticism dialled up to eleven.

She scribbled another note: If it tastes half as good as it’s dressed, I’ll eat my own words. If it doesn’t, maybe Marianne will.
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Chapter 7 - The First Tasting – Green Gold or Liquid Lies?
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Saffy approached the marble bar with the kind of trepidation usually reserved for blind dates and tax audits. Behind it stood a server—tall, blond, and possessing cheekbones sharp enough to slice focaccia. He wore a tailored black shirt that looked suspiciously like it had been ironed directly onto him. If he weren’t moonlighting as a Swedish runway model, she’d eat her notepad.

He caught her eye and flashed a smile so dazzling she almost reached for her sunglasses. “Welcome,” he purred, voice smooth and rich as if it had been distilled. “May I present to you our finest: an early harvest, first cold-pressed with notes of grass, pepper, and almond.” He poured a sliver of the oil into a glass with the flourish of a magician revealing a rabbit.

Saffy raised an eyebrow. “I’m surprised you didn’t mention unicorn tears.”

His smile didn’t falter. If anything, it brightened. “That’s in our reserve batch,” he replied smoothly, sliding the glass her way.

Saffy took the tumbler, peering at the liquid inside. It gleamed under the sepia-toned lights like melted gold. She held it up to her nose and inhaled deeply. There was definitely something there—grassy, a little sharp. But she’d sniffed enough olive oil in her time to know when something was more perfume than produce.

She gave it a swirl, the liquid clinging to the sides of the glass before sliding back down with the languidness of molasses. “Thick,” she murmured, more to herself than to anyone in particular.

“Only the finest,” the server interjected, apparently determined to be part of her inner monologue.

Saffy raised the glass to her lips and took a careful sip, letting the oil coat her tongue. It was smooth, yes, but thin. It slid across her taste buds like it was wearing satin gloves, but there was no punch, none of that peppery kick that should have followed. She tilted her head, frowning slightly as she swallowed.

“Well?” the server prompted, his blond eyebrows arching just a little.

Saffy pursed her lips. “I suppose it’s good...if you like your olive oil with the personality of skim milk.”

The server’s expression wavered for just a second before resetting to professional neutrality. “It’s an early harvest,” he repeated, as if this were the password to unlock her enthusiasm. “Subtle, refined.”

“Ah, subtle,” Saffy echoed, nodding sagely as she reached for her notepad. “Subtle as dishwater.” She scribbled it down, her handwriting looping elegantly across the page. First cold-pressed...by someone on their lunch break.

The server cleared his throat delicately. “I’m sorry, is there a problem?”

Saffy looked up, pen paused mid-sentence. “Only if you’re planning to cook with it.” She smiled brightly. “Or taste it.”

His jaw clenched just enough to be noticeable. “It’s been highly reviewed,” he offered, as if that might change the reality currently swirling around her taste buds.

“By who?” she asked, genuinely curious. “People who haven’t tried olive oil before?”

A slight, polite cough to her left interrupted the stand-off. Saffy turned to find a familiar face, Marianne Thornhill, lingering just out of arm’s reach with her arms crossed tightly across her chest. “Saffron Tate,” she intoned, voice dripping with a politeness that could have been chipped off an iceberg. “Always a pleasure.”

“Marianne,” Saffy replied, her smile warm and entirely insincere. “Still nursing that grudge, I see. How is the soufflé business these days?”

Marianne’s smile froze, then stretched a little wider. “I’m simply here to observe the launch of what I understand is a masterpiece of modern olive oil production.” She gave the server a nod of approval, which he returned with the same enthusiasm as a soldier receiving a medal.

“Indeed,” Saffy said, holding up her glass like it was a science experiment. “A masterpiece. Remind me, what’s the flavour note between bland and blander? I think I missed it.”

Marianne’s eyes flicked to Saffy’s notepad, narrowing slightly. “I’m sure your readers will appreciate your...insights.”  

“Oh, they always do,” Saffy replied cheerfully. “Especially the bits about how not to waste £20 on flavoured water.”

The server, who had decided his professional neutrality had its limits, stepped back, his face slipping into what Saffy could only describe as Scandinavian Disappointment. She jotted a final note, folding the paper closed with a flourish. “Well, this has been illuminating.”

“Shall I pour you another sample?” he asked, tone just a touch frosty.

Saffy grinned. “Let’s see if it can outdo itself, shall we?” With that, she slid the glass back across the marble, waiting as he poured another ribbon of green-gold into it with a flourish that suggested he might start juggling at any moment.

She took the glass, raised it to her lips, and paused. “Early harvest, first cold-pressed, notes of grass, pepper, and almond?” she recited.

“That’s right,” he confirmed, eyes steady on hers.

She raised the glass in a mock toast. “Cheers to marketing.”

And with that, she took another sip, her eyes never leaving his.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 8 - The Blind Tasting Table
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At the far end of the tasting room, tucked away from the polished marble bars and Edison-bulb ambience, stood a large wooden table draped in crisp white linen. Bottles of olive oil were lined up neatly, each one wrapped in neutral brown paper with nothing but a number scrawled across its surface. Above the display, a sign hung with the kind of faux-rustic lettering usually reserved for overpriced gastropubs: “Can You Taste the Difference?”  

Saffy sidled up to the edge of the table, noting the cluster of self-proclaimed connoisseurs swirling their tiny glasses of olive oil with the sort of reverence typically reserved for Bordeaux tastings. They sniffed, they sipped, they nodded thoughtfully—some even closed their eyes, presumably in an effort to commune with their inner olive spirit guides.

She raised an eyebrow. “Can you taste the difference?” she murmured under her breath. “Depends. Is one of them diesel?”

A server with a tragic ponytail and an expression of permanent ennui appeared at her elbow, holding a clipboard as though it might attack him if he loosened his grip. “Would you like to join the blind tasting, madam?”

Saffy considered him for a moment. He looked like he’d been force-fed sardonic poetry since birth. “Why not?” she replied cheerfully. “I’m always game for a good mystery.”

He handed her a numbered card and a tasting sheet, then shuffled back into the shadows, presumably to sigh deeply about the state of the world. Saffy watched him go, then turned her attention back to the table. She reached for the first glass, a tiny tumbler filled with shimmering green-gold liquid.

“Number One,” she murmured, lifting it to her nose and inhaling. It smelled faintly of grass, with just a whisper of pepper. Promising. She took a sip and immediately regretted it. The oil slid over her tongue like someone had greased it with ambition but forgotten the flavour. It was smooth, yes—but smooth in the way wet concrete is smooth. Flat. Heavy. There was an odd metallic tang at the end that lingered just a bit too long.

Saffy grimaced, swallowing hard before jotting a quick note on her sheet: Not first press, third at best. Possibly filtered through a Ford Fiesta.

She moved on to the next glass, which was lighter in colour. She sniffed, swirled, sipped, and frowned. This one was even worse. Watery, practically transparent in its lack of character. If olive oil could have an existential crisis, this one was on the brink.

Number Three offered a fleeting spark of hope—grassy, with a hint of citrus on the nose. She tasted it eagerly, only to find it as hollow as the last. The citrus was a mirage, the pepper just a rumour. Saffy scribbled furiously. It would make a fantastic lubricant for bicycles.

Number Four was almost aggressively bland, as if it had been specially designed not to offend anyone’s taste buds, or worse, their imagination. It was the tofu of olive oils. She glanced around, watching the others nodding and swirling as if they’d just discovered the secrets of the universe. One woman with a wide-brimmed hat and even wider glasses held her glass up to the light and whispered, “Notes of apple, don’t you think?” to her companion.

Saffy stifled a laugh. If there were notes of apple in there, she’d eat her pen.

Finally, she reached Number Five. By now, her expectations were thoroughly buried under a mountain of scepticism. She took a sip, and her suspicions were confirmed. It tasted like someone had soaked pennies in rainwater and bottled the runoff. She grimaced, shaking her head as she jotted down her final note: Number Five: I didn’t know tin cans had terroir.

“Find anything you like?” a voice asked beside her.

Saffy turned to find a tall, gaunt man with wire-frame glasses and an expression that suggested he’d been awake since 1997. He held his glass up to the light, squinting at it like it might reveal the meaning of life.

“They all taste the same to me,” he continued, swirling the liquid thoughtfully. “Like disappointment.”

Saffy laughed, tipping her glass towards him. “That’s because they probably came from the same tanker.”

He chuckled, nodding. “You think it’s a setup?”

Saffy considered the rows of numbered bottles, all wrapped in that anonymous brown paper, as if they were hiding their sins. “I think it’s a very well-organised illusion.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “Marketing magic. If you dress it up enough, people will taste whatever you tell them to.”

He nodded slowly, taking another sip and wincing. “I’m beginning to think you might be right.”

Saffy grinned. “That’s because I usually am.” She tapped her tasting sheet with the pen. “If they’re trying to convince me this is first press, they should’ve at least used something with taste.”

The man laughed, genuinely and warmly. “I’m Arthur, by the way.”

“Saffy,” she replied, shaking his hand. “I’d say it’s a pleasure, but after tasting these, I’m not sure I can taste anything anymore.”

Arthur snorted, nodding toward the bottles. “Shall we try another round? See if we can discover the mythical peppery finish?”

Saffy tucked her pen back into her notebook. “You know what? Why not? I’m always up for a good fairy tale.”
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Chapter 9 - Giovanni’s Intervention
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Saffy was mid-scribble—Number Six: smoother than a politician’s apology, with the bite of a defanged hamster—when a hand settled on her shoulder with all the precision of a practised maître d’. She looked up, pen still poised over her tasting sheet, to find herself staring directly into the blazing smile of Giovanni Lorenzo himself.

He was everything you’d expect from a man who sold luxury olive oil for a living: tall, impeccably dressed in tailored Italian wool, and practically glowing with Mediterranean charm. His teeth shone with the kind of brightness that suggested either exceptionally good genetics or a very well-paid dentist. Possibly both. “Saffron Tate,” he purred, squeezing her shoulder just enough to suggest both camaraderie and control. “I’ve been hoping to have a word.”

The crowd, which had previously been buzzing with the murmur of tastings and pretentious proclamations, seemed to part slightly, giving Giovanni his space, as if he were Moses with better hair.

Saffy capped her pen and leaned back slightly, giving him a cool once-over. “Giovanni Lorenzo. I must say, you certainly know how to throw a party. All this for olive oil?” She gestured around to the exposed brick walls, the softly glowing Edison bulbs, and the strategically placed olive trees potted in minimalist concrete. It was like walking through a Shoreditch Instagram filter.

His grin widened. “Only the best for the best,” he replied smoothly, releasing her shoulder and slipping his hands into his pockets with the sort of casual grace that only came from years of practised charm. “I hear you’re quite the expert on olive oil.” His voice dripped with flattery, polished and gleaming like the marble countertops.

Saffy raised an eyebrow, tapping her pen thoughtfully against her clipboard. “I hear you’re quite the branding expert.”

Giovanni laughed—a warm, expansive sound that filled the room just enough to make people glance their way. “You wound me, Ms. Tate. I’m simply a purveyor of fine things.”

Saffy’s gaze flicked down to his shoes: white leather loafers with a shine that suggested he either hovered everywhere he walked or had someone polish them between steps. “I can see that,” she replied. “I especially like the shoes. Very...optimistic for London.”

His smile tightened almost imperceptibly, but his eyes never wavered. “I like to think of them as a statement,” he said smoothly.
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