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ALEXIS HALL lives in a little house in the South East of England, where he writes books about people who bake far better than he does. He can, however, whip up a passable brownie if pressed.
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PARIS DAILLENCOURT WAS removing his biscuits from the oven while a naked man he’d never seen before raided the fridge for beer.


“Those look nice,” said the stranger, who, as well as being entirely undressed, was distractingly built and had the telltale marks of Paris’s housemate’s teeth, fingernails, and riding crop over much of his back and arse.


“Thanks.” Paris got that warm, cosy feeling he always got when someone complimented his baking that was strangely distinct from the hot, uncomfortable feeling he got when they complimented anything else about him. “They’re biscuits roses de Reims.”


Cracking open his beer, the man retreated to the lounge area of the apartment’s open-plan living space. There he lowered himself into an armchair, swiftly learned the error of his ways, and stood up again with a strangled yelp. “What’s a biskwee?”


“Biscuits for pricks.” Morag— the housemate, riding crop artiste and self-styled fat Glaswegian sex goddess— emerged from her room. Unlike her guest, she was fully clothed, with only her tangled hair betraying the fact that she’d been fucking extensively and loudly approximately eight minutes earlier.


“They’re not for pricks,” Paris protested. “It’s French.”


Morag adjusted the neckline of her strawberry-print sundress in order to better frame her magnificent bosom. “So pricks then?”


“You can’t call the whole nation of France pricks.”


“I fucking can. In fact, we’re both fucking culturally required to. The only people who are bigger pricks than the French are the English.”


If Paris didn’t carve his biscuits into even rectangles soon, they’d harden and therefore be difficult to carve into even rectangles. So he grabbed a knife and began rectangling evenly. “I’m English. And I grew up in France.”


“Sometimes, Paris,” said Morag, “you make it too easy.”


The naked man, who would probably have found the prick debate hard enough to navigate even if his own hadn’t been hanging there like a chorizo in a delicatessen window, had come to peer over Paris’s shoulder. “So these are, like, French Hobnobs?”


Morag shook her head. “No, these are for posh bastards. They were invented specifically to be eaten out of Marie Antoinette’s vagina.”


The naked man looked interested. “Really?”


“No,” cried Paris. “They were designed to be dipped in champagne and not to go anywhere near anyone’s genitals.” He looked down at the chorizo. “No offence.”


“None taken. Can I try one?”


“If you like.” Paris added a sprinkle of powdered sugar and nudged over one of his better-evened biscuits. “But they really are better with champagne.”


“Or,” suggested Morag, “in a vagina. Most things are.” She paused. “Except Mars bars because the batter comes off.”


The naked man crunched appreciatively. “I’m game if you are.”


“Is it okay”— Paris didn’t quite wring his hands, but he moved his hands in a wringular direction— “if we don’t make my biscuits roses de Reims into a sex thing? I have childhood memories of these.”


Morag fixed him with an affectionate glare. “Oh, I bet you did. You probably had them in your packed lunch, next to your caviar sandwiches and your squeezy box full of Dom Pérignon.”


Paris tried to glare back, but he didn’t have a face for glaring. He suspected he probably looked like a mildly upset sheep. “I did not have a squeezy box full of Dom Pérignon.”


“But you did have caviar sandwiches?”


The problem with being baited was that the bait would just sit there wriggling until you bit on it. And Paris couldn’t stand to have something sitting there wriggling. “You don’t put caviar in sandwiches.”


“Well,” Morag finished triumphantly. “I wouldn’t know. Because I’m not a posh bastard.”


“To be fair,” said the naked man apologetically, “you must be a bit of a posh bastard because you live in a fancy flat in central London with a man who makes biskwee roses de Reims.”


Morag put her actual hands on her actual hips. “How fucking dare you? I’m as common as fucking muck and fucking proud of it. The closest I got to fine wine when I was growing up was a Capri Sun that had been left by the radiator. The flat’s his.” She jerked a thumb at Paris. “I just rent a room off him with money that I don’t have and he doesn’t need.”


The rent had, in fact, been a bit of a sore point when they’d first started sharing, because it’d felt weird to Paris that Morag was technically paying more to live there than he was. “I said you didn’t have to.”


“And I said I’ve never been a freeloader in my life and I’m not going to start now.”


Morag had guests over fairly often— something that Paris at least semi-appreciated since otherwise it would just have been her, him, and a skittish Russian Blue that a long-since-forgotten whim had led him to name Neferneferuaten— and so he was fairly used to seeing the look of confusion he was currently seeing.


“And how,” the naked man asked, “did you two meet exactly?”


“It’s a long story,” said Morag at the same time Paris said, “At university.”


Morag considered this for a moment. “Okay, so it’s not that long a story. Basically, I spent the whole of first year listening to people going what’s up with that weird Paris guy. He never talks to anyone and lives alone in a big mansion like he’s Norma fucking Desmond.”


“I talk to people,” protested Paris.


“Hello and yes, you can borrow my pen are not talking to people. Anyway, the point is that I wasn’t going to let some lanky Sassenach scare me off with his oh I’m so aloof routine, so I pinned him down after lectures one day and asked if he wanted to fuck me hard in the toilets. And he said actually I’m gay, and I said okay, do you want to get coffee then. And we’ve been friends ever since. Then in second year I asked if he wanted to live together so he’d look like less of a lonely wee loser, and here we are.”


From the way the naked guy was peering around, there was still something about the arrangement that wasn’t quite making sense to him. Probably it was the fact that while “we met at university and she felt sorry for me” was a reasonable explanation for why Morag and Paris were living together, it didn’t explain why there were biscuits roses de Reims spread over every available surface. “So now,” he tried, with an un-reassured edge to his voice, “you share a luxury flat in central London and spend most of your time”— he picked up a biscuit— “ making one very specific type of expensive biscuit?”


As was her habit, Morag did the explaining for both of them. “He’s on Bake Expectations.”


“What?” The naked man looked mildly interested. “The thing with people baking cakes in a ballroom?”


Morag nodded. “When we first started hanging out together, we had two things in common, which were Catullus and that fucking baking show. And he said he’d always wanted to go on it— ”


“Once,” interrupted Paris. He didn’t usually like interrupting people, but with Morag you interrupted or held your peace like an extra at a movie wedding. “I said that once. Because I’d had wine and I was feeling hubristic.”


“Aye, and I listened. Because I’m great with people, me. Also I might like to go on that TV show one day isn’t hubristic. It’s at best mildly ambitious. Anyway it soon became extremely clear that he wasn’t going to enter himself, so I entered him— I mean I entered him into the competition, not with one of my many strap-ons— and out of thousands of contestants he’s been selected as one of Britain’s ten best amateur bakers.”


Slinking over to the sitting area, Paris shrank down into an armchair and tried to hide behind Neferneferuaten, who had finally emerged from naked-stranger-induced hiding. “Don’t. I’m really not. It’s just it’s series seven, and they’re obviously scraping the bottom of the barrel a bit.”


“Shut up, Paris.”


“You know what I think?” offered the naked man. “I think you’ve got a shot. These are good biscuits. They’ve got a decent crunch to them, and the rose is coming through.”


Morag stared at him in utter bewilderment. “Who do you think you are? Marianne fucking Wolvercote?”


“Marianne who?” asked the naked man, whose name Paris was pretty sure he’d now left it too late to ask.


“You know, the mean judge on the show we’re all talking about?”


The naked man gave a shrug, which wound up being a very different gesture when attached to a buff man with his wang hanging out. “Never really watched it. And anyway I was just trying to be nice.”


“He doesn’t need you to be nice. He needs to get his head out of his arse.” Morag waved a frustrated hand in Paris’s direction. “It’s not just the baking, he’s like this with everything. He says he’s having an essay crisis and it comes back with a first. He’ll buy some new kecks and be all, do these make my bum too apricoty.”


“I did not say that,” insisted Paris, blushing. “I was just worried they’d make me come across like I was trying too hard.”


“Like that time you sat me down and asked me very sincerely if I thought your cheekbones were too high?”


In his mind, at the time, it had been a very sensible thing to ask, so Paris tried not to sound too flustered when he replied, “A guy said I looked like an elf.”


“He was a LARPer. He was trying to pull you.”


Paris peeped between Neferneferuaten’s ears. “No he wasn’t.”


“Yes, he was.” Morag joined him in the sitting area, drawing her still-not-ready-for-furniture guest with her. “That’s why he asked for your phone number.”


“He said he was going to invite me into his D&D game.”


“That’s nerdspeak for ‘I want to fuck you.’ I know, because I’ve fucked a lot of nerds and never played a single game of Dungeons and Dragons.”


“That’s you.” To Paris’s dismay, Neferneferuaten had got bored of being emotionally supportive and gone to investigate the naked man. “Everyone’s attracted to you.”


“Well, I’d say that’s because I’m a fat Glaswegian sex goddess, but mostly it’s because I fucking ask them if they want to have sex with me.”


The naked man raised one hand while using the other to shield his genitals from Neferneferuaten’s scrutiny. “Worked for me.”


Paris glanced at him. “Where did you two even meet?”


“Sainsbury’s.”


Paris gave a little moan. “I could never do that. I’d go up to someone and say, hello, do you want to come home with me, and they’d say, no, you’re clearly unwell, I’m calling the police.”


“You don’t have to be on my level yet,” said Morag, “but there are places you can go and apps you can download full of horny boys who’d be happy to stick one up your bumhole.”


“Um ...” Paris could feel himself getting blushy again. “That’s not actually what I’m looking for.”


“You should try it. It’s great fun.”


“She’s right,” agreed the naked man. “Anal’s not just for gays anymore.”


Paris’s blushing gave way to squirming. “I’m not saying I’ve never. I’m just saying I’m looking for more than a bumhole.”


“That’s your problem,” Morag told him, for about the hundred and fortieth time. “You can’t just look for things. You have to go out and get them.”


“Yes, but what if— ”


She folded her arms. “What if what?”


And, for about the hundred and fortieth time, Paris couldn’t answer.






Saturday
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EARLY NEXT MORNING, Morag dropped Paris off at Patchley House, the sprawling stately home where Bake Expectations was filmed. It felt unnervingly like his first day of school, partly because he’d just been taken to a strange place full of strangers by somebody who had their shit far more together than he did and partly because, in many ways, his old school had looked quite a lot like Patchley House.


Hawton Abbey was one of those private schools so old that it was called a public school because it had been founded back when the idea of sending your kids away to be taught instead of paying for teachers to come to your kids had seemed terribly, terribly common. Paris’s years there had been by far the worst of his life, and while he was sure the crew and contestants of Bake Expectations would be at least twenty percent less sociopathic than English public school boys, he was getting that same I-hope-they’ll-like-me-they-won’t-like-me-will-they feeling that had crept up on him every time he’d been introduced to a new social situation. At least, every time since he’d first looked on the gabled cloisters of Hawton. He sometimes remembered being different before.


Trying not to over-gloom, Paris trudged his way up the long path to the house and, to his surprise, found his mood lifting. He’d been a fan of the show since— well— since school. And as awful as the other boys had been, as little common ground as they had shared in every other aspect of their lives, everybody loved Bake Expectations. They’d gather in the common room on a Tuesday evening and watch the new episode, and for a while Paris would feel like he belonged. At least until they went back to their rooms and the other boys started yammering on enthusiastically about which of the contestants they’d most like to have sex with despite, Paris belatedly realised, being children and knowing about as little about sex as they did about baking.


So Patchley House felt— not like home exactly— but ephemerally familiar, like a place he’d seen in a dream, or a person that you’ve heard so many other people talk about that you forget you’ve never met them.


He’d never seen it like this, of course, with the camera operators moving around in some dance whose steps he didn’t know (in Paris’s experience, that was all dances). With crew swarming everywhere pointing at things and shouting instructions that Paris couldn’t help but think were meant for him, even when they couldn’t be.


“Paris Daillencourt?” asked a small, friendly-looking man with a clipboard.


“Yes.” That was, Paris suspected, the only question he’d be confident answering that day.


“Colin. Colin Thrimp. And it’s lovely to see you so early.” He smiled at Paris with what seemed genuine relief. “The other contestants are just coming up from breakfast, and Jennifer will be starting the briefing as soon as everybody’s together. Can you find the ballroom yourself ?”


Paris said that he could out of a kind of reflex but realised after he’d said it that he actually could. A pair of vast glass-panelled doors led direct from the ballroom to the gardens at the rear of the house, and for the past six years Paris had watched contestants walk apprehensively through them at the start of the series and triumphantly out of them at the end.


And although he was still in the apprehensive phase and triumph was a fairly alien emotion to him, he felt confident that he could at least find his way through a big hole in a wall into one of the most famous rooms on British television.


So he skirted the house, found the doors, and— having reassured at least three members of the production crew that yes he was a contestant and no he wasn’t a tourist— made his way into the ballroom.


It had always been a bit incongruous now he thought about it, people doing something so homey in a setting so unsuited for it, but that had been part of the magic of the show. Besides, it was an orderly incongruity. Everybody had their own special workstation, arranged in its own special place, and there was something comforting about that. It was, Paris thought, part of what he found comforting about cooking in general.


The contestants gathered together on stools and— shit, they’d all got there the night before, hadn’t they? Which meant they’d already know each other, and if they already knew each other, then Paris would be stuck on the outside looking in again, for the whole eight weeks. Or until he went out. So for the whole one week.


From a certain perspective, ten people wasn’t a lot of people. It wasn’t even a complete football team. But trying to keep track of everyone quickly got overwhelming. There was a nice-looking man in a nice-looking cardigan talking to a willowy woman in earth tones. There was a man in thick-rimmed glasses being largely ignored by an older lady Paris tried really hard not to think of as hatchet-faced while a tall, thickset man— actually he was probably a bloke, there were certain men who looked like blokes— pulled up stools for people who hadn’t already found their own.


Once they were all settled, a woman walked in who Paris knew at once was Jennifer Hallet, the show’s producer and general mastermind. She looked younger than Paris had expected, but then again he’d never been good at judging people’s ages. Or, really, anything else about them.


“Right,” she began, “we’ve got a lot to do so I’ll keep this short. These things”— she pointed at the cameras— “are cameras. Ignore them or you will fuck up all our shots and make yourself look like a fucking weirdo who keeps staring at people. These things”— she indicated several of the people standing near the cameras— “are my production staff. They will ask you questions, and you will answer those questions as if you aren’t answering a question, clear?”


Paris would have been too afraid to admit if it wasn’t, but one or two of his fellow contestants looked like they were about to say something before Jennifer cut them off.


“Good. First aid is there”— she pointed to one side of the room. “Don’t bother them unless you’ve lost enough blood to fill a mixing bowl. Technical is there”— she pointed to a different side of the room. “Don’t bother them unless you’re really certain that whatever problem you’re having isn’t your fault, and, spoiler warning, my little bags of joy and jism, it almost certainly is your fault. Finally my trailer is out there”— she pointed out of the doors and into the gardens. “Don’t bother me at all, ever for any reason. Colin.” She turned to the pleasant man who had greeted Paris when he’d arrived. “Tell Grace we’re ready for her. It’s time to start turning this pack of arseholes”— she waved a hand to indicate the contestants— “into the ten most beloved people in this shitty fucking nation.”


Colin nodded once, sharply, and scampered away. While he was scampering, the contestants were shepherded to their stations, and when he scampered back, it was with Grace Forsythe, the show’s terrifyingly Oxbridge, dangerously ebullient host in tow. She took her place at the front of the room and addressed the contestants, the cameras, and— through the strange time travel of pre-recorded television— the Great British Public with the confidence of a woman who had been showing off in front of an audience since the Thatcher years.


“Welcome,” she began, gesticulating like a tweed windmill, “to the seventh season of Bake Expectations.”


And out of nowhere, it hit him. He was really here. He was really doing this. And it was all a terrible mistake.


“Over the next eight weeks, you’ll be pushed to the limit of your pastriological prowess, you’ll be brought to the brink of your bakerly abilities, and also you’ll probably make some cakes.”


He couldn’t do this. Not on television.


“As always, you’ll be flashing your baps and whipping out your baguettes for the pleasure of our two esteemed judges, the fragrant and delicious Marianne Wolvercote, and the crusty but surprisingly light Wilfred Honey.”


The judges stepped forward, Wilfred Honey smiling like the sort of storybook grandfather who would always remember your birthday. “My advice to you is to stay calm, try to enjoy it, and remember at the end of the day it’s only baking.”


“And my advice,” drawled Marianne Wolvercote, looking less grandparental and more like she wanted to make a coat out of your children, “is to plan carefully, pay attention to detail, and remember that it is a competition.”


Feeling panic rise slowly but inevitably past his intestines and into his chest, Paris glanced wildly around the ballroom. He wanted to see if anyone else had noticed that the judges had just completely contradicted each other— that they’d implicitly suggested that whatever you did, no matter how hard you tried, one of them would be disappointed. But the other contestants were all just smiling and nodding as if everything made sense and nothing was a disaster waiting to happen.


“So the first blind bake of the series,” Grace Forsythe was saying, “is taking us right back to basics. Wilfred and Marianne want you to make two dozen perfect chocolate chip cookies.” She raised a finger. “You have one hour and thirty minutes, starting on the count of three. Three, darlings.”


Okay, that could have been a lot worse. It was chocolate chip cookies. Paris knew how to make chocolate chip cookies. Except, no. Wait. He’d seen this before. It was a trap. They’d give you something really simple and the bakers would all be saying well, this should be all right, I whipped up a batch of these just the other day, and then the camera would cut to Marianne Wolvercote saying, “The thing about chocolate chip cookies is that they’re such a simple bake that there’s nothing to hide behind.” Which meant whoever wound up in the bottom would be there because their chips were at slightly the wrong angle or their cookies weren’t completely circular. But nobody watching the show would remember the context, so if Paris didn’t totally nail this, he’d be going home, and for the rest of his life he’d be the guy who went out in round one because he couldn’t make a biscuit.


“Are you all right, my love?” asked Grace Forsythe, popping up in front of him, a camera operator at her shoulder. “Or is this a new strategy that involves absorbing the recipe by osmosis?”


Paris blinked— realising that everyone around him already had their bowls out. “Sorry. No. I’m just— I’m going to mess this up, aren’t I?”


“Tell you what, if you do, I’ll distract the judges, you run out of the ballroom, and we’ll have a helicopter waiting for you in the garden. It’ll take you to a secret location and we’ll sort you out with a new identity.”


“Oh, okay.” Amused in spite of his mounting terror, Paris nodded. “That sounds good and in proportion.”


She turned to the camera. “Right, I’m going to go and radio for the chopper. You’d be surprised how often this happens at the BBC.”


The timely intervention of a beloved ’90s comedian had made Paris feel a little less like he was going to cryvomit in front of a watching, judgemental nation. But running away and never being seen or heard of again still seemed like a really tempting strategy. Unfortunately, it was too late. He was here now, and he couldn’t waste any more time thinking about how embarrassing it was going to be when it all went wrong.


Very conscious he was already falling behind, he began assembling the ingredients of a basic cookie mixture while skimming the recipe. And, to his relief, found the instructions matched pretty closely to what he’d been going to do anyway. It was, however, only a small relief, because pretty close wasn’t what he was going to need. Taking a deep breath and doing his best to centre himself, Paris tried to think very serious thoughts about cookies.


Honestly, they weren’t his favourite bake. What he liked about cooking was the mastery of it, the precision of it, the knowing it was something he could always do right and be sure he’d done right. Being able to share it with people he cared about was just a bonus— and given the state of his social life quite a theoretical one.


The thought crossed his mind that perhaps Marianne Wolvercote thought the same way. That the reason she set this kind of deceptive simplicity challenge was because she, like Paris, delighted in the details.


So the trick would be to work out which details would delight her.


Making the dough, Paris suspected, would be the easy bit. The problem was that a proper soft-yet-chewy cookie needed to be chilled for as long as possible, then left to soften at room temperature before it could be rolled out and put in the oven. And that was going to be the catch, wasn’t it? This week’s blind bake would be all about having the nerve to leave the actual baking to the last possible minute.


It was the Cuban Missile Crisis in biscuit form. And for just a moment, Paris entertained the real possibility that he could be Kennedy.


“I don’t normally work with this kind of dough,” one of the other bakers— the willowy woman in the floral dress—  explained. “At home, I normally use chickpea flour, and I’m pretty sure this chocolate isn’t organic. But I hope if I channel enough positive energy into the mixture, the universe will forgive me.”


A tiny voice at the back of Paris’s mind pointed out that he wasn’t channelling. Just whisking and worrying. Was that a problem? It had never been a problem before.


He had to concentrate. Except it was hard to concentrate, because he was in a hot room full of strangers and their voices kept creeping into his head.


“Yeah, I make these for my kids all the time.” That was the man in the cardigan. “Well, not all the time. Sometimes, if they’ve been good. So be good, girls.”


“Personally, I don’t hold with this sort of thing,” the series’ obligatory older woman was saying. “We had shortbread in my day, and we were grateful for it.”


A woman about Paris’s age, who was somehow managing to make dungarees work, even with the apron, was dividing her dough with an actual ruler. “I think cooking is kind of like art. It’s meant to be subjective, but everyone knows when it’s bad.”


It hadn’t occurred to Paris to bring a ruler— just as it hadn’t occurred to him to channel energy or have an adorable family to dedicate things to— but he was becoming increasingly convinced his dough wasn’t quite right. Perhaps he needed to be firmer with it. Remember, girls, be good. Or would that just make it overworked? I’m channelling energy into the mixture. Or if he didn’t, would it be underworked? And which would be worse? Everyone knows when it’s bad. Either way, he had to get it in the fridge soon, which meant he couldn’t just start fisting it in the middle of the room. Shit, why was he thinking about fisting? Personally, I don’t hold with this sort of thing.


Staring despairingly into his bowl and doing his best to banish fisting from his thoughts in case it came out at an inappropriate moment, Paris tried to cling to what he knew. The dough was ready. There was nothing more he could do if he hadn’t done it right. And it needed to chill, probably for a long time. So he needed to get it chilling now. Committing himself to the fridgenow-ask-questions-later strategy, Paris dashed to his allocated refrigerator and yanked open the door.


There was a thud. Followed by “Ow. Seriously, ow.”


Oh God. That was someone’s face. He’d hit someone in the face. With a fridge. On the first episode.


“Oh my God,” Paris said. “That’s your face.”


The door swung gently closed to reveal a young man with a very natty shirt and a very bloody nose, partially covered by one hand. His fingernails were painted in jewel-bright rainbows. And his dough was on the floor.


“Oh my God,” said Paris again. “That’s your dough.”


Cameras were already swarming around them like overexcited wasps.


“It’s okay, it’s okay,” said the doughless stranger, pinching his nose. “It’s covered and I don’t think— ”


A middle-aged woman in an orange blouse beneath her standard-issue apron approached briskly from the back of the room. “Let’s not worry about the dough for now— ”


“I’ve got the dough.” Grace Forsythe darted forward, sweeping up the fallen bowl, which seemed to have survived the drop intact. “I feel like mountain rescue except for baking and also we’re not in the mountains. Er, what shall I do with it?”


“Oh God,” cried Paris. “I’ve hit you in the face with a fridge.”


His victim put his other hand to his nose. “It’s fine. It happens all the time.”


“People hit you in the face with fridges,” Grace Forsythe asked, “all the time?”


“Well. No. I just mean— accidents happen. In general. To people.”


Distraught, Paris clutched at his hair. “I’ve assaulted you. I’ve assaulted and batteried you. I’ve done ABH on national television.”


The woman who’d come over— Paris thought her name might be Tanya— put her hands on her hips. “Will you all stop messing around? You”— here she pointed at Paris— “put your dough in the fridge. You”— that was to Grace Forsythe— “put his dough in the fridge. And you”— she took the casualty by the arm— “sit here, be quiet, tip your head forward, and pinch the bridge of your nose for at least ten minutes.”


“My word.” Grace Forsythe gazed at her with unabashed adoration. “You must have the best-run classroom in the country.”


Tanya laughed. “Compared to my year nines these guys are nothing. Now get to it or you’re all coming back to see me at lunchtime.”


“Um.” This new interruption came from Colin Thrimp, who seemed a lot less pleasant now Paris had hit someone in the face with a fridge. “While this is all very lovely and I’m sure we can work with it, the rules do say that you’re not supposed to talk to each other during the blind bake.”


“ButIhithiminthefacewithafridge,” Paris protested while, at the same time, Grace Forsythe offered the more succinct, “Oh, do shut up, Colin.”


“This man is bleeding,” said Tanya firmly. “He needs a first aider and everyone else was too busy filming him.”


“Filming is their fucking job.” Jennifer Hallet came striding in from whatever monitoring station she’d been using to watch Paris mess everything up. “Colin, tell me we got as much of that as possible. As for you”— she pointed at Tanya— “the takecharge thing was cute and it’ll play well in the home counties, but this is a competition so fuck off back to your biscuits.” She descended upon the injured contestant, who was still following Tanya’s nosebleed instructions. “Everything okay here?”


“I’ll be fine”— the fridgee’s voice was getting increasingly burbly— “I just need one of those blue plasters on my whole face. Is my dough all right?”


“Chilling like a villain who is certain her crimes have gone undetected,” confirmed Grace Forsythe happily.


Jennifer Hallet glared. “Just to remind you, Tariq, Bake Expectations is in no way liable for any incidents that take place on set. Colin, get him to a first aider.”


Colin Thrimp wrung his hands and then began guiding Tariq out of the ballroom.


“Bub by dough!”


“The dough doesn’t matter.” Colin Thrimp’s eyes were wide. “We can’t have you bleeding everywhere. We’ll be sued.”


“Nobody is fucking suing anybody,” insisted Jennifer Hallet.


Tariq gave an outraged bubble, but since blood was beginning to seep between his fingers, he didn’t really have much room to protest.


“Your dough’s in the fridge,” said Grace Forsythe, “where it must remain for a length of time we’re not allowed to tell you, but is certainly long enough for you to go and get your nose reattached.”


“What should I do?” asked Paris plaintively.


“Darling.” Grace Forsythe put a hand on his shoulder. “I know you might find this difficult, but the best thing you can do for everybody is to not hit anyone else in the face with a fridge.”
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“Oh my God,” Paris told a production assistant tearfully, “that must be the worst first day anyone has ever had. I mean, I hit a guy with a fridge and I’m sure my cookies were underbaked. Let’s face it, I’m probably going home.”


Released from his interview duties, Paris wiped his eyes, kicked himself for crying— partly on principle, partly because it seemed particularly inappropriate when he wasn’t the injured party— and drifted after the rest of the contestants towards the hotel, where a wraps-and-sandwiches-style lunch was laid out on a series of silvery cardboard trays. Honestly, with the spectre of his terrible cookies and inevitable public disgrace hanging over him, Paris wasn’t sure he could eat.


Because this, this right here, was exactly why he’d hesitated to come on the show in the first place. Okay, not exactly this, even in his worst nightmares— and he’d had several, not all of them involving public nudity— he hadn’t actually maimed anybody. But there had, on bad days at least, been this general sense that he was definitely going to fuck it up and that people were going to laugh at him.


Staring forlornly at a curly sandwich, Paris tried to recapture that sense of not-everything-being-awful-forever that he dimly recalled feeling when he’d first arrived only a couple of hours earlier. Except he couldn’t. He knew that there had been a time—  even a fairly recent time— when he didn’t feel miserable and hate himself, and he knew that there would be a time— perhaps even quite soon— when he’d be unmiserable and self-nonhating again. But he knew it in the same detached, abstract way that he knew that his whole body was made entirely of empty space held together with electric fields. It might have been true, but it didn’t really mean anything.


For a moment, he sort of hovered, wondering if he should hide in his room for the next half hour instead of showing his face-fridge-hitting face amongst the other contestants. After all, they probably had better things to do than talk to the guy who hit the other guy with a fridge and was probably getting eliminated for hitting a guy with a fridge and making crap cookies so there was no point getting to know him anyway. Of course, then he’d be the creepy hovering guy.


The creepy hovering guy who hit a guy with a fridge.


Desperately needing something to do with his hands, he pulled out his phone and texted his mum.


You know how I told you I was going on that baking show? Well I’m on that baking show.


He waited a minute or two. It was fine to wait for a minute or two. Staring-at-a-phone guy was way better than hovering guy. Besides, he didn’t even know what time zone his parents were in at the moment. Or even if they were in the same one.


I don’t think I’m doing very well.


He waited another minute. Maybe she was in ...Australia? It would be really late in Australia. Especially if she was in Adelaide or Kingston or somewhere.


“Hello.” Someone actually pounced on him from behind. Like a full-on Tigger pounce, rainbow fingernails hooking gently over his shoulders. “You hit me in the face with a fridge.”


Paris froze, not quite daring to turn around. “I know. I’m really sorry. Are you okay? Is anything broken?”


“Yes, I’m scarred for life. I’m going to have to wear a Phantom of the Opera mask forever.” Tariq emerged from behind Paris, his arm cast melodramatically across his brow. “I’ll have to live in the cellar beneath a bakery and there’ll be a young ingénue who can smell my baking and one day the senior baker will throw a strop and refuse to bake anymore so the ingénue will bake something amazing, and I’ll be sitting there in the shadows, going bravi, bravi, bravissimi.”


“You realise,” Paris said, “this scenario doesn’t end well for you.”


“I don’t know. I get a cool lasso.”


“Which is ironic. Because you really should have kept your hand at the level of your eyes today.” Paris raised a hand to indicate the lasso-and-fridge-door-blocking gesture he was suggesting.


“Did you just make a joke,” Tariq asked, “about my very serious facial injury that you caused?”


Yes. Yes he had. He was awful. He was an awful person who made jokes about other people’s suffering. “Shit shit sorry no, I didn’t, I mean— ”


Tariq was getting that look that Paris saw a lot. The look that said there’s something wrong with you, and I’m not certain I like it. Then he laughed. “Honey, it’s fine. I’m fine.”


“It’s not fine.” Paris wilted all over the lawn. “I hit you and then I thought I’d try to be funny about it. Who does that? I’m the school bully on a baking show.”


“Come on.” Slipping his arm through Paris’s, Tariq tugged him gently towards the buffet. “Let’s do lunch.”


“Oh, I’m not, I don’t think I can— ”


“How can you resist when we have these”— Tariq scrutinised the range of offerings— “beautiful coronation chicken wraps, some of which actually contain chicken, these lovely sandwiches, at least three of which haven’t disintegrated yet, and this ...thing, which I think is supposed to be a rocket salad but is actually just some rocket.”


Still not really wanting to eat anything, but definitely not wanting to seem ungrateful, Paris helped himself to a bowl of leaves that did, indeed, turn out to be nothing but rocket. And then he followed Tariq through the already-crowded tables to a grassy verge where they both sat down. It had taken them a while to get there because Tariq had stopped and said hi to pretty much everybody.


“We’ve been here two minutes,” said Paris. “How can you know so many people’s names already?”


Tariq smiled. “Oh, I’ve got a trick for it. What you do is, when someone introduces themselves, you visualise a famous person or something you’d definitely remember with the same name, and then you remember that.”


“Wait, there are tricks?” Paris had always suspected there were. That everybody else got some kind of be-good-in-social-situations manual that they were perversely refusing to share with him. “Nobody told me there were tricks. I just thought I sucked.”


“My mum’s a university lecturer. She says if you suck at something, it just means you haven’t learned to do it yet. Look”— Tariq pulled a knee up, resting an elegant hand on top of it— “I’ll give you a demo. So the guy in the dad cardy over there is called Rodney— and okay, he’s a bad example, because he’s called Rodney and the only Rodneys I can think of are someone who might be called Rodney Dangerfield and the younger brother on a sitcom my dad watches about— actually I don’t know what it’s about. But anyway, I remember Rodney because if you look at him and think if that guy had a name, what would it be, you immediately go Rodney.”


The man called Rodney was showing pictures of his kids to the thoroughly uninterested woman next to him. “He does look kind of Rodneyey,” admitted Paris.


“Rodneyey?” repeated Tariq, his eyes twinkling. “Are you sure that’s the right word?”


Paris thought about it. Probably too seriously. “Rodnesque? Rodnoid?”


“Rhodnodendron?”


“That sounds like a flower,” Paris pointed out.


“Well”— Tariq gave a little huff— “Rodnoid sounds like a thing you’d get called in the playground. And then you’d go crying to your mum and be all Billy Dawson called me a rodnoid again.”


“Who’s Billy Dawson?”


The smile was never far from Tariq’s mouth, and now it inched closer. “Don’t worry, honey. He’s a fictional bully.”


“But fictional bullies are the worst,” said Paris, realising too late that he’d sounded way more sincere than he’d intended to. He’d been aiming for light banter but had accidentally vomited up an off-putting hairball of personality quirks. “I mean, don’t you ever— like when somebody is mean in, I don’t know, a book or a film or on TV, and you can’t do anything about it because it’s not real, doesn’t that make you feel really ...” There was no good way to end that sentence. Or at least, no way that was both good and honest. Hitting a man in the face with a fridge was bad enough; hitting him in the face with a fridge and then telling him you were frequently made to feel helpless and nauseated by stock bully characters in children’s shows was probably a really bad call.


To his relief, Tariq agreed, or at least agreed with the lessmessed-up version of the sentence he’d obligingly filled in on Paris’s behalf. “Yeah, I get what you mean. Like you’ll really wish you could step up and do something, but you can’t because the thing you’re trying to step up and do something about only exists on a screen and the person you’re angry with is just an actor.” He smiled again. “But don’t worry, Billy Dawson gets his comeuppance in the end.”


“Oh.” Paris tried to recover his composure, although the spectre of the wholly invented Billy Dawson was still floating dimly at the back of his mind, calling him a rodnoid. “So ...who else did you do your trick on then?”


Tariq tilted his head as he considered the rest of the contestants. “Well, next to Rodney is Catherine Parr, who you can remember because she’s called Catherine Parr. And she definitely looks like she’d outlive Henry the Eighth.”


“She looks like she’d behead him to be honest. Oh my God.” Paris covered his mouth with his hands. “I can’t believe I said that.”


Tariq gave a theatrical gasp. “Wow. You’ve said a slightly catty thing about an unpleasant woman. You’re a monster.”


“Don’t.” Paris tried to fold himself inside himself like human origami. “I feel really bad.”


“I’m not going to tell her. That’d involve speaking to her.”


Still suffering the sting of his Henry VIII comment, Paris tried to summon some doubts to give her the benefit of. “She’s probably secretly nice. She’s probably just got resting crone face.”


“Nope. We had a five-minute conversation in which she told me it was inappropriate for a man to be wearing nail varnish on a family TV show and expressed surprise that my sister has a job.”


“You mean because ...” Paris realised there was no way to finish that sentence either.


Tariq laughed. “Yeah, I think so. Or she just thinks women shouldn’t have jobs in general, and I’m not sure which is worse.”


There was a crash from the buffet area as a thin, bespectacled man dropped his plate of sandwiches, backed up sharply, and knocked an entire tray of cutlery onto the floor.


“Now that,” Tariq went on, “is Bernard, who is nice but a bit hopeless. And you can remember his name because if you put a Saint on the front, you get a species of dog that is nice, but a bit hopeless.”


“Don’t they kind of rescue people when they’re stuck up mountains and things?”


“Yes, but look at their silly faces.” Tariq did an honestly not very effective impression of a St. Bernard. He was not, Paris felt, very well constructed for it, being slight and slim, with a narrow chin and strong cheekbones, and a noticeable lack of jowls or, for that matter, fur. He also had far better fashion sense, since he was wearing well-tailored trousers and a dark shirt with a delicately patterned, almost cowboy-style collar which made him look like the world’s most exquisite gunslinger.


Paris always envied men who knew how to dress. Since both his parents were in fashion, he was acutely and perpetually aware of how much better it was possible for him to look, which made actually trying to buy clothes a nightmare of second-guessing and self-recrimination. And so his wardrobe had, over the years, devolved into jeans, T-shirts, and oversized jumpers— one of which, despite the heat, he was currently wearing.


And he suddenly realised he was staring at Tariq in that awful noticing-someone-was-very-attractive-and-wishing-you-weremore-attractive way.


“What about, um, me?” he asked in an effort to distract them both. Which only made it worse because now Tariq was staring right back.


“Well, my options are plaster, Hilton, judgement, or France. And I think I’m leaning towards judgement.”


“Do I look particularly like I go around giving out apples?”


“It is a baking show. We’ll get to fruit eventually. But I more sort of meant you have a”— Tariq framed him in a finger square— “classical vibe.”


“Doesn’t that just mean ‘tiny penis’?”


Tariq’s eyes widened. “Um ...I ...How did you get there? Because I really didn’t mean to suggest anything about your penis at all. I’m sure your penis is, um, fine. Lovely even. But none of my business.”


“No, no ...” Paris waved his hands frantically. “I don’t want you to think about my penis. I didn’t mean to insert my penis into the conversation at all.”


“Look. I hope this won’t make me sound like a prude, but can we maybe have about ten percent less penis in this conversation?”


“I’m sorry.” Putting his rocket leaves aside, Paris curled up in a ball on the ground and covered his head with his hands. “It’s just I’m a classicist and, actually, in that era large penises were considered vulgar because they were associated with excess and the Greeks valued moderation. Plus there’s the idealisation of the youthful form to consider and some complex beliefs about fertility involving sperm losing heat if it has to travel too far along the ...um ...shaft.”


“You do know you’re making this worse?”


“I’m not making it worse. The ancient Greeks are making it worse.” Paris strongly suspected he should stop talking or change the subject, but his mouth and his inner ancient history nerd had other plans. “If you look at any art or sculpture from the era, the young men are always very athletic and always have very, very small ...phalli.”


“I just meant you looked handsome,” yelled Tariq over Paris’s penile babbling. “And sort of clean-cut. I didn’t think this was going to go the way it has apparently gone.”


“Neither did I. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be allowed.”


They were still frozen in a tableau of phallically induced embarrassment when a soft voice said “Tamir?” and Paris uncoiled to see universe-love-putting woman— who he thought might be called Gretchen— standing over them.


“It’s Tariq,” replied Tariq.


She nodded and smiled. “Mhm. I noticed you had a bit of an accident earlier, and I’m actually a qualified Reiki practitioner. So I wondered if you wanted me to do anything for you.” Her hands waved intrusively close to his face. “I can see your energy is somewhat disrupted.”


Tariq leaned backwards like he was entering a seated limbo competition. “That’s really kind of you, but I think my energy’ll be okay.”


“Oh, it’s no trouble.” Her hands pursued him as he pulled away, creating a kind of feedback loop that Paris suspected was going to lead to someone falling over very soon. “And you won’t feel anything. It’s not invasive like western”— she withdrew her hands briefly to make air quotes— “‘medicine.’”


Tariq looked the opposite of reassured. “I’m fine with aspirin, thanks.”


“You know that was invented by the Nazis.”


“Um,” said Paris. “I don’t think that’s true.”


“Yeah.” Tariq tried to nod without getting his face too close to Gretchen’s healing energy. “I think you’re getting it mixed up with Fanta.”


“You shouldn’t drink that,” she told them earnestly. “It’s full of chemicals.”


Tariq, who was practically supine now, opened his mouth, then closed it again. And then mercifully they were called back to the ballroom, so Paris could learn how terrible his cookies had been.
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Judging was awful. They were lined up on their stools like they’d all been picked last for sports at school while Marianne Wolvercote and Wilfred Honey prowled— at least Marianne prowled, Wilfred more sort of ambled— up and down the table of cookies, pausing occasionally to scrutinise some unfathomable element of somebody’s bake.


“These,” declared Wilfred Honey as they approached Tariq’s tray of rather pale cookies, “are underbaked.”


Marianne Wolvercote nodded. “Yes, they don’t need long in the oven, but these are about two minutes short of long enough.”


They’d been firmly instructed not to react to the judges’ critiques for the blind bake, and Tariq did a far better job of that than Paris, because Paris knew the underbaking was kind of his fault. Even with the dough taking a while to cool, the first aiders hadn’t let Tariq back into the ballroom until it was slightly too late to finish his cookies properly. Tanya, at least, had not suffered too horribly from her part in the Great Refrigerator Catastrophe of season seven, with Wilfred Honey noting her cookies were “exactly the right level of chewy and a lovely golden colour.”


The rest began to blur, some too dry, some too moist, this a little too brown, that inexplicably two cookies short. And then it was Paris’s turn.


Until right then, he hadn’t quite been prepared for the enormity of having his baking judged by two professional baking people on an internationally syndicated television show.


It was, it turned out, a truly enormous level of enormity.


For a moment, he wondered why he’d signed himself up for such an obviously and objectively terrible experience. Then he remembered that he hadn’t. That Morag had signed him up for it and then inertia and Paris’s fear of saying no had done the rest. He’d have been angry with her, but the dread and anticipation curdling in his stomach like a truly ruined custard were pushing all other possible feelings out of the way.


“Now, these look promising,” said Marianne Wolvercote grudgingly, and Paris silently braced himself for the hammer-blow of criticism that was going to follow. “The colour’s good, the chocolate chips are evenly distributed and have neither overnor undermelted.”


“But of course,” Wilfred Honey added, “what really matters is how they taste.”


This was it. They were going to taste awful. They were going to taste titanically, cataclysmically, biblically awful. Paris was going to have used salt instead of sugar, or rabbit droppings instead of chocolate chips, and Marianne was going to try one and then say don’t eat that, Wilfred, which was the worst thing that she could possibly say.


“Now, that”— Wilfred Honey chewed meditatively— “is a proper biccy.”


Marianne offered the camera one of her rare smiles. “Yes, whoever baked this has done very well. The secret is to remember they carry on cooking for a while after you remove them from the oven, so when you first take them out, they need be a little paler than you might expect. These have a perfect texture and the flavour is spot-on.”


Oh God, he should never have let Morag sig— wait. What?


“I ... I ...won?” said Paris to Colin Thrimp’s camera operator a few minutes later. “I was so sure I’d messed that up. When they said it was me, I thought they’d made a mistake. But, um, obviously I’m really ... happy and grateful and ... a bit scared. Because there’s still the baketacular and now they’ll be expecting me to do well and I probably won’t.”


Meanwhile, Bernard was standing under a tree explaining the mystery of the missing cookies. “So what happened was, I was worried that something might go wrong, so I thought, I know, I’ll make fourteen and that way I can pick the twelve best. So I did that, and I took the two worst ones, and I put them aside. Then I checked to see where they were, but they weren’t where I thought I’d put them, so I thought I’d just not done it, and I’d forgotten, so I put them aside again. And then there were only ten and by the time I noticed it was too late. But”— he smiled— “I found the first two in the end. They were in my apron pocket. Look.” And with an air of profound triumph, he produced two now slightly crumbly cookies.


“That’s great,” said the production assistant who was conducting the interview. “But can we just get it again, because I think a bird crapped on your shoulder.”


“You know, I reckon I did all right”— that was Tariq, sparkling into the camera like he’d been doing it his whole life instead of since that morning— “given I got hit in the face with a fridge.”
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I came first on day one, Paris texted. It probably doesn’t mean anything but it’s nice.


He paused. Hope things are going well where you are. Love to Dad if you see him.


“Boo.” Tariq Tiggered him from behind again. “A bunch of us are going to the bar. Are you coming?”


Paris turned, still not feeling entirely unshitty for the whole face-fridge incident. “I’m really sorry about your cookies.”


“It’s fine. I’ve got tomorrow. And a bunch of people did worse than me despite not being hit in the face with a fridge, so I’m taking that as a good sign.”


“But ... but ... ”


“No.” Tariq wagged a glittery finger in his face. “I’m the one who got hit in the face, so I get to decide when you stop apologising. And that when is, like, three hours ago. So let’s go to the bar, okay?”


“I ... ” Picking at the sleeves of his jumper, Paris squirmed helplessly. “ ... I think I’m just going to head back to my room.”


Tariq sighed. “Are you always like this?”


“Probably.” A pause. “Um, like what?”


“Like”— his hands described circles in the air that were perhaps less expressive than he hoped they would be— “you know Romeo and Juliet? Well, if that was you, you’d be ‘if I profane with my unworthiest hand, oh no I’ve profaned, sorry for profaning, I profaned you didn’t I?’ and later you’d pop up under the balcony and be all ‘I’m sorry for profaning you earlier,’ and she’d be all ‘a rose by any other name would smell as sweet,’ and you’d be all ‘yes but can we get back to the profaning?’”


Paris thought about it. “I ... I’m not ... Oh God, I am, I’m totally like that, aren’t I?”


“Yes. But you’re also really pretty.”


That was fair. He had been kind of awf— then Paris’s brain caught up with his ears and he almost winced. “Wait? What?”


“Come. To. The. Bar.”


And because Paris didn’t know how to address the pretty question without sounding incredibly needy, they went to the bar.


There was a small crowd already sitting round a table with a variety of drinks and snacks between them.


“Do you want anything?” called out Bernard. “It’s my round.”


Tariq slipped into the space available. “Sorry to be difficult, and I know it’s a social thing, but I don’t do rounds. I don’t drink, so I just wind up subsidising other people’s beer with my student loan.”


“Don’t be silly,” Bernard called back. “I can shout you a lemonade. What about you, Paris?”


“Oh. Um. Sparkling water?”


Bernard grinned at them. “Look at you two, Generation Sensible. That’s what happens when you grow up in a housing crisis.”


A couple of minutes later, holding three glasses in a sort of triangle between his fingers, with a packet of cracked black pepper Kettle Chips hanging from his teeth, Bernard made his way carefully back to the table. “Beer for me, lemonade for Tariq, sparkling water for Paris, and crisps for the table.”


He opened the crisps and laid them ceremoniously between the glasses and the bowls of olives. Then, in an effort to make them more accessible, he began tearing one side open with, as it turned out, far too much force. The packet jerked upwards sharply, sending cracked black pepper Kettle Chips fountaining in the air, before they rained gently down on the gathering.


“Thanks, Bernard.” Tanya fished one out of her wineglass, nibbled it, and then tucked it quietly under a paper napkin.


“Do you all know Paris?” asked Tariq, mostly, Paris suspected, as a polite way to fill the space in which everyone was picking crisps out of their hair, food, and, in one case, cleavage. “Paris, you’ve met Bernard and Tanya, of course, from the time you assaulted me. This is Joan.” He gestured to a no-nonsense kind of woman with a buzz cut and a denim shirt. “She’s in carpentry, which honestly I didn’t even realise was a thing anymore.”


Joan gave him a flat stare. “Where do you think banisters come from?”


“Factories?”


“And how do you think they get into your house?”


“The magic staircase elves?”


“Or”— Joan’s voice had a permanent edge of sarcasm, but she didn’t seem actually offended— “as we prefer to be called: carpenters.”


“You know,” said Bernard, “I’ve never really understood how carpenters are different from joiners.”


Joan stroked her chin. “Well, joiners tend to work off-site, with things that need large machinery. Whereas carpenters tend to start major world religions.”


There was a moment of silence. And then Bernard gave a little bounce. “Oh, like Jesus. I was thinking of the band.”


Not even Tariq seemed to know how to respond to that.


Eventually Tanya rallied, turning to Paris with the sort of smile you gave a student who’d handed in their maths homework early. “Good job on the cookies.”


“Oh, don’t.” He cringed. “I got lucky. And I know I’m going to mess up tomorrow because it’s going to be really complicated.”


“It’s just biscuits on some biscuits,” Joan pointed out.


Paris was still mid-cringe. “It’s not, though, is it? It’s your best biscuit served on an edible display stand that’s also made out of biscuit. And it has to be two different types of biscuit, which means you’ve got two chances of it going wrong, and I know one of mine is going to snap and drop the other one on the floor.”


“And if they do”— Tanya discovered a spare Kettle Chip still clinging to her hair— “you pick them up and you serve what’s left.”


This was probably supposed to be reassuring. But having had his cookies scrutinised more than anyone should ever have their cookies scrutinised, Paris could imagine, all too vividly, the way Marianne Wolvercote and Wilfred Honey would look at him as he presented them with the crumbling remains of his sugar cookie stand and two surviving biscuits roses de Reims. Wilfred Honey would be deeply sorrowful and say something like now, you’ve had an accident, haven’t you, lad, as if Paris was a toddler who’d wet himself in front of the class. And Marianne Wolvercote would raise an eyebrow and say something arch and cutting like fuck you, you’re shit. Okay, maybe not that. Maybe something a bit more BBC.


Like fuck you, you’re shit, and your biscuits are shit and— 


“What about you, Paris?” Bernard was asking.


Uh-oh. “What about me what?”


“What are you making tomorrow?” He smiled encouragingly. “Joan here’s making a bookcase. Tariq is doing bee biscuit on a honeycomb stand. Tanya’s doing ginger chemical reaction biscuits which, if I’m honest, I don’t really know what they are. And I’m doing lemon shortbread on a vanilla shortbread table.”


Paris stared at them in horror. Because, with the possible exception of shortbread on shortbread— which he thought might be the biscuit equivalent of denim on denim— they all sounded so much better than his idea. “I was going to make biscuits roses de Reims. But now I’m worried it’ll look really pretentious.”


“Don’t be silly,” said Joan. “What could possibly be pretentious about making a biscuit with a French name that nobody’s ever heard of.”


“Oh no.” Paris hid his face in his hands. “I’m going to be the guy who cheated on the blind bake by smacking someone with a fridge, then made biscuits nobody had ever heard of, then went out.”


Draining the last of his lemonade-and-Kettle-Chip cocktail, Tariq blinked in outrage. “Excuse me. I’ve heard of them. They’re the thing you dip in champagne. They’re very chic. Although I think Leopold the Second of Belgium liked them and he was famously a mass murderer.”


“Well”— Tanya shrugged— “it’ll stop people complaining about liberal bias on the BBC.”


“Don’t be silly,” said Tariq. “Nothing could stop people complaining about liberal bias on the BBC.”


That wasn’t, to Paris, entirely comforting. And while he tried to relax into the evening and enjoy the flow of conversation, his mind kept circling back to what if I’ve made biscuits with unintentionally colonialist implications? and from there to everybody is going to hate me and from there to I should never leave my house and never do anything.






Sunday
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“OH NO,” SAID PARIS. Normally baking was calming, but this was anything but calm. This was doing for his love of baking what A-level English literature had done for his love of poetry. “Oh no, oh no, oh no.”


Grace Forsythe materialised at his side. “Is there a problem, my little cupcake?”


There was no problem. Not really. He’d made biscuits roses de Reims a hundred times before, and they were going about the same way they always had. But this was TV and somebody had asked him a question, so he tried to answer it honestly. “I’m worried that my meringues are going to settle while I’m beating these egg yolks and then the whole thing will be dense and won’t work.”


“Tell you what.” Grace Forsythe adopted an attitude of military alertness. “I’ll guard the meringues, and if I see the little buggers settling, I’ll sound the alarm.”


“Would you?” He gave her a look of unalloyed gratitude.


“Absolutely. There’s just one slight hitch. I’m not totally sure what a settling meringue looks like. I’m assuming it’s a meringue that’s hit forty, realised it’s still single, and married the first other meringue who’d have it.”


Paris’s look of gratitude alloyed slightly, and he eyed his bowl nervously. “I just sort of mean ... I don’t want them to collapse or deflate or absorb too much moisture.”


It was at this moment that the judges began their approach. And this wasn’t good. It wasn’t good at all. He’d come on national television because he thought— well, Morag thought, but also he thought— that he was shit-hot at baking, and he’d tried to do something really complex and impressive and it was going to turn out that he was actually much less hot and much more shit than anybody had expected.


“Oh no,” said Paris, looking around for somewhere to hide and seriously considering the oven. “Oh no, oh no, oh no.”


“Don’t worry.” Grace Forsythe patted him on the shoulder. “They don’t bite. Well, Wilfred doesn’t.”


“So what are you making here, lad?” Wilfred Honey took up his customary position at the end of the bench.


Paris knew what he was making. He was making biscuits roses de Reims. But saying it aloud suddenly felt impossible. Like he was confessing to a crime.


“Now this”— Marianne Wolvercote pounced on his bottle of champagne— “is promising us something special. I hope you can deliver. From the ingredients and”— she glanced back at the bottle— “accompaniment, it looks like you’re making biscuits roses de Reims.”


“Yeah,” Paris admitted. “But I’m going to mess it up.”


Wilfred Honey had that concerned sagely look Paris had seen on TV. Usually when contestants had grossly overreached. “They are very technical. And this is only the first week, so I hope you know what you’re doing.”


“I don’t.” Paris blinked against a sudden prickle of tears. “I thought I did. But I don’t. I’m really sorry. I’m going to serve you awful, terrible biscuits.”


Marianne Wolvercote’s gaze became fleetingly less steely. “I’m sure you won’t, Paris. Just keep a lightness of touch, and when you’re adding the dry ingredients, remember to check the bottom of the bowl for lurking flour.”


“Oh, thank you.” He gave her a weak smile. And, feeling less reassured than he thought he was supposed to, wiped his eyes with a fresh tissue and got on with beating his yolks.
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Everyone else’s biscuits were much better than Paris’s biscuits. And even his interview had been a failure because he’d been sniffling too much to give them any usable footage. Still, at least he wouldn’t have to do this again next week. And while going home first would be embarrassing and humiliating and dreadful and devastating, at least he’d be able to tell Morag he told her so.


Not that he would.


Rodney in the Cardigan and the tall man Paris hadn’t been able to use Tariq’s name trick on had already been judged, and they’d received okay comments. Not the excoriation of disappointment Paris both was expecting and probably deserved. Next up was Gretchen, the woman who’d tried to nonconsensually Reiki Tariq over lunch yesterday. Her biscuits didn’t, if Paris forced himself to look past his haze of despair, seem like they’d come out the way she’d been hoping. Of course, from what little he knew of her, Gretchen was slightly, well, slightly eccentric. Which meant it wasn’t impossible that “pile of broken biscuit parts in irregular, shapes, sizes, and colours” had been her plan all along. Perhaps it was a statement on the unseen harmonies of the universe.


Or perhaps her biscuits had just collapsed.


“So these,” Gretchen explained in much the same voice she’d explained that she was going to heal Tariq’s nose by magic, “are spelt and hemp biscuits served on a pair of giving hands, one modelled in vanilla shortbread, the other in chocolate shortbread.”


Marianne Wolvercote stared at the crumbled mounds in front of her. “I’m not really getting hands. So much as ... nothing.”


“But you know, Marianne,” said Wilfred Honey quickly, “what really matters is the taste.”


“Part of the challenge was making a biscuit that could support another biscuit. These”— Marianne picked up a piece of fartoo-soft shortbread— “couldn’t support their own weight.”


Wilfred Honey selected one of the bullet-like hemp biscuits that languished amidst the rubble of the giving hands. “Never mind, though. Let’s give them a try.” He was still trying about thirty seconds later. At which point he turned decorously away from the camera and spat something into a handkerchief. “I think,” he said, “they’re a little dry. And while the flavours are interesting, they’re not quite to my taste.”


“That’s all right.” Gretchen smiled sweetly. “I appreciate that you tried.”


Paris was sweating through his jumper as the next few contestants took their turn before the judges. Joan had made an intricate bookcase— far better than anything Paris could have constructed— and received a lot of praise for her presentation, even if her flavours didn’t quite live up to it. Tariq had run slightly out of time, which meant his beehive was mostly just a slab of honeycomb biscuit with some very prettily iced bees sitting on top of it. And Bernard’s shortbread-on-shortbread was so remarkably unremarkable they had to do two takes because neither Marianne Wolvercote nor Wilfred Honey could think of anything to say.


Then it was Paris. And he picked up his wobbly stand of catastrophically overbaked biscuits with a sense of dread so profound it tasted like blood and felt like nausea. He was trembling so hard it was a wonder he didn’t lose the whole stack as he staggered the twenty-seven thousand miles from his workstation to the judges’ table.


“I’m sorry,” he cried, as soon as he was in range, “I’m so sorry. These went really wrong. And the whole thing’s just a complete state. And ... I’m sorry. I’m just so, so sorry.”


There was a low buzzing in his ears like Tariq’s bees had decided to move into his head. A buzzing that, in Paris’s experience, usually presaged the sort of faint that got you kicked out of PE for a week and mocked in the dorms for a month.
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“I thought I was going to faint,” Paris told Colin Thrimp in the post-show interview. “I was sure I’d ruined everything. I can’t believe I won.” He blinked his damp eyelashes and risked a shy smile for the camera. Then something occurred to him. “Oh no. That means they’ll expect me to do well next week too. Oh, this is so much stress. Oh no.”


They let him go not long after this, and he wove his way carefully through the rest of the contestants who were still finishing their interviews.


So, he texted his mum. That baking show I’m on? Where I did quite well yesterday? I won the first week. Go me.


“Well,” Gretchen was saying, looking far more contented than Paris would have if he’d been eliminated. “I put my intent out into the universe and, on this occasion, the universe has told me to move on. But I’ll never forget all the wonderful people I met in my time on Bake Expectations.”


Paris was heading for the car park, where Morag was already waiting for him, when Tariq Tiggered him from behind for the third time that weekend.


“Congratulations,” he said. “And after all that fuss you made yesterday. And— ” He paused “— today.”


Paris drooped. “Oh, don’t. I feel really silly. I think I must have got in my head or something. And, anyway, it was just a fluke.”


“You’re right.” Tariq was smiling at but, Paris hoped, laughing with him. “Definitely a fluke. People are always making technically flawless meringue-based biscuits by accident.”


“They’ve gone wrong every other time I’ve made them.” Not catastrophically badly, of course, but flawed, definitely flawed. Touched with an edge of not-quite-good-enough like everything else.


“Have they, though? Or are you just saying that to make me feel better about my beehive getting colony collapse?”


“I’m not,” Paris explained earnestly. “They’ve genuinely gone really badly.” True, Morag and her naked friend had seemed to enjoy them, but they’d probably just been humouring him.


“And there I was thinking you were being nice to me. But you’re insisting that no, you just suck.”


Paris gave a little flail. “Um. No. I mean, yes. I mean your bees were great. And you probably only lost track of time because I hit you in the face with a fridge.”


“Yes.” Tariq nodded. “You hit me in the face yesterday so hard that you knocked my sense of temporoception clean out of my head.”


“I’m sorry. I’m really— ”


“I’m joking.”


“I know, but you shouldn’t have to. Because I shouldn’t have hit you in the face with a fridge.”


Given how bad Paris was at reading people, he took the fact that he thought Tariq was looking at him affectionately as a sign of deeply misunderstood scorn. “Didn’t we agree yesterday that you have to stop apologising for that?”


“Actually”— Paris risked a smile— “you said I had to. But I didn’t agree to anything and I can apologise a lot. It’s sorry all the way down.”


“Is it?” Tariq stopped, his eyes travelling very slowly from the top of Paris’s head all the way to the tips of his battered Converses.


“Um. What’s happening? What are you doing right now?”


Tariq quickly looked up again. “Sorry. I assumed this ... all this ... was a kind of weird flirtation technique.”


“What? No?” Fuck, now the guy he’d hit with a fridge thought Paris was sexually harassing him. He took a respectfulbut-too-sharp step backwards. “How would that work?”


“I have no idea. I thought it was like the opposite of a neg. You know, instead of insulting me so I’ll feel bad about myself and be off my guard when you ask me out, you’re insulting yourself so I’ll ... Actually that’s about as far as I’ve got.”


“Oh my God, no.” Paris had that too-hot, too-cold, tooeverything feeling again. “I wasn’t going to ask you out. I’d never ask you out.”


There was a pause like someone had dropped a knife on their foot.


“Wow. Well. Okay. That clears that up.” Tariq pulled his shoulders back with more dignity than Paris had ever been able to muster in his life. “So I’m going to my car. See you next week.”


“Shit. No. I didn’t mean because you’re not. I mean because I’m— ”


Tariq had gone. And an irate Glaswegian was already beeping her horn from across the car park.




OEBPS/images/f0001-01.png





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Content Guidance



		WEEK ONE



		Friday



		Saturday



		Sunday









		WEEK TWO



		Saturday



		Sunday









		WEEK THREE



		Wednesday



		Thursday



		Saturday



		Sunday









		WEEK FOUR



		Thursday



		Friday



		Saturday



		Sunday









		WEEK FIVE



		Wednesday



		Friday



		Saturday



		Sunday









		WEEK SIX



		Thursday



		Friday



		Saturday



		Sunday









		WEEK SEVEN



		Saturday



		Sunday









		WEEK EIGHT



		Sunday









		EPISODE 1



		EPISODE 2



		EPISODE 3



		EPISODE 4



		EPISODE 5



		EPISODE 6



		EPISODE 7



		EPISODE 8



		Monday



		Tuesday



		Since Leaving the Competition









		Acknowledgments



		A Letter from the Author



		Questions for Discussion



		RECIPES



		Tariq’s Croatian Fig Tart



		Bernard’s Chocolate Shortbread













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387











OEBPS/images/f0004-01.png







OEBPS/images/cover.jpg






OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/title.png
DAILLENCOURT
IS
ABOUT
TO
CRUMBLE

ALEXIS HALL

X

PIATKUS





