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




Praise


Stella Newman. Fiction has never tasted so good.


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


‘If you’re a girl with a passion for food, this . . . is the book for you’ Heat on Pear Shaped


‘Achingly funny, searingly honest’ Claudia Carroll on Pear Shaped


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




About the Book


‘I want a TV ad just like John Lewis’s – only better!’


That’s what Devron, the head of marketing at Fletchers supermarket wants – and what Devron wants, Devron gets – or else. It’ll be fine, though. Vicky has eleven months to make the nation’s new favourite Christmas ad, that’s more than enough time.


Unless something, or someone, gets in her way . . .


A tale of turkey and tears, mince pies and mayhem.




By Stella Newman


Pear Shaped


Leftovers


 


A Pear Shaped Christmas (short story)




14 January




To: Robbie; Jonty; Vicky


From: Berenice


Subject: Fletchers Christmas Brainstorm


Ok, team – Devron will be here in ten minutes.


December’s figures are in: Fletchers sales are down 30% – very hard hit on turkeys. Devron will be looking to point the finger but let’s move the discussion on to this year’s TV ad.


Robbie, Jonty – we’ll greet him in reception. Vicky – check the room. And let’s NOT have a repeat of last year’s outburst – Devron’s threatening to pitch the business if we don’t deliver a perfect Christmas.







To: Vicky


From: Jonty


Subject: I’m on the case!


Don’t worry Berenice, I’ve warned Vicky about expressing her opinion in high-level meetings. I’ll make sure she stays firmly in her box.







To: Jonty


From: Vicky


Subject: Question


Jonty – I presume this is a metaphorical box? If not, how small is it? Can I still wear my shoes?







To: Vicky


From: Jonty


Subject: woops


That last email was meant for Berenice. Look, I totally value your input, but it’s better if you leave the big-picture strategic stuff to us. And don’t forget to spray the air freshener – genius idea of mine!!





14 January is the first day of Christmas – or at least it is in this corner of the agency.


The tree only came down last week, Secret Santa’s G-string still dangles from Jonty’s doorknob, yet already we’re planning this year’s campaign. Christmas in January, February, and all the way through to mid-December when our ad goes on telly. Almost an entire year of mulled wine and party food – trust me, nowhere near as much fun as it sounds.


As well as stripping the joy from the day itself, eleven months of Christmas can be disorientating. One particularly warm day last year, I was at my desk, breaking into a sweat as I studied twenty-three shots of snowflakes, trying to remember which one Devron had chosen for our Nordic-themed 2-for-1 smoked salmon posters. Maybe it was the fact every snowflake looked identical. Maybe it was fatigue, or maybe it was anxiety brought on by the bollocking Jonty had given me earlier: If Devron thinks Austria is Nordic, then bloody well let him! 


Whatever the trigger, I felt something in my brain melt. My gaze drifted from the icy-blue crystals in front of me to the bright green leaves on the trees outside, and I thought: what month is it out there in the real world?  June?  Possibly still May, though I couldn’t remember a recent Bank Holiday . . . It might even have slipped to July? I Googled to check – then had to go and find Lucia for a cup of tea and three dark chocolate Hobnobs when I discovered it was 10 August.


Anyway, that was last year – I’m sure this year will be far less stressful. On which note, I’m about to be late for this meeting. I haven’t checked the angle of the pencils, and if Berenice gets to the boardroom before me, I’ll be as stuffed as a chicken inside a duck inside a turkey. (Last year’s ‘Fancy Bird’ offering from Fletchers – £24.99 and it came in its own roasting tray. Customers didn’t seem to care for it much.)


Berenice is our MD. She only ever laughs at clients’ jokes, or ones made by Robbie, our creative director, and when she does, the noise she makes is like that of an alien who once heard a crackly gramophone recording of laughter and is trying to pass for human. Next in line is Jonty, Berenice’s best friend’s godson – he’s my boss. He was only promoted because Susie, his predecessor, left after a big public Up Yours to Berenice and co – the type I can only dream about.  Devron, our client, likes Jonty because Jonty talks fluently about things like miles per gallon of the new Audi, over frequent and expensive lunches. And me? According to Jonty, I’m plankton. That’s not an insult, Vicky – it means you’re useful.


At this precise moment, Berenice, Robbie and Jonty will be greeting Devron down in reception like he’s Mick Jagger. Devron isn’t a Legend of Rock – merely a tubby marketing director – nonetheless those three will be scattering verbal rose petals along his path all the way up here. Meanwhile my job, as bottom of the food chain, is to check the room.


Firstly, the standard requirements:




	NMN Advertising-branded notepads. (You have to check your colleague in a previous meeting hasn’t doodled a picture of a willy on the sheet of paper that was hitherto on top, thus leaving a vague imprint of scrotum on the sheet below – it’s happened more than once.)


	Pencils laid out at one-inch parallel lines to pads. When I first started, Lucia told me the key to staying on Berenice’s good side was to use a ruler for this task. How naïve I was – I thought she was joking and that the key to success would be hard work and a can-do attitude. Nope: it’s parallel pencils and nepotism.


	Super posh, for-client-only, extremely thick chocolate biscuits. I’ve arranged a sizeable stack of the foil covered ones. (Devron likes snaffling a few for the journey back to HQ and has, in the past, run into problems soiling his Prada suit pocket linings.)


	Tea and coffee and our new, extra large espresso cups – to avoid a repetition of the time Devron’s thumb got stuck in a cup handle and he had to smash his way to freedom on the edge of the boardroom table.





And seeing as it’s Christmas, we’ve laid on a few extras:




	Red and green tinsel tastefully garlanding the room – and no, we can’t use the stuff we were chucking out, even though Recycle UK is our client.


	Warm mince pies with icing sugar Fs dusted on top. When I briefed Consuela in catering, she rolled her eyes and said something terribly rude in Spanish, but she’s done us proud.


	Conran crackers, Santa hats, and copious squirtings of cinnamon air freshener – Jonty’s genius idea. It does rather stick in your throat.


	And finally, mood boards.





Here’s the thing: Christmas is Christmas is Christmas. It never really changes. It’s snowmen and stars and fir trees, presents wrapped up in big red satin bows. (Clearly I’m talking fantasy Christmas – not drunkenness, family rows and your niece howling in misery because in your last minute panic, you bought her the Anna from Frozen doll and not the Elsa.)


But last year’s mood boards (snowmen and stars and fir trees) simply won’t do, so I’ve been highly active with my Pritt Stick, trying to imagine every bad idea Devron might embrace: Disco Christmas, Hawaiian BBQ Christmas, Lo-Carb Ice Bucket Challenge Christmas. I guarantee after last year’s failed attempts at Scandinavian theming, this year we’ll return to traditional British fare.


OK – everything looks perfect, beautiful, particularly those pencils. Ooh, they’re coming! I can hear the dull thud of footsteps, the tinkle of fake laughter . . . My stomach flips as the door opens and the mob enters. Berenice’s eyes narrow and sweep the room. Her gaze lands on the cups: a small flicker of relief passes over her face.


I pour coffees, there are awkward giggles as we put on our hats and pull our crackers which emit tiny puffs of smoke. Devron puts a mince pie in his mouth, the F leaving a thin trail of sugar across the boardroom table, then grabs another – and the festivities commence.


The first ten minutes pass uneventfully: Devron shares his iPhone 6 Plus holiday pics of him and his girlfriend at Sandy Lane in Barbados.


‘They should rename it Mandy Lane, the amount she spent in their spa,’ he says, proudly.


The next ten minutes are trickier. Devron thinks it’s our fault customers rejected his turkey-duck-chicken.


‘The TV ad was too complicated . . . too Nordic . . . too many sleds and reindeer . . . We shouldn’t have called it Fancy Bird – people didn’t know what they were buying.’


‘To be fair,’ says Jonty, holding up a hand, ‘if you look at the research, customers don’t like taking risks at this time of year – they go for a trad bird or crown. The triple bird thing is a little . . . high end? Maybe? Do you think?’


‘That’s why we should do it. Go premium, get the Waitrose shoppers in.’


(I don’t know why Devron thinks Waitrose is his competition; you’d only buy a pint of milk at Fletchers if the nearest petrol station was on fire.)


‘And, like I said, we should have called it the Turducken. It’s a proper thing – turkey, duck, chicken. We could make Turduckens famous!’ says Devron, raising his hands in frustration.


Berenice flashes me a withering look. What? Last year I saved them from a PR nightmare: I could just see the headlines – ‘Fletchers puts the turd in Turducken’. I couldn’t sit by and say nothing – I had to voice my concern. Anyway, they ignored me. They only changed the name after they researched the script and 106 housewives in the South East wrinkled their noses too.


‘So!’ says Berenice, clasping her hands in front of her pad. ‘Moving forward, Devron, what treats are on the menu this year? By the way, did I tell you my guests adored the Chestnut Cointreau Log?’


‘We have pulled it out the bag this time,’ he says, leaning forward excitedly. ‘We’ve got a first-to-market: Christmas All Wrapped Up! – a giant box with your entire Christmas dinner in it: canapés, bird, veg, roasties, pudding and mince pies. A one-stop, off-the-shelf meal solution.’


‘Genius!’ says Jonty.


‘Ber-illiant,’ says Berenice.


‘Why has no one done that before?’ says Robbie.


Er. because it’s technically impossible – or at least it is for Fletchers. We tried it two years ago and it didn’t work in factory: the boxes were too big and kept falling off the line and breaking people’s toes, but I can’t be the one to point this out, because I’m meant to be staying in my box.


‘So, Devron, share the details!’ says Berenice.


‘OK – for canapés, we’ve got mini-pulled pork macaroni and cheese squares.’


‘Exotic!’ says Berenice.


‘Then our Hero Veg will be sprouts with bacon and a cheese crumb.’


‘Interesting . . .’ says Robbie, his expression as thoughtful as if he’s just solved Fermat’s Last Theorem. He scribbles something on his Moleskin notebook, then looks intensely at Devron. ‘One might say . . . sprouts for people who hate sprouts . . .’


The room is silent in wonder.


‘Sprouts for people who hate sprouts . . .’ says Devron, quietly. ‘Yeah! That’s exactly it! We can call it that on the pack. I’ll speak to legal about trademarking, we don’t have to pay you extra for the name, do we?’


‘Call it an early Christmas present,’ says Robbie, graciously.


‘And pudding?’ says Berenice. ‘What yumminess has your team cooked up?’


‘The Mega-Pudding-Ball with Hidden Cherry Brandy Bomb. It’s all as good as signed off, so go ahead and brief the creative team,’ says Devron.


If I learnt anything from last year’s last-minute horror show it is this: Devron will change the menu at least once a month between now and September. Anything briefed today will not appear in our final ad on 16 December.


‘Wow. Well, I think you’ve surpassed yourselves, again,’ says Berenice.


‘Entirely,’ says Robbie.


‘Job done!’ says Jonty, flicking his fingers through the air in delight.


‘Erm . . . sorry to interrupt,’ I say. ‘But what sort of turkey is in this box?’


‘Devron’s about to tell us that,’ says Berenice, impatiently.


‘I’m giving you a second chance. We’ve killed the chicken so you’ve only got two birds to handle this time: a duck in a turkey. The Turduck!’


Berenice’s mouth forms an inadvertent O. Jonty frowns briefly, then turns to me in hope. I smile sweetly and mime four sides of a box back at him.


‘So . . . shall we brainstorm a name for it?’ says Robbie.


‘Its name is The Turduck,’ says Devron, irritably. ‘I don’t want any room for customer or staff confusion – they’re dozy enough at the best of times . . .’


Robbie’s gaze turns to the ceiling. ‘We could maybe think about calling it the . . . Ducktur? If the duck is . . .’ he pauses to consider the mechanics. ‘If the duck comes first, then logically it would . . .’


‘Ducktur sounds stupid, like Doctor,’ says Devron. ‘Anyway, I want to talk about what the new ad will look like. I don’t want any more Nordical foreign bollocks. Last year was too much snow and ice,’ he says, shivering. ‘Made it . . . cold. Not just temperature cold but . . . unfriendly. It didn’t have that . . . what do you call it when people like you?’


‘Emotional engagement,’ says Robbie. ‘Connectivity.’


‘Yeah. We need more of that. Look at John Lewis, those bastards. Every year they get the whole country banging on about how brilliant their ad is. Newspapers, twitterers, Facebook – it’s a national bloody event. The one with the snowman, the scarf, the bear, the bloody long-eared rabbit . . . Mandy actually cries at their ads. And they always have killer music – sometimes I think she’s bawling because of the soundtrack . . .’


‘Well, yes,’ says Robbie, frowning. ‘But of course John Lewis are dealing with gifting . . . we’re working within the constraints of food. Wonderful food, of course, but it’s . . . it’s still a turkey and sprouts.’


‘So?’ says Devron.


Robbie waves a palm for Jonty to explain. Sheer panic fills Jonty’s eyes. I pull the plate of mince pies towards me and pick the largest one. This pastry is so delicious, Consuela must have put the raw dough in the fridge before putting it in the oven to get it quite this flaky.


‘Er, I’m not sure we can hope to pack that same emotional punch,’ says Jonty, earnestly. ‘John Lewis’s proposition is . . . is about gifts for people you love. That’s a much more . . . fertile territory – emotionally.’


‘Oh, right,’ says Devron, looking confused. ‘But last year Robbie said – and I quote . . .’ He hinges his knuckles in the air. ‘“– The greatest expression of love is Mother feeding her family on Christmas day”.’


‘That’s true . . .’ says Robbie.


‘You said Christmas dinner was “a priceless gift. More precious than–” What was it, Robbie? Didn’t you quote from the Bible?’ says Devron, slowly leaning forward and casually levering off the lid of another mince pie.


‘More precious than gold,’ Robbie says, wearily.


‘Yeah, well you don’t get much more fertile than Mother feeding little Jonny a mouthful of gold now, do you?’ says Devron, admiring the delicate circle of pastry between his fingers.


‘Erm, I think maybe we’re stretching the metaphor beyond its original parameters but my point is—’


‘Listen, Robbie,’ says Devron, a smile on his face, pastry in his mouth and victory in his voice. ‘You can stretch your metaphors and parameters any way you like. I want the Turduck. I want killer music. I want an ad just like John Lewis’s – only better. And I want crying: lots of it. Come 16 December, I want everyone in this room in tears.
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