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KILLIAN LONE COMES FROM a long line of gifted cooks, stretching back to the 17th century, and yearns to become a famous chef himself. When he starts an apprenticeship under Max Mann, the most famous chef in London, he looks set to continue the family tradition. But the reality of kitchen life is brutal. Even his fellow apprentice, Kathryn, who shows Killian uncharacteristic kindness, can’t stop him being sucked into the vicious, debauched world of 1980s fine dining; and gradually he is forced to surrender his dream.
            

Then he discovers a dark family secret – the legacy of an ancestor who was burnt as a witch for creating food so delicious it was said to turn all who tasted it mad. Killian knows he can use this secret to achieve his ambitions and maybe, finally, to win Kathryn’s affections. But is he willing to pay the price?

 


This is Killian’s confession – a strange tragedy about love, ambition and incredible food…
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For Craig



         




    

  
    
      

         


“I felt like a boat built of hopeless material, of rotten old wood, launched by the shipbuilder onto the stormy sea of life with the words: ‘If you sink it will be your own fault, and you will burn in hell for your failure, burn forever in the eternal flames.’”

Edvard Munch (1883–1944)

 


“Hoot ffir and smoke makith many an angry cook.”

15th-century epigram
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There are no ghosts, there are only stories too stubborn to die.
            

That’s all that I am today.
            

I’m the low ache of sadness long forgotten by the living; the tension of hopes unfulfilled. Always here and always watching, I’m a pressure; a shadow; an uneasy corner.
            

I am a remains.
            

It’s true, of course, that everyone living is surrounded by the unresolved stories of the dead. But my tale lingers with more weight than most. Indeed, the few visitors that make it here, to Kathryn’s lonely cottage in East Sussex, tend to sense my presence the moment they walk through the door.
            

From the day that she arrived, Kathryn has been surrounded by it. It’s seen her every dawn and every sunset; witnessed every moment of rage, sorrow and love. It’s stayed with her as she’s moved through these rooms with the seasons circling around her.
            

She’s never been able to shut my story out because it’s her story too. It tells of blood and splendour, of hope and damage and of the love that grew between us, during those long-gone months.
            

And now, as the paramedics work in a huddle over her body, they can sense it hovering about them. Lifting her stretcher and manoeuvring it gently out of Dor Cottage, they would surely be amazed to hear of the events that have haunted this pale, reduced woman. Indeed, they are too young even to have heard of Killian Lone.
            

On the night that I left her, I made Kathryn a promise of loyalty. I meant it to be one final act of goodness; a desperate attempt to erase all the bad. In life, you see, I was a bad man. I did bad things.
            

And today, here I am – a tale inside whose final scene Kathryn has spent three decades.
            

A tale that must be told, now, for the last time.
            

It begins in my boyhood.
            

In this very kitchen.
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I was born crying on an early day of frost in October 1965 and the first words that my mother ever said to me were “skin and bone”. The nurse who had placed me in her arms gently chided her, “Oh really, Mrs Lone, he’s perfectly healthy.”
         

“Well, he is breathing,” said my mother, with a reluctant nod. “I suppose that’s a start…”

She told this story repeatedly throughout my childhood. I’m not entirely sure why. But I know the thought that lay behind those words. After nine and a half months of pregnancy and thirty-six hours of labour, it wasn’t me that she wanted to see at all. It was her best friend Margaret’s baby, born nine months before me. Margaret had a swimming pool in her garden and the best extension on our cul-de-sac. Everything she wore, drove in or commented upon was discussed jealously in our home. When Margaret gave birth to Mark, he was commonly described as a “belting, strapping little thing”, and that is exactly how he was to grow up. Mark House, with his fair hair and his wide shoulders and his handsome smile that triggered a hundred coos from a hundred envious mothers as he was paraded around the Tonbridge Sainsbury’s in his John Lewis pushchair. Mark, with his football playing and his athletics medals and his fighting.

To my mother’s endlessly replaying disappointment, it was clear that I would never be Mark, even as a newborn. I instinctively turned my head when someone peered down at me with their huge grown-up face, and I cried and cried and didn’t stop crying for three weeks following my birth. Doctor Feiglen assured my parents that there was nothing wrong with me, insisting to my sceptical mother that I was “just a bit colicky”. Nevertheless, my wailing continued. It did so until the day I was taken on my first visit to my great-aunt Dorothy’s peculiar old cottage deep in the Sussex Downs. Dorothy had spent the morning baking loaves and the moment the first warm, woody wafts of the bread leaked from her oven and stroked my nose, I finally stopped bawling and broke out into a gigglish grin.
         

And so it began. As a little boy, I was only happy when I was eating, cooking or shopping for food. When my mother was in one of her rare good moods, she’d spoil me – sometimes to the point of nausea. My most wonderful memory of her, in that period, was the evening she arrived home early from work and confessed that, as a young girl, she had loved Peach Melba Angel Delight. We drove to the shop and bought packets and packets and packets of it, then made it up in huge serving bowls, sprinkled with hundreds and thousands and Jelly Tots and glacé cherries. We gorged until she was sick. Her vomit, as I held her hand in the bathroom, smelled of the acid-sweet Martini she’d been drinking all afternoon. That night, she insisted that I go to bed with her and hug her until she fell asleep. I lay there, rigid, with my arm around her waist, until I heard her snoring, at which point I climbed over my similarly comatose father and hurried to my room.

But those were the rare times, and they grew ever more infrequent as I became older. From toddler-hood and towards double figures, I remained skin and bone, pale and nervous and rarely far from tears. I learned to do my crying in private, during the long grind of the chores which my mother – exhausted from her work as the manager of a large team of social workers – would set me on. I found it particularly hard to hold myself firm during the last twenty minutes or so of every day, when she would conduct her brief tour of the rooms I’d been working on. The bony pad of her finger would be pressed along fridge tops and down toilet bowls and my punishment for its gathering any grime would begin with me having to suck that finger clean.
         

For the aspiring bullies of suburban Tonbridge, I was a mobile amusement park. I was regularly hounded by a pack of boys that lived up our cul-de-sac, led by Mark House. And at school? Well, there’s someone like me at every school. Do you remember me? I was the one with his back to the playground’s chainlink fence at break-time. I was the one whose dirty coat the popular boys would dare the skipping girls to touch. I was the one whose hair was a greasy thatch because I couldn’t stand to look in the mirror and because Mum never had time. I was the one full of tears and piss who could crumble under the force of an unsympathetic comment.

The only times I felt truly safe were when I was in my favourite place with my favourite person – the kitchen of Dor Cottage with my Great-aunt Dorothy. She was a retired cookery teacher who had long since left her small school in the nearby village of Herstmonceux. Having lost her girls for ever, she had taken to lecturing me instead. I loved her lessons. I loved the food we cooked together. And, more than anything, I loved being in her kitchen. Never before or since have I felt so powerfully that I was in an enchanted bubble, floating above the jags and bumps of real life.

Dor was the subject of an eccentric and rather eerie family legend. I listened to Dorothy recount it as she worked at the table, the flames from the fire burning in her eyes – which were long and lipped with so many folds and bags they seemed like knots in an ancient oak. As she spoke, I could sense something like fear in her, and something like awe as well. It made her stories wonderfully beguiling. It made me love her even more.
         

“Have I ever told you, Kill, that this place has been in the family since 1676 and it can never be sold?” she asked. “It was built for Mary Dor, your great, great, great – well, a lot of ‘greats’, believe you me. Mary was the cook for Thomas Lennard, who lived up at the castle. He was the first earl of Sussex.” And then she whispered, as if it was all still too dangerous to say, “What a rogue he was! He loved gambling and cricket and eating, of course. Eating more than anything. He loved Mary’s food. Declared she was the greatest cook in England. That’s why he built this place for her, so near the castle. But it all went wrong, Kill. They began talking about her, down in the village. Saying her broths were so delicious that there must be some sort of devilry involved in it all. They said her recipes could turn anyone who tasted them mad with uncanny desires. The earl didn’t listen, not even when his courtiers started whispering. He was too batty about her cooking to care. But then something happened. Something to do with his pretty wife, Anne. Well, you’re too young to hear about that part. But anyhow, it was all blamed on poor Mary and they had her burned as a witch. It’s still there, in the elm forest – the place where they got her. There’s a stone post, about as high as my knee, with strange runes carved all over it. I’ll show it to you one day. The tourists who go past that thing, eating their ice creams and walking their dogs, they’ve got no idea what happened there. No idea about any of it. Anyway,” she turned away and said, more quietly still, “just promise to remember what I said. This place cannot leave the family. Under no account. Not ever.”

My mother always insisted that Dorothy was crazy, and that the stories about our witch ancestor were ridiculous. And, as in most things, I agreed with Mum. But in a vague and quiet place, I couldn’t deny my fears. Even as a very young boy I could sometimes detect an atmosphere of brooding or crowding – a sense of misalignment – in the cottage. And my great-aunt believed the stories, I could tell.
         

The only room in which you could really feel anything of the power of the building’s age was the kitchen. The rest of the cottage was scrupulously neat and dusted. The chairs in the lounge were arranged so that they were all the same distance from the small fire. Pictures on the walls were of hay bales, oast houses and apple orchards. In the bathroom, Dorothy’s toothbrush had its own plastic case that sat on the third shelf of the cupboard, next to her unopened packages of Pears soap. The waste bins sat in the dead centre of these sort-of oversized home-knitted doilies. This barren, nursemaid tidiness only heightened the sensation you felt when you first stepped down into the kitchen – shock melting quickly into staggered enchantment. You felt as if you were travelling back in time. Suddenly, you were in a place of stone and wood and raw flames; amongst layers of history that had been built up by cooks stretching back for generations until it was this mad, tumbling mess of excitement. Hundreds of pots, jars and weird implements gave it a feeling of a madman’s hoard or a wizard’s bazaar. Every space on every wall was used. There were cupboards of all sizes, each of which looked as if it had been hastily built when the last one had become full.

On one wall there were rows and rows of prongs, spines, blades, strainers, peelers, crushers and corers – the fierce weapons of flavour; on another there were shelves stretching right up to the ceiling, whose contents became more dusty and exotic as you increased in altitude. There were glass jars of pickled ephemera, pots of dried goods, bottles of oddly glistening powder. I remember one container in particular that seemed to have some sort of primitive hand in it. It hung in this golden liquid, its reptilian knuckle resting against the brown-stained glass as if it was trying to see out. Although a modern gas oven had been installed, Dorothy still used the range, a fantastic iron contraption of doors and chimneys with a thick window through which you could see the flames.
         

Whilst the décor in all the other rooms was like a thin, fragile skin on the surface of the cottage, in the kitchen you felt as if you were really in amongst the building’s guts; in the workings of its exposed, throbbing heart. When, with a little groan, Aunt Dorothy took the long step down into the room, even she seemed to change, the dark, yellowing shades of age rebounding off the walls onto her face and erasing her paleness, making her seem more alive.

It was on a magical November night in the kitchen, when I was eleven, that Dorothy told me a story that would change me for the rest of my life.

She was roasting beef. She had just lifted the part-cooked meat from the oven and was basting it in its tray, and I could hear the bubbling spray of the liquid and smell its rich, oaken, dark-honey fragrance. When the kitchen at Dor was being worked like this – as if its fires were fuelling a powerful engine rather than a simple range – a kind of spell would come over us. As the scents and the sounds and the heat and the steam built up in that small room, it began to feel as if we’d been transported to a different place; as if all the many sensory detonations of cooking had connected us to something timeless; had tuned us into all the countless happy hours that had been spent there by cooks past.

As she spoke, my wonderful aunty would often disappear into a fascinating monologue, during which her eyes would barely graze over me. I’d sit at the end of the kitchen table, as comforted as it was possible to be by the warmth and safety and the words that sang impatiently from her mouth; the renegade knowledge about food from distant ages and cultures, mixed with stubborn opinion on matters of knotty culinary lore. On that night, I was in my usual place – at the table, facing the range. I can still recall the precise distance between my little feet and the cobbled floor and the quality of the light – golden-brown and secretive – and how the fire threw out a thick pillow of warmth whose limit came abruptly at the always-freezing, always-sinister stairs at the back of the room.
         

“Did I ever tell you, hundreds of years ago, your descendants used to be employed as spitjacks?” she said, spooning the juices back over the richly sweating beef. “Do you know what spitjacks are, Kill? Well, I’ll tell you. They used to work by the fire in the kitchens of knights and kings and so on, turning the spits of meat. That all stopped in the 1500s when some bright spark invented a contraption out of wheels and pulleys which meant the work could be carried out by dogs – dogs that had been bred specially for the job. It was that hard, they had to take it in turns to work – one day on, one day off. Have you heard the phrase ‘every dog has its day’? Well, that comes from turnspit dogs.

“Oh, but they were terribly ugly things – all bony with crooked legs and sad eyes. They had an awful time of it. They had to work right next to the fire, and you can only imagine the beating they must’ve got if they got tired. But,” she stopped basting for a moment, her eyes glistening, her spoon raised in the air, “their job could not have been more important. England, back then, was a roast country. On the continent, where the sun was hot, meat would rot in the heat almost straight away. That’s why your Italians and your French had to invent all those sauces to mask the smell and why the Spanish cured their pork. None of this was necessary in old England. Here, the rivers would freeze in September and thousands of peasants would have their hearts stopped by the frost every winter. For most of the year, the whole country was one great big living fridge. Can you imagine? All we needed to do to create the most wonderful food was to put an iron pole through a lamb or a pig or a cow and turn it in front of a flame. But that meat was valuable. It had to be done with care, slowly and for hours and hours. And that was the job of the turnspit dogs, those poor little creatures.”
         

I think she meant it to be a kind of horror story, something grim to boggle the eyes of a young boy. But that’s not the way I heard it. When Dorothy described those dogs, what I heard was a description of myself. Ugly, bony, crooked legs, sad eyes. Every word she said lit a bulb in my head, and when her tale was over, what I saw in the accumulated light was me.

“Oh, but they were such a special, special breed,” she said. “They had to be small enough to fit in the wheel, strong enough to walk it and loyal enough not to eat the meat. They were noble dogs, strong in mind and body. They might have looked a bit unusual, but on the inside – I’m telling you, Kill – they were magnificent. No, I’ve always thought highly of those turnspit dogs, even though they did our forefathers out of a job. I mean, how could you not? They were so loyal! They were heroes. Heroes of the kitchen.”

I moved my arm down by my thigh and pushed my hand into a small fist. I didn’t know those concepts could go together. Boniness and strength? Ugliness and loyalty? I hadn’t known it was possible.

I was only ever talkative when I was with my aunt Dorothy, and yet that night, as I pushed my knife through the tenderly roasted silverside, I was silent. Dorothy, with her usual sensitivity, seemed to understand that behind my expression of rough-browed concentration something more important than beef was being chewed over. For once she fell quiet and we went about eating our meal listening only to the music of satisfied cutlery.

I don’t think I met her eye at all until – honey-sweetened cocoa drunk – it was finally time for bed. I pushed my chair out, and just before looking to the floor to check how far my feet had to drop, I glanced up, seeking from her a final reassurance.
         

“Ni’night, Kill,” she said, elbows deep in washing-up. “Do you want me to tuck you in?”

“No, thanks.”

“Good boy.” She turned to look at me again. “You sure you’re all right, Kill? Nothing you want to talk about?”

I found myself looking at the latest scar from home, up by my left elbow. “I think I’ll just go to bed now.”

Outside the warm oasis of the kitchen, Dor could be a rather different place. Although most of the days there were soft, bright and charmed, you always had the sense that this bliss was being conferred on you. It was almost as if you were living inside the thoughts and moods of something else; something that was benevolent only because it had decided to be. At dusk, the walls seemed to embrace the end of the day all too greedily, sucking in more night than their due until the weight of the darkness was such that you’d begin to feel its pressure, pushing you out of the rooms. And of all the hostile, watching spaces that came alive in the ancient building after sundown, those old buckled stairs were the worst. Daylight always vanquished the cottage’s strangeness, but even on the sunniest afternoons, a certain trace seemed to linger over those sixteen steps.

I’d feel it as my foot hit the first one. It was as if there was something gathering in the air behind me, something that wanted to push me forward, to make me run, and that was a trick; I knew it was a trick, because the moment I started running, the fear would erupt into the back of my neck, like a great hand trying to grab me, and I’d go faster and faster and I’d get more and more scared and run all the way along the corridor and into my bed with the covers all over me, trying not to let my aunty hear me whimper.

But not tonight. Having taken my fortifying glance at Dorothy, I stood, puffed out my ribby chest and walked those stairs without stopping. One step, two steps, three steps, four. I could feel the fear behind me, bending out of the growling air. I refused to rush. Everyone knew that turnspit dogs weren’t afraid of the dark.
         

When I reached my room and closed the door, I heard a fly buzzing around the light. As soon as I saw its darting motion, it came for me, buzzing in and out, infuriatingly close to my skin. I flapped it away again and again, but still it came. It wasn’t quite a phobia, my aversion to flies. I’d feel a sense of panic and revulsion at their presence, but also a kind of murderous fury. It was as if there were something personal in their tormenting; as if their sole, born purpose was to pester me.

That night, though, was different. That fly was a test. I turned off the main light, switched on the wobbly old bedside lamp with the green velvet-tasselled shade and removed all my clothes, carefully folding them in a neat pile on the chest of drawers. Then I lay on top of the woollen blanket, rested my arms by the sides of my body and waited.

It didn’t take long. I flinched at the sensation of the fly’s legs on my stomach and the grotesque understanding, in its hesitant movements, of the small living thing making judgements and decisions. It took off once more and passed my eyes and I could see that it was sleek and nimble with a silvery body and large red eyes – of the type that I had only ever seen at Dor Cottage.

It landed on my cheek. My hands shook as it walked to the edge of my mouth. I thought about the turnspit dogs that had once worked away downstairs in the kitchen. I thought about Mary Dor and her fraught and magical recipes. I thought about gravy and Eton Mess and Toulouse sausages and fingers of melted cheese-on-toast, made with parmesan and three-year Cheddar and sprinkled with nutmeg and fresh cracked pepper and tangy Worcester sauce.

It lifted off again and came down at the corner of my eye. I lay there as the fuzzy lump on the border of my vision licked and drank. I willed the strength to come, opening my mouth wide to breathe deeply. In and out went the cold, thick air.
         

In, hold, and out.

In, hold, and out.

The fly whipped away and landed, again, on the edge of my lip. I felt the woollen blanket beneath my damp palms and imagined a lake of melted chocolate and tall flowers with caramel petals and marzipan trees and clouds of still-warm vanilla marshmallows.

Not a movement.

Not a single movement.

The fly crawled, with delicate little pricks on my skin, into my mouth. It buzzed, just once, and walked in further. A muscle in my lip contracted involuntarily and then I closed my tongue over it. The insect was pulled in. I felt its twitching incredulity as it was sucked down into my throat.

Coughing and retching, I sat up and ran to the bathroom to wash my mouth out. When I was done, I caught my reflection in the mirror above the sink. For the first time in my life, I studied my face in detail. I had done it. I would be different from now on. They could hurt me as much as they wanted. They could beat me or pity me or act as if I wasn’t there. None of it would matter. I might have looked weak and repulsive but I had strength and loyalty. I was a creature of the kitchen; a controlled, ferocious beast.

I was a turnspit dog.
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When I was younger, and she was in her better moods, my mother used to dress me up in costumes. Policeman, Red Indian, ladybird, sailor. During nights in which she had friends around, she would wake me in the early hours and force me to dance about in her underwear, which she would make fit using safety pins to take in the slack. “Be our sexy dancer!” she would say, laughing and clapping, and I would jiggle about on the living-room rug, its colours blurring through tears and cigarette smoke. There was a princess dress with a short pink skirt and glittery sleeves that she would make me wear as I cleaned the house, if the previous day’s work had been insufficiently thorough. Now and then, she would send me to the shops in it. I would run down the cul-de-sac, my knees feeling as if they might burst open with the effort, in terror of being spotted by Mark. For my seventh birthday, she bought me a king outfit, complete with plastic crown which she would make me wear as I fetched fresh ice from the kitchen and emptied the ashtray of a weekday evening. When things reached a certain point, I would have to stand still as she stared at me. “One day you’ll grow up to be my king,” she would say. “You’ll be my handsome hero. You’ll look after me, won’t you, darling? Baby darling, tell me, who do you want to marry when you’re a big strong man?”
         

“You, Mummy.” 
         

“Who will be your beautiful princess?”

“You, Mummy.”

“Such a good boy, you are. Such a good, strong, handsome boy.”

And I would stand still and she would stare.

As I entered my adolescence, I grew out of my costumes. She no longer fantasised about me as her king. As time passed, my mother became more likely to remark bitterly that I was turning out to be “mediocre, just like your father”. Before the night of the fly, that had made me impossibly sad. After so many safe and wonderful hours at Dor Cottage, I had begun to muster an impossible ambition to one day be a successful cook, just like my hero, the world-famous chef Max Mann. But not now; not any more. I was a dog. And like all good and loyal dogs, I knew my place and was grateful for it. It felt good to finally accept my mother’s entirely logical point of view.

Mediocre: it was a release.

At school, I accepted that my level was down in the corner, quiet and obedient, not one of them. When I wasn’t daydreaming about food, I’d entertain myself by keeping track of my classmates’ internecine battles. It was my own thrilling, real-time soap opera and my love for its latest twists was second only to my obsession with cooking. I’d move about the corridors and locker rooms and hang by the walls pretending to be looking for something in my rucksack when really I was listening. At some point, I acquired the nickname “Eyeballs”. Cruel, perhaps, but undoubtedly deserved.

Loyal dog that I was, I came to care about my classmates deeply. And despite the violent attentions of Mark House, I succeeded in training myself to remain mostly invisible and to never cry no matter what the provocation. The only occasion on which I broke occurred when I was fourteen. By then I had grown used to quietly observing the lives of the boys and girls around me, taking pleasure in seeing what happened to people whose days were filled with friends and events. I would watch them and I would think about them and I thought most of them were amazing; funny and clever and alive. But something happened over the early months of that summer term. A kind of tornado swept up all of my thoughts and carried them away in one direction. In her direction. I had accidentally fallen in love.
         

I don’t know what it was about Sophie, but I do know that I wasn’t the only one. Not the prettiest girl in the class, no, but she was beautiful all the same. It was her extraordinary kindness that first attracted me, but it wasn’t long before her earthly properties – her hair and her eyes and her smile – burned themselves onto the backs of my eyes.

I had a fantasy about her that, over the course of those months, thickened imperceptibly into a plan. It took weeks of saving ingredients, small and dangerous robberies from my mother’s purse and so much imagining that I began literally dreaming up new ideas. My work started a week before Sports Day. Every night, at two thirty, I would creep into the dark kitchen and cook by tea-light, always with the dread of what would happen if my mother was woken by the scents. By five a.m., I would be finished, the room immaculate once more. At the end of seven days, I had them, stored carefully in baking-sheet-lined layers in a metal biscuit tin beneath my bed. Twenty chocolates and twenty sugared jellies. Forty different flavours, all for her.

I never really considered what my gift might achieve. It wasn’t as if I had imagined her doing anything as terrifying as actually speaking to me. The fact of her eating them, of her joy in my creation, of her taking them in and of my giving her bodily delight. That was enough. That was everything.

I knew that, during Sports Day, I wouldn’t be missed. I also knew where Sophie’s peg was, in the changing rooms. I stuck some heart-patterned wrapping paper to the tin, and had found some red ribbon, which I abandoned, after thirty frustrating minutes spent trying to tie it into a bow. During the lunch break, I hid in a toilet cubicle with my parcel on my lap. I remained there until I was sure everyone would be down on the fields, leaving me in the safe and echoing quiet.
         

I crept past the library, past the science lab, past Mr Ariely’s English class with its chairs pulled out and the sun on the blackboard, the flowerless pot plant, dusty in the corner of the silent room. The corridors were polished and wide and somehow still rang with the cries of the boys and girls in all their missing hundreds. As I turned into the sports block, I heard talking. I stopped. They were in the boys’ changing room. I would go slowly.

“Oy!”

It was Colin, in the doorway.

“Watcha, Eyeballs. What you got there?”

And if Colin was there…

“Oy, Mark!” he called behind him. “It’s Eyeballs. He’s got us a pressie.”

I scrambled away, my pursuers primed with their identical Dunlop trainers and their stinking muscle rub. Out of one block, into another and down towards the third-year lockers, they gained on me. I ran into a toilet, hoping to bolt myself back inside a cubicle, but Mark grabbed me by the shoulders and knocked me off balance, my skull bouncing on the floor, my tin falling on its side. Colin popped open the lid.

“Sweets!” said Mark, placing one in his mouth with his free hand. “Do you want one?”

He took a handful of chocolates and jellies, mushed them into a ball and forced them into my mouth. I spat them out, their sticky warmth crawling down my cheek and chin, and he grabbed my neck and forced my head into the urinal’s long gutter. My upper lip hit the blue detergent ball and my face was soaked in the spiky stench of boy-piss. Stephan tipped the tin’s contents into the porcelain trough and began urinating on them. Yellow-brown liquid trickled millimetres from my face.
         

“Here, look,” Colin screeched, holding up the lid. “It was for Sophie.”

“Do you fancy Sophie?” said Mark. “Do you fancy Sophie?” He turned to address the others. “He’s spying on Sophie now. Dirty fucking spy. Stephan, you take him.”

Stephan took my neck and Mark disappeared, returning minutes later with a large translucent plastic bottle. The label was white and purple and had an orange square with a black cross over it. Utilitarian letters spelled the words: PAINT THINNER. He unscrewed the cap and yanked down my left eyelid. Reflexively, I pulled away. I felt it tear at the corner. Blood was in my eye.

“Dirty bastard spy,” said Mark.

“Don’t do too much,” said Stephan. “He’ll go fucking blind.”

“Fuck that,” said Mark.

I looked up at them; studied them one by one. Then the burning came. Mark bit his lip in concentration; Stephan’s mouth was fish-like. Robert and Andy were standing way above me. Colin had ink smudged on his ear and a scab on his jaw.

The liquid inside my eye felt as if it was boiling. I tried to remain apart from what was happening. I stared hard at the smear of blue biro on Colin’s ear. It looked like a raindrop; like Africa; like an upside-down comma.

“He’s not even struggling,” said Colin.

“I fingered Sophie,” said Mark.

It looked like Scandinavia.

“I gave her three fucking fingers.”

I swallowed.

“Then I sucked her tits.” 
         

I felt the heaviness, then. I felt the upset swell. A sob built defiantly in my throat.

“Then I put my finger up her arsehole and I made her suck it. She loved that. She was moaning.”

I stared back at the ceiling. I held myself still as a cold tear slid from the outside corner of my eye, down my temple and then lost itself behind my ear, as if hiding in shame.

“Is he dead?” said Stephan.

I lifted my head, blood and chemical spilling onto my cheek, and said, “I’m fine.” For some reason, this seemed to terrify them. With a squeak of rubber heels and a piggery of sniggering, they were gone.

I poured water from a tap into my eye and walked home slowly. The moment my mother saw me, she ordered me to hospital. Three hours later, I returned with a white bandage over a blob of cotton wool for a patch.

“What did they say?” asked my mother. She was sitting in her armchair in front of Coronation Street, an iceless Martini in a port glass in her right hand.
         

“It’ll be fine,” I said, from the open doorway. “Except that my eyelid might not go back to the same shape it was. But it’ll be fine.”

The point of her tongue licked slowly along her lower lip.

“Did it hurt?”

“Yes,” I said.

“How much?”

“A lot.”

“A lot?”

“Yes.”

She unfolded her legs, from where she’d been sitting on them. On the television screen, northern actors carried on obliviously.

“Turn that off,” she said.

I pushed the heavily springed power button on the bottom of the old Pye set, and took my usual place, standing in front of her. She held her arms out towards me. I walked into them, stiffly, and felt her cold skin wrap around my neck.
         

“Do you love me, Killian?”

I knew what to say.

“Yes, Mummy, I love you.”

“How much?”

I knew exactly how it went.

“I love you more than anything in the whole wide world, Mummy.”

I could feel a vein pulsing in her neck; smell the cigarettes and perfume in her skin; feel the pressure around my throat tightening and then releasing as her mind worked on something, over and over and over. Tightening and releasing; tightening and releasing. I wanted her to put me down, but I had to pretend. I knew what happened when I didn’t pretend.

“Who did this to you?” she said, eventually.

She released me and I stood there, hands straight down against my sides.

“It was an accident,” I said.

“Who did it?” she said.

“Nobody.”

“If you loved me, why would you lie to me?”

“Sorry, Mum.”

“So why are you lying to me then?”

“Sorry, Mummy.”

There was that sense of stirring and strength; the drawing down of trouble.

“If you don’t spit it out, so help me God, I’ll have you put into a home. Do you know what I do for a job? Have you forgotten? One stroke of my pen. Ten seconds’ work. You will never see me again. Is that what you want?”
         

I closed my eyes and whispered, “It was Mark.”
         

“Mark House?”
         

“But I didn’t do anything,” I said, pleading. “He just did it.”
         

I wanted to tell her that her hair looked nice. She had had it coloured, that day. All her greyness had gone away.

“I was just giving this thing to someone in my class and he –” I said.

“What thing?”

“Just some –”

“What?”

“Chocolates and things.”

“Chocolates?”

Her nostrils narrowed.

“Who to?”

“This girl.”

“A girl?”
         

They had been getting bad, her grey roots. And now they were all gone. All nice. All back to normal.

“God help us. Fourteen years old. Ogling women.”

“I’m sorry, Mummy,” I said.

“Perving over girls at your age? Pestering them? Disgusting.” She leaned forward. “You’re as bad as your bloody grandad.”

I lowered my head and looked at my socks; my pink toe, the white fringe of its nail poking out of a hole in the material.

“You need to learn something, if you’re going to keep living in my house. You don’t go bothering women. You don’t go treating them like lumps of meat. Do you hear me? Dirty little boy. Filthy dirty rotten.”
         

She took her tortoiseshell cigarette lighter and clicked up a flame. Placing a long Belair Menthol cigarette between her lips, she sucked the fire into its tip and then laid it carefully on the edge of the blue cut-glass ashtray.

I would trim that toenail later on, with the nail clippers that I got from the cracker at Aunt Dorothy’s on Boxing Day. And then, tomorrow night, I would get the needle and thread and try to darn that hole.
         

“Come on then, big man…”

She pulled a second cigarette out of the packet and lit that one too, laying it next to the first.

“…take off your shirt…”

And then my sock would be all mended.

“…and come here.”

All nice and safe and mended.

* * *


The next morning, my mother met Mark’s mum at the school gate and slapped her face. I looked on, my heart bursting with love and pride as she raised her finger in the face of a mortified Margaret House and said, “Nobody touches my bloody son.” Mr and Mrs House were never invited around for cocktails again.

And then, four years later, my life changed again.
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West Kent College was a gloomy hustle of 1960s buildings – vandalised, damp and gloweringly concrete – whose catering department had the capacity for fifty-five new students a year. On my first morning, I was one of seventy-nine who gathered in the breeze-block training kitchen underneath the ceiling tiles with the damp, like apple rot, spreading through them. Mr Mayle, our faculty head, told us not to worry too much about the cramped conditions; that the head-count would soon be reduced to a more manageable amount by the inevitable “Malthusian check”.
         

The reason for the course’s over-subscription was simple: the rise of Max Mann. During the late seventies I had become intensely fascinated by the ubiquitous chef and his famous London restaurant, King. There were chefs who had more culinary respect in the country – Raymond Blanc, Nico Ladenis, the Roux brothers – but it was Mann who had somehow come to personify the heat and glamour of ultra-fine dining.

They called him “the Gentleman Chef”, because of the famously peaceable way in which he managed his kitchen staff. He was known for never shouting at his workers, and was proud of the young juniors he trained into stars and his record of never having fired one – “I’d never give up on an apprentice,” he’d often swear on chat show sofas, as if the very idea was heresy. I knew all the facts about him – lines from the many dozens of press clippings that I would cut out and file carefully into my collection. Like: it was Mann’s restaurant in which Elton John and his wife ate Sunday lunch; where Mohamed Al Fayed had celebrated his purchase of Harrods; where the singers went for a free meal following the recording of ‘Feed The World’. It was Mann, more than anyone, who had a pioneering appetite for the French food movement, “la Nouvelle Cuisine”, and, in part, his celebrity was generated by his reputation for small portions on big plates and the pairing of fruits with meat and fish. All the best comedians would do bits on him. There was this Two Ronnies sketch, set in a Wimpy bar, in which Corbett was handed a bowl of chips that came with an unpeeled banana sticking out of them before Barker was given a hamburger that had a slim patty of beef and an entire pineapple jammed between the buns. One Spitting Image joke had a starving Ethiopian bursting into tears when a latex caricature of Mann lifted an enormous silver cloche off a King-style square black plate to reveal a chicken wing and half a grape.
         

He’d appeared on all the chat shows – Parkinson, Wogan, Russell Harty – and always did variations on the same routine, which the students at college would impersonate. He’d start by taking the presenter’s predictable jokes about Nouvelle Cuisine with grace, explain to a disbelieving audience that, honestly, no butter at all was used in his cooking and that the meat and fish really were cooked “au sec”, by being dipped in cold water and heated in a Teflon pan. This would segue into his dryly sarcastic defence of foie gras and then his anecdote about Michael Jackson’s entourage ordering hot dogs. He’d finish by batting away questions about the rumoured OBE and the elusive third Michelin star by laughing and saying “Oh do come on now” in that Etonian accent that was sharper than a January wind.
         

Whenever you saw photographs in the Sun of pop stars or actors walking into King itself, the flash was always on their faces, blacking out the background. But the background was what I wanted to see. I used to examine those pictures during my lunch breaks, my thumb over the faces of Morten Harket or Liza Minnelli, peering into the dead ink behind them. The most you ever saw was a neatly trimmed rectangular hedge and a canopy over a small door. Somehow, that made the place seem all the more magical. This dull façade, behind which worked Max Mann and his brigade; this unassuming building in a low neighbourhood you’d just walk past if you didn’t know better.
         

It would only be a slight exaggeration to say that, by eighteen, I’d grown to love him. I’d had my head shaved to a grade-four crop, to mimic the hairstyle he demanded of his brigade. I studied how he sat on the TV AM sofa and the particular way he had of crossing his legs with his ankle resting imperiously on his knee. I cut out all the pictures of him I could find – even the postage-stamp-sized ones from the listings pages of the Radio Times – and super-glued them onto my bedroom wall.
         

I ended up on the course at West Kent because my mother was determined that I would go to college. To her shame – and having failed the rest of my exams due to my almost total absence of application – cookery was my only realistic option for study. I soon discovered some unwelcome news about the course. Thanks to Mann’s superstardom, Mark House – after toying with rock star, photographer and footballer – had apparently decided that he was destined to become a world-famous chef.

* * *


We’d completed our initial classes in theory, hygiene and basic kitchen mathematics and were about to begin the practical work. With the class gathered before him, Mr Mayle announced that before we moved on to the basics – stocks, mirepoix, concasse, tourne – he wanted to test our basic skills by seeing how good we were at domestic cookery. That coming Monday, he said, we were to present our own preparations of lasagne for tasting by the class. By happy accident of his personality, Mayle always managed to co-opt his students into respectful behaviour by matching their natural teenage instinct for cynicism with his air of gently amused detachment. He spoke with a subtle grin that was so barely detectable as to be tantalising: it danced juicily between one or two tiny muscular twitches at the extreme left side of his mouth. “There’s a host of basic skills involved in a simple lasagne,” he said. “Let’s see if any of you rabble have what it takes to out-cook Signore Birds Eye.”
         

On the morning of lasagne day I was surprised to find that I was the only student who’d arrived in class sufficiently early to begin the process of cooking ragu which, Aunt Dorothy had always taught me, took at least four hours; one for the sautéing of the soffritto and the browning of the meat, three for the softest simmer it’s possible to tempt from your hob. This was the kind of thing I’d learn every weekend and school holiday after Mum, usually complaining of my being “under her feet”, had driven me to Dor. On birthdays, Dorothy would take me from my home in Tonbridge to some of London’s ethnic areas – the Bengalis and Bangladeshis in Brick Lane; the Chinese south of Soho; the West Indians in Brixton – where we’d have lunch for inspiration before spending the afternoon shopping for curious and fantastic ingredients – red gram, white miso, kecap manis, Jamaica flowers, West African giant snails. Then we’d putter back from Hailsham Station in her old Peugeot and she’d go through her collection of stockpots and roasting pans, all of which were so ancient and dented and tarnished by fire that I came to recognise each eccentric one of them as if they were characters in a Gothic children’s book. We’d spend the evening cooking an experimental birthday meal on her ancient range.
         

It was on one such birthday that we had concocted the version of lasagne that I was now so familiar with, I’d almost forgotten it could be made any other way. As I worked in the silence of the West Kent kitchen – my coat hanging alone on the row of hooks outside, my bag of condiments placed reassuringly by my feet like a loyal pet – I added star anise to the soffritto and used ham stock instead of chicken or beef. The candied sweetness of the spice, I knew, worked in gorgeous symphony with the baconiness of the stock and three or four light dashes of Spanish sherry vinegar gave a subtle fizz of acid.

Gradually, my new classmates began to filter into the room and soon they were all frantically working away, the spirit of competition having galvanised them into seriousness. They were as studious as I’d ever seen them, carefully measuring tablespoons of tomato purée and weighing blocks of mince. Many stopped Mayle as he walked the classroom’s aisles and asked earnest questions about dried oregano, sunflower oil and tinned versus fresh tomatoes.

I was stirring hard, the steam from the ragu making a patina of sweat glisten on the back of my hand, when Mark House bashed his way through the swing doors.

“Hmmm, Eyeballs,” he said, peering into my food. “Bit more salt, maybe?”

He picked up my shaker, unscrewed the top and dumped the contents into the pot.

“That’s better,” he said. “Now it looks like shit and tastes like shit. Consistency, yeah?” And he sauntered off in the direction of his stove.
         

The salt had fallen in a single iglooish pile that was sinking quickly into the ragu. I grabbed a ladle and tried to remove all the sauce that had had the chance to absorb it. As usual, it was Mark’s casualness that struck me – that ruining my dish wasn’t some act of piqued fury but an entirely unremarkable event; a reflexive twitch.
         

The pressure in the room built as burners burned and lips pursed to taste and arms became sore with stirring. Eyes drifted to Mayle as he strode up and down behind the cooks. Girls smiled up at him, boys feigned professorial concentration. The bolder amongst the students would stop him with a trembling, sauce-filled spoon and say, “Sir, what do you think of this?” or “Sir, enough mixed herbs?” and each time he would politely decline, insisting it was up to them – that it was a test of their judgement of flavour, not his. Everyone became aware of their neighbour’s desperation to beat them, and that stoked their own insecurities and drew them into trying yet harder. Around and around it went until the designated time, when we lined our plates up along the blue trestle table that had been erected in front of Mayle’s demonstration kitchen.
         

Having managed to rescue my sauce, I watched from the back as everyone picked out a fork from an old water-filled ice-cream tub. As I retreated back to my station to start clearing down, I passed Mark, who was proudly delivering his dish to Mayle. He’d brought in his own special presentation plate, which he was holding with both hands and gazing at with the pride of a new father. His lasagne was a firm, bright brick of red food with a sprig of parsley on the top. In a nod to the fashionable cooking of the time, he’d made a salad of what looked like red grapes and lightly sweated onion. It all looked neat and attractive and completely different from mine, which I now realised was a disaster – a slipped pile of steaming meat, the mornay sauce I’d used instead of béchamel bleeding into the ragu in little landslides of creamy white.

“Sir, please, sir,” said Mark, pushing his plate into Mayle’s hands. “I don’t want it to get cold, sir.”

I turned and watched as Mayle surrendered and took a bite. Mark’s gaze flicked between the dish and the teacher’s lips, his expression one of gelatinous pride, an eyebrow raised in anticipation of the glory.
         

“Hmm,” said Mayle. “Yes. Interesting texture.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his tongue along the roof of his mouth. “There’s something almost… pre-masticated about it.”

It took the boy a good three seconds to realise that what he was hearing wasn’t good.

I was about to take another step towards my dirty pots when I noticed, in the long mirror that was suspended above the demonstration kitchen, that a small clot of students had formed at the far end of the trestle table. They were gathering around my plate. I would wash up. That’s what I would do. What did it matter if everyone was laughing at my dish? Why would I care? I was mediocre and happy that way. I didn’t care at all.
         

As I carried my knives, chopping board and pans towards the sink, I couldn’t help but have one final look at what was happening. Mayle was moving towards the group. I turned on the hot tap, squeezed in a spurt of detergent and held my fingers under the scorching water to distract myself with pain. So what if Mark House had made a better dish than me? Why would anyone be surprised about that?
         

In the mirror, I watched, with my fingers held under the hot tap, as the teacher cut into my pasta with the edge of his fork and scooped up a mouthful.

In the reflection, Mayle began to chew. The other students were watching the action, many with tight almost-grins. And then it happened. Mayle’s eyelids dropped. Aunt Dorothy always said that that, for a cook, is what laughter is to a comedian or what tears are to a storyteller. When he opened them again and tried to seek out the cook responsible for what he’d just eaten, I’ll never forget it. He looked as if he’d been provoked.

“Who made this?” he said.
         

He must have realised who it was by the colour of my face, or the fact of everyone turning towards me. There were giggles and smirks and whispering. I dried my fingers tenderly on my apron and tried to suck some moisture into my mouth. I had never had so many eyes on me before.

“I don’t know exactly what you’ve done here,” said Mayle. “But this lasagne is like none I’ve ever tasted.”

Mark House snorted like a hog that had been unexpectedly mounted.

“It’s wonderful, just wonderful,” he said. “Beautifully, beautifully deep and rich flavour. And so complex! What’s your name, young man? How did you do this?”
         

I was incapable of doing anything but shrugging, uselessly. Mayle, to my eternal relief, smiled and gave me the kindest little nod. I got back to my washing-up and tried to tell myself that I didn’t care. But, already, it was too late.

It wasn’t until I lay down in bed that night that I realised that something essential had changed. All those years I believed that I had removed myself from the competitiveness of the world, I had been fooling myself. I had been competing with almost everyone I’d known and my fight had been harder and more determined than any of theirs. The only difference was, mine had been a race to the bottom. That was the only battle I believed I could win. As I closed my eyes to sleep, I was sure of only one thing.

It wasn’t any more.




    

  
    
      

         

[image: ]



That night I dreamed of Dor Cottage under months of ceaseless rain; of a long-caged magic in the garden, in the roof and in the mortar.
            

I dreamed of the sixteen steps that I’d climbed with courage as a boy. I looked up, from the bottom, over the rims of their crooked wooden surfaces. At the top stood a figure, weak and wordless with dread. Her face half hidden in darkness, she stared through me.
            

I’d not seen her before, but I knew her. She’d been with me always – in my sleep and back in the dead times.
            

I saw a dying room, tall with windows. Glass murky with the dirt of a thousand rain storms and the black bones of winter trees. And then, a beautiful girl. Long eyelashes and freckles across her face like a fine spray of milky chocolate. A blood mark on her face. Dogs in a circle, their claws slipping on a hard, smooth floor. She was begging them to stop.
            

And I believed it, then, about the magic and the ancestor. I understood about the hunger and the howling. I understood that it was real and it would come. All of it would come.
            

I saw fire and flies and turnspit dogs and boiling bones and blood under the fingernails of men.
            

It was a dream of past and a dream of future.
            

It was a dream of horror. 
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