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Chapter One


15th September


www.brittneysbites.com


New blog post. Status update!


Good morning, dear readers! I hope the blessings of the universe are pouring down on your head like gentle rain today. They’re certainly raining down on me. Dearest readers, I am more blessed than I could ever have imagined and I’m itching to tell you why.


Those of you who have been following my little blog since I started it last September will understand what a fantastic journey I’ve been on. Healthy eating has always been my number-one interest and to be able to share it with you has been a privilege, but, as you all know, finding someone to share my passions away from the internet has been more of a challenge. Though I’ve always worked hard on my inner and my outer self, my essential beauty kept going unnoticed. I began to wonder what the universe had planned for me. Was I stuck in my single state because I was destined to serve the many rather than The One? Like the Dalai Lama?


Well, today all that changes. I can finally announce to you that I am changing my status (watch my Facebook page)! I am no longer single. It’s no longer complicated. I am in a relationship and it’s time to tell the world!


Dear readers, it’s been such a whirlwind. When I met my darling BF for the first time at the beginning of the summer, I knew at once there was something between us. When I looked into his eyes, I understood I was seeing into his soul and he was looking straight back into mine. It was as though we had known each other for centuries. Do you remember that past lives reading I did in January, which revealed I was an Egyptian high priestess who gave her life for the man she loved? Well, I had no doubt that my darling BF was the reincarnation of that man. He is handsome, kind and intelligent. He’s my soulmate for sure. Unfortunately, just as in my Ancient Egyptian life, the course of true love was not destined to run smooth.


Evil, small-minded people have put obstacles in our way. Society itself has tried to keep us apart with its petty rules and regulations. There have been times in the last three months when I thought I was losing my mind. I was so unhappy! But we all know that true love conquers everything and the people the universe intends to be together will be together, no matter what the ordinary world tries to throw at them. I always knew my Darling BF would eventually shake himself free of his doubts and the ugly chains of convention and be ready to embrace our joint destiny. I believed.


So, I’m going to be spending this morning doing a sage brush smudging cleanse of my apartment to ensure that every last bit of the negative energy that’s been holding us back has finally been wafted off. I’m also going to be checking the Feng Shui alignment of my new double bed. You can find the most amazing allergy-friendly beds and mattresses via the link at the end of this blog post.


Did I tell you that I called love into my life with the power of Feng Shui? If you’re single, get two model ducks and put them in your relationships corner. You will also need to make sure you’ve got space for someone to step into. Literal space in your home represents the space in your heart that you’re saving for The One. I cleared out the bedside table on the left of my bed and put three empty coat hangers in my wardrobe to make clear my intention. It’s definitely worked.


Yes! My Darling BF is moving in today. Thank you, Goddess. Thank you, Universe. Thank you, dear readers, for being with me every step of the way as I walk my chosen path through this wonderful world. I am blessed and I am ready! Let the rest of my life begin!


Comments:


Joolzlovesquinoa: 4 hours ago


Oh wow, Brittney. This is fantastic. Blessings really are upon you. You deserve it, sweetie! Much love.


hunnybunnydrinxgreentea: 3.5 hours ago


Grate news hun so proud of U


Yogachick45765860: 3 hours ago


Darling BF sounds like a peach. Can’t wait to hear more about him! Will you be making your gluten and dairy free nut roast to welcome him into your home?


Liz Chandler: 2 hours ago


Dear Brittney, just thought your readers might like to know that your Darling BF is still my husband. Yours sincerely, Liz.




Chapter Two


Toast


Oh come on. Nobody needs a recipe for that … All right, if you insist.


Take one slice of bread. Cut away any green bits. Stick it in the Dualit. Remove before the smoke alarm goes off.


Liz Chandler did not need reminding that it had been twelve whole months since her husband Ian moved out of the family home to live with award-winning clean food and fashion blogger Brittney Blaine. She got that reminder anyway. She knew she should stop checking Brittney’s blog first thing in the morning and last thing at night (and around eight to ten times in between) but it was as though she was compelled. And now she only had to type the letter ‘b’ into her iPhone for Safari to fill in the rest: www.brittneysbites.com. Ugh.


At least she had stopped commenting. That was surely a sign that Liz was coming to terms with the way things were. At first, Liz had bombarded Brittney’s blog with messages via the comments section to remind her and her clueless readers that the life of physical and spiritual purity Brittney espoused was a sham. No amount of colonic cleansing could erase the stains on Brittney’s record as far as the sisterhood was concerned. She was a husband-stealing trollop and Liz wanted the world to know it.


Not only had Brittney stolen a husband, she had broken up a happy family. At the time the affair was uncovered, Liz and Ian’s daughter Saskia was still not quite fifteen and they had a six-year-old border terrier called Ted. What were they supposed to do without their daddy?


The break-up came completely out of the blue for poor Liz. On the night it happened, when she saw Ian’s car pull into the drive at four o’clock, a whole three hours earlier than usual, she’d briefly allowed herself to think he’d been planning a wonderful surprise. Their daughter Saskia was on a sleepover with her best friend Georgia. It wasn’t often that Ian and Liz had the place to themselves. As Ian let himself into the house and Ted the dog rushed to greet him – even though Ian always pushed the dog away – Liz’s mind was already racing with the possibilities. A bottle of wine? A takeaway? Sex? No, hang on. She hadn’t had her bikini line done in six months. Sex with the lights off?


Ian hadn’t put his car into the garage.


Maybe they were going out!


Well. Ian certainly was.


‘I’m just going to come out with it,’ he said when he walked into the kitchen. ‘I’ve met someone else. I didn’t go looking for it but I found it and I’ve been struggling with what to do for months but now I finally know.’


‘What?’ Liz managed.


‘Her name is Brittney and I’m leaving you to be with her.’


‘Brittney?’


Ian nodded.


‘Not the food blogger?’


Ian nodded again.


‘Of Brittney’s Bites.com? But you said …’


‘I know what I said, Liz. But that was before I had the chance to meet her. In person she’s got far more depth than you can tell from Instagram.’


‘The food blogger?’ Liz was having trouble finding the words.


Liz knew all about Brittney’s Bites. She and Ian had laughed when they first heard about his boss’s plan to do a tie-in promotion with Brittney’s website. Ian worked for a company that provided dentists with tooth-whitening supplies. They were branching out into ‘at home’ whitening kits. Brittney’s blog was the perfect place to flog them and as the nearest rep to Brittney’s hometown of Exeter, Ian was charged with taking the kit to her and explaining how it worked.


‘She’s already got teeth like Tic Tacs,’ Liz pointed out as she brought up Brittney’s blog on her phone for the very first time. ‘Veneers, I might add. They won’t bleach anyway.’


But Brittney jumped at the chance to do the tie-in with White Up Your Life. Ian was her ‘liaison’. And three months after Ian first drove over to Brittney’s place with her personalised bleaching trays it seemed they were having one.


‘You described her as looking like a chipmunk’s head on a lolly stick,’ Liz protested.


‘She’s much better looking in real life,’ said Ian.


‘What about Saskia?’


Ian at least had the grace to look slightly embarrassed when Liz brought up their daughter, who right then was having a wonderful time with her friend, oblivious to the fact that her family was being rent asunder by her father’s mid-life crisis. For what else but a mid-life crisis could explain Ian’s decision to throw himself at a twenty-something who made a living from Snapchat videos of her lunch?


‘We’ll sort something out. I’ll take her as often as I can,’ he said.


Liz could already see poor Saskia standing at the school gates, scanning the horizon for her absent father, who’d been delayed at the launch of a new dairy-free nut butter.


‘I’m sorry, Liz. I really am. But we only get one life and we’ve got to make the most of it. When you fall in love, you fall in love. You can’t deny the plans of the universe. The French call it a coup de foudre.’


He pronounced it a ‘coop de food’.


‘I know it must hurt right now,’ Ian continued, ‘but we haven’t been happy for a very long time and I think that by Christmas, you’ll be glad I made this decision for us both.’


Christmas? Liz saw herself sitting alone in front of a turkey ready-meal.


Ian tried to put his arm around her in a comforting sort of way that didn’t work at all. Liz shook him off.


‘If you’re going, go now,’ she said, mustering every last bit of courage she had. ‘But don’t blame me if Saskia doesn’t want to come anywhere near you and your gluten-free girlfriend in your new bachelor pad.’


He went.


Not knowing quite what to do with herself, Liz made some toast. The ultimate comfort food. She didn’t eat it.


The early months after that awful night were difficult, to say the least. Saskia was understandably distraught to hear her dad had moved out. She refused to go to school for a week, even though she was starting an especially important year. Meanwhile, Ted the dog watched the front door for hours on end. When Ian came to pick up a few forgotten things, both Saskia and Ted clung to his legs and cried and whined when he left again.


It was terrible. Liz had to watch their pain and try to ease it, while pushing her own distress into the background in order to be able to do so. To add to that, she had to take the blame for the whole debacle.


‘What did you do to make him go?’ Saskia wailed at regular intervals. Even Ted seemed sniffy with his mistress.


‘I didn’t do anything,’ Liz protested. But inside her head the reasons came thick and fast. I got too old. I got too familiar. I knew him much too well.


Liz had seen it happen to plenty of her friends. A husband approaching middle age, dissatisfied with the way life’s worked out, seeks a second roll of the dice with a much younger woman. Not that the familiarity of the tale helped Liz to absolve herself of too much blame. She was world class when it came to self-chastisement. She asked herself ten times a day what she might have done differently. Lost weight? Dressed more sexily? Stopped asking when he was planning to repaint the hallway he’d wrecked by insisting his mountain bike lived indoors?


‘Don’t blame yourself,’ Liz’s girlfriends all told her but she couldn’t help it. Not when Saskia and Ted were both so very unhappy. Liz’s pain at Ian’s betrayal was nothing compared to the anger she felt on their behalf. If Liz couldn’t protect them from sadness, who could?


One year on, Brittney reported on the anniversary of her stealing Ian away from his family on her blog.


‘Darling Readers, blessings be upon you today! What a glorious day it is and it’s only eight o’clock. When I woke up at seven this morning to do my chants and my asanas, my Darling BF had already left for work. But not without remembering what a special day it is for us both. Here’s what I found on the kitchen table!’


There followed a photograph of a stumpy-stemmed rose in a bud vase and a card with a puppy on the front.


‘I can’t show you the secret message Darling BF wrote inside my card – this is a family blog (winky emoticon) – but I can tell you that it reaffirmed our goddess-made connection. I love my Darling BF every day of the year but tonight, on the anniversary of the night he moved in and we made our relationship official, I am going to make sure he really knows it. My gluten-free nut roast is definitely on the menu! How will you honour your connection to the people you love today?’


By having you killed? was what Liz wanted to type into the comments box. She resisted the urge and went into work.




Chapter Three


Liz had not intended to become a dental hygienist. Who does? But when it was time to leave school, the psychology course she’d hoped to join was oversubscribed. Her parents persuaded her that working as a dental hygienist was still about making people better able to face the world. And it was far better paid than most counselling. Danger money, Liz now knew.


She had grown to like her job though. Certainly, she liked the people she worked with. Her boss, Vince, was a good laugh. As a recovering alcoholic, he was slightly less a good laugh than he used to be but at least the laughter was no longer nervous. Julie on the front desk was slightly gormless but sweet and could be relied upon to ensure Liz got to read the latest copy of Hello! before it went into the pile in the waiting room. Meanwhile, Corinne the dental nurse was one of Liz’s best friends. Like Liz, she’d ended up in dentistry accidentally. She claimed it had ruined her dating life.


‘There is not one man in this town I could kiss,’ she said. She’d seen inside the mouths of most of them and it was rarely a pretty sight.


Everyone in Newbay tried to get into Vince’s surgery. Even when he was still drinking and you were just as likely to come out with a new hole in your teeth as get one filled. He was the only dentist in town still taking NHS patients.


Liz understood Corinne’s complaint, though working at Pearly Whites Dental had been good for her love life. Once. She’d met Ian when he came in to sell Vince a year’s supply of White Up Your Life bleach and activator. It didn’t work very well and Vince soon switched to another supplier but unfortunately, by that time, Liz was already hooked into Ian and his way with superficial stains.


There were times when Liz found her job boring but she liked that she could do a day’s work then leave the surgery and forget all about it. There was no taking work home from the dentist’s office. You couldn’t take the patients with you. Thank goodness. On the morning of the anniversary of Ian’s sudden departure, however, Liz found herself taking home into work.


All the way into the office she composed snappy comments in response to Brittney’s latest blog post.


‘Goddess-made connection, my arse!’ she said out loud while waiting at the traffic lights. The man in the car beside her looked surprised. It was still warm for September and Liz forgot she had her windows rolled down.


‘Sorry!’ She gave him a little wave.


Liz continued to mull over Ian’s corny secret message in that ghastly puppy card while she set up and tested her equipment for the day. She was still gnashing her teeth at the thought of Ian actually bothering to put a flower in a stupid chi-chi ‘bud vase’ when her first appointment walked in.


‘Sit down,’ she said, without even saying hello.


Then she pulled the lever that made the chair flip backwards as though she was Sweeney Todd sending her client down to be made into pie. She clipped a bib around the poor chap’s neck and brought up the patient’s notes on her computer screen.


‘Alex Barton?’


Twenty-nine years old. Lived near the train station. Worked as a chef.


‘That’s me,’ he responded somewhat nervously.


‘Any issues?’ she asked.


Ian had issues. Writing silly love notes to a girl almost half his age. Letting himself be referred to as ‘the Darling BF’ in a blog post that could be seen by anyone. A blog post that made oblique reference to his sex life. Ugh! What if Saskia had read it?


If Alex Barton had any issues with his teeth, Liz certainly didn’t hear what he had to say about them. She had him open his mouth and stuck her mirror straight in. She made some disdainful sounds that were more about Ian than the state of Alex’s dentition – though poor Alex didn’t know that – and got to work.


‘Hold this.’ Liz positioned the water jet and the suction pipe in the side of Alex’s mouth and had him keep them in place.


‘Goddess-made connection,’ she muttered.


‘Wha …?’ Alex tried to ask.


Liz was on auto-pilot as she scraped at stubborn tartar and prodded at Alex’s gums. She might have been looking at his teeth but the picture in her mind’s eye was all Brittney and Ian reaffirming what the ‘Goddess’ had given them. She squinted to make the horrifying image go away. At the same time, she involuntarily pressed down on the water jet pedal and nearly turned Alex’s time in the dentist’s chair into a water ride.


Alex spluttered upright and Liz suddenly came to.


‘Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘This equipment … I’ve been telling Vince it needs looking at for months.’


Both Liz and Alex knew it wasn’t the equipment that needed looking at but Alex remained tactfully silent on the matter.


‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘I must have moved.’


Alex was soaked from neck to navel. Liz handed him a wodge of blue paper towels, which had the absorbency of tracing paper. That is to say, not much.


‘This is terrible,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe what just happened.’


‘It’s really OK,’ said Alex, squirming as Liz attempted to pat dry what she could reach. ‘I’m a chef. I’m used to getting messy.’


Liz used one of the blue towels to pat her own face, which had caught some of the spray. As the realisation of what she had done finally hit her, she wanted to take a whiff of Vince’s gas and lay down on the floor to die. When you had your tools in someone’s mouth, you were supposed to be one hundred per cent present. This was the first time ever Liz had let her concentration slide to such disastrous effect.


It was because of him. Because of Ian. Still! Surely she should be over him by now?


She pressed the damp paper towel to her forehead and slumped in despair (as far as she was able on her ergonomic stool).


‘Do you want to carry on?’ Alex asked with trepidation.


‘Sometimes,’ said Liz, answering another question entirely, ‘I’m really not so sure.’


Liz did go back to Alex Barton’s scale and polish. She let him choose the music that played while she worked – he went for Coldplay, which was unfortunate, but given the circumstances … And then she gave him a dozen mini toothpaste tubes. Free samples from Ian’s firm as it happened, though he no longer was the go-to rep for dentists in the Newbay area. Alex accepted the toothpaste gratefully – ‘Can never have too much’ – but then he asked Liz for a favour. He reached into his rucksack and pulled out a small pile of flyers.


‘It’s a bit cheeky but can I leave these?’


‘Of course,’ said Liz. She was just glad he wasn’t thinking of suing. However, his kindness, coupled with the fact that now he was out of the chair again she could clearly see he was the hottest patient she’d had in years, was making her feel like a schoolgirl. Schoolgirl? Huh! He must think she was a daft old bag. She felt her cheeks colouring up again.


Subtly fanning herself with the flyers, Liz promised she would press them on every single one of her clients. It was the very least she could do. Only after Alex left with his clean teeth and a damp jumper did Liz look to see what he was selling.


‘Beginners’ cookery class. No experience required. Learn to cook fantastic food from scratch in a friendly and fun environment. Newbay Community Centre. Every Thursday 6pm.’


Hmmm. Liz had never been much of a cook herself. Seemed like a faff when you got such good ready meals from Sainsbury’s. And she was a working mum. She didn’t have time to cook from actual ingredients.


With Alex gone, Liz wandered into reception. She put the flyers on Julie’s desk and did a few deep breathing exercises. Her next client required her full concentration.


Must. Not. Think. About. Brittney.


‘Goddess-made connection!’ Liz raged at the empty waiting room.


‘You been on the blog?’ asked Julie sympathetically. ‘Seen that puppy card?’ It turned out everyone in the surgery had.




Chapter Four


Alex would have gone home to change after his dental disaster but there was little point. He didn’t have another decent jumper to change into. The one he’d been wearing that morning was the only one he owned that hadn’t been moth-eaten into lace. Alex was dreading the winter when he would have to wear that grey jumper every day, unless something happened to alter his financial circumstances quite dramatically. He was saving for something far more important to him than new threads.


For now though, it was almost warm enough to pretend he didn’t need a sweater at all. He took it off and stuffed it into his rucksack. The wet patch on the front of his shirt would dry more quickly if open to the air.


Alex had wanted to look good that day because he was planning a publicity blitz. He was going to visit every hotel, restaurant, shop and salon in Newbay, asking them to stick his cookery school flyer in their windows. He was determined to make his first cookery course work. He wondered, as he walked along the promenade, whether he had left too many flyers from his supply in the dental surgery.


But it wasn’t long before he discovered how difficult it would be to persuade the local shopkeepers to display his little poster. Some of them wanted money for the favour but Alex was wary of forking out a fiver for the privilege of having his poster pinned on a shop window corkboard obscured by stickers advertising lottery tickets and electricity meter top-up cards.


The bigger hotels were a bit better. The receptionist at The Majestic said she might be up for it herself. That bucked Alex’s spirits.


‘Everyone is interested in cooking,’ the receptionist assured him. ‘Everybody has to eat, don’t they?’


Alex agreed. Cookery shows were the biggest thing on television. The fuss when the BBC lost Bake Off showed just how much the Great British public loved to bake. Or at least loved to watch other people baking.


But with a week to go Alex had received only five email enquiries in response to having handed out hundreds of flyers. He’d duly sent out the details and instructions as to how the interested parties could ensure their places before the ‘highly popular’ course sold out. After that, nothing. Not one of them got back to him again. Was the course too expensive? Had he plugged it too hard? Alex could only hope that the following Thursday would not find him entirely alone in the Newbay Community Centre kitchen.


On the other side of town, John Barker was alone in his kitchen. Again. He had the refrigerator door open and he stared into it as though waiting for the friendly Hotpoint to tell him what to eat. But alas, there was no lady of the larder to reach out with a swordfish steak, and the longer John stared, the less he seemed to see.


It wasn’t that there was nothing in the refrigerator. Quite the opposite. It was actually pretty full. The ladies of the Newbay Theatre Society, aka the NEWTS, the amateur dramatic club to which John belonged, had made it their business to see he was fully stocked. After John’s wife Sonia’s sudden and unexpected death, Angela from wardrobe quickly arranged several of the NEWTS women into a rota to deliver fresh cooked meals to John each and every day. A sort of bespoke ‘meals on wheels’. Nine months later, the food parcels were still arriving. At least, from a couple of the more determined widows.


But John couldn’t keep up with their generosity – grief had stolen much of his appetite – and he quickly lost track of who’d delivered what and when and how it should be reheated. The result was that he now had dozens of unlabelled Tupperware tubs in the fridge. Half of them must be well past their use-by date but he didn’t have a clue which.


Eating something from John’s fridge had taken on shades of playing Russian Roulette, with salmonella taking the role of the live bullet. He pulled out two containers from the top shelf and opened them both. He sniffed at them tentatively. Sonia could always tell if something was on the turn just by taking a whiff but John had no clue. Was the gelatinous orange pasta dish in the left-hand container actually off or did it smell that way because it was cooked by Annette? Was that Thai curry meant to be green or was it mouldy? Was this the dish that had been prepared by the notoriously unsanitary Moira?


Once again, John resealed the Tupperware containers and put them back in the fridge. Then he grabbed his coat and his car keys and headed for the bar at the NEWTS’ converted church theatre. He’d have a pint of beer and a pasty there. And hope he didn’t bump into any of the ladies.


Thankfully, Moira was not at the theatre that night. She had zumba on a Friday when she wasn’t in a show. Instead John joined his good friend Trevor Fernlea behind the bar, intending to work a shift in return for a free Ginsters’ Cheese and Onion pasty.


The bar was quiet. There was a dress rehearsal going on in the auditorium for the following week’s performance of The Pirates of Penzance. When Trevor had to step in to read for the absent Derek, who was playing the Sergeant of Police, John was left entirely alone. He polished a few glasses and wiped the bar down. Then he set about tidying up the display case that contained leaflets about local tourist attractions and ads for upcoming NEWTS performances.


And flyers for a cookery course.


John hadn’t seen those before.


He read the course description with interest.


‘No experience necessary.’


Well, that was certainly him.


John knew he couldn’t keep accepting the generosity of the ladies of the NEWTS forever. Not without someone getting the wrong idea. He was sure his name was already being linked with Moira’s in all sorts of erroneous contexts. Trevor had asked him outright whether he was having a ‘thing’ with Annette. John was horrified by the idea that he might have eyes for anyone. His beloved Sonia had been gone for less than a year. Those food parcels and their accompanying rumours obviously had to be stopped.


Perhaps it was time for John to get out of the heat and into the kitchen. He tucked the flyer in his pocket. Maybe he would sign up.


Unlike John, Bella Russo had grown up in a kitchen. Her father Ugo, an Italian through and through, prided himself on his cooking skills and Bella loved to watch him at his work. When she thought about her childhood she thought about her father’s food. His home-made pasta. His melt-in-the-mouth melanzane parmigiana. His terrifically naughty tiramisu.


She loved to come home from school to find him in the kitchen.


‘Taste this,’ he would say. He’d cup his hand beneath the tasting spoon so it didn’t drip on the way to her mouth. Then he cupped his hand beneath her chin as she tasted. In those moments she felt so nourished and so cherished. In the Russo household, food was an expression of love and Bella’s father was the best cook in the world.


So it seemed perfectly logical that when Ugo was made redundant from the canteen at the fishing tackle factory, which was closing down and taking forty jobs with it, he should set up a restaurant of his own.


There was a small sandwich bar near the Newbay train station. The owner was ready to retire. Ugo saw an opportunity. The Russos could take over the bar and give it an Italian twist. The café already had a clientele and Ugo’s mates at the factory assured him they’d be regulars too. The Russos had the money. Just about. Ugo and Bella’s mother Maria had been saving for a rainy day for years. Here was that rainy day and their chance of future sunshine.


Bella, who was only twelve at the time, was right behind her father. She listened to his plans for the scruffy old café and thought they were wonderful. It would be painted in the colours of the Italian flag. The tables would be covered with checked tablecloths. He’d install a pizza oven.


‘I’ll call our restaurant “Bella’s”,’ Ugo said. ‘And one day you’ll be in charge of the kitchen.’


Maria had other ideas.


‘We can’t risk it. Those savings are all we have.’


Maria was eventually persuaded – Ugo was a very persuasive man – and the café beneath the train station did become ‘Bella’s’ Italian takeaway. Bella cut the red, white and green ribbons her father strung across the door on the opening day. All his friends from the factory came by for a glass of free Prosecco and Ugo’s world famous risotto.


The café lasted just three years before the bailiffs turned up.


‘You see where your father’s fancy ideas got us?’ Maria said as she waved her hand around their tiny sitting room after it all went wrong. ‘If I didn’t have my hand on the purse strings, we’d be living on the streets. There’s no money in cooking, Bella. When you leave school, make sure you get yourself a proper career. You’ve got the brains to do it.’


Ten years after Bella’s closed down, Ugo died of a heart attack. He’d never quite recovered from the heartbreak of the café going bust. By the time he died, Bella felt she’d already lost her father long before. The jolly man she loved had become a bitter, angry stranger. Frightened by the way her father’s joie de vivre had crumbled along with his ambitions, she’d worked hard at school to make sure she’d never end up disappointed and broke. Her father’s failure made her see that dreams were for fools, as her mum had always known. So at thirty years old, Bella worked as a solicitor specialising in criminal law for a small Newbay firm. What career could be more proper?


There was certainly never any lack of work for a lawyer in Bella’s area. Recessions might make people cut back on eating out but they had no such effect on crime figures. If anything, Bella was busier than ever during the lean times as financial stress led people to make drastic decisions and silly mistakes. As a result, Bella could be found in her office or at a police station at least six days a week. Lunch was at her desk or in the car. The sandwich bar she frequented would have her order on the counter even as she walked in the door at one o’clock. Coronation chicken on a wholemeal baguette.


For the evenings, there were ready meals.


The station café had never reopened.


On the Friday before Alex’s course was due to start, Bella went to the sandwich bar at lunchtime as usual. Unusually, there was a queue. Waiting patiently in line for her coronation chicken baguette, Bella picked up Alex’s leaflet from the small pile on the counter.


‘Friendly and fun environment.’


Bella hadn’t cooked a meal from scratch in a long time. Successful people didn’t have time to cook, was the message Bella had subconsciously absorbed. Successful people followed the money. Bella was making money even if she had no time for a social life. She definitely didn’t have time for a cookery course.


However, Bella folded the flyer in two and tucked it into her handbag anyway. She’d have a proper look when she got home.




Chapter Five


On Friday afternoons, when the dental surgery closed early, Liz picked Saskia up from school, unless she was going to her father’s. That weekend, Saskia would be with her mum.


Liz was early so she did what everybody does while they’re waiting. She got out her phone. There were no text messages except one from Vince saying that the accountant would be in the surgery the following Wednesday. Nothing on WhatsApp. Nobody doing anything interesting on Facebook (as if they ever did). Twitter was the usual round of tedious #FFs. With none of her customary online haunts providing anywhere near enough distraction as she waited for Saskia to slink out of the school gates, Liz was tempted to check Brittneysbites.com. She gave in to that temptation.


Brittney’s usual routine was to post on Mondays, Wednesday and Fridays and that Friday was no exception. On Fridays, Brittney did a round-up of the things that had been ‘inspiring’ her that week. Friday Inspo, was what she called it. Brittney’s Friday Inspo inevitably involved the latest designer handbag, spiralised courgettes and a picture of a sunset overlaid by a quote from the Dalai Lama.


That Friday’s quote was: Balance is key in everything we do. Dance but do your yoga. Drink wine but remember your green juice. Move but stay still.


Liz was pretty sure the Dalai Lama hadn’t said that. She was right, of course. Even Brittney knew the spiritual leader of the Buddhist faith wasn’t given to pontificating about green juice, so she’d attributed that day’s quote to Malala Yousafzai, the pioneering schoolgirl who braved the Taliban.


That day’s handbag of the day was a Fendi Double Baguette, which was the closest Brittney would ever get to touching bread. Meanwhile, dish of the week was a variation on courgettini. So far, so familiar. But what really caught Liz’s eye was how that courgettini was captioned.


‘Cooked this for Darling BF’s daughter on Saturday night.’


Which was indeed when Saskia had been at the flat in Exeter that Ian now shared with Brittney.


‘She declared it delicious. Best compliment ever! #teens #healthyeating #cleaneating #courgettesforthewin!’


Liz let that sink in. Saskia – Saskia, her daughter – had declared courgettes delicious? Was this the same Saskia who once threatened to scoop out her own eyeball with a spoon when Liz kept her at the dining table for ten minutes after she asked to get down without first eating her veg? She had been a very dramatic eight-year-old.


Liz decided that Brittney was making it up. She attributed all sorts of random BS to the Dalai Lama, Malala and Shakespeare. Why shouldn’t that ‘delicious’ be a random attribution too? All the same, Liz was tempted to add a comment even if it would mean having to set up another new email address to do so. Or she could use Corinne’s … Ah. She’d already used Corinne’s. And Julie’s. Even Vince’s once or twice.


‘Mum?’ Saskia knocked on the driver’s window. ‘Mum? You’ve got the central locking on again.’


Liz shoved her phone into her handbag and let Saskia into the car.


‘Nice day?’ Liz asked.


‘Nnnngh,’ Saskia grunted.


Yeah. Liz was satisfied that Brittney had made that courgettini thing up. Delicious? Saskia hadn’t used words with that many syllables in adult company since she turned fifteen.


Needless to say, Liz was not going to be cooking courgettini that evening. She was doing pasta the old-fashioned way. She was making Saskia’s childhood favourite. Spaghetti Bolognese with gluten-full pasta and a non-specific meat sauce.


It would be a ready meal. But Liz would bung the container in the oven rather than the microwave. She got points for that, surely? And she’d grate the cheese herself. That almost made it artisan, didn’t it?


Back at home, while Saskia chatted with her friends online, Liz laid the table for a delicious family meal. As she dished up, she imagined the Instagram picture and the hashtags. #homecookedhappiness #properfood #noneofyourcleaneatingrubbish #thisisfullofgluten #andcheese. Brittney would have had a fit.


Liz was looking forward to the weekend. She was determined it would be a good one. An opportunity for some mother and daughter bonding time. She was sure that, like her, Saskia must be aware that it was a year since Ian left. Liz planned a conversation in which they discussed how that year had been for them both. Not just the things that had been hard but the little triumphs too. Despite all the disruption, Saskia was doing fantastically well at school. Liz wanted her daughter to know that she was proud of her for not letting the break-up of the family hold her back. She envisaged the conversation ending in a great big mother–daughter hug, like they used to have before Ian left and Saskia seemed to become a difficult teen overnight.


‘It’s on the table,’ Liz called when the Bolognese was ready.


Three minutes later, Saskia slithered in, dragging her feet like Liz was always telling her not to, and slumped onto one of the chairs. Liz decided not to bring up Saskia’s posture. Not that night. She wanted her daughter to feel relaxed and cherished. This was going to be a really lovely Friday.


Saskia stared at the plate in front of her.


‘Go on,’ said Liz. ‘While it’s hot.’


‘Mum,’ said Saskia. ‘I really can’t eat this.’


‘What’s wrong?’ Liz asked. ‘Are you feeling OK?’


Saskia nodded. ‘I’m fine. But I’m sorry, Mum. This is not going into my mouth. No way.’


‘Sweetheart, it’s your favourite.’


‘I know it used to be my favourite but do you have any idea how much sugar there is in the average portion of ready-meal spaghetti Bolognese?’


Saskia knew her mother well enough to know there had been no actual pans involved in that evening’s food preparation.


‘And all the other muck that goes in there. The additives and the preservatives? Do you know what they do to you?’


‘Keep you looking young?’ Liz attempted a shot of humour.


‘Seriously, the preservatives are the worst, Mum. Did you know that if you leave a fast food burger bun on a windowsill, not even the birds will touch it and it won’t start to rot for a hundred years. I bet this ready meal is exactly the same.’


Saskia offered a strand of spaghetti to Ted the dog, who sniffed at it gingerly before turning his nose up.


‘See?’


‘Ted has never liked anything with tomato in it. You know that,’ said Liz.


‘No, Mum. It’s because he knows it isn’t healthy. Animals don’t eat things that are bad for them. That’s why they don’t get the diseases human beings do. It’s because they don’t eat processed food.’


‘Ted absolutely eats processed food,’ said Liz. ‘What do you think Pedigree Chum is?’


‘He only eats it because he has to. If you gave him a decent choice he wouldn’t touch it. He wouldn’t eat it in the wild.’


‘He doesn’t live in the wild. He lives in a semi.’


Saskia pushed her plate away. Liz tried not to react as dramatically as she wanted to. She sat down with her own plate and added a generous helping of her ‘artisan’ hand-grated parmesan. Maybe if she underreacted, Saskia would stop trying to push her buttons.


‘Have we got anything else?’ Saskia asked.


‘No,’ said Liz. ‘I’m afraid spag Bol is the only thing on tonight’s menu at Casa Chandler.’


‘Great,’ Saskia huffed. ‘Something even the dog won’t eat.’


‘Only because he doesn’t like tomato,’ Liz said again.


‘He knows when he’s being poisoned, more like! If he had the choice—’


‘OK,’ said Liz, suddenly losing her patience. ‘Let’s give him that choice.’ Dinner was getting cold and soon Saskia wouldn’t want to eat it because it wasn’t the right temperature any more. She always insisted on her food being piping hot.


‘What do you mean?’ Saskia asked.


Liz got up from the table and went to the fridge. ‘Exactly what I said. Watch. Ted?’


Liz called the dog over. Ted looked suspicious. He was always getting into trouble for pestering people for food and now he was being invited to look into the refrigerator? There must be a catch.


Liz perused the shelves and pulled out a Lunchables snack pack.


For six months when she was thirteen, Saskia had pretty much lived on Lunchables, refusing anything that looked vaguely organic (oh, how different Liz’s world had been then). Saskia’s Lunchables habit had worried Liz to the extent that she posted her concern on Mumsnet. Fortunately, the Mumsnetters agreed that when it came to teenagers you had to choose your battles and anyway the Lunchables’ website claimed they were nutritionally balanced – ‘Packed with on the go goodness’.


This particular Lunchables was a ham and cheddar combo. Liz pulled off the cellophane and put the carton on the floor next to Ted’s front paws. Ted looked at Liz. He looked at the Lunchables. He looked at Liz. He looked at the Lunchables. He stared at Liz as though trying to read her mind. What was going on?


‘See!’ Saskia was delighted. ‘He doesn’t want to eat it! He knows it’s not good for him.’


‘Ted,’ said Liz. ‘Eat it.’


Ted’s ears popped up and he tucked into the forbidden food with glee. Cheese first.


‘There you go,’ said Liz. ‘He loves it.’


‘What? He’s only eating it because you told him to! He’s trained to do what you tell him.’


‘Then let’s see what he makes of these,’ said Liz, putting a small open carton of pre-cooked cocktail sausages on the floor alongside him. ‘I’m not saying anything. It’s up to him to choose. And how about these?’


Liz peeled three processed ham slices from another packet and arranged them on the kitchen tiles.


‘Mum,’ Saskia’s voice took on a warning note. ‘You shouldn’t do this.’


‘But I need to know if you’re right.’


‘You’re being, like, ridiculous,’ said Saskia.


‘I’m being, like, scientifically rigorous,’ said Liz. ‘You told me animals will not choose processed food. I’m saying, Ted, who is an animal, will eat whatever he can get his paws on.’


‘But you’re not even giving him the organic choice.’


‘You’re right. Hold on.’ Liz took the lid off an organic yogurt and placed it next to the sausages.


Ted didn’t know what to eat first. It was all his birthdays come at once. He was practically wagging his bottom off.


‘Mum!’ Saskia shrieked. ‘Stop giving Ted dairy!’


‘Have I proved my point?’ Liz asked. She picked the yogurt up again before Ted could get to it. The ham was already gone.


‘This isn’t a fair experiment!’


‘What other evidence do we need?’


‘Do you have any idea how crazy you look?’


‘Do you have any idea how crazy I feel when you turn your nose up at the food I’ve just cooked for you?’


‘You hardly cooked it, Mum. You tipped a ready meal onto the plate.’


‘A ready meal that I paid for.’


‘Then you wasted your money.’


‘Just like I’ve wasted my money on all this?’


Liz had moved onto the ‘treats’ cupboard. She yanked it open and pulled out a packet of Party Rings, which she tossed over her shoulder in the direction of the bin. It went nowhere near the bin but landed on the floor near the dog flap.


‘You won’t be wanting these either.’


A bag of Doritos followed the biscuits.


‘Those were for my school lunch!’


‘Too many additives,’ Liz tutted. ‘Same with this.’


Liz chucked a tube of barbecue Pringles onto the kitchen floor.


Ryvita next.


‘Are these really good for you? Probably not.’


A tub of TexMex dipping sauce.


‘Pure evil.’


‘Mum!’ Saskia could only squeal with horror while Liz emptied out the food stores in a frenzy. Soon the floor around the bin was covered in packets of biscuits and crisps, dry roasted peanuts, bags of flour and icing sugar and boxes of cake mix. Meanwhile, Ted chased the Lunchables carton around the kitchen table legs, determined to get every last morsel. He was having the time of his life.


‘And Ted ate the Lunchables,’ said Liz triumphantly. ‘Animals know what’s good for them? My arse.’


‘Oh. My. Days,’ said Saskia. ‘Dad’s right. You have gone completely mad. I don’t think I’m safe in your custody.’


‘What?’


‘You’ve gone mad. Just like Dad says. You don’t care about Ted. And you don’t care about me. You don’t care about what Ted eats or what I’m eating because you want us to die early of a preventable nutrition-related disease because we remind you of your failed marriage.’


That didn’t sound like something Saskia had just come up with.


‘Who on earth suggested that to you?’


Saskia shook her head. Though Liz didn’t really want the answer. She knew exactly where this clean-eating shtick was coming from.


‘The most loving thing you can do for someone is make sure they’re eating properly,’ said Saskia. ‘Which means you don’t love Ted or me at all.’


Then Saskia got up from the table, pushing her chair back so abruptly that her share of the Bolognese toppled onto the floor. She raced upstairs and Liz chased after her to continue their argument through Saskia’s bedroom door. Meanwhile, Ted, like a 5:2 dieter who’s accidentally broken a fast day and thought ‘sod it’, decided he did like tomato sauce after all.




Chapter Six


Saskia would not come out of her bedroom all evening, even after Liz realised she was the one who was going to have to apologise. It didn’t matter how much Liz pleaded and promised it would never happen again. The only thing Saskia would say to her mother was ‘go away’ until she finally did. Liz went straight to her own bedroom to cry without going back downstairs first. So much for her Friday night of mother–daughter bonding.


The following morning, Liz covered her eyes as she stood in the middle of the kitchen surrounded by the carnage of the night before. While Liz and Saskia argued and sulked upstairs, Ted had taken advantage of the opportunity to eat everything he could get into. If it was on the floor, it was fair game. And Liz had left an awful lot on the floor. Saskia’s spaghetti Bolognese was a mere memory; Ted had just about licked the pattern off the plate. Unfortunately, he had also managed to open the Party Rings, the Doritos and the Pringles. Liz had never intended for him to eat those. He’d got into a bag of peanuts. He’d even polished off a box of cake mix, six months out of date. She wouldn’t have guessed Ted would even be interested in that.


Reopening her eyes, Liz rued the cost of trying to make a point. It was just that Saskia could be so blinking annoying sometimes and Liz couldn’t help but see red when she heard Brittney’s soundbites coming out of her daughter’s mouth. She was sure she would have been a great deal more patient if she thought Saskia’s sudden aversion to ready meals was entirely her own idea.


Liz spotted a note on the kitchen table. Saskia had already gone out.


‘Going to stay at Georgia’s,’ she’d written in her big loopy handwriting. ‘Don’t try to make me come home. I haven’t cleaned up because this isn’t my mess!’


Fair enough, thought Liz, as she picked up the empty Pringles tube, the shining plate, the yogurt pot – Ted had jumped up to the counter for that – the Lunchables wrapper and the shredded cardboard cake-mix box. She couldn’t blame Saskia for wanting to get out of the house. But Ted was nowhere to be seen either. Ordinarily, he would have stuck close by until he got his breakfast. Possibly he wasn’t feeling like breakfast that day.
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