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LIFE AND ARTS 25


Sunday, 24 February 2008


The new’gard


Restaurants | Amanda Ledley Miles


The Greeks had a word for magic and they had a word for cookery, and it has always been fascinating to me that it was the same word. I’m reminded of this scrap of trivia now and then when it’s my privilege to visit a restaurant that’s doing work so wondrous that words like ‘alchemy’ and ‘wizardry’ seem entirely justified. And so it is with Midgard, the first restaurant proper from Chef Magnus, who has been making a name for himself the last few years with a series of spectacular pop-ups and short runs in some unique London venues, from defunct carwashes to the interior of the Victorian iguanodon in Crystal Palace Park. We may only be in February, but I’m confident that this is already my restaurant of the year, because what Magnus is doing here can only be called magic.


What other word can you use when a duck’s egg yolk “cooked” in sugar is served suspended over the plate, floating above a cloud of something it debases almost criminally to describe as risotto, studded with tart little mouthbursts of sea buckthorn? Or for the transformation of the inevitable foie gras dish into a kind of Magic Eye painting for the tastebuds – two seemingly identical pucks of purple-gold, each with a shattering caramelised lid, are announced as sautéed foie and lavender-infused crème brûlée, but not which is which. The paired flavours seem to flicker interchangeably on the tongue: I defy even the most experienced palate to tell one from the other. Each fresh course is a total 180 from the last, but all prompted the same two goggling reactions. My notebook became very repetitive. One, I wrote: this is superb. Two: how have they done it?


This is high-wire ambition from a singularly visionary chef, abetted by a team of surpassing technological and technical ability. Equally impressively, the kitchen knows when to pull it back: following edible precious metals, sculptural presentations and knowing culinary jokes, at the exact centre of the meal is a simple dish of aged duck, beetroot, blackcurrant: unshowy, adroitly balanced, sadly gone in a few bites.


It isn’t, of course, a flawless meal. You’ll want to arrive hungry, if not ravenous: there’s no à la carte, and the eight courses of Midgard’s tasting menu is expanded with numerous little extras and additions. And be ready for a long evening. Seated at seven sharp, I wasn’t even on to dessert by ten o’clock. That the exact point we moved on to dessert was moot is the crux of my teensiest criticism, a lot of the savoury courses having skewed a shade too sweet for my taste.


You might wonder, as you make your way from the shiny new space-age Overground station and down this dodgy alleyway in deepest Hackney, where on earth you’re going. While I’m not sure Midgard necessarily is on earth, I was amused to see intrepid west Londoners, faces grey with misgiving, push open the doors and sag in relief at the sight of filament bulbs, raw brickwork and plush upholstery. I kept watching until each fresh party noticed the dining room’s absurd, splendid centrepiece, and their double-takes were so delicious they were like an extra course. No spoilers: like every other marvel Midgard serves up, you need to come and be flabbergasted by it for yourself. Ta-dah!


9 Amhurst Grove, London E8


www.midgardlondon.com




https://www.sundaytribune.com/uk/restaurant-reviews/2013/oct/20/amanda-miles





and girolles is autumn on a plate. I’m delighted that my final review for this paper is also a first rave for a brand-new restaurant.


In brief


No surprise, sadly, that after it was thrust into the spotlight this week for all the wrong reasons, east London’s two-starred Midgard has been forced to shut its doors. The announcement came in a brief press release from Chef Joanna. Long a favourite of this reviewer, Midgard built up a substantial reputation over the past half-decade, gaining industry plaudits and a devoted following among diners and critics. All that I can say at this tragic moment is that I wish those who have worked there all the very best for the future. At least, those lucky enough still to have one.


Amanda Miles’s travel column begins in the new year.


Subscribe to Sunday Tribune Food by clicking here.









‘Who’s there?’


It was only me and Joanna in the kitchen, and I was about to step out, sheepish, from where I’d been concealing myself when she crossed to the delivery door and flung it open to reveal Finn in the rainy alley outside. Under his arms he held two rolled rubber floormats, dripping suds. ‘Oh, it’s just you. I thought I . . .’ She scowled. ‘How’d you manage to knock, anyway? Dunt on the door with your big thick skull?’ He said nothing, just flicked the head chef his flat smile before staggering past her and dropping the mats to the tiled floor where they slappingly unfurled. ‘Man,’ Joanna said, looking up, ‘just gone four and nightfall already. And this weather. See if we get no-shows –’


From then on, the delivery door was in constant use, the entry coder bip-bip-bipping as Midgard’s staff let themselves in. They arrived in ones and suggestive twos, joking and sniping, flirting and scrapping. A black eye was noted, a fresh tattoo covetously ridiculed. It was observed that Tash was wearing the same top she’d had on after Sunday’s shift, a baggy indigo sweater she had to keep hauling on to one bony shoulder only for it to slither off the other: wild speculations ensued about what she might have been up to in the intervening day and a half, and none came even close to the truth. Joanna wedged herself into the crook of the Y-shaped pass, backbone of the kitchen, watching amused as two of her chefs unboxed and salivated over a breakthrough chemical compound which promised to deliver some innovative compositional gradient between liquid and set that could not possibly be achieved with any of the other two dozen similar ingredients in the test kitchen. Addy was on parade, showing off her newly earned sommelier’s tastevin, a shallow pewter dish on a chain round her neck which jounced about on her chest in a manner that attracted Gareth’s too-avid attention. The usual fight over the kitchen’s crappy CD player, Kelly insisting once again on The Next Day, in her view 2013’s best album so far and, moreover, merely the first in what she felt certain would be a decade or more’s masterpieces the reborn Bowie would make. At the foot of the staircase leading up to the stores, Tash studied a clipboard while Nico, at the top, yelled numbers for the weekly booze inventory: ‘Eleven Gayfield Estates Malbec.’ ‘Eleven.’ ‘Sixteen Merlot.’ ‘Sweet sixteen, never been clean.’ ‘Behave. And fifteen Syrah.’ ‘Hang on,’ Tash consulting her checklist, ‘nup, I’ve sixteen da-down here too. You sure?’ A pause while Nico recounted. ‘Confirmed fifteen. Mark one down as shrink.’ Sprudge, chamois in one hand fondling the prongs and nozzles of his espresso maker, had his phone in the other and was cooing reassurances: ‘She’s a baby, she can’t even stand up yet, how much trouble could she give you, doll?’ And here, dodging the rainwater spewing from the busted gutter over the back door, came new boy John, shirt soaked through, face pinched with first-day nerves. Murmuring a general greeting that went unacknowledged, he went straight to his counter, which he found covered in a series of Post-it notes dense with Joanna’s crabbed handwriting: a to-do list from the head chef, a hundred items or more.


I must have wanted to see how the restaurant would cope without me. That must have been it.


Because I should have been out there with them, prepping for service – helping unpack deliveries and checking manifests, or hodding in a big soft bag of laundered linen, us servers’ black aprons and dun twill, or measuring out ironically mouse-grey poison into the gaps between counters, or joining the three-man cleaning detail that was touring the kitchen: one slathering stainless steel in antibacterial foam, one squeegeeing off the residue, the third buffing surfaces dry with extravagant quantities of paper towel. I should have been fetching and carrying for the chefs as they prepped, keeping them apprised of timing as we counted down to staff meal, staff meeting, doors unlocked, civilians incoming, all of it always too soon.


Instead, I was squeezed into the narrow space between the industrial refrigerators from which the chefs were gathering ingredients and the line of counters where they were making up their mise en place for tonight’s service. It was a trick I’d mastered young – finding the impossible gap, last place anyone’d think to check for me. The fact that nobody was bothering to look didn’t faze me because that, too, had often been the case when I was a kid, and sometimes that was an advantage.


All right, so that’s what I was doing: hiding. Hiding at my place of work, hiding from my colleagues. I must’ve got here ahead of anyone else, found myself this nook, set about waiting. Now all I had to figure out was how I was going to get out of it.


Stationed at the head of the pass, Joanna could see all, including through walls: she hauled down an old cathode-ray set on a scissor arm overhead, observing in blue the waitstaff setting tables in the dining room. Satisfied, she turned on the spot to survey the kitchen, the soles of her kitchen clogs wearing to wafers, her one-eyed glare so piercing that since the one occasion I’d glimpsed what lay beneath the black eyepatch – she flipped it down immediately, more horrified than me – I’d wondered if she’d gored herself deliberately that she might see more clearly with the eye that remained. Nothing got past her. I’d never believed the rumour that she lived on the premises, slept in the back office – upside down, added the unkinder stories – but I’d been at Midgard nearly a year and never once made it in to work before Joanna. So how and when had I managed to sneak in? How long had I been here?


There was a dull pain in my left arm, above my elbow, and I didn’t know why. I remembered closing on Sunday – Sunday, normally a quieter night, had gone off like a frog in a sock: some Brit band I’d never heard of had booked the whole place to celebrate a number-one record. I remembered that as usual we’d all gone to Soho afterwards, the whole team plus two members of the band, to unwind by drinking ourselves stupid. I’d seen 2 a.m., 3 a.m.: restaurant folk never want to go home though they absolutely should. I remembered indulging Gareth’s crapping on about his love life, and hoping that if I feigned interest long enough he might give me some coke. I remembered Eleanor talking at me, and how over her shoulder I’d noticed Finn watching us with a furrow in his stupid perfect brow; I felt now, but hazily, hazily, that I was angry with him for some reason that eluded me. That had been Sunday. Now it was Tuesday. Had someone slipped me something? What had happened to Monday?


I started as Joanna clapped twice sharply. The brigade dropped what they were doing and lined up at the pass, cooks along one side, servers on the other, neat as kindergarten, for staff meal. This afternoon Gareth was serving them supermarket linguine in a rich slow-cooked sugo of beef trimmings and tomatoes and peppers whose skins had begun to slacken and wrinkle: ultra-savoury, ultra-sustaining. All but Kelly, infamously vegetarian, who took her pasta dully plain, just a pinch of age-yellowed herbs, lemon zest, chilli flakes, a flurry of parmesan substitute. And this, now, this would be the time for me to wriggle out and join the queue. This was the last moment that this jape I’d embarked on might not have disastrous consequences for me, when I might feasibly not get fired. But still I stayed hunkered down in the dark. What was I waiting for? For someone, despite the lessons of my childhood, to notice I was missing.


‘Loïc?’ Joanna prompted, and as our immaculate maître d’ drew up at her side, our faces, mine included, turned towards him like flowers to the sun. In languid tones, he recited pocket biographies of our guests tonight: their names and ages and places of origin, their history with us, their recent dining itineraries – all gleaned from social media, because nothing made it easier to accommodate our diners’ quirks than having already exhaustively researched them. We were paying close attention, less to his words and more to Loïc. Still beautiful? The sallow skin without blemish, spot or sleep-crease, the penetrating gaze, the hair which seemed freshly barbered each day and whose copper shade resembled, I liked to flatter myself, my own – yes, still beautiful, maybe even more so than two days ago; how was that possible? It was hard to stare for too long, before the part of your brain that scanned for flaws in beauty so you could bear to look on it went a little haywire.


‘Our VIPs tonight,’ he was intoning when I was stunned back into listening, ‘are Monsieur Barlow and his wife, marking with us their wedding anniversary, as they have the previous five years also.’


Over the general rumble of disquiet – return visitors came with elevated expectations, misremembering in our favour, and ultimately there was only one way that could go – Joanna signalled to Addy: ‘Two glasses of Blanc de Noirs on us, soon as they land, and Gareth, can we send out a little extra something between’ – rattling her biro in her teeth as she consulted lists taped to the pass – ‘the crab and the mack?’ ‘On it, chef,’ his mouth dangling noodles. ‘And we’ll put them on Two.’ Loïc leaned in, whispered an objection. ‘All right, pal, keep your shirt on.’ She stared upwards and inwards, consulting an unwritten matrix of diner status, and missing or ignoring her maître d’s look of disgust. ‘You’re right, engagement takes precedence, so put them on Two and the Barlows get Five. Tash, that fine by you? That’s Mr and Dr Barlow, don’t forget.’ She amended her table map, a diagram of the dining room printed on two sheets of A4, already covered in scribbled annotations of the details Loïc had unearthed: we’d need a non-alcoholic drinks pairing for one diner on Three, and tonight’s allergy – there was always one – was on Six. ‘And Nico, we’ve a friends and family on One – Sprudge, one of yours, I think? Fizz for them too, please.’ Sprudge drew Nico aside, started giving them some convoluted instructions. ‘Eh, on your own time, please, yous two. Kima, quit sharking for leftovers, you know there’s none.’ She tapped her pen down the column of music Tash had selected for the dining room: yes to Basinski, yes to Pärt, yes to the Max Richter that always made Addy gooily reminisce about the couple with whom she’d spent a glorious and athletic six weeks in Lisbon last summer. ‘All right, squad, I make that an hour forty till doors. As you’ll have seen, we’re a body down, and no call-in from her yet, Loïc, am I right?’ He gleamed a regretful negative. ‘So there’ll be some doubling up with serving to compensate, all right? I’ll figure it as we go. What am I forgetting? First aid. Who else has their certificate? Gareth, thank you, good. Any questions?’


I had a question: is that it? Nobody rushed to the locker with my MELBOURNE: THE PLACE TO BE sticker on it, to rattle the door and exclaim that I must be coming back since all my stuff was still in there – not even Kelly, who usually took any opportunity to show me up. Nobody even looked especially concerned: not Finn, not Eleanor leaning against the jamb of the in-door with her plate in her hand. Instead my colleagues busied themselves with their desserts of choice: chalky protein drinks, handfuls of pain pills, lollies for the blood sugar, Kelly gorging on dolly mixtures, chewing them to a pastel cud. Joanna, the great caring matriarch, hadn’t even used my name. If I’d smuggled myself in here to see how the place would manage without me, here was my answer: it closed up around my absence like healthy flesh sealing over a wound, leaving no trace.


A hubbub, a blaze. Around the heads of the heat lamps that hung on articulated stalks over the cooks’ counters the air began to quiver. Gareth lit the burners at his station and they whomped upwards, blue jets flecked orange as cleaning fluids burned off. Warming, the smells of the kitchen began to mingle: the rich sweet aroma of a fruit jelly on a rippling simmer, the putrescent pall of game, the comforting armpit waft of cooking onions. Chefs set about dicing, crushing, carving, slicing, chopping, grinding, skewering, all those good violent tasks. The kitchen landline was ringing, the whine of the 3-D printer on the counter beside patisserie set my teeth on edge, the vents over the pass emitted a roar like jet engines, and yet I knew that in a few minutes my brain would, unbelievably, tune it all out.


Even without raising her voice, Joanna was audible over the din. ‘For the benefit of our new arrival’ – causing John’s head to vibrate on his neck, a ghastly trepidatious grin to break out across his face – ‘let me reacquaint you all with the basics. The restaurant is a sacred space. It is a sanctuary. We’re a no man’s land with two stars. Whether our guests come in skipping or with faces like fizz, our job is to make sure they get happy, stay happy, leave happy. For as long as they’re here, Midgard’s all that matters. Outside there could be riots on the street, a comet could have struck – they shouldn’t have the first idea. Hence no clocks in the dining room.’ Passing Sprudge, who was on his tablet penning a sarcastic rejoinder to a Shitadvisor review, the algorithm this season suggesting that publicly cheeking your detractors somehow boosted future bookings, she confided: ‘I’d take their watches and phones off them if I could get away with it.’ ‘Yes, Chef. They’d thank you for it, Chef.’ She nodded. ‘And Kima –’ arresting her before she could reach patisserie corner, her own personal refuge – ‘a word, please?’ Kima looked like she was thinking of one. ‘I don’t suppose you know anything about our no-show? Sharing a roof as yous do.’ I was as interested as Joanna to hear what the kitchen gossip might have to say about me, but all Kima did was shake her head several times fast. ‘No, of course you don’t. Go on then, out my sight.’ A little louder: ‘Any bugger going to answer that phone?’


For reasons no one could now recall, the kitchen phone, mounted on a column at the far end of the pass, was a children’s cartoon character in moulded plastic, a toothy squirrel giving a thumbs up. Loïc swooped in to answer, listened with an expression of incomprehension turning to outrage, then responded, screwing his accent twenty per cent Frencher than normal, into the squirrel’s tail: ‘Madame, I apologise, but non, we have no “walk in”, this is not a system that we operate, and what is more our restaurant is booked to capacity for many, many months yet. I can add you to our standby list, but you must understand that a cancellation is quite unprecedented.’ Too good for the clipboard and chewed biro that hung beneath the phone, he took from his jacket pocket a slim black journal and a silver propelling pencil, and added a name and number to a fresh page.


‘One hour,’ Joanna called out, and ‘They’re co-o-oming,’ Kelly warbled.


Finn was at the basin nearest me, rinsing crab meat from his fingers. In a moment he’d come over to sanitise his hands at the dispenser over my head and that, I decided, was when I’d emerge from hiding and take whatever flak came my way. I was gambling that, this close to service, Joanna wouldn’t have time to curse me out.


Something about Finn, though. When I looked up at him I had the feeling you get when you’ve quarrelled with someone in a dream and the next time you see them you’re a bit guarded towards them, a bit freaked out. I held my breath as he stood over me and bashed at the dispenser until gel squicked into his palm. Any second now I’d leap up – although, as he rolled his hands over and under one another until the boozy-smelling stuff was absorbed, it occurred to me that, given his history, Finn might not be the guy you’d want to startle.


I’d take that risk, I thought. I gathered myself and made to stand. Gathered and readied myself. I really did.


That was when I found I couldn’t move.









Table One


Crispin was making the moon appear and disappear when the door to Midgard opened, admitting a blast of autumnal chill, and he saw with relief that his date had arrived.


He watched as the maître d’ took her coat from her shoulders, while she stamped her wet boots on the mat and her gaze moved over the dining room’s cappuccino and raw concrete colour scheme, the round bulbs on long metal arms arranged in clusters over the tables, the carpet’s woven pattern of chevroned parquet – taking in everything, really, but Crispin himself – before finally, inevitably, coming to rest on the tree that grew through the centre of the room. An ash tree, according to the app on Crispin’s phone, with a trunk so broad with age that your hands wouldn’t meet if you embraced it, its bark an infinite maze of pleats and corrugations, its lowest branches spreading across the restaurant ceiling as if upholding it. The tree was famous, of course – every review of Midgard mentioned it, punned on it – yet he could tell from his date’s reaction that she, like him, hadn’t really believed in it until seeing it for herself.


First impressions, as the maître d’ guided her towards his table: she’d recently bleached her hair – no band of dark in the parting – and she was wearing a cute dress, black velvet with a white rounded collar, that put him in mind of Sunday best and the idea that churchgoing girls were the wildest. He appreciated the choice. Pretty, objectively speaking, with wide lively eyes and a resting smile. Objectively speaking, well out of Crispin’s league.


He rose from his chair, plastering on his expectant, open-to-anything first date face – but she swerved to avoid him, frowning, and continued past the table, heading for nowhere in particular, until the maître d’, with a long, elegant stride forward that betrayed no sense of urgency, took her elbow and steered her to where Crispin half stood, half crouched.


‘It’s Sophie, isn’t it?’ He gave a silly little wave that he instantly regretted.


She squinted at him. ‘Oh, hi! God, without my glasses I’m . . . So you must be . . .’


‘Crispin, that’s right, hello.’ He moved in to attempt a peck of greeting, but Sophie shot out her hand from which, surprised, he recoiled. Sheepish, they oopsed and chuckled and tried again, kissing the air in the general vicinity of one another’s cheek. ‘How are you? Won’t you sit down? Did you have far to come tonight?’


‘Why, am I late?’


‘No, not at all,’ he stammered, though she was. An accent: he hadn’t expected that. She sat suddenly, the maître d’ having shunted the Ercol chair in behind her knees an instant sooner and with a shade more vigour than necessary. ‘I was stupidly early. It’s all relative, isn’t it?’


‘Far to come?’ she changed. ‘I’ll say. I feel like I should check which time zone we’re in. Is this still London?’


‘Not to alarm you, but it’s east London.’


She primped at her hair. ‘I’m not cool enough for this place.’


‘No, you’re – perfect.’


‘Easy now, tiger.’


An opaque partition separated the dining room and the kitchen. From behind it sauntered a slender figure who placed two metal clipboards on the table before them, then stepped back from the table, hands clasped, and addressed them. ‘My name’s Nico, and I’ll be looking after you tonight. Have you dined with us before? Let me begin, then, by welcoming you to Midgard. We’re offering a tasting menu tonight, so there are no hard choices to be made and you won’t have to worry about food envy. All our dishes are listed on the menus I’m leaving you, but I just want to double check there are no allergies. No? Wonderful.’ While speaking, Nico was bringing out – and Crispin, a student of sleight of hand, wasn’t sure how it was being done – first two delicate glass tumblers with gold around the base, then a circular piece of slate for the centre of the table, next two stubby knives with bone handles. ‘I lied. One little decision to make – would you like still or sparkling water for the table?’


‘Sparkling,’ Sophie ordered, an instant after Crispin had started to request still; trying to concur with her, he came out with the word ‘sturkling’.


Nico looked between them, mouth dimpling. ‘Cute. I’ll bring one of each.’


‘So,’ Crispin said once they were alone again.


‘Well, then,’ Sophie agreed.


‘Here we are.’


‘The “first date”.’ She pulled a comical face.


The restaurant lights showed up tiny flecks of white lint and beads of rainwater in the velvet nap of Sophie’s dress and, when she noticed him noticing these, Crispin hastily said: ‘I like what you’re wearing.’


‘I like your face,’ she said promptly.


‘Ah.’ Wanting something to occupy his hands, he tried to lift the menu, then, discovering it to be inordinately heavy, crashed it back down, making the glassware tremble. ‘Now you’ve got me all flustered.’


‘You know what they say, better flustered than . . . bustard. You know, a bird that’s gone broke. Gambled all its money away, lost a pony on a monkey, or is it the other – okay, wow, wittering. I’m wittering.’


‘No, it’s fine, it’s . . . charming,’ he landed on. ‘You have a lovely voice. I mean accent. I wasn’t expecting a Novocastrian.’


She glared at him in myopic misgiving. ‘A what now?’


Was there any chance – any means by which the ash tree might be compelled to topple over and crush him to death? ‘Your accent. Newcastle, right?’


‘Sunderland.’


‘I know Sunderland,’ he exclaimed, attempting damage control. ‘I’ve been there for work. And yes, right, sorry, I remember, you guys do not like to be told you’re from Newcastle.’


Her eyes narrowed. ‘All right, pet, you’re forgiven. But what was it, that word you said?’


‘Novo—You know what, it truly doesn’t matter.’


‘I see. Being a smartarse, were you?’


‘I was. Half of one anyway. Here, let me try and make it up to you.’ Crispin flourished the white handkerchief from his top pocket, turned his wrists in a complex jackknifing motion and let spring into his hands a spray of – violets? That was odd: the pocket square usually turned into roses. ‘Flowers for the lady.’


‘Oh my.’ Smiling, thank god, she accepted the posy. Her teeth were round and very white against the red of her lips sardonically parted. ‘How long have you been practising that?’


He inclined his head in modesty. ‘It’s not as complicated as you’d think.’


‘Go on, then. Or would they drum you out of the Magic Circle if you revealed your secrets?’


‘Think of it as an exchange. In a parallel world there’s another you and another me on a date, and that other me just took a bunch of flowers off the table and turned them into a napkin. All I’m doing is dipping a hand in that other world, making a swap.’


Sophie rubbed the creased satin petals between her fingers, brought the posy to her nose to check for any perfume. ‘And so is it a girlfriend you’re auditioning for, pet, or a glamorous assistant?’


A sequence of mournful notes was drifting through the room from the ceiling speakers – the stately voluntary of some distant muted trumpet, sounding again and again in a slow repeat, always the same, yet somehow different, wearied by each repetition.


Nico returned, champagne bottle in hand and napkin over one extended forearm, but Crispin was distracted from what was being poured by a movement in his trouser pocket: his phone, set to silent, thrumming with an incoming call. Its shudder passed into and through him as he realised he’d overlooked something vital. As Nico poured – the slow steady flow from the bottle, the bubbles climbing to the top of the flutes without ever risking overflowing – Crispin twisted and ducked beneath the table as if checking the carpet for a dropped valuable. He swiped his phone screen to answer. ‘Hello?’


Drear static, then a woman’s voice, guardedly cheerful. ‘Hi, Mr Farrish? This is Agapemone restaurant on Charlotte Street. We have a reservation in your name for this evening at seven o’clock, and I wondered if you needed any help finding us?’ He peered apologetically over the edge of the table at Sophie, who was regarding him with a chillingly level expression, like she’d expected no better of him. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered into the phone, ‘but there’s been a change of plan and we – I – have to actually cancel that booking.’ A pause. ‘I’m disappointed to hear that,’ came the response, in a tone of considerable understatement. ‘We’re a small restaurant with only a handful of covers.’ ‘Sorry.’ ‘We’ve turned guests away tonight because we assumed you were on your way.’ ‘Sorry.’ ‘We could have filled that table twice over if you’d had the courtesy to—’ But by then Crispin had decided he could writhe with guilt in his own time and ended the call. He took a breath, then surfaced to find Sophie, elbow on table, chin on heel of her hand, staring at him over her untouched champagne. Could he brazen it out? ‘All sorted,’ he piped, reaching for his glass and angling it towards her hopefully.


‘Ten minutes,’ she said.


‘Pardon me?’


‘That’s how long your date gets to prove herself? I was late, sure, but ten minutes before the bogus emergency gets phoned in? What was your excuse going to be? Burst water pipes? Rabbit in your hat got myxomatosis?’ She began to collect her things.


‘Wait, please. There’s been – I’ve been an idiot.’


It had all been such a rush, a last-minute change of plan. He’d shuffled to the kitchen shortly before midday, groggy and parched from his sleeping pill, spine in painful disarray after another night on the sofa. The radio was on – a famous singer of the 1970s introducing a vapid new version of one of her hits, sung by people young enough to be her grandchildren – and naturally Sprudge was there, the kitchen table annexed as he worked on the coffee fanzine he edited, which was too exclusive to be stocked in shops but had to be biked in person to London’s most deserving third-wave cafés. ‘Hey, you’re up. Didn’t hear you get in last night. Good trip, dude? Where were you again?’


Crispin filled a pint glass at the tap, swigged, refilled. ‘Luton. I told you it was Luton. You don’t listen. Do you even care?’


‘Like . . . about as much as you seem to?’ Sprudge returned to his laptop, pecking out his column, while Crispin drank and simultaneously practised his powers of telepathy, attempting to beam into the pea brain that must lie somewhere beneath the boy’s tousled mane and dense cranium one single motivating impulse: for god’s sake, get on property websites and move out, will you?


Sprudge stopped typing, turned half towards the sink. An amazing revelation seemed to have struck him. Crispin held his breath. ‘That table came through for you, by the way,’ Sprudge remembered, then went back to typing.


‘You’re joking.’


‘Yeah, no, the boss put it through. Forgot to tell you before, and then you came in so late last night.’ He looked up warningly. ‘Just the table, no mate’s rates or anything, you know?’


‘That’s great. Thanks . . . thanks, mate.’ Crispin couldn’t bring himself to use the silly nickname his brother had given himself, but it felt too mean to call him by the one their parents had lumbered him with. ‘Wait – you mean for tonight?’ Panic seized him. ‘I asked you weeks ago. How long have you known about this? And you never thought to tell me until the actual day?’ ‘Yo . . .’ Sprudge said placatingly, and nothing more. Midgard wasn’t any old place – Crispin would need a shave, a fresh shirt, even a haircut. Small wonder it slipped his mind to cancel the original booking at Agapemone. ‘All right, look,’ he’d said to Sprudge. ‘You’re going to have to do me one more tiny favour.’


‘It isn’t what you think,’ he told Sophie as she fetched her bag from the little stool the restaurant had placed tableside. Still the same music in the room, the same notes sounding and resounding, but slurred now, pained, their sustain growing tattered.


‘Enlighten me, why don’t you.’


‘I—’ He broke off as Nico once again neared the table, this time setting down a small hessian bag, stamped with the restaurant’s logo. ‘Inside here, you’ll find our freshly baked, house-made sourdough. It comes with a whipped butter made with brewer’s yeast left over from the breadmaking process.’ Sophie had deposited the violets at the centre of the table and Nico moved the bouquet aside without remark, making room for a sculptural stand: a foot-long arc of blackened copper, a stylised branch from which eight leaves sprouted, each one bearing a morsel of food. ‘And these are your amuse-bouches tonight. From right to left, you have pork cheek, slow cooked, cubed, crumbed, toasted and topped with fennel-blossom aioli. Beside those are blue cheese and cranberry gougères. Next, Chef Joanna’s take on a London classic, a potato cracker with oyster gel and unagi – Japanese eel. And finally, on the spoon there, is a little game for the senses: spherified olive oil flavoured with rosemary, paprika, lemon and a touch of smoked volcanic salt from Sicily. This one can be a little messy, so we advise you to take the whole spoon and pop it in your mouth to avoid disaster.’


‘Thank you,’ they chorused, then sat inert. Around them, other diners were echoing their own pleased murmurs as other waiters announced the amuse-bouches. When Crispin glanced around, however, those other tables seemed oddly indistinct beneath their cones of overhead light; only the tree at the centre of the dining room seemed in focus. Something glinted in its lowest branches. He stared at the ash until it occurred to him what the grey green of its crenulated bark was reminding him of: a tombstone thick with lichen, memorial inscription effaced by time.


‘I should walk out,’ Sophie said at last. ‘Teach you a lesson about how to behave on a date. But this all looks annoyingly good, so I’m going to eat until I make up my mind.’ She rolled open the hessian bag, thrust her thumbs into the cross cut into the centre of the loaf and pulled it apart into quarters, its sour steam making Crispin instantly ravenous. ‘Don’t get complacent.’


He exhaled through his nostrils. ‘All right, look. I wasn’t sure I was going to get this table, so rather than promise something that might fall through, I made a backup plan. And that was them on the phone, bawling me out. And yes, I’d understand if you wanted to walk out but, for what it’s worth, I would like us to carry on.’


Sophie had a pretty frown, which was fortunate for Crispin since he kept causing it to appear. ‘Must be a novelty for a conjuror,’ she said. ‘Trying not to make the lady vanish.’


The bread was deeply savoury, the crust caramelised black and chewy, a hint of acetic flavour in the warm and claggy crumb. The fake olive spurted in Crispin’s mouth, its flavour bright like grass or gold and leaving a lingering nostalgic aftertaste: Mediterranean holidays, long shadows, aromatic thyme growing through sand.


‘I’ll forgive you,’ Sophie told Crispin, ‘though it is getting to be a habit. But there’s one condition.’


‘Name it.’


‘Do me another trick. Impress me. I want some proper magic.’


Crispin wished he had a cape he could twirl, or a less sceptical audience. ‘How about if I read your mind?’


‘Keep talking.’


He produced his fountain pen from his inside pocket. ‘Do you have any paper?’ She reached for the metal clipboard, tore a strip from the end of the menu. ‘Oh. Okay. Now, I want you to draw something. Something I wouldn’t be able to guess – something personal,’ he said, ‘to Sophie.’


‘Ach,’ she said. She fished in her bag and produced a pair of glasses. ‘I hoped I wouldn’t have to wear these.’ She put them on and made ferocious eyes at him: one of those rare and fortunate people, though, who looked better with spectacles than without. He handed her the pen and, southpaw, she curled her hand around the paper and began drawing in swift straight strokes, glaring up at him now and then – ‘No cheating!’ ‘I’m not,’ Crispin protested, and he really was not – was instead observing the minor commotion as two parties swapped tables, staff surrounding the groups of guests and muddling them into new positions. He drained his glass of water as he watched, set it down, and nodded acknowledgment to Nico as the waiter drifted past to refill it.


With a few emphatic dashes of the pen, Sophie completed her drawing.


‘Now put it somewhere I can’t see it. In your bag, maybe, or under your chair.’ Sophie, staring him out gigantically, crumpled the scrap of paper into her mouth and set to chewing. ‘Fine, that’ll work too.’


‘Not edible,’ she mumbled, greyish pellet on her tongue. ‘Thought it might be rice paper.’ With a grimace, she swallowed, washed it down with a gulp of champagne. ‘Still, not much chance of you seeing it again.’


‘Hopefully not. All it means,’ he extemporised nicely, he thought, rolling his shoulders and turning his head side to side, warming up, ‘is it might take me a shade longer to figure out what you drew. But I will.’


Sophie raised her glass, finally let Crispin clink. ‘To good food, bedevilling company and a smidge of telepathy. What more could you want on a Tuesday night? Don’t go letting these get cold,’ she warned, pointing at the remaining snacks.


No danger of that: the morsel of pork, he discovered, retained a terrific heat. He juggled it hand to hand then in desperation lobbed it into his mouth and swallowed it in one scalding viscid fatty gulp.


‘You all right?’


‘Leave it a moment,’ he gasped, reaching for his glass of water. ‘What did they cook that in, a nuclear reactor?’ The snack was a hypercube: packed into it was the taste memory of sausage rolls and scotch eggs, purportedly pork-flavoured corn snacks, clingfilmed BLTs simultaneously soggy and stale – snacks Crispin used to scoff at motorway services up and down the country, the very antithesis of haute cuisine. Reminiscent, too, of the distinct bacony odour of that wretched petrochemical byproduct such establishments mis-sold as coffee, always the faint iridescent swirl of grease on its surface. Sorry picnic suppers he’d consume in his car beneath the stellate floodlights of whatever service station was the halfway point on his journey home from wherever his peripatetic working life had taken him.


Sophie, meantime, took a cautious nibble before setting the pork back down, shaking her head and fanning her mouth.


‘Why don’t you tell me more about yourself,’ Crispin suggested, determined to start over without asking if they could start over.


‘What’s to tell? I’m Sophie, I’m twenty-six, I live in Barnes in a flat with a damp problem, two grey cats called Guildencrantz and Rosenstern, and no children.’ She saw him sit up a little straighter. ‘Too much? My sister always tells me off for oversharing.’


‘No, it’s good to be . . . comprehensive. What do you do for a living, Sophie?’


‘I ransack the homes of dead people.’


He laughed, then stopped. ‘Pardon?’


‘I don’t mean, like, tomb-raiding. Did you know, though, when people die without a will or any next of kin, there are teams who go into their property and assess what they’ve left behind? All those touchstones that had such meaning for one person, transformed in an instant into clutter. Anything of value gets sold for pennies on the pound to pay for the most basic funeral and for the cost of making the place saleable again – deep cleaning, mostly, especially if the person . . . ah, but we’re eating. Point is, it’s not a cheap business, dying.’


Crispin, aware his blistered mouth was hanging open, shut it and tried to match her glib tone. ‘I’m keen to defer it as long as possible, myself. Bit of a gruesome career to pick, isn’t it?’


‘Maybe.’ She shrugged. ‘But I get to be a trespasser, and that’s always fun, don’t you think, breaking the rules?’ She tapped the metal branch. ‘One more to go. That’s good. I need something to take away the taste’ – she blabbed out her tongue – ‘of printer ink.’


‘I’m not wild about eel,’ Crispin confessed.


‘Ah, so you’re the kind of person who leaves the thing they like least to the end of the meal instead of getting it out the way first. Building up a picture here.’


Pouting, he picked up the rough bubbled cracker with its cargo of clear jelly and white meat, its tiny jagged circlet of red seaweed, and popped it into his mouth. Sophie waited, her own cracker halfway to her mouth, for his reaction.


‘That’s peculiar,’ he mumbled.


She lowered her hand.


‘No, it’s good peculiar. It’s nice. I don’t mind it. Try it.’


‘They should have you writing these menu descriptions, pet.’ Then he saw, as she ate and her eyes widened then reverently sealed, that she felt it too: how the cracker melted into sea-spume and the eel’s buttery flesh became a voluptuous, briny slather; how it turned the cave of your mouth pale blue and brought a delicate seawater savour swelling up at the back of the nostrils. ‘Wow. Wow, that’s . . .’


‘Isn’t it?’ Crispin had managed to get oyster jelly on the tablecloth and was dabbing at the spot with his napkin, making it worse. He crumpled the napkin up and tossed it onto the table, whereupon Nico immediately materialised, replacing it with one freshly pressed. Crispin took it and glanced down as he unfolded it across his lap.


‘You know what it’s like?’ Sophie was saying when he looked up again. ‘You’re out surfing, a big wave catches you off guard and you’re off your board and taking on water, swallowing a mouthful of ocean before you have time to brace yourself.’


‘You’ve never been surfing.’


‘No, I haven’t, pet.’ She leaned over the table, first her smile quite different, then her voice. ‘But you,’ she whispered, ‘should not know that.’


‘Oh, crap. Sorry, love.’


‘It’s fine. I was starting to think anyway . . .’ She reached again into her bag and brought out her phone, checking for messages. ‘I can’t relax. I can’t. You’re sure Sprudge’s girlfriend knows what she’s doing? She has babysat before?’


‘Dozens of times, Sprudge said,’ he exaggerated. ‘I’ll throw him out on the street if anything happens. Wait – that’s why you were going to do the whole walking-out thing, was it? Racing back to check everything was okay at home? And there I was thinking I was on a date with little miss no-children.’


Evasive, she took off her glasses and polished them on the tablecloth. ‘I’m terrible, I know. I got carried away. But didn’t you feel a little frisson of something for a moment, peeking into a different life like that?’


‘Yeah. I did. Christ. For about half a second, anyway, and then I felt a surge of guilt that’ll haunt me for months, so thank you for that. I won’t be able to look the baby in the eye. A frisson, she says. It’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, by the way.’


‘They’re not real, you know. Why, what did I say?’


‘And “Sophie”. A new name, an accent and everything. You really built yourself a character there.’


‘I thought if we were going to do this I ought to try and commit. And I’ve always liked the name. It was on my list if we’d had a girl. Anyway, you can talk. A magician – where did that come from?’


‘Childhood ambition. I wanted to be either that or an astronaut, and I didn’t fancy turning up for dinner in a spacesuit. Tell me it isn’t more glamorous than being a drug sales rep.’


She sighed. ‘Or a legal secretary. It’s an actual job, that thing of going in to those dead people’s houses. I’ve heard them talking about it in the office. Bona vacantia. Itemising all the heirloom jewellery and semi-precious rugs and paintings. All the stuff you buy to fend off mortality – and it is only stuff – and in the end what happens? You keel over and die alone in an old armchair with the springs coming out, and all your treasures go in a skip. It’ll be us too, some day, himself going through the house wondering why on earth we hoarded all this junk.’


‘It’s really been playing on your mind, hasn’t it?’


‘You know when winter starts? Midsummer. Sometimes I look at him playing around under his mobiles on the neglect-o-mat and I think I’ve given birth to our own obsolescence.’


‘It’s all becoming very clear now,’ he said, and his bumptious tone made her look up in surprise. ‘Yes, it’s preoccupied you, I can tell.’ He sat forward into the warm and flattering lamplight, steepling his fingers beneath his chin and hooding his eyes, as he’d practised. ‘It foxed me at first, I’ll admit. But as soon as you started talking about your job, it made perfect sense. What else would Sophie draw but a coffin?’


His girlfriend drained the last of her champagne. ‘All right,’ she said, starting to smile again, ‘I’ll bite. How the hell did you do that?’









In the freezer beside me, ice cracked, shifted, calved, dropped, startling me from my thoughts. I’d been remembering how I told the chefs not long after I joined Midgard about my one failed attempt at surfing: the wallop as I was knocked from my board by the big wave I never saw coming, the dizzy scramble to right myself as seawater spritzed down my nose and throat, the end. The others leaned in hungrily. They made me go into more detail than my amateur’s mishap warranted. The curdy, yellow-grey wavelets on the shore, the aftertaste. ‘Briny,’ Joanna had said, notebook out, stubby pencil scribbling, and ‘What if we,’ Gareth began as they set about figuring ways to turn experience into flavour. The next day I was made to taste what they called edible sand, authentic in that I spat out all four samples as if they’d been the real thing. They nailed it in the end: when I tried the finished eel cracker it had the flavour of memory, it took me right back to nearly drowning off South Melbourne Beach.


I was dead, I assumed. Dead and in purgatory. The weird thing was how unremarkable this seemed. I’d never grown out of a vague belief in some variety of afterlife – it just didn’t seem plausible that you’d go on for a certain length of time and then be gone entirely, irrevocably, to never be again. All your untold secrets, all your trivial daydreams and fears, your odd irrational moments of total joy, wiped away in an instant. Maybe it was narcissism to think otherwise, but it had always seemed unbelievable, laughable and unfair, that these moments would be over, that I’d never again do something as wonderful and mad as casually tell an anecdote and inspire a recipe.


Maybe that was why I was here. Like all of us I’d given of myself, fed Midgard with my personal history, and now, in turn, the restaurant was remembering me – a partial me, reduced, bereft of voice or form or agency. For what? And for how long?


‘Our latecomer has materialised,’ Loïc announced from the in-door, every vowel and emphasis in this last word beautifully awry, and I stiffened, or imagined I did, until I saw Joanna checking the screen over the pass with its view of the dining room relayed from the camera in the tree’s lower branches and realised all he meant was that the missing member of the party on Table Six had shown up.


All around me substances sizzled and seethed in pans, metal implements rang on Pyrex, knife-blades were dashed against whetstones – the kitchen’s constant hectic undersong – but the chefs were silent, fixated on their tasks. Finn was prepping mackerel, lifting each lifeless gill to check the flesh beneath had the right healthy bloody pinkness. In patisserie corner Kima was painting red glaze on a series of identically imperfect domes woven by the 3-D printer. John was surprised when Sprudge – dogsbodying for the chefs – dumped a bowl of unscrubbed carrots by his station, a task a full ten items further down his list than he’d managed to get so far. Gareth, always watchful, leapt on him: ‘Don’t cry, new boy, it’s an inefficient fucken way to wash veg.’


Joanna at the pass lifted her chin. ‘Excuse me? Chit-chat? If it isn’t “Yes, Chef”, I don’t want to hear it. Let’s cook, let’s cook, let’s cook.’


Gareth fell silent, smirking at John. I knew how this went: the others had the new recruit in their sights. They had already noted the non-standard shirt he was wearing, a plain white button-up, and how his hatchet-narrow face and his deep grimace of concentration gave him something of the look of a turbot. Now they were waiting for him to speak so they could identify an accent, a quirky turn of phrase, anything he gave away about himself that they could twist into mockery. I knew because I was waiting too, and because it had happened to me. ‘Hey, look,’ someone had said the day after I’d told the story about surfing, ‘here comes Curdy.’ I was relieved, to be honest: until then I had been painfully timorous, convinced I didn’t fit in and that at the end of every shift Joanna might call me to her office to tell me, despite the assurances she’d made when hiring me, that it wasn’t working out. Earning a dumb nickname, becoming the butt of a joke, meant I did belong. Chefs were basically stand-up comedians who’d missed their vocation – the mean kind, the ones with a knack for the hurtfully accurate parody, an astounding power of recall for your slip-ups, infractions, honest errors. Apropos nothing they’d remind you of some compromising fact you’d revealed years earlier before you learned better, reactivating an old insecurity, all of it in the name of badinage. Even when someone found out about my acting aspirations and for a long time it was all ‘Hey, Greasepaint’, ‘Hey, Cheap Seats’ any time I came near, I basked in the attention. Only when word got out that I was seeing Finn did the names get nasty – not witty or clever, purely vicious.


I hadn’t meant to start anything. I had simply happened to stand next to Finn in the test kitchen one Monday not long after I’d begun at Midgard. We’d been watching Kima and Gareth demonstrate a new process they’d figured out together, a way to make edible stained glass, brittle translucent panes in different brilliant colours. Behind them, an upper section of the tree, scarred all around where its branches had been lopped away and cauterised with pitch, blindly stared. Naturally it was to Finn that I’d turned to discuss what we’d been shown. And when we went downstairs afterwards and I found the contents of my bag mysteriously scattered across the kitchen floor, though I was sure I’d shut my locker properly, he helped me tidy up, gathering stray lipsticks and powder compacts in the only shades Joanna permitted us to wear. It was early afternoon and the team was going out for drinks, same as we would after a regular service, as if none of us had anything better to do with our day off, and on the way to Pangaea I asked Finn where he stayed in London and how long he’d been at the restaurant: nothing very probing, but eliciting from him simple facts about himself – thirty-one, a former caterer for private events before being recruited to Midgard – that Kelly, as she hissed at me later, had been trying and failing to extract for months, as if that was my fault. What had happened, it later transpired, was that Kelly had discovered something of Finn’s life before Midgard and her attempts at conversation had dripped, he said, with studied pity. I had treated him as a person and not a story, and that was why, before we went in to join the others in the pub, he had asked for my number. He’d recognised something in me, Finn told me in one of the few moments of our subsequent first date that wasn’t unmitigated disaster, and I thought it was a nice thing to say, until I got to know him better.


The in-door from the dining room began to swing as the staff carried in the metal branches denuded of the snacks, a sight that always reminded me of a fringe production of Macbeth I’d once acted in. They huddled around Joanna – there had been a change of table, they informed her, and she started amending her table plan correspondingly. ‘So the allergy is now on Two, not Six, everyone got that?’ ‘Yes, chef!’ came the chorus, John one beat behind. Joanna scratched her brow with her biro. ‘Ach, this thing’s a midden. Someone get my Post-its and I’ll start over.’


John listened out for further details then, realising he was squandering valuable seconds, returned to his list. Next: ginger, an easy one. He took a teaspoon from the wash-jar and, holding it by the neck, used its tip to scrape away the ginger’s skin, tracking its complicated knobbles and exposing luminous yellow flesh. The indicator light on one of his ovens blinked dark as it reached temperature, reminding him he had still to dot the quarters of figs with honey before he roasted them at a specific heat for a specific length of time, but that was fine, that could wait, he wasn’t weeded yet. Then ‘Don’t forget they lemons, John,’ Joanna chimed from the centre of the room and he blanked. Lemons! What was he doing with lemons? ‘When Kima needs them she’ll need them right that instant, so be ready.’ He mumbled assent as he scanned his task list, purblind, feeling also that fresh items were being added to it any time he looked away. Then Sprudge was again at his side, this time dumping a laden white trash bag at his feet. ‘Do us a solid, will you, new boy, and sling this in the bins outside? Red one, for meat.’
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