
[image: Illustration]



By the same author

The Glasgow Coma Scale




[image: Illustration]




 

CORSAIR

First published in the United Kingdom in 2024 by Corsair

Copyright © Neil D.A. Stewart 2024

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in aretrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, withoutthe prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulatedin any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is publishedand without a similar condition including this condition beingimposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-1-4721-5823-9

Corsair

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk




CONTENTS

The new’gard

Table One

Table Two

Table Three

Table Four

Table Five

Table Six

Table Seven

Acknowledgments




For Mark




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
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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.
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