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How to Stay Married

I once read in a magazine – I forget which one now – a problem on the problem pages that went something like this:

Q. My husband refuses to pick his towel up off the bathroom floor. It drives me demented. How can I punish him?

A. Instead of wanting to punish him, why don’t you think to yourself, as you pick the towel up off the bathroom floor, of all the nice things he does for you without you asking? It is little acts of devotion like these that keep marriages going.

Here are some of the annoying things that my husband does:


	– He doesn’t pick up the bathmat off the bathroom floor.

	– He clears his throat in quite an annoying way.

	– He steals my car key because he can’t be bothered to find his, then accuses me of having used, and lost his key (thus forcing him to use mine).

	– He will turn to me and say ‘Shall I have a shower? Or not?’.

	– If the TV is on and he wants to say something, rather than finding the remote and pausing the programme he will shout ‘PAUSE!’ which is my cue to find the remote (under his bum, usually) and pause the programme for him so he may deliver his opinion.

	– He will suddenly decide that the house is a mess and pick things up randomly (an unopened letter, a pair of flip-flops, a baby’s toy) and say ‘What's the story with this? Should it be here?’

	– He will walk into his own kitchen and wonder aloud where we keep the knives, forks, salt, pepper, plates and so on.



Here are some of the annoying things that I do:


	– I pick at my cuticles. Constantly.

	– I clear my throat in a nice way. But I do it ALL the time.

	– I never open my post, particularly anything that looks financial.

	– I interrupt.

	– I give my husband death stares.

	– I am a sluttish washer-upper.

	– I sometimes only empty half of the dishwasher and then wander off to do something else and forget to unload the rest.

	– I throw money (his) at any problem.

	– I leave the area around the toaster a mess, attracting ants and wasps.

	– I don’t make the bed.



Here are the nice things that my husband does for me:


	– He doesn’t make me go and get a job.

	– He does my tax.

	– He takes out all the bins and deals with the compost.

	– He sorts out the cars, the tax for the cars, the maintenance of the cars.

	– He doesn’t make me see people I don’t like.

	– He’ll make any phone call for me that I’m too scared to make.

	– He cleans all my hair out of the trap in the shower.

	– He can fix almost anything in the house that has broken.

	– When I have been devastatingly amusing about someone, he doesn’t declare that I am a ‘bitch’.



Here are the nice things that I do for my husband:


	– I hang up the bathmat.

	– I always make sure there is enough deodorant, shampoo, shower gel etc in the bathroom.

	– Ditto for the kitchen.

	– Ditto stamps, birthday cards and wrapping paper.

	– I sort out dinner, pretty much every night.

	– I make sure there’s always enough cash for the cleaner, ditto cleaning products.

	– When we go on holiday I cancel the papers and the milk.

	– At parties, I whisper names he has forgotten in his ear.

	– I don’t give him shit about going out and getting drunk.

	– I don’t give him shit about his swearing or bad taste jokes.



Whenever my husband has done something annoying and I feel enervated, I always run those lists through my head. It’s what my marriage balances on, like a fat elephant on a plank of wood on a ball bearing.

But a few years ago, I realized that my husband was NOT aware that there was this careful balancing act going on. He did not think, as he ignored my throat-clearing, cuticle-picking, death-staring grotesqueness, that he was simply keeping up his end of the bargain. He believed that he was bearing the brunt of marital irritation, while I sailed through life blithely un-irritated. One day, things exploded in a terrible row about me not making the bed.

I won’t lie, there were tears.

Then I explained about the list. About the importance of acts of devotion. And he got it, more or less. And that’s why I’m always sorting out dinner; it’s part of the deal. It’s why I try to find new things to cook, rather than just doing a roast chicken or pasta over and over again. If it’s going to be my area, I might as well have a big repertoire. It makes everything easier.

Which explains why I tried out this lamb shank curry. Yes, fine, it’s just another bloody curry, but the appealing thing about this to me was that it is tomato-based and therefore unusual and new and exciting.


Lamb Shank Curry

Serves 2


	1 large onion, chopped

	2 ripe tomatoes, or a generous handful of cherry or vine tomatoes

	1 tsp cumin powder

	1 red chilli

	2 cloves garlic

	1 tbsp fresh ginger

	1 tsp turmeric

	1 tbsp brown sugar

	2 lamb shanks

	small bunch fresh coriander




	Preheat the oven to 150ºC.

	Blend everything except the lamb shanks and half the coriander in a whizzer to make a paste then slap it over the lamb shanks and leave for as long as you can. All day, ideally, but an hour will make a difference.

	Heat a bit of groundnut oil in a big casserole and tip in the lamb and the marinade. Cook for 90 mins. Turn occasionally if you can be bothered. Garnish with a bit of fresh coriander to serve, while you ponder the secrets of marital bliss.




Connie’s Mango Salsa

Let’s go now. Let’s fly you and I away from this gloomy now, to a different time, back six years, to when I was working on Londoner’s Diary, which as I’m sure you know is the gossip page of the Evening Standard.

 One day a new girl appeared in the editor’s office. The editor liked to have a lot of girls around and she was very mean to all of them. She thought she was in The Devil Wears Prada or something and that being mean to your assistants is terribly glamorous, but we knew that we were actually in a scummy daily newspaper office in West London and that people who are mean to their assistants are bitches who will rot in hell.

 The editor’s girls didn’t usually last. They all had office affairs eventually, which then went sour, then they went on sick leave, then never came back. But Connie, or ‘Beautiful Connie’ as she quickly became known, was different. She was smart. She couldn’t have been less interested in the skinny boys on news or any of the grizzly bears on the back bench. Her boyfriends were always incredibly tall mega-Sloanes she’d known since she was six, who thought journalists were dismal little people. Yet there was a steely glint in her sleepy brown eyes, a hard edge to her long blonde hair and a no-nonsense air about her flower-patterned mini dresses.

The editor had finally met her match.

Connie was my best – and, sometimes, only – friend at the Standard. I would often poke my head into the editor’s office, where she sat drinking pot after pot of fresh ginger tea that was so strong that when you drank it, it felt like your whole face was on fire. She would shriek, quietly: ‘ESTHER!! Oh my God I’ve just eaten an entire Bounty and TWO packets of Maltesers!!!’

I have been thinking about Connie recently because I came across a mention of a mango salsa, which she used to make for me in the weeny galley kitchen of her top floor flat in Notting Hill. Roasting hot in summer and freezing cold in winter (‘I think another bad January might finish me off’), Connie’s flat was a miracle of survival, like those plants you get in the desert, or 100,000 miles under the sea.

Anyway she almost always has the ingredients in her kitchen for this spicy mango salsa, and it’s quite, quite delicious. I realize the above whimsy makes it sound like Connie is now dead, but she isn’t. She’s still there, in that same deathtrap flat, training to be a shrink.

My husband and I had this with a very rich jerk pork belly, which didn’t work at all; it was too rich and gacky and yuk. It would be very good instead with some plain steak, or a tuna steak (although these days one cannot really eat such things) or a plain white fish like turbot or pollock.

Connie’s Mango Salsa

Makes enough for 2–3


	1 mango – diced

	juice of 1 lime

	small handful fresh coriander

	a sprinkling of fresh mint

	1 chilli – chopped finely, seeds removed

	1 avocado, diced

	salt




	Put everything in a bowl and mix.




Osso Buco

The best thing about working at the Evening Standard, where I was from 2005 to 2007 (although for fuck’s sake don’t tell the Student Loans Company that – as far as they’re concerned I was missing presumed dead in western Namibia and therefore do NOT owe them any money for that tax year), was my boss.

He was so great because he’d always say ‘well done’. It didn’t really matter what you’d done; he’d always just say ‘well done’. I mean, not if you’d done something bad. If you’d done something bad he’d say ‘oh dear’. And then when you put it right, he’d say ‘well done’.

This worked on me. Although I’d had nice bosses in the past, none of them had said ‘well done’ with the frequency and fervour of Sebastian.

‘Seb I got you a sandwich,’ I’d say.

‘Oh well done,’ he’d say.

‘Seb I rang Antonia Fraser about that thing,’ I’d say.

‘Oh, well done. What did she say?’ he’d say.

[She almost always said ‘fuck off’, or something like that, by the way.]

‘Seb I forgot to put through all those payments,’ I’d say.

‘Oh dear,’ he’d say. ‘Can you do it now?’

‘Yes I’ll do it now,’ I’d say.

‘Oh, well done,’ he’d say.

You get the picture. On Friday lunchtimes, I used to get us both chicken shawarmas from Ranoush Juice, just opposite the Evening Standard’s offices in Kensington. Ranoush Juice is one of a chain of Lebanese places that will be familiar to Londoners, and not to anyone else. We’d eat the sandwiches at our desks, stinking the place out. On Fridays at the Standard there was nothing to do after about 1pm because there was no paper until Monday. So at about 3pm Seb would say ‘Okay, well done, you can go home now.’ And off I’d go. You see? I literally hadn’t done anything, and he'd say ‘well done’. Awesome. It did wonders for my productivity. I would write 100 or maybe even 200 words a week in that place. Phew!

A note: our Friday lunches only lasted until Ariel Sharon had that heart attack; it turned out that his favourite food was chicken shawarmas and Sebastian didn’t want any after that. He briefly accused me of trying to kill him with greasy sandwiches, but I think he was only joking.

Needless to say, I cried tears of genuine sadness when I left the Evening Standard to go and work at the Independent. And in the 12 months that I worked at the Indy I don't think anyone ever said ‘well done’ to me. Not once. Ever.

As you can imagine there were no tears of sadness when I got the hell out of there.

But I had been infected with the habit of saying ‘well done’ to everyone, about everything. It’s a great motivator. I do it to my husband all the time.

‘I put a wash on,’ he’ll say.

‘Oh WELL DONE,’ I’ll say.

I often find that even though my husband is a good and enthusiastic cook, I find it important to issue a strongly motivational yawp, in the manner of ‘WELL DONE THIS IS DELICIOUS WOW WOW WOW’ when we sit down to eat dinner. It really works.

When my husband is really feeling particularly uxorious, he will make Osso Buco for us, which is one of those things that has a mystifying name but is actually quite simple. It’s basically veal shin stew and it incorporates bone marrow, which makes it very glossy and sticky. Osso buco means ‘bone with a hole’, which is a pretty unromantic description – but that’s the Italians for you.

When you go to a butcher to get your meat for this, you can ask for either some veal shin (you want rose veal, obviously) or, if you like, ‘osso buco’, which is the name of the cut. I know it sounds a bit like going in and asking for some ‘spaghetti bolognese’, but it isn’t.

This recipe is a mash-up of Hugh FW’s and Claudia Roden’s in that Hugh’s does not include tomatoes and Claudia Roden’s does.

It’s a pretty rich dish so you really only need one slice of veal shin per person and traditionally it is eaten with a risotto and gremolata, a finely chopped salad of parsley, lemon zest and garlic. I like to go pretty easy on the garlic as if you’re not careful it can really keep you up at night.

Osso Buco

Serves 2


	some veg oil for cooking, plus a large knob of butter

	2 slices veal shin

	1 large handful, or about 50g, plain flour, seasoned with salt and pepper

	2 garlic cloves, finely chopped

	2 medium onions (i.e. not massive white onions), chopped

	2 celery sticks, chopped

	1 carrot, chopped (do not be tempted to be clever and use more than one carrot here because too much carrot makes everything very sickly sweet)

	1 large glass white wine, doesn’t matter what

	250ml-ish light stock – pork or chicken (if you’ve got a bit less than that you can top up with hot water, do not fret)

	3 tomatoes (if you want, don’t if not – I think they’re nice though), skinned and chopped. You skin them by making a cross in the bottom of the tomato with a knife and then putting them in boiling water for 2 mins and then the skins come off. The riper the tomato the easier this is.

	salt and pepper




	In a large pan or casserole dish that goes on the hob, heat together a long sloop of veg oil and the knob of butter. Dust the veal shin in the seasoned flour and brown all over then set aside.

	To the pan add the garlic, onions, celery and carrot and cook gently until soft. I find the best way to do this without burning everything is to cook it on the lowest possible setting for at least 15 minutes. You may have a better way of doing it, in which case don’t let me stop you.

	Put the veal pieces back in the pan – flat side down so that the marrow doesn’t all fall out, then pour in the glass of wine, turn up the heat and sizzle until it’s reduced by about half. Add your stock and chopped tomatoes, topped up with water from the kettle if you need to, and some salt and pepper, bring it all to a very gentle simmer, put a lid on it and cook for 2 hours.

	And that’s basically it. Turn the meat once or twice during cooking and keep an eye on the liquid level – if it looks like it’s drying out, throw in some more stock or water. After 2-ish hours take the lid off, turn the heat up and bubble to reduce the sauce a bit.




Why I Hate Myself Part 1

The worst thing about me is my hypochondria. All it takes is a few aches and pains or my tonsils playing up and I am entirely convinced that I am going to die.

Of what, I’m not sure. I have to leave it for a bit before I go to the doctor again (I was in there about a fortnight ago convinced I had haemorrhagic fever) or she’ll put me on her ‘heartsink’ list and I do, genuinely, want her to like me.

Coming a close second to my hypochondria is my terror of getting fat. Some people carry a bit of extra weight and just look glossy and healthy. I look like a pudding. But still, I am unnaturally obsessed with not putting on weight. So for the last four years I have been avoiding carbohydrate and hardly ever eat pasta, potatoes, rice or bread.

And when I say never, I mean I eat them from time to time and feel guilty. And then bloated.

Anyway, what with me certain to die any moment from my mystery terminal thingy, when Giles suggested last night that he make a Tartafin, a sort of layered potato pie, covered in cheese, I said okay, sure, why the hell not. I’m dying anyway, I will yell weakly from the sofa in the living room to the kitchen where Giles is pottering about, so I might as well go out with happy potato-and-cheese memories. And so off Giles will go to make me a Tartafin. Even when feeling truly awful, I am usually still alive in the morning after a previous night’s carbohydrate blow-out, which must say something.

Tartafin

For 2


	2 garlic cloves, finely sliced or Microplaned

	some olive oil

	3 waxy potatoes, like a Maris Piper, sliced as thinly as you can. If you are Angela Hartnett, they will be very thin; if you are me, some will be really thin, others less so. This is ok, just do your best.

	salt and pepper

	75g butter

	some cheese – ideally a kind of hard-ish Swiss cheese. Nothing blue and, if you can help it, not too much Cheddar, which will just make everything taste like Cheddar and it’s SO greasy …




	Cook the garlic in the olive oil over a low heat until the garlic is softened but not brown. Ideally, you’d use some kind of cast iron, Le Creuset-type pot, but we used a crappo stainless steel saucepan of a medium size and it worked fine.

	Add the potatoes, a generous scrunch of salt and pepper and some butter and swirl around for a bit, maybe 2 minutes, until everything has been coated in seasoning and fat (but be gentle so that the potato slices don’t snap in half).

	Then with whatever kitchen implement you fancy, re-arrange the potato slices horizontally in layers and put the lid on.

	Cook on a very low heat for about 30 minutes; you know they are ready when you can sink a sharp knife through all the layers and pull it out with ease.

	Layer your cheese on top of the potato – we used the hard ends of the cheeses we had lying around – a Comté, Parmesan, some truffle Brie and a bit of old Cheddar. Cook for another 5 or 6 minutes until the cheese is all melty.



After cooking, the bottom of the pan will be very brown and hard-baked. This is the best bit, if you can hack it off the bottom. To clean, leave overnight soaking in some cold water with a couple of drops of washing-up liquid. Trust me – it will defy any dishwasher. A long soak is the only answer.


Note: How to Be a Good Host

It is actually sort of crazy that I should be writing about this subject because I am naturally a very bad hostess. The worst. From the smallest dinners to huge parties I have always been uptight, nervous and *this* close to tears. But I’ve forced myself to do it so much that I’ve collected a series of tactics that makes things go easier both for me and for my guests. I now actually quite like it. So here we are, my top tips for being a good hostess. Go.


	Calm the fuck down. The trouble with hosting is that it’s so stressful and yet, when you are the host you set the atmosphere, so you can’t just gibber in a corner; you are in charge, whether you like it or not. It’s like when you’re on an airplane and it's being a bit wobbly and everyone cranes their necks to see the expression on the stewardess’s face. If she looks calm, you feel calm. If she looks worried, you feel like puking.
    So you are going to have to appear relaxed, I’m afraid. I’m not saying don’t be anxious, because of course you’re going to be anxious. There are people in your house making a lot of noise expecting to eat your food!!! I'm just saying pretend you’re not anxious. Dissemble. Act. Lie.
    When you find yourself alone at various points during your hosting duties, take a calming breath. Force yourself to walk more slowly round the house than you feel like. Try not to march from room to room, breathlessly shoving plates of nibbles under people’s noses and screaming ‘’NOTHER DRINK?!?!?’ before running back to the kitchen hissing ‘Fucking fucking fucking HELL …’

	Light a lot of candles. They’re not just for the evening, especially in winter (though possibly not in high summer), as long as you compensate by not having overhead lights on. If you’re into ordering stuff online, Price’s has a good website. Just put them anywhere that they’re not going to set fire to the curtains. Place in groups of three or five. Don’t know about you, but that says ‘party’ to me.

	It’s always surprising how few people have music on when they’re ‘entertaining’ (retch). Something – anything – going along in the background adds crucial atmosphere, especially in that initial, critical 45 minutes. I am tone deaf and don’t have a clue about music, but find having something on when people are round makes a huge difference.

	Attempt to stay sober until you sit down to the main event. You’ve got a better chance of achieving this if you don’t drink anything at all until you do sit down. After that point, get as rat-arsed as you like. In fact, see how rat-arsed you can get. A good substitute drink to have in your hand so as to appear appropriately festive and not just like a neurotic lunatic is plain tonic water with ice and lemon. Who can tell it’s not an actual gin and tonic? Probably not even you.

	Think about heating. When it’s just you in your house/flat, it will feel cold. When there are five other people in there with you, plus the oven on and the hob blazing, it will heat up very fast, so don’t have the place greenhouse hot from the word go because people will start fainting and you’ll go magenta.

	I know it sounds really obvious, but think about where you’re going to put coats – even if it’s just over a chair in the corner.

	When people arrive, a surprising number always want a glass of water. You can, if you like, just fill a chipped Homer Simpson mug from the tap and hold it out, dripping – a lot of people would think that was frightfully smart – but I think it makes people feel more loved if there’s a jug of water and a clean glass available.
    It is also hard to overstate the importance of taking people’s coats and getting a drink in their hands as quickly as possible after they’ve arrived. I mean, without actually running out into the hall with a Dubonnet, then ripping off their jacket.
    I know a girl who never offers you anything when you go round to her house, ever. Nor does she tell you where you can put your coat. It’s only because she expects you to make yourself at home and just help yourself to whatever you want – but the effect is, in fact, monstrously inhospitable.

	At any kind of party, you will go through a lot of loo roll. So have at least two spare in the bog.

	Don’t cook anything you haven’t cooked before. And I mean it – this is really important. The recipe will tell you it’s easy. And it might be if you’re not cooking anything else, but with other stuff on the go and people turning up and things unexpectedly going wrong it’ll suddenly be like taking History A Level. In Japanese.

	Overcater.

	It might seem cool and relaxed to let people sit wherever they like, but actually it fills most people with fear and anxiety. Me? I love a place card – for dinners for more than six I always use them. Luckily, I don’t give a damn if people think I’m naff, but you might – and they do make most people cringe.
    My brother-in-law once bought 12 lottery tickets and wrote everyone’s names on the bottom and used them for place cards, which I thought was brilliant.
    Anyway, don’t use them if you don’t want to, but at least have an idea of where people ought to sit. They like it. It’s especially vital if you are hosting Christmas or another family event as if you know someone’s going to be unhappy sitting next to a particular person, you can separate them.

	Let’s talk about portion control. Yes, it’s a party and yes it’s a time to go wild but, at the same time, people like being able to take as much as they want – and by that I mean as little as they want. It’s a bit overwhelming to be handed a plate literally towering with food.
    So either let people help themselves, cafeteria-style or if you must plate up, give people a modest amount and let them go back for seconds. Have as many side dishes on the table that you have space for. People will eat more in the long run if initially handed the food reins.

	Now let’s talk about booze. At a large gathering, you can’t be expected to be constantly filling up everyone’s glass – plus I feel about booze the same way I feel about food – people ought to be given control over their alcohol intake. YES it’s a party and YES it’s a time to go wild, but getting more pissed than you want because your host keeps filling your glass when you’re not looking is really annoying. Especially if you have to operate heavy machinery later.
    The vital thing is for there to be a lot of booze available. It should not run out. Ever. What you can do, if you’re so inclined, is to say to everyone as you press their first drink on them: ‘Please do me a massive fave and help yourself to more drink …?’ OR say to one or two key helpful sorts: ‘Would you help me keep an eye on everyone’s glass?’

	You probably don’t salt your food enough when you’re cooking, because pretty much no-one does. I include myself in this. I am always too frightened to taste my food as I go along in case it is a disaster – I just sort of close my eyes and hope for the best – my husband always jokes that the only thing I can cook is ‘Needs Salt’ because whenever I put dinner on the table I say ‘needs salt’.
    So it’s really important to make salt and pepper available and don’t, for God’s sake, take offence if someone seasons their food. I am, obviously, a massive snob about salt and pepper. Maldon salt in some kind of dish or bowl and black pepper in a grinder is the only thing I think is okay – but LoSalt in a big plastic thingy and ground pepper out of a jar is better than nothing.

	Don’t keep asking your guests what they want. Because they mostly don’t care. When they arrive do not say ‘Can I get you something to drink?’ because they don’t know what you have. And they are so exhausted from a full day at the office, or a full day of childcare, they don’t know what they want anyway; if you reel off a list of choices they will freeze and not know what to say. Instead, ask: ‘will you have some of this delicious tequila punch I’m having?’ And if that’s not what they want, they will say ‘actually have you got any beer?’
    The same applies to pudding. Make your decision about when is right to move things on without saying anything. Do not say ‘Would anyone like tea and coffee?’ because it’s a real mood-killer. Just slip off and do a big pot of peppermint or camomile and coffee if you can really be bothered. I never do coffee – no-one notices if you don’t do it and if someone is really desperate for a coffee they’ll ask for one. Put down the pot of tea and enough cups for everyone and dish out the pudding (if you’ve been arsed to do one), or put a lot of bars of Green & Black’s on the table and let nature take its course.
    Come to think of it, my friend Henry – a terrific host – doesn’t even bother with hot drinks after dinner and I never notice.

	DO NOT COMPLAIN ABOUT YOUR OWN FOOD. This is absolutely the worst, most annoying and irritating thing you can do as you present people with their food. It is very hard not to do, which is why so many people do it, but it is very important not to because it is pathetic and self-pitying and also rude: why are you serving people something that hasn’t quite worked? If you’re such a shit cook, why have you invited people round?



When someone says ‘This looks great’ YOU SAY (repeat after me): ‘Thanks so much! It’s such a terrific recipe, I love it.’

It’s very hard to say this when in your head you’re screaming ‘FUCK! FUCK! FUCK! THIS IS A BIT COLD … OH GOD I FORGOT TO ADD THE CORIANDER … !!!!!’ but you must hold it in and start making conversation about absolutely anything other than the food.

Do not say:

‘Chuh, took fucking long enough.’

‘Chuh, yeah, sorry cabbage is a bit burnt.’

‘Oh God, this is such a disaster.’

Just don’t, okay? Have in your head, if you must, a topic you are going to start on as you sit down: ‘So Nigel says that Paxos is just ruined by tourists these days,’ or ‘I don’t know about you, but I thought Fifty Shades of Grey was a masterpiece!!!’

If you moan about your own food, it means that everyone has to sit about not only eating your horrible slop but bloody talking about it, reassuring you that it’s not that bad, when it is, making stupid ‘mmm’ noises as they eat it, freaking out that you’re going to start crying etc.

That’s not what a dinner is for; it’s not about you and your fragile ego. It’s for seeing friends, chatting, drinking. Every cook – you, me, Delia, my mum, Giles – feels compelled to apologise for something as they present food and it’s really annoying and everyone hates it. So. Just. Don’t.


Meat Fear Part 1

I have become the kind of person who doesn’t like raw meat.

I don’t know how it happened, but I think it started after I learned to drive, which was quite recently, and was able to take myself to Waitrose. It was the meat aisle that did it. All those rows and rows of plastic packets of formerly happy bouncing lambs and docile cows and perky chickens. I felt dizzy and ill and every time I go there now, I have to rush through.

Giles has very little sympathy for me on this. His argument is that you should always, always go to a local butcher whose meat comes from little farms and isn’t sold in plastic cartons. I agree with him, but the butcher doesn’t also sell deodorant and light bulbs and bok choi. And, even then, butchers have started freaking me out too. I’m finding it increasingly hard to prepare a chicken for the oven without feeling just awful and guilty and sad. What is wrong with me? I don’t want to be a vegetarian, I really don’t. I don’t think it’s necessary.

It’s not like I don’t buy absolutely the most expensive, premium, grass-fed, free-range stuff I can. But my uncle used to have a farm and it was an excellent small farm in the Welsh hills, where old-fashioned husbandry was practised. Friesian cows, free to roam the blustery hills, patted, named and cared-for, used to hang their heads over the garden wall and look at you with their big brown eyes; we hunted for hens’ eggs in the wood where the chickens scratched and buck-buckawed free from fear of persecution, housed in fox-proof mansions.

And, despite all that, the process of slaughtering the animals was still fucking barbaric.

So I don’t know what to do. I think the answer is to buy less meat. Or get therapy.


My Husband the Eighties Hero

I often get asked how my husband and I met. I don’t know why. I’m never interested in how other people met and never ask. I’m always too busy being very worried to ask people questions like that. Worried about my face – has it gone red in the heat? Am I dressed in a lunatic and embarrassing way? Is anyone else going to eat that last mini Thai fish cake? Fuck it, shall I just get really drunk? Or shall I switch to lime and soda now in order to feel smug in the morning?

Other people don’t seem to have these concerns and instead calmly turn to me and say: ‘So how did you and Giles meet?’

Perhaps it’s because he is eleven years older than me and people assume that we met on some sort of website that matches desperate men in their late thirties with desperate girls in their late twenties. But we didn’t.

It was a set-up, an arranged marriage of sorts. My brother-in-law, who is an old friend of my husband’s, despaired of Giles’ impractical choices of girlfriends – none of whom found his drinking or swearing amusing beyond the first three honeymoony months – and my impractical choices of boyfriends, who were either gay or mad, or both. So he set us up, thinking that however disastrous a match we were, we would be almost certain to choose much worse on our own.

Well that’s what he says. I think it’s more a case of he thought it would be a laugh if Giles was his brother-in-law.

Giles and I had met once before we started going out. When I discovered he was friends with my sister’s husband I emailed him, being then as I was a fidgety and ambitious young journalist (i.e. a receptionist at a magazine). I briskly cited our connection and demanded a free lunch, as if that would get me anywhere in newspapers. Okay, said Giles. We went out to a pizza restaurant in Golders Green and Giles told me the funniest joke I’ve ever heard.

The waiters in the restaurant didn’t speak very good English and getting what we ordered throughout lunch had been a bit hit and miss. As the end of lunch drew near, Giles asked for a double espresso and the bill. The waiter looked confused. Giles repeated his request and smiled. ‘Ok’ said the waiter, and left.

Giles turned back to me and said ‘He’s probably going to bring us a steak.’ I fell about laughing.

We went our separate ways: he back to the tail end of a failing relationship and me home to my parents’ house, to pick my cuticles and fret about my spots. Giles was a terrific lunch companion and had a lot of advice about journalism, but we basically then forgot all about each other.

Two years after this first meeting, one hot dusty night in July, I got a phone call from my sister, instructing me to be at a friends’ book party that evening because Giles was there, and he was single. ‘Don’t wear that black jersey thing,’ she said. ‘Okay,’ I said, picking it out of the laundry pile.

Along I trotted to the party. It was sweltering. Giles was there looking like a man on the run, his hair standing on end, in a ratty old T-shirt and rattier jeans. He was brown from some holiday or other and was still drunk from lunch. His father was dying, he said, his fiancée had run off. ‘I wish it was the other way around,’ he added. Everyone laughed.

At first we liked each other for purely superficial reasons, being as we are both monstrously shallow. He had a thing for foul-mouthed, tarty, big-bosomed twenty-somethings in the media and all my references for what is handsome come from eighties movies: Judd Nelson; Rob Lowe; Tom Cruise; Charlie Sheen; John Cusack. You must have big muscles and look your best in a wife-beater and Wayfarers with your hair slicked back. You must also be able to do manly things like change a tyre on your own and get to the front of a bar queue. Memo to Zac Efron: you are adorable but I do not want my boyfriend to know all the words to ‘I Will Survive’.

So Giles and I fell in together easily. And when the shine came off things, we still, somehow, didn’t come unstuck. There has never been a crisis in our relationship that hasn’t been solved by a colourful slanging match, apologies and then a trip out for Chinese food.

We were on holiday this summer with a group of friends and one of the men there did not know how to dive into the sea. I couldn’t believe it. Otherwise handsome and winning, this man couldn’t dive! In order to get into the water off the boat, he would vault over the side railings and splatter into the sea, feet first. As my husband did a backwards dive off the edge of the boat, knifing into the water like an otter I thought: I could not marry a man who couldn’t do that. I also couldn’t marry a man who can’t whistle for a cab, carry me out of a burning building in his arms, haggle, parallel park on a busy street or do one-arm press-ups.

I know it’s childish. Hot guns, a nice tan and ‘cool hair’ are the things I wanted in a boy when I was 14 and yet they’re still important now. I don’t think that says good things about me. But at least I know what I want.

Anyway, that’s how Giles and I met. Now when we meet at a party, you won’t have to ask.

The mystery of mutual attraction often occurs to me when I am picking a recipe. I quite often find myself flicking through an entire recipe book or colour supplement shrieking ‘there is NOTHING in here!’ So what makes me stop, what makes me pick something out of the crowd? What gives a recipe the X Factor?

Recipes that are not too heavily reliant on carbohydrate will always catch my eye. Things without too many steps, without ingredients that I must hunt down in Thai supermarkets, which can be cooked without creating a vast mountain of washing up, will always make it off the page and into my pots and pans.

So this pan-fried quail and barley stew I picked up on my travels was always going to get made, at some point. It is really good, this. I had been curious for a long time about what cooked lettuce would be like and, it turns out, it is nice.

Quail and Barley Stew

For two


	100g pearl barley

	olive oil

	1 onion, chopped

	salt and pepper

	200g frozen peas

	500ml chicken stock (one of those tubs from Waitrose will do)

	25g butter

	1 tbsp flour

	2 jointed quail – okay this is a bit of a faff to do yourself and you’re left with very sad little quail carcasses, so you can enquire at your local Waitrose if they will do this for you at the butcher’s counter or simply go without the quail; the lardons (below) make this a perfectly edible light stew without the addition of the bird.

	some sprigs of fresh thyme

	100g lardons

	a handful of Little Gem leaves




	Cook the pearl barley in salted water for 50 minutes, then drain and leave to steam dry.

	Heat some oil in a pan and add the onion and a big pinch of salt. Cook slowly on a low heat for 15 minutes, without letting them get much colour. Add the barley and the peas.

	Cover with stock and bring to the boil then simmer for 10 minutes, stirring occasionally.

	In an egg cup or small bowl mash together the butter and flour to make a paste. Plop about half of this into the barley mix and poke it about until it melts about. The idea is that it will turn your stew into a sort of thick broth.

	In another frying pan, heat more oil and season your quail bits with salt, pepper and thyme. Put the legs in first and when they are browning, add the lardons. When the legs and the lardons look brown, add the breasts and cook for 4 minutes on one side and a minute on the other side.

	Stir the lettuce into the barley broth and leave to steam cook for a minute. Serve with the barley as a base and the quail over the top.




Are You an Alcoholic?

I’m always a bit freaked out by those ‘Are you an alcoholic?’ surveys, because whenever I do them, and answer them honestly, it always turns out that I ought to get myself to the Priory immediately. Do I drink by myself? Yes. Do I drink to forget my problems? Of course. Do I find it difficult to stop after one drink? Who doesn’t? Do you scour the house in a rage for alcohol after a particularly trying day? (Ok I made that one up. But the answer is yes.)

There have been two times in my life when I’ve realized that I am actually going to end up an alcoholic if I don’t stop drinking immediately. There are alcoholics on both sides of my family, so I’m as ‘at risk’ as a Ming vase on the M4.

The first one was when I was about 23 and working in a seriously lowly job and then my boyfriend ran off with another girl. Which I was doubly pissed off about because before he went out with me he was gay, like actually gay gay – running off with a boy I could take but a girl was just beyond the pale. I would come home to my parents’ house from work and sit at our kitchen table while my father would pour red wine down my throat until I passed out. I must say, it worked, because I didn't feel nearly so much like killing myself when I was drunk.

In fact, I wrote 40,000 words of a really excellent comic novel, mostly in those evenings when I was drunk. Well, I say it’s excellent but the first agent I showed it to hated it and the second didn’t even write back. Bastard. And the restraining order means I can’t EVEN push a Molotov cocktail through his damn letter box.

Anyway, where was I? Oh yes, then one day my parents went on holiday and I was left in the house by myself. I wasn’t so crazy about cooking and shopping back then so after three days there was no more alcohol left in the house and I RAGED around it trying to find something to drink. As I stood in the laundry, contemplating a bottle of cherry brandy, I realized I needed to stop immediately.

The second time was when I was working as a reporter for the Standard. I was, for weeks at a time, either drunk or hungover. When I found myself slipping out for a Bloody Mary the second the afternoon edition had been sent (back in the days when the Standard had different editions) I thought I should stop.

I mean, I was hardly Anne Robinson, or George Best, but you don’t need to hit rock bottom to be drinking too much, or too regularly. Anyway, my point is that stopping drinking is really boring, but I learnt that it’s basically all about replacing the FIRST drink of
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