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Chapter 1 - Arrival at Kale
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Saffron Tate was already five minutes late to her reservation at Kale, and her mood was not improved by the fact that she’d just spent ten of those minutes circling the same stretch of Bristol’s Green Quarter. The trouble with fashionable urban districts is that they’re not content with one smoothie bar—they require three, each painted in shades of recycled mint green, each offering a turmeric ginger shot “with gratitude,” and each staffed by people who appear to have taken vows of celery.

By the time Saffy pushed open the glass door of Kale, she was hot, harassed, and already planning an opening line about being spiritually accosted by chia  seeds. The restaurant smelled faintly of fennel and moral superiority. The décor was an earnest marriage of pale wood, woven hemp panels, and a living moss installation that appeared to be losing the will to live. Every table bore a single polished pebble, which a sign explained was a “gratitude stone—hold it close as you eat, to reflect on what sustains you.” Saffy privately decided she’d be reflecting on the cheeseburger she intended to buy on the way home.

She was greeted at the host’s stand by a man in organic linen trousers, a tunic the colour of despair, and absolutely no shoes. He looked like someone who’d walked out of a yoga retreat in 1998 and never quite made it back.

“Welcome,” he breathed, in the voice of a BBC4 meditation podcast. “Welcome to your nourishment journey.”

Saffy blinked. “Thanks. I’ve booked under Saffron Tate—press table?”

He consulted a notebook, frowning. “Ah. Press.” The word carried the weight of someone announcing an outbreak of foot-and-mouth. “We prefer to prioritise our digital partners.”

“Yes,” Saffy said sweetly, “I imagine Instagram filters are much kinder than words.”

He ignored this, gesturing for her to follow. She trailed him through the pale-wood cavern, past diners communing with bowls of something beige, to a small table wedged beside a water feature. The feature emitted a slow, persistent trickle, the exact acoustic of someone quietly weeping into a basin.

Perfect.

The host placed a gratitude pebble before her, as though it were both sacrament and hostage, then whispered, “May your spirit find synergy.” He drifted away, feet flapping softly against the floorboards.

Saffy sat down, folded her arms, and surveyed her surroundings. Décor by Pinterest monk, she scribbled in her mental notebook. She wondered if she was allowed to ask for a wine list without being excommunicated. Judging by the neighbouring table, where a solemn man was staring into a glass of what looked like rainwater and calling it “mindful hydration,” the answer was probably no.

The menu, when it arrived, was printed on recycled paper so textured it threatened to dissolve in her hands. Each dish had a title rather than a description: Awakening Petals, Whisper of Roots, Gratitude Foam. No prices, of course. This was nourishment, not commerce.

She sighed. “All right,” she murmured to the pebble, “let’s get this over with. And if you can grant me one miracle tonight, let it be actual food.”

Across the room, a young woman dabbed at her eyes over a bowl of translucent liquid that turned out to be a tofu consommé. Saffy made another note: Warning—may induce existential crisis.

She adjusted her chair, which was designed for posture rather than comfort, and forced herself into professional mode. Objectivity, she told herself firmly. Don’t pre-judge. Yet she could already hear the review forming in her head like a soufflé of sarcasm.

She tapped the gratitude pebble against the table. “Cheers,” she muttered. “Here’s to nourishment.”

It thunked in reply, sounding appropriately hollow.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 - The Sacred Menu
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The table, like everything else at Kale, seemed designed less for eating than for gentle contemplation. Bare wood, sanded smooth enough to double as a yoga mat, glowed beneath the restaurant’s carefully arranged pendant lights. There was no cutlery in sight—no reassuring weight of fork or knife, no spoon to cling to like a lifeboat. Instead, a hand-stitched menu lay before Saffy, folded into the shape of a love letter. It looked as though it had been written by a Victorian botanist who’d been locked in a hothouse too long.

She opened it cautiously. Inside, delicate sketches of leaves framed the words Seasonal Journey Tasting Menu. Each course was named after an emotion, an element, or a verb no sane person should associate with dinner.

Before she could scoff out loud, a young woman drifted to her table, a walking vision of macramé and sincerity.

“Good evening,” the woman whispered, placing her palms together in what may have been prayer or simply an attempt to keep her sleeves from dragging in the moss art. “I’m Willow-Moon, and I’ll be guiding you through your nourishment journey tonight.”

Of course she was.

Willow-Moon unfolded a single slip of parchment with all the gravity of a high priestess unveiling sacred scrolls. “We begin,” she said, voice trembling with reverence, “with a kale crisp. Air-dried under moonlight to retain its spiritual enzymes.”

Saffy arched an eyebrow. “Does it come with chips?”

Willow-Moon blinked at her, the joke sailing past like a kite in a hurricane. “No,” she said after a beat, tone clipped.

“Shame. Never mind.” Saffy tried to smile, but her stomach growled audibly, echoing against the pale wooden walls like a wolf in a monastery.

Willow-Moon carried on, unperturbed. “Our first course is Awakening Petals—a single dehydrated beet petal, delicately arranged atop a smear of roasted nettle purée. It reminds us of impermanence.”

Saffy glanced down at her menu. “Impermanence, hmm. Is that code for tiny?”

No answer. Only the faint sound of the water feature sobbed in the background.

Her beet petal arrived on a square of slate the size of an iPad. At its centre, a lonely crimson shard reclined on a green smear that looked suspiciously like someone had lost patience with a lawnmower. Saffy poked it gingerly.

“Is this warm on purpose?” she asked.

Willow-Moon’s eyes widened, as if the question itself were blasphemy. “Heat is... a perception,” she replied gravely.

“Right,” Saffy said. “And hunger’s an illusion, I suppose?”

Willow-Moon’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Saffy leaned closer, lowering her voice. “Genuine food question, I promise. Should I... chew it? Or just let it dissolve like communion?”

Willow-Moon clasped her hands. “The petal should unfold its essence as you meditate on it.”

Saffy stared at the beet fragment, willing it to unfold into something remotely filling. She put it on her tongue, chewed once, and swallowed. It tasted faintly earthy and faintly sweet, but entirely disappointing. Her stomach responded with another growl loud enough that a man three tables away glanced over with alarm.

She pressed her gratitude pebble to her chest as if it were a defibrillator. Stay calm, she told herself. Professionalism. Objectivity.

But her mental notebook was already filling: Decor: penitential. Menu: séance. Service: passive aggression in hemp trousers.

Willow-Moon bowed faintly. “I’ll return with your next course when you are ready.”

“Can you make it a sandwich?” Saffy muttered, but only after Willow-Moon had glided out of earshot.

The water feature continued to flow, echoing her appetite.
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Chapter 3 - Dining Room Theatre
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The main dining room at Kale resembled a silent retreat that an Ikea catalogue had ambushed. Everything was earthy tones and earnest lighting, with long tables made from “ethically sourced wood” that looked suspiciously like pine. A gong chimed gently between courses, not so much announcing food as reminding diners to re-align their chakras.

Saffy sat stiffly at her table, feeling like a fraud in a room where couples seemed to be communicating telepathically over turnip carpaccio. One pair gazed at each other with such intense eye contact that she half expected them to achieve fusion.

To her left, an influencer in neon trainers was painstakingly photographing a carrot foam from every possible angle. He crouched, he hovered, he whispered encouragement to the dish as though it were a nervous debutante. His companion adjusted the lighting with her phone’s torch. Saffy muttered into her gratitude pebble, “And people think I’m pretentious.”

Across the room, a man bent reverently over his plate of quinoa and whispered, “Thank you.” It wasn’t clear whether he was addressing the grain, the chef, or some deity of digestion.

At the next table, things escalated. A middle-aged woman in a chunky hemp cardigan was openly weeping over what the menu described as a zero-waste consommé experience. Her partner patted her shoulder as though she were mourning a dear friend. Saffy craned her neck to see the bowl. It appeared to be a shallow puddle of beige liquid with a single sprig of parsley floating like a life raft.

Saffy made a note in her mental review draft: Warning: soup may trigger repressed childhood traumas.

Her second course arrived on cue, carried with ceremonial reverence by Willow-Moon. “Your jellied courgette spiral with fermented elderberry mist,” she intoned. The dish looked like someone had crocheted a green slinky and spritzed it with perfume.

Saffy’s stomach, unimpressed by the artistry, let out a growl so violent that the carrot-foam photographer flinched. She stabbed delicately at the courgette, then caught herself. No cutlery. Right. She attempted to peel a curl free with her fingers, which only made the whole thing wobble like a nervous jellyfish.

She chewed, slowly, trying to taste whatever “elderberry mist” was supposed to mean. It was... fine. Cold, slightly tangy, and entirely unsatisfying. She found herself longing for bread. A hunk of sourdough, a crust, even a breadstick. Anything to reassure her that civilisation still had teeth.

“Excuse me,” she said when Willow-Moon reappeared, “is it possible to get some olive oil? Or... you know, anything to anchor this?”

Willow-Moon’s smile tightened. “We don’t encourage fats here. Fats cloud intention.”

Saffy blinked. “Do they? I always thought they made roast potatoes delicious.”

A hush fell across the room, and she realised she’d spoken louder than intended. A man meditating over his beet carpaccio opened one eye in quiet censure.

She sat back, flushing slightly. Maybe I’m missing the point, she thought. Maybe all these solemn, glowing diners were right, and she was the lone barbarian in a temple of refinement. Perhaps proper nourishment was meant to be this ethereal, this restrained, this utterly joyless—

Her chair creaked as she shifted. Willow-Moon appeared instantly, placing a warning hand on the backrest. “We don’t encourage sudden movements.”

Saffy froze, halfway through adjusting her cardigan. “I wasn’t about to stage a coup,” she said weakly.

“Still,” Willow-Moon whispered, “best to remain... aligned.” She glided away, leaving a trail of judgment in her wake.

Saffy sat rigid, nibbling her jellied courgette spiral and wondering when exactly dinner had turned into a hostage situation. She was no longer sure if she was a journalist, a prisoner, or the sole survivor of a cult picnic.

The gong chimed again. Saffy raised her pebble in mock salute. “To fats,” she murmured. “Long may they cloud my intentions.”
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Chapter 4 - The Influencer Encounter
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By the third gong, Saffy decided it was time to stage a tactical retreat. She excused herself from the table—though to whom, she wasn’t sure, since no one at Kale acknowledged anyone else’s existence—and marched towards the bathroom.

The sanctuary, as the discreet sign outside called it, was painted a soothing shade of cucumber water. Bamboo hand towels were stacked neatly in little wicker baskets, and inspirational quotes about gut health were framed above the sinks. Your microbiome is your best friend, one read, next to a pastel sketch of an intestine that looked alarmingly cheerful.

Saffy leaned on the marble counter, studying herself in the mirror. She looked slightly feral, like someone who had survived three days in the wilderness and was about to start gnawing on the moss wall art outside. Her hair was escaping its clip, her eyes were glazed with fatigue, and her lipstick had been eaten clean away by the one dehydrated beet petal she’d managed to chew.

She was still trying to tame her reflection when the bathroom door opened and in swept an influencer. Saffy didn’t need a label—every molecule of the girl’s aura screamed brand collaboration. She was livestreaming herself, phone held aloft, ring light clipped to the case, narrating in hushed reverence as she reapplied something green to her lips.

“...and now I’m just locking in hydration with my spirulina lip balm—link in bio, babes—honestly, it’s so clean it’s practically a prayer.”

She caught sight of Saffy and gasped theatrically. “Oh my god. You’re her. You’re the burrata takedown.”

Saffy blinked. “The what?”

The influencer practically vibrated with excitement. “That review you did last year? At Amelie’s in Bath? You called the burrata ‘a tragic balloon animal slowly dying of neglect.’ Iconic. We quoted it on a meme carousel!”

Saffy offered a tight smile. “Glad to have contributed to culture.”

The girl bounced closer, phone still recording. “I’m Luna-Reign. Content creator, wellness curator, nutritional storyteller.” She pronounced each title like a knighthood. “I’ve loved watching Francesca Voss transform food into something more than eating. It’s lifestyle, it’s spiritual alignment, it’s, like, edible storytelling, right? Don’t you feel Kale?”

Saffy swallowed hard. Her journalistic training told her to nod, smile, and maintain polite neutrality. Her soul, however, was screaming.

“It’s certainly... an experience,” she said carefully.

Luna-Reign clapped. “Yes! That’s it. It’s about the journey. Not everyone gets it. Some people think they’re here to, like, fill up. But that’s such an outdated way of looking at food. Francesca is rewriting the narrative.”

Saffy briefly imagined rewriting Francesca’s narrative with the bamboo reed diffuser perched beside the sink. She forced herself to breathe. “Quite.”

The influencer tilted her head. “You know, I used to be a food journalist too.”

Saffy perked up, despite herself. “Really?”

“Yes,” Luna-Reign said dreamily. “But, like... with soul.”

Saffy froze. Her stomach clenched—not from hunger this time, but from pure affront. With soul. As though she’d spent her career dissecting lasagnes with a scalpel and no bedside manner. She opened her mouth, ready to deliver a cutting retort about the sanctity of adjectives and the death of the Oxford comma—

But she stopped because this was how careers ended: not with a scandal, but with a food critic bludgeoning an influencer to death with a bamboo towel rack.

Instead, she smiled, thin as filo pastry. “How inspiring. Well, I should get back before my courgette spiral evaporates.”

And with that, Saffy swept out of the sanctuary, leaving Luna-Reign to livestream her pores. Outdated, was she? Fine. Outdated had better table manners—and ate proper meals.
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Chapter 5 - The Exit (and the Protein Bar)
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Leaving Kale was not a simple matter of pushing back a chair and sauntering out. No, departures here were ceremonial, every bit as orchestrated as the arrival of a dehydrated beet petal on a slate.

Saffy stood slowly, as if rising too quickly might set off an alarm or—worse—a gong. She made her way towards the door with the careful gait of a diplomat backing out of a royal audience. Diners glanced up from their bowls of liquid virtue, registering her exit with faint disappointment, as though she had failed the spiritual syllabus.

At the threshold, a staff member in flowing hemp robes blocked her path with what looked like a miniature diffuser. “Would you care for your cleansing sip?” they whispered, holding up a thimble-sized vessel that released faint wisps of oat-milk mist.

Saffy smiled with all the warmth of a fridge that had been unplugged. “I’m cleansed enough, thank you.”

She sidestepped deftly, ducking the waft of sanctified vapour, and made it to the door before anyone else could suggest aligning her chakras with kombucha.

The moment she stepped outside, Bristol hit her square in the face: grease, coffee, traffic fumes—an olfactory symphony of the real world. Bus brakes squealed like poorly tuned trumpets. Someone swore into their phone. Somewhere close, onions sizzled in honest, unapologetic oil. It was like oxygen after suffocation, perfume after mildew. She nearly wept.

Her handbag, neglected for the last ninety minutes of “nutritional storytelling,” suddenly became the most beautiful object in the world. With the speed of a trained pickpocket, she unzipped it and produced a chocolate protein bar. The wrapper tore beneath her nails with a sound more satisfying than any gong.

She bit into it, jaw working like a woman possessed. Sweetness, chocolate, chew. It was not gourmet. It was not delicate. It was, however, actual food, and Saffy devoured it as though she’d just survived a famine in a monastery.

Her shoulders dropped. Her pulse slowed. Sarcasm bubbled happily back into her bloodstream.

She wiped a crumb from her lip and exhaled, smiling faintly. The review would write itself. All she’d have to do was remember the moss wall, the gratitude pebble, and the woman sobbing over consommé. Comedy gold. If she ever felt guilty about sharpening her claws on poor Kale, she need only recall the jellied courgette spiral, wobbling like a vegan ghost.

A shout and a burst of fried-onion perfume drew her attention to the corner of the street, where a burger van glowed under fluorescent lights. Greasy windows, handwritten menu in marker pen, a queue of hungry mortals with no interest in enlightenment—just bacon.

Saffy’s eyes narrowed, her mouth twitching into something between longing and war strategy. “Tomorrow,” she muttered to herself. “Tomorrow we dine in grease.” She tucked the protein-bar wrapper back into her bag, straightened her coat, and marched towards the taxi rank, a woman restored.

Kale might have left her ravenous, faintly traumatised, and dangerously close to bludgeoning someone with a bamboo diffuser—but it had also done her one excellent service. It had given her material. And for a food critic, that was nourishment enough.
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Chapter 6 - The Burger Salvation
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Saffy burst through the door of her railway carriage like a woman escaping a cult. She dropped her tote bag with a thud, kicked off her boots in two different directions, and made a beeline for the fridge. The fridge, which groaned ominously under the weight of condiment jars and passive-aggressive leftovers, was plastered with magnets declaring things like Eat First, Regret Later and Kale Is What Food Eats.

She flung the door open and pawed through its contents with the desperation of a pirate digging for buried treasure. A jar of pickles, a wedge of increasingly hostile Stilton, three half-used pots of yoghurt (all muttering “check me, check me”), and—there. Wrapped in grease-speckled paper, nestled like a sacred relic: the emergency bacon double cheeseburger.

It came from her favourite backstreet joint, a place that required you to sign away your arteries but gave back your soul in return. She pulled it out with both hands, reverent, like Indiana Jones cradling the golden idol.

“Oh, thank god,” she whispered.

The paper tore open with a satisfying crackle, releasing the holy trinity of burger scent: meat, cheese, and fried onions. She sat herself at the kitchen counter, ignored the cutlery drawer entirely, and bit in with the fervour of a pilgrim finally reaching Mecca.

Relief was instantaneous. Sauce dribbled down her chin, landing on a dog-eared Michelin Guide she’d left lying open, as if to mock her professional pretensions. She groaned theatrically, the sound half-erotic, half-resuscitative.

“Civilisation,” she mumbled through a mouthful. “This is what civilisation tastes like.”

Her stomach, which had spent the last two hours wailing like a neglected orphan, finally sighed into silence. Guilt tried to shuffle forward, wagging its finger—you just had a meal, a professional critic shouldn’t need fast food after dinner service—but hunger punched guilt square in the face and sat triumphantly on its chest.

Still, there was a faint shadow of conscience. She was a food writer, technically a professional one, and this was not the behaviour of a professional. This was the behaviour of a woman who had once declared quinoa to be “the grain equivalent of reading terms and conditions.”

She licked ketchup off her knuckle and decided conscience could wait until breakfast. As if on cue, her phone buzzed across the counter. She swiped it open with greasy fingers. A text from her editor, Zoe:

Hope Kale wasn’t too kale-ish. Looking forward to the carnage.

Saffy smirked, swallowing another guilty mouthful. Kale hadn’t been kale-ish. Kale had been kale-unhinged. It was a performance art piece featuring vegetables, a séance involving nettles, and a restaurant where chairs were allowed to creak less than the diners. She reached for her notebook, crumbs tumbling across the page, and began jotting down lines.

Décor: penitential yoga chic. Menu: food as an abstinence lecture. Highlight: escaping alive.

The burger fuelled her pen as much as it did her body. Each bite sharpened her wit, like a pencil ground to a lethal point. She scribbled phrases with the mania of someone who had just remembered why she liked her job.

She glanced down at the burger, now half-gone, and raised it in a mock toast. “To taste,” she declared solemnly, “and to arteries that know what they’re for.”

The fridge hummed approvingly, or perhaps in warning. Either way, she ignored it, wiped her hands on the nearest tea towel, and leaned back in her chair, rebalanced at last.

Tomorrow, the review would scorch the earth. Tonight, she had grease, salt, and clarity. And a smug protein bar still sitting in her bag, waiting for a supporting role in tomorrow’s punchline.
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Chapter 7 - The First Draft Massacre
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Saffy’s writing nook was equal parts chaos and charm: a slanted desk wedged against the curved wall of her converted railway carriage, stacks of battered food memoirs bristling with Post-it notes, and an overwatered basil plant drooping like a Victorian heroine in need of smelling salts. The laptop blinked accusingly, its cursor pulsing on a blank page like a metronome for guilt.

She cracked her knuckles, inhaled, and began to type.

“Kale is a temple to tofu built on a foundation of joyless ambition.”

Her fingers flew. The words poured out with the pent-up ferocity of someone who had been force-fed courgette spirals and oat mist for the better part of an evening. She didn’t so much write as stab the keyboard repeatedly with truth.

The kale crisp: “mood-limp, the kind of garnish that makes you reconsider the purpose of chewing.”

The consommé: “like drinking hot guilt strained through a sock.”

The jellied courgette spiral: “an installation piece on the futility of hope.”

And the absence of bread? “Possibly criminal. Someone call Interpol.”

A wicked grin spread across her face. She leaned back and let out a laugh—a sharp, cackling bark that startled even herself. Her cat, Basil, who had been curled on a pile of draft chapters, shot up like a fur-covered firework and bolted from the room, tail bottle-brushed with outrage.

“Fine,” Saffy muttered after him, “but don’t say I didn’t warn you. This is journalism, Basil.”

The cursor blinked again, demanding more. She obliged, churning out similes as though she were in a pie-eating contest and the pies were made of metaphors. She compared the gratitude pebble to “the final stage in Stockholm syndrome,” and the oat-milk mist to “being sneezed on by a tired barista.”

Then, mid-sentence, a small voice in her brain whispered: Are you being too harsh?

She paused. Her hands hovered over the keys. Maybe she was going too far. Maybe Kale wasn’t designed for her. Perhaps it wasn’t meant to fill you up but to leave you spiritually lighter, ethically cleaner, cosmically aligned—

Her memory supplied the dehydrated beet petal, papery and desolate, dissolving like confetti at a funeral.

No, she decided. Not too harsh. Just accurate.

She resumed typing with redoubled gusto, hammering the point home with the precision of a butcher sharpening knives.

At that exact moment, her laptop pinged—a video call request from Zoe, her editor. She sighed, clicked accept, and her familiar face appeared, bleary-eyed but grinning.

“Evening, Saff. Survive?”

“Barely. I’ve begun the autopsy,” she replied, gesturing at the draft.

She squinted. “Hold on—are you seriously calling the amuse-bouche ‘a hostage situation’?”

Saffy glanced at the line, then back at her, eyes gleaming. “Too far?”

Zoe snorted. “Just far enough. God, they’ll hate you.”

“They’ll frame it,” Saffy said smugly.

She chuckled and leaned back in her chair. “Well, don’t soften it. People don’t read you for mercy.”

She grinned, stretching like a cat (one more forgiving than Basil). Her fingers tapped out another flourish, this one comparing the gong between courses to “a Pavlovian reminder that you were still in captivity.”

Zoe groaned with delight. “You’re enjoying this far too much.”

She sipped cold tea from a mismatched mug that read Life’s Too Short For Quinoa. “Damn right I am. I’ve suffered, Zoe. And I intend to make every reader suffer with me.”

And with that, she turned back to the screen, the cursor blinking eagerly, hungry for the next blow in what was rapidly becoming the first draft massacre.
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Chapter 8 - The Killer Line
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By the time night settled, the railway carriage was quiet except for the hum of traffic outside and the occasional creak of the radiator pretending to work. Saffy’s writing nook glowed with laptop light, the rest of the room cast into cosy gloom. A glass of wine sat half-drunk beside her keyboard, ringed with faint lipstick smudges. The basil plant drooped in solidarity.

She leaned back in her chair, rereading what she’d carved into being over the last two hours. The paragraphs marched across the screen like soldiers, each one sharper, meaner, more indignant than the last. The draft had started as a review, and somewhere around paragraph six, it had become a vendetta.

Still, she was missing something. The coup de grâce. The line that would tie it all together and twist the knife.

Her fingers hovered, then danced. If this is the future of food, I’ll take mine with a side of shame and a decent steak.

She stared at it. It was good. It was too good. It was the kind of line that got quoted in news roundups and framed on the office wall. It was also the kind of line that would make the vegan warriors sharpen their spirulina sticks.

She hovered over it for a moment, then, with a small, wicked smile, tapped Control-I. Italics. The literary equivalent of raising one eyebrow and dropping the mic.

The line now purred with insolence. She drained the last of her wine in a victorious gulp.

On cue, her screen pinged. Zoe’s face appeared again, faintly pixelated, a mug of tea in her hand. “All right,” she said. “Read me the ending.”

She obliged, scrolling dramatically, as though unveiling scripture.

She listened, eyes narrowing, then winced audibly when she read the final line. “Saff... they’ll be livid.”

“Good,” she said, setting her empty glass down with a satisfying clink. “Then they’ll read it twice.”

Zoe scrubbed a hand through her hair. “You know they’ll come for you, right? The followers. The fans. The food-shamers. You’ll be trending before lunch.”

“Better than starving before lunch,” she shot back.

She didn’t laugh. “I mean it. They’ll call you cruel. Out of touch. Maybe even—” she pulled a face “—carnist.”

Saffy smirked. “Is that a real word or a made-up one?”

“Both,” Zoe said. “That’s the problem.”

For a moment, Saffy looked back at the italicised sentence. Her reflection glowed faintly in the screen, hair escaping, eyes shadowed. Was she writing this to inform, to enlighten the average diner about Kale’s shortcomings? Or was she entertaining herself, sharpening her wit on someone else’s ambition?

The beet petal floated back into her memory, translucent, pitiful, dissolving on her tongue like edible tissue paper. She thought of the weeping woman and the whisperer of quinoa.

No, she decided. She wasn’t being cruel. She was being accurate. And funny. But mostly accurate. She pressed save.

Zoe sighed, shaking his head with the fond exasperation of a man who’d long since accepted he worked with a professional troublemaker. “Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Saffy leaned back, triumphant, feeling the lingering warmth of the wine and the sharper warmth of the words she’d just set free. Somewhere out there, a storm was brewing in hashtags and angry comments. She could already taste the outrage, hot and salty.

She smiled. “Let them come.”
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Chapter 9 - The Scheduling Moment
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Saffy sat at the little desk in her bedroom, a nest of books and chaos. Cookbooks jostled with crime novels on the shelves, and the postcard wall above her head looked like the fridge door of a food-obsessed magpie: a tomato festival in Valencia, an Italian market stall piled with lemons, a cartoon of a baguette wielding a sword. Rain tapped steadily at the window, a soft percussion.

Her laptop glowed with the finished review. The cursor hovered over the “Schedule” button. The words felt final, dangerous, exhilarating. She clicked. The wheel spun. A tiny circle of confirmation, round and round, like a lit fuse on dynamite. Then: Scheduled for 8:00 a.m.

Saffy leaned back, heart thumping. There it was—the bomb primed. Tomorrow morning, Kale would wake up to find itself lovingly skewered in public. Francesca Voss and her followers would spit spirulina lattes across their screens. Somewhere, a lawyer would be sharpening his pencil.

She padded across the room, swapped the desk chair for a duvet, and collapsed into bed. The taste of gherkin and glory still lingered from her burger binge, comforting proof that joy still existed in the edible world.

For a while, she let herself bask in smugness. But curiosity itched, as it always did. She reached for her phone and thumbed open Instagram, typing in #KaleLove. The feed flooded with photos of luminous courgette ribbons, carrot foam cradled in shells, influencers gazing soulfully into nettle purées. Captions swooned: “Dinner at Kale changed my aura.” “Never felt so aligned with the earth.” “Food that whispers to your DNA.”

Saffy snorted, nearly choking on a crumb of leftover biscuit she hadn’t remembered eating and changed their aura? She’d had more spiritual awakenings in the queue at Greggs.

She scrolled for a few minutes longer, oscillating between amusement and despair. Did people really believe this? Did they truly mistake performance for pleasure? Or was she simply old-fashioned, clinging to the steak-and-chips honesty of her childhood?

The question prickled her. What if she were the villain in someone’s wellness journey? What if, in the morning, a tearful influencer posted: “Critic destroyed my healing relationship with beetroot”? She pictured Francesca weeping tastefully on breakfast television, lamenting the cruelty of journalists.

Her phone buzzed, cutting through the thought. A push notification lit up the screen: Francesca Voss to appear on BBC Breakfast tomorrow, promoting “Clean Comfort Cuisine.”

Saffy rolled her eyes so hard she risked a minor sprain. Of course she was. Francesca would be there in her cashmere yoga wrap, hair shining like spun flax, explaining how turnip consommé could realign your chakras.

“Clean comfort,” Saffy muttered into the duvet. “The only clean comfort I want is a bacon sandwich on a fresh plate.”

She set the phone down and clicked off the lamp. The room fell into soft darkness, rain pattering harder against the glass. Satisfaction hummed low in her chest, but it was tempered now by something else: foreboding.

Tomorrow the storm would break. Hashtags would rage, comment sections would boil, Francesca would smile for the cameras. And Saffy—well, she would be trending. Whether as truth-teller or villain, she couldn’t yet tell.

She tucked the duvet tighter and smirked into the pillow. Either way, she was ready to dance in the rain.
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Chapter 10 - Pillow Thoughts (a.k.a. Mild Panic)
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The lights were out, but Saffy’s brain hadn’t received the memo. She lay flat on her back, staring at the ceiling of her little railway carriage bedroom, listening to the night sounds outside: a motorbike growling along the canal towpath, a fox yipping indignantly at something unseen, the city exhaling in damp, muffled breaths.

Beside her, the phone screen glowed like a guilty conscience. She’d switched it to silent, but every time she closed her eyes, her brain offered up another “killer” line for the review, like a greatest-hits album she hadn’t asked for.

“The consommé was like drinking hot guilt strained through a sock.”

“The amuse-bouche felt like a hostage situation.”

“The kale crisp was compost cosplay.”

She groaned into her pillow. Were they funny, or mean? Or worse, funny because they were mean? Perhaps tomorrow morning she’d wake up to find herself cancelled by a thousand quinoa enthusiasts.

Her phone pinged. Against her better judgment, she reached for it. A direct message on Twitter—from another critic. Just five words: “Oof. You should really go for it.” No emoji. No cushion of irony. Just the stark encouragement of someone who’d seen the draft, or heard whispers, and approved.

She typed back before she could overthink: “What else is there to do?”

The little dots wavered, then vanished. No reply. Typical critic solidarity: a nudge, then silence.

She dropped the phone on the nightstand and rubbed her face. The article was already scheduled, the fuse already lit. There was no pulling it back now. By 8:05 a.m., Kale’s PR team would be foaming oat milk in panic, Francesca Voss would be perfecting her sad-yet-resilient face for the cameras, and hashtags would bloom like weeds.

Her own motives, however, loitered uncomfortably at the edge of her thoughts. Was she really doing this to inform her readers? To peel back the glossy lies and show the public what passed for “clean eating”? Or was she... performing too? Dressing her honesty in sharper clothes, trading someone else’s ambition for her own applause?

She tried to convince herself otherwise. But the beet petal still haunted her—flimsy, papery, dissolving into nothingness. No, she decided firmly. That wasn’t satire. That was public service.

Her eyelids finally sagged. The rain on the glass turned rhythmic, almost soothing. Sleep crept up, slow and sticky.

In her dream, the gratitude pebble rolled after her down a corridor lined with kombucha bottles. Francesca Voss’s voice echoed: “We don’t encourage fats.” Then the kale came—enormous leaves with eyes and limbs, chasing her through a gift shop filled with bamboo diffusers and quinoa-scented candles.

Saffy woke once, half laughing, half gasping, then buried her face in the pillow.

Tomorrow, the storm would break. Tonight, she would sleep. The shot had been fired. The aftertaste was already sharp.
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