

the kitchen food chain
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The commis 
Homo rookisis

A culinary baby cub, the wide-eyed apprentice. Easily confused with a startled meerkat in oversized Crocs. Loves to wear the kitchen’s disposable paper hats that make them look like they’re selling Krispy Kreme doughnuts. Will ask for ingredients already on their section. 

Natural habitat: larder

The chef de partie 
Bigdickus disgruntlus

The one and only workhorse of the kitchen, also known as a line chef. The chef de partie has earnt their space and will defend it like a fox protecting a wheelie bin. Often loud communicators; outspoken. Team players until they’re not. They might cover your shift, but will definitely try to shag the waiter.

Weaknesses: thinks waiters want to shag them

The breakfast chef 
Scramblius maximus

A rarer sighting is this reluctant inmate of the kitchen world. They don’t want to be part of your ‘kitchen family’; they want a reliable shift and a reason to leave at 2 p.m. Oddly, every single one is religious. They are the most un-chef-like chefs you’ll ever meet and are usually in the role due to a need for structure, on account of having six kids and a mortgage.

Strengths: relentlessly reliable

Weaknesses: likely to be a serial killer

The sous chef 
Secondus in commandus

The on-sight special unit. They only hold this position through talent or time and know every recipe, every supplier issue, every staff lie, every skeleton in every walk-in fridge. Often more hands-on than the head chef.

Pros: self-assigns more cig breaks

Cons: ego, less banter
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The head chef 
Dictator culinaris

Hugely varying in nature: either very hands-on with a great talent for commanding the battlefield or can struggle to make a decent beurre blanc any more due to rotas and gross profit percentages taking over. Often seen wearing Crocs in black leather as a sign of status.

Natural habitat: the pass/the office

The pastry chef 
Precisis sugarbitch

The neurodivergent cousin of the chef de partie. Works in a fridge, speaks in grams, lives for lamination. Where the kitchen absolutely stops being about ‘winging it’. Most likely could produce a line chef’s dishes far better, but lacks any desire to trade their sterile lab for the dirty trenches.

Strengths: shortbread, maths

Weaknesses: social gatherings, small-cock jokes
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The floor manager 
Cuntus wankertits

Often spotted lecturing a KP on ‘professionalism’ while wearing a scarf indoors. A creature fuelled predominantly by passive aggression, micromanagement and flat whites. Pretends to understand what dough lamination is to fluff the image that they’re a foodie connoisseur. 

Natural habitat: drinking at the bar

Strengths: schmoozing, uber lux

Weaknesses: limited allies
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The agency chef 
Tempus mercenarius

A drifting kitchen temp hired by the hour, a breed that has surged profoundly since Brexit and Covid. A hired gun to ease understaffing; a culinary one-night stand. Arrives mid-service like a suspicious package in the post in unsullied clogs.

Strengths: often gets paid more than the sous per hour

Weaknesses: no fucking clue where anything is and mildly resented by all

The private chef 
Clientele brownosius

Cooks for the rich, celebs and people who eat tiramisu off things it shouldn’t be eaten off. Adaptable – can live out of a Ford Fiesta full of cling film and cleavers or on a 30-foot yacht, a transition similar from war dog to house cat. Can turn any marble kitchen into downtown Beirut with one pan. Usually rarely sighted.

Natural habitat: n/a

Strengths: the MacGyver of catering; can build a Michelin experience out of a rented Airbnb pan set

Weaknesses: morally negotiable

The KP (kitchen porter) 
Greaseium scrubershits

The true backbone of the kitchen. Holds the entire operation together with Marigolds and rage – and the unsung hero of prep. When they’re good, they’re worth their weight in tips (which can be substantial) as they can be fleeting creatures.

Natural habitat: pot wash

Weaknesses: eczema
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kitchen slang
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All day (awl-day)

The total number of plates required from the tickets. The culinary equivalent of an accountant reading debt.

Dead space (ded-spayz)

The void between lunch and dinner service where chefs either fall asleep upright or make catastrophically poor decisions in alleyways.

K-hole (kay-hohl)

A by-product of dead space.

Drop it (drop-it)

Cook – now and fast.

Emulsification (ee-MUL-sih-fih-KAY-shun)

The careful blending of fat and liquid. Also, the state of kitchen morale – a thin, unstable suspension liable to split.

Fold (fohld)

A gentle mixing technique that doubles as a physical, emotional and spiritual reaction from burnout.

Family meal (fam-uh-lee-meel)

A communal meal prone to complaints before being demolished in thirty seconds by starved terriers.

Pan slam (pan-SLAM)

A shock act of major rage. Also, levelling out an omelette.

More (maw)

Gear; speedy powders. ‘I’m gonna need some more asap’; ‘Is there any more left?’

Service! (sur-viz)

Get here!

Behind! (be-hynd)

Get away!
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Dead plate (ded playt)

Get a clue.

Last orders (lahst or-duz)

Get some ‘more’.

Knob of butter (nob uv buhta)

Measurement of a ping-pong ball. Or a playful reference to Chef’s erectile dysfunction.

86 (ay-tee-siks)

Done, finished, kaput, rejected, bin, get it out, bugger it off.
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kitchen locations
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Back of house (BOH)

The windowless kingdom where chefs spend most of their lives complaining, thriving, deteriorating, rolling up and sometimes hibernating.

Front of house (FOH)

The territory of waiters, bartenders and the three managers who materialise to fluff customers.

Larder section

Where you’ll find cold starters, salads, oysters, shaky unsureness and everything else the seasoned chef doesn’t want to deal with.

Walk-in

A fridge the size of a bedroom. Useful for emotions, poultry, temperature control, panic attacks and storing produce.

The pass

The final point of call between kitchen and waiter for a plate of food – unless deemed more worthy of the bin.

The line

The narrow strip of heated grills where chefs cook shoulder-to-shoulder like steamy sardines.

The pot wash

The wet zone. Home to the KP – a species forged in steam, sweat and industrial bleach. Approach in service with caution.

The nook

The cut-off dead space from the kitchen (see chapter 1).
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preface
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Mise en place (meez-on-plahs)

Setting up. Preparation. Everything in place.

Heard it, you hungry little tourist?

‘Yes, Chef!’ The battle cry of amateurs and influencers, and the slogan on your dad’s novelty apron come BBQ season.

Mise, though, is the real sacred culinary shibboleth. It’s a chef’s premeditation: the necessary ritual, the culinary foreplay that decides whether service grants a smooth climax or a ménage à trois that got out of hand between you, a blunted knife and 120 ravenous covers demanding satisfaction. You can clock a chef worth their salt by their mise within seconds. It’s the way their station looks like a crime scene organised by a psychopath with boundaries. It’s the calm. It’s the economy of movement. The shallot stripped, first into fine julienne and then into a finer brunoise so clean it could sanitise.

It’s like watching an actor smoke on screen – something that’s unactable. Real smokers move with a cigarette like it’s an extra knuckle. You can’t fake that comfort with a vice. It isn’t a prop. It’s anatomy.

Mise is the same. It’s not a technique. It’s a tell. It’s a map of habit, trauma, hard-earned shortcut and superstition that a chef has ever had. And, no, it’s not because they’re clean freaks. It’s actually the contrary. It’s because they’re seasoned enough through services that have gone absolutely tit over Croc from a lack of it. It’s wisdom spawned from trauma, like armouring up because your fingers are down to single digits, or becoming authoritarian with wrapping up, knowing you’re one itchy crotch away from a raw meat hazard.

I don’t believe kitchen prep is an intuitive instinct buried deep in most chefs’ DNAs.

If anything, it’s violently at odds with the kind of people who end up in kitchens.

Most of us didn’t plan to be here; we fell through the cracks and landed on a cutting board. We’re creatures of impulse – nomadic, semi-feral runts stitched together with nicotine, burn scars and whatever coping mechanism didn’t croak us last week.

Mise en place has to be beaten in, like bad habits out of a racehorse. Planning ahead? I’ve never been the type to do something today with the slightest ebb of awareness there might be a tomorrow. ‘Everything in its place’ is a kitchen teaching that no other institution could get into me.

That probably doesn’t sound like the opening confession of a breakthrough culinary prodigy. And it shouldn’t; that’s not me. I don’t have a restaurant. I don’t run the pass at a capital hotspot with a six-month waiting list and a PR team.

Those books do already exist and they’re brilliant. Go read a Rick Stein or White Heat if you want the holy scriptures – although if it’s not a ‘one-or-the-other’, I’m happy to place the culinary bar for you before Marco Pierre-White.

Writing about chefs is an awkward exercise: too close, too personal, too wordy, unnatural. Chefs writing anything themselves is worse. I’m not doing this from a calm desk with a herbal tea and a creative grant. I’m typing between jobs, with beetroot-stained knuckles and unfinished thoughts, Merlot reducing behind me, eyes still slightly vibrating from finishing at 3 a.m. after feeding a private party of eighty.
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Chefs are the people I admire, envy, resent, root for and, occasionally, fantasise about watching slip on a wet-floor sign and face-plant into their own hand blender. They are my people – the fiercest team players on earth and, at the same time, the finest crabs in a bucket that evolution has ever produced. We bleed for each other on service, then instinctively drag down anyone who crawls an inch higher to the light, purely because it wasn’t us. It’s a grotesque, beautiful collision of camaraderie and ego, generosity and spite, that would have fascinated Darwin enough to trade the Galápagos islands for a gastro pub pass any day.

If this book has a purpose, it’s an overdue mise en place for a life in which I spent years with zero prep for a tomorrow that I believed was nothing but a wasted off-cut, a rumour, a conspiracy to be racked up, sniffed away and hocked onto the cold sidewalk like yolky phlegm.

If mise is the art of getting your shit together before the chaos, then this is perhaps an attempt to get mine in place before the next dish hits the pass.

If you’re already smoothing out the dog-eared receipt for this book, preparing to return it, then no hard feelings. That’s the point. There are far more of us than the world ever sees – the everyday chefs with long shifts, raw skin, sore knees, crooked spines, empty wallets, unbeatable vices and lives that look like a walk-in after an under-staffed Saturday service. We’re alive on the outside and often incredibly simple seeming – and yet endlessly complex on the inside and rarely at peace.

This isn’t about the greats. They’re already canonised.

It’s for the rest – the quiet backbones sweating it out, numbing something, moving furiously out of necessity to cease drowning and being convincing in their statement that they’re under control; the ones who know exactly how to run a service and absolutely fuck-all about running a life.

For those still suffering, inside and outside the kitchen.

Consider this my mise en place.

Knives up. Spoons out.

Let’s cook.
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Drunk beef with whipped Roquefort and port reduction
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Crackle. My roll-up hissed as I dragged it to life, the little white rock nestled inside blistering like hot oil on pork skin. Chemical smoke curled past my rouge-, garlic- and port-stained fingers. I froze to hold my breath, counted silently, forcing it deeper into my wheezy lung – a false desperation for more potency.

A thick plume of chemical smoke unravelled as I exhaled. My consciousness was unpressed, like someone had released their steel-capped boot from inside my skull. Palms grew clammy as my jaw clamped firmer. I didn’t just feel the blood rushing to my face, I could hear it, crashing and swarming upward, a reverse waterfall, a stampede surging from body to skull.

I clambered to my feet and buttoned up my chef’s jacket.

Every shift here started in the nook (No-ok) – a sweet spot in every kitchen and something they don’t teach you about in Cordon Bleu; a drastic change from the atmospheric temperature and the heat of the grills. For many kitchens, the nook might be a small space in dry storage or a walk-in fridge. Maybe an odd L-design nether zone that feeds around to the pot wash. But it’s part of every kitchen’s anatomy, like a lung that breathes, roars and chokes. And it’s a remedy to the adrenaline that thrives in the very air around service time. It’s a place of silence amid the cacophony of husky-voiced orders, the high-pitched clinks of saucepans, the baritone thuds of pots and all the orchestral trimmings of a restaurant in full swing.

If you’re a pastry chef, you live in a nook. It’s a luxurious one, a cool and calm sanctuary smelling of stilton and shortbread. Pastry chefs work to a different rhythm to the rest of the kitchen, a steady metronome keeping their own continuous beat alongside the manic, unpredictable jazz band they share a studio with. The energy and focus of the shift itself also leaves a very different mark on the pastry chef compared to their comrades in the rest of the kitchen. If a blind man poked his nose at each one of us, he would be sniffing the difference between a fresh pastel de nata with hints of vanilla versus a corpse fermenting in veal stock.

I’m not a pastry chef, not by breed. They are too professional, in the pernickety sense, for most line chefs: it’s house cats versus stray dogs, contemporary fine art versus finger painting. The only exception is in a triple Michelin-starred kitchen. If you ever manage to dip your head in one, that’s what most restaurants’ pastry sections look like on a large scale – and their chefs too. But that’s where any cross-pollination stops. Another big difference is that their pristine nooks are rarely used for passing out in or smoking crack.

Located in a late-night joint called the Plum Gate in London’s East End, this was the most remarkable nook I’d ever sliced, diced or flambéed next to. The Plum was a long kitchen with a dip in the middle for the pot washers.

At the end of the kitchen pass was the nook, a concrete-bricked room about the area of a single parking space. Inside sat three odd chairs, a table with a plate and endless clutter on the ground: baggies, bottles, fag butts, lottery tickets, you name it. It was stale and smoky by day and a boozer coffin by night. It was a zen den in which to realign – a little nasal, liver and cranium spa where you could aggressively smoke, drink, scream, snort, crunch, pop and inhale all your systems back to regular. And it had a strict chef-only membership.

Never in my rocky career have I experienced such a drastic change in atmosphere than when crossing the threshold of the Plum’s nook. No matter how loud the kitchen was, the second that the weighted nook door slammed behind you, there was near silence, with only a distant murmur from the bustling restaurant above.

It occupied a unique position in space and time, a place that felt like you had wandered off the end of the earth and checked out of life for a moment – but with pleasure.
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I was twenty-six: unmanageable, unhinged, unreliable and predictably unpredictable. Showing up on time had become an endeavour beyond anything I was capable of promising. Days would begin any time, day or night, on stranger’s floors, in doorways or on cold pavements, sometimes with splatters of blood, piss and cider – with the best-case scenario being that they all came from me.

I didn’t know how to live. I’d never felt prosperous in anything: no drive, no passion, no awe for the future, no political views or clean clothes (nor any understanding of how to wash them). The belief that something different could possibly be on the cards was totally fanciful. There was no HR, no customer service, no beady-eyed cashier in a red velvet two-piece I could grab by the lapel and desperately plea, ‘Cash in my chips. I want to exchange this life for a new one!’

I didn’t live to work. I worked to use. Every penny earned on shift (and more) was spent on substances to get through the day. I was in debt – and not in an adult way. I owed money to everyone I knew: friends, family, corner shops, junkies, good people, assholes and every dealer in your phonebook.

Being by the grills may well have been a belonging, but I was in no space to appreciate that. The loud and chaotic kitchen was, ironically, the calmest place for my rattling mind. It was familiar, it made sense and I knew it well. Being momentarily distracted by getting the exact amount of pink from a thyme-crusted rack of lamb or trimming and blanching a duck breast to order felt like the last razor-thin strand holding me from an unknown abyss.

At a stretch, I could conclude that stints in a kitchen at least offered numbing breaks to the harrowing solitude and inconceivable boredom from using alone. Life felt stagnant, but that was naive; it was fermenting, and the permanent dirt I was spiralling down towards was unknowingly imminent.
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Mornings in the Plum’s kitchen started lifeless. I’d stumble in for a shift either still high or looking so rough it could panic a late-stage terminal patient into insisting I take their seat, fluids included. On this particular morning, we had another private event. There were canapés to finish, a hangover to manage and, as always, existential dread to garnish. The chemical malaise was baked into my bones, lodged in my thoughts and encrusted thick across my tongue.

There’s a strange kind of synergy between a chef and his kitchen when you’re hanging out your arse from the night before. You walk into that cold, sterile room, the metallic counters gleaming like an abandoned operating theatre, and, for a moment, it mirrors you perfectly: lifeless, joyless, reeking faintly of death. Then, slowly, you start the ritual.

Ovens click. Vents hum. Grill up, stock order in. Pink Floyd bleeds from the party box speaker. Bit by bit, the place wakes up. Colour seeps back into the world; heat returns to the bones; body and kitchen both start to function again.

When the pulse finally steadies, I would head to the nook.

The nook has a little red nursery chair, a relic of unknown – and best unasked – origin. I unbuttoned my top whites, grabbed the blowtorch and relit my dry roll-up. The first exhale drifted out, not twenty minutes into opening, like a chef sighing at the end of a double shift. I swigged my Irish coffee and laid out the morning’s mise en place – a plate dusted with two neat piles: coke on the left, ketamine on the right.

Through the vast à la carte of narcotics a day could hold, my set menu was fixed: cocaine, ketamine and Xanax – and not the prescription kind but those wonky, homemade knock-outs laced with fentanyl. That was the baseline, the fuel to face another day. Measuring the stuff had become unbearably dull. One without the other felt meaningless, like serving a bisque with no spoon or bowl. The result was predictable: my nose and mouth perpetually mangled, aggressively tenderised and awaiting a battering. Cheap gin and corner-shop cider blistered the inside of my cheeks, while the powders burnt through what was left of my sinuses.

But then, for a moment, a split second of chemical grace, the fog lifted. The noise stopped.

‘Laarrrggghhh.’ I froze in a blank stare, trying to make sense of the directionless noise.

Did that come from me?

It was the subconscious suffering of someone bleeding out on a battlefield. Christ, even the voices in my head couldn’t stand being there.

‘Durrggggghhhh.’

No, it definitely wasn’t in my head. The desperate gargle triggered my glance to catch sight of progressive movement under the vent. Clutter was shifting, bottles clinking as they slid to each side.

I froze.

A rat? Some kind of mutant kitchen monster brought forth by the chaos of the nook? A bright-red hand flung out of the mess and firmly gripped the venting shaft. It then proceeded to pull the rest of its anatomy to its shaky feet. No mutant rat, mangy fox or monster. Well, not entirely.

Karl, our head chef, had awakened from his slumber. His skinny legs were shakily unstable, while his skin was bright red with a visible leathery texture. Though he wasn’t much older than me, in this moment he could have been a decade my senior. He looked at me with bloodshot, pinhead pupils, his gaze unfocused, and rapidly flicked his fingers back and forth like an elderly mute signalling for a change of briefs.

I handed him my cigarette and pickled coffee. He took a deep inhale, gulped until his eyes jittered back into his swollen scalp and finished with a burpy exhalation of smoke.

‘Wooooof,’ he croaked under husky vocal cords.

Sleeping in the nook wasn’t an everyday occurrence but it happened, especially with Karl. Under his leadership, the kitchen had become the place to get even looser after a shift. Why would we need another place to go ‘party’ after work when we had a glorified ventilation cupboard full of baggies and cheap whisky, one that repelled any type of person you wouldn’t want to drink with?

Karl snatched the nook plate and looked from me towards the two mini mountains of fresh powder on each side of the dish.

‘Which one?’ he coughed out. I directed Karl’s tooter to the coke.

We’d all seen terrible cock-ups when chefs, waiters, nook visitors and local tarts of both sexes thought they were snorting a booster of cocaine, only to realise with sudden dread they had inhaled something to open up the portals and take them to a different universe entirely. Shifts would stop and nannying would begin; simultaneous projectile vomiting along with vicious shitting through leather pants once occurred, all because of the wrong pile of powder.

Karl put a straw straight to the powdery mountain and honked his system back to artificial functionality. He loved cocaine, more than air; we all did, but Karl especially. Coke fuelled his workaholism like gas powers a grill. He indulged in downers too as a potential post-shift à la carte option.

As someone who loved to go up, he found my obsession to go down harder to watch. My own tolerance for downers had become so high that hits, topped up with the frequency of fag breaks, were barely touching the sides. Karl occasionally attempted limp interventions but, given his own predilections, it felt something like the steaming pot telling the kettle to sort its life out through an only slightly less powdered spout. On the whole, uppers were far more accepted in kitchens.

Mark, another chef de partie, entered the nook.

‘Morning, crew. We need oil. The fryers are naked.’

He’s a remarkable specimen and one of the most extreme drinkers I’ve ever had the pleasure of encountering. Without fail, Mark would arrive on shift with an empty two-litre bottle of Eastern European vodka, no matter what time of day it was. He had a croaking, battered voice and was covered in the most horrendous gashes and burns, all around his anatomy. Cooking pissed and being right on the edge of unconsciousness every day had made him look like he’d just done ten rounds with Freddy Krueger and was one blister from being an official burns victim.

Mark had previously been a chef offering up his culinary humanitarian aid services in some of the deadliest spots in the world whenever a war broke out. As a result, he suffered from PTSD and would shudder when pots were thrown too hard. Drowning himself in cheap spirits had become his chief way of coping with it all.

‘My, teeth … they’re greasy,’ Mark croaked as he shuffled his tongue around his mouth.

‘The toothpaste? It’s done something,’ he continued, confused. We had a little station of deodorant and gum, a paltry attempt at freshness after sweating chemicals for days. I paused in thought, just for a moment, before bursting into a slow cackle.

I knew exactly what he’d done … because, well, he’d actually done it before.

Karl, although a fast mover on the kitchen floor, would often carry a limp in his step. This was due to so much of his coke-fuelled anger being taken out bursting anal vessels on the crapper.

I divulged my theory to Mark.

‘I think you’ve brushed your gnashers with head chef’s haemorrhoid cream … again, Chef.’

Karl began to laugh.

‘Oh … bugger,’ Mark croaked, but then began to laugh drunkenly with me and Karl.

‘Enough, it’s go-time,’ Karl declared as his eyes started to centre.

We fled the nook to the grills, while ping-ponging back and forth to ready our mise en place.

‘Bass?’

‘Filleted and de-boned.’

‘Chicken tits?’

‘Needed butterflying.’

‘Jus?’

‘Topping up now.’

‘Lava cakes?’

‘Working.’

‘Canapés?’

‘I’m on it, Chef’.

Though we use ‘chef’ as a catch-all term, there is a vast difference to who they are, what they’re capable of, what jokes they can take and how likable they are. Cheffing must be the only job where half the workers turn down the top job when offered it. The second you become head chef, life becomes less about the food and more about spreadsheets and rotas. The whole reason we became line chefs is because we can’t read, organise or multiply – or behave. Karl was the most hands-on head chef; the mad general on the battlefield.

Although at first glance you might look at him and wonder how the fuck this man had been allowed within fifty feet of a kitchen, let alone put in charge of one, he actually ran a terrifyingly tight shipwreck, with the sort of obsessive, militaristic efficiency you only develop after being traumatised by a Michelin demigod.

He’d been forged and lightly battered under Pierre Koffman. He still carried the scars, physical and emotional, of his time there. His least favourite memory? It was perhaps the funniest: being sent on a frantic hotel-wide hunt for the ‘parsley curlers’ – an obviously made-up tool invented purely for the sport of watching a young chef panic-sprint through every corridor like a demented bellhop.

Everyone was in on it: the KP, the bellboy, the maids – all gleefully watching him tear the place apart, looking for a fictional utensil. When he finally realised, the humiliation was catastrophic. He stormed out, torched every bridge in sight and vowed never to look stupid in a kitchen again.
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For that night’s private function, it was corporate canapés and I was taking the reins on my section: wild mushroom and butternut arancini with tarragon aioli, tuna crudo with yuzu and dill, and, my little personal bite, the drunken beef – meat with an alcohol content. It was fine dining: refined and yet something totally caveman. A fillet was soaked in port overnight, seared and served carpaccio-style with a swivel of whipped Roquefort and a syrupy port reduction from the same bath the meat had been marinating in. A clever and rich little bite, holding a unique balance.

We all went to our stations as the Plum sailed forward towards service. That’s how it goes at the beginning: dysfunctional functionality, with the team finding a kind of queasy equilibrium. I got into the zone for a couple of hours after the drunken fillet and focused on the dull, all-consuming task of rolling out vast amounts of arancini. I started them and then the second I saw Viv, the KP, free from pots, I passed to her and ducked for cover.

Viv was half-Italian, half-Eastern European and did a startlingly convincing cosplay of the queen from Snow White in full witch mode. If there was ever a long hair to be found, it could only have come from a growth on her face; and when she grinned at us, she displayed her blackened teeth, easily countable on one hand. She was our trusty KP, as in she sprayed and washed our mess with an anger fuelled by an inner rage that this was her life. Anything new that needed polishing was met with screaming profanities about our mothers that needed Google Translate to understand. We often played a high-stakes game of Buckaroo with her, like petty schoolboys: how heavily you dared place something in her sink without her throwing it back as she cursed an army of Sardinian sausages on your mother.

But, an hour in, our mise en place was interrupted by the arrival of the brand-new floor manager, Kevin.

The Plum had been without a manager for a couple of months now, after it had been discovered that the last manager had stolen tens of thousands of pounds from the company and was now on the run.

Kevin was a middle-class, preppy bloke – and painfully posh. He was an extracurricular kind of guy, that strange breed of Brit who adored stout and was oddly into the royals. Though only in his early thirties, he presented as much older and clearly had never cleared a table, mopped a floor or shagged anything that was easily confusable with an aquatic mammal.

I hold a low degree of sympathy for any new outsourced floor manager starting out, but there was some pity in the mix that day, nonetheless. You were starting a job with a team that already mildly despised you as you told veteran workers to do their job differently while learning the ropes yourself.

Kevin approached the pass with an anxious purpose. ‘Morning, chefs!’ he announced at volume.

At best, a low murmur was returned with no eye contact from any of us, not even Karl who was practically facing him on the other side of the pass. It wasn’t exclusively ill-mannered; the kitchen was busy and we were all working hard at our stations.

Kevin reached a hand to turn down the kitchen speaker that was blasting techno.

‘I said, “Good morning, chefs!”’

The kitchen froze as chemical-ridden brains attempted to configure what had happened. A full-grid power cut or the airwaves clearing for a nuclear announcement seem more fathomable than the reality of someone having the salt to manhandle our Party Rocker 3000.

‘How about we tune down that gay-boy techno?’ Kevin snorted, in an attempt to try and communicate at what he believed was our level. ‘No wonder it’s a pussy-free zone here!’

He thought he was speaking our language, just as how men who went to public school suddenly get a hint of Ray Winstone in their voice when asking a builder if they fancy a ‘cuppa’.

Perhaps, in Kevin’s mind, the homophobic jest would earn him some respect.

Now, I’d be lying if I said that kind of chat didn’t happen in kitchens, but what Kevin clearly didn’t know was that Karl was a very easily triggered, closeted bisexual. Our last chef de partie was literally chased out of a full restaurant by Karl gripping a cleaver for not believing, out of grotesqueness, that a male steward had had a three-hour layover in Karl’s rear the previous night.

‘Now, I want to start on the right foot with you all. My job here is to manage. And manage I shall!’ Kevin continued.

Karl’s gaze slowly rose from his emulsion and landed firmly on Kevin’s damp acne-ridden face.

‘You see, guys, things are going to change around here. I can’t pretend that I didn’t see when I went into your little nook at the back.’

Karl’s eyes were widening with every word coming out of Kevin’s mouth, blood now visibly rushing to his usually pasty face in silent rage.

‘What have you got to say to this?’ Kevin presented his phone screen that showed a picture of our powdery nook plate caked with narcotics.

I couldn’t believe it. None of us could.

How fucking dare he? Who was this guy? Furious entitlement swarmed my head while a thought protruded: Are we all in trouble? No, it’s just a bit of gear. Is that such a crime? Maybe. He might have told the police; he looks like a tell-the-teacher kind of guy. The more I thought of it, this could be horrific.

While trying to make sense of this alien interaction, I could feel the rage emanating off Karl, like steam whistling out of a boiling pressure pot. There was something about the picture that felt so personally invasive. Kevin might as well have showed us a picture he took last night, spreading Karl’s arse cheeks as he was passed out under the vents.

The vessels in Karl’s forehead began visibly pulsing. You could bet with some certainty that a fresh haemorrhoid was blossoming on his sphincter in that very moment. Even Viv, the feistiest, foul-mouthed, communist-loving pot washer who would most likely survive a nuclear apocalypse and who understood not a word of English, let a damning ‘Ooo cazzo’ out of her toothless mouth in astonishment for Karl’s manhood.

Chef’s predatory pupils began to gaze past the now-trembling phone and to lock with piercing intensity into what looked like Kevin’s soul.

In that moment of silence, it seemed to dawn on our new manager that he was in fact in acute danger. The moment almost had a flavour to it: you could taste it in the air, bitter but curiously moreish. Kevin clearly thought he was coming here to deal with a couple of dandy pastry chefs who would be mortified by the reality of being confronted by their plate of powders. Wrong. Kevin was now in uncharted territory with totally foreign rules. He had waltzed into the As-Salam Palace in Baghdad to declare there were going to be some changes around here, before giving a double-handed smack to the arse of Saddam’s favourite wife.

Kevin began to take half a pace back, his whole anatomy reconfiguring from predator to prey. Karl remained deafeningly silent as his hawk-eyed stare remained fixed ahead. And then – BANG. Both of Karl’s fists hit the pass with a furious thud, shaking his entire section.

Kevin’s primal instinct took over his shaky legs and he bolted, fleeing up the stairs like a baby gazelle before a pride of famished leopards.

We heard him emit a panicked squeal, one that he’d probably never even heard himself make, as Karl hopped over the pass and tore after his new manager with white-knuckled fists pumping, jaw locked, and frothing at the mouth with coke-laced indignation. He was a man with no plan beyond catching up with Kevin and confronting him, but he was so viciously triggered that his body bolted faster than his logic, which never stood a fucking chance.

The nerve. Karl was an unhinged kind of leader whose life had felt so reductive, due to over-fermenting in the lethal combo of inadequacy and cocaine, that he didn’t care how many days he had left in his bunker.

Kevin came in, as many managers do, as a NATO force – overseeing, overbearing and ultimately unclear as to exactly what it can really do in foreign territory. Roles like that can only work their authority when the kitchen has the head chef of a loud but bite-less power. Kevin had strolled into the Kremlin, declared himself leader and tied it off by calling Putin a little puff.

Viv began cackling, as if she’d finally got Snow White to munch the apple.

‘Ritardato mentale!’ she croaked. Google Translate wasn’t needed.

The kitchen continued, as if someone had pressed pause on a movie for a second to deal with a heckler. I finished the whipped Roquefort, packed it into a piping bag and turned off the hob for my reduction, which was showing a deep-rouge gloss, boasting thick syrupy bubbles that domed and burst in slow motion. I poured the remaining port that the drunken beef fillet had been sitting in all night into two tin mugs. Mark and I clinked, smirked and drunk the cold, oaky nectar with deep meaty undertones before ‘checking on the pastries’. We slumped ourselves on the beaten chairs of the nook, both thinking about what we’d just witnessed.

As the acidic port swept Mark’s tongue, he began to finger the inside of his lips in bemusement.

‘Sharp on the tongue?’ I questioned.

He turned in wide-eyed astonishment. ‘It’s sorted my mouth blisters! Chef’s anus toothpaste! It’s cured me!’

We heard the leaps and scuttles from above as our head chef chased the new floor manager out the building.

Mark exhaled. ‘Can you believe that bloody asshole?’

I wasn’t sure if he was referring to Kevin or to Karl’s blistering haemorrhoids. It didn’t matter.

We clinked mugs again anyway, letting the hallowed comfort of the nook swallow us again. Service would start soon. Chaos would return.

Our mise en place was set: a nicotine-scorched bunker, a dusty chemical plate, mental outbursts and just enough camaraderie to maintain the apathy to do it all again.
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Crab linguine with chilli, fennel and lemon




[image: Start of image description, A sketch shows a handwritten recipe page titled Crab linguine with ingredient lists, cooking notes, and preparation steps written around drawings of herbs, a mortar and pestle, and a crab holding strands of pasta above a bowl of noodles. Visible text includes Serves 4 to 6 people, Prep-10, and Cook-15., end of image description]




Finishing school was like closing a book I’d never read. A decade before the Plum Gate, I’d blindly folded as the cliché that got kicked out more times than attended – for generally existing in all ways that didn’t fit the syllabus. And when it was officially over, I stood there, naked in the open, like a plucked pigeon at a vegan deli, totally un-hireable. Everyone seemed to have the next chapter neatly printed out: universities, apprenticeships, gap years in Tanzania. I didn’t even have the table of contents. I was missing something; a blueprint to life had got lost in the post.

By some miracle, I landed a job at The Delaunay, which was forged by a kind of London restaurant royalty. It was a grand, Parisian-style brasserie with a hint of Hungarian and Swiss precision. I started as a barista and these became some of the most important few months of my life.

I did it, of course, as a means – cash, so I could run away – but somewhere between polishing silver and burning milk, I reluctantly fell in love; with the rhythm, the chaos, the trust and the romance of fine dining: the late nights, the clatter of cutlery, the snooty customers, the quiet satisfaction when service lands just right.

For the first time, I was relied upon and I was good at it, being part of a team that ran on adrenaline and through hangovers. I felt burnt out and it was a godsend. I learned the gospel of hospitality – late finishes, unholy starts, immaculate service – and, maybe most importantly, I finally had something on my CV other than ‘kicked out’.

[image: Paragraph break image]

I fled to Asia, wandered for months, rode around, worked in a bar, got arrested for opium possession, spent some nights in a Laos prison cell. I eventually returned, reluctantly, at square one. Or nearly. Thanks to the stint at The Delaunay, I landed a job at a Michelin-starred restaurant in west London. I was hired to polish glasses, but within a week I’d been moved to back of house, exiled for my long, knotted hair and my inability to iron a shirt. I was, apparently, polluting the open-plan ambience worse than a podgy northerner at a Chelsea reformer pilates class. I was out of sight – scrubbing dishes, clearing gutters, polishing glassware – but I didn’t mind. It was, in fact, instant relief.

The work became an odd kind of salvation. I resented it, but it was keeping me steady. Being forced into exhaustion – bone-tired from labour again – was its own quiet ecstasy. Finishing at 2 a.m. and starting again a few hours later, the rhythm became a strange form of balance.

This was my first taste working as a prep chef: scrubbing fat off the sliding floor, hosing down the endless oily dishes and taking out the gargantuan rubbish bags just as they verged on splitting an entire eco system all over the floor. The steps into handling food happened
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