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Greedily Yours — About the Series

Greedily Yours is a serial novel about the quest for top dishes … with a dash of accidental love. Each episode features new recipes to tickle your taste buds!

Mia Maxwell loves food. She loves it so much that she’s made it her career. On the surface Mia seems to have it all. She lives in trendy east London with her best friend, Lizzie, who owns a cupcake cafe.

By day she runs her own food PR consultancy, and by night she’s a food blogger with a burgeoning audience. Mia has a banker boyfriend, Paul, who enjoys travelling the world, enabling her to taste the globe’s culinary delights.

But Mia is still hungry and, when she heads down to Cornwall to run a food festival, she doesn’t realise that her entire life is about to be cast adrift.


About the Book

Episode 2 of 8: Food and travel are two of Mia Maxwell’s greatest passions. So when Mia’s boyfriend invites her to Miami for his birthday, she jumps at the chance. But will a fortune teller’s words and a mysterious man give her food for thought?


About the Author

Emma Hamilton is the pen name for a journalist and writer who loves food; She was a staff producer and then freelance reporter for the BBC, CBC, and Deutsche Welle. Emma has written for a number of magazines and newspapers, including The Guardian, BBC Magazines, The Mail on Sunday, Four Four Two, and Italy Magazine. She has worked on numerous series and documentaries, including one about food and culture around the world. Emma spent six years reporting from Italy and has made radio programmes in many other countries including Lebanon, Ethiopia, the USA, France, Germany, Russia, and Cameroon. When she’s not cooking, reading about food or eating it, she splits her time between radio presenting, producing, and writing. She loves yoga, running, gardening, and chilling out with her husband, friends, and family.
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Salty tales …

My body is back in London, but my mind is still drifting on the gentle swell of the Atlantic — bobbing up and down, up and down in Cornwall. If I close my eyes, I can taste the salt on my lips, the firm flaky flesh of the mackerel infusing my mouth with its oily, smoky flavours. The seaweed-like vegetable samphire glistens, emerald green, underneath the charred skin of the fish, dotted with meadow flowers. The firelight flickers and I bite, drifting back with each bite into a happy haze of memory and taste. Then I am being warmed by hot milk, the spices and brandy biting my throat and percolating through my body. The shivers stop and start and I spin and spin. I don’t know which way is up or which way down, but it all feels so good, it’s warm and spicy and sweet all at the same time. Then I drift further back through a mist of punchy crab chowder and fish and chips, the delicate crunch of the batter, like amber lace shrouding the plump white fish and the satisfying vinegary softening of a fat chip. I glug scrumpy and bite burgers and lick my lips and lick them again. Like the windscreen wipers of a car, lick lick, with each swipe, a new taste comes to my mind, and I remember still more the delicious delights of a long weekend in Cornwall.

Greedily yours ….




“I was confused,” Mia said defensively.

“What do you mean confused?” Lizzie replied. The two girls were back in the ramshackle flat they shared in east London. Their place was full of the clutter that both of them loved; bowls and vases collected from Mia’s travels or Lizzie’s holidays. Best of all, the flat had a big kitchen-diner packed full of every kind of cooking utensil, and all the herbs and spices that the girls could wish for. The kitchen opened out onto a tiny bijoux balcony where they had packed in as many herbs as would fit in the jumbled planters, pots, and window boxes. The wooden balcony looked out over the dark slate rooftops of east London, not far from the trendy bars, clubs, and markets that made up Spitalfields, and was in the heart of Hackney. Apart from the kitchen, which was the centre of their home, each girl had a bedroom and they shared a bathroom. Lizzie’s bedroom was slightly bigger as she had found the flat. But the extra size also meant her room had become de facto their sitting room where they generally lounged about when home and relaxing.

Lizzie continued: “Confused about what you felt or confused about what happened?”

“Errrmm, well both really,” Mia mused. “More confused about what happened. I mean, I did faint, so I don’t really know what went on.”

“Did you kiss him or not?” Lizzie asked, getting more and more confused by Mia’s convoluted story in the bedroom with Tom.

Mia blushed, tomato red spots appearing on her neck and cheeks as they always did when she was embarrassed or caught.

“Well, I didn’t throw myself at him,” she said a trifle haughtily. “I think he kissed me … Well, I don’t know really … All I remember is that I was in my bedroom, he helped me up to bed, I think he went to kiss me good night, only he kind of gave me this look and it threw me off balance. I was so tired and I’d just drunk a big glug of hot milk, brandy, and cloves. I do think I kind of slumped towards him a little bit. The next thing I knew, his lips appeared to be on my lips … and then I blacked out.”

“So technically you two did kiss,” said Lizzie, pleased to have got to the bottom of the matter.

“Well, technically, I would say not, given that I can’t really remember. Perhaps I dreamt that his lips brushed mine. Perhaps I turned my head the wrong way at the last moment, you know? Perhaps he was going to kiss me on the cheeks and then somehow I swooned? Oh, I don’t know Lizzie. But it doesn’t really matter anyway, because by the time I woke up the next day, he was nowhere to be seen. Agatha drove me back to the station, and then I came back here. So, I would say, technically, in the end it wasn’t a real kiss, you know?”

“So what do you feel then if it wasn’t real?” questioned Lizzie.

Lizzie, thought Mia, was a bit like a terrier when there was a bone buried somewhere. Starting to feel far too uncomfortable with not knowing what happened with Tom, she had been hoping to wrap up the subject for now.

“Like I told you, I can’t remember what I felt then, overwhelmingly tired if you must know, and then kind of errrmmmm,” Mia thought back to that night and to the whole intense weekend. “Yeah, kind of like I’d just been struck you know, by the boom in a sailing boat, when he looked at me. He has a VERY intense gaze, and it was sort of drilling into me and I suddenly felt, again, like I couldn’t stand.”

“And now,” prompted Lizzie.

“Well now, I’m back here in London. Paul met me at the station with a huge bunch of flowers and said how much he’d missed me. I couldn’t quite believe it, you know? Paul had gone kind of silent when I was in Cornwall, like he usually does when I’m away. To be honest, I didn’t really mind at the time — I spent the whole train journey feeling hot every time I remembered the night before and then even more confused. Do you think I have to tell Paul?”

“Well, you need to know what you think before you tell Paul anything,” Lizzie said.

“I don’t think I need to tell him. Like I said, it wasn’t even technically a kiss, and I didn’t premeditate it or anything, so I can’t really see how it changes anything for Paul and me. I had been wondering whether things were OK between us and having doubts — that’s no surprise to you. But the Paul who met me on the platform at Paddington Station was the Paul that I fell in love with. Standing behind this enormous bunch of red roses, oh Lizzie, he looked so handsome and so pleased to see me. He was grinning from ear to ear and he picked me off the train and spun me around. I mean it was like in a film. Then he helped me carry all my bags, and we took a cab across town to his flat. He had bought some bath oil from my favourite shop, and he ran me a bath, and he’d lit all the candles. When I came out of the bathroom, he was waiting for me on the balcony with a bottle of champagne. We sipped some bubbly, and he told me all about his week. He said he was celebrating both my coming home and having made loads of money because he turned around a losing trade and managed to sell just as the price hit a peak. So for once he was allowing some alcohol to pass his lips. Then we went out to his favourite Italian nearby.”

Mia paused, adding. “So all in all it was a perfect evening, and because the next half-marathon he’s running isn’t for weeks, he even indulged in a second glass of wine after the champagne — and I didn’t have to feel bad about being the only one drinking. It really was all the things I’ve been missing in our relationship for so long, and the best thing of all is that I didn’t even have to say anything. You know, this time I didn’t have to moan or nag him into having fun or anything. It was like the time apart was just what we needed to sort of fall in love all over again.”

“Well that certainly sounds perfect …” said Lizzie. “But what about Tom though … I mean what if he does contact you?”

“What about Tom? I haven’t seen him since that evening, so perhaps it’s all just a figment of my imagination,” Mia tersely replied, hoping to avoid further discussion of a non-existent kiss. Mia had told Lizzie all about her doubts about her relationship with Paul, but it wasn’t as if Tom had called or made any other overture at all. Just my feverish and overly romantic imagination running away with me, Mia thought. After all, she’d been with Paul four years now, and even if they spent quite a lot of time apart and didn’t yet live together, they still shared a long history. Yet, Mia still had problems puzzling out her emotions for Paul and often turned to Lizzie for advice. Mia knew something had always stopped her from pushing to take the next step and move in together. In fact, as Mia thought about it, that was perhaps the next move that needed to be made. But I love living with Lizzie, and when I want to moan about Paul, how could I if he’s in the same house? Mia shook her head and smiled fondly at her friend who she’d lived with since returning from her travels. Lizzie is such a saviour, not only did she help me launch my career, but she’s also provided me with a room to rent. She is the best friend any girl could wish for.

“You know what happens to me when I go down to Cornwall, Lizzie,” Mia said, pulling herself back from her reveries and returning to the matter in hand. “I get all nineteenth century, standing on cliffs, gazing out to sea. The volcanic soil stirs me up somehow — I mean even Paul can attest to that.” Mia knew she felt some connection with the soil, and the sea, and the salt, so somehow the people she encountered there became embroiled in her destiny. But back in London, far from the fantasy, she could see things more clearly and keep her head screwed on. What she was most proud of was the fact that she hadn’t yet spent the afternoon pining for Tom since Paul showed up at the station. And that had to mean something right? Mia reflected.

Outwardly though, Mia was busy preparing for another evening out with Paul. It really seemed, judging by the night before, that their relationship was moving up a notch and that gave her the security she’d been missing. It cast a rejuvenating light upon their relationship. Last night, Paul had even made more vague talk about marriage and moving out of London with her. He was supportive of her career and building her business. He’d allowed her space to do that and was never jealous or worried when she needed to go away. OK sometimes I wish he would be a bit more attentive when I’m away, mused Mia, but then again this is meant to be a positive list of Paul’s attributes so …. He arranged regular weekends away for them and had encouraged her to get jogging and make the best of herself. Yes, sometimes she wished for a bit more warmth, but that was not Paul’s way. He didn’t like holding hands in public as he’d explained to her right at the start of their relationship. He said it was because he hated to get sweaty palms, Mia suspected that it was more he didn’t like other people’s sweaty palms. But how many long term couples walked along hand in hand anyway? thought Mia. And yes this dislike for close bodily contact could also get in the way of their sexual relationship, because it was easy to feel rejected when straight after sex the other person turned their back on you and didn’t want to be touched, but you can’t have everything.

Paul showed his warmth by continuing to book things into their future together. He wanted to be with her, she had no reason to think otherwise, and no man had ever been with her this long before. She’d allowed her head to be turned by someone she didn’t know at all. Someone who had appeared grumpy and anti-social for much of the time she’d known him. For all she knew, he was also having an affair with Holly and do I really want to throw away a solid relationship? For what? For nothing.

With Paul it was like living in a film: The big bouquet at Paddington Station, the champagne on the balcony. Whenever Paul made these romantic gestures, Mia remembered why she loved him. He’d send her a dozen red roses in the middle of the week. He might disappear for a few days when he was busy with work, but he’d always make it up to her, taking her out for romantic dinner `a deux in candlelit restaurants or booking a surprise trip away. It’s just been the last few months that I’ve felt so down on him, and I’ve been forgetting everything that makes our relationship wonderful, thought Mia. Perhaps I needed these little hiccups to realise who THE ONE really is. Doubts are normal in every relationship, after all. So as Cornwall receded into the distance, Mia felt more and more sure that she’d made the right decision. She promised to herself to concentrate all her energies on Paul and on reviving their love life. That way, if he did ever decide to actually propose — as opposed to talking vaguely about a future together — then she would really know what she would be getting into and that she’d put her absolute best into their relationship.

***

Back in Cornwall, Tom was still reeling from the previous weekend. He’d spent the last week making sure that his Dad really had recovered from his sailing adventure and keeping up with things on the estate. Tom basically hadn’t stopped, as there was always something to do, something to harvest on the estate as he was gradually taking over the reins from his father. In the last year, Tom had been dabbling with running a little food cart of foraged foods. It was his dream one day to open up a restaurant, but for now he was quite content to drive through a few neighboring villages a few nights a week, peddling his foods and testing the waters. He’d tried to keep it to mostly foraged foods from the estate but in the summer months, vans like his were in high demand, and he was beginning to feel that his business might finally be taking off. After finishing school, Tom had never stuck at one job in particular. He’d never wanted to go up to London and conform in one of the big city firms like so many of the other people his age. Just the idea of wearing a suit and tie was constricting and made him want to stretch his arms and neck. Money wasn’t a huge issue in his family, and so he’d been allowed to follow the free-spirited path that both his parents had trodden — travelling, trying things out, and being given space to find himself. They had enough in the bank to keep their estate going and Lord Trelawney always developed new schemes to broaden the estate’s appeal. But he had also worked hard to make sure he could concentrate on work he loved instead of aiming just to make money. One day Tom would inherit the estate and luckily he loved the rural lifestyle and their little corner of Cornwall. Until now, he’d been given the freedom to experiment and he had the run of the estate for his projects. Lord Trelawney was supportive of Tom’s business. He’d even donated a Second World War ambulance — a relic that the family had provided during the war and then kept in one of the old storage barns on the estate ever since — to Tom to convert into his food cart: “Manna from the hedgerows.” Now, the cart, turning up at village quiz nights or surfing parties, as a mobile foodie alternative to the fish and chip vans, which had long since stopped plying their trade inland as they were so busy with the tourists in the quaint villages on the coast. Since the nineties, Cornwall had gone through a massive transformation, money had poured in with all the second-homers and the demand for dining on par with what they had in London was high. Tom had cottoned on to this trend and providing a locally sourced food ticked even more of the Zeitgeist’s boxes these days. Luckily for him, the British public, even in Cornwall had been turned on to food programmes and now everyone wanted to try out the weird and wonderful creations they saw being cooked on TV. He was so busy that whenever thoughts of either Holly or Mia popped into his head unbidden, he tried hard to push them down and get on with the task in hand. He didn’t need either London woman crowding his thoughts and getting in the way of his life.

Django followed him, tail wagging, wherever he walked. He’d taken to spending a fair amount of time out on his boat, fishing for mackerel before the shoals moved off to warmer climes to spawn in the autumn. Most of his summer menus revolved around the fish, and he was in the process of developing a smoker at the cottage so he could serve up smoked mackerel pate and smoked whole fish from ”Manna from the hedgerows” too. He just needed to get the flavour from the wood chips right so that the mackerel had the required smokiness without the bitterness he’d been getting from the more resinous wood chips. He’d already tried apple, oak, and cherry from the estate and had liked some of the results, but he was wondering if he could somehow get that seaweedy flavour in there somehow, too — perhaps by blending algae into the woodchips or laying it alongside the mackerel to smoke with it? He would have to try that out he mused. Tom loved experimenting with new recipes and discovering new ways of doing things. He was always surfing cooking and DIY websites for new ideas and then attempting to build them in the workshop at the back of his cottage. He knew he couldn’t live totally self-sufficiently, but he loved his lifestyle where he made the most of the environment around him and lived a life that kept in touch with the seasons. The summer was the best time for that as then he could eat mostly outdoors, too. But when the autumn came round again, and Cornwall was returned to its permanent residents, like Tom, then a certain tranquillity descended.

His three nephews and sister were due to arrive any day so he wanted to get things sorted so he could spend some time with them. His nephews would probably enjoy tinkering with him on the smoker at the back of the cottage, and they’d be great for helping him harvest some seaweed and catching crabs, if he could persuade them to stop playing football or climbing trees or begging him to teach them to bodyboard for just a minute. Tom smiled. He loved it when his nephews came down, but they were certainly hard work. They loved their uncle, and were always hopeful that they’d be involved in Tom’s latest food project, as they all three had huge appetites and had come fishing with him as soon as they were old enough to sit up in a boat by themselves.

Once all the tasks had been completed for the day, Tom often spent the evenings online looking for new ideas for his food business or updating his blog. Nudged by Holly, who was keen for Tom to write a book on his foraging escapades for her publishing company, Holly had asked him to write up the festival experience, now that she’d discovered he was the one behind the anonymous foraging blog she’d read so much about. He started by writing up a post about the mackerel recipe that he’d made with the foragers at the food festival.


Getting salty ….

Clean and gut four whole mackerel.

Stuff them with wild garlic leaves and about 3 small knobs of butter per fish, rub their skins with sea salt and drizzle over some olive oil. If you want a spicier version, you can also add some chillies or sliced ginger and lay them lengthwise along the fish.

Cook over a hot fire for about 10-15 minutes, turning several times and continuously drizzling with olive oil. When the fish are done, the skin should have bubbled up. Opening them with a knife, you will find the flesh flaking nicely inside. (Cooking time depends on the heat of the fire and how near the fish are to the flames.)

For a less smoky taste you can also wrap them in tinfoil.

Meanwhile, chop the rest of the wild garlic up very small or blitz in a food processor. You’ll need a good bunch to make enough of the ‘pesto.’

Blitz about 200 grams of walnuts or hazelnuts in the food processor, too.

Add lemon juice and olive oil to taste and one whole clove of garlic and a small green chilli if you like things spicy.

Add more lemon and olive oil once you have scraped the blitzed mixture from the food processor — or pestle and mortar if you prefer to do things by hand. Make sure the pesto is thick but liquid enough to drizzle over the fish once it is cooked.

Take 400 grams of the seaweed-like vegetable samphire, which grows around the British coasts, or a similar Italian and Mediterranean plant called Agretti or Salsola Soda and clean and lightly steam it until al dente. Add butter, salt and pepper to taste. You can also grate some nutmeg over it if you have any at hand.

Wash out a selection of edible flowers and leave them to dry, when they are ready, just sprinkle away.

If you’re confused about which flowers to use, it depends on what you have growing near you, but in spring these could be primroses or anything from the primula family, blue or white borage, cowslips, or English marigolds. In summer, you’re more likely to be able to “jewel” your samphire or couscous with more marigolds, courgette flowers, and bean plants. By late summer and early autumn, you could look to violas, and nasturtiums to add beautiful dashes of colour. And, these flowers are not only beautiful but they are nourishing, too. Farmers used to graze their cows in wildflower meadows because the flowers ,helped give the cattle a balanced diet, full of all those superfood vitamins and minerals that we so love today. Serve in earthenware bowls and platters, and “voila” a feast fit for Neptune and the hungriest forager.



Tom uploaded some pictures of the finished fish and samphire dishes and felt himself getting hungry. He began idly googling recipes and came upon a blogpost that piqued his interest entitled ‘salty tales.’ By the time he got to the end and the sign off: ‘Greedily yours’ he was sure. That must be Mia. Hadn’t she called herself a ‘greedy girl’ when they were talking once at the festival? He racked his brain, trying to remember. I’m sure she did, what was it she said?

His attention was caught by two daddy long legs coupling on the window in front of his desk and he sat watching them as they moved across the glass carefully tail to tail and then appeared to stop. Were they gathering their strength? Was one about to eat the other? Looking at them more closely, one was a beautiful iridescent blue and the other a kind of beige brown. They were motionless for ages, tied together tail to tail, their long delicate legs holding tight to the glass. As Tom was gazing at them, he remembered, yes, she DID say it: “‘us greedy girls’ have to have a plentiful supply of food.” She’d mumbled it through stuffing chips in her mouth and looking kind of adorable. Tom smiled at the memory. Mia was one of those girls who didn’t realise how pretty and funny they were, precisely because they weren’t quite as polished as, say, Holly. Great though Holly is Tom added to himself with a wry smile, knowing that Holly was always on the lookout for new conquests. She was fun and light-hearted, but she wasn’t someone you gave your heart to. Mia could also enjoy the moment, he thought, like when she was cramming chips into her mouth like there was no tomorrow and mmmnh-inh absentmindedly to herself. It was this lack of guile which had attracted him to her, and for some reason he loved that absent-minded mmmmmnhhh-ing and the dreamy look in her eyes when she was enjoying whatever delicacy that happened to be in her mouth.

But if “Culinary Confessions of a Greedy Girl” is Mia’s blog, does that mean she was also transported that night? It certainly seemed like it. Some of those descriptions of the food … When Mia had blacked out as Tom had leaned in to kiss her, overtaken with tenderness at her wild hair, her chapped lips, and her sudden fragility despite her strong, curvy body filling out his old clothes. He had thought that she wouldn’t remember much and things were probably best left as they were. After all, he reasoned to himself, she appears to have a boyfriend called Paul, in fact, he thought getting annoyed at the memory, she seemed to delight in telling this Paul all about me and how rude I was. As Holly always liked to remind him, women were complicated. And blacking out when someone was trying to kiss you was probably not a very encouraging sign. Anyway, I was tired, too, reasoned Tom, it had been a long and stressful day, and the last week had hardly been any better, what with Dad’s health waning. We don’t live in the nineteenth century anyway, Mia knows exactly how to reach me. She could have — and she hasn’t.

But his eyes wandered back to the blog. Her description of the mackerel was pretty damn good, and Tom was tempted to take it for himself and add it to his own blog. Perhaps he could link to her blog, that way if it was Mia, then she might take the bait and contact him that way.

Tom set to, typing away, and when he’d finished, he embedded the link and pressed post. Holly would be pleased that he’d written about the festival if nothing else. She was still trying to convince him to write a book about foraging. But whilst taking people at the festival out on a trip around the fields he knew was one thing, he didn’t really want to have to go up to London for publishing lunches or do interviews with journalists. All those intrusive questions he wouldn’t be able to answer. Everybody would want some interesting quirk of his life they could use to make a profit. He was happy enough in his own place and had no desire to reveal anything about himself in the interests of publishing a book. Why can’t people just leave me alone to get on with the things that I want to do? Tom wondered. And why do these women keep popping into my head when I’m damn sure I don’t need them?

He scrolled through the rest of the ‘Greedy’ blog, smiling at the eccentric postings, clearly the signature of someone who adored food and became more and more convinced that this was Mia’s work. But how can I find out for sure? Tom had been hurt too many times in the past, and he thought it was much easier doing what he wanted, when he wanted to do it, hooking up occasionally with passing tourists, publishers, (Tom cleared his throat slightly at the thought of Holly and could feel himself getting hard as he thought about her fun approach to life and love, or perhaps that should read sex), or people he met on his travels. Basically anyone who wasn’t going to stick around and try to change how he lived his life or steal his affections only to leave again. He and Django got on perfectly well in their little cottage on his father’s estate. When he wanted company he could go to the pub with the guys from the lifeboat crew, or call his sister and take his nephews out for a sailing trip.

Tom only trusted people he knew were going to stick around. The few times he grew pensive enough to think it over himself, he figured it came back to having lost his mother to cancer when he was only a few years old. His father and sister and aunt had tried to make up for it, but Tom had never quite got over that fear of being abandoned, even if he knew now, as an adult, that his mother never abandoned him. The horrible sense of loss still ripped at him, and he’d made damn sure that no woman could ever get close to doing it to him again. Despite a sister and even some friends living up near London, he had a horror of what he and the guys on the boat liked to term “those stuck-up Londoners” who flitted down for the weekend before disappearing again. They were not the kinds of people he was interested in. He’d already been burnt once, and he wasn’t about to let it happen again.

When he didn’t want company, he could go back to his cottage, shut the door and brood, or write or cook or eat or have a drink on his own. He liked nothing better than strumming on his guitar by the fireside and the peace and quiet of the woods that surrounded the cottage. The sometimes dark atmosphere fit his fleeting dark moods and gave him the possibility of being himself without having to tick any boxes for a world that he didn’t always agree with — or sometimes even want to be part of.

Relationships, thought Tom, just require far too much effort. Women just don’t get my lifestyle. They’ve always got some emotional need — they expect me to change my life so they can be happy with me. Even when they say they understand me, they end up wanting to jet off to some exotic destination, or spend their lives in London partying and come down here when there’s spare time. It is hard finding a woman who could really live the kind of life I want to lead and who would be happy with me here.

***

Back in London, a message flashed on Mia’s phone. “Pack your bags baby, we’re Barcelona-bound on Friday,” texted Paul. Now that Mia was back in London, Paul seemed to be continuing his campaign of cementing Mia’s love for him. Mia had to concede that most men were useless at booking weekends. They would need to be nagged and nagged into doing something, but Paul loved organising trips. It sometimes appeared to Mia that Paul’s main focus was just to take pictures of them “having fun” and then post them on Facebook to show his colleagues how cultured and cool he was. Nevertheless, his need to be “seen” at the best restaurants had, over the years, provided Mia with a decent supply of trendy destinations to make her blog appear quite international. She’d dropped some hints about Barcelona in the past month or two, as she was dying to try out a few of the little tucked away tapas bars, and also go on a buying trip to the famous covered market to stock up on interesting ingredients for her and Lizzie’s collection of culinary accessories, herbs, and spices.

Despite her excitement at being invited to Barcelona, Mia did experience a flash of irritation too. Why this weekend of all weekends? thought Mia. Paul knows that the festival season is in full swing and that next week I have to be fully concentrated. Oh well, she concluded. Knowing Paul they would be flying back at a sensible time, as he’d also have to get up early to chime in with the Asian stock markets so it shouldn’t be too bad, and it would be good to have a little break before work really picked up again for the summer. Thinking of festivals, Mia’s mind flitted back to Tom and Cornwall, but she tried to shift her thoughts back to getting excited about the upcoming trip to Barcelona.

The trip to Barcelona was the goal Mia needed to spur herself on. She ploughed through her to-do lists so that by Thursday evening everything was lining up just right. On Friday, she got up early to straighten her hair; Paul liked her hair best when it was straight and glossy — not the rambling curls that tumbled over Mia’s shoulders naturally. She calculated that she must have spent days, weeks, if not months of her life straightening her hair since she started in business, a time that also coincided with the start of her relationship with Paul.

Working in the city, Paul had very strict ideas about how Mia should dress professionally, and perfect hair was one of the accoutrements he said every successful businesswoman should have. If Mia could, she would have her hair done every week at the hairdressers but that was a bit beyond her budget, so she only allowed herself that treat on special occasions. Paul’s last glamorous girlfriend had gone every three days to have her hair professionally ‘done’ which meant that Mia didn’t want to let her standards slip too much and be unfavourably compared to Anna the annoying ex. At the beginning, Mia had tried to find out as much as she could about this Anna, but Paul was pretty tight-lipped about his exes, and had still not really let much slip. After a while Mia had given up, as she didn’t want to come off as jealous and insecure, but his silence had served only to make Mia all the more curious and worried that somehow these polished perfectionists might wheedle their way back into Paul’s affections. They always seemed very high-powered, and sometimes Mia wondered what it was that Paul actually saw in her. But at the moment, with Paul showing his attentive side, the doubts and insecurities that sometimes assailed Mia were thankfully lessening. Being with someone for several years definitely helps, mused Mia.

***


Barcelona bound …

Ahhhh Barcelona. La Boqueria market, Las Ramblas, Gaudi, Picasso, tomatoes, beans, tapas, botifarra or butifarra sausages, food food food. I know lots of people go for the culture, to see the sights and the art, but what I’m dreaming about is the food that I could eat there. Steaming plates of deliciousness, glistening with olive oil, bread slathered in mayonnaise and garlic. Treasure troves of delight at the market, as I run my hands over garlands of hanging onions and garlic, pyramids of fruit, stalls covered in salt cod, fresh squid, and muscles. Even before I’ve got on the plane, I am mentally walking down cobbled streets, popping my head around small doors to be greeted by friendly neighbourhood bars which haven’t changed much since the sixties. Wood panelling and home-cooked food. In my imagination I speak fluent Catalan and know just where to go to find the best, most authentic, meals. In my imagination I spent some time living in Barcelona already so I talk authoritatively to my companion about the dishes that pile upon our table into infinity. When people ask, what did you do? I reel off a list of the most unknown tapas bars and restaurants and tell them about each bite, which took me to heaven and left me there; each fragrant flavour exploding in my mouth that was filled with sunshine and salt and happiness.

Greedily yours …



Of course, Mia knew that her blog post was a little bit of wishful thinking because holidays with Paul usually revolved around posh restaurants rather than little neighbourhood bars. Plus, Mia realised with a sinking heart, she still needed to survive the flight before she got to this Barcelona of her dreams. Ever since one of the planes on her round-the-world trip had been caught in turbulence in the middle of a typhoon and had to make an emergency landing, Mia couldn’t shake being a nervous flyer. She flew because she loved the destinations, but take-offs and landings were always an obstacle before she could start to relax.

Trying to put the impending flight out of her mind, Mia threw together her travel bag and straightened her hair. She had learned to pack light to avoid paying excess luggage fees but even so she almost always ended up shelling out for some overweight fine. She gathered together all the samples she could find of face cream, shampoo, and conditioner and stuffed them into her wash bag, which ended up taking up half her case. The rest was filled with floaty dresses so she could waft around the Catalan capital in suitably bohemian style. A pair of gladiator sandals and some sunglasses, and she was ready to meet Paul at the airport.

The contrast between them in the departures halls couldn’t have been greater. Paul had jumped in a cab after work and arrived, impeccably dressed as always, in a smart suit, shirt open at the neck, oozing glamour. Mia had caught the tube across town and then the airport bus and had been stuffed in with the students and low-budget tourists. By now her dress was creased and she was looking flustered. Her groomed hair was already fluffing up. As she clacked across the shiny floors to the departure gates, she tried to smooth herself down. Too late though, as she approached Paul waving, she saw a wave of slight disapproval pass across his face before he pulled his mouth upwards in a smile that didn’t reach all the way to his eyes.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry,” puffed Mia, feeling guilty because she was always late and Paul was always on time. Although not everyone has the money for a cab she thought to herself defensively.

“It’s ok Mia. I know you by now,” replied Paul a little wearily. “Right, are you ready, shall we go through?”

As always, Paul passed through the security checks untroubled whilst Mia was asked to take off her sandals, all her jewellery and had to have her whole suitcase searched and hands swabbed down to see if she had touched explosives — a new safety procedure that didn’t help her fear of flying. Finally they were out the other side but there was no time to stop and browse as the queue had already formed at the gate to board the plane.

The door to the plane hadn’t closed yet, but Mia sat back in her seat and wiped her palms on her long dress for the umpteenth time. It will be OK she tried to tell herself through gritted teeth, breaking off mid-way through to pray again that everything would indeed be OK. Sometimes Mia thought it is only my willpower that kept the planes I fly on in the air at all. Her constant bargaining with whatever higher power happened to come to mind got them through patches of turbulence and avoided any unforeseen objects flying into the engines on take-off or landing. But all this requires an awful lot of concentration.

Paul, sitting next to her was, as usual, unconcerned. He was deep into a fitness magazine and had managed to contort his long legs under the seat in front of him in a way that almost looked comfortable. His clothes carefully chosen to reference the city they’d be visiting, with expensive loafers and perfectly pressed chinos.

“Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking,” said a male voice crackling through the speakers above their heads. “We’re pleased to welcome you on board for this short hop to Barcelona this afternoon. The weather ahead is looking fair, although we may experience some turbulence over the Bay of Biscay. So we advise you …..”

But as Mia heard the word ‘turbulence’ her eyes were rolling around in the manner of a frightened horse. Her brain was busy calculating whether it really was too late to ask to get off. She tried to tap into her instinct, would this flight make it? Too late, they were taxiing out to the runway as the captain gave his announcement. But surely it’s not too late if I really think the plane isn’t fit to fly? She wiped her hands on her dress again and gripped the armrests tightly glancing out to check the wings for obvious cracks or problems.

“What an earth are you doing Mia?” asked Paul, his concentration broken.

“He said there’d be turbulence,” hissed Mia. “I’m not sure I can fly tonight.” She looked out of the window mournfully and wondered whether this would be the last time she saw the world. Tears pricked her eyes as she thought about how upset her mother would be to hear the news. How Lizzie would break down crying and close the shop to mourn her and all because of a mini-break to Barcelona that she really didn’t need at a time that didn’t even fit her schedule. She started thanking the unseen being for all the things she had in life and praying even harder that all would be well.

“Darling just think how fun it will be when we get there,” said Paul raising an eyebrow. “You know planes hardly ever crash, you’re much safer flying than driving in a car.”

Mia knew the statistics but all the recent air crashes flashed through her head as she tried not to think negatively. Positive thinking was needed to fly this plane. She banned the word ‘crash’ from her vocabulary in an effort not to doom everyone on the flight to an immediate death.

The aeroplane flexed the wing flaps and then the engines roared. Mia was pushed back in her seat, and the ground was rushing away outside her window. Statistically, Mia had read, it was better to sit towards the back of the plane in order to survive a (whisper it): potential crash. NOT that Mia wanted to utter that word whilst flying, even in her head. So anyway, at check-in she’d requested a seat in the back row, much to Paul’s annoyance who always wanted to be as far forward as possible to give himself the illusion that he might be travelling with a low cost outfit, but really he was destined for business class and better things.

The wheels stowed themselves in their hubs after much choking and coughing sounds from what sounded to Mia like the engine, but, she told herself, was most probably just the mechanical wheel lifting devices. She tried to concentrate on the pretty clouds and the fields rapidly disappearing under them. Then they were up, shuddering through the first layer of wispy clouds, the ground far away below them.

Mia’s stomach bounced down to her feet and back up again as the plane seemed — to her — to stall, glide, and then re-engage the engines and climb still higher. Mia braced herself for the next lot of wobbles, which normally came as they crossed the channel coast. Then the plane banked, climbed again, and levelled out. A “ping” alerted the flight attendants to start their duties, offering highly priced drinks and snacks to a captive but disinterested audience.

The seat belt sign remained on, which Mia regarded as an ominous sign and got back to worrying some more. In her calmer moments as the plane levelled out, Mia wondered whether they sometimes kept the seatbelt sign on to increase more sales for the snacks. She decided she didn’t mind exactly why they did it, but what she really needed was a gin and tonic to settle her nerves and get their weekend off to a good start.

“Paul sweetie, do you want a drink?” Mia asked ordering herself a G and T.

“Yes, a tomato juice please, ice and spice,” replied Paul flashing a dazzling smile at the pretty hostess.

She mixed their drinks and passed along the aisle but Mia couldn’t help notice that Paul’s eyes followed the trolley as it made its way down the aisle. Thank god, thought Mia as she watched Paul’s attention return to his magazine when the pretty hostess was quickly obscured by her male colleague, who had returned from getting some hot sandwiches at the back of the plane. Mia and Paul pushed their plastic glasses together and Mia settled back to read her magazine as well, or at least turn the pages distractedly, while she monitored every change of sound and rhythm the engine made.

***

By the time Paul and Mia landed, the market she had hoped to visit during her dreamy preparations had long since closed. But instead of getting down about it, she focused on the meal ahead. Paul wanted to get to the hotel and freshen up, then head into town to find a place to eat. The Spaniards were just getting into the swing of the evening, but the stress of the trip and the tight plane seats left Mia aching, and all she really wanted to do now was relax in a hot bath.

As they walked, Paul winced at the garlic fumes wafting enticingly out of little bars that they passed. Mia held back her desire to pull him into one of the bars for a bite of crunchy toasted bread slathered in garlicky mayonnaise and a few sips of Temperanillo. The fear in the plane had made her hunger even more all-consuming than normal. She wanted to stop in one of the back streets and drink glass after glass of fizzy Rosé Cava, then despite the heat follow up with a big bowel of beans and butifarra sausage. She wanted to stop looking for a glitzy restaurant that didn’t have a line out the door and order dish after dish of seafood, crunch through lightly grilled and deep-fried morsels at the next square they walked through. But Paul favoured the plainest foods he could find, no matter where he decided to go.

The post-Cornwall euphoria was starting to disappear, and instead of a boozy night out he would stick to one small lager and allow himself one small dish from the menu that he deemed acceptable. In the end he brought them to a place where the business crowd was thinning out and that met Paul’s cleanliness requirements. Paul was not a man who liked sitting in smoky bars, forgotten in time and he certainly didn’t ‘do’ traditional home cooking.

“Be careful darling,” he cautioned as Mia started to reel off a few dishes that seemed at least vaguely Catalan and therefore met her criteria of ‘local.’ “We’ve got the whole weekend ahead of us; you don’t need to eat your whole calorie allowance in one sitting.”

Mia stuck out her tongue at him, but the wind had been taken out of her sails. Eating wasn’t nearly as fun — or satisfying — if you were the only one enjoying it.

After their meal, Mia was in a foul mood. Paul’s disapproving looks at most of the dishes she’d ordered or the amount of wine she was drinking had put a downer on the evening. By the time they got back to their hotel room, she was feeling much as she’d felt about him in Cornwall. Where’s the fun-loving romantic I fell for?

Paul just wanted to chill out after a long, hard week at work, so Mia made the most of the luxury hotel and spent ages in the bathroom using all the freebies and running herself a long bath. Paul turned on the TV to catch up on the news then stretched himself out on the balcony to read a bit before they both collapsed into bed. Mia wriggled herself as close to him as possible without directly throwing herself on him. Maybe it wasn’t too late to get in a little action?

“Better make it an early night so that we can enjoy the city properly tomorrow,” Paul had said, effectively thwarting any of Mia’s plans. With that, he switched off the light and turned away from her to drift off, ramrod straight as always.

Does he ever relax properly? Wondered Mia as sleep gradually overcame her, too.

On Saturday they queued in the sun to see the Sagrada Familia, covered as it always seemed to be, in scaffolding propping up one bit of renovation or another. They trekked up the hill to see Parc Guell. Paul snapped away and posted the results on Facebook alongside the colourful Gaudi sculptures and palm trees in the park. He updated Mia as the day went by about how many likes he had received.

“Eighteen now,” he reported, proud and smiling before continuing to snap away from the cable car, looking across the bay. Once he’d finally torn himself from his smartphone, Paul unveiled his big surprise: reservations at one of Barcelona’s top restaurants.

The food was delicious and perfectly cooked, but Mia still longed to try out some of the gritty goodness served at the back street restaurants instead. She made a mental note that she would return with Lizzie and eat properly. In the shiny glassy restaurant, full of hard surfaces and glitz, Paul came into his own; he ordered a glass of their top cava for both of them and leant back in his chair, enjoying the sensation of being pampered and served tiny morsels of exquisitely presented and cooked food — all of which had to go onto Facebook before it went near his — or Mia’s — mouth. The view from the big glass windows of the restaurant was amazing down onto the bobbing boats in the bay, and the frenetic city stretched out underneath, lights glittering as the sun went down behind the hills. It was romantic, Mia had to admit. Yes, it was enough to take her breath away. She couldn’t fault Paul on his planning,that was for sure.

With Paul so ensconced online, Mia made surreptitious notes under the table for her next blog and picked delicately through the tiny dishes, feeling hungry. Dinner over, they wandered back down the hill, Paul gallantly taking Mia’s arm to steady her as her stack-heeled espadrilles skittered on the cobbles. Still fizzing from the cava, they giggled their way back to the hotel and collapsed exhausted on the bed. Paul was always more passionate after he’d got his way when it came to restaurants.

“Mia you’re looking beautiful,” he whispered in her ear as he pulled her through the lobby, up to their room and out on to the balcony to kiss her.

At least that’s one positive for not eating garlic, Mia thought smiling to herself. Anticipating more, she tore herself out of his embrace and popped into the bathroom to spritz some more perfume to add to the ambiance. When she came out, Paul had lit some candles and was looking pensively out over the city from the balcony. He took her hand and stroked her hair absent-mindedly with his free hand. The romantic ambiance had been set but as so often happened with Paul, once he had taken pictures of the candles and Mia in the soft light and posted them, he seemed to have lost the impetus to take things further.

Mia sighed and shifted in her seat on the balcony in an attempt to look more alluring. Perhaps she needed to try a bit harder — not always be sneering at Paul’s inability to enjoy things the way she would. It was ridiculous having doubts when they’d been together this long. Paul was here and he seemed to want to be with her. He had booked this trip to Barcelona after all. You couldn’t marry a clone of yourself now could you?

She glanced through the candle light at Paul, willing herself to be positive about him and their relationship. The dancing shadows played tricks, and instead of Paul, she saw Tom’s dark, brooding gaze boring into her. She shook her head, as if to free herself from the thought and smiled at Paul with all the allure she could muster.

It seemed to work, as Paul also shook his head and turned back to Mia. Stroking her hair and caressing her face, he planted a kiss full on her lips. Standing up, held out his hand for her, indicating that he wanted to move things up a notch to the bedroom.

Mia felt her stomach flutter and felt glad that Paul still managed to elicit some kind of response in her, or was it Tom she was still thinking of? She followed Paul back from the balcony and tried to keep her mind on kissing him and responding to his overtures in the darkened room. But as the shadows danced all around them, all she could think of was Tom and that moment in Cornwall when he had leaned towards her and his lips brushed hers.

Mia was glad it was dark in their room as she guiltily was with one man while passionately thinking of another. Thinking of an unattainable man far away from the spare cold lines of the trendy hotel room that felt like the set for a play about her life, in which she was no longer convinced she wanted to play a role.

The next morning was a whirl of packing and rushing to the airport in order to be back at the, thankfully sensible hour that Paul had deemed they should return. Mia was still feeling confused about what had happened on the night before. She couldn’t get Tom out of her head, no matter how hard she tried. She was so preoccupied with trying to decide what to do that she forgot to get nervous about the flight. As they touched down, Paul turned, squeezed Mia’s hand briefly and then busied himself getting his case down in order to be able to leave the plane as soon as was possible once they opened the doors. Paul hated waiting around and was always in a bad mood when the people ahead of him on the plane didn’t gather their things together as fast as he would have liked.

Mia sat in her seat, thanking god silently that they had made it through another flight and shifting uncomfortably, feeling suddenly like she needed to pee.

“Lizzie, have you ever felt a kind of burning sensation after sex, like you need to pee?” asked Mia lying on Lizzie’s bedroom floor on her stomach and absent-mindedly eating her way through one of Lizzie’s baking gluts.

“That sounds like a urinary tract infection,” said Lizzie sensibly. “You need to go and see the gynacologist tomorrow.”

“Well haven’t you got anything for it?” asked Mia plaintively. “I DO feel kind of ill, a sort of sore throat and this burning sensation, like my stomach is permanently full of water.”

“When did it start?” asked Lizzie.

“This morning, just after we landed, I kind of felt hot and uncomfortable …” replied Mia. “But I hate having to go to the doctor’s. If you’ve got some anti-cystitis pills then I could just take those.”

“You need antibiotics if it’s a real urinary tract infection,” surmised Lizzie sensibly.

Mia huffed out of Lizzie’s room; cupcake finished and went to rummage in the medicine box in the bathroom to see if there was anything left over that might help. Finding nothing useful, and thinking that perhaps she had a yeast infection, she moved over to the fridge and got out the last of the natural yoghurt, taking it back to her room to sit on a towel and hope that this burning and itching would pass. Have I somehow been punished for thinking of another man whilst sleeping with Paul? wondered Mia, who even though she’d not been brought up religiously, had somehow managed to absorb the Catholic guilt processes of her forefathers.

She decided to call her mum.

“Hello Mia,” answered her Mum, Teresa, known to everyone as Tess. Mia had always been open with her mother. As Tess’s only child, and since Tess had her relatively young, the two often talked more like sisters than mother and daughter. Tess, too, was independent like Mia, she loved travelling and spent her holidays jetting to far-flung destinations and hanging out on the hippie trails of her youth. She was now just into her fifties, but her wavy dark hair was still vibrant and thick. Her freckled skin turned a lovely biscuit colour in the summer, or when she’d come back from an exotic holiday, the freckles seemed fused together. Her green eyes were lively and sparkly like Mia’s, but she was happier in her own company than her daughter could manage, which was lucky as she’s spent most of her adult life on her own. She always declared that after Mia’s father left, she didn’t ever want to live with a man again.

“We’re happy just you and me love aren’t we now,” she’d say to Mia in her soft Irish lilt and hugging her close.

“Are you feeling alright?” Tess asked.

“No,” said Mia in a small voice. “I’m sitting here on a towel with yoghurt smeared all over you know where, and I’m itching and burning and feeling kind of stressed.”

“Well that sounds like a urinary tract infection or maybe a yeast infection,” said her mum. “You’d better get yourself down to the clinic tomorrow.” Tess was a nurse, so hearing about Mia’s health didn’t usually worry her. But if Mia was upset or stressed, that was something different. Tess was always practical in these situations and never judgmental.

“So, tell me about Barcelona,” Tess said.

Mia sighed. “The city is so beautiful, but it was such a short time. I hardly had any time to get to the market or do the things I really wanted to do. Paul had booked us into a trendy hotel and a very posh, nice restaurant, but I really just wanted to try some little tapas bars.”

Tess thought Mia seemed more detached than usual and she wondered what else was going on.

“To be sure Mia, you’re a funny one. Is there somethin’ you’re not tellin’ me?”

“What would I not be telling you mum?” Mia asked innocently, feeling her face flushing. Her mum always sniffed out things that were bothering Mia, and it sometimes drove her mad. It was impossible to keep a secret when Tess was around.

“Well how would I be knowin’ that Mia love?” Tess shot back reasonably. “All I know is that you’re not tellin’ me somethin’.”

“Oh mum. I tell you everything, have I not just told you all about Barcelona and Paul. I’m going to have to go now. Lizzie needs me to help her in the kitchen. She’s preparing the salted anchovies I brought back from Barcelona and a Romesco sauce tonight.”

“OK love, you get back to your fancy food. And make sure you get yourself to that clinic tomorrow. I don’t think it’s going to do you much good sitting with yoghurt up your jacksie all night.”

Mia clicked off the phone and sighed. She went to clean herself up in the bathroom before joining Lizzie in the kitchen, which was steamy with the aromas of preserved fish, garlic, chilli, tomato and peppers. Mia busied herself putting more almonds in a bowl for them to pick at and poured the chilled white wine that Lizzie had bought that morning. The duo carried on chopping and preparing food with music blaring in the background.

Ok, so it wasn’t Barcelona thought Mia but Lizzie sure knew how to cook up a storm. She’d already given Mia the list of ingredients she wanted her to bring back, and she could basically recreate the kinds of things Mia ideally would have eaten had Paul not been so garlic averse.

***

The next morning, Mia had an uncomfortable wait at the clinic. She hated the embarrassment of these sexual health clinics, but she busied herself by trying to guess the life stories of the other women waiting in the reception area. There was one young teenage girl with red eyes, and Mia spent a good few minutes imagining all sorts of scenarios that could have befallen the girl: Was she already pregnant? Had the condom broken the night before? Perhaps she’d just broken up with her boyfriend and realised that she needed the morning after pill because she hadn’t been as careful as she should have been. There were a few women around her age who were busy looking around but avoiding direct eye contact and who got on diligently, flicking through the pile of magazines on the waiting room table.

“Mia Maxwell?” called out a nurse holding a card and looking expectantly in to the waiting room.

Mia trooped in to the gynaecologist’s office. To her embarrassment it was a man, but a friendly female nurse was standing by, too.

“If you could just pop your clothes off behind the screen for me and put on this gown.”

It didn’t matter how many times Mia went to these clinics; she never knew whether she should take her socks off or not. Taking them off seemed a bit weird, but somehow you felt even more ridiculous standing there with no knickers on, a backless gown and a pair of socks on your feet. She decided against taking off her socks as the floor didn’t look particularly clean and slipped the gown over her blouse, naked from the waist down. She shuffled out and up onto the bed, putting her feet in the stirrups as she was told to do.

“Now what can we do for you?” said the male gynaecologist cheerily.

“Uhhm” gulped Mia. “I think I might have a bit of a urinary tract infection, or a yeast infection or ummm something.” Mia’s voice rose gradually upwards with embarrassment.

“Well, let’s have a look then.” The doctor, thought Mia almost seemed to be rubbing his hands in glee as he shuffled forward on his rolling chair to position himself between her legs.

Mia could feel herself getting hot with embarrassment. Her stomach rumbled and she tensed up anticipating the cold speculum’s entrance.

“Just relax for me please Ms. errrm Maxwell,” intoned the doctor. “We’re just going to take a swab from you, there’s nothing to worry about.”

Mia could feel herself tensing even more. She hated that scratchy feeling from underneath your belly button as the swabs were taken. The doctor cranked her open with the speculum once he’d lubricated it sufficiently. Ugh. The nurse gave her an encouraging smile as Mia tried to relax but feeling herself tense even more.

“Hmmm yes … well we’ll have to wait for the results of the swab tests but it does look like you’ve got a bit of a yeast infection in there. Do you have a burning sensation when you urinate?”

“Yes,” squeaked Mia.

“And are you in a relationship?” What’s that got to do with it thought Mia.

“Yes, I am.”

“And what kind of contraception do you use?”

“I’m on the pill,” replied Mia.

“Ah, and are you and your partner monogamous?”

“Errrm yes,” Mia replied blushing and thinking with crossed fingers as far as I know but instead she answered out loud, “We’ve been together four years.”

“OK, well we’ll test for all the usual things, chlamydia, candida, cystitis so we should know more later in the week, but if you’re monogamous and you haven’t had this before, then I expect it was just a little bit of stress. Have you been somewhere warm?”

“Errm, Barcelona for the weekend.”

“Right, well Ms. Maxwell, if you call back on Thursday, we’ll have your results. In the meantime Nurse Abiola will give you some cream and a treatment for candida, because we should get that cleared up right away.”

“Thank you,” Mia managed to squeak out while shuffling off the table. Careful not to turn her back towards the doctor, she went back behind the curtain to change and pick up her prescription on the way out.

Once downstairs, she unlocked her bike and cycled back home to salvage the rest of the day, trying to ignore the itchy burning sensation in her knickers. The doctor had rattled her. Why did he ask if we’re monogamous? Oh god, I hope it’s nothing serious. She tried to think back to any time that Paul could potentially have been with someone else, but given his lack of enthusiasm for the carnal side of the relationship, she’d never really had massive worries on that score. That some ex might come back and snap him away, yes. Some ex that was better, prettier, slimmer, and more glamorous and less enamoured with garlic than Mia was. But when would Paul have had the time for an affair? It’s true I’m away sometimes in the summer, but he rarely is, so … Mia decided it was better not to dwell too much; you could drive yourself mad with what ifs and conjecture. Far better to concentrate on the facts, and the facts at the moment were that Paul had stepped up the romance again, and so Mia was going to throw herself into that again and keep her thoughts firmly away from Cornwall and Tom.

There wasn’t much time to think about all that now anyway. Mia had so many things to sort out before the next festival that weekend down in Kent, and she was heading down for that one on Thursday. Most of the bigger festivals didn’t require such a hands on approach from her as Lord Trelawney’s little get together, so she was able to do more of the organising, booking and calls from the comfort of her bedroom, which doubled as her office in the flat she shared with Lizzie.

Once her day was over, Mia turned her attention to her blog. Since she’d been in Barcelona, a few more people had commented on her dream of Barcelona post, adding their favourite Catalan recipes to her evocation of the city. Shame it wasn’t quite like that with Paul thought Mia a little ruefully. A few hours later, the medication seemed to be working, and she was feeling a bit of relief. Then she noticed someone had linked to her Salty Dreams post.

She followed the link and found herself on a moody grey and blue website with pictures of the sea she’d been sailing on just over a week ago. The white crests of the waves and the slate grey of the rocks took her back to Cornwall once again, not that her thoughts ever strayed too far away from that county at the moment. Even though she’d been petrified and freezing in that boat with Lord Trelawney, the landscape stirred something in her. There was no getting around it, and this blog had that effect on her, too.

The latest blog post on “Manna from the hedgerows” was about cooking mackerel with samphire over an open fire. Could it be Tom’s blog? Or, perhaps it was one of the other foragers? Mia looked for the “About Me” section but it wasn’t there. Anyway she reasoned it isn’t like I declare my name on my blog either. Otherwise you weren’t able to be so personal so it was much better keeping things anonymous. Then she remembered what Holly had told her about the forager, who had turned out to be Tom. What was it she had said? Mia tried to think back, but too many evenings drinking wine with Lizzie appeared to have dulled her brain and she couldn’t for the life of her remember. Hadn’t it been something like Holly didn’t know the forager personally, she’d found him on a website … hadn’t it? Oh, Mia tutted at herself in frustration.

She debated whether or not to click ‘like’ or leave a comment, but she was too tired to think of anything witty to say, so instead, reaching her arms up above her head, she stretched, yawned, and clicked shut down to get ready for bed.

Mia needed to get her thinking cap on anyway. It was Paul’s birthday in a few weeks, and she had run out of ideas for what she could buy him. Last year she’d bought him a session with his favourite personal trainer, which he’d loved — so much, that he’d actually signed up with the trainer for the whole year, which had meant even more evenings and weekends taken up in the gym or running or training for the latest event. Paul had seemed more and more preoccupied this year. But he was happy with his perfectly gym-honed body, and Mia had picked up some good fitness tips from Paul and his trainer, too, along the way.

At that point in Mia’s train of thought, Lizzie popped her head around Mia’s bedroom door and reminded Mia that it was time for their favourite TV programme of the moment. On nights when Lizzie and Mia stayed in, they liked nothing better than to curl up and watch food or property programmes together and oooh and ahh at the creations or beautiful houses that in their dreams they would make or possess. So they settled down in front of “The Bake Off” trying to outdo each other with predictions of who might be crowned star baker this week and marvelling over the amazing confections the bakers created.

A happy mix of property programmes, baking programmes, and a drama took Mia and Lizzie through to the news and bed.

The next morning, Mia woke up groggily feeling for her alarm clock as she fumbled around in the half-light. But it turned out it wasn’t her alarm clock ringing but her phone. Unusually, it was Paul, and he sounded excited.

“Hey, Mia.”

“Hey,” Mia croaked back.

“Oh, did I wake you?” Paul sounded surprised. Mia still had no idea what the time was.

“Yup, I was up late last night watching telly with Lizzie,” Mia rasped back, running her hands through her hair, which was doing a good impression of a Neanderthal who’d just been dragged through a cave backwards. As Mia found the light and turned it on she realised it was 6:30 a.m. Not bloody surprising you woke me up she thought furiously.

“Paul, did you know it was only 6:30 in the morning …” she continued slightly more reasonably than her brain felt.

“Yeah, of course I did, I’ve already wrapped up a training session with Karl, and I’m feeling full of life,” enthused Paul. “You should try it sometime Mia, it would do you the world of good.”

What’s that meant to mean? Thought Mia but she was too tired to indulge in paranoia.

“Ok Paul, what do you want?”

“Just to double check that you’re keeping my birthday weekend free, that you haven’t booked any festivals that weekend and you’re not working, from Thursday to Tuesday?”

Mia sighed inwardly, but she knew how important Paul’s birthday was to him, and she’d already promised — months ago — to keep his birthday weekend free of work.

“Of course I’m keeping it free … What are we doing, by the way?” Mia wondered, hoping that this would somehow help her with inspiration for Paul’s birthday present.

There was a pause on the other end of the phone. Paul took a deep breath as though he was about to unveil an enormous surprise … “We’re going to Miami! I thought, given that I’m 35 this year, I needed to celebrate in style.”

Oooh, Miami thought Mia, feeling slightly more awake and perking up at the thought of the trip before she remembered it involved flying right across the Atlantic. No getting away from things, she’d have to fly over a huge expanse of water, but then again, the longer flights also allowed her to get nicely sozzled on gin and tonics and indulge in hours of cinema watching, which usually did the trick of calming her down sufficiently to get her to the other side without a major panic attack or calls for an emergency landing — unless the flight was really bumpy. But Miami was cool and fun, and she could indulge in her passion for Cuban and Latino food. Try out some of the new food trucks rolling through town. Oh yes, Miami, she sighed happily to herself.

Paul continued chattering about the logistics of the trip, mentioning limos picking them up at the airport. It was all a bit much for Mia’s brain at that time in the morning, but she forced herself back to their conversation.

“Oh my god. Wow Paul, you’ve really outdone yourself this time.”

“I know,” said Paul happily. “OK Mia honey, I have to get into work now but I’ll send you an email with all the details. Byeeee.”

Just as Mia was about to croak out bye in return, she heard the click of the receiver at the other end. She yawned before contemplating whether it was worth trying to go back to sleep.

Having been woken up effectively by now, Mia decided to get up and go for a jog. If she was to enjoy as much fried plantain, rice and peas as she hoped at the Cuban restaurants, she needed to get in shape before they set off and she only had a week in which to do it.

An hour later, Mia was back from her jog, sweaty and feeling energised. Paul was right, it had done her good. She texted him briefly to let him know, and he replied with a supportive, “Proud of you baby.” Mia set about showering and eating a healthy breakfast, glugging down water and orange juice, as she read through her emails on her tablet. Voices on the radio chattered in the background.

Woman’s Hour would be on soon, and she needed to get a few things sorted before her mid-morning break for the programme, which often started before she’d achieved anything at all.

Miami bound. Mia drummed her fingers on her desk as she tried to think of something suitable for Paul’s birthday. Then she hit upon it. What about tickets to the pre-season game of the Miami Dolphins? Paul usually loved doing sport, not watching it — but she was pretty sure that he would enjoy watching American football with all the glamour of the stadium. And it would be an experience, something different. She clicked through the calendar and found a game that fit with the weekend and set about booking tickets. Pleased with herself, Mia started thinking about what else they could do in Miami and what she would take to wear, plantains and pineapples danced juicily through her thoughts, as she planned their time away.

First though, she had to busy herself with the next festival, and as she packed a small bag — her festival survival kit — she hummed and started to look forward to another busy weekend.

***

Back down in Cornwall, Tom had also just returned from a run and was up at the manor helping his aunt and Bess get the rooms ready for his sister and her sons. They were due to arrive later that day for their annual summer holiday and the manor was a hive of activity.

All the windows were wide open, and the sun was shining brightly. Beds made, Tom set off for the station to pick his sister up. As the train pulled slowly in to St. Minnion, he could already see his three nephews’ heads crowding excitedly out of the train window, as they jostled with each other as to who could be the first to open the train door.

With a screech, the train came to a stop, its brakes groaning slightly. His eldest nephew, Barney, won the tussle and burst out of the door first, Arthur and Oscar hot on his heels. They rushed to Tom, calling excitedly about games of football and going fishing, sailing, surfing and crabbing. They carried their nets and crab lines and the battered rucksacks on their backs were no doubt full of their shorts and T-shirts ready for three weeks of surfing, sailing, and running around the estate to their heart’s content. Their tousled dark heads were miniature versions of their uncle’s.

In contrast to the boys, Tom’s sister, Silvia, followed more sedately, and after greeting the boys by ruffling their hair, Tom moved forward to help her as she struggled with two enormous suitcases and a basket of food. Like Tom, she had tumbling curls, but in a warmer chestnut tone than her brother’s dark, almost black hair of their mother.

Silvia was old enough to remember when their mother, Elena, had died. Being five years older than Tom, she had tried to provide a part of what they had lost. She’d always been protective of her baby brother. After school though, Silvia had gone away to university and met Marcus, a corporate lawyer she’d later marry. They’d stayed in London after they’d had the boys, trading up houses as Marcus shot up the corporate ladder. Silvia had trained as an interior designer after years of doing up houses they had lived in. She somehow managed to balance time with the three boys and a flourishing career. Her calm signature style with a seaside twist was often requested in their circle, and she loved making people’s homes warm, welcoming yet still stylish. Her design background carried over in to what she wore and how she carried herself. She was slim, stood as tall as most of her friends and loved to wear big bangles, and elegant cashmere, or blouses over tailored trousers, or fifties skirts with sandals in the summer, and high heeled courts when she was working. Today, in honour of the first day of the long summer holiday, she was wearing a beautiful fifties retro dress in a black and white print and had big Italian sunglasses perched on her head.

Silvia and Tom greeted each other with a hug.

“Tommaso, caro,” said Silvia into Tom’s hair. She was one of the few people in England who called him by his full name and even that only sometimes, normally when she hadn’t seen him for a while. Tom himself found his English shortening easier to handle and tended to introduce himself as simply Tom.

Nevertheless, Tom smiled. Growing up without their mother, who had died a few years after Tom was born; his big sister had always been a bit of a mother to him and helped keep the lines of communication open with his grandparents in Sicily and the Italian side of the family.

“I’d better help you get these in the car,” said Tom, easily picking up the enormous suitcases and pulling them along, Silvia striding along beside him. Barney, Arthur, and Oscar, still chattering excitedly, were dispatched to pull the other big case, and they made their way down the platform to the car park where the Land Rover was parked, Django panting happily in the back.

“Hello Django,” called out Barney. Oscar pulled the poor dog’s tail affectionately and Arthur thumped him on the back and put his arms around his middle, laying his head on the dog’s back. Django was used to the boys, having effectively grown up alongside them, at least in the summer. He didn’t seem to mind as the boys tumbled into the back with him and carried on their chatter, laughing, joking and pushing each other good-naturedly.

Silvia and Tom climbed into the front.

“How’s Dad, Tommaso?” asked Silvia, looking concerned. As if she weren’t worried enough after his stroke, she’d heard about their father’s sailing escapade and the bang to his head.

“Well he seems to be holding up,” replied Tom, “But he’s definitely vaguer than he used to be, and I worry about him. He seemed to enjoy the festival this year, and it was totally successful. You know I don’t like having to stay around for it — all those people invading the estate. But after the stroke I think it’s been good for me to be around. And since the bang on his head, not even the glorious weather can get him out of the house that much.”

Tom’s accent often veered between the soft Cornish growl he deployed when down there, and a slightly more neutral accent he used to speak to his family and friends from school. Growing up the posh boy of the village, he’d worked hard to fit in, and he liked the simple life, but when he was with his sister, he could go back to just being totally himself and veering in and out of Cornish and the more cut-glass tones of their father and aunt.

The drive passed quickly and everyone tumbled out at the manor. The boys raced each other upstairs to their bedroom, already at home at the estate, while Silvia, laughing at their excitement, got things out of the car and followed behind with Tom. In a way she understood the boys’ excitement, she loved going back to the old bedroom where she had grown up, which Arthur Trelawney and Agatha had kept pretty much the same since she’d left home at eighteen. The soft linen on the bed, washed and careworn, and dappled with little flowers, made her remember her childhood. Silvia sat on her bed and took a few moments for herself, happy and sad at the same time as she remembered her mother. She always did when she was back in that room, with the sun streaming through the window and the familiar smells of home. If she closed her eyes, she could envision her mother, who was the spitting image of her. Their mother was Tom’s age when she died of breast cancer. She would sing them to sleep with Italian lullabies. For years after her death both children had to sleep with a light on, as they felt lost without the reassuring love of their mother. Then, folding her memories up as she unpacked her clothes, she glanced out of the window, smiled at the sun, breathed in the familiar scents of home and made her way back downstairs.

As she went, she called for the boys who quickly followed, tumbling into the dining room behind her. They were met with a big spread including Tom’s latest foraging efforts, smoked fish, fresh bread baked by Bess, and spread with thick Cornish butter A dish of smoked mackerel pate took centre stage as Tom explained about his experiments with his new smoker.

***

Time flew by and before Mia knew it, it was time to leave for Miami. High above the Atlantic, Mia was feeling surprisingly good. She’d already had a gin and tonic and a couple of mini bottles of wine and she was enjoying her third movie, romantic and escapist, the perfect fodder for a long plane journey. Paul was sleeping gently by her side, and Mia looked at him warmly for once. She was determined to enjoy their weekend in Miami. Her call to the doctor had revealed nothing more worrying than a slight urinary tract infection, which she’d put down to stress and the changes in climate. She’d been so busy the last week making sure she’d got everything sorted before their long weekend that she hadn’t even had time to give Cornwall or Tom much thought. It wasn’t until she was on the plane watching romantic comedies, where the right girl and guy always end up together, that he resurfaced in her mind. Still, it isn’t as if he’s tried to contact me Mia told herself. As time faded, the whole thing started to seem more and more like a figment of her imagination. Paul had been extremely attentive since she’d returned from Cornwall, and the trip to Miami had put him in the best mood he’d been in for months.

As the plane touched down in Miami, Mia and Paul were hit by a wall of humidity. The mercury was nudging 90 degrees Fahrenheit and the heat almost took their breath away.

“Feeling hot, hot, hot …” sang Paul under his breath as he settled his sunglasses on his nose and prepared to walk down the steps of the plane to the waiting bus.

His mood soon took a turn for the worse though when they were met by some of the tough immigration guards. They always seemed to be suspicious of holiday-makers. Their drawled “ma’ams” and “sirs” didn’t soften the stares and the heavy questioning.

“How long do you intend to stay?”

“What is your airport of origin?”

“Can you please look into the iris reader …. No, not like that, keep your face still for me please, ma’am.”

Mia’s fingers were sweating so much that it took her three tries until the guard was finally able to read her fingerprints. Mia wondered if she’d be sent back on the next plane, but finally her answers seemed to satisfy the guard and she was waved through. Paul, of course, had sailed through unconcerned, still humming “hot hot hot,” under his breath, although he was vaguely annoyed that Mia, as usual, had been taken in for questioning and not walked through with him.

Next they filed through to the luggage hall, where Paul’s neat suitcase was one of the first out. As a colourful case followed identical black ones with ribbons tied around the handles or wrapped all up in cellophane, Mia’s feeling of panic mounted.

After everyone else had left the baggage carousel and just one forgotten bag went around three times, Mia trooped towards the lost luggage desk, Paul tutting behind her.

“Well it’s not my fault if they’ve lost my luggage,” exclaimed Mia plaintively.

“Well if you do insist on travelling with an enormous thirty kilogram suitcase for six days, it’s not my fault either,” grumbled Paul. Mia had to admit he might have a point. No wonder the guards had been suspicious about her return date, they probably already had the information about the size of her suitcase. Perhaps it had been impounded for searching thought Mia.

The officials at the desk weren’t very helpful.

“What colour was your case, ma’am?”

“Black,” sighed Mia wishing that she’d decided to go for something a little more distinctive. How they’d ever find her suitcase amongst a sea of identical cases, she didn’t know. Paul stomped off to find the waiting limo, despite Mia’s protests that her phone wouldn’t work in the US, and how would she ever find him? In the end, sighing, she let him go, as it was useless trying to stop him when he was getting impatient.

Finally after Mia had filled in four forms, apprising the officials of which hotel they would be staying, she trooped out of the airport to find Paul swearing under his breath. The limo he’d booked had refused to wait, made Paul pay anyway for the service and they were now forced to join the long line of tourists waiting for the city cabs. “This kind of thing is always happening to you Mia, I don’t know how you do it …”

“You know how much I love being in a foreign city with nothing but the clothes on my back,” hit back Mia. “All my clothes and most of my toiletries were in my case, and now it’s not going to arrive until at least tomorrow morning.” Even the thought of shopping for replacements couldn’t lift her mood. The hangover from the aeroplane was starting to kick in and all she wanted to do was go to the hotel and sleep despite it still being relatively early in Miami.

They arrived at their hotel after negotiating the fast-moving traffic of Florida, high up on turnpikes and expressways spinning over the city like concrete snakes. Then driving down avenue upon avenue of palm trees and white clapboard houses they passed through Coral Gables; “beautiful ride, isn’t it?” smiled the cab driver cheerfully. Mia stared out of the window at the beautifully clipped, lush, green lawns. Sprinklers and gardeners were busy keeping up appearances wherever Mia looked, and everything looked like scenery for a film.

Paul strained to read the road signs from the back seat, convinced the driver was taking them the scenic route to make a few extra dollars. But Mia cared less about the fare than getting to see a bit of the town before arriving at their hotel on the beach. After the high rises of downtown, the beach stretched before them. Ocean Drive busy with cars, beautiful, tanned people walking along a park, or headed to the beach in the shade of waving palm trees. On the other side, away from the sea, the hotels crowded the sidewalk: Sometimes shiny and modern, sometimes pastel coloured and art deco. Some had huge pools and banks of sun loungers stretching from their reception areas right down to the beach. Everything was choreographed, fountains danced and glistened to the beat of an invisible drum, and white clad hotel porters and waiters moved silently and expertly between the sun loungers, catering to the guests’ every need.

Mia felt hot and dirty, and not at all like being part of this world. And knowing that her suitcase — which contained the necessary tools and changes of clothes for her to at least feel as if she was keeping up with the glamorous people all around them — was not going to arrive anytime soon, didn’t help either.

As soon as they’d checked in, she collapsed on the enormous bed and cooled down in the air conditioning that graced every American interior in this city. Even though, left to herself, Mia would have stayed at one of the older art deco hotels or in a smaller complex, the views from their room out across the pools and over to the beach and the Atlantic were impressive. Everything was glinting in the morning sun, and the colours were magnified to a tropical intensity. The white gleaming white, the blue so azure, and the hot pinks and oranges of people’s bikinis and swimming shorts studding the white sand and pools. The waves were relatively small but provided a frilled white edge to the beach before the blue intensified and slipped away from the land. White yachts were bobbing gently out to sea and jet skis roared up and down closer to the beach.

Lulled by the distant sounds of traffic, jet skis, and laughter carrying up from the pool area, Mia lay back and closed her eyes. She knew she should try and stay up until the evening, but without a bathing suit or any clothes other than the ones she had travelled in, all she wanted to do was lay back and sleep.

***

Halfway across the world, Tom was just getting up to head to the beach, too. Barney, Arthur and Oscar had been pestering him since the night before about going crabbing, and as he strode up to the manor, they were already outside untangling their crab lines and chattering excitedly. A few hours later, after a hearty breakfast — where the boys were allowed Nutella on their bread as a holiday treat — they piled into Tom’s Land Rover and drove down the narrow lanes to his favourite beach. He was keen to harvest some seaweed and enlist the boys’ help for his continuing smoker experiments. As they jumped down the cliffs, he let the boys get busy with their crab lines first. They crouched over the rocks, completely absorbed in their task. Their jelly shoes providing shelter from the sharp slate spattered with barnacles.

Seeing them happily ensconced, Tom got busy harvesting seaweed to use in his latest mackerel smoking attempts. He was wading knee deep along the shore, picking out the juiciest looking sea greens and sea spaghetti he could find.

The weather was grey today and the boys’ hands were gradually turning blotchy and purple as they concentrated hard, seemingly oblivious to the wind and crashing waves just a few metres from their perch.

Django sat keeping watch on the boys and Tom in equal measure. He’d get up every now and then and splash out in the shallow water towards Tom, wagging his tail and barking with pleasure to be in the water, dancing with the waves and retrieving sticks that Tom would occasionally throw to him.

After a while, Tom realised the boys were going to need a new distraction soon, so he told them to stow the crabbing gear they were just about to tire of and to come and help him in the shallows. They splashed excitedly around the rocks and helped harvest a little seaweed, giggling in between as Barney placed a bunch of seaweed on his head and walked around like a drunk. Arthur thought that poor old Django might enjoy seaweed on his head, too, and they all fell about laughing. As the tide started to turn, Tom packed the seaweed in the big cool boxes he’d brought and suggested a quick surf, so they all jumped in the water and splashed into the waves.

Soon even the little patch of beach where it was safe to surf was being covered by the tide, so Tom called it a day whistling to Django, they rounded the boys up and climbed back up the cliffs.

As the sky darkened with swelling rain clouds, Tom and the boys headed home across the fields to the waiting car. The buckets and crab lines jumbled into a big basket which Barney carried, while the younger two trailed their boogie boards and wetsuits behind them through the long grass.

On the drive home, Tom was already keen to get experimenting with his smoker and so he deposited the boys back at the manor with Silvia, who had been spending some time with her dad. Agatha was on hand to help too, and the boys were sent up to shower whilst Tom drove back to his own cottage to prepare the seaweed.

***

As Mia woke up, across the other side of the Atlantic, she noticed from the corner of her eye a notification flashing on her phone. Paul was sitting outside on the balcony, surveying the scene and happily sipping a mojito. When he was on holiday, his no-alcohol rule slipped a little, especially when it came to cocktails. He’d indulge as long as he was able to find a gym to work out in later.

Mia sleepily stretched for her phone and scrolled through her emails. She’d started following the Salted in Cornwall blog to see if she could find out definitively if this was Tom’s blog or not, and it seemed another post had just arrived.


Harvesting Spaghetti at Low Tide

Today I found myself wading knee deep on the lower reaches of the tide, harvesting, of all things, spaghetti. Well, not the spaghetti that you might imagine made from flour and egg, but a local type of seaweed known around here as sea spaghetti. It’s rich in iodine and great for the immune system. I love to eat it as a base for fish, either raw or steamed lightly and dressed with oil and garlic. My current experiment is to see whether smoking it with mackerel could bring that salty seaside taste to a special smoked mackerel pate that I’ve been developing this summer.

A light mist was rolling in across the beach as I harvested, and the swell of the tide was rising as the water turned and prepared to return to cover the beach. I could feel a storm approaching across the Atlantic, and the weather teetering between summer and autumn momentarily as it often does mid August. The wind started to pull, and once I’d got a good bagful of sea spaghetti, we made our way home happy, sandy, and salty to start smoking. Now I just can’t wait to see whether sea spaghetti perfects the pate.



Light mist. Swell of the tide. She read with pleasure the description of the wild beaches that she loved so much and started dreaming about recipes with sea spaghetti, and a little bit that dark curly head and brooding figure of Tom, who she was now pretty sure was the man behind this blog. Perhaps here in Miami she’d be able to find someone doing something with seaweed, there were a lot of sushi restaurants here, and it was even on the room service menu propped up on the table next to the bed.

After getting up and splashing some water on her face in a failed effort to wake up, she pulled a fluffy bathrobe around her and stumbled sleepily out on to the terrace. Paul, mellowed by his second cocktail, agreed to order-in sushi that evening, given that Mia had no clean clothes and was too tired to attack the amazing range of boutiques that Miami had to offer. She enjoyed pouring in some of the complimentary bath salts and oils that were stacked alongside the deep, white tub for a long soak. Ahh, now I’m starting to feel more human.

“I’m just off for a little look at the gym, Mia sweetie,” called Paul through the door.

“OK,” said Mia, guessing that a “little look” would quickly turn into a long workout. Still, she was perfectly happy to concentrate on the magazines she’d bought for the plane, but not yet touched. She sank deeper into her bath. Perhaps she’d try and find a yoga teacher at the hotel and get a massage tomorrow, too. This was a great time to relax mid-festival season and Paul’s tendency to spend his birthday weekend in some glamorous destination usually meant she was able to do just that.

After a long soak, she moved to the comfy sofas, and reaching for her tablet and logging on to the hotel’s Wi-Fi, she scrolled through the many delights offered at the beach and quickly found a yoga session for the next morning, as well as massages offered at the hotel spa.

A couple of hours later, they were both happy. Paul had ended up working off his mojitos in the gym — not being able to say no to high-tech treadmills even after two drinks, and they’d both gorged themselves on sushi. Mia wondered idly if nori could also be found on the beaches of the UK.

Mia doled out a couple of melatonin tablets to Paul and took two herself then quickly drifted off to sleep, propped up on endless pillows and snuggled under the snowy sheets.

The next day dawned as bright and intense as the previous day. A knock at the hotel door jostled them from their slumber, and a porter presented them with Mia’s long lost suitcase. Mia pounced on it, opening it up and quickly deciding for a long floaty dress. OK so it wasn’t very Miami, but she didn’t feel like trying to compete with the perfect figures parading in hot pants and bikini tops around the pool and along the beach front at their hotel.

They went down for breakfast and enjoyed the buffet of fresh fruit and freshly squeezed juices, stacks of American pancakes, a sea of eggs cooked every which way and “bottomless” cups of coffee. Luckily the coffee wasn’t too strong because otherwise Mia would have been blasted into outer space by the amount she drank.

After breakfast, Paul headed to the gym, and Mia was off to her first yoga class. The teacher was energising and inspiring. She found in the heat and relaxing atmosphere of the town that she could hold her plank better than the last time she’d attempted it in the UK. Perhaps it was the competitive nature of the class where everyone had a perfectly gym-honed body or perhaps it was the extra sleep and vitamin-filled fruit, but Mia was feeling good.

After yoga, they headed into little Havana. Cuban food was one of the cuisines that Paul accepted, in fact he was willing to accept almost everything offered to him in America, so Mia didn’t have to try too hard to persuade him. They headed first to a juice bar, popular with the locals. In a nearby park, old Cuban men played dominoes and chatted, smoking and knocking back what looked like juice or glasses of cola, but Mia suspected there was probably a nice shot of dark rum in there, too. If Mia forgot about the rest of glitzy Miami and concentrated just on this neighbourhood she could really be in Cuba.

Old Cadillacs drove by occasionally and Mia felt like she was in a painting or a scene from fifties Americana. At the juice bar everyone was chattering away in Spanish. Even the name of the bar was written in Spanish as was the menu. Mia ordered a fresh papaya and kiwi juice with lime and Paul opted for mango and mamey. Sipping it thoughtfully, he described it as a mixture between a sweet potato and a pumpkin, but it was pepped up by the citrusy, sweeter notes of the mango which were more familiar to him.

They settled down to eat outside the unprepossessing shop front under some umbrellas and people-watched to their hearts content. Plates of fried chicken, plantain, and rice and peas followed. Lots of people stopped by dressed in gym gear and picked up a milk shake or smoothie to go. Everything was in giant sized portions, and both Mia and Paul had to ask for half of their portion to be packed up into boxes to eat later.

“I’ve never been so full in my life” said Mia, touching her tummy.

Paul was looking a little jumpy, as if the fried chicken might start attacking his heart immediately, or pecking at his muscles. Mia was still deliberating whether to order a box of churros for later, but the Miami heat put her off and they jumped back into a cab to head to the hotel — Mia straight to the poolside and Paul to the gym.

A few delicious hours later, Mia had ploughed her way through one book and was idly leafing through a Miami guidebook, stopping occasionally to peep out from under her wide-brimmed hat, sip on a cocktail, and watch the people sauntering past. Some extremely tanned women were perched at the edge of the pool, perfect plastic breasts perky under their tiny string bikinis as they moved their calves and toes leisurely through the water and pressed down on their arms so as to lightly suspend themselves just above the pool side to avoid any leg squidging out side-ways in an unsightly manner. What an effort thought Mia, secretly envying their perfect bodies. Some men strolled by occasionally, too, their pecs perfectly waxed and flexed, their tiny shorts fitting neatly over their tight bums. It gets boring after awhile, mused Mia again, although she realised this was Paul’s kind of paradise — perfect, polished, plastic, and all on the surface. There was plenty of grit to be found in Miami, but you could easily stop at the polished picture, the bright colours, and the smiling people, and never investigate any deeper if you didn’t want to. And of course, thought Mia, if you had enough money to stay in the best hotels.

Mia, though, had her curiosity piqued by the guidebook and wanted to see a different side of life here in Miami, a side that Paul wouldn’t have an interest in. She’d had enough of trying, and failing, to look perfect by the pool. Even trying for “quirky English eccentric” didn’t quite make the grade here and she wished that she’d applied some fake tan before their trip so she didn’t look quite so white and English. Mia just had to face up to the fact that she was white and blobby compared to these neat Latinas with dyed blond hair and lithe oiled bodies.

She gathered up her books, magazines, and towels and made her way back up to the room to change. Paul was still at the gym and told her he’d rather stay when she popped in to check on him, so she decided to take a tour of Little Haiti, the site of the largest Haitian community outside the Caribbean. There was a leaflet in their welcome pack at the hotel, and the concierge quickly arranged the tour whilst she was getting changed. Mia again felt like she’d been transported, looking at the colourful murals in Little Haiti depicting marketplaces and the history of the country. A date, painted in red, 1804, floated above soldiers and a long-haired Haitian woman, her big gold hoops hanging from her ears as she looked to be dancing to the rhythm of the planets, her midriff bare and her skirt floating around her hips in the wind. The roads in the neighbourhood were not that prepossessing — mostly low-rise concrete houses, a neighbourhood built for cars essentially even here in an obviously poorer part of town. But the shops themselves were very different from the polished high-end malls and boutiques that were Mia’s experience of America so far. They had more of a Caribbean feel, painted signs, colourful hoardings, and produce spilling out onto the streets. There were nail salons and record shops and food shops and a smart-looking market of independent stores housed in pastel painted colonial style colonnades. The botanicas were the best part though, filled with dolls and saints, candles and herbs, a mix of African religions, folklore, and Roman Catholicism. Even though this was Little Haiti, some of them sold things for the Cuban religion of Santeria too. At the back of one of the botanicas was a crimson velvet curtain, with a hand painted sign, also decorated mural style reading “Tarot readings.”

Mia was intrigued. She’d always wanted to get her future told, so she asked the guide if it was possible to book an appointment for later. A whispered consultation followed, and her guide nodded that she could come back after the tour for a reading, so she took a card and waved goodbye.

They continued on their way, taking in the rest of Little Haiti, on to Little Havana — where Mia had ventured that morning with Paul — and finishing up at the Miami History museum, where she was able to explore the way the city had been at a crossroads for so many waves of Caribbean and Latin American migration. She looked at exhibitions of street art and how the history was expressed in the murals of the city and saw the boats on which many Cubans had arrived in Miami, making the 228-mile crossing on tiny rafts.

As the tour wrapped up, Mia and her fellow guests contributed tips to the guide and clapped whilst he told them about future tours in the city, including a mojito and music night, which sounded intriguing. Mia took a leaflet from the good-looking, shiny white-toothed Cuban guy, and he winked at her, letting his fingers brush hers as he handed her the leaflet.

Mia blushed, thanked him again, and then rushed off for her appointment with the tarot card reader. She jumped in a cab from the museum and was whisked through the downtown area again to be deposited outside the jumbled and colourful botanica. Feeling butterflies in her stomach, Mia walked in and was asked to pay, and then she was waved towards the back of the shop and the velvet curtain by the shop assistant.

Behind the curtain there was a tiny makeshift room. A small round table, covered in more velvet, black this time with three stacks of well-worn tarot cards, face down on the table. A curvy woman with long black hair sat at the table and smiled up at Mia. There were books about magic on the shelves behind the woman’s head, and Mia started to feel slightly nervous. What if she discovers something I don’t want to know? What is this woman going to tell me?

“Hello, please take a seat,” said the woman with a rich dark voice, American but inflected with Spanish.

Mia sat down opposite and tried to stop her hands shaking.

“Now what can I do for you? You have an hour, right?”

Mia nodded, not wanting to give anything away so that she could see if this woman really knew her stuff.

“Well …” Mia began hesitantly; she hadn’t really thought exactly what it was she wanted this woman to do for her. It had just been a kind of romantic idea: get your cards read, or have your future told in Miami in a botanica. Perhaps I breathed in too much incense or strange herbs outside thought Mia, slightly regretting the decision. “I just wanted to look into my future …” she tailed off.

The woman laughed warmly. “My name is Diana,” she said in a pleasantly deep voice. “My parents gave me a good name, it is the Roman goddess of fertility, the hunt, the moon, and childbirth. And I find the moon very magical, don’t you?”

“I do, I love looking at the moon …” said Mia, realising if she was her normal self she could give too much away. Wasn’t this woman supposed to just know things?

“Now, Mia,” Mia sat up shocked, as though jolted by electricity. How does she know my name? I paid in cash, is it written on my forehead? “How did you know my name?”

“Ah …” said the woman mysteriously, “that would be for me to know and you to find out. But Mia is a good name. It means a wished-for child, rebellious, curious, energetic, dynamic. You make friends easily, but you can be restless and changeable, too. I think you’re a little confused at the moment, right?”

Mia nodded, stunned.

“Now, choose one of the tarot decks, the one that speaks to you, you can pick them up, feel them, look at them, and when you have chosen, place it in front of me on the table.”

Mia sat looking at the three tarot decks, they were all well-worn. She tried to tap into some kind of instinct of which one to choose. One had quite magical markings on it, another looked medieval, a third had pictures she didn’t recognise and looked a bit like the folk paintings she’d seen in the museum in Miami — with Cuban or Haitian images on it. She turned them over and eventually chose from the pack with the prettiest depiction of the Star card, a woman pouring water from a vase with stars all around her.

Mia loved stars, and that card kept pulling her back even though she was tempted by the magic-looking deck, too, but was admittedly also a little afraid of it. I wonder if I should discuss my thoughts? But no, it feels wrong. Silently she made her choice and pushed the pack towards Diana.

“Good choice,” said Diana, deftly shuffling the cards and pulling out different ones randomly as she shuffled, placing them face down. “Choose one of three,” she said, indicating the spread in front of her. Mia’s hand hovered over them and eventually came down towards the middle one.

“Hmmm,” said Diana, shuffling the rest of the cards and spreading them out on another part of the table, gradually making shapes all around them, with spread cards and stacked cards and cards in a line. She turned them over gradually as she began talking.

“The Chariot. You’ll be facing a tough choice in life or a dilemma,” she began. Oh great thought Mia, immediately feeling guilty. How is it possible that this woman immediately turns up things in my life that I’d prefer not to have to think about … She tried to keep her face composed, although red spots had appeared on her cheeks and neck, and her eyes were flashing desperately around at the cards.

Diana continued in a low voice. “You will overcome this challenge or choice ahead of you if you apply determination, confidence, and keep a strong will. The Chariot card is not just about choice, it’s also about dominance, confidence and success — so it suggests that whatever you choose, you will make the right decision.” Well that sounds a bit better, thought Mia, trying to summon up the qualities of strength and determination, while wondering if she had enough of them to succeed at whatever task lay ahead.

“The Chariot is also about creativity and about curbing your impulses; you have to master yourself before you master anyone else. But … YOUR Chariot is actually reversed.”

Oh great thought Mia, just when I was getting on board with having to be strong, self-determined, and successful, now I’m the opposite of that?

“When the Chariot or any card in the Major Arcana is reversed, this indicates that you need to start paying attention to this area of your life. Perhaps there is someone else who has taken the reins of your life for too long and you have been willing to let them?”

Could that be Paul? Have I given him too much control in my life, allowing him to book trips away and trying to fit into his plans of marriage and children? Wondered Mia, as Diana continued.

“This is also about seeing new opportunities around you and not just following a pre-destined path that life has laid out for you, or that you have been trying to bend your life to fit. You have to open yourself to the universe and spontaneity and allow yourself to live the life that YOU really want, not the life that other people think you should live. In short, you really have to stop listening to other people and really listen to your inner voice.”

Diana had finished explaining the Chariot card and Mia’s mind was already whirling with fears and possibilities. Fear of an unknown future. Just when she had thought that she was going to settle with Paul … I’ve already made that major decision and now the cards are telling me there are more to come. Mia’s heart sank. Fear at making that leap and moving away from that pre-destined path that she thought she was now settled on. But if she was honest, perhaps there was a little bit of excitement and curiosity at the possibilities a new life might offer — and at what else Diana could reveal.

Mia started to listen with greater attention.

“The moon, hmmm, another major Arcana card, you are more powerful than you think Mia. The moon is an interesting card; it represents feminine energies …”

Oooh I like that thought Mia, mentally preparing to go down a path thinking about her spiritual guide, the wise woman who would keep her on the straight and narrow but then she was brought back into a room by Diana who looked uncannily like the wise woman of Mia’s imagination. “…but also hidden emotions. Ever heard that expression, the dark side of the moon?”

Mia nodded.

“Well, that’s what the moon is bringing into play in your life at the moment. You have to be careful not to deceive yourself Mia. That’s what the Moon card is telling you. Or perhaps there is someone else in your life that is deceiving you or themselves? The moon is about illusion, it’s about what’s left unsaid, its light casts a strange shadow and no one really knows what is going on in the hours of darkness. Be careful not to be led astray at this time.”

Mia felt worried but also like perhaps she had made the right decision. Surely Tom was the one leading me astray, potentially even deceiving me. Or perhaps she’d been deceiving herself about Paul and Tom and the whole situation. Not seeing them and herself in the true light of day.

“Be careful of insincerity, hidden meanings, and false friends.” Oh god thought Mia, starting to feel a little worried about the direction this reading was taking.

“If it had been reversed, we might be looking at a mystery solved,” Diana went on, “But in this case it’s not reversed, so I think you’ve got a lot of thinking ahead of you. You’re confused and facing tough choices. That was clear from our first card. But let’s look at the next card to see where things take you next.”

Mia lifted her eyebrows, hoping for a respite from the unsettling message thus far. Diana turned the last of Mia’s choices over and nodded as if what she saw she’d been expecting.

“The nine of cups. Well this card can signify an engagement, a feast, and a party. It is often thought to be a happy card but combined with your other cards; I think you should think over any proposals very carefully. Do you see the couple there, happily celebrating their engagement? But there is a third figure here, too. She appears to be raising her cup to salute the happy occasion, there is much feasting and wish fulfilment associated with this card. It would seem that by the ninth card in the series of cups which is all about love and emotions, things are starting to balance out. But when this card is reversed, the way it is now, it indicates that something is still missing at a deeper level. Perhaps you have been over materialistic or greedy?” Mia flushed bright red. Greedy Girl. Well certainly I like food, and I guess that I could also be called materialistic in liking nice clothes, fun, foreign holidays. Mia started to feel guilty.

“Well sometimes the nine of cups warns us that we need to not think too big in life. We need to make sure that the actions we carry out are going to help us fulfil our dreams, but first of all Mia my dear, I think you need to sort out what your dreams really are and what it is you want out of life.”

Diana started turning over other cards, gazing at the picture for inspiration and then weaving them into her narrative, which seemed like a one-way conversation since Mia was still trying hard not to give too much away.

“You have all the ingredients for true love here Mia; for really finding your way in life and getting what you want out of things. You are very strong even though sometimes you find yourself weak and you’re afraid. I think you haven’t had a strong male presence in your life until now, and that sometimes makes you feel a bit lost. When someone shows you attention, you tend to take it and enjoy it. There’s nothing wrong in that of course, but you need to work out who you give your attention to as well. Not everyone who showers you with presents and declarations of love can really love you. I think you’ve been holding a lot in until now, you haven’t expressed your full potential. I think you need to take some time on your own and then you will really feel that you know which path to take next. There are always choices and none of them will be wrong but some will allow you to fulfil your potential in a much greater way than others. Now, do you have any questions for me?”

Mia sat back in her chair and exhaled loudly trying to process the news. It was amazing how Diana appeared to know her, like she could see right inside her soul. Everything she said was chiming within Mia. She tried to remind herself that that is what these women were good at, that they picked up on clues people didn’t even know they were giving, not to mention that Mia was never good at hiding her emotions or thoughts anyway making her an easy target. They probably all just read from a script anyway, because who didn’t have a hard time figuring out what they wanted to do in life? But still, how did this woman know that I grew up without a father? How does she know that my life feels like it’s reached a turning point? OK, yes, people in their thirties tend to have to make some life decisions. Advice like taking time for oneself is something that most agony aunts would give and they’d probably be right but …

Mia was rattled and impressed at the same time. She didn’t want to ask anything about her relationship, which felt too scary to explore at this moment, so instead she asked about her job.

“Am I doing the right job?” Mia asked tentatively, trying yet again not to give anything extraneous away.

Diana smiled. “Well, if you have to ask me that, perhaps you’re not. But let’s see, I feel that’s not really the question that is bugging you right now, am I right?”

“Weeeeellll … yes and no,” said Mia indecisively.

Diana shuffled some of the cards near her right hand where she’d placed the remaining pack. She would pull one out every now and then and place it on a second pile directly between them. “You’re definitely in the right job, and I think you know it. I think things are about to get even busier with your work, and that’s because people will pick up on your talents and really want to celebrate you for who you are and what you are doing. You bring something unique to the party, Mia. You have warmth about you that people like, even when you try and hide it. I think you’ll be travelling a lot more soon — perhaps even moving because you’re going to want a new perspective. Perhaps you feel it’s time to leave the town and head to the country?”

“Well I already travel quite a lot and I’m often in the country for work,” said Mia, finally giving up on trying to hold everything back and feeling quite pleased that at last the reading appeared to be getting a little more positive and not quite so eerily perceptive. Even though, that is what I paid for, reasoned Mia. What’s the point of a tarot reader who isn’t eerily perceptive, let’s face it!

“You still have about 15 minutes left, you can ask one more question,” said Diana.

“Am I with The One, and will we be happy?” Mia rushed out before she could reason with herself not to ask such leading questions.

“Judging by your cards earlier Mia, The One is very close to you. There will be challenges ahead, and life is never plain sailing, but you have the potential to be very happy together when you make the right choices.”

“And will we have children?” Mia asked, almost trembling now, wondering what else she should ask in her last few minutes with this astounding woman.

Diana’s face appeared to cloud briefly. She shuffled the cards and looked at Mia. “If you desire them more than anything else in life, then yes it is possible.”

Mia was happy with that. She sensed without Diana having to glance at her watch again that the time was up, and she stood up to leave.

“Come back and see me one day,” said Diana smiling and shaking Mia’s hand warmly. “I’d love to know if it all works out …”

Mia blushed. Shouldn’t Diana know if it works out or not, regardless? Oh well, perhaps she just likes confirmation, said Mia to herself. Out loud she said: “Oh, I will, thank you, thank you so much.” And with that, she was ushered through the velvet curtain and back out into the jumbled botanica. Weaving her way through the icons and saints, the candles and herbs jostling for space on the shelves Mia picked up a leaflet and left. She walked a few blocks before deciding that she might be better off hailing a cab as various cars, which looked as though they were falling apart, were slowing down ominously alongside the pavement as she tried to ignore them and look like she knew where she was going. She found a bar which sold her a tall glass of guava juice and agreed to call her a cab. Whilst she waited she listened to the creole being spoken all around her and tried to dredge up her schoolgirl French in order to understand what they were saying. The barman was busy serving cremas to some of his clients, a mix of rum, creamed coconut, and condensed milk, with a cinnamon stick stirred through it and nutmeg sprinkled on the top. Mia was just wondering whether she could stomach a creamy alcoholic beverage when her cab arrived.

When she got back to the hotel, Paul was waiting for her on the balcony of their suite.

“You did what?” Paul asked incredulously.

“I just had a tarot reading,” said Mia triumphantly.

“Why did you waste your money on that?” asked Paul, “You do know, Mia, that these people are just tricksters? They can’t really read your future. How much money did you waste on this ridiculous enterprise?”

Mia felt herself going hot again. “It’s my money, and I’m perfectly entitled to do what I want with it. This woman was amazing, she knew so much about me without me even opening my mouth. It was great, almost like therapy with a bit of mystery and magic rolled up with it.”

“Oh Mia, that’s because your face is so easy to read,” Paul smiled. “OK fair enough. It’s your money, but you shouldn’t pay attention to what these people tell you. Your life is not some pre-ordained thing that someone can spell out for you just by shuffling a few bloody cards. Now, are we going to get ready for this football game or not.”

Mia had almost forgotten that she’d bought them two tickets to see the Miami Dolphins’ preseason game that night to begin Paul’s birthday celebrations. Paul had been really excited with his birthday present, which she’d given him early. This would be his first-ever American football game. Mia reckoned it was the glitz and glamour, and probably the cheerleaders she thought ruefully, that appealed to him.

***

Whilst Paul got ready, Mia logged her latest adventures for the blog. Just writing about all the food she’d consumed or hoped to consume made her start to feel hungry.


Margaritas, Mystery, and Mojitos

Miami has got all three, in spades. My day started with a juice at a palace to juices. Here fruits rule, and everything comes in big, bigger, and extra-huge. Afterwards, you feel like a princess and ready to take on the day. If you’re hungry, then fried chicken, rice, and beans or Moros y Cristiano (Spanish for rice and black beans but literally means Moors and Christians) and fried plantains come with everything. If your taste veers a little more to seafood, then there’s plenty to keep you occupied. Ceviche bringing again the Latino influence to this city’s dishes is on most menus, as is fried or roast king fish, prawns-a-plenty, and sushi in every place that isn’t Cuban, and even some that are. This is a place where you could literally eat the menu. It’s like being in a film — everything you could think to order will have already been ordered by one of your favourite characters in your favourite film or TV series. If you like carbs, then you’ll love it here. You can have Cuban-style macaroni served with a side of plantains. Then there’s macaroni with Spanish sausage and ham and a salty tomato sauce. The sandwiches seem to deploy a whole loaf of bread and come nestled on a jumbo sized pack of crisps. French fries and all “side orders” are enough to feed a whole family.

When you need a break from eating, you can visit Little Havana and Little Haiti and feel like you’re in the heart of the Caribbean. Well, to be honest, most of Miami feels like that with its tropical heat and preponderance of Spanish spoken just about everywhere. Cilantro is also all over the place, this sounds exotic, and it tastes great, but don’t be fooled — it’s actually coriander. I love the way that these words and flavourings have entered even the American repertoire so casually so no one even thinks about whether they’re using an English or a Spanish word anymore.

And don’t forget to visit a botanica before you leave. As well as being able to pick up fresh spices, you can also pick up herbs for magic potions, icons, candles, and any amount of devotional paraphernalia for several different religions including Cuban Santeria, Haitian Vodou, and variations on Catholicism.

If you’re really lucky then you might just find a good tarot reader lurking in the back of one of these botanicas. And for that, if you’re brave, you could have a sneak peek into the future and discover your destiny. Well, that’s what I did anyway. I’m riding into a future with a big decision to make, and I need all the strength and concentration that I can muster. Let’s hope good things flow from that decision!

Greedily yours …



***

The rain was beating down on Tom’s cottage in Cornwall as he read through blogs and recipes and DIY sites at night. Despite himself, he couldn’t stop checking the culinary confessions page and seeing if there was a new post. When he read about the trip to Miami, his appetite was whetted, and his mind began to spin with possibilities. He loved Miami and felt sure that he’d also been to the same juice palace the blog revered. But it all felt like it was all so long ago — back in his twenties, before he had known what he wanted for himself. Before he decided to settle down where he’d grown up.

He recalled happy hours eating rice and beans and fried plantains in between surfing trips with friends to find the best waves. The blog post took him back to impromptu suppers, clinking glasses of mojito together long into the sweltering nights. He loved it in Cornwall, but those descriptions took him back and made him start thinking about how long it had been since he’d been away.

Ever since he’d decided to move back to Cornwall, all the new skills he’d been learning and experimenting with foraging and the food cart, and now his dad, had kept him firmly there. The years passed in a pulse of seasons. Tom was good at keeping himself busy, but he really hadn’t travelled anywhere exciting for a few years. Reading that description, he could feel the heat and taste the flavours. He was itching to get on a plane and have a holiday, too. Tom shook his head. His nephews had only been here a week, his dad still hadn’t recovered, and this was a chance to hang out with Silvia, too. Yet his fingers still brought him to a travel website as he deliberated about when he’d be able to get away.

***

Whilst Paul was getting ready, Mia ordered a cab to get them across town to the Sun Life Stadium.

On arrival, they both had to admit that their breath was nearly taken away. The stadium had a seat capacity of a little more than 75,000. It wasn’t the biggest stadium Mia had been in, but like most other things in America, this was big, and it just seemed to stretch on forever. Everything was shiny glass, steel, and concrete. There was even a helipad there, not that Mia and Paul had arrived in such glamorous style.

But the best bit of all, and something that was a complete surprise to Mia and Paul, were the tailgate parties going on outside. Even though this was only pre-season, the hardcore fans were all there, partying hard from the boots of their cars as far as the eye could see. The smell of barbecue and booze wafted through in the air, music blared from car stereos. Revelers greeted passers-by, friends, and anyone who wanted to come share some food and fun with them.

I knew Americans were friendly, thought Mia, but I hadn’t realised there’d be quite such a great atmosphere at a football game.

Mia was enchanted. She looked all around her with eyes shining, wondering if they were allowed to join in. She soon got her answer.

Their cab driver had deposited them quite a way from the stadium, so they had to pass hundreds of these impromptu parties to get in. Music was playing and the festivities looked like they’d been going on for a couple of hours already. Mia slowed her pace to sniff out what people were eating and drinking.

“Welcome to Miami,” said one guy in a Dolphins shirt, waving a large pitcher of margaritas at them.

“Thank you,” said Mia and Paul looked at her like she was mad, shaking his head.

“You guys British?” asked the jovial Dolphins fan.

“Ummm, yes,” said Mia, blushing a little red.

“Oh my god, Meghan, these guys are British. You got a spare couple glasses?” he said to his curvy wife, whose face dimpled into smiles. She pushed back her hair, which was sticking to her forehead in the heat and rummaged around in the back seat of their truck.

“Sure do, honey. They’re British? Oh my god, I love that British show in the old castle, what’s it called honey … Dington Manor?”

“Do you mean Downton Abbey?” asked Mia politely.

“Yeah, that’s the one, with that Lady Mary, oooh and Branson the Butler? So good, so good. So how long have you been in Miami? What have you been doing?”

Paul was pulling at Mia impatiently, but she wanted to join the party and so she started explaining.

“Well, it’s his birthday, my boyfriend, Paul. And I bought him tickets for the game. We’ve never been to an American football match before, and I didn’t know about these parties …”

“‘American football’ — did you hear that, honey? She called it American football. Come on over and get a cup, we’re not going to let you go before we’ve showed you how to tailgate,” Meghan said, handing Mia and Paul big sloshing red plastic cups of premixed margaritas, then pointing them toward a plate of overstuffed tacos sitting under tinfoil and perched in the open boot.

Mia quickly joined in and had barbecue sauce and coriander all down the side of her mouth as she sipped the margaritas and updated Meghan on the latest doings at Downton.

“This is brilliant,” enthused Mia.

“Say that again — you sound just like Lady Sybil in Downton,” breathed Meghan. “You look like her a little too, don’t she honey?”

In answer, all Meghan’s husband could muster was an enthusiastic nod as he held his up his cup and shouted for more people to come and join them. Paul’s eyebrows had risen so far up his forehead they were nearly hitting his hairline. He buried his nose in his wide-mouthed cup, to try and hide his embarrassment at this display of friendliness and open-hearted warmth.

Finally Paul’s fears that they might miss the game made Mia wave goodbye to Meghan and her husband who looked like they had no intention of moving anywhere, and were happily starting on their second pitcher of margaritas. They raised their cups, hugged Mia, and shouted “Byeeeeeeeeeee and go Fish.”

When they finally got inside, the scoreboards and video screens were blazing all around the stadium. The noise was deafening and everywhere they turned there seemed to be more opportunities to eat, drink, or consume.

“This is like a film set,” shouted Mia to Paul as they watched one player after another emerge through the smoke machine and run on to the field, accompanied by rousing rap. “I feel like I’m watching a Hollywood film about a war or in Gladiator transported to Miami with helmets and shoulder pads,” Paul giggled and turned to kiss Mia.

“This is brilliant sweetie, thank you, a perfect birthday present,” Paul enthused, a bit more relaxed now they were back on track and in something he understood. Paul loved glitz and glamour. Combined with sport and millions of pumped-up and perfect bodies he’d been ogling the past few days, he was in heaven.

The cheerleaders were soon entertaining the crowds, saccharine pop blasting out and then mixing with Latino infused rhythms. Considering it was just a pre-season game, Mia couldn’t imagine what the stadium would be like at an actual game. It seemed like they had already pulled out all the stops. The cheerleaders’ knee-length white boots and bright white smiles shining through the hail of hair tossing and bouncy splits that they threw at the end of each song, landing on the floor, their pompoms held aloft in perfect unison.

Their routines had a mixture of Les Folies Bergeres or Le Moulin Rouge about them with plenty of “can-can” style high kicks, but then they’d pepped that up with American line dancing, and slinking Latino shimmies. It seemed to Mia the perfect representation of Miami’s culture.

Then the game started. To Mia it seemed as though these huge men with their pumping biceps poking out of the bottom of their shoulder-padded tops wouldn’t be able to move at all, but once a play started, they exploded into fast zigzagging runs down the field, pushing and bumping each other nearly the entire way.

“It’s weird they call it a touchdown when the ball doesn’t actually have to touch anywhere,” said Mia.

“Yeah … Ooooh,” she and Paul winced in unison as the quarterback bounced to the ground having been tackled in what the scoreboard called a “QB sack,” whatever that meant.

“Why do they have black stripes painted underneath their eyes?” asked Mia. Paul shrugged, but a guy sitting next to them chipped in: “They do it to stop the glare. Helps ‘em look further up the field in the sunlight, ya know? You two don’t sound like you’re from Miami — first time at a Dolphins’ game?”

Mia was enjoying becoming quite the celebrity because of her British accent, and she nodded happily resolving to ask this guy to explain the rules. But even after he had run through some of them, she still had no idea what was going on.

Despite all the helmets and padding it was still a brutal looking game and reminded Mia of watching a boxing match. You couldn’t take your eyes away, but you didn’t want to keep watching in case what you saw was carnage. Running backs would barge their way through the defensive players ramming them with their shoulders or heads it seemed, whilst holding the ball and trying always to push as far as they could before they were brought down. Well at least that’s how it seemed to Mia. Another friendly Miamian tried again to explain the basics: the offense would get 6 points for each touchdown then one extra point for kicking the ball through the uprights or two extra points if they got into the endzone again on just one play. There was more about “snaps,” “safeties,” “punts,” “field goals,” and “chains,” to be “moved.” There also seemed to be lots of yellow cloths being thrown around and a complicated sign language to for the referees to relate whatever rule infringements they saw.

But Mia and Paul were happy to remain largely oblivious as to how most of the seemingly random number of points racked their way up the scoreboard. Instead, they made use of the many “time outs” and other breaks in the game for beer so watery even Paul didn’t mind drinking it. What they could, however, understand was the show that accompanied the game. The music, the smoke machine, the cheerleaders, and the gladiatorial spectacle.

This being Miami, there weren’t just hotdogs, peanuts, and cracker jacks served in the stadium, but barbecue pork nachos, sandwiches with chipotle and jalapeno sauce, barbecue sauce on anything you wanted, and plenty of smoked pork. Washed down with a pint of mojito when they gave up on the beer, Mia and Paul were happy to just sit back and enjoy the spectacle. Licking their fingers and smiling companionably.

“The One is close to you …” Mia thought, feeling close to Paul at this moment and wondering if she already had him. But I wonder what kinds of challenges I’m going to face in the future … Diana did mention travel, and I do that all the time with Paul. Mia turned to smile and Paul smiled back. Why couldn’t it always be like this?

They left the stadium full and happy, weaving their way back through crowds of similarly happy participants. It had only been a pre-season game, but the Dolphins had won and so the home crowd was jubilant.

“This is gonna be a great season, go Dolphins!” Mia heard person after person shout out as they raised their drinks in the air.

Miami was illuminated, music still blaring from the stadium, cars making the long drive back across town, bumper to bumper, their windows wound down and Latino and rap music blaring from lots of the stereos. Mia and Paul were so tired after all the drinking and cheering that they hailed a cab to get them back into town to continue the party a bit nearer their hotel.

First up they tried their hotel bar for some more cocktails and live music. Then one of the barmen recommended that they head over to Little Havana for some Cuban style live music, food, and entertainment.

“When in Miami on your birthday,” said Paul with a wink. After stopping off upstairs to change their clothes for something more suited to going out, they headed back away from the beach. Paul’s inhibitions had come well and truly down after all those beer and margaritas, and he looked like he was ready to party all night.

The bar was rammed when they got there, super-hot and full of very slickly dressed people. The women’s hair was long, the men’s shaved at the side and longer on top or razored with beautifully tailored facial hair. Mia felt a bit dowdy in her sandals and long dress as most people had on twelve centimetre high stilettos and super tight dresses that looked like they’d been sprayed onto their lithe bodies. This was bling to the highest degree. Paul had taken a leaf out of Miami Vice’s stylebook and was dressed in a white suit and black tee-shirt. In London he would have looked like a bit of an idiot but somehow, here in the tropical heat and bling-ed up bar, he fit right in. He’d slicked his blonde hair down with brill cream and his few hours at the gym and sunbathing by the pool had given him a light golden colour which set off the white suit perfectly.

When they finally managed to push their way to the front of the bar, they ordered frozen margaritas, just to change things around a bit after all the mojitos they’d consumed. They managed to find a small upright table to place their drinks whilst moving around to the music. Mia wished that she could dance like the women slinking around on the dance floor. Should’ve kept up with the salsa lessons that Paul insisted we try a few years ago.

Luckily for Mia though, Paul had. Now he held out his hand, looking a little like a blond John Travolta from Saturday Night Fever, a twinkle in his eye; he pulled her sexily onto the dance floor. The bar was set around an open courtyard, so the dance floor was under some trellises and vines in the open air. The warm breeze played through Mia’s long, dark hair and the margarita started doing its job. Like the Brit she was, she forgot about her awkwardness and gave herself up to the music. She had to admit, Paul was a good dancer. He pulled her to him and pushed her away twisting and twirling her until she was spinning off into happy memories of their meeting on the dance floor at Charlotte’s wedding.

She twirled back into his body; placing her hands on his chest and her head on his shoulder and let him hold her close, pushing his hips into hers in time with the music. She breathed in his aftershave and clean, laundered smell –even in a crowded Miami bar, Paul always smelled clean and fresh.

Perhaps the little blip between us this summer was just that Mia reflected. All couples go through ups and downs. It’s normal to question a relationship and wonder if it’s going to stand the test of time. The way we’re moving tonight, I feel it will. It was a blip — nothing more.

Mia opened her eyes and looked around the dance floor a bit at the whirling bodies; you could almost see the steam rising from people as the temperature notched up a couple of degrees. Then out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of a curly haired man with his back to her. His jeans and loose shirt made him stand out from the polished Latinos all around him. He had flip-flops on his feet and although she couldn’t see his face, she immediately thought of Tom. Her heart skipped a beat, but when she whirled around again the next time, she couldn’t see the relaxed looking surfer anywhere.

At that moment it seemed the spell had been broken for Paul, too. Despite his much more relaxed attitude on holiday, the bodily contact and heat was becoming a little too much for him, and he shouted in Mia’s ear that they should go back to get a refill.

The evening passed in a pleasant whirl, and at midnight Mia kissed Paul “Happy Birthday,” and they clinked glasses yet again. But after seeing those curls, Mia couldn’t get Tom out of her head, despite her best efforts. She smiled and talked to Paul, laughing at his jokes, and they took another couple of spins on the dance floor but by about three a.m., Mia was starting to flag and she stifled a few yawns.

“Happy Birthday baby,” she smiled, toasting him once more.

“I love you Mia,” Paul shouted back happily, toasting her back and beaming like a Cheshire cat.

At last they tumbled into a cab and back to their hotel. The gigantic bed and cool linen sheets were waiting for them. But despite the glacial chic of the hotel room, it seemed the Latin passions of the dance floor had followed them back as Paul started nuzzling Mia’s ear.

“How about one last birthday present,” he whispered, sliding his hands up her thighs.

Exhausted and sweaty once more, they collapsed into bed and slept like kings until almost midday the next day. After a breakfast of more fresh fruit, this time delivered by room service and eaten luxuriously in their enormous bed, propped up on plump pillows, Paul suggested they go and indulge in a bit of shopping, so they headed out to the mall.

Mia, still groggy after the night before, was thinking about whether or not she could fit in another pair of shoes and a few dresses in her overstuffed bag if she found something that she wouldn’t be able to buy in the UK. Her eyes glanced passed the glossy and gleaming American stores, and she was spoilt for choice.

Another good thing about Paul is that he loves to take me shopping, Mia thought, glancing at Paul as he skipped excitedly along through the mall trying to tempt her to try on a tiny slip of a dress here or some super high heels there. Clearly he’s been influenced by last night’s bar, thought Mia, who couldn’t see the tiny pieces of lycra working on her body and in the UK quite as well as they had on the women last night. But the shoes were a revelation. She found a high-heeled pair of leopard skin sandals with gold inlays and buckles that she couldn’t resist.

“What about having a look in here?” said Paul, indicating a big flashy jewellery store.

“Do you really need another watch baby?” asked Mia, knowing Paul’s penchant for expensive watches.

“Well let’s see,” he replied enigmatically, sweeping them past the watches and on to the women’s jewellery.

Oh god thought Mia, he’s not, he’s not going to try and propose to me here right in the middle of a jewellery shop staffed by what looks like half of the Miami Dolphins’ cheerleading squad. The women were already swarming towards Paul and Mia, smiles and white teeth so bright they were nearly radioactive. Their blonde hair was swishing and flicking as they walked and smiled, smiled and walked.

Despite the freezing air conditioning, Mia felt her palms grow increasingly sweaty, and she felt a little sick. She asked one of the women if there was a “ladies room,” thank god she’d remembered not to say the word toilet in their hallowed presence, and had stumbled off over the thick pile carpet which really wasn’t necessary in this tropical climate. The toilets were almost as ornate as the store itself. Gleaming white marble and gold fittings, trompe l’oeil and mosaics adorned every surface that wasn’t already covered in mirrors. Mia looked at herself in the mirror and splashed some water on her face.

Diana’s words came back to her. Be very careful about a proposal, is everything all as it seems. And what else did she say? Mia searched her mind trying to remember Diana’s exact words. When she’d mentioned the engagement card though, the nine of cups, she said that was the wish card, that Mia would have everything she’d wanted when it came to love. It’s just that I hadn’t expected it quite this quickly, thought Mia. She took a deep breath and went back through to the store.

There Paul was looking like a minor blond sheikh with a harem of four blond women all cooing around him, showing him different trays of jewels. When Mia finally coughed and shuffled through the adoring crowd, her heart simultaneously calmed down and also sank slightly. Paul was looking through trays of bracelets and anklets. Some with tiny diamonds or gemstones all filigree gold work and very delicate.

“What do you think of these Mia sweetheart?” asked Paul. “Do you want to choose one to remember our trip to Miami?”

Mia blushed, overcome and, now that the immediate panic of him possibly falling to one knee in a jewellery store was over, she had to admit she was a tiny bit disappointed, too. But she smiled as broadly as she could and tried to copy the shop assistant’s enthusiastic comments.

After what felt like hours of trying on countless bracelets, they had settled on a thin gold one with tiny diamonds set in at intervals. The clasp had a little heart hanging from it and it was very pretty. Mia looked at it down on her wrist and liked the way it caught in the midday sun as they walked along the Boulevard after leaving the mall. She had decided not to question Paul about his motives for buying the bracelet. He loved buying flowers and gifts for her birthday, but this was the first time he’d bought her serious jewellery, and she felt it moved things up a notch between them. What worried her was her reaction in the shop, when she’d thought he might be about to propose. She needed to talk to Lizzie, but she couldn’t whilst Paul was there and anyway, she should be enjoying her trip to Miami with him, not worrying on about something that didn’t actually happen.

“Shall we head to the beach, baby?” said Paul cheerfully, packing his beach bag as he called through from the adjoining bathroom.

“Yup, just hang on a sec,” said Mia, pinning up her hair and fishing in her suitcase for her best bikini, sarong and cover-up. Resolving to try and take a leaf out of the Miami girl’s book, she put on some light make up, fished around for some cheap bangles and put some big gold hoops in her ears. Work it Mia Max from the block, she giggled to her reflection in the mirror.

They soon found some white beach beds on the soft sand and Paul headed off to enjoy the water whilst Mia methodically worked suntan cream into her body and settled back to read her magazine. She was right in the middle of an article when she glanced over the top of her magazine and out towards the sea to check if Paul was OK. She scanned the water but couldn’t see him. Then far away down the beach, she saw a tall curly haired surfer come out of the water and shake his head free of water and her heart skipped a beat once more.

Why would Tom be here? she wondered, and why would she think some dark-haired surfer she couldn’t even see clearly would be Tom. Two sightings of a tall, dark-haired man with curly hair do not a Tom make.

Whilst Mia was wondering whether she could leave their beach beds and casually walk along the sand towards the mysterious figure who seemed to keep popping up. One good look, and she’d be able to relax after proving to herself that it was her imagination acting up. But the dark-haired man had disappeared, probably back in the surf, Mia thought as she lost sight of the figure and, somewhat guiltily, turned her attention back to scanning the sea directly in front of their beach beds to look for Paul. But instead of her boyfriend, all she saw were countless beautiful toned and tanned bodies — enough to make her stop looking and turn her attention to her magazine.

“God Paul, you could have given me a heart attack,” Mia, shrieked as he shook his wet hair all over her, laughing and walked around her bed to his own.

“You should go in, the water’s lovely.”

“I might just do that,” Mia replied, smiling. “Will you watch my bag though, it’s got our hotel card in and my wallet and everything.”

“Of course I will,” smiled Paul, settling back with a contented sigh to read his latest fitness magazine.

Mia sashayed towards the sea and timidly put her feet in the water, trying to block out her fear of sharks. On her way down to the sea she’d also seen the signs for stingrays and realised that she was going to have to try and perfect the so called “stingray shuffle” in the sand here to scare away any lurking stingrays that might have settled just where she was hoping to launch herself elegantly into the water. So no Bond girl dreams of me striding elegantly into the water with a look to kill. Well, who am I kidding anyway she laughed a little ruefully to herself. Mia began to shuffle and as she got the hang of it, and she got used to the water’s warm temperature, she dipped right under and began to swim.

Here alone with her thoughts she was quite happy swimming away and even forgot to worry about the potential for a shark attack. She’d already checked out the websites and knew the statistics, it was pretty unlikely but it didn’t stop her thinking about “Jaws,” a film she’d seen far too young and which had scarred her for life. The water was so clear though and there were plenty of other people swimming nearby so she felt there was safety in numbers. She turned on her back and floated for a while as the waves gathered under her before their final surfy assault onto the beach. This is the life, smiled Mia, turning her face like a sunflower into the rays beating down on her and hearing the happy chatter of people nearby which reassured her. She was too near the shore to be bothered by the jet skis, far enough away from the big surf to be hit by a surfer and near enough to other people not to feel that she was in too much danger from a bull shark or worse.

All the tension drained out of her and Mia started to feel strong and confident, just like Diana had told her to be. She shuffled back out of the sea and walked up the beach to Paul who was alternating between reading and people watching.

“I think I might head back in for another dip to cool off,” Paul greeted her and with a wave headed back the way Mia had come. She lay down on the beach bed, putting her iPod on and tucking the headphones in her ears. Mia adjusted her sunglasses and settled back for another relaxing day in the sun.

Suddenly, Mia was startled as a wet pair of hands reached out from behind her and covered her eyes.

“Guess who?” the male voice whispered, nuzzling her earlobe with his lips, and laughing huskily.

To be continued …


Recipes in this Episode
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Tom’s Fired Fish with Garlic Pesto on Samphire

Four whole mackerel, cleaned and gutted

A large bunch of wild garlic leaves (a good fistful)

100g Butter (or more to taste)

Sea salt or rock salt

Olive oil

Pepper

Chillis

Juice of 2 lemons and their zest, grated

200g walnuts or hazelnuts

3 cloves of garlic

Chopped nori

400g of samphire

Author’s note: This is the kind of thing that depends what you have to hand and what is in season. Just as Tom did around the camp fire with the foragers. The idea is that it should be as though you foraged all these ingredients, even if that foraging took place at the market or supermarket!

Clean and gut four whole mackerel. Stuff them with thoroughly washed wild garlic leaves and about 3 small knobs of butter per fish, rub their skins with sea salt, and drizzle over some olive oil. If you want a spicier version, you can also add some chillies or slice ginger placed lengthwise along the fish. Sprinkle all the fish with chopped nori seaweed, as well.

Cook over a hot fire for about 10-15 minutes, turning several times and continuously drizzling with olive oil. If you don’t have a fire, then you can grill these in the oven or even just bake them in a big earthenware oven dish or wrapped in tinfoil to keep all the flavours together, then just griddle them at the end to give the skins that crispy feel.

When the fish are done, the skin should have bubbled up. Opening them with a knife, you will find the flesh flaking nicely inside. (Cooking time depends on the heat of the fire or the oven and how near the fish are to the flames.)

For a less smoky taste you can also wrap them in tinfoil.

Meanwhile, chop the rest of the wild garlic up very small or blitz in a food processor. You’ll need a good bunch to make enough of the ‘pesto.’

Blitz about 200g of walnuts or hazelnuts in the food processor too.

Add lemon juice and olive oil to taste and one whole clove of garlic and a small green chilli if you like things spicy.

Add more lemon and olive oil once you have scraped the blitzed mixture from the food processor — or pestle and mortar if you prefer to do things by hand. Make sure the pesto is thick but liquid enough to drizzle over the fish once it is cooked.

Take 400 grams of the seaweed-like vegetable samphire, which grows around the British coasts or a similar Italian and Mediterranean plant called Agretti or Salsola Soda and clean and lightly steam it until al dente. Add butter, salt and pepper to taste. You can also grate some nutmeg over them if you have any at hand.

Wash out a selection of edible flowers and leave them to dry, when they are ready, just sprinkle away.

If you’re confused about which flowers to use, it depends on what you have growing in your area, but in spring these could be primroses or anything from the primula family, blue or white borage, cowslips or English marigolds.

In summer, you’re more likely to be able to “jewel” your samphire or couscous with more marigolds, courgette flowers and bean plants. By late summer and early autumn, you could look to violas, and nasturtiums to add beautiful dashes of colour. And, these flowers are not only beautiful but they are nourishing too. Farmers used to graze their cows in wild flower meadows because the flowers helped give the cattle a balanced diet, full of all those superfood vitamins and minerals that we so love today.

Serve in earthenware bowls and platters and voila’ a feast fit for Neptune and the hungriest forager.
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Barcelona-Bound Romesco Sauce

100g whole almonds

50g hazelnuts

4 dried noras peppers

1 dried guindilla pepper — or one dried red chili — anything that will bring spice and heat to the dish.

4 garlic cloves

6 tablespoons of olive oil

50g stale bread cut into little cubes

150 g of Piquillo peppers or 2 medium red bell peppers — roasted, peeled and de-seeded.

2 tablespoons of vinegar (I often use apple cider vinegar.)

1 teaspoon of tomato puree

40 strands of saffron soaked in 8 tablespoons of boiling water.

2 teaspoons of sweet smoked Spanish paprika, or you can also use sweet paprika if you can’t find the smoked kind, although it will give a less ‘smoky’ taste.

Rock salt or sea salt and black pepper to taste. A good pinch of salt and lots and lots of pepper throughout the process.

Author's note: This is what Lizzie and Mia cooked up inspired by her Barcelona trip, they love going to eat at Moro in Exmouth Market in London too and that’s what inspired this recipe.

First of all you need to toast the almonds and hazelnuts in an oven, medium hot or around 180-200 degrees Celsius. They won’t need to cook more than about 20 minutes. Keep an eye on the nuts to make sure that they don’t burn — they just need to be lightly toasted, although if you keep their skins on then they will already look a golden brown colour.

Whilst they are toasting, you can crumble the dried peppers in a boil and pour over a little boiling water.

Then you can fry three of the garlic cloves whole in the olive oil until a light brown. Take out the garlic and keep it for later. Add the cubed bread to the oil and fry that until a nice toasty colour.

Once that is done, you can add the bread, garlic, peppers (without the water) and toasted nuts in a food processor and make a lovely rough thick paste.

Add the olive oil gradually, the vinegar and some of the pepper water. Then add the last garlic clove, the tomato puree the paprika, the saffron and the salt and pepper.

Keep adding more of the pepper water and the olive oil to get the kind of thick but spoonable consistency that you want.

You can keep this for dipping vegetables, fish or chicken into or for coating on to any dish to give it a pep up and a hot red kick to your day.
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Moros y Cristianos (Rice and Beans)

1 tin of kidney beans (or you can soak and cook your own but make sure you cook them until they are as soft and melty as the tinned version, otherwise this doesn’t work)

Olive oil

Salt

Apple cider vinegar

1 clove of garlic

A shake of sweet paprika

Some chili powder or chopped fresh or dried chili

White rice

Vegetable stock

Author's note: I have never quite managed to recreate the delicious tastes that I have eaten in Cuban and Miamian restaurants around the world, but a quick way of making something that tastes akin to black beans and rice, even if it uses the ‘wrong’ beans.

Put the rice on to boil with the vegetable stock and water. In a separate pan, pour your tin of kidney beans into the pan, with a little of the water that they were stored in.

Crush your clove of garlic and add it to the pan, a big pinch of salt and a glug of olive oil and a glug of apple cider vinegar, or any other vinegar that takes your fancy.

Add in the paprika and the chili if you like it spicy although it’s not necessary. When the beans are boiling, get a potato masher and mash the beans so they form a thick reddish sauce, leave some of the beans partially whole if you like or cook a little longer until they are just a red mush.

Once the rice is ready, add a nob of butter or a slug of olive oil to it, a sprinkle of salt and a couple of twists of pepper.

Dish it up on two plates and add the kidney beans on top. You can serve the whole with fried or jerk chicken if you want, or just eat the rice and beans as a quick mid-week dinner.


Next Episode

[image: Image]

Mia loves to try new things, so Vietnam is the perfect place for her to make some culinary discoveries. But is her boyfriend’s refusal to leave his comfort zone going to be a hindrance to their holiday or add new spice to her life?

Greedily Yours
Episode 3 — Hungry in Hanoi
By Emma Hamilton
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So, what did you think?

We’d love your opinion. How did you hear about Greedily Yours? What do you like about the series? What was your favourite recipe?

Please let us know by leaving a comment or a rating where you purchased this e-book. Your feedback improves the story. Happy reading!
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