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It has to be baby 
plum 
 
You sure you don’t want some brie? She pushes the plate toward me.  
 
Oh no, no. I don’t like… cheese. That kind of cheese. You know, all runny and stuff, 
with the rind. Kind of creepy. 
 
She shrugs, pulls the plate back towards her and goes to cut another slice. But she’s 
using a blunt butter knife that can’t pierce the rind, so the whole round just squashes 
under the pressure. A small amount of the inside oozes out before its skin gives way 
and she successfully cuts off a triangle. Presses onto the slice of bread, takes a bite.  
 
Mm, still chewing but indicating with her hand that she intends to speak once she has 
finished, mmm, I don’t know how you don’t like brie. Her words are clogged with 
food. A gulp. It’s so good. I could eat this whole round. In fact, maybe I will. Ha. 
 
Yeah, I guess I just don’t.  
 
This is not entirely true, because the fact is that I do like that kind of cheese. Brie is 
far from my favourite, but I wouldn’t mind eating some right now; I am hungry. Still, 
I can’t: it’s not time to eat yet.  
 
You don’t seem to think much of cheese, God, I couldn’t live without cheese. Ha, 
wouldn’t that be so weird? A world without cheese. I wonder why that would happen. 
 
Yeah. 
 
Mass dairy shortage or something, or all the cheese workers would go on strike. 
People would queue round the block at supermarkets for cheddar. Maybe there’s be 
fights. Haha. You’d be fine though.  
 
Yeah, I guess.  
 
You know, you eat very late, she says offhand, raising her eyebrows slightly. She 
takes another bite, clearly expecting a response. Then three grapes go into her mouth 
in quick succession. Mmmm, now closing her eyes and tilting her head upwards.  
 
Yeah, I just. I just don’t get hungry until late. 
 
Another lie. She shrugs again. We have only just begun living together though, so she 
hasn’t had time to notice some of my stranger habits.  
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Oh, but BRIE, GRAPES, she holds a wodge of brie and a grape in each hand, 
gesticulating with each as she says them to emphasize her point. I think you’re nuts 
not to like cheese. I can hear her chewing. Crumbs scatter onto her lap as she takes 
another bite of bread. The generic iPhone ping sounds from somewhere in the room. 
 
Yours or mine? She says, standing up from the table to clear her plates, letting the 
crumbs fall to the floor. True to her word, she has eaten the entire round of cheese. I 
look at the clock on the wall. 7pm exactly: it’ll be mine, and it will be C. Stacking the 
plates onto one hand, she takes her phone from her pocket, twists it round between her 
index finger and thumb, and hits the home key. Yours, she confirms. I go to my bag 
and grab the phone.  
 
What time did you get up today?  
 
12pm. 
 
Bad.  
 
I know. Didn’t go to bed until 4.17 though. 
 
I was up that late because I had not started eating until 9.12, the precise time I was 
allowed to begin. It had taken me over four hours to chop the twenty-one tomatoes 
into miniscule increments, and another two to eat them. He knows this, of course; he 
watched me doing it.  
 
I know. Still bad. 
 
Yes. Sorry. Will get up earlier tomorrow sir. 
 
It was about a year ago that C had decided to dictate my eating habits. Since our 
relationship had begun, the majority of our conversations have taken place over email 
or text. He sends instructions, I comply. Even when C is not present or witness to me 
fulfilling his actions, I would never think to be disobedient. Carrying out even the 
most mundane task becomes exhilarating when I know I have no choice in the matter, 
and we rarely meet because it’s rarely necessary: we both gain enough satisfaction 
from interacting remotely. When C had first decided on the structure for my evening 
meal, though, he had decided it would be best if we met in person. It’s too complex to 
explain over the phone, his email had said.  
 
First, he had said, holding the tomato end-upwards on the plate, you chop it into three 
lengthways, see you have this slice, which has the inner part, and two outer parts that 
are mostly skin. As he was speaking he cut along the tomato’s length. See now this 
only works with those baby plum tomatoes. Cherry tomatoes, the dimensions are all 
wrong; and anything larger and the flesh is too thick. He was looking away from the 
plate and over his shoulder whilst saying this, looking me in the eye, to emphasize the 
point.  
 
Then, he resumed, eyes back down towards the tomato, take one of these end slices, 
and you cut it, lengthways, like this, see? I said nothing. So he had paused, dropped 
his arm to his side, and turned emphatically towards me.  
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Do. You. See.  
 
Yes. Sorry. 
 
OK. So then after you have cut it along lengthways in two, you then cut along the 
width three times, so you divide it into eight. You want to go in a gradient of size here 
so the first section, these triangular ends, are really small, then the last triangle–It had 
gone on like this for fully twenty minutes with one tomato, him talking through 
precisely how to cut and then arrange on the plate, then after this how to arrange on 
the one-and-a-half slices of bread I was permitted.  
 
I would now find it almost impossible to make my own decisions regarding food; the 
very thought of being the master of my own diet fills me with panic and dread. 
Entering the supermarket, there would be too many options, and there’s relief in 
knowing I’ll only be looking for tomatoes; the perfect kind of tomatoes, not under-
ripe and not overripe, not too small but not so large that the flesh is too thick. Oh and 
C has a preoccupation with the number 3, too: I have to take three bites, take a drink, 
three bites, take a drink, for every meal I ate. The reason I had gone to bed so late the 
previous night might be a little bit clearer now. But C was unforgiving. 
 
I know you will get up earlier tomorrow.  
 
This is not a statement of good faith: it is an instruction. I’m about to reply, but then I 
see the speech bubble with the three dots that indicates he’s typing another message. 
 
No reward today.  
 
Who are you texting? Anna calls from the kitchen, shouting over the sound of the 
washing machine. 
 
God, that washing machine is loud, I reply. I lean on the doorframe at the entrance to 
the kitchen, watching her do the washing up. As she takes the plate out of the sink to 
put it on the drying rack I notice some of the suds catch and pool around a small 
smudge of residue; probably a bit of the cheese still stuck there. I make a mental note 
that I must clean the plate before I use it. Anna is always lax when it comes to 
housework, and the remnants of cheese on the plate speak of her inconsiderate 
behaviour as a whole. If I make a pointed gesture of re-washing the plate, I know she 
will take exception to it. I know how to wash a plate, she’ll whine, though as evident 
from tonight, she clearly does not. So I will have to clean it on the sly; brie is not on 
the list of permitted foods.  
 
9.12, fifteen tomatoes. 
 
You never said who you were texting, Anna says, drying her hands on the tea towel 
whilst walking over towards the sofa. She’s probably just going to leave it lying there, 
on the cushion next to her, instead of returning it to the kitchen, and I am going to be 
seething, but silently so. Who is it?  
 
Oh I was just texting someone at work. 
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At this time in the evening?  
 
Yeah, he wanted to know–pause, I look at my phone, pretending to be concentrating 
on the text whilst I concoct a story–about some sports article we’re running.  I hate 
lying; I know that at some point I am going to contradict myself and say it’s actually 
someone from the world news or opinions section or something. The rule of thumb is 
to keep details to a bare minimum. So I leave it at that. 
 
Why are you letting people at work text you this late? As soon as I leave the office 
I’m like: Close the doors on work now. Is it your boss texting you? That’s so unfair. 
 
Err, yeah. Yeah it is. Or was, anyway, I mean he’s stopped now. 
 
Good. 
 
The towel is, indeed, on the sofa now. Even when she stands up she will not bother to 
return it to the kitchen. I often find myself by the kitchen sink after washing my 
hands, wringing them desperately whilst trying to locate something to dry them on. 
The towel then invariably turns up where Anna last was: outside the bathroom, by the 
kitchen table, sometimes even in her bedroom. This and the smudge of brie. 
 
Do you want to watch that film, then? I try to change the subject.  
 
Yeah, sure. God, you know some people at work, they seem to have this competitive 
thing where whoever stays the latest is the most hard-working. It’s such utter–I 
dunno. She lets the sentence trail off as she opens her laptop on the coffee table, finds 
the Netflix tab, and clicks play.  
 
Only fifteen tomatoes today: the amounts are going down rapidly. I wonder if this is 
in part as punishment. It’s also likely because the time is coming for another meeting. 
On the 1st of every month, we meet so that C can photograph my body. This will be in 
three days. When you’re gradually losing weight, it can sometimes be hard to notice 
much of a difference on a day-to-day basis. Recording the evidence of my changing 
size on a month-by-month makes it seem more real for both of us. And this will be the 
thirteenth photograph C will take of me, standing in my underwear in his bathroom. 
 
God, he’s so repellent, isn’t he? 
 
Err, who? I haven’t been paying attention, so have no idea about any of the 
characters. 
 
That one, the, oh I’ve forgotten his name. Look, him, HIM. She says, pointing at the 
screen. 
 
Mmm, ha, yeah he is.  
 
I look at my phone, hoping for another text but knowing that he won’t be 
forthcoming. When he’s not happy with me, he tends to withhold contact. I must get 
up earlier tomorrow. The reduction in the number of tomatoes by six means at least it 
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should take less time to eat the meal, at least. Six out of twenty one is two sevenths. It 
should take me five sevenths of the time to cut up the tomatoes. Five sevenths of four 
hours. Four hours is two hundred and forty minutes. It’s too difficult to work out 
without a calculator.  
 
God, as if anyone would say that!  
 
What? Oh, sorry I missed that bit. 
 
Are you enjoying this film? 
 
Yeah, I totally am, sorry. I just zoned out for a bit. 
 
I keep thinking about that smudge of brie that is still on the plate. I can’t help but 
resent Anna: it’s very selfish not to wash the plates properly. What if I was a 
vegetarian and that was a bit of meat? Perhaps she is doing it intentionally in order to 
try and get me to put on weight. Actually, she has been asking a number of pointed 
questions regarding my size. It would be just like her to try and sneak in extra calories 
and make my weight creep up steadily.  
 
Oh for God’s SAKE! She gesticulates towards the screen. This is so ridiculous, that 
would never happen. No guy would ever say that. 
 
Mmm, yeah. 
 
The film is a little longer than I had anticipated, and at 9.07 it’s still not over. C is 
clearly angry with me, so I can’t begin late, or he will be fuming. How much more of 
there is this? I downplay my concern.  
 
She leans forward to her laptop that is resting on the coffee table and hits the space 
bar to pause it. ‘Bout fifteen minutes. Not long. You tired or something? 
 
No I’m just starving, I’m going to go to my room to have some dinner. 
 
What, now? You can’t wait fifteen minutes till the end? 
 
I would but I’m just, well, famished. I am standing up now, and she rotates round on 
the sofa to look up at me. 
 
Oh come ooooon. 
 
Sorry, I’ll catch up on the ending tomorrow. You watch it without me. I’m not really 
enjoying it that much. 
 
Yeah. It’s not great. She follows me to the kitchen.  
 
After wiping the residual cheese off the plate with a damp cloth, I am now rushing to 
spread the cream cheese on the slice-and-a-half of wholemeal bread, in a layer thin 
enough that the surface of the bread can still be seen through. If the layer of cheese is 
opaque white: too much cheese.  
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God, you don’t have much Philly, do you? She says, resting, as I was earlier, on the 
doorframe into the kitchen. 
 
I don’t like too much. It’s too, cloying, I don’t know. 
 
God, you would be totally fine if there was a cheese shortage. So weird, I think I eat 
cheese at least once every day.  
 
Mmm, I just. I don’t like too much, but I do like it.  
 
Oh you and you know, the vegans. They’d be fine too, they don’t eat cheese either, do 
they? 
 
I think vegan cheese exists, I say in a tone that I hope sounds dismissive, whilst 
opening the fridge to take out the tomatoes. Begin counting them out onto a separate 
plate–the juice leaks from them whilst I’m cutting them up, and this would make the 
bread soggy if it seeped into it–seven, eight– 
 
Anyway, he’s really hot, though, isn’t he. The main guy. Was he in that TV series 
about the mutants? 
 
No. Or maybe, actually? Which one was that? I’ve lost count, and so try to subtly 
figure out how many are on the plate without her observing me. 
 
You like your tomatoes, don’t you?  
 
Yeah, um, ha. That’s all I can say: I have no idea what else I could add. 
 
She looks intently at the fifteen tomatoes on the plate and I can see what she’s 
thinking. Ha, lots of tomatoes, she says, and then reaches forward, picks one up 
delicately, and puts it whole in her mouth. In an instant, it’s gone.  
 
9.11, and now I have a conundrum. If I go back to the fridge to get a replacement 
tomato I am going to look petty and may upset Anna. She will also start to question 
why I needed that extra tomato, and I don’t have the time, will or inclination to 
explain it to her. But if I don’t get a replacement, then C will notice the shortage and I 
will be punished, may only be given three tomatoes tomorrow. Anna eyes me as I 
stand there, looking fraught.  
 
Anyway, she says, and walks back to the sofa. I think she is starting to understand, 
and she at least has the tact not to say anything. I’ll finish watching and report back.  
 
She collapses again onto the seat, giving me the opportunity to hurriedly grab another 
tomato before I rush into my room. I usually prefer to be more considered when it 
comes to the ritual of preparation; there’s great pleasure to be had in carrying out each 
stage of the process slowly, knowing how it will please C, knowing I have no choice. 
Anna has robbed me of that tonight. 
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My laptop is already open on the desk, waiting for me to sit in front of it. I check the 
time in the top right corner: 9.13. Late. Then I check Skype, and I already have a 
missed call from him at 9.12. He’s going to be angry. He starts to call again. 
 
9.14. You’re late. I can hear his voice, but he doesn’t let me see him. The visuals only 
go one way on these calls. 
 
I’m sorry, sir. 
 
Well, he says. You’d better get on with it, we can discuss punishment later. 
 
I take the first tomato, hold it end upwards on the plate, and slice it into three.  
 
Good. 
 
Oh God, the ending was so ANNOYING, Anna calls through my door, on the way to 
her room.  
 
Don’t say anything, C says quietly. 
 
You there? She knocks, but I remain silent. 
 
I can hear her shuffling around outside, no doubt shifting her weight from one hip to 
the other, waiting for a response. I don’t know how long this will go on, and I wait on 
tenterhooks, praying she will not erupt into the room. 
 
Anyway, err, good night, I guess, she says, perplexedly. I can tell she’s annoyed at 
me. 
 
Say. Nothing.  
 
I say nothing.  
 
Now continue, he says. So I do. 
 


