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The Critic’s Choice 

 
Sometimes I would compare my job as an esteemed 

food critic with that of spying. Besides the travel there was 

a lot of time spent alone in hotel rooms feeling intense 

stress. The burden of high expectations to bring back the 



2 

most delicately crafted prose from obscure locations and a 

frequent sense of frustration at my handler’s inability to use 

my produce in ways that felt meaningful. I would resort to 

acts of charm and guile to convince waiters, hoteliers and 

restaurant owners around me to help me and those that 

could not be persuaded were simply paid on expenses, 

which is really very similar to the spy’s bribery when you 

consider it. Perhaps the closest resemblance of all with 

espionage was being entrusted with not unreasonable sums 

of money and never asked for receipts or details of how I 

would achieve the outcome of a thousand words and a few 

photographs. Just an implicit shared understanding that any 

glory would be shared, any disasters denied and that 

ultimately it was all on me. 

 

Once again and with the shortest of notice the 

Guardian were dispatching me to foreign climes, this time 

to Greece. The commissioning editors I worked for felt like 

distant gods, moving in mysterious ways, to indecipherable 
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ends and after setting balls in motion only intervening in 

affairs occasionally if at all. My electronically offered 

prayers fell most often on deaf ears. 

 

"We've got a good one for you, it'll suit your 

increasingly philosophical and meta critical bent. We want 

you to go to Greece and review breakfasts there. And if you 

want to sneak in some references to philosophy so be it, 

it’d probably go down well with our audience, bunch of 

pseudointellectuals that they are - just remember Robin, 

they made Socrates drink poison. You’d wouldn’t want us 

to commission you to critique hemlock now, would you? 

Be a good boy and bring home the bacon." With that my 

editor hung up and within the week I had been booked on 

an all-expenses paid trip around Greece. 

 

 The sojourn to Greece couldn’t have come at a better, 

or depending how you looked at it, worse time. Never had 

I felt so disenchanted at my craft as a food writer. 



4 

Questions plagued my head my daily. What is for 

breakfast? What is breakfast for? What is breakfast? What 

does it mean to be? What defines a sausage? Is a vegan 

sausage still a sausage? Do sausages exist as a kind of pre-

extant Platonic truth in a metaphysical realm outside of our 

daily experience, perhaps as an ideal sausage that somehow 

defines the category? What is truth? How do we build a 

value system that stakes a meaningful claim as to the worth 

of one breakfast over another? How was my opinion on a 

breakfast worth more than anyone else’s? Why were those 

of my commissioning editors and of Jay Rayner and 

Felicity Cloake worth exponentially so much more than 

mine? Why was I having such a hard time getting my book 

published?  

 

 On hearing of my imminent departure my cat James 

growled at me Nietzschean aphorisms about how “much 

will have been gained for aesthetics once we have 

succeeded in apprehending directly-rather than merely 
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ascertaining-that art owes its continuous evolution to the 

Apollonian-Dionysian duality”. His mangled howls from 

beneath the sofa confused me, what was he mewing at me 

about ‘art’ for? Why wouldn’t he engage with my career as 

a food writer more seriously? I suppose his reference to 

Ancient Greek gods made some sense in the context of my 

trip. Milky Joe, the interloping milk carton obsessed with 

continental philosophy that had moved in with me under 

lockdown just stared out of the window. I mean I think he 

was staring out of the window; he’d recently trained 

himself to affect a Sartrean wandering eye and half the time 

I couldn’t tell where he was looking or if he was talking to 

James or myself. Pulling a heavy drag on a gitanes on 

hearing of my existential breakfast crisis he just smiled and 

asked, “is breakfast in itself or for itself?”. I shouted at him 

to stop smoking indoors as it wrecks my palate. Honestly, 

I couldn’t have been more glad to shut the door on the pair 

of them. I would fly to Greece on the Guardian’s dime and 

between the restaurants and the breakfasts seek my truth 
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there. 

 

The travel desk at Guardian had decreed my Odyssey 

would start in Delphi, as their advice was the best thing to 

do in Athens was leave. This felt a little uncharitable 

towards a city that had gifted the world so much but then 

they were a bunch of absolute philistines, so I was 

completely unsurprised. “We’ve booked you in to a 

boutique hotel up in the mountains by the temples. Then 

you’ll do a night in Athens, you can find something 

quintessentially Greek for dinner, but I doubt we’ll print 

anything about it; though obviously we would never tell 

you what to write. After that it’s off to Naxos for three 

days, we want something beach side and truly picturesque 

for people to coo over. Gotta grab them eyeballs. Stay off 

the wine if you can, just keep it upbeat and breakfast 

related. Remember breakfast, think breakfast, think Naxos. 

It’s one thousand words about breakfast in Naxos we’re 

paying you for.”.  
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Breakfast at the Kastalina Boutique hotel in Delphi was 

a buffet bar. The problem with a breakfast buffet is it never 

quite feels authentic. Who dines that way at home? How 

can you expect an audience to relate to the overwhelming 
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choice on display? Breakfast buffets are the Netflix of 

breakfasts, bringing with them the nausea of option 

paralysis. You either eat a healthy amount and live with the 

fear of missing out or try everything, waste half the 

morning and feel sick all day. I enjoyed it but declined to 

take any serious notes. Reading in between the lines the G 

men and women at the paper wanted a treatise on an 

authentic beachside breakfast in Naxos, they were probably 

in cahoots with a travel company. I hated seeing my name 

beside ‘sponsored content’ - you never saw Jay Rayner 

shilling for Thomas Cook. Delphi was clearly just intended 

as a palate cleanser. 

 

After eating I headed to the temples while thinking about 

Odysseus, condemned to suffer twenty years of bloody war 

and treacherous sea travel before finally returning home. 

My breakfast book had been five years in the writing and 

five years delayed in the publishing, so he felt entirely 

relatable as a character. I wondered if like him I’d receive 
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any advice from the oracle there. 

 

At the temple to Apollo I thought perhaps James had 

purred about ‘Apollonian-Dionysian duality’ for a reason. 

Apollo and Dionysus seemed to work some kind of time 

share arrangement looking after the place alternately. 

Though who ever had been in charge most recently ought 

to have had a word with themselves as the place had gone 

completely to ruin. I found the rock of the Sybil though. 

The Delphic oracle still sat there babbling much as 

Heraclitus described her, “unadorned and unperfumed” 

and smelling slightly of eggs. I ducked under the fence rope 

and approached her apprehensively. 
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On my knees, as a suppliant, I begged her to speak the 

secret knowledge I would need to get my breakfast book 

published. Great tears wept down my cheeks as I 

continued, possibly over sharing slightly, asking for her 

wider advice. What was the best breakfast? Should baked 
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beans be served in a ramekin? Did chips have any place in 

a fry? Were Jay Rayner and Felicity Cloake really better 

food critics than me? What were critics for? What was I 

for? What was any of this for? How could we ever arrive 

at meaning in our lives and in our critical writing? 

 

What followed from her lips was completely 

incomprehensible, a mad rush of vowels and consonants 

interspersed with pouting glares and the wildest 

gesticulations. As I puzzled what her odd motions and 

sounds could mean I was at once reminded of the 

philosophy of Gorgias the nihilist who had performed 

rhetoric at the very same site some two and a half thousand 

years prior. He had said, some claiming that perhaps he did 

so in an ironic manner, that nothing exists. That if anything 

did exist nothing could be known about it. That even if 

something could be known then that knowledge couldn’t 

be communicated and even if it could, it would never be 

understood.  
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I let go of her legs, got to my feet, wiped the tears from 

my face and stumbled away, feeling slightly ashamed of 

myself. The gnawing angst of unknowing still howling in 

my chest.  

 

Glancing up above the entrance to the temple to Apollo 

were inscribed the three Delphic maxims, know thy self, 

everything in moderation and certainty brings ruin. Fine 

advice perhaps for a food critic in an existential crisis? 

 

That evening, high in the Parnassian mountains and over 

much wine in a quiet taberna I pondered my experience 

with Delphi’s inscrutable oracle. I had gone to her for 

answers to what had come to feel like my life’s quest. 

Where was the best breakfast? How could I be sure of it? 

How could I finally convey this sacred knowledge in what 

felt like the key to it all, my book? Could I ever sate my 

desire and be seen as the leading food critic I knew myself 
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to be? Despite her fame and glory, she’d given me nothing 

to work with. The Delphic maxims to know thy self, 

embrace moderation and reject certainty had felt 

comforting as I’d left the ruins but now I was hungry again 

they felt cold, hollow in the face of that great void.  
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The table, where I sat up a cobbled back street, decked in a 

chequered cloth and lit by gentle lamp light was almost too 

perfect and accidentally or perhaps because of my feelings 

I ordered an inordinate amount of food. Feta heaped on 

melted feta with sides of hummus and melitzanosalata. 
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There were grilled meats washed down with table 

wine poured from battered metal jugs but what stuck with 

me was the Greek yoghurt and stewed sweet grapes for 

dessert, sweet and creamy with just a hint of cinnamon in 

amongst the syrup. 

 

After I’d settled the bill, on the Guardian’s account 

naturally, the owner of the taberna gave me his card. “For 

Tripadvisor! Please leave a review online if you enjoyed 

it” I didn’t like to tell him I was actually a professional food 

critic and that while his food had been quite enjoyable any 

witty insight I could conjure from the experience would 

surely fall on deaf ears at the paper. Besides, since 

Tripadvisor and the rise of the influencer absolutely bloody 

everyone thought they were a food critic. No one had any 

respect for the craft. I crumpled his card as I inserted it in 

my pocket, this wasn’t something I sought to encourage. 

 

I sat sipping the last of my wine, as the sun was setting 
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a passing tourist asked their friend to film her walking up 

the street. Stepping precariously up cobbled stairs they got 

halfway then turned and asked their friend with the camera 

phone “wait, does it look better if I’m coming down?”.  
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The next day I ate only a modest breakfast, the excess of 

the previous night’s dining had shaken me. Bougatsa is 

sweet filo pastry filled with a fine semolina cream that 

tastes a lot like custard. Imagine eating a slightly damp 

vanilla flavoured cloud wrapped in a crunchy icing sugar 

shell. That and a coffee was all my stomach could take. I 

had a day to waste before heading to Naxos via Athens for 

the main event, scribbling my thoughts beachside about the 

perfect Naxian breakfast so the Guardian could get paid by 

whatever ferry company they were in bed with while 

pretending to impart impartial journalism. 

 

I finished my coffee bleakly staring across the valley 

towards the sea, mindfully labelling my hungover feelings; 

fear, anxiety, shame, dread. I was distracted by an 

American tourist torturing a waiter at the breakfast bar. 

“Can you put it in a box for me?”, the waiter nodded 

smiling a kind of wide-eyed desperate smile. “In fact can 

you put some mawww in? Just fill it up, we’ve gotta be on 
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the coach in tweneee. Do you have another box?” the vile 

woman drawled. The waiter just kept nodding and smiling 

but her eyes looked watery presumably in fear of a negative 

Tripadvisor review. This guest was clearly taking the piss 

about breakfast. I got up and left, it was too much for a 

serious critic to bear. 
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I decided to try and escape the heat, killing time at the 

museum with the statues. I felt a strange resonance with the 

sphinx that had come all the way to Delphi from Naxos 

tracing out the exact same journey I would only in reverse 

and two and a half thousand years before me. 
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 The world-famous charioteer, one of only a handful of 

surviving Greek bronzes looked supremely confidently 

back at me from behind his reins, despite or perhaps 

because of having spent two millennia buried by rocks. I 

suppose if you could survive that you could survive 
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anything. 

 
In one temperature-controlled chamber I gazed at the 

navel of the world, the Omphalos, which the Greeks 

believed Zeus had placed at the very centre of the earth - 

but it didn’t speak to me. Navel gazing; I suppose as a food 
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writer I’d never really been one to engage in the self-

indulgent excessive contemplation of a single issue at the 

expense of the wider view. 

 
In the last room at the museum stood two seven-foot tall 

kouroi of the brothers Kleobis and Biton. Naked except for 
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their boots they stared back happily at me, smiling 

contentedly. The museum text said they were the second 

happiest people in all the world after they had been blessed 

by Hera with a swift painless death at the height of their 

fame and power. Having yoked themselves to their 

mother’s cart and driven her to the goddess queen’s temple 

for festival, no oxen apparently being available, they'd 

arrived to great fanfare for this act of fillial devotion. Their 

mother prayed to Hera for a gift for her sons and after Hera 

had bestowed even greater strength on them, after all the 

feasting was over, she sent them into a sleep from which 

they never awoke. The text said that having died at the 

height of their kleos, which apparently translates as glory 

but with the implied meaning of 'what others hear of you'; 

they could rest easy as their good reputation would live 

forever, hence the smiles. I found the panel text a bit overly 

didactic if I was honest. 

 

It stuck with me though and walking away I thought 
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about who would read my food reviews after I was dead? 

Might it have been better if I had suddenly been struck 

down by lightning after the popularity of my early work 

reviewing frys around Belfast? Things had been more 

straight forward then, the critical writing about bacon had 

come from a genuine place and been widely applauded. It 

wasn’t until I’d turned professional at the Guardian and 

first been offered the book deal that I’d felt… whatever this 

was.  

 

Afterward in the taberna I reached for my phone to look 

up who the happiest of all was. Some lad called Tellus who 

had beautiful children and died heroically on a battlefield. 

Quietly I wondered if the Greeks had just been 

superficially obsessed with what other people thought 

about them and how fantastic it was we’d really moved past 

all that. Between sips I thought of my hero Keith Floyd and 

how he’d killed it carefree till the bitter end, better to be 

like him than checkout like Anthony Bourdain.  
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I was unsure what any of this meant beyond that life's 

uncertainties implied perhaps no one could be completely 

happy and alive, though the beer and baklava surely 

helped. 

 
The coach back to Athens took me through the ski resort 
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at Mt Parnassos making me wonder what could have been. 

Why couldn’t the Guardian ever commission anything that 

coincided with a ski season? The petty injustices and 

vicissitudes of paid food writing felt like the oscillating 

landscape, infinitely varied. The road wobbled around the 

contours of the undulating mountains which dipped and 

then suddenly clashed up high around the speeding coach. 

Enveloped by a long dark tunnel through the peaks my eyes 

adapted to the darkness. 

 

There’s a curious moment that can happen when 

travelling that produces a total phase change in one’s way 

of being. It's recognising someone from home when the 

bubble world of whoever we become when removed from 

those who know us is popped. I’d been alternately 

engrossed in the view and my battered copy of Floyd 

around the Med. Glancing up and to my side for the first 

time out of the safety lights’ dim orange gloom I felt the 

weight of a bald male gaze boring across the coach’s 
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gangway at me. Our eyes squinted, frowned in the dim light 

of dawning mutual recognition, his hairless stubby head 

was shaped a bit like a potato. I knew he must be from 

home.  

 

The pit of my stomach knotted, the face staring back at 

me was that of an East Belfast cafe owner a well-meaning 

review of mine had accidentally closed. I’d been a great fan 

of Piggly Wiggly’s but between the high praise I'd 

humorously described it as the most geometric fry in 

Belfast because of the chef’s disposition to arrange items 

at ninety and forty-five degree angles around the plate. 

After print the public had started attending in ever greater 

numbers bringing set squares and protractors, making 

online videos of themselves judging the meals and cheekily 

sending back plates if they deviated from the perfect 

angular balance. Eventually it had been too much for the 

chef to bear and he’d flung a steaming hot fry back across 

a diner's face while another gleefully live streamed the 
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whole sorry event. 

 

“Geometric, you bastard!” he seethed in a thick Belfast 

accent before turning and staring forward grinding his 

teeth. The hours to Athens excruciated their way past as we 

sat furiously ignoring one another. 

 

When the coach pulled into Athens and emptied out I sat 

pretending to finish my book. It was the bit where Keith 

was in Greece cooking a beautifully sophisticated fricassee 

of spring lamb with green peas, egg and lemon sauce. I was 

ignoring the bits about eggs, which I detest, and 

simultaneously trying to ignore my Belfast acquaintance 

getting off the coach.  

 

But the situation just became increasingly ridiculous as 

we both sat there each waiting for the other to get up. Keith 

had just got to one of the tedious meta bits where he would 

wander off-piste from food and cultural commentary to 
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make pungent observations about the many tiring 

exigencies of popular television making. Despite loving the 

great man and his work I’d always found these passages a 

little self-indulgent as from the outside it was obvious 

Keith was living his best life. Tired by the text I glanced 

up, our eyes locked as he stood reaching up to the luggage 

rack, towering over me. Contemplating the sweat marks 

under his arms, the close smell of his body, like old fry 

grease, the guilt of what I’d done with my bad joke about 

geometric frys wracked me. His eyes seemed to demand an 

explanation. “I thought a good review, it’s all anyone 

wants.” Pulling down his bag he spat back "Fuck you!" and 

twisted off, his potato like head bobbing as he went.  
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After I tried to lighten my mood with some high culture, 

a trip up the hill to the Acropolis. En route something drew 

me to a bust of Menander, the Athenian writer of new 

comedy. Critical writing around breakfast is a serious 

business and it was obvious from the exchange on the 

coach that humour was not my forte. Menander had felt 
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himself to be a thwarted writer of note, locked in a literary 

struggle with his rival playwright Philemon for the 

affection of the public and their shared lover Glycera. 

Thinking of that jovial bastard Jay Rayner and our 

skirmishes for the attention of our editor at the Guardian I 

instantly understood my affinity with the dead Greek. “A 

rich man owns so many goods he has no place to shit” is 

one of his many aphorisms. Sometimes we get what we 

want, a TV show, a book deal or a good review in the 

Guardian only to find it brings its own special burdens. 
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At the top of the Acropolis I was overwhelmed. Not 

by the outstanding testament to aesthetics but by the sheer 

number of phone wielding tourists. It was a bit of a kip, 

there was scaffolding everywhere and a crane in the middle 

of the temple to Zeus. They’d had over two and half 
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thousand years, yet the place was still a building site. It 

reminded me of London, great if they’d ever finish it. 

Everywhere were tourists photographing themselves, 

reducing the temple rubble to an internal monologue’s 

visual backdrop.  

 
I headed down to the nearby restaurant Opos Palio for 

dinner. I’d passed it on my way up and it was packed with 

Greeks which is always a good sign. The menu felt full of 

possibility. I lost the run of myself ordering as many plates 
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as I could till the waitress brusquely told me that was 

enough! The mushrooms with four cheeses tasted like more 

than the sum of its parts. The grilled aubergine with feta 

was just the right combination of molten squelch mixed 

with crispy cheese crust. The sardines were a salty foil to 

the best stuffed vine leaves I’d ever savoured. Everything 

tasted like it was in full colour. I was in heaven.  

 
Except one of the tourists I’d seen filming himself on 

the Acropolis was there. I dine alone, conversation distracts 
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from the mental labour of the gastronome. But being the 

only non-Greeks in the restaurant his stare seemed to seek 

me out. Unbidden he gravitated towards me.  

 

  “How do you like it?” he ventured. It was hard not to 

be charmed by him, but on another level I instantly 

despised him. He started interviewing me for my opinion, 

he was looking for the average tourist’s take. I didn’t really 

see myself as a tourist, more a paid professional but my 

barbed sarcasm went over his head. I mentioned my job at 

the Guardian and he cluelessly replied “I’m something a 

food critic myself, I’ve over two hundred thousand 

followers on YouTube and sometimes cover food”. I 

thought of how I’d suffered at the hands of my editors. The 

years I’d spent fomenting the praise of a narrow band of 

literary gate keepers. He knew nothing of the tawdry shame 

and existential dread of food criticism and was ignorant of 

how unfit for its mantle he remained; but in my bleakness, 

I was unsure who was the greater fool. 
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The meal at Opos Pollio had easily been the best I had 

eaten but there was no point in writing about it. The paper 

had clearly stipulated their desire for a thousand words on 

the best breakfast Naxos had to offer. I headed to Piraeus 

port and as my ferry slid out across the wine dark sea 

toward my final island destination I dwelt once again on 

Odysseus. The ferry steward curtly refused my request to 

be tied to the mast so I could safely hear the siren’s call, 

apparently there was no mast and passengers weren’t 

allowed on deck when the ferry was at speed. Perhaps it 

was for the best, imagining myself into another life and 

playing out some kind of fantasy Odyssey felt mentally 

questionable somehow. Staring out of the window at the 

lapping waves I wondered how healthy the lifestyle I had 

adopted was. Other Guardian columnists were writing 

sincerely about the dangers of nitrates and the lack of the 

beef sausage’s long-term sustainability. There was a 

market for that kind of concern, but similarly lots of people 
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just wanted to read about breakfast. I suppose that was why 

they’d always kept me around on the casuals list. I had my 

uses. 

 
Walking down the ramp on to my final destination I 

could feel myself start to question everything again. What 
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agency did I truly have in this scenario? At a surface level 

I was here to find the best breakfast but deep down I knew 

the real reasons were to write puff prose poetry about the 

island’s picturesque qualities to help sell papers, ferry 

tickets and a well packaged dream. Ultimately, I was just 

here to give a positive opinion and get paid. Stepping off 

the ferry on to the baking hot concrete floor of the ferry 

port the heavy irony that food criticism was literally what I 

relied on to feed myself finally hit me. Had I adopted this 

antagonistic way of being or was it always destined to be 

like this?  

 

I felt undone by life and drawn only to my own 

destruction. I slid towards the first bar I could find and 

down into the underworld. There I saw Anthony Bourdain 

across the vale of tears but also my hero Keith Floyd 

merrily swigging red wine while talking to a camera crew 

from behind a gas cooker, frying what I imagined was 

ambrosia but smelt like bacon. 
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Keith beckoned to me with the fish slice he was using to 

toss the heavenly bacon around the frying pan. The 

underworld was dimly lit. Lying underneath the scent of 

Keith’s ambrosia the faint aniseed tang of ouzo permeated 

the air. I stumbled towards him; my limbs felt out of kilter 

even with themselves. Up close Keith’s radiance worked in 

brilliant contrast with the darkness of Hades. He was even 

more compelling than on TV or on the page, the 

embodiment of an excessive exuberant joy barely 

contained within itself. He seemed to light their improvised 

kitchen scene all by himself. My arms and legs felt weak, 

as if they were dripping out of my body like congealed 

bacon fat. I tumbled, melting towards the ground under the 

sheer heat of his radiance. Confronted with my idol in hell 

all I felt was shame, shame and this deep yearning to be 

something, anything other than what I was. Keith and his 

camera crew crowded round me as I lay on death’s floor 

thwarted by my life’s purpose. 
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“Whatever’s the matter?” said Keith nonchalantly 

stooping over me, fish slice in one hand and a glass of red 

in the other. I could hear myself slurring “They said go to 

Naxos, find us the best breakfast, give us a thousand 

words”. My stomach felt suddenly warm, I looked down at 

my belly and my guts were spilling out across the sand. 

Frantically I gathered them, feeling them between my 

fingers like braids of raw sausages. Holding them up to 

Keith, blood start to fill my mouth. I spurted out “look, look 

at what they make you give”. The big black glass eye of 

Keith’s camera man Clive was on me now, filling half the 

frame of my vision. Keith’s upside-down face gazed at me 

filling the other. “You’re taking this all too seriously, 

you’re a food critic, right?”. “For the Guardian” I croaked 

“but I feel like a hack fraud”. “Oh, just forget about the 

Guardian” Keith was squat down beside me now, he took 

a slug of wine. “Critics do their best work when they ignore 

their audience, never play to the gallery, never do it for 
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other people. Just write whatever you want.”  

 
I woke up in the hotel bed the Guardian had paid for. My 

mouth was dry, my head was stinging and I felt an 

overwhelming urge to vomit. Dragging myself out of the 

hotel into the bright heat of Plaka beach Naxos I blinked 
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repeatedly even from behind the safety of my shades. I was 

hideously hungover. Despite the promise of the warm sea, 

creamy sand and the external sensations of easy 

Mediterranean opulence this inner awfulness felt eerily 

familiar. Wasn’t this exactly where I had begun 

shambolically reviewing frys around Belfast in a state of 

self-induced crapulence? I meandered along the dusty 

beachside road until I found the first promising restaurant. 

Tohu promised me Greek cuisine with a twist and had two 

octopuses strung up outside, hanging out of their holes 

much like I was. This was clearly where the Guardian 

wanted me, best not to over think things. They’d booked 

the AirBnB right by this particular picturesque Plaka 

beach. It looked familiar, like something from a travel 

catalogue for whatever ferry group I was probably touting 

for. 
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I ordered the Tohu breakfast basket and an Americano. 

The menu promised me a selection of rustic breads, butter, 

Naxian gruyere, olives, tomatoes, honey, jam and 

marmalade. Naxian gruyere is prized as a table cheese in 

Greece for its sweet buttery taste as it is only in Naxos that 
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it is made mostly with cow’s milk. This breakfast offered 

everything I would need to satisfy my paymasters, 

beachside idyllicism and the authentic Greek breakfast. I 

sat under a shady parasol sipping my coffee in eager 

anticipation. The Zephyr's cooling breeze played with my 

hair as I noticed a trio of wooden cats glowering at me like 

gargoyles, something wasn’t quite right. I put it down to 

the hangover. Long ago I had learnt that hungover feelings 

were not real feelings. Instead, I spent my time imagining 

the bounteous basket the chef would be preparing, enough 

to feed me, fire me up and fuel me through the necessary 

finger frenzy of dashing out the Guardian’s poxy thousand 

words. 
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Only what came was bitter disappointment. The bread 

selection was a meagre spread of miniature slices some of 

which looked distinctly like plain brown toast. Five small 

pieces of cheese, five olives and four cherry tomatoes. 

There was too much butter, not enough bread or things to 
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put on it. I felt my hungry heart break. 

 

Breakfast at Tohu had been singularly uninspiring. 

Sometimes a dish appears to be one thing on the menu’s 

page but is sadly something else entirely on the plate. 

Taking into account the eleven-euro price I could barely 

give it five out of ten. Four felt fairer, it was definitely a 

four, you were paying for the location. The coffee wasn’t 

anything special either. I found a bar down the road just in 

the process of opening up and started my critique while the 

experience’s sourness was still fresh in my mind.  

 

Between nourishing sips of Greek craft beer, I 

hammered out my review. Bashing my fingers gleefully 

against the keys I finally climaxed at the pithy summary 

“Tohu breakfast basket - Promised so much but delivers 

only disappointment. One thing masquerades as another in 

this dishonest breakfast of lies - €13.5 including coffee - 

4/10”. I considered submitting my honest thoughts on the 
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matter as soon as I’d finished but something stopped my 

hand as the pointer hovered over send. Was I was being 

slightly over the top? Or worse was this a little self-

indulgent, masturbatory even? Experience had taught me 

food, criticism and raw emotion could easily be mistaken 

for each other if you didn’t keep a critical distance from 

your subject and maintain your objectivity. Being salty 

about a depressing breakfast might make me feel better 

about the experience but it probably wasn’t very helpful. 

People want to know where to eat far more than where to 

avoid. I’d always prided myself on my consideration for 

the reader. 

 

Also, all this negativity had put me in something of a 

bind, the Guardian had for once made their expectations 

perfectly clear to me. The demand was for a thousand 

“upbeat” words about breakfast. The sad facts were that the 

authentic beachside Naxian breakfast was mediocre at best 

but there had to be some good dining to write about here. 
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My Airbnb host had invited me on an afternoon tour inland 

of the mountain villages of Naxos taking in Chalkeio, Filoti 

and Apeiranthos. I would have to trust there was something 

better to review there, after all the mountains had never 

failed me yet. I tried to get back in the spirit, thumbing 

through some Floyd on the beach. 
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My host in Naxos was Stamos, a wiry fellow with aviator 

shades and a bandana. He announced his arrival at the 

beach honking the horn on his quad bike and waving a 

tanned gangly arm at me as his partner jumped off to make 

space for me. “How was breakfast?” he asked as I put my 
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copy of Floyd around the Med away in my backpack and 

hastily pulled a t-shirt over my head. “Disappointing, umm, 

just not what I was hoping for I suppose…”. Stamos 

grinned widely his shades flashing in the sun “And what 

was that, Robin? Breakfast here, it’s not really a big deal, 

come on I’ll take you inland and we’ll get something 

better.” 

 

I sat on the back of Stamos’ quad bike pondering the 

leaden irony of being sent to review breakfast on an island 

that didn’t particularly care what it ate for it. This was just 

like the Guardian, they weren’t a details paper. I doubt 

anyone at the travel desk had bothered themselves a 

moment’s reflection before picking Naxos as my 

destination, probably on the strength of whatever photos 

Google had thrown up. I had come to feel as if my job as a 

food critic was merely to demonstrate and advocate for a 

level of care around a subject that no one really cared 

about. Just one that people didn’t want to wholly lose touch 
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with lest they be judged to be philistines. I felt like an 

overlooked but worthy art form or an unprofitable 

outsourced business division, the two felt almost 

interchangeable in today’s world. Was I the basket 

weaving of writing? No one wanted a world without 

breakfast critique, but no one really gave a fuck and 

secretly pitied the morons who made it their life’s work. 

 

It was beautiful though and as we steadily gained height 

the island revealed itself, green farmland and grey scree 

surrounded on all sides by the wine dark sea. Stamos 

gunned the quad bike up the mountain road toward 

Chalkeio. Each time he let rip and sped us up the breeze 

gave us brief respite against the heat, as we slowed, I would 

catch his smell as we both sweltered under the sun. I could 

feel my stomach rumbling in sympathy with the engine and 

despite the island paradise before me my thoughts were 

turning wholly to the vexed subject of lunch. 
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Halfway up the mountain Chalkeio was everything Plaka 

was not, cooler in every sense of the word with what felt 

like a viable economy outside of tourism. A main road 

twisting up hill, a spine with many ribs branching out, 

meandering to Byzantine ruins, quiet churches, cobbled 

squares and an excess of dining completely unrelated to 

breakfast. Sat outside the restaurant we’d parked up at were 

a set of Greek men north of middle age smoking, drinking 

coffee and appraising the tourists whom they still just 

outnumbered. Stamos nodded at them as we passed and one 

of them tilted their head in reply.  
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Picking our way past the tables I saw a slender kitten 

begging food from the diners and thought of James back 

home. I’d been gone less than a week, but it felt like longer. 

Stamos could tell I was wilting in the heat. He guided me 

into the restaurant, to a cool corner where I felt myself stick 

to the seat.  
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I let him order for me, one of the advantages of 

professional food criticism is access to local knowledge. 

Peinirli is close to pizza but with a crust shaped like a boat. 

Perhaps it speaks to a culture that have been sailing since 

the time of Homer between the islands I was starting to feel 

trapped upon. Or perhaps I was stretching, like the greasy 
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strands of cheese that webbed between my mouth and the 

plate. Great lumps of handmade local sausage meat sat 

adrift the sea of molten graviera and onions. Naxian pizza 

crust was yellow like the kitropsomo it was inspired by, 

stained with turmeric and flavoured with citrus. Simple, 

elegant, authentic. This was so much better than breakfast.  

 

The sign of a good meal is silence and Stamos waited till 

I’d cleared my plate before interjecting across the table. 

 

“You’re a writer?”  

 

“Well a food critic really, I specialise in breakfast, I 

suppose just incidental that I write.” 

 

“I’m not sure I follow you, this is lunch we’re eating, do 

you write about lunch too?” 

 

I thought about how much I wanted, desired, to write 
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great volumes about lunch, lunch and dinner and drinks and 

possibly other things.  

 

“I’d love to I just… I just don’t know if I’d get paid for 

doing that” I sighed softly. 

 

“You only write what they pay you for? What are you 

the Guardian’s little bitch?”  

 

Stamos smiled wickedly as his words hung in the air. I 

dabbed the sides of my mouth, cleaning the bristles of my 

moustache with my napkin. Straightening my back and 

drawing myself to the full height the restaurant’s snug 

leather seat would allow I looked him square in the eye.  

 

“I write what I can get away with.” 

 

“Sure.”  

 



57 

He smiled with his eyes as he spoke, but his mouth 

turned ever so slightly at the corners as if my cool 

protestation tasted thin as rice paper to him. My stomach 

turned, had I finally been seen for what I truly was and 

found lacking somehow? I made a show of covering the 

bill but as we left the restaurant Stamos’ words clouded my 

mind, was I the Guardian’s “little bitch”?  

 

We got back on the bike but as we hurried further up the 

mountain, I chewed his words over and over. With one 

hand on Stamos’ shoulder, I reached into my pocket and 

recovered my phone. Struggling to focus as the quad 

juddered uphill I skim read my review of the appalling 

breakfast I’d eaten at Tohu that morning and pressed send. 

Fuck the Guardian and fuck Stamos, I was my own man, 

and my words could not be bought. Maybe I was over 

thinking it anyway, for all I knew the Guardian really might 

be interested in publishing the disappointing truth about 

beach side breakfasts in Naxos. Perhaps this wasn’t all 
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about selling papers and advertising travel destinations. 

 

In Filoti we stopped in the town centre for pudding. The 

cafe sign read Στου Γκράουν which cannot be easily put 

into English. One of the dangers of food writing is that so 

much meaning can be lost translating between the senses 

let alone between languages and cultures but google threw 

back up “In Graun” which felt poignantly resonant.  
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Galaktoboureko is a close relation to the bougatsa I first 

tasted in Delphi what felt like months ago, isn’t it strange 

how travel distorts time? They share a semolina custard 

core and filo topping but galaktoboureko is soaked in syrup 

and flavoured with lemon. Just like bougatsa it tastes like a 

vanilla cloud, but perhaps while its dry cousin has the 
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texture of sunshine, galaktoboureko tasted like the damp 

edge of whatever bittersweet downpour that might finally 

relieve this heat. 

 

I tried to steady myself with the quad bike’s foot pegs as 

we rattled uphill out of Filoti. I was anxious about the copy 

I’d filed; might I be forced to eat my rash words? File in 

haste, repent at leisure. All I wanted was to get my phone 

back out, check my emails and see if the bloody subs were 

happy but the road was whipping us back and forth across 

the face of the mountain, pulling me out of my seat each 

time we turned. I needed both hands and feet just to hold 

on. Stamos was humming something to himself, an odd 

meandering tune. I think I was growing to hate him a bit as 

I hung off him feeling travel sick. It was cooler though as 

we climbed towards Apeiranthos and the top, there was 

that. 
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We parked by ruins. My legs had cramped from 

clinging on so hard. Stumbling off the quad, I stretched out 

and gave in. Grabbing my phone, I saw a missed call from 

my editor. This couldn’t be good. Even worse a voicemail, 
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I detested voicemail, but then I detested text messaging and 

email too. In fact, at times like these I despised all forms of 

communication and longed only for solitude and perhaps a 

little liquid oblivion. My feet stood at the dusty top of the 

mountain, but my stomach had sunk, back past Filoti, 

Chalkeio, even Plaka beach and its miserable bread 

baskets. Back and to the bottom of the wine dark sea that 

surrounded this island that trapped me. Oh, Hermes with 

the winged saddles, messenger of the immortal Gods and 

the Guardian’s capricious editors what have you in store 

for me? 

 

“Hi Robin, hope you’re well, obviously we all found 

your piece on ‘a dishonest breakfast of lies’ very witty and 

it’s nice to see the sun hasn’t got to you… I know you 

weren’t being serious. We didn’t send you all the way to 

Naxos for that, remember there are other writers hungry for 

chances like this. You’re just writing to brief, where’s the 

excitement? Give me something gushing, aspirational, 
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packed with superlatives and fit to print by four tomorrow. 

Make it up if you must but don’t be silly.” 

 

I never asked my plumber to be excited about fixing my 

u-bend or expected bin men to look grateful for the 

opportunity of throwing away my rubbish. Whatever lofty 

mountain in a career that afforded one the right to rip into 

a restaurant and write with brutal sincere honesty about 

breakfast I had clearly yet to climb it. 

 

If Stamos could tell something had disturbed me he 

showed no sympathy as he led me proudly around 

Apeiranthos. I silently walked the stony streets formed 

from the walls stopping the village sliding back down the 

mountain it crested, containing its summit like a bulging 

belly. He badgered on about the area’s rich geology and 

history. In brief pauses between explanations of volcanic 

rock and folk traditions, local politics and oddly shaped 

musical instruments, cloth weaving and mass celebration 
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of holy days, I feigned polite interested grunts. I don’t 

know why people assume we should be interested in each 

other’s lives, cultures and experiences when we are all 

trapped in our own subjectivity with limited words to 

escape.   

 

Privately I was seething. How had I thought I could get 

away with painting an honest picture of a Greek beachside 

breakfast? How could I have been so stupid as to think that 

the real could substitute for the comforting lie. Deeper 

though was the shame at my editor’s accusation I was just 

writing to brief, implying I was doing this without flair, for 

the money. No one did this job for the money, you did it to 

eat fantastic food, travel the world business class and claim 

outrageous expenses in service of expressing the poetic 

truth about the meal you loved, breakfast. Though frankly 

writing to commission did somewhat undermine all that. 

Mind you, I didn’t see him showing up at his bloody desk 

for free either. 
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The sun hung coolly now above the horizon, casting long 

shadows behind the walls that lined the streets we circled. 

I was tired by life’s paradoxes. In the yellowing light I saw 

a sign offering Greek yoghurt and honey and stopped 

Stamos in mid-flow. 

 

“Can we try that?” I asserted in the subtle tone the 

English employ to underline that this is a command and not 

a question… 
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I have always loved yoghurt, give me if not a cooked 

breakfast, then a creamy one. This yoghurt was cool, rich 

in flavour, pale and beautiful, smooth and soothing, 

sweetly pure. But it was long after noon now. Sometimes 

as critics we find the right meal in the wrong place, at the 

wrong time. I could write about this experience as if it was 
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breakfast but in my rotten black heart, I would know it to 

be a lie. 

 

This yoghurt soothed me at one level but disturbed me at 

another. In the face of my editor’s suggestion to ‘make it 

up if I had to’ would it really not be best to take this 

experience and project it back into another semi-fictional 

situation, breakfast by the beach? It would satiate the 

Guardian and have the ring of truth… 

 

Stamos had finally ran out of things to say about local 

history and noticed that I was chewing over more than the 

yoghurt.  

 

“What’s eating you?” he asked. 

 

“Have you ever done something you don’t want to and 

believe to be morally questionable just to satisfy someone 

else, for money?” 
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“Every day Robin. You think I want to rent my home out 

to strangers on Airbnb and play tour guide? Come, it’s 

nearly dusk and there’s one more thing I want to show you. 

Things will become clearer soon.” 
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We took the quad and sped down the mountain toward 

the port. Why was he so cryptic? It infuriated me when 

people didn’t just say what they mean. Parking up at Chora 

the sun was just starting to dip as we approached the Great 

Door of Naxos. This six-metre-high frame on the islet of 

Palatia was all that was ever built of an intended temple to 

Apollo. A wave of tourists washed past us as the ruin 

became a set for the final act of the day. They rippled 

around rotating phones and selfie sticks to crop each other 

out. Each capturing the illusion of perfect sunset solitude.  
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“Our government, they’re paying influencers to come 

here now, to make the place more popular. Your Guardian 

are probably part of the same scheme, they kept ten percent 

of the budget for ‘legacy media’.”. 

 

The internet had ruined everything. I thought of other 

food critics I knew and how the need to develop and 

maintain a constant online presence had similarly cropped 

them, into a state of always appearing delighted. “I was 
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delighted to have my critical writing included in the latest 

Observer Food Monthly!”. “Delighted to be in this month’s 

BBC Good Food magazine”. Other euphoric states of 

writerly existence stretched to being “Overjoyed at…” or 

most disingenuously of all “Humbled to be alongside food 

writers such as…”.  
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Drinking as often as I did with these people, I knew for 

a solid fact many of them shared the same bitter resentment 

toward their employers I felt.  

 

Helios finally drove his chariot down below the sea’s 

horizon, dragging the dying sun behind him plunging it into 

the wine dark sea. The influencers swung wildly, 

pirouetting around their cameras like dancers. Stamos and 

I stuck out, still amongst the commotion.  

 

“I knew it was sponsored content. I just can’t believe the 

Greek tourist board would pay so much more for 

influencers than critical writers. I feel cheap.” 

 

“Do you read any philosophy Robin?” 

 

I thought of James and Milky Joe back home and how I 

basically came abroad to escape from it.  
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“I’m aware of the concept.” I countered wondering 

where on earth he was going with this.  

 

“You come here seeking your truth, searching for the 

authentic Greek breakfast and look down your nose at the 

influencers taking selfies because they haven’t read the 

classics. You remind me of Heidegger, you know he visited 

these islands and wrote about them many years ago.”  
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He paused to take off his shades and stared at me a deep 

piercing gaze. 

 

“But the real question you should be asking yourself is 

who’s having more fun? You think anyone at home really 

cares if it’s made up, they know it’s all posed and while 
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you’re agonising over whether the yoghurt you ate for tea 

could authentically be described as breakfast, they’re 

wandering this island carefree, building profile and selling 

ferry tickets.” 

 

I was stunned, not at Stamos’s arcane knowledge of the 

holiday arrangements of twentieth century German 

phenomenologists; I’d half been expecting a lecture on 

Socrates, though that may have been lazy stereotyping on 

my part. No, I was shocked as from what little I could 

remember from James and Joe’s late night debates 

Heidegger was a literal Nazi. I was being compared, albeit 

in a roundabout sort of way, to an actual Nazi. 

 

“Thanks”. 

 

We left in awkward silence. The great door of Apollo 

had unhinged me. I thought I knew what sort of things there 

were for breakfast to be but perhaps breakfast was just what 
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we made of it. A story we tell each other to make sense of 

whatever we consume first thing in the morning and if a 

chef chooses what to leave on or off a plate how was that 

different to the influencers cropping things in or out of a 

photo? Everything felt made up. 
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The morning after I checked out from Stamos’s and 

struck out alone. I didn’t leave a review. At the port I 

replayed the voicemail from my editor. The deadline to 

resubmit was that afternoon. I could either spend my ferry 

ride back to Athens concocting soothing lies that would get 

me paid and guarantee further work or tell them to shove 

it. Or just say nothing and glide away like my ferry quietly, 

confidently, slipping its moorings. Silence can be its own 

reply. I thought about that night Keith Floyd had appeared 

to me in a drunken haze. Never give them what they want. 

He was right, even if I did, they’d only want more.  

 

I felt my covering breakfast for the Guardian had run 

its course. Deep down I knew whatever I did I’d never be 

a Jay Rayner or a Felicity Cloake to them, but if I refused 

at least I wouldn’t be making up lies about breakfast. What 

good was another smug git like Rayner writing about 

yoghurt if it was all made up anyway? I needed to find my 

own voice and my integrity was key to that. Maybe to 
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develop I would have to find other outlets for my writing, 

any relationship needs room to grow. In my heart I wanted 

to write about other meals and perhaps branch out into 

travelogue as a genre.  

 

Maybe like the long dead playwright Menander I 

could use the experience of being a frustrated writer as 

material for its own satire. There were things I’d seen 

working for the Guardian that you wouldn’t be able to 

express any other way. Though that felt like a stretch, they 

say write about what you know, and I knew about 

breakfast.  

 

No, that wasn’t the heart of it, after all everybody eats, 

and everybody has an opinion. What I understood was 

hunger. The feeling of being full up inside by the most 

optimistic meal of the day. The brief fulfilment of spent 

desire followed just hours later by its digested empty lack. 

In any case my mind was made up. I wasn’t sure if the 
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Guardian would ever speak or work with me again. All I 

knew was that uncertainty was something I could live with. 

 

Staring at the sea and the limitless horizons beyond I 

was stung by the smart of heartbreak. Why did this feel like 

the end of something when equally it could be the 

beginning of something else?  
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