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      It is said that we travel to find ourselves. Perhaps we travel, instead, to discover a beauty we did not know existed—and to rediscover the one we had forgotten.

      This book grew from a visceral hunger: the need to return—not only to places, but to moments and the emotions they once carried. For me, life first revealed itself in the stillness of a kitchen. As a child, I would watch my mother cook. She made bunătăți—small homemade treats—and I would ask her questions about the world. Her hands, moving with grace and purpose, became my first map.

      The miles came later. Borders framed the journey. But that early sense of wonder remained the true origin. When the dust settles, and the photographs begin to fade, what stays?

      For me, the answer comes through food. Cooking a dish I once tasted in Buenos Aires, Athens, or along the Camino reopens a door. The light returns. The scent follows. The shared meal returns. Cooking does more than reproduce the past; it honours it.

      Some readers may recognize the Camino from my earlier book, Miracles of the Portuguese Camino. I mention it here only as a reference. Like many meaningful paths, it reveals itself best when discovered step by step.

      Attention as Resistance

      We live in an era of speed and noise, a world often overwhelmed by its own urgency. In such times, choosing to cook slowly, to sit longer at a table, to taste with care—this is more than a preference. It is an act of attention.

      In a fragmented landscape, kindness and beauty are sometimes mistaken for weakness. I see them differently: as a form of resistance that does not need to be declared. To find what matters in a spoonful of soup is to declare that the world is still worth our care. A meal allows us to meet without defence. It reminds us that nourishment is not only physical, but something we can share.

      The Hearth and the Horizon

      Borders exist. Rules exist. And yet, the maps of the world continue to shift.

      I came to Canada with the understanding that belonging is never automatic; it is built slowly, and with respect. To feel at home in a foreign land is both a gift and a responsibility. I did not come to erase the world I left behind, nor to reshape the one I found, but to expand my horizon.

      Over time, I discovered that home is less about geography and more about gestures repeated with care: setting a table, sharing bread, listening. The kitchen remains a place of action—a space where past and present sit together without friction.

      The Intimacy of the Spoon

      This book is not a manual. Recipes can be found anywhere. What I offer here is less exact, and perhaps more fragile: the memory behind the dish.

      You may notice the absence of strict measurements. This is not an oversight, but a choice. A recipe is not a formula; it is a living story. To cook with precision is to follow instructions; to cook with intuition is to participate.

      Trust your senses—the sound of the sizzle, the shift in colour, the moment when aroma tells you it is time. Mastery is not found in scales, but in the conversation between the cook and the ingredients. What lasts is not the exact weight, but the feeling: the moment, the people at the table, the conversation.

      A Word to Younger Travellers

      Every morning, I drive a school bus through the steady roads of rural Ontario. The students who climb aboard belong to a generation growing up in a world very different from the one I knew. Their horizons are often shaped by screens, endless information, and a pace of life that leaves little room for stillness.

      Perhaps this is one of the reasons I felt compelled to write this book.

      There was a time when young people who completed their studies were encouraged to travel before settling fully into adult life. The journey itself was considered part of their education. It taught perspective, humility, curiosity, and respect for lives lived differently from their own.

      I still believe this is true.

      Travel reminds us that we are not the centre of the world, but participants in it. It teaches us that kindness speaks many languages, that every culture has its own wisdom, and that people everywhere gather around the same hopes, fears, and tables.

      This book is therefore written not only for those who have travelled, but also for those who are still deciding where to go. For the students who ride Bus 451 each morning. For the young waitress who dreams of seeing Malta but is still searching for the map that will guide her there. For anyone standing at the beginning of the road, wondering which direction to take.

      The world is larger, kinder, and more interesting than the noise that often surrounds us. If these pages encourage even one person to step beyond the familiar and discover it firsthand, they will have served their purpose.

      A Simple Invitation

      The true subject of these pages is people.

      I have spent my life among others—working, listening, learning. My mother used to say that every person carries something beautiful. I found that the same is true of places. I do not wish to impress you with where I have been. I would rather sit with you for a while.

      Leave the noise outside. Take a spoon. Taste. Sometimes, that is enough.

      The world does not change only through grand decisions, but through small gestures: a shared meal, a moment of presence, the choice to listen rather than insist. We may not resolve everything, but we can choose not to carry conflict further in our own lives.

      I began writing without the intention of preserving anything. I simply followed what had stayed with me—places, meals, voices. Only later did I realize that many of these moments belong to a world already shifting beneath our feet. The patience of a meal, the dignity of work, the unspoken rituals of the day—these are not guaranteed.

      This book holds fragments of that living present—what, in time, may be called yesterday. Not as history, but as something felt and still within reach.

      The pages have become a table. And the table, an invitation—to those willing to sit, to taste, and to stay a little longer.

      

      A Note to the Reader

      Throughout these pages, you will occasionally encounter words left in their original languages. I have kept them that way because some carry meanings no translation can fully preserve, while others simply belong where they were first spoken. If one of them invites you to pause, to wonder, or to explore a little further, then perhaps your own journey has already begun.
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      Like many of my generation, I arrived in France long before I ever saw it. It reached me through the dry perfume of old library books, the adventures of Tartarin, Balzac’s moral gravity, and the stubborn optimism of Jules Verne. To my young Romanian ears, French was more than a foreign language; it was a melody that dictated its own pace. In a world that valued usefulness, it felt unnecessary in the most beautiful way.

      Before I ever heard a Parisian street, I heard French in a classroom in Brăila. We had moved there when I was twelve. I had begun English the year before, but the new school offered only Russian and French. My parents persuaded the head teacher to place me in the French section, and he agreed to give me extra lessons.

      His name was Poenaru Petre Sava. He had earned his doctorate at the Sorbonne. In those years, such a distinction could diminish a man rather than elevate him. Yet there he was, in a modest classroom, conjugating verbs with the patience of someone who had seen another world. We were boys. We laughed too easily and did not understand who stood before us.

      I cannot claim I have mastered the language; even now, my French hesitates. But it slipped under the skin and stayed there—like a faint melody that returns when least expected. To this day, when I hear a French chanson or the steady cadence of a film, part of me leans in, as if recognizing the low, familiar hum of the French r.

      When I first reached French soil, Normandy greeted me, and Cristian—still more boy than man—was with me. I had packed a suitcase heavier than necessary, filled with Romanian cheese. There was pride in that gesture, even a trace of stubbornness—a desire to prove the worth of our mountains, and of what we knew about curd and salt. France, of course, does not compete. It absorbs.

      I remember Cristian beneath the Eiffel Tower. He was not looking at it, but entering it. His palms pressed against the cold iron, feeling the faint tremor of the structure as if it were alive. The metal carried the weight of visitors and history. He said nothing, yet something passed between him and that lattice of iron. When we descended, he walked differently. I believe that was the first note of a devotion to France that never quite faded.

      Years later, I returned with Carmen and Edward. Our apartment near Porte Saint-Denis was modest, a place where footsteps in the stairwell carried stories from other floors. One evening, we found ourselves inside Notre-Dame just before vespers. The air held that cathedral coolness—stone shaped by centuries. A soprano’s voice rose unseen, climbing into the arches and gathering weight beneath the vaulted ceiling. The sound settled deep in the chest. Even Edward, usually restless, stood still.

      Versailles offered a different lesson. By chance, we joined a smaller group that wandered through rooms restored to the taste of Louis XV. There, the light behaved differently. It rested on silk, on gilded edges, on wood polished by hands long gone. The crowd was absent, and in that absence, elegance felt unguarded, almost domestic.

      Then a door opened. We stepped into the Hall of Mirrors and were met by heat, flashes, and the restless tide of modern admiration. Cameras blinked. Voices overlapped. The air felt thinner, hurried. It was a descent from quiet to noise. The shift was so abrupt it startled me, like stepping from shade into harsh midday light.

      Later, wanting to preserve that earlier stillness, we took lunch in the palace restaurant, set within former servants’ quarters. The room held proportion rather than grandeur. Carmen, despite her fatigue, handled her poached eggs and asparagus with the unhurried precision of someone who has spent a lifetime training her eye for colour and form.

      Edward leaned toward his plate of coquillettes as if examining a precious item. When the scent of truffle reached him, he lifted his chin—a silent sign of approval.

      No one spoke about monuments. We ate. We observed. We adjusted. France revealed itself in a succession of elements—iron, stone, silk, voice, egg yolk, truffle; in the way a family changes its cadence between courses. It is possible to visit a country and leave unchanged. It is also possible to sit at a table and realize that your children are growing in directions you had not yet understood.

      In France, beauty seemed to repeat itself—until, at some point, you recognize it. And sometimes, that recognition arrives not before a monument, but between two bites. Mine arrived with the scent of bread in the early-morning air of Paris.

      Paris

      Where Appetite Meets Memory

      To arrive in Paris early in the morning is to enter a city that breathes through its ovens. By half past seven, the streets are still quiet, yet outside certain bakeries small pilgrimages have already begun. People wait, drawn by a scent that has lingered in these neighbourhoods for more than a century.

      At Du Pain et des Idées, the air feels like a promise. The croissants here possess a different geometry—dense layers of butter that reward patience rather than hollow shells that favour haste. You bite, and the crust fractures into a thousand flakes. For a moment, conversations stop. Bread demands silence.

      The true foundation is the Pain des Amis. Thick, heavy, and irregular, its interior is protected by a crust shaped by time and by raw ingredients handled with care. In a city overflowing with options, Paris suggests a principle that reaches beyond food: the best things are often achieved without compromise.

      Around mid-morning, the city unveils another masterpiece: Jambon-Beurre. Few creations seem more modest: a baguette, salted butter, and sliced ham. Yet, the first bite says it all. The crust offers a slight resistance, the crumb softens, and the butter melts into the bread until you can taste the smoky flavour of the ham. It is an elegant sandwich because nothing has been added beyond what it needs.

      Later, the ritual moves toward the bistro, where Paris continues speaking through ingredients. At Bistrot Paul Bert, character fills the room long before the plates arrive. White asparagus dissolves into silk on the tongue. A rustic terrine reveals layers of fat and patience compressed into a single, unpretentious texture. Then comes the Steak au Poivre—tender beef surrounded by a Sarawak pepper sauce so rich it calls for a moment of stillness. You wipe the plate with golden fries, leaving not a trace behind.

      Yet Paris also inhabits the past. Some tables carry the memory of entire centuries. At Le Train Bleu, inside the Gare de Lyon, gilded murals and chandeliers transport you to 1901. A leg of lamb arrives on a trolley and is carved with ceremonial precision. The meat yields under the knife, garlic soft as butter beside it. During the meal, a shift occurs; you are no longer a traveller, but a participant in a story that has endured.

      Further back in time, Le Procope, open since 1686, still carries whispers of Voltaire, Rousseau, and Napoleon. Here, onion soup arrives beneath a molten roof of cheese, and Coq au Vin carries the depth of Burgundy wine and patient fire. These dishes have endured revolutions and fashions, remaining unchanged over the centuries.

      You may begin the day with a croissant eaten on the street, continue with a sandwich on a park bench, and end beneath chandeliers where philosophers once argued about the fate of the world.

      Boeuf Bourguignon

      The Patience Turns to Poetry

      If France were ever pressed to let one dish stand in its place, it would choose Boeuf Bourguignon. It begins as a stew—beef, wine, vegetables—but during its long simmer, the dish evolves. The wine deepens, the fibres relax, and what first appears simple becomes layered, patient, and reflective. Born in Burgundy’s countryside, it carries the intelligence of rural kitchens, where flavour is earned through time rather than display.

      My memory of it returns to a small table at Le Bourguignon du Marais, near Porte Saint-Denis. Outside, the evening light rested against the windows; inside, amber lamps softened the edges of our shared confidence. Edward took his first bite and smiled. No explanation needed. Carmen let the warmth settle, closing her eyes for a moment. The silence at the table felt complete, as the Bourguignon seemed to hold the room together.

      Here, technique steps back and lets the ingredients speak. Use beef chuck, cut into generous cubes able to withstand the long surrender to heat. Smoked bacon provides a grounded, woodland note. Carrots, onion, and garlic act as humble companions that dissolve into depth. A half-litre of Burgundy, or a firm Pinot Noir, forms the spine of the sauce, supported by beef stock, flour, tomato paste, thyme, and bay leaves. It all comes down to proportions and disciplined timing.

      We choose a heavy pot—cast iron is ideal for its ability to hold heat. We brown the beef with care, allowing a deep colour to form at the edges; this builds the foundation of the dish. Remove it, then let the bacon render, releasing a gentle smokiness. In that fat, we infuse the flavours until the kitchen is filled with the scent of late autumn.

      Return the beef to the pot and dust it with flour, stirring just long enough to incorporate it. When the wine is poured, it claims the meat with a low, heavy hiss. Scrape the bottom; what clings there is concentrated flavour. Add the stock and tomato paste, lay the herbs on top, and bring the pot to a boil before reducing it to the faintest simmer. Cover and let time do what skill alone cannot accelerate.

      For three hours, the beef loosens its resistance. In the final twenty minutes, fold in mushrooms sautéed to a golden firmness, so they retain their character within the deepening sauce. If circumstances allow, let the pot rest overnight. By the next day, the aromatics will have blended better, and the dish will become more harmonious and cohesive.

      Serve it hot with mashed potatoes or rustic bread. A glass of the same wine provides balance. Julia Child understood this well: cooking of this kind is devotion rather than performance.

      The sauce, dark and polished, clings to the spoon before yielding. The beef separates without effort, releasing wine, smoke, and warmth in measured succession. The carrot offers a softened sweetness; the mushroom resists briefly before giving way. Thyme lingers at the back of the throat. All remains in balance.

      Voices drop. Breathing finds its own rhythm. Outside, the city keeps its distance. At other times, this would have been enough. Here, no one seems in a hurry to leave.

      Veau à la Normande

      The Luminous Heart of the Meadow

      If Boeuf Bourguignon is the dark, wooded soul of inland France, Veau à la Normande is the bright, golden heart of the northern meadows. It turns toward the apple-scented breath of orchards and the cream of Normandy. In the kitchen, veal remains the aristocrat among meats—tender, subtle, and ready to be draped in silk.

      The fields around Condé-sur-Vire roll, and in the late afternoon the air carries the scent of cut grass and distant cider presses. Walking those hills with Cristian, the sky seemed wider than necessary, rows of apple trees stretching toward the sea. At midday, a roadside crêperie welcomed us with galettes filled with ham and melting cheese, finished with a spoonful of thick, indulgent cream. We ate leisurely; the warm cheese softened and melted on the tongue.

      Still, when evening brought us back to our modest hotel, Veau à la Normande felt inevitable. It belonged there, as naturally as the salt wind and the green meadows beyond the window. I chose it over the Algerian chef's signature — lamb couscous, a dish he cooked for us now and then, married as he was to a Frenchwoman and carrying his own homeland quietly into that Norman kitchen.

      Preparing it asks for restraint rather than flourish. Use thick veal cutlets, sea salt, and black pepper. Butter remains essential, carrying the memory of pasture and coastal air. Firm, tart apples provide brightness, while mushrooms offer depth. Calvados provides lift, and cream brings the ingredients together.

      We choose a heavy pan and warm it. Let the butter melt until it foams. Lay the veal down and allow a pale golden surface to form, preserving its tenderness. Remove the meat before it tightens.

      In the same pan, let the mushrooms release their moisture and take on colour. Add the apples, allowing them to soften at the edges while holding their shape at the core. Then comes the Calvados, bright and fragrant, loosening the caramelized traces left behind. For thirty-five years, this apple brandy has accompanied me—a liquid gold carrying the character of northern orchards. When it meets the hot metal, the aroma rises like blossoming apple trees.

      Return the veal to the pan. Add the cream and let it simmer over low heat for a few minutes. The sauce should coat the ingredients without submerging them. The apples remain whole, and the mushrooms retain their texture.

      The first contact is smooth and luminous. The veal yields under the knife. Cream arrives first, followed by the brightness of apple and the warm trace of brandy. The tart sweetness of the fruit cuts through the richness, preparing the palate for the next bite.

      You lean back. The glass rests in your hand, warming it. You take a small sip of Calvados, letting it settle—the same note you sensed with the first bite. The evening fades around you.

      Magret de Canard

      The Alchemy of Contrast

      Where the veal moves in light, Magret de Canard speaks with a firmer tone. Duck breast, sautéed until the skin turns deep amber and brittle, while the flesh beneath holds its pink centre. It is both rustic and precise.

      Begin with two magrets, skin on. Season with salt and freshly cracked pepper. With a sharp knife, score the surface in a fine crosshatch, stopping just before the meat. This allows the fat to render.

      We place the breasts skin-side down in a cold pan. The heat rises to medium. Fat releases little by little, almost imperceptibly at first. The surface tightens and darkens, becoming lacquered. Twelve minutes pass. When the skin reaches a deep, burnished gold, we turn the meat. The centre remains pink, its tenderness preserved by removing it before it stiffens. Let it rest.

      Pour off the rendered fat—reserving it for tomorrow’s potatoes. In the same pan, add a spoonful of honey, a splash of balsamic vinegar, and a touch of white wine. Let it reduce until it gathers intensity, lifting fragrance from the pan. The glaze should coat the meat, providing balance without dominating the palate.

      The first cut carries sound—a faint crackle from the skin, followed by the yielding softness beneath. The richness of the duck arrives first, grounded and warm. Then comes the brightness of the balsamic and the restrained sweetness of honey. It is contrast without conflict.

      Near Place de la Bastille, at a small bistro table, the noon light filters through tall windows while traffic moves past outside. Absinthe stands pale in a narrow glass — a small indulgence I'd never allowed myself before, ordered only to taste, for a moment, how someone might have felt a hundred years earlier. Ioana, my niece, leans forward, curious and amused: "À la vôtre." She orders, more sensibly, a glass of white wine.

      The duck arrives sliced, a rosy centre still tender, steam rising into the hum of the lunch hour. Crisp skin gives way beneath the knife. The wine leaves its cooling warmth on the edge of the tongue.

      The fork pauses. The lunchtime crowd begins to disperse. At the table, the last bite holds the world still.

      INTERMEZZO

      The City Between Courses

      Once the plates are cleared and the aromas have settled, Paris reveals another side of itself. The city doesn’t urge you to keep eating; on the contrary, it invites you to take a stroll, as if the streets themselves were corridors between courses.

      Paris speaks with small, deliberate gestures. A man carries a baguette under his arm, as if it were a trophy. A woman pauses at a flower stand, adjusting the ribbon on a bouquet wrapped in brown paper. On the Seine, the water moves with the patience of centuries.

      In Paris, hunger often begins at the palate and ends elsewhere. After a morning coffee, our path leads us to the Musée de l’Orangerie. Even its name suggests a harvest of light—a place where art becomes nourishment. Upon entering its oval halls, you are met by colours and forms that refuse to be absorbed in a single glance.

      Carmen and I walked along those rooms together, the air thick with the golden intensity characteristic of a Klimt exhibition. We moved quickly, our cameras clicking with urgency, trying to capture every detail at once.

      In these galleries, the proportions shift. The Louvre overwhelms you; Versailles astounds you. L’Orangerie welcomes you with warmth. The light falls differently. A Klimt retains its ethereal gold. Monet blends with the air and water. It is a refined beauty, meant to be savoured at leisure.

      Paris rarely speaks up. It reveals itself by the rhythm of heels on the old cobblestones, by the muffled murmur of voices, by the quiet of a gallery. After a day filled with intense aromas, the senses perceive things differently. Architecture takes the place of aromas. Light takes the place of sauce.

      The city moves between the weight of the past and the pulse of the present. Toward evening, the river gathers reflections—lamps, windows, fragments of sky—held together for a moment before drifting apart. Couples pass close to one another, their gestures unhurried, as if time had loosened its grip.

      The Grammar of the Table

      Cultural Notes and Food Customs

      A French table carries its own order, a choreography of gestures refined over centuries. It is a language of gestures that no one needs to translate.

      Bread arrives first, anchoring the meal. It is torn by hand rather than sliced, with the pieces resting directly on the cloth beside the plate. The baguette waits until the last moment, when it performs its role with efficiency, gathering the last, most precious traces of sauce. It becomes the silent partner of every course.

      Wine follows the same restraint. A small glass at lunch, or a bottle shared at dinner, sets the tone. You fill the other’s glass; they return the gesture. The exchange moves at the same pace—steady, layered, rarely interrupted.

      When the cheese arrives, the pace shifts from appetite to appreciation. Whether it is a Brie, a Comté, or a veined Roquefort, the knife follows a simple geometry. Each cut respects the original shape of the wheel, a rule that exists as naturally as grammar. You leave the cheese as you found it—intact in its proportions.

      The posture at the table is its own form of etiquette. Hands remain visible, wrists resting on the edge of the table. To hide them in one’s lap is to withdraw from the shared presence of the meal. Even the salad is treated with care, folded with the fork to preserve its structure rather than cut. These gestures create a field of ease, where everyone knows where to place their elbows, their voice, and their pause.

      In a neighbourhood bistro, this order becomes communal. Students sit beside grandparents, and the plat du jour arrives without fuss: leek soup, radishes served with butter and sea salt, or a slice of pâté—each element is measured and honest. Nothing is extravagant, yet everything feels complete.

      At a French meal, time unfolds. Voices still echo after the plates have been cleared. There is a quietness to it, something you might recognize from an old Jean Gabin movie.

      A Slow Passage

      How the City Teaches You to Taste Time

      The Seine offers a different rhythm. Toward the end of the afternoon, Carmen, Edward, and I boarded a bateau-mouche—at that hour when the city softens. The rooftops faded into the distance, and the stone facades held the day’s last golden light. From our place by the railing, with a modest plate of cold cuts, cheeses, and a glass of wine between us, the river carried the boat forward with steady confidence.

      From the water, the city rearranges itself. The bridges appear one by one, each with its own stance. The Île de la Cité rises from the current, while Notre-Dame, still bearing its scars, stands steady above the water. Each detail arrives at its own pace.

      Edward leaned over the railing, measuring distances visible only to him, while Carmen looked toward the horizon, as if following the line of an unseen melody. Between us, the charcuterie—its salt, its richness—found a natural balance against the movement of the water. The light shifted, our voices softened, giving way to the fragile violet of twilight.

      As evening settled, the wine changed with the light, becoming rounder. Gold gave way to silver. Reflections moved along the stone banks. The plate was empty, yet nothing felt missing.

      The boat turned downstream. The lights came on, one by one. Time opened on the water. When we stepped back onto the quay, the streets were the same—except for the three of us.
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      Final Reflections

      The Face of France

      Bringing a trace of France into your own kitchen begins with attention to minor details—both in the ingredients and in the way you handle them. A tomato left to warm on the counter, herbs rinsed and set aside while they release their scent, a piece of cheese taken out in time from the fridge to soften before the knife touches it. A knife wiped clean between cuts, a pinch measured with care, a spoon that tastes and adjusts. The order matters: what goes in first, what waits, what rests. Nothing is rushed. Nothing is forced.

      Everything comes down to the pause before the first sip, or the patience to let the light change in the room. In such moments, memory enters—the coolness of a cathedral, the pale light of L’Orangerie, the slow reflections of the Seine against its stone walls.

      Each time I return to Paris, I find myself drawing toward the Dôme des Invalides. It is a necessary pilgrimage—a discreet salute to the Emperor, whose stone tomb held, for me, the imposing echo of France’s history. Yet, lately I see that a nation’s truest face is rarely cast in monumental porphyry.

      France reveals itself elsewhere—in the brief geometry of a shared table, and in small, fragile gestures. It carries its history, its fatigue, and its questions about the present, yet continues to hold what matters.

      One afternoon, on Bus 38, it appeared again. An elderly woman held a single rose in a glass jar, as if it were the fragile centre of her world. The city moved around her—voices, stops, the soft friction of everyday life—but she remained gathered within that gesture of care.

      She leaned toward the flower. The bus continued its route. She held the rose a little tighter.
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      Italy opens its shutters with a sudden generosity. Light pours onto the floor, and everything that appears already feels familiar, shaped long before by history lessons, films, and old books. Stepping off the plane, Rome’s warmth meets me, together with the strange recognition of a place I had already visited many times in my imagination.

      The air carries both warmth and sound. Conversations overlap, scooters pass in brief bursts, and somewhere a door opens onto a country that seems to have been waiting.

      Life settles near Via Fra’ Albenzio, in an apartment that speaks more than it explains. Books press against narrow shelves; old newspaper clippings gather on the walls. A grandmother in black-and-white photographs watches over the hallway—a woman from the Resistance, her gaze firm and unassuming. Downstairs, an ice cream shop becomes a daily ritual: pistachio, stracciatella, lemon. The sweetness is direct, almost disarming. The young woman at the counter serves us in Romanian, as if Rome had chosen to meet us halfway.

      On the third afternoon, something shifts. The young woman behind the counter no longer waits for my order; she nods, already knowing—pistachio, two scoops. In that small recognition, Rome begins to feel less like a destination and more like a conversation.

      The walk toward the Vatican carries a growing sense of wonder. Streets narrow, walls rise, and the thought of standing in St. Peter’s Square before the Pope feels impossible and real at once. A sea of pilgrims and flags held together by a shared breath. When the Pope appears, distance softens. His presence steadies the space, and for a few moments the square seems to breathe as one.

      Then, almost naturally, hunger returns. We carry warm boxes from Alice Pizza to a set of worn stone steps. Priests and students sit side by side. The focaccia is folded, oil glistening on our fingers, no ceremony in the gesture. For a moment, nothing separates the grand from the ordinary. The afternoon carries both with ease.

      The Colosseum rises with its numbered arches still visible above the entrances, traces of an ancient order designed to move thousands through stone corridors with astonishing precision. Nearby, the Forum stretches beneath the Roman sun, where broken columns and the memory of the Vestals continue to hold their silence.

      Years later, Italy returns in another register: Milan under rain, Florence held in softer light. The Duomo rises pale against the sky, so intricate that the stone seems to resist its own weight. Hundreds of spires and statues climb upward together, drawing the head back and the breath with it.

      After the stillness of The Last Supper, the world resumes more gently. We find our way to Amaretto Caffè, near Santa Maria delle Grazie. Breakfast unfolds with my cousin Mariana. The espresso arrives with its usual certainty, but the morning stretches beyond it, carried by conversation and rain.

      Florence gathers beauty into a single day. The Arno undulates beneath its bridges, and Brunelleschi’s dome maintains its proportions against the backdrop of the sky. People wait for sandwiches that seem worth the pause. Hands move as much as words, and meaning travels between them.

      In Navigli, Anna — my companion from the Camino — waits for us not far from the canal. We embrace, then step into a loud, youthful little place nearby, finding a table where we can simply look at each other and talk — old memories, new ones, an aperitivo between us. We could have stayed for hours like that. Later, the three of us went on to dinner.

      What You Must Taste in Italy

      A Geography of Emotions

      Italy unfolds as a constellation of cuisines, a map where identity lives plate by plate and region by region. Recipes have travelled for centuries—from North to South, from coast to mountain—changing their accent while remaining faithful to their name. A dish born in northern fog reappears under the southern sun, lighter in spirit yet consistent in structure. Identity here is preserved village by village, table by table.

      The journey begins in the North, where patience shapes every flavour. Osso Buco alla Milanese stands at the centre—veal shanks surrendered to slow heat, their marrow hidden like a promise. Beside it rests Risotto alla Milanese, with saffron turning rice into liquid deep amber; together, they taste of winter light pressing through clouds. In the same landscape, Cotoletta alla Milanese spreads wide across the plate, assured in its crispness, while Polenta e Funghi carries the scent of forest and butter.

      Moving toward the centre, the palate refines itself. Rome speaks with precision. Cacio e Pepe requires only pasta, Pecorino Romano, and black pepper—three elements balanced with exactness. Saltimbocca alla Romana follows: veal layered with sage and prosciutto, lifted by a flash of white wine. In Tuscany, Ribollita thickens in the pot—bread, beans, and vegetables folded together until the spoon stands upright, sustained by the hearth and the weight of memory.

      Bologna answers with Tagliatelle al Ragù, a slow-cooked sauce that clings to fresh pasta. Richness arrives over time—meat, wine, milk, and tomato settling into one another over hours of heat—far removed from the simplified versions found elsewhere. Along the coast, Branzino al Limone carries another register—olive oil, citrus, herbs, and restraint. The clarity of the sea remains.

      Further south, sunlight floods the kitchen. Tomatoes deepen, citrus sharpens, and heat asserts itself. Then, the journey turns northeast toward Veneto, where Tiramisu offers a final lift—coffee, mascarpone, and cacao layered in measured sweetness.

      After such abundance, one dish stands apart. Among so many regional voices, Osso Buco draws attention not through extravagance, but through the time it requires. Almost without noticing, travel narrows toward a single plate waiting in Milan.

      Osso Buco & Risotto alla Milanese

      The Architecture of Time

      Some dishes ask more from you than skill alone. Osso Buco belongs to that category where time becomes part of the recipe itself. The kitchen grows quieter around it. The lid settles. Wine, vegetables, and marrow give themselves to the heat, and before long the afternoon belongs to the pot.

      I learned this lesson from Tony—an admirable man, born in Italy and raised in Canada. Wanting to honour him, I prepared Osso Buco, but since my mornings are always short, I tried to shorten the road: two hours instead of three. He tasted it, paused, and said without reproach: “Dan… if the recipe says three hours, three hours it must be.”

      In the silence that followed, something essential became clear. In Italy, time is respected because it transforms what impatience cannot reach.

      Begin with thick veal shanks—osso buco, the “bone with a hole,” rich with marrow. Pat the meat dry and tie it with twine to help it hold its shape. Flour, salt, pepper. Melt oil and butter in a heavy cast-iron pot. When the meat meets the heat, allow it to take on a deep, even yellow-brown colour before turning it.

      The soffritto—onion, carrot, celery—softens in the remaining fat, releasing its sweetness. Add garlic, keeping its pale clarity. A glass of white wine follows, meeting the heat with a restrained sigh. Scrape the bottom gently, lifting into the sauce the flavours the heat has patiently built. Tomatoes, stock, bay, thyme. The meat returns, the lid closes, and the heat lowers to a whisper.

      Three hours pass. Inside the bone, the marrow loosens into silk. Around it, the meat relaxes until it yields. Just before serving, scatter gremolata—lemon zest, parsley, garlic—across the surface. Like morning light over Milan, this brightness
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