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How to use this ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.



Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.



Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.


The Timeline of a Terribly Greedy Girl

The stories in this book are, I suppose, in some semblance of a chronological order. Be that as it may, I am a little fuzzy with dates, so I thought we should probably nail some of them down.
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	1964

	1975

	1981–82




	Kay is born in Bangkok. Confusingly, her parents were expecting a boy.

	Kay is packed off to boarding school and proves to be terribly uninterested in lacrosse. And cross-country running.

	Kay studies fashion journalism at the London College of Fashion.




	1983

	1984–86

	1986–88




	Kay lands her first job: an extra and translator on the set of The Killing Fields in Thailand.

	Kay attends The Academy of Live and Recorded Arts in London, discovering that she loves radio and is very bad at tap dancing.

	While she tries to make it as a singer, Kay works in London fashion stores. She enjoys her staff discount.




	1988

	1991

	1992




	Kay starts working as a booker at Models 1 in London.

	Kay moves to LA with just $500 to her name. Unwise…

	Kay works as the production coordinator on a film called Natural Causes out in Thailand. No one has seen it.











	1993

	1994

	1995




	Kay goes back to Models 1 in London.

	Kay works as a coordinator on Operation Dumbo Drop, shooting in Thailand. Not many people have seen this either.

	Same job, different movie: The Quest with Jean-Claude van Damme. Kay’s hand appears in the film briefy.




	1996–99

	1999–2002

	2002




	Kay works as a model booker at Wilhelmina in New York.

	Gets a job at the London office of a film finance company.

	Gets married.




	2003–06

	2006

	2009




	Goes back to Models 1. Intermittently. Before heading to Los Angeles for a summer to make her first attempt at writing a book.

	Kay starts a catering company and discovers how many bacon sandwiches a lighting technician can eat. It’s a lot.

	Kay’s first cookbook is published.






Foreword

The Omertà of the Dinner Table

When you work as an agent, you learn very quickly to keep people’s secrets. You’re going to see clients, some of whom will be horridly famous, at their best, at their very worst and at their lowest. Discretion is all. And it’s not a habit I plan to break.

Let me put it like this: if you come to my house for dinner, you tell your stories. You may reveal some of your secrets. But you don’t necessarily expect those stories or secrets to be repeated outside that context. They are yours. And everyone else around the table should respect that. It is the omertà of the dinner table. A sacred thing involving good food and sealed with some wine spilt on the carpet.

These are my stories. Where required, names have been changed to protect the guilty. People’s secrets have been kept. Mine… not so much.
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Introduction

Made in Bangkok

I’m gripping tight to my nanny Lune’s hand as we push our way through the people-packed market lanes. The air is hazy with smoke. The whiff of grilling pork cuts through the soft scents of jasmine flowers and incense. Mounds of red, green and golden curry pastes loom up from stalls like an edible range of mountains. Flapping fish splash ice and water onto the concrete floors. And there, beyond the piles of fruit, wriggling eels and boxes of fluffy day-old chicks, in a massive wok of bubbling oil, is breakfast: deep-fried savoury doughnuts, ready to be dunked into condensed milk so sweet it will make our teeth tingle. I am six, and this is home.

Is it any wonder I grew up to be A Terribly Greedy Girl?

I never planned to be a cook. In fact, I had set out to be a singer. But, by virtue of Paul Simon’s so-called incidents and accidents, I have found myself living a life entirely unplanned. It has led me from Bangkok to London to America and back. All because, whenever someone has asked me if I’d like to take this job or visit that place, my curiosity has always trumped my good sense. I have found myself cooking in Thai shacks on open-flamed Calor-Gas canisters and high-end ranges in Laurel Canyon homes. I have longed to buy fresh prawns in New York’s Chinatown for supper as much as I’ve delighted in fresh cockles outside Lewisham’s Brockley Jack pub with my grandfather.

Even before I ever cooked for a living, food formed the punctuation of my life. As I write these stories and recipes, I realize that this is not a book about how I came to be a cook. It is a book about how I became a woman who happens to be a cook. It is about how my Bangkok childhood and living and working on three continents have shaped my take on life and food. It’s about how I’ve tried to learn to take neither of them too seriously. What matters, after all, is not what’s in the saucepan, but who you stir it with.


From Lewisham to Bangkok… with Love

 

Here’s a trigger warning: the following involves coups, spies, GIs, derring-do, the CIA, the Domino Theory, dwarves, go-go bars, drugs and Mum and Dad…

… We open in Bangkok in the very early ’70s. The Vietnam War has dragged on for my entire life. Everyone is tired and pissed off. Americans are everywhere; there are rumblings of “Yankee, Go Home!” We’ve just had a coup, there’s another on the way, everyone’s seen what’s happening across the border in Phnom Phen, Cambodia, and the grown-ups are worried that it might happen here. My father drinks and smokes and sports massive sideburns. My mother uses Nescafé as an upper, and gin and valium as downers. Bangkok’s a centre for GI R&R, so the sex trade on Patpong is well and truly roaring. At home, we entertain those very few troops who’d prefer a home-cooked meal to a trawl around the fleshpots. I eat PX doughnuts and get chubbier. We count the B52s in and out of Utapao Airbase, and it seems like a game.

I am eight. I am Jim in Empire of the Sun before the Japanese march in. And this is normal.

I still find it hard to grasp the culture shock my parents must have felt when they arrived in Bangkok in 1961. Especially my mother. She and my father had grown up on the same street in Lewisham, south London.

Mum was born in Northern Ireland, the daughter of a drum major in the Yorks and Lancs regiment who’d joined the army at just 15. Dad was a Londoner through and through, born within the sound of Bow Bells, the son of a tannery worker (who, literally, had to taste shit for a living) and a seamstress. They started courting at 13, were engaged at 16 and married at 22, in the course of which Dad endured his National Service, joined the Paras and fought in Suez. And they settled back in Lewisham with every expectation of an ordinary London life.

Except that Dad was driven. (I once mentioned to him that my husband and I were thinking of viewing a couple of houses in Lewisham so we could buy somewhere with more space and he said, “Don’t you dare. Your mum and I worked damned hard to get you out of that shit hole.”)

People forget that extraordinary social mobility was possible in those 20 years after the war, even despite the ossified British class system. While Mum was the Irish one, Dad was the one who had kissed the Blarney Stone. He took a job in a small south London engineering company, put himself through night school and landed a better job at Ford in Dagenham, where his gift of the gab soon saw him on the sales team, travelling to Big Ford Central in Michigan, then on to Australia and beyond.

I once asked him exactly how he ended up in Thailand. Dad, a man who was full of stories but very rarely stories about himself, was typically reticent, but I pressed the point. It turned out that he had just finished a sales trip to Pakistan and was late leaving the office for the airport, when a call came through: the British ambassador’s new Ford had broken down. Was there someone who could fix it? Since it was the weekend, the answer would have been no if Dad hadn’t gone and done the work himself. “Well, that’s what you did,” he said. At the ambassador’s suggestion, Dad was promoted and sent to Thailand as the up-country sales rep for Ford’s subsidiary, Anglo-Thai Motors.

He, at least, had seen something of the world. Mum had been to Italy. And Austria. Once.

Still, it was only supposed to be for three years.

Eleven years later, we were all still here.

I still don’t know what Mum must have made of the place. My sister Kim was barely one when they arrived. Air-conditioning was a relatively new concept. Hiring staff to work around the house was positively alien, and yet it was expected. And the job took Dad out into the far-flung hinterland of 1960s Thailand, a world where modernity butted hard against a subsistence way of life that had existed almost unchanged for centuries. So, for a lot of those first years, Mum was largely on her own. She never really got to grips with Thailand or the language. She never felt a love for the place like Dad and me. But she made the best of it. Back in London, she had worked as the secretary to a successful novelist (she never told me who; my Uncle George says it was “the bloke who wrote Brighton Rock”, which has me kicking myself for not questioning her more closely). So here she took a job with the British Council until I turned up in 1964. The year that the Vietnam War broke out in earnest.

It is surreal to live beside a war. For war spills over into civilian life, changing all it touches. And Vietnam changed Bangkok, and Thailand, deeply. We were on the front line of the Cold War.

In 1954, President Eisenhower, in supporting the French fight against the Viet Minh in Indochina, described the rise of communism in Southeast Asia as akin to falling dominos. If one went down, he argued, the rest would surely follow. So, as the French withdrew from Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, the US tacitly stepped in (as seen in Graham Greene’s The Quiet American). Not so tacitly after the Gulf of Tonkin Incident in 1964, in which three North Vietnamese torpedo boats fired on an American destroyer, killing no one. But Robert McNamara, the US Secretary of Defense, subscribed to the Domino Theory completely. And the war was on. Before you knew it, Thailand had US air-force bases, and Bangkok became a nest of spies.

Again, Dad never really talked about it. But on his trips up country, and especially to Khon Kaen, capital of the northeastern region of Isaan, he must have seen what was going on. For this was the heart of the Thai communist movement itself. And, in the years since, I have always wondered what he saw, what he knew, to whom he might have told things over a discreet whisky soda. But he and Mum did their jobs as parents beautifully: Kim and I were never really aware that there was anything to worry about. Even though coups seemed two a penny in the early ’70s. After all, when you’re a kid coup days are like snow days: there’s no school. You don’t care if there are tanks on the streets. They’re not in your neighbourhood, after all. You get to eat noodles with Lune and to watch cartoons. It’s brilliant!

To me, early-’70s Bangkok was a wonderland. GIs gave me doughnuts and Hostess foods – Twinkies, Ding Dongs and Ho Hos – fake cakes with fake cream which, at eight, I thought were marvellous. Restaurants cropped up everywhere to cater to their needs. And Bangkok was shot through with Americana – right down to Dad singing Glen Campbell songs with his guitar – which meant the arrival in town of that perennial favourite of the boys in fatigues, Mexican food.

In later years, I came to regard Mexican restaurants in Thailand as perfectly normal. During the movie-making phase of my career, when we were shooting Operation Dumbo Drop in Mae Hong Son, the local Mexican place became a popular crew hangout. Ten years later, I spent a fruitless evening trying to find an allegedly legendary (try saying that one fast after a few margaritas) Mexican dive in Udon Thani, a journey made in one of the local souped-up tuk-tuks that look like they have half a Harley grafted onto the front, only to find a long strip of girly bars packed with ripped Special Forces dudes. But the Nipa Hut, on Sukhumvit in Bangkok, was the very first. And it was an immediate hit, especially with the ex-pats and especially with me. To the extent that this became my Saturday ritual: spend the morning at the Neilson Hays Library on Surawong, just down the street from Dad’s office, then meet him for lunch when he’d finished work (dressed in his Saturday casual working attire, a safari suit with shorts – think Roger Moore in The Man with the Golden Gun and chop the trousers off until they’re thigh-skimmers) and head off to the Nipa Hut for the Mexican “A” Plate. This consisted of “gringo tacos”, refried beans and some kind of rice.

(Before you say anything, foodie types, this was the ’70s; this is what we thought real Mexican food was. #Foodie and #Authentic were yet to enter our lexicon.)

To stand out from the crowds, the Nipa Hut’s owners thought it would be a novel idea to have a greeter. Rather than hiring a glamorous señorita, as you might expect of a place built to cater to GIs, they decided, a whole decade ahead of schedule, to think outside the box. And signed up a Thai dwarf. They dressed him up in a large sombrero and a little mariachi suit, and he would hop off his stool and run up to open car doors.

I swear to God that, when I first reminisced about this time in my life, I thought I’d dreamed him up, that he must have been some dystopian Lynchian dream I’d had after a particularly bad plate of beans. So I jumped on to Facebook, as we do these days, and, to a fault, all my old pals confirmed the truth. He hadn’t been an invisible friend – he was real! And his name was Wee Chai. Online, I even found his photograph. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I was ever so slightly terrified of him. It used to feel like he was chasing me into the restaurant, something I had been perfectly capable of managing on my own for quite a while.

As the ’70s ticked on, poor Wee Chai was all I had to be scared of. Along with snakes and monitor lizards. But Vietnam was spilling over into Cambodia and Laos. And in Bangkok, we had a serious student uprising in 1973, followed by coups in ’76 and ’77. For the grown-ups, heavy drinking and all-night parties eased the pain – parties I would watch through the bannisters, longing to join in. We could hear tanks rumble up the main road. We could see mortar blasts and fires in the distance. Dad kept guns lined up and ready on the spare-room bed, “just in case”. And when the party started to run a little dry, well, Mum would get on the phone to Tom Stores, our local supermarket, and order another case of Johnny Walker. Who cared about the curfew? Not Tom Stores, nor the courier and he’d whizz his moped through the fighting to deliver.

And the party resumed.

_________________

But underneath the bonhomie, rumour and skulduggery were rife. Were there Americans in Laos, training the Hmong hill tribes? Yes. Were the CIA based in Bangkok? Yes. Was the person sitting at the next table by the wall some kind of spy? Probably. In fact, there were several definitive hangouts for these nefarious types, and at least one survives. The Madrid Bar, with its carved door and vaguely Spanish interior of wrought iron and checked tablecloths (always the checked tablecloths – why is that?), sat proud in the midst of Patpong. Here, as often as not, you could find characters like Tony Poe, a CIA paramilitary in charge of training the Hmong (he used to pay them to cut the ears off dead enemy soldiers, which he’d nail in bags to the wall at the US Embassy in Vientiane to prove he wasn’t making up his body counts), downing beers and talking entrapment. Happy days.

The Madrid is still there, though now it seems rather forlorn, its frontage almost obscured by touts selling ping-pong tricks and sex shows. But once you step inside, the ghosts are there. They seep from the walls. And even if they could, they wouldn’t talk.

Saigon fell in April ’75. The Laos War ended eight months later. The French and the Americans bailed out and the country closed up; across the border, my parents hid their fears that the next domino, our adopted home, might fall.
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A Stiff Whisky Soda

whisky

ice (optional)

soda water




Generally, you’d probably pour a 60ml (2fl oz) double shot into the glass and go from there. But this is a coup. Some bastard’s firing tank rounds at a guy who used to be his buddy just a couple of blocks away. And it’s a party. So. Go figure.

Pour whisky into a heavy-based tumbler until it’s just over half full. Add an ice cube or two, if you’re using them. (We’re in Bangkok, remember. And it’s a coup, so the air-con — hell, the electricity — is not reliable. Use them. Before they melt.) Top up with soda.

If that’s not stiff enough for you, repeat. Without the soda. As necessary. Without getting so blotto you can’t grab a gun off the spare-room bed if necessary.



They had heard the stories up close – one of the last men out of Vientiane, André Labastie, was a close family friend. He was a handsome, stocky, swarthy Basque Frenchman who couldn’t abide English cooking. Brandy butter, he swore, must have been invented to help one swallow the horreur of Christmas pudding.

André brought his girlfriend with him. Nittaya, or Nit for short, was tiny and stunningly beautiful, with long, straight, slate-black hair that swung down to her buttocks. She was as hard as nails, but they lived an idyllic existence until she ran off with his driver. Never one to be deterred, André smuggled himself back into Laos and returned with her near-identical sister Nattaya, predictably called Nat for short. She ran off with the gardener. History will repeat itself.

By this time, Kim and I were both at boarding school in England, and the coups were far away. Except they weren’t. They were all over the news. And for the first time, I was terrified. It’s hard to imagine now, with mobile phones that allow us to call anyone, anywhere, any time, but in the mid-’70s you still had to book your telephone calls abroad. I remember it all too well, that ghastly, clammy cold at the back of my neck as I sat with my sister in Miss Nixon the headmistress’s office, waiting for our call to connect at six in the morning. I remember the relief at hearing Mum’s voice, her calm reassurance that everything was fine. But all the calm reassurance in the world is not enough to ease the fears of a 12-year-old’s imagination. And even though that coup of ’76, which ended three years of shaky democracy, happened far away from our home off the Sukhumvit Road, I don’t think I ever quite forgot that creeping feeling that all the things that matter to us – our families, our homes, our cities, our comforts – are as fragile as an egg yolk. They can spill away from us with the slightest puncture, leaving just a stain behind.

You try not to think about it. And so I didn’t. Until The Killing Fields.

By the time I was 18, I was desperate and determined to be an actress. So when The Killing Fields came to Thailand, I had to be a part of it, and I managed to land a job as an extra. My first stint came in a large embassy party scene that never made the final cut (and for which John Malkovich himself fixed a tear in my dress); later, I ran around in the evacuation sequence, in which the helicopters whipped up so much fuller’s earth I found it coming out of every orifice for days after. Then they kept me around as a translator. I had no idea about the story. While I chatted with almost everyone, none of it was in any depth – I was more interested in any acting advice they could give me, and most of the cast, especially Bill Paterson, were very generous. When the film came out, we went as a family to see it. I don’t remember where. But I remember the deathly quiet as we left. It lasted all the way to the car and beyond, until Dad muttered, “That could have been us.”

And that’s when it struck home. Eisenhower and McNamara could have been right, and Thailand, my home, my beloved, could have gone. Like Cambodia. Or worse.

I know now that we were lucky.



Nit Salad or Salade Vientiane

As the name suggests, this is Nittaya’s salad. It’s a Laos take on a Salade Niçoise, not spicy, but definitely not French. It became a family staple, made at the beach bungalow in Pattaya, in Gozo on our family holidays and into my folks’ retirement. You should note that the dressing is substantial. We always made a lot, all the better to sop up with fresh bread from the local bakery. (You never knew that bread and fish sauce went so well together, did you? Just wait until we get into curry sandwiches.)

SERVES 4 AS A LUNCH

For the salad:

2 Romaine lettuces, trimmed and chopped

2 small endives, broken into leaves

4 spring onions (scallions), chopped

2 eggs, softly boiled

2 × 160g (5oz) tins of tuna in olive oil, drained

For the dressing:

3 garlic cloves, finely chopped

3 tablespoons olive oil

2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

2 tablespoons nam pla (fish sauce)

plenty of freshly ground black pepper




Mix the dressing ingredients together in a small bowl and leave to stand for as long as you can. Make sure you taste this as you go, to make
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