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Epigraph

Should this be the end of the story?

A kind of sigh? A last ripple of the wave?

A trickle of water to some gutter

where, burbling, it dies away?

Let me touch the table—so—and thus

recover my sense of the moment.

—Virginia Woolf, The Waves
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Introduction

We have five tastes, and a sixth sense.

Bitter, Sweet, Sour, Salt, Umami—these universally agreed-upon words exist as transformational elements in dessert that, when harnessed, unite to form a more enticing experience of what we eat. But for all their weight, the exalted tastes transcend food—stirring both philosophical and physiological provocations. I will give you their classical definitions, and then I will give mine. Two meanings: one for your mouth, the other, your heart.

BITTER (adj.) Having a sharp pungent taste or smell; not sweet. Or a mouthful that’s difficult to accept, receiving with distance whatever will come. Protective, reserved, and confronting, but not without hidden light.

SWEET (adj.) Containing, or tasting as if it contains, a lot of sugar. Pleasant, kind, and not considered harmful, mostly. A fine prospect of happiness.

SOUR (adj.) Having a tart or acid taste, such as that which is characteristic of unripe fruits and vinegar. At best, striking and defiant, filled with torrents of luminous clarity. At worst, to turn disagreeably. To avoid such taint by means of self-preservation; like a pucker that seeks consoling, or a shiver down the spine.

SALT (noun) A white crystalline substance that gives seawater its characteristic taste and is used for seasoning or preserving food. A familiar treatment that surpasses the shaker. To salt is to manufacture radiance or impart magnetism, drawing out moisture and forcing it in again, maintaining both separation and control. Wide, weathered, and geographical, this should be administered in considered doses.

UMAMI (noun) The taste sensation that is produced by several amino acids and nucleotides (such as glutamate and aspartate) and has a rich or meaty flavor characteristic. The satisfaction of our deepest cravings.

But the five tastes are far from linear or finished, for what we consider taste, really, is nothing more than a mixture of sensations. I can taste flavor, just as much as I can taste texture, sight, sound, or color—going deeper, emotion. I can taste my past, but easier my present when it’s laid out on the table in front of me. I hope only to taste my future. That sixth sense of the beyond that transforms dessert exists inside us.
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An unapologetic sensualist at heart, the art of cooking is how I communicate and create, and my life experiences that extend past the palate, ultimately, end on the plate. Cooking is intuitive, as well as emotive, meditative, and healing. It’s personal, a result of our cumulative essences, and the most beautiful part of it is creation. I often get carried away in this process and must call myself in. I look up to the five tastes to guide me, to bring to light the things I cannot yet see, but only feel, for that’s the true role of the muse, or artist.

I believe that a memorable meal occurs at the intersection of taste and ourselves—my tastes are tinged with my sense, or vice versa, and these nuances are received on the tongue. Such connections play out on a deeper, subconscious level, which dessert can stimulate, altering both the mind and body. A mouthful can seem like a saving grace or enemy within, shifting from bitter to sweet and then back again, fast. Because dessert is transformational—not just constrained to a mouthful, but how during creation it can change.

Through side notes and reflections, these recipes speak of an intuitive instinct that can alter the last course—The Sixth Sense, if you will. And the five tastes constantly transform too. While sole and alone in themselves at the start, through sweetness, the tastes start to interact with each other, to commune, and take on new meaning. Salt, for example, never is just that. It can be marine, brackish, or sulfuric. In dessert, it offsets the sweet, strengthening but also inhibiting it, making the mouth salivate to want more. Sour, like a thorn in the thigh, has a harder time adjusting. It initially presents as citric, tangy, or tart, pure acid at the core, and can be used to stir things sickly-sweet to life. Sugar then is of importance, craved for comfort, connection, or calories, as much as it is critical to create. Similar can be said for Umami, which has a strong, life-affirming force that’s meant to keep us at ease, and if the Bitter season of my life taught me anything—it’s that one bite can prove fatal.

But I am not a scientist. I don’t engage only in a practical world; forever one foot rooted in soil, the other stretching out to heaven. I don’t have answers to chemicals, compounds, and structures, those clinical matters that seek to undress. What I am is a person, driven to the edge of understanding, so that ultimately we can eat better.

This book tells a tale of dessert through the spectrum of taste. And like all good fairy tales, it is light, it is dark, but it has a happy ending—those subconscious appetites that reside within you, and me, nourished. And there are tastes inside of us that we are yet to understand. Perhaps it is entirely conceivable that a slice of cake is best interpreted without words, or that a recipe can be constructed to call forth a reaction, to nurture a memory or even a wound, and then extend a healing hand. Because in the end, dessert is a sensual act, and I am in love with the mystery.
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I was warned about bitter—we all were. My grandmother, in all her loving glory, taught me not to seek out bitterness. I remember her seated across the table. Her hands, ink-blue veins, rippled and raised against her paper-thin skin. “Be sweet,” she’d say. “Do as they tell you.”

But I have never done what I’ve been told.

Like a moth to a flame, I am forever entranced with how we go hurling ourselves toward the thing that will hurt us. And what I discovered down that path is that sometimes a little unpleasantness is necessary. “A bitter pill to swallow,” “to leave a bitter taste in the mouth,” “a bittersweet end,” all lessons learned in childhood. It took time for me to find the sweetness in those sentiments and accept that often the toxin and the cure are the same.

For the word “bitter” belongs to more than taste. It’s a sensation. A feeling, flavor, and circumstance. It has greater meaning to us than what can be experienced by the body alone. Bitter is a state of being. It can be strong, silent, even subservient, and it comes complete with its own moral code, refusing to obey any rule, law, or instruction, with a smirk. It doesn’t seem kind at first, nor is it even meant to be eaten. To detect it is to detect a kind of poison—evolution tells us that. The throe of trepidation felt when we are confronted with bitterness is
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