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			Notes, stories and small moments of joy

			There is so much to feast on. The sight of a wave of snowdrops under the gnarled branches of an oak tree; the crisp pages of a new diary; a battered wicker basket of dumplings fresh from the steamer. I feast on the pleasure of packing for a trip away from home; tucking into an impromptu picnic of bread and cheese; the scent of a bunch of home-grown sweet peas and the satisfaction of a neat pile of fresh ironing. Tiny feasts, but as enriching to me as a laden table with a gathering of boisterous and much-loved friends. These diminutive pleasures are there if we care to look for them, little joys illuminating an increasingly darkening world. They feed the soul and nourish the spirit. Or at least they do mine.

			As well as kitchen diaries – the written record of what I cook and eat – I keep notebooks. Details of a life lived mostly in the kitchen, but which also tell of time spent in the garden, on trains and planes, of life at home and away. Between their timeworn covers are recipes and shopping lists, receipts and plans, illegible words and, very occasionally, passages of flowing calligraphy. Many moments are preserved only in a single sentence.

			Each note is a memory, written down so I wouldn’t forget it. These are not detailed accounts of major events but recordings of something altogether more ephemeral. The sort of moments likely to become misty with time, a jumble of curiosities and wonderings penned at my kitchen table, whilst soaked to the skin in a fisherman’s hut in Reykjavík, sitting calmly in a moss garden in Japan or sheltering from a blizzard in the warmth of a chocolate-box Konditorei in Vienna.

			This is no neat row of meticulously scripted, leatherbound notebooks. What I have is an untidy bundle of haphazard observations, notes and stories kept in pocketbooks and cheap ring-bound notepads, scribbled on envelopes and loose scraps of paper. There is a faded pink exercise book bought in Delhi whose pencilled essays are now but ghosts. Several manilla-covered schoolbooks and a blue ring-bound journal whose pages are foxed and curled from years spent in the warmth of the kitchen. Many are held together with sticky tape and string. Some written in pencil have faded, those fragments gone for ever; others are etched so brightly in my memory as to be unforgettable.

			The thread that binds them is their spirit, a need to keep a written record of the good things, memories of meals shared or eaten alone, of journeys and places, events and happenings, small things that have given pleasure before they disappeared. Each one is, I suppose, a short story to remind me of something, ordinary or extraordinary, that I felt worth chronicling. They are, almost without exception, moments of quiet jubilation: a ripe mango eaten in a rainstorm; the smell of incense in a temple or the sound of footsteps on the stone floor of an abbey. They are chronicles of quietness and calm, busy days in the kitchen and sensuous afternoons spent in the garden.

			Readers hoping for tales of riotous tables and gluttonous orgies (and who clearly don’t know this author very well) may be disappointed. I have always been happier writing about treacle falling off a spoon than tracking and killing my own dinner. And whilst other writers concern themselves with the broader picture – and thank goodness they do – I have spent my cooking life recording only the smallest of observations, because it is those tiny, intimate details of life that fascinate me.

			It must be said that I record only the best bits of this life. Moments of gold that can last an entire evening or be over in a flash. I see no point in putting pen to paper to preserve anything negative, sad or painful. Heaven knows, there is enough of that. I have no wish to live in a rose-tinted bubble, but if I have learned one thing, it is not only to concentrate on the the ‘positive stuff’, but to cherish it. I will admit to seeking it out, to looking up instead of down, to being curious and to hold on, as tightly as I can, to ‘the good things’, however small. This is why I have put these stories, paragraphs and lines – these brief celebrations, each one a tiny feast – together as a collection.

			What you have in your hands is a ragbag collection of some of the happiest of times, the small moments of joy that have been the seasoning in this cook’s stew. A little box of curiosities to dip into, to comfort and to distract, albeit briefly, from more complicated times. They are collected not only for myself (though I admit there is something of that here), but so that others may, I hope, derive joy from them too.

		

		
			With spoon in hand

			Mangoes in a monsoon

			Varca Beach, Goa

			I drift in and out of sleep in the back seat. Slow, deep breaths, in and out like the tide. I am woken by the crack of a twig hitting the windscreen and the driver snaps at me to close my window. In a heartbeat, the roof of the car is being pounded by raindrops the size of cherries, the windscreen wipers splashing hysterically. Swish-shtock, swish-shtock. The ancient coconut palms, once so wise and calm, are now swaying back and forth, their leaves flapping like elephants’ ears.

			We stop. The driver can no longer see the road ahead, let alone negotiate its potholes. I am wondering whether the roof of his immaculate, ancient Morris Oxford, with its crocheted antimacassars washed and ironed daily by his mother, can take the force of the rain or if the engine will flood. Rain has always felt like a benign occurrence, even more so here, but this is a whole new level of rain. I feel tiny, threatened.

			There is a pile of small, round mangoes on the passenger seat. The driver passes one over his shoulder and I grab it like a life raft. I watch as he rips lumps of turmeric-yellow flesh with his teeth. He eats his mango like an apple, spitting the skin into his left hand. I follow suit.

			Just as there is rain and ‘rain’, there are mangoes and ‘mangoes’. A trickle of nectar is running down my chin, stinging my naked, sunburnt thighs. The flesh is sweet and honeyed, soft as ice cream. The rain drums on the roof. The sky is charcoal and crimson. Neither of us knows if the car will start again.

			As I ponder the etiquette of what to do with the sucked-clean stone and its orange beard, the car sways back and forth like a rocking horse and we start to laugh hysterically. It crosses my mind that there may be worse ways to die than in a monsoon, laughing, with mango juice on your lips.
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			A tiny cube of soft tofu the colour of buttermilk. On its surface a small pea of green wasabi and a single pickled cherry blossom. It sits in a clear, glistening moat of ponzu sauce on an old blue-and-white dish. I have genuinely never seen anything more beautiful.

			Appams in Galle

			Sri Lanka

			Thin, like paper, light and doughy in the middle, crisp and delicate as honeycomb at the edges, the appam is tempting even before it is filled with a ladle of lush vegetable curry. It shares many of the attributes of a pikelet or crumpet, a round disc of batter, bland and comforting, but stretched until its edges are as fine and crisp as Belgian lace. Of all the yeasted dough goods throughout the world, the appam is the lightest and, at its best, the most fragile.

			The one that landed on my tray in Galle last night was a work of art, the accompanying curry mild and sweetened with coconut, as is the way with much coastal cooking. The terracotta sauce goes some way to tempering my anger at the way the owners have stripped the hotel of its antique furnishings, even its original doors, selling to eager antique dealers from all over the world who turn up at this ancient hotel, bundles of cash in hand.*

			I sit on the edge of a cane-backed planter’s chair in the lobby, doors open, watery morning sun meandering in, writing my diary. Someone is blasting Montserrat Caballé from one of the hotel bedrooms. I have just been brought a glass of mango juice as thick as treacle. It is hard to think of a more perfect start to a day. Monserrat Caballé and a ripe mango. I do not deserve this life.

			The chef who made dinner last night comes over to say hello. We discuss the art of making appam. He offers to show me how, and I follow him like a lamb to the kitchen. As when making a pancake, the lightness depends not only on the right batter recipe, the details of which he is a little hazy about – but the deftness of using an old appachatti, the blackened steel pan like a thick, two-handled wok. He pours batter in and then most of it out again, leaving only the thinnest layer attached to the sides. There is much swivelling wrist action, which I try to repeat when I am left to have a go myself. The result – his, a wafer of minute holes, frilled at the edge; mine, a thick, soggy pancake as fine and delicate as a bath sponge, which he assures me is not bad for a first attempt. Amidst the thanks, and a gift of a new appachatti, I make a mental note to stick to making crumpets.

			A lamb feast

			Beqaa Valley, Lebanon

			We drag an assortment of tables into the courtyard, pushing them together on the uneven floor. They fit together awkwardly, some taller than others, a wobbly leg here and there. One of the camp’s resident artists has painted the longest of the tables with red-and-yellow butterflies on a vivid blue background. Someone scatters plastic plates around, gold-rimmed, adorned with roses in pink and turquoise. We will drink from paper cups and eat with spoons.

			Shallow glass bowls the size of steering wheels are brought from the kitchen, piled with steaming rice, yellow turnips and lumps of stewed lamb still on its bones. Round the edge a ring of crisp, brown falafel, each one a perfectly pointed egg of wheat, thyme and minced onions. Bowls of palest yellow sauce – a mixture of the cooking juices from the meat, turmeric and yoghurt – are squeezed between piles of warm flatbreads, like vast pancakes, crumpled like bedsheets. There are plastic bottles of water and orange squash, no alcohol.

			Music issues from a dusty ghetto blaster, a hypnotic Lebanese rock that I try unsuccessfully to Shazam on the dodgy internet for later. My plate of sharp yellow sauce, a Fabergé egg of falafel and fried fat cashews has a blue rose peeping out from under the mound of silky long-grain rice. I suck the meat from the thin rib bones and spoon the cooking liquor and yoghurt over my rice.

			The conversation is at first hushed, confined to whispers in Arabic, French and English. We are artists, cooks and musicians, locals and some who are far, far from home. Dishes are passed round the table. Water, bowls of sauce, pieces of lamb and warm rice are greeted with soft murmurs of appreciation.

			As the sun sets, the conversation rises slowly to a joyful hubbub, a quietly excited babble, until it reaches the point where you can hear only the person at your side. Anywhere else, I would attribute this to the alcohol kicking in. But here it is down to the food and the joy of sharing it.

			As the sky turns to lilac and saffron, bats swoop above our heads, crows come to rest on the jagged roofs of ruined buildings whose plaster is cracked and riddled with holes. In the distance there is the sound of explosions, the constant reminder of how close we are to Syria. For now, at least, we feast.
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			Breakfast on the terrace, Lebanon. A square of white sheep’s milk cheese on a white plate, moist, crumbly with the clean, sharp tang of sour milk. I trickle liquid honey over the craggy surface, letting it fall slowly from the spoon and watching as it forms tiny pools of gold in the cheese’s creases and dimples.

			The depths of a bowl of soup

			I would be happy enough to live on soup. A chunky bean soup-stew on a windy night. A light cream of cucumber on a languid summer afternoon. A red lacquer bowl of smoky, dark-brown liquor on a winter’s morning. Perhaps a collage of green and white, a stew of green beans, at an autumn lunch or a cheering bowl of pumpkin soup by the warmth of a bonfire. I would be as happy with pea and ham soup with rain drumming on the glass skylights of the kitchen as I would be with a garlic-spiked gazpacho in the blazing June sun.

			I would need no knife or fork or chopsticks, just a deep-bowled spoon. You could offer me bread, but I might decline or dip it deep into the puddle of soup to sit like a plumped-up pillow as I reach the end. Rice congee is welcome in the morning, as is a cup of miso broth. You can bring me a jewel-bright consommé when I am sick or a cup of crab bisque when I come in from the rain. All will be received with as much enthusiasm and thanks as a six-course feast. Probably even more so.

			There is soup for supper again tonight. Instant soup from a packet, red miso it says, gussied up with a handful of shredded greens and butterbeans from a bottle. The bowl is almost as deep as it is wide, and I finish it by holding the still-warm bowl in both hands and lifting it to my lips.

			Piper nigrum

			Malabar Coast

			I could barely see them at first. Then, a flash of billowing saffron cloth in the deep-green undergrowth. Another, purple this time, then a white headband and a black-and-beige striped shirt like a humbug. The pepper pickers are two metres above my head, balancing on bamboo ladders tied together with raffia, partially hidden by the pepper plants’ lush vines.

			I am at one of the Malabar Coast’s many pepper plantations, yet all I can see is mile after mile of neatly clipped camelia bushes, looking for all the world like well-curated topiary. The bushes turn out to be tea (so I was right about them being camelias; the pepper is growing on vines that climb tall silver oaks dotted throughout the plantation). Pepper is an intercrop, making its home amongst tea bushes high in the mountains. This is a place that has never seen snow, frost or hail, and as we climb higher still the peppercorns hang in long clusters from the tree trunks, each sprig sporting everything from green berries no bigger than a pinhead to ripe red ones and fat black-brown berries. It takes seven months to go from tiny star-like flowers to ripe fruit.

			The pickers are, today, collecting only the aubergine and brown berries, all of which are destined become dried peppercorns in my mill by the stove. (Green berries may be picked fresh, to be pickled in brine.) There are up to three pickers round the trunk of every tree, each carefully pulling off a sprig of ripening peppercorns and passing it behind his back into the pale-yellow sack tied round his waist. With both hands free, he can use one to lift the thick leaves and the other to pluck the little sprays of berries from underneath.

			It is teatime, and the workers sit down in a circle, chattering excitedly, no doubt at the funny guy who has come to watch them work. I decline the offer of chai – too dark and milky for me – and am met with a look of utter amazement.

			Later, I see the pepper berries being dried outdoors in the baking sun on vast woven mats. I crush some of the freshly dried peppercorns and tip them into my hand. I breathe in. My nose prickles as sharply as if I have stepped outside on a frosty winter morning. The air smells of lemon and menthol and something dark and almost burnt, like smoky lapsang souchong tea. The smell is closer to perfume than spice, perhaps a whiff of good old-fashioned aftershave, and a very long way from the black dust in a pepper pot. Indeed, a long way from my ‘freshly ground pepper’ grinder too.

			These fleeting scents, of nutmeg from the tree (a breath of Elizabethan pink), turmeric roots in sacks at the spice market (a whiff of ginger and second-hand bookshops), or the lemon and pepper hit of pale, plump fresh ginger root are something I have savoured only briefly. It is not every day one finds oneself in the cardamom hills. You really do need to close your eyes and bathe your senses in those essential oils. You will never forget them – at least I haven’t – no matter how briefly you are immersed in them. Perhaps the most elusive tiny feast of all, but one that will remain printed on the memory, like a tattoo.
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			Slowly tearing apart a cinnamon bun in a coffee shop.

			Coffee in Nakazakicho

			Osaka, Japan

			There are ‘hell-on-earth’ shopping malls and wide pedestrian walkways that weave high above the city’s traffic. There are dark, steaming alleyways where every doorway leads you to a memorable dinner, museums where visitors must be silent and bars so noisy that bar staff have learned to lip-read. To be here on a rainy night is like being on the set of Blade Runner.

			There is little left of old Osaka. I am pottering around Nakazakicho, what remains of the traditional, narrow streets of the city. Each doorway surrounded by a cute cluster of pots, trailing scented geraniums, shuttlecock ferns and lemon trees. There is a curiously spooky tableau of the area, like a brick nativity, set near the Meditation Centre, which I use to get my bearings. (Google Maps is frustratingly patchy in Japan.) Crates of empty bottles lie neatly stacked outside the shuttered bars, evidence of the area’s nightlife. All is closed now except for the public bathhouse and a couple of convenience stores.

			Signs of life are few at nine in the morning, but there are low lights and shadowy figures moving in the coffee shops and the smell of roasting coffee beans in the crisp autumn air. The most traditional of them has china cats in the window, hand-made models of pink and pistachio cupcakes under glass domes and a dark, intriguing interior, but it seems reluctant to open. A newer shop, all pale Scandinavian wood, is clearly roasting on the premises and I join the short, enthusiastic queue photographing one another for social media.

			The good coffee comes in a tiny china cup instead of the usual hideous mugs, but I am intrigued by the almost unanimous order that is brought to every table – a crème caramel topped with a ball of ice cream whose precarious assembly is reminiscent of Pierrot’s pointed hat. Curious, I order one and find it is not the horror I had expected but a delicious collision of two classic desserts, affogato al caffè and crème caramel. Both are of fine quality, as is the hot coffee poured over the top, softening the vanilla ice cream and merging into gorgeous cream and brown swooshes on the plate. I am hooked.
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			In Hokkaido, a tangle of wild mountain greens in tempura batter, presented on a disc of white paper, like a flower preserved in ice.

			Queuing for flatbreads

			Tehran

			Even at dawn it hurts to breathe. A fiery red ribbon pierces the throat-stinging smog.

			We walk to the bakery following the trees for shade, then stand in a loose queue of surly men, the morning air cool around our bare ankles. Somewhere, not too far off, is the sound of running water.

			We step into the shop and the temperature rises. The whiteness dazzles. There are clean tiles, sacks of flour and young bearded bakers in white shirts and floor-length aprons. In the rear wall, two jagged slits, large enough to take the wooden-handled paddles, each with their long, thin cargo of dough. Through each opening sheets of bread bake on glowing pebbles.

			The dough has been proving overnight, putty-coloured domes with bubbles the size of goose eggs. The baker twists off lumps of dough and teases them into long, foot-wide ribbons. He slides them into the oven with a long-handled peel where they sit, briefly, on the scorching pebbles.

			The sheets of sangak – the name means ‘little stones’ in Farsi – are notched and dented from their time on the knubbly floor of the oven and are moved from oven to counter with an oven glove. Each is tapped firmly to remove any embedded shrapnel, then folded neatly, swiftly in two, then four. Each customer leaves with their bundle of bread folded and tucked under their arm, like a businessman with his morning newspaper.

			You would need an imam’s self-control not to tear off a piece of your flatbread and wolf it as you walk. I am filming and so must, to the fury of the queue, go through the whole procedure again. This time I turn the bread away from the camera. I wouldn’t want the director to spot the missing corner.
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			Strings of kettles, gold-coloured or plain aluminium, hang down from an awning in the market. The kettles are linked handle on spout, handle on spout, as if holding hands.

			Green shoots

			Finland

			There is a pot of coarse oat porridge with bilberries, a whole side of smoked salmon on a waney-edged plank and venison black pudding as crumbly as chocolate cake. Nettles are pressed into crispbread like leaves on a frozen pond. A sleigh ride from Lapland, snow falling and faced with the breakfast of my dreams, I spoon cakes of potato and kale onto my plate to eat with slices of beetroot-cured salmon. I drink glowing red lingonberry juice from a shot glass that feels like a transfusion and stir a compote of berries into my yoghurt. I then head out for a walk to the quay and its oxide-red wooden houses.

			The autumn light in Oulu is gold, filtered through the trees, birch mostly, their thin white bark peeling from their trunks in sheets, their leaves fluttering with the faintest breeze. The grass beneath, a Persian carpet of green, brown and ochre from the fallen leaves, is moist and peppered with tiny mushrooms. I find myself examining their stems as I did so keenly in my twenties, but these are straight.

			Lunch is early and long. Pea soup, grilled Arctic char and a granita of lemon verbena, but as the afternoon light drops, so does the temperature. I have a good scarf and gloves with me but my thermals aren’t up to the weather and I head to the roaring fire and a cocktail, the first of which involves lingonberries, spruce shoots and elderflower. A second, there is always a second, gin, spruce and lemon.

			The next day, more spruce shoots, this time as shots before breakfast. The needles are the young, soft, lime-green tips from the end of the branches; tufts pliable enough to be whizzed into juice and drunk like wheatgrass. Except that this green liquor isn’t bitter, it has a dazzling citrus sourness that I will crave every winter morning from now on.
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			A wooden rack outside a baker’s shop in Stockholm. Floury, rough-edged sheets of knåckebröd, stacked like newspapers, tied with thin blue ribbon.

			On being handed a menu

			I have arrived almost on time, been settled gently at my table and offered a drink. I may even have it in my hand and have taken that first blissful sip. I have sussed out the room and the prevailing atmosphere; the temperament of the front of house and the good smells coming from the kitchen. I realise – gratefully – that all is going to be well. And then, as if that isn’t enough, someone brings a printed list of delights.

			A menu is a collection of temptations. A card from which to choose something that someone else will cook. For once, a meal for which I haven’t shopped, chopped and done the washing up. Believe me when I say there are few bigger treats for someone who spends so much of their life at the cooker or sink.

			Menus are less formal now, shorn of the tyranny of three courses. You can choose two small plates, one larger one or, I would imagine, three puddings, though I cannot pretend I have ever tried. (I may have thought about it.) Better still, you can choose, without upsetting the kitchen, a collection of dishes for the table to pick from as the fancy takes you. Sharing food appeals to me. This is how I like to eat in a restaurant – except pudding, of course, which is mine and mine alone. (I say this only to hijack the plans of ‘those who don’t order dessert’, then go on to eat most of mine.)

			The first menu from which I was allowed to choose listed fruit juice – pineapple, grapefruit or orange – as a starter. The drinks came in small wine goblets on a plate with a doily. You sipped slowly whilst the grown-ups slurped their soup. Basic, yes, but the excitement of choosing my dinner from a menu, typed and imprisoned in blue leatherette, was unimaginable and what started a lifelong love of restaurants.

			Honey, and a bear in the forest

			Amir Kola, Iran

			You can just see the hives through the swirling smoke, fifty or more of them in a clearing in the forest, each one with faded wooden sides and a stained zinc lid. A few are painted sailboat blue. The smoke is thin and ghostly, the sound of the bees almost drowned out by the rushing water of the tumbling river below us. It is eerie but only in a way that makes you feel you may see a faun, Mr Tumnus perhaps, galloping through the trees.

			We have driven for hours into the foothills, looking out for the beehives. Not a soul has crossed our path, and we are ready to give up, feeling we may have missed our way. But the smoke (used to calm the bees) proves a useful guide for the team. Our beekeeper turns out to be a bear of a man with possibly the largest hands I have ever seen. Gentle and benign, as you might expect of someone whose life is marinated in old trees and sweet honey. A man who cares for his bees like they were his children.

			Three times now I have worn a beekeeper’s suit, the white dungarees, helmet and veil. It feels like walking on the moon. There is no such luxury here, and I stand well clear as the keeper lifts the lid and pulls out one of the wooden ‘supers’ thick with honeycomb.

			We breakfast in the beekeeper’s tent with its unmade bed in one corner, a tiny stove and old tin kettle in the other. The honey appears on an oval tin tray, craggy blocks of honeycomb oozing their sticky cargo onto the tray. We scoop the honey up with forks (I looked in vain for a spoon), trying hard not to drip on the tired pink carpet that covers the floor of the tent. The honey is not as sweet as that at home, more liquid, and its fragrance is both floral and resinous.

			Perched in the tent on a mountain, surrounded by tall pines, the scent of woodsmoke and the sound of the distant water rushing over rocks like the laughter of happy children, this could well be the breakfast of dreams.

			Eating gold

			Kanazawa, Japan

			The stream, wide and vibrant, winds its way through the gardens, the heavy stones along its way luminous green with moss. Every now and again the stream suddenly crashes down three metres in a small and noisy waterfall.

			I have come to visit Kanazawa’s Museum of Contemporary Art but I have picked the one day of the week when it is closed. Something all too easy to do in a country whose opening hours are more than a little eccentric. I stop to buy chopsticks as a gift for a friend, and many cups of roasted tea later I walk up the hill to see the cherry blossoms.

			They are lovely in the way that all cherry blossom is lovely – pink and frilly and slightly cloying to the eye – but a few steps away from the crowds is a hut selling ice cream. I queue for a cornet, which comes with a perfect soft-serve swirl that is then showered with gold leaf. Tiny snowflakes of gold on a wave of vanilla ice cream that I eat under the cherry trees. Silly, decadent and breathtakingly beautiful.
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			A gnarled, grey tree whose branches are covered in creamy-white bubbles of opening blossom. It is like a tree festooned with popcorn.

			The breakfast buffet

			Seoul, South Korea

			A seaweed salad like wet pipe tobacco; ‘doll’s house’ maki rolls that I think of as sushi for children; a sticky salad of nattō and a slippery one of raw salmon. There is kimchi of white radish and another of cucumber, a rust-red version with Chinese cabbage and yet another that is a tangle of small white roots, the translation of which leaves me none the wiser.

			Purées of plum or dusky berries float on glass pots of yoghurt; scallops and oysters quiver on the half-shell and platters of sashimi sit on jagged crystals of crushed ice. Slices of boiled bacon with a mustard glaze are arranged in a soldierly line; poached white fish is wantonly sprinkled with spring onions; a mixture of aubergines and minced pork and another of hot and leafy mustard greens bask in chafing dishes next to stainless-steel cauldrons of miso soup. There are wicker baskets of dumplings steaming and a whole table of ingredients – rice, eggs, greens and soy sauce – with which to build your own bibimbap.

			This is what greets me at breakfast in my hotel in Seoul, along with a trainee chef carefully tending omelettes and another turning out pans of gyoza and another hand-throwing noodles like it was an Olympic sport. This is all before I spot the smoothie stand, a trio of sushi chefs and the pastry section with its miniature croissants and perfectly piped Paris-Brest.

			The young American businessman on the next table comes back from the buffet with a bowl of multicoloured Cheerios.
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			I don’t take sugar but keep a special pot for guests. A pale, Korean celadon pot with a hexagonal lid, a gift from a friend. It holds a small enough amount, a mere six or so teaspoons, that make the contents seem precious, as of course sugar once was. It makes me think of the sugar-tasting scene in Jessie Burton’s haunting novel The Miniaturist, where everyone closed their eyes as they licked the sugar from their teaspoons.

			Getting into a pickle

			Amongst the kimchi and sauerkraut, yoghurt and kefir on the top shelf of the fridge is a row of glass jars whose contents are the colour of costume jewellery. This is my stash of tsukemono, the Japanese pickled vegetables whose addictive tartness, pungency, heat, sourness and crunch I find impossible to kick.

			The addictive quality is at its most powerful with gari, the wafer-thin slices of pickled ginger that are the knee-jerk accompaniment to sushi. There is always a short, squat jar in the fridge, crisp shavings of the young roots with their sparkle of salt and citrus heat, a world away from the soft beige flaps that accompany trays of commercial sushi. The purest quality is made with young, firm ginger that has the palest-pink halo round its edge, but much is coloured artificially and hardly the worse for it. (I avoid the fluorescent-pink variety, which is as sweet and garish as candy.) The cookery writer Joanna Weinberg once described sushi ginger as being ‘the colour of ballet slippers’.

			The real crunch comes with pickled cucumbers. Slimmer than the usual, and with fewer seeds, the Japanese variety is thinly sliced and preserved in brine, sometimes with a little rice bran or soy. They seem the most salty of the pickles, which makes them as tempting as the plain crisps to which I am devoted.

			The glorious pickled-cabbage colour of shibazuke – preserved aubergine and cucumber – comes from red shiso leaves and plum vinegar. Cut into short strips and marinated with salt and vinegar, shredded red perilla leaves and ginger, this tsukemono lies at the heart and soul of what is known as Kyoto pickles and is the one I always hope to find arriving with my donburi.

			I can live without yellow pickled daikon or radish – they provide a toothsome enough crunch to rice but often come with an overload of soy – and yet they somehow find their way into my shopping bag. Along with the others, they provide the crisp, clean, hot and sour notes I have an almost insane need for. Notes which, over the years, have replaced my need for the sweet and creamy. Notes that excite the palate rather than deaden it.

			Don’t even get me started on umeboshi …

			[image: ]

			A dish of white-tipped radishes pickled in fresh yuzu juice.

			The benign intimacy of a spoon

			A spoon is naturally soft in the mouth, rounded and smooth, and with that comes a certain gentleness. There is tenderness to a spoon – the way its bowl touches my lower lip. My top lip gets to feel the liquid inside, its warmth and comfort, before even a drop is swallowed.

			A spoon is hospitable, it is what I use to put food on my loved one’s plate. It is the first thing a baby associates with nourishment after the breast. Its smooth edges and soft shape bring comfort. A fork, with its sharp prongs to spear the food on the plate, feels somewhat violent in comparison. Food eaten from a spoon seems more sustaining than that from a fork because it often comes surrounded by a pool of broth, sauce, soup or gravy. An extra little puddle of nourishment.

			Some of my spoons are made of wood, something I warmly recommend. The sound of a wooden spoon on a wooden bowl makes your morning porridge a softly spoken start to the day. They possess a soothing quality lacking in those made of metal. That said, most of my spoons are made of stainless steel rather than silver or silver plate. The few pieces of second-hand silverware I have remain tarnished.

			A spoon can do little harm. Its lack of sharp edges and points renders it safe. Unlike the knife, fork and (even) the chopstick, I doubt a spoon has ever been implicated in a murder.

			The soup spoon is particularly benign. The wide, shallow bowl allows the surface of the soup to cool quickly, so my tender lips and tongue come to no harm, but is also wide enough to hold the beans and diced vegetables of a minestrone. I am somewhat saddened by its demise.

			When a spoon doesn’t work it is often a question of balance or, more accurately, lack of it. Sometimes the neck will be too angular or the shoulders too broad, or perhaps the bowl will be too deep and pointed, making it necessary to dip your tongue into it to extract the last morsel of custard.

			To be truly comfortable in hand and mouth, the handle, neck and bowl need to be in harmony. Any spoon will do its job, and I am grateful for that. (I speak as someone who once ate a curry in his hotel room with a credit card.) But finding the right spoon, the perfect shape, weight and design, can add immeasurably to the enjoyment of what is in our bowl or on our plate. Something that designers might like to ponder before they try to reinvent this particular wheel.

			Sweet Jesus

			The Cyclades, Greece

			The whiteness hurts. The stinging, eye-piercing white of Greek island walls, lanes and cobbles in the sun. The violent scarlet of geraniums on sky-blue windowsills. The screaming magenta of bougainvillea. It is all here, along with the relentless blue sky and the tinnitus of chirruping crickets. I long for cool, for long shadows and for the peace of soft, muted colours.

			I duck into a dingy, deserted café. A whirring fan, a dog with matted fur and air that is so cold I almost wish I had a shawl with me. Separating the restaurant from the kitchen is a hotplate with battered aluminium tins, like those of school dinners, trays of lukewarm roasted peppers and deep moussaka with a wrinkled crust. Every dish seems to be settling, calming down after a morning in the oven.

			On the side of the cooker, next to the hob, is a shoulder of lamb sitting sleepily in its juices. The fat is crisp and the colour of honey, so golden it is as if illuminated from inside. I walk round the counter to take a closer look. The shoulder is skinny, awkward, more bone than flesh. The fat looks even better now, and I am close enough to smell the burnt twigs of thyme in the tin. The welcome is perfunctory. I ask for a few slices of meat and a tomato salad, go back to my table and wooden school chair and give the stainless-steel cutlery a good wipe with my T-shirt.

			The salad is tomatoes, oil and salt. The fruit hacked into ungainly pieces and piled in a white dish with oil the colour of emeralds. The meat is not sliced but torn from the bone in one jagged lump. The flesh is dark pink, like a bruise, the crust deep black-brown, like old desiccated wood, chewy, almost burnt. There are hints of garlic and the ubiquitous thyme, and something magical that comes from roasting meat in a tin as old as time. A tin that is probably rarely given more than a cursory daily rinse before being used for another piece of meat. The juices are thin, salty and sticky with ribbons of black Marmite-like goo.

			It is the lamb of my dreams. The meat so sweet, the juices so salty, the fat crisp in that way it so rarely is at home. This is the lamb that comes from an animal that has spent its life on a rocky hillside, eating wild oregano and scrub in blazing sunshine. It is the lamb that comes from being cooked slowly in a knackered old oven by someone who has cooked it without fuss or even care every day for most of their life. This … is the lamb of
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