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Dedication

For Tom




Preface: The Heart-shaped Tin


‘Objects can have about them a glow of significance, sending sparks of their own into the imagination of the beholder …’

Susan M. Pearce, 1995



I have long felt that kitchen objects can have a life of their own. Even so, I found this eerie. One August day in 2020, I was going to fetch clothes out of the washing machine when suddenly a cake tin fell at my feet with a loud clang. It wasn’t just any cake tin. It was the heart-shaped tin I had used to bake my own wedding cake. I wouldn’t have thought much of it except that it was only two months since my husband had left me, out of the blue.

Nearly twenty-three years ago, this giant metal heart had been brand-new. My husband-to-be told me he liked fruit cake but hated glacé cherries. For our wedding, I decided to bake him a rich, dark fruit cake with no cherries and chopped-up dried apricots to take their place. There are photos of us cutting the cake together looking blissfully happy. We would soon be on our way to Venice for our honeymoon.

All these years, I kept the tin. We had three children and sometimes I used it to bake their birthday cakes: shiny brown hearts of chocolate cake smothered in ganache. We stored it tucked away on the bottom of a dresser in my hallway, where it was slowly rusting. I kept it there because it was too vast to fit in any of the kitchen cupboards. To give it away would have been unthinkable. It was a keepsake of our love.

At the back of my mind, I’d imagined that one day I would use the tin to bake an anniversary cake. In one of her books the food writer Ruth Reichl gives a recipe for the giant chocolate cake she made to celebrate her husband Michael’s birthday the first year that she knew him, a cake so colossal it took four men to help her lift it to the car. Reichl calls it simply ‘Big Chocolate Cake’. I had a vague idea that this would be the cake I’d bake for our twenty-fifth anniversary. We were getting closer to this moment. After we’d been married for about ten years, he made the same joke every year on our anniversary. ‘Eleven long years!’, he would say in an affectionate way. ‘Twelve long years!’ It made me feel safe when he joked like this, because surely no one would make that remark if they really thought the years were long. I told people how lucky we were and how we never argued.

As symbols go, a heart-shaped cake tin, bought for a wedding, is not exactly subtle. It’s Disneyfied romance, fashioned into a shiny object. I was only nineteen when we met and twenty-three when we married. He was seven years older and was one of my college teachers, which didn’t seem to matter at the time.

One morning in June 2020, sitting on an ordinary park bench, drinking a cup of coffee, he said he didn’t love me anymore, not ‘like that’. He never elaborated what ‘like that’ meant. It didn’t seem real. I thought that divorce was something that happened to other people – my parents, for example, who split up when I was fourteen. At the time, this was the biggest shock of my life. One New Year’s Day, my father announced over lunch that his resolution was not to live with our mother anymore. I was the one who had casually asked whether anyone had any resolutions. For years, I felt I had caused him to leave with my question.

My purchase of the heart-shaped tin suggests that I was urgently searching for a happy-ever-after: a sweet and unbroken heart. Of all my ex-husband’s excellent qualities, one of his greatest was – or so it seemed to me – that he was so steadfast. He never gave me a moment’s doubt about his loyalty. The morning of the day he left he brought me a cup of tea in bed, just as he always did, and I thanked him with real gratitude, just as I always did. When the tin clattered loudly to the ground, it echoed my own shock.

[image: A black and white photo of a heart-shaped cake tin with a distressed, stained metallic surface, placed against a grey wall.]
Certain kitchen objects become loaded with meaning in a way that we are not fully in control of. You can’t predict which will be the utensils you get attached to – the favourite mug, the spoon that feels just right in your hand – and which belongings decline over time into clutter. And then there are the objects that – even if they were made in some anonymous factory and bought in some anonymous shop – seem to carry with them a kind of magic. There is the plate that makes everything you put on it taste better, or the bowl you keep but can’t actually bear to use because it reminds you too strongly of the person who gave it to you.

What should I do with the tin heart now that its original meaning was ruptured? When I told the story of it falling on the floor to friends, they all, without exception, made the same suggestion: I should invest the tin with new associations! I should bake a cake for myself in it, the richest cake imaginable, and throw myself a giant separation party. I was comforted by the kindness of the suggestion, but didn’t feel quite ready for this yet. Instead, I left the tin where it was. I walked past it multiple times a day and sometimes winced slightly when I remembered it was there – a clanging metal symbol of rejection.

To cheer myself up (or at least to stop feeling so sad), I started reading books about Buddhism. I read that our suffering was linked to our attachment to things. These books told me that the ground beneath our feet is never as permanent or solid as we might hope and that the tighter we cling to our comforts, the more we hide the truth from ourselves that we can never really hold on to anything. One of the books – by an American Buddhist nun called Pema Chödrön – said that ‘Abandon Hope’ would be a good slogan to stick on your fridge. It says something about how low I was feeling that I found this a consoling message. All these years I had been holding on to my marriage as the support that would keep me safe in a dark world. But perhaps it was better to stop searching for something or someone to save me.

Sometimes you can’t see what is right in front of you. However often I might have toyed with the idea of using the tin to make an anniversary cake, I had never actually done it. This metal heart became a piece of furniture my husband and I both rushed past each day on the way to work. Maybe the calm of our marriage, which I had taken such pride in, was little more than conflict avoidance or a sign that neither of us cared quite enough to voice our true feelings, including the negative ones. If the tin was a symbol of our love, why had we both neglected it to the point that it had become so rusty?

Once something has ended, when you look back all you can see are clues that it was always doomed. Tiny moments of dissatisfaction get inflated into portents. The past itself becomes contaminated. You forget all the good weeks and years and your mind crowds with memories of the times when you felt lonely or resentful, or the moments when you could see that the other person was somehow unhappy but you couldn’t find the way or the words to reach out and help. I started to wonder whether the tin itself – and the cake I originally baked in it – was a powerful indication that it was doomed from the start. Maybe a man who was so fussy about cherries was not the man for me.

But when I picked it up, trying to decide what to do with it, the tin felt as solid as it did twenty-three years ago, as if it were still waiting to be used.




Charms




The Best China


‘A china cup preserved over a generation is a victory of human purpose over chaos, an accomplishment to be quietly cherished.’

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and Eugene Rochberg-Halton, 1981



I started looking for examples of other people, past or present, who had invested objects in their kitchens with strong meanings or emotions. The more I asked around, the more I saw that feeling emotional about kitchen objects was the rule rather than the exception, even for people who were not especially interested in cooking. I wasn’t alone in having intense and even magical feelings about the things I cooked and ate with.

Many people told me that they could still feel the presence of a lost parent or partner in their china cupboard. I met a woman who told me that she had recently burst into tears on opening a drawer and finding an old apple corer in it because it brought back the memory of her mother – long dead – making apple pie. Another person told me that she had a very powerful sense of one of her ancestors, whom she had never met, because she had inherited her rolling pin. A friend told me that the only thing she now had left from her French grandmother was a rusty old herb chopper which had belonged to her long ago in Paris, where her family ran a brasserie. My friend never used this chopper herself, but every time she looked at it she could see her grandmother’s hands, alive and cooking.

Some of the people I spoke to said that they were not at all sentimental about kitchen objects, but then when they thought harder there was always at least one exception. One man told me that kitchen objects did not interest him, only to go on to reveal that after his mother’s death he had held on to some special teatowels and placemats because they seemed to carry the ‘texture’ of her.

When people described their favourite objects, I noticed certain common themes emerging. Many of the most treasured objects were ones that they or people close to them had held in their hands and used every day – a grandmother’s wooden spoon, a mother-in-law’s butter dish decorated with a cow, a salt shaker inherited from a parent. Like pets or loved ones, these objects were cherished through daily touch. An excellent cook told me that when she walked past her Gaggia ice cream maker – which happened every day – she would smile and sometimes even pat it because she had owned it for so long that it felt like one of the family.

On the other hand, people also described as special the kitchen objects which they hardly used at all: a fragile porcelain bowl, some precious crystal glasses passed down through the generations, a linen tablecloth which only came out once a year. Some of these belongings had become so special – so hallowed – that almost no meal was good enough to justify their use. Like religious relics, they were venerated from a distance.

There is more than one way of demonstrating that an object is special, just as there is more than one way to show a person that you love them. One way to love an object is to use it as much as possible: to give it life through daily use; to stroke it, hold it, touch it to your lips. Another way is to worship it at a distance: to lock it away in a cabinet or cupboard, admire it, preserve it and use it as little as possible, for fear of damaging it or reducing its value.

To touch an object or not to touch it – that is the question. But you can also learn to relate to old objects in new ways. One of the people who helped me to start making sense of all this was Roopa Gulati, a chef and food writer who decided to start using her parents’ precious best china after her husband Dan was diagnosed with a brain tumour. Having spent nearly five decades feeling that this beautiful dinner service was too good to use – she stored it in the attic for years – Roopa suddenly decided that life was too short not to use the good china while she could. Faced with the imminent threat of Dan’s death, her diffidence about using the best china melted away. ‘If it smashes, it smashes’ became her new mantra.

Roopa’s parents came from Punjab in northern India. She grew up in the north of England in rural Cumbria with her brother and sister: the only Asian family in the village. Her father was an eye doctor. The clinic where he worked on Saturdays was next to a very expensive china shop and Roopa remembers that when she was about eleven, he and her mother spent weeks looking at different sets of china before deciding. It was 1975 and the whole set was ‘a huge outlay’, maybe £500.

A generation ago, buying a whole dinner service was a weighty decision, perhaps all the more so for immigrants who were acutely aware of the judgement of others. It might seem strange now, but for a long time in Britain it felt almost obligatory to purchase a high-quality dinner service if you could afford it. A woman who worked in the north of England selling Royal Doulton and Wedgwood during the post-war decades in a big department store recalled a time up until the late twentieth century when ‘everyone aspired to have a dinner set. Everyone seemed to have friends round.’ Many of this woman’s customers in the china department came in monthly, buying a precious piece or two at a time – a couple of cups and saucers one month, a dinner plate the next – until the set was finally complete.

To those who owned them, laying out a special dinner service was not just a way to honour your guests but to demonstrate what ‘best’ looked like in your home. Roopa’s mother felt such pressure to get dinner just so for her guests that she laid the table two days before they arrived. Her beautiful dishes were a kind of armour with which, as a foreigner in this cold northern village, she shielded herself from the judgement of others.

As time slips by, the patterns on our plates become part of the mood music of our lives. The dinner service which Roopa’s father eventually chose was called Braemar by Royal Doulton (not to be confused with a very different and later Royal Doulton pattern also called Braemar, with a splashy tartan pattern). When Roopa showed me one of the plates I instantly saw why her parents would have fallen in love with this particular set, which included vegetable tureens and bowls and platters along with plates. It was an elegant ceramic with a rare delicacy both in colour and design: white in the middle, with a rim of silver followed by an olive-green ring and then two different geometric patterns. Roopa thinks that – consciously or unconsciously – the look must have reminded her parents of the Mughal designs of northern India.

We were talking about the plates over lunch at Roopa’s house in Pinner, where she has lived for the last twenty years. She generously cooked me lunch, a feast of dishes from a book she had been working on about the regional cooking of India, a country where she lived for twenty years after leaving school. She worked in Delhi as a chef, before returning to England. It was in Delhi that she and Dan met, after the sudden death of her first husband. Dan joined us for the first course, a translucent broth of lamb scented with two kinds of cardamom and royal cumin with fried onions and mint on top. It was only three months since Dan’s last stem cell transplant to treat his brain tumour and he was still very weak, though it felt like a miracle that he was home from hospital and in humorous spirits, despite his ordeal.

As the three of us sipped the broth, Roopa described the pit she used to feel in her stomach at the idea of breaking one of the Braemar pieces. The fear remained even after her mother died and she took possession of the whole dinner service. Then her father died, but still she kept the whole dinner service in the attic because the thought of breaking any of it was too awful to bear. ‘It would be a bit of my mum and dad gone.’ She explained that in childhood, the Royal Doulton set was considered so special that she and her siblings were never allowed to help wash it up. Her father was the only one permitted to wash it, and her mother always dried. When Dan heard Roopa saying this, he commented drolly that she should have asked her parents to buy more of the plates so that she could be excused washing-up duties altogether.

[image: A black and white photograph of a  porcelain or china dinnerware set with intricate geometric border patterns, including plates, bowls and lidded serving bowls, all arranged on a wooden table.]
Braemar Dinner Service – Roopa Gulati

After the lamb broth, Dan went back upstairs to rest and Roopa brought out some of her beloved Braemar plates on which she served a deep-green saag of spinach and mustard greens cooked in copious amounts of butter, with flatbreads made from corn and finely sliced raw red onions on the side. The saag was a Punjabi winter dish: full of green minerally goodness. ‘This is my heritage,’ she said. It was a bright January day and the sunlight hit the silver edges of the plates and made them even shinier.

It was a joy to be able to use the dishes so freely, Roopa said. Her attitude to the dinner service changed immediately after Dan’s diagnosis, just over a year before our lunch. In the midst of her grief, she started worrying about the unused plates up in the attic. She had a pressing feeling that by not being eaten off, the china had ‘a life half-lived’. She wanted it to hold different foods and witness the conversations of another generation: her daughters’ children. I noticed that she was talking about her tableware as if it were alive. It was impossible to know whether she and Dan would have another year together. But the plates, at least, could have a second life.

As a child, we may be taught that certain possessions are only for best, but what if today is all we have? ‘Best’ doesn’t have to be saved for feast days or honoured guests. Each morning that Dan was alive was now a special occasion for Roopa. Using these shiny plates also became a daily treat that reminded her of her own worth: a way to celebrate her own existence even when she felt she had done little except visit Dan in hospital. She found herself using the Braemar to brighten her ordinary solitary breakfast of toast and marmalade – something her parents would never have done.

So many of us spend our whole lives denying ourselves the best things because the time is not right or we feel we haven’t earned them yet, or we fear that someone – probably our parents – will disapprove of us if we drop them. This attitude to objects sometimes goes along with a wider impulse of self-denial. This may be the legacy of hunger and rationing, or a religious childhood (both the Koran and the Bible contain prohibitions against touching holy objects without the right preparations), or simply of the social attitudes of earlier generations in which visitors were treated like royalty whereas close family members were unworthy of the ‘good china’ except in company. Some of us have memories of an older generation who kept beautiful cabinets of china and crystal locked away, waiting for the right occasion to dignify it. It feels sad that they spent so long choosing lovely things and so little time enjoying them. It’s like the idea of ‘jam tomorrow’ in Through the Looking-Glass by Lewis Carroll (1871). The Queen tells Alice that she can’t have jam: ‘The rule is, jam tomorrow and jam yesterday – but never jam today.’

If you don’t use the best china now, you may never use it. ‘Life is so precious,’ Roopa said, offering me a bowl of figs cooked in rum and spices. The day we met, Dan was better than he had been for a long time, but she was still on edge with panic that he could have another seizure at any moment. I asked her whether the reason she was now brave enough to use the precious china was because the most fragile thing in her life was Dan and the plates seemed far less precious by comparison? The thought hadn’t occurred to her before, but as soon as I said it she agreed that it was true. ‘When I talk about Dan now, I sound like Dad with his china.’

Thinking about Roopa and her dinner service made me see that it was possible to change the way in which we relate to the objects that mean the most to us. We can learn to touch the things which we once loved only from afar. And when we do, we unlock different emotions about them. For nearly fifty years Roopa had believed that her family’s beautiful china was to be venerated in public, not handled in private. ‘We had to worship it,’ she said. The plates carried an undercurrent of fear along with their beauty. But now she could love them in a less rarefied way, as a lovely but normal part of mealtimes. ‘If it smashes, it smashes,’ she said once again, as if trying to convince herself.

Roopa said that she still missed her parents’ dinner parties and the excitement of standing in the living room, watching as her father put out bowls of pistachio nuts for the guests to have with drinks, while her mother, after all those hours of cooking and tidying, finally took a shower upstairs before dressing in a gorgeously bright sari of turquoise or pink. People in the village called her ‘the peacock’ because of her clothes, which embarrassed Roopa at the time but now she feels proud that her mother was so ‘defiant in her colour’. Meanwhile, the plates shone on the table like sacred vessels. Roopa realised that the best way to honour the momentous and costly decision her parents made in the china shop all those years ago was to stop treating the plates as museum pieces. She might as well enjoy them, because now could be the best and only time. ‘Dad’s no longer there and Mum is not either. This is life.’




Our Kitchen Table


‘How is it that a kitchen table we once admired in a shop window can later become the stable, silent foundation of family meals and conversations with friends?’

Jager, 1983



When you are very sad, your mind plays tricks on you. It can be hard to know which of your thoughts to trust and which to try to shake out of your head like a bad dream. While Roopa saw her china collection as a series of charmed objects, I was starting to look at some of the possessions in my own kitchen as tokens of bad luck, like a broken mirror or a horseshoe hung the wrong way up.

The business with the heart-shaped tin had unsettled me. Until now, I had not thought of myself as particularly superstitious. I walk under ladders without trembling and when a black cat crosses my path I hardly notice. I have had various friends who passionately believed in horoscopes or Tarot cards, but when they told me vital things about my fortune I did not feel it was anything more than a fun diversion.

Yet here I was, looking at a slightly rusty cake tin and believing that it was sending me messages. Who had I become? The tin wasn’t even the only household item which I felt was talking to me. In the wake of my husband leaving, I was developing feverishly strong feelings about all kinds of inanimate objects, especially in the kitchen. I felt his presence – or rather, his absence – in the row of mugs on the dresser and in the arrangement of the frying pans in the drawer underneath the hob; in our shiny blue pepper grinder and in the white salt pig on the kitchen counter. When I opened the drawer where I kept the tea towels, I found the novelty apron one of his sisters had given him featuring the naked torso and penis of the statue of David by Michelangelo.

In truth, I wasn’t doing so well. How are you? texted a friend. A bit up and down, I texted back. It felt shocking to hear my ex-husband speak of a new ‘we’. Sometimes, when I needed to drive my youngest son somewhere, I put a Sharpie pen in my mouth to hold it in the shape of a smile, which was the only way I could reliably stop myself from crying while we were on the road.

In an attempt to purge some of the memories of my husband from the house and regain a little of my own sanity, I started to rearrange things. I emptied out the frying pan drawer and put the pans back in a slightly different order. I removed a grill pan which he had favoured but which I never used. I took it out of the kitchen and stuffed it into a little-used cupboard, which briefly gave me a sense of calm. But then I found that I actually wanted to chargrill some vegetables so the grill pan came back.

Next, I turned to a set of glass ‘keep cups’ for drinking coffee, branded with logos from his work printed on silicone bands. They sometimes made me cry just to look at them. I had the illusion that they, too, were rejecting me. But they were good-quality glasses; it would have felt a waste to get rid of them. They were made from shatterproof reinforced glass, which in a household of clumsy people (my children dropped or knocked glasses all the time, but then so did I) made them extra valuable. I removed the silicone bands and lo! – the keep cups had become perfectly neutral drinking glasses, good for hot or cold drinks, with no associations of him.

Yet no matter how many things in the kitchen I reshuffled or altered, there were still dozens more items that screamed to me that he was gone. Months after his departure, he was more present than ever.

There was a large iron knife which, for unknown reasons, he favoured for cutting home-made pizza. Neither of us used the knife for anything else, partly because I had allowed it to get blunt and it wasn’t an easy knife to sharpen; but in the distant past, when it had actually been sharp, it was the best knife we owned. He had learned to make pizza dough using our electric breadmaker, and although it was one of only a handful of meals that he cooked he made it so many times that his pizzas became much better than mine. He took great care over the little details, slicing the mozzarella and leaving it to dry between sheets of kitchen paper so that the moisture would not make the pizza soggy. He rolled each piece out twice because he found that he could get the crust thinner if it had a rest in between the rollings.

Over the past few years we had developed a ritual whereby I would go to a yoga class on a Sunday night and he would make pizza for the children, giving me one night off from cooking. Those evenings were blissful. I came home and sat by myself with a book, eating whatever slices of cold pizza remained with a big salad. If there was no pizza left, I boiled some eggs. On the countertop I would find the big cast-iron knife, coated in little strings of mozzarella and dabs of tomato sauce. Now I could hardly look at this knife, let alone pick it up, because to touch its smooth handle would have felt like holding his hand.

Most of all, I felt his presence at our kitchen table: to be precise, in the left-hand corner of it, which was where he always sat. The very wood seemed to be full of him, as if his hands had left traces on the grain. I noticed for the first time that there were four dark knots in the timber exactly where his elbows used to rest as he ate.

Right from the beginning, this table was the place where we shared all of our meals. In the early years of our relationship I was an elaborate cook and we sat there together in our old house and ate such dishes as asparagus with walnut crostini or crab and saffron tart. Almost without fail we lit candles for dinner, a habit we adopted from his mother.

As wooden tables go, it’s not a very special one. It’s made of nondescript pine with an unappealing orangey colour on the legs and paler wood on top which became even paler over the years from all the times it was scrubbed. The surface was big enough for rolling sheets of fresh pasta on; big enough to have friends over; and later, in our new house, big enough for family card games or for the children to sit and draw pictures or do their homework. The best thing about the table was that it was ours.

In the daily life of a family, one of the most important rituals is the question of where everyone habitually sits to eat. My place was always at the end of the table. This was because I cooked and needed to be able to jump up and get food from the oven or the hob; but now that I come to think of it, I had made myself the head of the table. On my right was my youngest son, and one along from him was my daughter (who sometimes gently pointed out that his place had once been hers). On my immediate left was my husband, a place he adopted after our oldest son, who used to sit there, left home to study in another city. When our son first left home, I felt the ghost of his presence at the table for months and kept forgetting he was gone and laying a place for him. Now my husband was another ghost at the table.

Without him there the furniture itself felt unstable, like Van Gogh’s painting of his chair in which all the angles are strange. When I came into the kitchen in the morning the ground under the table’s legs was no longer as solid as it had once been. At dinnertime it felt as if the rest of us were actors who had turned up to perform a play in which one of the lead characters was missing. It helped when my daughter kindly moved to sit in his place, so at least it was no longer vacant. I could not have sat there myself. It would have felt like trespassing.

The table still felt so strongly his, even though he never asked to reclaim it or anything else from the kitchen. He left it all behind, although one of the children told me that he had bought a breadmaker just like the old one so that he could still make his pizza dough at a new table with his new person across town.




Drinking Glasses and Other Magical Objects


‘The grasshopper hops on the glass, and falls in the glass. He falls to the bottom. How much would you like to drink the milk?’

April Fallon, Paul Rozin and Patricia Pliner, 1984



People are there in our lives and then they are not. But objects remain. So perhaps it’s no wonder that we sometimes feel that the ones we have lost have found their way into our plates and bowls and spoons. Magical thinking is a much bigger feature of modern human life than most of us usually allow for, and not least when it comes to food and drink. Someone who has proved that this is so is a psychologist called Paul Rozin.

Paul Rozin is a scholar – a hugely influential one – of the strange and twisted ways in which humans sometimes behave around food. Among other things, Rozin is the person who coined the phrase ‘The Omnivore’s Dilemma’, which the food writer Michael Pollan then used as the title of one of his bestselling books. I first came across Rozin’s research a few years ago when I was writing a book (First Bite, 2015) about how humans learn to eat. No matter which aspect of the subject I was trying to research, all my avenues of enquiry seemed to lead me back to Rozin, a professor of psychology at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. This man was an expert on everything, from why (some) humans learn to enjoy chilli peppers to why Westerners are so squeamish about eating insects. Rozin is one of the leading theorists of disgust and why we find certain foods disgusting, even when they will do us no physical harm.

When I finally met Rozin at a food conference in 2016, he was as charismatic as his writing had led me to believe. Rozin was a humorous man with a gravelly New York accent – he was born and raised in Brooklyn – and an intense appreciation of food. Over dinner he explained to me that if chefs had any sense, they would pay far more attention to the dessert course. Because of the way memory works, Rozin found that diners have a tendency to attach the greatest importance to whatever they ate last. This means that a spectacular dessert can almost trick us into forgetting a mediocre main course, something I often think of when I am baking something sweet.

One of Rozin’s most foundational ideas is that magical thinking is a basic aspect of ‘everyday, healthy, human functioning’ in the modern Western world. Behaving as if you believe in magic around certain objects is not incompatible with being a rational person in other areas of your life. This is certainly true when it comes to sports. I have known highly logical people who genuinely convinced themselves that their presence or absence in front of the TV could affect whether their favourite team would win. Rozin has proved that all of us are susceptible to magical thinking.

It is quite easy to make someone feel so repulsed by an ordinary drinking glass that it is as if it has a curse upon it. Rozin’s most famous experiments involved seeing how people reacted to various receptacles into which dead sterilised cockroaches had been dropped. Almost all the participants (forty-six out of forty-nine people) found the idea of ‘roached’ apple or grape juice disgusting, even though they had been assured by a scientist that the juice would do them no harm.

One by one, the participants came into a room where an experimenter with a ‘clean appearance’ sat at a table covered with a tablecloth. The experimenter, who sat next to the participant, unwrapped two fresh disposable drinking glasses and filled them with a little apple juice (in one) and grape juice (in the other) and asked the participant to take a sip of each juice and say which one they preferred. The experimenter then revealed a roach in a small plastic cup and said the words, ‘Now, I’m going to take this sterilised, dead cockroach, it’s perfectly safe, and drop it into this juice glass.’ The roach was swirled around in the person’s preferred flavour of juice for five seconds with forceps before being removed with a plastic spoon. The second glass of juice, by contrast, was stirred with a plastic birthday candle holder. Unsurprisingly, when asked to rate the juices again, the cockroach juice had become undrinkable to almost everyone, regardless of the fact that the insect was harmlessly sterile. By contrast, people were willing to drink juice which had been stirred with the candle holder. When participants were offered a totally fresh batch of apple juice in a fresh glass, unrelated to the first, they now liked the juice less, as if the cockroach had tainted all apple juice from now on.

Thinking again about the cockroach experiment, I no longer felt so stupid for crying at the very sight of my husband’s keep cups. Rozin’s work shows that almost everyone can get spooked by certain vessels, although he has also shown that people vary greatly in how sensitive they are to eating or drinking something from the ‘wrong’ bowl or glass. As Rozin noted in another of his papers (co-written with April Fallon): ‘Some people would still like a bowl of soup after a grasshopper fell in and was removed, whereas others would not consume soup from this bowl even after this bowl was washed three times and refilled with fresh soup.’

Me? I wouldn’t mind eating soup from a bowl in which a grasshopper had fallen, though I’d like the bowl to be washed first. But the traces of my husband in the kitchen were not so easy to wash away.

The belief that another being – whether an insect or a husband – can leave a semi-permanent trace on a piece of kitchenware is a form of ‘sympathetic magic’, according to Rozin. This kind of magic is a universal form of superstition all over the world, though the forms it takes vary hugely from place to place. The basic premise is that things can create magical effects (good or bad) on people because of the sympathetic connections between them. For example, the Kei Islanders of Indonesia traditionally regarded the umbilical cord as the brother or sister of a child after they were born. The navel-string would be put in a pot with ashes and set high up in a tree to keep a protective watch over the child. This might sound odd, but Rozin would say it’s no weirder than feeling that a shirt worn by someone we love is preferable to the same shirt straight off the peg – a common belief. (Interestingly, he found that a loved one’s used toothbrush did not carry the same special aura; most people would rather have a factory-fresh toothbrush than a soiled one, even if the person who has soiled the toothbrush is our beloved.)

Supposedly we live in a rational, secular age. We feel far removed from the ancient American tribes who built up whole mythologies around the pots they cooked with, believing, for example, that certain vessels would instantly crack if they were used to cook meat instead of vegetables, or insisting that pots would break during firing if the women who made them spoke a single word. Yet we still have odd reactions to the inanimate objects in our lives that cannot be accounted for purely by reason, even if we suppress the strength of these feelings because they feel too private or weird to air publicly. A prop stylist called Maeve Sheridan told me that she has ‘almost a gag reflex’ for certain utensils such as a fork that looks the wrong way to her; she starts to wonder if she is going crazy and wonders if ‘someone hit me with the fork in a previous life?’.

The laws of sympathetic magic were first laid out by Sir James Frazer in his 1890 book The Golden Bough. Frazer found that across all the traditional cultures of the world, magical beliefs followed two basic rules. The first was the law of similarity: the idea that things that look like each other will automatically share similar properties. This law explains why, in Malay custom, clay figures of enemies were burned in order to cause burning pain to the enemy themselves. Rozin did a series of experiments to show that the law of similarity was alive and well in modern America. For example, his researchers made a batch of high-quality chocolate fudge. They found – which may not surprise you – that people did not want to eat the brown fudge when it was shaped like very realistic dog poo.

The second law of sympathetic magic is that of contagion. The basic idea is ‘once in contact, always in contact’, or, as Frazer put it, that ‘things which have once been conjoined must remain ever afterwards … in such a sympathetic relation that whatever is done to the one must similarly affect the other’. This is the law, in Rozin’s view, which explains why we find a drinking glass disgusting after it has been in contact with a cockroach. Magical contagion can be positive – as in Rozin’s example of the shirt worn by a loved one – or it can be negative. Once apple juice has become linked with a cockroach, it’s not easy to discard the association.

In 1890 Frazer collected many bizarre examples of contagious magic in action. A lot of the customs had to do with hair or fingernails. There was a widespread fear that if your enemy could get hold of some of your hair or nail clippings, they could do you harm from a distance using the debris from your body. There was also paranoia about teeth falling into the wrong hands. In Germany, when a child lost a milk tooth, the tradition was to go behind the kitchen stove and throw it backwards over your head to protect all the child’s other teeth.

It made me feel a little less mad to realise that, as Frazer wrote, magical thinking was a universal aspect of human cultures. There was a comforting solidarity in thinking about other people who let this kind of magic creep into their thinking. Maybe it was not actually so strange or unusual for me to feel that my husband’s spirit still inhabited his corner of the kitchen table after all of those years of him sitting there. When I brushed against the table accidentally I seemed to be bumping into him, and it was a sensation that made me curiously shy, even in my own kitchen. What was it that Frazer had written? ‘[T]hings which have once been conjoined must remain ever afterwards.’

[image: A photo of a completely bombed-out apartment block, but visible against an interior wall is a row of wooden kitchen cupboards. Some crockery can be seen in one of the cupboards.]
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Praise for The Heart-Shaped Tin:

‘Wilson’s study of kitchen objects passed down through generations, The Heart-Shaped Tin, offers an intimate new way of telling a life … This is a wonderful and original book, which has made me look at ‘stuff’ in a different way’ Tanya Gold, Telegraph, 5-star review

‘With candour and intelligence, Wilson highlights how the props of domestic life become markers of the progress of our lives, but more movingly she probes that it’s possible to recover from heartache with gusto’ The Times and Sunday Times, Books of the Year

‘Wilson examines the individual histories and larger meaning of things we often take for granted. It proves an effective device … Her research chops and deep knowledge of culinary history are evident in this wide-ranging exploration’ Irina Dumitrescu, New York Times

‘Like those great food writers Margaret Visser and M F K Fisher, Wilson knows that everyday objects are the living echo of the great human rituals of labour, consolation, civilisation and, sometimes, subversion … Warmly thoughtful, engaging and often erudite riffs on the strange potency of everyday things’ Lucy Lethbridge, Literary Review

‘The whole collection of entertaining and moving meditations offers historical as well as personal riches, and celebrates the durability of objects that – when we create meaning from them – offer a precious lesson’ Bel Mooney, Mail on Sunday

‘Wilson has managed to strike the perfect (and rare) balance between historical and sociological survey – investigating other people’s fondness for their utensils – and memoir, weaving in rich personal anecdotes that show why her own kitchen is full of ghosts’ Ceci Browning, The Times

‘In this delightful book, part memoir, part anthropological investigation, food writer Wilson explores the way that kitchen objects have the power to move, soothe and even reproach us’ Kathryn Hughes, Guardian

‘Bee Wilson is one of my favourite writers and this may be her best book … It covers superstition, magic and more than anything it is a manual for recovery … Full of joy and hope, this book will be an antidote to sadness in any reader’ Chris van Tulleken, author of Ultra-Processed People

‘Very few writers can do what Bee does … These are the human stories embedded in our material culture, and Bee brings them effortlessly to life’ Ruby Tandoh, author of All Consuming

‘Remarkable … I want to give this book to every cook I know’ Ruth Reichl, author of Tender at the Bone

‘Heart-wrenching and heart-warming in equal measure. No one is so good at capturing the everyday magic of kitchens, cooking and life as Bee Wilson’ Letitia Clark, author of Bitter Honey

‘I loved this book. It was an unexpected pleasure from start to finish, and it completely changed the way I view the objects in my kitchen’ Marion Nestle, Food Politics
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