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Prologue 





Chris and I went to Asia for a lot of reasons. For the challenge. For the adventure. Because we knew that the next step was settling down and having kids, and we just needed to have one last fling, and we wanted to have it with each other. 


Our original plan had been to spend a year living and working in China, but without really meaning to we ended up in China and Vietnam and Cambodia and Thailand and Malaysia. 


A lot of things went right and a lot of other things went wrong. The latter were easier to spot. 


This is a book about travel but it's also a book about food. The experience of food, the discovery of it, the sensuality of eating strange things in strange lands and falling in love with the taste of other peoples' countries. 


Chinese food held a strange allure from my youngest years. We would celebrate family occasions at Mann's Beijing – the beautifully odd, always welcoming, wood-panelled Chinese restaurant in Isleworth, where I grew up. When as a family we had a bit more money, birthdays were marked at the Four Regions in Richmond, where on a quiet December lunchtime we would sometimes see Jerry Hall feeding her children at the next table. If Italian food tasted of home and family, Chinese food tasted of exoticism and success. 


And then there was Anne, my best friend from sixth form onwards. Her dad had come to London from Hong Kong in the 1960s. After several years in London he had returned to Hong Kong, met and married her mother and together they had come to London to make a more prosperous life for themselves and their children. 


Watching Anne's parents at work in their Chinese takeaway in Ealing, I observed the very particular ballet of the Chinese kitchen. Anne's baby brother Daniel would be watching television, sitting cross-legged in a dark hidey-hole under the counter by the hatch. His parents worked quickly and efficiently, moving back and forth between two great gas rings; cleaning their vast black woks, seasoning them with oil, their hands flashing over white plastic boxes of bean sprouts, mushrooms and peppers. They worked at a speed that seemed entirely unreal, never bumping into each other, never spilling: hands looping, feet moving in tiny diagonals like a waltz, woks bucking under their touch, ingredients cascading in showers from their fingers. 


But it took a spell living in China to really turn me on to the possibilities and varieties of Chinese food. To start to understand the different regions and the thousand different dishes that could emerge from a single wok. And all that was before we travelled the contours of the South China Sea. Down to Vietnam and the Mekong Delta. West to the Cambodian coast and Tonle Sap Lake. On to central Thailand and then down the Malay peninsula to the island of Penang and the city of Kuala Lumpur. 


This is also a book about escape. Escaping into the unknown. Escaping big decisions. And the realisation that there comes a time when you have to stop running away. 


We start the way our year started: with New Year fireworks, drunken musicians and a table full of dumplings. 
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