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HOWTO MAKE CUSTARD

HowTO MAKE CUSTARD

I've never hit anyone but I have been hit myself. It was

immediately prior to dinner and we were both hungry and

tipsy from cider: Sandy had been offered a job transfer to

London and I hadn't automatically agreed to follow her and

although we'd been separated many times we'd started living

together only recently. When I said that I'dprobably end up

following her she punched me straight on the cheekbone with a

balled fist. I did not hit her back but I didn't agree to London

either. I turned and bumped into the islarrd bench and then

walked around and started stirring the risotto that was burning

dry on the stove.

It was of no bearing on the above - or not at the time - but

many years before this her father had done a short stint in

prison for assault. He was tall, brilliant and intellectually
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superior to me, but brutality jagged easily from him. He fought

with his jacket, and waistcoat, still on, and tended to scrap

rather than box. He grew up in a housing commission unit and

taught himself with books and as a child counted the sparrows

outside his bedroom windowsill among his closest friends. In

his work, he'd started at the bottom and risen quickly; the

moment he could afford it, he'd moved his familyfrom a semi-

detached railway house to something bigger and fancier. He

only fought when he was drunk.

I knew these details before I met him - and his wife -
properly. Sandy and I had talked of him many nights, but both

of us had been too scared to push things beyond hello at the

front door of their house. Now that we were living together,

there was no avoiding it. The meeting would be over dinner,

which I would cook. Sandy was their youngest daughter. She

was not dating a replacement for her father by dating me; her

father and I had similarities, in that we both thought each day

should involve a collection of weight training, cycling, book

reading, cooking, at least one bottle of red wine, and a genuine

possibility of sex. But we were otherwise nothing alike. Some

people thought of me as brave or daring but I was neither; I
was quiet and determined, but rash. I was also slow; I read

slow and cycled slow and took my time in the kitchen. He

prided himself on cooking and reading and fighting fast. He

was quiet but, when he was sober, immensely disciplined. I
joked, to myself, that he probably wore a three-piece suit to

bed.
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I practiced, by squeezing on a steel spring, my hand-shake for

a fortnight prior to the dinner. Both he and his wife were

visiting, but in my head I was cooking only for him.

He was coming on a Wednesday night. Even so, Sandy had

warned me that he'd still wear a suit, and beneath it high,

decorative cowboy boots. Because of this, on the night they

came I chose to wear clothes more formal, and uncomfortable,

than I normallywould at home.

The kitchen was at the back of the house. His boots snapped

against the polished pine boards as he approached. The menu I

had waiting was my chief defence against him, but it had

weaknesses. To finish I was going to make custard from egg

yolks, vanilla seeds and cream; I would pour it over a cherry

clafoutis. I put the clafoutis in the oven as his footsteps

studded the floorboards, but the custard would be made later.

I'd made custard successfully only once before and its simpie,

sweet, vanilla taste had made me feel so happy that it felt

essential to risk making it for this man. But in my practice run

of the custard the eggs scrambled and I threw the lot away; I

did not know why they had, nor how to deal with it if it
happened again.

Vanilla, milk, sugar: I was trlang to make the dessert feel

innoc.ent, childish, and homely. I wanted him to feel disarmed.

I had lamb in the oven; I was serving it with nam jim. I grew

up in working class suburbs and at the time I thought I'd never

live anyvrhere else; I wore myworking class upbringing with a

pride that was easily upset. I was schooled at my local high
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school. My grandfather, on my father's side, was raised in

these suburbs too and I admired him for many things, but

most of all for the way he made all his or.tm bread - to a recipe

so healy with wholegrain that you could chisel your name in it.

I did not inherit this recipe, but I did inherit my

grandfather's love of the bread making process. The day before

this dinner I'd placed a tiny amount of water, yeast, sait and

strong flour in a cast-iron pot and let it rise for z4 hours, sour

and slow, knocking it doum twice.I didn't make this bread;

patience did. I'd then baked it in the pot and it had come out

crisp, hard, and hollow to the tap. On hearing his boots I

turned and made as if I was about to cut the bread, but I had

no intention of doing it then. It was how I wanted him to

encounter me; apron on, residual flour on the back of my

hands, knife ready - his eyes draurn to the bread I had made

for him.

I paused when he entered the kitchen, then put the bread

knife dornrr. I walked to shake his hand.

I did not know for certain, and I had not questioned Sandy,

but I'd have bet a hill of truffles that her father would have a

bone-crushing handshake. I was not going to make it a contest,

because he would wiir and my loss would show, but I was

determined to meet him solid.

He didn't move towards me. He'd stopped one step inside the

kitchen doorway, his wife a full step behind; she had to peer

around him. Sandy had emerged from the bathroom, but

remained to the side, watching. Suddenly it was like standing
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in a centrifuge; there was a ball of energy in the empty space

between us, and it took a determined force to move into it.

I did not walk too close to him, but I did walk close enough. I

held my hand out, shaking slightly, and welcomed him to the

house. I'm Carter, I said.

I knowwho you are, he said.

And then I realised what he was going to do. My hand was

extended towards him. He stared it down. As I stood there, I

noticed that his suit jacket was r,rrinkled; he was wearing the

suit he'd worn that day to work. He probably drove with it on.

He did not shake my hand, and I was left hanging.

Carter's put in a lot of effort for this dinner, his daughter said.

Her father, I think, grunted - though as I turned away from

him I too spoke, so I couldn't say for sure.

Put some music on, I said. And then I added, Will someone

please put some music on!

And I turned and hurriedly cut some bread.

Koonunga Hill, he said.

There was a bottle of wine on the counter. He added, If it's

not the shiraz cabernet, then there's no point in drinking it.

I wasn't certain whether it was the shiraz cabernet, though I

thought that I'd had it before, and liked it. It had cost me

$rg.gg.Why's that? I asked.

If you don't know that, then I pi$ you, he replied. And after

his wife chided him, he added, It's the only Koonunga Hill that

means anything. The others are bleak imitations.

He paused, and stepped closer to me, Very blea\ he added.
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And then his daughter offered him a piece of mybread.

The sight of the bread made him smile. The narrow island

bench was all that separated us now. He was probably a good

foot taller than me, and the closer he came the more dramatic

this difference seemed. He took a piece of the bread, and held

it midwaybetween our sightlines. He was looking me straight

in the eye.

He said, With bread it's easy to add flavour, but it's

impossible to take it away.

and with that, he took a bite.

I only reached for a slice myself as an attempt at nonchalance;

hunger was a distance off. The bread tasted toasty and sour. It
was chewy inside and out, and although I'd used barely any

yeast at all, it was brash with yeasty flavour. If there'd been

any'thing wrong with this loaf, I'd have known it long before

this moment. This bread wasn't quite the same as family, but it
was part of who I was, and where I came from. I trusted this

bread like intuition itself.

I had the clafoutis in the oven and the lamb too; I knelt to

check them. A burst of hot oven air hit my face, and although I

didn't need to, I splashed my face with v,'ai,er at the sink.

When I turned back to him he'd put the piece of bread down.

He'd stepped away from the bench. He said, Are you happy

with the amount of salt in that bread?

He didn't smirk, or look smug, or an1'thing quite so

sensational, but we both knew that I cared about this bread.



HOWTO MAKE CUSTARD

If I concentrated hard, I could taste the salt in the bread. I

intended it to taste this way. But I wasn't about to admit this to

him. So I said, I can't taste any salt in it.

You mustn't have any sense of taste, he said.

Either that or you don't, I replied, rashly. And before I could

stop myself, I added, I made this bread. It's made to an ultra-

slow rise recipe. Are you sure there's salt in it?

He hesitated. I have never enjoyed a man's hesitation more.

I'd stopped fussing in the kitchen and now stood in the centre

of it, staring at him. Water dripped down my cheek. His wife

said, It tastes gorgeous, whatever it has in it.

I love this bread, Sandy said.

He didn't double-check with another bite. He held my stare,

and pushed his suit-jacket back as his free hand moved to his

hip. Then he said, It does have salt in it.

Sandy's father and I sat diagonally opposite one another. The

meal, until the custard, was uneventful. The lamb was tender

and flavoursome and the Koonunga Hill, thankfully, was the

shiraz cabernet. At one point [Jnder the Milky WaybyThe

Church came on the stereo, and I tuned out of the cernversation

and just listened. It had a melodic, catchy sound, and yet in

equal part it sounded sophisticated too; like a stunning piece of

architecture wrapped inside a jumpy castle.

For as long as I could remember, I'd wanted to be a journalist,

but from the first couple of weeks of my journalism cadetship

I'd knou'n that I'd never be a good one. As a journalist I was all
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architecture; no j,tmpy castle - or maybe the other way around.

I got the job because I could write, but now I had it I was too

shy; I lacked assertiveness. On the night of this dinner I'd been

laboring under this realisation for five years. I didn't know

whether I wanted to commit to the trip to London, or to the

woman I would follow there, because I didn't know where I

was headed in general. I knew where I came from, but I didn't

know my place in the future. Pushing myself in the gym, long

hours on the bike, and evenings pottering in the kitchen

became more and more important each month. All these

activities were demanding and real, and yet they were an

escape from various realities. I had a feeling I was plotting to

waste my life. The song finished and I stood and headed to

make the custard.

I had a plan. I would cook this custard slow, and watch its

every turn. I would lift it from the jet at the merest sign of

scrambling. I would use a good, new-ish saucepan. There

would be no sticking. I knew the recipe, but I would keep

Stephanie Alexander's The Cook's Companion in front of me.

The cherry clafoutis was done; all it needed was a simple

vanilla custard to finish. The crunch of the clafoutis - a kind of

spread-eagled French tart with almonds and cherries and

brandy - was the architecture, the custard the fun jumpy castle"

Form and fun.

I warmed cream and milk in a pan, slit the vanilla pod and

scraped out its seeds. Once this had come to the cusp of boiling,

I turned the heat off, and let the vanilla seeds and the pod rest
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in the milk. I separated my eggs and added sugar. I took the

pod out, and combined the mixtures. Then I turned the heat on

as low as I could get it, and began to cook the custard.

For a long time, nothing happened. The mixture stayed milky

and skinny; it did not thicken. I tasted it with myfinger and

the flavour was beautiful; but it was flavoured milk, not

custard. I stirred and stirred. And then, after a good long time,

I took the saucepan from the stove and went back to the dinner

table. I wanted to make an announcement, or an apology, but

instead I whispered to Sandy, I can't get the custard to work.

You're only making custard and it's still not ready? Her

father immediately asked.

It tastes good, I replied, but it won't thicken.

You're too cute for words, he said.

I'll just serve it, I said.

Do you want some help? Sandy asked.

If it tastes good it'll be fine, her mother said.

But when I got back to the kitchen, I turned the stove back on.

I turned the flame higher this time. And almost immediately,

the eggs in the custard started to scramble.

Sancly came in. I've gol Freddo Frogs in the cupboard, she

said. If worst comes to worst, we'll just have them.

And when I didn't reply, she added, It's a whole bag of

strarvberry Freddos. Can you believe they're allowed to sell just

the strawberry ones? It's like teaching people that there's a

perfect world.
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I had another vanilla pod and enough eggs and cream and

milk; I could start again. But instead I whisked madly at the

egg fragments - and then, simply, I gave up and served it. I
picked out the best, or least affected, parts of the custard for

her father. And Sandy and her mother rushed, after their first

spoonful, to tell me how delicious it tasted.

But as I sat and toyed at my ourn serving, I felt au{ul in a

rather grand way; I'd loved cooking for a very long time, but I

wasn't very good at it, either.

It wasn't deliberate. I couldn't look at anyone else at the table

as they ate, so instead of eating my dessert properly, I stared at

my dish and shaped the slice of clafoutis into an exact square. I

hadn't felt hungry all night, and I especially didn't now. When

the others finished eating, what I was doing with my dessert

became obvious. I know that I looked pathetic.

And that's why, neither then nor now, I didn't blame Sandy's

father for what he did, even though he was wrong to do it, He

stood up, walked around the table, picked up my fork - and

mashed my prissy squared-off clafoutis like it was an over-ripe

banana. l

I have never hit a person. But I felt so humiliated, in that

moment, that I jumped up and fronted him and made as if I

was about to fly at him; but he flinched, and I suddenly

stopped. He lau,ghed at me.

I pretended to read on my bed. TWenty minutes later, I heard

Sandy's parents making to leave. I stood and walked to my

10
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wardrobe. I started to change out of my uncomfortable clothes.

I had my back to the door, and was half undressed, when he

entered.

We're leaving, he said.

I don't know why, but the sound of his voice made my eyes

water, so I did not turn; instead I flexed the muscles in my

back.

Eventually, he spoke to my bare back. He said, I'm sorry I did

that.

I knew it was ungracious, but I could not face him. I said

nothing. He must have been half-way out the door when he

spoke again, because I heard the door creak. I'm not absolutely

sure, but I think this is what he said, You have to take a ticket if
you want your number to be called. Then he left.

Sandy followed them out; it was safe to leave the bedroom.

They were still outside when I saw the jug on the kitchen bench.

It was a jug I hadn't used. There was a note beside it:

Use obigger slucepan.

Strain before seruing.

Whether you think it needs it or not.

I dipped my finger into the jug. It felt silken and thick on my

tongue, and tasted sweet and homely; that brutal bastard of a

man had made the perfect custard. It tasted so good that it felt,

at the time, as if this food might bring this man and me closer

together. I knew it would be good for Sandy and me if it did.

11
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But early the next morning I made us raisin bread and coffee

and through wafts ofsteam Sandy looked over and asked

whether we'd been wrong to move in together. I never went to

London; and I never talked to, or cooked for, her father again.
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