
Studded with spikes, the devil flower rests on the chopping block. The tight bud is encrusted with reptile scale petals. It is an organic green color, spotted in places with splashes of brown. Each leaf of this threatening yet fascinating piece of plant life has a claw-like end that seems to caution and warn the casual diner. 


I clutch my culinary scissors in hand and begin to lop off each of the menacing spurs, preparing this thick-skinned artichoke to meet the churning pot on the stove. With a whack the gleaming cleaver severs the bulky stalk from the now-manicured bloom, like an unfortunate aristocrat at the guillotine. The first stage of my journey to the heart of the vegetable is complete.


Steam begins to gather on the windows as the distinct and earthy smell of boiling artichoke permeates the room. Like Tantalus, I wait in agony for tender perfection. A hopeful glance into the pot reveals indigo green water and a flower faded to a faint celadon green. Finally, it is ready to be savored.


An artichoke can never be devoured, however. It is not a piece of cheese pizza or an ice cream cone. Although it is eaten with the hands, it takes work, it takes practice, it takes technique. Steaming, I set it onto a glazed green plate and it looks completely natural there, like part of a woodland landscape. It is the centerpiece of my world and it grasps my absolute attention. Ritualistically, I carefully peel back the first tender leaf. It is pliable and smooth like the first growth in the Spring. I touch its silkiness with my lips and seize its half-bite of meat with my teeth. This is merely a hint at the lusciousness I will encounter at the end of my expedition to the core of the artichoke. 

Each leaf becomes softer and more tender as I move inward. The petals closest to the choke are transluscent and the faintest shade of creamy green, like a precious piece of milky jade. I no longer have to tear at these pieces; they seem to dissolve and disappear as if made of pure sugar. Yet I push on toward the pinnacle of this dining experience, the savory nucleus of this edible blossom, the buried treasure beneath the tough exterior. 

But, as with all treasures worth seeking, this one is heavily guarded. A ring of purple leaves crowned with thorns protects the inner chamber of rich, juicy artichoke heart. I cautiously pluck them, one by one, pricking my fingers in the process. Here I meet my final adversary – the choke. The stripped artichoke assumes the appearance of a sea anemone and the individual strands of choke look like tentacles or gills. Although these silky strands look innocuous, one bite will do exactly what the name says – it will make you choke. Each individual straw-colored thread that clutches steadfastly to the heart must be cleared before I can finally tasting the divine nectar that lies beneath. But it is worth it, I tell myself, worth penetrating the dangerous façade, worth the slow and steady enticement of  the soft leaves, worth the final push through the violet sentinels and the treacherous choke. The soft, yet crunchy meat that greets my mouth is the essence of the artichoke. The final reward. 
All things in life worth truly knowing need to be penetrated slowly and deliberately. Only through the pealing away of the facade can we truly know the essence of another human. It requires time, trust and tenacity to move beyond the superficial, the small-talk, the casual smiles – to move to something deeper. 
This is because people put up barriers. Humans have learned to be thick-skinned and guarded in order to avoid feeling pain. Each hurtful word, each rejection, each embarrassment, each agonizing betrayal by another person creates a new needle-sharp burr around ones heart. It is these thorns that attack when a human being feels threatened, repelling anyone who dares attempt to penetrate the delicate, vulnerable interior. 
Discovering the golden inner core of another human being is a process that entails patience and understanding. One must be willing to take the voyage, to move through the painful moments, to immerse himself completely in the process. Only with this wholehearted commitment can one human truly find what is concealed in the core of another. One may find that the rough and prickly exterior of an individual only exists to safeguard the delicate and cherished clandestine heart. Trust, honesty, intimacy and tenderness are the only warriors that can conquer the stalwart fortresses that defend the fragile soul of another, but the conquest is a worthwhile one that leads to a treasure beyond jewels, gold or pearls.
