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For my mum, Lennie, who makes everything so full of love, laughter and most importantly, food (even at times when it shouldn’t be possible)










Introduction


As soon as I came out of my mother, I was so greedy that I made her nipples bleed.


My grandfather, Mor Mor, had to go to the hospital pharmacy and furtively whisper the words ‘nipple guards’ over the counter to get her something to ease the pain. It was mortifying for him. This story is regularly used by my mother as a segue before she proudly explains to a stranger that my party trick is remembering any dish we have ever had on any holiday. That’s how much I like my food. From day one, nothing was going to stop us having the strongest bond – food has always been an inextricable part of my personality. Before I could talk, my toes would wiggle in the high chair anticipating the incoming plate; I would gladly finish my siblings’ leftovers; I would want to know what was for dinner when we were only just sitting down for breakfast, and I would wait around in the kitchen watching my mother cook, like a dog waiting for scraps to fall.


This book is not my whole life, but rather a series of snapshots of some of my most formative experiences. Food is my strongest conduit to memory. I look back on how it has been threaded through my life and been a guest at some of my most important moments. Sometimes with music, often with family and friends, occasionally appearing while growing up during the nineties and noughties. But at the centre of each story is food, always food.


Food started as a necessity but has grown to become many things: a gift from my mother; a part of growing up; an act of love; an accompaniment through the strange world of work and celebrity; a way of understanding myself as a young woman, and now as a mother.


I don’t need an excuse to order an entire menu, but writing a book about food memories has given me extra licence to do so. Apparently, I can say that I am writing a ‘foodoir’, a category I never knew existed and a word I’m not sure I’m completely comfortable with, but as long as it provides an incentive to eat . . .


To eat gives me more pleasure than anything, perhaps even more than music. But add music to the act of eating and that is alchemy of crescendoing delight. I live to eat; I do not eat to live.










Spaghetti Bolognese


Mad cow disease was good for one thing and one thing only: the short-lived birth of my mum’s lamb bolognese. The COVID-19 pandemic has made mad cow disease sound like a Disney show, but in 1993 it was front-page news: 100,000 cows were infected with it and everyone was laying off beef. People were panicking, though not every poor sod had to have their parents’ fear emblazoned on a knit. I remember a girl in my class with a sign pinned onto her jumper that said ‘DO NOT FEED THIS CHILD BEEF’ in bold marker pen. My mum started to make lamb bolognese so as not to disrupt our weekly menu too severely. It tasted thicker, richer and more exciting than her pressure-cookered beef version – I lapped it up. She cooked it on the stove in our 1970s plastic-walled chalet in Abersoch, Wales, in the Easter holidays, the minced meat hard to see through the sea of red oil lying on the top. I would stealthily dig into spoonful upon spoonful of lukewarm bolognese from the pan all afternoon, full by supper two hours later. Of course, I still ate a full meal. Such is the power of a bolognese, beef or lamb, whichever way you like it.


Everyone’s is different, everyone’s has a twist. A dash of milk; pork, veal or beef mince; white wine instead of red; balsamic vinegar; a beef Oxo cube; a splash of Lea & Perrins; cinnamon; mushrooms, carrots, celery. All of the above, none of the above. Everyone has a ‘signature’ bolognese, regardless of what is actually meant to go into a traditional version. It’s the dish that any self-proclaimed non-chef can have a pop at and feel at ease with – even comforted by.


I have been asking people for their last meal on earth on my podcast, Table Manners, for three years now. We have heard too many ‘Mum’s roasts’ and Christmas dinners to count, and, surprisingly, many people would choose to part with this world after a bowl of linguine vongole. But even more surprising to me was the lack of a lasagne or spaghetti bolognese, given that it seems to feature so prominently in so many of our childhood memories. British comedian Michael McIntyre is the only person who has said they would have a homemade spaghetti bolognese. It just isn’t the same when you eat it in a restaurant; it is either too watery, under-seasoned, dry as a bone or drenched in too much sauce – it just doesn’t taste like it does when someone close to you has made it. It is family in the form of a sauce.


***


‘It’s like pushing a watermelon out.’ ‘It’s like shitting out a TV.’ ‘They wouldn’t give me the epidural in time!’ ‘The epidural didn’t work in time!’ I was nervous about giving birth. In fact, I was absolutely terrified. I was the first of my friends to get pregnant and had visions of pain and horror, lovingly imparted by my mum, family members and friends’ mums. And I had watched too many episodes of One Born Every Minute, a whistle-stop tour through everything that can possibly go wrong during labour.


When I found out I was pregnant, it was just after I had done a summer of festivals, so I had time (and money) on my hands to ‘invest’ in a Goop-style pregnancy. The prospect of sedation sounded rather inviting when it came to labour, and if I couldn’t have that, then I wanted the next best thing.


The next best thing turned out to be an Ayurvedic doctor called Gowri Motha. Gowri was the first NHS obstetrician to introduce water births to the UK in the eighties. She’s a pioneer in natural childbirth, encouraging women to prepare their bodies to enable the best chance of a ‘gentle birth’. Even though Gowri is on a mission to make her methods a viable option within the NHS, accessible to all, she has become the Birkin bag of birthing, bringing her Ayurvedic practices to Kate Moss and Elle Macpherson, to name only two of her many celebrity clients. I initially went to her because my friend Quentin looked fantastic throughout her pregnancy and popped her baby out in four hours.


‘I want what she’s having,’ I said and sought out the concoctor of Quentin’s strange herbal teas. Perhaps Gowri could provide the miracle cure for a quick and pain-free birth. I adopted the gluten- and sugar-free (ish) diet encouraged by Dr Motha for months of my pregnancy, and lasagne was off the menu. I prepared for that first birth with such a ferocious focus that my husband, Sam, compared me to a Premier League footballer in training to win the Champions League. Sam saluted my efforts, joining me in eating millet bread for breakfast and buckwheat noodles for lunch, and even accepting the somewhat confusing rule against having mangoes in the house. My mother was less convinced; she was riled senseless each time I refused pudding at hers or sheepishly asked for the gluten-free option at a restaurant.


I ended up having a great, semi-gentle birth (if we omit the swearing and begging for drugs), which I like to put down to the time (and money) I invested in preparing for it. Aside from all the oils I rubbed onto my skin, all the pizzas and pastries I sacrificed and all the herbal teas and vitamins I militantly ingested morning and night, Gowri gave me an incredible confidence about giving birth, which outweighed my initial fear.


The second time around, I was a B-plus Gowri student; a tad arrogant and laissez-faire, thinking I knew how to jump through the hoops of pregnancy and birth while exhausted by a toddler. Sugar and carbs were my friend, particularly those Kingsland Road almond and chocolate croissants I would regularly pick up on the nursery run.


I had decided to have a baby at home this time, for reasons entirely unconnected to the fact that my mother-in-law had had two effortless births in a Brixton bathtub. She had always said that giving birth is ‘like having a bit of a tummy ache’. Reader, it is not. I psychologically prepared by watching YouTube videos of Ricki Lake giving birth in her New York apartment, walking sideways up hills in Clissold Park and stomping around Victoria Park with my best mate Sarah – who was due two weeks after me. My baby was late, and Sarah looked ready to pop.


This was Sarah’s first baby and you might say she had romanticised going into labour, just a little. Her husband Jamie was going to make a ‘pregnancy ragu’ as soon as she felt the rumblings of the baby knocking. It was to be an earthy distraction, calming and methodical. The sofrito would sweat, then the sauce would simmer for hours, the hob illuminating their dimly lit labour cave, Sarah clary-saged up to the eyeballs, Jamie gently mimicking the figure-of-eight movements with his hips while encouraging a regular lion’s breath. I could picture Sarah on all fours, listening to Khruangbin, only to get up to stir the bolognese, the smells wafting in and out of her heavy breathing.


Sarah texted me throughout labour saying, ‘This fucking hurts,’ and eventually she gave birth to the angelic Casper to the sound of the Spice Girls. I’m not sure when the ragu got eaten or if she even fancied it by that point. I went to hold baby Casper at the hospital the next day, proud of my friend, jealous that I was still at the top of the diving board waiting to jump into a labour that was now two weeks overdue and starting to wonder about the powers of minced meat. Sam and I marched back from Homerton Hospital in the rain, me teetering on the edge of hysteria, determined to go into natural labour. I decided to make a bolognese.


I started it at 11 a.m., full of adrenaline and resentment towards our late arrival, certain that the tears in my eyes were not from the onions, adding pancetta and a bottle of red wine. It was going to sit there on the hob and I was going to sit on my birthing ball and together we would simmer with emotion and wait for the magic to happen. Miraculously, before a spoonful had passed my lips and over an episode of Gilmore Girls, I thought I could feel something.


I immediately texted Gowri unsure if this was simply another false alarm, or early labour. She told me to get to her North London clinic straight away and she would get the show on the road. And that she did – through the power of reflexology, some cranio-sacral therapy and a tired old Walkman playing high-frequency white noise in my ears (don’t knock it till you’ve tried it). She sent me home two hours later, assuring me that the baby would arrive that evening. Sam was ordered to put the dust sheets down on the living-room floor, prepare the birthing pool and make sure the bolognese didn’t stick to the bottom of the pan. I returned home with regular contractions deliciously rumbling inside me. The birthing team arrived, excited for us and ready to deliver this tardy babe. But then everything stopped: no more contractions, nothing. Maybe I was too excited and the baby got stage fright, who knows? The body and the mind are miraculous things during birth. The bolognese was sitting there, taunting me. Exhausted from the ups and downs of the past eight hours, hungry and pissed off, I gave a simple instruction – ‘Get the pasta on, Sam.’ I think it was probably the best bolognese I have ever made, but there was no cause for celebration yet. I ate it miserably.


But an hour later, the game was back on. It was showtime. The ragu had worked! Four hours later, a perfect baby boy was in my hands, with his amniotic sack all over the sisal carpet (Sam hadn’t checked to see if the dust sheets were waterproof). We sat all together with a cup of tea, a glass of champagne and chunks of chocolate, toasting his entrance. His middle name, Rafa, has the initials of each of the wonderful women who helped deliver him: Roisin, Aimee, Francine and Annie.


Was it sheer competitiveness on my part that did it? Was it that he was about to be two weeks overdue? Was it the power of Gowri? The four brilliant women’s healing hands and words of encouragement or simply the magic of making that ragu? Who knows? But when I have another baby, I’ll start with the sauce.


***


I bumped into my producer and friend Alice on our doorstep, dropping off a care package after my son had been born. She had filled a paper bag with a packet of spaghetti, fresh basil, a chunk of Parmesan, some dark chocolate and a big vat of homemade bolognese. She didn’t ask to come in but cried as soon as she saw this tiny sleeping thing strapped to my chest. ‘Sorry, I just can’t help but cry at newborn babies,’ she laughed through a joyful blub. I absolutely loved her for it.


***


Sam’s father Pete’s bolognese recipe is my favourite (perhaps because it’s the quickest dish of his rather limited repertoire). I can see how much Sam loves making it; there is something he finds so satisfying about the chopping, the stirring, and the fact that the children prefer his to mine. When Sam was younger, Pete would announce to his wife and sons in the morning that he would be making dinner that evening. A hush would descend, broken only by the town bell ringing to mark this glorious and rare event.


It was always the same dish, the same recipe. Sam loved the taste of his dad’s bolognese, but mostly he loved watching him make it. He would be back from school just in time to watch Pete make a start. Before any chopping had occurred, Pete would have struck up the CD player with jazz cascading out of it and poured a glass – or three – of red wine into one particular small goblet. Only his red wine goes into the goblet. It’s slightly larger than a sherry glass and there’s only one in the house, therefore the pouring of wine is rather free and regular.


Pete hums along, sips his wine and enjoys the steps to his spag bol. He makes his in a large frying pan, adding grated carrot, a beef Oxo cube and, right near the end, a large glug of wine so the alcohol is not fully burnt off. It’s drier than I remember my mum’s being, who left hers in a pressure cooker all day while she worked, so when we opened the door after returning from school, one sniff would tell us exactly what we were having for dinner. She served hers with the conchiglie shells, so the red water would sit in the shell like a rock pool, with the odd bit of mince swimming around.


We always return to Pete’s recipe, even though it means I have to relinquish my conchiglie shells and my head-chef hat. It is worth it to watch Sam make it. He too will put jazz music on, have his bottle of wine ready and relive his dad’s modest creation.


Pete’s Spaghetti Bolognese


Olive oil


1 red onion, chopped


Garlic, chopped


500g mince


1 beef Oxo cube


1 tin of chopped tomatoes


Ground cinnamon


2 carrots, peeled


Salt and pepper


Red wine


 


Put on some jazz (Bill Evans or Billie Holiday). Open a bottle of wine and pour yourself a glass.


Heat the olive oil in a large frying pan. Add the red onion and soften on a low heat for 10 minutes. Then add chopped garlic and cook for a minute.


Then the mince and the beef Oxo cube go in. Once the mince is fried off and no longer raw, add the tin of tomatoes. No purée!


Add a generous sprinkle of cinnamon and pour yourself another glass of wine.


Grate the carrots into the sauce and stir. Season to taste with black pepper and a small amount of salt.


Pour in some red wine at the end so you can really taste it.


***


There is only one exception to the rule that spaghetti bolognese must be homemade, and that is when you are at International Café on Skopelos town’s waterfront at 7 p.m. There is a low hum of mopeds, the air is thick and warm from the setting sun and smoking philosophers, the light is perfect and the town is slowly waking up from its siesta, ready for a night of handholding, citronella, gluttony and holiday spirit. International’s Yanni greets you like family every year. It must be your first port of call when you set foot on Skopelos. You order his mother’s meatballs in ouzo and a welcome Greek salad (something you will tire of after 14 days, but which is, at the first taste of feta smacked against vinegar and sweet tomatoes, glorious). Yanni’s brother, Thasos, brings over a huge tray of drinks that are on the house: the largest glass of Greek rosé, a carafe for your mum who is always on her way and a Mythos for your husband. And the kids have the bolognese. It will be the only dish that they will eat for the next two weeks and you know it’s the best bolognese on the island because after that fortnight of tasting, you are quite the connoisseur.


***


There is a taverna on Limnonari Beach on Skopelos where I would happily consume my last supper. Among olive groves and chirping crickets, you sit under linen canopies and pink and peach bougainvillea, taking in the lapping waves and the sound of children playing or mopeds coming down the hill. You listen closely to the ever-so-grumpy owner Vangelis’s excellent jazz playlists, tasting fresh grilled octopus, fava-bean dip, mountain greens with feta and chilli, and the palest, most perfect taramasalata, then feta with honey and filo and sesame seeds. I could go on. But while you eat all of these beautiful dishes, you will be ducking and diving to get away from the wasps. Taking a rushed bite of your seafood spaghetti, you will simultaneously inhale smoke from the mound of burning coffee on your table – a deterrent to scare the pests away. You will finish the meal within minutes with an added side of heartburn. That meal will include spaghetti bolognese for the children, of course. Spaghetti bolognese is, inevitably, a wasp’s personal favourite. There is no rhyme or reason as to why most years there are so many wasps on Skopelos, then another year there will be virtually none, but it will be the main point of conversation throughout the meal.


The name of Vangelis’s taverna is Lemonis. One year I got stung by a wasp – on a non-wasp year, ironically – and he told me that the best remedy for a sting was very hot water dabbed on the area. ‘You will cry from the heat, but it will get the poison out. Dab MORE. LONGER. Do it!’ It only took me thirty years of wasp stings to attain this simple recommendation. I share it with you happily, because it really does take away the sting much quicker, leaving you with a manageable itch.


Our good friend, William McDonald is the most charming gentleman you will ever meet, and he has an incredible knack of keeping your wine glass full throughout the night. My mother and William get along extraordinarily. William’s husband, Chris Sweeney, has been coming to Skopelos with his family for as long as us – thirty years. We have shared many meals, drinks, laughter, Wasp-Eze, and tears together as the Wares and the Sweeneys. We have shared pasta on their balcony, cheese and ham toasties by the pool, and first White Russians on first drunk nights. Chris has always been – aside from the time he split my eyelid open dunking me in the pool – a gentle older sibling to me.


Chris married William on Skopelos the year after Sam and I tied the knot there. Their wedding was totally different to ours: different locations, different vows, different guests, different food, different music. Far more chic, but just as fun.


Straight after Chris and Will’s wedding ceremony, the wasps were angry. Perhaps they were sick of the throngs of jubilant people joining them in the most picturesque spot on the island: a rock with one lowly tree, capturing the brilliant sunset in all its glory. Perhaps the fanning of our joyful tears pissed them off. But as we climbed off the rock to leave the treacherous spot and headed to the harbour to catch the reception boat and toast the happy couple, Sam was seen by all standing on a jagged rock, pulling his pants down. The wedding party looked on as Sam, his toned, godly body lit by the golden glow of the setting sun, as poised and tense as a mythical statue, tried to tend to the sting on his bottom. I have been told that this was a high point of the wedding for many of the guests, outshining the rendition of Whitney Houston’s ‘Step by Step’ I sang as a duet with Will Young later that evening.










Teeth


My sister knocked my front tooth out when I was seven. It happened during an over-tired bath time, when a few pesky splashes aimed at my sister ended in her grabbing my head and persistently banging my face against the side of the bath. I watched my newly grown tooth crumbling into the muggy bath water. My mum fished around with a sieve to try to salvage what was left of the disintegrated tooth, but it was no use; the shards swam among the suds and were lost. But it was okay because it meant I could go and see my dentist, Dr Charles Ferber, to have a new tooth fitted. Hello, Charlie, if you’re reading this (which I know you will be, as Mum will have bought you a copy). The replacement tooth was a cement-like putty that would supposedly serve me well until my older years. It looked so realistic I didn’t end up getting a proper veneer until my twenties.


I’ve never understood people’s fear of the dentist. I longed for my Wimpole Street appointments where I would be greeted like a long-lost niece, with a two-hand cupping of my face and a kiss on both chubby cheeks. It was whiffs of sweet mint and wealthy women’s perfume and flicking through magazines in the waiting room on a school day. My mum was from a working-class family, always a staunch Labour supporter and NHS lover, so we never had private health care – never really believed in it – but when it came to teeth, Mum always sent us to central London. It is a contradiction that I broached with my mum recently. She explained that my grandma had lost all her back teeth when she was twenty-six – ‘because of the Blitz and nerves’ – so she had always taken my mum to private dental practices ever since she was a little girl. My grandma was obsessed with ‘good teeth’, so I guess my mum inherited that trait, the irony being that Mum is at the dentist as regularly as the supermarket due to a relentless list of complications surrounding her molars, her crowns, root canals . . . you name it, she’s had the problem and a procedure to fix it.
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