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Introduction

I had been swallowed.

I was sitting in the acidic juices of my choices, in the belly of the beast I’d worked so hard to claw my way into. I knew that I was profoundly lost – but that was also the moment I began to heal. I was in my dad’s kitchen, propped on a wooden stool that leaned against his old Aga, the one he never used. He talked loudly as I nodded silently behind cystic acne, greasy hair and the silver hoop earrings I thought would distract from my bitterness.

I’d moved back home from Portland a few weeks earlier, and was spending the day actively ‘resting’ in his company. After a decade in London, New York and Portland, leading some of the biggest brands in the world as a creative director, my fast and glossy life decisions had rendered me a husk: dull, dry, discarded. My one-year-old marriage consisted of tense, silent dog walks, my fancy job I’d spent my entire life screeching towards felt both too hard and too easy all at once. The country I’d chosen to live in was serving up wildfire smoke through the door cracks and the sound of Trump’s federal agents throwing stun grenades while I brushed my teeth at night. Covid meant I was trapped in Portland and inside the Zoom square. It was the winter of 2020, and once the borders were lifted, my husband Roo and I decided to leave. Within a month, our belongings were bouncing in a shipping container on the sea. Meanwhile, I crash-landed back in Wales so violently that I don’t fully remember making the decision to return. Instinctively, I found my way back to the familial bao bun.

So that day, my dad had suggested we make wontons. When I arrived at his house, the filling was being prepped. Pork and prawn meat were brined and seasoned, and then carefully diced into a sticky mound and sealed with a kiss of cling film. He’d staged the rehydrated shiitake mushrooms on a small chopping board, with spring onions and sesame oil and a knife. I began slicing. He had left me the easy parts to finish, to make me feel involved at that last moment of the cook, after he’d prepped for hours. The wonton skins sat stacked on the table, yearning for the fleshy mixture; they looked empty without it. The smell of prawn heads and white pepper stuck to my nostril hairs, smelling like teenage trips to Hong Kong, after-school Tuesdays at Pawpaw’s house and more recent Sundays with new friends at Jing Fong Manhattan. It smelt like good things I’d done and important things I’d felt. My dad showed his love through gestures; he would never look me in the eye and explicitly ask: ‘Are you OK?’ So, we sat there for hours sculpting these wontons, thumbing mixture and sealing corners, filling empty skin with attention and care. They took all afternoon to make and then seconds to eat. My full belly was grateful for the nourishing little parcels, stuffed tight with his time and love.

Food is the thing I go to when I need to feel, to process bitterness, or to pause to taste sweetness. It’s how I digest everything. Gargle in the guts of a situation. From unresolved arguments to niggling belly doubts, meals often anchor the most painful and pure moments in our lives. That anchor is flicked prawns from a grandfather who doesn’t speak a word of English; it’s me silently searing a tuna steak and chef-stacking it on wilted spinach for Mum after her first chemo treatment; it’s black mascara tears on white bao flesh in a Walmart car park when I moved away and regretted it. In our culture and family, we heal each other through the unspoken and the shared: we cook, and then we eat.

I always knew I was Hakka, but as a child I didn’t really know or care what that meant. I would nod slowly whenever my dad used to talk with pride about our Hakka heritage. My family in Hong Kong would raise smiley eyebrows and pat me on the back, affirming that there was something we all seemed to know, something that made us special and bonded us together. And our Sunday roast, stinky and brown, looked and smelt very different from everyone else’s in Hong Kong and most certainly in Wales, where I grew up. When my grandparents, Pawpaw and Gunggung, emigrated to Wales, they chose a corner of Newport – Penny Crescent – as their new home. I visited recently and the money plant is still waving in the window, the fish tank still humming. Despite living there since the seventies, neither of my grandparents could really speak English, and I sadly can’t speak Hakka or Cantonese or Mandarin. Food was our shared language. My Gunggung and Pawpaw taught me to communicate through gestures and actions. A bowl of soupy bones is ‘hello’, a porky dried ‘goodie’ thrown on top of my rice says ‘I’m proud of you’, and a hand-peeled prawn in my family means ‘I love you’. Love from my grandparents wasn’t the crochet-and-iced-bun type; it was slimy sliced fruit on a toothpick. Every Tuesday evening after school, my sister and I would trot down the path to their manicured ex-council house on the corner, greedy for the meal they’d spent all day preparing. There’s something very comforting about Hakka cuisine and how it’s shared: it tastes of time and effort.

Not many teenagers would choose to spend their evenings with their grandparents, but I did. So much was said without words, unspoken lessons about putting family above all else, cultivating an abundant mindset, how to nourish yourself and those you care about. Food was our communication method, and it still is mine, even now that my grandparents have passed. What eternally knits my family together, no matter our distance or heartache, is pecking at steamy plates with chopsticks. To nurture and to be loyal were all taught through dishes displayed on a plastic tablecloth, where guests became family once they had sucked a prawn head from your hand.

I was lucky to grow up in a home that danced between two cultures: my mum would light tapered candles, fold linen napkins and fill the space with Van Morrison while my dad would loudly stink up her space with pork fat. Like most families, we’re complicated, textured and bound by resilience shared over the years. I was raised by two parents who have spent almost all of my life divorced and yet are more united than most married couples. Their spouses accept and embrace the gorgeous mess of our familial dynamic: my dad’s wife playing mahjong with my mum’s son on Boxing Day, my mum’s husband serving a slice of homemade Basque cheesecake for my dad’s girls after a spontaneous midweek BBQ. I would never use the expression ‘half-brother’ or ‘half-sister’; there’s nothing half about any of us – we’re wholly one family. Blood or societal norms don’t come into it: my family is built with gristle and bones, memories and acceptance. People stare, gossip too probably, but we’ve always been called weirdos. We know we’re pioneers of a different way to grow and sustain a family. We like our stinky soup of people. No matter how ugly or fragmented life becomes, our unity as an ‘ecosystem’ (Dad’s words) is immovable. Everything is thrown in the hotpot with my lot. It’s messy and consuming, but it’s generous. Our bond is deeper than familial requirements or obligations. It’s beyond time zones or preferences. We move as one. This is the Hakka spirit.

Hakka 客家 translates to ‘guest families’, a term coined during the Qing dynasty (1644–1912) referring to those people who had left their homelands and settled in other parts of China. Over more than a thousand years, Hakka people were subject to five forced migrations in the wake of political unrest. The most diasporic amongst the Han Chinese community groups, we are considered China’s nomads, travellers and pioneers. My ancestors had to adapt, graft, take risks and be strong enough to survive the obstacles in their path.

Born out of this history of necessity and displacement came a progressive culture. An independent and resilient spirit, and recipes not designed for the faint-hearted. So, it makes sense that, unlike other Han Chinese groups, Hakkas are not named after a geographical region, but forged through our experiences. Just like my patchwork family today, my Hakka ancestors crafted a distinct identity through a shared attitude and cuisine. And yet, Hakka philosophy and identity is barely written about. There are only a handful of books giving space to our food and philosophies. Today, if mentioned at all, the Hakka soul is carelessly siloed inside the monolith of Chinese culture. These displaced peoples, the potency of the culture and philosophy and cuisine, deserve their flowers. Today, the Hakka ideology is more resonant than ever, specifically our approach to food (from foraging and preservation to slow-cooking processes) and the experience of eating it, which centres around a deep ‘we move as one’ familial loyalty. For me, it was only through making this connection with my Hakka roots, my bond with my family, and my emotional relationship with food, that I finally saw a path home when I was so deeply lost.

This book will celebrate the guts of the Hakka spirit, embodied best in the idiom ‘eat bitter’, which means to endure hardship before tasting sweetness. It is a Chinese lesson meaning to ‘suffer pain in good humour’, or to ‘push through despite difficulty’, and is undoubtedly something an old salty Chinese auntie might say to you mid-eyeroll in response to your impatience or short-sightedness. ‘Eat bitter’ is usually served with a spitty tut and a scowl of disdain. Beyond its punk exterior, it is a phrase of directional encouragement most often passed from elder to child, asking us to stay focused on our truth, in a way that can be generous and perspective-shifting. I’ve spent the past few decades digesting and defining what ‘eat bitter’ means, and yet I do not recall the first time I actually heard it. ‘Eat bitter’ is one of those phrases that you don’t ever remember learning or not knowing, like your name. It was omnipresent in my life, until that day making wontons with Dad, when it became part of my flesh. It’s now a lesson sealed into my empty dumpling skin, to be perpetually consumed until my last sip of breath.

The counter to eating bitter in our modern-day world is the cortisol I pumped into my veins for years; it’s the toxic clawing for control, the ego-fuelled dominance of the process and then the empty high of saccharine validation. All of us, no matter the job or circumstance, no matter the diversity or depth of bitterness in our days, are stuck within a system that perpetually hurts us, that rejects patience and interiority. We live in a world that venerates optics and quick fixes over slowing down. We’re bred to compete, to wrestle in the apocalyptic residue. Time is our enemy; it is stolen from us and yet it’s our fault for letting it slip away. But who has the hours or cash or fucks to endure a recipe of self-nourishment and reflection? What an indulgence to baste a chicken, to stop and look within. We are held in a chokehold, performing a microwaved life and cheating through instant gratification because patience and pause are privileges. The system doesn’t want us sober and awake, thoughtful and reciprocal. No, it wants us to soothe ourselves with sugar that rots our teeth, so we’re ready to be sold a dental package, distracted from the horrors that ensue and circle us. We meekly smile through it all, conditioned to be grateful.

Because don’t we all just love to be busy and brilliant? Drunk on delicious distractions and denial, it feels so damn good when we achieve and succeed, the sweet rush of blood that fills our flesh with worth when we conquer or gain or dominate. We sell sell sell, buy buy buy, just to feel. We confuse being busy with being significant, and action with progress. This capitalist, colonialist, patriarchal-coded addiction is why we’re both the most ‘connected’ humans in history, and yet the most profoundly lonely. We refuse to ferment and marinate, to go into our guts. The system we’ve built does not want us to eat bitter together; it wants us sedated, sedentary and singular. Silently regramming our anger on Instagram so we can loathe our own inaction, scrolling away the guilt. Eating bitter teaches us to look inside, forces us to pause in our pain and confront our truths. The process will be ugly and uncomfortable, but it is urgent work, a reckoning. This is how we reclaim our feral autonomy and attempt to heal collectively. Wake up.

Eating bitter seeks to rewild our edges. And I had spent my entire life smoothing mine out. Until I just couldn’t anymore. That day in my dad’s kitchen with the wontons, I’d drifted so far from myself and stifled my bitterness until it was all I could taste. I kept sheltering that bitterness in distractions, hoping it would eventually go away. I had grown so disconnected from what made me intrinsically happy, domesticated from my wild, burdened by expectations of myself. Lonely. I had run towards success and sweetness, addicted to the instant gratification of more, better, now. Despite recent years seeing a mainstream rise in anti-capitalist sentiment and a movement towards ‘degrowth’, slowing down and undomesticating of the self, even this societal ‘permission’ to unbutton can feel like another thing to get an A+ on. But that can’t sustain us. To feel truly full we must seek the slow and enduring. We must marinate in the forced pause with self-compassion and patience. Eating bitter is accepting the dichotomy that to taste true sweetness, we must first endure and then surrender.

The meals that embody eating bitter are neither the best- nor worst-tasting; they’re meals of emotional significance, not foam-topped artworks. They’re meals that turn your stomach and shape your values. They are mouth textures from your history, a potent memory whiplash. They are scores kept in the lining of your gut, and unassuming nibbles that tickle your traumas. Through sampling the principles of eating bitter, you will learn new ways to understand yourself, your identity and your place.

Using eight recipes from the most painful and formative moments in my life, I will explore the different ways that food can help us feel and process pain through the ethos of eating bitter, adapting it with each new experience and bite. From recipes that helped me form my sinew and creative voice to those that aided me in recovering from burnout and founding my own company in Wales, I’ll spill my guts, detailing food memories that trace my struggles with fertility and loss, my marital woes and my relationship with caregiving.

The flavour base of this tasting menu is endurance. And this book is an ode to food as a material for conversation and connection around that resilience. It will illustrate how food helps us feel, and drive expansive reflection. I will argue that notable meals have the power to destroy and define us. I will share with you my most salient eats, pulling you in to excavate and reflect on your own along the way. As I retrospectively dissect early moments through its teachings, you’ll witness the ethos of eating bitter as it grows and stretches in meaning. After all, I truly discovered the significance of eating bitter in adult life while making wontons (Chapter Five), before it came into question while eating a slice of ‘bleeding banana bread’ (Chapter Seven). We’ve been on a journey, ‘eat bitter’ and I, and now (both of us) have been born anew. With an eight-course feast, one of crusty mouth corners, garlicky fingers and sautéed feelings, I’ll celebrate the role that food plays in shaping and giving body to our most bitter emotions. So if you’re looking for a quick fix or hoping to swallow your bitter, you’ve come to the wrong dinner party.

This is not a recipe book. The recipes I recall here are vessels for this tender conversation and exploration of eating bitter, so some are messy, gestural and attitudinal – I’ll spit at you to ‘throw some soy in’ without giving it more thought. Some will be more methodological with measurements and mandatories; I’ll demand a certain cut of meat be butchered and marinated for an irritatingly long time with ingredients that are hard to find in supermarket aisles. But therein lies the point: eating bitter is as much, if not more, about foraging for the feelings as it is about the food. It’s entirely about what the process of cooking and eating food reveals about us. Sure, you could cook these recipes from my timeline, they’re delicious, but their presence on these pages is more about their emotional significance. They’re wayfinders to be devoured by the heart for their specificity and depiction of pain. Consume the lessons before the recipes. In truth, I’d rather you find your own to cook. Because this book is a raw space to confront your particular bitter, your ugly internal chaos, and I am not providing a to-do list or set of weekly mantras. Eating bitter is not a ‘fix’ you can throw money at; you will be challenged to pause and reflect. Simmer. Eating bitter is not something you can flash-fry and check off your list. You cannot excel at this. Shed those expectations, and instead I will ask you to go deeper and marinate, like rice gently soaking overnight.

Food is cultural clout. Out of the ashes of Anthony Bourdain’s Parts Unknown and David Chang’s Ugly Delicious, a new generation of food pirates has emerged. Excitingly, the voices setting the table are not chefs; they’re misfit storytellers and generalists. These days, teenage YouTubers in Hull teach us how to make farty ferments, and chilli oil collaborations with Danny Bowien ‘drop’ and sell out like new Nike sneakers. FatBoy Zine is reinventing the cookbook; Sophia Roe is reinventing the cooking show. Tasty mischief and subversion are upon us. Fish heads and trotters get Instagram airtime. We venerate the deliciously hideous like Berlin-based @rustcakes or culinary artist Nil Mutluer of @healgoblin; we salivate over the sloppy sexy creations from goth gals like Gabbriette. Wank over the Slutty Cheff. Culture has food clenched in its jaw, from Snow Peak fits to forage for porcini to London restaurant Bao using gamification and metaverse mechanics: win some ‘BAOcoins’ to pay for your noodle lunch in Shoreditch. ‘Brat Green’ was swiftly replaced with ‘Butter Yellow’. Food has never been so out of the kitchen. And I think the reason is because culture and creativity are in a deep, bitter crisis. And since food is as fundamental as it gets, it’s therefore a natural vessel and material for subversive dialogue, cultural conversation and criticism. This book is a celebration of the messy space we’re now in with food, feelings and culture; it explores how the sticky mixing of these spaces can yield fertile fruit for understanding.

The sentiment of the moment is: food as feelings. But how do we stop eating our feelings and start truly processing them through food? How do we ask our guts to ferment the truth? Food is being recognised as a medium for storytelling, but it deserves deeper recognition for its role in facilitating reflection and realignment. Food holds a potent power to draw our attention to what really matters and sketch a map to where we want to go. Food has the ability to reframe and refactor us; this expansive quality is only now gaining attention and momentum. Eat Bitter conceptually houses this next chapter for food in culture, and gives new language to the textured darkness we more often than not find within ourselves these days.

Eating bitter is a pause for us to pick truth from our teeth. It’s a belly full of contemplation. Here there are no rules, no judgement, no skills required. Anyone hungry for surrender can sit around this table. These recipes and stories from my life set out to bring reflection, to nourish worn minds without a path and to heal fragile egos with so much ambition it hurts them to carry it. If that’s you, take a seat. Sik fan: let’s eat.




1.

Silly Egg Noodles



Healing

Silly Egg Noodles

Serves 2

2 blocks of dried thin egg noodles

1 red onion

2 tablespoons vegetable oil

1 whole egg

2 tablespoons oyster sauce

2 tablespoons dark soy sauce

2 spring onions

1 tablespoon sesame oil


	1. Put the kettle on and make sure it’s full of water.

	2. Place your noodle blocks (whatever dried noodle you have in the cupboard; I like the thin shrimp egg noodles) into a large bowl and pour over the boiled water until the noodles are completely immersed. After a few minutes, loosen the noodles with chopsticks. When the noodles are still slightly firm, drain and quench them with cold water, then set aside. (When my dad taught me this recipe, he told me a Chinese phrase that translates to putting the noodles in ‘a cold-water river’ – that’s what makes them snappy in texture and delicious. So don’t skip this!)

	3. Chop the red onion into long, thin slices. Prep a non-stick pan with the vegetable oil, then fry the onions slowly on a medium heat until they’re caramelised. Crack in your egg, then whisk it about with chopsticks to mix with the onions.

	 4. Add the drained noodles to the pan, stir thoroughly once, then leave them to caramelise. Add oyster sauce (dash) and dark soy (dash). Stir again thoroughly and then leave it alone. Let the noodles stick to the bottom a bit. Chop and add the spring onion. Drizzle a little sesame oil at the end and serve.



I love that virginal bite. Before we taste toothpaste, before the perception of self takes hold, our belly juices rumble, ready to receive what we bestow.

Breakfast is sacred. How you start your morning very much dictates how your day will go, similar to if you bother to meditate or don lipstick. What you eat lays the path for the rest of your day. What intention are you setting with what you choose to put in your morning mouth? Surely, we’re not going to just slop some insipid porridge into ourselves, maybe with a hopeful lick of honey and a sad sprinkle of seeds. I’ve been there. It’s a bleak day when you enter your first meeting like this. Perhaps, if you’re feeling generous, you’ll boil a dubiously old egg, peeling it in a rush under the tap, then shoving the entire thing into your mouth as you slam the front door shut. No sea salt flaked onto this egg’s apex; no time this morning, try again tomorrow. And it’s a truly bold move to decline breakfast altogether; to just rawdog the whole morning, maybe even pour some scalding hot coffee right down the gullet for extra self-flagellation.

Gut flora aside, our bodies deserve better than this. Our hearts and minds do as well. If breakfast is our first act of love to ourselves – the way we set the trajectory for our entire fucking day – then we should start as we mean to go on: with intention and commitment, gorging on something substantive, nourishing and, ideally, meaningful.

Growing up in grey South Wales between my parents’ two kitchens, the only truly respectable breakfast was noodles. Let’s not waste any further time pretending that anything other than noodles is a confident breakfast. I hear you on bacon sarnies or even buttery toast with a blob of beans and a crunch of black pepper. But if breakfast is about intention, I want it to tickle something much deeper and darker inside of me. If we begin our day with futile fuelling or fasting, what are we saying to our future selves? That our satiation is an afterthought, a transactional inconvenience. Because of how I was raised, breakfast is both important and emotional. Even when it is cobbled-together fridge bits, it never lacks thought and reflection. I’m grateful for my parents’ defence of breakfast. Growing up, I started every morning with a meal that embodied a sweet significance: from candlelit toast balancing a slice of sweaty Leerdammer to silly eggy noodles in a nightie. Morsels of meaning. In fact, these silly noodles paved the path for my most potent and painful childhood memories.

Join me for breakfast at my dad’s flat in 1999. Breathe in the farty smell of breakfast noodles and let them steam your cheeks. Open your mouth and shove them right in. Let the hot fried egg burn your tongue slightly and the sweet red onion slices squeak between your furry teeth. Before you’ve brushed them, before your first calendarised thought, just sit cross-legged and raise a little rice bowl to your face. Scoff greedily like a child on a school sick day with nowhere to go but their imagination. It’s important to do this with a chaotic frivolity: sticky fingers, no bra, no concern for your feral appearance. For this is not a Monday Weetabix in a buttoned uniform, this is not a dry bagel while running for the bus, this is breakfast at 11.30 a.m. on a Sunday while you finish the movie you fell asleep watching last night. It’s a subtle, silly meal, seasoned with nostalgia – a slow morning snack that doesn’t belong to space and time. You can have as many helpings as you want, and as the soy cools in the bottom of the bowl the noodles get saltier.

I distinctly do not recall when my parents got divorced. I think it cost them thirty-five quid and they did it over a Chardonnay lunch. I don’t remember anything changing, only our lives getting bigger. Because it was during that time Dad moved to Port Talbot and opened his restaurant Pangs, living in the flat above. Mum helped decorate the restaurant dining room, tweaking foliage in a giant vase on the bar. She assigned my sister and me little overnight boxes for our things with handwritten stickers: ‘LYDIA’ and ‘MILLIE’. Mum and Dad would sit with friends in the restaurant between opening hours, snacking and gossiping. It didn’t feel any different with them living in separate houses. If anything, they seemed happier, and Millie and I had more of them both. I imagine they held shards of pain inside themselves, but I certainly never saw any droplets of blood – only that their love for Millie and me came before their own discomfort. I never remember feeling torn or caught in the web of their decision.

The following memory is a perfect portrait of how they raised us. One very normal Friday they picked us up from school together. Millie and I slid into the back seat of my mum’s cubic Golf with her Toni Braxton tape turned down low, and we observed them in the front exchanging cheeky glances. They were excited. Unassuming and unexpecting, Millie and I watched the car take unusual turns onto dual carriageways we never used. ‘Do you want to know where we’re going?’ Mum teased. Dad played it cool. ‘Don’t tell them yet!’ They were silly together; they still are today. But on this particular Friday afternoon, straight from an unremarkable day at school, the four of us were off on an adventure for no particular reason. ‘We’re going to the seaside, girls, to Tenby for the weekend, just us four.’ We squealed and clapped at the spontaneity of it all; no bath and bed for us tonight – we had big plans. In the boot, they’d packed overnight bags with our tiny polka-dot swimsuits; one bag was placed in a room for Mum and me, another in a room for Dad and Millie. We would reconvene in the morning as a unit for breakfast. We ate whitebait on the pier and drew in the sand with our toes, the four of us entirely together, and yet Mum and Dad confidently apart. They’re not perfect, but the way they co-parented with such compassion, unity and care is why I never doubted for a single day in my life that I was important, and loved.

No one makes these noodles like Dad. When we were little, Millie around seven years old and me around ten, we would plead with him to cook them for us for breakfast. Our eyes widened when he obliged, a treat on weekends when we stayed at his flat above our family Chinese restaurant on a golf course. His living space housed an incongruous combination of objects: a mid-century lamp, a massive piece of original artwork and a very expensive set of speakers sat cosily alongside an enormous sack of prawn crackers ready to be submerged in scalding oil for customers downstairs. A teetering pile of plastic takeaway containers and scratched silver catering equipment were always poised on the landing. My father worked around the clock, a Marlboro red in one corner of his wine-stained mouth and a pencil in the other. He ran a civil engineering consultancy in the day and early hours of the night, then put on a shirt to welcome locals into his restaurant every remaining hour his eyes were open. If he wasn’t designing buildings on a drafting table, with that strangely large, curved ruler, he was pouring beers and handing my grandparents order tickets for roast duck and seafood noodles. And yet he always seemed available to play with me and Millie. Never busy or tired. His flat was a jarring picture of this fleeting energy and industry: towers of his engineering drawings folded like filo pastry, and drawers filled with cash from the till, neatly counted before he took it to the bank in a fabric bag. Piles of tiny elastic bands.

And on our sleepy surreal Sunday mornings together, everything would feel like play. Simple and silly. Dad would rustle up our noodle breakfast. The eggs got tickled loudly and thrown into the centre of the hot pan, no bowl needed for pre-whisking. The noodles squealed as they were plunged into ice water to ensure they stayed snappy, then lovingly coated in oyster sauce. They’d stick to the corners of the pan, the precious chewy bits. ‘Number One, you grab chopsticks for your sister,’ Dad would bark, as he evenly distributed the noodles into our bowls. I’d do as I was told, eager to take our bowls over to Millie, who would be waiting with her chopsticks held upright like the beak of a baby bird. I loved being the big sister, always serving her first and dressing her and protecting her. I’d proclaim proudly, ‘Sis, brekkie is ready!’ as I walked towards Millie, always giving her the bigger portion as her wide eyes followed my hands. I’d nibble mine while affirming to Dad, as I did every time, ‘You make the best noodles.’ I’d watch him peck the scraps from the pan with his cooking chopsticks, and between scoffs he’d say casually, ‘I know.’

Later in the day, sleep still in our eyes, the three of us would entertain ourselves before Dad’s restaurant opened in the evening. The weekends with Dad felt starchy and stretchy. Perhaps we’d wander around Swansea Fish Market while he snacked on cockles and flirted with the Welsh cake ladies or rewatch The Mask before it had to go back to Blockbuster. If I was lucky, during the day I’d discover a preserved nugget of noodle in the back corner of my mouth. A fossil from the morning sweetness that didn’t get washed away, a naughty secret scrap that I would nibble in silence in the back of the car. I crown these noodles ‘silly’ because they’re unremarkable and childish, but also fundamental, like toast, to our family. Their casual and unassuming character is what makes them so comforting. They taste of simplicity and sweet innocence. Don’t underestimate them or dismiss them as trivial. Because in this story, silly isn’t throwaway; silly is significant. It’s freedom.

Mum would come to hang out for a few hours before taking Millie and me back to her house to be bathed and combed for school the next day. We were eternally branded the ‘strange’ patchwork family because our divorced parents (my dad in a Matrix-inspired, floor-length leather coat and my mum with her tanned oiled legs in Karen Millen stilettos) were actual friends who’d get their hair cut together and rollerblade with us in an Aldi car park. The four of us knew we were odd, but we revelled in it. Progressive punks, like my Hakka ancestors, my parents refused to conform, from how they dressed to how they spoke and the curiosity they each followed in their entrepreneurial endeavours. They were and are outsiders. They enjoyed how perplexing their friendship was to the schoolyard, ignoring all the bullshit gossip like a true clan. As a foursome, our larger-than-life outfits – Millie and me in matching blood-red tartan skirts with patent boots – and side glances at each other would say ‘Fuck ’em all’. We didn’t care about anyone’s judgement or assumptions. We were content to be misfits. Because the truth is, the four of us were bound by an experience so heartbreaking that everything outside of that bitter moment, where we were grabbing the pre-packed overnight bag and shouting downstairs ‘Call the ambulance!’, was silly and safe. And sacredly sweet.

Childhood, the morning of our lives, is when our tastes and traumas form alongside each other. And aren’t childhood food memories both gross and glorious? They’re what we return to when we’re feeling lost or hurt. My father remembers rice parcels wrapped in bamboo leaves, egg yolk and peanuts hidden inside, tied to his body with string as he marched to school in Hong Kong. My mum used to ask for a salad on her birthday each year, recalling the fresh cubes of cucumber flooding her mouth with clean moisture after 364 days of my nanny’s rubbery liver and onions in Old Cwmbran. My best friend Abbie remembers dipping folded white bread with thick yellow butter into tinned Heinz tomato soup and slurping it on sick days off school. My husband Roo told me that he and his mum would have condensed milk poured over tinned peaches as a ‘starter’ before cheese sandwiches for dinner, just the two of them huddled around Emmerdale in Ebbw Vale.

Nostalgia is too cheap a name for these memories. I am not talking about a wistful dip into sweet times past. It’s reductive to say we merely swoon for recipes from our childhood, like apple crumble powdered in rose-tinted icing sugar. There’s no true comfort in nostalgia; it’s like a quick hug, when you want a full-body chest-to-chest embrace. You see, I seek more than the sweetness in my childhood eats: I want to excavate the chewy corners of those meals to find the sinew that broke and built me. I don’t want to be punished or hurt by them; rather I see revisiting any bitterness as a digestif for my future self, a moment to reclaim their significance. Let’s not over-season resentment and pain into submission, but hold the truth on the tip of our tongues. Let us patiently process and consume anew. Because we deserve more than the ignorant bliss of denial. We’re feeling, fucking creatures of temper and tragedy. And food can help us find the corners of ourselves, of our guts, that should be plated up for us to pick through, to nourish and shape our future selves.

What would we find if we revisited recipes that uncover our childhood pain? Small and seemingly trivial nibbles? Perhaps you might think about a moment when you had to cut the yolk out of your fried egg because your younger sibling wanted it and you wanted peace (no, not me). Or days when your parents made you tea after school, dead behind the eyes because something bigger was at play, something they were protecting you from, but you could taste it in the parmesan shavings. Or bitter times that you swallow down with honey or Horlicks.

What I’m offering here is a new way of sitting with hard moments, of truly digesting them. Because as I look back, eating bitter teaches us that those tastes from our formative years – the ones that confront, contradict and reveal parts of us in the present – are important materials for us to truly heal. Although cooking recipes that unearth painful memories is difficult, it allows us to reclaim parts of our childhood that were stolen from us. The recipes cure us. They can be simple and tender in their profound bitterness: memories we rehydrate from the corners of our worn adult minds like packet ramen. We’re wounded by their familiarity and specificity. But what if we were free to garnish them with levity and perspective, to ascend on our own terms? What might we then uncover about ourselves?

For me, these very specific eggy noodles taste both of play and pain, healing and surrender. They taste like Sunday morning breath, not brushing our hair, arguing over snakes and ladders because Millie would always cheat. But they also taste and smell of the hospital room that became our second home. This meal is Millie’s silent post-seizure body, sleeping for weeks and weeks with her creased cheek-skin and ketone breath. It is the shape of my parents’ broken bodies cast against the shadowed wall. For almost a decade, Millie suffered from seizures, month after month. By the time we’d all recovered from the last cycle, the next one would begin. And each year on her birthday, we’d prop her up to blow out her candles, hoping that now she’d turned ten, eleven, twelve, she’d outgrow the seizures, and
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