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Praise for Hungry Eyes by Dawn O’Porter

‘Absolutely gorgeous. A book that will both make you want to cook and be Dawn O’Porter’s friend.’

Caitlin Moran

‘Dawn O’Porter knows it’s never just dinner. It’s memory, celebration and care, all piled on the same plate. Having watched Dawn cook, she serves her story exactly the same way: vividly and with just enough chaos to make it delicious.’

Grace Dent

‘An intimate look back at the life and (ahem) thymes of one of our most gifted writers/cooks. What Marcel Proust did for the madeleine, Dawn has done for macaroni cheese (and a few other dishes) – using them to conjure into life her loves and her heartbreaks. Dawn writes like she cooks – with love. Indecently moreish.’

Louis Theroux

‘Compulsively readable – like Wotsits, I just couldn’t put it down…’

Felicity Cloake

‘For anyone who knows that there is a sixth, unspoken love language – food and feeding people – this is for you. For us, food is love, something Dawn O’Porter inherently understands. This book and its recipes are heartfelt, heart-filled and delicious in every way.’

Jane Green








Dedication

Dedicated to Langley.

Outrageous, beautiful, wildly inappropriate

and a brilliant cook.

The perfect woman.

I miss you.
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It All Started at the Table

My childhood wasn’t normal. I was born in Scotland in 1979, but my parents divorced a year later, and my mum moved with my sister and me down to Guernsey where the rest of her family lived. We moved straight in with my grandparents. By the time I was seven my mum had died.

It’s not unusual for someone who experiences trauma as a kid to attach themselves to something that makes them feel good. A person, a substance, a belief system. For me, it was food. If I close my eyes and edit all my memories of my mother into an Instagram reel with Billy Joel singing ‘Uptown Girl’ (a song we sang together in the car) over the montage, the whole thing probably lasts a minute. And yet, despite this massive lack of visual content, I remember the food we ate as vividly as if it were in front of me now. It’s been a frustration I have carried with me for forty years. That I can’t remember the sound of my mother’s voice, but I can break down the ingredients list of the local supermarket’s taramasalata just from memory.

Cod roe, olive oil, lemon juice, bread and pink food colouring.

Sunday roasts are particularly emotional for me. When I was ten my sister and I went to live with my mum’s brother, Tony, and his wife, Jane, who made the most brilliant roasts. Cooked to perfection, they were the climax of the week. When the beef came out of the oven, Tony would carve it in the kitchen, and for this I was always close by. Before he’d cut into the joint, he’d slice off a piece from the outside and pass it to whoever had managed to push their way to the front (always me) on the end of the enormous carving fork, before taking a piece for himself. Undeniably the best bit of the whole meal. That salty, gnarly, crusty outside carrying every single element of flavour. I’d beg for more, but no, the rest was for the plates. I’d have to wait for now.

He’d load each heated plate – anything from four to twelve depending on who was over that day – up with meat. And then I’d carry the plates through to the dining room, two at a time, monitoring their contents carefully, making sure that I put the best one in my place. It paid to be helpful. The table would be loaded with sides. The best roast potatoes, a ratatouille, a green veg, a cauliflower cheese, a massive Yorkshire pudding cut into slices, gravy and homemade horseradish. I think most people who have a Sunday roast tradition in their house think theirs is the best, but I would fight anyone who said their roast was better than Aunty Jane’s. It just never, ever failed. The OG. All followed by a hot bubbly crumble. Blackberries picked from the cliffs when in season, warm custard and thick Guernsey cream. And to top that all off, hours and hours of cheese. A blue, a Brie, a goat and a novelty hard one coated with wax. A huge bunch of grapes from the vines above our heads, the smell of port hanging from the grown-ups’ breath. The world’s best food experience right there in our little cottage on the cliffs.

My nickname as a kid was ‘creep’. The grown-ups called me this because of my constant clawing for love and attention after the death of my mother. Not the nicest, but it sums me up well. Doing dances, singing songs, writing things, cuddling people – whatever it took for an adult to notice me. But something sinister was going on that for a long time I tried to ignore. As I’d sit at the table, bursting with loud adult laughs and big conversations, the sound of everyone’s voices would blur and I’d feel drunker than them. It’s hard to explain. I suppose dizziness would be close, but not quite. Stoned would be more accurate. The sound would become muffled; I’d lock into a stare. The air would get thick like oil, and I would sort of float. My aunty would clock it. She referred to them as my ‘funny turns’. Then one night, at a Brownies get-together in a local town hall, it happened. I told Brown Owl I felt strange and explained it all. She confidently diagnosed me with epilepsy and said that I couldn’t possibly cycle home. She’d clearly worked hard for her ‘Qualified Doctor’ badge.

As a Class A attention seeker, I thought this was very exciting. Brown Owl dropped me home and I announced to Jane and Tony that I was epileptic. You can imagine. I was taken straight to the doctor the next day where it was agreed. I was put on some pills called Epilam. I was an early teen by this point, and my periods had started. I was too shy to talk about them, so I never told anyone that these pills seemed to make them stop and start all over the place. I told my aunty I didn’t like the pills and so we went back to the doctor. This time to Dr Ash, a family friend. The doctor who had so lovingly looked after my mum when she was unwell. She took one look at me and said, ‘Dawn isn’t epileptic, she is traumatised.’

There wasn’t any medicine for that, and it was certainly a lot less exciting to tell my friends. But also, for the first time, someone had straight-up acknowledged that I was, indeed, traumatised. It was one of the most powerful moments of my entire childhood. But I kept it as a closely guarded secret. I wanted attention, not sympathy. It was around five years since the catastrophic event had happened and, so far, I had managed to pretend everything was normal. At that age you don’t want to be different, and you certainly don’t want to be damaged. Sure, the acknowledgement of what I had been through felt like an internal warmth I could cling onto when it all got too much. But it was just for me to know. As far as anyone else was concerned, I was unshakeable. I saw my being fine as a sign of strength. How impressive I was, to have been through something so brutal as to lose my mother and be OK. I swallowed it down like a useless pill. As it ate away at my insides, I gorged on comfort food and let my jazz hands and toothy grin tell a different story. I wanted to be the funny one, not the sad one. Not today, trauma. Let’s eat some more potatoes to numb the pain.

What happens at your kitchen table can become the blueprint for everything that you are. Did you sit at it alone, or with people you loved? Was it fun, or tense? Was one person doing whatever they could to stop you noticing another person’s mood? Was it taken for granted, or were you aware that someone had busted their balls to make those meals happen? Was the food thoughtful and delicious, or bland and functional? Was the plate laid down with love or anger? It all matters, it all stays with us. I think about this every single day.






Eating on the Floor

Like everyone’s, my memory of life before seven is sketchy. That’s because our hippocampuses (I’m not sure that is how you pluralise a hippocampus) weren’t fully developed. I have the added issue of trauma due to my mother’s death just before I turned seven, which, according to a therapist I once had, means my brain has deliberately blocked out even more information. Well done, brain.

Of course, there are flashes of things that remind me I was a part of my own childhood. I remember my mum being unwell and spending a lot of time in bed, although I had no idea how serious it was. I remember her crying while I read to her in the garden. I remember her telling my friend that she must call her Carol, and not Mrs Rix, her maiden name. I remember her lying in bed with a turban on, her skin peeling from sunburn, and me picking it all off with my fingers, pieces of her falling to the floor while she smiled weakly. I remember her being in Southampton a lot but didn’t know she was having treatment. I just thought she went on loads of holidays, which I suppose, if it were true, would bring its own abandonment issues. I remember a time she managed to get home early to pick my sister, Jane, and me up from school. We were the last ones left, we thought we’d been forgotten. Then, suddenly, like a mum superhero, she flew around the school roundabout in her mother-of-pearl Renault 5 called Reggie, and Jane and I screamed with joy. I remember her red nails, the way she smelt of Chanel No.5, her cold skin when she came home from work. I remember watching from a window above as she kissed a boyfriend and they were passing a Polo between their mouths. I was fascinated. A real-life kiss; I’d only ever seen them on Dynasty. I was in awe. I love this memory the most. She was so alive for that snog.

I have no memory of my mother actually cooking, although of course she did. My undeveloped hippocampus was very selective as to what it retained. How was it to know that I would attach so much emotion to food as a grown-up? How I would love a memory or two of her at the stove, whipping up something nourishing, instead of the ones I have of her being so unwell. I’d love the visual of it, that’s all. Because I remember the eating bit just fine. But I want to see it happen. My mother cooking me a meal, her looking after me, mothering me, a thing I am sure most people take for granted: being mothered.

My grandparents’ home was a small semi-detached townhouse, where big things happened. Sometimes, when I go back to the island, I sit outside it in my car. It’s been split into flats now. It looks like the garage where my pop parked his grey Toyota is now someone’s bedroom. The room that my mum died in is someone else’s bedroom. I often wonder if they have any idea. That someone died in there. Or that it was my house, a bit of a local celebrity. I’ve written about the house a lot but never mentioned the address. Have they read my books and thought, ‘Wow, she’s from Guernsey,’ not realising that when I talk about all these things that happened, they happened in their home, and that I sit and stare at their front door imagining the smell of eggy bread, because it made up a good 60 per cent of our diet.

When I’m sitting outside staring at the driveway, I often imagine us all getting into Mum’s car, my sister Jane and me in our green school uniforms posing for first-day-of-term photos. Socks pulled up, hair neat, our school bags bulging with new pencil cases, notebooks and enthusiasm. Cut to a few months later when we’d be crawling to the car on all fours begging not to go. I imagine my little face peeking through the living room curtains, waiting for my mummy to come home from work. Running to meet her when she got to the door and burying my face in her fur coat. Breathing her in, no idea how precious time was.

The local supermarket in Guernsey back then was called Besant’s (it’s a Waitrose now). There was nothing special about Besant’s, but it did have an awesome deli counter, and I was addicted to the bright pink taramasalata. It was so decadent and posh. I adored the tart, fishy, pungent taste. I’d crave it and beg my mum to buy the big pot, not the little one. I knew it was expensive, so always settled for whatever she was willing to splash out on that week, but my God, this was my food heaven aged five. Glimmers of an exotic palate shining through in a ham, egg and chips kind of world. Everyone would have to have some – my grandparents, my mother and sister – spread thick on top of a layer of Stork on soft white bread. If I was lucky, Mummy would give me a spoonful all for myself. But the best bit, and the thing I hovered around for, was the empty tub. I’d take it to sit on my spot on the floor (we will get to that) and bit by bit use my finger to wipe the polystyrene pot clean. I’d take the tiniest swoops to make it last as long as I could. I’d dread the end but inevitably reached it far too soon as my finger moved quickly between my mouth and the pot, savouring every last bit. And then I’d chew the polystyrene itself, little nibbles, before biting it just enough that it didn’t break, but the indentations of my teeth went all around the rim. Nothing made me prouder than the very special days I’d open my lunch box at school and reveal my sandwiches oozing with bright pink gunk. ‘It’s taramasalata,’ I would say proudly to my friends, feeling so fancy as they nibbled away on their floppy ham and cheese.

I don’t know at what point taramasalata became less nuclear. It’s calmer now, both in flavour and colour. I do my best to avoid processed foods and steer clear of anything that relies on chemicals to change its natural form, but I’d still mainline a tub of pink 80s taramasalata if any has been kept in a vault somewhere. Judging by what was in it, it’s probably still edible.


Mackerel Dip

These days I can’t be dealing with fish roe, but I do love to make a smoked mackerel dip that really gives me those old taramasalata vibes. It’s so simple for when you have people coming over, served with crunchy vegetables. Or spread on toast with some salad. It’s got that same fishy, tangy and moreish fingerability (is that a word?) that I used to love so much. I also love it on a baked sweet potato with a green side salad. Or piled high on oat cakes with pickled onions. It’s so versatile and delicious.

150g smoked mackerel fillets, skin removed (the ones you get in the fridge section, not in tins)

175g cream cheese (sour cream also works, just use a little less)

1 tsp horseradish

Zest and juice of 1 lemon

2 tbsp very good extra virgin olive oil (this thins it out a bit for dipping, but you can leave this out if you want it thick like a spread)

½ tsp smoked paprika

Big pinch of salt flakes and ground black pepper


	Put the fish, soft cheese, horseradish, lemon zest, oil (if using) and paprika into a food processor. Squeeze in half the lemon juice and save the rest to adjust to your taste. Add the salt and pepper and whizz it all up until it’s smooth. Taste; more lemon? Go for it. That’s it!



[image: simple illustration of cat paw prints]
As I’m writing this, more memories are coming to me. Of course they are, that’s what food does, it tantalises and inspires. I just had a vision of a chicken carcass in the kitchen. My mum and I picking the meat off it so she could boil the bones for soup. A cheeky little moment we shared, while everyone else was still at the table. Me and my mum. But still, the image of her cooking won’t come. As always with these memories I can recall flavour, but I can’t see her face or hear her voice. I don’t know why this is. Maybe because there is so much heartache attached to her, but the food was effortless, uncomplicated love. And so now, when I think of love, my brain turns to food. Who knew that taste would be a longer-lasting memory than the person you loved the most? I think this is why now, as a mother, I am so obsessed with feeding my kids. I know that with every delicious thing they eat, and every time we all sit at the table together, we’re not just eating but creating core memories that will stay with them forever.

The spot on the floor next to the heater grate in my grandparents’ kitchen, underneath the airing cupboard, was my favourite place on earth. A roasting-hot part of the house that I claimed as mine. I remember sitting on the floor in the corner of the kitchen more vividly than anything else. My comfort spot. A hard floor with a tile carpet, pulled and scraggy in the corner where I’d sit. Chipped paint on the walls. An airing cupboard above me. A heating vent blasting me with warm air. My arms wrapped around my knees, my pyjamas on. It was there I plonked myself when I woke up, when I got home from school. My little safety spot on the floor.

And sometimes, for reasons I can’t remember, I was allowed to eat there. Maybe I had been good. Maybe it was very cold. Maybe there was no room for me at the table. Maybe it’s because my mother was dying upstairs and where I ate was the last thing on anyone’s mind. Whatever the reason, I remember a bowl of chicken in white wine sauce over white rice. A thick layer of table salt on top. My favourite meal. My special treat. I thought it was so extravagant. I’d salivate as my nana opened the can, and the hard, grey cylinder of tinned chicken and sauce slopped into the pan. The magic way it slowly transformed into thick, luscious sauce. Again, the smell is as vivid now as it was then. The bag of Uncle Ben’s rice on another hob. Nana burning her hands on the plastic bag as she cut it with scissors and tipped it into the bowl. ‘Stand back,’ she’d say, so the steam didn’t scald my hungry cheeks. I was like a dog after a long walk watching my master put my food in a bowl. Then the salt. Too much of it. The bad kind, highly processed and loaded with sodium.

And then I’d eat it on the floor feeling so lucky. My sister, Jane, at the table in front of me eating something else. Everyone in their own little worlds. Grandparents, uncles, aunties. At that age, I found comfort in going unnoticed in busy rooms. Wanting to be among it all, but hoping no one would pay too much attention to me, so I could get away with the things I liked to do. Like sitting on the floor to eat my dinner. Whatever was happening upstairs out of my mind. Taste and flavour doing what they do best, distracting. Providing a moment of happiness and calm. I didn’t know my mum was dying, but no grown-up is good enough at acting for there not to be signs that something is about to go horribly wrong. Tension blurring the air like hot air over a stove.







Unaccompanied Minors

I didn’t see my dad for a number of years after we first moved to Guernsey. For me my dad was someone I really loved, who I spoke to on the phone and who sent me things I needed, like boxes of pencils and other school things I’d ask him for. The marriage wasn’t all awful – the way my parents met is the kind of old-fashioned meet-cute that could start a novel. We throw back to the early 70s. My dad has finished up in the bar of the hotel he ran on the banks of Loch Lomond. Rowardennan is on the less inhabited side, a long track leading up to it. A place most people approach by boat. Lights are out, a heavy storm is beating down and Bill Porter, my dad, is off to bed when there’s a thump on the door. He opens it to find two very wet and very lost women, my mother and Nana. The way he describes it, his eyes popped out of his head when he saw my mum. He gave them a room for the night.

Soon after that he visited her in London and by all accounts things moved quickly and they were soon to be married in the picturesque village of Luss, on the other side of the loch. Soon after, they had Jane, then me, and by the time I was one it was all over. Many years later when looking at photos, I asked why there were pictures of Jane, Mum and me at Disneyland in Florida. A holiday I obviously had no memory of but it seemed to be quite well documented. I was laughing at the photos because I was a baby in a pram and eating in almost every single one. Giant chocolate-dipped bananas on sticks, hot dogs, lollipops; in every photo I was stuffing my face. My mum clearly treating me to one of everything as we walked around. But where was my dad? Was he taking the photos? It turned out he wasn’t there. After a blazing row, my mum had taken all the savings from the tin in the kitchen and paid for flights, hotel and Disneyland tickets for her and Jane and me. My dad discovered the missing funds and was furious, of course. I realise this is a terrible story, and a real dick move on the part of my mum. But also, it warms me up so much to know that her act of rebellion was to endure an international flight with her two kids under three, to take them somewhere that exciting alone. As a mum now, I know how hard that would be. An act of pure defiance against my dad, but one of total adoration for me and Jane. I love how much she must have loved us to do that.

I don’t remember anything about the first time we saw Dad after all that time. Although for years I told people that when we got to Glasgow, I ran up to the wrong man and threw my arms around him. I don’t know if I made this up, or if it was true, but either way, it must have been a strange day because I really didn’t know him. There was no FaceTime back then, no video calls. I could have picked his voice out in a room full of a million people, and I cherished a photo of him driving a boat with Jane on his knee and me in his arms, but what he looked like in real life wasn’t etched into my brain. I knew there was dark hair, and a beard, but you try and pick out the right one from all the dark-haired, bearded men in Scotland.

We generally travelled as ‘unaccompanied minors’ from Guernsey to Glasgow. Often with a stopover in the East Midlands. Jane and I, still so young, manoeuvring up the country alone. Just the thought of this makes me shudder. The first time we did this we would have been five and seven. I suppose in that pre-9/11 world a flight was a flight, there was much less to be anxious about. But the idea of waving my small child off in Guernsey and presuming they will arrive in Scotland up to eight hours later is the most unthinkable thought. And yet, this is just how we rolled in the 80s.

One time, the woman who was assigned to us, to make sure we were safe, vanished in East Midlands airport, straight-up disappeared. She said she was going to the loo and never came back, leaving a six-year-old and an eight-year-old to fend for themselves. To my memory, Jane stepped up and found us our way onto our next flight. I was like a hyperactive puppy desperately looking for a new owner. In those days, I was pure child-catcher bait. If someone was willing to take an interest in me, I was all theirs. Terrifying.

But we made it. My dad was hiding to the side of the arrivals hall. Out of view for us, but he could see us coming. And as always, as our desperate faces searched for him, he appeared. Walking slowly across the exit, a massive smile on his face. His huge frame as tempting as a comfortable bed. He turned to us, opened his arms and Jane and I ran as fast as we could into them. Pure love. We climbed all over him, kisses, cuddles, ‘I love you’s filling the arrivals hall. Love-fuelled abandon. Back together again. After a short period of time giving the airline hell for abandoning us – shame on you, British Midland – we left the airport. First stop: a jar of pickled cockles and a pork pie from the cash & carry. Something Jane and I would beg for from the moment we got into the car. We passed the jar of cockles between us, fishing them out with toothpicks. The vinegar so tart, making my face screw up. The occasional crunch of sand in between my teeth. Paired perfectly with the thick pastry and jelly of the pork pie. Crumbs everywhere. Absolute heaven, and the taste that takes me back to Scotland even today. What a combination.

My dad moved around a lot when we were young. We’d often go and stay, and he’d be in an entirely new flat, running an entirely new hotel or pub. I feel his success must have been at its peak when he built a restaurant called the Chartroom in Kip Marina, Inverkip, in the mid- to late 80s. It was a huge space, with a glass front that overlooked the marina. A dream for the many boat-loving folk up there, my dad included. This was a time in his life when he was so cool. Proprietor of a beautiful new place, surrounded by boats. He knew everyone, he threw parties, he spent a lot of time on the sea.

There are some legendary stories from around this time. One was when his then girlfriend put water in the diesel tank of his boat and my dad had to suck it all out with his mouth. He literally put a hosepipe into the tank and sucked and spat until the taste changed and he knew he’d reached the toxic fuel. I remember being mind-blown by this. I still am. A problem solver. A hero. My dad.

We spent a lot of time on boats. My absolute favourite memory is catching line after line of mackerel, following the tentacles of the Portuguese man o’ war for miles and miles. I remember one time we were coming into the pier; my job was to jump onto the jetty to tie the boat, but I slipped and fell into the gap. The boat coming quickly in, threatening to crush me. My dad saw me just in time and lifted me out by one arm. As I looked back into the water, a huge, and I mean HUGE, man o’ war blobbed up to the surface. It had been right underneath me. He’d saved my life without even knowing it. Hero. My dad.

We’d spend most of the school holidays in Scotland and slotted into a grown-up’s life because there weren’t many kids around. We’d go to work with our dad in the morning and sometimes not leave until the bar shut at night. Jane and I would tear around the marina, climbing on people’s boats and wandering around chatting to whoever fancied a chat. We felt quite famous being ‘Bill’s kids’. But a lot of the time, we were in the restaurant, and I loved to help. I’d fold napkins and wash glasses, chat up the chef and offer to chop things. I remember the huge bags of red lentils that they had in the kitchen. Lentil soup was always on the menu. An 80s favourite I could never get behind. I was obsessed with pushing my hands right to the bottom of the bag, my whole arms in. The way they felt so soft and floury was a tactile sensation I became addicted to. Obviously, this was not an ideal health and hygiene situation, so I had to be sneaky. But whenever I was able to sneak into the pantry and get close to the lentils, I’d go to the giant sack. Hands right to the bottom, then I’d draw them back out and let the lentils sift through my fingers. Honestly, if I see a bag of lentils now, I get straight in there. Oddly, just a couple of days ago I walked into the kitchen and found my eight-year-old having this exact experience with a bag of rice. My immediate reaction was to tell him to get his dirty hands out, but then I remembered the lentils. I stood and watched him go gooey-eyed. ‘It’s just soooooooo nice,’ he said. I left him to have his moment and added a clean bag of rice to the weekly shop.

I always loved the kitchens in my dad’s restaurants, fascinated by the massive fridge-freezers and deep-fat fryers. I’d stand and watch the chefs for hours. Later, when I came to work in pubs and restaurants in Guernsey and London, I felt very comfortable in those environments. I’d seen enough chefs kick off and start arguments with my dad and waiters over the years that I could handle it well when encountering it myself. That characterisation is very stereotypical, I know, but so many chefs I have known over the years have had zero-to-sixty anger issues. They were often chain smokers or alcoholics who worked excruciating hours, and longed for the power they held in the kitchen to follow them into their lives outside of it. I got good at managing this kind of person, learning how to get them to crack a smile, charm them into lightening up. But even as a cute kid with an English accent, daughter of the boss, I was still told to get the fuck out the way enough times to make me understand the hierarchy of a professional kitchen.

Many years later, while working as a chambermaid in a hotel in Guernsey, I had a horrible, coincidentally Scottish, boss who used to call me ‘Derr Dawn’ and tell me I was stupid and posh. One day, while he was sitting at the end of the bar eating one of the multiple fry-ups he’d have a day, a pint of lager to wash it down, he noticed me walk in and looked at me with utter contempt. My mind threw back to some of the people I’d met in my dad’s pubs and hotels, and I found some power in me from the many times I’d heard my dad take zero shit from any of them.

‘My dad is Scottish; I was born there,’ I said, as he raised his head slowly, clearly not believing this Guernsey girl with a very English accent could be one of his own. ‘We own pubs and hotels and so I’ve met a lot of men like you.’

‘Like me? What does that mean?’

‘Fat, drunk and angry,’ I said, crossing my arms. I stood there trembling, wondering why the hell I’d decided to confront this quite scary person. He said nothing and kept eating. Realising he had no comeback, I went home.

He fired me the next day, laughing while saying if I ‘owned’ pubs and hotels, why was I so shit at working in them? Fair point.

Jane and I could order whatever we wanted off the menu in the Chartroom, so my diet consisted mainly of scampi and chips, devilled eggs, chicken Kievs and prawn cocktails. I remember the menu having all the classic 80s goodness. The prawn cocktail was served in a wine glass, and of course another starter choice was a glass of orange juice, also served in a wine glass placed on a paper doily. A ‘dish’ that would be unacceptable on a modern menu, but one that the 80s obsession with weight management deemed as perfectly normal. Sometimes I was allowed to take people’s orders, under the watchful eye of my dad, of course. It was always the women who ordered the orange juice. I’d watch them sip on it while the rest of the table chowed down on their devilled eggs or onion rings. I was blissfully unaware of the deep subliminal messaging that was going into my highly impressionable mind. That women sipped on orange juice, that men had the deep-fried garlic mushrooms. That 80s diet culture infiltrating our innocent childhoods. Rearing its head again in our own middle age, causing any inclination to melt gracefully into the joys of perimenopausal spread literally impossible.

During one of my very exciting order-taking moments, a customer asked me what the soup of the day was. I had no idea, but before I allowed myself to get in a flap about it, and being what I thought was quite clever, I simply replied, ‘It’s a surprise.’ The entire table erupted with laughter, including my dad who was watching on. I remember not being quite sure what was so funny, but this is a story my dad still laughs about today. If anyone ever asks what the soup of the day is when we eat out, he will always say, ‘It’s a surprise.’ I love that it still makes him laugh. Clever me, making a joke that’s lasted forty years.


Surprise Soup

I love soup, mostly because of how easy it is to make. This one is exceptionally creamy and loaded with healthy veg. If you ask me, it’s the perfect lunch.

Feeds 4

1 block of feta

1 red pepper, cut into quarters

2 yellow onions, cut into quarters

1 carrot, peeled and cut into quarters

1 celery stalk, roughly chopped

1 potato, peeled and cut into quarters

4 tomatoes, roughly chopped (or 8–10 cherry tomatoes)

1 small fennel bulb, cut into quarters (optional)

1 tsp dried oregano

1 bay leaf

A sprig of fresh thyme

1 whole garlic bulb, cut in half

700ml–1 litre chicken or vegetable stock (depending on how thick you like it)

To serve

Drizzle of extra virgin olive oil

Sea salt flakes

Toasted pine nuts

Bread of your choice


	Grease a roasting dish with olive oil, lay the feta in the middle, add all the veg around it and scatter the herbs over. Place the garlic in cut side down. Drizzle with oil and roast at 200°C (180°C fan)/gas mark 6 for about 40 minutes, until everything is nice and soft.

	Transfer it all to a saucepan, removing the bay leaf and squeezing out the oozy garlic from the bulb, and pour in the stock. Simmer for a few minutes, then either blend with a hand mixer or transfer to a blender. Keep going until it’s lovely and creamy and smooth, adding more stock if you need it. You might need to get it back in the pan to reheat.

	Bowl it up, serve with a drizzle of best-quality olive oil, sea salt flakes and some toasted pine nuts and the bread of your choice on the side. Yummy!
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There were some real characters in that place. All doing their bit to shape the person I became. Of course, you don’t know it at the time, but to live a childhood surrounded by bizarre people will one day shine through in your own personality (or work). I saw and overheard things that are exactly the reason you shouldn’t be in those places past 6 p.m. if you’re under eighteen. There was one man who owned a boat in the marina and was odd (I’m being kind). Always drunk and saying weird things. I remember a story about him coming into the bar trashed one night, pulling a goldfish out of a fish tank and swallowing it whole. That’s the sort of shit you learn about, age six, when you spend an entire summer in a pub.

I was happy in Scotland, but I was insecure. I didn’t know my dad, not like Jane did. She had toddler memories, she’d even had a Scottish accent at one time. He felt connected to me because I had been his baby, but I had no memory of that. Jane knew him, he knew her. They had a connection that pre-dated and was stronger than mine. I felt it deeply. Food and music helped me connect with him, they were things we could share. As soon as we got into the car when he picked us up, he’d play us whatever music he’d been listening to. My dad LOVED his tapes in the car. He introduced me to ABBA; I will never forget the first time we got to ‘that bit’ in ‘Chiquitita’ at full volume. We listened to that album, Voulez-Vous, over and over again on one trip. He’d let me sit in the front and we would sing our hearts out, Jane quiet in the back, not a performer like me and my dad. Something we had in common, that proved I was his.

I craved his attention; I did whatever I could to get it. I wanted him to notice me, to love me just the same. He did, of course, but those moments of shared bliss, when we listened to music in his car, bonded him and me. He played me Garth Brooks, Willie Nelson, Johnny Cash. It’s why I love country music so much today; it takes me right back to singing my heart out in the front seat. And then there was the food. He fed us so differently from what we were given in Guernsey. Pub food and unlimited toast and tea. We’d drive to supermarkets and eat in the car. We didn’t really do that in Guernsey. I’m not sure if that was a cultural difference or just because the island is so tiny there isn’t really time for snacks on drives. I LOVED our back-seat picnics. So wild and indulgent. Delicious. A moment shared. The power of food holding young Dawn together.

***

There was always talk of London in Guernsey. This fabulous, exciting, faster-paced place where my mum and her family all came from. They were furriers by trade. Making bespoke furs for the rich and fabulous. My grandparents moved to Guernsey in the late 60s. They were following their son, Tony, who had married a young woman called Jane whose parents ran a neighbouring island called Herm. My family had a shop called Charisma. They still had it when I came along and I remember it so well. I’d hide among the fur, stroking my cheeks against the softness. I’d be told not to touch them with my dirty hands, but whenever anyone wasn’t looking, I’d run my hands all over them, feeling for the notches. It was glamorous, with a very specific smell. Sort of leather, but not quite. Musty, much like the vintage shops I love now. My mother wore them until she died in 1986. Just before the world woke up to the horrors of fur, and red paint started being thrown at people in the street. Quite right.

Pop made my sister and I matching gilets and we’d go for walks wearing them. Feeling just a hint of the fabulousness of the women we’d seen parading in their minks and stoles. We must have looked ridiculous – a five-year-old and a seven-year-old in fur waistcoats, going for a walk around the block to show them off – but we were very proud of them. Appreciating the effort of our grandfather’s own hands. Ultimately, it was an act of love, and we were available for all of those.

Nana and Pop weren’t sociable people. They never went out or had friends round. Cockneys who found themselves on a pretty little island, a long way from the streets of East London where they were born and bred. Pop had a friend called Len who he used to meet down the snooker hall every Thursday, but that’s the only friend I can recall for either of them. So, when they’d tell me tales of how they used to win ballroom dancing competitions in London, and how Pop was the only person in their neighbourhood who had a car, I got lost in the fantasy of who they used to be. But I suppose you can do that when you get old. You can romanticise your past, and cherry-pick the good bits to tell your grandchildren about. Painting the picture of what you wish it had been, rather than what it was. I suppose we all do that in a way. Instagram versus reality.

My grandpa was a complicated man. Well dressed, slim, well kept. Very self-aware, an image that suggested he was very together, but a personality that contradicted that impression. I think by the time I came along he had managed to regulate a bit, but his rage wasn’t something you could avoid or understand. He’d been in the RAF working for the Balloon Command, who were in charge of sending up large inflatable balloons to force enemy fighter jets to fly higher, making them easier targets to be shot down. I’ve never heard stories of that being particularly gruelling. And yet, for whatever reason, his mood could change in a matter of seconds. His lip would curl to reveal his top teeth when he was cross. He’d often storm out of rooms and slam doors, returning a few minutes later, less angry but still with the energy of something that could kill if approached from the wrong angle. Nana stayed close to Jane and me but said very little. Maybe the occasional ‘Now, now, Charlie’ would pass her lips, but largely if he got mad, we all went still. He had a rule to never be angry for more than five minutes. I’m not sure how accurate he was in his timekeeping. I loved him despite being afraid of him.

Pop ate to live. Inhaling rather than chewing. He’d lower his face towards the plate and scoop the food up into his mouth. The plate cleared in moments. He wore wife-beaters and had a healthy physique due to the rigorous exercise regime he would do every single morning in the family bathroom. I’d hear him from my bedroom, jumping and panting as he carried out his stretches and press-ups. I remember the first time I read A Streetcar Named Desire and I thought Pop was a bit like a Stanley. ‘Primitive and apelike’, as Blanche put it. It was useful for me to see a man like him written down. Reassuring. His fierce loyalty seemed to drive him wild. He liked his meat well done and his vegetables soft. I have a visual of him eating an entire sausage in two bites, but I’m not sure if this is a real memory or my brain’s artistic licence. He ate like troughs were put down in front of him and if he wasn’t quick someone else would take it. No one could ever be clear why he was this way. He didn’t come from a large family overflowing with siblings, and no one in our house posed any threat to his lamb chops. But still, head down and hoover, that was the method by which he ate.

I can’t recall Pop in a restaurant; of course we must have gone to some together, but my hippocampus places him at home, at his table, where he was king of his castle. He wasn’t a king when he went out. He drove a grey Toyota and got road rage at cyclists but would offer heavy praise to the ones who kept to the left. He’d proudly drive to the chippy on Fridays and pick up our dinner. He really enjoyed buying us ice creams on hot days, in that way that complicated adults do. When they don’t know how to cope with you, they make a huge deal out of treats because there is a joyful moment to share that took nothing more than a quid or two to create. A release of tension that I think began my intense and emotional relationship with food. In a house full of stressed grown-ups who were shielding me from a terrible truth that was about to blow up my life, when there was food, everyone was OK.

Pop was difficult, dominating and sometimes intimidating but he really loved Jane and me. A complicated love. Occasionally he would treat us to a pomegranate that he’d cut in half and give us a toothpick to eat it with. Now, as a mother to two children, I appreciate this was a very clever way to keep us busy for hours.

There wasn’t much culinary diversity at Nana and Pop’s, but once, at an aunty’s house, I first had lasagne; I was left totally lovestruck by it. I had never imagined such a dish. Of


















Chicken and Chorizo in Vermouth















	Put a dry non-stick frying pan on the hob to preheat. Salt the chicken thighs well on both sides with fine salt. Really get it into the crevices. Break apart the garlic but leave the skin on the cloves. Lightly bash them with the back of a knife.

	Add olive oil to the pan. Sauté the garlic and chorizo for a few minutes, then add the chicken skin side down to brown the skin.

	Take the chicken out of the pan and set aside. Pour in a generous glass of white vermouth. Let it bubble for a few minutes to reduce a little. Then put the chicken back in, skin side up, add the olives, a pinch of chilli, a sprinkle of basil and a few sprigs of thyme. Nestle it all in and under the chicken. Add a splash of water and lay the cherry tomatoes on top. Drizzle a little olive oil over it all, along with some salt and ground pepper. Put the whole pan into the oven at 200°C (180°C fan)/gas mark 6 on the top shelf for about 40 minutes.

	Serve by plating the chicken and spooning the vermouth reduction and all the lovely tomatoes, olives and chorizo over the top. Finish with a drizzle of good olive oil, some salt crystals and some fresh basil leaves. This works great on a pile of mashed potato, or the Patatas Bravas.
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