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How To Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.

Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.



Foreword


‘There’s no taste like home...’ was the title of my winning menu on Celebrity MasterChef 2018. The year leading up to filming MasterChef was one of the most challenging times of my life. I lost my mum to Alzheimer’s and my heavy work commitments meant that I didn’t have the time to grieve properly, which in turn sent my personal life into a downward spiral. I was drinking and using drugs daily, and had been for a very long time. I knew that something had to change.

I called a friend and said I needed help. He told me all I had to do was not use that day, for the next 12 hours, then go to bed, wake up and start again. It sounded so simplistic, I didn’t for one minute think it would work. I didn’t for one minute think I could do it. But I was desperate and I had nothing to lose. The next two weeks were ropey, but I stuck to it. Every day I woke up, sat on the end of the bed and said out loud, ‘Today, I won’t use.’

I started going to NA (Narcotics Anonymous) meetings because I thought that’s what I should do. I was so embarrassed, ashamed and paranoid that someone would recognize me and I’d have to explain myself. I sat there, cap on, head down, listening to everyone else’s story, but I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t connect to them or to myself. I started to think, I’m not that bad. I haven’t been to prison or rehab, I’m not robbing my granny to pay for drugs, I’m not like these people. Maybe I’m not an addict after all? I just need a break. They tell you to focus on the similarities, not the differences, and that as long as you are coming to meetings it’s OK. It wasn’t OK. I couldn’t seem to find a way through; this wasn’t working for me. I had to find something else.

It was then that I started cooking. I would go to the supermarket, buy random ingredients, come home and cook all day. It made me feel wholesome. My husband was away on tour and cooking was a comfort for me. It was also a distraction. I cooked food I remembered from my childhood because it helped me feel connected to my family, and to the little boy I once was. The little boy who loved pies and custard tarts, chips and gravy, Lancashire hotpots. The little boy who dreamed of nothing more than one day dancing his way to the top.
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Radcliffe Lad

When I grow up what will I be?

A taller version of little me.

Will I still love to suck my thumb, ride my bike and knock-a-door-run?

Hey, will I still have short spiky hair?

Watch Larry Grayson and Isla St Clair?

Will Mathew, Mark, Luke and John next-door neighbours carry on?

And British Bulldog 123

Down the razz and chippy tea

Will I still love the Thompson Twins?

To crush a grape and Dusty Bins.

Dressing up in clothes too big.

Using tea towels for a wig.

Will I remember holiday camps, dancing comps, Rising Damp, Walking Whits, pantomime?

Banshee, Tiddles. Summertime with Mum and Dad on stools out back.

Sister listening to Shakatak with hair as big as candyfloss.

Fairground rides, Top of the Pops.

Jubilees, street parties, Mr Kipling’s French Fancies.

Or if you’re lucky Sara Lee.

Half-past four was time for tea.

Right, ten o’clock. It’s time for bed.

What with all this dancing in my head.

But when I wake up hopefully.

I’ll be a taller version of little me.
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Somewhere along the way I had decided that Radcliffe Lad wasn’t enough. I’d lost confidence in him. Not necessarily in my talent, because I have always been in work, but was I handsome enough? Was I funny enough? Did people like me enough? Was I good enough? The answer to those questions was always a resounding no. So I ran, taking every opportunity I could to escape myself. I ran so far that I had almost forgotten the taste of home. But something or someone was guiding me back. Helping me to feel.

Addiction is about not wanting to feel. Actually, that’s not true – it’s about wanting to feel anything but yourself. But the simple act of preparing a meal, the gentle self-care of that action, was helping. Cooking was helping me to heal. These weren’t just recipes, they were memories. Some things I had forgotten; some things I chose to forget.

I had no idea at the time how instrumental cooking would become to my recovery, or my rediscovery as I like to call it. It became my therapy – it still is. It’s helped me not be afraid of looking back, to not be afraid of remembering. Life has a way of hardening you, at least mine has. This was the beginning of my attempt at shedding those skins, and saying hello to that little boy I knew a very long time ago.

That was October 2017 and I’m still sober today. I’m not saying that these recipes will change your life, I’m saying they changed mine.

My mother’s passing to winning MasterChef was exactly a year to the day. I definitely had an angel on my shoulder for that final cook. Now I want to share with people the joy I have found in cooking this food for my family, my friends and myself. Here you will find family favourites, traditional home-cooked dishes, holiday inspirations and special occasions in my Breakfast, Lunch, Tea or Dinner, Holiday Snaps, For Fancy (as my sister likes to say) and Afters chapters. You’ll also find a Pantry well stocked with basic recipes.

This is my taste of home. My pictures, my memories, my moments. Some old, some new, some borrowed, some stew! All the dishes in this book have been cooked at home in my kitchen – and some on the telly, too. Cooking the food from my past has helped me to live in the present.

What a gift.
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Pictures, memories, moments.
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