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‘Page after page of family favourites, not a gram of pretence, just full of unadulterated delicious joy.’


MICHEL ROUX JR




To my husband Paul and my son Josh – for you both X



Cooking Tonight

A while ago I came across a box of recipes and magazines belonging to my husband’s grandmother, and it made fascinating reading. Weeks’ worth of menus mapped out for the family to consume from morning to night: grilled kippers, toast and marmalade for breakfast; stuffed loin of mutton and roast potatoes for lunch, and tuna-stuffed tomatoes followed by coffee layer cake for pudding. Another booklet suggested hot stuffed eggs, boiled fowl with spinach and gooseberry tart with ‘mock cream’ for a Tuesday meal in September! Reading these made me think of how fiddly and time-consuming dinner preparation must have been for our grandmothers and how lucky we are now to have so many more unusual, colourful ingredients to play with to spice up our meals.

Well times have certainly changed since then and we may be able to source exotic unusual produce all year round but we are also ‘time poor’ and the question I hear again and again during the week is ‘What are you cooking tonight?’. It’s the main topic of conversation on my early morning dog walk with friends, it’s a question my lovely agent Jan often asks me whenever we speak on the phone and it’s the first question my son asks when he gets in the car on the school pick-up run! So this got me thinking. No matter how many cookery books we buy everyone tends to grab the same ingredients for those Monday to Friday meals – chicken, sausages, mince, fish, chops etc. But because we have so little time to plan mid-week, most of us tend to churn out the same dishes again and again and this is when boredom rears its ugly head and cooking becomes a real drag…

So I decided to write a book based on those basics you have already bought with your weekly shop – the chicken, mince, sausages and chops that are always in your fridge and freezer – and create some quick, easy and delicious recipes that can be thrown together and send you a little bit ‘off piste’ without it costing an arm or a leg. More importantly you can usually do them in super-quick time – or with a little planning you can make those delicious, long, slow ‘one-pot wonders’ that are ready for you when you want to sit back, relax and enjoy a meal with the people you love!

Many of these recipes use leftovers and they’re mostly versatile enough for it not to matter if you don’t have all the right ingredients. The book is based on your weekly shop with chapter titles such as Beef, Sausages and All Things Porky, Mince and Meat-free so that you can check your fridge and freezer first, then choose a dish that works around whatever you have to hand. Try my Quick Hungarian Goulash with Paprika for instance which is great for cold wintry weather or my Chipotle Chilli Chicken Bake, perfect for that lone pack of chicken legs or drumsticks. The little Beef Bourguignon Pies are fab for some mid-week ‘poshness’ and my absolute favourites when you just want a ‘little’ something special are toasties: the Guinness Toasties with Cheddar, Ham and Mustard are not to be missed and as for the Grilled Sourdough, Chocolate, Brie and Basil – enough said!

Mealtimes should always be when the family can sit together even for a short while to unwind and relax and enjoy good food. So I hope this book will give you new ideas to bring the ‘oomph’ back into your mid-week cooking!

Bon appétit. X
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Tips for Hassle-free Mid-week Cooking


Mid-week cooking can be a challenge, especially if you come home late from work or are stuck on the school run, collecting from ‘footie’ or tennis practice. Having a well-stocked larder is your back-up: all those herbs, spices and cans can be grabbed at a moment’s notice to jazz up a lonely chicken breast or pack of sausages. With a little planning and forethought you can create some delicious and stress-free meals with minimum effort and those dinner plates on your table will be scraped clean! I’m a firm believer in using what you already have and my recipes are straightforward, simple to follow, and packed with flavour. Shortcuts are a must mid-week. Use up that can of custard: who says you have to make your own pastry from scratch? And the Sunday roast beef is epic sliced with leftover vegetables and stuffed into spiced yoghurt wraps for a meal in minutes.


Larder Necessities


I listed many of these in my last book but the same principles apply here so I hope you don’t mind a bit of repetition. Anything goes and the more flavours, herbs, spices and cans you have, the more versatile your recipes will be!


CANS


Salmon, tuna, anchovies.


Beans, chickpeas, lentils, peas, sweetcorn, chopped tomatoes, various chillies.


Lots of fruit (peach halves, apricot halves, cherries).


Coconut milk, custard.


BOTTLES


Oils (olive, vegetable, rapeseed, sesame).


Sauces (sweet chilli, oyster, soy, dark and light, Worcestershire, chipotle, smoked chipotle paste).


Vinegars (balsamic, cider, malt, sherry and wine).


JARS


Mayonnaise, mustard (French, English), sun-dried tomatoes, tomato passata, jalapeno peppers (and other chillies), capers, miso pastes.


I also have many small jars of dried herbs and spices which I use (and replace) regularly.


Jams, jellies, honey and marmalade.


PACKETS


Flours (plain, self-raising and wholemeal, cornflour).


Grains (rice, couscous, quinoa, oats).


Pulses (dried beans, lentils, etc).


Microwave lentils/rice.


Nuts and seeds.


Pasta (of all types, long and short).


Dried noodles.


Dried fruits.


Sugar (brown and white).


Chocolate (milk, dark and white).
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Buying Sensibly


This book is for you to glance at when you’re out of ideas and need some inspiration but the first thing you’re going to need to do is shop a little more creatively until you have the basics of a well-stocked larder and freezer. I often buy meat and fresh fish from the reduced aisle and as long as it is labelled clearly and used within freezer guideline times it means I always have something to hand to cook mid-week. I tend to grab things that look interesting: I love spices especially those with Middle-Eastern undertones. So next time you’re out stop and take a look in the ‘dried’ aisle. Grab a couple of bottles of herbs you are not that familiar with, a tin of za’atar – a sesame and thyme mix perfect for grilled meats – or jars of paste such as the Japanese miso, or some ‘jerk seasoning’ to rub into chicken and bring the Caribbean to your table…


Cooking is a journey – a taste adventure. Just because you are short of time it shouldn’t mean you have to skimp on flavour. So if your herb and spice rack is up to date and you have a larder full of goodies to play with, ‘the world is your lobster’, as my son used to say!


Using Leftovers


As my Twitter followers know I’m big on leftovers. My mother was a war baby and it was dinned into her from an early age to use up everything and what can’t be used goes into the freezer. Bones can be frozen to make stock at a later date, meats can be sliced or minced and made into koftas or meatballs, vegetables end up with fragrant yoghurt dips wrapped in tortillas or thrown into omelettes, and cooked pasta ends up in soups, salads and baked with cherry tomatoes and a béchamel sauce for a super quick supper! Make full use of your freezer in the battle against food wastage. Bag up leftover carrots or roast parsnips to freeze – you’ve enough for a soup in the making – turn your stale bread into breadcrumbs bagged and frozen ready to go and even cake finds its way into my freezer ready to be pulled out for a last-minute trifle. Be flexible and creative!


[image: image]


Using Your Freezer


For quick mid-week cooking your freezer is your best friend! Think before you throw any food out: so much of what we waste can be transformed into another dinner from your freezer. My mother hardly ever threw anything away: she always froze any leftover bits and pieces and as if by magic managed to create something delicious from them. These days we tend to throw far more away but with a little careful planning it actually saves you time to freeze and have to hand when you have little time to prepare a dinner.


• Those last few stale slices of bread in the bread bin should be blitzed up or chopped, bagged and popped in the freezer for when you need to quickly make my bread (ciabatta is my favourite) dumplings to bulk up a soup for supper.


• Mashed potato freezes well and is great for my Fiery Pork Cottage Pie!


• Always have a pack of soft tortilla wraps, which make fantastic savoury and sweet meals, and freeze beautifully. See my Pork Burritos with Kidney Beans and Cheese or make my moreish Nutella, Pear and Granola Quesadillas.


• Chop fresh herbs – parsley, tarragon or sage – and mix with seasoned butter. Roll into a sausage shape, wrap in clingfilm, and freeze ready to be brought out to melt on steaks or fish. I also make savoury butters using caramelised shallots, garlic and grated lemon zest.


• Keep boxed cooked rice ready for stir-fries with sliced peppers and beansprouts in bags so you have the makings of an instant meal.


• Using the carcass from a roast chicken make your own stock every once in a while and freeze in ice-cube trays ready to make a quick sauce, gravy or soup.


• Mix flour, sugar, cinnamon and butter, blitz until it becomes a crumble mixture then bag up and freeze along with a bag or box of frozen fruit or berries: fruit crumble pudding in an instant!


• Bananas that are past their best, slice, bag and freeze: they’re perfect for smoothies or quick banana flambé puddings.


• Do the same with onions if they are getting a little soft in the vegetable basket. Chop and double bag them ready for the casserole pan.


• Got an open bottle of red wine? Pop it into ice-cube trays to freeze ready for your sauces or red wine and cinnamon poached fruit!


• Double up the ingredients for a long-cooking stew, and use half that day and freeze the other half for a mid-week dinner another time. I sometimes do this on a Saturday when I have more time. But always remember to take it out of the freezer in time for a proper defrost…
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Adding Flavour


For fast, mid-week meals packed with a punch, my weapon of choice has to be my rub mixes. Quick to make and easy to store they are the simplest way of injecting mouth-watering flavour into your meat or fish. They are a mix of herbs and spices that can be ‘rubbed’ into your steak, chops or fillets. Opening a jar of my Greek Island Herb Mix takes me straight back to the beachside taverna in Kefalonia or my Provençal Mix reminds me of long hot summer days with Monique, my French godmother.


I make these rubs up in batches – you simply mix all the ingredients together – and store them, for no longer than three months, in tightly sealed jars in my cool dark larder so they retain as much of their flavour as possible. You can adapt them to your own tastes by adding more or less of each ingredient.


GREEK ISLAND HERB MIX


This is one of my favourite rubs: it reminds me of supper under the vines on a summer’s evening… It’s perfect for the barbecue too! I like to use it with white fish (see here). Try it also with juicy lamb chops with crumbled Feta or chicken drumsticks with toasted pine nuts and a big Greek salad.


2 tsp garlic powder


4 tsp onion powder


2 tsp ground cinnamon


½ tsp ground nutmeg


2 tbsp dried oregano


2 tbsp dried parsley


PROVENÇAL MIX


This Provençal mix uses lavender which is unusual but the mixture is perfect with goat’s cheese, its slightly perfumed aroma complementing the tartness of the cheese. Try it with salmon fillets too, baked and served with a squeeze of lemon or grilled chicken with a plate of buttery asparagus. Go easy with it though as it’s powerful stuff and remember to buy edible lavender: you can’t just rip open your granny’s lavender pillow!


1 tsp dried (edible) lavender


1 tbsp dried rosemary


1 tbsp dried sage


1 tbsp dried thyme


ARABIC SPICE MIX


Cardamom, cumin and coriander are exotic flavours reminiscent of souks and bazaars. Lamb is a favourite meat in Arab countries and this mix is great with lamb kebabs (see here), but also works a treat in a rich tomato sauce with mini beef meatballs and grilled pittas.


3 cardamom pods


1 tbsp coriander seeds


2 tsp cumin seeds


1 tbsp coarsely ground black pepper


2 tsp fennel seeds


1 tbsp cayenne pepper


Place the cardamom pods in a pestle and mortar. Lightly crush then remove the green husks leaving the black seeds. Add the remaining seeds to the cardamom seeds and grind until you have a coarse powder. Stir in the cayenne. Store as described above.


ITALIAN HERB MIX


When my baker husband isn’t there to knock up a fresh dough… I cheat! My ciabatta pizzas on here are super-quick and just as tasty as the real thing especially with the addition of this herb mix. It’s also great with pasta sauce and poured over grilled aubergine with melted mozzarella.


1 tbsp dried parsley, finely chopped


1 tbsp dried basil, finely chopped


1 tbsp dried thyme


1 tsp garlic powder


BROWN SUGAR ’N’ SPICE MIX


This really is a case of ‘sugar ’n’ spice and all things nice’. The rich caramel of the dark brown sugar is essential so don’t try and substitute white sugar: it just won’t be the same. The mix goes perfectly with white meats (wonderful with the southern chicken recipe on here) and even salmon but just watch things don’t burn. If anything looks like it’s on the turn just reduce the heat. Try it too with chops or big king prawns – lush!


50g dark brown sugar


1 tbsp chilli powder


1 tbsp dried oregano


1 tbsp garlic powder


1 tsp fine salt
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STEAK RUB


Steaks are the ultimate fast food. They are quick to cook and very little preparation is needed. I like a steak cooked simply with salt and pepper but sometimes a little more thought needs to go into it and that is where my foolproof rub comes in. It just adds a bit of a flavour kick and is brilliant on less tasty steaks. Try it as well on chicken quarters or pork chops on the barbecue.


1 tbsp sweet paprika


2 tbsp dried oregano


1 tbsp ground cumin


1 tbsp sea salt


SPICY FAJITA MIX


Who doesn’t like fajitas? They are super-quick and kids love them. Lots of people I talk to buy the pre-made fajita mix for convenience but why not make your own? It’s very simple and is perfect with chicken, steak or even minced beef for tacos. Try it on steak, white fish or prawns or even sprinkled on winter roast vegetables.


2 tsp dried oregano


2 tsp smoked paprika


2 tsp onion powder


1 tsp ground cumin


1 tsp garlic powder


1 tsp chilli powder (hot or mild)


½ tsp chilli flakes


CAJUN SPICE MIX


Flavours of the Deep South. Great on pork, fish and chicken. It’s punchy, so use with a good squeeze of lemon and it’s good to go. Use as much or as little as you like.


2 tsp paprika


½ tsp cayenne pepper


1 tsp garlic powder


2 tsp dried thyme


2 tsp dried oregano


½ tsp ground cumin


½ tsp ground pepper


½ tsp salt
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Soup


A soup is often dismissed as too simple a starter or as being unadventurous but in fact soups can be a hearty meal in themselves: you just need a bit of imagination. I am a practical family cook and love making use of leftovers and those solo carrots and softening tomatoes that lurk at the back of the fridge. Soups are the perfect way to use these bits and pieces up and a great way to get the whole family to eat vegetables (as they can be cunningly disguised when puréed or finely chopped). Better still if you make a big batch of soup it freezes perfectly, making a last-minute lunch for when Grandma pops in unexpectedly.
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