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Introduction


With a six-year-old son at school and a three-year-old daughter growing up too quickly, the need for after-school food inspiration is acute in our house. And, if what I hear from fellow parents is anything to go by, our house is certainly not unique.


That’s why I actually need this book! And I am confident that you do too.


Schoolchildren of any age need nutritious and tasty food, fast. They need energy food. They need food to keep them going before they go to football or Brownies or music practice. They need lunch boxes with fun things in them to make a change from jam sandwiches. They need parents who can cope with a group of school friends coming home for unplanned and chaotic play dates.


And as for us parents, we need time. But we don’t have any of that. So we need food that will save us time. Food that is hassle-free. Food that fits into an ever-tighter family budget. Food our children will actually eat and which we can just as happily enjoy ourselves, either with our children or later in the evening when they are in bed asleep.*


Our children would love us to consistently produce marvellous treats in an eye blink. But with our own busy schedules to contend with, we need to find meals to keep everyone happy that we can cook around all of our timetables. And, most importantly, we need to juggle all of this to get food on the table at the right time because their tired heads can’t cope with waiting.


There have been times when I have felt that reconciling all of the above was actually impossible. Especially when you throw children’s unpredictable food tastes into the mix: when a curry can be a hero on a Tuesday and a pantomime villain on a Wednesday.


And all that is why I have written this book.


In the Speed of Night chapter you will find dishes that can be on the table literally minutes after you walk through the door. There are meals you can stretch over two days in two different forms in Here Today, Still Here Tomorrow. Inspired Lunchboxes goes well beyond soggy sandwiches (and all of the recipes here will act as great lunches or light meals in their own right too) and there are loads of fantastically frugal ideas in Saving your Bacon. I have also picked out some of the most popular supermarket ready-meals and turned them into Ready-Made Meals, Made by You. Crispy pancakes, chicken Kievs and a cheat’s lasagne are among many home-made treats to beat the ping-and-ding of microwave meals with limited effort. There’s also a brilliant chapter of food which can be prepared in advance with minimum fuss so it can be Ready When You Get Home and, not forgetting the fun, there is a raft of wonderful Genius Treats to round off any meal in style.


2+2=7 turns mealtimes into the main event when you have a full house. This chapter is packed with low-effort meals for unexpected play dates. Sociable, fun and guaranteed to impress your discerning young guests, all of these recipes have been stress-tested during the most stressful of after-school shenanigans.


And, by popular demand in my house, I have addressed the ever-pressing issue of The Gap. The Gap is when your child comes out of school, hungry and in need of instant refuelling but it’s too early for supper and they quite possibly have somewhere to shoot off to before they will be able to eat a full meal. Maybe they are heading to an activity or you are planning to do some shopping with them in tow. The chapter entitled Mind the Gap deals with that need perfectly.


As with everything I cook, the food in this book is not simplified ‘kids’ food’. This is food for adults to love too. And if you plonk a coriander leaf on top or serve it in a posh bowl, nearly all of the food here wouldn’t look out of place at a dinner party among friends either.


All the signature elements of my first book are still here. This is a book chock-full of great family recipes, for everyone to cook together and eat together. Equally, all of the recipes can be served early for the children and eaten later by their parents when the house is a little calmer.


And, as before, techniques are always simple, recipes are forgiving and foolproof and ALL the ingredients are widely available. In fact, I’d even go as far as to say that all but a very small handful of the ingredients are available from the smaller local versions of the big supermarkets. This is important for me as lack of time (and planning) often means I stop off on the way home from work to grab some simple ingredients to throw together for an emergency supper.


So, while the nature of my recipes has not changed in the three years since I published my first book, much else has. Archie is at school, I’m no longer a stay-at-home dad, as I’ve started a new career, Matilda has joined the family, and my wife is a busy psychotherapist. 


Which takes me back to what I said at beginning: I need this book!



Cooking with children


As I have always said, once you accept the inevitable mess, cooking with your children is one of the most fun things you can do together. That’s why what I really do miss are the almost daily cooking mash-ups I used to enjoy with Archie when he was little and not yet at school and I was a stay-at-home dad. As I have documented so many times before, this was always precious quality time for both of us, and a wonderful learning experience to boot. It’s no exaggeration to say that his hours in the kitchen have led to him being a proper little cook.


It’s not that we don’t cook together any more. We just do it less, which in some ways makes it all the more fun and precious when we do. If Archie isn’t too tired after his school day, he loves creating havoc with me in the kitchen. In truth though, weekends are now the preferred time for cooking together. The funniest part is that his sister is following exactly the same path as he did. Everyone knows how children try to emulate their elder siblings and the time spent in our kitchen is a prime example of that. It’s rather lovely really, as Archie adopts a gentle helping-hand approach with his firebrand little sister, showing the kind of patience I always tried to show him when he was a toddler. It has also been interesting to see that it wasn’t just a one-off with Archie; when children help in the kitchen there is more chance of them eating what they have prepared.


I’ve not made suggestions for what steps your children can help with, as it really depends on how confident they are in the kitchen and what they’ve done before. I’d suggest very young children stick to mixing and stirring, and then progress to simple chopping with a normal dining knife when they’re a bit older. It goes without saying that only older children should be in charge of hot saucepans and the oven, and always with your eyes on them at all times!
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New ingredients, new equipment


As my family kitchen has evolved, so has my cooking and the equipment I use for it. A slow cooker is a wonderfully affordable addition to any busy family home. And, at the other end of the speed scale, my pressure cooker enables me to make dishes in barely 20 or 30 minutes that would take 2 or 3 hours if cooked conventionally. The rather cumbersome (and slightly unsafe) pressure cookers I remember my mum using 30 years ago are now long gone and forty quid will see you buying a good model which will last an age. Both these cookers are investments you won’t regret making, not least because they both love turning cheap cuts of meat into meltingly flavoursome meals. For that alone, they pay for themselves in time. I have got back into fondues recently too, and as such have included three fondue recipes in the 2+2=7 chapter (although two of them can be made without an actual fondue kit). Ours was just a cheap version and, again, it has more than paid for itself in the number of times it has been used.


There is nothing in this book that cannot be made from ingredients that are easily to hand. You may want to make sure your spice cupboard is well stocked, and some good wine vinegars and cider vinegars will come in handy, as will a block of creamed coconut. And with beans so good for you – and so cheap too – they are used a lot in this book, so a few spare tins on the shelves will stand you in good stead. The same goes for lentils. Basically, as long as you have a good range of staples in your kitchen, you’ll be able to make fantastic meals every night of the week.


As you will find as you cook the recipes in this book, nothing will fall apart if you are missing an ingredient or two. Feel free to leave out what you don’t have – and to add in what you do. This book is all about flexible recipes, which will forgive on even the most stressful of evenings.



Vegetarian recipes and special dietary requirements


I’m conscious of the growing interest in meat-free cooking, and so over half of the recipes in this book are vegetarian or can be easily adapted to be meat-free.


VEGETARIAN [image: Image]


I’ve also considered the growing need for gluten-free and dairy-free diets and so there are lots of recipes here that are suitable for anyone following these diets. There are also some specifically gluten-free desserts in the Genius Treats chapter.


Preparation, cooking times and portions


All the recipes in this book have been tested by me and by a wonderfully generous group of mums and dads who offered to try out the recipes to make sure they are popular with adults and children alike when served at the dinner table.


I want everyone to enjoy these recipes, no matter how experienced you are in the kitchen, so I have rated them: ‘very very easy’, ‘very easy’ or ‘easy’. Every recipe is wholly manageable even for a moderately confident cook.
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The time each recipe takes is ranked as ‘really really quick’, ‘really quick’ or ‘quick’. With the focus on simplicity, no recipe in the book merits long preparation.


REALLY REALLY QUICK [image: Image]


REALLY QUICK [image: Image]
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You’ll also notice that some recipes are labelled ‘slow’. These are perfect for when you want to put a meal on to cook and forget about it while you get on with something else.
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You can share your thoughts about the recipes in this book on twitter: @nickcoffer, facebook/MyDaddyCooks, and my blog: MyDaddyCooks.com.


Happy cooking!
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* In our house, being in bed and actually being asleep are not necessarily concurrent activities.
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Mind the Gap


When you pick up your children from school, you may still be a couple of hours away from suppertime. And during that gap they may be going off to football practice, Guides or Scouts, they may have a music lesson, or you may be (bravely) about to drag them around the shops. This is where this chapter comes into its own. These recipes are not quite meals (although some come close) but they are mostly much more than snacks. Guaranteed to fill the gap, refuel and tide your children over until supper.






Italian eggy bread croque-monsieur
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You are going to have to cut me a bit of slack here! I just couldn’t think of the right title so, I figured, if in doubt, just tell it like it is. So this is indeed an Italianesque sandwich, which really is halfway between a croque-monsieur and eggy bread (as we always call it in our house). Most importantly, this is a filling and frankly delicious after-school snack. If you are not serving it immediately, wrap it in some aluminium foil and it will keep while you take it on the school run.


Makes 2 sandwiches


1 tablespoon tomato purée


A small handful of fresh basil, chopped


1 small garlic clove, crushed


4 slices of bread


1 ball of mozzarella cheese, sliced


4 thin slices of ham


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


1 large egg, beaten


4 tablespoons milk


Olive oil


Butter


1.  Mix together the purée with basil and garlic. Spread it over 2 of the slices of bread.


2.  Layer over the mozzarella and the ham, leaving a border of around 2cm (to prevent the cheese dripping out when frying). Season with salt and pepper.


3.  Top each sandwich with another slice of bread and squash together firmly.


4.  Mix the eggs and milk in a shallow bowl, dip the sandwiches into the mixture and coat well.


5.  Heat a dash of olive oil and a large knob of butter in a wide frying pan on a medium heat. Fry the sandwiches on each side until golden brown.


6.  Serve immediately or wrap in foil for later.



Cheddar, Parma ham and courgette scones
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Break time, lunchtime or, in this case, at the school gates, these light and flavoursome scones are almost a meal in their own right. If Archie wolfs down three of these, he is happily full for the rest of the evening. And why not? Meat, veg and dairy, all in a very simple and light traditional scone. As with the fritters on here, making scones is a great way of using up whatever cold meats and vegetables you may have in your fridge that are reaching the point of no return.


Makes about 12 scones


450g self-raising flour, plus extra for dusting


½ teaspoon paprika


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


175g butter, broken into small lumps


1 smallish courgette, grated


100g grated extra-mature Cheddar cheese


50g Parma ham, chopped (or regular ham)


2 eggs


6 tablespoons buttermilk


For the topping


1 egg, beaten


Freshly grated Parmesan or Cheddar cheese, for sprinkling


Preheat your oven to 220°C/425°F/Gas Mark 7.


1.  Mix the flour and paprika with a little salt and pepper in a bowl. Add the butter and rub it in using the tips of your fingers until it looks like a crumble mix.


2.  Give the grated courgette a good squeeze to remove any excess water, and then stir it into the crumb mix with the cheese and ham.


3.  Mix the eggs and buttermilk together in a bowl. Make a well in the flour mix and pour in the wet mixture. Stir it lightly with your hands to combine and form a dough.


4.  Turn out the dough onto a floured surface and knead it lightly until smooth (you won’t get a perfectly smooth dough, thanks to the added courgette, cheese and ham).


5.  Roll out the dough to a thickness of around 3cm and cut into rounds, preferably using a scone cutter but you can really use any roundish cutter shape you have (I like to use the rim of a tall tumbler).


6.  Place the scones on a non-stick baking tray. Brush with the beaten egg and sprinkle with cheese.


7.  Bake in the oven for 20 to 25 minutes until the scones have risen and are golden brown.


8.  These scones can be eaten warm or they can keep for a maximum of a day in an airtight container (they will dry out a little overnight though).



Tuna and tomato empanadillas
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Life is definitely too short to make your own puff pastry so a store-bought block is at the heart of these empanadillas. Capers are funny things, really. Individually, they have such a strong flavour and yet they work so well with tuna and tomatoes. The capers and olives will likely be more than salty enough so there is no need to season the filling with salt. If you prefer, instead of baking the empanadillas, you can fry them for a couple of minutes either side in oil on a medium heat, which will save you a little time.


Makes 8–10


2 tablespoons olive oil


1 small onion, finely chopped


3 ripe tomatoes, finely chopped


185g tin tuna (preferably in oil or spring water), drained


1 tablespoon green olives, finely chopped


1 tablespoon capers, rinsed and chopped


Freshly ground black pepper


1 hard-boiled egg, chopped


Flour, for dusting


500g packet of puff pastry


1 egg, beaten


Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/Gas Mark 6.


1.  Heat the olive oil in a frying pan over a medium heat and cook the onion for 4 to 5 minutes until soft. Add the tomatoes and cook until reduced and only very slightly wet.


2.  Remove the pan from the heat and stir in the tuna, olives and capers. Season with pepper and then very gently stir in the hard-boiled egg. You want the filling to be quite dry so that it doesn’t make the pastry wet.


3.  On a floured worktop, roll out the puff pastry to a thickness of 3–5mm and cut out as many 15cm rounds as you can (I use a small plate or saucer as a template). You should get 8 to 10.


4.  Spoon a heaped tablespoon of the mixture onto each round, a little off centre. Now, wet the edge of the pastry with some of the beaten egg, fold one side over and seal gently. Crimp with a fork and brush with more beaten egg. Place the empanadillas on a non-stick baking tray.


5.  Bake in the oven for 20 to 25 minutes until nicely puffed up and golden brown. Serve warm or cold.



Vegetarian scotch eggs
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It goes without saying that you can turn these into classic sausage Scotch eggs by using the meat from a couple of sausages to replace the vegetable and chickpea mix, but this vegetarian version is just as, well, meaty and full of good stuff. These Scotch eggs work well as stopgap snacks because eggs themselves are filling, without being unnecessarily heavy. And, if your children are crafty types (I mean crafty as in they like doing crafts, not as in sneaky, naughty and cheeky!), they will enjoy assembling these Scotch eggs.


Makes 4


4 large eggs, plus 1 egg, beaten


Olive oil


1 onion, finely chopped


1 carrot, grated


1 small beetroot, finely grated


2 garlic cloves, crushed


1 teaspoon cumin


A pinch of ground cinnamon


Zest of 1 lemon


400g tin chickpeas, rinsed and drained


2–3 tablespoons plain flour


Fine breadcrumbs (panko breadcrumbs are excellent for this)


Vegetable oil, for deep-frying


1.  Cook the eggs in simmering water for 5 minutes exactly, then cool them down immediately in ice-cold water (or, better still, a bowl of ice). This will stop them cooking and leave the yolks a little runny.


2.  Now make the filling. Heat some olive oil in a pan on a medium heat and fry the onion, carrot, beetroot and garlic for about 5 minutes until soft. Add the spices and lemon zest and stir well.


3.  Crush the chickpeas using a fork or masher (you don’t want them to be completely smooth) and mix them in with the other filling ingredients. Remove the pan from the heat.


4.  To assemble, peel the eggs, dry them with kitchen paper and dust them in flour.


5.  Divide the filling into 4 equal pieces. Dust your hands with flour and flatten each piece into a large oval about one and a half times the size of the egg (it will be roughly 3–4mm thick). Mould each piece around an egg so that the filling completely covers the egg.


6.  Dip each egg in the beaten egg and then coat in breadcrumbs, making sure they’re evenly and fully covered.


7.  Heat a deep-fat fryer to 180°C (or a saucepan, one-third full with oil – test the temperature of the oil by dropping in a small cube of bread. If it browns and crisps up in 15 seconds, it is hot enough). Fry the eggs until golden brown – around 3 minutes. You can also shallow fry them in 5mm oil – just keep turning them so they brown evenly all over.



Chicken and butternut squash pasties
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To think that my conversion to butternut squash is relatively recent! Up until about five years ago, I just couldn’t even consider eating it. It was one of those totally irrational food dislikes, possibly going back to soggy carrots at school when I was six. Squash is now a regular feature in our house, be it in soups, casseroles or, as is the case here, as a filling for a pie or pasty. The sweetness of the squash is a great match for the ginger and squeeze of lime juice, and the crème fraîche ensures the chicken breast stays moist. And of course, their grabbability (I think I may have made up that word) makes these the perfect mind-the-gap snack.


Makes 6


Olive oil


Butter


1 onion, finely chopped


1 clove garlic, crushed


1–2cm cube of fresh ginger, grated


150g butternut squash, cut into small cubes


2 chicken breasts, skin removed, cut into cubes


1 teaspoon curry powder


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


A squeeze of lime juice


2 tablespoons crème fraîche


Flour, for dusting


1 × quantity of shortcrust pastry (see recipe for chard and Gruyère tart on here)


1 egg, beaten


Preheat your oven to 190°C/375°F/Gas Mark 5.


1.  Heat a good drizzle of olive oil and a small knob of butter in a frying pan on a medium heat. Throw in the onion and cook for 4 to 5 minutes until it is softened, then add the garlic, ginger, butternut squash and chicken. Keep stirring until the chicken is just cooked on the outside.


2.  Sprinkle over the curry powder, season with some salt and pepper and add a splash of water. Leave this to cook for about 5 minutes – you need it to be quite dry so that it doesn’t make the pastry wet.


3.  Squeeze in some lime juice and stir in the crème fraîche.


4.  On a floured worktop, roll out the pastry to a thickness of 4–5mm. Cut out six rounds, each about 15cm in diameter (a small plate or saucer makes a good template.)


5.  Divide the chicken mixture into 6 and place a portion in the middle of each round (keeping away from the edges or else the mixture will splodge out when you seal the pasties).


6.  Wet the edge of the pastry with some of the beaten egg and fold one side over, pressing it together firmly. Either press around the edge with a fork or crimp with your fingers to seal.


7.  Brush with more of the beaten egg, place on a baking tray and bake for 25 to 30 minutes until golden brown.


8.  You can serve these fresh out of the oven or chilled.
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Quick nachos with melted cheese and tomato salsa
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You can make a more elaborate version of this with your own guacamole, but we are talking quick, after-school gap fillers here and time is of the essence. Ideally, you would cook these in the kind of foil trays you get with takeaways and take them to school with you in the car. You can also create your own trays by using a double layer of aluminium foil. At the risk of contradicting the quick USP of this recipe, you can also make your own tortilla chips very easily using tortilla wraps cut into triangles and baked in the oven (see below). It will add an extra 10 minutes to your cooking time but, if you prefer to serve baked rather than fried crisps, this is a good option.


Serves 2 children


For the salsa


4 tomatoes, deseeded and chopped


½ red onion, finely chopped


Juice of 1 lime


A pinch of sugar


½ teaspoon cumin


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


A small handful of coriander (leaves and stems), chopped


A pinch of cayenne pepper or chilli powder, to taste (optional)


A drizzle of olive oil


For the nachos


200g tortilla chips


100g grated Cheddar cheese


A small handful of chopped jalapeños (optional)


Preheat your oven to 220°C/425°F/Gas Mark 7.


1.  Make the salsa by simply mixing together all the ingredients.


2.  Divide the tortilla chips between a couple of foil trays and sprinkle with the cheese (and the jalapeños, if using). Cook in the oven for about 5 minutes until the cheese has melted.


3.  Take the trays out of the oven, spoon over the salsa and either serve immediately or wrap well in foil to keep warm.


4.  To make your own tortilla chips, cut 4 corn tortillas each into 6 triangles. Brush them lightly with oil, sprinkle with salt and arrange them on a couple of baking trays, making sure they aren’t touching. Bake in the oven at 180°C for 8 to 10 minutes until crisp and golden.



Chewy flapjacks with seeds, coconut and dried fruit
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Give your children a power boost with these flapjacks, which are brimful of good things. The beauty of flapjacks is that they are almost impossible to get wrong as they basically involve two steps: mix then bake. These flapjacks will last a good while in an airtight container and can easily be made totally vegan by replacing the butter with coconut oil and the honey with maple syrup.
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