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REAL TIME RECIPES: A KITCHEN PLAYBOOK FOR BUSY LIVES


The way I cook has changed. Busy family life and work pressure have forced me, as a food writer and food lover, to be more nimble with how I approach getting dinner on the table. Sometimes I lament the days where I’d have time to enjoy the kitchen, preparing a slow-cooked meal, maybe with a glass of wine in hand and Miles Davis oozing out of the stereo. Don’t get me wrong, it still happens on the weekends, but weeknight cooking is now a quick dash with whatever is in the fridge, clearing toys and homework off the kitchen table while we wrangle two kiddos to try and sit down and eat with us.


They say that life comes in seasons, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned since becoming a parent, it’s that this could not be more true when it comes to the food I cook. As I push past the dog, who’s forcibly wearing something from the kids’ dress-up box, despair over the mystery puddle I’ve stood in as I enter the kitchen and scramble to figure out what’s for dinner, I know this isn’t forever. Right now, we’re deep in what I’d call the wild, messy summer of family life – routine is a pipe dream at this stage, and the days are filled with a blur of chaos, laughter, fights over homework and regular tears (mostly mine).


It’s that season where mornings start earlier than you’d like, fuelled by cups of coffee that go cold before you get a chance to drink them. Days are spent juggling work and family life, and trying to remember what’s for dinner, while evenings are a whirlwind of homework, holding down a child to brush their teeth and negotiating just one more bedtime story, before you take a deep breath and do it all again tomorrow. Some days feel like a success – everyone’s fed, clothed and just about holding it together – while others are a reminder that perfection is quite clearly overrated, little wins are where it’s at and a takeout is a perfectly acceptable dinner choice if it all goes to pot: no judgement here!


But amid the busyness, there are those golden moments – the belly laughs, the impromptu kitchen dance parties, the little hands helping and mostly hindering dinner prep, the after-school stories and the shared meals that make it all worthwhile. We embrace them in the full knowledge that one day our boys won’t need our attention nearly as much as they need it right now.


No matter what season of life you’re in, whether it’s raising little ones, chasing big life goals, or simply trying to keep your head above water, food has an enduring way of grounding us, bringing us together, and creating shared moments that make everything feel a little more like home.


This book is for those busy seasons. This is a collection of recipes that not only solve the constant question of ‘what’s for dinner’, but the food they help create also becomes a playbook for navigating feeding yourself and your family, armed with doable dinners that are designed to make life that little bit easier. Whether you’re looking for quick weeknight suppers, comforting classics, or meals that can be thrown together with whatever’s in the fridge, you’ll find something here to fit your life as it is.


Often, the real challenge isn’t figuring out what to cook, it’s figuring out how to make dinner happen in the small window of time we all seem to have at the end of a busy day.


Between work, kids and the general madness of life, cooking can become a chore – something you dread rather than enjoy. I’ve spent nearly twenty years writing recipes and I know that I still find myself standing in front of an open fridge feeling uninspired. Over the years, particularly with the vast amount of food content now available online and through cookbooks, I’ve found that the recipes that really resonate are ones that solve a problem – ones that make sense for busy weeknights, last-minute dinners and ones which use staple ingredients that you’re most likely to have to hand. They’re the meals that don’t just look good on paper but actually work in real life. The recipes that truly stick and become part of your repertoire are the ones that fit into the way we actually live, not just the way we wish we did. They’re about working with the time you have, using clever techniques to keep you on your toes in the kitchen and help you grow as a cook, feeling confident enough to adapt as you go.



What Real Time Recipes Is All About


In truth the concept of this collection of recipes is based on me being a lazy cook: when I make TV shows we often have to film each recipe twice, first to present it to camera and then again to make sure all the closer details are seen – it can take hours just to film one recipe! It often leaves me cursing the recipes which have marinades, too many steps, too many ingredients and longer cooking times, and I’ve begun to see a pattern between these types of recipes and the ones like a quick pasta which keep our filming in flow. The same can be said about cooking at home – the simple recipes that give the best results yield the most satisfaction. For me, it’s about cooking in motion – being in a constant state of flow when you step into the kitchen, making the most of every moment. In this book I’ve made sure every single recipe provides you with simple straight-through cooking. I won’t ask you to marinate something overnight, there’s no time spent waiting for an oven to preheat or complicated cooking methods. This is proper counter-top cooking, and instead, every step of food prep is designed to work in tandem, so you make the best of your time spent in the kitchen.


Real-time cooking means that the moment your knife hits the chopping board, you’re in motion – while something simmers, you’re prepping the next step; while something sears, you’re building the layers of flavour that will bring everything together. It’s about using those in-between moments productively, whether that means whisking a quick salad dressing while rice or grains cook, toasting spices for a killer aromatic oil while prepping vegetables, or making a punchy sauce while a pan of chicken thighs crisps up.


The best example I can think of is a simple pasta dish – while the water boils, you’re already building the sauce in the pan, layering in garlic, chilli or tomatoes so that by the time the pasta is ready, you’ve got a seriously good sauce and everything comes together in one seamless motion. Take a stir-fry, which isn’t just throwing ingredients into a wok – it’s about having everything prepped so that when the heat is on, you’re in a steady flow, adding elements in the right order, right the way through to plating and sticking it on the dinner table. Even an air-fryer meal can be real-time cooking – while your protein crisps up, you’re chopping fresh herbs, mixing a quick sauce, or tossing together a side, ensuring that by the time it’s ready, everything else is, too.


It’s also about understanding how to build meals instinctively; recipes are great, but the truth is I want you to learn to be a confident cook, using the time you have in the kitchen to layer flavour and bring ingredients together seamlessly, knowing when you can take a short cut and when to go the extra mile. Using this method helps to turn even the simplest dinner into something that feels satisfying, both in flavour and in accomplishment.


This approach for new cooks or even busy experienced cooks helps make cooking feel intuitive and rewarding. There’s momentum to it – an efficiency that doesn’t just save time but makes you a more confident, adaptable cook. You build confidence in trusting your instincts, and you start to see recipes as blueprints rather than strict instructions.


A good meal is never out of reach, no matter how little time you have, so let’s get cooking – no waiting around, no over-complicated steps, just real time, real-life recipes that make sense for the way we actually live.
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THE REAL TIME PREP MINDSET: TIME HACKS


Most of us don’t have hours to spend in the kitchen every day. That’s where these time hacks come in and can help give all the recipes in this book a head start. They’re practical strategies to help you move efficiently through the cooking process, making the most of every minute.


1. The 5-Minute Head Start


As soon as you step into the kitchen, give yourself a 5-minute head start. By the time you’ve gathered your ingredients, you’re already ahead of the game. Boil water, heat up your pan and start chopping the basics – onions, garlic, herbs. (My mum always swears by starting to chop an onion and the rest will come to you!)


Think of it as getting into the kitchen mindset. Those first few minutes can set the tone for the entire meal. When you step in with a plan, you’re less likely to feel overwhelmed. It’s about creating momentum.


2. Smart Chopping


Get your station set up – chopping board, sharp knife, two or three bowls for scraps and items you’re prepping. When you’re chopping veggies for a dish, chop a little extra and store it in the fridge. Prepped onions, garlic and herbs can be a lifesaver midweek, cutting down prep time for future meals.


Even better, create a simple mise en place station in your fridge. Store chopped onions, minced garlic and sliced chillies in small containers, so they’re ready to go. This small step can shave valuable minutes off your cooking time.



3. Set It & Forget It


While something simmers or boils, make use of that time to do small tasks:


▸ Whisk a quick salad dressing.


▸ Toast some nuts or seeds for a topping.


▸ Slice bread or prep garnishes.


Real time cooking is all about using dead time efficiently. Don’t stand around waiting for water to boil or a sauce to reduce, use that time to get ahead. If you have 5 minutes while something is simmering, prep the next step or wash some salad greens for the next meal.


4. Kitchen Zones


Organise your kitchen to maximise efficiency. Keep your essential tools – knives, cutting boards, veggie peeler, salt, oil – within easy reach so you’re not wasting time opening drawers looking for things. If your workspace is tidy and organised, you’ll move faster and with more ease.


Think of your kitchen in zones:


▸ Prep Zone: Cutting board, knives and bowls for chopped ingredients.


▸ Cooking Zone: Pots, pans, oils (except extra virgin olive oil) and seasonings near the hob.


▸ Finishing Zone: Fresh herbs, lemon, garnishes and serving plates ready to go.


By creating dedicated spots in your kitchen, you reduce unnecessary movement and keep your workflow smooth. It’s also worth popping things into the bin or the dishwasher as you go, so it doesn’t pile up around you and keeps your space clean.



5. The Double-up Trick


When you’re cooking, double up wherever you can. Cooking rice? Make twice as much and save half for another meal. Making a sauce? Double the recipe and stick half in the fridge for a future dinner.


This trick is a lifesaver on busy nights when you need to pull something together quickly. With a few pre-made components in the fridge or freezer, you can assemble a meal in minutes.


6. Multitasking Without the Stress


Multitasking in the kitchen can be overwhelming if you’re not used to it. The key is to focus on little tasks that work together in real time.


For example:


▸ While pasta boils, make the sauce.


▸ While a soup simmers, prep a salad or make croutons.


▸ While chicken sautés, whisk together a quick vinaigrette.


It’s all about finding ways to stay in motion without feeling chaotic. As you build your confidence, multitasking will feel more natural.


7. Keep a Running List


One of the biggest time-wasters in the kitchen is realising halfway through cooking that you’re out of a key ingredient. Keep a running shopping list in your kitchen, either on paper or digitally, so you can quickly add items as you run out. I often do this on my online grocery shopping app. Even better, plan your meals loosely around what you already have. This reduces midweek dashes to the shop and helps you stay organised.



8. Batch Prep Basics


Certain ingredients are worth batch prepping ahead of time. Spend a little time at the weekend getting these basics ready, and you’ll save loads of time during the week:


▸ Grains: Cook a big batch of rice, quinoa or couscous to use in salads, bowls or as a side. I do this in my rice cooker to make life easy.


▸ Proteins: Roast a chicken or cook a few chicken breasts to shred and use in wraps, salads or tacos.


▸ Veggies: Roast a tray of mixed vegetables to add to meals throughout the week. Chunky veg like carrots and cucumbers will keep stored with a little damp kitchen paper in the fridge for a couple of days.


▸ Sauces and Dressings: Whisk up a quick vinaigrette, bash some pesto or blitz a yoghurt sauce to have on hand.


Batch prepping doesn’t have to be a huge time commitment. Even 20 to 30 minutes or less of prep can make your weeknight cooking feel quicker and more efficient. By incorporating these time hacks into your kitchen routine, you’ll find yourself cooking way more smoothly, making the most of your time, staying organised and keeping your kitchen flowing in real time.
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KITCHEN CONFIDENCE


Kitchen confidence doesn’t happen overnight. It’s something you build gradually – through much trial and error, kitchen blunders and those small, wonderful moments when everything just clicks.


I think one of the biggest hurdles for home cooks can be when you feel like you need to have everything on the recipe ingredient list. The truth is, however, that some of the best meals come from using what’s already in your fridge or pantry.


Cooking with confidence means learning to adapt – understanding that if a recipe calls for wine vinegar and you only have lemon juice, you know each is an acid and you make a swap. If the recipe calls for fresh herbs and you only have dried and it feels right, add them.


My aunt makes my shepherd’s pie, but she refuses to put mash on top because she doesn’t like it like that. Instead, she bevels slices of potato across the top to create her own version. My mum? She can’t follow one of my recipes to save her life. And you know what? I wouldn’t want her to. These are signs of cooks who understand that recipes are blueprints – guides to help you, not rules to tie you down. The goal of this book is to give you that confidence. To help you move from following recipes to the letter to making them your own.


Here’s how to build kitchen confidence in real time:


1. Learn to taste as you go. This is the number-one skill of any confident cook. Taste at every stage, adjust the seasoning and trust your palate – salt, spice, a fresh drizzle of good quality extra virgin olive oil, use your palate to see what’s missing.


2. Think of recipes as blueprints. They’re guides, not rigid rules. Swap ingredients based on what you have and what you like.


3. Start simple. Don’t overwhelm yourself with overly complicated dishes. Master the basics, then start experimenting.


4. Embrace mistakes. Every cook burns something or messes up a dish now and then. Learn from it, laugh it off and keep going. One of my favourite clips of food telly is Julia Child making a balls of an omelette and plating it anyway – there is always a way to remedy kitchen disasters!



KITCHEN ESSENTIALS


Straight-through cooking works best when your kitchen is stocked with quick-fix ingredients and reliable equipment and tools designed to maximise speed and flavour. It’s definitely not about having every gadget, just the right ones that help you move efficiently from prep to plate. Here’s what you need to make the most of this book:


Your Real Time Store Cupboard: Speedy Essentials & Cheats


This is your cheat sheet for faster, tastier meals and clever cooking. These ingredients deliver big flavour with minimal effort and appear regularly throughout the book – a good starting point if you want to give your kitchen a kick-start with some reliable flavour boosters:


▸ Grains & Pasta: Microwave rice and grain pouches, instant couscous, quick-cook noodles (udon, soba, ramen), spaghetti, orzo, gnocchi.


▸ Proteins: Rôtisserie chicken, tinned tuna, chickpeas, canned lentils, white beans, sausage meat.


▸ Oils & Vinegars: Extra virgin olive oil, sesame oil, soy sauce, balsamic vinegar, rice vinegar.


▸ Condiments & Sauces: Kewpie mayonnaise, Dijon mustard, harissa, hoisin sauce, chipotle paste, chilli crisp oil, miso paste, peanut butter, sriracha.


▸ Spices & Herbs: Za’atar, cumin, smoked paprika, fennel seeds, chilli flakes, mixed herbs, curry powder.


▸ Jarred & Preserved: Sun-dried tomatoes, roasted red peppers, olives, capers, pickled onions, kimchi, pesto, anchovies, artichokes.


▸ Frozen Essentials: Peas, spinach, mixed vegetables, prawns, dumplings.



Real Time Equipment List: Tools to Cook Faster & Smarter


Gear up your kitchen with these essentials to speed through prep, cooking and cleanup. Even with the most basic setup, a few inexpensive items can make all the difference.


▸ Mini Food Processor: For blitzing veg, herbs and sauces in seconds.


▸ Rice Cooker: Perfect rice without the fuss – set it, forget it.


▸ Air Fryer: A counter-top oven – for crispy cauliflower, salmon and chips without the wait or cleanup.


▸ Meat Thermometer: No guesswork – perfectly cooked steaks, duck and chicken every time.


▸ Handheld Mandoline: Thinly slice veggies in seconds.


▸ Potato Ricer: For super-smooth mash.


▸ Veggie Peeler: For prepping carrots, potatoes and more in a flash.


▸ Microplane Grater: Fast grating of cheese, chilli, zest and garlic.


▸ Hand Blender: For smooth sauces and soups.


▸ Prep Bowls & Scrap Bowls: Keep ingredients organised and cleanup easier. A stack of three glass or metal bowls should do the trick.


▸ Chopping Boards & Sharp Knives: Two wooden chopping boards and a good chef’s knife that you keep sharp.


▸ Resealable Glass Containers: The lifeblood of my kitchen. Store prepped ingredients, leftovers and meal prep portions.
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