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Menu


Wyn Cooper


She dances through the kitchen door,


grins twice as she recites


tonight’s menu: paté on lavash,


leg of lamb, Amarone.


Her nose says all is not right


out there in the speeded-up world,


but close to her stove the smell


is slow, Mediterranean.


Friends go on with petty fights


but she alights on a stool,


stirs three sauces on this day


her daily bread, leavened or not


here she comes, tongue on fire


with flavor, her body floating on air.






Introduction


I spend most of the day in relentless pursuit of a good dinner. I start thinking about it early, before I’ve had coffee, before I’ve replied to the group text or risked opening the news. I start thinking about dinner when much about the day is still unknown. There are still things to be feared and to look forward to, still challenges to face up to (or to avoid). It could be a day of little wins or nagging disappointments or it could all fall somewhere in between the two. I can’t be sure of where I’m going to land yet, but I have an inkling of what I’m going to want to eat when I get there. Dinner is the prize, and I’m already running towards it.


Come the evening, I might be racing from the bus, arms laden with ingredients for the friends I invited over when, at around 3pm, I was overcome with a sudden need to make a big pan of spaghetti and open a bottle of wine. I might crawl home desperate for an Emotional Support Potato. Crispy salt-crusted skin, fluffy insides, cracked open and covered in a realistic (read: enormous) amount of grated Cheddar. By tonight, I might be in desperate need of the concept of green. I might equally be three Guinnesses and a bag of Scampi Fries down and in search of something salty and made for shovelling onto toast (dill pickle-laced mayo, a couple of eggs boiled and smushed, crumbled up salt and vinegar crisps). I might be fantasising about a particular bowl which, when filled with a comforting saucy thing made with the good chickpeas and lots of lemon, a little chilli, a Parmesan rind and thick wedges of roasted pumpkin, is going to bring the pieces of my day, the fragments of my life together, and make sense of them.


I know there are hours to go before I can get back to my kitchen, back to the tall cupboard on the landing with its stash of tins and spices and packets filled with reliable carbs – perennial solutions to the daily question: ‘What shall I have for dinner?’ I know there are all manner of mountains to climb before I can return to the cheese drawer, to the pickle shelf, to the pink speckled jug on the counter stuffed with utensils I mainly ignore in favour of one particular wooden spoon and a pair of tongs. I could be a completely different person by the time I get back to the big stainless-steel pot. There it’ll be, sitting on the hob same as always, just waiting to be put to work. (I sometimes wonder if the major relationship of my life has been with that pot. That pot has never let me down; it’s a game day player.)


I am genuinely baffled when I ask someone mid-afternoon what they’re having for dinner and they have no idea, nor are they even planning to consider it until they are standing in front of their fridge at 8pm. What do you mean you haven’t been thinking about what you could do with those mushrooms and the end of the blue cheese since breakfast?


Stopping and thinking about what to have for dinner tonight is an anchor in the choppy waters of my day; the meal itself can turn my ship around entirely. Stanley Tucci says it best in his recipe for an extra-dry martini. After the garnish comes the crucial instruction: ‘Drink it. Become a new person.’ It’s the kind of addendum more recipes should be accompanied by. Sometimes a great martini (or even just a well-timed piece of toast) can turn your day around.


On the bus, careering through the London drizzle, I think about a vivid green sauce made with the end of the bag of kale, pecorino, garlic, toasted sunflower seeds, whatever I can salvage from the basil plant, a lemon and the good oil. I think about the extraordinary potential of that leftover cauliflower cheese from Sunday’s roast, just crying out to be piled onto toast or stuffed into potatoes, shimmied under a hot grill and eaten with a very mustardy salad, maybe with some apple or fennel in it.


I ponder whether, come this evening, I’ll really have the patience required for the lasagne I have just developed a deep craving for. Does this need to be a quick skillet job, or am I in need of a project? I think I might be. I think my brain might need to hit pause on everything and concentrate on making a ragu and layering pasta sheets.


Sometimes I already know this is a night for those spring rolls to come out of the freezer. I’ll bake them until they’re hotter than the sun while I refry yesterday’s rice with eggs and maybe cook some pancetta and sizzle shredded cabbage, garlic and ginger in the fat. I could make a tangy sauce with dark soy and rice vinegar and maple syrup. And is there much left in the crispy chilli jar? Just enough to bring that lip-tingling heat and to do the thing that only MSG can do to your synapses – everything just feels good and right in your brain while you’re eating it.


Often, I’ll unlock a new craving while walking home. I had a plan, but now I’m being tempted by the smells floating through kitchen windows – the hunger-inducing wafts of everyone else’s dinner. ‘Maybe I want curry? No, sausages. No, wait, fried rice. Is that pizza? Oh, I think they’re having spaghetti bolognese. Well now I want spaghetti bolognese.’


I want to know what led all those people to those dinners. What voice in their head told them it was a night to base everything around a chronic need for mashed potatoes? What made them want to stop and spend some time making a pan of meatballs? Perhaps the meatballs are for the friend on her way over who is in need of a very particular kind of dinner. Perhaps it’s the thing their mum always used to make on a Thursday. When they’re forming those chubby little patties, is it her hands they can see, working their way confidently, methodically, through a mixing bowl filled with mince and dried herbs and breadcrumbs?


I find most meals start life long before you eat them, even the ordinary ones. Whether you are sitting down to a dish you have put hours into or are realising a deep craving for a takeaway, eating dinner doesn’t begin and end when you pick up your fork and put it down again – it’s a series of feelings and actions. Take the extraordinary promise of a chippy tea, or a McDonald’s on a long car journey. Those are meals with story arcs. They aren’t only happening when you’re eating them. They swell from the moment one is proposed through the fierce negotiations over what to order, to the picking up, to the coming back through the door or settling into the driver’s seat (victorious, and carrying the scent of batter and vinegar or sweet burger sauce and fries with you), to the distributing of condiments, to the eating, to the satisfied silence, and finally to that very particular kind of fullness that descends once the last chip has been plucked from the crumpled, translucent paper or fished from the corner of the box.


The dinner I eat at 8pm might have begun to percolate hours before when, while half listening to a podcast on the way to work, I started thinking about how later – once I’ve made it back to the safety of the kitchen – I’ll probably want to eat a deep bowl of steaming hot, quite sour, just-spicy-enough noodle soup. There are rice noodles in the cupboard, there’s chicken stock in the freezer, and we should have all the right condiments. We’ll need something leafy and green. Maybe a lime, too, and some fresh coriander. Do we have eggs left? I think this’ll need a jammy egg.


Often, I start thinking about dinner right in the middle of the crunchiest point in my day. Everything seems impossible, so I pull out my phone and start writing a shopping list. I write lists at my desk on knotty Tuesday mornings; I write them on the tube stuck in a tunnel just outside Oxford Circus; I write them waiting in line at the Post Office while a man explains to the woman behind the counter why the protein powder he ordered HAS been delivered, she just needs to look harder.


A good list brings with it a kind of temporary serenity. I think the wellness people have it all wrong on this front (also on the notion that wholewheat pasta is nice and that everyone can get something from meditating if they just concentrate and have the right leggings). If you’re doing mindfulness right, we’re told, you should be freed from the tyranny of the rolling to-do list, from the constant encroaching pressures of modern life. But what if I’m quite reassured by my lists? I’ve tried meditating. Rather than becoming peaceful and empty, my mind sees bullet points. I’d rather figure out what to have for dinner. Chaos seems to reign everywhere, there are too many problems I can’t solve (for myself, for the people I love) and so I reach for my phone notes and start planning a meal. Our lives aren’t always immediately figure-out-able, but dinner is.


Sometimes I’ll begin by writing a list of things I already know are in the fridge. No one asked for this inventory, but there is something about tapping out ‘half a sweetheart cabbage, bit of goat’s cheese, 2 rashers of bacon, that tomato sauce from Saturday, 3 eggs, some dill’ which is helpful. It makes me feel I am taking stock of my life.


I’ll add to it the things that need picking up (somehow, this always seems to include yogurt – how are we always out of yogurt?). Sometimes I’ll include some life admin to achieve tonight which in reality I will ignore in favour of watching TV while window shopping my way through the internet. There is nothing more soothing than eating a steaming bowl of tomato curry and very buttery rice while adding hundreds of pounds’ worth of Silly Tops, that might (definitely won’t) have the power to change my life, to baskets but never actually buying anything.


Usually, the list ends up being a blend of all three.
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20 November at 11:26




	spaghetti


	passata


	parsley


	black olives


	use up that squash?


	call your sister


	butter


	yogurt


	something to take to dinner on Friday


	dark chocolate


	proper chocolate (buttons/Dairy Milk)


	call Mum


	for the love of God do laundry or you will simply have no knickers left


	rearrange knicker drawer


	fizzy water


	crumpets








Often, I’ll go a step further and tap out a menu. I’ll always write one when people are coming for dinner, when half the joy is in mapping out what I should give them, what I’m trying to say with this food. But I write menus for all kinds of meals, really. For the quiet ones and the loud ones. I’m just as likely to forensically plan a Tuesday night sofa dinner as I am the feast I’m going to cook for a crowd this weekend. Am I going to prepare three courses for myself? Probably not (though I’m all for the three-course solo banquet in principle). I give it thought and attention because it soothes my busy brain to do so. And because the ordinary nights deserve as much care and attention as the sparkly ones.
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12 February at 16:32




	celery and Cheddar while you cook


	stock-y harissa beans, handful of tiny tube pasta, greens, leftover roast chicken


	scoop of vanilla ice cream, tahini, fried dates, flaky salt








In asking myself what I want to eat – the answer to which is usually something that marries a little of what I need (veg) with a lot of what I want (carbs); in writing a shopping list, picking a few things up, coming home and making a meal, I feel I’ve achieved something. That’s the spooky magic of cooking, isn’t it? You can identify what you’re craving, and then you can satisfy it. You can make something small but significant happen for yourself.


We can’t always do that in life; we can’t always solve things quickly, or even at all. But when we cook, we get to complete a circle. Decide what to eat, pull out some ingredients, chop, simmer, stir, serve, eat, clear up. Caitlin Moran says it’s gardening that gives her this same, very particular sense of quiet achievement amid the chaos of life. It’s the fact that gardening is ‘a cumulative thing’, she says. ‘You feel like you’ve got power and you’ve made things better.’ That’s what making dinner does for me. It makes me feel I’ve made things better. Setting to and cooking a meal might seem like a more ephemeral thing than spending an afternoon outside planting bulbs. When you finish eating, the meal is over, whereas the bulbs provide delayed gratification, pushing through the soil all through the spring. But I think there is still something cumulative happening when we cook. When I gather people I love around the table and feed them, I’m nurturing those relationships. And if I make myself something good tonight, I’ll still feel the benefit tomorrow – in body and in soul – of stopping and pulling together a meal.


If mindfulness is really just about staying still long enough to observe something about yourself, I think you can learn a lot from noticing what you really want to eat. Is this a day that calls for deep comfort or freshness? For using things up, or making something brand new? For making a quick plate or spending slow, considered time at your hob? In taking a moment to notice what you want – what’s on your list to pick up on the way home, what ingredients you’re reaching for, which pan, which bowl – what you’re really asking is: ‘What do I need to feel good?’


Find yourself making a shopping list for cottage pie and peas? Maybe that’s just what you fancy, but perhaps there’s also something about that moment that is making you reach for childhood comfort, for the kind of dinner that will take you straight back to that feeling of anticipation as the kitchen filled with the scent of a pie puttering away in the oven while your stomach grumbled with urgent, post-school hunger (truly a hunger like no other). Perhaps you should lean into that feeling and complete the circle. Pick up a Bramley apple in the supermarket too – peel it, chop it, cook it down in a pan with a little sugar while the pie is cooking. Pull the flour from the cupboard and rub a tablespoon with some cold butter until it resembles coarse sand. Use your fingers to mix through a lick of golden caster, nutmeg, custard powder and a few oats. Pop your personal crumble in the oven. It’ll be ready by the time you’ve speared the last pea on your plate.


To be able to answer the question, ‘What shall I have for dinner?’, we need reliable solutions. We need recipes for our real lives – recipes that give us a lot of what we want and a little of what we need. We need quiet meals and loud ones. We need lap dinners for tired brains and batch cooks for busy ones and emergency treats because sometimes you need emergency treats. We need dishes with Big Platter Energy that leave the people you have gathered around your table feeling cared for and a bit impressed. And we need some truly God-tier girl dinners. We need food for lots and lots of types of days.


This is a book for people who spend most of their day thinking about what to have for dinner. It’s for people who take comfort in kitchens and like to communicate unwieldy feelings through food. It’s for the list makers, the ritual seekers, the people who know that a bowl of pasta is never really just a bowl of pasta.


Right now, in this moment, there are likely problems to solve, people to please, plans to make. One thing at a time. It can all wait. First, dinner.






The Recipes


Food for when your body says ‘kale’ and your soul says ‘spaghetti’


Green-ish pastas and store-cupboard sundaes




	Green sauce rigatoni


	Soft chickpeas and tiny pasta with pumpkin Parmesan sauce


	Chubby ricotta basil dumplings in tomato sauce


	A very helpful whole anchovy butter roasted broccoli


	Crispy, mayo-fried rice and sticky soy tomatoes


	The Good Beans
(with quick pickled cabbage, chilli fennel butter eggs, warm tortillas and sour cream)


	
A true ‘I just need ice cream’ moment
(personal bowlfuls with: hot fried dates, tahini and salt; crunchy chai-spiced oats and maple prunes; toasted coconut and dark chocolate shell sauce; the salted toffee sour cream sauce we all deserve)






Food for when you’re too busy (or hungry) to cook


Quick fixes and girl dinners




	Smoked aglio e olio seasoning
(for the quickest ever spaghetti)


	
Speaking of seasonings
(celery ‘everything’ seasoning; fennel, sweet red pepper and smoked garlic; lemon paprika salt; chai masala)



	The platonic ideal of egg mayo
(with crumbled salt and vinegar crisps)


	Crispy gnocchi with hot and sour tomatoes, dill and grated halloumi


	Freezer biscuits with puffy Cheddar eggs and pickled chilli mayo


	Home alone spicy tuna pasta


	A perfect summer plate
(spicy marg tomatoes, sardines, Ritz crackers)


	A perfect winter plate
(pickles, soft-boiled eggs with celery ‘everything’ seasoning, cold celery, warm blue cheese sauce)





Food for late nights and rowdy tables


Big Platter Energy and the last brownie




	A tray of old fashioneds
(with frozen baby onions)


	Deep-fried gougères


	Marinated mozzarella
(with citrus and pink peppercorns)


	Roast chicken au poivre (and chips)


	Paccheri with mussels, saffron and olives


	The Holy Trinity: porchetta (but make it schnitzel), parmigiana and Rosie’s potatoes


	The ‘goes with everything’ fennel, cucumber, chilli salad


	Green beans with chive crème fraîche and crispy garlic


	Clementine and bay sherbet


	‘Ran out of time’ malted chocolate Guinness pots


	The last brownie





Food to sink into


Lap dinners, bowl food and the promise of ‘cosy’




	Very buttery baked tomato curry with pilau rice


	Tiny. Meatball. Orzo. Soup.


	Twice-cooked cauliflower with chickpeas and smoky Parmesan migas


	Roasting tin mushroom pilaf with buttered pine nuts, sour cream and cornichons


	Corn, bacon, Cheddar risotto


	Warm coconut brown sugar rum cake with cold cream


	Vanilla poached apricots with ‘all three’





Food to keep your hands (and brain) busy


Personal scones, batch cooks and emergency granola




	A project pie
(sour cream and chive potatoes with buttermilk rye pastry)


	Proper fish cakes


	The ‘throw everything at it’ lasagne
(with overnight pork and porcini ragu)


	The ‘quick skillet’ lasagne
(with mortadella, red pepper sauce and ricotta)


	Shut up, brain, we’re making granola


	Orange and cardamom tomorrow morning buns


	Sour cherry dark chocolate scones
(for one, for a crowd, for future you)


	Sesame and blonde chocolate biscuits


	Burnt honey sheet cake with salted brown butter frosting





Food for when you want to help


Meatballs, muffins and the power of mash




	Lentils with burnt aubergine, herby citrus dressing and warm feta


	Ratatouille potato gratin with olive and basil gremolata


	Sizzled lemon pasta with prawns, marinated feta and dill


	Fennel and ricotta meatballs


	A mashed potato kind of night 
(with garlic and basil butter-basted chicken)


	Fig and rye muffins with salty ginger sugar


	Strawberry lime skillet cake


	Brown butter cornflake palmiers





Food guaranteed to bring you joy


Refried potatoes, cheese sauce and silly biscuits




	Refried potatoes with lemon paprika salt, puttanesca and crispy capers


	Curried fried potato sandwich 
(with warm cumin yogurt for dunking)


	Squashed tomatoes, sizzled corn and feta on fried bread


	Cauliflower cheese


	Emotional support potato 
(stuffed with crispy chilli cauli cheese)


	Big filled shells
(with caramelised fennel, ricotta and lemon cream sauce)


	Chocolate granita, whipped salted sour cream


	Vanilla custard biscuits
(with blackcurrant jam, thick lemon icing and sprinkles)


	A ‘set you up for the week’ salted dark chocolate apple Betty









Food for when your body says ‘kale’ and your soul says ‘spaghetti’


Green-ish pastas and store-cupboard sundaes
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Sometimes you just need broccoli and a bath


I am lucky enough to live with my best friend, Rosie. She’s a theatre producer and once told me about a colleague of hers who, whenever they came home from a long stretch on the road touring a show, would steam broccoli (just for a minute or two, so it still had a good crunch), put it in a bowl, sprinkle it with salt, then eat it in the bath. Days of makeshift dinners in grim hotel rooms, surviving on service station sandwiches, late night pizza, energy bars and bags of sweets, and now that she was home and could make herself anything she liked, her body was absolutely clear in its craving. She wanted a bowl of crunchy, well-seasoned broccoli, and her own bath. I don’t think I’ve ever related so deeply to a vibe.


Sometimes I can just feel that the only way to restore equilibrium is going to be to eat something cruciferous. In those moments I seem to crave the concept of green. I suppose it must be a full body and soul yearning for whatever vitamin (A?) is contained within a brassica.


It could sound worthy to really fancy a plate of veg, but I’m not sure comfort food is always straightforwardly beige. Sometimes I could absolutely sink a perfect kids’ tea. Sausages, chips, beans, side of SWB (Shit White Bread) and butter. There are some nights when that is what a truly restorative dinner looks like (also worth noting that once you’ve remembered this dinner is an option – that you’re an adult who can choose to have chips for tea if she fancies – it is fundamentally impossible to consider eating anything else). Often, though, I find a restorative meal actually looks more like a steaming bowl of pasta with a vegetable cooked for the exact number of minutes it wants to be cooked for (leeks, pumpkin, aubergines: fecking ages; sprouts, green beans, asparagus: barely at all), plus good olive oil and maybe a pulse.


If I’m slightly under the weather, the holy trinity of pasta plus veg plus a pulse might veer more in the direction of a soup-ish situation (enter, please, your friends and mine, truly the only things you need to get something quite humble and simple to work hard for you: decent stock and a Parmesan rind). I say soup-ish because I’m spiritually opposed to having a bowl of leek and potato for dinner. I need a bit of texture of an evening.


When a craving for greens strikes, it might be pure crunch I need. Sometimes I want them sizzled (cavolo nero shredded and fried with mustard seeds and fresh ginger; kale baked to a crisp and sprinkled with salt), sometimes raw – shaved and dressed or quickly pickled, bringing wake-your-mouth-up freshness to a bowl of something warming. Occasionally I’m after a perfect mulch. I’ll cook broccoli down and down with garlic and anchovy, then I might stir it through pasta, or end up piling it onto thick toast and topping it with a soft egg and a cloud of grated pecorino.


Sometimes my greens aren’t green at all. They’re carrots, pickled in rice vinegar and tossed through hot sesame noodles. They’re cherry tomatoes cooked slowly with soy and a little maple syrup so they become impossibly jammy – pops of tang and sweetness to be shovelled down eagerly with crispy fried rice. Or they’re thick wedges of pumpkin roasted with a whole head of garlic then blitzed with Parmesan and nutmeg to a silky sauce for pasta.


Really, it’s that magic combination I’m reaching for – hot, comforting carb plus good veg. It sounds obvious, but sometimes when we’re trying to fathom what to have for dinner, I wonder if we don’t overcomplicate things. The aim should be to satisfy, to feel nourished in the truest sense by the gift of a truly great plate of food.


The brilliant chef and writer Clare de Boer once described a recipe for a pan of eggs cooked in a mulch of greens, soft herbs and caraway seeds as being ‘unexpectedly luxurious and predictably practical’ and I think that might be my favourite category of food. It’s the exact thing I am so often reaching for when I cook. That glimmer of specialness in a meal that is also fundamentally simple to make and useful to have around. Luxury wrapped up in something reliably functional. That is what I am striking out for on a night when dinner needs to be simple and serve a purpose, but it also matters.


I can easily make the argument that dinner always matters. That doesn’t mean it always has to be complicated. I might wake up thinking of a feast, then by the end of the day I’m simply seeking the path of least resistance; sometimes you need an evening you don’t have to fight against. But even if it’s beans on toast, it still matters. I always need dinner to do something for me. I need it to delight and to nourish. I need it to satisfy. I need to bring something to the table or the sofa that I can’t wait to eat. Sometimes I need to feel I’m making something good happen. Sometimes the whole process of cooking a meal matters, the chopping and stirring providing a practical footnote to a day spent in my head, looking at a screen.


Because dinner matters, I think about its component parts carefully. I think about whether I want softness or crunch, mellow flavours or something bright to match or lift my energy. I think about how long or how little I want a vegetable to be cooked for and seek out the right carb for the craving, because they all do different things. I think about salt and acid, I consider condiments. I build a meal from the ground up.


A moment, please, for supermarket Cheddar


People (artistic people, properly spiritual people, people who do yoga) often seem to talk about ‘having a practice’. My practice is my daily commitment to eating a slice of Cheddar.


The way I will – every… single… day… – walk through the door, put my bag down, wash my hands, go to the fridge, pull out the Cheddar, cut a slice (with a very specific knife, on a very specific board) and feel the balance of things being instantly restored. I remember seeing a post on Instagram once where someone declared their birthstone to be ‘a chunk of sharp Cheddar’ and honestly? Same.


It’s like I’ve been reborn after that first slice. I’m sure the salt probably has something to do with it, but it’s the familiarity too. As tempting as it is to think of myself as someone who is spontaneous, as the sort of person who doesn’t need a certain amount of routine to feel sane, who is far too busy to be habitual, I am betrayed by the little rituals I turn to every day. That slice of Cheddar is a reliable pleasure. It bridges the gap between being out there in the world and fully inhabiting this one. It’s just cheese (and cheap cheese at that – I’m a firm believer in a basic mature supermarket Cheddar), but it’s also a homecoming. It’s as dependable as old pyjama bottoms. A necessary full stop at the end of my day.
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A list of… the dodgy vibes that can be improved by coming home and eating a slice of Cheddar




	agg on the bus


	tights kept falling down


	under caffeinated


	over caffeinated


	someone was standing on the left on the tube escalator


	dehydrated (Cheddar won’t actually help with this but you won’t know that until you’ve had three slices and are gagging for a glass of water – it’s a journey)


	hinge date cancelled at 5pm


	didn’t want to go for a stupid pint with a stranger who will probably just talk at me about his favourite podcasts anyway


	scared of being alone forever though


	boss said something faintly dismissive seven hours ago; been spinning ever since


	tight bra


	that fine rain


	a heavy bag


	saw just one magpie (total pisstake)


	hen do WhatsApp group pinging every two minutes


	just the fact of hen dos


	hair not playing ball









The magic of the pay-it-forward sauce


If I could be known for an aphorism, I think it would be this: there is no sense in making a small amount of sauce. There simply isn’t. You’ll always be glad of more sauce – both in your bowl (I’m of the ‘would you like some spaghetti with your sauce? Some chicken with your gravy? Some pie with your custard?’ school of thought – never met a meal I didn’t want to drown in sauce) and in your fridge or freezer, where a batch will sit there happily, full of promise, waiting to be useful again.


Admittedly, this approach also makes my chronic habit of making too much food sound more like organisation than greed – a helpful reframing. Ending up with four portions when you meant to make two is also known as an ‘opportunity’. In overdoing it, I’m just giving myself the chance to pay it forward to the next meal, and the next, and possibly the one after that. It’s the only kind of ‘meal prep’ (immediately off-putting as a term) I’m really interested in. I love a batch cook. In fact, sometimes I badly need to spend a rainy Sunday afternoon in the kitchen making a big pan of bolognese and another of dhal and a litre jar of sweet and salty coconut granola (a recipe for which you can find in chapter five, ‘Food to keep your hands (and brain) busy’). But during the week, I’d rather just consider what I fancy eating tonight, then make too much of at least one part of it and reinvent it tomorrow and maybe the next day too.


The reinvention bit is key. I don’t love eating the same thing several days on the trot, but I do like to make a base like one of these three sauces (one green, one amber, one red – the traffic light of sauces, come to think of it) and then use it as a starting point for lots of meals. After the first go round, usually involving some sort of pasta, each of these sauces can live again, giving you endless solutions to future dinners. A thick, punchy green paste made with kale and garlic could find its way into a marinade – I’ll mix it with yogurt and use it to coat boneless chicken thighs, destined to be sizzled under a hot grill, or I’ll spread it thickly on salmon fillets and bake them. A smooth pumpkin or squash sauce can be loosened and turned into a stock for risotto or become the base for a stew or ramen. A batch of tomato might add sweetness and tang to a curry, or provide a useful foil for baking eggs.


Often, I’ll just take a spoonful of one and stir it with lemon, chilli flakes and a little crème fraîche through white beans or lentils, gently warming them, then eating them with chubby herb-flecked sausages.


These sauces can be anything you want them to be. Make a batch, enjoy the business of taking some time to make a few portions of something as delicious as it is useful, then let it work hard for you.
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Green sauce rigatoni



Serves 1 tonight (with 3 extra portions of sauce)


I think of this as a reset pasta. It’s the meal I make when my soul needs the hefty comfort of a bowl of rigatoni and my body badly needs green. It’s ready in minutes which, sometimes, dinner simply needs to be. It has the nutty saltiness of pesto, but without the basil it’s a quieter, altogether cleaner tasting thing. I like to use kale but another dark cabbage like cavolo nero or savoy would work too. It’s a good all-purpose, useful-to-have-around sauce, which keeps well in the fridge under a layer of oil for around four or five days. You can freeze it too and use it again in any number of ways.
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For the base sauce


2 tbsp sunflower seeds


200g kale, any large stalks removed


2 garlic cloves, peeled, left whole


60g Parmesan or pecorino, freshly grated


3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil


For tonight’s dinner


An extra handful of kale


A little olive oil


100g rigatoni


Juice of ½ lemon


Extra Parmesan, freshly grated, to serve


First, toast the sunflower seeds. Set a small pan over a low-medium heat. Cook for about 3 minutes, tossing the pan occasionally, or until the seeds are a little browned in places and smell nutty. Set aside and sprinkle with salt.


Set a large pan of well salted water on to boil. When boiling, add all the kale and the garlic cloves. Cook for 2 minutes.


Use tongs to transfer the kale and garlic from the pan to a food processor (don’t worry about bringing a bit of water with you). If you’re cooking the pasta immediately, you can use that same water to cook it in.


For the sauce, add the Parmesan, olive oil, sunflower seeds, a good pinch of salt and some black pepper to the food processor. Blend until smooth and glossy. The sauce is now ready to be used in various different ways, kept in the fridge for about 5 days under oil, or frozen.


If you’re having a portion for tonight’s dinner, preheat the oven to 220°C/200°C Fan/Gas 7. Scatter the extra kale on a baking sheet. Drizzle with oil and sprinkle over a little salt. Bake until very crisp (about 4 minutes), watching the leaves don’t turn too dark.
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