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This book is for my beautiful girls, Issy, Fleur, Maddie and Kiki-Bee. I love you with all my heart.




Note on Ingredients


Eggs: All eggs used in the recipes are medium unless otherwise stated.


Butter: Where I haven’t specified salted or unsalted butter in a recipe, you can use either.


Grating Lemons: A few of my recipes call for grated lemon. Make sure you grate lightly so you don’t get any of the pith, which will make the recipe bitter.
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Food is my first love


Well, apart from my kids, dog, guinea pigs and fella – just not necessarily in that order. (Guinea pigs must always come first!) I love buying it, eating it, smelling it, looking at it, reading, writing and talking about it, and of course I love cooking it. Ahhh, what a joy!


To cook something gorgeous for those I love (even for those I only like), is to utterly lose myself in my kitchen. Sometimes if I want something really show-offy I’ll happily spend hours tinkering away getting everything just so. But that’s only ‘sometimes’ . . . because most of the time, what with the chaotic nature of modern family life, I just want and need to get gorgeous-tasting food on the table with as little fuss and nonsense as possible.


We all know great family food cooked simply is a recipe for success in any busy household . . . And I don’t know about your house, but mine is insanely busy from the minute the dog lands on my head at the crack of dawn begging for her brekkie, the husband asks for the umpteenth time whether I can rustle up that lovely ‘thing you do with bacon and avocado’, right through till 2 a.m. when one of the teenagers will ring up for Mum and Dad’s mini-cab service – invariably expecting a late night snack tucked into a Tupperware container as an accompaniment!


So, with all my family and friends to feed, my weekly food columns to invent for and numerous TV cookery shows to perform on, I’m pretty much cooking round the clock! Hence I have a whole host of recipes at my fingertips that I’ve tested and re-tested and that I’m now very happy to share with you lucky lot.


By turning the page you will be opening the door into my very own family kitchen where I’ve prepared a foodie answer to each and every one of your domestic culinary prayers. Promise!


If you’ve had the day from hell and fallen through the door half-starved with a famished family baying for your blood, I have a recipe to save you.


If you’ve forgotten that Auntie Gladys is coming round for tea and it’s only her ‘Coo-ee’ at the door that’s jogged your memory, I have a recipe to save you.


Even if you’ve had a slobbing-around-in-your-pyjamas day (yeah right, how often does that happen?!) and the kids have turned up with friends home for tea, never fear for I also have a recipe to save you.


As my hubby once said when he had to fend for himself and the kids in the kitchen for a week whilst I was away – ‘I wish I had some quick-fix recipes ready at my fingertips’.


And that’s precisely what this book is about. Whatever your family’s culinary needs are, this lovingly put together book will hold your hand and guide you through over one hundred fabulous foodie answers to your prayers. So come on, put your pinny on and let’s get cookin’!
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NO-FUSS FOOD
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Fuss: verb show unnecessary or excessive concern


Synonym worry; fret; be agitated; be worried; take pains; make a big thing out of


Fussing in the kitchen is an accusation that people who don’t know how to cook level at those of us who do know how to cook. It’s a way of making out that we want to be stressed, that for some reason we want to be the centre of attention when all we’re really doing is trying to satisfy the grumbling tummies of impatiently hungry family members and friends.


How many times have you heard someone say ‘no need to fuss’, or ‘don’t worry, I don’t want anything too fussy’, or ‘why all the fuss and nonsense? It’s only dinner!’?


If I’m honest, the only fuss in my household is the fussiness of my diners! So consider this chapter your suit of armour, designed to protect you from any accusation of being a ‘fuss’ in the kitchen. Knowing you have a handful of recipes up your sleeve that you can rely on, that you don’t need to fret, worry, or make a big thing out of, is one of family life’s greatest comforts. By the end of this chapter you’ll be the proud owner of some wonderfully easy tasty recipes that you can cook any day of the week. These are the kinds of dishes you can call on for those evenings when you just want to pop open a nice cold bottle of something fizzy, get your comfies on and rustle something up that will keep everyone happy (and quiet) whilst you kick back and have the evening YOU wanted!


Whether it’s a simple supper recipe for those annoying we-thought-we’d-just-pop-in friends who turn up at your door, a heart-warming midweek meal that all the family (even the picky eaters) will love, or better still, a romantic meal for two (your luck’s in!) – I guarantee, whatever the scenario, you’ll find the recipe to cater for your needs right here.


So how about gorgeously creamy cheese gnocchi, terrifically tasty tandoori chicken, or super savoury bread and butter pudding? These are just a few of the delights that’ll be coming your way in this chapter. So, get your oven gloves on and let those corks start popping! By the time you’ve served up these dishes, the only fuss being made will be of you!









 


 


SESAME PORK ESCALOPES


My girls love to cook this dish because they love to get messy. Luckily for them, Mum is the messiest cook in the world so consequently doesn’t give a flying banana how bad the kitchen gets. Go on, let your ‘little angels’ make a mess too!


Serves 4


4 pork loin steaks, all fat removed


juice of ½ lemon


large handful of plain flour


salt and pepper


2 free-range eggs, whisked


breadcrumbs made from 4 slices of bread


zest of 1 lemon


3 tbsp sesame seeds


handful of chopped flat-leaf parsley


2 tbsp freshly grated Parmesan (optional)


½ red chilli, finely chopped (optional)


vegetable oil for frying


Put the pork steaks between two pieces of clingfilm and gently flatten with a rolling pin. Rub lemon juice over them. Using three shallow bowls, put the flour in one and season well, then put the egg in another, and finally mix the breadcrumbs, lemon zest, sesame seeds, parsley, Parmesan and chilli (if using) together in the third. Season the pork, then dip in the flour, then the egg and then the breadcrumbs. Put the breaded pork into the fridge until ready to cook.


Heat a good couple of glugs of oil in a large frying pan and gently fry the escalopes for 2–3 minutes each side, until light golden brown on the outside and cooked through to the middle. Serve with spaghetti tossed in olive oil and chopped fresh tomatoes or with sauté potatoes or rice.
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IT’S-COLD-OUTSIDE CASSEROLE (SPICY BEANS AND SAUSAGES)


We always have lots of friends and family round on Bonfire Night and I make this every year for all the grown-ups! The kids won’t touch it, of course! So for them it’s hot dogs round the fire and piles of toasted marshmallows.


Serves 4-6


2 tbsp vegetable oil


8 pork sausages


8 pork chipolatas


8 mini chorizo sausages


2 large onions, sliced


10 garlic cloves, peeled and quartered


2 red chillies, finely sliced (leave out the seeds if you don’t want it too fiery or swap for red pepper if you don’t want any heat at all)


2 tsp ground cumin


2 tsp allspice or mixed spice


1 heaped tbsp tomato purée


3 x 420g cans baked beans


salt and black pepper


In a large, heavy-bottomed casserole pan, heat the oil and gently fry the pork sausages, chipolatas and chorizo sausages until browned, then set aside. In the same pan, fry the onions and garlic until soft. Add the chillies and spices and fry gently until they release their aroma. Add the tomato purée and fry for a minute or two, stirring all the time. Pour in the beans, stir well together and simmer, uncovered, for 15 minutes, stirring from time to time.


Add the sausages and chipolatas, give everything a good stir and make sure it’s heated through thoroughly. Then call the crowds – it’s ready!


PS How about some garlic bread and jacket potatoes too?









 


 


CHEEKY CREAM AND CHEESE GNOCCHI


This is the dish Mark and I love to indulge in when we feel like a wee bit of midweek naughtiness . . . cream and cheese naughtiness that is!


Serves 4


400g gnocchi


250g broccoli


100g smoked lardons (or streaky bacon)


knob of butter


1 garlic clove, crushed


4 tbsp light cream cheese


1 tsp mustard


150ml semi-skimmed milk


salt and black pepper


150g grated strong cheese, plus extra (optional) for topping


Cook the gnocchi according to packet instructions and steam the broccoli until it’s just tender.


While all that is going on, fry the lardons in a hot non-stick pan until nice and crispy, then remove with a slotted spoon and put to one side. Wipe out the pan with some kitchen paper and heat a little butter in it. Fry the garlic until it is softened. Next, stir in the cream cheese, mustard and milk. Add salt and black pepper and stir until it’s smooth. Add the grated cheese.


Toss the gnocchi and broccoli into the sauce and add the bacon. Serve with extra cheese on top, if you fancy and you’re NOT on a DIET!
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NO-FUSS TANDOORI CHICKEN


Now don’t get me wrong, I love an Indian takeaway once in a while but sometimes I like to make my own and this is a guaranteed stress-free recipe!


Serves 4


4 skinless chicken thighs


4 skinless chicken drumsticks


juice of 1 lime


1 onion, grated


200ml Greek yogurt


1 tsp grated ginger


4 garlic cloves, crushed


1 tsp curry powder


1 tsp salt


1 tsp chopped fresh chilli or chilli powder


1 tsp turmeric


4 tsp paprika


TO SERVE


rice


poppadoms


1 onion, thinly sliced


1 tsp Nigella seeds (black cumin)


Slash each chicken piece three times; this is to really let the marinade permeate the meat. Mix the other ingredients together in a large bowl and then put the chicken in and stir until all the chicken is covered in the marinade. The best thing would be to leave the chicken overnight in the marinade, but if you don’t have time an hour will do.


Obviously the ultimate way to cook this is on the barbecue but if you can’t be fagged, arrange the chicken pieces in a roasting tin and pop into the oven at 200°C/gas 6 for half an hour until cooked through and then crisp up a bit under the grill. Charred bits make it all extra nice!


Serve with rice and poppadoms and some thinly sliced onion lightly fried with Nigella seeds.









 


 


SPAGHETTI WITH FRIED BREAD, CHILLI AND GARLIC


This dish is one of my guilty pleasures on those rare as hen’s teeth nights when I have the house to myself. Yup, Sky Plus, a large glass of red and a big bowl of spaghetti with chilli-garlic fried bread . . . what more could a girl want!


Serves 4


450g spaghetti


4 tbsp olive oil


4 garlic cloves, thinly sliced


1 red chilli, finely sliced


100g coarse breadcrumbs (made from good white bread)


2 tbsp chopped parsley


salt and pepper


Cook the spaghetti according to packet instructions.


Meanwhile, heat the olive oil and fry the garlic with the chilli until light golden brown (don’t overcook the garlic as, quite frankly, it will taste disgusting if you do!), then remove with a slotted spoon. Fry the breadcrumbs in the remaining oil – adding a bit more if you doubt there is sufficient to get the bread crisp – until they’re lovely and crisp and golden.


Drain the spaghetti and then stir in the parsley, chilli, garlic and breadcrumbs. You may want to drizzle on a bit more olive oil. Serve immediately – easy-peasy. Season to taste.
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SUPER-EASY SUPER-SEXY PRAWNS


This is my go-to recipe when I am dead on my feet and can’t face cooking anything. It’s so quick and easy, but utterly delish.


Serves 4


2 tbsp olive oil


1 onion, chopped


1 celery stick, very finely chopped


garlic clove, chopped


1 red chilli, finely chopped


150ml white wine


20 cherry tomatoes


salt and pepper


pinch of sugar


600g raw peeled prawns


large handful of roughly chopped fresh coriander or flat-leaf parsley


Heat the olive oil in a non-stick frying pan then cook the onion, celery and garlic until soft. Add the chilli and stir for a minute. Now pour in the wine and let it bubble until it is reduced by half. Tip in the tomatoes. Season well, add a pinch of sugar and let it all simmer away for 10 minutes.


Stir in the prawns just before serving and heat through until pink in colour, but don’t boil the life out of them as they will end up tough as old boots!


Sprinkle the coriander or parsley on top and serve with a green salad and crusty bread to mop up all those lovely juices.









 


 


SCETTI AND BALLS


Or, as you and I would say, spaghetti and meatballs. If Kiki-Bee is having a play date she always asks me to make scetti and balls because, as she says, ‘Most kids like scetti, Mummy.’ Well, she’s right, I certainly have yet to meet one that doesn’t! So next time your little ones (or big ones) have friends over, treat them to these utterly delicious super-juicy, stupidly tasty meatballs and be the talk of the playground!


Serves 4


1 thick slice of bread, crust removed


a good glug of milk


300g pork mince


250g beef mince


small handful of fresh parsley


zest of 2 lemons


1 fat garlic clove


½ onion


salt and pepper


plain flour for coating


olive oil and butter for frying


pesto or tomato spaghetti or pasta shapes, to serve


Put the bread on a plate, cover it with milk and allow it to bathe for 10 minutes-ish. Now mush it up with a fork (good one to get the kids to do) and put it in a bowl with the rest of the ingredients. Season well and give everything a good mix. Heat up a frying pan, fry a teaspoon of the meat and taste, then add more seasoning if necessary (that’s what they do in posh restaurant kitchens).


Then sprinkle some flour on a large plate. Wet your hands (this will stop the meat from sticking to you) and gently roll walnut sized balls of the mixture in the flour. Being gentle stops the meat compacting and the balls getting tough.


Heat a glug of olive oil and a knob of butter gently in a large frying pan. Fry the meatballs without overcrowding them for 4–6 minutes until light golden brown all over and cooked through. Don’t overcook if you want them to be juicy! Serve with pesto or tomato spaghetti or pasta shapes.
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SAVOURY BREAD AND BUTTER PUDDING


Don’t be shocked – I promise it tastes great! And you could always rustle up a sweet one for pud if you’re feeling especially naughty . . . or maybe not!


Serves 4


1 large red onion, sliced


1 tbsp vegetable oil


1 small garlic clove


30g butter, softened


½ large stick of stale French bread


14 cherry tomatoes, halved


100g smoked ham, chopped


3 large free–range eggs


500ml semi-skimmed milk


1 tsp Dijon mustard


40g Parmesan, grated


salt and pepper


60g mature Cheddar, grated


Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas 4.


Fry the onions in the oil until softened, and set to one side. Crush the garlic and mix it into the butter. Cut the French bread into thickish slices, then spread both sides of each slice with the garlic butter and arrange them in an ovenproof dish, layering with the tomatoes, ham and fried onion.


Crack the eggs into the measured milk. Add the mustard and the Parmesan, season, whisk together, then pour over the bread. Make sure that all the bread slices are wet. Leave for 5 minutes. Top with the Cheddar cheese and bake for 40 minutes until nice and golden.









 


 


DREAMY CREAMY TUNA BAKE


This is a great store-cupboard staple, one of those bung-it-all-together dishes that can save you from reaching for the takeaway menus! You can swap whatever you don’t have to hand for whatever’s lurking at the back of your shelves.


Serves 4–6


600g pasta pieces


salt and black pepper


50g butter, plus a bit extra for frying


1 bunch of spring onions, finely chopped


50g plain flour


500ml skimmed milk


200g extra-mature Cheddar, grated


1 red pepper, finely sliced (optional)


100g cooked peas


2 x 200g tins tuna, drained


200g tinned sweetcorn, drained


handful of chopped fresh parsley


Cook the pasta according to the packet instructions, adding salt to the water. Heat a small knob of butter in a non-stick pan and fry the spring onions in it until soft. Set aside.


Melt the rest of the butter in the same pan and stir in the flour until it forms a smooth paste. Allow to cook for a couple of minutes, then gradually pour in the milk, whisking the whole time, until it comes up to the bubble. Turn the heat down and stir until the sauce thickens.


Now throw in most of the cheese, keeping aside just enough to sprinkle on the top. Season well, using plenty of black pepper. Add the fried spring onions, red pepper (if using), peas, tuna, sweetcorn, cooked pasta and parsley. Transfer to an ovenproof dish and sprinkle the remaining cheese over the top. Grill until it’s all bubbly and golden.
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COMFORT FOOD
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Comforting: verb to soothe, console or reassure; bring cheer to


When the words ‘COMFORT FOOD’ are mentioned in a cookery book, television show or between foodies, they often refer to the most indulgent, bad-for-you dishes known to man. Conversation quickly settles on such delicacies as hot crumpets dripping with butter, syrupy steamed puds, sickly (for some!) sweet iced buns, lush bacon sandwiches, and on and on.


I get as much comfort from soft, sticky, creamy nursery food as the next person. But the physical pleasure of biting into a Victoria sponge, layered with cream and jam, lasts for just a few seconds (albeit great seconds) before the guilt kicks in. To comfort isn’t simply about filling someone up (though it often helps) – it’s about creating a state of mind. Don’t get me wrong, one day I’ll definitely publish the ultimate cookbook that’s defined by its desire to kill us all with over-indulgence (The Ultimate Blow-Out Cook Book!), but for now, whilst we all have a chance to live long, eat well and prosper, my definition of Comfort Food – or Comforting Food – is as much about the people, places and happy moments a dish can remind us of as it is about the medicinal powers of taste and texture.


The recipes I’ve included in this section always make me think about the people I originally designed them for as they will, hopefully, make you think about the people you decide to cook them for. These dishes are ALL about the comfort we feel from happy memories, reminiscences, friendships, loves, anniversaries and celebrations.


I find comfort in creating a dish that makes other people feel safe, looked after, indulged and well fed. I know that for my husband simply fried white fish with new potatoes takes him back to the childhood comfort of being cooked for by his nan. For Dad, it may well be a dish that takes him back to his desert origins. For my eleven-year-old, Maddie, comfort is to be had in a plate of creamy mashed potatoes, whilst Kiki-Bee is happily in her comfort food zone when she is stealing fruit out of her dada’s hands!


That’s why I’ve called this chapter ‘Comfort Food’– it’s all about those dishes (some surprising) that if cooked at the right time, in the right way, for the right person, will give them a food experience they’ll never forget. Give yourself a challenge, as you read this chapter: try finding and matching the right dish for the right person as you go!












 


 


BABY SHEPHERD’S PIES


Plain and simple but always a favourite with my brood. Now I’ve said mince in the ingredients, but my mum always used to make her shepherd’s pie with leftover roast lamb, which I would love to do – trouble is there’s never any left in my house.


Serves 4


2 tbsp sunflower oil


800g best-quality lamb mince


1 onion, finely chopped (grated if yours don’t like bits)


1 garlic clove, crushed


1 tbsp plain flour


500ml beef stock


1.2kg potatoes, washed, peeled and halved


30g butter


185ml milk


salt and black pepper


200g Cheddar, grated


Heat ½ tablespoon of the oil in a heavy-based pan over a medium-high heat. Add half the lamb and cook, turning, for 3–4 minutes or until well browned then set aside. Then do the same thing all over again with the other half!


Heat the remaining oil in the pan over a medium heat and cook the onion until it is lovely and soft. Add the garlic and cook, stirring, for 1 minute or until aromatic. Sprinkle the flour over the onion mixture and cook, stirring, for 1 minute.


Gradually add the stock to the pan, stirring the whole time. Stir in the lamb. Cover and bring to a simmer over a medium-low heat. Reduce the heat to low and simmer, covered, stirring occasionally, for 20 minutes or until the sauce thickens.


Meanwhile, cook the potatoes in a large pan of salted boiling water for 25 minutes or until tender. Drain and return to the pan. Mash the potatoes until almost smooth then add the butter and milk, and mash until completely smooth. Taste and season with salt and pepper.


Divide the lamb mixture between four 6cm-deep 250ml ovenproof dishes. Spread evenly with mashed potato and lightly rough the surface and sprinkle with cheese. Pop them under a hot grill and cook until golden brown. Serve with mounds of peas (your kids can always hide them under the radiator like mine do!).
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GLORIOUSLY GARLICKY CHICKEN


Come on, you know it and I know it. Nothing is quite as comforting as a house filled with the aroma of a perfectly roasting chicken. It’s definitely my girls’ most favourite dinner and what I cook to welcome them home, if I know they’ve had a tough day.


Now this recipe isn’t a Sunday roast kinda chicken stuffed and served with all the trimmings. No, this is more of a midweek indulgence. So I usually serve it with nothing more than a crisp green salad and French bread so that we can mop up the pan juices with it.


PS Mushing the garlic cloves into the bread before chomping is as pretty damn close to foodie heaven as you can get.


Serves 4–6


1.7kg whole chicken cut into pieces


2 tbsp olive oil


salt and pepper


1 tbsp mixed herbs


3–4 heads of garlic, cloves separated and left unpeeled


good splash of white wine


Preheat the oven to 220°C/gas 7.


Put the chicken into a roasting tin (a tin is best for a crispy chicky), rub all over with the oil and season all over. Then sprinkle the herbs over and scatter the garlic cloves around the chicken.


Put into the oven and cook for 20 minutes at the high heat. Then take the tin out, lower the oven temperature to 180°C/gas 4 and baste the chicken with the juices. Pour the wine into the bottom of the pan, making sure you don’t pour it over the chicken, and return to the oven for another 45 minutes or until the juices run clear.


Take out the breasts 20 minutes before the rest is cooked and keep warm. This will prevent them over-cooking and becoming dry.









 


 


PERFECT GREEN SALAD


Sometimes all you need to accompany a dish is a lovely crisp green salad. This goes beautifully with Gloriously Garlicky Chicken (page 35) and Super-Easy Super-Sexy Prawns (page 23).


Serves 4


1 soft round lettuce


large handful of rocket


large handful of watercress


½ cucumber, diced


1 ripe avocado, sliced


torn basil leaves, parsley, lovage, dill, or whatever herb you fancy


FOR THE VINAIGRETTE


1 dsp Dijon mustard


1 tbsp rice wine vinegar


1 tbsp sherry vinegar


8 tbsp light olive oil


sea salt (I like Maldon flaked – get me!)


black pepper


1 fat garlic clove


Start with the vinaigrette. Spoon the mustard into a large salad bowl and whisk in the vinegars, oil, salt and pepper. Peel the garlic and spear it with a fork. Now whisk the vinaigrette with the garlic-speared fork, then leave the fork and garlic sitting in the dressing until you are ready to make the salad.


When you’re about to serve, give the dressing another whisk with the fork. Add all the salad ingredients to the bowl and toss!
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