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Hi there,


Are you going solo in the kitchen for the first time? Congratulations, because cooking for one is a source of real joy! What a chance to be creative, to explore new ingredients and to practise dishes without the bother of worrying whether people will like what you make. You, my friend, are in for a treat.


I’ll let you in on a secret every cook – whether she’s solo or not – knows but rarely admits to: cooking for a crowd may sound fun in principle but in practise it’s often a chore. Thanks to the weird world of performative cooking shows, we tend to think of cooking for others as a dazzling culinary cabaret. How exhausting that can be, even for the experienced cook. If you have fussy family members or housemates, you may even regard mealtimes with dread. The solo cook, however, can be gloriously selfish. Some ingrate doesn’t like aubergine? Who cares! You want to add an extra clove or three of garlic but that annoying allium-phobe always kicks up a fuss? So what. You want to make something on toast but a snob-in-residence doesn’t consider ‘things on toast’ a proper meal? Oh please do bore off.


You are in charge, you can do whatever you want, and by gosh please do tweak the ingredients to your taste while using the recipes in this book. Nothing would make me more proud than knowing you have scribbled your adjustments in the margins: evidence of a clear commitment to use them again.
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‘Why bother cooking for myself when I can just grab a ready meal or a takeaway?’ you might ask, and that’s a fair question. Sometimes the path of least resistance is irresistible. Once upon a time, I might have piously suggested that cooking a meal from scratch is always preferable, but what I would say now is just do what you have to do. Compromise is not a dirty word. We all take shortcuts sometimes. If nothing else, having a mediocre ready meal or expensive takeaway may spur you on to cooking that next meal from scratch.


With nearly three decades of cooking experience under my belt, I still maintain that when you need decompressing, time in the kitchen is time well-spent. Much like an afternoon nap, cooking solo can be immensely restorative. There is something both liberating and grounding about cooking for yourself. It’s an affirmation of your self-worth and a welcome respite from life’s many other challenges.


If you are a full-time solo cook, please consider this book a sisterly companion to get you going. I’d suggest starting by making a weekly meal plan and then source your ingredients accordingly. Intersperse a few simple meals with treats to look forward to during the week so you don’t end up eating similar dishes day in and day out. Once you get in the habit, start mining other cookbooks for ideas, recipes that scale down to feed one or two (leftovers are never to be scoffed at), and take the time to savour both the planning and the actual cooking. Your confidence will increase as time goes on, and you’ll learn to go with your gut: playing with ingredients from a fridge forage, say, or creating a cupboard casserole for one. The more you reframe your thinking that cooking for yourself is fun, the less you’ll feel overwhelmed by the task itself.


As Nigel Slater once wrote, ‘Cooking for yourself is simply a matter of self-respect’ and this basic act of kindness towards yourself allows you to relax and experiment a little, and gives you the freedom to practise dishes without the fear of judgement from others. In Norwegian we say ‘som plommen i egget’: ‘like the yolk in the egg’ – i.e. what an ideal situation you’re in when cooking solo. Now get planning!


A good cook stocks up


While resorting to a ready meal is hardly a moral failing, rare is the occasion when I’ve stood in a supermarket aisle and had a culinary epiphany: ‘Why yes, tonight I shall cook a classic duck confit all for myself!’ It’s a fine idea in principle, but given that I can’t remember half the ingredients and the cookbook is at home I’m usually stymied. Not to mention that the duck really needed to be slowly confit-ing itself since sometime around breakfast that day…


So if you’re a novice cook, consider this my most useful advice to you: a good cook always has a well-stocked store-cupboard or larder (or whatever you want to call it). Why? It means you can grab ingredients on the run – perhaps a source of protein and greens or herbs – and cook something simple using a handful of condiments, spices, pastes. In other words: the odds and sods you have already in the kitchen. It really pays to be prepared, but also to think like a chef who has to make the most of ingredients available: do the occasional inventory of what’s in your kitchen and that way you’ll waste less. See my suggestions for stocking up on store-cupboard goods and fresh supplies on pages 194–198.


The chapters in this book


I find life as a solo cook means adapting a few habits. Instead of starting the day with toast, I’ll often save bread for dishes you’ll find in the  Light Bites chapter. That simple shift in behaviour gives you more options later in the day. And believe me, the Croque Madame (here) is a supper fit for a queen.


Some evenings all you want to do is ‘Netflix and Solo’ (no, that is not a euphemism) or, indeed, shove your face in a pan of spaghetti while watching the Barefoot Contessa.  Easy Weeknight Suppers is the chapter to hit when you want to treat yourself at the end of a busy day. The recipes here are my all-time favourites during the working week: dishes that zing with flavour and fresh, vibrant colours. Just because you’re cooking solo doesn’t mean you’re not eating as much with your eyes as the other senses. And yes, it’s perfectly acceptable to eat spaghetti straight from the pan. It should be noted that all these recipes can easily be scaled up to feed two people, so you can ‘Netflix and Duo’, as it were.


In my previous book, How to Hygge, I wrote about how often we needlessly overcomplicate our lives. If you’re in a lather of indecision about what to eat I find the easiest solution is to opt for a dish that has a handful of ingredients. Sometimes the last thing our wired brains need is a long list of things to buy for one particular dish, and a complex, time-consuming method to contend with.  One-pan Wonders is the chapter to turn to for this particular moment. Less mess, less washing up, less faff all round.


As I’ve already mentioned, keeping a well-stocked kitchen gives you flexibility. If you have the inclination, making a few dishes in advance is a smart move that can optimise your time, so I’ve included a  Make Ahead chapter. Not only do you save the odd half hour later in the week when you might be swamped with work, or feeling low thanks to a seasonal bout of the sniffles, but you know exactly what goes into each dish. Of course, takeaways and ready meals are useful standbys, but a little forward planning definitely reaps rewards. As keen cooks will tell you, there’s something indefinably satisfying about making a dish in advance: you’ll feel super-smug knowing that it’s waiting for you at home.


Swedish statistician Hans Rosling once said, ‘Let the world surprise you’, and this is essentially my philosophy of cooking and eating. I’ll try anything once. Although I love the flavours and ingredients of my native Scandinavia, there is much delight to be found in food from the Middle East, Europe, Japan, Korea, India, Latin America… While I have yet to experience the culture and try the food of other parts of the world, staying curious about different cultures and their dishes is essential to staving off any looming apathy or boredom that might set in when repeatedly cooking with the same ingredients. The dishes in  Salads,  Mezze  and Tapas transport me to places of heady, enticing flavours, and require an economy of effort but bring so much contentment.


The  Simple Pleasures chapter is really one to turn to at any time of the day. Dishes on these pages aren’t always complete meals, but ones I turn to when I’m feeling snacky, or indeed a little crabby. Rather than diving into a box of biscuits or a bag of crisps, these recipes are a comforting balm on trying days. For days when you’re out and about, treats like the dates with tahini (here) are a great portable snack – perhaps for a work-break nibble or a solo picnic – and the chilled soba noodles (here) make an ideal packed lunch.


We live in an age during which meditation and ‘mindfulness’ are all the rage, and whilst many roll their eyes at the notion of ‘self-care’, I’ve learnt that time spent cooking something simple in the kitchen – and it can be pretty much any kitchen – is both meditative and deeply restorative. My  Lazy Weekends chapter is included with this in mind. Some cooks talk about the state of ‘flow’ they feel when they’re making a dish. It’s a way for your brain to switch off from all the noise outside.Try channelling a little of that next time you’re in the kitchen on the weekend, you’ll be surprised at how calming it can be.


There was some discussion about whether to include  Sweet Things in this book. Supermarkets report that their solo bestsellers are desserts, so why would anyone go to the trouble of making one for themselves? Although I’m partial to the occasional bought pudding, I’ve long been a fan of home-baking and rustling up easy puddings. Given that we live in an age that is wary of too much sugar, you’ll find the sweetness of these recipes is muted compared to commercial desserts, but no less delicious for it. I’ve included muffins and cookies which you can share with friends, colleagues and family – after all, just because you’re cooking solo doesn’t mean you’re a hermit. I’m delighted this chapter made the cut and I hope you’ll give a few of the recipes a try next time your sweet tooth craves a homemade treat.


All that remains for me to say is: you’ve got this! Now go have a good time in the kitchen.
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*It should be noted that since being asked to write this book, I got engaged and married, and while there have been plenty of moments during married life when I’ve still cooked for myself alone, these recipes scale up easily to feed a duo, even a trio.
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Croque Madame




  This Croque Madame eschews a traditional béchamel sauce topping for the simple reason that, given the choice between taking time to cook delicious, creamy spinach and a boring, bland sauce, spinach wins every time. I’ve cheated by using crème fraîche, but you can leave it out and add a little mustard and nutmeg to the cheese as a final flourish before grilling.




   




  

    butter, for frying




    2 slices of sourdough bread, country loaf or spelt bread, one slice lightly buttered on one side




    handful of grated cheese – a mix of Gruyere, Parmesan and mozzarella (or use whatever you have/like)




    1 tsp crème fraîche




    ½ tsp Dijon or English mustard




    1 egg


  




  For the creamy spinach




  

    100g baby spinach, washed




    1 tsp butter




    1 small garlic clove, finely chopped




    2 tsp crème fraîche




    nutmeg, to taste




    sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


  




  Start by making the creamy spinach. Put the spinach leaves in a small saucepan to wilt over a low heat, then place in a sieve and drain away all the excess liquid, pressing it with a spoon. Heat the butter in the same saucepan over a medium heat until foaming, then add the garlic and cook for 30 seconds, or until it becomes translucent and turns lightly golden. Stir in the crème fraîche, then season with a grating or two of nutmeg. Fold in the drained spinach, season with salt and pepper and set aside.




  Melt 2 teaspoons of butter in a frying pan or skillet over a high heat until foaming. Add the unbuttered slice of bread to the pan and smear the creamy spinach over it, then add about half of the grated cheese. Top with the buttered slice of bread (butter-side up), then, when the first slice is golden brown and crisp on the bottom, turn the whole thing over carefully and repeat the frying on the other side. Preheat the grill to medium, place the Croque Madame on a baking sheet or in a roasting dish, top with more cheese, the crème fraîche and mustard and grill until bubbling and slightly caramelised. Fry the egg in some butter in a small skillet or frying pan, place it on the Croque Madame and eat immediately.




  Variation: Add a slice of good-quality ham or smoked salmon with the spinach for extra flavour and protein.
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Ricotta, fig, pomegranate molasses, toasted almond, mint and sea salt




  Here’s a delicious open sandwich or tartine to start the day, or to rustle up if you’re feeling snacky – the gentle ricotta flavour is given a lift with figs and mouth-puckering pomegranate molasses.




   




  

    1 slice of bread of choice (or a few pieces of crispbread)




    2 heaped tbsp ricotta




    1 large ripe fig, thinly sliced (you can also use dried fig)




    sprinkle of toasted flaked almonds




    1 tsp pomegranate molasses


	

	leaves from 1 sprig of mint


	

	sea salt


  




  Toast your bread, then spread the ricotta on top. Follow with the sliced fig and flaked almonds and drizzle with the pomegranate molasses before adding the mint leaves and finally sprinkling it with a little sea salt.




  Variations:




  – Try this with plum, peach or nectarine, too (in place of the figs).




  – To make this more savoury, top the ricotta with sliced radishes, grated carrot, grilled asparagus, par-boiled tenderstem or purple sprouting broccoli, broad beans, sliced cucumber or pickles.




  Leftovers: Use the rest of your tub of ricotta to make the Lemon, Courgette and Ricotta Fritters (here) or the Ricotta and Parmesan Gnudi with Sage Brown Butter (here). Alternatively, just add lemon zest and toss with freshly cooked pasta, some herbs and greens of choice for a light supper.
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Cardamom-poached apricots with vanilla quark and pistachios on toast




  These apricots are perfect for mornings when you’ve run out of jam. Apricots have the most gorgeous colour, but too often I find fresh ones taste quite bland, so this is one way of gently enhancing them. Cardamom is a much-used spice in my household – mostly in baking – and it works wonders on apricots, too. If you’re fortunate enough to have a glut, scale up the quantities of fruit, cardamom and honey to make a batch of poached apricots and keep them covered in the fridge for up to a week. (Pictured here.)




   




  

    2 fresh apricots, halved and stoned




    2 green cardamom pods, lightly crushed or ½ tsp ground cardamom




    1 tsp acacia honey, plus extra to serve (optional)




    ½ tsp vanilla extract




    4 tbsp plain, full-fat quark




    1 large slice of wholemeal, rye or sourdough bread




    butter, for spreading (optional)




    a few plain unsalted pistachios, crushed, or pistachio slivers


  




  Put the apricots in a small saucepan, add the cardamom and honey and cover the apricots with water. Poach for 15–20 minutes over a low heat, or until they’re soft and fragrant.




  Meanwhile, thoroughly mix the vanilla and quark in a bowl. Toast the bread and spread it with butter (if using), then spread the quark on the toast once it has cooled slightly. Spoon the poached apricots over the quark and scatter with crushed pistachios or pistachio slivers. Add a drizzle of honey if you have a sweet tooth.




  Variations:




  – Use different spices such as cinnamon in the poaching liquor. Adding a star anise to the mix gives it a bracing aniseed flavour.




  – Try adding a few cooling Earl Grey tea leaves to contrast with the warming spices.




  – Use dried apricots, if you have some in the cupboard. I sometimes poach whatever dried fruit I have (apricots, prunes, figs, cranberries, pears and sour cherries are all ideal), increasing the poaching time if necessary, so they plump up. Use on toast, as a porridge topping or to give Greek yoghurt a bit of oomph.




  – Substitute apricots for plums.




  – Fromage frais or ricotta work really well instead of quark, as does Greek yoghurt.
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Stichelton, vanilla and acacia honey-glazed walnuts, mint and pear




  Here’s a dish for those days when only a hefty hit of blue will satisfy a cheese craving. Stichelton, an unpasteurised version of Stilton made on the Welbeck Estate in Nottinghamshire by ace cheesemaker Joe Schneider, is available from Neal’s Yard Dairy. It ranks as my favourite blue cheese in the world, alongside Irish Cashel Blue and gorgonzola. Actually, I just love blue cheese in general. If you can source it, I recommend trying this wonderful cheese, but of course a good-quality stilton will also be delicious. (Pictured here.)
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