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How to use this ebook



Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.




Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.




Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.


introduction



This book offers a new and flexible approach to meal planning for busy cooks and lets you choose the recipe option that best fits the time you have available. Here you will find over 200 dishes that will inspire and motivate you to get cooking every day of the year.

All the recipes take a maximum of 30 minutes to cook. Some take as little as 20 minutes and, amazingly, many take only 10 minutes.

On every page you’ll find a main recipe plus a short-cut version or a fancier variation if you have a bit more time to spare. Whatever you go for, you’ll find a huge range of super-quick recipes to get you through the week.
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food for friends

Inviting friends and family over for a bite to eat should be the easiest, most enjoyable thing in the world, but too often most of your time is spent slaving in the kitchen rather than having fun and enjoying dinner together. But it’s easy to produce delicious, inspiring dishes in less than 30 minutes, and some are so simple they can be on the table in just 10 minutes. Which lets you get on with the important things in life.
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get ahead

A bit of planning ahead is always useful when having friends over. Try to think of your guests’ tastes – find out if you need to cater for any special diets or if there is something people especially love to eat – and then decide on your main course. Once you’ve worked this out, it’s easier to decide what else to serve.
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Think about timings when planning what you eat. For a larger meal, it’s useful to actually write down a time plan of when things need to be started. But no matter the scale of your event, it’s always best to cook a few delicious dishes rather than stress out trying to organize an array of mediocre ones. It’s a good idea to focus your effort on one dish, so if you choose a complicated starter, keep the main course simple with something like pasta. If you opt for a show-off pudding and main course, make the starter a no-cook salad. When planning your menu, ensure that you think about the washing up. You don’t want to be cleaning up the kitchen for hours after your guests have left, so wash up as you go along. If time is really short, cook a one-pot dish; a smart pan that can be taken straight from the hob to the table is a great investment and makes for a relaxing meal.

stress-free cooking

starters

A sit-down starter sets the scene for a formal evening – perhaps a birthday dinner or when you want to impress the parents-in-law – and this book includes a tempting range of simple starter recipes. On other occasions, it is perfectly acceptable to abandon formal starters and set out a selection of nuts, olives and good-quality crisps, served with a cocktail or glass of bubbly. You could provide more substantial nibbles to which guests can help themselves, such as hams and salami, sunblush tomatoes and so on.

main courses

There are plenty of ways of keeping the main course simple and quick. A leg or shoulder of lamb will take quite a while to cook in the oven, but a rack of lamb can be on the table in less than 30 minutes. This makes life easy, but remember that with these leaner, quick-cooking cuts of meat, it really is worthwhile spending a bit extra to get the best quality – you will taste the difference. Fish and seafood are perfect for the host in a hurry, as they take so little time to cook and need not much more than a squeeze of lemon juice and simple side dish to turn them into a delicious dinner-party treat. Just remember to shop for them on the day you are planning to cook them because fresh fish really does taste better.
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Vegetarians can sometimes feel a bit cheated at dinner parties, so to make a meal really special, look out for seasonal ingredients – the first asparagus of the season or a perfectly ripe bunch of tomatoes would be great starting points for a meat-free meal. More unusual heritage vegetables or baby vegetables, which are now widely available, are also a wonderful way of perking up a plate and making it look worthy of a restaurant.
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The flavour of good-quality basic ingredients will always shine through, and all it takes to enhance them is a little fresh pesto, a drizzle of special oil or vinegar or a scattering of herbs. Keep side dishes simple and fast – a selection of leaves dressed with something special, or maybe some couscous or polenta, which can be ready in 5 minutes flat. Make the most of canned beans, which can be easily whizzed up to make a quick mash or you can toss them with some dressing and tomatoes to create a hearty salad.

Another way to make the meal a little more special is to use an unusual ingredient. Supermarkets are increasingly catering for our more exotic tastes and an exciting ingredient can elevate a meal to something truly memorable. Look out for jewel-like pomegranate seeds, which look so pretty on the plate and are great to scatter over salads or Middle Eastern dishes. For an Asian dish, try to get some authentic ingredients like lime leaves and lemon grass, which will lend your dish a beautifully subtle and distinctive flavour, or go to the trouble of tracking down a quality curry paste. If you’re making a simple Italian supper, search out a different type of pasta than you usually use – perhaps try thick tube-like bucatini or use black squid-ink pasta for a seafood dish. Sometimes it is worth spending a little extra on a key ingredient that can be used sparingly. Creamy rich buffalo mozzarella is a world apart from the regular cows’ milk version, while just a hint of perfumed saffron will transform a paella. It’s also worth remembering that a splash of alcohol really helps to lift a dish – brandy or wine for a classic French dish, a drop of vermouth for fish or try sherry for a Spanish feel.

pudding

To round off the meal in style you’ll want to prepare something delectable, but this doesn’t have to be complicated. Browse through the pudding recipes for inspiration, choosing a 10-minute recipe if you are short on time. For a really stress-free evening, serve a selection of great cheeses with some walnuts and perhaps a bottle of sweet wine, or a colourful bowl of exotic fruit salad.

what to do if it all goes wrong

Even the best, most experienced cook will have nights when things go wrong in the kitchen. The most important thing is not to panic: a relaxed, welcoming host is what makes the evening. And the chances are that no one will notice anyway – a name change is often all that is needed.
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