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            INTRODUCTION

         

         You are holding in your hands the result of years of trial and error, experimentation, and what can only be described as an almost unhealthy obsession with recreating takeaway and restaurant food. Over the years, hundreds of different recipes, ingredients and cooking methods have been tried and tested, the best of which are included in this book. Although I have always had a keen interest in cooking, I could never have known at the beginning of this process just how much of my life it would consume!

         The book began life around eight years ago when I was 19 years old. Having worked as an IT assistant and office administrator for four years since leaving school at 16, I had found myself suffering panic attacks in the mornings on my way to work. This wasn’t the first time I’d experienced such attacks, the first few had occurred in my school days when the walk to school often left me in a similar state of anxiety.

         Having come to the conclusion that all was not as it should be, I arranged a doctor’s appointment for later that week. As I arrived to attend my appointment, I wasn’t entirely sure what I was doing at the doctor’s surgery, or what I could tell the doctor about my situation. The only words that seemed to fit were ‘something’s just not right’. For many years, everyday social situations such as answering the telephone in front of work colleagues, attending meetings, or even travelling on public transport had left me in a state of high anxiety. On the outside, I appeared calm, confident even. On the inside, however, my heart would race and my mouth would become dry as I struggled with the most basic of situations. 
         

         I was diagnosed with Social Anxiety Disorder, an illness which puts people in a state of constant anxiety in social situations. While we all of course feel some nerves in certain social situations, such as giving a speech or trying to impress friends or work colleagues, in Social Anxiety sufferers these anxieties can appear to be switched on at all times, even when there is no reason or explanation for them. As the months passed, as is common with many Social Anxiety sufferers, I was diagnosed with secondary conditions of mild depression and agoraphobia as I struggled to make any progress in fighting the illness.

         Having previously been an active person who had worked full time since leaving school, I found myself essentially housebound, reliant on family and friends to help me with everyday tasks such as grocery shopping. While this caused great difficulty in my life, and still does to this day, a somewhat flippant side effect of the situation also existed. Stuck at home, I quickly began to miss the simple luxuries of life which I’d previously been able to enjoy while at work or out socializing with friends. Simple pleasures like a fast-food cheeseburger, or a nice sandwich or baguette from the local bakery.

         Before my illness prevented me from working, I had a particular lunchtime favourite: a simple sandwich topped with poppy seeds and filled with char grilled chicken pieces, lettuce, tomatoes and cucumbers; all fairly standard ingredients to prepare at home. One thing which was a little harder to recreate, however, was the honey and mustard mayonnaise dressing which covered the sandwich. It was this creamy sauce that made the sandwich so tasty, and so I grew ever frustrated at missing out on my lunchtime treat.

         With a walk to the local bakery still proving extremely difficult, my attention turned to how to make this honey mustard mayonnaise dressing for myself. Not just something close, but something which exactly recreated the flavours and tastes I’d so enjoyed when eating the real thing. I began to look up recipes in books and online. Anyone I knew who had ever eaten from the bakery was quizzed intently on what they thought might be the ingredient providing that oh so special flavour. After some weeks, having been given advice from someone who had previously worked in the bakery in question, the secret recipe was obtained.

         I knew the instant I tasted my latest sandwich attempt that I had indeed cracked it. The flavour was exactly as I remembered it, and so I was able to enjoy my favourite lunchtime sandwich once again. I was of course delighted and content with my success. 
         

         As the days and weeks passed, however, I found myself at a loss as to what to do next. So much of my time had been spent obsessing over the potential list of secret ingredients in my sandwich that I’d almost forgotten how to do anything but cook, or talk about cooking.

         Before long, the excitement of finding out how to recreate similar dishes had taken hold. Mastering the flavours of one sandwich would not be enough, not with a whole world of fast-food and takeaway dishes out there just waiting to be made at home. And so the obsession began…

         My thanks go to every takeaway chef or fast-food restaurant employee who’s ever divulged their secrets to me (even those whose advice I’m still not sure wasn’t designed to send me off track!). Thanks also to the many online friends who helpfully photographed their takeaway meals on my behalf and thought nothing of being asked to do so. I’ll always appreciate how normal they made it feel to ask someone to photograph their takeaway dinner.

         The highest praise of all has to be reserved for my girlfriend Rebecca, who along with my brother, sister and parents, has endured years of food related conversation. Their patience and encouragement were present in equal amounts throughout the writing of this book and my love and thanks will always be with them.

         If you try the recipes included in this book, I hope you’ll be glad to have done so.
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            THE TAKEAWAY SECRET

         
 
         Takeaway and fast-food restaurants are an essential part of life, particularly in the modern world where time is ever more valuable. More and more of us are living such busy lives that it’s very easy to find ourselves slipping into the ‘takeaway routine’. Before we know it, that once-a-week treat can quickly become more frequent, ultimately proving to be very costly. What better compromise then than to create those same fantastic takeaway dishes at home, for a fraction of the cost.
 
         After years of experimentation (and many, many conversations with takeaway chefs!), The Takeaway Secret can now be revealed. From classic American fast-food hamburgers to Indian curries and Chinese stir-fry, a huge selection of takeaway favourites can now be created with ease in any home kitchen. Like any good takeaway menu, I hope that there is something for everyone and a dish for all occasions.
 
         Takeaway and fast-food items are cooked to order and so the majority of the recipes contained in this book are based around cooking one portion of each dish, except where circumstances make this impractical. The recipes are prepared and cooked with such ease, however, that scaling up to feed friends or family requires nothing more than cooking another portion to order, just as happens in your favourite fast-food restaurant.
 
         In many cases, the cooking methods and ingredients used may differ slightly from those used by restaurant chefs. It’s unlikely that home cooks will have access to such amazing cooking devices as tandoor ovens, kebab rotisseries, etc, and so an alternative cooking method must be found. Making the best of ingredients and equipment commonly 
         
 available to the home cook, I hope that the recipes will provide quick, easy cooking and offer results which match or even improve on your takeaway favourites. The recipes in this book have been tested a variety of different ways, and the ingredients and cooking methods advised are those which have been found to provide the closest, most authentic takeaway experience. 
         All of the ingredients in this book are given in metric measurements with conversions listed where appropriate.
 
         The recipes contained in the book will work equally well with slightly more or less of the main meat ingredient and so the cook should feel entirely comfortable using slightly smaller or larger chicken breast fillets, for example, should that be desired or should alternatives be unavailable. If you love your favourite takeaway curry but feel that the local restaurant could be a little more generous with the chunks of chicken, here’s a chance to be extra generous to your guests by including a little more.
 
         To take your homemade takeaway to another level, it’s a good idea to purchase foil trays or plastic containers (you could, of course, use leftover containers from previous takeaway purchases!). As well as adding another level of authenticity to your meal, they also offer the added advantage of keeping your cooked food warm for a short while. This leaves ideal time to entertain your guests, or simply to put your feet up and relax after having prepared your food.
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