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INTRODUCTION

Well, hello there! May we say, before we get started, how well you’re looking! We love what you’ve done with your hair. We’re already jealous, and we’re only twenty-eight words in. If you’re reading this, there’s a very good chance you’ve either bought our book or are flicking through it in the shop trying to decide whether we’re the right fit for you. Well, we’re barely the right fit for a shipping container, but we try our best. Let’s introduce ourselves and tell you why this book will work for you.

At this point in our adventure, regular readers will of course be familiar with our story, and we apologise for repeating ourselves, but we still have to get the formalities out of the way. We are James and Paul, the twochubbycubs – a married couple of ne’er-do-wells from Oop North who have inexplicably turned a sarcastic healthy food blog into a series of cookbooks. Paul is the chap who cooks and I’m the writer who strangles each and every metaphor he meets to within an inch of its life. Nice to meet you, or to see you again.

Twochubbycubs was born out of the sheer despair we felt at cooking ‘healthy’ recipes – they were nearly always tasteless, watery, joyless concoctions designed to fill you up with no real regard for the taste or appeal of the dish. We started cooking our own versions and discovered that taking a light-hearted approach (i.e. adding smut) seemed to resonate with folks who were tired of the same old slop. We used our recipes to lose weight, accelerated by a challenge for a TV show (how the sheer terror of appearing on ITV helps to focus the mind!), and managed to drop almost ten stone each. More importantly, we’ve kept it off, and we’ve never gone without our favourite foods or drink. Listen, I’m from Newcastle: if I gave up drinking I’d probably be asked to hand back my passport and be personally driven over the border by one of Ant or Dec.

As this book is based on the blogging style we are known for, you’ll find each recipe is prefaced with either a few lines about the ingredients or some random puff-piece that seems entirely disconnected from the meal you see in front of you. That’s our style and how we’ve kept ourselves entertained over the years ... well, that and polyamory. That’s our neighbour, she’s a terror. As the writing is about us as a couple but written by me as a person, I sometimes slip into the wrong third person, but that’s fine, I just apologise to Paul, promise never to do it again and take over the ironing duties for a few weeks as penance. We try our best to get it right, but also understand this may trouble the Grammar Buff. That’s our other neighbour: she may be old, but she sure loves to show off her bits.

When it came to brainstorming ideas for the fourth book, we confess we were torn. We had already covered our classics in the first book (imaginatively titled The Cookbook), speedy and delicious meals in our second, Fast and Filling, and then for our third, we gave half the nation a reason to spit at us in the street by devoting a book entirely to Dinner Time, a selection of evening meals. You would not believe the venom some people have regarding whether the evening meal is called dinner or tea, I can tell you. So what for book four?

My initial suggestion of having a book of aubergine, cucumber and banana recipes and calling it twochubbycubs: Hard to Swallow was deemed inappropriate. Fair enough, nobody needs more cucumber in their life. Paul suggested a pasta book, but we soon realised that I’d give myself an actual hernia trying to shoehorn even more pasta puns into print. Discussions went back and forth, usually consisting of me excitedly grabbing Paul’s hand or shaking him awake and getting as far as ‘How about we ...’ before being told absolutely not and the country isn’t ready for a compilation of recipes made entirely in a blast furnace. Poor sport.
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Two possible suggestions were seriously considered: a budget book and an air fryer book. We dismissed the air fryer book on the basis that, whisper it, if we’re honest with one another, an air fryer is just a teensy-tiny oven. There, I said it, and it feels good to get that off my chest. They’re wondrous little machines for saving energy, though, so we can’t knock them – and it’s always a treat to see the next ‘big thing’ in the home-cooking world: we’ve survived the slow-cooker era, the batch-cook times, the ‘stick everything in a wrap’ golden years ... can’t wait to see what’s next!

We started writing a budget book instead, only to struggle with making our recipes even more budget-friendly than they are now. You must understand that Paul and I are both notoriously as tight as a tick’s nipsy at the best of times, and as a consequence, our meals are always about creating delicious, healthy meals with cheap, easily sourced ingredients. We were already budget-friendly. There’s a more serious side to this coin, too: what is considered budget for two chaps with pink pounds in their pockets might be well beyond the reach of others. I’ve always thought there was something slightly inappropriate about those more fortunate dishing out tips on how to eke out a roast dinner or what to do with leftover lamb, as though they know what it is to truly budget. I remember stealing potatoes out of nearby farmers’ fields when I was young, Paul grew up on whatever microwave dinners were on special offer at the local shop, and when we got together we had barely a penny to rub together. Luckily, being in the first flush of romance, we found other things to rub to keep us busy.

So we ditched the budget idea, but instead incorporated a lot of those recipes into this book, which we believe is the most ‘us’ book we have done so far. We’ve concentrated on the three values that have kept us true throughout the decade we’ve been in this game, namely:

• making healthy, full-of-flavour meals that don’t taste like you’re ‘on a diet’

• using ingredients that are cheap, plentiful and easy to find

• cooking meals that everyone can enjoy together

As a result, we promise that every single meal in this book – whether it’s the delicious breakfasts, the perfect brunches, the sumptuous snacks or the best-ever dinners (or teas, don’t send us letters!) – will leave you satisfied, full and more importantly, happy! They’re all easy to cook, because as we have said before, we’re not chefs – there’s going to be no tricky cooking styles or fancy equipment needed. If you saw us in the kitchen, you would understand. It’s like watching cats trying to parallel-park a burning car. If you’ve got a sharp knife, a good cooking pot and a can-do attitude, our delicious meals will be your reward. Each meal is designed to be enjoyed together: no cooking a special ‘diet’ meal while everyone else eats what they like. This is healthy eating done exactly as it ought to be and as we’ve always done it: fabulously.

Now, before we go, the plea we make in all our books: if you’re picking up this book, there’s a good chance you may be wanting to lose some weight. That’s great, but make sure you’re doing that for the right reason. If you’re losing weight so you feel fitter, healthier and happier, then superb – but do it for yourself, and no one else. Cheesy as it is, it was only when we learned what worked for us personally, as opposed to being told by someone else the weight we should be, that it finally stuck with us. For the first time in our books we’re including sections on calorie counting and exercise, purely so we can discuss how we’ve managed to keep the weight off, but please know that we’re not insisting you do either of these. In words that I may as well get tattooed on my forehead (and believe me, there’s enough space on there for two copies of this book and a list of why Paul is wrong in any given situation) – whatever works for you, works for you.

Anyway, look at the time, we’ve got cooking to do! Enjoy every mouthful, we certainly did!
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Keep in touch and tag us with your flavoursome meals!
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Calorie counting

The eagle-eyed among you, and those with glasses that could set your neck on fire if you look into bright sunlight, will have spotted over the last few books that we are all about the calories these days. Although we have written in exhaustive depth across the blog and social media about why we made the switch, it seems we never committed our reasons to actual print. I know, a shocking lapse in attention, but then you are talking to someone who’s had a pair of scratty white briefs stuck on the corner of his roof for over a year. Storm Antoni blew them off the washing line, and it would take a matter of moments to hook them down, but that’s a lot of effort. Plus, I like to think the neighbours imagine we hurled them out of the window in a frisson of passion ... give them something to mull over.

Forever conscious of the fact that we don’t want to look as though we’re suggesting one type of weight loss is any better than another, let us say straight off that if whatever you’re currently doing works for you, then you simply must carry on with it. Unless it’s hard drugs and sleazy living: we can’t really be seen to endorse that. When we ask if anyone ‘has any numbers’, we’re only after the calorific value of a packet of microwave rice, thank you. No, the paean to calorie counting that follows is entirely our own experience, and we include it purely to offer up a different view.

Paul and I loved our weekly slimming club visit. Admittedly, I say loved in the sense one might love the relief following the removal of an ingrowing toenail, but even so. It’s all we knew for a good decade or so – where other young couples were out partying and living it up, we were sitting in a church hall listening to someone extol the virtues of yoghurt while we played last-person-to-clap. There was always a great sense of camaraderie, which we enjoyed; we had (mainly) great leaders and, hand on heart, I can see why people keep going there because everyone having a common purpose (mainly being first to the chip shop afterwards) is helpful.

The weekly weigh-in also helped focus the mind and keep us from ‘straying’ – the fear of getting on those scales and seeing the numbers blink upwards rather than downwards was generally enough to stop us reaching for the biscuit tin. We would all troop in, pay our dues, queue up while Sandra plugged in the machine, reset the scales, found her pen, held a forty-minute conversation with the first person in the queue ...

We would take our seats, make polite small-talk about what we’d eaten that week and how uncomfortable the chairs were, get the latest on Andrew’s troubling bowel movements, then a hush would descend and we would undergo an hour-long creative thinking class where everyone desperately tried to come up with ever more elaborate reasons for why they hadn’t lost weight that week. A particular highlight for me was when a member took great pains to explain that she had gained four pounds as her neighbour was having their roof done that week. Now forgive me, but unless her air fryer and müllerlight stash was kept in her neighbour’s loft, I couldn’t see the link. Still, at least we all got our Silver Exercise sticker that week, thanks in no small part to the mental gymnastics we went through.

Actually, thinking about it now, as someone who had a full deck of roofers and scaffolders at his house for a few weeks after the house had burned down, I can see why eating healthily was the last thing on her mind. I walked around with such a lickerish leer for those six weeks that I’m surprised my glasses stayed on my ears.

Occasionally we would triumph and one of us would win the prize for losing the most weight that week, usually a fruit basket that you would have to sieve in order to find the one apple that wasn’t halfway to being cider. Good times. Then out the door we would go (if the leader had decided to go through the group alphabetically, you best believe that us Andersons were already in the car backing out of the car park by the time she got to ‘Anderton’), to celebrate our weight loss with some horrifically greasy food, and the cycle would continue. Lose some weight, hit a mini-target, reward ourselves with ‘bad’ food. Sometimes that reward would become a full week off, then we’d put off going back to class, then rejoin a few weeks later ever so slightly heavier.

And that’s the issue, at least for us. We weren’t losing weight, we were simply cycling through the same one or two stone over and over. Occasionally we’d scrape to three stone, but then fatigue would set in and we’d pile it all back on, eating what we liked, telling ourselves we could have the chocolate and the chips and the crisps and the booze because we would be able to rejoin and shift it ‘for good’ the next time. After all, it works, doesn’t it?

Nope. When we managed to be good and swerve the above trap, we’d fall into an entirely different one. Our initial big weight losses would slow down, despite us sticking to what we’d been eating before. What used to be a 5lb or 4lb loss would become 2lb, 1lb, an inexplicable stay the same. Looking back now, with the endless benefit of hindsight, this slowdown in weight loss is inevitable as you lose weight for the reason I touch upon next, but what ticks me off something chronic is how much we used to beat ourselves up over it, or worse, be encouraged to lose big amounts each week without changing what we were doing. It was never really addressed, only ever put down to ‘not following the plan correctly’ or blamed on exercise. Bloody exercise! I kid you not: we once had a temporary leader tell us with barely concealed contempt that we shouldn’t walk to work because too much exercise can affect losses. I responded by upping my walking immediately, namely across the hall and out of the door.

Speaking of which, the epiphany that it wasn’t a good fit for us came when we started exercising properly as part of our big weight loss for television, and, newly conscious of the number of calories we were burning via the cheery displays on our smartwatch, began looking at exactly how many we were eating in our ‘free’ meals. Let me give you an example: one of the main meals Paul and I used to enjoy was a big plate of air-fried chips (done in oil, with a beef stock cube crumbled over at the start – try it, it’s lovely) with a packet (each) of those instant pasta ’n’ sauce meals on top, with our allowance of cheese scattered on top of that. My wrist used to ache carrying the plates through to the living room. A quick fag-packet calculation puts that dinner at 560 calories for the potatoes, 430 calories for the pasta and 130 calories for the cheese. 1,120 calories for a simple evening meal which was ‘free’. Factor in a 500-calorie ‘free’ breakfast, a 750-calorie ‘free’ lunch and then the calories of all the snacks we had because ‘we could use our points’, and we would easily be topping out over 3,000 calories a day.
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When you are as overweight as we were, your body burns more calories just through existence alone – everything from keeping your heart going to making sure you have enough energy to get out and about. It’s why, as you lose weight, you need to lower your calorie intake as you go to compensate. A minibus needs less fuel than a coach, after all. This explained why we would lose the weight initially, but it would stall and slow down. It wasn’t because we weren’t trying, it was because we were ignoring the simple scientific fact that to lose weight, you need to reduce the amount going in. Plus, eating 3,000 calories a day under the guise of ‘it’s free, it’s fine’ is absolutely stupid.

We decided at that point that the slimming club model wasn’t for us, and, buoyed with how easy everything had become in terms of tracking apps and new technology, decided to give calorie counting a go. We worked out our total daily energy expenditure (TDEE) via Nutracheck (our favourite calorie-tracking app – not paid to endorse it, just happy to mention it because it works so ruddy well), shaved a little bit off and started tracking everything that passed our lips.

Not going to lie: for the first couple of weeks, it was a hard habit to form. Especially coming on the back of years and years of half-heartedly counting our points, and sneaking in all those little extras that you didn’t ‘count’, but it doesn’t take too long to bed in. If you’re using an app, it’s even quicker – mostly you scan the barcode of what you’re consuming and away you go. You can see through the day how much you have left, and work to that accordingly. It’s tempting to consistently come in under your target, but that way lies ruin, not least because your body needs a set amount of calories just to function.

The weight loss that followed, although a shade slower than what we had experienced before, was significant and, more importantly, consistent. We didn’t hit a plateau, just lost a little each week and kept on going. Those of you who bought our previous book, Dinner Time, will have read my piece about focusing on losing 1lb a week, and it’s something I keep repeating – chasing big numbers will only ever lead to disappointment.

The most liberating thing with calorie counting is the freedom it gives you. Now, that might sound paradoxical, given you are having to track and stay loosely within your limits, but hear me out. No food is ‘bad’, there’s no stupid rules to adhere to (for example, it doesn’t matter whether you chew, mash or inhale your ruddy banana), and there’s no guilt involved. My calorie target, at my weight and activity level, is around 2,500 a day for a consistent, slow loss. You’d be amazed how much you can fit into 2,500 calories, I can tell you. Paul’s daily target is lower, because he’s the height of an upturned matchbox, but even his gives him enough freedom to have a lunchbox of various snacks during the day in lieu of a big lunch. He prefers that, because he’s such an Action Jackson.

Speaking of Action Jackson, let’s quickly mention exercise. The more exercise you do, the more calories you gain to play with. You’d be surprised how much ‘extra’ you gain by simply upping the exercise, although it’s important to note that your TDEE value already takes into account what you’ve said you do – so if you suggested you ran marathons when you first worked it out, you can’t then decide to have another 600 calories on top of your allowance if you’re not doing anything extra. But if your calorie target was worked out on the basis that you have an office job and sit on your bum all day, and then you start building a bit of swimming and walking into that, your target should adjust accordingly. Think of it like this: if you ordinarily put £70 of petrol in the car and that covers you for your commute into work each week, then you suddenly decide to go via a different town forty miles away each day because you’re having a steamy affair, you’ll need to top that tank up with more fuel. Also, you dirty bugger, you should be ashamed. Though think of the extra calories you’ll burn (around four calories a minute, fact fans – and you best believe I spend that extra two calories well).

Some people ask us to include macros in the book – that is, the nutritional breakdown of each meal. There’s a reason we don’t: approximating calories is one thing (and just for clarity, all calorie counts in this book are approximate!), but macros are different. Say we suggest using one chicken breast in a recipe – we might use a chicken breast that looks like a shotputter’s arm, you might use one that looks like a skinned goldfish. Thus, the protein level we worked out would be considerably different to what you have, and if you’re looking at your nutrition on a macro level, it’s important that it is recorded correctly. If you’re taking note of your macros – whether for medical reasons, weight loss or curiosity – we again recommend Nutracheck – it works everything out for you. Other apps are available, of course.

Now that we have been doing calorie counting for a few years, we find it is entirely second nature to us. We don’t need to use the app all the time because we can keep track in our heads roughly how many calories we have spent, and because it isn’t an exact science, as long as we aren’t going too crazy, we don’t need the app. That does take time and you’ll find yourself occasionally having to double check calorie counts if you aren’t sure. There are days when we know we will be well over our calorie limit, but who cares (not me, because it usually means I’m out on the pop) – we just lower our limit a little the next few days and balance it out. I think it speaks to the success of calorie counting that my weight, previously like my underwear (forever up and down), has stayed consistent.

Interestingly, neither of us weigh ourselves as a matter of course these days. I’m hovering around the weight bracket I’m happiest in (between 17.5 and 18.5 stone), and I can tell by my clothes and, more importantly, the volume of noise I make as I ease myself out of a chair, how my weight is doing. I can’t begin to tell you how liberating this is, especially after years of being so focused on my weight week-in, week-out. I do this with the luxury of being around my own target, of course – and I find that if I stray a little too far in either direction, a few weeks of focus on the calories gets me back on track mentally. As I’ve recently started weightlifting, I use the app to check I’m getting enough protein and ensure I’ve got enough calories in me to safely lift, but that’s it.

In an ideal world, we wouldn’t track calories at all. There’s an argument to be made that focusing too much on calories can cause disordered thoughts, and if this is something you think you might struggle with, it’s extremely important you tread lightly. There is a lot of tracking and focusing involved, especially when you first get started, and that can be overwhelming. If you can get yourself to the state I mention above – that is, not checking, and tracking almost in your head – that’s the ultimate goal. But for now, if calorie counting helps, give it a go. We put it off for years, and wish we had started sooner.
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SOME HANDY SYMBOLS QN  Like our previous bestselling books, we've marked
each recipe with our handy set of symbols to streamline

HOW TO USE THE BOOK: ~ ,cur cooking needs.

@ Over 30 mins @ 30 mins or under @ Freezes well
@ Easy to scale Under 10 ingredients o Blog recipe
o Vegetarian @ Gluten free @ Dairy free

Don’t forget, the calories given on each recipe are per portion!
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