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To Albie. You’ve made me realise that to grow old is a privilege and this one is for you. You now have twin sisters and I can’t wait to show them this when they are older.
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Let’s Get Started

For a few years now I’ve been a bit obsessed with learning what you like to cook and eat at home, through sharing recipes online and analysing your feedback. And I think I’ve found the answer. You want delicious weeknight meals, put together on a budget, from ingredients you probably have in your cupboard already – or can buy easily in any supermarket – and that can be made in less than 30 minutes. This book is filled with eighty recipes just like that.

I’ve put them all together here because my goal is to get you cooking. Especially those of you who aren’t usually found in the kitchen.

Why? Because, when you ask most chefs where their passion came from, or for their earliest memories of cooking, you will almost always get a similar answer. Often, they have been brought up around food and kitchens and it’s in their blood: becoming a chef was their natural next step. For me, that couldn’t be further from the truth.

By the time I was eighteen I had never really cooked anything other than a packet of instant noodles, and I hadn’t given much thought to cooking either. Food was just fuel. That year – 2008 – I was sentenced to six and a half years in a young offenders’ institute. During my time there, I started working in the prison kitchen, originally just to get more food to eat, but the job also came with the highest wage (£12 a week). And yes, you do need money in prison, to buy nicer toothpaste and shower gel, or a duvet: those small comforts that the everyday person takes for granted but which you need to supply for yourself in prison. While I was there, I also started working towards my Duke of Edinburgh awards; I had to pick a skill to learn, and cooking was the obvious choice. During my time in custody – three years and three months in total – I achieved the Bronze, Silver and Gold DofE awards, as well as an NVQ level 3 in professional cookery.

At first this was purely for practical reasons: I wanted qualifications to give me job opportunities once I was released. But while I was learning to cook, I realised I had a natural talent for it, and I liked being praised for it, too. However, my real love for food didn’t start until I was leaving prison on day release, working in a restaurant:

that’s when I realised that I truly loved it and latched on to that combination of adrenaline and passion of everyone around me in professional kitchens. People often say I am ‘lucky’ I found my path, but I couldn’t see it immediately; instead my way forward became clearer over time. Every day, I find I am more and more passionate about food and cooking, and that continues to grow.

I was released in April 2011, aged twenty-two, with a full-time job in one of Jamie Oliver’s restaurants. It was there that a spark was lit inside me… and the fire’s still blazing today. I loved the energy-filled environment, the drive of the people I worked with, and finding out about all kinds of new and wonderful ingredients.

Since then, I have gone on to have the most incredible career, which before hadn’t seemed remotely possible. I worked in restaurants for several years, before setting up my own business. I started with a food truck cooking on a local high street, as well as at festivals and for private clients. The catering side grew until I was regularly cooking for parties and events all over south east England.

At the start of 2020, I was getting ready to open my own bricks-and-mortar place; it was finally my time to shine. But the universe had other plans: I don’t need to remind you what happened next. As restaurants were shut and people were told to stay at home, all my dreams and ambitions vanished overnight and I was left feeling lost.

For the first time in my adult life, I had all the time in the world to think about what to do next. I shared some recipes online and through a local newspaper and I loved knowing that someone I had never met was cooking a dish I had created. Publishing new recipes was always something I wanted to do, but before I had been too busy to get round to it. Now there was no excuse.

The first recipe video I shared on social media was for seared scallops with a truffle and porcini sauce and shaved black truffle. The dish – for two people – probably costs £100 just for the ingredients! No one was ever going to cook it, but they did like to watch someone else make it. Each time I shared a new recipe video, I took note of the analytics to see which were most popular. Naturally, the meals that got more engagement were those that people would cook and eat on a normal weeknight, so fish pie, lasagne and mac n cheese were among the most successful. One day, I was asked by a client to make a chocolate orange cheesecake (you’ll find the recipe in this book) and I did and filmed the video, but I worried it wasn’t ‘cheffy’ enough to share online. Working in restaurants, I was used to making fancier puddings. But curiosity got the better of me, so I posted it anyway, just to see how it would do. To my shock, it went viral.

From that moment, I started to try to understand what recipes people wanted to cook. It became like a happy fixation for me and still is. Seeing other people cook my recipes gives me the greatest joy and that is why all the dishes I share are simple, tasty and always use easy-to-find ingredients that don’t cost too much.

I wanted to write this book to focus on the recipes that have proved most popular. These are the meals that can be ready quickly – in fact, all of them in less than thirty minutes, apart from the potato dishes in the ‘All-Purpose Sides’ section – but are packed full of flavour, keeping even midweek dinner times exciting.

I’ve split the eighty recipes up into seven chapters. There are family favourites for when you have to keep multiple people happy with delicious and nutritious food. There’s a chapter devoted to recipes that use six ingredients or less, for when you have limited shopping in the house. We’ve got quick comfort dishes for those evenings when you need a hug, as well as speedy one-pot meals for no-nonsense food with less clean up. There are fast fakeaway recipes for treat dinners without the expense of a takeaway meal but with all the flavour. I’ve totted up the numbers for a chapter of low-calorie meals for when you want to keep an eye on what you’re eating, and, of course, I couldn’t write a book without having a few sweet treats, too.

You will notice there are a lot of chicken recipes here. That’s because, if I’ve learned anything about what you want for your midweek dinner, it’s that – for many of you – the answer is chicken! It’s quick to cook, familiar, versatile and extremely popular.

Don’t worry though, it’s not just chicken. The pages that follow are brimming with ideas for all sorts of meals – for vegetarians, pescatarians and red meat fans – and for every occasion from a midweek dinner with friends, to a date night, or just those wet Wednesday evenings when you need to get everyone fed quickly and deliciously without fuss.

Let’s get started with speedy meals to give us all more precious time in the evenings, even if we only spend it together on the sofa.
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How to cook faster & better

We are all busy, but we still need to eat and what we eat is important: a well-balanced diet means we perform better in every other part of life. Good food is also a morale booster: another bonus. When the food coming out of the prison kitchen was better, prisoner morale improved, the level of disruption dropped and you would immediately notice an uptick in general happiness and mood.

All the meals in this book are designed to be speedy and on the dinner table from start to finish in less than thirty minutes. I’m not so naive to think that everyone can cook these meals in the suggested times, as there are so many factors at play, including ability, environment and equipment, not to mention being interrupted by kids, phone calls or life in general. But here are some tips that can help speed up the process.



	Reclaim your kitchen. I see so many kitchens that are used as a storage place. Clear the work surfaces of clutter and put away any big pieces of kit you don’t often use.

	The same goes for your cupboards and drawers. Spend some time going through and organising them so the equipment you use the most is easy to find.

	Same goes for ingredients! Are your pantry supplies randomly crammed into any spare gaps? Organise them so you know where they are and so that they’re easy to grab.

	Sort out the contents of your fridge and freezer and get to know what’s in there. Make a list! This will save you money and prevent food waste, too.

	Invest in the kit you use most: a good knife, chopping board, silicone spatula and frying pan make all the difference.

	Chicken cooks a lot faster than you may think and the timings in my recipes are accurate for my kitchen. If you are at all nervous, either check it with a probe thermometer (which should read 75°C or above), or cut into a large piece of chicken: if you see any trace of pink, cook it for a few minutes more, then test again.

	If you’re new to cooking, or lack confidence in the kitchen, then prepare your ingredients before you start a recipe. I find this can make cooking much more fun, too.

	Read a recipe right to the end before you begin, so there aren’t any surprises to slow you down.
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All-Purpose Sides


How to speed up spuds

This book is packed full of eighty fast weeknight dinners, many of which are super-versatile, so they work well with pasta, rice or potatoes. However, sometimes the type of potato you want to cook takes longer than the main recipe, so here are some tips to speed it up.



	For roasties, pierce whole potatoes with a fork, then pop them in the microwave to par-cook for a few minutes. Continue to peel and roast them as usual.

	Put roasting potatoes on a wire rack placed over the tin, basting frequently with oil, so heat circulates around them more efficiently.

	Use a budget-friendly air fryer, rather than the oven, to almost halve the cooking time.

	Always preheat the oven or air fryer.

	Use a bigger pan than usual, so the potatoes have more space around them and each piece gets more heat.

	Cut them into smaller pieces: quartered baby potatoes are quicker to cook than halved potatoes.

	Mix it up and use sweet potatoes, which cook more quickly than regular potatoes.







Baby hasselbacks

Pictured here

serves: 4

1kg baby potatoes

2 tablespoons olive oil

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

1 teaspoon smoked paprika (not hot smoked)

1 teaspoon dried thyme



Preheat the oven or air fryer to 200°C (with the fan on, if you’re using an oven).
Slice the potatoes two-thirds of the way down, about 2mm apart, and be careful not to slice all the way through. If you place the potatoes between the handles of 2 wooden spoons when you slice them, the handles will




Cajun-spiced potato wedges










Crispy diced potatoes










Crusted Parmesan potatoes














Potato rosti
















Simple mashed potato
















Spice up your rice





Speedy Greens


Roasted sprout gratin

















Lemony garlic greens














Honey & thyme roasted roots
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