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Mind the Gap

When you pick up your children from school, you may still be a couple of hours away from suppertime. And during that gap they may be going off to football practice, Guides or Scouts, they may have a music lesson, or you may be (bravely) about to drag them around the shops. This is where this chapter comes into its own. These recipes are not quite meals (although some come close) but they are mostly much more than snacks. Guaranteed to fill the gap, refuel and tide your children over until supper.



Italian eggy bread croque-monsieur
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You are going to have to cut me a bit of slack here! I just couldn’t think of the right title so, I figured, if in doubt, just tell it like it is. So this is indeed an Italianesque sandwich, which really is halfway between a croque-monsieur and eggy bread (as we always call it in our house). Most importantly, this is a filling and frankly delicious after-school snack. If you are not serving it immediately, wrap it in some aluminium foil and it will keep while you take it on the school run.

Makes 2 sandwiches

1 tablespoon tomato purée

A small handful of fresh basil, chopped

1 small garlic clove, crushed

4 slices of bread

1 ball of mozzarella cheese, sliced

4 thin slices of ham

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 large egg, beaten

4 tablespoons milk

Olive oil

Butter

1.  Mix together the purée with basil and garlic. Spread it over 2 of the slices of bread.

2.  Layer over the mozzarella and the ham, leaving a border of around 2cm (to prevent the cheese dripping out when frying). Season with salt and pepper.

3.  Top each sandwich with another slice of bread and squash together firmly.

4.  Mix the eggs and milk in a shallow bowl, dip the sandwiches into the mixture and coat well.

5.  Heat a dash of olive oil and a large knob of butter in a wide frying pan on a medium heat. Fry the sandwiches on each side until golden brown.

6.  Serve immediately or wrap in foil for later.

Cheddar, Parma ham and courgette scones

[image: Image]

Break time, lunchtime or, in this case, at the school gates, these light and flavoursome scones are almost a meal in their own right. If Archie wolfs down three of these, he is happily full for the rest of the evening. And why not? Meat, veg and dairy, all in a very simple and light traditional scone. As with the fritters on here, making scones is a great way of using up whatever cold meats and vegetables you may have in your fridge that are reaching the point of no return.

Makes about 12 scones

450g self-raising flour, plus extra for dusting

½ teaspoon paprika

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

175g butter, broken into small lumps

1 smallish courgette, grated

100g grated extra-mature Cheddar cheese

50g Parma ham, chopped (or regular ham)

2 eggs

6 tablespoons buttermilk

For the topping

1 egg, beaten

Freshly grated Parmesan or Cheddar cheese, for sprinkling

Preheat your oven to 220°C/425°F/Gas Mark 7.

1.  Mix the flour and paprika with a little salt and pepper in a bowl. Add the butter and rub it in using the tips of your fingers until it looks like a crumble mix.

2.  Give the grated courgette a good squeeze to remove any excess water, and then stir it into the crumb mix with the cheese and ham.

3.  Mix the eggs and buttermilk together in a bowl. Make a well in the flour mix and pour in the wet mixture. Stir it lightly with your hands to combine and form a dough.

4.  Turn out the dough onto a floured surface and knead it lightly until smooth (you won’t get a perfectly smooth dough, thanks to the added courgette, cheese and ham).

5.  Roll out the dough to a thickness of around 3cm and cut into rounds, preferably using a scone cutter but you can really use any roundish cutter shape you have (I like to use the rim of a tall tumbler).

6.  Place the scones on a non-stick baking tray. Brush with the beaten egg and sprinkle with cheese.

7.  Bake in the oven for 20 to 25 minutes until the scones have risen and are golden brown.

8.  These scones can be eaten warm or they can keep for a maximum of a day in an airtight container (they will dry out a little overnight though).

Tuna and tomato empanadillas
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Life is definitely too short to make your own puff pastry so a store-bought block is at the heart of these empanadillas. Capers are funny things, really. Individually, they have such a strong flavour and yet they work so well with tuna and tomatoes. The capers and olives will likely be more than salty enough so there is no need to season the filling with salt. If you prefer, instead of baking the empanadillas, you can fry them for a couple of minutes either side in oil on a medium heat, which will save you a little time.

Makes 8–10

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 small onion, finely chopped

3 ripe tomatoes, finely chopped

185g tin tuna (preferably in oil or spring water), drained

1 tablespoon green olives, finely chopped

1 tablespoon capers, rinsed and chopped

Freshly ground black pepper

1 hard-boiled egg, chopped

Flour, for dusting

500g packet of puff pastry

1 egg, beaten

Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/Gas Mark 6.

1.  Heat the olive oil in a frying pan over a medium heat and cook the onion for 4 to 5 minutes until soft. Add the tomatoes and cook until reduced and only very slightly wet.

2.  Remove the pan from the heat and stir in the tuna, olives and capers. Season with pepper and then very gently stir in the hard-boiled egg. You want the filling to be quite dry so that it doesn’t make the pastry wet.

3.  On a floured worktop, roll out the puff pastry to a thickness of 3–5mm and cut out as many 15cm rounds as you can (I use a small plate or saucer as a template). You should get 8 to 10.

4.  Spoon a heaped tablespoon of the mixture onto each round, a little off centre. Now, wet the edge of the pastry with some of the beaten egg, fold one side over and seal gently. Crimp with a fork and brush with more beaten egg. Place the empanadillas on a non-stick baking tray.

5.  Bake in the oven for 20 to 25 minutes until nicely puffed up and golden brown. Serve warm or cold.

Vegetarian scotch eggs
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It goes without saying that you can turn these into classic sausage Scotch eggs by using the meat from a couple of sausages to replace the vegetable and chickpea mix, but this vegetarian version is just as, well, meaty and full of good stuff. These Scotch eggs work well as stopgap snacks because eggs themselves are filling, without being unnecessarily heavy. And, if your children are crafty types (I mean crafty as in they like doing crafts, not as in sneaky, naughty and cheeky!), they will enjoy assembling these Scotch eggs.

Makes 4

4 large eggs, plus 1 egg, beaten

Olive oil

1 onion, finely chopped

1 carrot, grated

1 small beetroot, finely grated

2 garlic cloves, crushed

1 teaspoon cumin

A pinch of ground cinnamon

Zest of 1 lemon

400g tin chickpeas, rinsed and drained

2–3 tablespoons plain flour

Fine breadcrumbs (panko breadcrumbs are excellent for this)

Vegetable oil, for deep-frying

1.  Cook the eggs in simmering water for 5 minutes exactly, then cool them down immediately in ice-cold water (or, better still, a bowl of ice). This will stop them cooking and leave the yolks a little runny.

2.  Now make the filling. Heat some olive oil in a pan on a medium heat and fry the onion, carrot, beetroot and garlic for about 5 minutes until soft. Add the spices and lemon zest and stir well.

3.  Crush the chickpeas using a fork or masher (you don’t want them to be completely smooth) and mix them in with the other filling ingredients. Remove the pan from the heat.

4.  To assemble, peel the eggs, dry them with kitchen paper and dust them in flour.

5.  Divide the filling into 4 equal pieces. Dust your hands with flour and flatten each piece into a large oval about one and a half times the size of the egg (it will be roughly 3–4mm thick). Mould each piece around an egg so that the filling completely covers the egg.

6.  Dip each egg in the beaten egg and then coat in breadcrumbs, making sure they’re evenly and fully covered.

7.  Heat a deep-fat fryer to 180°C (or a saucepan, one-third full with oil – test the temperature of the oil by dropping in a small cube of bread. If it browns and crisps up in 15 seconds, it is hot enough). Fry the eggs until golden brown – around 3 minutes. You can also shallow fry them in 5mm oil – just keep turning them so they brown evenly all over.

Chicken and butternut squash pasties
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To think that my conversion to butternut squash is relatively recent! Up until about five years ago, I just couldn’t even consider eating it. It was one of those totally irrational food dislikes, possibly going back to soggy carrots at school when I was six. Squash is now a regular feature in our house, be it in soups, casseroles or, as is the case here, as a filling for a pie or pasty. The sweetness of the squash is a great match for the ginger and squeeze of lime juice, and the crème fraîche ensures the chicken breast stays moist. And of course, their grabbability (I think I may have made up that word) makes these the perfect mind-the-gap snack.

Makes 6

Olive oil

Butter

1 onion, finely chopped

1 clove garlic, crushed

1–2cm cube of fresh ginger, grated

150g butternut squash, cut into small cubes

2 chicken breasts, skin removed, cut into cubes

1 teaspoon curry powder

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

A squeeze of lime juice

2 tablespoons crème fraîche

Flour, for dusting

1 × quantity of shortcrust pastry (see recipe for chard and Gruyère tart on here)

1 egg, beaten

Preheat your oven to 190°C/375°F/Gas Mark 5.

1.  Heat a good drizzle of olive oil and a small knob of butter in a frying pan on a medium heat. Throw in the onion and cook for 4 to 5 minutes until it is softened, then add the garlic, ginger, butternut squash and chicken. Keep stirring until the chicken is just cooked on the outside.

2.  Sprinkle over the curry powder, season with some salt and pepper and add a splash of water. Leave this to cook for about 5 minutes – you need it to be quite dry so that it doesn’t make the pastry wet.

3.  Squeeze in some lime juice and stir in the crème fraîche.

4.  On a floured worktop, roll out the pastry to a thickness of 4–5mm. Cut out six rounds, each about 15cm in diameter (a small plate or saucer makes a good template.)

5.  Divide the chicken mixture into 6 and place a portion in the middle of each round (keeping away from the edges or else the mixture will splodge out when you seal the pasties).

6.  Wet the edge of the pastry with some of the beaten egg and fold one side over, pressing it together firmly. Either press around the edge with a fork or crimp with your fingers to seal.

7.  Brush with more of the beaten egg, place on a baking tray and bake for 25 to 30 minutes until golden brown.

8.  You can serve these fresh out of the oven or chilled.

[image: Image]

Quick nachos with melted cheese and tomato salsa
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You can make a more elaborate version of this with your own guacamole, but we are talking quick, after-school gap fillers here and time is of the essence. Ideally, you would cook these in the kind of foil trays you get with takeaways and take them to school with you in the car. You can also create your own trays by using a double layer of aluminium foil. At the risk of contradicting the quick USP of this recipe, you can also make your own tortilla chips very easily using tortilla wraps cut into triangles and baked in the oven (see below). It will add an extra 10 minutes to your cooking time but, if you prefer to serve baked rather than fried crisps, this is a good option.

Serves 2 children

For the salsa

4 tomatoes, deseeded and chopped

½ red onion, finely chopped

Juice of 1 lime

A pinch of sugar

½ teaspoon cumin

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

A small handful of coriander (leaves and stems), chopped

A pinch of cayenne pepper or chilli powder, to taste (optional)

A drizzle of olive oil

For the nachos

200g tortilla chips

100g grated Cheddar cheese

A small handful of chopped jalapeños (optional)

Preheat your oven to 220°C/425°F/Gas Mark 7.

1.  Make the salsa by simply mixing together all the ingredients.

2.  Divide the tortilla chips between a couple of foil trays and sprinkle with the cheese (and the jalapeños, if using). Cook in the oven for about 5 minutes until the cheese has melted.

3.  Take the trays out of the oven, spoon over the salsa and either serve immediately or wrap well in foil to keep warm.

4.  To make your own tortilla chips, cut 4 corn tortillas each into 6 triangles. Brush them lightly with oil, sprinkle with salt and arrange them on a couple of baking trays, making sure they aren’t touching. Bake in the oven at 180°C for 8 to 10 minutes until crisp and golden.

Chewy flapjacks with seeds, coconut and dried fruit
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Give your children a power boost with these flapjacks, which are brimful of good things. The beauty of flapjacks is that they are almost impossible to get wrong as they basically involve two steps: mix then bake. These flapjacks will last a good while in an airtight container and can easily be made totally vegan by replacing the butter with coconut oil and the honey with maple syrup.

Makes 24 pieces

You will need a 30 × 20cm deep baking tray

250g butter or coconut oil, plus extra for greasing

125g soft light brown sugar

6 generous tablespoons honey or maple syrup

400g porridge oats

100g desiccated coconut

50g chopped dates

50g currants, raisins or sultanas

50g mixed seeds

Preheat your oven to 190°C/375°F/Gas Mark 5.

1.  Put the butter, sugar and honey in a saucepan on a low heat. Melt them together, then simply stir in all the remaining ingredients.

2.  Tip the mixture into a greased 20 × 30cm baking tray (or you can line the tray with greaseproof paper instead) and smooth it out with a knife.

3.  Bake for 15 to 20 minutes until the top is nice and golden brown.

4.  Allow to cool slightly before cutting into squares, then leave in the tin to cool completely. Once cool, store the flapjacks in an airtight container.

Traditional Spanish omelette
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The perfect quick French omelette is cooked in a searing pan and is ready on the table in a matter of minutes. Spanish omelette, however, is at totally the opposite end of the scale in terms of preparation and technique. Whereas the French one is a screechy sports car of an omelette, this Spanish omelette is a gentle meander down a breezy seafront on a warm late-summer’s day. With a stop-off for beer. In less poetic terms, the Spanish omelette needs time and a little love. Still incredibly simple, it will not want to be rushed. The reward will be a truly traditional omelette, with the lovely rich, deep, sweet onion flavour that typifies the dish. The other reward I get for the TLC I put into this omelette is seeing my children almost inhale the end result. Needless to say, although this works as a mind-the-gap snack, it is just as much at home in a lunch box or as an evening meal, served with a green salad.

Makes 8 portions

250ml olive oil

1 large white onion, thinly sliced

550g waxy potatoes (e.g. Maris Piper or Desiree), peeled and cut into 3–4mm thick slices

6 large eggs, beaten in a large bowl

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1.  Heat the olive oil in a large frying pan with a lid on a medium heat. You don’t want the oil to be smoking hot. Add the onions and potatoes, partially cover the pan and cook for 25 to 30 minutes. They need to cook nice and slowly, on a low simmer. There’s no need to stir or mix them at this stage, but they will need an occasional nudge in the pan with a wooden spoon so they don’t burn or stick to the bottom.

2.  When the onions are translucent and the potatoes are soft, drain them in a colander set over a heatproof bowl and save the cooking oil.

3.  Season the egg generously with salt and pepper, then mix the potatoes and onions into the bowl too. It is very important to do it this way round, rather than pouring the egg on to the cooked vegetables, so that they get a nice even coating.

4.  Put the pan back on the same medium heat and pour in a really good glug of the cooking oil. Carefully add the egg mixture and give the pan a gentle shake to even out the surface. Leave it until the omelette is about 80 per cent cooked – again, no mixing or stirring. It will be coming away from the edge of the pan and still be a little liquid in the middle.

5.  Place a large plate (bigger than the pan) on top of the pan (with the base of the plate facing up) and hold it tightly while flipping the pan over. The omelette will drop on to the plate. Slide it back into the pan, complete with any juices, and cook for a further 5 minutes until fully cooked through – although it should have a slight springiness when you press down on the middle.

6.  Turn the omelette out on to a plate and serve warm or chilled.
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Toasted gap-fillers

This is not quite as obvious as it may sound. I wanted to include some quick toasted snacks without simply saying Marmite on toast (although I do believe that Marmite on toast with Cheddar cheese is one of the greatest things ever). So, beyond the obvious, I wanted to create two lovely toppings for toast, which are very portable (meaning that they don’t easily fall off), perfect for the car journey between school and Brownies or football practice. I am making these two toasted treats as open sandwiches (going the whole hog on lovely thick-cut doorstep single slices) but you can also turn them into toasted sandwiches, by lightly toasting the bread, then frying the sandwich in a pan or, of course, by simply putting it in a sandwich maker. Oh, and one more thing: you can combine these sweet and savoury suggestions: banana, peanut butter and bacon is said to have been Elvis’s favourite sandwich! (Probably best to leave out the avocado from that combo though!)

The sweet

Banana and peanut butter
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I enjoy omitting the sugar here and adding a spread of jam instead. Cherry or plum work particularly well.

For 2 slices of toast

Peanut butter

1 large banana, sliced very thinly

A squeeze of lime juice

A pinch of ground cinnamon

A sprinkling of brown sugar

1.  Spread each slice thickly with the peanut butter.

2.  Put the banana in a bowl and mix with the lime juice, cinnamon and brown sugar.

3.  Mash very lightly, so it is still very chunky (you really don’t want a mush). Pile on top of the nut butter and press down.

The savoury

Mashed avocado with bacon and tomatoes
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For 2 slices of toast

2 rashers of bacon, chopped (or a handful of lardons)

Olive oil

1 tablespoon lime juice

1 avocado, mashed

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 tomato, deseeded and finely chopped

¼ red onion, finely chopped

A pinch of cayenne pepper or a dash of hot sauce (optional)

1.  Put the chopped bacon or lardons in a frying pan with a little drizzle of oil and fry it until it browns and crisps up.

2.  Add the lime juice to the mashed avocado and season with salt and pepper.

3.  Stir the bacon, tomato and red onion into the avocado, adding the cayenne pepper or hot sauce if you’d like some heat.

4.  Pile it all on to hot buttered toast and push down firmly.

Lemony nut, seed and chickpea mix
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This tangy, home-baked nut-and-seed mix is so moreish that I think I should market it myself! Not sure what I would call the brand though. Actually, how about ‘Nutty Kids’?! This full-of-goodness snack will act as a wholesome energy boost when it is most needed. I have used citric acid, as it is fairly easily available in supermarkets, chemists and high street health food shops, but don’t drive yourself mad trying to find it: lemon juice works fine, as does the North African spice, sumac.

Makes 4 servings

400g tin chickpeas, rinsed and drained

Olive oil

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 teaspoon of curry powder or garam masala or ½ teaspoon ground cumin and ½ teaspoon ground coriander

A pinch of ground cinnamon

½ teaspoon citric acid or 1 teaspoon lemon juice

50g nuts of any sort (almonds are perfect)

50g mixed seeds (pumpkin, sunflower and sesame all work well)

50g raisins

Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/Gas Mark 6.

1.  Put the chickpeas on a clean tea towel, fold it over and rub gently. Some of the chickpea skins will now be stuck to the tea towel, but it’s not essential to remove them all.

2.  Put the chickpeas in a shallow baking dish, add a good glug of olive oil, season with salt and pepper and add the spices, including the citric acid (or lemon juice or sumac). Mix well to coat the chickpeas.

3.  Cook in the oven for 20 to 30 minutes, shaking the dish every so often, until the chickpeas have dried out a little and are turning dark brown. When you think they are close to being done, stir in the nuts, seeds and raisins for a final 5 minutes.

4.  Remove from the oven and leave to cool. This nut and seed mix will keep for up to a week in an airtight container.

Fruit and nut chocolate balls
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This is really a three-word recipe: melt, mix, roll. Simple, failsafe, full of good stuff and, as with so many of the recipes in this book, extremely versatile. Oh, and they are pretty too! You can slip these into a school bag for a break-time snack and energy boost or just as easily pop them on a breakfast plate for a nutritious early morning treat. Just a little tip with ingredients like desiccated coconut: hunt them out in the specialist food aisles of your supermarket and you will find them at half the price of the major UK brands.

Makes as many as you want!

200g peanut butter

100ml honey or maple syrup

75g finely chopped nuts (almonds or cashews are especially good here)

75g dried fruit, finely chopped (I like to use a mixture of dates, apricots, raisins and blueberries)

75g mixed seeds (a combination of sunflower, pumpkin and sesame works well)

2 tablespoons cocoa powder

50g desiccated coconut, plus around 100g for rolling

1.  Melt the peanut butter and honey or maple syrup in a saucepan on a gentle heat. Remove the saucepan from the heat and stir in all the other ingredients.

2.  Form into small balls in the palm of your hand, then roll the balls in the desiccated coconut and chill in the fridge.

3.  These can be kept in an airtight container in the fridge for a good few days.


[image: Image]

Ready When You Get Home

If this book could play music, right now it would be playing some very laid-back lounge-style music while you nonchalantly pick a recipe, prepare it and cook it, in the full knowledge that it will be sitting there ready for when you get back from the school run. You certainly don’t need a slow cooker to make these recipes but, if you have one, it will come into its own in this chapter. I think some of the recipes will surprise you. The pork chilli con carne is a big favourite in my house – and a lighter, cheaper alternative to beef. And my love of all things French (from living there for most of my twenties) means I couldn’t resist sharing my wonderful garbure recipe with you (see here). Your children will love this thick, soupy casserole.



Beef stew with herbed dumplings
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If you want to make this stew extra-economical, seek out ox cheeks to use instead of stewing steak – they are very similar in flavour, but with a moister texture (you can probably only find them at your butcher’s though). Don’t for a moment think this is a spicy stew; lightly spiced is the best way to describe it. A traditional stew with a little warming edge. My notoriously spice-averse children don’t view this as spicy, which is a pretty good barometer for me. The dumplings are the perfect accompaniment for mopping up the juices left on your plate.

If you want to make this in a slow cooker, simply brown everything as described below and cook in a slow cooker for 4 hours on high or 8 hours on low. Add the dumplings for the last 45 minutes.

Serves 2 adults and 2 children

2 tablespoons plain flour

1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

½ teaspoon cayenne pepper or mustard powder

Salt

Olive oil (or beef dripping)

750g beef stewing steak

1kg root vegetables (try a mixture of carrots, swede, celeriac and even beetroot), cut into 3cm chunks

2 sticks of celery, thickly sliced

1 onion, thickly sliced

2 garlic cloves, chopped

1 teaspoon crushed fennel seeds or star anise

1 strip of orange zest (optional)

A bouquet garni made from sprigs of thyme and flat-leaf parsley and a bay leaf tied together (or a store-bought one)

100ml red wine or cider

1 tablespoon wholegrain mustard

400ml beef stock or water

For the dumplings

200g self-raising flour

100g suet (vegetarian or beef)

1 teaspoon mixed dried herbs

1 teaspoon mustard powder

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Preheat the oven to 160°C/325°F/Gas Mark 3.

1.  In a shallow bowl, mix the flour with the black pepper and cayenne pepper and some salt. Toss the steak in the flour mixture to coat it on all sides.

2.  Heat a glug of olive oil (or some beef dripping for total authenticity) in a large casserole over a medium to high heat and fry the beef in batches until brown all over.

3.  Remove the beef and transfer it to a plate. Add the vegetables (including the celery and onion) and garlic to the casserole and cook, stirring occasionally until they are lightly browned.

4.  Stir in the fennel seeds and orange zest, if using, and add the bouquet garni, then pour over the wine or cider and allow it to bubble for a minute or so. Give everything a good stir, scraping off anything stuck to the bottom of the casserole for extra taste.

5.  Add the mustard and stock and return the beef to the casserole. Put the lid on and cook in the oven for around 2 hours.

6.  To make the dumplings, mix together all the ingredients and season with salt and pepper. Add water, 1 tablespoon at a time, mixing until you have a fairly sticky dough. Break this into 8 pieces and form rough dumpling shapes.

6.  After the 2 hours of cooking time is up, drop the dumplings on top of the beef casserole and return it to the oven, uncovered, for a further 15 to 20 minutes until they are golden brown.

7.  Serve immediately.

Pork chilli con carne
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Using diced pork instead of minced beef makes this chilli slightly lighter and also cuts down on eating too much red meat, which is something we have been trying to do in our house. The pork also seems to perfectly complement the gentle spicing of the dish. I am a convert to chipotle paste, which is readily available in all large supermarkets and adds a smoky warmth to the chilli. Ideally you should add the paste during cooking so that the flavours can really develop in the sauce, but I tend to put just a drop in
























Chicken and mushroom cannelloni



































Prawn, sausage and bacon ‘bog’
























Slow cooker Boston baked beans with bacon, pork and sausages




















Garbure


























Spanish-style chicken with chickpeas and potatoes


























Gruyère and chard (or Tenderstem broccoli) tart
























Jewelled lamb pilau




























Chicken pot pie with mushroom and tarragon

































Malaysian spiced beef (beef rendang)
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