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Kate Young is a writer and cook whose award-winning Little Library cookbooks feature food inspired by beloved works of literature. She has hosted supperclubs, catered weddings, cooked for private clients and worked behind the counter in her local bookshop. Her 2024 début novel, Experienced, is a queer romcom set in Bristol. She lives in a converted factory in the English countryside, and loves having people round for dinner.

Yuki Sugiura is an award-winning London-based photographer and director, specializing in food, interiors, people and travel. Originally from Japan, she studied ceramics and graphic design at Camberwell Art College. She photographs for newspapers, magazines and book publishers, and also works on advertising campaigns for lifestyle companies and food retailers. Recent editorial clients include Martha Stewart, the Financial Times, Bon Appétit, The Guardian, House & Garden and The New York Times T Magazine.
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Dinner, at mine

There is an alternative version of me who never left Australia. She was so inevitable for so many years that I can still see her: a drama teacher, and mum to a couple of kids with curly hair and legionnaires caps and pink zinc on their cheeks. She lives a couple of suburbs over from her parents, and barbecues frequently. She has a freezer filled with emergency batch-cooked meals, hosts dinner parties on weekends, and makes packed lunches. In my teen years, reading cookbooks and dreaming of the future, she’s the person I imagined I’d be when I grew up. When those cookbooks said ‘serves four’, I could picture that future family. That four was everything I was sure I wanted.

I left home at 21, with a one-way ticket to London in my hand and a pack on my back that pushed against the weight restrictions. In those early years, our flats had tiny shared living spaces and we each had a single shelf in the undercounter fridge. I cooked for my flatmates, and my friends, and whichever Australian we had crashing on our sofa that week. It didn’t feel like it at the time, but with hindsight it’s clear how much of that time I spent longing for a family. I see now my dogged commitment to casting myself as a mother-type in each of my early living situations. I was a bit lost, building a life in a new country, and I can appreciate now the innate comfort of rehearsing, of marking time, before I had the family I’d always imagined.

Instead, in the decade and a half since my move, I have built a life I couldn’t have dreamed of as a teenager. I’m in my thirties and live on my own, in a flat with big windows and an even bigger dining table. I relish my independence, and am also frequently on the move. I have a spare room that often houses visiting friends, and spare rooms in other cities that house me in return. I have pals I often share tables with: some who’ve had kids, others who hope to, and still more who don’t. I have a family of beloved pals who I travel with and eat with and spend long stretches of time with. I also have a family who treat me as a daughter, whose kitchen I have spent fifteen years cooking in, who have a room in their house that serves as mine. Really, when I think of my family, it is not in one place or in one house. When I cook ‘at home’ or for ‘my family’, there is not just one way that looks.

One of the greatest joys of coming out, of life as a lesbian, is that it has placed me within a community who live queer lives: lives outside of the heteronormative default. It has made my life, and all the love within it, so expansive and full and hopeful and magical. It confirmed for me that I’m not marking time, that there are infinite ways for family to exist. It has made me rethink the word ‘family’ itself, and marvel at the ways we use it in kitchens: ‘family’ is the staff meal we sit down to (or stand up for) in the midst of a catering day, platters sit ‘family-style’ down the middle of the table at a wedding feast. Family, really, need only be a group of people gathered together around a table.

And so this is a book for a different kind of family, and a different type of meal planning. It’s the only sort of meal planning that’s ever worked for me: to have various ideas for each ingredient I buy, and to embrace flexibility. I’m rubbish at sitting down on a Sunday and mapping out the shape of a week; there are simply too many variables. Plans change, people drop by, an evening out falls into place. I don’t want ingredients staring at me accusingly from the fridge, resentful that the plan I had for them hasn’t come to fruition.

So, while I shop with plans in mind, I always have back-ups. The courgettes I thought would be griddled are pickled instead. The tomatoes I had earmarked for a curry end up in chilaquiles. A bunch of spring onions will find their way into ramen, prawn toast, and a chilli and spring onion oil. A chicken bought for a dinner for four (we ordered a takeaway instead) can be simmered gently into broth and leftovers for one. A tin of cannellini beans, a packet of rice, or a bag of potatoes will be the basis for dinner, no matter how many guests are around the table.

This book takes the fifteen ingredients most commonly found in my kitchen, and offers six recipes for each of them. One for you, one for two, one for a mid-week supper for three or four, one for a weekend feast, one for a portable dish, and something useful to keep around.

I want to make the ingredients in your fridge work for you, regardless of how many you have coming to dinner. I want to share ideas for trying a familiar ingredient in a new way – in case you’re bored of courgettes, but somehow always end up with a few in the bottom of the fridge. I want to offer some encouragement for the tins collecting dust in a drawer, and the bag of peas that is still in the freezer. The ideas in this book are designed to offer inspiration, to be flexible, adaptable, and, above all else, supremely useful. I want you to have a whole kitchen full of ideas, each time you feel inclined to suggest, ‘Dinner at mine?’

So.

Who’s home tonight, who’s coming round, what’s the plan?

How many are you tonight?

One; just you!

It’s easy to consider nights when you’re on your own as nights when you shouldn’t have to make an effort. I know this is a cookbook and probably not the place for this sentiment, but let’s face it: cooking can be properly boring. It’s relentless, a bit of a chore, actually, having to put food in front of yourself night after night – especially when there’s no one to share the chopping or the washing up with. If you’re the type of person who makes the same one-pot pasta dish every time you’re on your own, or calls Marmite on toast and a cup of tea at 9pm dinner, I really, really get it.

I’m not here to say that you need to make a huge effort every time you cook for yourself. The recipes for one are mostly simple, the sort of thing you can put together while an episode of The Simpsons (insert your own show here, but round mine that was always the show that screamed imminent dinner) plays: pasta, noodles, good things on toast, delicious versions of egg. But I’ve lived on my own for the past five years, and shared flats but not always meals for the decade before that. And the reality is that sometimes when it is just me who needs feeding, I do still want to make something a little special, something I won’t make every day. So I understand that maybe you do too – a perfect steak, a chicken broth and buttered noodles.

Whatever your mood, whatever time you want to spend, I want to offer ideas for something you know you’re going to love. Something for when you don’t want to batch cook, when you don’t want to end up with the same thing four days in a row. I want to give you ideas for one perfect plate, for exactly the thing you want for dinner tonight.

A note here. If you live with one other person, as lots of people I know and love do, then these recipes also scale up nicely for the two of you, when you want things to be low-key. Otherwise, you might lean towards…

A fancy two

There’s a real intimacy to sharing a meal with just one other person, to putting down on the table a dish that can’t help but say: ‘I was thinking of you, of us, when I planned this.’ It’s the primary way I demonstrate love, to invite dear friends or people I fancy for dinner, and to cook for them. I appreciate the reciprocity of it too: the joy of a loved one cooking for me. It’s such a pleasure to be present, watching someone move with ease around their kitchen or mine, offering me an occasional spoonful of something in hope of confirmation, feeling taken care of, being the recipient of the sort of generosity that makes my chest feel warm.

The recipes for two that follow are for when you want to impress – and to impress upon someone just how much they mean to you. It might be time they demand of you (a pastry to make, a pasta to shape). Some have slightly fancier ingredients (crab or clams or supremely good olive oil). Sometimes they’re simply too fussy or too much effort to consider making for a larger group (a courgette soufflé or homemade fries). All of them are dishes that feel deliberate, and planned. That say to the person across the table from you: ‘I love this. I love you. Let’s eat.’

A weekday four

Despite living alone, I’m regularly putting dinner together for a small, low-key group. I’ll have friends dropping round, with or without kids. I’ll be heading to see my surrogate family, carrying a tote bag filled with ingredients. I’ll be staying with friends, and we’ll have been buried in our laptops and notebooks all day, and it’ll be my turn to get something on the table. The thing about being a freelancer without children is that I assumed for a while that the concept of a mid-week dinner didn’t really apply to me. It was the stuff I’d imagined in childhood that I’d be cooking most often, the sort of thing my parents cooked every night, with four of us around the table in Mum’s house, or in Dad’s. I was confident I had built a different sort of life. And after my nannying years ended, so too did the challenge of doing the school run and having dinner on the table an hour later. But then, as I settled into my flat, it became the sort of cooking I was doing regularly, the sort of meal I often needed on the table. So, quite despite myself, I now have a useful collection of mid-week dinners, things I know I’ll have most of the ingredients for and won’t need to think too hard about: pasta bake, toasties and soup, one-pot rice and chicken, a summer salad, sweetcorn fritters. Fewer than ten ingredients, less than an hour in prep and cooking, crowd-pleasing favourites. Stuff I return to over and over.
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Weekend guests

Weekend meals are the ones I bought my dining table for. It’s a big table, wide and long, for lingering and for feasting, with space down the centre for platters and small dishes and bottles and candles and a pile of serviettes and two or three glasses each. The dream, when I first started living alone, was that I would only ever be alone if I chose to be: that the joy and luxury of the communal spaces being only mine to fill would be a constant stream of guests, which had always felt trickier to achieve when I had flatmates who weren’t also my best pals. The reality, of course, were those strange lockdown years of not being allowed to invite anyone over at all. The table, which arrived in December 2019, taunted me with its scale.

But it has found its purpose at last. And I’m thrilled, as weekend meals, for six or so, are the ones I most love planning and shopping for. I’m happy to have time to spend on slow-roasting, on fiddly little bits served in multiple bowls, on a trip to the market for ingredients, on some prep on Saturday afternoon for a dish we won’t eat until Sunday evening. I love a centrepiece: a pie (apple, perhaps, or cabbage enveloped in filo), a shoulder of lamb or piece of pork belly or a side of trout or a chicken in almond sauce, a deep dish of gratin or parmigiana, a sauce of vibrant, vivid green. I love for things to feel celebratory, to feel communal, to be shared out and passed around, with enough for everyone to dive back in for seconds.

For another day

What would be sensible, I thought, looking at the first freezer I had that was larger than a shoebox, would be to fill this with meals I’ll want to eat on nights I’m really busy. Things I can warm through, to make life easier. Clever little meals that reheat efficiently and easily. What a thrill it will be to have already done the work. And so I did it: I made soups and curries and pasta sauces. And for months they sat there, entirely untouched, until I needed the space for something else, and had to
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