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			FROM JANE

			This is not a book about food. This is a book about gathering family and friends in a warm, comfortable, welcoming kitchen and feeding them the kinds of food that make them feel loved.

			I grew up with a mother who cooked, who collected recipes in a file or scrawled them down, ingredients only, never quantities, able to retain the rest in her head. I would perch on a kitchen stool as she baked, taking the pastry scraps and rolling them out for jam tarts, making peppermint creams for the school sale.

			When I was at university, I would come home during vacations, often to an empty house with my parents away at our house in France. I would proceed to invite all my friends over, cooking elaborate meals, stratas and quiches for brunches, delicious desserts. I was a bold and fearless cook, never afraid to try something new, moving swiftly on when it didn’t work out.

			There were, inevitably, disasters. I hoped to impress a new boyfriend by cooking a Thai green curry for his closest friends. The recipe called for four large green peppers. My local grocery store only carried tiny green peppers, so I bought 16 of them, figuring that might make up the difference, not realizing each tiny one packed more heat than an Exocet missile. I almost set everyone’s mouth on fire, but happily it was great material for a scene in one of my early books, Jemima J, in which Jemima fails miserably at impressing her prospective future in-laws.

			For years, when people asked me if I loved to cook, I nodded, because as far back as I can remember, there was nothing I loved more than gathering people together in the kitchen and feeding them.

			Then I had children. Suddenly I had no time and everyone needed to be fed, every day. I no longer had the luxury of spending the day chopping and dicing, and it all started to feel like far more of a burden than a pleasure.

			I started looking for different kinds of recipes, ones that didn’t require sautéing for hours, ones that didn’t keep me enslaved to the stove. I wanted recipes that were quick and easy, that could be thrown together without much thought, that I could give to the children and just as easily serve at a dinner party. My two requirements were ease and an impressive, and (naturally) delicious, result.

			I quickly realized that for me, having people over is less about the food, and more about comfort, warmth, nurture. It is about creating the kind of welcoming environment that instantly makes people feel relaxed and cared for, that truly brings meaning to the concept of food being love.

			With the children came the tuna casserole years. I shall spare you the recipe, although one of my babysitters from those years still swears by it and makes it for her own children today. There was much meatloaf and many meatballs. And it all felt dull. I always cooked from scratch though, and we always sat together as a family. We still do. My children may be running off to basketball, or rowing or out with friends, but most days of the week everyone comes home to sit around the large old table in our kitchen to eat home-cooked food.

			I discovered that everyday cooking doesn’t interest me nearly as much as entertaining does. I am not as sociable as people might expect, and would much rather be at home than anywhere else. My perfect evening always involves gathering the people I love in my kitchen, filling square glass vases with peonies and lavender from the garden, lining the table with creamy pillar candles of different heights and cooking for everyone there.

			We have a dining room, but I would rather have crystal glasses on the table in the kitchen, be able to jump up and grab things, dress salads in full view so I don’t miss a moment of conversation.

			The setting may be beautiful thanks to the flowers and candles, the light glistening off crystal glasses, but it is always informal. Friends help chop the salad as I brown the onions. Bottles of wine are poured by whoever’s around, and spiced nuts scooped out of bowls as people perch on the stools around the island.

			I’m not a huge believer in hors d’oeuvres. Perhaps it is because I was brought up in England, without the kind of abundance around food that exists in the United States. I have been to too many parties this side of the pond with such delicious and copious hors d’oeuvres that by the time dinner is served, everyone is full.

			I would rather put out nuts, a cheese platter and some fresh fruit—grapes or figs for the cheese—so that by the time people come to the table, they are hungry, and the food will taste that much better.

			I have had a little training—a few weeks at the French Culinary Institute in New York—but the recipes here are ones I have lovingly collected, in some cases adapted and in a few, created, over the years. Occasionally, a recipe is so perfect it needs nothing other than attribution. I have done my best to credit those who put the work and effort into creating their own wonderful dishes so that they appear exactly as they intended, and I have attempted to track down those that I found online.

			So not all this food is mine. But it is what I cook and what I love. Whatever its provenance, the food contained within these pages has a strong leaning toward my childhood in England and is both delicious and easy. It makes you feel nurtured, comforted and loved.

			And what, after all, is better on a cold winter’s day than being nurtured, comforted and loved?
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			All summer long I serve salads as a starter, but as soon as the weather gets cold I start craving hot food. Soups, roasted vegetables and tarts with buttery, melting pastry.

			My favorite thing of all is to serve the soup in mugs while we’re by the fire in the living room. We have friends who have a very old farmhouse with an enormous fireplace, and they regularly hold fireside dinners, all of us sitting around the fire as they bring out an assortment of antique contraptions on which to cook dinner. It is always delicious, and there is something so cozy about eating by a fire with friends. We can’t cook meals in the little old fireplace in our house, much as I would like to, but going from the fire to a table on which sit delicious tarts, red wine and crusty bread is almost, almost as nice.
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			SPINACH AND GRUYÈRE CRUSTLESS TART

			This actually doubles as a great lunch dish served with a salad, almost like a crustless quiche. Speaking of crusts, we are tending toward low-carbohydrate foods these days, and this always feels like a spectacularly healthy alternative to quiche. I’m lucky in that the one vegetable all my kids adore is spinach, and spinach with cream and cheese? That’s like getting to heaven early.

			SERVES 6–8

			Ingredients:

			Butter for baking dish

			3 packages frozen chopped spinach, thawed and squeezed dry

			1½ cups half-and-half

			3 large eggs, beaten

			1½ cups grated gruyère cheese

			2 teaspoons salt

			⅛ teaspoon pepper

			¼ teaspoon ground nutmeg

			Method:

			Preheat oven to 350 degrees.

			Butter a shallow baking dish.

			In a bowl combine spinach, half-and-half, eggs, 1 cup cheese, salt, pepper and nutmeg.

			Stir and spread in baking dish, and top with remaining gruyère.

			Bake until set and top is golden brown, 30–35 minutes.

		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			EGGPLANT, MOZZARELLA AND ROSEMARY SLICES

			Years ago, when I first moved to the United States, I noticed something peculiar about entertaining. Every time I invited someone for lunch or dinner or a barbeque, they brought food with them. I was, at the time, utterly bewildered.

			“Do they think I can’t cook?” I would whisper to my then-husband, as I placed their apple pie on the counter, wondering what I should do with the chocolate mousse I had slaved over all afternoon.

			In England I was used to bringing things to dinner parties, but not food for the actual party itself. Flowers, wine or chocolates, which were likely to be brought out as an after-dinner treat. Here I was, in America, inundated with food that wasn’t on my menu. One weekend I cooked an Indian feast, and my guests arrived with platters of shrimp cocktail and chicken wings.

			Looking back, I realize that when I first moved here, I was still learning how to be a grown-up. I was newly married, a youngish mother, doing the things I thought newly married youngish mothers were supposed to do, which included throwing dinner parties. I was doing the things my mother did, not realizing that we are no longer living in the age of Mad Men and it really isn’t necessary to seat guests awkwardly around beautifully laid tables in formal dining rooms, serving them fine French food in order for the evening to be deemed a success.

			Ten years on, I no longer have formal dinner parties. Ever. I will set the table beautifully, but in the kitchen or on the terrace. I love my guests bringing food, and more, love when they grab a knife and start chopping vegetables for the salad.

			Entertaining, for me, is all about comfort and ease. It is about creating a beautiful environment, but one in which my guests will instantly feel at home. Nothing makes me happier than people kicking off their shoes and curling up on one of the sofas with a big glass of wine moments after they’ve arrived.

			And I love them bringing food. If I am preparing something special—a Thai meal or Middle Eastern—I will request they bring nothing, or perhaps just hors d’oeuvres, but these days I am enormously grateful to anyone who eases the burden of everything life throws at us.

			These eggplant slices are about the least burdensome starter I can think of, with the cheese and herb oil transporting the dish to a whole other level. It works equally well without dredging in egg and bread crumbs, just grilling the eggplant to a tender sweetness, which is what, in these low-carb times, I so often do. I think the bread-free version is Nigel Slater’s.
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			EGGPLANT, MOZZARELLA AND ROSEMARY SLICES

			SERVES 4–6

			Ingredients:

			1 large eggplant

			2 eggs, beaten

			¾ cup bread crumbs

			4 sprigs rosemary, woody stems discarded

			¼ cup olive oil

			1 ball of mozzarella

			¼ cup pine kernels, toasted

			Salt and pepper

			Method:

			Preheat oven to 350 degrees.

			Slice the eggplant into rounds, about ½" thick. Dip in egg then dredge in bread crumbs until completely coated. Bake for 15–20 minutes until golden and tender.

			With a hand blender, blend the olive oil and rosemary until thoroughly mixed.

			Thinly slice mozzarella and place a slice on each piece of eggplant, putting back into oven until cheese is melted with golden spots.

			Drizzle with remaining oil, season with salt and pepper, and scatter pine kernels over to serve.
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			POTATO, GORGONZOLA AND SAGE BREAD

			I love baking bread. When I lived—very briefly—on Middleduck Farm in the heart of the countryside in Connecticut’s Litchfield Hills, I instantly became Mrs. Walton, making jam and baking bread every day. There is nothing like the smell of fresh-baked bread, and somehow living in the middle of nowhere on a very old farm with a leaky roof, I felt it would have been, well, bad form, really, not to have baked bread.

			I baked bread all day. Eggy bread, brioche, whole wheat bread, scones. Sometimes, it turned out beautifully, sometimes it was an unleavened heap. I always breathed a sigh of relief when it came out well, a bit like, I imagine, winning at Russian roulette.

			Unlike serious bread bakers, I still have no idea how it works. I know about making a starter, and letting it prove (rise) before punching it down, etc., etc., but I don’t really understand it. I do quite like experimenting with bread—adding caramelized onions, honey, maple syrup, nuts—and am perfectly happy to chuck it out when it doesn’t work. Which clearly, I had to do with all the unleavened heaps.

			I had tried to make this bread before, but the recipe didn’t have yeast in it. Unsurprisingly, the bread was flat and heavy. Bread with potato tends to be stickier anyway, so this time I added 2 teaspoons of dried yeast, fermented in ¼ cup warm water for 15–20 minutes until bubbly and yeasty-smelling. I know, I know, I didn’t know what yeasty-smelling meant either, but once you smell it, you won’t forget it. It’s sour and . . . well . . . yeasty.

			With the addition of the yeast, the bread came out perfectly. Even better toasted, I should imagine, with dollops of leftover Bagna Càuda on top . . . (I will not be finding out as I am now firmly back on the wagon, and bread is not invited on with me until extra poundage after that dinner has gone.)
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			POTATO, GORGONZOLA AND SAGE BREAD

			SERVES 8

			Ingredients:

			2 teaspoons rapid-rise yeast

			1⅓ cups mashed potatoes, either warm or cold

			4½ cups all-purpose flour

			1 tablespoon salt

			1 tablespoon plain Greek yogurt

			1⅓ cups warm water

			½ cup crumbled gorgonzola cheese

			Handful of fresh sage, finely chopped

			Method:

			First get the starter going. Mix the yeast with ¼ cup of warm water and set aside for 15–20 minutes until it starts to bubble and rise.

			Mix potatoes with 4 cups of flour, salt and yeast mixture in a stand mixer bowl. Add yogurt, then water, slowly. Using a dough hook, give it around 10 minutes. It will be very sticky, so turn it onto a well-floured surface and knead by hand, adding at least ½ cup of flour, until it is soft and elastic—around 5–10 minutes. This is my favorite bit, when I do truly feel like I am living on Walton mountain.

			When done, turn out into a well-oiled bowl (just coat with olive oil), cover with a damp dishcloth and put in a cold place overnight, or a warm place for 1–2 hours.

			When the dough is doubled in size, heat the oven to 425 degrees, punch the dough down, add the gorgonzola and sage and fold the dough over. Knead for a couple of minutes until cheese and herbs are evenly spread, then form into a round loaf. Set bread on a baking sheet, loosely covered with a damp dishcloth (keep the cloth damp or the dough will stick to it). After about half an hour the dough will be doubled in size.

			Put the bread in
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