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While writing, I play songs on repeat, and their rhythms are integral to the book’s metre. Most important is Handel’s Organ Concerto in G Minor, Op 7, No.5, HWV: II Adante larghetto e staccato, which – in various recordings – has defined my writing life. I madly finished my rough copy for Lutyens and Rubinstein while listening to ‘Electricity’ by Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark, finished my first draft while listening to ‘Broccoli’ by DRAM feat. Lil Yachty, and responded to edits while listening to 100 Gecs’ ‘Hollywood Baby’.




Granny’s Account Book

It begins with a fable, sort of. I was sitting in my aunt’s house, with her and my father, going through papers she’d hung on to. Every family has an archivist. Here, a letter from my father, nine years old, just after being sent to boarding school: ‘I do miss everyone very much but I am learning the ropes.’ What my aunt was looking for, what we had spent the afternoon discussing, was my granny’s account book. In it she recorded everything she’d cooked for dinner parties, all the drinks she’d served, and what it all cost, to the penny, as well as every guest present. Granny had to entertain because she was an officer’s wife. Weekly, twice a week; sometimes for my grandfather’s superiors, sometimes for junior officers.

The account book served a dual purpose – to ensure she did not serve the same dish twice and to make sure she did not overspend. She and my grandfather were not, as many of the British officer class were, independently wealthy – she was the daughter of a single mother and had grown up as a poor cousin in an aunt’s house, somewhere between guest and servant. Grandfather was the son of grocers and petty criminals from Portsmouth. And so, all this entertaining – and military tailoring, boarding school, keeping up the appearance of being much richer than they were – was done on a comparatively small salary. I like to think that for my grandparents, the British Army was not something of particular pride, but an escape from closet bedrooms and the price of cabbage.

I wish my grandfather had been a civil servant – anything but a soldier! I cannot wish my granny had been anything else, for the condition of a wife of her class would have been much the same no matter her husband’s job, though with more constancy and a little more money. What her account book expresses is a woman doing as so many women do: making much out of little with apparent ease. Hosting – women’s work – was both calling and profession, expressive of ingenuity and creativity.

That was years ago. We never found the account book, and it was only remembered when I decided to write this book. I’d been at my maternal grandma’s, bothering her about the food she’d cooked in the English suburbs of the sixties and seventies. Going through her cookbooks she found her first, an instructional book for new wives from her mother. ‘I can’t imagine giving anything like this to your mother . . . ’ The book was dirty in the way old cookbooks ought to be – beef stew from the seventies on the page for beef stew, now a shadowish mark. The writing was stilted and patronising. But the base instructional nature of the book spoke to me. How often had friends of mine said that they did not know how to have people to dinner, or that they were nervous to do so, or – most heartbreaking – that they were nervous to have me specifically? And so I thought I could impart some of my own scrimping and saving, my budgeting and note-taking, my attempts at sprezzatura and ritual, into such a book. 




DINNERS

Dinners are not about the food, they are about the people at the table. This is a sentiment I will express again and again. But it is not quite so. For the food is not incidental, nor unimportant. Obviously. Food is what casts the spell and directs the guests. It can be formal, comforting or exciting. We eat elaborately when celebrating, to mark the occasion, and simply when we are seeing old friends. Context is everything, but context must be created. Host, you may play God. And like God, must know how far to extend yourself – a Tuesday may not offer the time a Sunday does. You must plan within your limits, and in so doing will flourish.

Weeknights

The big table was a touch damp under my hands, so must have been wiped just before we arrived. I wonder who does the table wiping here? V– is already sitting, while J– is clanging about with a large pot of almost-boiling water. ‘There’s wine in the jug’, he says, over his shoulder, and V– springs up to get us glasses, but the doorbell rings and she disappears. Guests arrive, friendly, sweaty from the Tube, and then the evening is quickening like the boiling water. V– brings a large bowl of green salad and J– a saucepan of spaghetti with tomato sauce, which we eat with glasses and glasses of cheap red wine from the jug, often refilled.
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When entertaining on a weeknight there are two things to consider: most of the time you’ll have been working and will be working tomorrow too. So the effort you put in should reflect this, while the mood should not be so excessive that, if you care about such things, you end up staying up very late. Remember, you’re stuck until the last guest is out the door. To allow enough time, tell guests to arrive around eight and plan to eat around nine, when everyone will have settled. Have snacks – pickles, crisps – on the table and make sure no one’s hungry; most won’t have eaten since lunch. Offer bread and butter, cheese and crackers, something quick and easy.

Do not worry about dressing yourself or your table too much, since you want to keep a weeknight dinner informal. Imagine you’re in a grand house eating not in the dining room, with its chandeliers and silverware, but in the dim light of the kitchen. Your guests, tired from work, will appreciate this softened atmosphere.

Don’t make cocktails (not strong ones anyway) on weeknights, since some guests can’t help themselves. Instead, offer beer or wine, and in summer serve a spritz over ice made with two-thirds white wine and one-third soda water. Pleasing, cheap and unlikely to get anyone drunk before dinner. Keep the wine topped up throughout dinner but keep your own contribution to a bottle, if your guests have brought wine, and a maximum of two if there’s the need. Try to keep consumption to four bottles between eight people, placing the wine your guests have brought somewhere away from the table after they give it to you. And if there is any left over at the end of the night, keep it for the next time you’re entertaining – a small bounty.

You have a choice between making something simple and quick on the night – pasta, a salad, poached pears – or something more elaborate the night before – a stew, a soup, an infused cake. I cook on the night with old friends, those I’m comfortable with and don’t need to attend to, since cooking while they’re around adds to the pleasure. If I’m having newer people over, I like to make as much of the meal as I can the night before, so that I’m not kept away from the conversation. After such preparation, cooking becomes a matter of turning your stew to a low heat, then making whatever you want to serve it with – blanched cabbage, polenta, simple peas. Another advantage of cooking beforehand is that any food that leans toward the liquid improves with a night’s rest.

Serve coffee and tea with dessert and bring out your fruit bowl. After this, most guests will follow social conventions and leave, and those who don’t can be herded out with yawns and pointed comments.

If, however, you want your Tuesday dinner to flow deep into Wednesday morning, treat it like Friday or Saturday.
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Cavolo Nero and Farro Soup


A few years ago, we collected strays – three, four, five – who would eat often in our tiny kitchen. One day they appeared after Lo’ and I had been in Florence, where I’d had a delicious farro soup that I was still thinking about, so I made this approximation.



SERVES 4

300g farro

1 large carrot, roughly chopped

3 sticks of celery, roughly chopped

1 white onion, peeled and roughly chopped

Olive oil

1 tsp fennel seeds

4 cloves of garlic, peeled and crushed

4 good quality pork sausages, chopped

1 x 400g tin of whole tomatoes, blitzed or mashed

A glug of red wine

A large bunch of cavolo nero, finely sliced

2 chicken stock pots

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Place the farro in a pan of water – as much as if you were cooking pasta – and bring to a brisk boil. This will give time for the farro to be softened while you take care of everything else.

2. Add the carrot, celery and onion to a large pan and fry in a generous glug of oil, along with the fennel seeds, until the onion begins to turn translucent.

3. Add the garlic and sausages and fry until the garlic is golden, stirring often, then add the tomatoes.

4. Reduce a little, then add a glug of red wine. Reduce once more, then mix in the cavolo nero.

5. Once the farro is cooked – which should take about 30 minutes or so; if not, cook for a little longer until tender – drain over a jug to catch the cooking water. Top up the liquid to 1.5 litres using hot water from the kettle. Reserving the cooking water saves the starch, which gives the soup a softer texture. Add the stock pots to the liquid in the jug and stir to dissolve.

6. Add the stock and the farro to the pan, bring to the boil, then simmer with the lid off for half an hour or so. Season to taste.



Roast’s Ragu


A good cook avoids surplus and meanness and so walks a tightrope: food should never be wasted and no one should leave the table hungry. Missing either outcome should be the source of embarrassment, nay shame. It’s lucky, then, that most food is just as good the next day and some is even better. This is a ragu for already-cooked lamb shoulder, but it works just as well with any other meat too fatty to be eaten as a cold cut. It is also changeable according to the hunger, greed or number of your guests – it may be meaty, or a tomato sauce graced by the richness of lamb and the hint of herbs.



SERVES 8

2 onions, peeled

1 carrot

1 stick of celery

2 cloves of garlic

Olive oil

Leftover lamb shoulder, roughly chopped

Glass of red wine

3 x 400g tins of whole tomatoes

Sea salt

1. Dice the onions, carrot, celery and garlic and fry in a pan with a glug of olive oil over a medium heat until the onion is golden.

2. Add the lamb; generally the fattier bits will be left, which is a good thing. Fry until the fat begins to melt, then add the wine to deglaze the pan.

3. Blitz the tomatoes then add along with a generous pinch of salt. Bring to the boil, then reduce the heat and simmer gently, stirring every now and then, until the sauce is thick. Taste for seasoning and add pasta cooking water if it needs loosening up.

Friday and Saturday


Up the stairs and into a roomy and sunny studio, with a table in the middle – on it a plethora of tinned fish (sardines, razor clams, eels, smaller sardines?), a large slab of very good-looking foie gras, a plate of jamón, salad, lemons. S– shows me different seasonings she has – one is a Korean seaweed powder and another is a salt made by a perfumer in London, each of which she describes in her soft voice, an elongation of vowels rather than an accent. On various surfaces are other tasty things – bread on a pile of books, cheeses and strawberries atop the kiln, and before H–’s small pen sculptures are two polystyrene trays of oysters on shaved ice. White wine is opened; S– explains that it’s grown on rocky soil in Austria, unusual for a riesling, near apricots, which she says you can taste. I take a small sip – it is savoury, clean. S– keeps saying everything is chaotic when it is actually exquisite, and says I should write about the flurry before guests arrive – I make notes on my phone.



I have never had a steady nine-to-five job, five days a week, and so have not had a practical reason to hold Friday and Saturday in high esteem. If I were a proper bohemian I wouldn’t notice, but I’m still part of the world and find the weekend retains the same magic and permissiveness it had when I was at school. As on secular and religious holidays, there is pleasure in observing the same way almost everyone else does, even if their meanings are lost to you. And so, Monday to Friday I drag myself to my desk and keep the hours of a clerk and rest on Saturday and the Sabbath.

While their tempo is similar, Friday and Saturday dinners differ in prep time. If you’re working, treat the food at your Friday dinner the way you would any other weekday. If you aren’t working, or it’s Saturday, let dinner become the day’s purpose. I love to go to a market or the shops, buy what’s good and let that decide what to cook. It is a joy, too, to spend the day in and out of the kitchen, doing laundry and putting up shelves, between slicing and stirring. Time makes dinner a creative endeavour.
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Lo’ begins making a cake and tells us to go shopping for roses and meat without her. After the flower market, we walk to Bethnal Green Road. It is thronged with Bangladeshis in their formal wear, coming from celebrating Boishakhi Mela in Weavers Fields after the procession through Banglatown. In the grocer’s, I chat with D–, who is always here, and buy yellow and dark red tomatoes, goaty Serbian feta cheese, peaches, strawberries, bunches of mint and dill. Then to the halal butcher to buy a lamb shoulder. I admire their posters: a cute lamb beneath a picture of a dolphin in a tropical sea. The butcher slices frozen fish into chunks; P– says this was the sound of their childhood in Nigeria, and Y– says that because she grew up in Trinidad she has little memory of frozen fish, only fish caught fresh and grilled quickly. Walking up the street I feel the sweetness of life in the summer: very free, my hands heavy with good food and lightened by good living. We buy cava – which the Americans call Champagne – beer and white wine.

At home we greet Lo’ in the kitchen, still making cake. Outside are two guests; one, H–, is wearing black lipstick, looking like they’d gorged on blackcurrants. I bring out the meat, fruit and spices and we all chop peaches and strawberries, pressing them, with herbs and salt, into the lamb under the shade of the awning. I am impressed when H– goes straight in with their hands, rubbing peach into the meat, impressed by this friendly sort of confidence.



On nights I expect to be late I’ll invite guests for eight thirty, which gives me time to get into the right mood for hosting – listen to music, dress, have a drink. If we serve food around nine thirty, it means eating will be done a little before eleven, opening up the rest of the night, allowing people to move from their chairs to different rooms, to embrace fluidity, to invite new people over or venture out.

Since you’ll be eating late, it’s good to have snacks on the table, though these should be measured against what you’re serving. A roast duck and potatoes shouldn’t follow tinned fish with thick slabs of bread and butter, and would welcome crisps, olives, pickled vegetables and the like. But bread and fish would be perfect before a brothy soup.

Make cocktails. Something a few people do, but I’ve never managed, is to make batch cocktails – this works with stirred cocktails, like Negronis, but not those that have soda water or are shaken, like a Martini. I like the showiness of making cocktails for my guests, so I’m happy to rise from the table to provide more. It’s also a nice job to give someone else – in the fifties it was the role of the eldest child – but only if you trust them to. Whether or not you’re making cocktails, make sure there’s a bag of ice in the freezer. This often means asking someone to bring one, since the need always arises and a drink that becomes watery with one quick-melting ice cube is disgusting.

Otherwise, don’t worry about how much is drunk; this should progress naturally. I usually have red or white wine available, or beer. The wine you serve first should be reasonably good, but a sensible host keeps a couple of cheap bottles aside to bring to the table when everything else has gone and your guests are too drunk to notice their quality. This will make you a hero and save expensive trips to the off-licence for expensive wine of mediocre quality. If more is wanted after your stash is depleted, let someone else go out.

If you wish to continue with the evening – after all, you needn’t wake up tomorrow – bring strong coffee to the table, with a digestif – dessert wine, amaro, et cetera – a spirit, or more of what you’ve spent the evening drinking. Clear plates but not glasses, top up everyone’s water, turn the music up a little. Of course, if you’re flagging and don’t want to revive yourself, omit the coffee and digestif. Though if you don’t like late nights, you should save your dinners for Sunday evening, as I do.



Ox and Pig Cheek Stew


I love cheeks – they are emblematic of what good cooking and time can do to something hardy and unappetising: proof that there are no bad cuts of meat. This is loosely based on an Italian method for cooking ox cheeks, but the presence of pig comes from accident and making do: a Devon butcher did not have enough ox but had
































Sujuk Ragu with Wholemeal ‘Pappardelle’
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All Seasons Tart































Sunday Lunches












Slow-Roasted Salmon





















A Touch of Bosch



















The Dinner Before











How to Impress












A Cheap But Impressive-Looking Pie


























Suckling Pig
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Lowena’s Birthday Sauce




























Dinners for Lovers










Lamb Shoulder with Honey
and Wine

























Dinners for the Sick and the Sad








A Cure-All















(Not) My Mother’s Chicken Soup






































Chicken and Rice for When
You’re Sick as a Dog
























OEBPS/images/f0002-01.png





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title


		Copyright


		Contents


		Acknowledgements


		Introduction: Granny’s Account Book


		Dinners


		Guests


		Guesting


		The Room and the Table


		What to Make


		Dinner Itself


		Recipes


		Index







Guide



		Cover


		Contents


		Start








OEBPS/images/f000v-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0005-01.png





OEBPS/images/f00ii-01.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.png





OEBPS/images/f0011-01.png





