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To my Mamma – for teaching me so many precious life lessons, including how to lay a table properly, and that food tastes best when shared with friends.
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WHY I COOK

Our table is always filled with family, friends and whoever else I’ve managed to persuade to join us for lunch or for dinner. Usually more people than we can easily squeeze into our kitchen, certainly more than we can comfortably fit round the table. But that is how I like it: few things in life bring me greater pleasure than to eat in good company.

When it comes to the food, I keep it simple: roast chicken, crisp potatoes, baked fruit, sweet fennel puréed and laced with Parmesan cheese, snowy-white meringue layered with whipped cream and dripping with lemon curd. The kind of food you can plonk down in the centre of the table for everyone to tuck into, towering platefuls of it, higgledy-piggledy, unpretentious, colourful and overflowing.

I don’t do starters, or the kind of fiddly dishes you might find in a restaurant. I do do pudding – and usually on an extravagant scale (I have a sweet tooth) – though still never anything tricky. I decorate the table not with fancy floral arrangements, but with bowls of fruit or loaves of bread: vivid and bountiful. I have no fixed idea that this is the only way or even the correct way to host a party, but it is the simplest, most rewarding and the very best way I have found.

This is a book about cooking for friends: how to do it and how to enjoy doing it. My hope is to give you all you need to cook with the kind of relaxedness and self-assurance that will make it fun. I promise, if I can do it, you most definitely can too.

We tend to think of ‘entertaining’ as some kind of show, a three-course meal for which you need to wheel out the good china. I have no good china and this is not that kind of book. What you will find here, I hope, is a different way of thinking about dinner; you could call it a new philosophy for entertaining, except I don’t like the word ‘entertaining’ or the air of rigid pretentiousness that hangs around it. While this book might offer you inspiration for the occasional birthday party, for Christmas lunch, or for any manner of happy occasions you might want to celebrate with a good meal, it’s intended for you to use every day, even on week days. Most especially on week days. I believe you need no ‘special’ occasion to cook: if you keep things simple, if you can find a way to have friends over more often and make gatherings a regular, easy part of your life, you will feel richer for it. I’m not a trained chef. I learned to cook through some trial, a fair amount of error, a greedy desire to eat well and many hours spent happily leafing through cookbooks. But a love of sharing food with friends is why I cook, and here – tips, tricks, recipes and all – is how to do it.

HOW I LEARNED TO COOK

It is a love of eating, the happy anticipation of sitting down to lunch and dinner, that has always driven my love of cooking. I have vivid childhood memories of my mother cooking in the kitchen, but mostly I remember how devilishly good and buttery her saffron risotto was, how indulgently rich her chocolate cake, the one she always wheeled out for birthdays. We aren’t all born with an innate love of cooking; some of us – many of us – find it simply because we love to eat. Still now, cooking is not something I enjoy just for the sake of it. For me, it’s not an exercise in craft, skill or precision; rather I have come to love cooking because it makes relaxing with friends over dinner not just possible, but both affordable and doable. It’s the eating and the party I get excited about, the preparations are simply my way – admittedly a happy and rewarding way – of getting there.

It wasn’t until I first had a kitchen of my own – in shared student digs – that I can say I really learned to cook. In my third year at college, I moved out of the old main campus and into a ramshackle student house. What my new accommodation lacked in grandeur, it made up for with access to a kitchen: only a small one, more of a glorified closet really, but blessed with a rickety oven, a sink and two hob rings. No fridge, though. So, I would cram milk and other perishables into a mini fridge in my bedroom, or in the colder months store all sorts of things I probably shouldn’t have outside, along the edge of the windowsill. The kitchen had no table (certainly no space for one), so we ate meals cross-legged on the floor at the coffee table in my bedroom. When friends joined us for dinner, as they often did, I would borrow another coffee table from a room down the hall and join the two together.

I began – as most of us with an interest in food do – by reading cookbooks: earmarking those recipes I felt brave enough to try, then giving them a go. Sometimes it worked, other times it didn’t. I learned a lot. I called my mother for help often: what goes well with roast pork? How do you make those peas, the ones I love that you cook at home? How do you get crisp skin on a roast chicken without drying out the meat? How can you tell when it’s cooked? I turned to her to fill those holes in my own patchy knowledge that were not covered in my books, the missing pieces of the puzzle that is planning a well-rounded menu within the strict limitations of a rudimentary kitchen and the stricter-still demands of a student budget. I spent whole afternoons, when I should have been studying, staring out of the window in the library, planning supper. And when I cooked it – because it seemed pointless to just cook for myself – I picked up friends along the way to join me. Supper became a party. Little by little, I found my way to being the kind of person who cooks.

I soon learned that while to cook a risotto (wonderfully cheap to make, by the way) for two is easy, to cook it for twelve is something I have long since given up on, as the timings are too temperamental; but to cook a creamy baked pasta (also wonderfully cheap) for two or for twenty makes very little difference. So I cooked more and more baked pasta, both because food for me tastes better when shared, and because I love to live by the principle that to cook for six or for eight makes no difference at all, so if you bump into someone in the street you can happily invite them along too. I began to collect recipes that could be made well in advance, and make a mental note of dishes that create a sense of extravagant occasion while still being easy to throw together. I learned to navigate the limitations of my oven space; I became more adventurous with what I cooked on the hob, and improvised no-cook dishes, assembled entirely from raw ingredients. I developed a way of doing things that is simple and fits in with my busy life; better still, that has become a deeply gratifying part of it. You will find everything I have learned collected here in this book. Celebratory food, comfort food, beautiful food. Recipes to enjoy with whoever you are privileged to have around your table, and notes on how to use them. How to plan a menu, how to cook for lots of guests just as easily as for a few, how to present food at its best, how to lay a table beautifully, and how to do all this in an affordable fashion.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Imagine we are sitting at the kitchen table together, planning a meal, choosing what to cook and scribbling down what we need to buy as we go. First we start with the main dish, what I like to call the ‘star’. This is the centrepiece of lunch or dinner, the main event. It might be a plump roast chicken, a decadently cheesy frittata, or macaroni baked into a flaky pastry pie crust – you choose – but this is what sets the feel and mood of the meal. Then we think about side dishes; as a rule of thumb, we’ll need two of these (three, if feeling extravagant). One should be a simple, fresh salad and perhaps you might want some potatoes (I always want potatoes). The rest is very much up to you. And pudding. Of course, we’ll need pudding. Then, should we be in the mood for going that extra mile, we might consider baking a loaf of bread or making our own mayonnaise, say, or salsa verde, to complement the rest of the meal. A little something ‘extra’.

I wanted the contents of this book to feel intuitive, so I wrote it just as I cook. The recipes fall into chapters that take you, step by step, through my thought process in the kitchen: stars, sides and sweets. And then, should you need them, extras. Cooking for a large crowd in a home kitchen is more about successfully juggling oven space and fitting everything you need into the fridge than it is about anything else, so you will find that each recipe section is divided according to how and where you prepare the food: recipes to ‘throw together’, cook ‘on the hob’, and bake ‘in the oven’. And while these are all recipes that I love and return to time and again, it is perhaps the ones in the ‘throw together’ section that are my favourites. The more I cook and the more I eat, the more I realise food needn’t be fussy to taste good, to feel good, or to invoke the fervent appreciation of those gathered to eat it.
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Those dishes that are tricky to pull off, the kind you think you should know how to make if you’re going to call yourself ‘someone who cooks’, are no better – no more sophisticated, nor delectable – than those which are quick and instinctive to throw together. Just different.

Time is something I never seem to have enough of, either in the kitchen, or in the rest of my life. And I assume the same applies to you. Many of the recipes here are quick to make, which helps, but speed was not my sole consideration. Some dishes do take a little longer to prepare, but only where it is really worth it. To help you plan, you will find at the top of each recipe a short note on timing: this is how long it takes me to make while pottering in the kitchen, radio on, baby gurgling in his high chair and the general chaos of life whirling around. Likely, you will be speedier than me, but my hope is that the timings will at least give you a sense of what you’re letting yourself in for before you embark upon any single dish.

While a cursory glance at any recipe will give you a sense of how labour-intensive it may or may not be (most of them aren’t), it is helpful, I think, to distinguish between hands-on cooking time and let-it-fend-for-itself-time in the fridge/hob/oven/what-have-you. Sometimes we crave instant gratification when cooking, and there are plenty of recipes collected here which indulge such cravings; on other occasions there is time for things to cook, just not time for you to actively be cooking them, so something like a roast chicken or snowy-white meringues – that take just moments to assemble and a good hour in the oven to bake – are what you’re looking for. You will find at the back of the book a list of recipes divided by timings: these can be made six hours, twelve hours, or even days in advance, so you can choose what fits best with your day, your week and your life.

Cooking in advance doesn’t buy time as such, but it can create the illusion that it does; it makes things less rushed on the day if you’ve done some of the work already. In almost every recipe method, you will see a line that marks the point up to which you can make the dish in advance (a tiny handful don’t, either because they are dishes that don’t sit well or, more usually, because they are so simple to throw together that there is no need to prepare in advance). So, for example, you might assemble a green salad in the early afternoon, set it aside, forget about it, then – just before you sit down to the table – dress it with olive oil, lemon, salt and a smattering of shaved pecorino.

AN ITALIAN(ISH) COOKBOOK

Italian food is what I know, love and cook. And Italian food, or at least my interpretation of it, is the subject of this book. When I was six years old, my family moved from London, where I was born, to Venice, where I was to spend the rest of my childhood. Much about my new life in Italy was different from what I had known before. There were the obvious things, such as the weather and the language (I spoke no Italian when we first moved, though I soon learned). Then there were the smaller details of daily life: I loved how shopkeepers would press sweets into my hand whenever I went into their store. And I loved how waiters made more of a fuss of me, aged six, than of my parents, a child’s prerogative in Italy; how they would come by the table one by one to say hello, roughly pinch my cheek and give me my own bowl of grated Parmesan to spoon over my penne al pomodoro as extravagantly as I liked. And the food: of course, I loved the food. I’ve always been greedy, but what I found so enchanting about Italy is that everyone else seemed to be greedy too. From the postman to the fur coat-clad woman next to me at the bus stop, every Italian relishes talking about what they had for lunch and what they are planning on eating for dinner, just as I do.

Collected here are, for the most part at least, Italian recipes, some canonical, some less so. Favourites of mine from this and that corner of the country, from Venice, of course, which I still call home, but also from trips into the Northern hills and from sun-kissed holidays in the South. Recipes from my friends’ kitchens, from their family archives, as well as from
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