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For Jeffrey,
who makes all my dreams come true
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THANKS

So many creative people work on my books. Maura McEvoy, thank you for all the gorgeous photographs; Rori Trovato—again!—knocks my socks off with her food styling, wonderful ideas, and sense of humor; and Miguel Flores-Vianna always brings such style and fun to all of our shoots. I can’t imagine writing books without all of you. Also behind the scenes are Pam Krauss, my amazing editor; Marysarah Quinn, the sweetest book designer ever; Barbara Marks, my enthusiastic publicist; the unfailingly supportive Lauren Shakely at Clarkson Potter, Chip Gibson, formerly at Crown; and Esther Newberg at ICM. You all make me feel so special.

Parker Hodges and Amy Baiata Forst of Barefoot Contessa are a constant inspiration for me—thank you for supporting my new career. I couldn’t be doing it without you.

And thank you to all my friends and family who show up for photo shoots at all times of the day or night, and most certainly when they have better things to do: my sweet husband Jeffrey Garten, Frank Newbold, Antonia Bellanca Mahoney, Tess Mahoney, Cecily Stranahan, Mike and Taylor Lupica (and family), Johnson and Janice McKelvy (and family), Lock McKelvy, Ken Wright, and Marilyn Bethany. And for Stephen Drucker, who artfully arranges to be out of the country during photo shoots, thank you for your constant support and unerring judgment. Thanks also to Ellen Burnie for her brilliant creative guidance and energy.

Also, thank you to all the fabulous friends who contributed recipes for this book: Eli Zabar from Eli’s Bread, Eli’s Manhattan, et al.!; George Germon and Johanne Killeen from Al Forno in Providence, Rhode Island; Danny Meyer from Union Square Cafe in New York City; Anna Pump from Loaves and Fishes in Sagaponack, New York; Devon Fredericks and Susan Costner; Brent Newsom from Brent Newsom Caterer of East Hampton, New York; and Laura Donnelly from The Laundry Restaurant in East Hampton, New York.

And most of all, I can’t imagine spending my day without my friend and partner in crime, Barbara Libath. Thanks for making everything so much fun.
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WELCOME HOME

Over the past three years, I’ve been lucky enough to be asked to speak to groups all over the country and I’ve met wonderful people. Each time I try to ask my audience, “What kinds of recipes would you like to have?” The response is always the same: people want more easy recipes that they can make for their families—and for the dear friends they consider close enough to be family.

We all know that families now aren’t necessarily like Ozzie and Harriet. (It turns out even Ozzie and Harriet’s family wasn’t all “Ozzie and Harriet”!) Family has a traditional context, but today it’s not as simple as two parents with 2.3 kids. It’s about relationships. It’s about people who are bound together by love and a sense of being responsible for one another. It’s spouses with no children, like Jeffrey and me; it’s a group of women who meet to cook dinner together once a month; it’s a one-parent family with adopted children; and it’s two men who’ve made a life together.

AT THE END OF THE DAY, ALL WE HAVE IS LOVE. GETTING LOVE, BUT EVEN MORE, FEELING LOVE. It’s those feelings that let me know all the suffering in the world can be healed if we just stick together. And our families, no matter how we define them, are the glue.

This idea of family is behind much of what defines my cooking style. I want everyone who comes to my house to feel like family. I’ll share with you lots of the ways I do this when I entertain, setting the stage (or the table) for sharing, connecting, and creating a true sense of community. People who have had this experience with you will go home feeling nurtured and loved, and the good news is, so will you.

Setting the Table

I really like to entertain in the kitchen. I think it’s cozier and more personal than the dining room. The roast is coming out of the oven, dessert is on the counter, the dishes are in the sink; and it has an energy that I love. And best of all, I never have to leave the party to serve the next course. As I’ve said many times, a round table seems to me to create the best setting for people to really connect; no one is left out of the conversation down at the end. I always have low candles, which represent the traditional fire in the hearth, and low flowers or decorations that don’t impede anyone’s view. Bottles of water and wine are set out for everyone to help themselves—and each other.

DINNER MIGHT BE SOMETHING SERVED FROM A BIG PLATTER IN THE MIDDLE OF THE TABLE.

A few summers ago, I gave a charity dinner at my house. Inevitably, most people at this kind of event don’t know one another, so how was I going to help them make that initial contact? While I obviously couldn’t have thirty-two people for dinner in my kitchen, I still wanted the guests to feel warm and connected. I decided to set up four small round tables of eight in the dining room, all very cozy. We served a simple tomato, mozzarella, and basil salad to start and then put huge steaming bowls filled with our Kitchen Clambake from my first cookbook in the middle of each table. Everyone rolled up their sleeves and dove in with their hands. People were passing lobsters and corn, everyone got into the fun, and I was delighted to see that all the tables had very lively discussions.
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Cooking Together

Most people wouldn’t bat an eye about asking their sister to help with dinner, so why are we so reluctant to ask the friends we invite to our house?

WOULDN’T YOU BE FLATTERED IF A FRIEND SAID “I’D LOVE IT!” WHEN YOU OFFERED TO HELP?

I’d feel valued and part of the A team. When my friends come for dinner, often I serve the main course, but I’ll ask someone else to pour wine, and a third person to help me with dessert, so we’re all in it together. It’s a community, it’s collaborative, and it’s so much more fun (not to mention easier!). I have to admit, I’ve never relaxed to the point that I can let people help me with the dishes, but if you are comfortable with that, hey, why not?

My friend and assistant Barbara Libath actually took this collaborative idea to her daughter Rebecca’s wedding. Here’s another case where groups of people often won’t know one another and it’s a great challenge to get them connected quickly. Rebecca requested that each table of ten people sing a song about love at some point during the wedding dinner. Over the course of the afternoon, one group or another would get up and sing something like the Beatles’ “All You Need Is Love” or Elvis’s “Love Me Tender.” It was funny, it was charming, and everyone had a fabulous time.
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Traditions

Every family has traditions—events that they repeat year after year. These traditions give us all a sense of place and community. Most Americans celebrate the Fourth of July and Thanksgiving every year, but there are so many other traditions worth creating. I share lots of observances with friends, from the silly ones like the Academy Awards dinner at my house, to birthdays, New Year’s Eve, and our treasured Christmases with the Newbolds.

TRADITIONS REASSURE US THAT WE BELONG TOGETHER, AND FOR ME, THAT’S SO GROUNDING.

I love them all.

My friend Cecily Stranahan’s family has a truly wonderful tradition that I highly recommend to everyone. Each holiday, all thirteen of them (and growing!) cook the entire meal together. The good cooks prepare the main course, the new cooks make the salad (one confirmed non-cook always makes the raisin and nut mix for snacking!), and everyone else is assigned to the cleanup crew. They have a great time, no one is saddled with the entire responsibility for making dinner, and the tradition reaffirms their sense of community.

I hope you’ll find lots of ideas and recipes in this book that will make even your friends feel like family. I’d like to think that when I invite friends to my house, they know what I’m really saying is, “I love you; come for dinner.”
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PLANNING THE MEAL

One thing I learned from more than twenty years of catering is that the most relaxed parties are the ones that are well planned. When everything from the menu to the music has been thought out ahead of time, there’s nothing left for me to do on the day of the event besides sit back and have fun.

Planning a meal is a lot like solving a jigsaw puzzle. There are lots of things to consider: What’s the tone of the party—is it fancy or casual? Is it a sit-down dinner or a buffet with plates on your lap (not my favorite, but sometimes there’s no choice)? How much time (and oven space!) do I have? And last but not least, what do I want to make? I start by writing down things my guests love to eat: Do they hate fish and crave rice pudding? Nothing says “I love you” to friends more clearly than making their favorite foods.

Of course even the best-laid plans can be thrown off course by late arrivals, special requests, even genuine disasters (of both the natural and man-made varieties). Over the years I’ve developed strategies for coping with them all—as well as the perspective to realize that if I’m with people I truly care about, the evening is already a success and the rest is just details.

Making a Schedule

It’s the day of the party. You’ve planned the menu and done the shopping. And now you





Finicky Eaters
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When Disaster Strikes
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