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A Recipe for Happiness

It all began with a fish-finger sandwich. It was the day I decided to finish fertility treatment. That was when my cookery journey began, the day I took my life off hold and started moving on.

On my way home from work, there was nothing in the house for dinner. I stopped at a small shop and could find only fish fingers in the freezer section. That was what we’d have for dinner, then. I hadn’t had a fish finger in years. And it tasted delicious. It tasted of my childhood tea times at home. That was why I wanted to be a mum. I wanted bath times, bed times, and fish fingers for tea for my children. I knew then what I would do. I’d adopt.

And the food that is important to me today is the food I cook for my family, from fish fingers to fondue, bolognese to family roasts. I love a Sunday roast, a final full stop to the week. But I also love a big bubbling lasagne in the middle of the table, a celebration chilli con carne, hot dogs with friends, Saturday-night pizzas and weekend barbecues. And Christmas dinner! I love Christmas dinner!

I love to celebrate with food, family and friends. Simple food made for sharing with the ones we love. This, for me, is the recipe for happiness.

The first meal I cooked for friends made me realize that simple food could bring joy to everyone at the table. It was moules marinières. I made it in the caravan that a friend and I were living in in France: a shared bottle of cheap white wine, a baguette and a bucket of mussels. It was fantastic.

As my family started to grow, I wanted to cook meals from my childhood, spaghetti bolognese for starters. But my repertoire was limited. There were meals I remembered, family times, especially as my father became ill. Mostly they were in France – pizza at a local pizzeria, known affectionately as Rose’s place, after the owner, just outside Port Grimaud, then my twentieth birthday on the beach in a storm, my last with my dad, returning a year later without him and the half rabbit my mum ordered and ate, the little mussels in Brittany that were small, sweet and peppery, with the carafe of rosé wine. I wanted these memories for my family, at my table.

Nigel Slater came into my life. His books gave me the confidence to start to cook and expand my repertoire, to explore, experiment, but most of all to trust my instincts … a bit like parenting. Then came Nigella Lawson and Jamie Oliver, who were cooking for family and friends and I wanted to follow their recipes.

Some years later I was in Puglia at a restaurant. I had started writing. People say you should write about what you know. I didn’t know about anything much, but I did love to eat. I began to write books with food at their heart. The restaurant owner asked me what sort of books I wrote. I told him they were about food and love. He said, ‘Here, we grow the food,’ he pointed to the olive grove, ‘to cook,’ gesturing at the oven, ‘to put on this,’ banging his hand on the scrubbed pine table, ‘for the ones we love,’ laying his hand over his heart. And that was what I wanted for me and my family. In the books I write, it’s all about the food we put on the table for the ones we love.

My kitchen table may be old, battered and scarred but I love those marks: they remind me of the life that has been, the dog that chewed the table leg, the burn from my eldest daughter’s eighteenth birthday party, and the broken clasps under the table where a wooden leaf lives for extending it, where it’s moved into every house we’ve lived in. The kitchen table is part of the family and will be for as long as I’m here. The place where life’s stories have been told and the place where I write them.




Food Memory 1

I love Christmas traditions: a real Christmas tree and cooking Christmas lunch are my favourites, and I love to get everything spot on. A few years ago, we’d moved into a new house and I was getting acquainted with the cooker. It was just days before Christmas. The hunt was on to find a Christmas tree. We went out, on a foggy late afternoon, but there were none to be found. Everywhere had sold out, except for a small garden centre.

In a back room, we discovered Sid. Or so we named him. No one had wanted him. But we did. We took him home and dressed him as best we could. Whatever ornaments we put on him, though, he just looked awkward. He looked like Sid, but we came to love him. So, with Sid in the corner of the room there was just Christmas lunch to cook … in an oven that barely got warm and fused the house every time we tried to turn up the heat. Lunch slid into dinner and we played rounds of Monopoly at the kitchen table while we waited, and took turns to go to the fuse box and switch on the lights. It wasn’t the Christmas tree or the meal I’d been expecting. But sometimes letting go of tradition can be a good thing. It’s a Christmas I’ll always remember for the smiles and laughter during the games we played around that kitchen table.




The Missing Turkey!

It was all Nigella’s fault, really.

‘Enzo! Enzo!’ I try to call quietly into the cold, crisp early morning. I pull my dressing-gown around me and allow myself just a moment to listen to the silence that Christmas morning always seems to bring as I breathe in the familiar salty sea air. I look over the bay, the waves gently lapping up the shore, and a soft mist sitting just above the surface. Around the bay of Swn Y Mor, the houses are nestled into the hillside around the town, the church at its heart. Soft yellow lights are appearing in bedroom windows as the world begins to wake up on another Christmas Day. Just like me this time last year, before my entire future was whipped away from me: Ben had told me at New Year that he’d met someone else and was moving out.

Enzo had been his Christmas present to me. A bundle of fluff that maybe eased his guilt at knowing he was leaving. I had to move out of the house too, but I love my little home here. A fisherman’s cottage looking out over the bay, in the middle of a row, just big enough for me and Enzo, although when he wags his tail he knocks everything flying around him. Next door, on one side there is a family’s second home, and on the other, the cottage is rented for holidays. I can see the lights on in the kitchen as I creep out into the dark morning, still calling Enzo as quietly as I can.

‘Enzo! Where are you?’ I shiver, pulling my dressing-gown around me. ‘I need to get to work! I’m going to be late at this rate!’ I reach the gate. He must have opened it on his own when I let him out first thing. He’s clever like that. He shakes it until the latch jumps up and he’s gone.

I sigh. I’ll have to get dressed and go out to find him. I hope he hasn’t got far. I need to be in work in under an hour. Christmas Day is fully booked at the Harbour Hotel, and with only a handful of us at work today, it’ll be a busy one. Most people want to spend it with their families. I’m happy to be busy, though. Hopefully the time will pass quickly enough and I won’t have to think about Ben, last Christmas, last New Year, where he might be now, and how perfect his new life might be. Mine’s not bad, I think, looking out from the cottage door over the bay, but it could be better. There’s Enzo and the chaos he causes … At least I have a full day to take my mind off things. Tonight I’ll light the little coal fire in the living room, watch the Gavin and Stacey Christmas special with a box of Maltesers, and the day, with its painful memories, will be over.

I turn back into the house, leaving the door ajar, in case Enzo has the sense to come back on his own, and climb the narrow wooden stairs to my bedroom to get dressed. It’s getting light outside and the seagulls begin to call and swoop as I look out of the window in my bedroom for signs of Enzo.

‘Excuse me! Excuse me!’ A sharp rapping on the front door, just as I’m scooping my hair up into a neat bun, makes me jump. ‘Hello!’ says an insistent voice.

I go to the top of the stairs, pinning up stray strands of hair as I go. This often happens: the locals know Enzo, that he’s not allowed into the Lobster Pot pub on his own, and return him to me.

Thank God. At least I can get to work on time now.

‘Hello?’ comes the not-very-Christmassy-sounding voice that I don’t recognize.

‘Coming!’ I say, rushing down the stairs, as those last few strands slide out of my bun and fall around my face again. ‘Hi!’ I pull back the door. ‘Happ—’ I look down to where I’m expecting to see Enzo. ‘Hello?’ Instead, there’s a red plastic bin.

‘Where is it?’ says the man on my doorstep, scowling.

‘Sorry? Sorry, I thought you were my dog. I mean, I thought—’

‘My turkey,’ says the dark-haired man, in a thick woollen jumper and pyjama




































































Roast Potatoes




Ingredients


	1kg Maris Piper potatoes

	100g goose or duck fat

	2 teaspoons cornflour

	Sea salt flakes, to serve




Method


	Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark 4. Place your largest roasting tin in the oven to heat as the oven gets to temperature.

	Peel the potatoes and cut them so they are roughly equal in size. Place them in a saucepan and fill it with water so that they are barely covered. Salt the water and bring the pan to the boil.

	Meanwhile, remove the roasting tin from the oven and place the fat in it. Then return it to the oven to allow the fat to melt and become really hot.

	When the water reaches a rolling boil, turn down the heat and leave the potatoes to simmer for 2–3 minutes, then tip them out into a colander.

	Shake the colander a few times to fluff the potatoes, then sprinkle over the cornflour in stages, shaking in between to coat all of the potatoes evenly.

	Remove the tin from the oven and carefully add the potatoes, making sure they are in a single layer.

	Roast the potatoes for 20 minutes, then take them out of the oven and turn them over in the fat. Return to the oven and roast for a further 20 minutes. Remove the tin from the oven and turn the potatoes again, then roast for another 15 minutes. Continue this process until the potatoes are golden and crisp.

	Sprinkle the potatoes with the sea salt and serve straight away!



Honey-glazed Pigs in Blankets




Ingredients


	12 chipolata sausages

	2 tablespoons runny honey

	12 rashers streaky bacon (smoked or unsmoked)

	Cooking oil or butter for greasing




Method


	Preheat your oven to 190°C/gas mark 5.

	In a bowl, mix the chipolatas with the honey, making sure they’re well coated.

	Wrap each chipolata with a rasher of bacon. If needed, you can secure the bacon with a cocktail stick to hold it in place.

	Put the pigs in blankets on a lightly greased baking tray. Make sure you put the seam side of the bacon facing down so that it doesn’t unravel while cooking.

	Bake for around 20–25 minutes, or until the sausages are cooked through and the bacon is crisp. You can also turn them at the 15-minute mark to ensure even browning.

	Once cooked, leave the pigs in blankets to drain on a paper towel for a few minutes to remove any excess grease. Then dish up and enjoy!



Cranberry Sauce




Ingredients


	340g fresh cranberries

	200g granulated sugar

	250ml water

	2 tablespoons orange juice (freshly squeezed is best!)



Optional


	½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

	1 teaspoon orange zest




Method


	Rinse the cranberries under cold water and remove any stems or bruised berries.

	In a medium-sized saucepan over a low heat, combine the cranberries, sugar and water. Stir until the sugar has dissolved.

	Optional: add the cinnamon and orange zest for extra flavour (the cinnamon gives the sauce a spicy, warm note, while the orange zest gives it a gentle citrusy aroma).

	Keeping the saucepan over a medium heat, gradually bring the mixture to a boil. Once it starts to boil, lower the heat and allow the mixture to simmer for 10–15 minutes, stirring occasionally.

	Simmer until the cranberries have burst and the sauce has thickened.

	Take the pan off the heat and stir in the orange juice.

	Allow the sauce to cool to room temperature. As it cools, it will continue to thicken.

	Transfer the cranberry sauce to a serving bowl or airtight container. If you prefer your sauce to be smoother, you can use a blender to purée it before transferring it to a different container.

	The sauce can be made up to 4 days in advance, and stored in the fridge until needed.






Thank You

Well, that’s it. My collection of food memories and stories has come to an end. I hope you feel happy, satisfied, have made some new friends, are looking forward to the next time we do this, and will go to bed with a smile on your face.

 I’d love to know if you make any of the recipes here. Do stay in touch with me on my Instagram page @jothomasauthor. I’m there chatting about books, stories and food. I’d love it if you could join me. Tell me about your recipes made with love.

Until the next time,

With love

Jo x
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