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I dedicate this book with love and gratitude to

NONA MACDONALD HEASLIP,

who couldn’t cook to save her life, but in another way saved mine.






Introduction
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A kitchen, however open its layout may be, is essentially a private space. And, like a cocoon, it is also a place of transformation. Most things that enter it don’t reemerge in the same state: kernels of corn go in, and out comes an altocumulus bowl of buttery popcorn; a sack of flour crosses the threshold, and out parade golden boules of sourdough bread; a basket of lemons comes knocking… and on it goes. And, of course, we, too, can be transformed by our kitchens.

All my life, I’ve taken refuge in the heart of the home when the going has been tough. Whenever I’ve felt lonely, or desperate for purpose, or powerless to change my circumstances, the kitchen is where I’ve been able to shift gears, gather my wits, and, if not find an immediate solution to whatever might be weighing on me, at least escape for a while and restore myself to balance with some order, creativity, and comfort. I feel the same way about coming to a dining table. As soon as people are gathered round, again our focus can turn inwards—towards beauty, companionship, civility—while backs are turned like shields against the chaos of the world outside.

During the years of the COVID-19 pandemic, many of us rediscovered the restorative properties of our kitchens and, by extension, our tables. They were certainly a chief source of happiness for me, and it got me thinking about the many ways throughout my life that the kitchen and table have played this and other roles, acting as my window on the world, my flying carpet, the telescope through which I have examined life, and as my friend.

Kitchen Bliss: Musings on Food and Happiness (With Recipes) pays tribute to these most companionable of domestic spaces. I hope, as we emerge from what have been a rocky few years for all of us, it will serve as a reminder of what reliable havens our kitchens and tables can be when we need them, and of how much pleasure, satisfaction, insight, and even bliss we can find in them.

Happy reading. Happy cooking. Happy dining.






1 Hopeless Kitchens I Have Known
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It’s a funny thing about me and kitchens. I’ve never really had a nice one, despite the important place that cooking has always held in my life. Instead, I have made do with whatever has been thrown my way and, though I do fantasize about my dream kitchen (ahem, with separate pantry and scullery), in retrospect I’m rather glad to have been made to understand over the years that the key component to a companionable kitchen is not perfection, but charm. The same, of course, is true of people.

I got a good start at this life lesson, because the rural New Brunswick kitchen I grew up in was about the craziest of the lot. Amongst its many other flaws, it had seven doors, which exited in all directions like a highway interchange. I recently read that the effect of a room is most critically determined by the arrangement of its openings. In other words, if doors and windows are not properly distributed, then no amount of tinkering with a room otherwise can ever make it right. This must explain why, despite the various attempts to improve it over the years, that kitchen has remained as dysfunctional as ever.

I gave it a good once-over the last time I visited my parents, noting not just the chaos of doors, of which now there are merely six, but all sorts of other idiosyncrasies as well. There’s still too little counter space, all of it piled high with things that don’t belong together, such as the spot over by a useful plug that contains a toaster, a large sugar crock for baking, an upright roll of paper towel, phone cords, a Kleenex box, tea bags, and a bottle of eyeglass cleaner. The cupboards are scattered at impressive distances from one another, so to assemble a plate, a cookie, a cup of coffee, and a spoon is like running all four bases. Food that you expect to find in the kitchen will often be located elsewhere. Bread, for instance, is on top of a pine dry sink in the dining room, right beside the pottery butter dish with the top from a plastic yoghurt container currently standing in for the lid that got broken. Obviously, the kitchen is too hot for provisions like that to be kept in it, what with the pot-bellied woodstove roaring away on its squat cast-iron legs in the same spot where, in days of yore, the old woodstove for cooking used to be. Above it, high up, hangs a drying beam, which you can lower on a pulley, drape with wet laundry, and squeak back up to the ceiling to dry. Sometimes you’ll see a bundle of summer savoury hanging up there, too, tied on upside down to dry not far from a pair of socks. It’s worth pointing out that the current incarnation of the kitchen is the result of not just one renovation, but three.

Not that it was without its charms of a less maddening sort, too, mind you. How many kitchens have hanging on their wall a collection of horse brass medallions, including one of the late queen’s head, or of lacy, black iron trivets that were once used to set scorching hot sadirons on? (The old models were indeed called sadirons, “sad” referring to how much the things weighed.) There are also two antique, painted, heavy metal models of a “Holstein-Friesian True Type” cow and bull (about eight inches high and a foot long), grazing on a shelf that was formerly a decorative mantlepiece, but that got salvaged by my mother and painted bright, buttercup yellow for the wall above the stove. There’s a duck-egg-blue cage the size of a softball that hangs like an ornament from a towel-drying rod and contains kitchen twine, which you access by pulling out the string dangling through the bottom. I could go on, but you get the picture: the whole room was, and remains, a never-ending conversation piece. And it was there, in that kitchen of my childhood—where clothespins were stored next to potato chips and where dinner rolls were shaped and left to rise on a giant breadboard set atop a wooden barrel that otherwise served as a storage space for recycled plastic bags—that I learned the rudimentary principles of how to cook, feed, and eat. These set me up for life. (Organizational skills, I’d like to think, were acquired elsewhere.)

Another highly influential and inadequate kitchen of my life was in the Paris apartment I shared in my thirties with a roommate named Camille. It had no more than two feet of counter space, interrupted by a sink and a tiny gas stove with a defunct temperature gage pressed up cheek-to-cheek with a fridge the size of a suitcase. How we two young women ever fit in there at the same time was nothing short of a miracle, but we did, and not only did we produce feasts for ourselves and our friends in there—coddled eggs with truffle paste, steak au poivre, pasta with bottarga—we could even pull off apéritif (or cocktail) dinatoire for forty. Parties in the latter style could roll on until long past two in the morning, causing the neighbour living beneath us to storm up, bang on our door, and threaten to come back with a gun. We were unfazed, because we’d already decided he was a fool on the grounds that he stank up the stairwell every noon hour with the smell of burnt cheese.

What that kitchen lacked in terms of practicality it made up for in charisma. There was a long shelf above the kitchen sink which housed an army of spice tins sent from a friend living in Kathmandu. We had hooks on the walls for Camille’s vintage colanders and my copper pots. Just inside the door was an open cupboard of flea-market dishes—café au lait bowls; bistro plates; tiny, hand-painted juice glasses—and in the corner was a window with a transparent curtain drawn at an angle to one side, like a lock of hair coyly pulled across a youthful brow and tucked behind an ear. Along the ledge, Camille displayed her colourful collection of miniature wooden birds, hoarded from a shop in New York City’s Chinatown, and also grew a few herbs. Not an efficient kitchen, perhaps, but certainly one with a lot of personality, which is what counted, along with having a fun, talented, and gung-ho cooking cohort, which Camille was.

But, the dodgiest kitchen I have ever cooked in has to be the one in my friend Nona’s garden cottage which my husband, Peter, and I moved into not long before the unforeseen outbreak of the COVID pandemic. It was intended as a temporary measure, but for various reasons, including the pandemic, we ended up staying far longer than expected. The cottage itself was right out of a fairy tale, with a large and handsome main room boasting twelve-foot ceilings, walls covered in fine wood paneling, and forest-green floors. (Once when Peter was on a Zoom call for work, a colleague dryly observed, “I see you’ve retreated to your Scottish hunting lodge.”) From this room, French doors arched by two glorious magnolias led out to an oasis of a garden, bursting with peonies, jasmine, hydrangeas, lilies, and allium. A dream, you say! Yes, but the kitchen in that place, at least when we first moved in, was a nightmare. Its walls were painted a dull, almost dirty beige, and the floors were paved in cold, grey stone. The avocado-hued fridge and electric stove were so old they could have come off the set of The Brady Bunch, and the few cheap cupboards, clearly leftovers from another project, had been haphazardly banged into place so that there were gaps here and there that I’d have to find clever ways to fill. Most depressing of all, the kitchen didn’t have a window, though there was a skylight high out of reach that let in some light and alerted us whenever it was pouring rain. In retrospect, it was almost symbolic. “This will be a time for looking inwards,” the kitchen seemed to portend, unwittingly making the understatement of the century.

Well, I have come to believe that what’s outside of us is always a reflection of what’s inside, and not liking what I saw, I had to act. I slicked a fresh coat of paint on the walls and hung a chequered curtain over the gap below a counter that stuck out like a missing tooth. A friend put up a thick, wooden shelf along two walls for glasses and dishes, and drilled hooks into another wall for hanging pots and pans. We bought two rattan rugs to warm the floor and installed a knife rack. The large appliances from the Middle Ages were mercifully laid to rest, replaced by spanking new ones. Things were beginning to look up. Then came the final layer: a spice collection, oil bottles, a crock of cooking utensils, a bowl of onions and garlic, another of citrus fruits, colourful hand-woven tea towels, and, of course, our continued, active presence, which turned out to be the biggest energy-changer of all. Over time, we cooked life into that kitchen—Penne alla Vodka, Strawberry Swirl Meringues, Lemon Roasted Chicken—and before we knew it, it had gone from feeling like a prison cell to an artist’s atelier. A rescue kitchen, if you will, which, it turns out, when you treat it right, can end up being as lovable, loyal, and life-enhancing as any purebred.






Penne alla Vodka

I don’t know what makes the weird alchemy of vodka, tomatoes, and cream so good, but it is so delicious that people can hardly believe their tastebuds. This is a perfect dish to throw together for unexpected drop-ins any season of the year—and, happily, a dish any kitchen can handle.

SERVES 4


	2 tablespoons olive oil

	1 small onion, minced

	2 garlic cloves, grated

	½ teaspoon chili pepper flakes

	½ cup/125 ml double concentrate tomato paste

	¼ cup/60 ml vodka

	¾ cup/175 ml heavy cream

	Salt and pepper

	1 pound/450 g penne pasta

	1 tablespoon butter

	2 good handfuls of finely grated Parmesan cheese

	Basil leaves, torn, for serving



Bring a large pot of water to a boil for the pasta.

Heat the oil in a skillet and gently fry the onion until soft, 5 to 7 minutes. Add the garlic, chili pepper flakes, and tomato paste and cook, stirring occasionally, for about another 3 minutes. Deglaze with the vodka, then immediately add the cream. Season with salt and pepper.

When the pasta water boils, salt it, add the pasta, and cook to just shy of al dente. Reserve 1 cup/250 ml of the pasta water, then drain the pasta. Add the pasta to the sauce along with ¼ cup/60 ml of the pasta water, the butter, and half the cheese. Toss, and continue cooking, adding more pasta water only if needed, until you have a thick, glossy, rust-coloured sauce and the pasta is fully cooked.

Serve with the remaining grated Parmesan and the torn basil leaves scattered over top.






Strawberry Swirl Meringues

The sight of these rose-like confections is something princess dreams are made of, and I promise guests will devour them with the gusto of hungry wolves (not to make them sound like something out of a tale by the brothers Grimm). They have marshmallowy centres and crisp outsides, and they’re laced with a small amount of tangy strawberry purée—or raspberry, if you prefer—to offset the sweetness. If you buy a pound/450 g of strawberries, whiz them up with 3 drops of red food colouring, and strain to make 12/3 cups/400 ml coulis. This is way more than you’ll ever need for this recipe (in fact, you’ll need only a couple of spoonfuls), but you can freeze it for using in future desserts.

MAKES 16


	3 egg whites

	¾ cup plus 2 tablespoons/180 g sugar

	2 tablespoons icing sugar

	½ teaspoon vanilla

	2 to 3 tablespoons strawberry coulis (see headnote)



Heat the oven to 275°F/140°C. Line a large baking sheet with parchment.

Beat the egg whites to peaks. Beat in the sugar a spoonful at a time until the egg whites are stiff and glossy. Sift the icing sugar over the top, sprinkle with the vanilla, and fold in with a spatula.

Using two spoons, place 2-tablespoon-sized mounds of meringue, spaced slightly apart, on the baking sheet. Working one meringue at a time, put ½ teaspoon of strawberry coulis on top of each meringue and swirl it in with a toothpick or skewer.

Bake for 35 minutes. Remove from the oven and cool on the sheet for 10 minutes before removing and cooling completely. Store in an airtight container.






2 Cake Lessons
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My earliest kitchen memory is of sitting on the counter, wedged in as small as I could make myself, between my mother’s mixing bowls and the woodstove. Whenever my mother baked, that sliver of counter was reserved for me and I got plunked down along with teaspoons, the sifter, and all the ingredients, with my legs in hemmed-up hand-me-down red slacks dangling over the flour bags, and my head at the spice rack surrounded by a halo of vanilla, cinnamon, nutmeg, ginger, and cloves. The rest of the kitchen dissolved once my mother started measuring and mixing. I was so preoccupied by the prospect of cake that the entire house could have collapsed and I wouldn’t have heard the slightest creak.

My mother’s bowl had creamed butter in it, then sugar, followed by the eggs, one by one. She used a handheld electric beater that made swirly ringed patterns around and around in the batter. I always wanted to make rings, too, but I was too small to handle the beaters, so she gave me another bowl with the sifted dry ingredients in it and a pastry blender. I ran that across the dunes of flour and made all the dreamy rings I wanted until she dumped them into the liquids.

Cakes, in our house, were special treats for all occasions, and they existed just this side of the junk-food borderline, so they seemed quite edgy. Any time I caught wind of the fact that a cake was about to be made, I was right there at my mother’s shins waiting to be lifted up. These were my first baking lessons. They began when I was two.

On they went, these blissful, buttery, sugary tutorials, until I got old enough to realize that I was being completely ripped off. The shocking revelation came when I started visiting the houses of little friends and was introduced to the superior qualities of the Easy-Bake Oven. Easy-Bake Ovens were doll-sized, made of plastic, and, if memory serves, turquoise. They really worked, too, which amazed me, because they were only supposed to be toys. You plugged them in and the tin-lined oven lit up with a bulb and heated—cooked!—whatever you’d managed to wedge through the slot. I remember one little girl cooked a green bean for me in hers. That was impressive. But it was at another friend’s house where I saw what convinced me beyond a shadow of a doubt that I would die a dismal death if I couldn’t have an Easy-Bake Oven of my own: cakes, and not just any cakes, either. Easy-Bake Ovens came with teensy round baking tins and miniature cake mixes, including one for pink cakes! I’d never seen anything like them: tiny little-girl cakes, pink as rose petals, pink as cheeks, marvelously, impossibly pink! I went home and fell to my knees. Please! Pretty pleeeease! I’ll do the dishes forever. I’ll floss every night. I’ll sweep!

No.

Actually, what my mother said, specifically, was, “No, you don’t need an Easy-Bake Oven. We’ve got an oven in the kitchen; in fact, we have two and you can use them whenever you want.”

Not the same! I wanted to make miniature cakes, and I wanted to make them from mixes. Of course these were the very features of Easy-Bake cookery that my mother was against. What was the use of one, miserly miniature cake? Furthermore, packaged food of any kind was devil-sent in our household. You didn’t learn anything by “preparing” packaged food, and anyway the contents of those packaged foods was “cultch!” (“Cultch” was one of our family words, rather onomatopoeic, in retrospect, which meant bad for you and awful tasting, and was applied to anything that came ready-made in a box or tin.) So, that was the end of that. I had to grow up making grown-up cakes in a grown-up kitchen.

One of the first I made on my own was called Never Fail Chocolate Cake with Peanut Butter Icing (from the Baptist ladies’ cookbook of Sydney, Nova Scotia, no less). At age six, I entered it in a Loyalist Day baking contest and won first prize. That was the same year I won the hula hoop competition, and my prize was a Coca-Cola can radio and bag of Hostess potato chips. I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.

Another cake I got a lot of practice on was called French Cream Cake, from the book Out of Old Nova Scotia Kitchens, which was sort of our Maritime Joy of Cooking. I was allowed to make French Cream Cake often because it contained virtually no butter, and because my mother had made it healthier by using stone-ground whole wheat flour in place of white. Right beside where it says “flour” in the recipe, I see there’s still a cook’s note by little me in brackets specifying “hole whit.”

Having spent many years in France since those days, I now look at this recipe and wonder what’s French about it. One funny old cookbook I have, published by the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston long before people really started eating “international foods” in America, has a recipe called “Ten Flavor Shrimp” accompanied by a note from the contributor that reads, “I give you something from France.” The recipe contains tinned shrimp, garlic, soy sauce, Cognac, and ginger. You’re supposed to sprinkle all that with bread crumbs and Parmesan cheese and stick it under the broiler to get bubbly. French Cream Cake is probably just about as French, but the name did serve to glam up the concept of baking it back then.

A third cake sticks out in my memory. I’d told my mother one day that I was in a baking mood and she said I could make Sultana Cake. Well, whatever it was, that sounded like a privilege indeed! So much so, that I thought I’d keep it a secret. Being seven or nine or however old I was, having a secret was pointless unless you could taunt someone else with the fact that you knew something they didn’t. So, I went off and found my brothers and, in the best nah-nah voice I could conjure, said, “Betcha don’t know what I get to do.” Gordon droned, “Let me guess… bake a cake.” Not to be defeated, I volleyed back, “Yeah, well I bet you don’t know what kind!” This sparked the boys’ interest somewhat. Then, because I was no better then at keeping my secrets than I am now, I blurted out, “Sultana Cake!” I was imagining a high cake with tiers, perfumed with spices, decked out in princess-frilly frosting, studded with edible beads… How jealous my brothers must be!

It turned out to be a white cake with raisins in it. I had to hide my disappointment at how utterly not-at-all-exotic it looked, because I wanted Gordon and Stephen to think I’d been lucky that day. (They couldn’t have cared less, but one always likes to imagine being admired for one’s every twitch.) I remember how the sound of the name Sultana Cake had sung in my ears in minor key, in raw, faraway vibrations. I saw temples and palaces, urns and strangely feathered birds. I felt the heat of another land’s sun, and sands sliding in around my toes, grinding under my sandalled heels. I heard the words of an unknown language scraping and hissing out of the throats of strangers, and I pictured myself wrapped in fruit-and-spice–coloured clothing, my eyes peering mysteriously out of a pale blue veil. Clearly, I’d spent too much time poring over illustrations in Sunday School pamphlets.

I’ve had two encounters with that cake since. Once, for no reason, I was trying to find a recipe for Sultana Cake in a cookbook library. Nearly impossible! Eventually I did find one—one—and that was in an obscure book from Scotland. I thought: Ha! In its hard-to-track-down way, perhaps Sultana Cake is exotic after all, even a bit of a secret. Then, later, on a flight to Marrakech, my dinner tray arrived, and there under a cling-wrap canopy was the ultimate: not just a round of Sultana Cake but in miniature, as if straight out of an Easy-Bake Oven.






French Cream Cake

Using whole wheat flour gives this layer cake an intriguing, earthy flavour, and, as you can see, it contains virtually no butter, so it’s light. Note that this cake should be made a day before serving so that the deliberately dry layers of cake have time to absorb the moisture of the pastry cream and the flavours can meld. The result will be soft, moist, and delectable by the time you serve it for dessert or with afternoon tea.

MAKES A TWO-LAYER 9-INCH/23-CM CAKE

FOR THE CAKE


	3 eggs

	1 cup/200 g sugar

	1 ½ cups/185 g whole wheat flour

	2 teaspoons baking powder

	3 tablespoons water



FOR THE CREAM FILLING


	2 eggs

	½ cup/100 g sugar

	¼ cup/30 g whole wheat flour

	2 cups/500 ml whole milk

	1 teaspoon vanilla

	1 tablespoon butter



Icing sugar, for dusting

Heat the oven to 350°F/180°C. Grease and line two 9-inch/23-cm layer cake tins.

For the cake, beat the eggs until foamy, add the sugar, and continue beating until thick and tripled in volume, about 8 minutes with electric beaters. Sift together the flour and baking powder, then beat it in, quickly, along with the water, just until combined. Do not overbeat. Divide the batter between the two tins and bake until a toothpick inserted comes out clean, 25 to 30 minutes. Remove from the oven and cool completely.

While the cake bakes, make the filling: Beat together the eggs, sugar, and flour in a heatproof bowl. Scald the milk in a medium saucepan, then gradually whisk it into the egg mixture. Return to the saucepan and cook, stirring over medium heat with a wooden spoon, until very thick, about 10 minutes. Remove from the heat, and stir in the vanilla and butter. Set in a sink of cold water to cool completely. Once the filling is cool, you can also refrigerate it for a short while to firm up even more.

When both cake and filling are cool, split the cake layers in half horizontally. Lay a top layer, cut side up, on a serving plate and spread a third of the filling over it. Lay a bottom layer, cut side up, on top of that and spread with half of what remains. Lay another bottom, cut side up, on top and spread with the remaining filling. Lay on the remaining top layer, cut side down this time. Wrap the cake in plastic and leave it to sit overnight.

Dust the top with icing sugar before serving.






Sultana Cake

I hadn’t had a slice of this cake in decades, but last time I visited my parents, there one was on the table, in all its buttery, raisin-studded glory, laced with hints of vanilla, almond, and lemon extracts. With a hot cup of tea, what a dreamy stroll down memory lane.

MAKES ONE 12 × 5-INCH/30 × 12-CM LOAF CAKE


	1 cup/225 g butter, at room temperature

	2 cups/390 g sugar

	3 eggs

	3 ½ cups/435 g flour

	1 ½ teaspoons baking powder

	½ teaspoon salt

	1 cup/250 ml warm milk

	1 teaspoon vanilla extract

	1 teaspoon lemon extract

	1 teaspoon almond extract

	1 pound/450 g sultana raisins



Heat the oven to 325°F/160°C. Grease a long loaf pan, and line the bottom with parchment paper.

Cream the butter, gradually adding the sugar. Beat in the eggs, one at a time. Sift together the flour, baking powder, and salt, then add them alternately with the milk. Stir in the extracts, followed by the raisins.

Pour the batter into the pan, and bake until a toothpick inserted in the centre comes out clean, 1 ½ to 2 hours. Remove from the oven, and turn out onto a wire rack to cool.






3 A Little Dinner


[image: Image]

An unlikely book I found myself settling into during one of the COVID lockdowns was Emily Post’s 1922 edition of Etiquette in Society, in Business, in Politics, and at Home (a gift from my friend “Charles the Butler,” who runs an academy for training household staff). Forbidden from gathering, as we were at the time, I, in a Downton Abbey–esque binge, vicariously lapped up her chapter on formal dinners. It spelled out how the Oldworlds and the Toploftys entertained during the Gilded Age, with their army of servants, arsenal of silver, and tables for sixty. What a frolic! Quelle splendeur! I’d give my eye teeth for that right now, I thought.

But then I turned the page and came upon a small, almost afterthought of a section, hidden somewhere between the etiquette of “withdrawing” and musings on carving (a job best left to the cook, according to the author, unless you’re one of “those men”), intriguingly entitled “The Little Dinner.” Now what could this be? I wondered. “The little dinner,” Post tells her readers, almost in the hushed tone of a whispered secret, “is thought by most people to be the very pleasantest social function there is.” What? After all those juicy and glamorous tidbits about balls and banquets, she had something to top them?

Obviously, Emily Post was writing from another era, and from the perspective of a particular class, one that gorged itself on the kind of large, formal, at-home dinners that are all but unheard of today, unless, I suppose, you’re a royal. She acknowledged they had their place (even for those who didn’t like them, at least as a “spine stiffening exercise”), but she also recognized that a steady diet of them was like sitting down to the social equivalent of a pound of foie gras every night. Ouf! The informal “little dinners,” on the other hand, were a chance to relax. They were special because strangers were seldom, or at least only carefully, included, so that intimate conversation was possible. Also, they remained uplifting, because, unlike a simple “supper” (she distinguishes between every possible sort of meal), a “little dinner” was done in exactly the same way as a formal one—the table glamorously set, the food lovely, people dressed for the scene—except that formalities such as being escorted into the dining room in the manner of a state banquet got tossed out the window. (Some people’s idea of letting their hair down!)

I was captivated by the appellation “little dinner,” because I have practically made a vocation of them my whole life, albeit, in my case they’re considerably more low-key. I go through phases where I entertain like a woman possessed (three to four dinner parties a week!), yet I’d never really thought of them as “a thing.” Then along came the pandemic, and suddenly I realized what a big deal in fact they are, not just for giving people a break from isolation and the humdrum (the opposite of Emily Post’s experience, which was that they gave guests reprieve from being over-peopled and exposed to stuffy entertainments), but also for giving friends a reason to dress up and feel a bit grand and spoiled for a few hours. At the best of times people are pleased to be invited, but during the pandemic, I noticed a kind of gratitude I’d never seen before. People would arrive on our doorstep with grim faces and heavy shoulders, worn down by endless lockdowns and from having to go everywhere in public wearing ugly, suffocating N-95 masks, then after a couple of glasses of wine, a belly warmed by a steaming braise at a properly set table, the lights flicked on in the brain by some lively storytelling and heated debate, they’d leave glowing. “You have no idea what you do,” one friend said as she left dinner one night, but I could see with my own eyes something significant was happening. A “little dinner” produced with care can work magic.

UNESCO has what it calls “the representative list of intangible cultural heritage of humanity.” On it is the French gastronomic meal, which, when I examine it now, is essentially a “little dinner.” It is partly defined by the structure of the meal itself—aperitif, starter, main course, cheese, dessert, and digestif, all accompanied by bread and wine—but also by the meaningful padding around that scaffolding, which includes the selection of dishes and the products that go into them, wine pairing, setting a beautiful table, and gathering around it the right balance of people. And there’s more: the concept encompasses the act of appreciating the meal with the brain and all five senses, along with the essential art of conversation. Such a dinner is a serious package, the significance of which the French have long recognized. Perhaps the pandemic helped the rest of us to see the importance of it, too.

Funny how validating it can be when something is given a proper name: A Little Dinner. Sigh. This has always been my hosting sweet spot, but finally having something special to call it felt like being given a talisman. It has forever changed the way I enter the kitchen when I’m about to prepare for a party, which is to say no longer just with a focus on what I can cook to please people, but also with a mission to combat the stress and anxiety that can pixilate the outside world (and sometimes the inside one), pandemic or no pandemic. “Innertaining” would almost be a more apt term than entertaining, when you think of it: intimate gatherings around the table that are less about performing or impressing anyone and more about letting out a deep breath and getting renewed enthusiasm for life by proximity to good food and good people. And that’s the irony: there’s nothing little about a “little dinner” at all. Frankly, I can hardly think of anything quite as big.






Imperial Cheese Crispies

These are everyone’s favourites to go with drinks, so much so that I have a hard time keeping them in the house. If you cannot find dear old MacLaren’s Imperial Cheese (the Canadian product that comes in a red and black tub), use any very sharp orange cheddar, grated.

MAKES ABOUT 50


	1 package Imperial Cheese (230 g), at room temperature

	½ cup/110 g butter, at room temperature

	1 ½ cups/185 g flour

	¼ teaspoon salt

	⅛ teaspoon cayenne pepper



Cream together the cheese and butter. Stir together the flour, salt, and cayenne pepper with a fork, then add it to the dough, mixing and kneading with your hand until smooth. (This can all be done in a food processor, if you prefer.)

Divide the dough in two and roll each half into a log, about 1 inch/2.5 cm in diameter. Wrap and refrigerate for an hour.

To bake, heat the oven to 400°F/200°C. Line a baking sheet with parchment. Slice the logs into thin rounds and lay them, slightly spaced apart, on the baking sheet. Bake until cooked through and only barely starting to brown, 10 to 12 minutes. Remove from the oven and let cool completely before storing in an airtight container.






Tomato Aspic with Horseradish Sauce

Before you hold up your hands in protest, hear me out. The first time I skeptically tasted this classic was at one of our “Kasserole Klub” dinner parties, the menus for which, according to “klub” rules, must always be built upon retro dishes. I was floored by how good it was, and, frankly, how chic! So naturally I demanded the recipe, which I now produce a couple of times a year, for shock and dazzle purposes, using the San Marzano tomatoes that I break my back canning every autumn. This makes a light and zingy start to dinner that never fails to delight and amuse.

SERVES 8

FOR THE ASPIC


	4 cups/1 litre puréed canned tomatoes

	1 onion, sliced

	1 garlic clove, crushed

	1 bay leaf

	1 clove

	1 teaspoon salt

	½ teaspoon finely ground black pepper

	2 envelopes gelatine

	¼ cup/60 ml cold water

	¼ cup/60 ml vodka

	1 tablespoon lemon juice

	1 tablespoon lime juice

	1 teaspoon Worcestershire sauce, plus more to taste

	3 dashes Tabasco, plus more to taste



FOR THE HORSERADISH SAUCE


	½ cup/125 ml sour cream

	2 tablespoons prepared horseradish

	Squeeze of lemon juice, to taste

	Salt and pepper



Lemon wedges, for serving

To make the aspic, put the tomato purée, onion, garlic, bay leaf, clove, salt, and pepper in a saucepan, bring to a boil, and simmer for 15 minutes.

Five minutes before the tomato mixture has finished cooking, sprinkle the gelatine over the cold water in a large bowl and let stand 5 minutes to soften. Strain the tomato mixture over the gelatine, using a ladle to rub out all the juice through the sieve, then stir to dissolve the gelatine. Add the vodka, lemon juice, lime juice, Worcestershire sauce, and Tabasco, taste the mixture, and adjust the seasonings. Pour into a terrine, loaf pan, or mould. Wrap and refrigerate until set, several hours or overnight.

Meanwhile, to make the horseradish sauce, simply stir together the sour cream, horseradish, and lemon juice in a small bowl. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Refrigerate until ready to serve.

To unmould the aspic, run a knife around the edge of the terrine, dip the bottom in hot water for half a minute, then flip the aspic out onto a board. Smear a tablespoon of horseradish sauce onto each of 8 serving plates. Lay a slice of aspic on top, and serve with an offering of lemon wedges for anyone who wants an extra squeeze.






4 2… 4… 6… 8…


[image: Image]

Reading, as I was recently, about the swish dinner parties of nineteenth-century Paris, I was interested to discover that fourteen was considered the ideal number of places to have at a table. (I’m not sure why it wasn’t twelve, which I’ve always had in my head as the standard for a big table, perhaps because cutlery is so often sold in that number.) Apparently, the society of the time was so concerned about making sure no sudden cancellation would reduce a table to the dreaded thirteen (horrors!) that they came up with something called “quatorzièmes”—young men who, though they’d not been invited anywhere, got dressed up for dinner every night of the week all the same, so that if a last-minute call came through asking them to fill in a hole, they’d be ready. How’s that for a vocation: professional dinner guest? Or, perhaps what you might call a “table plug.”

To have come up with the concept of “fourteens” may sound a bit extreme, but we all know the frustration of having a perfect table planned and then having someone pull out at an hour too late to do anything about it. Worse is to have a guest call up last minute asking if they can bring along an extra, especially when it’s a total stranger. Once in Paris I agreed to host a quite large “girls’ night” dinner, which included some women I barely knew. One of these arrivistes, clearly raised by wolves in a dense forest, not only called up at the eleventh hour asking to bring a friend that nobody else had ever met, but when I reluctantly agreed she could do so then sprung it on me that it was a man. The evening (along with that woman’s reputation in my eyes) was unsalvageable.

The odd-numbers challenge is but one consideration when it comes to table mathematics. Another is being sensitive to the difference that various even numbers can make. I never used to think much about it. I was more concerned about the mix of personalities and the food, figuring, “If two people are coming, why not two more? If six are invited, why not eight?” Well, experience has taught me why: because it won’t be the same kind of night. I mean, you can increase the numbers if you want to, but you have to be prepared for the effect your decision will have. I remember two close friends arriving for dinner one evening during the pandemic who, upon spotting another car in the driveway, jerked their necks into their torsos like spooked turtles. “That’s someone visiting next door,” I explained, which immediately caused their shoulders to drop. “Thank God,” they sighed. “We thought we were going to have to be ‘on’.” There’s one example of a case where if I’d thoughtlessly tossed in extra people it would have been a booboo.

I’m not sure that in my younger hosting days I’d have considered a table for four worthy of the dinner party appellation. A “dinner,” maybe, but a “party,” no. But during the pandemic, what with entertaining suddenly being more-or-less forbidden, a table for four practically felt like a gala. A couple of times a week, we’d choose two guests at a time from inside our “bubble,” and sneak them in under the cover of darkness for a little feast. I say “feast,” because I suddenly had the urge to put myself out a bit more than I normally would when having just one other couple. Our lives needed elevating, we needed cause for celebration, and we needed something stimulating on the table to get our juices flowing, because the news sure wasn’t doing it. As I said to Peter one day on a walk, having overheard the word “vaccine” one too many times, “Even eavesdropping has become a bore!”

“Read not the times; read the eternities,” wrote Henry David Thoreau, and it brings to mind the quality of the conversations that took place at our dinners for four. There was nothing superficial about them. People opened up and shared things they’d never breathed a word about before. (You both spent the night in jail wearing fur coats?!?!) We talked about life and ourselves, about the struggles, adventures, and beliefs that made us who we are. This is the beauty of an intimate dinner like that: people let down their guard and get into the nitty-gritty in ways that bond you for life, which is why you save dinners like that for the people you really know well, or hope to.
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