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In French, entertaining is translated as l’art de recevoir, or “the
        art of receiving.” Pretty strange to talk about receiving when, actually, the host is the
        one doing all of the work and laying out the spread. But perhaps the receiving is in the
        gift of companionship that comes our way when we entertain—the opportunity to create
        something delicious, something beautiful and welcoming as well as the pleasure of sharing
        the moment. 

Entertaining in France is a part of everyday living. Casual or formal
        meals are an intrinsic part of the culture, and as a native English woman, I have learned to
        love this way of living and blend it with my own upbringing. 

Growing up in a big
        family where the doors were always wide open to relatives and friends, a love of
        entertaining is in my blood. From my earliest years I have memories of huge meals around
        long, noisy tables; of small cozy tea parties; of open-house Christmas brunches that lasted
        all day; and of never-ending dinner parties where good food and lively conversation
        accompanied us into the small hours of the morning. 

When I was little, I loved being
        at my grandmother’s for tea. She was a part of that generation that had time for the little
        things in life that make such a difference. I always appreciated the care she took in laying
        out a tea tray, complete with home-baked scones and cakes, little pots of homemade jam, and
        tiny sandwiches filled with cucumber and salmon dotted with a single flower perched on top .
        . . just because. Tea was taken in the garden in the summer and around the fire in the
        winter. And even if it was just the two of us, there was always a pretty tablecloth and a
        napkin each, and often she’d lay the table with her beautiful best china, because, as she
        liked to remind me, “there’s no point in having it if you don’t use it.” 

My mother
        was a great entertainer too. I have never equaled her big Sunday lunches, and she was the
        one who taught me that it’s not a big deal to throw a party with food for a huge crowd,
        providing you think it through and remember to enjoy each minute. When I joined the local
        youth club in my teens (this was country living, and entertainment was hard to come by) and
        announced to my mum that it was customary for members of the club to invite the others home
        for evening coffee and that I’d like to do that and, by the way, there would be over one
        hundred people coming, she simply replied that she’d probably need to buy some more cups and
        some extra biscuits. 
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In short, I grew up sure
        in the knowledge that there was never a lack of excuses for entertaining friends, and when I
        came to France as a student, this family background blended with my discovery of French
        culture. 

I’ve tried to pass this love of entertaining on to our four children, who
        have long since flown the nest. When they were still small, their birthdays were always fun
        and often involved ponies, bouncy castles, relay races, treasure hunts and a variety of
        dressing-up costumes. When the children were still small, birthdays were always a good
        excuse for a big party. Invitations were homemade, as was the often overly ambitious
        birthday cake. I remember my just-turned-six-year-old handing out her party invitations
        outside the school gate and—without consulting me first—announcing to her friends that her
        birthday cake would be “pink and have six tiers,” before turning to me with a confident
        smile. How could I possibly disappoint her? Six tiers there were. The cake may have been
        more reminiscent of a certain tower in Pisa than Monsieur Eiffel’s construction in Paris,
        but it was quickly eaten, and none of the pretty little guests noticed the lopsided
        silhouette. The joy is in the sharing. 

Once I lived full time in France, there were
        always opportunities to invite friends to our table. My husband comes from a long line of
        great cooks, and by his side I discovered the joy of preparing food, the trips to the
        farmers market to buy fresh produce, the planning of a menu according to what we found
        there, as well as the careful matching of the right wine to each dish. 

Since in
        France we live in a climate where the seasons are clearly marked, we have the additional
        pleasure of there always being something to look forward to. From the change of air in the
        autumn that makes us long for comfort food again, to winter meals to warm us after a Sunday
        walk in the forest, to spring spreads created with the first fruits and vegetables of the
        new season, to summer, when the warm weather allows us to dine alfresco and linger late over
        a table in the company of good friends. 

Living in the countryside keeps us especially
        aware of the seasons. Our small village is bordered by a forest on one side and crop-growing
        fields all around. The forest changes color without our help, and the fields are landscaped
        by local farmers as they plough, sow and harvest. Each fall, when the first new shoots begin
        to sprout, I am keen to see which crop has been sown in the fields that we can see from our
        house. Not because it will be produce that we will eat, but because the color and nature of
        the crop will affect our view and even our mood. 

Along our valley we are fortunate to
        have many beautiful gardens, Spring sees lilacs and wisteria dripping over stone walls and
        doorways. In June the roses bend low beneath the weight of their blooms, and in the autumn
        the dahlias explode like fireworks until the first frost signals their retreat.
        

Tablescapes change with the seasons too. No matter how simple or spontaneous the
        occasion, I have to lay a few flowers and candles on the table. And if I have the time and
        the garden is flourishing, then I’ll happily go all out and decorate the table from one end
        to the other, simply because it makes everyone smile. It’s not about trying to impress or
        putting on a show; it’s just about living in the present. 

As the seasons shift, they
        dictate how we feel, our dress, our lifestyle down to the food that is on our plates. We
        savor the privilege of eating fresh, ripe food: from the strawberries that first appear in
        April to the grapes and mushrooms that flavor our autumn menus. 

This book is born
        from my experience of everyday living in France. I hope that in my tablescapes and flowers
        you’ll find some inspiration for your tables through the seasons, and that, like me, you
        will also enjoy the simple pleasure of entertaining friends and family. This isn’t a
        cookbook, but I’ve included a few simple recipes, mostly classics from traditional French
        cuisine. 

Franck Schmitt’s beautiful photos were taken at my house and also in the
        homes of some very patient friends. To each of them I owe a big thank-you, but maybe it
        would be more appropriate to repay them with a lovely meal and a good bottle of wine . . . à
        la française.
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Sharon Santoni grew up in England but married a Frenchman and has
            raised her family in Normandy, France. Her blog, My French Country Home, is read daily by
        thousands all over the world, and her Stylish French Box has many happy subscribers pleased
        to receive their quarterly box of French goodies. She writes about daily life in rural
        France; the ups and downs of family life; her inspiring French girlfriends; the intricacies
        of village life; and her love of searching for brocante treasure in the flea markets of
        Paris and the countryside. 
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Spring is
                                long-awaited here in Normandy. By March, we are craving sunshine and
                                keep our eyes closely trained on the trees, hoping to spot the first
                                sign of a tiny new bud, a herald of the season of renewal. And as
                                those buds unfurl and grow, the forest behind the house gradually
                                glows bright green and promises that warmer days are not far away.
                                

I keep a couple of horses at home, so my winters involve a
                                lot of mud and some fairly unglamorous tasks, such as hauling hay
                                and fresh water to the paddocks. After three months of nearly
                                freezing temperatures, I am definitely eager to move on. 

The
                                birds provide one of my earliest indicators that a shift is taking
                                place. Over the field where the horses graze, skylarks start singing
                                in late February. High up in the sky, their distinctive warble
                                carries far as the male birds try to impress the girls. Hearing the
                                first lark song of the season announcing the unofficial end of the
                                winter months never fails to make me smile with a tinge of relief.
                                

All through the winter we have been cooped up inside with
                                crackling fires burning in the fireplaces, so from the end of March
                                and onward, any opportunity to get outside is welcome, even if it’s
                                only for a quick espresso or with a pair of secateurs in hand to start some spring pruning.
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The first
                                flowers are the daffodils that grow in loose groups on the lawn and
                                the white petals that open across the branches of the huge magnolia
                                tree, illuminating the garden. Once these are finished blooming, we
                                know that the wisteria will not be far behind. This is the moment to
                                start tidying the garden and planting for the summer months ahead.
                                

Our own potager is fairly
                                modest, but our closest neighbors are true experts in the kitchen
                                garden. Even during the chilly afternoons of March, they can be
                                found turning over the rich brown earth and sowing the early onions
                                or the first potatoes. When we first moved into our house, my
                                neighbors, who grow literally one ton of potatoes in their
                                impeccable weed-free potager, asked
                                with earnest curiosity what I’d be growing in the way of food for
                                the family. When they understood that I planned to cultivate mostly
                                salads, tomatoes and courgettes, there was a long silence. We did
                                not have the same priorities and I clearly was not going to make the
                                grade. During the following year, their misgivings about my choice
                                of crops never stopped them being generous and friendly, and I’d
                                often find a basket of cherries or beans or potatoes left outside my
                                door. 

[image: Photo of watering cans.]

In spring our local
                                farmers market takes on a very different appearance as well. After
                                months of apples and pears, we begin to see the first strawberries
                                and, of course, the asparagus. Aah, the asparagus! Is it because
                                it’s available for so a short a time that we love it so much?
                                

The change from winter to spring inspires us to entertain
                                again. Here in Normandy, we are generally able to eat lunch outside
                                for the first time of the year in March. It may not be truly warm
                                yet, but the pleasure of sitting in the sun is undeniable. Having
                                hosted and been guests indoors all through the winter, we now change
                                the menus and lighten the mood. Gone are the stews and heavy sauces,
                                and in come poached fish, fresh strawberries and mixed salads.
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