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about the book

Do you want to dazzle in the kitchen with a dinner party your friends will never forget?

Or perhaps you’d like to impress your partner with a perfect Valentine’s Day meal for two.

Or maybe you’ve watched a Come Dine With Me special, been struck by festive inspiration and you’re keen to cook up a Christmas feast for the whole family.

Whatever the occasion, if you want to be crowned the king or queen of entertaining, this is the book for you.

Packed full of over a hundred recipes from the show, covering everything from light, summery suppers (such as pea velouté followed by monkfish with a Mediterranean salsa and white chocolate and coconut terrine) to hearty, warming comfort food for a cold winter’s day (such as French onion soup followed by fillet of beef with roasted shallots and praline liqueur cheesecake), there are delicious dishes here for every celebration.

With top entertaining tips and handy hints to help you to create fresh, seasonal delights, plus a guide to organizing your very own Come Dine With Me competition, this official companion takes the quest for the perfect dinner party to another level. So read on, re-live your favourite moments from the show and learn how to create some masterpieces of your very own.
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introduction

Welcome to the second volume of Come Dine With Me. Two years on from the first cookbook, the TV programme continues to go from strength to strength and it now features more adventurous food than ever before. To reflect this, book two is packed full of handy hints and tips on how to entertain on those extra-special occasions. From Christmas feasts to big summer parties the whole entertaining year is covered, and there is also a guide to throwing your own Come Dine With Me evening, a trend that’s becoming more and more popular across the nation. There are useful guides on when different produce is in season, so you can make the most of classic ingredients when they are at their very best. And, of course, there are a sprinkling of new anecdotes on the fantastic highs and hysterical lows experienced by our on-screen competitors.

The book also brings together the very best of the recipes created by the contestants and cooked by them on the show. Many of the dishes helped their creators to victory, while the remainder are the best of the rest as chosen by the Come Dine With Me team. Some of the recipes have been used in their entirety, while others have been tested and then edited and/or simplified for the everyday cook. All are based on the inspirational ideas of our talented contestants, and there are plenty of options for meat-eaters, pescatarians and vegetarians alike.

So whatever time of year you’re entertaining, and however varied your guest list, this book will help you make sure you get your dinner party celebration just right.
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spring

The dark nights have finally disappeared. Spring is in the air, and there’s new produce in the shops. And if you’re an advocate of seasonal eating, you can kiss goodbye to a diet heavily reliant on root vegetables and welcome back greens. This is the time of year when you can start to think differently about entertaining – the variable British climate means that you can get balmier days in April than August, so there are lots of potential opportunities to entertain. However, keep your plans flexible right up to the last minute, to make the most of unexpected spring sunshine.

The big entertaining event is the Easter weekend, but don’t forget that it’s also Mother’s Day and, if you’re really into your regional entertaining (or like any excuse for a dinner party), saints’ days for England, Ireland and Wales.

Here are a few of the foods that are in season at this time of the year (foods without specific months in brackets are available throughout the entire season).


Vegetables

Asparagus (April/May)

Carrots

Cauliflower

Jersey new potatoes (April/May)

Kale (till end of April)

Leeks (till end of April)

Lettuce (April/May)

Mushrooms

Radish (late April/early May)

Rhubarb (April/May)

Savoy cabbage (March)

Spinach (late April/early May)

Spring greens (till end of April)

Watercress (late April/early May)

Meat

Hare

Lamb

Pigeon

Rabbit

Fish

Crab

Haddock (April/May)

Halibut (March)

Lobster (April/May)

Mackerel (March)

Prawns

Salmon (April)

Trout (April/May)





mother’s day

Breakfast in bed is special, but that shouldn’t be the beginning and end of treating your mum – it is, after all, Mother’s Day and not Mother’s Breakfast Bit of the Day.

Be sure to go the extra mile. Obviously that could mean going out to lunch, but didn’t you do that last year, and the year before that, too? And don’t you go out quite a lot as a family? If so, why not enjoy a home-cooked lunch at home for once? Your mum will probably be really touched that you’ve done more than ring her favourite restaurant that’s on speed-dial.

Plus, she probably slaves over a hot stove for most of the year, so this is the one day every year when you can ban her from her own kitchen. There is no excuse to allow her in, even if she does think dad can burn salad and that you struggle to open a tin of beans. Or she’s worried about her pots and pans. Or she doesn’t want her prize knife ruined. None of it is an excuse. Shove a gin and tonic, or a sherry (or a mojito if she’s that kind of girl), into her hand and coax her to put her feet up whilst you cause carnage in her kitchen.

Better still, make it all a surprise. Obviously if you no longer live at home then it’s easy: make an arrangement like, ‘Come round at noon and we’ll go to a restaurant from there.’ Then when she arrives, everyone’s waiting for her, complete with a glass of her favourite tipple and the food on the go.

Or maybe you’re the dad, your kids still live at home, and it’s your other half you’ve got to spoil. If this is the case and you’re in charge of the cooking, things can be a bit trickier. There’s only one thing for it: use the kids as a decoy to get her out of the house for a while – after all, it is mainly their job to treat her. Buy her a decadent treatment at a local spa, or a hot chocolate at a local café might do the trick. Promise that it will be followed by lunch out, and then surprise her back at home. Make sure that the plan for the day gives you a good excuse for staying behind.

Once she’s out of the house with the kids, it’s down to you to sort the cooking, the drinks and the décor – the full works. Allow at least a couple of hours. Then the kids need a plausible reason to come back to the house en route to lunch. Maybe pick a restaurant which you all have to drive to together, so that they have to bring her back home to collect the car (and you).

Now for the tricky part: what you are going to cook. If your other half is the one who does most of the cooking and she’s always asking other people what they’d like, then you may not be certain of her favourite meals. Try to do some crafty research, but investigate a good way in advance of the day itself to ensure that she doesn’t become suspicious.

Whatever you choose, try to pick a starter and a dessert which you can prepare beforehand, and a main that can be popped into the oven before she gets back so that you don’t get stuck in the kitchen – that way everyone can enjoy a proper family meal together. For a real touch of class, add some canapés, since they’re easy but really delicious. Remember that you might not have lots of cooking time, because even the best decoy plan might not leave you hours and hours to prepare.

Next, if you’re not a great cook but you want to create a truly memorable dining experience, practise the meal. There’s just one small problem: where to do it. There are two options: pretend to play football/tennis/golf or be stuck at work/in a traffic jam (delete as appropriate) then nip round to a friend’s house to test out the meal. Once again keep the excuse plausible – if the last time you kicked a football was sometime at the end of the twentieth century then you might find yourself with a very suspicious spouse on your hands. Also bear in mind that practising on away turf – with different pots and cookers – isn’t going to ensure it will all run smoothly on the big day itself so factor that in, otherwise it could all go horribly wrong.

Make the most of opportunities to practise on home turf when your partner is out and you’ve got the house to yourself. Cooking is like everything else – you get better with practice. If every time it tastes like something you wouldn’t even feed to the dog, try something else. Plus, remember to clean up scrupulously afterwards so as not to arouse suspicion.

The run-up to Mother’s Day: So you’ve set the menu and perfected it. Now it’s all down to the preparation for the big day.

Two weeks before (if not more): Go shopping for a present, something that’s a real treat. Snoop around to see if she’s run out of her favourite perfume. It’s the start of a new season, so perhaps something to brighten her wardrobe would do the trick. Don’t leave the present to the last minute – there’s more than enough to do with lunch to sort out.

A week before: After the dry run, timetable the big day. Don’t assume that mum will be straight out of the house at the crack of dawn so that you have plenty of time. It’s her day and she’ll want to do things leisurely, so always work on the worst-case scenario that you could have as little as an hour alone in the house. If you want to buy her flowers, order a delivery since you probably won’t have time to go out and pick them up.

A couple of days before: You could go shopping on the day itself, but if you’re going to struggle to get your other half out of the house then you don’t want to waste valuable time at the supermarket. Plus it’s a Sunday, so the shops won’t open till 10am at the earliest, probably even 11am. Buy the ingredients a few days in advance, then ask a favour from a neighbour and see if they can look after them for you (just keep your fingers crossed that they don’t develop a penchant for salmon roulade). You could of course try to hide the food at home, but most women will spot an alien object in their fridge so you’ll be rumbled. Whatever you do, don’t forget the booze.

The day: Try to stick to your timetable, but if you start falling behind then at least make sure that the starter’s done and the table’s laid by the time the family returns – most women love a well-laid table, especially if there are flowers at the centre. Make sure that one of the kids gives you good notice of their return – a phone call perhaps, telling you what time they’ll be back. Have a glass of something decadent at the ready, plus the flowers for the moment she walks through the door. And don’t forget those canapés, if you’ve had time. Finally let lunch be served – hopefully to perfection because it’s so well practised!


easter

The break from Good Friday to Easter Monday is a time for family and friends to get together and entertain, but that doesn’t mean you have to replicate the Christmas food-fest/nightmare-cooking marathon.

Vary your entertaining over the long weekend: Good Friday or Easter Saturday could be the time for a proper dinner party, when you can use the long weekend to catch up with friends; Easter Sunday could be the perfect day for a family lunch; and Easter Monday could be all about a high tea after a long walk in the fresh spring air.

There’s also the option of brunch if your mates are the sorts who see any bank holiday as a reason to go out on the town – they’ll probably appreciate nothing more than a hearty midday meal after crawling out of bed barely an hour earlier.

Food: As for what to cook, tradition says that Easter is all about lamb, plus of course fish on a Friday. Don’t box yourself in with that, though – instead use newly available springtime ingredients. Be flexible with your menu planning, since it’s that time of year when the weather is at its changeable worst. If you set your heart on a barbeque it will be pouring with rain; plan to cook up a roast with all the trimmings and it will be baking outside and everyone will be dying to enjoy their first taste of sunshine for months (whilst you sweat away in the kitchen).

Draw up a range of menus to cope with the variety of different weathers which might be thrown at you – and the chances are, knowing the vagaries of the British climate, you could even use all of them across the course of one weekend. The list should include everything from a hearty sit-down meal that’ll warm the cockles to a lighter lunch in keeping with a spring day, and perhaps even the full alfresco dining experience, complete with barbeque (see more on barbies later, here to here).

If you are going for the hearty sit-down meal, don’t forget to make the most of vegetables which are in season. Say no to those wintery roots, as people will have had enough of munching through squash, parsnip and sweet potato for the last three months. Your party needs to have the fresh air of spring, rather than the stale air of winter. For the same reason steer clear of turkey and goose because that smacks of a re-run of Christmas (and everyone’s still probably trying to shift that last annoying half pound of winter flab and they don’t need a reminder of their festive over-eating).

Once you’ve planned your different menu options, leave shopping to the last possible moment and get hold of the best weather forecast you can. If there’s any hint of rain, play it safe and avoid the outdoor barbeque option.

With the obligatory Easter egg hunt to plan, plus other games to organize, it also helps to prepare in the morning – so ditch the risotto and think of dishes which can be prepared in advance, such as Moroccan lamb (see here), roast fillet of beef (see here) or roast marmalade chicken (see here).

Then there’s the question of pudding. Whatever you do, don’t use the Easter egg hunt as a replacement. Why, I hear you ask? Simple, there will always be some among the children (or even the grown-ups) who love nothing more than hoarding their eggs. They eat one a day. They savour each one by enjoying it for as long as possible. Then they rub their brother or sister’s nose in it because their sibling has already guzzled theirs. Make find-your-own-chocolate a replacement pudding and you’ll have some disappointed kids on your hands …

Choose something light and nothing with lots of last-minute cooking or elaborate assembly. Zesty flavours are great, but you could of course use Easter Sunday as an excuse to naughtily incorporate some chocolate into your dessert.

Entertainment: Easter is smack in the middle of the school holidays so there may be children around – which probably means a lunch option on at least one day, with entertainment before or after.

For a classic Easter egg hunt it’s pretty obvious what you need – chocolate eggs. But to enjoy the hunt to the full, and to get some hearty fresh air and exercise (or to wear out the kids), you also need a good open space to hide them in, so it quickly becomes clear which member of the family, or which friend, will be hosting.

After that it is fairly simple, bar one thing: remembering where you’ve hidden all the eggs. With so much catering for a family or friends’ lunch to do, it’s all too easy to distribute the chocolate treasure without memorizing where it’s all gone. The kids will be desperate to know how many sweet treats they’re looking for, and if they find 90 per cent of them but can’t locate the final few you can brace yourself for temper tantrums.

As ever it’s worth having a wet-weather option up your sleeve, so when planning the hunt for your garden, create a similar plan for indoors. There are endless nooks and crannies where eggs can be hidden, and you can make it even more like a treasure hunt with clues to guide the searchers to the chocolate.

There is a school of thought that says that once the kids have started in the garden (and after they’ve enjoyed a good lunch) they’ll still probably have lots of energy to burn off, so you should continue the games. Lay on an egg-and-spoon race, or a three-legged race. You name it, get them to do it.

Don’t spare the grown-ups. After all, there’s nothing better for tired kids than seeing their parents make fools of themselves – it’s guaranteed to perk up their flagging spirits. Feel free to be sadistic and make the adults compete in all the trickiest races you can think of. It can also be subtle revenge on those guests who’ve been over-imbibing while you’ve been playing the super-duper party organizer.

To help plan your weekend, here’s a quick guide to the key things to do – and when.

Two weeks before: Plan your different menu options.

Four days before: Buy the chocolate and anything else you need for your fun and games, if that’s your choice. Make a clear note of how many eggs you’ll be hiding.

Three days before: Prepare little baskets for the kids to carry away their hoards of eggs. Feel free to buy the baskets, but it’s nice to add a little personal touch with a ribbon and name tag – plus that way there can be no confusion on departure when the greedy kids attempt to steal more than their fair share!

Two days before: Check the weather forecast, decide on your final menu and shop for it.

One day before: Take any meats which need defrosting out of the freezer. Make jellies for trifles, or other things that need time to set. Set and decorate the table. If you are using one of those mad dinner-party-planning guides which suggest doing things like buying stick-on letters and writing everyone’s names on boiled eggs, using stuffed bunnies as centrepieces and buying yellow napkins to match the daffodils, don’t. Life is too short.

However, don’t ignore the table decorations completely: add that extra little touch with some seasonal flowers. Whatever you choose, take extra care with them, and don’t forget hay-fever sufferers. If they’re picked from your own garden, you don’t want to suffer the same fate as Come Dine With Me contestant Nigel Beaumont from Bradford, who picked laburnum for his table only for one of his diners to claim it is poisonous and then spot greenfly on the table. (Luckily, nothing or no one was poisoned, except for the atmosphere!)

On the day: Do as much meal preparation as possible before everyone descends. Check your chocolate egg supply, just in case cheeky little fingers have been secretly dipping into your stash. Finally, have fun concocting a complicated Easter egg hunt to keep the kids quiet for the whole afternoon …




End of sample
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