Staying in is the new “going out”.

We love to entertain. The planning of the menu, inviting the guests, even the laying of the table and choosing who will sit where is good fun. The guests are due to arrive at 7.30pm on Saturday night and it is around this time that I wonder why I was looking forward to it so much?

I have already been cooking for most of the day having spent two hours in the supermarket yesterday. Hubby is at the football and due back at 6pm.On investigation, I discover that the smoked salmon I had planned to include in the starter is not actually smoked salmon at all but mackerel. I try to ring Hubby on his mobile but no signal. Try again upstairs and still no signal. So I text him to ask him to get more salmon. Realise I cannot afford to wait that long so there is nothing for it I have to get in the car and dash to the local supermarket to grab the last two packets of smoked salmon on the shelf. Phew! That was lucky.

On returning home I continue to lay the table and suddenly remember the flowers I purchased the day before and left to condition in the garage. I scramble around for oasis and tape, sprint around the garden lopping off random bits of greenery. While arranging the flowers I manage to drop pollen in the sauce but no-one will notice!!

Hubby arrives home and drops his football kit in the middle of the kitchen. When asked why he is over half an hour late he produces the smoked salmon pate I asked him to get! We have a big row that ends with him going into the lounge to watch TV.

Try to make friends again by asking Hubby to help with the dessert. He agrees so I head off upstairs for a few moments to myself. Hubby calls up to ask where the cream is. I call down instructions but he still can’t find it. Men! I stomp to the fridge triumphantly, no cream there, check the spare cool box. No, not there either. Hubby suggests I check the car……aha! It must have fallen out of the bag and rolled under the seat when I swerved to miss that pigeon on the way home from the supermarket yesterday. We open said cream, smells OK. Another crisis averted.

Seven o’clock. Time for a quick shower now and wash my hair but no time to dry it properly so just blast it for a few seconds with the hair dryer on “jet-engine” setting. Look like a throw-back from the seventies. Never mind. Now, what to wear? Hubby asks me to take over in the kitchen while he changes so have to throw on the first thing I can find. A nice deep orange silk dress…..

Take over from Hubby at the stove while he goes to sort himself out. Should have waited until after this to get dressed. Hope duck fat will come out of silk……. When Hubby does not return after ten minutes I go in search. He is setting the video and watching “You’ve been framed”! Choose another outfit………not as nice as the first but will anyone notice?

Seven thirty….I hear a car on the drive……………no make up yet…………..have you chilled the white wine?………….Dash up stairs again while Hubby greets the guests. Paint my face in a rather slap-dash style. Smile and off we go….

Midnight. The guests have just left. Carnage in the kitchen. Try to fit all the left-overs in the fridge and cool box and find the lovely flower decoration meant for the middle of the table in the corner behind someone’s sports bag!! Clear the worst of the washing-up into the dishwasher. Leave the rest until the morning…………..Fall into bed at 1am and just drift off as Hubby says “Happy Birthday” and asks when we can do this again – it was such fun!!

But, as they say on the advert for a famous bank, there is another way!

The plans for the evening begin with a telephone call to the caterers who discuss the menu and special dietary requirements, number of guests, timings and so on. We enjoy inviting the guests and choosing the wine to go with the meal.

On the day the house is peaceful. Hubby is at the football. I am adding the final touches to the table. The flowers look neat and the colours match the napkins which I have folded into the shape of elephants heads using the designs in my book of entertaining. Sticking with an African theme I choose cd’s of “Music from the African Plains” and Paul Simon’s “Gracelands”. Take time to select matching candles and find matches.

Six o’clock…….I run a hot bath and soak for half an hour with floating candles, a gin and tonic and listening to Classic FM on the radio. Hubby arrives home in time to scrub my back. The caterers arrive. They have seen the kitchen before so we leave them to it.

Seven o’clock and my hair is dry and neatly styled and the dress and shoes selected. It is a luxury to be able to take time over my make-up and get dressed. Hubby is changed and looking gorgeous. We take time to neaten up the lounge, plumping up the cushions, softening the lights. Ahh. All very relaxing. Lovely cooking smells coming from the kitchen. And here are our guests……………

Midnight…………We say farewell to the last guests to leave. We return to the lounge to finish our liqueurs before steeling ourselves for the kitchen. The caterers left after serving coffee. 

The kitchen is spotless. A little left-over dessert is in the fridge. There is a single red rose in a vase on the table with a card next to it. “Looking forward to cooking for you again – Gourmet Knights Ltd”.

“Happy Birthday” says Hubby.

