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  TO MY MOM,
who taught me there’s always room for one more at the table, even if it means ordering pizza
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  INTRODUCTION

  THE BEST PLACE TO START IS ALWAYS AT THE BEGINNING. So I’d like to start by telling you how this book came to be. Once upon a time there was a young girl, just days out of college and sitting in her very first cubicle, browsing the depths of the Internet for creative inspiration. That young girl was me, and that was the beginning of my story. I started a blog and used it to chronicle my adventures in decorating, DIY projects, snippets of life with my family, and my never-ending experiments in the kitchen. It was a creative outlet, a casual hobby, a way to keep my brain and my hands busy on nights and weekends after I came home from a day job in marketing.

  I’ve always been a documenter, a chronic journal keeper. My mom blames this tendency to need to record everything on my love of the book Harriet the Spy as a kid. I read it and told her afterwards that I needed to write down all of my observations in a notebook, just like Harriet. I suppose the blog was an extension of that obsession. I did just that; I wrote down my observations and thoughts and recipes. I wrote and wrote and wrote, and cooked and cooked and cooked, and over time my hobby turned into a food and lifestyle blog that I’m lucky enough to now call my career. I have the very fun task of thinking up recipes and sharing entertaining ideas and working with magazines to create the very type of content that I used to read in that small beige cubicle. It’s been nearly a decade since I hit “publish” on that first blog post, and by some luck, that young girl who loved to cook and write found a way to make her dream job a reality.

  As I was working to build Domestikatedlife.com over the past several years, there’s always been a little something on the back burner that I was cooking up. (Yes, the pun was intended!) It was filling my notebooks, just like from my Harriet the Spy days, an idea for a book. I love to cook, and I love reading cookbooks. I love to entertain, and I love reading entertaining books. I have a huge collection of them; they fill a giant bookcase in my kitchen and they’re tucked on shelves in every room of our house. I look at them for inspiration, for technique, for experimentation. Among all of those books though, I realized there wasn’t one that really speaks to how I actually cook and entertain.

  In my collection there are gourmet cookbooks that have complicated and intricately detailed recipes. They contain recipes that require skilled techniques and precision. I may attempt one of those recipes—with my breath held that it comes out okay—when I’m entertaining guests. But I’ll lean on my old standby recipes to fill in the menu with things I am more comfortable with.

  On the bookshelf there is also a collection of entertaining books that are aspirational and inspirational. They feature over-the-top tablescapes with colorful candy buffets, tall shiny candelabras, and layered sequined table linens. They are filled with images of Pinterest-quality parties that I would love to attend, but just don’t go to in my real life. It makes me think I need to befriend more celebrities and attend more extravagant weddings so that I can indulge in these lavish celebrations.

  I also love to thumb through cookbooks with that laid-back West Coast style, filled with images of beautiful chefs cooking in giant open kitchens with nothing but crisp, bright white walls in the background. I daydream about how lovely it must be to entertain on an airy, well-styled patio all year round because it never rains or snows. The pictures of the food look like modern art, with teenytiny portions and swirls of brightly colored purees. They are gorgeous, but those little plates look like I’d leave the party famished.

  I own all of these books, and I love them and I read them often. They provide endless amounts of creative spark and inspiration for me. None of them, though, show how I really live and cook and entertain at our house, in our cute little coastal town in New England. At the heart of hosting, it’s about making friends and family feel welcome and comfortable. It’s casual and laid-back. We wear jeans, and guests dunk their hands in the cooler to grab their own drinks. Everything is served buffet-style—please help yourself and make yourself at home. Casual doesn’t have to mean pizza and beer (though that is always a welcome menu at our house). I like to entertain in an unfussy way, but still with polish and thought and care.

  This book is a collection of those real-life menus and how I truly host my friends and family at our home. It’s inspired by my surroundings and the impact that the seasons have on how we live in New England. Everything is touched by the changing seasons here: what we wear, what we see, what we do with our free time, and especially what we eat and how we entertain. We bring pizza picnics to the beach on Friday nights all summer long. We relish in that first farmer’s market of spring and fill up baskets of amazing ingredients that suddenly become available as the weather warms. We really know how to celebrate when the snow melts and the weather reaches patio-dining temperatures. We are tough and rugged and endure chilly temperatures in the autumn to gather outside for pumpkin-carving parties on the porch and brisk strolls through the apple orchard. We will endure arctic temperatures for a good tailgating gathering. And we survive the winter by bringing the party inside, around the fireplace, and up into the mountains to make the most of those cozy snowy days. This book is organized by season for those many reasons. Each menu draws influence from how we live, and how we gather, as things change throughout the year. It’s about making the most of each one, the food and the seasons, and it’s exactly why I love living here.

[image: frn_fig_006.jpg]

  When I started to write this book, I had two goals. One was to share delicious, simple recipes that I love to use in my real life. The other was to try to take a little bit of the intimidation out of entertaining. I’m here to dispel a few myths about cooking and hosting, and rebuff the excuses you may make for not entertaining. I promise, it’s not as hard as it seems.

  The first excuse you may make is “I do not have a picture-perfect kitchen.” Let me assure you, you can do a lot with a little. I have a tiny kitchen with a decades-old electric stove that is terribly finicky, a very sensitive smoke detector nearby that goes off at least once a week when I’m cooking, and a small butcher block island that my husband made in the garage where I do most of my prep work. No restaurant-quality ranges or marble countertops were used in the making of this book; it was written and tested in a real-life home kitchen.

  The same goes for fancy cooking tools and kitchen gadgets—for the most part you don’t need much to make a good meal. I tried really hard to write these menus and recipes in a way that did not require any specialty tools. What you need is one good chef’s knife, a saucepan, and some rimmed baking sheets. With those few items you can make nearly all the recipes in this book. Occasionally a mini food processor is involved or a pizza stone you may not already own. And yes, I do make a case at one point to go out and buy a $10 mini-donut pan, because then you can make mini donuts all the time at home, which is a very good reason to own one.

  Another myth I’d like to bust is that you don’t have the skills to cook a full menu for a party. You can do it, you can teach yourself just like I did. My only “professional” training comes from the school of grandma. Watching my Italian grandmother in the kitchen is the closest I’ve come to a cooking lesson. Like trying to learn any new skill, you just have to throw yourself into it and try. I read cookbooks, I watched online videos, I practiced and experimented to learn what I know about cooking. Even today when writing this cookbook, I’m still absorbing and learning and practicing. Get your hands dirty and give it a try, go ahead and make the recipes your own. Think a pasta dish needs more Parmesan cheese? Go for it, and drench it in cheese. It’ll probably taste great, but you won’t know until you try!

  A lot of the intimidation around entertaining guests comes from not knowing where to start. That’s why this book is organized by season, and within each seasonal section there are chapters for specific occasions. Every occasion in the book has a full menu to work from, with drinks, appetizers, entrees, desserts, and even some tips to bring it all together with approachable decor and table ideas. Pull inspiration from a full menu, or pick and choose the recipes that work for your tastes to make your own lineup.

  The last myth to dispel is that you don’t have the right occasion to host a party. There is a lot of pressure put on entertaining for a special event or holiday. You don’t want to mess up Christmas. That can be traumatizing. People tell their therapists about ruined Christmases. So don’t wait for a big occasion, start with entertaining at home today. Bring friends over for no other reason than just to get them together. Invite family over for a Sunday brunch or dinner to catch up. Make everyday occasions feel special with home cooking. This book is about drinking and eating well, but really it’s about gatherings that bring together the people you love.


  THE ENTERTAINING BASICS

  PLAN THE MENU. You’re entertaining guests and need to plan a menu for the party, but where do you start? For me, I like to consider two things first: the occasion and the season. The occasion usually helps answer a few key questions about what type of food you’re going to serve. Is it a casual backyard gathering to celebrate someone’s birthday? Is it a holiday party where guests will be coming and going throughout the afternoon? Is it a dinner party to welcome family from out of town? Once I have an idea of what the party will be, I can start narrowing down some menu choices. Next, I start to think about the season and what ingredients and dishes might work to highlight fresh ingredients. For a dinner menu, I might start with the protein in an entree and build around that central dish. For a casual afternoon gathering, I might pick a theme, like seafood, and brainstorm a series of recipes and bites that work together. The menu can also set the tone for the event, like offering small bites that encourage mixing and mingling in a casual setting. A heavier, plated entree signals a bit more of a formal celebration.

  A good menu has balance. Toss around lots of ideas and then weigh how they might play off each other: warm appetizers versus cold appetizers, meat versus vegetarian options, light versus heavy ingredients. It’s also a good idea to consider balance in how they’ll be prepared, too. Try to pick a few dishes that can be prepared ahead of time, a few quick-assembly options, and only one or two recipes that require more time and focus the day of the event. The resulting food and drinks will come out much better if you can easily manage executing everything on the menu. Perhaps the most important thing to consider when planning a menu is the guest list. Plan for allergies and likes and dislikes so that everyone feels welcome and well fed! 

  BUILD A PARTY - PREP TIMELINE. Have you ever been to a party where the hostess is frazzled in the kitchen? It’s the worst. Sometimes things don’t go as planned and a recipe fails or a dish gets forgotten and goes into the oven late. Then you start to scramble and the stress builds. It’s happened to me, it’s happened to everyone. One way I try to combat that harried state of frantic party preparations is to build a party-prep timeline.

  My mother-in-law is an entertaining pro. She can execute a sit-down holiday dinner for forty-plus family members without even breaking a sweat. Everyone feels relaxed and welcome when attending a holiday celebration at their house, because she appears to do it with such ease. And while she makes it look so effortless, I know that it was actually a ton of hard work and organization and preparation that made it all happen. If you sneak into the kitchen while the holiday cooking is underway, you can see her detailed notes on the counter with a timeline for everything that needs to get done. It’s a trick that I’ve borrowed from her and do every time I host a party now.

  To build your party-prep timeline, scribble down every dish on your menu and make note of what can be prepped ahead of time. Write down how long each dish needs to be cooked and at what temperature. From there I start to organize all the information into a timeline. If the roast takes an hour to cook and fifteen minutes to rest and we plan to eat at 7 p.m., then the roast gets assigned a 5:45 p.m. time slot. If the green beans only need fifteen minutes to cook, but can be prepped in advance, I’ll make a note in the morning to prepare the dish and another note at 6:45 p.m. to get them cooking. Can you make some of the appetizers in advance? Add them to the top of the timeline to work on the night before the party. It’s like a run of show for a performance. The stove is the stage and each dish is a player in the well-choreographed routine.

  I even like to add things to the timeline that aren’t food related, like getting the ice onto the bar cart or giving the bathroom a final wipe down or lighting candles on the table. Building this road map for what needs to get done and exactly when it needs to happen takes a lot of the guesswork out of executing the meal. Following the timeline also means you’ll be able to recover if and when something does go wrong! Remain calm and refer to your game plan. 

  PERFECT THE PARTY FLOW. My mom is the consummate hostess. She has great attention to detail and manages to put together just the right flowers, the right table linens, and the right menu, so that everything works together. More than anything, she knows how to make people welcome, which is why friends and family love coming to her parties. One of the biggest lessons I’ve learned from her is about how to create a party flow, or how to get guests moving and mixing and mingling. Where you build your bar or set up a dinner buffet or place appetizers has a big impact on how a gathering can flow.

  Bar and food placement are typically the best ways to get your guests to where you want them to go. Put your bar setup far away from the front door, which is usually where people congregate when they first arrive and cause a party traffic jam. Moving the bar farther into the space or into another room signals guests to flow in that direction since it’s usually the first stop after they’ve entered a party. To keep the party moving and guests dispersed across the space, try setting up appetizers in a few different spots. At my mom’s parties, snacks are spread out around different centralized conversation areas—the island, the dining table, the coffee table—and it keeps people moving and mingling and, most importantly, eating! If you’re hosting a buffet around a dining room table or kitchen island, think about removing some of the chairs or bar stools that can hinder guests from gaining easy access to the meal.
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  Always think about the kids too. Our family friends host a big Christmas Eve party every year, and when we were little kids there were always trays of kid-friendly snacks for us in their playroom. There were pizza bagels and pigs in a blanket, and they were served on real plates and holiday trays that made us feel like we were part of the party, even if we were downstairs shooting each other with Nerf guns in the playroom. 

  THE TOOL KIT. I’m a bit of a collector when it comes to entertaining and serving pieces. It’s part of the job; they come in handy for styling recipes! Despite a big collection of these items though, there are just a handful of items that I consistently rely on when hosting a party. I have a set of everyday white plates that I use, well, every day. No fancy wedding china, just plain old white dishes. They work for every occasion, every season, and every holiday. If I’m going to have a party with a theme or particular holiday color scheme, I’ll bring in colored napkins to dress up the plain white plates. The same goes for the serving pieces I have in my pantry—big white bowls and platters that are workhorses and get pulled out every single time I entertain. The one specialty item that I think is worth having is a good, sturdy cake stand. It’s a great way to add height to a buffet or make a simple appetizer look elevated. I won’t tell you how many cake stands I own, because I’ve likely lost count. The other serving piece I use often isn’t actually a serving piece at all, it’s a big marble pastry board. I use it in the kitchen for baking and for rolling out pasta dough, but most often for creating a big cheese plate or appetizer platter. Another versatile item I always keep in my entertaining tool kit is a set of mason jars. They can be used for so many things, like shaking up a quick salad dressing, holding some pretty fresh herb garnishes on the bar, or serving as individually portioned containers for desserts.

  There are two types of glassware that I use when I’m hosting: glass tumblers and champagne flutes. The low glass tumblers are actually Spanish wine glasses, and I found them online after seeing them used at several restaurants. There’s a good reason that you see them often in restaurants: They’re incredibly versatile. They work for serving red wine or white wine, you can use them as water glasses, and you can even serve mixed drinks in them too. Champagne flutes are the other type of glass-ware that I always have on hand, because there is nothing more festive than a glass of cold, bubbly prosecco served in a real glass champagne flute. Mimosas in the morning, champagne at lunch, or a sparkling cocktail before dinner, you can pull them out for any event to make an occasion feel a little more special.

  Keeping your pantry party-ready makes entertaining on the fly easier. Sometimes friends pop by on a Sunday afternoon to say hello, and I like to always be prepared with some drinks and bites to make people feel welcome. Nuts and crackers are easy things to keep in your cabinets, and I nearly always have a block of cheddar cheese in our fridge for a quick cheese plate. We live close to the ocean, so in the summer we get our fair share of weekend guests that come to see us and enjoy the nearby beach access. I keep sour cream in the fridge to make an easy summer dip with herbs and garlic. Serve it with some fresh veggies, which can easily be repurposed in a weeknight dinner if you don’t use them all up. In the winter months, puff pastry in the freezer is a secret weapon for whipping up quick appetizers when family swings by for a holiday visit.

  In nearly every recipe in this book, with the exception of some of the sweets, I use three ingredients that are a must to have on hand: olive oil, sea salt, and black pepper. They’re used so often in my kitchen that I have all three in grabbing distance of my stove and workspace at all times.

  My favorite cooking tools are simple. I have one good chef’s knife that I rely on daily. A few wooden spoons and spatulas for mixing and scraping and stirring are always essential, and a quality pair of tongs is the item I grab most often from my crock of utensils. I always keep a box of individually cut pieces of parchment paper on hand for easy cleanup when baking appetizers and desserts, as it’s a lifesaver for making quick work of getting things in and out of the oven. You don’t need much to make it work; just stick with the basics. 

  PRE - PARTY CHECKLIST. You’ve got a guest list, a menu, and a timeline; it’s almost time to party! Every time I entertain guests, I run through a little pre-party checklist to ensure I’m organized and my house is ready. It helps me feel ready to welcome friends and family, and actually enjoy the party myself!

  The night before the party I do a quick clutter sweep, putting toys away and organizing things that are scattered around the house. I vacuum all the rooms (except for the kitchen, I get messy while I cook!), write my party-prep timeline for the next day, and take out and clean all the glassware. (This is my least favorite task.)

  The morning of the party I take a look at my menu and pull out the serving dishes that I need for each item on the list. I set them out on the table or counter where I’m going to be serving food to get a layout of how I want things to be organized (think about party flow!), and then place a sticky note on each serving piece with the food item that it will hold. Next I tidy up the bathrooms and give the counters and mirror a wipe down (just kidding, I never do this—my husband always does because he’s the best). If the party is in a cooler month, I take a minute to clear off the coat rack or put a few empty hangers in the coat closet for guests’ jackets.

  During the afternoon of the party I work on all the food prep that can be done in advance. Get the wine and beer on ice, and create any batch cocktails you’re serving so they have time to chill. Once most of the food prep is done, I get my table or buffet or bar set up with any linens and flowers I might be using. I
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