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Dedication

To anyone in search of a big, full life

fueled by friends and food




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Friendsday Wednesday: Or How I Became a (Dinner) Partier

How to Make a Dinner Party: The Basics

Menus

How to Navigate Each Recipe

Cocktails

Agua Fresca

Sparkling Ginger Limeade

Campari Lemonade

Xtra-Limey Piña Colada

Paper Plane

Negroni

Extra-Fun French 75

Manhattan

Not-So-Sweet Strawberry Daiquiri

The Versatile Margarita

Noshes/Apps

Snackies—by Aristotle

Spiced Herby Yogurt Sauce

Fancy Marinated Olives with Warm Feta

Hot Dog Soup (but Really Sausage)

Athena’s Dip Situation

Lemony Paprika Lentil Soup

Cheese Board Cheese Chat

Radishes Dipped in Honey-Fennel Butter

Ridiculously Smooth and Hilariously Easy Hummus

Smoked Paprika Potato Crisps with Aioli

Tart Apple Butternut Squash Soup

Mains

Roasted Tomato and Burrata Eggplant Parm

Braised Garlicky Eggplant with Chickpeas and Tomatoes

Be-Your-Own-Bubbe (BYOB) Jewish Brisket

Cacio e Pepe Mac and Cheese

Cozy Winter Night Borscht

Pan-Crisped Sausage with Lemon Herb Veggies

Diner-Style Smash Burgers

Peel ʼn’ Eat Shrimp with “I’d Eat This on a Shoe” Basil Dipping Magic

Foolproof Lemon and Fennel Branzino

Glorious Spicy Sausage Pasta

Juicy Kofta with Lemon Coriander Yogurt

Pan-Seared Salmon for Any Mood

Crispy-Crispy Turkey Thighs with Caramelized Onion Jam

Rigatoni with Confit Tomatoes and Burrata

Perfect Seared Rib Eye

Veggie Pot Pie with Parm and Black Pepper Phyllo

Your New Favorite Herby Meatballs

Salads/Sides

A Simple Bistro Salad

That Salad with the Herby Dressing (a.k.a. A Chopped Salad)

Carole King Salad

Roasted Carrot Babies

Sour Cream Mashed Potatoes

Super-Crunchy Green Salad

Andy-Approved Kale Salad

Fluffy Everything Pita Clouds

Garlicky Cabbage with Whole-Grain Mustard

Golden Coconut and Apricot Rice

Brown Rice That Doesn’t Suck

Latke-Style Smashed Potatoes with Dilly Crème Fraîche

Charred Lemon Broccolini

Roasted Squash with Sage Yogurt

Olive Oil–Drenched Sourdough

Party Pesto

Roasted Veg Parade

Shallot Compote Green Beans

Veg Stock

A Very Adult Salad (a.k.a. Grapies and Greenies)

World’s Best Oven Fries with Parsley and Parm

Honey-Drizzled Zucchini Fritters

Pizza Night

Same-Day Dough

Spicy Soppressata Pizza

Wine-Drunk Onion and Fennel Pizza

Pizza Sprinkles™!

Tacos Get Their Own Chapter

Fish-Fry Tacos with Smoky Mayo

Smoky Spicy Seared Fish Tacos

Sort-of-Kind-of Cochinita Pibil

Smoky Chipotle Mayo

Avocado Crema

Quickled Onions

Honey-Jalapeño Black Beans

Breakfast for Dinner

Bagels and Lox with Homemade Cream Cheese

Anything Goes Buttermilk Pancakes and Crispy Oven Bacon

A Frittata for All Seasons

Sweet Things

Desserts You Don’t Have to Make

Babka-ish Monkey Bread

Clara’s Coffee Cake

Brown Butter and Sage RKTs

Oops, I Forgot Dessert! Choco-Dipped Fruit

Churro Hot Chocolate

Orange Dream Granita

Sisterhood of the Traveling Lemon Cake

Not Your Grandma’s Pinwheel Cookies

Juicy Fruit Greek Yogurt Panna Cotta

Pink Lemonade Bars

Fudgy Chocolate Cake with Salted Caramel Frosting

Floofy Funfetti Cake

Rainbow Cookie Icebox Cake

The Messiest Ice Cream Sundaes

Thin Mint Pudding Pie

Acknowledgments

Tools for Your Kitchen

Common Ingredients

Index

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher




[image: image]




Friendsday Wednesday

Or, How I Became a (Dinner) Partier

[image: image]

I’ve met most of my favorite people at dinner parties.

My closest pal of ten years, Julianna? Collected her at a dinner party I hosted to find a new roommate. The night ended in sticky cinnamon buns.

My friend Phi? I met her at a dinner party I was invited to when I ran into a guy I did theater with as a kid.

The guy I did theater with? Well, we aren’t tight, but the woman he was dating at the time, the one who threw the dinner party where I met Phi? She is a very close friend of mine now too.

The photographer for this book? Wanna guess how I met her? Yup. At a dinner party.

My husband, Andy? I knew it was the real deal after I brought him to a dinner party hosted by my two best friends. There was risotto involved.

My dog, Malone? Well, she used to be my friend’s dog until we fell in love at a dinner party, and the rest is history.

I could regale you all day with stories about people I’ve met at dinner parties and clung to like a baby koala. Dinner parties bring people together. There’s just something about having dinner and drinks at a friend’s house that is 1,000x more memorable than going to a restaurant. So as a believer in the power of dinner parties, I spent my mid-twenties attending as many as humanly possible.

But then, as my friends and I got busy with careers, dating lives, families, and general garbage, the dinner parties got further and further apart. One day, I was sitting on the couch feeling unsettled, thinking about what had shifted, and it became really obvious. I knew what I needed. Enter Friendsday Wednesday.



Friendsday Wednesday (n.): A Wednesday when your friends come over for dinner so your week doesn’t suck.



It began with a Google Sheet where people could sign up for one of six open spots per week. I thought just a few people would sign up, and that maybe some weeks no one would sign up, and I would have to deal with the existential question that all humans ask themselves in their darkest moments: “DO ALL MY FRIENDS HATE ME?”

But right away the entire month was booked! I was incredibly excited.

I used the first Friendsday Wednesday as a chance to dust off cookbooks I’d been meaning to crack open. I’d pick one recipe I was really excited about and make simple sides to serve with it. I made things like Moroccan stewed lamb with cherry rice, extra-gooey butternut squash mac and cheese, grilled kebabs with fluffy homemade pitas, and cochinita pibil tacos. On occasion, if the day exploded, I would just order takeout. Guests always brought the booze.

Friendsday Wednesday quickly became the best day of the week, not just for me and my partner (hi, Andy!), but for all of our friends. People started texting me to find out what we ate on nights they weren’t there, or to ask if they could bring a plus-one, and to get ideas about how they could host their own version of Friendsday Wednesday.

The act of gathering and feeding people allowed me to maintain sanity, support my community, and have some fun. Being an adult can be sort of a drag a lot of the time, and gathering around food is the greatest antidote.

Am I saying that becoming a regular dinner partier will necessarily lead you to a fulfilling career and the love of your life? I’m not not saying it.

Why You Should Become a (Dinner) Partier Too

Who benefits from more dinner parties? Everyone.

I’m not a social scientist, but I do have a theory. Here it goes . . .

You know Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, the theory that our most basic needs must be met so that we can start to address our more complex needs like self-esteem, confidence, and creativity? Well, I think we’re screwing it up.
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Today, we’re not getting our most basic needs met. Statistically, millennials are more burnt out and isolated than any other generation. The General Social Survey found that the number of Americans without any close friends has tripled since 1985. We eat out 30 percent more than any other generation. We’re less confident in the kitchen. (Someone close to me, who I will not out in this public forum—cough *Andy*—once asked me how to heat up soup.) We’re about half as likely to have someone over for dinner—even just once a month.

Our shortcuts to food, health, and friendship—drinking cereal-milk-flavored meal replacements alone at our desks, taking gummy vitamins that promise magic, and responding to group texts with ridiculous TikTok videos—may trick our brains into thinking we’ve checked each of Maslow’s boxes, but they don’t actually form a stable foundation. We have optimized ourselves into oblivion, and it’s isolating us, chipping away at our sense of self, and making us anxious and unhappy. Our need for authentic community is impossible to ignore.

Preparing and eating dinner with your family or framily (that’s your friend-family) makes your life better. The sense of accomplishment you’ll get from creating an opportunity for people to sit around a table while stuffing their faces and laugh-crying is unparalleled. You’ll get closer with your friends and make new ones. And the basic act of cooking is so good for your mental state that studies have shown it de-stresses and grounds you in the same way that meditation does. In other words, it’s basically free therapy.

The DPP Solution

Now, I know what you’re thinking: “That sounds fun. But also I’m a tired person, and I don’t know if I’ll actually do it.”

Our overworked and overstressed brains can always come up with reasons not to do things, so let me take a minute to knock down some of those fake excuses now.

“I work till 8 on Wednesdays. Wednesdays are bad for me.”

Well, guess what? Friendsday Wednesdays don’t have to be on Wednesdays! They can be on Saturdays. You will have to call them Friendsday Saturdays, which is an objectively worse name, but if it fits your lifestyle better, go for it!

“I don’t know how to boil water.”

First off, I’m sure that’s an exaggeration. Second off, that’s what this book is for. Each of these recipes was tested by friends of mine who have next to no experience in the kitchen. If they can make my eggplant parmesan with blistered tomatoes and burrata—and they did, and it was good!—then you can too. Plus, the recipes are full of tips to help you work through them, including what you can make in advance (and how to reheat it). There are also suggestions in the menu section for stuff you can just buy prepared at your grocery store (helloooo, frozen cheesecake).

“Look, Natasha, I’m no mid-’90s Martha Stewart. I’m much closer to 2020s Martha Stewart, who posts blurry photos of chickens and close-up pics of her dental work on her Instagram. I don’t have time to prepare a meal, do some intricate napkin-fold, arrange a candle-lit tablescape, and then cook and clean. That’s too much for me.”

Okay, well, look, that was really specific. But the bottom line is that you don’t have to make a multicourse meal and show off your mid-’90s Martha skills if you don’t want to. You can order pizza and make one of my delicious salads to pair it with, and that’s a dinner party too.

So if you’re up to it, I propose a challenge: one dinner party a month for a year.

If that sounds like a lot, don’t panic; it’s only twelve dinners out of 365! Just do it. Find your Julianna, your Andy, or your Malone!

Start right now. Commit. Just grab your phone, text two friends, and ask them to come over for dinner two weeks from now. Get it on the books, and then keep reading. I’ll walk you through the rest.

[image: image]

Okay, I trust you!

Now let’s get to it!

The Dinner Party Project is here to revive and democratize the dinner party for you, by reminding you to make dinner parties a creative practice rather than a stressful performance. This simple shift in perspective around “hosting” will change your life for the way, way better.

This thing should be fun, low-stress, and leave you feeling connected, relaxed, and excited to eat your leftovers. If not, scale back your efforts: your mid-’90s Martha is showing. No matter what, you gotta have a few gatherings before it feels like second nature.

How Can I Help You Become a Dinner Partier?

If you’re looking for proper hand-holding, I’ve got you! There’s a flowchart to help you pick a meal that fits your vibe for any given day, an illustrated timeline to guide you through the entire dinner party process, twenty-five predetermined menus to select from, and tons of other goodies.

If you want to freestyle, the recipes in this book are divided into four categories: noshes and apps; main events; sides and salads; and sweet things. Pick one recipe from each category, and—BAM!—you’ve got a full-blown dinner party.

More than anything, The Dinner Party Project is about helping you establish a central point of connection and belonging in your life. It’ll ensure you get quality time with all your friends, new and old. Let this bring you joy, friendship, and a place where you can let your freak flag fly.

Happy cooking.

Love, Tash




How to Make a Dinner Party: The Basics

After a decade of doing private chef work, teaching approximately one zillion cooking classes, and throwing a few hundred dinner parties, I’ve accumulated a lot of thoughts on hosting, de-stressing dinner parties, and making easy dishes taste really good—all of which I’m very excited to share with you. I’m here to remove the anxiety of entertaining and to help you find a hosting style that works for you.

If you’re a person who likes rules and guidance, welcome to this delicious breakdown of how to use this book. If your eyes are bugging out of your head looking at the quantity of words on this page—skip to the next section.

There are four steps to getting your dinner party on.

Step 1: Pick Your Peeps

Most of the recipes in this book are for six humans. So let’s do some simple math: if you have six people, all the food will be gobbled up, but if you have a more intimate group of three, then hooray for you, you’ll get leftovers! Find a group of people (close friends, fun neighbors you want to get to know better, cousins you just found out you have via genetic testing, friends of friends, coworkers—you get the idea) who want to dinner party regularly, knowing some will tag in and out, and get on a schedule. Dinner party people are everywhere.

Step 2: Pick Your Place

Your house? Do you have a big enough table? The beach? A neighbor’s porch? A stoop? Everyone takes a turn? Your location may dictate the kinds of food you serve. If you’re going to be in a park, you’ll want foods that are all easy to transport and good at room temp; if you’re gathering around a coffee table, you’ll want a meal that can be eaten on one plate, and so on.

Step 3: Pick Your Style

There are three ways to do this:
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Step 4: Pick Your Menu

This book has lots of ways to help you decide what to make for dinner. You can . . .


	Use the “What Should I Make for Dinner?” flowchart to take you from “What the fork should I make?” to “Your New Favorite Herby Meatballs” in under two minutes.

	Go to Menus for the full list of preplanned menus.

	Check out the table of contents to mix and match recipes from four categories: noshes/apps; mains; salads/sides; and sweet things.




Here’s a little advice for how to approach the three different cooking styles:

SOLO


	If you’re at all nervous, pick a few dishes that are great at room temp so you can prep them ahead of time and not stress during the party. All the salads and vegetable dishes in this book are great at room temp.

	DDD: Delegate Drinks and Desserts to your guests.

	Remember: Having a dinner party is about connecting with your people, having a good time, and not being rushed——it’s not a Top Chef audition. Take the pressure off by making a meal that feels manageable and fun. If that means making one dish from this book and getting everything else premade, that’s A-OK.



COLLAB COOKING


	Make sure everyone gathers at least 2 hours before dinner to account for cooking time.

	Decide ahead of time whether you’ll be providing all the ingredients yourself, or whether people will shop for the dish they’ll be making.

	Divvy up the recipes and tasks based on people’s skill sets:
The Person Who Lives There: This person will put out the ingredients and necessary tools before everyone arrives. They’ll also be responding to the inevitable questions about where knives, sugar, and olive oil live. And they’ll play sous chef to the Speedy/Experienced Cook.

The Organized One: This person might not be the greatest cook, but they’re a scheduling wizard. They’ll read through all the recipes for timing and transitions and make a master schedule for the night. They track when something needs to go in or come out of the oven, and they keep everything moving. You got a type-A freak show in your crew? This is their jam.

The Speedy/Experienced Cook(s): Give them the most complex dish——in many cases this will be the main because it has the most moving parts, but take a look at the recipes in your menu to decide. If this person needs help, pull in the sous chef, a.k.a. the Person Who Lives There.

The Nervous/Newer Cook(s): Give them the salads, easy appetizers, drink mixing, vegetable washing, herb chopping, and any other odd jobs.

The Person Who Doesn’t Know How to Boil Water: This person has two critical roles to fill:


	Making sure everyone is well-hydrated with beverages (adult and otherwise) at all times, and

	Cleaning up. Ideally, this human washes, dries, and puts dishes away immediately, so they’re not taking up space and can be used again.
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POTLUCK

While you can easily send a text or email and let people self-assign, here are a few tips to make your potlucking experience easy-breezy.


	It’s best if the person who lives where the dinner party is prepares the recipes that are best served hot or are clumsy to transport.

	Appetizers, salads, sides, and room temp desserts are great things to ask people to bring.

	DDD.





Ingredients for a Successful Night

You’ve got your people, place, cooking style, and menu—let’s finish with how to prep.

Enter: The dinner party timeline. Your new best friend. Curious what you should be doing a week, two days, or thirty minutes before your guests arrive? The timeline has your answer.
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2 to 4 Weeks Before

Invite guests. Finalize the menu. Assign dishes as needed.
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4 Days Before

Confirm people are coming and what they’re bringing.

2 to 3 Days Before

Read through the recipes. Write a shopping list and a simple cooking timeline. The timeline should include the order in which to tackle the recipes and how much time you’ll need total. Multiple things in the oven with different temperatures? Just pick the median temp.

If you’re collab cooking: share the recipes with the Organized One so they can write the cooking timeline.

The Day Before

Grocery shop, wash and chop everything you can, cook/prep whatever is possible. (All recipes have suggestions for this built in.)
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The Day Of

Before you start cooking: Run the dishwasher or wash and put away as many dishes as you can, tidy your space, and set the table (whatever that means to you—can be just putting out a stack of dishes and silverware). Take out ingredients that need to be at room temp. Refrigerate any drinks that should be served cold. Check to see if you have ice. No ice? Ask someone to bring!

Cook! (If you’re collab cooking, pull out the tools/shelf-stable ingredients you’ll need later.)

1 hour before: Put out snacks! If you get easily stressed when you’re finishing cooking, put the snacks, drinks, and glasses in another room; people will migrate to them.

30 minutes before: Pause for sanity: change your dirty clothes if you feel like it, brush your teeth if you forgot today (oh, is that just me?), put on some good tunes, get hydrated, and maybe sit for a second.

Party time: Tell the first person who arrives that they’re on drink duty, and make sure they know there are snacks, ample snacks.

(If you’re collab cooking, have the Organized One get everyone on track. If soloing or potlucking, enjoy dinner!)
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HOW TO NEVER RUN OUT OF WINE

Plan on each person drinking a half bottle of wine.

Ask someone (or multiple someones) to bring the wine, if you want. I like to inform the person what the meal will be so they can find a fun wine that fits in.

For white wine: Keep it in the fridge and pull it out 15 minutes before drinking.

For red wine: Toss it in the fridge for 15 minutes before opening it.

Have a few bottles of wine at home in case the alcohol bearer is late.
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FOR THE DPP OVERACHIEVER

Mood Lighting: Good lighting goes a long way in making a dinner feel cozy. Can you use lamps instead of overhead lights? Can you bring a candle or two to the table?
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Table Setting: If you wanna have flowers or decorations on the table, make sure they have a low profile so you can see your friends instead of leaves.
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Game Night: If your crew likes a game, you can have one for after dinner if people are in the mood. I am particularly fond of Exploding Kittens, Sushi Go!, Catch Phrase, A Fake Artist Goes to New York, Morphology, Code Names, Drawful, Fibbage, and Salad Bowl.
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Bathroom Zen: Completely nonessential, but I like to light a candle in the bathroom. It makes me feel very adult and in charge. (Though one time I did set a piece of art on fire, so be careful out there.)
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Throwing a dinner party is about connecting with people, having a good time, and not being rushed. Whatever it takes to make the night fun for you is the right way to proceed.

NOW GO HAVE FUN!
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Menus

Each menu also offers ideas on how to integrate store-bought items to make your life easier. Those items are underlined!
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Taco Night
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Bev: Margaritas or beer

App: chips with salsa and guac

Main (choose one):


	Sort-of-Kind-of Cochinita Pibil

	Fish-Fry Tacos with Smoky Mayo

	Smoky Spicy Seared Fish Tacos

	Honey-Jalapeño Black Beans or reheated canned beans



Dessert: Churro Hot Chocolate or chilled cut-up seasonal fruit—melons, mangos, etc.—served with Tajín seasoning (or lime juice, salt, and chile on the side)

Mediterranean Summer Dinner
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Bev: Campari Lemonade or Paper Planes

App:


	Fancy Marinated Olives with Warm Feta or plain olives

	Ridiculously Smooth and Hilariously Easy Hummus or store-bought hummus

	Olive Oil–Drenched Sourdough or baguettes warmed in the oven for 5 minutes with salted butter



Main:


	Foolproof Lemon and Fennel Branzino

	Charred Lemon Broccolini; can be served room temp

	Roasted Squash with Sage Yogurt; can be served room temp



Dessert: Sisterhood of the Traveling Lemon Cake

Pizza Night
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Bev: wine

App: Snackies

Main:


	Spicy Soppressata Pizza or Wine-Drunk Onion and Fennel Pizza

	That Salad with the Herby Dressing (a.k.a. A Chopped Salad)



Dessert: Oops, I Forgot Dessert! Choco-Dipped Fruit

Bistro Night
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Bev: Extra-Fun French 75s or wine

App: Radishes Dipped in Honey-Fennel Butter or cheese and crackers

Main:


	Perfect Seared Rib Eye with Bistro Compound Butter

	World’s Best Oven Fries with Parsley and Parm or frozen French fries cooked and tossed in parsley and parmesan just before serving

	A Simple Bistro Salad



Dessert: Juicy Fruit Greek Yogurt Panna Cotta

Ideal Burger Night
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Bev: beer or wine

App: big bowl of chips

Main:


	Diner-Style Smash Burgers

	Andy-Approved Kale Salad

	World’s Best Oven Fries with Parsley and Parm or prepared frozen fries



Dessert: The Messiest Ice Cream Sundaes; you can buy the sauces if you like

Steakhouse Night
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Bev: Manhattans or wine

App: bar-style Snackies

Main:


	Perfect Seared Rib Eye with Pistachio-Date Salsa Verde Sauce

	Athena’s Dip Situation

	Sour Cream Mashed Potatoes



Dessert: pick a “Dessert You Don’t Have to Make”

Kofta Platter
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Bev: Campari Lemonade or wine

App: Ridiculously Smooth and Hilariously Easy Hummus or plain hummus with Fluffy Everything Pita Clouds or warmed store-bought pitas

Main:


	Juicy Kofta with Lemon Coriander Yogurt

	Golden Coconut and Apricot Rice

	Super-Crunchy Green Salad



Dessert: Sisterhood of the Traveling Lemon Cake
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Old Jewish Lady Night
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Bev: red wine

App: Snackies

Main:


	Be-Your-Own-Bubbe (BYOB) Jewish Brisket

	Latke-Style Smashed Potatoes with Dilly Crème Fraîche

	Shallot Compote Green Beans



Dessert: Babka-ish Monkey Bread or pick a “Dessert You Don’t Have to Make”

Summer Shrimp Fest

[image: image]

Bev: Xtra-Limey Piña Coladas

App: cheese board or Snackies

Main:


	Peel ʼn’ Eat Shrimp with “I’d Eat This on a Shoe” Basil Dipping Magic

	Olive Oil–Drenched Sourdough or warm baguette

	Carole King Salad



Dessert: Rainbow Cookie Icebox Cake

Pretending It’s Autumn in LA
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Bev: Paper Planes

App: Tart Apple Butternut Squash Soup

Main:


	Crispy-Crispy Turkey Thighs with Caramelized Onion Jam

	World’s Best Oven Fries with Parsley and Parm or prepared frozen fries

	Carole King Salad



Dessert: Brown Butter and Sage Rice RKTs

Pi Day
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Bev: wine

App: cheese board

Main:


	Veggie Pot Pie with Parm and Black Pepper Phyllo

	A Very Adult Salad (a.k.a. Grapies and Greenies)



Dessert: Pink Lemonade Bars

The Birthday Dinner
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Bev: birthday guest of honor picks

App: everyone brings their favorite childhood snacks

Main:


	Your New Favorite Herby Meatballs with spaghetti

	A Very Adult Salad (a.k.a. Grapies and Greenies)



Dessert: Fudgy Chocolate Cake with Salted Caramel Frosting or pick a “Dessert You Don’t Have to Make”

Midwinter Stew Party
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Bev: red wine

App: olives, chips and Spiced Herby Yogurt Sauce

Main: Cozy Winter Night Borscht or Hot Dog Soup (but Really Sausage) with crusty bread and salted butter

Dessert: Clara’s Coffee Cake

The Godfather (+ Funfetti)
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Bev: Negronis

App: mini cheese board

Main:


	Roasted Tomato and Burrata Eggplant Parm

	A Simple Bistro Salad

	Olive Oil–Drenched Sourdough or any crusty bread



Dessert: Floofy Funfetti Cake

Easy Soup Night
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Bev: buy something you like

App: Fancy Marinated Olives with Warm Feta or store-bought olives

Main:


	Lemony Paprika Lentil Soup

	Fluffy Everything Pita Clouds or store-bought pitas with Coconut Butter or salted butter



Dessert: Sisterhood of the Traveling Lemon Cake

[image: image]

Ugly but Delicious Vegetarian Dinner
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Bev: wine

App: Athena’s Dip Situation with Fluffy Everything Pita Clouds or warmed store-bought pitas

Main:


	Braised Garlicky Eggplant with Chickpeas and Tomatoes

	Golden Coconut and Apricot Rice

	Super-Crunchy Green Salad



Dessert: Thin Mint Pudding Pie


Sheet Pan Dinner
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Bev: beer

App: Snackies

Main:


	Pan-Crisped Sausage with Lemon Herb Veggies

	Garlicky Cabbage with Whole-Grain Mustard



Dessert: Brown Butter and Sage RKTs
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Mix ʼn’ Match Pasta Night, a.k.a. Garlic Breath Party
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Bev (choose one or serve both!):


	Negronis

	red wine



Pasta (choose one):


	Glorious Spicy Sausage Pasta

	Rigatoni with Confit Tomatoes and Burrata

	Your New Favorite Herby Meatballs with spaghetti

	Cacio e Pepe Mac and Cheese



Salad (choose one):


	A Simple Bistro Salad

	That Salad with the Herby Dressing (a.k.a. A Chopped Salad)

	Carole King Salad

	Super-Crunchy Green Salad

	Andy-Approved Kale Salad

	A Very Adult Salad (a.k.a. Grapies and Greenies)



Dessert: pick a “Dessert You Don’t Have to Make”


BREAKFASTS FOR DINNER (CAUSE YOU’RE WORTH IT)
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Pancake Night
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Bev: mimosas or spiked decaf coffee

App: fruit salad or a bowl of fruit

Main: Anything Goes Pancakes (no time? Try the Stonewall brand pancake mix) and Crispy Oven Bacon

Dessert: Clara’s Coffee Cake or pick a “Dessert You Don’t Have to Make”

Frittata Night
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Bev: mimosas or spiked decaf coffee

App: Smoked Paprika Potato Crisps (or potato chips) with Aioli

Main:


	A Frittata for All Seasons

	Olive Oil–Drenched Sourdough or crusty bread

	Carole King Salad



Dessert: Not Your Grandma’s Pinwheel Cookies or pick a “Dessert You Don’t Have to Make”

Lower East Side Night

[image: image]

Bev: mimosas or spiked decaf coffee

Apps: Radishes Dipped in Honey-Fennel Butter or radishes and butter

Main: Bagels and Lox with Homemade Cream Cheese

Dessert: Babka-ish Monkey Bread

SALMON THREE WAYS, A.K.A. SALMON FOR ANY MOOD

Fancy Pants
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Bev: Extra-Fun French 75s

App: olive tapenade, cornichons and salami with slices of warmed baguette and salted butter or potato chips with crème fraîche and roe/caviar

Main:


	Pan-Seared Salmon for Any Mood with Beurre Blanc

	A Very Adult Salad (a.k.a. Grapies and Greenies)

	Sour Cream Mashed Potatoes



Dessert: Orange Dream Granita

Casual Herby
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Bev: Paper Planes

App: Lemony Paprika Lentil Soup (optional)

Main:


	Pan-Seared Salmon for Any Mood with Pistachio-Date Salsa Verde Sauce

	Andy-Approved Kale Salad

	Brown Rice That Doesn’t Suck



Dessert: Fudgy Chocolate Cake with Salted Caramel Frosting

Lemon & Dill
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Bev: white wine

App: Fancy Marinated Olives with Warm Feta or regular olives

Main:


	Pan-Seared Salmon for Any Mood with Lemon and Dill

	Honey-Drizzled Zucchini Fritters or baked russet/sweet potatoes

	Carole King Salad



Dessert: Brown Butter and Sage RKTs or pick a “Dessert You Don’t Have to Make”
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How to Navigate Each Recipe

ALWAYS READ THE RECIPE ALL THE WAY THROUGH BEFORE STARTING.

Ingredients: They are all presented in order of use, and I often request that ingredients be prepped/chopped (a.k.a. mise en place) before you even preheat your oven. I solemnly swear that it’s worth doing this when you’re working with a new recipe.

Quantities: Speaking of ingredients, you’ll notice lots of the time something will be listed as “½ cup chopped parsley.” That’s because you measure it once it’s chopped. If the recipe says “4 carrots, chopped” that’s because the chopping doesn’t affect the quantity of the ingredient.

Salt: Unless otherwise specified, I recommend Diamond Crystal kosher or La Baleine fine sea salt. But keep in mind, your ingredients may be sweeter, riper, more flavorless, yada yada yada, than what I used when testing these recipes, so err on the side of less, adding a pinch as you build layers of flavor into your dish, and season it to taste at the end. I like to give a quantity so you’re not totally in the dark, but you may need a little less, or a little more. As a warning, Diamond Crystal salt is less dense than regular salt—if you use Morton salt, halve the amount.

Timing: The times indicated on the recipes are guidelines—once you start cooking, the dish will often give visual, aromatic, and textural clues. Use these clues to help determine when a dish is done, or when an ingredient is ready to be flipped. What shade of golden should the garlic be? Has your steak formed a nice crust? Has the sauce thickened to your liking? Your oven, and the ingredients you choose, may necessitate a little more or a little less cooking time.

Total time: Some of the recipes have looonng inactive times, like drying turkey skin overnight for the Crispy-Crispy Turkey Thighs with Caramelized Onion Jam. I’d hate for you to plan on making something and then realize that you don’t have the time.

Tips: Most recipes have tips on how to pick out certain ingredients, ideas for swaps, cutting techniques, how to best prepare ingredients, etc. So, again, be sure to check out those before starting!

Timing: Many things can be made in advance and served at room temp, or kept at a simmer, or easily reheated before dinnertime—the recipe will give you all the details you need.

Things for guests to do: There is nothing more overwhelming than an early bird showing up when you’re running behind. Many of the recipes in this book include ingredients specifically allocated for “finishing” the recipe (a squeeze of lemon, a sprinkling of chopped herbs, a finish of salt). So get that guest a lemon or a bunch of herbs and ask them to chop away!
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Tips for Avoiding Disaster: A Checklist

The ultimate list of shit you must do (before and during the meal).

☐CHECK FOR ALLERGIES

Ask your guests if they have any dietary restrictions before you plan your menu. Hospital visits are a real dinner party buzzkill.

☐READ THE FINE PRINT (BRISKET WASN’T BUILT IN A DAY)

Peruse each recipe multiple times before you start cooking to get the flow, timing, and ingredients right.

☐DON’T SAY YOU’RE GOING TO HAND-MAKE PASTA ON A DAY WITH 17 MEETINGS

Be realistic about what you can do and delegate as needed.

☐PLATES ARE IMPORTANT

Washing silverware and dishes between courses sucks. If you don’t have enough, ask a friend to bring extra.

☐YOUR MOM WAS RIGHT, CLEAN AS YOU GO

The tidier you cook, the less you’ll have to clean at the end of the night.

☐TAKE OUT THE TRASH

Especially if it’s full or smells, c’mon.

☐A.H.S. (ALWAYS HAVE SNACKS)

Sometimes you burn dinner or it takes an extra hour for that late friend to arrive. Put out cheese, nuts, chips, random vegetables, a six-year-old fruitcake——anything to stave off hanger.

☐DON’T FREAK OUT

The cardinal rule of disaster proofing: if something does go wrong, like your dog eats your steaks off the counter, just keep in mind that it’s only dinner. Fix problems that can be fixed, and order takeout for ones that can’t.






Cocktails
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1. Agua Fresca 2. Paper Plane 3. The Versatile Margarita 4. Xtra-Limey Piña Colada 5. Not-So-Sweet Strawberry Daiquiri


Your guests will always ask what they can bring to dinner, and the answer will almost always be “How about your favorite wine or beer?” To kick it up a notch, ask them to make one of my go-to cocktails or refreshing nonalcoholic drinks. They require few to no tools and have proven themselves to be crowd-pleasers.
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Pitcher drinks make six 8-ounce drinks; the others make 2 each (multiply by 3 for 6 servings)


Tips + Timing


	Pitcher drinks can be made (without adding the sparkling water and ice) up to a day in advance and kept in the refrigerator. Just before serving, stir vigorously and add the sparkling water and ice. Cocktails should be made just before serving. But feel free to premeasure all ingredients for ease!

	No matter the cocktail, freeze the glasses for 10 minutes first. It’ll keep the cocktail physically (and metaphorically) cool.





Agua Fresca

2 cups water, plus more to taste

4 cups cut-up fresh fruit (try watermelon, pineapple and mango, or cantaloupe)

2 tablespoons sugar, plus more to taste, depending on how sweet the fruit is

2 tablespoons fresh lime juice, plus more to taste

A pinch of salt

4 sprigs of mint

Sparkling water, for the table

POSSIBLE GARNISHES: piece of fresh fruit, lime wedge, Tajín seasoning on rim, salt and sugar (50/50) on rim

Blend 2 cups water, 4 cups fruit, 2 tablespoons sugar, 2 tablespoons lime juice, and a pinch of salt in a blender. Strain out the pulp as you pour the agua fresca into a pitcher. Stir in extra water, sugar, and lime juice to taste. Just before serving, add a lot of ice and the mint sprigs into the pitcher and stir. Give everyone a cold glass garnished as desired, and put out the sparkling water in case people want to add any.

Sparkling Ginger Limeade

3½ cups store-bought limeade, plus more to taste

2½ cups sparkling water, plus more to taste

2 limes, sliced into thin rounds

2-inch piece of fresh ginger, peeled and sliced into thin rounds, plus more to taste

6 sprigs of mint

Vodka (optional)

POSSIBLE GARNISHES: candied ginger, lime wedge

Stir together 3½ cups limeade, 2½ cups sparkling water, lime rounds, ginger, and 6 mint sprigs in a pitcher. Add extra limeade, sparkling water, and ginger to taste. If you are feeling frisky, throw in some vodka. Just before serving, add a lot of ice and stir. Give everyone a cold glass finished with the garnish of your choice.

Campari Lemonade

1½ cups fresh lemon juice

1½ cups sugar

4½ cups sparkling water

6 ounces Campari aperitif

In a cocktail shaker, shake 1½ cups lemon juice with 1½ cups sugar. Pour the lemon mixture into a pitcher with 4½ cups sparkling water and ice. Stir well. Give everyone a cold glass and finish each drink with 1 ounce of Campari floated on top.

Xtra-Limey Piña Colada

3 ounces pineapple juice

3 ounces fresh lime juice

2 ounces Coco Lopez cream of coconut

½ ounce orgeat syrup

2 ounces white rum

2 ounces gold rum

1½ ounces VSOP rum

Pinch of salt

POSSIBLE GARNISHES: plastic monkey, pineapple wedge, cherry, umbrella, toasted coconut on rim

In a cocktail shaker, vigorously shake 3 ounces pineapple juice, 3 ounces lime juice, and 2 ounces Coco Lopez. Add ½ ounce orgeat, 2 ounces white rum, 2 ounces gold rum, 1½ ounces VSOP rum, a pinch of salt, and ice to the shaker. Shake again. Strain into 2 icy cold glasses filled with ice. Finish with a garnish of your choice.

Alt: Add all the ingredients into a blender with 2 cups ice (add more ice as needed) and make blended piña coladas!

Paper Plane

2¼ ounces Amaro Nonino liqueur

2¼ ounces Aperol aperitif

2¼ ounces bourbon

2¼ ounces fresh lemon juice

POSSIBLE GARNISHES: origami plane on a toothpick, lemon twist, piece of candied lemon on a tiny paperclip

In a cocktail shaker with lots of ice, shake 2¼ ounces Amaro Nonino, 2¼ ounces Aperol, 2¼ ounces bourbon, and 2¼ ounces lemon juice. Strain, neat, into 2 icy cold glasses. Finish with a garnish of your choice.

Negroni

Sometimes the simplest cocktails are the best for a group because they require no thinking. The proportions are all 1-to-1, which makes it impossible to forget, no matter how tipsy you get.

4 ounces dry gin

4 ounces Campari aperitif

4 ounces Carpano Antica Formula vermouth

2 strips of orange peel

POSSIBLE GARNISHES: candied orange wheel, slice of orange

In a mixing glass, stir 4 ounces gin, 4 ounces Campari, and 4 ounces vermouth with lots of ice. Grab 2 icy cold glasses and squeeze a strip of orange peel inside each glass. Rub the peel against the rim, and then drop it into the glass. Fill each glass with ice. Strain the cocktails into the glasses. Finish with additional garnishes of your choice, or keep it simple.

Extra-Fun French 75

3 ounces fresh lemon juice

6 ounces botanical gin

1½ ounces simple syrup*

¾ ounce St. Germain elderflower liqueur

4 ounces champagne

POSSIBLE GARNISHES: lemon twist, a sprig of your neighbor’s lavender, cocktail cherry on a toothpick perched on the rim of the glass

In a cocktail shaker with ice, shake 3 ounces lemon juice, 6 ounces gin, 1½ ounces simple syrup, and ¾ ounce St. Germain. Strain, neat, into 2 icy cold glasses. Top each with 2 ounces champagne. Finish with a garnish of your choice.

Manhattan

6 ounces rye or bourbon, such as Rittenhouse rye or Four Roses Kentucky bourbon

3 ounces Carpano Antica Formula vermouth

6 dashes of Angostura bitters

1 strip of lemon peel

POSSIBLE GARNISHES: cocktail cherry, lemon twist

In a mixing glass, stir 6 ounces rye (or bourbon) with 3 ounces vermouth and 6 dashes bitters. Grab 2 icy cold glasses. Squeeze the lemon peel inside both glasses, rub it against the rims, then discard. Strain the cocktails, neat, into the glasses. Finish with a garnish of your choice.

Not-So-Sweet Strawberry Daiquiri

3 ounces fresh lime juice

6 ripe, juicy strawberries, hulled (out of season? swap for ⅓ cup different soft ripe fruit)

2 tablespoons turbinado sugar

6 ounces Havana Club Añejo Blanco rum

Pinch of salt

POSSIBLE GARNISHES: lime wheel, small strawberry, plastic flamingo, tiny mermaid

In the bottom of a shaker, muddle together 3 ounces lime juice, 6 strawberries (or other soft fruit), and 2 tablespoons sugar. Shake until the sugar is dissolved. Strain to remove any large bits of strawberry pulp. Add the strawberry juice back into the shaker with 6 ounces rum, a pinch of salt, and ice. Shake feverishly until the cocktail shaker is icy cold, about 2 minutes. Strain, neat, into 2 icy cold glasses. Finish with a garnish of your choice.

Alt: Add all the ingredients into a blender with 2 cups ice (add more ice as needed) and make blended daiquiris!

The Versatile Margarita

6 ounces blanco tequila

3 ounces fresh lime juice

2 ounces agave syrup

POSSIBLE GARNISHES: lime wedge, Tajín seasoning on rim, grapefruit
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