
[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]





[image: image]

dedication


To my dad,

who taught me that there’s no greater joy than cooking for the ones you love . . . and that basil can go on just about anything.

I love you!
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the beginning
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What does celebrating mean to you?

When I began working on this project, I asked myself this question and tried to figure out what it was about a party that made it really special. For as long as I can remember, I’ve loved celebrating, so I know my obsession started at an early age. I shuffled through shoeboxes of old photos, reminisced with family and friends, and even watched crackly home movies that, as fuzzy or imperfect as they may be, possess an unfiltered charm we’re incapable of capturing on our smartphones nowadays. And during these strolls down memory lane, I was reminded of some of the happiest moments of my life and how they were filled with people, music, food, and, of course, laughter. I remembered the time my dad drove my best friends and me to the mountains for a snowy slumber party to celebrate my thirteenth birthday and how my older cousin taught us all how to put on makeup for the first time. I thought about how every December, my family came together to trim the Christmas tree, listen to carols, and drink hot apple cider—only to one night catch my mother redecorating the tree after we’d gone to bed, since her small children hadn’t “evenly distributed the ornaments” (apparently I am my mother’s daughter). I remembered standing alongside my dad in the kitchen, in a puff-shouldered party dress, helping him prepare appetizers before guests arrived and him reminding me: “Food only tastes as good as it looks.” It was a lesson I would always remember.
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The first party I recall attending was when I was five years old. It was a surprise party for my mom’s thirtieth birthday, which is more than a little alarming, since I just recently celebrated my own thirtieth birthday. In the days leading up to the event, I had butterflies in my stomach. I could barely contain my excitement—bundles of balloons, a sea of streamers, and a fluffy, frosting-covered cake! The morning of the big event, my dad formulated a plan that had my mom out of the house for the day so he could spend the afternoon in the kitchen preparing and plating beautiful platters of her favorite foods. But more than anything, I remember the bubbling anticipation, knowing she would soon arrive and see all that we planned. With my thick satin headband peeking out from above the couch I was hiding behind, I waited for my cue to explode up like a taffeta-covered jack-in-the-box. When she finally appeared in the doorway, we all jumped out and shouted, “Surprise!” And then I remember seeing her face. For a moment, she appeared to be in total shock, before bursting into tears and running out of the room.

Ever since that day I’ve been strongly opposed to surprise parties. Can you blame me? Truthfully, I’ve never understood the appeal of an event where the unassuming guest of honor opens a door only to be shouted at by a large group of overexcited people. He or she is almost never appropriately dressed and always seems more mortified than pleased. It’s really sort of cruel when you think about it. Needless to say, it was an event that deeply scarred me.

But memories can be a funny thing. When I retold my version of the story to my parents, they filled in a few details that my five-year-old eyes apparently missed (if I’m being honest, I was probably just preoccupied with selecting a party dress). My mother said my dad actually created a theme for the event: “a funeral for her youth,” to hear him tell it. He chose all black decorations—balloons, linens, you name it—and even requested that the guests wear black, all to poke fun at my mother’s mounting anxiety over turning thirty. (If you’ve ever spent time with my dad, this will come as no surprise. He has a unique sense of humor—and taught us never to take ourselves too seriously.) He cooked up the menu himself: crab salad finger sandwiches and duck liver pâté prepared in a duck-shaped mold and displayed on a bed of parsley. He later confessed that it was actually made of chicken liver to save money and therefore was more of a faux gras. My facial expression must have said it all, because both my parents were quick to assure me that it was a real crowd-pleaser.

Oh! I thought. Her reaction finally made sense! Who wouldn’t burst into tears upon stumbling into a slightly offensive, funeral-inspired birthday party complete with fake pâté? When I said as much, she quickly corrected me.

“No,” she said. “That wasn’t it at all.”

She told me she had started crying because when she looked around the room, she saw all these people from different parts of her life who had come together to celebrate her on her special day. It was such an emotional moment that she was instantly overwhelmed—and the only thing she could think to do was to run crying out of the room. She felt so lucky to be cared for by so many people— and even forgot how anxious she was about the milestone birthday. She even forgave the Grim Reaper–chic décor. Those traumatizing tears that I remember from so many years ago were actually happy ones.

And I realized she had helped answer my question. To me, celebrating is taking a moment to show those special people in our lives how much we love them. It’s about creating memories, sharing laughs, and honoring the occasions in life that make everything worthwhile. How and what we celebrate isn’t nearly as important as the act itself—even if that means serving chicken liver shaped like a duck.

As I’ve gotten older, party planning has become much more than a frilly dress (but that’s not to say your celebration ensemble is unimportant!). These days, I adore any excuse that allows me to indulge in three of my favorite things: food, flowers, and friends. Living in Los Angeles and working in both the fashion and entertainment industries, I’ve been fortunate enough to attend some of the most decadent parties imaginable, where literally every last detail was considered and flawlessly executed. But for me, nothing compares to an evening at home, surrounded by loved ones, sipping charming handcrafted cocktails and dining on delicious home-cooked fare.

And it’s not just the party I enjoy, but everything leading up to it too! I get just as much joy from planning a party as I do from hosting one. (I know, I’m strange.)

I live to create. It’s what drives me. Whether it’s a gracefully tailored garment or a tastefully executed tablescape, nothing gives me more joy than making beautiful things. I take great pride in dreaming up a concept, and nothing is more fulfilling than seeing it realized—and that’s why I love throwing parties. I can spend weeks (or, in the case of my wedding, nearly a year!) preparing for an event—and after all the planning is complete, I’m able to enjoy these special occasions with the people closest to me. What could be better?

Or it could be that I just really like cake—and a party simply isn’t complete without a proper dessert.

Last year my best friend and I both got engaged, a month apart. Not long after that, another friend announced that she was expecting her first baby, while another decided she was moving across the country. Suddenly, my weekends were filled with showers, bon voyages, cocktail parties, and weddings, while my weekdays were filled with Pinterest boards, addressing envelopes, and trips to the flower mart! The truth is, I look for any excuse to host a party—whether it’s my always-themed birthday party, my now annual Fourth of July barbecue, or my monthly movie night with girlfriends. No moment is too small. Life gets busy, complicated, and downright exhausting, and it becomes all too easy for days, weeks, and sometimes even months to go by without connecting with some of my nearest and dearest, which is why I firmly believe that we must take time to celebrate all occasions, big and small.

But planning them takes time—and the more parties you host, the more time you spend. That’s where Celebrate can help. This book should alleviate all those headaches so often associated with party planning and allow you to create a wonderful event by offering a few ground rules, some basic advice, and, I hope, lots and lots of inspiration! Think of this book as your go-to resource for the countless questions that come along with the planning process—use it as both a starting point and a reference throughout.

I recognize that not everyone wants to spend time obsessing over a color scheme and that some may even shudder at the thought of constructing a flower arrangement. The truth is, you don’t need to know violas from violets to throw a successful party. You just need a thought-out plan to get you to the big day without losing your mind. (After all, if anyone should get to enjoy the party, it’s the host!)

[image: image]

[image: image]

This book is divided into two parts: Prep and Party. Prep tackles the party-planning basics: from invitation etiquette and the proper place setting to sample seasonal menus and mandatory bar accessories, with the nuts and bolts broken down for a celebration of any size. In Party, I’ll feature twelve events—ranging from a simple al fresco dinner to my very own wedding—and show how you can pull all those basics together into a beautifully executed soiree.

Celebrate is for every type of party planner—from the do-it-yourself maven who makes her cupcakes from scratch (including homemade sprinkles) to the last-minute Lucy who scrambles to empty grocery-store fruit salad into a glass bowl moments before the guests arrive, and everyone in between. This book will provide tips and tools for how to streamline the process of party planning so you can focus on what is most important . . . and celebrate!





PART 1

prep
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1
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the concept
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Finding a reason to celebrate shouldn’t be too difficult. Whether you’re planning a birthday, a holiday, or simply a “just because” party, a good excuse is always within reach. While weddings and showers are guaranteed to be special, memory-making occasions, sometimes a casual dinner party can be just as unforgettable.

Being a married lady with a full-time job, new house, and two dogs, I don’t have as much time as I used to to spend with my family and friends, so I made a commitment to host at least one celebration per month. With that in mind, I want to make sure that as the host, I’m able to spend as much time with my guests as possible while also treating them to a truly special occasion, which means one thing: plan ahead!

the basics

Before the planning can even begin, there are lots of decisions to be made. Start by asking yourself these six questions:


        •  What is the occasion?

        •  Who is hosting?

        •  What is the time and date of the event?

        •  Where is the event taking place?

        •  Who is on the guest list?

        •  What is the budget?



After you’ve determined your answers, you’ll probably have a good foundation for planning your soiree. (The one caveat is wedding planning, which is a huge undertaking. But we will get to that later on!)

Whether it’s an autumn apple-picking party or a child’s first birthday bash, you should be clear about the reason for your event. All else will grow from this: the menu, the cocktails, the guest list, the décor, and so much more.

Odds are that if you’re the one planning the event, you’ll most likely be hosting it too. On some occasions, however, it’s customary for a party to be hosted by a handful of people. For example, bridal showers, baby showers, and bachelorette parties are often thrown by a few of the honoree’s close friends and family. If you’re hosting one of these events, you should always ask the guest of honor if there is anyone else who has expressed an interest in hosting. Leaving people out, even if unintentionally, can lead to hurt feelings and become a huge but totally avoidable headache. It’s best not to get caught up in the “politics” of party planning.
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Before securing a date, make certain all your VIPs can attend . . . that is, parents of the couple at an engagement party or the best friend of the bride for a bachelorette.
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Next, you need to decide when the party will take place, as the date (both time of day and year) will inspire much of the ambience.

A cocktail party being held on December 31 will look and feel a lot different from a beachside bash in July. From determining the seasonality of particular flowers to going on a wild goose chase for peaches in November, the time of year is a factor that will dictate the availability of many items. Equally as important is the time of day you choose to host the event. For example, if you’re inviting people over at 5 P.M., you’ll be expected to provide dinner, versus an 8 P.M. start time when light appetizers and/or desserts are more than appropriate. Generally, I follow this rule of thumb: if the start time of your event does not allow guests to reasonably eat a meal before or after, you are responsible for feeding them.

The next two questions are closely linked: where and who? Where you choose to host the event depends largely on how many people you choose to invite. If you’re looking to host a dinner party in your tiny Manhattan apartment, you’ll need to keep it relatively intimate. If it’s an engagement soiree and your best friend has a hundred-person guest list, you better start looking at other locations.

As I mentioned earlier, I prefer hosting parties at home when the occasion allows for it. Not only is it a great way to save money on location fees, it also creates a warmer, more welcoming environment. It feels much more personal to invite people into your home rather than into a restaurant or hotel conference room—and celebrations should make your guests feel comfortable above all else.
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Plus, my home office is overflowing with an admittedly ridiculous number of gorgeous, patinated brass pieces covering just about every inch of the room. That’s not an exaggeration; I have roughly three hundred brass candlesticks and vases, and I’m always looking for an excuse to use them. But trust me, I have a very good reason as to why I have curated this seemingly absurd exhibit. During the year leading up to William’s and my wedding, I began obsessively scouring eBay, flea markets, and antique shops for vintage brass for our reception tablescapes . . . and I promised him that the collection that was rapidly taking over our home was a thoughtful investment that I would use for years to come. Let’s just say that these days, it’s hard to come to a gathering at our house without spotting some brass. If you’re a habitual party thrower, I strongly encourage you to invest in some key items; it will end up saving you a good amount of money in the long run. It will also make you very popular when your friends are throwing parties of their own.
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In this book, I’m going to be offering you lots of advice and suggestions, but please keep in mind that I’m a firm believer that rules are made to be broken. Party planning is such a personal experience, and much of it depends on factors unique to you and your event. For every rule, there’s almost certainly an exception to it.*


* This does not, however, apply to cash bars. Cash bars are always a bad idea. Sorry.
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We’ll tackle the etiquette of who to invite in chapter 2, but the size of the party and the details of the event (like menu, location, etc.) go hand in hand. In my opinion, celebrations with plated meals are better suited for a smaller guest list (unless it’s a wedding or another bigger-budget event), while backyard barbecues—which lend themselves to premixed cocktails, beers in an ice bucket, and a beautifully set buffet of finger foods—are perfect for larger parties.

Finally, and perhaps most important, you have to establish a budget. The hardest thing about having a budget is sticking to it, but that’s where planning comes into play. This is your opportunity to choose which aspects of the party are important to you and prioritize them. That means if a top-shelf bar is a must, then you might need to bid adieu to the live entertainment and turn on your iPod. Preparing your own food and drinks (and using in-season ingredients) is a great way to save money. Although hiring caterers and a waitstaff can take a lot of the pressure off the host (on top of setting a more formal, sophisticated tone), it will also cost you. Throughout this book, I’ll offer some easy, unexpected tips on saving money where you can.

My suggestion when budgeting is to provide a 10 percent buffer. Last-minute things will always arise: a guest with a food allergy, late RSVPs, or the realization that you don’t have enough glassware to serve that specialty cocktail your heart was set on. Consider that 10 percent your insurance to keep from panicking at the eleventh hour. If you end up not using it: bonus—tuck it away and start planning your next soiree!

To start, figure out a number that you (and, if applicable, your cohosts) are comfortable with and break it down as such:




	 
	30%
	menu



	 
	30%
	bar



	 
	30%
	décor



	+
	10%
	buffer



	 
	100%
	budget




Don’t be married to this formula; simply use it as a jumping-off point. For example, you might want to plan on a bigger bar budget for a New Year’s Eve bash than you would for a baby shower. Consider the event and adjust accordingly.

If you are hosting an event with others, make sure you respect their input on what they’re comfortable spending. It is important to be sensitive to other people’s financial situations. If there is something you’re dying to include that the agreed-upon budget doesn’t necessarily allow for, either offer to cover the cost on your own or file away the idea for your next event.

the inventory

Before you begin the execution of the event, you should take stock of what you already have and see what can be incorporated. A smart party planner is a strategic party planner. This theory applies across the board. If you’re creating a menu, check what’s already in your pantry before heading to the grocery store—or you’ll run the risk of being like me and always having five spice jars of cinnamon (sorry, William!). If you’re someone who frequently entertains, you probably have things left over. Before calling the florist or heading to the flower mart, tally up how many vases you already have. The same goes for dishware and glassware—determine how many already line your cupboard before renting or purchasing more. And always account for a bit extra. Glasses so often get misplaced and/or broken, so you’ll want to have some backup. A couple of years ago I invested in a set of simple, inexpensive plates, glasses, and flatware that I use when I entertain. Since they were reasonably priced, I purchased a few more than I thought I would need, knowing that this way I would always have more than enough and that those items could easily be replaced.

Family heirlooms, however, cannot be. Unless it’s a truly special occasion, you don’t want to serve champagne in your great-grandmother’s Depression-era antique coupes. As for the exact amount, only you know the answer. Ask yourself how many people you could comfortably host on average given the size of your space. For example, you don’t need to get twelve place settings if you have a six-person dinner table.
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I’m a huge believer in bargain shopping; I’ve found some of my favorite pieces through resellers, discount websites, and affordable home goods stores (like IKEA, where pretty, simple champagne glasses cost under a dollar). Whichever vendor you choose, focus on the basics: a set of white dinner plates, multiuse glassware, utensils, and a few serving platters. While many people turn to disposable dishware as a budget-friendly alternative, I’ve found that oftentimes it ends up being more expensive. Disposable glassware designed for more formal events isn’t cheap. So if you’re looking for something beyond a red plastic cup, consider investing—particularly if you plan to be a repeat party thrower.
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In the same vein, when you’re deciding on the menu, the bar, and the décor, keep in mind what you already have lying around the house. If you plan to serve your famous tomato bisque, check to make sure you have a full set of bowls and soupspoons. (If not, it’s time to come up with a clever alternative like heading to the bakery for a handful of loaves to fashion into bread bowls.)

Finally, you’ll need to consider entertainment. For more casual occasions—like an al fresco dinner party or a Sunday brunch—you can easily create a playlist and you’re covered. For some gatherings, good company, good food, and good drinks are more than enough. However, for other events, you’ll be leading games, icebreakers, or perhaps even an old-fashioned piñata party! (See chapter 9.)

Once you’ve determined the foundation for your event, it’s time to get to planning . . .
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basic dos and don’ts of party planning

Modern-day party-planning etiquette can be tricky, particularly for the hostess. It feels like the general rules are always changing and usually subjective, so I’ve compiled my tried-and-true tips for
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