
	
	[image: The Hostess Handbook: A Modern Guide to Entertaining with 100 Recipes for Every Occasion, by Maria Zizka, Photographs by Eric Scott, Published by Artisan Books, New York]

	

	

			[image: The Hostess Handbook: A Modern Guide to Entertaining with 100 Recipes for Every Occasion, by Maria Zizka, Photographs by Eric Scott, Published by Artisan Books, New York]



	

			Copyright © 2024 by Maria Zizka

			Photographs copyright © 2024 by Erin Scott

			Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

			The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

			ISBN 9781648291807 (hardcover)

			ISBN 9781648294235(ebook) 

			Design by Graham Bradley and Nina Simoneaux

			Lettering by Graham Bradley

			Cover copyright © 2024 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

			Artisan books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

			The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

			The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com. 

			Published by Artisan,

			an imprint of Workman Publishing,

			a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

			1290 Avenue of the Americas

			New York, NY 10104

			artisanbooks.com

			The Artisan name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.



	

			Cheers to the cooks, the party people, the birthday cake bakers, and everyone who loves to celebrate with delicious food and drinks
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Introduction

			You might think that hosting a party requires a closetful of matching plates and silverware, plus enough stemmed glassware to serve twenty. You might think your home has to be so beautiful that it could be featured in a magazine for its stylish interior design in order for guests to feel comfortable. And you might be led to believe that you need to somehow possess the skills of both a Cordon Bleu–trained restaurant chef and a professional event planner to orchestrate a delicious meal for a crowd. But I’m here to say that you don’t actually need any of that.

			In fact, overly coordinated parties usually end up feeling a little cold or impersonal. My guess is that you’re not trying to organize a conference meeting in a drab ballroom. You want fun, spontaneity, boisterous laughter, food that’s so delicious people swarm around it. You want the warmth and comfort of someone’s home, the glowy feeling of a celebration that just keeps getting better and better, one that you hope never ends.

			For those kinds of parties, you need only three things: the desire to host, some reliably excellent go-to recipes, and a bit of party know-how. It really is that simple, I promise. Everything else is just bonus. With those three pillars in place, you will be ready to host parties that your friends and family will love and talk about for years.

			This book will show you how to plan your own fantastic menu, how to get your space party-ready, and how to welcome anywhere from two to twenty guests all while enjoying the festivities yourself. Because isn’t enjoying the party one of the hardest parts of hosting? The best party foods are things you can eat with your hands while holding a drink and chatting with friends and family. Recipes for Party Snacks  and Starters will give you plenty of options to nibble on as the party gets started. For larger gatherings, when everyone is seated around a big table, Sides and Salads help fill out a well-balanced menu, plus it feels so convivial to pass platters of beautiful food. And who can resist reaching for a deliciously appetizing starter such as a steaming-hot Saffron Arancini as it passes by in front of you? There’s a lot to think about and coordinate for a party, so the Mains should be easy to make ahead and ideally flexible enough that you could double the recipe with success or try a variation. Once you try the Potato Chip–Crust Chicken with Green Olive Relish, your friends might request it for every future dinner party.

			Nothing says celebration quite like Desserts. I don’t believe in restricting candles only to birthdays, and definitely not only to cakes. Anniversaries, work promotions, accomplished goals, even the start of a new school year—these all deserve candlelit celebrations, whether you are sticking candles in Giant Pavlova with Chamomile Cream and Citrus or Dulce de Leche Gelato Affogato. 

			Last but not least, Drinks are necessary for a good party. You can’t go wrong with tried-and-true favorites, from a Classic Martini to Frozen Margarita, but follow the tips in the recipes to turn these drinks into batch cocktails, pick up a few bartending secrets, and try the variations for festive garnishes. There are many reasons why someone might not be drinking alcohol, and you’ll find plenty of recipes for nonalcoholic drinks. Making a wonderful nonalcoholic drink is a little trickier than simply leaving out the booze. These recipes will show you how to mix drinks that everyone will want.

			If you’ve ever felt confused about navigating guests’ various dietary restrictions, you are not alone! It can sometimes seem like solving a puzzle if one guest is a vegetarian, another avoids dairy, and a few can’t have gluten. But fear not, limitations often lead to the most creative results. When you figure out the perfect menu to suit eaters of all kinds, and when every guest is cared for and generously fed, you’ll revel in the feelings of mutual love around the party table. That warmth is worth the extra attention given to the menu. The recipes in this book are considerate of dietary restrictions and always offer suggestions for how to adjust ingredients as needed. 

			Of course, hosting isn’t just about cooking a great meal. Tucked in among the recipes are all the advice and party tricks you’ll need to make your guests feel welcomed and keep yourself calm, cool, and collected. Ever wondered how to make fresh-cut flowers look their best for days? Check out All About Flowers. Do you find yourself questioning on which side of the plate to place the fork and knife or how much food is enough food? Read through Setting the Table and The Art of Serving. Plus, beginning on page 270, you’ll find a special selection of curated menus for a variety of inspired parties. There’s a Friends and Family Sunday Supper, a lovely Galentine’s (or Valentine’s) Day meal to share with friends or lovers, a new take on the Game Day buffet, an epic holiday feast, and a Springtime Luncheon, perfect for celebrating mothers, brides to be, babies on the way, or simply the coming of spring. On page 192, you can also find a simple three-step plan for putting together your own custom menu.
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			Like the lead-up to a vacation, the preparation for a party is often a time full of excitement, anticipation, and limitless potential. The spark of the idea to host. The moment when you’ve figured out what you’d like to cook. Even the tidying up of your home, making it shine with invitation. There’s so much pleasure and joy to be found as you go about tending to all the details. You do all these tasks with an open heart. You try to create something beautiful, something meaningful, for others. When you’re getting everything party-ready, you might even consider bringing a friend along to the farmers’ market or to shop for wine (and why not taste some wine while you’re there?). Make the process fun and you’re really creating two parties in one.

			I hope this cookbook inspires you to host parties in style and with ease. Always remember that when the host is having a good time, the guests will, too.
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Party Supplies

			Do you need fine china and a fully stocked chef’s kitchen to be an excellent host? Absolutely not! In fact, it’s likely you have all the supplies needed to start cooking for friends and family, so feel free to skip right ahead to the recipes! You really can make do with whatever you have. However, investing in a few kitchen tools, some beloved serving trays, and a few extra plates and glasses can take a lot of stress out of hosting. Here’s a list of items you might want to have on hand when planning your next party. Check out the alternatives suggested for when you’re in a pinch, borrow anything you can from friends and neighbors, and keep your eye out for antique stores and garage sales. You’ll be amazed by the pristine Dutch ovens still in their boxes that you can find.

			
Cookware

			Sheet Pans

			The humble rimmed metal sheet pan just might be the kitchen hero when cooking for a crowd. You can roast vegetables on it. You can bake cookies on it. You can use it to store ingredients you’ve prepped. The pans with rimmed edges are best because they’ll contain any juicy dribbles. See if you can find a sturdy sheet pan (shop online or in a restaurant supply store), and it’ll last for years without warping. The most common one you’ll come across is 18 by 13 inches (46 by 33 cm), which is called a half-sheet pan in restaurant-speak (the full sheet pan fits commercial ovens but is too big for home kitchens). Try to also get your hands on a couple of quarter-sheet pans (13 by 9 inches/33 by 23 cm). They are endlessly useful for smaller-scale tasks.

			Dutch Oven

			The heavy, enameled cast-iron pot with handles on the sides that’s known as a Dutch oven is wonderful for cooking big saucy pastas, braises, and so much more. These pots are so gorgeous—especially when they’ve been used and loved and taken on a patina—that they can go from stovetop to oven to dining table.

			In a Pinch: 

			
					A large pot with a lid (ideally all metal parts so it can go in the oven)

			

			Tableware

			Boards and Platters

			The board or platter is the ultimate vehicle for sharing or presenting a dish to guests. A couple of large-scale platters to serve dishes like elegantly composed salads and hearty main courses to a crowd are worth the investment. Boards and platters are also useful for offering appetizers and bite-size starters like Brown Butter Roasted Radish Toasts. Some cutting boards are pretty enough to chop on in the kitchen and then bring directly to the table. Remember that wooden boards will be stained by certain foods: turmeric, beets, even sliced strawberries can leave behind tinted shadows. If you’re worried about stains, you can always lay down a sheet of parchment paper under a dish like Turmeric- and Beet-Pickled Deviled Eggs. And it’s probably best not to cut on any special boards that you don’t want to show knife blade marks. Save the prep for your workhorse cutting boards.

			In a Pinch: 

			
					A sheet pan lined with parchment paper

					A ceramic baking dish or pie dish

			

			Enamel Bowls, Plates, and Cups

			Especially great when you’re celebrating outdoors, enamel plates and cups are lightweight and sturdy. They’re nearly unbreakable—even in the hands of toddlers—and yet, unlike a disposable plate, there is something undeniably special about using a real plate. Check garage sales and antique stores for vintage enamelware, which often comes in beautiful and less commonly available colors. Plus, a little patina on enamelware only adds to the charm.

			Disposables and Eco-Partyware

			For picnics and other outdoor parties, nobody wants to tote along heavy ceramic plates, fine silverware, and breakable glasses. But how do you capture the convenience of tossing all the dirty plates and used cups into the nearest trash bin without feeling the guilt of waste? Thankfully, these days, there are tons of great options for compostable plates, forks, spoons, knives, cups, and napkins made from bamboo, wood fiber, or sugarcane. They do usually cost a little bit more than their landfill-destined counterparts, but hot tip: You can often find them on sale during the off-season colder months. And even better, there are now lots of design and color choices, from scallop-edged plates to faux wood grain or speckled patterns, pretty pastels, and hues as bright as Starburst candy. To add another fun touch to your picnic table, try looking for plates in a fun shape—like ovals, hexagons, rectangles specifically sized for sushi rolls, and even short canoe-shaped bowls.
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			Utensils

			You don’t really need an unrealistically large set of utensils to host a big party. (For one thing, logistically, where do you even store a set of twenty-four forks?) You can consider eco-friendly disposables, of course, but also many party foods don’t require forks or knives, and you can plan your menu around the number and type of utensils you have. In other words, work with what you’ve got. A large spoon and fork make a fine substitute for salad tongs, which can often actually be rather unwieldy. For serving spoons, look for affordable vintage serveware with character at thrift shops and antique stores.

			In a Pinch: 

			
					Toothpicks—aka party picks—can stand in, literally, to spear through a Broiled Bratwurst Bites or a pickle on a Charcuterie and Pickles Platter. And they also happen to be the perfect utensil for eating Toothpick Gnocchi with Oregano Bread Crumbs.

					Hands: Most starters and lots of side dishes are best enjoyed with your hands and maybe a napkin or two.

			

			Glassware

			As with utensils and plates, you don’t need a huge amount of glassware to host fantastic parties. Don’t stress about using specific glasses for the drink you’re serving, such as a martini glass or a champagne flute (for more about glassware, see The Home Bar). Realistically, you simply need a water glass and a wine glass for every guest. And if you need to (or like to) mix and match your glasses, as a bonus, guests will have an easier time keeping track of which glass is theirs if it’s unique. Look around at garage sales and in antique stores for beautiful, affordable glassware. When thinking about which kinds of glasses might be right for you, make sure to keep in mind the honest details of your life and home. Stackable glasses are useful in small spaces. Maybe you received a gorgeous set of fragile wine glasses as a wedding gift, but you also know they wouldn’t stand a chance with a toddler at the table. Save them for later and seek out squat, nearly unbreakable glasses like Duralex tumblers. 

			In a Pinch: 

			
					Recycled jars make lovely glasses (next time you’re buying mustard or pickles, for example, keep your eye out for a jar you think would work well as a glass once you peel off the label and give it a good wash).

			

			Serving Trays

			Serving trays are extremely useful for parties. They can feel like a bit of a throwback, but don’t let that stop you from using them. They’re ideal for carrying a stack of small plates and a few drinks from the kitchen to another room. Also, trays come in handy when you’re cleaning up after a party has ended. No need to make a million trips between the table and sink when you can simply stack and carry on a tray! Whether you prefer sturdy metallic handles or a sleek minimalist design, there’s a tray for everyone. If you’re shaking your head in disagreement, you just haven’t found your perfect tray yet.

			In a Pinch: 

			
					A large cutting board

					For outdoor parties: the rigid top of a cooler

			

			Linens

			What a joy it is to unfold a linen napkin and lay it across your lap. That motion is like a cue to your body that a delicious meal is about to begin. Cloth napkins come in every color and pattern under the sun. If you’re going for a party vibe that’s casual yet thoughtful, try setting the table with various complementary but not matchy-matchy cloth napkins. (For more about tablecloths, see Setting the Table.)

			In a Pinch: 

			
					Clean kitchen towels

					Fabric scraps (with their edges sewn if you like)

			

			Cake Stands and Toppers

			A cake stand is meant for cake, obviously, but that doesn’t mean you can’t serve a grouping of cupcakes or a few clustered stacks of cookies on one. Sturdy ones with solid bases can even be used as elevated cheese boards when placed on a table and surrounded by other dishes. Varying the height of dishes on a party table is always a good idea for visual interest. Candles are only the beginning when you start to think about cake toppers. You can affix pom-poms, paper flowers, and Polaroid photos to thin bamboo skewers and stick them in any kind of dessert. Think about what or whom you’re celebrating and then try to come up with a unique and fun way to honor the occasion.

			In a Pinch: 

			
					A large, flat plate set atop an upside-down bowl (some combos balance better than others, obviously)

			

			Decorations

			Balloons have long been a party decor staple, but nobody wants their decorations to come at a cost for the planet and, unfortunately, latex balloons can take four years or more to biodegrade. Instead, choose an eco-friendly alternative like tissue paper pom-poms, streamers, and garlands (store-bought or homemade). Bubbles are always a big hit with kids. And you cannot go wrong with fresh flowers at a party.
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Hosting Checklist

			
					
Decide on the menu. Give yourself at least one week in advance for a large, formal gathering. For impromptu parties, last-minute day-of decisions are totally fine.

					
Tidy your space. Priority number one should be the bathroom. I suggest you clean in this order: (a) Make sure there’s enough toilet paper and soap and put out a fresh hand towel. (b) Clear off the countertop by putting away any toiletries. (c) Spray and wipe down as many surfaces as you have time to reach. (d) If you can get to it, light a scented candle. Other areas in your home don’t really need to be spotless. Your guests won’t judge you if there are a few dishes in the sink. (In fact, I’ve watched my guests’ shoulders visibly drop as they relax after seeing some dishes in the kitchen sink. Now I always make sure to leave a few plates unwashed—one of my best party tricks!)

					
Set the table. A stack of plates, napkins, and forks on one side of the table is perfectly fine for casual parties. Just double-check that the things you need are clean and not languishing in the dishwasher, waiting for you to push the start button.

					
Ice! Do you have it? If not, this can be a great task to assign to a friend who’s coming to the party. They can pick up a bag on their way.

					
Is the playlist ready to go? Start it up at a moderate volume before anyone arrives, and crank it louder later to keep the party energy flowing.

					
Bring any cheeses, olives, and charcuterie to room temperature. They taste one hundred times better after they’ve shaken off the chill of the refrigerator.

					
Take a moment for yourself. Maybe 15 minutes before the start time, change into your party outfit and do whatever you need to feel like the composed and stylish host that you are. Maybe you want to pour yourself a drink, even. There’s nothing wrong with opening the first bottle of wine or mixing the first cocktail—you deserve it!

			

		

	
		
			
			
HOSTESS BINGO

			Practice really does make perfect. And luckily, when it comes to hosting parties, the practicing part is fun. Mark off your accomplishments here as you work your way toward becoming the host with the most.

			
				
					
							
Mix a round of drinks like a pro 

							(see The Home Bar)


								Take the party outside—to the park, beach, garden, or rooftop


							
That fish you cooked left a lingering smell 

							(it’s okay, see Lingering Fishy Smells)


							In a pinch, repurpose clean jars as glassware

							
Bring hungry friends home from the bar—spaghettata time! 

							(see Spaghettata)


					

					
							
Unexpected people arrive 

							(see 5 Ways with a Good Loaf of Bread to stretch the meal)


							Somebody asks you to share a recipe

							
Prepare an impromptu appetizer 

							(see 10 Simple Nearly No-Cook Appetizers


							
Your table looks NICE! 

							(see Setting the Table)


							There's a round of applause as you carry the main course to the table

					

					
							
Party foul—red wine spill! 

							(don’t worry, see Party Foul: Spilled Red Wine)


							Stick a candle in a non-cake dessert 

							
[image: illustrated martini glass]
	
							
Create your own custom menu 

							(see for ideas)


							
Guests ask where you got this delicious wine 

							(see The Wine Guide)


					

					
							
Drink in hand, you tidy up your space before guests arrive 

							(see the Hosting Checklist) 


							Friends text to thank you for such a fun party

							You introduce two new people and they hit it off 

							Guests linger because nobody wants the party to end

							
Wow! You styled that cheese board beautifully

							(see How to Style A Cheese Board Like a Pro)


					

					
							
GORGEOUS flowers on your table 

							(see All About Flowers)


							A glass breaks and you tell everyone that it’s a sign of good luck

							
Well done! You outsourced dessert 

							(see A Case for Outsourcing Dessert)


							Start dreaming about the next party before this one is over

							
Set the mood with the perfect playlist 

							(see Making a Playlist)
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20Party Snacks
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			Party snacks are the little dishes you use to fill out a meal or add a nibble here and there. When guests arrive, offer something savory like Choose-Your-Own-Adventure Spiced Nuts or Rosemary-Almond Salted Caramel Corn. You could also include heartier party snacks like Sardines and Buttered Saltines on your table with the main event. Or, when it’s time for a nightcap, try serving a beautiful Cheese Dessert Tray to round out the night. Party snacks can usually be prepared ahead of time and don’t mind sitting out at room temperature for a little while. They’re casual, easygoing, and always welcome.

			Sardines and Buttered Saltines

			Salt-and-Vinegar Potato Peel Chips with Chive Dip

			Choose-Your-Own-Adventure Spiced Nuts

			Rosemary-Almond Salted Caramel Corn

			Extra-Sharp White Cheddar Seeded Crackers

			Roasted Winter Fruits and Cheese Board

			Charcuterie and Pickles Platter

			Cheese Dessert Tray
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Sardines and Buttered Saltines

			Serves 6 to 8

			This recipe is like the cool French girl of party snacks—hip yet classic and très chic. Tinned fish makes for ideal impromptu party food because you can store it in your pantry for months and pull it out when you need it. Look for quality sardines packed in 100 percent olive oil.

			1 (16-ounce/450 g) package saltine crackers

			1 stick (4 ounces/115 g) unsalted butter, melted

			4 (4.4-ounce/125 g) tins good-quality sardines in olive oil (try a few different kinds!)

			Lemon wedges, for serving

			Preheat the oven to 400°F (200°C). Line two sheet pans with parchment paper.

			Arrange the crackers in a single layer on the prepared sheet pans. Brush them with melted butter on one side and drizzle any remaining butter over the top. Bake until the edges are golden brown, 7 to 10 minutes, switching racks and rotating the sheets front to back about halfway through.

			Meanwhile, open the sardine tins and arrange the fish on a serving platter. You can keep the fish in the tins and offer your guests small forks or toothpicks or you can transfer the fish directly to the platter. 

			Place the buttered saltines and lemon wedges alongside and serve.
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Salt-and-Vinegar Potato Peel Chips with Chive Dip

			Serves 6

			Three cheers for crispy potatoes! This zero-waste recipe makes use of potato peels that would otherwise be headed for the compost bin—but don’t be skeptical, because this party snack is like if a regular potato chip went on vacation to a tiny British coastal village and had a fling with a fisherman. All it takes is a drizzle of olive oil, a quick bake in a hot oven, and a really generous sprinkle of salt. A creamy chive dip alongside makes them feel extra special for a party.

			4 russet potatoes, scrubbed

			½ cup (120 ml) distilled white vinegar or malt vinegar

			Extra-virgin olive oil

			Flaky sea salt

			½ cup (115 g) sour cream

			1 bunch fresh chives, finely chopped

			Juice of 1 lemon

			Preheat the oven to 400°F (200°C). Line a sheet pan with parchment paper.

			Use a vegetable peeler to peel the potatoes. (Set the potatoes aside for another recipe, such as Tiny Samosas with Minty Yogurt Dip.) Place the peels in a medium bowl, pour in the vinegar, and let soak in the refrigerator for about 20 minutes while the oven preheats.

			Drain the potato peels and use a clean kitchen towel to blot them completely dry, which will help them get extra crispy in the oven.

			Place the peels on the prepared sheet pan, drizzle with enough olive oil to coat them lightly, and toss well. Sprinkle generously with salt. Spread the peels out into an even layer, spacing them as far apart from one another as possible. Roast, tossing once, until golden brown and crispy, 15 to 20 minutes. 

			Meanwhile, in a small serving bowl, stir together the sour cream, chives, lemon juice, and ¼ teaspoon salt.

			Serve the chips while they’re still hot from the oven, with the chive dip alongside.
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Choose-Your-Own-Adventure Spiced Nuts 

			Serves 6

			This spiced nut recipe adapts to whatever mood you’re in. If you’re feeling bright and fresh, try Option 1: the herb garden seasoning blend. Want something spicy? Go for Option 2: the double pepper mix. Or try Option 3: a classic combo of sugar and spice that’s reminiscent of the holidays.

			Seasoning blend of choice (options follow)

			1 large egg white

			3 cups (345 g) mixed unroasted nuts, such as walnuts, almonds, and cashews

			Option 1: Herb Garden

			½ cup (50 g) freshly grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese

			2 teaspoons dried oregano

			2 teaspoons za’atar

			1½ teaspoons fine sea salt

			Pinch of red pepper flakes

			Option 2: Double Pepper

			¼ cup packed (55 g) brown sugar

			2 tablespoons Kashmiri chile powder or 1 to 2 tablespoons of other ground chiles (such as Aleppo pepper)

			2 teaspoons fine sea salt

			1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

			Option 3: SUGAR AND SPICE

			¼ cup packed (55 g) brown sugar

			¼ cup (85 g) honey

			2 teaspoons fine sea salt

			2 teaspoons ground cinnamon

			1 teaspoon ground ginger

			Pinch of cayenne pepper

			Preheat the oven to 325°F (160°C). Line a sheet pan with parchment paper.

			Choose a seasoning blend option: In a small bowl, combine all the seasonings and stir well. In a large bowl, whisk the egg white until frothy. Add the nuts and the seasoning blend and mix well. Spread the nuts out on the prepared pan. 

			Bake, stirring once or twice, until deeply roasted, about 30 minutes. Let cool completely on the pan before serving.

			Store the spiced nuts in an airtight container at room temperature for up to 2 weeks.
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Rosemary-Almond Salted Caramel Corn

			Serves 6

			This caramel corn straddles the line between salty and sweet and hits all the right notes. Make sure you splurge on Marcona almonds, which are coated lightly with olive oil and sprinkled with salt.

			3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			⅓ cup (75 g) popcorn kernels

			1 cup (145 g) Marcona almonds

			1 tablespoon fresh rosemary leaves, coarsely chopped

			1 stick (4 ounces/115 g) unsalted butter

			½ cup packed (105 g) brown sugar

			¼ cup (60 ml) maple syrup

			3 tablespoons light corn syrup

			½ teaspoon fine sea salt

			¼ teaspoon baking soda

			Flaky sea salt

			Preheat the oven to 300°F (150°C). Line a sheet pan with parchment paper.

			In a large heavy-bottomed pot, heat the olive oil over medium heat. Add the popcorn kernels and tilt the pot to evenly coat the kernels in the oil. Cover the pot with the lid, leaving it slightly ajar. As soon as you hear the first kernel pop, remove the pot from the heat, shake vigorously (with the lid on!), then let the pot cool down for 1 minute.

			Return the pot to medium heat, leaving the lid slightly ajar, and cook until there are 30 seconds or so between pops, about 4 minutes. Transfer the popcorn to a large heatproof bowl, discard any unpopped kernels, and mix in the almonds and rosemary.

			In a medium saucepan, combine the butter, brown sugar, maple syrup, and corn syrup. Bring to a boil, stirring to dissolve the sugar. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the mixture reaches 245°F (118°C) on an instant-read thermometer. Remove the pan from the heat and stir in the fine salt and baking soda, which will cause the caramel to bubble. Immediately pour the caramel over the popcorn and stir to coat evenly. 

			Transfer to the prepared sheet pan, spreading out the popcorn in an even layer. Bake, stirring a few times, until dried and crisp, about 30 minutes. Sprinkle with flaky salt. Let cool completely. 

			Cooled caramel corn will keep for up to 2 weeks in an airtight container at room temperature.
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Extra-Sharp White Cheddar Seeded Crackers

			Makes about 45 (1½-inch/4 cm) crackers

			There are tons of store-bought options for crackers, of course, but making these seeded cheesy crackers is worth the extra effort. They come out of the oven smelling fantastic, and it’s hard to beat that freshly baked, crumbly crunch.

			1¼ cups (155 g) all-purpose flour, plus more for rolling

			1 cup (115 g) grated extra-sharp white cheddar cheese

			½ cup (50 g) freshly grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese

			½ teaspoon fine sea salt

			1 stick (4 ounces/115 g) unsalted butter, cut into small cubes, fridge-cold

			1 large egg yolk

			2 to 3 tablespoons ice water

			1 tablespoon white sesame seeds

			1 tablespoon black sesame seeds

			1½ teaspoons fennel seeds

			1½ teaspoons poppy seeds

			In a food processor, combine the flour, cheddar, Parmigiano, and salt. Pulse a few times to mix. Add the butter, egg yolk, and 2 tablespoons ice water. Pulse just until the dough comes together and forms a ball. If the mixture doesn’t come together, add 1 tablespoon ice water and continue pulsing until it does.

			Divide the dough into 2 equal pieces. On a lightly floured surface, roll each piece into a log about 1½ inches (4 cm) in diameter. Set the logs aside.

			Brush away any excess flour or dough bits from the work surface. Place the white sesame seeds, black sesame seeds, fennel seeds, and poppy seeds in a little pile directly on the work surface. Mix them with your fingertips, then spread the mixture out. 

			Roll each log in the seed mix, pressing gently to adhere the seeds to the outside of the dough. Wrap each log tightly in parchment paper or plastic wrap and refrigerate until thoroughly chilled, at least 2 hours and up to 3 days.

			When you’re ready to bake the crackers, preheat the oven to 375°F (190°C). Line two sheet pans with parchment paper. Let the dough warm up at room temperature for about 10 minutes, until it’s just soft enough to slice without cracking. 

			Unwrap the dough logs and slice them crosswise into coins ¼ inch (6 mm) thick. Arrange them on the prepared sheet pans. Bake until the crackers are golden brown around the edges, about 20 minutes, switching racks and rotating the sheets front to back halfway through. Transfer the crackers to a wire rack to cool. Serve warm or at room temperature. 

			Do Ahead Make the dough and chill it in the fridge for up to 3 days or in the freezer for 1 month before baking. The crackers taste best on the day they’re baked, but they can be made ahead and stored in an airtight container at room temperature for up to 2 weeks.

			Getting the Party Going

			While parties usually wind down in their own time, sometimes getting things started requires a little extra oomph at the beginning of a party. People can feel a little shy when they are the very first to arrive, but a warm welcome from the host goes a long way. You can’t go wrong offering the first guests a drink. If you’ve already opened a bottle of wine and poured yourself a glass, which I highly encourage (see Hosting Checklist), then all you need to do is pour a few more glasses for your guests. You could also have a batch cocktail like a Negroni Pitcher ready to go, or glasses and ingredients set out so that you can whip up drinks quickly. 

			If a guest asks how they can help (and you sense they sincerely do want a job to keep busy), put them to work picking herb leaves from stems for garnishing dishes. The best kinds of jobs for guests are the things that can be done at a leisurely pace while enjoying a drink.

			A good host also knows the importance of making introductions: Always introduce your first few guests and then, as more people arrive, it will happen naturally. And food is such a wonderful way to bring new people together, so make sure there are some snacks and nibbles ready for everyone. 

			You can finish up any last-minute items on your to-do list like turning up the music or putting a dish into the oven, but avoid locking yourself in the kitchen in a stressed-out state. One surefire way to get a party off and running is for the host to happily greet and mingle with the guests, drink in hand.

			
Roasted Winter Fruits and Cheese Board

			Serves 6 to 8

			A classic cheese board gets a glow-up when you sub roasted fruits for the more traditional fresh fruits. Grapes turn juicy and concentrated in the oven, and apples and pears become tender when cooked briefly with maple syrup and spices, making for a luxurious cheese board that would be ideal for an indulgent celebration like NYE—time to pop the bubbly!

			3 pounds (1.4 kg) seedless grapes in clusters

			Extra-virgin olive oil

			Fine sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

			4 tablespoons (½ stick/55 g) unsalted butter

			2 large tart green apples, such as Granny Smith, cored and quartered

			2 large pears, cored and quartered

			3 tablespoons maple syrup

			1 cinnamon stick

			6 sprigs fresh thyme

			1 (12-ounce/340 g) basket ricotta

			2 tablespoons honey

			1 large wedge (about 6 ounces/170 g) Manchego cheese

			6 ounces (170 g) creamy blue cheese, such as Cambozola, Stilton, or Gorgonzola Dolce

			Crackers, for serving

			Preheat the oven to 450°F (230°C).

			Rinse the grapes, pat them dry, and place on a sheet pan. Drizzle generously with olive oil and sprinkle with salt and pepper. Roast, turning the clusters halfway through, until the grapes look plumped and some have burst, about 10 minutes. Let cool on the pan and lower the oven temperature to 400°F (200°C).

			In a Dutch oven or heavy-bottomed pot with a lid, melt the butter over medium-high heat. Add the apples and pears and cook, without stirring, until light golden brown on the undersides, about 5 minutes. Add the maple syrup, cinnamon stick, thyme, and a pinch of salt. Cover and transfer to the oven to continue cooking until the fruits are tender when poked with a fork, about 20 minutes.

			Arrange the roasted grapes, apples, and pears on a serving platter. Add the ricotta to the platter and drizzle it with the honey. Nestle the Manchego wedge among the fruits and cut a few thin slices from it. Last, find a spot for the blue cheese. Serve with crackers.
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How to Style a Cheese Board like a Pro

			
					
Anchor the board with the cheeses: If there are three cheeses, arrange them in a triangle (ideally not equilateral!) to anchor the board and create a solid foundation. Two cheeses look best on opposite sides of the board, but do your best to avoid aligning them. For four or more cheeses, distribute them evenly around the board.

					
Provide cheese knives: If possible, each cheese gets its own knife. Hard cheeses need sharp blades, and soft, spreadable cheeses are happy with regular table knives.

					
Fill in the gaps: Use a variety of complementary components to fill in the empty spaces on the board around the cheeses. Aim for a balanced mix of fresh fruit (grape clusters, cherries, berries of all kinds), dried fruit, nuts, olives and pickles, and crackers or bread.

					
Embrace asymmetry: Your goal is for the board to look perfectly imperfect. But making something look effortlessly styled takes effort. Nudge elements out of alignment. Let ingredients fall and cascade where they will. Break the border frame of the board by allowing ingredients to peek over the edge. Try to embrace the beautiful asymmetry of the natural world.
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Charcuterie and Pickles Platter

			Serves 8 generously

			A party snack platter for your favorite meat-eating guests. Choose the finest charcuterie and pickles you can afford. The exact varieties don’t matter so much—for example, you can swap out spicy soppressata for any cured meat you love. A certain magic happens when you combine tart pickled vegetables and charcuterie. The acidity of the pickles slices right through the richness of the meat.

			4 ounces (115 g) ’nduja

			6 ounces (170 g) thinly sliced prosciutto, at room temperature

			1 whole soppressata

			1 whole finocchiona

			1 (6-ounce/170 g) jar pickled peppers

			1 (12-ounce/340 g) jar cornichons

			1 (8-ounce/225 g) jar mixed pickled vegetables

			1 (6-ounce/170 g) jar marinated artichoke hearts

			3 pounds (1.4 kg) seedless grapes, cut into clusters

			Crackers or bread, for serving

			Place the ’nduja on a small plate or bowl and set it on a large serving platter. Drape the prosciutto in billowy folds in a nearby corner or edge of the platter. Use a sharp knife to cut the soppressata and the finocchiona into very thin slices and arrange them in the other two corners.

			Drain the pickled peppers, cornichons, mixed pickled vegetables, and artichoke hearts and place them in separate little dishes or piles on the platter.

			Nestle the grape clusters among the pickles and charcuterie. Stack and layer the crackers or bread around everything.

			Put a blunt-nosed knife near the ’nduja for spreading on crackers or bread. Toothpicks or short wooden skewers are also helpful for spearing the pickles. Serve.

			
Cheese Dessert Tray 

			Serves 8 generously

			Is this party snack savory or sweet? Hard to say, but one thing’s for sure: Everyone can find something to love on this gorgeous tray, whether it’s the sliced juicy figs, glistening warmed olives, deep-red cherry jam, or lush creamy cheeses and honey.

			7 ounces (200 g) La Tur cheese or other soft Italian cheese

			1 large wedge (about 6 ounces/170 g) creamy blue cheese, such as Cambozola, Stilton, or Gorgonzola Dolce

			1 large wedge (about 6 ounces/170 g) Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese

			½ cup (160 g) sour cherry jam

			1 basket ripe figs

			½ cup (170 g) honey

			Marinated Olives

			1 teaspoon cumin seeds

			1 dried chile de arbol

			3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			1 garlic clove, smashed to crack it open and peeled

			3 strips lemon zest, peeled with a vegetable peeler

			1 teaspoon fennel seeds

			2 cups (360 g) olives with pits, rinsed and drained

			Crackers or bread, for serving

			About 1 hour before serving, remove the cheeses from the refrigerator and let them warm up at room temperature.

			Place the three cheeses in a triangle (either equilateral or isosceles) on a large serving platter or board. Supply a separate serving utensil for each cheese—a blunt-nosed knife is ideal for spreading the La Tur, a small knife for the creamy blue, and a pointy wedge-like knife for breaking off little hunks of the Parmigiano. Leave the La Tur and creamy blue for your guests to make the first cuts, but do get the Parmigiano started by wedging the knife into the cheese and breaking off some large crumbles. Spoon the jam into a small bowl, set a little serving spoon in it, and place near the La Tur cheese.

			Cut the figs into wedges and arrange them in one area on the platter, leaning them up against one another in a few places. Spoon the honey into a small bowl and set it near the figs, with a honey twirler for serving.

			Make the marinated olives: In a small dry saucepan, toast the cumin seeds and chile de arbol over medium-low heat until fragrant, 1 to 2 minutes. Add the olive oil, garlic, lemon zest strips, fennel seeds, and olives. Turn the heat down to low and cook, stirring often, until the olives are warmed through, about 5 minutes. 

			Transfer to a small serving dish and set it on the platter, with an empty small bowl alongside for the olive pits.

			Nestle the crackers or bread in stacks among everything. Serve.

			How to Store Cheeses

			Having a party is a wonderful excuse to buy a few different cheeses that you usually wouldn’t buy for just yourself on a regular day. Maybe you choose your favorite ultracreamy cheese that you know everyone will love. Or perhaps you try some new-to-you cheeses. No matter what, you’ll want to store the cheeses properly in your fridge so that they taste their best for the party—and any leftover pieces stay fresh until you’ve enjoyed every last morsel. The best spot in the fridge for cheese is the pull-out vegetable crisper drawer, because it has a steady cool temperature and humidity level; other fridge zones can fluctuate when the doors open and a gust of warm air enters. Here’s what to do for each type of cheese:

			Fresh cheeses in water or brine (like mozzarella or feta): Store in the original packaging and replace the water with cool tap water every few days, making sure the cheese is fully submerged.

			Soft, spreadable cheeses (like La Tur, Brie, or goat cheese): Place in a clean food storage container and cover tightly with a lid.
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