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INTRODUCTION



Ever since I can remember, home comforts have always been something of huge importance to me. I was that person in school who never wanted to stay over at people’s houses for sleepovers, and I would make up silly excuses so I could go home to sleep in my own bed, in my own bedroom, under my own roof. You could say I took home comforts a little too literally.


This became particularly evident when, as an adult and I had to stay in hotels every now and then (which should have been so exciting), I struggled with it. The pillows weren’t the same, the bedding wasn’t mine, there was no personalisation and it felt to me like a very sterile environment. But after a few times staying away I came to notice all the little things that did make me feel at home. Like the welcome letter, the curation of snacks, the bottles of water on the bedside table and the bubble bath. When I have friends or family to stay, I always want them to feel like they’re home away from home. I never want them to experience that same feeling of being in an empty hotel room, far away from all their personal comforts.


When someone is hosting me and they get out the cosy blankets, the fairy lights, the fresh sheets and the special tea they know I like, it means so much. It makes me feel really valued when someone goes the extra mile, adding those thoughtful details to make me feel fuzzy, relaxed and comfortable. And so I make it my absolute duty to give that very same feeling back to anyone that visits my house or attends a shindig I’ve put on.


From a very early age, I was aware of how much effort my mum would put into our birthday parties or our handmade fancy-dress costumes. Another child might have had their fancy shop-bought Thunderbirds outfit, but I was wearing Mum’s finest mermaid tail made of shiny fabric with bubble wrap sewn in, fake glittery hair made from tinsel and a hand-held mirror made from cardboard with hundreds of real shells stuck to the back. She would spend hours making our birthday cakes from scratch, following very intricate detailed cake designs (one of which was a bear’s picnic, complete with multiple fondant icing bears and teeny bits of icing picnic food) and would throw Halloween parties for her friends where she’d cover the whole house in cobwebs and hang plastic bats from the ceiling with string. I was in awe of how magical she always made everything feel. You could say I got my hostess gene from her!


So when I was old enough to have input on parties or celebrations, I’d go the extra mile, too. Through the years I’ve found that it really is the little touches that make the most impact. When I moved out and got my own place, I fully got stuck in and realised how much I adored bringing all my ideas together to make a real difference to a guest’s experience. Like writing your guest’s name on a chalkboard to welcome them on their arrival; spraying their pillow with lavender-scented sleep spray; creating a homemade overnight kit with a miniature toothpaste and a tasty midnight snack; and remembering to get their favourite granola in for breakfast. Beyond just these little touches I was coming into my own when it came to hosting friends and family. I’m a people pleaser through and through, but I’m also hugely creative and love having a project (I’m starting to think my career should have been in party planning). Nothing brings me more joy than putting together an ensemble of creative, fun elements to celebrate something… for someone else. I truly feel that having someone throw you a party is up there with one of the best feelings in the world, but throwing the party for someone else and seeing their face light up is even beyond that!


Hosting doesn’t just mean being the queen of party planning though, it lies in how your guest feels when they’re in your home – and what I hope this book will show is that it’s the considered things like a fresh bunch of tulips on the nightstand and a spare phone charger (because you know they will have forgotten theirs) that makes a person feel truly welcome. Cordially Invited is a compilation of everything I’ve picked up and learned about being a good hostess – all the tips, tricks and inspiration that I’d like to share with you, whether it’s a huge surprise birthday bash for your bestie, hosting friends in your home for the weekend or even a party for your dog.


Whether you’re creative like my mum and me, or you struggle to assemble a paper lantern, I’m going to share some great ways to add a little something extra. I hope within these pages you’ll find ideas for across the whole year, whether it’s homemade decorations or seasonal baking or tips on how to decorate for any occasion and ways to spend time with friends outside. I want this book to be a source of inspiration. You don’t have to be an absolute master chef in the kitchen either, if anything, that’s probably my main weakness when it comes to hosting. For my mum, however, this is one of her favourite aspects of hosting guests (maybe one day I’ll serve an eight-course meal good enough for a Disney banquet). But hopefully this book proves to you that you don’t always need to spend days in the kitchen preparing a feast to bring a celebration to life. Whether you have all the time in the world, or none at all, whether you want to push the boat out or do things on a shoestring there will be something in here for you to ensure your guests have the perfect stay or talk about the party you planned them for years to come.


I hereby cordially invite you to join me through the seasons as I share my ideas for everything you might need in your back pocket in order to be the hostess-with-the-mostess.
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The saying ‘spring has sprung’ is always a lovely way to describe the start of this season. Everything seems to awaken after the long winter months in a very uplifting and beautiful way. Spring is home to the best floral bouquets and some of my most favourite flowers, including tulips in every shade, sunny daffodils and hyacinths, with their amazing scent which completely captures the season for me. It is a smell that brings absolute joy and breaks any of that winter gloom that can sometimes creep over you in January and February after all the Christmas and New Year frivolity has ended.


Trips to the garden centre suddenly become much more exciting (that’s if, like me, you have an inner 70-year-old who has a great time in a garden centre!) and there are rows and rows of bulbs, seedlings and pretty flowers bursting up through the soil everywhere you look. At this time of year, I spend far too long in the seed aisle staring at all the tiny packets contemplating starting my own vegetable patch. I never actually follow through with it, but it’s fun nonetheless. It’s nice to wander around the garden centre as I’m often reminded of things I never thought I needed, like shears and garden twine, but you’ll mostly find me in the house plants section filling my trolley with yet more greenery to distribute around my home. I won’t be happy until my house resembles a jungle; I’d say I’m about half way there.




My home – now a little more de-cluttered after a thorough post-Christmas spring clean – will be filled with glass jars of spring flowers, and I start to switch out heavier, warmer candle scents for much fresher, uplifting ones like ‘tomato leaf’ and ‘wild mint’. Some people may think that candles are just for burning through the winter but I love to have some burning in spring to add a cosy glow when the weather is still a bit on the chilly side.


I used to shrug at the term ‘spring cleaning’ and didn’t ever see the appeal of having a specific time of the year where you have a good old sort out through all those drawers and cupboards that you usually just throw things in randomly, locking the door and hoping for the best. As I’m getting older, though, spring is generally the time of year where I get the urge to clean. The spring months always feel like a start of the year for me and I get a real boost of motivation and the feeling of new beginnings. What better task to tackle when you’re in this mood than the drawer of ‘stuff’ and the corner in your wardrobe you refuse to look at?! You always feel so much better having done it, and it feels as though you are heading into the rest of the year in the best way possible, with everything in its place (for the time being, anyway…).
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The weather is getting a bit warmer and the idea of going on long walks, and maybe even finding a perfect picnic spot that isn’t a boggy mess is finally possible. With the birds singing, lambs in the fields and the sun a little higher in the sky, it’s the time of the year that you can finally get your trainers on and enjoy more time outside. This is also made more possible by that extra bit of sunlight making the days that little bit longer (hallelujah). I also appreciate taking my dog Nala on a long walk without having to scrub a thick layer of mud off her paws when we get home! This not only saves me a bit of extra time to enjoy the evening but also allows her to be in fewer wet-doggy moods.




Springtime is when everyone starts to come out of their winter hibernation and become a little more spontaneous with their social plans. Walks along the beach, late-night shopping and, if the evening is nice, a drink in a beer garden. It’s like a practice run-up to summer, with a few extra layers!


Two big events in this season are my birthday and Easter – both very chocolate-heavy occasions that I really enjoy planning and celebrating in all their (usually) pastel glory! It’s the perfect excuse to get back to baking lots of delicious sugary confectionery, and you can bet there will be some form of cupcake or an over-the-top three-tier cake on a glass cake stand in my kitchen. You’re also more than likely to find me in the kitchen making up a batch of melted Easter egg chocolate and Shredded Wheat ‘goodness’ to snack on, maybe while watching a movie. This is meant to be made into Easter chocolate nests, but I don’t ever seem to get that far, as eating it warm from the bowl with a spoon is just too good to resist! In short, spring is simply wonderful!
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SPRING TO – DO LIST


[image: image]  Have a good spring clean.


[image: image]  Switch up your bedding (to a lower-tog duvet).


[image: image]  Buy some new house plants.


[image: image]  Re-stock the pantry for spontaneous baking – check out the Easter baking recipes here.


[image: image]  Fill your home with floral bouquets – there are some tips.


[image: image]  Make pancakes (see the pancake recipe).


[image: image]  Visit the local garden centre for ultimate spring vibes.


[image: image]  Get out and scrub up the garden furniture and get creative with your outside space.


[image: image]  Discover new walks – locate the nearest bluebell wood (see here).


[image: image]  Go on the hunt for some new spring recipes.


[image: image]  Take endless photos of the cherry blossom on April walks.


[image: image]  Make some Easter decorations.


[image: image]  Fly a kite (or attempt to).


[image: image]  Find the nearest farmers’ market and enjoy the new-season veg.


[image: image]  Open the windows and doors to let in the fresh spring air (especially on a spring cleaning day).


[image: image]  Put on a raincoat, wellies, grab the cutest umbrella and embrace the spring showers and rainbows!


[image: image]  Throw an Easter egg hunt, followed by a big Sunday lunch (see here).


[image: image]  Treat yourself to an Easter egg.








EASTER


Easter is one of the first seasonal events of the year that I get fully into. It’s definitely one worth decorating the house for as it also marks the beginning of spring. Garden centres always have such lovely decorations, which don’t tend to be very expensive, but they are also fairly easy to make yourself. I like to bring in some springtime branches and decorate them with Easter biscuits hung up on pretty ribbons (see here). I always have loads of bowls of mini pastel eggs around the house, I love a bit of Easter bunting too! (Check out the cute Easter bunny bunting.)


Growing up, Easter was always a really fun celebration. We’d craft Easter bonnets, make our own Easter eggs and eat more chocolate during those few days than any other time during the rest of the year. I have such lovely memories of my best friend and I at primary school, performing the Easter service to the parents, while wearing our extravagant straw hats complete with tiny fluffy chicks and colourful plastic eggs, not forgetting the fluffy bunny under each arm! We’d sing songs and read poems about spring and Easter and then look forward to the Easter holidays when we’d get Easter eggs, go and watch the lambing at the local farm and do an Easter egg hunt.


One thing you will notice throughout this book is that I love keeping up traditions. If something made you incredibly happy and brought you so many amazing memories as a child, then there’s no reason why you can’t bring elements of that into your adult life or pass those traditions on. If it brought you that much joy, it will no doubt bring others joy, too.


With this in mind, each year, around Easter time, I like to plan something fun with family. Being an adult, I think it’s about adding a few little twists and bringing a few unexpected elements into the celebrations. We like to do a ‘secret egg giving’, where we pull names out of a hat and that person then buys one Easter gift for one other person – like an Easter secret Santa! (The Secret Bunny, if you like.) This allows you to get a little more creative with your gift, and also stops people from piling up mountains of chocolate that they have to get through.


Last year, I received a beautiful Easter display in a wooden trough, complete with tiny painted eggs and spring flowers. Nestled in amongst it were lots of my favourite chocolate bar (a Wispa, for those wondering!). It was a lovely spin on a traditional Easter egg.


We also like to play Easter games, and have even been known to do an Easter quiz in teams! And then afterwards, we gather round the table for a big Easter lunch.


Of course, the Easter season begins with one of my other favourite days of the year – pancake day! Shrove Tuesday is a lovely way to really mark the beginning of spring and I often have a few people over for a relaxed pancake-making party. You can go as wild as you want with the toppings and have a pancake flipping contest.


During these spring months, there are so many cute snacks and cakes to create with all the mini eggs and other chocolatey treats adorning the shelves in the supermarkets. Some of my absolute favourites include chocolate Easter egg nests, Creme Egg brownies, marshmallow and Rice Krispie cakes and pretty much just any chocolate-filled cakes and cupcakes! I really find I get my bake on at this time of year, and it makes me (and my tummy) so happy.








EASTER TO – DO LIST


[image: image]  Set up a secret Easter egg exchange with friends or family, allowing two weeks to buy or get creative.


[image: image]  Make some cute Easter decorations.


[image: image]  Paint eggs.


[image: image]  Make Easter-themed treats and snacks.


[image: image]  Visit a lambing farm.


[image: image]  Place tiny fluffy plastic chicks wherever you can around your home.


[image: image]  Buy Easter eggs for an egg hunt (make sure to get different sizes and different colours if you’re going to use a slightly more complex pointing system, see here).


[image: image]  Prepare a roast dinner or offer to bring a part of the meal if you’re visiting someone else. Maybe you could bring dessert, or a side dish? (see here for my alternative Easter lunch recipe).


[image: image]  Write up an Easter quiz if you’re planning on having multiple teams and want to get a bit competitive.


[image: image]  Create an Easter basket and deliver it to your friends or favourite neighbours.


[image: image]  Eat lots of hot cross buns.







AMERICAN PANCAKES


I know crêpes are traditional on pancake day, but I love making fluffy American-style pancakes instead! I’ve definitely been known to pile mine up and cover them in chocolate chips, chocolate sauce and sprinkles – but here is a fresher, healthier option for celebrating one of my most favourite days of the year.


PREP: 5 minutes


COOKING: 20 minutes


MAKES about 10


200g plain flour


2 tsp baking powder


a pinch of salt


1 tbsp caster sugar


2 large eggs


250ml milk


1–2 tbsp vegetable oil, for frying


to serve


Greek-style yoghurt


sliced bananas and fresh berries (blueberries, raspberries and strawberries are my favourites)


honey


fresh mint


a sprinkling of icing sugar if you have a particularly sweet tooth (it makes them look pretty too)


Combine the dry ingredients in a large mixing bowl, then make a well in the centre. In a separate bowl or large jug, gently whisk the eggs into the milk, then pour this into your dry ingredients. Mix carefully with a spoon until just combined; small lumps are ok – you don’t want to overmix it.


Heat a large, flat frying pan over a medium–high heat and add ½ tablespoon of vegetable oil. Use a piece of kitchen paper to rub the oil around the pan, then use a ladle to spoon some of your batter into the centre of the pan, into a pancake about 12cm in diameter.


Allow the pancake to cook – don’t be tempted to flip too soon! Wait for small holes and bubbles to appear on the surface and it looks a little dry on top, about 2–4 minutes. Use a spatula to flip the pancake over and allow the other side to cook for 2 minutes more – it should be golden brown on both sides.


Put the cooked pancake on a heatproof serving plate in a low oven while you continue cooking the rest, stacking them onto the plate in the oven as you go. Swipe the oil-soaked kitchen paper around your pan before each new pancake, using a little more oil if it seems too dry.


Serve with dollops of yoghurt, some berries and a drizzle of honey. Garnish with fresh mint for a green flourish, and dust with icing sugar for the perfect finish.



[image: image]









[image: image]




EASTER DECORATIONS


Decorating at Easter allows you to play around with pastels and inject a slightly more whimsical style than you may usually prefer at other times of year. I love the lighter colours and fresh feel of spring decorations. Usually, I like to set up an Easter display in one area of my home and then have other little decorations elsewhere. When it comes to decorating, I think it’s good to get creative and go a bit bigger than you might originally think you should! Think along the lines of Alice in Wonderland…


Over the years, companies and websites have started to fully embrace the Easter theme and each year it becomes easier to decorate at home. There is now such an expanse of choice and colour. You can find some great pieces at really accessible prices. There are also websites like Pinterest that are amazing if you want to get inspiration for your home, Easter table or chocolate treats – I could spend hours perusing online and believing afterwards that I really could create that giant Easter egg sculpture made of wicker!


Paper decorations are always a go-to for me. The fans are extremely easy to unfold and hang, but have a really great impact and don’t cost a lot. I also love some springtime bunting. Paper pom pom bunting or honeycomb paper balls are beautiful, but I’m not going to lie – although I’ve seen people nail these in online tutorials I have never actually attempted them myself! But don’t worry, I have some great – and slightly easier! – Easter bunny bunting. I love their cute little bunny tails. If you do fancy giving these or some paper decos a go, you could think about making it into a friends’ night – get the snacks in and watch your favourite movies while making some pretty Easter decorations. It’s a lovely low key way to catch up with people and you get something to keep at the end of the night. For a bigger event like a birthday or a wedding, I think having loads of paper decorations looks amazing, but for a smaller occasion, like Easter, you probably don’t need quite so many.


I also like to bring a bit of nature into my Easter display, so I will often bring in a few stems or thin branches of blossom and put them in a big jug or vase. Then I’ll decorate them with some pretty painted eggs or iced biscuits on ribbons – see my recipe for Easter biscuits. On the table, I’ll then set out some delicious Easter treats for everyone to enjoy.


The decoration doesn’t only apply to what you will have hanging up, but also to how you will display the dining table and the food for your Easter lunch. I like to tie in paper napkins to the colour theme, buy some paper straws for my Kilner-jar style glasses and maybe consider a table runner and sequin decorations to scatter on the table. One year I found a fake grass table runner, which proved to be perfect for the Easter table! Make sure you also include some fresh spring flowers in your setting. Spring has some of the prettiest and most divine smelling flowers and they look so cute and dainty displayed in little jam jars (see here for how to make a perfect spring bouquet).


Easter is the perfect opportunity to give your home a touch of springtime magic after those long winter months, so enjoy the brighter colours and have fun! And don’t forget the chocolate eggs…
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DECORATIVE EASTER BISCUITS


This is my classic vanilla biscuit recipe – it’s really reliable and perfect for decorating. The size of your cutters will determine how many biscuits you end up with but I like to have a range of different shapes for my Easter display. Don’t forget to make holes in them if you want to hang them up with ribbons like I have.


PREP: 20 minutes


COOKING: 10–12 minutes per batch


COOLING: 30 minutes


MAKES about 24, depending on the size of your cutters


1 egg yolk


250g butter, softened


140g icing sugar


2 tsp vanilla extract


375g plain flour, plus extra for dusting


for the icing


225g icing sugar


1 egg white


gel food colouring of your chosen colours (pinks, purples, yellows and greens are perfect)


essential equipment:


piping bags and nozzles (or just snip a very small hole at the end of your piping bags)


biscuit cutters


Separate the egg yolk from the white and set aside the egg white for the icing later on. Using a spoon and a large bowl or in a stand mixer, mix together the butter, icing sugar, vanilla and egg yolk. Cream the mixture together until it’s all mixed, then add in the flour a little bit at a time until it’s all combined. Press the dough together into a ball, wrap in cling film and chill in the fridge for around 30 minutes.


Preheat the oven to 190°C/170°C fan/gas 5 and line a baking tray with non-stick baking paper.


You will need to bake the biscuits in batches. Dust some flour on your work surface and roll out half the dough using a floured rolling pin to about 5mm thick. Using a variety of cookie cutters in spring-like shapes (flowers, bunnies, eggs and chicks are fun), cut out biscuits and carefully place on the lined baking tray. If you’d like to make the biscuits into hanging Easter decorations, use a drinking straw to punch a hole into each biscuit, positioning the hole so that there is enough of a border around it so it can take the weight of the biscuit after decoration.


Pop the tray in the oven and bake for 10–12 minutes until lightly golden brown. Remove from the oven, leave to cool on the tray for a few minutes to firm up, then transfer to a wire rack. If the holes you’ve punched have closed over a little, use a skewer to enlarge them again while they’re still warm. Allow to cool completely.


Add a new sheet of baking paper to the baking tray and repeat the rolling and baking with the second half of dough to make another batch. Gather together all your dough trimmings and roll these out too, to make extra biscuits.


While you’re waiting for the biscuits to cool, make the icing. In a bowl, mix together the icing sugar with the egg white, adding a teaspoon or two of cold water if it feels too thick. Separate the icing into several small bowls and add a few drops of food colouring to each one. Stir vigorously to mix the colour through, and add more if you’d like it more vibrant.


Spoon the mixtures into separate piping bags fitted with thin nozzles or cut a very small hole at the end of your piping bag, and pipe onto the cooled biscuits. If you don’t have multiple piping bags, you can use plastic sandwich bags with one corner snipped off – it works perfectly well!


You can also add sprinkles or whatever else you fancy for the perfect Easter display.
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MILK CHOCOLATE NESTS


This is the chocolate mixture I was talking about here – most of the time it doesn’t quite make it to the nest stage and I end up eating it straight from a bowl! If you do make it that far, they look really cute decorated with chocolate eggs – and maybe even a little fluffy Easter chick. They’re a real childhood throwback for me!


PREP: 20 minutes


COOLING: 1 hour


MAKES 10


95g Shredded Wheat (4 large)


150g milk chocolate, broken into chunks


30–40 Mini Eggs, to decorate


essential equipment:


paper cupcake cases


Begin by setting out 10 pretty cupcake cases on a baking tray (or another tray that will fit into the fridge) and set to one side.


Using your hands, scrunch the Shredded Wheat in a bowl to break it up a little. You don’t want crumbs, just to break up the larger chunks.


Put the milk chocolate in a heatproof bowl and set the bowl over a pan of barely simmering water, making sure the bottom of the bowl is not touching the water. Keep the heat low and stir gently as it melts. Once the mixture is smooth and melted, remove your bowl from the pan and turn off the heat.


Stir in the crushed Shredded Wheat and, using a metal spoon, gently fold the mixture to combine. The Shredded Wheat will break down a little more, which is fine. If the mixture begins to firm up while you stir, return the bowl to the pan of water and use the residual heat to loosen it up.


Spoon the mixture into the cupcake cases, roughly 2 tablespoons in each, and press down the centre of each one with the back of the spoon to create a nest shape. Place 3 or 4 Mini Eggs in each nest, before popping the lot into the fridge to set for an hour before serving. Once set, they will keep in an airtight container for a week.



[image: image]








PASTEL ICED ÉCLAIRS


These delicious cream-filled treats are perfect for your Easter display. You can actually make the éclair pastries a few days in advance. Keep them in an airtight container and fill them and ice them just before you’d like to serve them.


PREP: 20 minutes


COOKING: 30–35 minutes


DECORATING AND


FILLING: 30 minutes


MAKES 12


for the choux pastry


100g plain flour


150ml water


50g unsalted butter, cut into cubes


2 tsp caster sugar


a pinch of salt


3 large eggs, beaten


for the Chantilly cream filling


25g icing sugar


200ml double cream


for the glaze


225g icing sugar


gel food colouring in purples and pinks


to decorate (optional)


edible flowers, sprinkles, sugar or edible gold leaf


essential equipment:


piping bags and a large (1.5cm) nozzle


Preheat the oven to 170°C/150°C fan/gas 3 ½ and line a baking tray with non-stick baking paper. Sift your flour onto a separate sheet of baking paper, so it’s ready to quickly tip into the pan in one go.


Put the water, butter, sugar and salt into a medium saucepan over a high heat and, once it has just reached boiling point, remove from the heat and chute the flour into the pan in one quick movement. Using a wooden spoon, quickly beat the mixture until it is completely smooth, which takes some vigorous arm action!


Return the pan to a medium heat and cook your dough for just 1 minute, beating the mixture until it dries a little bit and clumps together, almost cleaning the sides of the pan. Remove from the heat again and gradually add in the eggs, beating all the time, until you have a smooth dough (be careful your mixture isn’t too hot as this will create scrambled eggs! Not so yum). It will look strange and floppy for a while, but keep beating and it will come together. Spoon your warm dough into a large piping bag fitted with a large, 1.5–2cm, plain nozzle and let it cool and stiffen up a bit in the piping bag for about 5 minutes.


Using steady pressure, pipe 12 oblong shapes onto the lined tray to create 12 éclairs, each about 12cm long. Be sure to leave plenty of space around each one because they grow quite a lot in the oven. Pop into the oven and bake for 30–35 minutes or until golden.

OEBPS/images/img24_25.jpg





OEBPS/images/img6.jpg





OEBPS/images/list.png





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON














OEBPS/images/img16.jpg





OEBPS/images/img28.jpg





OEBPS/images/img10_11.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
LOE SUGG

ordiall
Invited

A SEASONAL GUIDE TO HOSTING ANY OCCASION
AND MAKING A MEMORY OUT OF EVERY DAY






OEBPS/images/img9.jpg
&, 13










OEBPS/images/img13.jpg





OEBPS/images/img21.jpg





OEBPS/images/img22.jpg





OEBPS/images/img14.jpg





OEBPS/images/img27.jpg





