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TO ROMEO AND MONROE

You two are what dreams are made of! You love a sweet treat as much as your mama, and you have been my little recipe testers since you could eat solids. I love you both with all my heart and am so thankful I get to be your mama. You have inspired me in a million ways, and I hope this book inspires you both to become little entertainers!
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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to your guide to having friends and family over and keeping it fun, simple, and, of course, charming! This book is filled with year-round recipes that are both easy to make and great for company. Whether hosting a casual but cozy gathering or a big holiday celebration, this guide covers tips on adding charm to your get-togethers.

We all know that hosting can be stressful, but it doesn’t have to be. My goal is to inspire you to have company over, even if you order in. Inviting friends for social gatherings can increase your happiness and overall well-being. This book teaches you how to keep things simple while making your guests feel amazing in a welcoming and cozy environment. There is an art to it; luckily, it’s pretty simple. I am also sharing some of my favorite recipes for appetizers, mains, sides, desserts, snacks, and drinks, all of which are guaranteed to please your guests.

But here’s the best part: this book isn’t about following strict rules. Forget the old way of entertaining—of focusing on perfection and complicated dishes. My approach is about relaxing with your friends and family and having good conversations, all while sipping a darn delicious cocktail! You don’t need to cook a four-course meal to host a casual get-together, birthday, or even an impressive holiday party. Some of my best times are shared at home with a few friends late into the evening, and guess what? The food and beverage are often simply a large cheese and charcuterie board and a nice wine. It’s all about getting together, setting a beautiful scene, having a good time, and doing it with added charm to make your guests feel extra special.
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ABOUT ME AND SUGAR AND CHARM


This isn’t one of those books by an author who grew up cooking alongside a mother or grandmother in the kitchen. Nor is it a collection of treasured family recipes passed down through generations. Neither situation matches my reality. Although my passion for easy, good food and charming entertaining did spark from my childhood, it was more of an escape.

I gleefully turned to the arts, baking, and crafting as a retreat from an often rocky childhood. I know that I’ll be forever grateful for the free community art and craft classes I came across, which were a catalyst for this unique field. Now, many years later, it’s a very magical (and sometimes shocking) feeling to be publishing my first book.

The kitchen has been where I can let everything go and focus solely on whatever I’m making. After years of using the kitchen as a blank canvas, I’ve also learned that working in it is a form of meditation and of being in the present. This means focusing on the perfect scoop of flour, watching the paddle whip soft butter until creamy, and physically creating something delicious I can dive into once it’s done. I’ve always loved that I can start with simple ingredients and make a beautiful and (usually) edible creation that didn’t exist before I started. It has been something I can control and take pride in, especially that first bite of fluffy cake with creamy frosting.

Growing up, I would get lost in baking supply stores, picking out new sprinkles, dyes, and fondant. I still do, but now I also hit up the local cheese shop and a well-curated liquor store. I’ve always had a sweet tooth, but more importantly, I love what baked goods and delicious candies have represented in my life: celebration, creativity, fun, and nostalgia.

I was always creative. I’d sit in my bedroom for hours sculpting clay figures (I sculpted a clay figure of my pregnant fifth-grade teacher and gave it to her!), mini food items, and animals. I took every art and craft class available in my tiny coastal hometown: pastels, watercolor, sewing, ceramics—you name it, I was into it! I did not excel in traditional school, eventually graduating from an alternative high school and then moving to Los Angeles two weeks after my eighteenth birthday.

After initially tossing the idea of college out the window, I found a program at California State University, Northridge, called family and consumer science, which is modern-day home economics. It was an aha moment for me. Maybe I could give more schooling a chance? I studied food science, cooking, nutrition, sewing, art, child development, and family studies. I loved the major, and at the time, I had no idea it would be so pivotal in my future career.

Right around college graduation, I got engaged, began planning my wedding, and stumbled upon something I knew nothing about: wedding blogs, design blogs, and mommy blogs—oh my! I suddenly found myself immersed in a fascinating new industry that had just begun. It was a creative outlet where regular people like me were sharing ideas on art and design, weddings, flowers, and more. I read a collection of blogs for hours every day and eventually started my own blog, Sugar and Charm, in 2010.

The evolution has been entirely organic. What began as a wedding blog for me became a lifestyle, DIY, and baking blog, which eventually turned into an entertaining-focused recipe site. There was never a business plan. I, along with all the other early home-focused bloggers, were figuring it out as we went. I adored my newfound hobby and creative outlet as I embarked on a new chapter: marriage.

I dreamt of a stable family, being a mom, a special home, and a career that allowed me to be creative. I marveled at the thought of parties at my house, gatherings with friends and family, baking delicious homemade cakes for my kids, and creating magical holidays in a cozy but magazine-worthy home. I knew I would have to work hard for this, and I was willing to put in the effort to make my dreams come true.

So here I am several years, three hundred parties, one thousand photo shoots, five hundred cakes, three houses, fifteen years married, two handsome children, a cherished career, and one book later. Life is a lovely and challenging roller coaster. Fortunately, I’ve had some incredible role models who have shown me what success looks like and rooted for me since the beginning. Words can’t express my respect and admiration for those people.
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I feel beyond grateful that I get to share my creative ideas and recipes with so many of you. Honestly, I couldn’t have wished for a better career than this one, which has allowed me to connect with people all over the world through my work. Luckily, my passion for hosting gatherings, sipping a whimsical cocktail, and baking a homemade dessert can never be satiated. It’s where I find joy in this crazy, wonderful life, and the way food, drinks, and easy entertaining bring people together is what it’s all about—life’s simple pleasures. I love it.






WHAT ENTERTAINING MEANS TO ME

Charming Atmosphere. Candles, low lights, fresh flowers, linen napkins, and a welcome cocktail should be part of nearly every gathering. These are simple to arrange and make a massive difference to any get-together, big or small. Setting a pretty scene is straightforward. It’s easy to pick (or purchase) fresh flowers, light candles, and invest in a beautiful linen tablecloth and napkins. It’s about using natural elements—what’s in my garden?—to add charm in a way anyone can do.

Resources. It’s about tapping into your resources and using them. Small space or budget? No problem. Use what you have to entertain anywhere: the park, the beach, or a community courtyard.

Imperfections. It’s okay for things to go wrong. In fact, I like to allow for imperfections at a party as they add character, charm, and personality to your gathering. It’s not about making every element of an event perfect or elaborate. I’ve had many things go wrong when I’m hosting. One time, I forgot to put sugar in a friend’s birthday cake, which made for a lot of laughs and a funny story years later. Hosting a party should be fun, and trying to achieve perfection will create stress. So instead I embrace the little mishaps and imperfections that happen at every gathering. Overcooked meatballs? No biggie—just add extra sauce. The chicken dish needs more time to cook? Put out more snacks and serve dinner later. Bad weather? Bring it indoors and create a cozy ambiance. As long as you laugh it off and keep your spirits high, your guests will too.

Feeling. If I could scream this to the world, I would. The most essential part of being around others, especially in your home, is making them feel welcome. Maya Angelou said it best: “I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.” This is true in all aspects of life, especially when you invite friends into your home.

Sense of Pride. I have a sense of pride, ownership, and satisfaction when I create an inviting space to bring people together over food and drink, and watching them enjoy themselves always makes my heart burst!

High-Low. I love to mix things up. The same high-low aesthetic that is popular in fashion—Target jeans with Jimmy Choo flats—can also apply to entertaining. You can order fried chicken from the best spot in town and then serve one of your favorite high-end Champagnes. (If you didn’t already know, let me assure you fried chicken and Champagne are beautiful together.) Something I do often is order from a local restaurant but make a fabulous cocktail, simple appetizer, and dessert.
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Keeping It Simple. Your guests, family, and friends won’t have more fun if you have spent days in the kitchen stressing over complicated recipes. They will have just as much fun with a thoughtfully planned, easy-to-assemble menu, festive drinks, and a charming atmosphere with the attention on them. This is the recipe for a successful gathering. Remember the candles, flowers, and a few attentive touches, such as water readily available for your guests to grab. If you’re hosting an outdoor gathering, have bug repellant, blankets, or anything else that would make guests more comfortable visibly arranged in the setting. This way, they can get what they need without having to ask.






EDEN’S ESSENTIALS

Here are the things I regularly use when entertaining. They are divided into three categories: kitchen, which covers pots, pans, and cooking tools; hosting, which includes everything from candles and three-tier serving trays to glassware and table linens; and pantry, which lists the ingredients that I always have on hand for entertaining.


KITCHEN ESSENTIALS


	Cast-iron pan

	Large and small skillets

	Large, medium, and small saucepans

	Two 9-inch and 8-inch round cake pans

	10-inch Bundt pan

	13 x 18-inch sheet pan

	1 or 2 cookie sheets

	Stand mixer

	Handheld mixer

	Food processor

	Blender, preferably high-powered

	Slow cooker

	Mixing bowls

	Salad spinner

	Cutting boards

	Chef’s knife

	Paring knife

	Wooden spoons and spatulas

	Slotted spoon

	Rubber and silicone spatulas

	Whisk

	Citrus zester

	Citrus juicer

	Garlic press

	Large and small fine-mesh strainers

	Measuring cups and spoons

	Instant-read thermometer






PANTRY ESSENTIALS


	Miso paste

	Chile crunch oil

	Butterfly pea flowers

	Truffle oil

	Smoky salt

	Flaky sea salt

	Panko (Japanese bread crumbs)

	Sesame seeds

	Ground cardamom

	Colorful sprinkles

	Calabrian chiles

	Castelvetrano olives (serve these on their own or add to a cheese/charcuterie platter)

	Canned cannellini beans

	Rao’s Homemade Marinara Pasta Sauce

	Olive oil and coconut oil

	Apple cider vinegar

	Hot honey

	Instant espresso powder

	Pure vanilla extract

	Pure almond extract







HOSTING ESSENTIALS


	Linen napkins and tablecloth or table runner

	Cocktail napkins: I often buy pretty paper cocktail napkins when I see them as they always come in handy; I like linen cocktail napkins as well.

	Fancy flatware: I keep a full set of forks and knives stored away for parties. They’re gold and not great for everyday use, so I use them, hand wash and dry them, and save them for the next gathering.

	Large serving platters and bowls

	Small plates or boards

	Marble cheese platter

	Wooden serving boards

	Mason jars (for flowers, drinks, desserts, and even votives)

	Three-tier serving tray

	Votive candles (many!)

	Taper candles and holders (lots and lots!)

	Cocktail glasses: Have a set of at least twelve to use for smaller gatherings.

	Wineglasses: You’ll want good-quality ones. Never use those super-thick ones, please.

	Plant-based disposable cups: These are great for larger gatherings when I don’t want to wash a million dishes.

	Disposable bamboo plates: These are study and look classier than paper plates. I use them all the time.

	Bamboo knot picks: Eco-friendly and easy to grasp, these picks are perfect for garnishing drinks and for picking up hors d’oeuvres.
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EDEN’S GUIDE TO ENTERTAINING

As I have already mentioned, there are no rules when it comes to entertaining. However, there is an art to being a good host and having a smooth gathering. Here are some ways to ensure success whenever you bring people together.


TIPS FOR A PROBLEM-FREE GATHERING


	
1. I try to finish everything that needs to be done for the get-together before my guests arrive. That way, I can relax and focus on greeting them. If I am still arranging the table or trying to finish a recipe as people are coming in, I cannot do what is essential, which is make my guests feel welcome.

	
2. Always have a cocktail (or mocktail) ready for guests as they walk in. Whether you’ve prepared a festive punch or set up a cocktail bar, it’s important to have an area where guests can get a drink right away.

	
3. Keep the menu simple. The more elaborate your choices are, the more anxious you will be when preparing them, and the less fun the party will be.

	
4. Wait to serve dessert. Let your guests digest and relax a bit before piling on another course.

	
5. Never start to clean up while your guests are still present. Trust me, I know it’s all fun and games until someone (me or my husband) has to clean up. However, the mess is part of the joy of hosting. Wait until everyone leaves and then put on your favorite podcast and dive in. You can also hire someone, whether a high school student or someone through an agency, to do cleanup during the party. It is important that neither you nor your guests do any cleaning during the gathering.

	
6. People will remember how they feel in your home—the small details and the fun atmosphere. So go the extra mile to create a warm, inviting space—flowers, candles, a good playlist, low lighting—and keep that good feeling going until the last guest leaves.






AVOIDING STRESS

You will decide how stressful (or not) your gathering will be. And, yes, larger holiday parties and fancier dinners can be stressful, no matter the size. However, there are steps you can take to keep the stress level under control. I want to make entertaining fun for you so you will invite company over more often and relish in the joys of late-night chats, laughter, and memories made with your friends and family.

Here is the key to reducing stress whenever you entertain: anything you can do beforehand, do it. Don’t save everything for the day of the party. Indeed, just writing that sentence stresses me out! Just as in life, preparation is vital. Here are my tips on how to prepare.


	Four to six weeks before the event, send out a text or an invite (via email) and mark your gathering on the calendar. If you’re hosting a theme party, now is the time to pick the theme, such as a bonfire or a garden party. If you’re just having company over, skip this part.

	
A week before, ensure you have all your hosting essentials. If you need to order something, do it. Also, confirm who will attend.

	Three days before, put together the menu.

	Two days before, grocery shop for food and drinks. Remember, there are many delivery services, and you don’t even have to step into a grocery store if you don’t want to.

	One day before, prepare anything that can be made one day in advance. Almost everything can be prepped the day before (even two days before!), so do what you can to lighten the load on the day of the party.

	One day before, set the table, set out platters and other serveware, make the floral arrangements (or have them delivered), clean the house, and stock the restrooms.

	One day before, write down on sticky notes what goes in each platter and attach them to the dishes. This way, you’ll know what goes in each one when you are ready to serve.

	Day of the party, wake up early and refreshed. You won’t have much to do since you’re so prepared! You can now start cooking and assembling. It is fine if you are ordering in. Just be sure to make it charming.

	Leave yourself 30 minutes before guests arrive to relax, pour a drink, and sit.

	Then enjoy your house party!






SHOPPING THE SEASONS

I designed this cookbook to be a year-round guide for gatherings. I developed recipes that are good to make every month on the calendar and work for all different kinds of occasions. You can find the ingredients in grocery stores and markets throughout the year.

However, I want to touch briefly on seasonality because using fresh produce and seasonal foods as much as possible is essential to hosting a charming gathering. It’s also easy to do, as food shops and farmers’ markets are filled with seasonal fruits and vegetables.

When you’re shopping, always pick up fruits and vegetables at their peak of season. For example, purchase fresh figs, pomegranates, or persimmons for a cheese platter in the fall, or tomatoes, cucumbers, and crunchy bell peppers for a summer vegetable platter. When you make a savory main dish, serve it with a simple side of roasted seasonal vegetables, such as parsnips in fall, asparagus in spring, or zucchini in summer. These sides don’t need to be complicated.

Spring: Apricots, cherries, strawberries, artichokes, asparagus, avocados, bell peppers, broccoli, carrots, fava beans, lettuce, peas, radishes, rhubarb

Summer: Blueberries, melons (honeydew, cantaloupe), nectarines, peaches, plums, raspberries, bell peppers, corn, cucumbers, eggplants, green beans, tomatoes, zucchini

Fall: Apples, grapes, pears, brussels sprouts, butternut squash, carrots, corn, eggplants, parsnips, pumpkins, sweet potatoes

Winter: Apples, citrus fruits (oranges, grapefruits, pomelos), pears, persimmons, avocados, beets, brussels sprouts, cabbage, carrots, kale, parsnips
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HOW TO ADD CHARM TO FOOD

Would you believe me if I told you I keep a box filled with ways to add charm to my recipes and cocktails? It’s stocked with natural, colorful powders, many sprinkles, dehydrated citrus fruits, and other fun things I pick up here and there.

It always makes me happy when I order a dish or a cocktail at a restaurant and it comes garnished with a beautiful edible flower or a dehydrated citrus slice. This light touch makes me smile, which is why I do the same thing for my guests.

Here are some simple ways you can add charm when entertaining.


CITRUS

Dehydrated citrus fruits are a simple and fun way to add charm to your recipes. I keep a stock of dehydrated orange, lemon, and lime slices on hand in airtight containers to use as a garnish for desserts, cocktails, and fruit and cheese platters. They also make great decorations. I like to string them and hang them around the house or add them to wreaths. Plus, they make great gifts. Here is the quick and easy method for dehydrating citrus fruits.

Preheat the oven to 200°F. Line a sheet pan with parchment paper. Slice the desired citrus fruits—lemons, limes, oranges, grapefruits, and so on—into ¼-inch-thick rounds. Arrange the slices in a single layer on the prepared pan. Bake the slices, checking and flipping them halfway through to ensure even drying time, for 4–5 hours. The slices are ready when they are fully dried and crisp. Let cool, then transfer to ziplock bags or other airtight containers and store at room temperature. They will keep for up to 3 months in an airtight container.

Citrus zest is one of the best ways to bring small touches of color, flavor, and charm to your favorite dishes and drinks. Using a grater or zester to add a little lemon, orange, lime, or grapefruit zest to a recipe imparts a bright, citrusy aroma that elevates the flavors of the foods without overpowering them.
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EDIBLE FLOWERS

As you look through this book, you will see that I love using edible flowers in my dishes. They will contribute color, texture, and, of course, charm to almost anything you make. I regularly add them to cocktails, dips, desserts, and salads.




FRESH FLOWERS

Marigolds: These bright orange or yellow flowers have a subtle flavor and bring a good amount of color to a dish.

Nasturtiums: These bright, peppery, versatile flowers can be added to salads and sandwiches or used as a garnish on warm dishes.

Violets: Sweet and slightly lemony in flavor, violets make a great addition to spring salads, desserts, and syrups. They also make a lovely garnish for cakes and cupcakes.
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