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To Diego, a born Swell party boy.


Enormous thanks to the Swellest guys we know—
design genius Chandler Tuttle, sharpshooter Lee Clower,
as well as big daddies Rick, Bill and our agent David.
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The Imperfect Hostess
Nobody Does It Better


Hostessing is a high-wire act, filled with thrills and spills. You’re performing for a lot of people. Everyone’s watching. The expectation is to do it flawlessly. But the secret is, no one really wants that. If an acrobat prances gaily along the wire, she’ll get a round of soft applause. But for the big bravos, you need that…misstep that makes the audience gasp with anticipation to see how—and if—she’ll recover her stride. Only then does the crowd offer their thunderous cheers and a standing O.

The party paradox at the heart of this book is that the Imperfect Hostess is not a renunciation of elegant entertaining but a return to it.

At least that’s the rationalization of the Swell Hostess. Her party fantasy life is not filled with per-fec-tly seared filets of beef. The Imperfect Hostess reaches her entertaining heights with twin mottos: can-do and make do. On either end of her balance pole are the homemade cake and camouflaged takeout, the fine china and a snip-and-rip tablecloth. She works fast and loose, mixes high and low, and doesn’t worry about having the exact equipment. A wheelbarrow in the backyard makes for a great roving bar, champagne flutes excellent bud vases–and vice versa. She can deal with disaster–with her charm and wits. If the soufflé is teetering dangerously, she’s got the Good Humor truck on speed dial–and can sweet-talk the driver into swinging by for an emergency dessert lift.

A party at its best is a place to be a little larger than life—funnier, prettier, bawdier—and the Swell hostess at her best sets the stage for her guests to try a few high-wire moves of their own.

The party paradox at the heart of this book is that the Imperfect Hostess is not a renunciation of elegant entertaining but a return to it. Other books show their model party planners mid-craft, rolling origami napkins, or in the garden plucking lemon verbena, but never at her own party shaking up fun. Yet a swell hostess is neither caterer nor kitchen drudge. Her quick fixes and fast solutions free her up for oft-overlooked more glamorous hostess duties–looking dishy, spending time with guests, running to the basement for the pogo stick. She’s as crucial an element as the food and drink. So drop the denim work shirt and grab the tiara–even if it’s for a barefoot BBQ in the backyard.

The Imperfect Hostess knows that the key to throwing parties with maximum style and minimum stress is having a focus. Not trying to be all things to all people. A Swell party is like a diamond, albeit in the rough. No two are exactly alike. The secret is making one thing great. A bartender flaming cocktails. The swimming pool brimming with beach balls. Pickup lines being passed with the hors d’oeuvres. You looking like a billion greeting guests with a magnum of champagne in hand and a Polaroid camera around your neck.
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The ticket to making a party colorful is not necessarily a big labor-intensive theme, 1001 Moroccan Nights! Just give ’em something to remember. And find inspiration in your limitations. It can just be that you don’t have a dining room table in the new apartment yet, or that the backyard’s a dump, or you have no time to cook. That’s when you come up with the big ideas: cardboard boxes pushed together as a banquet table with tulips in the paint cans—the Not-Yet-Moved-In dinner party no one will forget.

The Swell definition of a party is life elevated. And it can happen at any time of night or day. The parties in this book go from a morning tag-sale brunch to a bachelorette blowout that could last till daybreak again. A Swell hostess is an equal opportunity partier, looking for ways to amp up the biggies–birthdays, showers—and celebrate small everyday occasions, too—a hangover brunch, adding a touch of swellegance to must-see TV night, or indulging an après-party impulse to invite everyone back to your place, even if it means claiming it was “the maid’s day off.”

For the big bravos, you need that… misstep that makes the audience gasp with anticipation to see how—and if—she’ll recover her stride.

Whatever her shortcomings, The Imperfect Hostess shines at the party skills that matter most: loosening people up and drawing them out. To that end, she puts her energy and charm into sparking conversation and fanning flirtage, and she is not above whipping out enough games and activities for a five-year-old’s birthday. Anything to make the bad times good and the good times unforgettable. A party at its best is a place to be a little larger than life—funnier, prettier, bawdier—and the Swell hostess at her best sets the stage for her guests to try a few high-wire moves of their own.

Now which way’s the bar? This drink’s getting warm.
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Ahhh, brunch—the ultimate Sunday luxury. Q-time to spend decompressing with friends, chitchatting gaily over flutes of mimosas, waiting lazily for the eggs Benedict to materialize. Who can sit still that long? Some of us can never really relax into a Bloody Mary stupor without a welling dread of the day slipping away—there are places to go, newspapers to read, cartoons to watch. The Swell remedy for the ADD hostess is to marry brunch with a morning activity you’d want to do anyway. Just because it’s a party doesn’t mean you can’t accomplish something!
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Tasty Tag Sale

Get rid of your old junk and hang out with friends while waiting for customers, some of whom might even be cute and single or have kids the same age as yours. Besides, why not make some dough instead of just eating it?

Invite

This is one party where you can’t have too many guests. We evited friends to set up a “boutique” and sell their own stuff—or just browse and breakfast. Then we put our energy into making new friends by posting notices on trees and electrical poles advertising our tag sale and muffin tasting.

Simply offering food and drink elevates the tag sale to party status.

Setup

To make your event more guest-friendly than the typical junkyard sale, organize the merch into boutiques spread out over the whole yard so there are different places to browse and hang out. Best to get a head start the night before, since the hitch to this party is that it starts early. The hard-core tag-salers will be at your door ready to inspect your wares at the crack of dawn.

We created a “living room” from the bookshelves, reading chair, lamps and games for sale. Sales tables covered with cloths or bedding gave the yard a more soignée vibe, and helped sell the sheets faster. We dragged the stereo-for-sale to the stoop and cranked tunes. Cynthia figured out a way to display all the clothes and shoes in our fashion boutique without a rack of any kind just using a single oak tree: sweaters on hangers on the boughs, shoes around the roots, bags and hats thumbtacked into the bark and a full-length mirror leaned against the trunk. This was one occasion when Ilene’s bad habit of wearing clothes with the price tag hanging off the back came in handy.

Sips and Nibbles

Simply offering food and drink elevates the tag sale to party status. Even the most minimal refreshments awe strangers and friends with your gracious hostessing and genius marketing strategy.

Lemonade Squeeze: Cynthia figured out a way to move a difficult item: single, unmatched glasses. We loaded a table with everything from a lone Austrian crystal flute to a Snoopy tumbler, and a sign: FREE LEMONADE! (GLASSES $1) Ilene made pitchers accessorized with strawberry or basil for added value.

Jammin’ Muffins: It seemed tacky, even for a Swell girl with her mind on her money, to resell donuts and croissants from Sam’s Club, though the margins were good and it did cross our minds. So for eats we went with a breakfast bake sale theme, a table of semi-homemade muffins and breads. We loaded up on those five-for-a-dollar mixes and, to make the corn muffins less dry, turned them into Jelly Muffins by filling the muffin tins halfway with mix, then adding a dollop of preserves before pouring in the rest of the batter. The other treat was Yard Sale Banana Bread, an old family recipe from Ilene’s health-food childhood baked in two super long (18-inch) bread pans that, when laid end to end, were as long as a—yardstick. For good measure, we laid a yardstick beside the bread for customers, or guests, to help themselves: a dollar an inch.
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Action

We could have made more money. But the sale took on gale force by eight in the morning. And we were still wandering around in a need-coffee coma, half dressed, our “boutiques” bare, no food out, and so much for our plan to put cute price stickers on the items with little product details. “Prada pumps ($3), excellent for chasing buses in Milan.”

So we improvised what to charge on the spot and learned we had some very different retail strategies. Cynthia followed a fire-sale plan of unloading everything with prices that were, like New York retailer Crazy Eddie used to say, “in-sane.” Ilene had a reverse-snobbery philosophy that people want to spend more so they think they’re getting better value. Cynthia proudly showed up with $30 saying she’d sold ten rugs. Ilene raised her eyebrows; she’d been selling them for $10 each. As one might suspect from Cynthia’s years of experience, our fashion boutique rocked ($1 a pair of shoes if Cynthia was selling them; $5 if Ilene was tending shop).
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The tag-sale brunch paid off. We made new friends—a TV producer who said he was interested in doing a Swell party show, and an arty dude who was just the part-time contractor we were looking for. Admittedly, we were too crazed to spend much time with pals who stopped by. But Ilene did make enough money to buy pool patio furniture with the proceeds, so next summer we can invite everyone to come and just hang out, maybe have brunch or something.


More Busy Brunches

Misery Loves Company—The Hangover Brunch

When everyone’s had too much fun the night before, rather than endure morning-after misery in solitude, keep the party going. The Hangover Brunch is an ideal plan when you know a big night is in store and there’ll be cause for recuperation and partiquing. There’s no cure for “the mean reds,” as Holly Golightly called the ailment, but you can find solace in the quiet company of fellow sufferers.

Recovery Room: The morning after a bender, set the room up in soft comfort. Put out slippers, soft throws, lots of pillows from the bedroom for crashing in the living room. On the coffee table set out a tray of Tylenol packets, bottles of Vitamin Water and iced eye packs. Lower the blinds.
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Breakfast Pizza: Perfect hangover food, easy to serve, fun to eat and a more civilized version of the cold pizza you used to eat the day after a blowout back in college. You can buy the ready-made crust at the supermarket, top it with scrambled eggs, sprinkled cheese, and all the other omelet fixings for toppings. Crumble bacon on top and bake at 375° until the pie looks pretty, the cheese melt-y and the crust golden. An excellent dish for customizing, breakfast pizza can be half mushroom, half spinach, and people take the slice they prefer. You don’t end up making seventeen omelets for eight cranky friends. You need that like another hole in your head.

Bloody Marys: A Swell hostess must know how to mix up a pitcher of the classic hair-of-the-dog drink. Originally invented at Harry’s New York Bar in Paris as a “restorative” cocktail, it was named after Mary Pickford, the silent film star who, despite her nickname, “America’s Sweetheart,” must have really known how to tie one on. There are a million variations: more lemon, less pepper, hold the horseradish—you have to make one to your taste. The one that suits ours is half V8 and half tomato juice with celery salt on the rim.

Animated Brunch—Saturday Morning Cartoons

Remember how much fun it was to wake up and watch cartoons all morning? Yeah, last weekend was pretty good! Why not invite a few friends to join in your regressive sloth? They can wear feetie pajamas, fuzzy slippers and sit as close to the TV as they like.

Shake Up the Sugar Shack: This party starts at the supermarket, indulging that childhood fantasy of loading the cart up with every cereal you’ve ever wanted: Cocoa Puffs and Cap’n Crunch, Frankenberry, Lucky Charms and all those promotional ones—The Hulk, Scooby-Doo!—your parents never allowed. Throw in some Grape-Nuts for any weirdos who might straggle in. Line up all the colorful boxes on the dining table or buffet. Put prizes inside, grown-up ones: lipstick, a Virgin Records or manicure gift certificate, costume jewelry. Serve mini milk cartons chilling in a big bowl of ice. And OJ in kid-size juice glasses. Cut up fruit toppings: bananas, berries, peaches, raisins—to meet FDA requirements. The hostess wears Mickey Mouse ears and has total clicker control, though you might consider DVDs of older cartoons if you don’t want to get stuck watching Teletubbies.

This party starts at the supermarket, indulging that childhood fantasy of loading the cart up with every cereal you’ve ever wanted.
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Media Bistro

Just spent Saturday night gabbing yourself hoarse, do you really feel like more small talk on Sunday morning? Brunch can be just having friends over to do what you really want to do: sip coffee and read the papers. A time to recharge the mental and conversational batteries.

Paper Chase: Get all the papers—from the Times to the Star to the Herald Tribune—fodder for celeb gossip, fashion criticism and political crossfire. Xerox The New York Times Magazine crossword puzzle so everyone can have a copy. Put out a mug of sharpened pencils. The brainiac who finishes first wins a subscription to the Weekly World News.

What a Spread: A good old Sunday morning bagel buffet, classic as the Gray Lady. Give the spread a homemade feel by whipping up your own cream cheeses: a salmon, a vegetable and a few unorthodox flavors they scorn in New York, like chocolate chip and cinnamon raisin. Do up a tray of NY deli garnishes: sliced cucumbers, tomatoes, bread-and-butter pickles—anything but onions.

Caffeinate: You can’t compete with Starbucks, so don’t try. Go pre-Starbucks with an urn of hot stuff alongside flavored whipped creams—Irish-coffee style. A small bottle of Baileys will sweetly heat up the cups and the political debate. Have a pitcher of iced Joe on hand to cool ’em off.

Western Ommm-let

One of the turnoffs of getting up for Sunday morning yoga is getting up-close-and-personal with a room full of barefoot strangers. Unless the strangers are your best friends! Call your local yoga studio, or gym, and ask if any instructors are available for a group private. Then invite yogis and newbies alike for a class right on your deck or back lawn. Set the “space” with a couple of happy-looking saris on the tables, flowers and a sampling of essential oils to dab. These aromatic mood elevators come in exotic floral scents like jasmine and bergamot and blends with names like Inner Child—all with different properties that will get guests mixing and sharing. After the class, once everyone’s chi is aligned, they’ll be blissed-out enough to appreciate any health munchies you conjure.

A Smoothie Bar: Export the blender, along with a selection of smoothie fixings—strawberries, watermelon, pineapple, yogurt, apple juice, OJ, Myoplex. Guests choose their own combos. Instead of coffee, brew a pot o’ chai.

Pro-Protein: For more substance, egg-white tortillas are one of those super healthy dishes that can be made in advance, served at room temperature, and sliced up like a quiche or pie. Use whatever’s most in season—leek-shrooms-ham; tomato-crab-basil. Serve sunflower bread or a favorite whole-grain. Take the toaster outside, too. Serve with butter and honey.

Tunes: Instead of tinkling new age music, download some basement banghra—Indian club music—to keep the energy flowing.

Thelma and Louise Getaway—Road Food

The ultimate on-the-go brunch is actually going somewhere. Set out on the open road for a day trip to visit one of those spots you saw on your View-Master as a kid, or some tourist destination you’ve always put off. Make a party of the journey. As hostess, stock the car with pillows and snuggly throws, eye shades and other amenities purloined from your last Business Class flight. Organize some Thelma and Louise sounds. Speaking of fugitive femmes, the less roadside stopping the better. Bring your own fast-food breakfasts. Everyone gets a brown bag with their name on it, like you used to on field trips in the yellow bus. Inside, pack Wafflewiches: two Eggo waffles filled with bacon slices, a drizzle of syrup and possibly a scrambled egg. Wrap ’em in aluminum foil to keep warm. Add a juice box, and some snack fruit, or fruit roll-ups. A thermos full of café con leche should help beat the traffic. Fill the glove compartment with anti-boredom supplies and treats: Twizzlers, Tootsic Pops, bubble gum, a harmonica, a Polaroid camera for keeping an instant souvenir album, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road on CD. You may never come home.
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Good Morning…
      We’re Still Here!

Weekend guests are the true test of hostess stamina. Forty-eight hours of straight entertaining. Imagine what it was like in Edith Wharton’s time, when it was common to invite guests to stay not just weekends but weeks on end. Back then hostesses had a more laissez-faire approach. They set up the invitees in style with a servant to tend the fire and polish their riding boots, but after that it was incumbent on the guests to do some entertaining, too. Good ones brought bright bits of gossip, shared a facility with the piano or were a desirable partner at the bridge or whist table. Assuming you don’t have servants or any idea how to play whist, it’s still a good philosophy to provide a few luxuries and after that relax and let guests fend for themselves a bit. Small touches, like they have at your favorite hotel, will make a guest comfy and happy. Big ones work, too.

Give Them a Sign: It’s just human nature for even the most welcome guests arriving at your doorstep to succumb to insecure feelings that maybe they’re imposing. Persuade them that they’re wanted. Make an event of their arrival with a Welcome sign—in the car window when you pick them up at the train station, written in chalk in the driveway, on their bathroom mirror, spelled out in alphabet magnets on the fridge, or just a nice handwritten note on the pillowcase.

Stock the Place with 4-Star Amenities: The room’ll be so nice they’ll never come out. The drill begins with the bedside table: water pitcher and glass, flowers, mint chocolates on the pillows. To go a step further, stock a minibar.


Come Get Lei’d

Cynthia: When weekend guests stay in my Airstream trailer. I make sure it’s totally tricked out. Tiki torches outside, and inside, big stacks of blankets, sketchbooks, games and trashy sixties novels to match the sixties sheets and paintings in there. I set up a coffeemaker and stuff to make cocktails. I like to leave a whole pineapple in the refrigerator with a bamboo-handled knife stuck in it. so guests feel like they’re on the Hawaiian, rather than Long Island, coast. I also leave ratty straw hats, bug spray and candles. And I add weird touches, like I’ll put out a book about UFOs with a bunch of glow sticks, or if a new couple is staying, fireworks on the bed. We have a saying: “If the Airstream’s a-rockin’, don’t come a-knockin!”



A baby fridge is a cool thing to put in a guest bedroom, but you could also appropriate a dresser drawer filled with mini bottles, cashews, Toblerone, water bottles, wine and a couple of glasses. An ice bucket somewhere would be handy.

A Little Night Music: Leave a boom box on the dresser with some CDs, or a custom-loaded iPod.

Brochures on the Dresser: Call the chamber of commerce or visit your own local tourist board and pick up info on the attractions in your area. This can encourage guests to strike out on their own, suggest stuff they’d like to do, and take some of the guesswork out of your Julie the Cruise Director role.
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