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FOR ALL WHO DOUBT THEMSELVES IN THE PURSUIT


OF CHASING DREAMS,


DO NOT FEAR YOUR OWN LIGHT;


YOU ARE THE AUTHOR OF YOUR DESTINY.
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Introduction
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The best recipes aren’t just homemade, they’re homegrown. And by homegrown, I mean that the best conversations and life lessons happen around a table laden with everyone’s favorite foods. Family bonds and lifetime friendships can be cultivated every day by creating simple, intentional spaces for gathering. In fact, your dining room table is a blank canvas just waiting for this to happen. When friends and families are brought together through good food and meaningful conversation, it’s a chance to be seen and heard—to be present. This way of slowing down, showing up, and restoring a simpler life in a fast-paced world is the genesis of what I call “Modern Hippie.” For me, Modern Hippie describes a place where old meets new, simple meets sophisticated, and fancy meets fun. It’s an inviting atmosphere with whimsically elegant tables showcasing uncomplicated traditional foods enhanced with fresh twists. In the kitchen and at the table, Modern Hippie is the love language I share to inspire everyone to find joy in the lost art of cooking and entertaining in a fun, approachable way.


In my family when I was growing up, food and tradition were woven together, and my mother’s and grandmothers’ cooking were like a religion to me. I can easily remember the intoxicating aromas, comforting rituals, and feelings of togetherness they inspired within our home. It is my hope and intention to encourage you to curate the same kind of welcoming sustenance and surroundings that will give rise to good times like the ones I was so fortunate to experience, and to create your own memories and relationships that will last well beyond the actual experience.


In the Modern Hippie Table, I share some of my family’s favorite dishes along with the recipes I created myself. Each one is simple enough to prepare easily so you can spend less time in the kitchen and more time with your loved ones. Some of the recipes are made from scratch and others make creative use of store-bought convenience foods and premade products that will save you time. It is part of my Modern Hippie philosophy to buy quality ingredients that are organic whenever possible, and I substitute healthier alternatives for gluten and dairy more often than not. There are plenty of appetizers and snacks, salads, and main dishes, plus some indulgent desserts and drinks to round things out. You won’t want to miss my husband Christian’s Classic Italian Pasta (page 116) or my Cilantro Lime Rock Shrimp Tacos (page 100), which have become favorites of both my family and friends. And I particularly love the section on charcuterie boards (pages 163–77), which are great for larger parties as well as smaller, more intimate gatherings.


While I pride myself on the discipline of cooking, the scope of Modern Hippie goes well beyond the food. It’s a passion of mine to make sure the surroundings are as beautiful as the meal is delicious, so I’ve included ideas to design simple tablescapes using flowers and linens that complement whatever I’m serving. My emphasis is always to decorate in a straightforward way that doesn’t add stress or break the bank. Finally, suggested menus are sprinkled throughout the book to help you plan out themed meals, and with each menu, I’ve shared tips on how to set the scene for the occasion. This way, you’ll have the confidence to get your creative plans started and the time-saving tips to pull it off.


Whether I’m cooking, entertaining, or traveling, creating experiences with this kind of laid-back elegance is a lifestyle that is doable for everyone and it’s one I love sharing.


Celebrating life, every day, is the Modern Hippie way.


XO,


Lauren










SETTING THE SCENE
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Creating Intentional Spaces
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I put as much thought into setting the scene for entertaining as I do wrapping a gift. What people see and how they feel when they first walk in the door sets the tone for the occasion, and it can be equally as important as the food you serve. My husband is an architect, and from watching him design, I’ve learned the importance of creating inviting spaces for people to occupy. When guests walk into the energy of our home, I feel a sense of responsibility to make them feel like a part of our family.


Cooking is a passion for me, but creating an atmosphere where people feel special, important, and comfortable is what really matters to me and what I love the most. I think a good host lets people know what to expect before the evening begins, and it creates a vibe that makes people feel pampered from the moment they walk in the door. Everything should be thought out and intentionally executed, such as having a place set aside for coats and purses, offering drinks and something to snack on right away, providing somewhere comfortable to sit, and facilitating good conversation. Whether the mood for your evening is informal and loungy or sophisticated and fancy, a host’s goal is universally simple: create an experience where people enjoy themselves so much that they will remember the positive way they felt when they were your guests. Imagine the gift you can give to your family and friends by creating a space that allows for this to happen in your home. No number of guests is too small or too large and no occasion is too insignificant to celebrate the true essence of life, which is all around us, every day. Paying attention to this is not only part of experiencing true joy, but it’s also spreading it to others.



A Love Affair with Hosting
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My grandparents were big entertainers. Grammy planned all her evenings carefully, no matter the occasion. Sometimes she’d sit down with a stationer months before a big event and come up with clever phrases to put on the invitations for her guests. Occasions of any size were celebrated, from our graduations and engagements to small birthday parties and Sunday night family dinners. I remember paying attention to every detail as she focused on what would make guests feel most welcome in their home, such as greeting each one at the door, escorting them to the bar where drinks and hors d’oeuvres were offered, and having the piano on self-play mode. I even remember how she would tell jokes as conversation icebreakers. There was always laughter and I was aware of how much everyone, including me, felt welcomed, happy, and comfortable. Amid all the hustle and bustle that went into the bigger gatherings, there was always a brief sense of calm just before guests arrived-—and I loved the excitement of anticipation and that feeling of knowing that everything was ready. The music playing, the lighting on point, the enticing aromas of the soon-to-be-served meal in the air, and the way I felt in my dress; I suppose that is where my love affair with hosting began.


To this day, I take all the senses into consideration when I host an evening, not only those of my guests but my own as well. It’s important for me to enjoy hosting and for my guests and family to feel that positive energy from me. My favorite way to host is by holding small, casual gatherings where I’ll wear a flowy dress and kick off my shoes, but no matter what kind of event you are planning, the one common theme to remember as a host is to plan intentionally so that you and your guests always feel “at home.”
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Planning Ahead
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When it comes to planning an evening, I always start with the menu. A meal such as a barbecue or taco night calls for a more casual theme and atmosphere, whereas a New Year’s Eve party or a bridal shower luncheon has a more elegant feel. Either way, the food you serve should highlight the atmosphere you’re trying to accomplish with the occasion. Then, you can figure out how to plan your evening so that you can maximize the time you spend with your guests. For example, if you want to serve a heartier meal that is more time-consuming to cook, consider making it ahead and heating it up just before serving. A common mistake people make when having company over for dinner is cooking a meal that requires too much attention in the kitchen and the host ends up missing out on being with their guests. Reflecting on my earlier days of hosting, I regret some of my decisions because I was cooking and cleaning while my guests were drinking cocktails, and it was distracting, for them and for me.


To avoid that, I now plan so that the bulk of the meal is prepared earlier in the evening before guests arrive, and when they are actually there, I can enjoy their company without worrying about the meal. For example, if I know I want to showcase the main meal that I’m making from scratch, I’ll spend most of the earlier part of the day preparing the appetizers and desserts ahead of time so that they are ready to serve without taking my attention away from my guests. This way, I can focus on the parts of my main meal that require my attention and take the least amount of effort. Prior to their arrival, I will also have the table set, the bar will be set up with ice, and sliced citrus or pre-batched cocktails will be ready in a pitcher. I’ll set some glassware out on the bar depending on which drinks we’ll be serving. A charcuterie board will be on the table in the room where we will be having cocktails and talking prior to sitting down for dinner. Music will be playing and the playlist or records will be selected in advance. The idea here is to enjoy as much precious time with your guests as possible, and planning ahead affords you that.


It can be tempting to make “fancy” food to impress your guests, but I can assure you that fancy does not necessarily mean better. People coming to your home will be drawn to more casual comfort food—foods that are not complicated or time-consuming to prepare—because they came to see you. If you’re less stressed, your guests will enjoy themselves more. I love serving simple, delicious foods that feed the soul and lend to the memorability of the evening. I’ve had friends mention over a year later that they can’t wait to have my Rosemary Onion Mac and Cheese (page 161) again because they remember how happy they were when they ate it. This is a dish that takes a little more time and effort, but it can be made ahead and it’s often the focal point of the evening, especially when the theme for the evening is “Southern cuisine.” Likewise, if you’re planning a barbecue, which often requires time and labor away from your guests, and you plan to make Tender, Crispy Barbecue Ribs (page 133), cook the ribs in the oven ahead of time and preheat the grill just before guests arrive.


In that recipe and many others in the book, I share time-saving tips that ensure that everyone is satisfied and happy. Use the menus throughout the book as inspiration to plan your meals. I’ve organized the menus into themes or occasions for you to reference, and I’ve suggested how to set the scene for each one. Use them as a jumping-off point for creating your own unique gatherings.


When I plan out the menu, I like to keep things a little more casual and simple, so I don’t get custom-printed invitations like Grammy used to do. But I do like to make things more fun by using a design application I found for my phone where I can create a similar kind of invitation quickly and easily. I usually include the themed menu for the evening on the invite and I text or email it to guests a day or two ahead of time. For example, if I’m having friends over at the beginning of summer, I’ll choose a fun, simple background that leaves plenty of space to write, such as a blue sky with a palm tree off to the side. I’ll use a fun font style and call the event a “Summer Kickoff Barbecue.” This is a special touch that will help increase anticipation for the event and it has the added bonus of giving your guests an idea of what to bring. (In my experience, even if you say, “Just bring yourselves!” people tend to bring something anyway.) If I can help them by giving them the theme in advance so they can bring something that contributes to the enjoyment of the evening, I’m all for it.



Planning Your Spaces to Entertain
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My ideal version of entertaining at home involves no more than four to six guests, but regardless of the size of the gathering, my husband and I plan out the spaces in and around the house where we will start and end the night. Typically, we begin the night by bringing guests into our kitchen, serving them appetizers and shaking up some cocktails to engage all their senses and give them a glimpse of what’s cooking. Then, we usually move cocktails and appetizers into the sitting room, where we can partake in more engaging conversation. At this point, the bulk of my meal has been made and the guests have my full attention. Depending on the temperamental South Florida weather, we might enjoy the main course outdoors on our long wooden table or keep the evening inside in the dining room. I’ll make sure the table is set, the water poured, and the candles lit before inviting everyone to sit down. When the meal is finished, I serve dessert at the main table or invite everyone to move back into the sitting room for after-dinner drinks.
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Tablescaping
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Just like landscaping makes your yard look beautiful and intentionally put together, tablescaping does that for your table. I love transporting guests from their everyday surroundings to a more intimate atmosphere at my table by creating a cozy, inviting dining experience. This seems to be a lost art these days, not just because people are so busy but also because they’re often intimidated and don’t know where to start. I’m here to tell you that you’ve got this! Creating a memorable setting is not hard and it doesn’t need to be time-consuming. You’ll see the words “simple” and “elegant” quite a bit throughout this book because that’s a look that is both beautiful and doable for most people. One thing to keep in mind is that the menus and recipes in this book are specifically designed to give you a little extra time to make the table look nice. And most people already have the items they’ll need to decorate in and around their home. For example, a simple water pitcher can double as a glass vase for flowers, and small votive candle holders make great bud vases. Also, if you are hosting more people than you have matching cloth napkins, no worries! You can always mix and match similar or complementary color palettes such as beige and ivory.
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