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For Bebe, again.
She always knew what to bring.
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INTRODUCTION



I remember wanting to cook it all. There was something athletic about inviting friends for dinner and beginning a three-day marathon of cleaning, cooking, and more cleaning. I returned from cooking school in Paris full of vigor, able to bake my own croissants, clean my own fish, make my own sauces. It was also a time when there was little takeout available in the South, so if you wanted ratatouille in the heat of summer, you made your own. If you craved cassoulet when it was cold, you pulled out your Le Creuset pan. In essence, if you invited friends to dinner, you cooked it all.


Then came family life and the real world. Mine is a two-career and five-person household; I lead a busy and overscheduled life—possibly a lot like yours. Saturdays are spent watching my children’s tennis matches or in the garden or at the computer on deadline or cleaning out the garage. Don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t trade this for the world, but entertaining could easily have become a thing of the past had I not remembered that familiar question my circle of cousins and aunts and uncles posed when someone was hosting a picnic or a luncheon or a birthday dinner—“What can I bring?” Here was the key to the success of our family get-togethers. Everyone brought a favorite dish. It was potluck but with a plan.


And so the question became the answer—getting together with friends is so much more relaxing when the meal is communal. Offering to bring a warm casserole or a big green salad or a chocolate cake makes the dinner party and the picnic and the office lunch—and all those other reasons we gather together and share a meal—possible for busy people today. It allows us to savor impromptu dinner parties, neighborhood covered-dish suppers, girls’ night out parties, Super Bowl, Thanksgiving, tailgating, and Sunday lunch without headaches. All is made possible because everyone helps out.


When Atlanta Journal-Constitution food editor and friend Susan Puckett shared this book idea with me several years ago, she urged me to write a book about this unique way of entertaining, one that so many people take for granted.


I have thoroughly enjoyed this process but have to say that the seemingly simple question “What can I bring?” is wonderfully complex. There is no one answer. The right recipe varies with the event, time of year, time of day, region of the country, and individual tastes. One thing is certain, however—bringing food is a good thing. When you prepare a favorite recipe to share with others, you nurture them. It is a gift from your heart. And divvying up the menu enables a great feast to take place with the burden on no one person.


Plus, sharing food lets everyone taste the cooking of others, something I consider the greatest benefit of all. I know that on Easter Sunday I will yearn for my Aunt Elizabeth’s banana pudding, and that if it’s Thanksgiving and our family is in Chattanooga visiting relatives, one of my husband’s cousins will bring the Broccoli Brag Casserole. I know that before Christmas I’ll bite into Mindy’s pound cake or that if an investment club meeting rolls around at Currey’s home, we might savor her top-notch King Ranch Chicken casserole. You see, I may like my own cooking, but I love the food prepared by family and friends!


My mission has always been to share ways to cook simple and joyous food. I tackled the cake-baking predicament about eight years ago when I wrote The Cake Mix Doctor. Now, I’m taking on potluck. This book is filled with more than 200 recipes that I am pleased to share with you. With just about every recipe I include “tote notes”—creative and practical ways to transport the dish to a gathering—as well as tips on how to save time by planning ahead. And because I want you to use this cookbook over and over, recipes are accompanied by a handy place to record when you made the recipe, things you want to remember for the next time around, and any special touches you added. Throughout the book I share menus so you can visualize how these recipes come together into a meal, and you’ll also find “grab and go” ideas for when you just have no time to cook.


I hope you’ll agree that these dishes taste great, look dazzling, and when it’s all over, offer the greatest compliment of all—an empty bowl.


Enjoy!





WHAT CAN I BRING? 101



You would think, by now, I’d know what to bring. And, pretty much, I do. But I used to tremble after I asked that question. You see, where I live it’s not unusual to have some event that calls for food every weekend—whether it’s dinner at a friend’s house, a school picnic, a church fund-raiser, or a tennis team potluck. Although I have a classic Caesar salad, a tried-and-true baked beans, a creamy Southern potato salad, and garlic bread that has everyone coming back for seconds in my repertoire, I found myself stuck in a recipe rut.


So I set off in search of new recipes that I could turn to the next time I opened my mouth and asked the question. I’m delighted to report that I found all sorts of new and inventive dishes I had never dreamed of—everything from easy-to-tote appetizers through desserts, plus some food that makes good gifts. Now I also have a sweet potato cake scented with nutmeg, grilled vegetables with a pesto dip, a colorful salad of papaya and arugula, and the most delicious salmon that you smoke in your own backyard. And that’s just a small sampling.


So, what can you bring? Fear no more. Come with me and find out.
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How to Pick the Right Recipe


Just like great dishes that you plan on serving at home, ones that travel well should reflect the season of the year, the time of day that the event is being held, and the crowd who’ll be enjoying the dishes. As a really general rule, warm appetizers, soups, and desserts are best in the fall and winter, whereas cold soups and desserts are nirvana in the heat of summer.
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Salads are wonderfully seasonal. Serve Waldorf salad in the fall, when apples are at their best, and whip up a fresh green salad with berries strewn on top in the spring or summer. Some dishes are tied to an occasion—who can imagine the Super Bowl without chili? Or Thanksgiving without a sweet potato casserole or a pumpkin pie?


Obviously, great recipes that travel well don’t slip and slide in transit. They stay hot if they are supposed to be, or cold if they’re best eaten chilled. They are quick to assemble when you’re on-site—or require no work at all. And if they have only a handful of ingredients, that’s even better.


The right recipe also fits the guests. Is it a group of young, adventurous eaters or an older group, who may prefer less spicy, less exotic fare? Are children included? Will there be vegetarians coming or any people with food allergies? It’s smart to ask the host about who will be attending the gathering and then select your recipe accordingly.


Chances are that recipes well liked by you and your family will also be well received at a potluck. But there is something else to consider: The best dishes not only taste delicious, they look appetizing on a platter or in a bowl. When some friends from our wine-tasting group gathered outdoors by Marie’s backyard pool one spring evening, we became intent on spreading Marie’s wonderful dip onto French bread rounds. It was a simple recipe she had gotten from her sister—canned white beans, good olive oil, and fresh basil pureed together. But, piled into a deep white bowl and garnished with shiny black kalamata olives and a scattering of basil slivers, it was stunning. Even the simplest food—sliced tomatoes, sliced melon, sliced ham, a few good cheeses—looks extraordinary on a pretty platter. It is how you present food that garners those first “oohs” and “aahs.” So, dig around for a few attractive serving pieces.



To Plan or Just Take Potluck?



One of my favorite toting stories involves my husband’s cousin Ann Mills, a resident of Charlottesville, Virginia, who should have earned a medal of honor for the food she toted to Chattanooga one summer. Her mother, my husband’s Aunt Janet, was celebrating a significant birthday, and her children and their families, scattered across the country, were convening in Chattanooga to host a festive dinner party in Aunt Janet’s honor. Ann baked Virginia hams and smoked fillets of salmon, then packed them on ice, placed them in the back of her station wagon, and drove through the cool of the night so that the food would be at its best. The melon-hued slabs of smoked fish, laid out on long white platters, were drizzled with olive oil and garnished with green and black olives and thin lemon slices. Forked onto a cracker, this salmon was unlike any food I had tasted.


Janet’s birthday menu was well planned by her children, and if you are feeding a crowd there is peace of mind in knowing what everyone will bring. My family does this at Thanksgiving and on the Fourth of July, making sure all the necessary sides we look forward to are covered by someone.


But what if in the true spirit of potluck you just let everyone bring what they want? Office potluck lunches and block parties are great occasions to sit back and watch the food roll in. Often one person will provide the main course and another the drinks. Everyone else will bring the appetizers, sides, and desserts. If you wind up with five potato salads, chances are no two will be the same.


If this scenario has you Type A’s feeling anxious, put a little order in things by finding a functional but fun way to organize the meal. Suggest that the women bring salads, the men desserts. Or, divide recipes up by the alphabet—make those with names beginning with the letters closest to “A” responsible for bringing an appetizer, ask the middle of the alphabet to bring the sides, and the end of the alphabet to supply the desserts. You can have order and a well-balanced meal and still share in the spirit of potluck.


Trouble-Free Toting


Okay, you know what you’re bringing: Now, how do you get the food to where you’re going without spilling it in your car or onto your clothes, and keep it looking like it was just prepared? Start with the right container.








SEALED WITH A KISS: I LOVE THESE CONTAINERS


To me, the containers listed here are indispensable. They fit into my life and my kitchen space, and when I need to travel with food, I open the drawer or the pantry and they are there, ready to go.


• Quart-size glass jars (recycled from mayonnaise or pasta sauce) for toting soup for four.


• Glass jars of assorted sizes—perfect for storing vinaigrette, sauces, toasted nuts, confectioners’ sugar, you name it. Make sure they have lids that fit.


• Glass or stainless steel bowls of all sizes that come with snap-on plastic lids; these transport anything.


• A 13 by 9–inch metal baking pan with a plastic lid, good for transporting bars, brownies, cakes, cookies, and tea sandwiches.


• A round plastic cake saver, or two. Tupperware cake carriers are not only durable but their lids lock in place; go to www.tupperware.com to see them.


• A large, sturdy rectangular woven wooden basket in which you can carry a hot glass or ceramic baking dish.


• A second sturdy woven basket that’s more square in shape and has a handle and possibly a divider inside allowing you to carry two pies at once. Peterboro Baskets of New Hampshire makes these; go to www.peterborobasket.com.


• An attractive woven reed shopping basket with handles; use it to tote a bottle of wine, a bouquet of flowers, a jar of soup, and the makings for salad. Look for one at www.medinabaskets.com. Or, opt for a classic canvas tote from L.L. Bean (www.llbean.com).


• A fun collapsible, insulated canvas tote that looks like a shopping basket and keeps food hot or cold; check out www.picnictime.com for this.


• A pretty laquered tray with handles—use it to carry an appetizer from the car to the table. Pottery Barn has these (www.potterybarn.com).


• Insulated casserole carriers that hold your favorite baking dishes.


• Gallon-size resealable plastic bags to hold salad greens for eight.


• Small, cup-size resealable plastic bags for a handful of garnish.


• Disposable plastic containers of all sizes—one cup, one quart, and one and a half quarts—for sliced tomatoes, fresh fruit, or leftovers.





Have a look in your cupboards and your pantry because the best containers for toting food are often right there—glass dishes with snap-on plastic lids, plastic containers with lids, glass and ceramic casseroles, pretty trays, baskets, quart-size glass jars, and a slow cooker. I also have a ready stash of disposable plastic and aluminum foil containers, because if I am bringing food to a large gathering when I might need to leave early, or if I am dropping off food and don’t want the recipients to have to wash and return dishes, disposables make the handiest carriers.


At the supermarket, look for plastic containers of all sizes. They are perfect for toting salads, desserts, and soups, and you can just leave the container behind. Aluminum foil casserole pans with plastic lids that lock in place are great for side dishes, main dishes, and most anything that needs to be reheated or baked on-site. Save clean cardboard shirt boxes, then line them with parchment paper or waxed paper to fill with brownies, lemon bars, even tea sandwiches. For storing pasta and rice salads, try large resealable plastic bags. Shake up the salad well in the bag before transferring it to a serving bowl.
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One of the simplest ways to transport food is to place it on a serving platter or in a serving bowl, then cover the dish with plastic wrap. Choose plastic wrap that sticks to the sides of the platter securely. Aluminum foil also makes a good cover, but be sure that the food is not tomato-based or chocolate or another highly acidic food that might cause the foil to pit and discolor. If in doubt, cover the food with waxed paper and then wrap that with foil.


If you’re toting food on a platter, make sure to write your name with a permanent marker on a piece of tape and stick it on the bottom of the platter. Do keep your heirloom platters at home, opting for inexpensive ones made from nonbreakable plastic or wood or lightweight pottery. I’ll never forget taking a rice and shrimp salad, a rather labor-intensive dish, to an office potluck lunch many years ago. On the way into the office, I dropped it, ruining the salad and breaking the platter I had purchased at a craft fair. You may be better off wrapping each of the components of a dish separately in aluminum foil, or placing them in plastic containers, and assembling the platter when you get to your destination.


For longer trips Bundt cakes survive the most mileage. They arrive in one piece, no matter your mode of transport. Desserts of all types—cakes, pies, and bars—are especially easy to tote in a handy cake carrier with a handle. These are not inexpensive but will last you a long time—as long as you put your name on the carrier and keep track of it.


If it’s not unusual for you to tote entire meals to and fro, consider investing in a large, woven wood pie basket with handles, a lid, and an inside shelf, which will easily accommodate two or three dishes. Other accessories to keep on hand are an insulated casserole cover with handles, if you tend to take casseroles, and a large, round, sturdy plastic container with a snap-on lid for carrying pies and anything else that’s round. Also good for toting hot food is a large clear plastic box with handles, the sort of thing in which you would store sweaters. Line it with a clean towel and place it in the back of your car. You can put casseroles or baking dishes filled with hot food right in this bin, making it easy to carry them into a house—then use the bin to tote home the dirty dishes.
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Etiquette: Read This, Please


Ah, the many and often prickly questions of potluck protocol: 1. Should a guest plan on using the host’s pantry supplies and kitchenware without notifying the host? 2. Should a guest waltz in the door with fried chicken, drop the platter in the kitchen, and run for a cold drink? 3. Should a guest clean up his or her dishes after the party is over? Or, should the host do this? Both the guest and host bear responsibility at a gathering where food is brought and shared, so mind your manners!








LET’S GET THIS PARTY STARTED


Here’s a checklist for the host. When the party is at your house, make sure you have all of these on hand.


• Plates


• Bowls, if you are serving soup or ice cream or fruit salad


• Glasses (count on one per person unless you are having a cocktail hour ahead of time, then count on two)


• Hot cups, if you are serving coffee or tea


• Knives, forks, and spoons


• Napkins


• A spare serving dish or platter or two, just in case


• Ice


• Paper towels


• Garbage bags


• Dishwashing soap


• Aluminum foil


• Plastic wrap


• Plastic containers for leftovers


• Resealable plastic bags in a variety of sizes





The answers to those questions?


1. No, bring all the food supplies you need along with as many of the necessary kitchen items as possible.


2. No, when you bring the dish, you need to see it through the evening. Talk with the host as to whether you should replenish the platter, when needed. And make sure you bring a serving spoon or fork if the dish requires one. Should the dish you bring need to be reheated or baked, go ahead and write the name of the recipe on an index card along with the temperature at which it needs to be baked and the length of time it will take, and place the index card with the dish; that way anyone in the kitchen can help out getting things ready.


3. As for cleaning up your dish, defer to the host. Some may want to wash platters and have them ready for guests to take home. Others might welcome your help. If you are in doubt, rinse the platter, wrap it in a plastic bag, and take it home to wash. Be sure to offer any leftovers to the host.


If you are the host, you have a bit more to consider than the color of the platter and how much plastic wrap to use. You will need to organize your kitchen so there’s plenty of room to put the dishes when they arrive and a place where people can do any last-minute assembly. You may also want to clear off a second spot, even the laundry room, where plastic containers, bags, and baskets can be stored until it is time to leave. To make dish identification easier, have freezer tape and permanent markers on hand to label dishes if they are not already marked with their owners’ names. And have extra serving trays and utensils on hand because people may not bring their own.


Decide ahead of time where certain dishes will go on the buffet table, and place a note card on the table. This will help you and your guests be better organized. As people arrive they can place their dishes on the table where designated. For dishes that need to be kept warm, have a warming tray, warming drawer, or low oven ready.


City Apartment? How to Entertain a Crowd in Less Space


Fear of crowds is what keeps most people from hosting the big party. Yes, hosts have a few more responsibilities; they also have more control over the gathering and a chance to share their homes with their family and friends. But let’s say you live in a small space and that you want to host a potluck meal with more people than you have dining room chairs for. The answer is always simple—the casual buffet, preferred by potluckers everywhere. Here is how my friend Nancy in Chicago and her friends stage such a meal: They unwrap the food and garnish platters in the kitchen and then place the appetizers on the coffee table in the living room for people to help themselves. For beverages, they fill a bar sink, metal tub, or bucket with ice and add bottles of beer, water, and soda, arranging a variety of glasses on the side. The main dishes and sides are served buffet-style from the dining room table, and people sit wherever they like and mix and mingle.
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WHAT CAN I DO? LISTS FOR THE GUEST AND HOST


FOR THE GUEST


1. Do let your host know what recipe you’re bringing. And do follow through and prepare the type of dish (appetizer, salad, dessert, and so on) that you said you would.


2. Do select a recipe that needs no on-site assembly or that is easy to put together. Let your host know if you have a slow cooker that needs to be plugged into an outlet or will need a free oven in which to reheat the dish, a warming drawer or tray to keep the food warm, or space in the refrigerator or freezer to keep the food cold.


3. Do ask your host to set aside counter space for food preparation. And do confine yourself to a small area of the host’s kitchen or you might be labeled a kitchen hog!


4. Do check to see how many people are coming to the party so you can make enough food to go around.


5. Do bring a serving spoon or fork or a platter, if needed.


6. Do arrive on time if you are bringing the appetizer.


7. Do see your dish through by replenishing it if needed.


8. Do offer leftovers to the host. Rinse your dish or wrap it in a plastic bag before heading home.


FOR THE HOST


1. Do plan a menu so that you have all the courses you desire—for example, an appetizer, salad, main dish, and dessert.


2. Do decide how formal you want the gathering to be—china and glass, or paper and plastic?


3. Do tidy up kitchen counters and free up refrigerator space for the food that will come in the door. If needed, move unnecessary refrigerated items to another refrigerator or cooler.


4. Do set the serving table and decorate it, allowing space for each dish. Place a labeled index card where each dish should go.


5. Do have serving utensils ready in case your guests don’t bring their own.


6. Do preset the warming drawer or oven to keep food warm.


7. Do make the trash can accessible, along with paper towels and kitchen towels.


8. Do have the supplies on hand to wrap food to take home.


[image: Image]






Same Rules No Matter How Big a Party



At potluck meals you need to plan whether people will stand and eat or sit wherever there’s a seat (or available floor space!). If any of the dishes requires a knife, guests will need to be seated at a table or have a lap tray.


It helps to arrange the food for the buffet in a logical sequence—first the main dish, then the sides, salad, and bread. Every dish needs a serving utensil next to it. And the dinner plates need to be large enough to hold the food. Separate the dessert so that it and the dessert plates are displayed on another table, possibly with the coffee.


Always serve beverages in a location away from the food. And have a plan for clearing plates. Provide a place where guests can throw away disposable plates when they have finished eating, or ask several friends to assist you in gathering reusable plates and silverware to rinse in the kitchen. Remember that enlisting the help of friends is crucial to a party’s success and to your peace of mind.








POTLUCK


Potluck makes me think of long picnic tables packed with an endless offering of salads, vegetables, casseroles, breads, and desserts. It is a pleasant remembrance. I’d race for the crispiest piece of chicken and the last scoop of banana pudding.


The word potluck is said to have been first used in colonial America. If you visited a tavern or home, you were served what was simmering in the pot over the fire, taking “pot luck.”


The tradition of potluck has thrived in American rural life as a way of building community. People gathered together to raise barns and build homes, worship, and celebrate. And, to fuel everyone, there was a bounty of regional food.





FYI I designed the recipes in this book with an eye to easy transport. With each recipe you will find instructions for how to wrap the dish for travel. And I have also included tips for making more than one batch in case you are feeding a crowd. Details, details—I hope I have thought of them all so you can relax, fix the food, and have some fun.





APPETIZERS AND SOUPS



When getting together with friends, the season usually gives me a good idea of what to serve for the main course. But often I go blank when it comes to thinking up an appetizer. So was this chapter ever fun to research and write! Now, I can say from experience that nothing is wrong with pulling salted nuts from the pantry if you need to bring a starter to a friend’s house, but you can easily create dazzling appetizers or soups by just choosing something to make from the recipes that follow.


The appetizer may be the most welcome food you can tote with you to a party. Offering to make one takes a huge load off the host, and you may find that if you master a recipe well, it might become your signature. And that is a very good thing. My sister Susan, who helped test these dishes, always has wonderful appetizer recipes up her sleeve. She totes layered crab dips to weekend getaways. She keeps spinach balls in her freezer. And Susan is not alone. My friend Jan Ramsey is known for her bruschetta, which is drop-dead fantastic anytime of year. And Marie Masterson’s white bean dip is a glorious combination of pureed canned white beans, tomatoes, basil, kalamata olives, and olive oil.
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Great appetizers come from good cooks, and they have a few things in common. They are visually appealing. Some, such as the vibrant Cowboy Caviar, come by it naturally. Some need your garnishing help. Take hummus—resist the urge to plop it on a plate and be done with it. Instead, sprinkle chopped tomatoes or red bell peppers on top, add a leaf of basil, and drizzle on some good olive oil. And consider investing in a few inexpensive chip and dip platters, woven shallow baskets, and bright and colorful trays for serving.


To be memorable, appetizers should also be suited to the season and to the crowd who will devour them. Salsa tastes best and quenches a fatigued summer palate when it is made with fresh ripe tomatoes and chiles. In contrast, the Super Bowl fan will have tortilla chips ready for the wintery hot spinach dip or Twelve-Layer Taco Dip. They’re comfy and filling—perfect for nervous nibbling while watching the game with friends.


And here are a few more tidbits of advice, things I have learned along the way. Dips are favorites of guys and teenagers. Place the bowl on a large tray and surround it with an ocean of chips or crackers. Save fussy canapés for predinner party noshing and for girls’ parties. Cheese balls are beloved by all during the winter holidays. And tea sandwiches are relished best in summertime. Perhaps it’s the nostalgia factor—people often fondly remember eating tomato or cucumber sandwiches when they were young, and children do love these sandwiches.


Soups, too, are a beautiful way to begin the meal or to add to it. A jar of homemade soup brought to a friend is an enormous gesture. It can feed people now or later, and if you pack it in sturdy quart jars with sufficient room for air at the top of the jar, they can be frozen and heated (or simply defrosted) later. Select a soup to fit the weather, such as gazpacho when it is warm outside and white bean when it is cold.


So, there you have it, totable ways to begin the meal. Armed with a great dip, spread, canapé, or soup, you and your recipe will be remembered well.



SUCCESSFUL STARTERS



When recipes aren’t easy to pull together I seldom have time for them. I want a quick-fix hors d’oeuvre whether I am sharing it with guests in my home or bringing it to a dinner somewhere else. What I love about the appetizers in this chapter (besides how good they taste) is their simplicity. Either they contain only a few easy-to-buy ingredients or they call for things that are already in your pantry or fridge.


Take Suzanne’s Guacamole. Pick up one or two nicely ripened avocados and some fresh cilantro, and the rest of the fixings are likely in your refrigerator. The same goes for Andy’s Stolen Salsa. Open up a large can of tomatoes—a staple in so many kitchens—add seasonings, and it’s ready for the tortilla chips.


And that is why Mary’s Baked Boursin is a winner—you just need to bake a round of Boursin cheese in a quick sauce of pureed roasted red peppers. Yum—bring out the crackers and dig in. The same with Fleurie’s Caramelized Onion Spread—simply sauté some onions and add them to cream cheese with some seasonings.


The Asian Chicken Lettuce Wraps might require a bit more work, but the results are well worth it. Who knew that re-creating a restaurant appetizer could be so easy?


Enjoy!
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Veggies with Green Goddess Dipping Sauce



SERVES 8 TO 12 (MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS DIPPING SAUCE)
PREP: 30 TO 35 MINUTES
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If you can arrange the vegetable platter at the party, tote each of the veggies in a separate plastic bag. Bring the dressing in its serving bowl—and remember to bring the platter.





PLAN AHEAD





Here is how to create a vegetable platter ahead of time and still have it looking great a few hours later: Arrange the veggies on the platter around the covered bowl of sauce. Group each vegetable together for a bigger visual pop. Cover the veggies with damp paper towels and then wrap the entire platter in aluminum foil and refrigerate it until you’re ready to go.


THANKS TO THE SUPERMARKET PRODUCE AISLE WE can pick up prewashed and trimmed carrots, celery, cauliflower, and broccoli for spur-of-the-moment crudité platters. And yet, it seems this ease has made us lazy, causing us to forget about the seasonal produce that begs to be on that platter and requires very little prep. In the spring and summer add steamed and cooled asparagus spears and thin green beans, slices of tender yellow squash, fresh cucumbers, and yellow and red grape tomatoes. Or think fall and winter with radishes and steamed little potatoes. Pair any or all of these vegetables with this refreshing and vibrant dip and you’ll have a veggie platter that people will not be able to leave alone. This dip is a modified Green Goddess dressing, made with a ton of Italian parsley, instead of the traditional tarragon, and a few anchovies. Don’t turn up your nose; just try it. You’ll find those anchovies add just the right bite and bit of salt, and you’ll be spooning this dip over turkey sandwiches—if there is any left.


FOR THE ASSORTED VEGGIES, USE A 6- TO 8-CUP MIX OF ANY OF THE FOLLOWING


Asparagus spears or thin green beans steamed until bright green, then plunged into ice water


Raw broccoli and/or cauliflower florets


Baby carrots


Cucumbers, peeled, seeded, and sliced into matchsticks


Tiny potatoes boiled until tender, then chilled


Radishes, trimmed and cut in half


Yellow or red cherry or grape tomatoes


Sliced fresh zucchini or yellow squash








FIND YOUR ARTISTIC SIDE WITH VEGGIE PLATTERS


I attended a lovely holiday party one year where there was the most gorgeous vegetable display I had ever seen. It was presented on a large mirror, and on the mirror were square glass vases of varying heights and widths, as well as lit white votive candles. The dipping sauces were in a few of the shorter vases. Veggies were everywhere, grouped together—clusters of green beans and piles of carrots—so that visually you were hit by their brilliance. And in the taller vases, long slender asparagus and chives with blossoms still attached were loosely arranged like flowers. Obviously someone had taken a lot of care and thought in creating a vegetable masterpiece. You can do this, too.





FOR THE GREEN GODDESS DIPPING SAUCE


2 medium-size cloves garlic, peeled


1 bunch fresh flat-leaf parsley (for about 2 loosely packed cups leaves)


2 scallions, both white and green parts, coarsely chopped


3 to 4 anchovy fillets


1 teaspoon fresh lemon juice, or more to taste


½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


½ cup mayonnaise


¼ cup reduced-fat sour cream


1. For the assorted vegetables: Refrigerate the prepared vegetables in separate containers until time to serve.


2. Make the dipping sauce: Using a food processor fitted with a steel blade, with the motor running, drop in the garlic through the feed tube and process until minced, about 5 seconds. Stop the machine. Add the parsley, scallions, anchovies, lemon juice, and pepper and process in short pulses until the parsley, scallions, and anchovies are minced, about 10 seconds.


3. Add the mayonnaise and sour cream and pulse until the dip is smooth, about 15 seconds. Taste for seasoning, adding more lemon juice as desired. Spoon the dip into a glass or ceramic serving bowl and cover with plastic wrap. Refrigerate until serving time.


4. To serve, uncover the dipping sauce and place the bowl on a serving tray. Surround the sauce with the chilled veggies.


BIG BATCH: This recipe can be expanded as long as you have a large enough serving platter or board. Make double the sauce in the food processor, or you might want to offer a second dipping sauce and just double the amount of veggies.


A WINE FOR ALL SEASONS





So many wines to choose from, why not let the season be the guide?


Spring: Uncork an Italian prosecco, a sauvignon blanc from New Zealand, a French Sancerre, or switch to a red and pair a light pinot noir with lamb.


Summer: Opt for a light pinot grigio and pinot gris. For a fun wine cooler, mix your house white with a little carbonated Italian fruit juice—mango or grapefruit—or make a white or red sangria. Pick a buttery California chardonnay for grilled fish.


Fall: Turn from whites to reds, from Spain, the Rhône Valley, Chile, or Tuscany.


Winter: Holidays call for bolder cabernets and zinfandels from California. Splurge on an Oregon pinot noir. Or, pop the cork of a French Champagne.
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TEN GRAB AND GOS


No time to prepare an appetizer? Make a quick stop at the supermarket and you can whip up one of these simple party nibbles in no time.


1. For a crudité platter, buy the veggies ready to go, but make the dip. It’s easy—season reduced-fat sour cream with a good pesto sauce. For every cup of sour cream, use 2 tablespoons of pesto.


2. Set out store-bought pimiento cheese in a pretty bowl and surround it with green grapes, green celery spears, Granny Smith apple wedges, and endive spears.


3. Buy a log of goat cheese and garnish it with a spoonful of chutney, coarse black pepper, chopped fresh herbs, or olive tapenade. Serve with crackers.


4. Surround deli hot wings with celery and carrot sticks. Add a bowlful of a good bottled blue cheese dressing for dunking.


5. Pile mini wieners and hard salami slices on a pretty board and arrange little bowls of different mustards and pickles alongside.


6. Make mini sandwiches with deli dinner rolls. Stuff some with turkey, cream cheese, and cranberry relish. Stuff others with ham and mustard blended with orange marmalade.
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7. Buy a good deli pâté and drizzle a little good brandy over it before serving it with crackers.


8. Choose an assortment of olives—oil-cured, green, and kalamata—as well as a selection of salted roasted nuts—almonds, walnuts, and pecans. Arrange these in little dishes of all shapes on a pretty platter. To dress up the olives you can add sliced hot peppers or grated orange rind.


9. Buy cucumber slices from the deli salad bar and spread them with a good herbed cream cheese.


10. If you’ve got a little more time, make a really fast pizza using deli pizza dough. Spread prepared pizza sauce or olive tapenade over the dough, sprinkle mozzarella cheese on top, and garnish it with roasted peppers and fresh herbs. Bake the pizza for about 15 minutes at 400°F, then cut it into small squares.






Suzanne’s Guacamole



SERVES 4 TO 8 (MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS)
PREP: 15 MINUTES








[image: Image] TOTE NOTES


If your host has enough space in the kitchen for you to prepare this at the gathering, bring the avocados and limes uncut. Prechop the scallions, garlic, and cilantro and pack them in separate small plastic bags. And take a small bottle of hot pepper sauce. You’ll also need a mixing bowl.


If you make it at home you can tote the guacamole in the serving bowl covered with plastic wrap. Stir it gently before serving.


Either way, don’t forget a bag of tortilla chips and something to put them in.





PLAN AHEAD





Guacamole is best eaten within 3 hours of making. Cover the bowl with plastic wrap and refrigerate it.


BEFORE I GOT THIS BOOK IDEA IN MY HEAD, MY EDITOR, Suzanne Rafer, had been telling me about her guacamole. She said it was exceptional, and I love nothing better than good guac. So Suzanne passed along this recipe, and I can tell you that this is the real thing. Suzanne makes a half recipe—enough for two people—but we are into a more quantity style of cooking here in Nashville, so I doubled her recipe, using two avocados. Suzanne says good guacamole starts with good avocados. She uses the nubbly skinned Hass, with its smooth, buttery flesh. And guacamole needs to be tasted along the way; sample this as you make it because avocados vary in size and the amount of seasoning they need. Suzanne also says that if you can’t find Hass avocados, you should just offer to bring salsa instead.


2 perfectly ripe Hass avocados (about 1 pound)


3 to 4 tablespoons fresh lime juice (from 2 limes), or more to taste


4 scallions, both white and light green parts, finely chopped


2 medium-size cloves garlic, finely chopped


2 packed tablespoons finely chopped fresh cilantro leaves


½ teaspoon hot pepper sauce, such as Tabasco, or more to taste


Sea salt


Tortilla chips, for serving


1. Cut the avocados in half and remove the pits. Scoop out the flesh and place it in a medium-size nonreactive bowl. Sprinkle 3 tablespoons of the lime juice over the avocados, then mash them to a slightly chunky consistency with a fork, making sure the lime juice gets evenly distributed.


2. Add the scallions, garlic, cilantro, and hot pepper sauce and mix them into the avocados, making sure that they still keep a nice chunky texture. Taste for seasoning, adding salt to taste and more lime juice or hot pepper sauce, if desired. Serve surrounded with lots of fresh tortilla chips.


BIG BATCH: You can increase—or decrease—this recipe as needed; figure on one avocado feeding two to four people.








GUAC IN THE BOX


When good avocados are not plentiful, I opt for the ready-made guacamole you find, refrigerated at wholesale clubs and natural food stores. It is top-quality, and I keep a couple of these in the freezer for those times when only guacamole and chips will suffice. But my daughter Litton, who is becoming opinionated about food and likes to add her own touch to recipes, is not satisfied with the guac in the box. She transfers the ready-made to a bowl and adds the juice of a lime half, a handful of chopped fresh tomatoes, and some chopped cilantro leaves. It does taste better.











WHAT CAN I DRINK?


When it comes to deciding what to serve to drink at a gathering, much depends on the time of day, the season of the year, the theme, the ages of the guests, and whether alcohol is appropriate. You can always play it safe by serving water. Dress it up by placing it with ice in silver pitchers or serve water from pretty glass carafes with cucumber and lemon slices floating on top.


If the drinks are to be warm and nonalcoholic, think cocoa or cider. If they are to be cold and without alcohol, think lemonade or tea punch.


Kids like punch in little cups, good lemonade, and—especially—smoothies. Set up a smoothie station on the kitchen counter with a blender or two, bowls of fruit, ice, and a variety of fruit yogurts so they can make their own.


If you are serving alcohol, think beer, margaritas, sangria, and mojitos in the summertime. Fix Bloody Marys for fall tailgate parties, eggnog during the winter holidays, and mint juleps or gin and tonics in the spring.


I have learned that it’s not so much the beverage but the way it is presented that makes serving drinks fun. Pretty glass goblets make wine taste nicer than plastic cups; glass punch cups are more festive than paper; and iced-down beer in a tub on the patio is more festive than having to grab your own longneck from the kitchen refrigerator.


Since nonalcoholic punch recipes are indispensable, here are a few.





Easy Pink Punch


SERVES 28 TO 30 (MAKES MORE THAN 1 GALLON)
PREP: 10 MINUTES


2 quarts cold cranberry juice (see Note)


1 can (6 ounces) frozen pink lemonade concentrate, thawed


1 bottle (2 liters) ginger ale or lemon-lime soda, chilled


Ice ring (optional)


1. Place the cranberry juice and thawed lemonade concentrate in a punch bowl and stir to combine.


2. Just before serving, pour in the ginger ale or soda, stir, and serve with the ice ring floating in the punch bowl, if desired.


NOTE: For a pink pineapple punch, use 1 quart of cranberry juice and 1 quart of pineapple juice.


ICE RING To make an ice ring, you’ll need a ring mold; pour water into it and freeze it solid. Add slices of strawberry or lemon, raspberries, even cranberries, to the water when it is partially frozen to decorate the ring.





Hot Spiced Apple and Cranberry Cider


SERVES 20 TO 24 (MAKES MORE THAN 3 QUARTS)
PREP: 40 MINUTES


2 quarts apple cider


6 cups (1½ quarts) cranberry juice


¼ packed cup light brown sugar


3 to 4 cinnamon sticks


1 teaspoon whole cloves


1 lemon, sliced


1. Place the apple cider, cranberry juice, brown sugar, cinnamon sticks, cloves, and lemon slices in a large pot and bring to a boil over medium-high heat. Reduce the heat to low and let simmer until the flavor develops, about 10 minutes, then turn off the heat and let steep in the pot for about 30 minutes.


2. Pour the cider through a fine mesh strainer into a clean pot or a slow cooker. Discard the cinnamon sticks, cloves, and lemon.


3. To serve, warm the cider over low heat on the stove or in the slow cooker. The spiced cider can be made a day ahead and refrigerated, covered. Reheat it before serving.


WITCHES’ BREW For Halloween parties, serve this—or any apple cider—warm from a cast-iron pot with handles. Or, serve it cold with ice rings decorated with candy corn.





Southern Fruit Tea


SERVES 24 TO 30 (MAKES 1 GALLON)
PREP: 20 MINUTES
CHILL: 3 HOURS


3 quarts hot brewed tea


½ cup sugar


1 quart orange-pineapple juice


1 cup sliced oranges


1. While the tea is still warm, add the sugar to it and stir until it dissolves. Let the tea cool a bit, then stir in the orange-pineapple juice. Refrigerate the tea until chilled, about 3 hours.


2. To serve, pour the fruit tea into pitchers or a punch bowl. Float the orange slices on top.






Andy’s Stolen Salsa



SERVES 12 (MAKES ABOUT 3½ CUPS)
PREP: 15 MINUTES
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Tote the salsa to the party in a plastic or glass container with a lid.


Bring a serving bowl for the salsa and a platter to set it on, then surround it with tortilla chips, right from the bag.





PLAN AHEAD





You can prepare this salsa up to a week ahead of time. Refrigerate it in a nonreactive container—one made of glass, stainless steel, ceramic, or plastic.


MOST RECIPES HAVE A STORY BEHIND THEM, but this has to be one of the more unique. Andy Young of Greenville, South Carolina, is originally from Houston, Texas. Andy says his brother Allan “stole” this salsa recipe from a longtime Dallas steak house called Del Frisco’s, whose chef admitted to stealing it from another restaurateur, Matt Martinez of the Rancho Martinez restaurant. Andy has now stolen the recipe from his brother, but at least he is sharing it with us. Gives new meaning to the phrase “hot” sauce, doesn’t it? Andy and his family make and bottle this salsa for Christmas gift giving. I love the hot and sweet contrast of flavors from the jalapeños and balsamic vinegar.


3 medium-size or 2 large cloves garlic, peeled


2 jalapeño peppers (with or without seeds; see Note), chopped


⅓ packed cup fresh cilantro leaves


2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar


½ teaspoon salt


1 tablespoon vegetable oil


1 can (28 ounces) whole tomatoes, undrained


Tortilla chips, for serving


1. Using a food processor fitted with a steel blade or a blender, with the motor running, drop in the garlic through the feed tube and process until minced, about 5 seconds. Stop the machine. Add the jalapeños and cilantro and process in short pulses until minced, about 5 seconds. Stop the machine and scrape down the side of the bowl with a rubber spatula.


2. Add the vinegar, salt, and oil and process in pulses until well combined, 5 to 10 seconds. Add the tomatoes and their juice and pulse briefly until the mixture is still slightly chunky, about 10 seconds. Spoon the salsa into a dish and refrigerate it, covered with plastic wrap, until ready to serve, surrounded by tortilla chips.


NOTE: When you work with the jalapeños be sure not to touch your eyes. For milder palates, remove and discard the seeds and veins. For a hot salsa, remove the stem ends and add the peppers—seeds, veins, and all—to the food processor. I split the difference, adding a jalapeño with its seeds and veins and a second pepper with its seeds and veins removed.


BIG BATCH: There’s plenty of room in a food processor to double the recipe. Should you want more, make separate batches.


[image: Image]



Hot Chile, Cheese, and Corn Dip



SERVES 8 TO 10 (MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS)
PREP: 20 MINUTES • BAKE: ABOUT 30 MINUTES
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Tote the dip in an oven-to-table serving bowl that is wrapped in a towel to keep it warm; once you arrive, the dip can be kept on a warming tray. Pop it back in the oven or in the microwave from time to time to reheat it.


Bring the tortilla chips in the bag.





PLAN AHEAD





You can make this dip the day before and refrigerate it covered with plastic wrap. It will take 15 to 20 minutes in a 350°F oven for the dip to reheat.


THE FUN MEXICAN FLAVORS OF THIS RECIPE MAKE it a standout. So does the fact that the dip can be made ahead. It appeals to those who crave south-of-the-border spicy flavors, and by all means adjust the seasonings to suit your taste. Since the flavors are bold and you’ll want to eat the dip warm, it’s best served in the cooler months, by the fire or in front of a football game on TV. Not only is it supper club perfect, it passed the often picky teenager taste test as well.


1 can (about 15 ounces) yellow corn, drained


1 can (2¼ ounces) sliced black olives, drained


1 can (4 ounces) chopped green chiles, drained


1 jalapeño pepper, seeded, deveined, and chopped


1 jar (2 ounces) chopped pimiento, drained, or 2 roasted red peppers, chopped


½ cup (2 ounces) grated Parmesan cheese


1 cup (4 ounces) shredded Monterey Jack and Cheddar cheese blend


1 cup mayonnaise


½ teaspoon ground cumin


Tortilla chips, for serving


1. Preheat the oven to 350°F.


2. Place the corn, olives, chiles, jalapeño, pimiento or red peppers, cheeses, mayonnaise, and cumin in a large mixing bowl. Stir to combine well, then spoon the dip into a 4-cup (1-quart) glass or ceramic baking dish.


3. Bake the dip until the top is golden brown, 28 to 32 minutes. Serve the dip warm with tortilla chips. You can place the baking dish on a pretty, heatproof tray and surround it with the tortilla chips or serve the chips in a bowl on the side.


BIG BATCH: This recipe may be doubled or tripled; you’ll need a 2-quart baking dish for a double batch or a 3-quart baking dish for a triple one. Allow for a little extra baking time—up to 45 minutes—for larger batches.








MENU


ANYTIME SURPRISE PARTY


There’s always a reason to surprise a good friend or coworker with a party. A Mexican menu is perfect—people love it, it’s fun to prepare, and it’s easy to take with you.


SUZANNE’S GUACAMOLE, page 8


HOT CHILE, CHEESE, AND CORN DIP, page 14


TORTILLA CHIPS


CHICKEN ENCHILADAS, page 178


PAPAYA AND ARUGULA SALAD, page 108


TRES LECHES CAKES PILED WITH STRAWBERRIES, page 365






Twelve-Layer Taco Dip



SERVES 12 TO 24
PREP: 30 MINUTES • CHILL: 1 HOUR
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Tote the dip in the springform pan along with a bag of tortilla chips. You’ll need a serving platter, too.


When you arrive, place the springform pan on the serving platter, then unfasten the side and remove the ring. Either scatter the chips around the dip or serve them in a basket on the side.





I’VE TRIED AS MANY VARIATIONS OF THIS POPULAR appetizer as it has layers. How can you miss with the combination of refried beans, sour cream, avocado, lime, cilantro, peppers, and crunchy tortilla chips? While some artistic cooks layer this type of dip free-form on a pretty platter, I love the convenience of a springform (cheesecake) pan. I layer the dip one ingredient at a time and cover the pan with plastic wrap, then chill, tote, and unmold the dip. Just remember to bring home the bottom of your springform pan. Vary the layers as you wish, using black beans instead of refried, salsa instead of fresh tomatoes.


1 can (16 ounces) fat-free refried beans


2 cups (16 ounces) sour cream


2 tablespoons taco seasoning


1½ cups chopped tomatoes (from 2 medium-size tomatoes)


1½ cups chopped ripe avocado, preferably Hass, tossed with the juice of 1 lime (about 2 tablespoons), or 1 generous cup guacamole (see page 8)


4 cups (16 ounces) shredded Cheddar and Monterey Jack cheese blend, or pepper Jack for a spicier dip


1 cup chopped scallions, green parts only


1 can (2¼ ounces; ½ cup) sliced black olives, drained


1 can (4½ ounces) chopped green chiles, drained


2 cups shredded iceberg lettuce


1 loosely packed cup fresh cilantro leaves


Tortilla chips, for serving


1. Spread the refried beans in an even layer in the bottom of a 9-inch springform pan that is at least 2½ inches deep.


2. Combine the sour cream and taco seasoning in a small bowl and spread half of it over the beans. Set aside the remaining cup of sour cream mixture for the ninth layer.


3. Scatter the tomatoes evenly over the sour cream in the springform pan.


4. Scatter the avocado or spread the guacamole evenly over the tomatoes.


5. Sprinkle 2 cups of the cheese on top of the avocado.


6. Scatter the scallions over the cheese.


7. Scatter the black olive slices on top of the scallions.


8. Spoon the chiles on top of the olive slices.


9. Spread the remaining sour cream mixture evenly over the chiles.


10. Scatter the remaining 2 cups of cheese on top of the sour cream.


11. Scatter the lettuce evenly on top of the cheese.


12. Scatter the cilantro leaves on top of the lettuce. Cover the springform pan with plastic wrap and place it in the refrigerator to chill for at least an hour.


13. When ready to serve, uncover and unmold the dip, place it on a serving platter, and serve with the tortilla chips.


BIG BATCH: This dip feeds an army. If you need to double it for a huge crowd, make a second batch in another springform pan.



Marie’s White Bean and Basil Spread



SERVES 10 TO 12 (MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS)
PREP: 25 MINUTES
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To tote the bean spread, place it in a pretty serving bowl and cover it with plastic wrap. Or, spoon it into a plastic or glass storage dish. Don’t garnish the spread yet.


Tote the toasted bread and the tomato, basil, and goat cheese garnishes in separate plastic bags.


When you arrive, garnish the bean spread, place it on a platter, and arrange the bread slices around it.





PLAN AHEAD





The bean spread can be refrigerated for up to two days. But don’t chop the basil for the garnish until shortly before you are ready to leave.


MARIE MASTERSON OF NASHVILLE IS A GREAT COOK who knows how to keep recipes simple and successful. This recipe has the wonderful flavors of Provence, and Marie served the spread to us one night around the pool, spooned into a pretty bowl and garnished with basil and chopped tomato. Marie likes to pair it with a creamy goat cheese—you spread a little of both on toasted French bread slices. You could just as easily garnish it with crumbled goat cheese. Or eat it without the cheese. Any way you spread it, it is delicious.


1½ cups canned white (great northern) beans (from one 15 ounce can), drained


3 plum tomatoes, seeded and chopped (about 1½ cups)


⅓ cup pitted kalamata olives, coarsely chopped (about 18 olives)


4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


¼ cup chopped fresh basil, plus 2 tablespoons chopped fresh basil, for garnish


1 tablespoon minced garlic


¼ cup (1 to 2 ounces) crumbled goat cheese (optional), for garnish


3 to 4 dozen toasted slices of French bread (see box)


1. Place the beans, 1¼ cups of the tomatoes, and the olives, olive oil, ¼ cup of basil, and the garlic in the bowl of a food processor fitted with a steel blade. Process in on and off pulses until the mixture is creamy but not completely smooth.


2. Spoon the spread into a serving bowl and, when ready to serve, garnish with the remaining ¼ cup of tomatoes and 2 tablespoons of basil and the goat cheese, if desired. Surround the serving bowl with slices of French bread.


BIG BATCH: You can easily double the ingredients to serve twenty to twenty-four people.








HOW TO MAKE TOASTED FRENCH BREAD SLICES


Slice a loaf of French bread diagonally into slices that are about ¼-inch thick (you will get two to three dozen slices per baguette, depending on the size of the loaf). Place these on a baking sheet and brush the tops with olive oil. Sprinkle the bread with a little kosher salt, if desired. Bake at 400°F until the slices are crisp and nicely browned, 15 to 18 minutes.


You can vary the basic recipe by brushing the bread with olive oil that has been seasoned with minced garlic or dried oregano, salt, and freshly ground black pepper. Or dust the slices of bread with Parmesan cheese before baking, if you like. Stored in resealable plastic bags, the toasted bread will keep for up to three days.






Cowboy Caviar



SERVES 10 TO 12 (MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS)
PREP: 25 MINUTES
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For toting, pack the dip in a plastic container with a lid and keep it chilled in a cooler if the weather is hot.


You can tote the tortilla chips right in their bag. Pack a platter or basket to serve them and a serving bowl for the “caviar.”





PLAN AHEAD





While you can make this wonderful dip two days in advance, the color of the cilantro and scallion will fade. For best results, make it no more than a day ahead—the flavors will still have time to mingle.


CHANCES ARE YOU’VE TASTED THIS POPULAR RECIPE at a picnic or tailgate party. With black beans, corn, tomatoes, avocado, and Mexican seasoning, it is a favorite for company. My sister Susan Anderson passed along her version of the recipe, and she warned that it is such a crowd-pleaser that people will hover over the serving dish. Susan was right. My family could not budge from the bowl, scooping up each and every morsel. Susan adapted the recipe of her neighbor, Kathy Simcoe, who lives in Atlanta, and Kathy got the recipe from the Woodland Elementary School cookbook. For a special treat, make it with black-eyed peas and serve it on New Year’s Eve instead of that other caviar!


2 tablespoons red wine vinegar


½ to 2 teaspoons hot pepper sauce, such as Cholula, Frank’s RedHot, or Texas Pete


2 teaspoons olive oil


1 medium-size clove garlic, minced


Dash of freshly ground black pepper


1 can (about 15 ounces) black beans or black-eyed peas, rinsed and drained


1 can (11 ounces) corn, drained


1 ripe avocado, preferably Hass, chopped (1 to 1½ cups)


1 cup chopped tomatoes (from 1 large tomato)


¼ cup sliced scallion, both white and green parts


¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro


Tortilla chips, for serving (Susan likes Tostitos Scoops! for picking up all the tidbits)


1. Place the red wine vinegar, hot sauce, olive oil, garlic, and black pepper in a small mixing bowl and whisk to combine. Set the dressing aside.


2. Place the black beans, corn, avocado, tomatoes, scallion, and cilantro in a large mixing bowl and gently stir to combine. Pour the dressing on top and stir just enough to coat.


3. Spoon the “caviar” into a glass, plastic, or stainless steel serving bowl and refrigerate it, covered, until ready to serve. Then, place the serving bowl on a platter or in a basket and surround it with tortilla chips. Any leftovers are delicious the next day as a salsa for grilled chicken or fish.


BIG BATCH: Get out your larger cutting board because this recipe doubles well to feed a crowd of twenty to twenty-four, making about 8 cups.
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Hummus in a Hurry



SERVES 6 TO 8 (MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS OF HUMMUS)
PREP: 15 MINUTES • BAKE: ABOUT 6 MINUTES
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You can tote the hummus in a plastic container or in a pretty bowl covered with plastic wrap.


Don’t forget the pita crisps and a platter to hold everything.





PLAN AHEAD





The baked pita triangles can be stored in a resealable plastic bag for up to a week. Hummus keeps well in the refrigerator for up to three days.


YOU MIGHT WONDER WHY ANYONE WOULD WANT to make their own hummus what with all the hummus in supermarkets ready for sampling. As handy and tempting as that hummus is with its rainbow assortment of flavors, you just cannot beat the fresh flavor of the hummus you can quickly whip up in a food processor or blender at home.


FOR THE PITA TRIANGLES


4 pita rounds (6 inches)


2 tablespoons olive oil


Kosher salt (optional)


FOR THE HUMMUS


3 medium-size or 2 large cloves garlic, peeled


1 can (about 15 ounces) chickpeas (garbanzo beans)


1 teaspoon kosher salt, or more to taste


½ teaspoon ground cumin, or more to taste


Dash of cayenne pepper, or more to taste


3 tablespoons fresh lemon juice, or more to taste


3 tablespoons olive oil


1. Make the pita triangles: Preheat the oven to 400°F.


2. Brush both sides of the pita rounds with the 2 tablespoons of olive oil. Stack one pita round on top of another and, using a large sharp knife, cut the stack of pitas into 8 wedges or triangles. Repeat with the remaining 2 pitas. Place the pita wedges on baking sheets and sprinkle them with kosher salt, if desired.








MAKING A HUMMUS FLOWER


Want a beautiful way to serve hummus? Spread the hummus on a large, pretty, round serving plate. Beginning at the center, place a pita crisp in the hummus with the point of the triangle pointing up. Arrange the remaining pita crisps in the hummus in the same way so that they form a spiral of triangles resembling the petals of a flower. Arrange basil leaves around the edge of the hummus like the leaves of the flower and place a spoonful of olive tapenade in the middle for the center of the flower.





3. Bake the pitas until lightly browned, 5 to 7 minutes. Let the pita crisps cool before storing them in a resealable plastic bag.


4. Make the hummus: Using a food processor fitted with a steel blade or a blender, with the motor running, drop in the garlic through the feed tube and process until minced, about 5 seconds. Stop the machine.


5. Drain the chickpeas, setting aside the liquid. Add the chickpeas, salt, cumin, and cayenne pepper to the minced garlic. Process in short pulses until the chickpeas are minced, about 5 seconds. Stop the machine and scrape down the side of the bowl with a rubber spatula.


6. Add the lemon juice, 3 tablespoons of olive oil, and 2 tablespoons of the reserved chickpea liquid to the processor bowl. Process until the hummus is smooth, adding 1 to 2 more tablespoons of the chickpea liquid as needed—the hummus should have the consistency of a milkshake. Taste for seasoning, adding more salt, cumin, cayenne pepper, and/or lemon juice, as desired. Spoon the hummus into a serving bowl, cover with plastic wrap, and refrigerate until ready to serve.


BIG BATCH: I have successfully doubled the hummus recipe to feed twelve to sixteen, but you have to take care to stir down the contents of the food processor to make sure the chickpeas are evenly pureed.


Can’t Eat Just One Spinach Balls


SERVES 12 (MAKES ABOUT 4 DOZEN)
PREP: 15 MINUTES • BAKE: ABOUT 12 MINUTES
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It’s easy to tote baked spinach balls wrapped in aluminum foil. When you arrive, reheat them right in the foil; they will be heated through after 3 to 5 minutes in a 350°F oven.


Be sure to bring the serving platter.





PLAN AHEAD





Once they have cooled, baked spinach balls can be refrigerated, wrapped in aluminum foil, for up to two days.


THIS RECIPE MAKES A WONDERFUL APPETIZER YOU taste at a holiday party and say, “Mmm,” after the first spinach ball, then “Mmm, I’ve got to get that recipe,” after popping the fourth one into your mouth. They’re made from frozen chopped spinach to which you add butter, stuffing mix, eggs, and Parmesan cheese, then bake. The recipe makes a whole bunch, so you can freeze them—perfect for those of you who like to have make-ahead appetizers tucked away. And the spinach balls bake beautifully straight from the freezer, so you can serve them hot as your supper club arrives.


6 large eggs


12 tablespoons (1½ sticks) butter, melted


1 box (6 ounces) chicken-flavored stuffing mix


2 packages (10 ounces each) frozen chopped spinach, thawed and drained well


1 cup (4 ounces) shredded Parmesan cheese


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


1. Place the eggs in a large mixing bowl and beat with a whisk until they are lemon colored. Add the melted butter, stuffing mix, drained spinach, Parmesan, and black pepper, and stir to combine. Using your hands, roll the spinach mixture into balls about 1 inch across; you will get from 46 to 48 balls. The spinach mixture will be loose but don’t worry, it will firm up in the oven.


2. When ready to bake, preheat the oven to 350°F.


3. Place the spinach balls on baking sheets and bake them until they are browned around the edges, 11 to 13 minutes for unfrozen spinach balls. Transfer the spinach balls to a serving platter and serve warm.


BIG BATCH: The spinach ball recipe doubles and triples well; you’ll need a very large bowl in which to mix the ingredients.








FREEZE ’EM


The spinach balls can be frozen for up to two months. Arrange unbaked spinach balls on a baking sheet and place them in the freezer until firm, about 1 hour. Transfer the frozen spinach balls to resealable plastic freezer bags and return them to the freezer. They can be baked without thawing and will be done after 13 to 15 minutes in a 350°F oven. (If you tote frozen spinach balls to bake on site and they thaw en route, they’ll only take about 12 minutes to bake.)





Deborah’s Hot Spinach Dip


SERVES 10 TO 12 (MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS)
PREP: 15 MINUTES • BAKE: 20 TO 25 MINUTES








[image: Image] TOTE NOTES


This is a highly totable appetizer, and you have three choices—bake it before you leave home, bake it at the gathering, or reheat it once you arrive. If you bake it at home, cover the baking dish with aluminum foil and wrap a clean towel around it to keep it warm.


If you bring the dip ready to bake, then carry the bacon crumbles in a small plastic bag to sprinkle on top once the dip is baked.


An already baked dip can be reheated in a 350°F oven for 15 to 20 minutes or in the microwave on high power for 2 to 3 minutes.





PLAN AHEAD





The unbaked dip can be refrigerated, covered, for one day.


IF YOU’RE LOOKING FOR THAT BIG, RICH, HOT DIP TO serve from fall throughout the winter holidays, this is it. Pile it into a chafing dish or a pretty casserole, offer plenty of tortilla chips for dipping, and wait for the “oohs” and “aahs.” The recipe came to me from my friend Currey Thornton in Nashville, and Deborah is her sister-in-law, who passed along the recipe. Currey served it to the ladies in our investment club. We’re all old high school classmates, and let’s just say we do a lot more eating, talking, and recipe swapping at meetings than we do investing in the stock market!


1 package (10 ounces) frozen chopped spinach, thawed and drained well


1 can (about 14 ounces) plain artichoke hearts, drained and chopped


1 package (5 ounces) herbed cream cheese, such as Boursin


1 cup (4 ounces) grated Parmesan cheese


1 cup (8 ounces) reduced-fat sour cream


½ cup mayonnaise


1 jar (2 ounces) chopped pimiento, drained


6 slices bacon, cooked, drained, and crumbled


Tortilla chips, pita crisps, or bagel chips, for serving


1. Preheat the oven to 400°F.


2. Place the spinach, artichokes, herbed cream cheese, Parmesan, sour cream, mayonnaise, and pimiento in a large mixing bowl and stir to combine well. Spoon the dip mixture into an 11 by 7–inch baking dish.


3. Bake the dip until it is bubbly, 20 to 25 minutes (allow more time for the dip to bake if it has been refrigerated).


4. When ready to serve, scatter the bacon over the warm dip (if you fried the bacon earlier, you may want to run it under the broiler to recrisp it a bit). Serve the dip with tortilla chips, pita crisps, or bagel chips.


WHEN YOU ARRIVE: If your host has a chafing dish, use it to keep the dip warm (check with your host to be sure there’s fuel for the chafing dish on hand). Spoon the hot dip from the baking dish into the warm chafing dish, garnish it with the crumbled bacon, and add some chopped fresh parsley for color, if desired.


BIG BATCH: This recipe doubles well for a large gathering. Bake each batch in its own baking dish; you can count on each batch serving twelve. After you’ve transferred one batch to a chafing dish, it can be replenished with more warm dip as the party progresses.


[image: Image]



Mary’s Baked Boursin in a Roasted Red Pepper Sauce



SERVES 6
PREP: 10 MINUTES • BAKE: 12 TO 15 MINUTES








[image: Image] TOTE NOTES


The best way to tote this appetizer is to assemble it and cover the baking dish with plastic wrap. Once at the gathering, uncover the dish, and place it in a 350°F oven to bake. It will be warm in 15 minutes or less.


Bring along whatever garnishes you desire in separate containers.


You can tote the bread already sliced or slice it when you arrive.


Don’t forget an attractive serving tray.





PLAN AHEAD





If you assemble the dish ahead of time, it can be kept in the refrigerator, covered, for several hours.


MY CLEVER COUSIN MARY GRISSIM BROUGHT THIS yummy appetizer to a family gathering and we devoured every morsel. Served attractively in a shallow ceramic dish, it is an eye-catching combination of brilliant red peppers and seasoned cream cheese. And it’s amazingly easy to assemble—perfect for those last-minute requests to bring an hors d’oeuvre to a small dinner party. For six servings you need two cups of roasted red peppers, a round of Boursin, and a loaf of French bread, plus a few pantry staples. It’s ready in no time, so you can bake it on-site and serve it warm.


2 cups roasted red peppers (from a 16-ounce jar)


1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil


¼ teaspoon salt


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


1 package (5 ounces) Boursin cheese or another garlic and herb–flavored cream cheese


Sprinkle of dried Italian seasoning and/or hot pepper flakes


Pesto, pitted kalamata olives, and/or 1 sprig fresh rosemary, for garnish


1 loaf French bread, sliced ¼-inch thick on the diagonal, or toasted French bread rounds (see box)


1. Preheat the oven to 350°F.


2. Place the peppers, olive oil, salt, and pepper in a food processor and pulse until the peppers are finely chopped but not pureed, 10 to 15 pulses. Pour the pepper sauce in a 1-quart shallow ceramic or pottery baking dish.


3. Unwrap the cheese and place it on top of the sauce in the middle of the baking dish. Scatter the Italian seasoning and/or pepper flakes, if desired, over the cheese and sauce.


4. Bake the cheese until the sauce is warm and the cheese is soft, 12 to 15 minutes. Garnish the cheese with a little pesto, some olives, and/or a rosemary sprig. Place the baking dish on a serving tray and surround it with French bread slices or toasted French bread.


BIG BATCH: Double the recipe by baking two rounds of cheese in a shallow 2-quart baking dish. You will need to increase the baking time to nearly 20 minutes so the additional sauce has time to heat thoroughly.
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Fleurie’s Caramelized Onion Spread



SERVES 10 TO 12 (MAKES ABOUT 2½ CUPS)
PREP: 15 MINUTES • COOK: 25 TO 30 MINUTES








[image: Image] TOTE NOTES


You can tote the spread right in its serving bowl, covered with plastic wrap.


Bring along spreaders and bags of bagel chips or pita crisps.





PLAN AHEAD





The spread can be made up to three days in advance.


MY HUSBAND’S COUSIN, FLEURIE SOMMERS, WHO lives in Houston, Texas, is a grand cook and hostess, and when she and her siblings planned an eightieth birthday party for their mother in Chattanooga, Fleurie set out deep bowls of this delicious spread for sampling. What makes the spread so unusual is that the onions are slowly cooked and caramelized in butter or olive oil, and then they are blended with mayonnaise, cream cheese, and sour cream. Yellow onions tend to brown more easily and are sweeter in flavor. Yet red onions give the spread a pretty purple tint, so the choice is yours. Spread it on bagel chips, pita crisps, or most any cracker you’ve got in the pantry.


2 tablespoons butter or olive oil


4 cups sliced yellow or red onions (3 medium-size onions)


1 package (8 ounces) cream cheese, at room temperature


½ cup mayonnaise


½ cup sour cream


¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper, or more to taste


¼ teaspoon salt, or more to taste


Bagel chips or pita crisps, for serving


1. Place the butter or olive oil in a large frying pan over low heat. Add the onions and cook, stirring with a wooden spoon from time to time, until they caramelize and turn a golden brown, 25 to 30 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat and let the onions cool for about 10 minutes.


2. Place the cream cheese, mayonnaise, sour cream, cayenne pepper, and salt in a food processor fitted with a steel blade and pulse until smooth, 5 to 7 times. Scrape the onions into the processor and, using short pulses, combine the onions with the cream cheese mixture until the onions are just evenly distributed and still in small pieces, 5 to 10 seconds. Taste for seasoning, adding more cayenne pepper and/or salt if needed. Spoon the spread into a serving bowl and serve with bagel chips or pita crisps. If you are not serving the spread right away refrigerate it, but let it come to room temperature before serving so it’s easier to spread.


BIG BATCH: It’s not easy to cook more than 4 cups of onions in a large frying pan slowly enough to caramelize them, so make this recipe one batch at a time.








MENU


A LAST-MINUTE WINE TASTING


Call six friends and invite them over. Ask them to bring a favorite wine to sample, hopefully with a good story to share. You provide bread, cheese, and fruit—and a few appetizers for when everyone gets hungry.


FLEURIE’S CARAMELIZED ONION SPREAD


GOAT CHEESE WITH CILANTRO PESTO, page 34


RICOTTA-FILLED BRESAOLA
WITH ARUGULA AND PARMESAN SHAVINGS, page 46


SMOKED FISH PÂTÉ, page 52






Herbed Goat Cheese Pyramid



SERVES 8 (MAKES 1 PYRAMID)
PREP: 10 MINUTES • CHILL: 1 HOUR








[image: Image] TOTE NOTES


Tote the herbed goat cheese in its container. Tote the olive oil in a small jar and the olives and thyme sprig garnishes in separate small plastic bags. And, don’t forget the grilled or toasted bread; carry it in a covered plastic container or plastic bag.


Bring a serving plate for the cheese and an attractive bowl for the bread slices.





PLAN AHEAD





You can prepare the cheese pyramid up to three days in advance. The grilled or toasted bread can be stored in a plastic bag for two to three days.


THIS RECIPE IS READY TO HIT THE ROAD! AFTER I folded chopped kalamata olives, fresh thyme leaves, and grated lemon zest into some fresh goat cheese, I eyed the plastic pyramid-shaped container in which the cheese was sold. Since I wasn’t serving it until the next day, I packed the seasoned mixture back into the container and placed it in the refrigerator. The next evening with friends coming for dinner, I unmolded the cheese, turning it onto a pretty plate, and surrounded it with grilled slices of French bread. It had the most beautiful pyramid shape and bits of olive and herbs inside.
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