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the one we’re born with, and the one we make ourselves.
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Hot-Hot-Hot!
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Chi mangia bene, vive bene.


“Who eats well, lives well.”


Everything about Italy is hot: the climate, the people, the fashion, even the shape of the country—how much hotter can you get than a tall boot with a high heel?


Everything about Italians is hot, too—and not just on the outside. We’re hot blooded. We are famous for our passion and our tempers, for our love and our loyalty. And when it comes down to it, we just like things hot. We like our partners hot; we like our weather hot; and we love our food hot.


If you’ve read any of my previous cookbooks, you know red pepper flakes are one of my favorite ingredients because I love to eat hot. If you’ve seen me on The Celebrity Apprentice or The Real Housewives of New Jersey, you know that I find myself in hot situations far more often than I’d like. (Every time I try to get out, they keep pulling me back in!) But both of my parents are from Italy, and I was conceived in the “old country,” so at least I come by my heat honestly.


I absolutely love-love-love the summer. I love when it’s hot outside. Maybe it’s because I love to be outside. The winters—especially the ones we’ve been having lately on the East Coast—are not my friend. When it’s cold, everyone seems to hibernate. We hide in our houses. We hide our bodies under layers of clothes.


When it’s hot, there’s no hiding. You have to face yourself and your neighbors and your body . . . and that’s an amazing, happy thing! To me, there’s nothing better than sitting in the warmth, surrounded by family and friends, with the delicious smell of food sizzling on the grill and a cold drink in your hand—just relaxing. The rest of the year, holidays and homework have us all running around like crazy. But in the summer, we can finally kick off our shoes and really enjoy our blessings.


 










* * *   Only the Spoon Knows   * * *


English is my second language. I grew up speaking Italian first. It was all that was ever spoken in our house. I still speak Italian exclusively with my parents, and sometimes with my husband, brother, and kids.


Not being a native English speaker, I do make mistakes sometimes when I’m talking—usually when I’m thinking in Italian and trying to translate to English. The biggest problem I have is with English sayings, idioms, and proverbs that I didn’t grow up with because I have never heard them and don’t have a lifetime of references for them. So “Jekyll and Hyde” comes out as “Heckyll and Jive” because I didn’t grow up hearing about these two British guys (or one guy?) . . . like most Americans don’t know who Il commissario Montalbano is. (Inspector Salvo Montalbano is a famous detective from Italian books and TV shows, kind of like the Italian Sherlock Holmes.)


Since our sayings are totally different in Italian—and just as fun!—and almost all have to do with food or cooking, I thought that in this book I’d teach you some of them. We’ll start with this one: U defiette da pignate u sa sul u cuocchiare. It literally means “only the spoon knows the inside problems of the clay pot,” and is the Italian way of saying “never judge a book by its cover.” A great lesson for us all!












One of my biggest blessings—besides my four beautiful daughters and my incredible family—is that I get the opportunity to share my family’s authentic Italian recipes with you. I am so humbled and honored to be writing my fourth cookbook! That the first three have all been New York Times bestsellers blows my mind. But it really shouldn’t because I know I have the best fans in the entire world. You guys are sexy, smart, and you don’t miss a thing. I wish I could have a big, fabulous summer party and invite all of you! I can give you the next best thing, though: a book full of my summer party favorites.


In just a few chapters, you’ll become a grill god/goddess, learn ancient Italian secrets of cooking delicious and juicy food over an open flame, and unleash your own inner hot Italian. I’ve also adapted some of the most popular recipes from my previous cookbooks so that they can be cooked on the grill. Think you can’t make lasagna or chicken Parmesan or pizza on the grill? Think again!


So fire up the grill, pop open a bottle of Fabellini, and let’s get this party started!




[image: ]





CHAPTER 1
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Get Out of the Kitchen:


Grilling 101
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Amicizie e maccheroni, sono meglio caldi.


“Friendships and pasta are best when they are warm.”


Iadore summer food. Unlike in the winter when even our food hides in cans and under thick creams, summer food comes out to play. Everything is fresh, crisp, colorful, and extra healthy. The farmers’ markets are open; the produce section of the grocery store is overflowing; and we’re spoiled for choice: avocados, berries, eggplant, figs, grapes, green beans, peas, peppers, peaches, plums, summer squash, tomatoes, watermelon, zucchini (my favorite), and tons more. They’re all my favorites, actually, especially when they’re in season, inexpensive, and outrageously delicious.


There’s a saying in Italy: Pesche, fichi, e meloni sono migliori quando sono in stagione. It means “peaches, figs, and melons are best when they are in season.” It’s used as a proverb to explain that “everything has its time,” but it works literally as well because it’s true: things taste so much better when they’re in season. Think about a tomato. Sun-ripened and picked fresh from a local vine, they are sweet, tangy, zesty, and meaty. Grown in a hothouse and shipped across the country during winter months, they are tasteless, slimy, and—Madonna mia!—mealy.


Out-of-season and out-of-state-grown food doesn’t just taste worse, it also doesn’t cook as well, and isn’t as good for you. Hothouse or imported produce has to be harvested before it’s ripe, after which it is chilled, transported, stored, transported again, handled by multiple people and machines, and sometimes even treated with chemicals and/or radiation to give it the correct color (and sometimes an artificial shine) and to protect it from a world of germs. The premature picking and long journey means that the food doesn’t have as many nutrients as it could, and it also loses moisture. Dense produce like apples can handle the trip better, but something soft and vulnerable like a tomato has no chance. This is why, during the summer, I buy as many fresh tomatoes from farmers’ markets as I can, why my family cans hundreds of jars of them every August, and why, if I’m out and in a pinch, I’ll go for canned tomatoes over winter pickings in the produce department every time.


SEXY GRILLING


I also adore the way we cook summer food because grilling is healthier, sexier, and keeps the heat out of your house. For starters, you can’t really grill super unhealthy foods. Anything fatty or extra processed, like a Twinkie, is not going to work. It will melt or dissolve back into the mess of chemicals it came from. To stand up to the high heat and wide spaces on a grill, food needs to be real, solid, and raw.


Grilling food is also healthier because you are essentially burning the fat off of it. When food is fried or even baked, it sits in its own oil and absorbs the oil that you added to the pan. The higher heat also means grilled foods generally have a shorter cooking time, which means that veggies lose less of their precious nutrients.


Finally, my favorite part of grilling is that you can do it in your bikini. It’s not only sexy, but also great for weight maintenance and weight loss. Preparing and eating food in a bathing suit is a great way to keep you motivated to eat healthy and exercise, and naturally keeps you from wanting to eat too much. I heard once that if you really want to lose weight, you are supposed to eat in your underwear. Not very practical, but it keeps you accountable. There’s no hiding your “yummie tummie” when you’re staring at your belly button between bites. That might sound extreme, but swap it for your swimsuit and surround yourself with good, positive friends, and you may just find the kick start you’ve been looking for. In fact, if you start right now—eating healthy food and moving your bones—you can look even more amazing by the end of the summer.


 










   * * *   Grilling for Girls   * * *


I don’t know how grilling became a man’s territory, but a lot of my girlfriends have no idea how to even turn their burners on (and really, that’s just sad). They tell me it’s too dirty, too smoky, too hot, and a little scary. I tell them that it’s only dirty and smoky if you’re doing it wrong; that—repeat after me—we like it hot!; and that there’s nothing to be scared of, I promise! I come from a family of grill masters, but you wanna know who’s the best? My mama! My tiny, adorable, sweet mother. My mother-in-law, too. And I make a mean, mean grilled steak.


Girls have been grilling food since fire was invented. Remember the whole man hunts, woman cooks thing? It’s time to take back our firepower, ladies! There’s nothing wrong with letting your man handle the tongs, but I want you to know that you can grill just as well as anyone—Y chromosome not required.












GRILLING VS. BARBECUING


Believe it or not, I am positive this is not the best barbecue book that you’ll ever buy. Why? Because it’s not a barbecue (or barbeque or BBQ) book at all. It’s a grilling book. Although some people use the words “grilling” and “barbecue” interchangeably, there is a difference.


They are both methods of cooking food over an open flame, but, technically, when you barbecue something, you cook it at a low temperature for long, long time; when you grill food, it’s hot and fast. Barbecued food, like pulled pork or beef brisket, depends on smoke and rub flavors and lots of sauce to give it its signature tender taste. It’s mostly done in the South and over charcoal or wood fires. Grilling, which we do in Italy, uses the heat from a grill to cook, but not really flavor the food, like chicken, seafood, steak, and vegetables. That’s where we come in!


 










* * *   The Mother of All Slang   * * *


One of the most common exclamations in Italy—and my personal favorite—is Madonna mia!, which literally means “my Lady” and refers to the Virgin Mary, Jesus’ mother. I guess it’s technically blasphemous, but it’s really using a nickname, so it’s kind of like saying “OMG” in America today. While I use the full phrase, many Italian-Americans, especially in Jersey, use the shortened version “Madon” or “ah Madon,” which can sound like “mah-dohn,” “mah-dawn,” or even “marrone.” It can be used to express that something is great or super terrible, but I usually use it to mean something is bad as in “I can’t freakin’ believe this,” or “sweet mother of God, no!”


Food that deserves a Madonna mia!:
















	  —mealy tomatoes

	   —cheese in a can






	  —margarine

	    —anything from The Olive Garden



















A SUPER SHORT HISTORY OF ITALIAN GRILLING


Until World War II, outdoor grilling in America was usually reserved for camping trips. We’d moved our cooking indoors years earlier, and pretty much kept it there, except for regional practices like barbecue in the South. After the war though, people moved from the cities to the suburbs and had space. Big backyards meant big parties, and cooking outside became cool again. Small, round charcoal grills called braziers, which didn’t have vents or covers and blew ash into your face, were the only portable option until the first Weber kettle grill was introduced in 1952. Hamburgers, chicken, and steak rejoiced.


Cooking those foods inside generally involved frying in butter, but a pan full of butter didn’t translate well to outdoor grills. All of that smoke sort of took the fun out of outdoor parties, so people looked around for new ways to season their otherwise plain meats. Most people turned to the South for grilling inspiration, using sticky, sweet barbecue sauces slathered over their food.


Italian-Americans, however, didn’t need to find a new way since their food preparation could remain the same indoors or out. Italians—especially in rural areas like Sala Consilina in Salerno, where my family is from—have cooked on outdoor grates over open fire for thousands of years, and still continue to do so. The Mediterranean marinades, herbs, and flavors using a few simple ingredients like olive oil, garlic, rosemary, and basil, work just as well on the grill as in a pan. That light, delicious, healthy style is what I’m honored to be able to pass along from my family to yours.


CHARCOAL VS. GAS


While the first modern commercial grills were charcoal—and charcoal is still quite popular—I’m a gas grill girl. I love the convenience, the temperature control, and the cleanliness (or “cleansiness,” as I famously said on The Real Housewives) of a gas grill. You heat it up and get cooking. That’s it. With a charcoal grill, you have to deal with a heavy bag of briquettes, getting them lit and then waiting around, making sure you’ve used enough briquettes and in the right place, building the perfect fire, and more often than not, you and your food end up covered in black stuff. (I like to wear black as much as the next girl, but preferably with a hot necklace and some designer heels.) In short, charcoal grills are extra work, and I’d rather spend that time with my kids and my company. So in my family, we cook on a gas grill. I’m going to assume you are too.


If you’re not, though, to cook over charcoal, just pay attention to your heat. If your charcoal grill has a thermometer built into the hood, you’re good. If not, use the hand-over-the-fire trick: if you can hold your hand just above the grate for three seconds, you have medium heat. If you can only last one or two seconds, your grill is too hot. Let the coals settle down for fifteen minutes, and check again.


 










* * *   Keep a Lid on It   * * *


If you only remember one piece of grilling advice, let it be this: Keep the lid closed! Just like an oven, every time you open the lid, you’re letting heat escape, throwing off the cooking temperature, prolonging your cooking time, and possibly ruining your food. I know it looks cool to stand over an open fire, but dry, overcooked food won’t make you anyone’s hero. Save the flame licking for s’mores.












TURN ME ON


If you are already the grill master of your domain, feel free to skip ahead to the next section, but for those of you who are grilling virgins—maybe you’re in college, maybe you just got your own place, or maybe you’ve secretly been afraid that you’ll blow up the whole block—I’m going to take it nice and slow. After reading this book, you’ll know all the culinary secrets to delicious grilled food, but that won’t matter if you don’t even know how to work your appliance.


I don’t care if you have someone in your life who “mans” the grill for you, no girlfriend of mine is going to just prep and then stand there and look pretty while someone else cooks the food. (Unless of course, that’s your gig. And then I say, more power to you!) But seriously, that person might be out of town or stuck in traffic, and relying on someone else to even get the grill going could end up wrecking your entire meal, or worse, your party. So keep reading, baby doll!


The first step: turning the grill on. It might seem crazy to talk about something so basic, but this is a safe place: no judgment and no shame. Modern grills aren’t as intuitive as stoves or ovens, and there is something just a little scary about a tank full of gas and a button marked “ignition.” But in truth, there really isn’t much difference. Stoves and ovens have their own source of heat, you just can’t see them as well as on a grill. You’ll hear me say this again and again, but a grill is really nothing more than an outside oven. And unless you’re made of gingerbread, there’s no reason to be afraid.


Of course, every grill is different, so please take a few minutes to read your owner’s manual. But in general, here’s all you need to do:


1. Make sure your grill is in a nice, open ventilated area. Not too close to the house (I have a friend who melted the vinyl siding off his house!), and not indoors or in a garage.


2. Open the lid before turning on the gas valve. Very, very important to make sure that the gas can’t build up in there.


3. Turn the valve on the tank or natural gas line one full turn counterclockwise, to the left. (Remember for almost anything that screws, it’s “lefty-loosey, righty-tighty.” And keep your dirty jokes to yourself!) You don’t have to unscrew it until it stops; just one full turn is enough and will make it easier to shut off quickly.


4. Turn just one burner control knob—whichever one is closest to the ignition switch—to high.


5. Press the ignition switch. If the burner does not light, turn it off, turn the gas off, wait for the gas to disperse, and then try again. If the burner lights, turn the other burners on to high. Close the lid and let it preheat for ten minutes.



TURN ME OFF



Don’t forget to turn the grill off after you’re done cooking! But first, remove the food, turn the burners up to high, close the lid, and then set a timer for five minutes to let the stuck-on food burn off the grate and to clear the burners. Then turn the gas valve all the way clockwise (“righty-tighty”) until it stops, and finally turn off the burners (this will ensure you don’t have any gas trapped in the hoses). This is the perfect time to clean your grill with a grill brush since the food residue will be nice and soft. Then leave the lid open and let the grill cool down completely before you cover or move it.


 










* * *   Safety Dance   * * *


—Just like in your kitchen, you should have a fire extinguisher outside near your grill for any emergencies.


—Never store extra gas tanks near your grill.


—Keep your long hair and any flowing summer dress or long sleeves away from the grill, as they can easily catch fire.












SCRAPE & LUBE


There is nothing yuckier than seeing someone grill on a dirty grate. Why would you want old black bits of food from last week sticking to your new food? Keeping your grill grate clean is a must—a must for the health of your grill, the health of your guests, and the health of our friendship! And, besides, a clean grill will give your food those super sexy grill marks.


Cleaning your grate is super easy, and you only need one thing to do it: a long-handled, stiff wire brush made specifically for cleaning grills. That’s it! You don’t need special cleaning spray or anything else; in fact, adding chemicals to the place where you cook your food probably isn’t a great idea. The brush alone will do the trick. (And, as my mother would say, just a little olio di gomito—or elbow grease.)
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