
[image: Cover: Cooking with Love, by Carla Hall]


[image: images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: Cooking with Love, by Carla Hall, Atria]


To Granny, for all the love she brought to the table and to my life
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Introduction

    

Hootie hoo! Welcome to my very first cookbook. I’ve been a chef, a caterer, a lunch lady, a dancer, a runway model, a reality show star, a daytime cooking show host, even an accountant (really!)—and now I’m a cookbook author. But most of all, I’m a simple Southern girl who loves to cook and who cooks to love. What you’ve seen on The Chew and Top Chef isn’t a gimmick, or an act, or something that ends when the dishes are cleared. That’s who I am and what I cook. Food that hugs you. What could be better than that?

Now, giving a hug is easy, but making food that hugs requires a little bit of practice, but it’s actually easier than most people think—and so much more fun! Whether you’re starting to cook for the first time or you’ve been in the kitchen forever, I’m here to give you the techniques, the recipes, and the confidence you need to cook with love.

As you’ll see, my food comes from all over the place. I draw as much comfort from Italian flavors as I do from Japanese ones. But at the end of the day, much of my inspiration comes from the American South. I grew up in Nashville, Tennessee, home of the Grand Ole Opry and the Titans. But my grandmother’s house is my favorite spot in town. Every week of my childhood, I was smothered with a giant food hug at my Granny’s Sunday supper. I can’t say that I learned how to cook at Granny’s side, though. Most of the time when we went to her house for a family meal after church, the closest I came to cooking was making mud pies.

Then one afternoon, Granny asked me to help harvest collard greens from the garden. Like any kid, I tried to beg my way out: “Really? Do I really have to pick the greens?” My complaining didn’t get me anywhere, so I relented and did it. I wasn’t happy about it. When we sat down to eat, I had to make sure I wasn’t asked to pick the greens again and informed everyone, “I don’t know what you’re eating. I couldn’t tell the difference between the greens and the weeds. You might just be eating weeds right now.”

I’ve learned a lot since then: the difference between greens and weeds, the fact that, of course, Granny knew which was which and cooked only the collards, and how much the memories from our Sunday suppers have defined me. Granny’s weekly ritual started long before I came around. She was born Freddie Mae Price to Jessie, who came from a family that was spread across South and North Carolina, Georgia, Mississippi, and Tennessee. Jessie had been bought as a slave by the Price family and was among the last to be freed. In her 102 years on this earth, she lived to see generations of change in the South. She also passed on to Granny the depth and breadth of great Southern black cuisine. I wish every person in America could have sat at Granny’s table and been transformed by her cooking, warmth, and hospitality. I’m writing this book to honor Granny—and the women who came before her—and to give you a taste of just how much joy can be had in the kitchen and at the table.

I’m even giving you some of Granny’s treasured recipes, like her buttery pound cake and juicy smothered pork chops, and passing on my interpretations of soul food. Sure, I cook my collard greens low and slow, but guess what? I also sauté them quickly and top them with gremolata, an Italian parsley-lemon-garlic mix. And I do a mean French bouillabaisse sauce of fennel and tomatoes to serve with a roasted whole snapper. Yep, I do all that. I’ve been cooking professionally for years (and I mean years!) and travelling and eating around the world. I’ve discovered that I can draw comfort from all types of cuisines. Here I’ve created a collection of my all-time favorites. Sort of an “all you’ll ever need” repertoire of global comfort food. Because it’s not the geographic origins of the food that matters, it’s the heart you put into it.

And the book is about making comfort food good for your heart, too. I never count calories or sacrifice flavor. Instead, I boost flavors by using just the right amount of butter (which I love!) and the ideal cooking technique. I say “no” to nothing. It’s all about moderation. For example, I always make sure that both my pan and the oil are hot enough when cooking cornmeal-crusted Southern fried catfish. That way, the cornmeal doesn’t soak up the oil, it just gets super crisp in it. My dishes end up being naturally nutritious. My goal is to create the most delicious, comforting dishes possible, but I’m also always thinking of ways to lighten ultrarich soul food classics and other soulful hearty favorites. It’s a way of bringing out the fresh, natural flavors in great ingredients, but my motivation hits closer to home.

While living abroad, I received a call and found out that my mama was seriously ill. I flew home right away and was relieved to find that her emergency surgery had been a success. Since that experience, I’m constantly tinkering with dishes to make them lighter, healthier for Mama. Even when I started my first “professional” cooking company, delivering lunches using a retired mail truck and sheer grit in getting my food out through rain, sleet, and snow, I was providing options far superior to the surrounding fast foods, both in flavor and nutrition. With my company, The Lunch Basket (which I later renamed The Lunch Bunch), I became the lunch lady of Kennedy Street in Washington, D.C., a primarily African American neighborhood with lots of beauty salons, barber shops, florists, and doctors’ offices.

Even though I didn’t realize it at the time, my decision then to not use beef or pork (though some of my recipes here do) came from a desire to show people how tasty food could be without those things. I stuffed my biscuits with lean smoked turkey and put together fresh green salads, seasonal fruit, and rich veggie soups. At the end of the day, I’m giving you delicious fresh food—whole ingredients, lovingly prepared. I’m making dishes good for my family, in every sense of the word, and I’m here to help you do the same for your family and friends, too.

The act of cooking for and feeding loved ones yummy wholesome food is deeply fulfilling. I didn’t completely understand that until I was an adult well into my food career. I went through a heart-wrenching breakup (boyfriend left me for best friend—you know the story), so I poured myself into my lunch business to shield myself from the pain. By cooking for others, I was nurturing them with food, and in turn, felt nurtured myself. I expanded the lunch business into a catering company and called it Alchemy Caterers, because I needed it to change my life, to turn the lead in my hurt into gold. I wanted my food to do the same for others and be a conduit for healing. I don’t know exactly what you need right now, but I do know that there’s comfort in food. Alchemy is all about transformation, and I want to change the way you experience food by cooking with love.

The only way you can make transformative food, even if it’s one of the simple dishes in here, is to cook it from the heart. You have to want to do it. If you’re not in a good mood and don’t feel like cooking, the only thing you should make is a restaurant reservation. And you can’t cook with fear. I didn’t grow up in the kitchen and I know how it feels to be intimidated by a recipe and be immobilized by that fear. I’m here to tell you it’s okay to mess up! I’ll help you avoid screwing up and tell you what to do in case something does go wrong.

Now, it’s time to have fun! I’m going to make sure you enjoy cooking for family and friends by sharing easy entertaining tricks I’ve learned from decades of catering. When you’re armed with tips from a pro, cooking with and for friends is the best way to have fun in the kitchen. One of the happiest moments in my life—my wedding day—came from doing just that. My husband, Matthew, and I celebrated our marriage with forty friends and family and a group of us prepared the food together. I didn’t stress over the planning or micromanage the meal. I just let everybody express themselves in the kitchen and it was awesome. I felt like I was on top of the world and I honestly can’t imagine a more memorable wedding day. But take my advice as a former caterer: Please don’t try this if you have hundreds of guests celebrating with you. LOL.

So, are you ready? With all my yummy recipes and tips, get excited to welcome friends and family over for big meals and good times!

[image: images] A little note: Any brand names of products I use in this book are included just because I like them!
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Appetizers



Cheap and cheerful! That’s my motto for starting a meal. I don’t want to blow the bank on appetizers, but I want them to set the stage for a fun, inviting meal. Great starters get you ready for the main dish without upstaging it. As a caterer, I loved putting together little pinchy bites—the pretty individual servings that are as much about crafting as cooking. When I don’t have time to make those, I always whip up at least a simple dip or bowl of seasoned nuts. Just be sure to make enough! Nothing’s sadder than an empty appetizer dish. That’s why when I’m serving, I divide my appetizers among a bunch of smaller dishes. That way, as soon as a dish is almost empty, I can swap the whole plate. Otherwise, I find it time-consuming and messy to try to refill a dish with the food, plunking down the pieces one at a time while my friends stand around. After all, the whole point of appetizers is to have a tasty nibble while casually hanging out with family and friends. My little dish-swapping trick will let you chat up the whole room to build up to the fun you’ll all have at the table.
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        Down-Home Deviled Eggs with Smoky
            Bacon

        Makes 24 egg halves

        Growing up in the South meant being part of a wide and warm social
            circle. We were always visiting with friends and family at casual picnics, fancier
            teatime parties, and sit-down dinners. There was always a gracious spread of classic
            dishes and always a plate of deviled eggs.

        I’ll never forget the time my sister, Kim, and I arrived at a party
            and, after exchanging pleasantries with the hostess, found that there were no deviled
            eggs on the buffet. I don’t know if the hostess ran out or never had them to begin
            with. Either way, we were scandalized. We ran to Mama and told her and there were a lot
            of whispers and raised eyebrows among the ladies after that. If you’re a Southern
            hostess, you’d better have deviled eggs and lots of them.

        They don’t have to be fancy. In fact, I like to keep to the classic
            vinegar-mayo-mustard combo. My only addition here is to top them off with crunchy bacon.
            A small but worthy addition. You can easily double, triple, quadruple this
            recipe—make enough so you don’t run out at your party!

        3 strips bacon (regular, not thick-cut)

        12 large eggs

        Kosher salt

        1 tablespoon white vinegar or cider vinegar

        1/3 cup
                mayonnaise

        2 teaspoons Dijon mustard

        1/4
                teaspoon cayenne pepper or to taste

        1/4
                teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

        1. In a medium skillet, cook the bacon over medium heat, turning
            occasionally, until browned and crisp, about 10 minutes. Drain on paper towels. When the
            bacon is cool, crumble into small pieces and reserve.

        2. Put the cold eggs in a large saucepan and add enough cold
            water to cover them by 1 inch. Add 1 tablespoon salt, then bring to a boil. Cover the
            saucepan and remove from the heat. Let stand, covered, for 10 minutes.

        3. Fill a large bowl with cool water. Remove the eggs from the
            saucepan, gently roll on the counter to crack all over, then place them in the cool
            water. The water will get under the membranes and make the eggs
            easier to peel. Once they’ve sat for a little while, peel them, one by one. Pat
            the eggs dry, trim a little slice from the top and bottom of each egg, then cut each egg
            in half crosswise. The trimmed tops and bottoms will help the egg halves sit up.

        4. Carefully remove the yolks and transfer to a large bowl. Mash
            with a fork, then sprinkle the vinegar over the yolks. Add the mayonnaise, mustard,
            cayenne, black pepper, and 1/4 teaspoon
            salt. Stir until well mixed and smooth. Taste and add more salt if you like.

        5. Transfer the mashed yolks to a piping bag fitted with a plain
            or rosette tip. You can also use a resealable plastic bag; snip a hole in a corner. Pipe
            the yolks into the whites so the eggs look pretty. Garnish with the crumbled bacon.

        Catering Like Carla

      

        [image: images] To serve the deviled eggs, you can wash dried black beans and dry them well.
            Spread them in a layer on a serving platter and nestle the eggs in them. The beans both
            make a beautiful, dramatic backdrop for the eggs and help them stay up. Plus, the beans
            are large enough to not stick to the eggs when they’re picked up.

        [image: images] Old eggs are easier to peel. If you know when you’re going to serve
            deviled eggs, buy a dozen a few weeks beforehand.
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                    Granny’s Table

            Granny, my mama’s mama,
                influenced my career more than anyone else. (And it’s not only because she
                helped pay for culinary school.) She was an amazing woman, in every sense of the
                word. Granny worked as a beautician and as a dietician and raised a family with my
                grandfather, whom we all called Doc. In Lebanon, Tennessee, Doc worked at the
                hospital and also dabbled in real estate. Out of the many properties he built, the
                most significant was the home he made for Granny.

            We dubbed their first home the Big House. It was where Mama grew up,
                but Granny wanted something smaller, a little more manageable. She wanted Doc to
                build a home that was just hers. During construction, Granny asked Doc to create an
                open kitchen and great room. Though it’s a popular layout now, Granny’s
                request was cutting edge back then. But we weren’t thinking about kitchen
                design. We just loved being able to see Granny cooking and she loved being able to
                see us. That being said, the room itself was beautiful. Doc installed a big
                latticework between the kitchen and the main counter on the other side. Along the
                adjoining wall, Granny hung decorative souvenir plates from different states, gifts
                from her many friends. The shelves overflowed with pretty glasses and jewel-toned
                tin cups in turquoise, yellow, and pink. Everywhere, she hung pictures. From the
                front entrance to the rear, she had photos of us growing up. Anyone coming into the
                house—close friends or deliverymen—would get the story of our family as
                told in that intimate gallery.

            Those lucky enough to be invited to Granny’s Sunday suppers
                would get a real taste of our family history. She always started with deviled eggs.
                For the main meal, she cooked smothered pork chops or country ham, the
                gnarly-skinned kind that you had to soak to get out the salt. It was dry yet moist
                and smoky and sweet all at the same time. Yum! My favorite accompaniment was her
                creamy mac and cheese, baked until bubbly and golden brown on top. She made her
                signature flaky buttermilk biscuits by hand, stamping out dough rounds with her tin
                cups, dented by years of use. And cornbread came one of two ways. For her hot water
                cornbread, she worked hot water, bacon fat, and salt into white cornmeal. She made
                the mixture into little patties and pan-fried them. They would get really crisp on
                the outside and nice and tender inside. I loved that! And I loved seeing the
                indentations of her long fingers in each patty. They were truly a sign that she had
                handled each one. If Granny didn’t do those patties, she made what she called
                skillet egg cornbread instead. That was made not with white cornmeal but with yellow
                because, after all, eggs whip up yellow. She stirred the batter and baked it in a
                smoking hot cast-iron skillet only after we all arrived so that its crust would
                crackle when we cut into it, just the way we all liked it. So good!

            And yes, there were greens. Granny was proud of
                her large garden and always put lots of vegetables on the table. Sometimes the
                produce came from neighbors and friends knocking on the back door to share their
                harvest. To season and complement her rotation of braised collards, kale, and turnip
                greens, Granny kept a jar of pickled peppers on the table. In the summer, she
                plucked ripe tomatoes and cucumbers from the garden, then peeled them and cut them
                into large chunks to toss with onions and vinegar. I’ll admit I wasn’t a
                big tomato lover back then (my sister was), but I knew the difference between
                home-grown tomatoes and store-bought. And I just knew we were the cat’s meow
                to have peeled tomatoes.

            When it came to dessert, it was all about indulgence. All of us
                Sunday supper regulars—me, my mama, sister, aunts, and cousins—had our
                favorites. My sister’s was Granny’s summertime peach cobbler, which had
                an unbelievably buttery crust. Mama preferred Granny’s chess pie, with its
                tangy buttermilk filling, and I usually requested sweet potato pie. Come Christmas,
                Granny would make boiled custard and bake loaves of her wonderful five-flavor pound
                cake—my cousins’ favorite. With vanilla, rum, coconut, lemon, and almond
                baked into buttery batter, the cakes would fill the whole house with the most
                amazing fragrance. We’d cut slices of the cake and dunk them into the custard.
                What’d I say? Pure indulgence.

            Boiled custard was a holiday treat, but the cake itself, baked in
                classic ring molds, came around all year. When the grandkids had grown up and moved
                on, Granny made the cakes, wrapped them in wax paper, then paper towels, then
                plastic wrap, then bubble wrap, and shipped them off to us. While you unwrapped the
                package, you could feel Granny’s arms wrapping around you. That’s food that hugs you.

        

        Sweet and Spicy Walnuts

        Makes 4 cups

        If you don’t consider yourself a cook, you’ve got to start
            here. Seasoned nuts are the very first thing I tried that made me so proud as a young
            cook. Before I started to learn how to really cook, I considered sugary spiced nuts a
            delicious how-in-the-world-do-you-make-that sorta thing. That was my mind-set when I
            tasted the amazing nuts at an event celebrating the renowned cooking teacher and chef
            Anne Willan. That version was based on a recipe in one of her cookbooks. Those nuts were
            so good, I went home, got the book, and made the recipe. It was such a great feeling! I
            did it on my own and it was amazing! While I passed a bowl of ’em to my friends, I
            was like, “Ooh! Aah! Look at these nuts!” I blew myself away with the
            savory, sweet, spicy balance in the mix and how crisp they were. Not sticky or chewy at
            all. Nowadays, I whip ’em out as an easy app. (And they are, even if you’ve
            never tried them before.)

        Over the years, I’ve played with the sugar-spice mix to suit my
            tastes. The three options below are among my favorites, but you can tinker with other
            spices, too. Just be sure to keep the proportions of nuts to egg whites to sugar the
            same for each recipe style below (sweet and spicy, savory, candied) if you want to get
            the right texture.

        This all-purpose appetizer can also be made with almonds, pecans,
            cashews, or a combination of nuts. Serve them as munchies on their own or scatter them
            on salads or simply cooked veggies.

        1 large egg white

        4 cups walnut halves

        1/2 cup
                granulated sugar

        1/4 cup
                packed light brown sugar

        1/2
                teaspoon ground ginger

        1/2
                teaspoon kosher salt

        1/2
                teaspoon coarsely ground black pepper

        1. Preheat the oven to 300°F. Line a half sheet pan with a
            Silpat or other nonstick silicone baking mat, or parchment paper.

        2. In a large bowl, beat the egg white until soft peaks form. Add
            the walnuts and toss gently until well coated. In a medium bowl, combine the sugars,
            ginger, salt, and pepper. Sprinkle over the walnuts and gently fold until the nuts are
            evenly coated. Spread in a single layer on the pan. Bake, stirring
            every 10 minutes, until golden brown, about 45 minutes.

        3. Transfer the pan to a wire rack. Separate the nuts with a
            fork and let cool completely in the pan. The cooled nuts will keep in an airtight
            container for up to 1 week, but are best when fresh.

        Cinnamon-Cayenne Pecans

        [image: images] Substitute pecans for the walnuts. Stir 1 tablespoon melted butter into the egg
            white before tossing with the nuts. Substitute 11/2 teaspoons ground cinnamon, 1/2 teaspoon cayenne pepper, and 1/2 teaspoon kosher salt for the sugars, ginger, salt, and pepper.
            Proceed as above.

        Candied Almonds

        [image: images] Preheat the oven to 250°F. Substitute whole almonds for the walnuts. Beat
            1 teaspoon water into the egg white. Omit the brown sugar, ginger, and pepper, then
            proceed as above.

        Polenta Trio with Sun-Dried Tomato
            Pesto

        Makes about 24 pieces

        When I was catering, I had to come up with ways to make beautiful,
            delicious food in big batches ahead of time. This fits the bill! Stirring potent pesto
            and parm into mild polenta not only adds tasty pop, it also shades it the gorgeous
            colors of Italy’s flag. These small bites are ideal as an appetizer, but you can
            also skip the stacking and enjoy the seasoned polenta soft and warm as a side dish.

        Nonstick cooking spray

        101/2
                cups water

        Kosher salt

        21/4
                cups white cornmeal (preferably stone-ground)

        6 tablespoons (3/4 stick) unsalted butter, cut into large chunks

        Freshly ground black pepper

        1/4 cup
                Basil Pesto (recipe follows)

        1/4 cup
                    Sun-Dried Tomato Pesto, plus
                more for serving

        3/4 cup
                freshly grated Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese, plus more for serving
            (optional)

        1. Line a half sheet pan with parchment paper and lightly coat
            with cooking spray.

        2. In an 8-quart saucepot, bring the water to a boil. Reduce the
            heat to maintain a gentle simmer and add 1 tablespoon salt. Add the cornmeal in a slow,
            steady stream while stirring continuously with a wooden spoon. Reduce the heat to low,
            cover, and cook for 30 minutes, stirring and scraping the bottom of the pot every 5
            minutes.

        3. When the polenta is really soft and smooth, it should look
            like thin mashed potatoes and have lost its raw cornmeal taste and gritty texture. Stir
            in the butter, 1/2 teaspoon salt, and 1/4 teaspoon pepper, stirring until the
            butter melts.

        4. Divide the polenta among three bowls; you should have 21/2 cups in each bowl. With separate rubber
            spatulas, stir the basil pesto into one bowl, the tomato pesto into another, and the
            parmesan into the third bowl. Stir each until very well mixed.

        5. Grease an offset spatula with cooking spray. Spread the
            parmesan polenta in an even layer in the pan, using long, even strokes to rake it flat.
            If you’d like, you can spread some up the sides of the rims of
            the pan. When that layer is firm, wash and respray the spatula and spread the tomato
            polenta over it. When the tomato layer is firm, finish with the basil polenta layer.
            Cover tightly with plastic wrap and refrigerate until very firm, up to 3 days.

        6. When ready to serve, cut the polenta into 3-inch squares or
            triangles. Top each with a little dollop of sun-dried tomato pesto and, if you’d
            like, a sprinkle of parmesan. This is nice cold, but if you prefer it hot, lightly coat
            the cut pieces with cooking spray and brown them on top and bottom in a nonstick skillet
            over medium-high heat or under a broiler.

        Catering Like Carla

        

        [image: images] To get the layers perfectly even for beautiful straight stripes in the stacks,
            cover the layer with plastic wrap, place another half sheet pan on top of the plastic
            wrap, and press down until the polenta is flat and even. Remove the plastic wrap before
            spreading and pressing the next layer.

        Basil Pesto

        Makes 11/2 cups

        3 cups packed fresh basil leaves

        1/4 cup
                extra virgin olive oil

        2 garlic cloves, lightly crushed and peeled

        1/4 cup
                pine nuts, toasted

        1/4 cup
                freshly grated Parmigiano-Reggiano or Pecorino Romano cheese

        Kosher salt

        In a large bowl, toss the basil with the oil. In a food processor,
            pulse the garlic, pine nuts, and cheese until finely chopped. Add the basil and oil and
            pulse to combine, then process until it forms a smooth paste. Season to taste with salt.
            You can keep the pesto in an airtight container in the fridge for 1 week or in the
            freezer for up to 3 months.
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        Smoked Trout Dip

        Makes about 21/2 cups

        I could eat this creamy, smoky, savory dip all day long. Bright lemon
            zest and juice bring zing to this fresh, easy dish. I like the intensity of smoked
            trout, preferably the Ducktrap brand, but I make this with Spicy Hot Smoked Salmon, too, when I have it around. The classiest way to serve this is dolloped on blini,
            but you can also spoon it into endive leaves or set it out in a bowl with a crudité
            or cracker platter. For a light lunch, spread it on good bread to make an open-face
            sandwich.

        1/2
                small yellow onion, finely diced (1/2
                cup)

        1/2
                pound smoked trout, skin and bones removed, flaked into small chunks

        1 cup sour cream

        3/4 cup
                mayonnaise

        2 tablespoons capers, rinsed, drained, and
                chopped

        1 tablespoon fresh dill leaves, chopped

        1 teaspoon freshly grated lemon zest

        1 teaspoon fresh lemon juice

        1 teaspoon Tabasco sauce

        1/4
                teaspoon kosher salt

        1/4
                teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

        1. Bring a small saucepan of water to a boil. Add the onion and
            cook, stirring occasionally, for 1 minute. Drain well and rinse under cold running
            water. When cool, drain again and transfer to a large bowl.

        2. Add the trout, sour cream, mayonnaise, capers, dill, lemon
            zest and juice, Tabasco, salt, and pepper to the onion. Stir until well mixed. You can
            serve this right away, but it’s even better after you cover and refrigerate it for
            at least a few hours and up to a day. The flavors really develop and meld with time.
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        Bacon, Blue Cheese, and Apple Stacks

        Makes 20 stacks

        When I’m creating finger food recipes, I often take a big
            dish—in this case, a classic chopped salad with bacon, apple, and blue
            cheese—and make it bite-size. Cream cheese binds blue cheese, apple, and walnuts
            into a chunky, creamy mix for salty-sweet crunchy bacon strips. Then I take it one step
            further by layering the spread with fresh apple slices and chopped walnuts. Each
            bite’s a wow of textures and a satisfying taste of fall.

        1 to 2 tart apples (such as Granny Smith)

        4 ounces blue cheese, crumbled (about 1
            cup)

        One 8-ounce block cream cheese, softened

        3 tablespoons half-and-half

        1/4
                teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

        1/2 cup
                plus 2 tablespoons walnuts, toasted and
                    chopped

        20 Maple-Glazed Bacon pieces (recipe
            follows)

        1. Core one apple and cut it in half. Cut one half of the apple
            into 1/4-inch pieces. Wrap the other half
            tightly in plastic wrap and refrigerate.

        2. Reserve 2 tablespoons of the blue cheese. Place the remaining
            blue cheese in a food processor along with the cream cheese, half-and-half, and pepper.
            Process until well blended and smooth, stopping to scrape the sides and bottom of the
            bowl occasionally.

        3. Transfer the blended cheese to a large bowl. Stir in the diced
            apple and 1/2 cup of the nuts. Cover and
            refrigerate for at least 30 minutes and up to 1 day.

        4. If the cut side of the reserved apple has browned, slice off
            the brown part. Cut the apple into 40 very thin slices. Use a second apple if
            needed.

        5. Divide the cream cheese blend among the bacon strips and
            spread evenly. Sandwich between 2 apple slices. Garnish with the remaining blue cheese
            and walnuts. Serve immediately.

        Maple-Glazed Bacon

        Makes about 30 pieces

        1 pound thick-cut bacon, cut in half
            crosswise

        1/4 cup
                maple syrup

        1 teaspoon Dijon mustard

        1 teaspoon packed brown sugar

        1. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Line two half sheet pans with
            parchment paper.

        2. In a small bowl, combine the syrup, mustard, and sugar until
            well blended.

        3. Lay the bacon in a single layer on the pans. Bake until the
            fat renders, about 15 minutes. Carefully drain the rendered fat from the pans. (You can
            strain the fat, then refrigerate or freeze it for another use.)

        4. Brush the glaze onto the bacon. Bake until browned,
            caramelized, and crisp, about 5 minutes longer. Transfer the bacon to wire racks and let
            cool completely.

        Herb Focaccia with Ricotta and Olives

        Makes one 13 by 9-inch or 14-inch-round
            loaf

        If you’ve ever wanted to try making homemade yeast bread, but have
            been intimidated by the process, here’s a good place to start. Sticking your
            fingers in soft dough is such a satisfying feeling, you should definitely try it. This
            dough rises quickly and simply needs to be pressed into a pan. You can sprinkle coarse
            salt on top, or add some herbs, or go all the way here and do the pesto, ricotta, and
            olives. I love this savory trio, with briny olives nestled in milky cheese over a tangy,
            tomatoey layer.

        The basic focaccia recipe here without the toppings is a platform for you
            to create something uniquely yours. Check out suggestions based on my other faves below.
            You can use the bread plain for sandwiches, cut it into wedges or small rectangles for
            appetizers, or cut it into little cubes and fry or toast them into croutons.

        3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil, plus more for
                the bowl and pan

        1 packet active dry yeast (21/4 teaspoons)

        1/2
                teaspoon sugar

        3/4 cup
                warm water (110°F)

        2 cups all-purpose flour, plus more for
                kneading

        11/2
                teaspoons kosher salt, plus more for sprinkling

        1/2
                teaspoon garlic powder

        1/2
                teaspoon cayenne pepper

        1/4 cup
            Sun-Dried Tomato Pesto (or store-bought)

        1/2 cup
                Homemade Ricotta (recipe follows) or store-bought whole milk ricotta

        1/4
                teaspoon dried rosemary leaves

        1/4 cup
                pitted Kalamata olives, chopped

        1. Lightly oil a large bowl. In a small bowl, stir together the yeast,
            sugar, and water until the sugar dissolves. Let stand until foamy, about 5 minutes.

        2. While the yeast stands, combine the flour, salt, garlic powder, and
            cayenne in a food processor. Pulse until well mixed. With the machine running, add 3
            tablespoons oil, then pulse until fully incorporated. With the machine running, add the
            dissolved yeast, then pulse until the dough forms a ball around the blade. Or mix the
            ingredients in the order above by hand.

        3. Transfer the dough to a lightly floured work
            surface and knead gently just until the dough is smooth, about five times. Transfer to
            the oiled bowl, cover with plastic wrap, and let stand in a warm place until the dough
            has doubled in size, about 1 hour.

        4. While the dough is rising, preheat the oven to 400°F.
            Generously oil a 13 by 9 by 1-inch baking pan or 14-inch round tart pan.

        5. Punch down the dough, cover with plastic wrap, and let stand for 5
            minutes.

        6. Transfer the dough to the pan. Use your fingertips to gently
            stretch the dough to the edges, pressing it into an even layer. Dimple the dough with
            your fingertips.

        7. Gently spread the pesto evenly over the dough, then dollop the
            ricotta over the pesto. Carefully spread the ricotta into an even layer. Sprinkle the
            rosemary and a pinch of salt over the ricotta.

        8. Bake until golden brown, about 25 minutes. Transfer the pan to a
            wire rack. Sprinkle the olives on top and let cool in the pan. Cut into pieces before
            serving warm or at room temperature.

        [image: images] Here are just a few of the other toppings that I love for my focaccia.

        SAVORY

        • Maldon sea salt or fleur de sel with chopped fresh thyme and
            rosemary leaves

        • Caramelized onions with sliced fresh sage leaves and lemon
            zest

        • Roasted butternut squash cubes over ricotta

        SWEET

        • Grapes with vanilla sugar

        • Fruit and honey over ricotta

        Homemade Ricotta

        Makes about 2 cups

        1 quart whole milk

        1 cup buttermilk

        1/2 cup
                heavy cream

        1 teaspoon kosher salt

        1. Line a fine-mesh sieve with four layers of cheesecloth. Set it
            over a bowl.

        2. In a large saucepan, combine the milk, buttermilk, cream, and
            salt. Bring to a boil over medium heat, stirring frequently to prevent scorching, until
            the milk solids separate from the liquid.

        3. Pour into the strainer. Let drain for 15 minutes.

        4. Use the cheese in the sieve; discard the liquid in the bowl.
            If you prefer a creamier ricotta, you can pulse the cheese in a food processor until
            smooth. Homemade ricotta can be refrigerated in an airtight container for up to 1
            week.

         


            [image: images] Toot Toot!
                    Honk Honk! Ah-Ooh-Ga!

            No trains coming
                through—that’s just what I call out when I’m proud of something
                I’ve done. And my focaccia’s one of them. In my cooking career, focaccia
                was the first dish that gave me that proud face. You know? That small smirk
                you’re entitled to when you’ve just done something really well, when you
                can really say to yourself, “Hey, I’m good at what I do.”

            I was in the Bahamas, cooking as a private chef for a demanding boss.
                I took the job because I couldn’t imagine anything wrong with getting paid to
                spend the winter in the Caribbean. Little did I know just how hard it would be.
                There were no nearby supermarkets, or any markets for that matter, so I had to plan
                my menus and weekly shopping trips very carefully. Not a problem—I’m the
                queen of organization!—unless, of course, the boss wants a sandwich. For
                lunch. Today.

            I had some steak and grilled veggies from dinner the night before,
                but no bread. I had no bread! And there was no way I could make it to the market and
                back by the time they’d want to have lunch. And no, not making sandwiches was
                not an option. When I scanned my pantry and saw some yeast, I knew I could pull it
                off. Homemade bread! There was only time for focaccia, the perfect base for steak
                sandwiches.
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