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INTRODUCTION


For many people, the term “holiday entertaining” induces fear, if not downright terror. Everyone has heard a story or two of the beautifully browned turkey that is still frozen-raw on the inside, vegetables that are cooked until tasteless, or even, heaven forbid, lumpy gravy that tastes like schoolroom paste. Well, in the words of a familiar cartoon character, “Here I come to save the day!”

The recipes in this book are arranged by menus, each with a theme. This is not to say that a recipe (or even a menu) that is given for an autumnal holiday celebration wouldn’t feel right at home on a winter holiday or an end-of-year party table. For example, the Mushroom-Plantain-Stuffed Chicken Breasts with Mango-Bacon Gravy found in the Cozy Festive Fall Dinner would be perfectly appropriate for New Year’s Eve, and any one of the soups from the Open House Decorating Party could serve as a delicious first course in any other menu. You get the picture, right?

I’ve been able, through the years, to diminish my holiday-entertaining stress by applying a couple of important lessons I learned as a student at the French Culinary Institute in Manhattan: Whether you’re cooking for six or for six hundred, the secret to a successful party is organization, organization, organization! With a bit of foresight and a few freezer-safe plastic containers and bags, you can minimize your last-minute kitchen duties, so that you can actively participate in the creation of your friends’ and family’s memories.

First, double up on recipes that freeze well (I let you know which these are right in the recipes) and get a leg up on future meals. Are you making soup for one of the menus? Do yourself a favor and make twice as much as you need, then freeze half and have the beginnings of an impromptu winter dinner with friends or a family meal on a night you’re too pooped to cook. Making Mushroom Picadillo (page 13)? Make a double batch and freeze half. Keep the picadillo on hand for Mushroom Croquettes (page 59), a next-to-no-effort nibble to offer with drinks for friends who drop in to wish you happy holidays. The second lesson I learned is to prep foods as far ahead as I can without sacrificing quality. (Some foods—like soups and stews—benefit from being made in advance.) Wash your salad greens and other components, and store in damp paper towels and plastic bags in the refrigerator. When it comes time for salad, simply dump, dress, toss, and serve! Throughout this book, in recipes and the preparation schedules that accompany each chapter, I point out what can be made ahead of time and how far ahead of party time it can be crossed off your list. Heads up: You’ll notice that some of the make-ahead times in the preparation schedules don’t match the make-ahead times in the recipes exactly. I grouped tasks together in the schedules in a way that makes the most sense to me. Feel free to fiddle with the schedules, as long as you don’t exceed the make-ahead times given in the recipes.

I also like to differentiate holiday entertaining from events during the rest of the year by providing some memento for my guests, whether it’s homemade, like the Mini-Morsel Mexican Wedding Cookies (page 70), or store bought, like a prettily wrapped bottle of good olive oil or vinegar. One year, at my Christmas tree–trimming party, I gave each of my guests an ornament for his or her own Christmas tree or Hanukkah bush; another year, I made coquito (page 151) and gave everyone a pretty corked bottle to take home. Whatever the case, it’s a very nice touch to honor your guests when your party wraps up.

Last, the majority of the recipes within these pages are extremely user friendly, so that your holiday entertaining is something that you can look forward to with anticipation, instead of with trepidation. Remember that the holidays are truly the most wonderful time of the year to share with friends and family, and this book will definitely help you navigate them, in whatever way you choose to celebrate, with a minimum of fuss. So prepare to deck the halls and party Daisy-style, with a little bit of Latino flair, some sassy dishes, and a whole lot of festive fun!
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My daughter, Angela, preparing the Thanksgiving turkey, 1998.
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Family hayride at the Christmas tree farm. From left to right: David, Marc, Angela, me, Jerry, and Erik, 2005.
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My husband, Jerry, preparing to carve the turkey, 1999.
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Angela and my son Erik opening gifts, Christmas morning, 2008.
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Angela and my son David decorating the Christmas tree, 2008.
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Angela celebrating New Year’s Eve in Barcelona, 2003.
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CHAPTER ONE

Cozy Festive Fall Dinner


Serves 6

Velvety Cauliflower-Pear Soup

Crispy Potato-Cabrales Wontons
(optional; page 54)
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Mushroom-Plantain-Stuffed Chicken Breasts
with Mango-Bacon Gravy

Fenneled-Up Brussels Sprouts
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One Cake, Two Ways (Coconut Cream Triple-Layer Cake or
“Deconstructed” Tres Leches)

As fall kicks into high gear, I feel the urge to get back into “serious” entertaining. I know the holidays—and the partying with friends and family they bring—are just around the corner. I like to plan a quiet sit-down dinner when my husband, Jerry, and I can chill with a few good friends. They may be friends we don’t usually see during the holidays or even those we do see but would like to share a quieter evening with before all the hubbub begins.

This is a perfect menu for just such a dinner. The Crispy Potato-Cabrales Wontons offer a lovely contrast to the Velvety Cauliflower-Pear Soup or can be enjoyed as a charming amuse-bouche with drinks before your guests sit down at the table. The very special chicken breasts, stuffed with mushrooms and coarsely mashed sweet plantains, are a tour de force—you’ll never think of chicken breasts in quite the same way after tasting these. As a closer, the rich coconut layer cake (or the tres leches version, if you decide to go that route) manages to pull off homeyness and sophistication at the same time. Virtually everything, with the exception of sautéing the Brussels sprouts and roasting and slicing the chicken, can be done well in advance, meaning you won’t miss out on the fun.

Keep this menu in mind for Thanksgiving too. If you are celebrating with just a few people, and a whole turkey seems like too big a deal, maybe America’s favorite bird is the answer. That was the case on the first Thanksgiving that Jerry and I spent together as a married couple. Jerry was a medical resident, and my son Erik was a little more than a month old. There was no way that Jerry and I could deal with a whole turkey and the leftovers, so I decided to make a large roast chicken instead. It’s one of my happiest Thanksgiving memories, just the four of us: my growing family and that simple roast chicken.
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Mushroom-Plantain-Stuffed Chicken Breasts with Mango-Bacon Gravy

MAKES 6 SERVINGS

For Thanksgiving, turkey is the bird of choice. If you’re not wild about turkey, or you think your group is too small to fuss with one, or if you’re just plain turkeyed out, it may be time to turn your attention to another bird altogether—in this case breast of chicken stuffed with sizzled mushrooms and sweet plantains and sauced with a smoky-sweet pan gravy.

I’ll tell you up front that this dish requires some time in the kitchen. I’ll also tell you that that time can be spread out over 3 days prior to the dinner. Come showtime, you’ll look like a pro as you calmly pull together all your prepared items for a truly special main course. (Not to mention that the gravy gets better after a couple of days.)

Whether you’re preparing the stuffed chicken breasts or the simpler version that follows, you really need skin-on chicken for this—the crispness of the skin after it’s been pan-seared is lovely with the silky gravy and the chunky-chewy plantain mash.

FOR THE STUFFED CHICKEN BREASTS:

Mushroom Picadillo (page 13)

Ripe Plantain Mash (page 11)

Three 3½-pound chickens (preferably free-range and/or organic)

Kosher or fine sea salt and freshly ground pepper

FOR THE MANGO-BACON GRAVY:

12 ounces slab bacon, rind removed, cut into ½-inch cubes (about 2 cups)

1 large onion, halved, then cut into thick slices

2 medium carrots, peeled and coarsely chopped

4 stalks celery, trimmed and coarsely chopped

3 cloves garlic, coarsely chopped

¼ cup all-purpose flour

6 cups homemade or store-bought chicken broth

2 sprigs fresh thyme

1 bay leaf

1 teaspoon black peppercorns

1½ cups mango nectar (see Note)

2 tablespoons white wine vinegar

__________

2 tablespoons olive oil

Fenneled-Up Brussels Sprouts (page 14), for serving

1. Make the picadillo and the plantain mash. The picadillo can be made up to 3 days in advance and the plantains can be made up to 1 day in advance.

Prepare and cut up the chickens:

2. Rinse the giblets and necks and set them all, except for the livers, aside for the gravy. Use the livers for another dish or discard them.

3. For each chicken, feel along the center of the chicken breast to find the thin bone that separates the two breast halves. With a thin-bladed knife, cut along one side of this bone and down to the rib bones. Pull the breast meat away from the center bone—so you can get a better look at what you’re doing—and using the tip of the knife, start to separate the breast meat from the rib bones. Keep going like this, following the curve of the rib bones, until you reach the joint where the wing connects to the breastbone. Cut through the skin along the backbone—but not through the skin that connects the breast to the thigh (you’ll get to that in a minute). When you reach the point where the wing bone connects to the breastbone, bend the wing behind the chicken to give yourself a very clear view of the joint. Cut through the joint to separate the wing from the breastbone. You now have a skin-on boneless breast (with the wing attached) that is still attached to the thigh by the skin. Slip your fingertip under the skin of the thigh to separate the skin from the meat. Pull back the skin from the leg, leaving the skin attached to the breast. Cut off as much of the skin from the thigh as you can, being sure to leave that skin attached to the skin that covers the breast. Cut off the wing tip and middle joint of the wing, leaving the first joint of the wing attached to the breast. (This is known as a Frenched chicken breast.) You will now have a boneless chicken breast with a fair amount of extra skin (from the thigh) attached along one edge and the first wing joint attached to the other end. Trim any pieces of fat or cartilage from the breast and repeat with the other breast half. When you’ve finished removing the two breasts, remove the legs by bending them backward to expose the joints that connect the legs to the backbone. Cut through the skin, meat, and those joints to remove the legs. Set the legs and trimmed wing pieces aside for another use. Trim all the fat and skin from the breastbones and backbones of the 3 chickens and, with a heavy knife or a cleaver, whack the bones into manageable pieces. Set the bones aside for the gravy.

Butterfly and stuff the chicken breasts:

4. To butterfly the chicken, start at the wider, thicker long side of each breast and make a horizontal cut almost all the way through the breast, stopping just before cutting through the thin side of the breast. Season both sides of the breasts with salt and pepper.

[image: image]

Remove the first breast from the chicken by cutting along one side of the breastbone down to the rib bones. Cut through the joint that attaches the wing to the breastbone.

[image: image]

Cut through the joint that attaches the wing to the breastbone.
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Pull back the skin from the leg, but leave the skin attached to the breast.
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To butterfly the boneless chicken breast, make a horizontal cut through the breast starting at the wider, thicker, long side of the breast.

5. Take ¼ cup of the plantain mash and shape it into a more or less even roll about 2 inches long. Repeat to make 5 more rolls and set them aside. Open up one of the butterflied chicken breasts with one of the long sides closest to you. Spread ¼ cup of the mushroom picadillo over the surface of the meat, leaving about a ½-inch border all the way around. Place one of the plantain rolls along the edge of the chicken breast closest to you. Roll up the chicken breast, tucking in the ends as you go, to make a neat, compact little bundle with the wing joint protruding from one end. There will be a little skin left on the far side—smooth that into place to cover up the seam and to cover up as much of the breast meat as possible and make an even neater bundle. With the seam side down, tie the stuffed breast at 1-inch intervals with kitchen twine. Do the same with the rest of the breasts, mushroom picadillo, and plantain rolls. Pat the stuffed breasts dry with paper towels. The chickens can be boned and seasoned up to 2 days before cooking them, and the breasts can be stuffed up to several hours before. Keep them refrigerated in a covered container.

Make the mango-bacon gravy:

6. Put the bacon cubes in a wide braising pan or casserole and pour in ¼ cup water. Set over high heat and cook until the water is almost evaporated, then reduce the heat to medium-low. (Starting the bacon with a little water helps pull some of the fat out of the bacon. By the time the water has evaporated, the bacon will be sizzling gently in its own fat.) Cook until the bacon is lightly browned and the bottom of the pan is shiny with golden bits stuck to it, about 6 minutes. Add the onion, carrots, celery, and garlic and cook, stirring often so the vegetables do not stick and brown, until the onion is softened but not brown, about 10 minutes.

7. Add the reserved chicken bones and giblets and cook, stirring often, until the bones start to brown and the onion is well browned, about 10 minutes. Poke around the bottom of the pan as you stir to make sure the bones and vegetables aren’t sticking and burning as they cook. Sprinkle the flour over the bones and vegetables and stir until you can’t see any traces of white. Pour in the broth and add the thyme, bay leaf, and peppercorns. Bring to a boil, stirring up the little browned bits that have stuck to the pan. Adjust the heat so the sauce is simmering and stir in the mango nectar and the vinegar. Cook until the sauce is slightly thickened, smooth, and a rich brown, about 45 minutes. Stir occasionally to prevent sticking, especially in the corners of the pan. Strain the gravy through a very fine sieve. The gravy can be held at room temperature for up to 2 hours or refrigerated for up to 3 days. In either case, reheat the gravy over low heat, adding water a spoonful at a time to return it to its original thickness.

Cook the stuffed chicken breasts and assemble the plates:

8. About 35 minutes before you’re ready to serve the chicken, preheat the oven to 400°F. When it reaches that temperature, heat the 2 tablespoons olive oil in a large, heavy, ovenproof nonstick skillet over medium-high heat. Be sure the chicken breasts are dry and slide them carefully into the oil. Cook, turning as necessary, until they’re beautifully browned on all sides, about 10 minutes. Pop the whole pan into the oven and cook until the chicken is cooked through and the filling is warmed, about 20 minutes. (The best way to check is to use an instant-read thermometer. The temperature at the very center of the stuffing should reach 150°F.)

9. Let the chicken breasts rest for about 5 minutes. Meanwhile, cook the prepared Brussels sprouts and make sure the gravy is hot.

10. To serve: Snip the twine off the chicken breasts. Slice the breasts on the diagonal into 4 or 5 slices each. Arrange the slices overlapping along one side of each plate. Spoon some Brussels sprouts onto the other side of the plate. Ladle enough gravy over the sliced chicken to nap it and form a little pool on the plate. Serve immediately.


NOTE: Mango nectar is a pulpy juice extracted from fresh mangoes. It is available fresh in cartons in some Latin markets and health food stores or in bottles, cartons, or cans in many supermarkets.




VARIATION: Pan-Roasted Chicken Breasts with Mango-Bacon Gravy, Mushroom Picadillo, and Ripe Plantain Mash

This version of the above recipe uses all the same components—chicken breasts, plantain mash, and mushroom picadillo—but presents them differently. Here, a pan-seared chicken breast sits atop a bed of mushroom and is flanked by a chunky plantain mash and sautéed Brussels sprouts.

• Start with 6 Frenched chicken breasts (see Note below). Up to 2 days before serving, season them generously with kosher or fine sea salt and freshly ground pepper. Prepare the Mushroom Picadillo and Mango-Bacon Gravy 1 to 2 days in advance. Prep the ingredients for the Fenneled-Up Brussels Sprouts (page 14)—but don’t cook them—and make the Ripe Plantain Mash up to several hours before serving. After making the mushrooms and the plantain mash, store them in microwavable containers. When it comes time to assemble the plates, you’ll be able to take them right from the refrigerator and into the microwave oven.

• Remove the chicken from the refrigerator about 30 minutes before cooking. About 15 minutes before serving, reheat the gravy in a small, heavy saucepan over very low heat and start cooking the chicken: Heat the 2 tablespoons olive oil in a heavy skillet large enough to hold all the chicken in a single layer over high heat. If necessary, cook the chicken in 2 skillets and increase the amount of oil by about a tablespoon, using about 1½ tablespoons in each. Lay the chicken breasts in the skillet(s), skin side down (watch for splattering!), and cook just until they start to color. Reduce the heat to medium and cook until the skin side is a deep golden brown and crisp, about 4 minutes. Flip the breast and cook until the meat side is golden brown and the chicken is cooked through in the thickest part (where the wing bone meets the breast), about 5 minutes. The best way to tell if the chicken is done is to test the thickest part close to the wing bone with an instant-read thermometer. The temperature should be at least 155°. Remove the chicken to a cutting board and let stand while you get the rest of the meal ready.

• Prepare the Brussels sprouts and remove the pan from the heat. Warm the mushrooms and the plantain mash in the microwave oven until heated through, about 2½ to 3 minutes for each. Spoon about ¼ cup of the mushrooms onto the center of each dinner plate. Top with a chicken breast, skin side up. Spoon some of the plantain mash to one side of the chicken and some of the sprouts to the other. Ladle enough of the gravy over the chicken to coat the chicken and make little pools of gravy on the plate. Pass the remaining gravy at the table.

NOTE: A Frenched chicken breast is a single, skin-on boneless breast with the first wing joint attached. The butcher department of many supermarkets will be able to prepare them for you. Ask to keep the breastbones left over after boning the breasts—you’ll need them for the gravy. If you can’t get the breastbones, buy 1½ pounds chicken necks, wings, and/or giblets (no livers) to use in the gravy.




Ripe Plaintain Mash

(NOT QUITE MOFONGO)

MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS

 

Maybe I should start by explaining what mofongo is before I tell you why this isn’t quite it. Mofongo starts with green (i.e., unripe, starchy) plantains that are cooked and then mashed with garlic, pork cracklings, and the fat rendered from making the cracklings, to a coarse and crunchy mash. Diet food, it isn’t—delicious, it is.

When I first made this simple mixture of ripened plantains as a filling for the chicken breasts on page 5, I boiled the plantains until fully tender and mashed them until smooth. Then I tried a version with slightly-less-than-tender plantains mashed coarsely, like mofongo, and found I liked that texture much better.

If your bird is a whole turkey, serve this as an unexpected side dish, along with the usual yams and cranberry sauce. Or whip up a batch of this not-quite-mofongo and serve alongside fried eggs, chorizo, and pickled onion (see page 34) for breakfast on a chilly autumn morning.

3 medium plantains (see Note), peeled and cut into 3 pieces each

Kosher or fine sea salt

2 tablespoons unsalted butter

Freshly ground pepper

1. Put the plantains in a medium saucepan and add enough water to cover by a couple of inches. Add a rounded teaspoon of salt and bring to a boil over high heat. Adjust the heat so the water is simmering. Cook until you can pierce the plantains easily with a paring knife, but there is still some texture, about 6 minutes.

2. Drain the plantains and let them air-dry for a few minutes. Put them in a food processor along with the butter and 2 tablespoons water. Process, using very quick on-off pulses, just until the smaller pieces of plantain are starting to become smooth. The texture should be very coarse and you should still be able to see pieces of plantain in the mash. Scrape into a bowl and season to taste with salt and pepper. Serve hot.


NOTE: The skin of the plantains should be mostly black with some speckling of yellow. The flesh should have some give when you press it with your thumb.




Velvety Cauliflower-Pear Soup

(SEE PHOTO, PAGE 82)

MAKES ABOUT 8 CUPS (6 FIRST-COURSE SERVINGS PLUS LEFTOVERS)

Pairing cauliflower with ripe, sweet pears may seem an odd combination until you think about the many happy marriages between other members of the cabbage family and their “sweeties”: coleslaw sweetened with everything from plain sugar to pineapple, and the sweet-sour sauces that accompany stuffed cabbages in eastern European cooking. Here, Bartlett pears add texture and a mild sweetness to an otherwise very simple cauliflower soup.

Whether you’re making your own vegetable broth or buying it, the color will vary from batch to batch or brand to brand. Avoid dark or orangey broth if possible—the color of the finished soup should be a pale yellow.

Crispy Potato-Cabrales Wontons (optional; page 54)

1 medium head cauliflower

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 small onion, cut into fine dice (about 1 cup)

4 cups homemade or store-bought vegetable broth

2 Bartlett pears, peeled, cut into quarters, and cored

Kosher or fine sea salt

¾ cup evaporated milk

Juice of ½ lemon, or to taste

1. Make the wontons, if using, and freeze or refrigerate until you serve the soup. If frozen, remove them to the refrigerator about 30 minutes before your guests arrive.

2. Trim off all the green leaves from the cauliflower. Cut the head in half and cut out the thick center stem. Cut the cauliflower into large florets; you will have about 12 cups of cut-up cauliflower.

3. Heat the oil in a 5-quart pot over medium heat. Add the onion and cook, stirring occasionally, until softened, about 5 minutes. Add the cauliflower and toss to coat with the seasoned oil. Pour in the broth and add the pears. Season lightly with salt, cover the pot, and bring to a boil. Adjust the heat so the liquid is at a slow boil and cook until the pears and cauliflower are tender, 15 to 20 minutes.
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