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[image: images]ecently I was interviewed for a newspaper article, and the reporter asked me what my life was like during graduate school. (I received my master’s in journalism from Northwestern University.) I couldn’t help but laugh when I recalled my first apartment in Chicago. It was the size of a walk-in closet, with two windows overlooking an alley. The kitchen had a two-burner stove and a half refrigerator. I slept on a backache-inducing futon and ate my meals while sitting on a folding chair at a card table. Those meals were usually something I cooked on Sunday and stretched to last most of the week.


And during it all, I thought I was the luckiest guy on earth. I was living in a spectacular city, making new friends, and learning one of the most important lessons of my life: Fabulousness has absolutely nothing to do with money.


Fabulousness comes from within. It’s about living your life the most conscious way possible. Are the foods you’re putting in your body the highest quality you can afford? Are the clothes you’re wearing telling the world you’re glad you got out of bed this morning? Does your abode make you happy the second you walk in the front door?


You want to be answering yes to those questions. I know you do. If you don’t want to be eating well, dressing your body in a flattering way, and surrounding yourself with things that energize you, you’ve got a problem—and I’m not the guy to fix it. You probably need a therapist.


I honestly believe that each of us, at our core, wants to be a splendid version of ourselves. But modern society is constantly urging us to take the easy way out! Think about how simple it would be right now to grab a triple cheeseburger at the drive-through, go home and pull on a pair of sweatpants, and spend the rest of the day watching a Hoarders marathon from your couch.


And, look, I’m not judging. I have actually done a version of that. Who hasn’t? But it rarely makes you feel good about yourself—because it’s the opposite of fabulousness.


You know you’d be much happier if you ran to the supermarket in a cute pair of jeans, came home, whipped up a cassoulet, and made a terrarium for your windowsill! Omigod, I would so love you right now if you did that.


I’ve written this book with the hope that you’ll be inspired to see the opportunities for fabulousness all around you. If I can do it, so can you!
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PICTURE IT: SICILY, 1922.


My Salvatore and I are on our way to a feast.
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PICTURE IT: LONG ISLAND, 1975.


My mother, Terri, dons her finest caftan and bell-bottoms to host a Tupperware party—avocado green and burnt orange are everywhere! And she puts out this spread of fabulous ‘70s hors d’oeuvres like Swedish meatballs and rumaki. The whole scene is pure heaven to six-year-old me, and I think,
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And that’s the moment I know my future adult life will include hosting fabulous parties.








[image: images] love having people over to my place, and I know that I can’t successfully entertain without serving great food. I also know that I can do it at a great price. This is the thing: A lot of fancy foods aren’t really that fancy or expensive to prepare. In fact, many high-end foods have very lowbrow origins. You might pay ten bucks for a side of polenta at a fancy Italian restaurant, but it’s still the same stuff poor farmers ate for centuries. And the next time you see a review for a sushi house charging hundreds of dollars, realize that those seaweed rolls began as cheap Japanese street food.


I also like to entertain because, quite frankly, I get off on impressing people with my mad entertaining skills. And you can too! People really don’t expect much. I find that friends are actually kind of happy if you just order in a pizza and open a bottle of wine. While cost-effective, that’s something people can do in their own homes. Instead, I like to offer people something homemade and delicious.


As it turns out, fabulousness is affordable when you have a few tricks under your apron. I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.
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YOU’RE INVITED :)


I have a policy of ignoring e-vites. Call me old-fashioned, but I want to be invited to a party by a human being with an actual pulse, not some computer program. Every invitation you send should be personalized—either by writing a guest’s name on an envelope (remember those?) or via an email that you typed yourself. I want to read,







Dear Clinton,


I’m having a little get-together.


I hope you can come.







Then you can cut and paste the details. Is that too much to freakin’ ask? Fifty-five characters, not including spaces. No, but you don’t have time for that. You have to watch that Real Housewives marathon. Again.










CLINTON’S


THERAPY COUCH


Q “Whenever I host a dinner party, friends always ask me, ‘What can I bring?’ Even though I want to tell them to bring booze, as the host, I feel bad asking them to contribute. Is it all right to suggest that they bring a bottle of wine or is the only polite answer, ‘Nothing. Just yourselves’?”


A Well . . . it depends on what kind of party you’re throwing, how many people you’re having over, and how well you know your guests. A good host throws a dinner party so that his or her friends can have a relaxing, carefree evening. So, ideally, you should be prepared to have every aspect of that evening covered on your own. However, if you state in the invitation—even if it’s a verbal one—that the party is potluck, then you can ask a guest to bring wine if she offers. You don’t want to put your guests in the awkward situation of having to provide alcohol for everyone at your dinner table. Let’s say you invite eight people over and only one friend asks if she can bring wine. You’d be better off buying the wine yourself, rather than charging her with the task or risking an awkward I-can’t-afford-to-buy-that-much-wine moment. But if your group is close-knit and your dinner party is small and casual, feel free to accept a guest’s generous offer. Just be sure to return the favor at her next party.
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THE PERFECT CHEESE PLATE


Everybody likes cheese, unless you’re lactose intolerant. And if you are, then my heart goes out to you. I wake up every morning and I thank the baby Jesus that I’m not lactose intolerant. Because I lo-o-ove cheese. A cheese plate is the easiest hors d’oeuvre you can make, or rather, put out. Add some bottles of wine and you have a simple gathering for friends. Done.


There’s no right or wrong way to organize your dairy-licious selection—don’t let the cheese snobs make you feel inferior. I serve the cheese I want to eat, quite frankly. But just like any great outfit hinges on color, pattern, texture, and shine, so does a cheese plate depend on some basic principles.


I make sure that they’re different textures or, sometimes, made from different kinds of milk, whether sheep, cow, or goat, as well as different strengths. Try for a range of everything from mild to something with a little bit of a bite to it. Chat up the cheese guy at your supermarket. He wants to move the cheese before it goes bad (as in “serving a life sentence” bad), so there’s always a cheese on special. Start with that well-priced hunk (the cheese, not the cheese guy) and build your selection from there. You don’t need a pound of each cheese. People are fine with just one or two bites of each, which means you could serve a really small wedge of a really expensive cheese. Fabulous! If you’re serving cheese as an appetizer or as a course, plan on about three ounces per person. And always serve cheese at room temperature, each with its own cheese knife.
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CHEESE PLATE POINTERS


For a stand-alone wine and cheese party, round out all that delicious dairy with an assortment of fresh breads and fruit, like sliced apples, pears, melon, grapes, or figs. If you’re serving cheese before dinner, try savory accompaniments like olives and nuts. Get all Frenchy on your guests by serving cheese after dinner with dried apricots, dates, and fig chutneys or quince paste for a nice sweetness.
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MORE CHEESE PLATE POINTERS


Give your cheese plate a theme! You can group by country (France, Italy, United States, Botswana) or by different kinds of milk (perhaps one each of sheep, cow, and goat). Or group them by type, like three different blues or Bries. Here I’ve paired a mild crumbly goat with a soft, medium-strength triple crème and a potent blue.
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THE PERFECT ANTIPASTO PLATTER


People love meat! Except vegetarians, of course. There’s something especially nice about the combination of booze and salty, cured meat. Sure, you could just throw together a platter of meats with Italian names and hope for the best, but you might end up with something unfabulous. As with cheese, you need to present a selection that varies in strengths from mild, like a mortadella, all the way up to a strong sopressata.


I know what you’re thinking: “Clinton, you and your fancy meats—so pricey!” Sure, the cured variety can run up a bit more at the cash register, but you don’t need to feed people half their weight in prosciutto! Fill in with wallet-friendly grilled seasonal vegetables, cheese, and bread.


Here are the basic building blocks for a Freakin’ Fabulous antipasto platter:


Slices of cured meats such as capicola, salami, sopressata, mortadella, and prosciutto are a must


A variety of hard Italian cheeses like Parmigiano Reggiano, Grana Padano, and provolone, all cubed


Bocconcini (tiny mozzarella balls) can be mixed with a dressing of oil, fresh parsley, garlic, and red pepper flakes


Olives (see marinated olives)


Grilled vegetables and/or drained, jarred artichoke hearts and roasted red peppers


On a large platter, arrange items in a linear or pinwheel pattern, alternating meats, vegetables, and cheeses. Serve with sliced crusty Italian bread or focaccia. Mmm.
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DUMPLINGS


MAKES 24


The wheel. Q-tips. Wonton wrappers. They’re all great inventions, but only one is your passport to serving Freakin’ Fabulous appetizers. (It’s the wonton wrappers, silly.) These little darlings will knock your guests’ socks off with the help of two budget-friendly ingredients: frozen shrimp and ground pork (you need the flavorful fat in the dark meat that pricey all-white chops can’t deliver). There’s really not much that you can put in a dumpling that doesn’t end up being delicious. Go crazy! These can be made ahead of time and frozen. Just reheat in some chicken stock when you are ready to serve them at your party.


1 pound medium shrimp, peeled and deveined


1/2 pound ground pork


1 tablespoon grated ginger


3 cloves garlic, finely chopped


1/4 cup finely chopped scallions, plus more for garnish


1 egg


2 teaspoons cornstarch


1 tablespoon soy sauce


2 teaspoons sesame oil


24 wonton wrappers


1/2 cup chicken stock


Combine the shrimp, pork, ginger, garlic, scallions, egg, cornstarch, soy sauce, and sesame oil in a food processor and pulse until combined.


One at a time, wet the edges of a wonton wrapper with water. Add 1 tablespoon of filling to the center of the wrapper and begin pinching together the sides, leaving the center open-faced. Set on a baking sheet and cover with a damp towel until all the dumplings are assembled.


Over medium heat, coat a large skillet with vegetable oil. Add dumplings and cook for two minutes on one side and flip so the open center is facing down. Remove from skillet when crisp. Repeat until all dumplings are cooked. Carefully add chicken stock to skillet. Bring to a simmer. Return dumplings to skillet, cover and cook for 4 minutes. Serve with soy sauce, garnished with scallions.





[image: images]





FREAKIN’ FABULOUS FONDUE


SERVES 8


Fondue. I love a fondue! Oh. My. God. The best fondue I ever had was in Zermatt, Switzerland, on a mountain, overlooking the Matterhorn. But the first fondue I ever had was when I was about six, at that fateful Tupperware party. I remember thinking, “Bread dipped in cheese! What could be better than this?” Fondue is basically another way of setting out cheese and crackers, but instead of boring, fondue is Freakin’ Fabulous and cheap, cheap, cheap.


1 tablespoon cornstarch


2 tablespoons Kirschwasser, or kirsch, German for “cherry water”


2 cups white wine


1 pound (about 4 cups) Gruyère or Swiss cheese, shredded


Dash of nutmeg


Bread cubes, sliced fruits and vegetables, roasted potato cubes for dipping


Add cornstarch to the Kirschwasser, or to a little white wine, and set aside. Heat wine in a medium saucepan over medium heat. Whisk in cornstarch mixture and simmer for 5 to 6 minutes. Fold in the cheese and nutmeg; stir until melted. If mixture is too thick, add more wine.


Transfer to a warm fondue pot.


Serve immediately with accoutrements like crusty bread, apples, kielbasa, fingerling potatoes, or steak tidbits.


For a big party, double or triple the recipe, set your slow cooker on low, and keep the extra fondue warm.
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    If you don’t have Kirsch, leave it out. Or use the rest to make some Cherry Clafouti too!
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GOAT CHEESE AND RED PEPPER MOUSSE


MAKES 24 CRACKERS


I love the concept of taking cheap ingredients you have in the house and turning them into fancy hors d’oeuvres. You could bring the price tag of this mousse down further by eliminating the mascarpone, but it’s so delicious, I suggest you eat any extra by the spoonful. Or in the summer, smear mascarpone on toast and top with a slice of garden-fresh tomato. OMG!


8 ounces goat cheese


4 ounces mascarpone or cream cheese


One 12-ounce jar roasted red peppers, drained and roughly chopped


1 teaspoon lemon zest


2 cloves roasted garlic


Salt and pepper to taste


Chopped chives, for garnish


Combine all ingredients in food processor, except chives, and mix until smooth, about one minute. Chill for 4 hours. Stir and add to pastry bag or plastic bag with the corner snipped off. Pipe onto crackers or bruschetta. Garnish with chopped chives and serve.




CLINTON’S


THERAPY COUCH


Q “Our home has a strict no-shoes policy. Is it rude to enforce this rule when I entertain?”


A Oh, no one wants dog poop or chewing gum tracked into their home, but if you’re completely neurotic about stuff like that, you probably shouldn’t be hosting parties chez vous. A good hostess makes her guests feel as comfortable in her home as in their own. Some people don’t want to walk around your house without footwear! I mean, how do I know your carpets are cleaner than my socks? And what if my big toe just punched a gaping hole through said sock? This is really stressing me out! Be a good girl and roll up the hand-knotted silk rug if you can’t bear the thought of soles touching it. Or just do what I do when my guests leave: search the house with a black light, wearing a tool belt stocked with cleaning supplies.
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HOT AND SPICY CHEESE TWISTS


MAKES 36 TWISTS


Like dark-wash denim, cheese twists are incredibly versatile. Not a fan of cheddar? I think you’re a loon, but use Parmesan cheese instead. Just about any savory or sweet (think: cinnamon, sugar, and butter) combination will fancy up this frozen puff pastry. Serve them piping hot right out of the oven, and people will go ape shit. Twists can be made one day ahead, covered tightly in foil, and left at room temperature.


2 cups finely shredded cheddar cheese


1 teaspoon chopped, dried rosemary


1/4 teaspoon dried, crushed red pepper flakes


Salt and pepper to taste


1 sheet (or half a 17.3-ounce package) frozen puff pastry, thawed


1 egg


1 tablespoon water


Preheat oven to 425°F. Place one rack in top third of the oven, the other in lower third. Line two large baking sheets with parchment paper.


Combine cheese, rosemary, red pepper flakes, and salt and pepper in a mixing bowl.


In a small bowl, whisk together the egg and water. Set aside.


Working on a floured surface, cut one piece of the pastry dough in half crosswise. Brush both rectangles with the egg wash. Distribute the cheese mixture evenly onto the pastry, pressing down lightly so it adheres to the dough.


Cut each half of dough lengthwise into 1/2-inch strips. Take two strips at a time and twist. Repeat with remaining strips.


Bake for 15 minutes or until golden and serve.
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LEMON SHRIMP


SERVES 12 AS AN APPETIZER


Who doesn’t love shrimp? Well, besides people who are allergic to shellfish. And people who don’t eat it for religious reasons. And vegans. Hmmm. Maybe I’m not selling this dish as strongly as I could, but I love it! I mean, I don’t think I’ve ever thrown a shrimp-less shindig. Shrimp means you’re fancy, and this recipe is easy and delicious. Save some dough by buying frozen farm-raised shrimp.


Zest of 1 lemon


1/2 cup lemon juice, from 2 large lemons


2 cloves garlic, crushed


1 tablespoon wine or sherry vinegar


2 tablespoons olive oil


12 green olives, pitted


1 small red onion, thinly sliced


Pinch of cayenne powder


1 to 11/2 pounds large shrimp, peeled and deveined, thawed if frozen


2 to 3 teaspoons salt


In a large bowl, combine lemon zest, lemon juice, garlic, wine or vinegar, oil, olives, red onion, and cayenne powder.


Add salt to a pot of water and bring to a boil. Add thawed shrimp and boil for 11/2 to 2 minutes, or until shrimp is pink and opaque. Remove immediately. Reserve a half cup of cooking liquid, then drain and place shrimp into marinade.


If needed, add a few tablespoons of the cooking liquid to the marinade. Cover and refrigerate for 2 to 3 hours, turning the shrimp once.


Serve on a platter with crusty bread or as individual portions in small bowls or parfait glasses. Bask in the light of your own fabulousness.





[image: images]





MARINATED OLIVES


SERVES 8–10


Olives are a party staple but, like tan chinos, they can be really boring. Elevate these little ovals of flavor with some simple freshening up.


8 ounces mixed olives, drained


2 sprigs rosemary


Peel of 1 lemon, large strips (no pith, please)


1/2 cup olive oil


1/4 cup red wine vinegar


1 clove of garlic, smashed


1/4 teaspoon dried, crushed red pepper flakes


In an airtight plastic container, add olives, rosemary, and lemon peel. In a large measuring cup or bowl, add olive oil, vinegar, garlic, and red pepper flakes. Whisk together and pour over olives. Let marinate overnight or for several days.


Serve alone or as part of an antipasto platter.
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WHAT ABOUT THE PITS?


Don’t spit! Remove pits with aplomb. Bring the pit to the front of your mouth, put it between your teeth, and then extract it. You should probably use your left hand, because you might be shaking hands with your right. See, I think about these things. If you shake with your right and eat with your left, nobody’s icky germs go into your mouth. And that, my friends, is why I never get sick.
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