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introduction

This is a book I did not expect to write. Single and living in a New York City apartment, I used my freezer primarily for storing nuts, exotic rices, vodka, and fruit for smoothies. Only those with a family to feed would, I assumed, fill it with prepared dishes, and that would require a real freezer, or at least a prestige-brand refrigerator with more freezer capacity than the modest compartment on top of my 15-year-old Magic Chef fridge.

Then I became a caregiver. Looking after aging parents soon had me cooking for three rather than just myself. After a chaotic few weeks of running back and forth to give them freshly prepared meals at least once a day, I started stocking my freezer with soups and one-dish meals in individual servings that I delivered to them once a week. This allowed my folks to heat up ready-to-eat meals every day on their own, and I got to control when I cooked. Using the freezer reduced stress and even made cooking time pleasant.

Still, I rarely thought to use the freezer for myself. Only while creating the recipes for a Mediterranean cookbook did I get interested in storing prepared food long term. Because I was cooking several delicious dishes a day, there was more than I could possibly eat. I gave some food away but began freezing the dishes I liked best. Weeks later, after the book was completed and I needed time off from cooking, I turned to my well-stocked freezer. What emerged was a revelation. Mostly, the soups and stews were fine, but the thawed rice in the paella was a mushy disaster, while other dishes turned watery. Gazpacho that went in tasting good was overpowered by garlic and full of soggy vegetables when defrosted.

These spectacularly varied results started a research phase during which I discovered what kind of recipes produced meals that were great both when freshly cooked and when defrosted. As I experimented with methods and ingredients, I developed a natural replacement that duplicates the canned condensed soups called for in casseroles and an apple pie you would never know came from the freezer. I also found out how to streamline the work of preparing several dishes during one afternoon or evening.

Now my freezer, which is less than 24 inches wide and only 11  inches high, holds several batches of soup, layers and frosting for a chocolate cake, a couple of stews, sloppy joes, lasagna, burritos, chocolate chip cookie dough, and rosemary-roasted almonds. Guests never know whether the dishes I serve them are freshly prepared or came from the freezer. Plus, when work deadlines have me on overload, I eat very well without ordering budget-busting takeout or buying frozen entrees. In fact, I shop the supermarket for specials and save money by packing the freezer.

A well-stocked freezer provides multiple benefits. It can help parents, professionals, students, singles, and older people with busy lives meet mealtime effortlessly. You will know the meals you serve your family, a partner, or yourself are good because you made them. You are certain they contain only the best fresh ingredients, were made safely, and meet any special dietary needs. Plus, cooking to freeze can do more than fit your budgetit can help you trim it while eating fabulously.

If this sounds good, I hope that using this book, you will join me in serving meals that prove convenience need not compromise quality. Drawing raves whether served freshly made or out of the freezer, the recipes in this book include dishes for casual dinners, quick hors doeuvres, sweet treats, hearty soups, and even elegant dishes to serve by candlelight.


chapter 1

everything you need to know

Serving dishes from the freezer saves time and money. Doing it successfully depends on what you make and how you store, defrost, and reheat it.

Not all dishes freeze equally well or should be handled the same way after freezing. I have experimented to find what works best. The result is dishes that win raves when you serve them immediately and are still delicious when you serve them from the freezer. To assure this, the recipes in this book include directions for each stepfrom freezing and defrosting to reheatingthat are perfected for each dish. As a result, your Double Chocolate Layer Cake and other baked goods will remain moist when the freezer wants to dry them out. Soups and stews will have lively flavors, meats will stay tender, and vegetables will remain appealing when reheated.

This book also includes many casseroles, which are freezer favorites, in recipes that offer a unique choice. When condensed soup is called for, you have the option to replace it with a homemade and natural equivalent. These creamy souper sauces I have created also happen to be gluten-free.

how freezing works

As foods freeze, the water in the cells of vegetables, meats, and other foods turns to ice crystals. The ice preserves food by slowing down deterioration caused by microorganisms, including bacteria, that leads to decay. These microorganisms must have water to function. Turning the water to ice prevents them from growing and creating reactions that make food spoil. It is important to note that depriving microorganisms of water does not kill them. This means food must be kept solidly frozen at 0F or lower to be safely preserved.

The more quickly foods freeze, the smaller the ice crystals that form. Compare serving grainy refrozen ice cream to the creamy original and you will see why the smallest crystals are desirable. Fine ice crystals maintain better flavor, as well, because they do not rupture cell walls. As food defrosts, the ruptured cells collapse and moisture flows out. Think of the watery collapse of a defrosted strawberry and youll have a good picture of the effect of ruptured cells.

freeze fast

To store food properly, your freezer needs to be at 0F, and even colder when you are adding food to be frozen. Most freezers have a thermostat dial you can turn down. Others have a fast freeze function to switch on when adding foods to freeze. Once the new items are frozen, you can return the freezer to around 0F. A freezer thermometer helps you make sure the freezer is reaching and maintaining the proper temperature and costs $20 or less. I like Mavericks RF-02 digital refrigerator/freezer thermometer for a combination refrigerator/freezer or Taylors thermometers for freezers.

air is the enemy

When air reaches frozen food, it causes freezer burn, gray patches that are hard and tough. Food with freezer burn is dry and off-tasting. The air can be from the outside or inside. Air pockets in a container of frozen soup, for example, allow big ice crystals to form and then evaporate, causing freezer burn. Sealing food airtight requires both the right packaging and good technique.

freezing is not forever

While freezing preserves foods, they still deteriorate over time. We have all heard about a roast that languished in the freezer for years. If it was not covered with freezer burn and was still edible, odds are it tasted like a defrosted ice cube.

Since flavors fade long before frozen food becomes inedible, the storage times I recommend are the result of checking dishes after different amounts of time in the freezer. Stored longer, they absolutely will be edible; however, they just will no longer have maximum flavor and optimum texture.

the right materials

Packaging should preserve foods moisture content while protecting its nutrition, color, and texture. Plastic freezer bags, plastic wrap made for freezing, and heavy-duty aluminum foil provide the easiest and most space-saving, effective protection. I am also in love with my Food Saver, a machine that vacuum seals food, but lets come back to that later.
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Heavy-Duty Plastic Bags


PRO

Heavy-duty bags with a zipper seal made specifically for freezing in 1-quart and 1- and 2-gallon sizes are indispensable.

Excellent for storing any liquid and semiliquid, including soups, stews, sauces, and any dish that flows.

Also good for holding individually wrapped baked goods.




CON

Unwrapped foods like meatballs and cookies, and plastic-wrapped items such as cake layers or casseroles, can get icy and dry out inside a bag.



Plastic Freezer Wrap


PRO

Made to be airtight, freezer wrap is heavier, clings tighter than regular plastic wrap, and protects flavor while sealing in moisture better, I recommend pressing it directly onto the surface of sauces, casseroles, puddings, and other dishes. This is particularly helpful when the contents do not completely fill a baking dish or plastic container.




CON

Wide width requires cutting for smaller items.

Press-and-seal type does not cling to dry foods such as burritos and cupcakes. It also makes eliminating all of the air difficult. However, for short-term freezing of individual chicken breasts, chops, and burgers, I recommend it highly.



Aluminum Foil and Pans


PRO

Using heavy-duty foil to over-wrap plastic-wrapped food assures it is well protected and helps keep its flavors fresh.

Use heavy-duty foil because freezing makes regular foil brittle.

Heavy-duty foil baking pans go easily from freezer to oven to table.




CON

Does not seal surface of foods as well as plastic wrap.

Folding required to seal is bulky.

Foil baking pans do not conduct heat as well as other materials.



Plastic Containers


PRO

Protect crushable foods, including pies, cupcakes, and cookies.

Allow a neatly organized freezer.




CON

Unless made to use for freezing, plastic containers are brittle at low temperatures, so do not use take-out containers or ordinary containers from packaged foods.

Look for the snowflake symbol, which indicates containers are appropriate for use in the freezer.

Take up more space than plastic bags for storing liquids.

Airspace at top allows freezer burn. To minimize this, be sure the sealing system is airtight and fill containers fully (see Pack Like a Pro on page 10).



Heres How: Ladle food into the container. Press plastic freezer wrap onto the surface of the food, then open-freeze to freeze the food quickly (see page 8). When the food is solid, seal the container, leaving the plastic freezer wrap beneath the cover if there is a gap between the top of the contents and the cover. Return the container to the freezer.

Glass and Ceramic


PRO

The most attractive choice.

Conduct heat well. Before using a dual-purpose dish made for both freezer and oven, always check with the manufacturer to make sure if it will tolerate the sudden temperature change of going directly from freezer to oven.




CON

Costly because freezing ties up multiple baking dishes.

Require the most room in the freezer unless frozen food is unmolded, wrapped, and then returned to its original dish for reheating.

More difficult to wrap with an airtight seal.
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vacuum packing

A system using heavy plastic bags and an appliance that sucks out the air and then heat-seals the bag. This is the optimal way to freeze certain foods at home.


PRO

Removes all the air and makes an airtight seal. The best way of protecting flavor and avoiding freezer burn.

Ideal for many dry foods and already frozen dishes.




CON

Requires a special appliance that is costly and takes up room.

Bags are costly.

Foods containing liquid, including soups and skillet dishes with sauce, must be frozen and then sealed.

Pressure crushes even some frozen items, such as cupcakes and waffles, unless you buy special containers.



labels

Scotch tape, masking tape, and paper labels do not stick when cold, and any writing on them is not indelible.

I like Label Once Erasable Food Labels because they stick to any packaging and are indelibly waterproof. When you use a permanent marker and the special eraser in the starter kit, they are easily and truly erasable and reusable.
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the big chill

Following a few rules is essential for good results in freezing. Here is the first and most important one.

Think Ahead, Think Small

Once most dishes are frozen, the entire amount must be defrosted. You cannot thaw one portion from a quart of soup or half a frozen lasagna. And thawed food cannot be refrozen, so forget about returning leftovers to the freezer. Instead, think ahead and consider freezing foods in one- or two-portion amounts. Even in a large household, this allows flexibility to suit changing schedules and individual preferences. Another benefit is that small amounts freeze, defrost, and reheat much faster.

SEVEN COMMANDMENTS FOR FREEZING


	Cool food to room temperature and then chill it in the refrigerator before freezing. This preserves the quality by helping foods freeze faster. (Baked goods are the exception. Most are frozen without chilling.) I recommend chilling dishes on a wire rack set on a plate on the bottom of your refrigeratorits the coldest area. This cools the food more rapidly while catching spills.

	Use wide, flat containers as much as possible. This exposes the greatest surface area of the food to cold air. Do not use plastic containers from take-out or commercially prepared foods, which may crack in the freezer.

	Use containers that are just large enough for the food you want to freeze. Headspace is necessary as foods expand in freezing, but empty space encourages freezer burn. With experience, you will know what is just right.

	Freeze foods on a baking sheet lined with baking parchment or wax paper. This prevents plastic bags and other containers from sticking. Chill the baking sheet before adding the food to speed freezing.

	Place only food that is already firmly frozen on wire racks in the freezer. Forget once and you will always remember prying off a bag of soup that sagged into the spaces of the rack.

	Allow space so cold air can circulate around food while it freezes. Once frozen, stacking packages tightly to save space is fine. (To protect baked goods from crushing, shelter them in plastic containers; see page 4.)

	Avoid UFOs (unidentified frozen objects) by labeling everything with the date, contents, amount, and directions for defrosting and reheating (see the opposite page for labels to use).



THREE MORE COMMANDMENTS


	Keep an inventory list on or near the freezer and use it. Include the date the dish was frozen.

	Place only plastic-covered racks in the freezer, as packaging can stick to cold metal.

	Group similar dishes together, such as main dishes, soups, or desserts. This speeds searching and avoids frozen fingers.



Three Methods for Freezing

Beyond these overall rules, some dishes are best frozen before and others after cooking. Some dishes should be wrapped before and others after freezing. In each recipe in this book, Ill tell you which method is best for that dish. Choosing the best way to freeze a dish also depends on how many portions you expect to defrost.
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Open-Freezing

The most rapid method. This is ideal for freezing an entire casserole, individual portions of some dishes, and single pieces like meatballs, dumplings, and cookies.

Heres How: Foods that hold their shape, small or large, from meatballs and meatloaf to cookies, cupcakes, cheesecake, and pies, can be open-frozen on a baking sheet, then double wrapped or vacuum sealed.

Casseroles, lasagna, and other dishes that need help holding a shape are frozen in their baking dish, then unmolded and either double wrapped or vacuum sealed.

Liquid dishes like Sunday Red Sauce and Golden Cheese Sauce can be open-frozen in a container, then unmolded and wrapped or vacuum sealed.

Bagging It

Soups, stews, chili, sauces, and other liquid or semiliquid dishes freeze and store well in a plastic bag.

Heres How: To fill plastic bags easily, create a stand." A cut-off half-gallon plastic milk bottle or empty coffee can works well. Fold the top of the bag out over the container and ladle in the food.

To seal the bag, zip it almost closed and then lay it flat on the counter. Stroke the bag from the bottom up, spreading the contents to fill the bag evenly up to the top and pushing out air bubbles, then seal the bag completely. Reopening and repeating this may be necessary to remove all of the air. The chunkier the food, the harder this is, and it may take a minute or two of repeated stroking. Sometimes, gently pushing a rolling pin over the bag from the bottom to the top is helpful.

When an amount does not fully fill the bagperhaps 1 cup of chili, sauce, or soupafter the air is pressed out, folding the bag over further seals the empty part and reduces the risk of freezer burn.

To vacuum seal liquids such as soup or a dish with sauce, seal the bag with a clip until the food is frozen, then heat-seal it.
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Double Wrapping

For secure protection, either wrap food first in plastic freezer wrap and then in heavy-duty foil or foil-wrap, then slip the wrapped food into a resealable freezer bag. I find plastic plus foil protects flavors better, although I store some individually plastic-wrapped desserts, including cupcakes and Almond Tortoni, together in a plastic bag.

Double wrapping can be used before freezing foods or after open-freezing. It protects food in a casserole or baking dish or on its own (see Super Space Saver," on page 10).
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Heres How: Center the food on a length of plastic wrap long enough to cover the top twice. Smooth the wrap tightly against the food from one side, then the other, pressing it onto the surface, particularly for casseroles, pasta, and other dishes. Press the plastic neatly down the sides and smooth the ends under the food.

Next, center the food on a length of foil long enough to bring two opposite sides up to meet over the top. Holding both sides together, make a 1-inch fold along the length of the foil, then roll down until you can press the foil tightly against the food. Mold the foil against the sides, then fold the ends up and over, flattening them to seal the package.

Cut foil to a smaller size for small items like a single portion of lasagna, a stuffed pepper, or a brownie.

Super Space Saver

To save room and not tie up baking dishes, pie plates, and other bulky or costly containers, freeze casseroles and other dishes, and then for storage, lift the food out of the original container. When ready to serve, drop the frozen dish back into its original container and defrost or reheat to bring it to the table.

Heres How: Coat the inside of the baking dish with nonstick spray.

Fill the baking dish with food. Depending on the recipe directions, either open-freeze immediately or cook, then cool and freeze.

Unmold the frozen food and double wrap in plastic freezer wrap, then foil, or vacuum seal, and return to the freezer. Before defrosting, unwrap and drop the food back into the original baking dish.


pack like a pro

Pressing a piece of plastic freezer wrap directly onto food before freezing, the way chefs cover the surface of a sauce to prevent a skin from forming, prevents ice from forming on the surface of casseroles as well as sauces, dips, and sorbets. Doing this when storing foods in a plastic container, before double wrapping, or when open-freezing dishes keeps them in the best condition longer.



defrost with care

How you defrost food is as important as how you freeze it. The key is defrosting slowly, or at least gradually. This helps food hold on to moisture as it thaws and best preserves its texture. It means never thawing foods at room temperature, with the exception of some baked goods. Defrosting on the counter also invites bacteria to party as the outside warms above 40F before the center de-ices.

Go Slow

Defrosting in the refrigerator is usually best. It definitely requires advance planning since an entire casserole or whole meatloaf takes 24 hours or more to fully defrost. Even frozen cookie dough bakes up better after it sits in the refrigerator for 24 hours. The recipes in this book show a range of time to take into account the sizesingle portions or a whole casserole. Defrosting time also depends on the temperature in your refrigerator.

Skipping defrosting is not the answer. Dishes taken directly from the freezer take twice as long to bake as when they are defrosted. During that time, the top and sides tend to dry out or get overdone before the center of the dish is fully hot. Overall, the quality you get is noticeably reduced.

This is where small is good. Eight slices of meatloaf transferred from the freezer to your refrigerator in the morning will be ready to serve for dinner.

When defrosting, set food on a plate to catch drips. Placing a wire rack on the plate helps the bottom of a dish thaw as quickly as the top.

Before defrosting, many dishes should be unwrapped and dropped back into their original container. Coating the original baking dish with nonstick spray before doing this eases release when serving the reheated food and speeds cleanup.

If food has been unwrapped, at least cover it loosely with plastic wrap so it does not dry out while thawing. Again, some baked goods are the exception, as their recipes indicate.

If your plans change, most defrosted dishes keep in the refrigerator for 2 to 3 days.

Really Good and Much Faster

A cold water bath, where it is suitable, speeds defrosting considerably. This easy method works for most liquid and semiliquid dishessoups, sauces, and stewsreducing their defrosting time to as little as 15 minutes for some dishes in 1- or 2-cup servings, and rarely more than 60 minutes.

Heres How: Be sure the food is sealed in an airtight plastic bag or container.

Fill a large bowl with cold water, around 45F. Place the bag or container into the water.

Change the water every 15 minutes until the food is defrosted, checking it regularly.

To speed the process, when soups or sauces are partly defrosted, bend the bag to break the contents into chunks.

What about Microwave Defrosting?

I use the microwave to reheat thawed food but do not recommend it for defrosting. Microwave defrosting often produces results with poorer texture than using a water bath, plus the food requires frequent attention as it thaws, so I do not recommend it, with exceptions such as Fully Loaded Breakfast Burritos and Deep Dark Chocolate Fondue.

To defrost in the microwave, use the directions that came with your oven or follow these steps:

Use not more than 30 percent power.

Use short bursts and let the food rest in between.

Keep scraping, stirring, or breaking up the food so the thawed parts do not cook.

hot stuff

Some thawed dishes, particularly soups and stews, are merely reheated, but others are best when you actually cook them after defrosting. Sometimes, how the dish was originally cooked is also the best way to reheat it. For others, including Pecan Chicken Paillards and Lamb Shanks with White Beans and Lemon, it is not. For each dish in this book, the recipe will guide you.

In the Oven

Before heating, bringing dishes to room temperature reduces oven time significantly. Usually you can do this by letting them sit on the counter while preheating the oven.

Most dishes reheat best at 350F, but each recipe specifies what temperature to use.

For safety, heat food until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the center registers 160F. If the dish will dry out or burn, cover it with foil until this temperature is reached. If it is not brown enough, slip the dish briefly under the broiler. If you do not have a thermometer, insert a knife into the center of the dish. The blade should feel hot to the touch.

When cooking or heating up only one or two servings, using a toaster oven saves energy and time. It is perfect for cooking Turkish Ground Beef Kebabs and California Meatloaf Burgers, and to warm up one or two servings of Johnny Appleseed French Toast, casseroles, and other dishes.

On the Stove

A heavy saucepan is the best way to reheat soups, sauces, stews, and some skillet dishes, including Shredded Orange Pork and Green Beans in Greek Tomato Sauce. Dishes that are watery after defrosting are best heated up uncovered so evaporation reconcentrates their flavors.

On the Grill

Freeze dishes like Salsa Fajitas and Moroccan Pork Satay in their marinade, and they are ready to toss on the grill or cook in a stove-top grill pan as soon as they are defrosted.

Pat foods dry before grilling them, using paper towels.

what freezes well and what doesnt

Not all foods freeze well. This includes eggs, cured meats, and fruits and vegetables with high water content, such as strawberries, tomatoes, summer squash, eggplant, mushrooms, and celery. In this book, I show the best ways to work with these foods. For example, mushrooms do best when cooked until most of their moisture evaporates. Vegetables cut into smaller pieces so they freeze more quickly also come out better. I avoid dishes made with egg whites, mayonnaise, or flour-based sauces, which can break when defrosted.

The recipes in this book all call for regular dairy products. Their fat helps keep ice crystals small by surrounding food cells and discouraging them from hooking up. Switching to low-fat dairy products is okay if youll be serving the dish freshly made, but these products, including cheeses, sour cream, and milk, do not freeze well. Disregard this caveat, as did a friend who substituted reduced-fat ricotta cheese in Spinach and Pesto Lasagna, and you may get weeping or watery flavor when the dish is defrosted. I also believe a healthy diet has room to allow everything in moderation. For me, the time and money saved using the freezer balances out the amount of saturated fat in one serving of most dishes.

Some dishes freeze best when some of their ingredients are undercooked, particularly pasta. This is another reason why the recipes give specific directions to stop at an earlier point when freezing a dish than when serving it freshly prepared.

Finally, freezing can affect the flavor or texture of dishes. The outcome can be good, as when Freeze Please Fudge Brownies turn even creamier and defrosted soups taste even better. However, to avoid surprises, Freezer Notes alert you when the difference will be significant. I like to think this honesty sets this book apart from other freezer cookbooks. Always, you will find results so good that you will enjoy every dish, whether served now or later.

food safety

Bacteria love temperatures between 40F and 140F, so always store food below 40F and heat it above 140F. Cooling food before refrigerating, and chilling it before freezing, helps you keep your refrigerator and freezer safely cold. Using an instant-read thermometer when reheating helps you make sure the food reaches the safe zone.

Refreezing thawed food without first cooking it creates the risk of food poisoning. Exceptions include pie crust, cookie dough, and foods that are still at least partially icy and frozen.

In the freezer, if a bag tears and you do not want to consume its contents immediately, slip the bag, frozen food and all, into a new freezer bag.

Consuming perishable food stored at temperatures above 40F is considered unsafe. If you accidentally forget food that is cooling at room temperature until it is warmer than this, generally longer than 60 minutes, heartbreaking as it is, throw it out. To ensure this does not happen, when food is cooling, I set a timer to remind me to move it to the refrigerator.

freezing as a lifestyle

Putting several dishes together during one kitchen session means you can draw from the freezer all week long or even for a longer period. It enables you to have dishes ready and waiting when you are entertaining. You can also prepare weeks of meals for someone who needs support to eat well.

As a lifestyle, freezing lets you take advantage of specials and allows you to buy well-priced quantities to turn into multiple dishes. Preparing multiple dishes at one session or multiplying a recipe requires organization and planning. To help you, Cooking to Fill Your Freezer (page 263) lists recipes that are easy to prepare during one cooking session.

If you are not used to cooking several dishes at one time, perhaps during one afternoon, here are helpful hints.

Make a master shopping list so you buy enough of every ingredient.

Take copies of all the recipes to be prepared with you when shopping.

If making more than two dishes, shopping one day and cooking the next may work best.

Group operations and ingredients. Before you start cooking, measure out the ingredients for every recipe and organize them by dish. For example, chop all the onions, then divide them into containers labeled for each recipe. Prepare the necessary pans. Assemble and label all the storage containers needed.

All the recipes in this book indicate whether they can be doubled. Doubling, in most cases, means preparing ingredients to make two meatloaves, two pans of Baked Four-Cheese Ziti, or two batches of Freeze Please Fudge Brownies. In some instances, cooking times remain the same as for a single recipe. If you decide to make the doubled recipe in a single, larger pan, you will need to adjust the cooking time accordingly. Likewise, when doubling a soup or stew recipe, it may need to simmer longer.

Make cooking pleasant. Pick out music you enjoy. Get a friend to help and make enough to share. Or make this quality alone time and savor it.

[image: Image]

a cool benefit

When I started this book and learned the proper temperature at which to keep the freezer, I turned mine down to 0F. This also made my refrigerator colder, 33 to 35F, instead of around 40F. This temperature difference has made foods keep fresh significantly longer. As a result, I now throw out milk and leftovers less often. Fresh meat and fish, dairy foods, vegetables, and deli products stay good longer, too. True, this uses more power, but with todays food costs, this benefit can be significant, especially for a smaller household where a barbecued chicken, quart of milk, or bunch of celery gets used up more slowly.


chapter 2

dips, nibbles, snacks, and small bites

Having these flavorful, light bites in the freezer is handy anytimewhen a friend drops by to chat, if you need nibbles for a committee meeting, or to serve as hors doeuvres for formal entertaining. They also save you money. No need to buy an expensive wedge of cheese if you bake up Peppered Parmesan Crisps or to send out for hot wings when you have them ready to pop in the oven.

You can orchestrate a full party from this selection of cold and hot choices, many of them finger foods. Serve Roasted Rosemary Almonds for bar nibbles, Herbed Tapenade for bruschetta, Anytime Chicken Liver Mousse for canaps, and Parmesan-Crusted Chicken Tenders to please young guests. The more serious dishes can be a light meal, like Moroccan Pork Satay and Spanakopita with Mixed Greens and Feta.

Some dishes here do not need defrosting. Several make enough to both serve some now and also pack some in the freezer to have on hand for another time.

  all-american pimiento cheese

  herbed tapenade

  peppered parmesan crisps

  roasted pepper and eggplant spread

  anytime chicken liver mousse

  spanakopita with mixed greens and feta

  steamed vegetable dumplings, sichuan-style

  mexican mushrooms in won ton cups

  roasted rosemary almonds

  sizzling hot wings

  parmesan-crusted chicken tenders with honey mustard dip

  sweet and tangy bison balls

  moroccan pork satay


all-american pimiento cheese

Scoop up this tangy cheese with celery and carrot sticks, spread it on crackers for a snack, or use it in tea sandwiches. It also makes great grilled cheese sandwiches to serve with Tastes as Good as Canned Tomato Soup (page 52).


 freeze for up to 4 weeks

 can be doubled

 quick fix

 feeds a crowd




Makes 2 cups

3   ounces cream cheese, softened

2   cups (8 ounces) finely shredded extra-sharp Cheddar cheese

1/3 cup mayonnaise, regular or low-fat

1   teaspoon brown mustard

3   ounces (3/4 jar) drained pimientos or Peppadew peppers

   teaspoon salt

   teaspoon freshly ground pepper

to serve

   cup minced sweet onion or chopped green olives (optional)



In a food processor, whirl the cream cheese until fluffy, 30 seconds. Add the Cheddar, mayonnaise, mustard, pimientos or peppers, salt, and pepper and whirl until the mixture is finely flecked with pimiento and almost smooth, 90 seconds.

for serving now Pack the Pimiento Cheese into a 2-cup container and cover tightly. Refrigerate for 4 hours to allow the flavors to meld, or up to 1 week. Before serving, mix in the onion or olives, if using.

to freeze Pack the Pimiento Cheese into - or 1-cup plastic freezer containers, press plastic wrap onto the surface, cover tightly, and freeze.

to defrost and serve Transfer the frozen Pimiento Cheese to the refrigerator and thaw for 6 to 12 hours, depending on the amount.

Stir well and adjust the seasoning. Mix in the onion or olives, if using.


side dish

For canaps, spread All-American Pimiento Cheese on warm toast triangles and garnish with a pimiento strip and finely chopped parsley.




cook smart

Pressing plastic wrap directly onto the surface protects against ice crystals that form on the surface when soft foods like this spread freeze.




[image: image]


herbed tapenade

Spread this herbed French black olive puree on crusty bread for bruschetta, or serve it in a bowl surrounded by crudits as a dip. It also performs magic when you dot a spoonful on deviled eggs and is the perfect condiment to serve with grilled chicken.


 freeze for up to 8 weeks

 can be doubled

 feeds a crowd

 quick fix




Makes 1  cups

1  cups pitted kalamata olives

4 garlic cloves, chopped

1 tablespoon capers, rinsed and drained

1 teaspoon Dijon mustard

1 tablespoon fresh thyme leaves or 1 teaspoon dried

1 teaspoon finely chopped fresh rosemary

1 tablespoon brandy (optional)

2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil plus additional for storing

Salt and freshly ground pepper



In a food processor, pulse the olives, garlic, and capers until coarsely chopped. Add the mustard, thyme, rosemary, and brandy (if using) and pulse until finely chopped. With the motor running, drizzle in 2 tablespoons of the oil. Season to taste with salt and pepper.

for serving now Scoop the tapenade into a serving bowl. Spoon over enough additional oil to seal the surface. Refrigerate for 1 hour to let the flavors meld. Covered with plastic wrap in the refrigerator, tapenade keeps for 3 days. Stir in the oil from the surface before serving.

to freeze Spoon the tapenade into one large or three -cup plastic containers, spoon on a thin coating of oil to seal the surface, cover, and freeze.

to defrost and serve Thaw the tapenade in the refrigerator for 8 to 24 hours, depending on the container size. Stir in the surface oil, adjust the seasoning, and spoon the tapenade into a serving bowl or use it as a condiment.


side dish

I sometimes whirl in 3 ounces of drained olive oil-packed light tuna along with the olives when making this tapenade. Do not freeze this version.




cook smart

Fleshy kalamata olives are a good alternative to the black nioise olives, which are not available pitted, traditionally called for in tapenade.






peppered parmesan crisps

This savory shortbread is made with just cheese, flour, and butter, and putting them together takes only 10 minutes. A sprinkling of freshly ground pepper adds a nice kick to the rich Parmesan flavor in these coin-shaped nibbles.


 freeze for up to 6 weeks

 can be doubled

 freeze now, cook later

 feeds a crowd

 elegant for entertaining




Makes 3 dozen

 cup (1 stick) unsalted butter, softened

1 cup shredded Parmesan cheese

 teaspoon freshly ground pepper

Pinch of cayenne pepper

 teaspoon salt

1 cup unbleached all-purpose flour



Preheat the oven to 350F.

In a mixing bowl, work the butter and cheese together using the back of a wooden spoon. Mix in the pepper, cayenne, and salt. Add the flour and stir just until the mixture becomes a soft dough. Pinch off the dough in scant tablespoons and roll between your palms to form 1-inch marbles.

for serving now Flatten each ball of dough shaping it into a -inch-thick round. Place the formed crisps on light-colored baking sheets, spacing them 1 inch apart. Top the crisps with a touch of the pepper.

Bake the crisps for 6 minutes. Reverse the position of the baking sheets, rotate them, and bake 2 to 3 minutes longer, until the crisps are lightly colored around the edges; they will remain pale on top. Transfer the crisps to a wire rack and cool. Peppered Parmesan Crisps keep for 1 week in an airtight container at room temperature.

to freeze Open-freeze the balls of dough, then pack them in a resealable 1-quart plastic freezer bag, or vacuum seal the frozen dough balls.

to defrost and serve Defrost the dough in the refrigerator for 24 hours. (The crisps can be baked as soon as the dough is soft enough to shape, but they will have better texture if the dough sits for 24 hours.)

Flatten the balls of dough between your thumb and flattened fingers, shaping them into -inch-thick rounds. Place the formed crisps on light-colored baking sheets, spacing them 1 inch apart, and top with a light grinding of pepper. Bake as For Serving Now, above.


side dish

Serve Peppered Parmesan Crisps with a dry white wine, Merlot, or medium-dry sherry.




cook smart

Shredded Parmesan cheese gives these rounds a crisp texture, while using powdery grated Parmesan makes them more like a shortbread. If possible, splurge on genuine Parmigiano-Reggiano from Italy.

The drier the butter, the better the result. I recommend Whole Foods 365 brand or Cabots.




roasted pepper and eggplant spread

One taste of this roasted sweet pepper, eggplant, and garlic combo reveals why it is eaten morning, noon, and night in Balkan countries, where it is called ajvar (pronounced EYE-var). Enjoy it as a chunky dip; spread it on bread for bruschetta; or serve it as a condiment with grilled seafood, poultry, or pork.


 freeze for up to 8 weeks

 feeds a crowd




Makes 2 3/4 cups

2 teaspoons plus 3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

2 pounds sweet bell peppers, preferably a combination of red and orange

1 small eggplant, about 1 pound

2 garlic cloves, minced

Salt and freshly ground pepper

1 tablespoon red wine vinegar

Chopped flat leaf parsley, for garnish



Preheat the oven to 450F. Using 2 teaspoons of the oil, coat the baking sheets lightly.

Halve the peppers lengthwise and seed, then arrange the peppers cut side down on 1 of the prepared baking sheets. Place the eggplant on the second baking sheet and prick it all over with a fork. Roast the peppers and eggplant for 30 to 40 minutes, or until their skins are blistered and blackened. The eggplant should be soft but not collapsed. Using tongs, transfer the peppers to a large bowl, cover it with plastic wrap, and then set aside to steam for 20 minutes. Wrap the eggplant in the foil covering the baking sheet and set aside for 30 minutes.

With your fingers, peel the peppers. Cut their flesh into 2-inch chunks, place them in a food processor, and pulse 5 or 6 times to chop coarsely. Scoop the peppers into a mixing bowl. Scoop the flesh from the eggplant into the food processor. Add the garlic, 1 teaspoon salt, and the remaining 3 tablespoons of oil, and whirl to a smooth puree. Add the eggplant puree to the chopped peppers and mix to combine. Mix in the vinegar and season to taste with salt and pepper.

for serving now Let the spread sit for 1 hour at room temperature to allow the flavors to meld. This spread keeps, covered in the refrigerator, for 5 days.

to freeze Spoon the spread into -cup plastic containers and press plastic freezer wrap over the tops before covering, or pack 1 to 1  cups into resealable 1-quart plastic freezer bags. Lay the bags flat and freeze on a baking sheet.

to defrost and serve Defrost on a plate in the refrigerator for 6 to 24 hours, depending on the amount. Or thaw in a bowl of cold water, changing the water every 15 minutes. Adjust the seasoning, including the vinegar, and serve at room temperature.


side dish

Sprinkled with crumbled feta or topped with sliced hard-cooked egg, this spread becomes a light meal.




[image: image]


anytime chicken liver mousse

Chicken livers are inexpensive. Here, pureeing them with butter and herbs transforms them into a positively posh hors doeuvre. The mousse is slightly less silky after freezing, but this is a small trade-off for the convenience.


 freeze for up to 8 weeks

 can be doubled

 feeds a crowd




Makes 1 3/4 cups

1 tablespoon plus  cup (1 stick) unsalted butter, softened

1 tablespoon canola oil

1 pound chicken livers

1/3 cup chopped shallots

 teaspoon dried thyme

1 garlic clove

1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice Salt and freshly ground pepper

 cup clarified butter, melted (see Cook Smart)

Triangles of warm toast



In a medium skillet, melt 1 tablespoon of the butter with the oil over medium heat. Add the chicken livers in 1 layer, then the shallots. Increase the heat to medium-high and cook until the livers are browned on all sides and slightly pink in the center, 10 minutes. Take care not to burn the shallots.

Scrape the contents of the skillet into the bowl of a food processor and whirl until smooth. Add the thyme, garlic, and lemon juice and whirl to combine. Cool the puree almost to room temperature.

Cut the softened butter into 16 pieces and add to the pureed livers. Whirl just until combined, stopping several times to scrape down the sides of the bowl. Season the mousse to taste with salt and pepper.

Pack the mousse into 1 or 2 containers. Rap the containers sharply on the counter to eliminate air bubbles. Smooth the top of the mousse with the back of a spoon. Spoon the clarified butter over the mousse to seal it. Cover tightly and refrigerate the mousse overnight to allow the flavors to meld. Before serving, let the mousse sit out for 20 minutes. Mix in the butter covering the top, then spoon the mousse into a serving bowl. Surround with toast triangles.

to freeze Transfer the containers of chilled mousse to the freezer.

to defrost and serve Defrost the mousse in the refrigerator for 12 to 18 hours, depending on the amount. Before serving, let the mousse sit out for 20 minutes. Mix in the butter covering the top, then spoon the mousse into a serving bowl. Surround with toast triangles and serve immediately.


cook smart

To clarify butter, melt it in a small, heavy saucepan over medium-low heat until the white solids fall to the bottom of the pan and turn dark brown, 15 to 20 minutes. Be sure to keep the heat low so the butter does not burn. Strain the clarified butter through a sieve lined with cheesecloth or a paper towel into a heatproof jar. Tightly covered, clarified butter keeps in the refrigerator for up to 6 months.




spanakopita with mixed greens and feta

Once you taste these flaky phyllo rolls, you may always want to make them this way. A Greek friend gave me the recipe, which, along with spinach, uses arugula and broccoli raab because this trio tastes like the wild greens her family gathers. (See Cook Smart to use spinach alone.) I like these neat rolls even better baked after freezing than freshly made.


 freeze for up to 8 weeks

 can be doubled

 freeze now, cook later

 no defrosting




Makes 8 pieces

1 bag (5 ounces) wild or baby arugula

1 bag (10 ounces) spinach, stems removed

1 pound broccoli raab, coarse stems removed

8 tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter

3/4 cup finely chopped onion

1 garlic clove

1 medium leek, white part only, halved lengthwise and sliced

8 ounces feta cheese, crumbled

 teaspoon freshly ground nutmeg

1/8 teaspoon freshly ground pepper

1 large egg

12 sheets (12 inches x 17 inches) phyllo dough



Bring a large pot of water to a boil. Add the arugula and cook for 30 seconds, just until it is wilted and bright green, then remove to a colander using a slotted spoon. Run cold water over the arugula to stop the cooking, then drain well. Add the spinach to the same water and cook until tender, 3 minutes. Add to the arugula then cool. Cook the broccoli raab in the same water for 5 minutes, or until tender. Add to the other greens and cool. (If using only spinach, you may have to cook it in 2 batches.) A handful at a time, squeeze as much moisture from the greens as possible. Chop them coarsely, place in a mixing bowl, and set aside.

Melt 1 tablespoon of the butter in a medium skillet over medium heat. Add the onion, garlic, and leek. Increase the heat to medium-high and cook until the onion and leek are tender but not colored, 5 minutes, stirring often. Pour into the mixing bowl with the greens, along with the cheese, nutmeg, pepper, and egg, and mix with a fork until the filling is well combined.

Melt the remaining 7 tablespoons butter in the microwave or a small pot over medium-low heat. Halve the phyllo sheets crosswise and stack them together. Place on a dish towel and cover with wrung-out paper towels. One sheet at a time, place the phyllo on your work surface with the short side toward you. Brush the phyllo lightly with melted butter, starting around the edges and brushing toward the center. Top with a second sheet and brush with butter, then repeat, adding

2 more sheets of phyllo. Spoon one-eighth of the filling across the edge closest to you, starting 2 inches above the bottom. Flatten the filling into a rectangle, leaving 1  inches of dough exposed on either side. Lift up the bottom edge of the phyllo over the filling, fold in the sides, and roll away from you to enclose the filling, keeping the sides tucked in. The rolled pocket should resemble a wide, flattened egg roll. Brush the top and sides liberally with melted butter. Use the remaining phyllo and filling to make 7 more rolls.

for serving now Preheat the oven to 375F.

Line a light-colored baking sheet with baking parchment paper.

Arrange the phyllo rolls on the prepared baking sheet and bake for 30 to 40 minutes, until the phyllo is deep golden brown. Cool on the baking sheet for 10 minutes, then use a wide pancake turner to transfer the rolls to a wire rack. Serve warm.

to freeze Wrap the unbaked rolls individually in plastic freezer wrap, then package in pairs in heavy-duty foil. Refrigerate on a plate until chilled, 6 to 12 hours. Transfer the chilled rolls to the freezer. If desired, store the frozen spanakopita together in a resealable plastic freezer bag.

to defrost and serve Preheat the oven to 375F.

Line a light-colored baking sheet with baking parchment paper. Unwrap the frozen rolls and place on the baking sheet.

Bake for 30 to 40 minutes, until the phyllo is deep golden brown. Cool on the baking sheet for 10 minutes, then use a wide pancake turner to transfer the rolls to a wire rack. Serve warm.

To bake 1 or 2 of the rolls, a toaster oven works well.


side dish

For a light meal, serve 1 or 2 of these rolls with a bowl of Tastes as Good as Canned Tomato Soup (page 52) or Arlenes Gazpacho (page 45).




cook smart

To use only spinach for the filling, use 2 more 10-ounce bags to replace the arugula and broccoli raab.

To get the greens as dry as possible, I squeeze them twice.




[image: image]


steamed vegetable dumplings, sichuan-style

I find pleating and stuffing these plump half-moons pleasantly meditative. Steaming turns them into translucent gems that burst with the flavors of shiitake mushrooms and sweet napa cabbage, especially if you use Japanese gyoza wrappers, which are thinner than those made for Chinese pot stickers. These dumplings are perfect served with Sesame-Soy Dipping Sauce.


 freeze for up to 4 weeks

 can be doubled

 no defrosting

 freeze now, cook later




Makes 20 dumplings, 4 servings

1 large or 2 medium dried shiitake or Chinese black mushrooms (see Cook Smart)

1 small carrot, peeled and finely shredded

1 cup finely chopped napa cabbage or bok choy, including some of the leafy part

1 scallion, green and white parts, thinly sliced

1 tablespoon soy sauce

1 teaspoon sugar

 teaspoon salt

 teaspoon freshly ground pepper

1 teaspoon toasted sesame oil

20 round gyoza or pot sticker wrappers

1-2 large romaine leaves



Cover the mushrooms with hot water and soak until soft, 20 to 30 minutes. Remove the stems, squeeze the mushrooms dry, and chop finely. Place the chopped mushrooms in a mixing bowl. Save the soaking water in the refrigerator or freezer to use for flavoring a soup or stir-fry.

Place the carrot in a square of cheesecloth and squeeze dry, then add it to the mushrooms. Mix in the cabbage or bok choy, scallion, soy sauce, sugar, salt, and pepper. Then mix in the sesame oil.

Place a stack of the dumpling wrappers on a dish towel and cover with a paper towel that has been moistened and wrung out. Place a wrapper in the palm of 1 hand. Moisten the first 2 fingers of your other hand with water and wet a -inch ring around the edge of the wrapper. Pinch the edge of the wrapper to make a -inch pleat, then make 2 more pleats, spacing them -inch apart on 1 side of the dumpling wrapper; the pleated wrapper will be cupped into a little bowl. Spoon a heaping teaspoon of filling into the center of the wrapper and bring the side opposite the pleats up to close the dumpling. Press the moistened edges together firmly, flattening the pleats and sealing the dumpling into a half-moon with a flat bottom. Stand the dumpling on a plate. Repeat, making 20 dumplings.

for serving now Set a steamer rack in a large saucepan or deep skillet with a tight-fitting cover. Pour in water to just below the rack. Tear the romaine leaves to fit and arrange them to line the steamer. Cover the pan and bring the water to a boil. Add as many dumplings as desired. Cover tightly and steam until the dumplings are translucent and tender, about 15 minutes. Serve with Sesame-Soy Dipping Sauce.

to freeze Open-freeze the uncooked dumplings on a baking sheet covered with wax paper. Store the frozen dumplings in resealable 1-quart plastic freezer bags.

to serve Do not defrost the dumplings before steaming.

Set a steamer rack in a large saucepan or a deep skillet with a tight-fitting cover. Pour in water to just below the rack. Tear the romaine leaves to fit and arrange them to












sesame-soy dipping sauce
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