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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’ve read The Safeguarded Heart Series, you’ve probably figured out that I love food, Italian especially. It started with my family, having grown up with an Italian grandmother, amongst other family members, that instilled that love of food in me. My mother is a good cook too, but once I was out on my own I really fell in love with cooking for myself.

      When I finished graduate school I treated myself to a trip to Italy. Part of that trip included a one-week cooking class in Tuscany through the Tuscan Women Cook program, which I highly recommend. For one week, I stayed in a small hotel in the gorgeous hilltop town of Montefollonico. Every morning we would receive a cooking lesson from a local restaurateur or the little old ladies that lived in the village and cooked at the hotel. We would eat what we made for lunch, then the afternoons would be filled with sightseeing, shopping, or cheese/wine tasting. Dinners were spent in restaurants scattered across Tuscany where we would spend the entire evening eating, drinking, and chatting. In one word, it was heaven. I learned to make pasta the Italian way. That their zucchini produced gorgeous, edible, delectable flowers. That nothing is better than the heavy fragrance of basil wafting through the air on a hot, sunbaked Tuscan summer afternoon.

      In all, on that first visit I spent nearly a month exploring the country, often eating gelato twice a day, in addition to the bevy of other succulent dishes I sampled. Somehow, I still lost weight on that trip, though it might’ve been the ten or so miles I’d walk each day once I got to Rome. In any case, I was changed forever. I now knew what real Italian food tasted like.

      That’s not to diminish other Italian cuisines. Born and partially raised in New York, their Italian-American dishes are a powerhouse in their own right. And having also lived in California for many years, it also has its own spin on Italian favorites, which capture the best of the west coast with the decadence of Italy. My own cooking style has been vastly influenced by all three, and almost everything I cook ends up with Italian flavors.

      While I’m no professional chef, I did hear from a number of readers that they drooled over the Italian dinner scene in the first book, so I figured I’d share those recipes. Because they’re dishes I’ve actually made. And while I’m at it, I’ll be sharing a few other dishes I love. Some are family dishes, some from Italian chefs I’ve picked up and made my own. Every single recipe is one I’ve tested and modified to my tastes over the years.

      I’m also no professional cookbook writer but I’ll do my best to lay everything out as best I can. In most cases these are simple, delicious meals that don’t take all day to prepare. Because as much as I like to cook, I like to eat more, and I’m too impatient to wait that long. Either way, I hope you enjoy these recipes. From my kitchen, my heart, to yours.
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        “Recipes don’t work unless you use your heart! “

        —Dylan Jones
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        ‎ “All sorrows are less with bread.”

        —Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOCACCIA

          

        

      

    

    
      This deliciously dense and chewy bread is as versatile as it is tasty. It can be snacked on by dipping it in olive oil mixed with herbs or balsamic vinegar, it can be served with antipasti, it can be used as bread for paninis, or it can simply be served alongside a meal.

      And while this is a basic recipe, it can also be dressed up to taste before baking by adding a light sprinkle of olives, onions, peppers, tomatoes, parmesan, or herbs such as thyme, rosemary, or sage. And though it has two rise cycles, it’s exceedingly simple to make.

      

      Ingredients

      1-1/3 cups warm water

      1 envelope active dry yeast

      3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

      3 1/2 cups all-purpose flour

      2 teaspoons salt

      

      Directions

      Combine water, yeast, and oil in a large bowl. Stir in flour and salt (can be done by hand or mixer). Once the dough comes together in a ball, knead it until it’s smooth and elastic, about five minutes.

      Put the dough into a lightly oiled bowl and cover with a damp cloth. Let rise until doubled, about an hour and a half.

      Lightly oil a 9” x 13” pan. Press the dough into the pan until it’s an even, flat layer. Cover with a damp cloth and let rise until doubled, about an hour and a half.

      Preheat the oven to 425 degrees F. Dimple the dough with your (clean) finger every couple of inches, drizzle with olive oil, and sprinkle with salt.

      Bake until golden brown, about 25 minutes. Number of servings varies by purpose, but generally makes about six servings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BRUSCHETTA

          

        

      

    

    
      Another simple recipe, this one actually does better with day-old bread, though the tomatoes should be top-notch for best flavor.

      

      Ingredients

      1 baguette

      2 lbs tomatoes

      4 garlic cloves

      Extra-virgin olive oil to taste

      Salt and pepper to taste

      

      Directions

      Slice bread and lightly grill on one side. Peel garlic and slice off one end. Rub garlic over the surface of the bread. Dice tomatoes and drizzle with olive oil. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Toss to coat. Top the bread with the tomato when ready to eat. Serves 6-8.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INSALATA CAPRESE

          

        

      

    

    
      Salad of Capri, in tricolore, the three colors of Italy. Served in the Italian dinner scene in The Safeguarded Heart, it’s usually an antipasto. The ingredients are simple, but because of that the better quality the ingredients, the better the taste.

      

      Ingredients

      4 large vine-ripened tomatoes

      1 lb fresh mozzarella loaf, drained

      1/4 cup fresh basil leaves

      Extra-virgin olive oil to taste

      Salt and pepper to taste

      

      Directions

      Slice the tomatoes and mozzarella in 1/4” thick slices. Arrange the tomato, mozzarella, and basil on a plate alternating and overlapping. Drizzle with olive oil and sprinkle with salt and pepper. Makes 4-6 servings.
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