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Life is too short not to eat dessert.

In fact, dessert is often the very first part of the meal I eat. Rather than putting off the best part, why not start there?

After seeing me with a long spoon plunged deep into a dish of ice cream cloaked in chocolate sauce, people often ask, “How do you stay so skinny?” Well, enjoying life’s sweeter side doesn’t have to mean tipping the scales. And looking good needn’t mean a life of dry toast and cottage cheese. At five foot nine, I may have a little extra leeway, but, believe me, I eat plenty of dessert. After all, I’m inventing and preparing them constantly.

I am selective about the ingredients I use, eat sweets in moderation, and get plenty of exercise. In this book, I’ll show you how to make dessert a guilt-free part of your life. As a professional pastry chef, I share some of my favorite recipes, giving you the skinny on how to start baking smart.

I will teach you how to substitute fat with ingredients that add texture and flavor so you won’t feel deprived. Although these desserts contain less fat, they are still rich and satisfying. From simple techniques to clever kitchen tricks, Sweet & Skinny offers a path to eating healthier and baking simpler by lowering fat and cooking smart, with everything in moderation. In fact, you and your guests most likely won’t notice that these desserts have less fat, fewer calories, and in some cases no sugar. You can enjoy everything from favorite childhood treats to contemporary dinner party desserts without guilt.

What could a pastry chef possibly know about healthy eating? Working in restaurant kitchens, I had to learn how to balance the fat, manage portion size, and maintain a healthy lifestyle. But my life lessons started even before I went to culinary school. Growing up, I was not a size two cheerleader. I loved to cook, and, even more, to eat! Eventually I learned to seek out ways to increase flavor and create healthier and lighter recipes, which led to a healthier and lighter me.

Later, working in popular San Francisco restaurants like The Slanted Door and Rubicon, I was making the typically rich desserts expected by restaurant patrons. By that time, I was slim and wanted to stay that way. How did I do it? By doing my B.E.S.T.—BALANCED diet, EXERCISE, SMALLER portions, and TIME to commit to these three things every day. For me, swimming competitively has been a big help. But with this book as your guide, you don’t have to be an athlete to enjoy tempting desserts and still be your healthy B.E.S.T. It is this same philosophy that keeps me in tip-top shape for culinary competitions, like Top Chef and Food Network Challenge!

Baking the Sweet & Skinny way has opened doors for me, with Food & Wine magazine, Macy’s, and others asking me to create reduced-fat recipes for culinary events. They wanted in on my secrets. Now, I share those secrets with you so that, with a little thought and commitment, but without deprivation, you can do this, too.

keys to sweet & skinny desserts

Desserts rely on some specific scientific principles that help you to turn out moist and tender cakes, fudgy brownies, creamy custards, proudly puffed soufflés, and flaky pie crusts that crackle as you bite into them. I have developed tricks that bend the basic rules and ratios of baking and pastry-making so you can cut the fat and calories and still get it right. Here are my guiding principles:

Start with quality ingredients. As in all cooking, your desserts are only as strong as their foundation. For ingredients that contribute a lot of flavor, it’s especially worth going out of your way, or sometimes spending a little more, for the best quality. Buy fruit from a farmers’ market or a good produce store, for example. In The Sweet & Skinny Pantry, I share my favorite ingredients and tools for stocking your kitchen.

Look for good alternatives. In some cases, a lower-fat ingredient may be substituted for a higher-fat one without compromising flavor or texture. For example, while reduced-fat cream cheese has about 30 percent of the fat in full-fat cream cheese, and about 25 percent of the fat and calories in butter, it performs equally well when appropriately substituted in many recipes.

Learn the right technique. Technique contributes to both texture and flavor in desserts. In The Sweet & Skinny Pantry and throughout the book, I share tips and techniques to ensure that your whipping, folding, and melting work perfectly. Mastering these basic skills will make cooking a joy.

Create contrast with texture. Contrast excites the palate. Think of a silky custard with a crunchy cookie topping, or hot chocolate topped with cool whipped cream. Some of my favorite tricks for adding texture are using crushed cookies and coarse sugars, and topping warm desserts with something cold.

Find the balance point. Balance is always important in cooking, but it is especially so when reducing sugar and fat. The primary balancing flavors in desserts are the same ones used in cooking: sweet, salty, acid (sour ingredients such as lemon and citrus), and bitter (think of coffee or dark chocolate). In this book, I explain flavor combinations and tell you how and why I’ve used certain ingredients to balance a dish.

Boost flavor with herbs and spices. Herbs and spices aren’t just for the savory side of the kitchen. A bright bunch of fresh basil, a sweet spice blend, or a flavorful vanilla bean boosts the flavor and intensity of many of my favorite desserts.

Offer tempting presentations. First impressions are the most lasting ones. With the right presentation, your guests’ mouths will be watering before they’ve even taken a bite. The photographs and simple tips here will help you to serve desserts that are as beautiful as they are delicious.

Reduce calories and fat. Calorie and fat information is included in each recipe to help you find desserts that meet your needs. This information is calculated using USDA standards and commonly available ingredient brands. Where there is a range of serving sizes, the larger number of servings is used to calculate the nutrition information. Where an ingredient indicates a quantity range, the smaller amount is used. Where two alternative ingredients are listed, the first is used. Where a brand name is suggested on the ingredient list, that’s the one used in the calculation. Optional ingredients are not figured in.

Plan ahead. Look for Make Ahead! notes on many of the recipes to help you prepare all or part of the desserts in advance. Getting part of a recipe ready a day or two before helps make entertaining as easy as pie.

Sweet & Skinny provides you with everything you need to create desserts that will satisfy your cravings without threatening your waistline. So, what are you waiting for? Throw on an apron and start cooking Sweet & Skinny!

the sweet & skinny pantry

Baking the Sweet & Skinny way requires some special attention to ingredients, techniques, and equipment. In this section, I share the essentials for stocking your pantry to ensure that your desserts taste fantastic, without a hint of compromise. At the end of the book, you’ll find a resource list to help you find some of my favorite ingredients and equipment.

IMPORTANT INGREDIENTS

With some products, texture, taste, and other qualities vary greatly from brand to brand. Throughout this book, I let you know when I have found that a particular brand makes a difference. These are my favorite ingredients for making desserts that work the first time and every time.

Sugar-free sweeteners. I have included a sugar-free alternative for selected recipes, using Truvía. Made from rebiana, the best-tasting part of the stevia plant, Truvía is the sugar-free sweetener that most closely replicates the taste and texture of granulated sugar, making it easy to use as a substitution. After working extensively with Truvía, I liked it well enough to become a spokesperson for the brand. It is widely available in supermarkets, packaged in boxes of individual packets and loose in jars. In most cases, you will be able to follow the recipe exactly as it is written, simply substituting the Truvía for the sugar. Where the method differs, alternative instructions are included.

Other sugar-free sweeteners may behave differently when mixing, heating, or baking, so you may need to experiment to get it right. A granulated rather than powdered or liquid product generally works best for baking.

Cream cheese. One of my favorite Sweet & Skinny tricks is replacing all or part of the butter in a recipe with reduced-fat cream cheese, also called neufchâtel. Dense cream cheeses work best to replicate butter’s texture. The one I prefer, for both its flavor and its texture, is Kraft’s Philadelphia brand reduced-fat cream cheese. Avoid brands that feel wet or gummy when you unwrap them; they often produce unsatisfactory results, particularly in pie crusts and shortcakes.

Greek-style yogurt. Yogurt is a great substitute for oil or butter in cakes. I prefer Greek-style yogurt for its thick texture and typically mild flavor. Thinner yogurts can affect the texture of desserts by adding too much liquid, and brands with a strong, tart flavor can overwhelm the dessert rather than contributing a pleasant subtle tang. There are many excellent brands of Greek-style yogurt on the market. My favorite is Fage (fah-yeh).

Chocolate. As a professional pastry chef, I have used Guittard chocolate for many years. Now widely available in supermarkets, Guittard semisweet chocolate chips have a rich chocolate flavor and are not as sweet as some others. But taste is personal, and if you prefer another brand, it should work equally well in these recipes.

Shortening. This solid form of vegetable oil has gotten a bad name because it is frequently hydrogenated, resulting in trans fats that have been linked to heart disease. Non-hydrogenated shortening, however, does not contain trans fats and so is a healthier choice. Shortening can help to create crumbly cookies and flaky pie crusts that may fool you into thinking they are loaded with butter. My preferred brand is the widely distributed Spectrum Organics Shortening, made from 100 percent organic expeller-pressed palm oil; it is not hydrogenated and is free of trans fats.

Oil. While the recipes calling for vegetable oil may be made successfully with canola oil or another mild-flavored vegetable oil, I tested them using Smart Balance Omega Cooking Oil. This blend of canola, soy, and olive oils provides 1,140 mg of omega-3 fatty acids per serving. It won’t alter the recipe outcome if you choose another vegetable oil, but I have had good results with this one, and I like the added nutrition.
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For recipes calling for olive oil, I prefer one that tastes of olives without being so strong that it overpowers the flavor of the dessert. I like Mezzetta extra virgin olive oil, but tastes vary and you should choose one with a flavor you like.

Butter. I prefer European-style butters, which contain less moisture than ordinary butter, thus improving the texture of desserts made with them. While these butters typically have a higher percentage of fat (82 percent or more compared to 80 percent in standard butters), for many of them, the difference is not great enough to affect the calories and fat per tablespoon. Because they deliver more buttery flavor, you can save on fat by using a little less. I prefer the flavor of Plugrá and Kerrygold brand butters, but I encourage you to taste the ones available in your area and choose one you like. Using Browned Butter is one of my favorite tricks for enhancing butter’s nutty flavor while using less of it, cutting back on fat.

Egg whites. You may notice that whipped egg whites are the key to reducing the fat in many of the cakes in this book. But did you know that egg whites create more volume when they are a couple of weeks old? The proteins in the eggs begin to relax over time. So save those fresh farmers’ market eggs for omelets and use ones that have been in the fridge for a while for whipping up meringues.

Gelatin. Gelatin helps to create and hold texture in lower-fat desserts. It serves to stabilize and firm up many of the toppings, mousses, and puddings in this book, allowing you to use less fat but still have rich, creamy flavor and texture.

Spices. Cinnamon, nutmeg, ginger, star anise, and other spices allow you to make flavorful desserts with less fat. Sample spices to learn which varieties and growing regions suit your taste.

Vanilla beans. Whenever possible, I prefer to use vanilla beans rather than vanilla extract for their pure, intense vanilla flavor. This is especially important in reduced-fat desserts, where flavor is key. I have found that supermarket vanilla beans are often expensive and inconsistent in quality. I purchase my beans in quantity from Top Vanilla (see Sources & Resources). Because the beans can easily dry out, I pack about ten of them into a glass jar that’s just large enough to hold them and fill it with vodka to cover the beans. Stored in a cool, dark cupboard, they will remain plump and moist for years. As a bonus, after about two months, the infused vodka can be used as a homemade vanilla extract.

Agave nectar. This sweetener, made from the agave plant (the same one that is used to make tequila), is a great way to add sweetness without using granulated or other sugars. Because it is a syrup, it dissolves easily without heating. Some studies have shown agave nectar to have a lower glycemic index than some other sugars; however, agave nectars each have their own composition, so if this is of concern to you, you might wish to do your own research.

MUST-HAVE TOOLS

These favorite kitchen gadgets make baking a breeze!

Baking mats. I prefer reusable silicone baking mats to parchment paper, which must be discarded after one use. With baking mats, you needn’t worry about cutting paper to size or greasing baking sheets. Baked items and candies won’t stick, and the mats are easy to clean and easier on the environment. Silpat is the best-known brand.

Graters. I use Microplane brand graters for many tasks. The fine zester is perfect for removing the outer zest from citrus, and also works well for finely grating everything from beets to fresh ginger.
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Kitchen torch. To caramelize the top of a dessert, I always reach for my torch rather than heating the broiler. It’s more energy efficient, and it’s a lot more fun. This is one case where you are allowed to play with fire! Look for small kitchen torches in cookware stores, or the less glamorous but more powerful (and often less expensive) propane torches in hardware stores.

Mixer. Because many of the recipes in this book rely on egg whites to do the heavy lifting in place of fat, they often require long mixing times, or mixing while slowly adding ingredients such as sugar and hot syrup. A standing mixer is the perfect tool for the job because you can leave it running, freeing up your hands to add ingredients or handle other tasks. Standing mixers typically come with both a paddle attachment, meant for creaming butter and similar actions, and a whisk attachment, for whipping air into egg whites, cream, and other ingredients. In most cases, a handheld electric mixer also works well, if a bit less conveniently. Some handheld mixers offer a choice of attachments; if yours doesn’t, the standard beaters will do just fine.

Baking pans. I keep a variety of pans on hand in many sizes, with both regular and nonstick finishes. A springform pan is invaluable for easily releasing the cake from the pan, allowing you to unmold the cake without having to invert it twice to land it right-side-up. Muffin pans are perfect for cupcakes and other individual desserts.

Spatulas. Rubber and silicone spatulas are great for stirring sauces and folding ingredients into a batter. Heat-resistant spatulas are the most versatile, as they can be used in pans while cooking over high temperatures. For frosting cakes, spreading batter into pans, and similar tasks, you will want a metal spatula. I find offset spatulas, with their handles set off at an angle from the long blades, indispensable in the kitchen.

TIPS & TRICKS

The following tips and tricks, learned over my many years as a chef, will help you not only in preparing the recipes in this book but also in your everyday cooking and baking.

Baking crusts blind. To bake a crust blind is to bake it on its own before it is filled, a technique often used for custard and other pies. Without the filling to hold it in place, the crust may slump into the pan or may puff up in spots while it is baking. To avoid both of these outcomes, fill the unbaked pie shell with pie weights or dried beans, such as pintos. Beans used as pie weights can be stored and reused. I store mine in a mason jar on the kitchen counter, and they have lasted just as long as my pie weights but cost me half as much.

Bringing eggs to room temperature. Many times, having eggs at room temperature helps them to whip to greater volume. To quickly warm refrigerated eggs, gently put them into a bowl and fill the bowl with hot tap water. Let them sit for just a minute and your eggs will be at room temperature.

Cutting cakes. To easily cut a cake into two layers, take a tip from Linda Carucci, Chef Director of the International Culinary School at the Art Institute of California–San Francisco: Put the completely cooled cake on a stand and wrap a long piece of dental floss around it, holding it against the cake in the center of the back side. Exchange the ends of the floss in your two hands so that they cross in front of you. Now, pull the two ends of the floss firmly away from each other to draw the floss through the cake, cutting it into two even layers.
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Folding egg whites into dense batters. When mixing together a light egg white meringue and a dense batter, folding can help you to combine the two without breaking down all of the air bubbles you worked so hard to create when you whipped the whites. Here’s the technique I like best: Stir about 10 percent of the meringue into the denser mixture to lighten the dense mass. Using a rubber spatula, pile the remaining meringue on top of the dense batter. Plunge the spatula through the mixture to the bottom of the bowl, then scrape along the bottom, lifting and turning it up and over. Continue this folding motion until the mixture is combined. Occasionally as you fold, run the spatula lightly over the surface of the batter in a zigzag motion to reveal any hidden blocks of meringue that are not yet folded in. To avoid deflating the whites any more than needed, stop folding as soon as the mixture is no longer streaky.

Making custards. I avoid cooking custards on the stovetop unless I wish to infuse the liquid with aromatic ingredients, which is facilitated by warming. When working at Rubicon restaurant in San Francisco, I learned that custards cook perfectly well in the oven, and in fact have a silkier texture than those in which the milk and eggs have been precooked on the stovetop.
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    From top left, clockwise: soft peak, medium peak, overbeaten, firm peak
  
    
    Making meringue. Whipping egg whites to the correct consistency is the key to recipes that include a meringue. By lifting the beaters, you can easily judge how much air has been incorporated into the meringue. Meringue beaten to a soft peak should be loose and barely able to hold a curl. For medium peaks, the soft curls of meringue should look like soft-serve ice cream. Meringue beaten to a firm peak should stand straight up in a point at the end of the beater. Take care not to mix beyond firm peaks, as the mixture will become dry, with the consistency of Styrofoam, making it difficult to fold into the batter.

Melting chocolate in a microwave oven. The trick to any chocolate-melting technique is to melt the chocolate until it is completely smooth without allowing it to scorch. Chop the chocolate into medium pieces and put it into a microwave-safe bowl. Heat for 20 to 30 seconds at a time, stirring each time, until the chocolate is smooth.

Mise en place. This French kitchen term means “everything in its place,” and it is the holy grail of the restaurant industry. By setting up all of your measured and prepared ingredients before starting to mix them, you can work more efficiently and are less likely to miss a step or forget an ingredient. So, before you put on that apron, get out those mixing bowls and measuring cups, and prepare your mise en place!

Toasting nuts. Toast nuts on a rimmed baking sheet in a preheated 350°F oven for 7 to 10 minutes, until you begin to smell their aroma

Finally, always read through the complete recipe before you begin. And as you cook, look at both cooking times and alternative indicators. Oven temperatures and stovetop heat may vary, which means that cooking and baking times may be a few minutes shorter or longer than indicated in the recipe. Where there is a time range, begin checking at the earliest time and continue only until done as indicated in the recipe.


[image: ]

BROWNED BUTTER

QUICK GRAHAM CRACKER CRUST

CREAM CHEESE PIE CRUST

SHORTBREAD COOKIE CRUST

GRAHAM CRACKER PIE CRUST

CARAMEL SAUCE

SIMPLE FUDGE SAUCE

CRÈME ANGLAISE

LUSCIOUS WHIPPED TOPPING

QUICK SOUR CREAM WHIPPED TOPPING

VANILLA ICE CREAM

SUGAR-FREE SPONGE CAKE




With just a few baking and pastry building blocks, you have the foundation for a variety of Sweet & Skinny desserts. From flaky pie crust, to tender sugar-free cakes, to creamy sauces and fluffy toppings, these essential elements are used throughout this book. But please don’t stop with the recipes included here. These sweet foundations can help you to expand your repertoire by substituting Sweet & Skinny crusts, toppings, and sauces in all of your favorite recipes. This chapter gives you the tools to create your own sweet treats the Sweet & Skinny way.




Browned Butter

MAKES APPROXIMATELY 1 CUP

PER SERVING (1 TABLESPOON): 100 CALORIES, 11 GRAMS FAT

Also known by its French name, beurre noisette, browned butter is made by heating butter until all of its moisture evaporates and the milk solids begin to brown. It’s a great trick to have up your sleeve for low-fat baking because it boosts the butter’s flavor, making it nutty and complex. This allows you to use less fat and still have plenty of rich, buttery flavor. I make browned butter a cup or more at a time so I always have some on hand.

“Softened” browned butter, called for in some recipes, will have a slightly softer consistency than softened butter.




1 cup (2 sticks) unsalted butter, cut into ½-inch-thick
















Quick Graham Cracker Crust




















Cream Cheese Pie Crust




































Shortbread Cookie Crust


































Graham Cracker Pie Crust
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Simple Fudge Sauce






















Crème Anglaise


























Luscious Whipped Topping


























Quick Sour Cream Whipped Topping





















Vanilla Ice Cream





























Sugar-Free Sponge Cake
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