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			From left to right: Spicy Italian Sausage Crostini with Onion Jam this page, Three-Meat Mini Meatballs this page, Herby Pecorino Arancini this page

		

		Antipasti are little finger foods or bites that traditionally signal the start of an Italian meal. They can often be as simple as dishes of artichoke hearts, charred peppers, roasted grapes, or olives with herbs, with slices of bread to put everything on. Some of the dishes in this chapter are designed to be more an Italian American version of a first course, so you can vary what you serve and cook. Of course, for the simplest antipasti, a platter of cured meats and cheeses can be the greatest opener to any meal, and Italy has the best of both. (Sorry, France.)

		Spicy Italian Sausage Crostini

		with Onion Jam
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		Makes 16 toasts

		Spicy Italian pork sausage has so much built-in flavor that it will make your snack taste like you cooked all day. I think it’s a total umami bomb where the flavors of the meat and spices collide with the bread, making it addictive. Here I pair the sausage, tomatoes, and peppers with the sweet notes of onions and put it all on crunchy toast. The idea is to get the sausage grease into the mix so that no bit of flavor is left behind—I even toast the bread in the sausage drippings. This bite is great with a cold beer, dry sparkling wine, or non-alcoholic cider to cool the spice…make the jam ahead of time and keep in the fridge.

		
			Onion Jam

			2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			2 medium yellow onions, halved and thinly sliced

			2 teaspoons sugar

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar

			Crostini

			5 medium (3 to 4 ounces each) spicy Italian pork sausages

			3 to 4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			16 fresh sage leaves (or more, for serving)

			1 medium baguette, cut into 16 (½-inch-thick) rounds

			Kosher salt

		

		Make the Onion Jam: Heat a large skillet over medium heat. When the pan is good and hot, add the oil, then the onions and sugar. Season with salt and pepper and cook over medium heat, stirring occasionally, until they become tender, 15 to 20 minutes. Stir in the vinegar.

		Cook the Sausage: Line a plate with a double layer of paper towels. On a flat surface, use a sharp knife to cut each sausage into five even rounds. If the meat loosens at all, place the sausage round on the board and flatten gently. Heat a large skillet over high heat and add 1 tablespoon of the olive oil. When the oil begins to smoke lightly, add half of the sausage in a single layer and brown on the first sides, 2 to 3 minutes. Use a metal spatula to flip them and brown on the second sides, another 3 to 4 minutes. Remove the sausage and drain on the towel. Add the sage leaves to the skillet and crisp them in the sausage grease until they turn dark green, 1 to 2 minutes per side, then remove and drain with the sausage. Repeat to brown the remaining sausage.

		Brown the Bread: Heat 2 tablespoons olive oil in the same skillet over medium heat. When it begins to smoke lightly, add the baguette rounds in a single layer (work in batches and add more oil if needed) and brown carefully on both sides, 5 to 6 minutes total. Remove from the pan and arrange on a serving platter.

		Assemble and Serve: Sprinkle the bread with a pinch of salt and spoon an even layer of the onion jam over each. Top with one to two pieces of the sausage and one sage leaf. If you made extra fried sage leaves, put some on the bottom of a large platter for decoration, then set the toasts on top.

		Roasted Garlic Toasts
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		Makes 16 to 20 toasts

		Splitting and roasting whole heads of garlic makes the garlic tender, mellow, and absolutely delicious. Scoop the roasted garlic cloves out of their little homes using a small spoon or tip of a paring knife, then sprinkle with Maldon salt and eat them as is (they taste sweet like candy). Or take it one step further and pan-fry the roasted cloves in hot oil so they develop a crispy exterior but are still tender and sweet inside. For these toasts, I do both. The best thing you can add to the garlic? It’s garlic powder, which adds that special pizzeria flavor that makes this toast so crave-able and such a great meal opener that only makes you hungrier…

		
			4 large heads of garlic, halved horizontally through the middle

			7 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			Maldon salt

			3 teaspoons garlic powder

			1 medium baguette, cut into 16 to 20 (½-inch) rounds

			1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar

			2 teaspoons honey

		

		Preheat the oven to 350°F.

		Roast the Garlic: Arrange the garlic bottoms in a single layer on a sheet of tinfoil large enough to fold back over the garlic. Drizzle with 4 tablespoons of the olive oil and sprinkle with salt. Top with the other halves so they look like four heads of whole garlic. Fold the foil over the garlic, press tightly around the heads, and crimp the edges to seal. Place the foil package in the oven and bake until the garlic is completely tender when pierced with the tip of a knife, about 1 hour. Carefully open the foil and cool slightly.

		Crisp Half of the Garlic: Once the garlic is cool enough to handle, use a small spoon or paring knife to scoop out the garlic cloves from the skins. Heat a medium skillet over medium heat. Add 1 tablespoon of the olive oil. When the oil begins to smoke lightly, remove the pan from the heat and sprinkle about half of the cloves into the oil in a single layer. Return the pan to the heat, shut off the heat, and cook the garlic in the residual heat, turning the cloves so they don’t become overly brown. You want a crisp exterior that’s light to golden brown, which should take 1 to 2 minutes. Remove the cloves as they become light brown. The smaller ones will cook more quickly. Season with salt and 1½ teaspoons of the garlic powder and set aside.

		Brown the Bread: In the same skillet, heat the remaining 2 tablespoons olive oil over medium heat. When it begins to smoke lightly, add the baguette rounds in a single layer (working in batches if needed and adding more oil if the pan becomes dry) and brown for 2 to 3 minutes on each side. Remove from the pan and arrange directly on a serving platter.

		Assemble and Serve: In a medium bowl, gently crush the remaining roasted garlic cloves with the back of a spoon. Season with salt and add the remaining 1½ teaspoons garlic powder, the balsamic vinegar, and honey. Sprinkle the bread with a pinch of salt, spoon an even layer of the garlic mix over each, and top with the crisped garlic cloves.

		My Favorite Salami & Cheese Boards
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		It’s no secret that I am all about Di Palo’s on Grand Street in Manhattan’s Little Italy, my original Italian ingredient mecca from childhood. Whether you shop at Eataly or any Italian specialty grocer, you must source the best ingredients possible for a charcuterie and cheese moment. What I serve on that board is forever evolving and changing…

		I have many friends who don’t eat meat and so I now make two boards, one with the cheese and condiments and the other with the meat—and the two never mix.

		My Trifecta of Favorite Meats:

		The Heat

		
			Spicy Soppressata

			Soppressata is a cured pork sausage made in many regions of southern Italy. I like the ones made traditionally with hints of chile peppers, peppercorns, and even cinnamon. The nitty gritty: Soppressata is made by coarsely grinding pork belly, leaving big pieces of fat and meat, which give the final product a rich and addictive taste.

		

		The Salty

		
			Prosciutto di Parma

			Imported prosciutto di Parma is my favorite. It’s a giant cured and dried pork leg that’s rich and nutty but also salty.

		

		The Rich and Spiced

		
			Mortadella

			Mortadella is a sausage (like lunch meat) made of finely ground pork mixed with pork fat. More modern versions are studded with pistachios, which I love for the added texture. It has nutmeg and warm spice notes and reminds me, in the best way, of bologna. It’s tasty parked next to spicy salami.

		

		My Trifecta of Favorite cheeses:

		The Creamy and Spreadable

		
			Fresh Ricotta

			Ricotta is a fresh Italian cheese made from any variety of milk: sheep, cow, or goat, or buffalo milk whey (which is left over from cheese making). I love to stir in some lemon zest or fresh thyme to amplify the creamy notes of ricotta without obscuring its sweetness.

		

		The Fresh and Oozy

		
			Burrata

			Burrata is a fresh Italian cow’s milk (or occasionally buffalo milk) cheese made from mozzarella that is finished with cream instead of milk. The added fat from the cream makes it richer and looser in texture. This is a creamy cheese that plays so nicely with condiments.

		

		The Sharp

		
			Gorgonzola

			Gorgonzola is a soft, blue, buttery cheese made from raw cow’s milk. The tangy blue cheese is a welcome companion to the creamy and sweet cheese already here. There is also Gorgonzola dolce, but I like the saltiness of regular Gorgonzola here.

		

		My Trifecta of condiments and companions:

		
			Olives

			Castelvetrano or Cerignola (green) olives are my favorite. I simply toss with some red pepper flakes and lemon zest. If you serve unpitted olives, remember to set out a small dish for pits.

		

		
			Honey

			I love a truffled honey or chestnut honey to go with both the cheeses and meats. My mother used to put out a wedge of a straight (and gloriously waxy) honeycomb with a spoon, which I also love.

		

		
			Grainy Mustard

			Mustard of some kind is a must, and I love the pop of the seeds from grainy mustard for texture against the soft cheeses and salty meats.
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			Fresh and Dried Fruits and Fresh Vegetables

			I like adding fresh vegetables or fruits (cherry tomatoes, thinly sliced celery, carrot matchsticks, seedless grapes, or cherries) because they add freshness to complement all the bold, hearty flavors.

		

		
			You Must Have Bread

			A friend recently told me, “No one eats bread anymore.” Um. Wrong.

			Serve thinly sliced baguette or slices of toasted sourdough. Some crackers made with rosemary or dried fruits are lovely, too. Don’t forget pretzel sticks—their salty and browned flavor notes and crunchy texture are great with the cured meats and cheeses.

		

		
			Serving

			When making your platters, think of yourself as a curator in an art museum. What paintings will speak to each other or benefit from being nearby? As an example, I arrange the thin slices of salami and mortadella in rows, then park olives and a pot of mustard near the meat so people know to group those flavors.

			I arrange the cheeses and honey on the other board. I might add a bowl of pickle slices or other pickled vegetables like caper berries. Salty companions bring out the nutty and creamy notes in the cheese. A jar of jam or marmalade is a fun addition, too.
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		Stuffed Tomatoes

		with Peas & Pecorino
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		Makes 24

		A chef’s best-kept secret (or one of them, at least) is that the best spring and summer peas are often from the freezer section of the supermarket. Here, I count on their starchy sweet notes, which are reminiscent of a fresh fava bean (with far less work), to play nicely with the tartness of tomatoes and the saltiness of pecorino. I make the one-bite stuffed tomatoes in advance and serve them straight from the refrigerator. They are elegant and, really, sometimes it’s nice to offer a snack that doesn’t involve bread.

		
			24 medium cherry tomatoes

			3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			3 scallions (green and white parts), coarsely chopped

			1 large garlic clove, grated

			1 teaspoon garlic powder

			1 teaspoon honey

			6 ounces frozen peas, thawed

			3 sprigs fresh basil, stemmed and coarsely chopped

			2 teaspoons red wine vinegar

			⅓ cup finely grated pecorino cheese

			Kosher salt

			Fresh herb sprigs, such as basil, for serving (optional)

		

		Prep the Tomatoes: Cut off the top one-fourth of a tomato and reserve the “hat,” then cut a little off the bottom so the tomato sits upright on a flat surface without rolling around. Use the handle of a small spoon to scoop out the insides into a small bowl, placing the hollowed tomato back on the flat surface. Repeat with all the tomatoes.

		Make the Filling: In a large, heavy-bottomed pot, heat the olive oil over medium heat. When the oil begins to smoke lightly, add the scallions, garlic, garlic powder, honey, and reserved insides of the tomatoes. Season with salt and cook over high heat, stirring with a wooden spoon, until the scallions are tender, 3 to 5 minutes. Stir in the peas and basil. Season with vinegar, add the cheese, and stir to combine. Taste for seasoning.

		Assemble and Serve: Sprinkle the insides of the tomatoes with salt. Spoon the filling liberally into each tomato and top with its tomato hat. Place a few herb sprigs on a platter—these help keep the tomatoes from rolling around—and set the tomatoes on top.

		Gnocchi alla Romana
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		Serves 4 to 6 (28 to 32 pieces)

		This is just gnocchi made simpler by subbing in semolina flour (my favorite is Caputo brand) for the riced potatoes of the classic version. The resulting dish resembles a cheesy version of a potato gratin. For years, I thought that semolina was made from some type of corn flour because of its yellow color. Come to discover, it’s actually made from durum wheat. This gnocchi does resemble firm polenta but has the flavor of the wheat. These are not traditionally shaped gnocchi you would see made from potatoes. These “gnocchi” are actually more like thickly sliced rounds. It makes a simpler, more humble gnocchi. Sage adds an earthy, almost minty taste and the butter and salty cheeses offer a playful richness, leaving plenty of room for the gnocchi to play in the appetizer space as a hearty opener to a meal. This also works as a side for braised meats or even shellfish or a fish soup.

		
			2 cups whole milk

			6 tablespoons (¾ stick) unsalted butter

			¼ teaspoon ground allspice

			Kosher salt

			½ cup semolina flour

			1 cup finely grated Parmesan cheese

			2 large egg yolks

			12 to 16 fresh sage leaves

		

		Make the Gnocchi Dough: In a large, heavy-bottomed skillet, heat the milk and 2 tablespoons of the butter over medium heat with the allspice and a generous pinch of salt. When it begins to simmer, remove from the heat and vigorously whisk in the semolina so no lumps form. Return the mixture to medium heat and cook until it thickens, still whisking, 2 to 3 minutes. Stir in a generous half of the Parmesan cheese. Add an egg yolk and stir until combined. The mixture almost looks like a cookie dough.

		Form the Gnocchi: Prepare a medium bowl of cool water with a few ice cubes to cool your hands as you work. Line two baking sheets with parchment paper and spoon half the mix (the long way) onto each piece of parchment, creating strips as even in width as possible and leaving a 2-inch gap at the bottom. Working one at a time, roll the parchment around the dough to shape it into a log. Dip your hands in the cool water if they get hot while you are rolling up the log. Refrigerate the logs for about 1 hour, or until the semolina is firm and chilled.

		Preheat the oven to 375°F. Position a rack in the center of the oven.

		Cook the Sage: In a medium pan over medium heat, melt the remaining butter with the sage leaves, simmering gently so the sage wilts and loses some of its medicinal flavor, about 2 minutes. Transfer the sage to doubled paper towels, turn off the heat, and set both the sage and the sage butter aside.

		Slice the Gnocchi: Brush the bottom and sides of an 8 × 13-inch baking dish with some of the melted sage butter. Unwrap the logs of gnocchi. On a flat surface and using a wet knife (to help make even cuts), slice each log into ¼-inch-thick rounds. Arrange the rounds, slightly overlapping, in rows in the baking dish.

		Bake and Serve: Whisk the remaining egg yolk in a small bowl and use a pastry brush to lightly coat the gnocchi. Pour the remaining sage butter over the gnocchi and sprinkle with the remaining cheese. Place the dish on the center rack and bake until browned, 18 to 20 minutes. If desired, place the gnocchi under the broiler and broil until lightly browned on top, 1 to 2 minutes. Top with the reserved crisped sage. Place the hot dish right in the center of the table and let people serve themselves, family style.

		Onion Flans

		with Cheesy Pecorino Fonduta
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		Serves 6

		Think of this as an Italian version of a crustless quiche served with a fonduta, the fancy-pants word for a cheesy sauce, made with any combination of cheese, milk, eggs, and butter, that is often flavored with fresh truffles. I use pecorino here because it’s super salty and earthy. This is a simple recipe and the ingredients go so well together. Serve with a super vinegary salad of bitter greens or some juicy tomatoes drizzled with balsamic. The toasted walnuts and scallions add some needed crunch and an oniony “bite” to the dish. Don’t limit this to the appetizer category. I have served this as a main course with a few salads and vegetables.

		
			Flan

			2 tablespoons unsalted butter

			2 large yellow onions, halved and thinly sliced

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			4 large eggs

			1 cup whole milk

			1 cup heavy cream

			Fonduta

			½ cup heavy cream

			1 cup finely grated pecorino cheese

			1 teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

			Ground nutmeg

			Garnishes

			2 scallions (green and white parts), thinly sliced

			¼ cup walnuts, lightly crushed and toasted

			Maldon salt

		

		Cook the Onions: In a large skillet, melt the butter over medium heat. Add the onions, season with kosher salt and pepper, and cook, stirring occasionally, until the onions become tender and browned, 12 to 15 minutes. Taste for seasoning. Set aside to cool.

		Make the Flan Custard: In a medium bowl, whisk the eggs to break them up. In a medium pot over medium heat, combine the milk and cream and bring to a simmer, 2 to 3 minutes. Pour a little cream mix over the eggs and whisk to temper the eggs. Add all of the milk mix to the eggs, and then pour it back into the pot. Cook gently, whisking constantly, until thicker, 3 to 5 minutes. Transfer the custard to another medium bowl to cool.

		Preheat the oven to 275°F. Position a rack in the center of the oven.

		Assemble: Arrange six 6-ounce ramekins (3-inch diameter) in a baking pan with high sides. Line the bottom of each ramekin with a layer of the cooked onions and gently pour the flan mix over the onions almost to the top. Pour about 1 inch of warm water in the bottom of the pan to create steam as the flans cook. Cover the whole pan tightly with foil to seal in the steam. Gently place the pan in the center rack of the oven and cook until firmed up but still slightly loose and jiggly in the center, 50 to 55 minutes. Remove from the oven and carefully remove the foil. Remove the ramekins from the water bath and set aside to cool slightly for about 30 minutes.

		Make the Fonduta: In a small pot, warm the cream over medium heat until it simmers gently. Turn off the heat and add the pecorino, Worcestershire, and a tiny pinch of nutmeg. Let it sit in the pot and steep for 8 to 10 minutes. Stir so the cheese blends with the cream.

		Serve: After the flans cool, run a paring knife around the top edge of each ramekin to loosen it and unmold the custard onto a plate. Spoon fonduta over the top of each and top with the scallions, walnuts, and a tiny pinch of Maldon salt.

		PS: If your cheese sauce looks grainy, stir in a splash of warm water. It’s usually too much fat that creates problems and a little water can often balance that out.

		Three-Meat Mini Meatballs
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		Makes 32 to 34 mini meatballs

		My seven rules for meatballs never change:

		
				
				Don’t overmix the meat unless you want tough meatballs.

			

				
				Make a small patty and brown in a pan, then taste for seasoning before rolling and cooking the whole batch.

			

				
				Curly parsley was made for meatballs; don’t sleep on it.

			

				
				Meatballs taste better after they cool and sit in the sauce overnight.

			

				
				Make double what you think you need.

			

				
				The better the meat, the better the meatball.

			

				
				Cook meatballs like hamburgers—medium-rare—then, gently finish in the sauce.

			

		

		
			Sauce

			3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			2 medium yellow onions, halved and thinly sliced

			5 large garlic cloves, thinly sliced

			Kosher salt

			1 (28-ounce) can peeled whole tomatoes with their juices

			1 teaspoon sugar

			1 teaspoon dried oregano

			Meatballs

			½ pound (8 ounces) ground beef (85% lean)

			½ pound (8 ounces) ground veal

			½ pound (8 ounces) ground pork

			1 cup finely grated Parmesan cheese

			12 sprigs fresh curly parsley (stems and all), chopped

			½ cup panko breadcrumbs

			1 large egg, lightly beaten

			Kosher salt

			1 tablespoon garlic powder

			1 teaspoon dried oregano

			¼ teaspoon red pepper flakes

			3 to 4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			To Finish

			½ cup fresh basil leaves

			½ cup finely grated Parmesan cheese

			Bread, for serving (optional)

		

		Make the Sauce: In a large skillet, heat the olive oil. Add the onion and garlic and a generous sprinkle of salt to start. Cook, stirring from time to time with a wooden spoon, until the onions are translucent, 3 to 4 minutes. Add the canned tomatoes, sugar, and oregano and simmer over medium heat, stirring from time to time, until the metallic note from the tomatoes fades and the sweetness sets in, 10 to 12 minutes. Taste for seasoning. Keep warm.

		Make the Meatball Mix: Spread the beef, veal, and pork across the bottom and sides of a large bowl, interspersing them so you are mixing the meats without using your hands. Sprinkle with the Parmesan, parsley, breadcrumbs, egg, 1 tablespoon salt, garlic powder, oregano, and red pepper flakes and gently mix with your hands only until combined. Roll into balls about 1 inch in diameter (you should get 32 to 34 mini meatballs).

		Brown the Meatballs: Heat 3 tablespoons of the olive oil in a large skillet over high heat. When the oil begins to smoke lightly, shut off the heat (to avoid splattering). Add half of the meatballs in a single layer and spread somewhat apart so they have a chance to brown instead of steaming. Put the heat back on high and cook, turning the meatballs so they brown all around, 3 to 5 minutes total. Treat them like hamburgers and cook them until they are medium-rare (I like to press them lightly in the middle starting at the 2½ minute mark, to make sure they give a little so I don’t let them cook past medium-rare). Use a slotted spoon or spatula to transfer to a baking sheet to cool. Repeat with the remaining meatballs and additional oil if needed.

		Finish: Add the meatballs to the sauce and allow them to bubble slightly over very low heat, until hot in the center, 12 to 15 minutes. Best way to know? Taste one! Stir the basil and remaining cheese into the sauce. Serve hot with toothpicks and bread on the side if you like.

		Mortadella Finger Sandwiches

		with Tuscan Relish
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		Makes 8 sandwiches

		I spent a month in Tuscany last summer and somehow ended up feeling homesick for the taste of pickles. But it makes sense because the salty sweet taste pairs brilliantly with so many Tuscan ingredients—mortadella, balsamic, and Parmigiano Reggiano cheese, for example. When I got home to New York, I went down to Little Italy and had some mortadella from Di Palo’s. Wow. Now, mortadella is like that famous American lunchmeat with a wonderful rich taste. I came home with some, studded with pistachios, and made a chopped pickle relish with the classic Tuscan flavors of kale and green olives tinged with balsamic. It is so tasty with the richness of the mortadella. Cut to make eight finger sandwiches, or cut in half again to make sixteen smaller square sandwiches.

		
			Relish

			3 leaves Tuscan kale (stems and all), very finely minced

			2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			Kosher salt

			½ cup green Castelvetrano or Cerignola olives, pitted and coarsely chopped

			2 tablespoons roughly chopped dill pickle

			1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar

			Sandwiches

			8 square slices sourdough bread

			4 thin slices provolone cheese

			Maldon salt

			½ teaspoon sweet paprika

			20 thin slices mortadella, rolled into tubes

		

		Make the Relish: In a medium bowl, “massage” the kale with the oil and a pinch of kosher salt. The oil soaking into the kale will tenderize it. Let rest for 10 minutes. Mix in the olives, pickles, and balsamic, mashing them together with the back of a spoon, and refrigerate for at least 1 hour or up to 3 days.

		Assemble: Place four slices of the bread on a flat surface and arrange one slice of provolone on each slice of bread. Sprinkle with Maldon salt and use a small strainer to “sift” an even layer of paprika over the cheese. Place five mortadella tubes in a row on top of the cheese on each piece of bread. Spoon an even layer of the relish down the length of each. Press the other four slices of bread on top to make four sandwiches. Using a serrated knife, cut each sandwich in half. Serve with more relish on the tops or on the side.

		Roasted Grapes

		with Gorgonzola
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		Serves 4 to 6

		I like to use seedless grapes because the uninterrupted texture from the bursting of the fruit in your mouth is so good. That said, deeply flavored Concord grapes (yes, they often have seeds, but you can find seedless Concords now) are incredibly delicious, too. Gorgonzola dolce is both sweet and tangy from the blue notes, but if you don’t like the dolce, use classic Gorgonzola instead. It’s slightly sharper, saltier, and certainly less naturally sweet and creamy. Serve the grapes with anything from classic Chianti to a gin martini, or even just a glass of tonic water over ice with a wedge of lemon.

		
			2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			1 tablespoon honey

			2 teaspoons Maldon salt

			1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

			3 cups seedless red grapes, stems removed and reserved

			8 ounces Gorgonzola dolce

		

		Preheat the oven to 375°F. Line a baking sheet with foil.

		Roast the Grapes: In a large bowl, whisk together the olive oil, honey, salt, and pepper. Toss the grapes in the bowl to coat them with the oil mix. Arrange the grapes in a single layer on the baking sheet and roast until somewhat tender, 10 to 12 minutes. Set aside to cool.

		Assemble: Spoon a little of the cheese on each grape and spear with toothpicks for easy eating. Arrange the reserved stems on a platter and nestle the grapes over them. The stems act like a cage that perfectly supports the grapes.

		Herby Pecorino Arancini
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		Makes 24 or 48 arancini, depending on size

		Arancini comes from the Italian word for “orange” because the Sicilian treat resembles an orange in shape. These arancini are all about carefully layering flavors—the shallots, the wine, and the punchy pecorino—and giving each one its moment alone with the rice before adding another (you’re essentially making risotto that will be breaded and fried). Be patient. (Have you ever tasted uncooked rice? Ruins the mood.) While many cooks make risotto with chicken stock (or any stock), I am partial to water since it allows other flavors to stand out, like the starchy, nutty flavors of the rice against the salty and creamy notes of the cheese. Flavorful stocks interrupt that purity. (My rule is, if there is no chicken in the dish, why use chicken stock?) For the herbs, I enlist curly parsley, which incidentally is, in my opinion, the only parsley to use for meatballs, for an extra grassy note. You need that grassy punch against all the cheese and the rice itself.

		
			2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			2½ cups (1 pound) Arborio rice

			Maldon salt

			4 medium shallots, minced

			½ cup dry white wine

			2 cups finely grated pecorino cheese

			1 cup (8 ounces) mascarpone cheese

			14 sprigs fresh curly parsley (stems and all), finely chopped

			6 sprigs fresh basil (stems and all), finely chopped

			2 large eggs, lightly beaten

			2 cups panko breadcrumbs

			Canola or avocado oil, for frying

			2 to 3 tablespoons aged balsamic vinegar

		

		Toast the Rice: Line a baking sheet with parchment paper. Heat about 2 quarts water in a medium pot. In a large sauté pan over medium heat, add the olive oil and rice and season with salt. Using a wooden spoon, stir to coat the rice with the oil and then smooth it gently into a uniform layer. Then listen for the sound of the rice popping and smell the rice getting nutty; it should take 2 to 3 minutes. Stir the rice, moving it around so another layer toasts gently, and toast for an additional 1 to 2 minutes.

		Cook the Rice: Stir in the shallots with a pinch of salt and cook, stirring with a wooden spoon, until the shallots are translucent, 2 to 3 minutes. Add the white wine and cook, stirring constantly, until the wine evaporates. Ladle in enough hot water just to cover the rice. Simmer, uncovered and stirring constantly, until the rice has absorbed a fair amount of the liquid.

		Finish the Rice: From this point, the rice should take 16 to 20 minutes to cook: Add the water in small increments, cooking and stirring until it has been absorbed before adding the next ladleful. Cook until the rice is tender but still has a firm “bite,” like pasta cooked al dente. Shut off the heat and stir the pecorino into the rice. Let it sit on the stove for 5 to 8 minutes to cool and thicken slightly. Taste for seasoning. Stir in the mascarpone, parsley, and basil. Spread the risotto on the prepared baking sheet and refrigerate until completely chilled, 4 to 6 hours.

		Roll the Balls: Form the chilled rice into larger balls (1½ to 2 inches in diameter
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			Thanks to the photography team, including Johnny Miller, Rebecca Jurkevich, Glen Proebstel, Tommy McKiernan, and Alexei Escajeda.

			Thanks to Josh Bider and Jeff Googel for scrubbing littleneck clams; and to Jon Rosen and Strand Conover for being wonderful.

			Thanks to Dave Mechlowicz, Jon Steinlauf, and Sierra Gray at Food Network for their amazing support. Special thanks to Kathleen Finch and Betsy Ayala for taking a chance on me, more than once!

			Thanks to Kate Fitzpatrick and Lucia Vazquez for all their expert recipe testing and hard work.

			Thanks to Colleen Grapes for being an amazing friend. Thanks to a most amazing Karen “Kiki The Oracle” Mullane. Thanks to Patti “F” Jackson for being my hero. Thanks to Lee Schrager and Ricardo Restrepo for being so supportive. Thanks to Gabe Bertaccini for being an amazing confidante and Ranger game companion. Thanks to Antonia Lofaso for an early phone call (323…) and Giada De Laurentiis for her friendship. Thanks to MP Styles, Jeremy and Jarhn Blutstein, and Randy Kolhoff for being great friends!
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		Alex Guarnaschelli is the host of Ciao House, Supermarket Stakeout, and Alex vs. America, all on Food Network. She is also a judge on Chopped and Beat Bobby Flay, and is one of three women chefs who have earned the Iron Chef title on Iron Chef America. She has been the executive chef at Butter in New York City since 2003 and lives in the city with her teenage daughter, Ava Clark.
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