Fast Favorites for Instant Entertaining

You just got out of the shower in time to grab the phone:  it's the president of your book club, and the meeting's been moved to your house in an hour.  Plus your in-laws just called, and they're on their way over, too – a day early.  You can: 

A) get back in the shower and hide there for the rest of the night; 

B) declare your newfound illiteracy, get a quickie divorce, and move; or 

C) quickly put out a fabulous spread that makes your surprise guests feel like you've anticipated their arrival for days.  (hint:  they're all hoping you'll pick C.)

Last-minute entertaining can be one of the more stressful events of the season, but it doesn't have to be.  Keep these five must-have ingredients on stand-by, and you'll always be ready in a flash to dazzle friends and family with an instant party.

Stewed Tomatoes

That's right, the cheap can of seasoned chopped tomatoes your mother always had in ample supply.  Mom knew best on this one; this handy pantry staple can quickly provide tasty recipes that require little time and no hassle.

-Bullet-fast Bruschetta  Slice any bread into cracker-sized pieces (cut off the crusts if it's sandwich bread) and toast, then scoop on a drained blob of the chopped mixture right from the can.  Drizzle a little olive oil and balsamic vinegar over the platter of these mini bruschetta, and you have an instant appetizer.

-Instant Gazpacho  Throw a can in the blender with a few onion slices and a little vegetable or chicken stock, then blend for a few seconds.  Dump in a bowl with a sprinkle of parsley, cilantro, or a dollop of sour cream on top, and you've got “homemade” gazpacho in a flash.

-Quicken Chicken  Pull that chicken out of the fridge and bake in a dish with a few stalks of rosemary (another of the five favorites) and a can of chopped stewed tomatoes.  Bake for about 30 minutes at 425 degrees, then sprinkle with one more of the five favorites, goat cheese.

Fresh Rosemary

This fragrant herb does double-duty as decoration and cooking ingredient, so grow it year-round in a kitchen window pot or outside as a hearty bush.  From fast recipes (like the quicken chicken) to home accents, see all the festive ways rosemary comes in handy.

-Elegant drink garnish  One stalk of rosemary in a tall ice-filled glass of soda water with a couple lemon slices looks – and tastes – like an elegant beverage from the finest of restaurants.

-Aromatic table decor  Grab bunches of the plant and stuff into a vase or bowl, then stick a tall pillar candle in the middle, and you have a perfect centerpiece straight from the florist.

-Instead of parsley  Try dressing your appetizer and dinner plates with a garnish of rosemary for a flavorful, classy change.

Goat Cheese

Once only available in high-end culinary markets, this soft goat's milk cheese (also known as chevre) can now be found in almost any grocery store.  A tube of goat cheese can add gourmet flavor fast. 

-Sweet spicy chevre  For a new twist on an old Southern snack, put a whole tube of goat cheese on a plate and top with a liberal blob of pepper jelly (if pepper jelly isn't a staple in your house the way it is in mine, you can use apple, lemon, mint, or strawberry jelly mixed with a few dashes of Tabasco or other hot sauce).  Throw some crackers on the plate and you've got a mouth-watering treat that only takes a minute.

-Salade chevre chaud  That's “hot goat cheese salad” in English.  Toast some goat cheese on bite-sized slices of bread, then place these crusty cheese toasts on top of a bowl of mixed greens that have been tossed in olive oil, balsamic vinegar, lemon juice, and pepper.  Sprinkle with hazelnuts or sliced almonds and voila!  You have an elegant French salad.

-Angel hair with artichoke

It only takes two minutes to boil capellini, and this recipe is just as fast.  Toss a jar of marinated artichokes with a box of cooked angel hair pasta.  Mix in olive oil, lemon juice, pine nuts, a sprinkle of whatever dried herbs you have in your spice rack, and a little garlic.  Top with crumbled goat cheese and you have a delicious main course in no time.

