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— 1 lb. pasta, corkscrew/cavatappi preferred
— 1 lb. mozzarella cheese
— 1 lb. colby jack cheese
— ½ lb. cheddar cheese, sharp preferred
— ¼ teaspoon salt
— ¼ teaspoon freshly ground pepper
— ½ teaspoon garlic powder
— ½ teaspoon smoked paprika
— 3 teaspoon unsalted butter
— 3 teaspoon all purpose flour
— 12 oz. evaporated milk (1 can)
— 2 cups heavy cream
— 1 tablespoon mustard, Dijon preferred

 
•Preheat your oven to 350 degrees. Bring a large 
pot of salted water to a boil over high heat. Once at 
a rolling boil, add the pasta and cook it according 
to the package directions. When done, drain well.

•While the water is coming to a boil and the pas-
ta cooks, shred the cheese. Grate the cheese with 
the coarse side of a box grater. Once you finish grat-
ing, mix all the cheese together in a large bowl, then 
divide into two even portions and set aside.

•Make the seasoning mix. In a small bowl, stir to-
gether the salt, pepper, garlic powder, and smoked 
paprika. Set it aside.

•In a large pan, melt the butter over medium 
heat. When melted, add half of the seasoning mix. 
Stir, bringing out the aromatics. Add the flour and 
cook, stirring constantly, until everything bubbles 
slightly and looks incorporated.

•Slowly stream in the evaporated milk while 
whisking to ensure there are no lumps. Next, add 
the heavy cream, whisking constantly. Whisk in the 
Dijon and remaining seasoning mix. Let the sauce 
come to a simmer and thicken, giving it an occa-
sional whisk.

•Add half of the cheese. Turn the heat to low (or 
remove it from the heat if needed) and slowly melt 
in half of the cheese, handful by handful, making 
sure the cheese melts before adding more.

•Stir in the drained pasta, making sure to coat 
all the noodles in sauce.

•Grab your casserole dish and add half of the 
mac and cheese to the bottom of the dish, spread-
ing evenly. Layer on half of the remaining cheese 
then the remaining mac and cheese.

•Finish by evenly layering on the last of the 
shredded cheese.

•Bake in the preheated oven for 25-30 minutes 
or until the top melts and bubbles. Broil for 2 min-
utes to give it a crispy crust, then remove, let sit for 
a bit so you don’t burn yourself, scoop and enjoy!

mac and mac and 
cheesecheese

n the event you 
are not familiar 

with it, TikTok 
is a social media 

platform for creat-
ing, sharing and dis-

covering short videos. 
It’s very popular with 

young people. I don’t 
do TikTok. From time 

to time I’ll find myself 
inclined to join the plat-
form and learn how to use 
it, but then I’ll decide I’m 
too tired or have some-
thing better to do. Not 

to mention the fact that I’m 
not young, I hate the sound 
of my recorded voice and I’m 
not about to be (knowingly) 
videoed dancing.

However, I do occasionally 
hear about various recipes 
going viral and when curios-
ity gets the better of me, I’ve 
been known to find ways to 
track them down for myself. 
We have a teenage daughter 
who enjoys TikTok and not 
long ago she discovered a 
mac and cheese recipe that 
had gone viral on the plat-
form that she wanted to try. 
She fancies herself a bit of 
a mac and cheese connois-
seur and can usually tell you 
whose is the best. She was 
fond of Chick-Fil-A’s until 
she discovered the mac and 
cheese at Dave’s Hot Chick-
en. Now that is her favorite 
when it comes to fast food 
mac and cheese.

Anyway, if you read last 
week’s Bite by Bite, then 
you know that we went 
down to the Corpus Chris-
ti area for a few days and 
nights over Spring Break. 
She made plans to hit the 
grocery store after we set-
tled into our Airbnb to get 
the ingredients to make 
it. Sounded good to me. I 
left her and her Daddy in 
the kitchen while I found 
other things to do. She and 
I don’t always see eye to eye, 
occasionally butting heads, 
so we all knew it would be 
best if I didn’t interfere. She 
measured and poured like a 
little mad scientist while 

her Daddy hand-grated two 
and a half pounds of various 
cheeses.

It turned out absolutely 
wonderful and I think may 
be the best mac and cheese 
I’ve ever had. Of course, with 
three kinds of cheese and 
cavatappi (corkscrew) pasta, 
what’s not to like? Trust me. 
If you’re a mac and cheese 
lover, this is the recipe you 
need.

Called Tini’s mac and 
cheese, it is a viral TikTok 
with over 60 million views 
and counting. If I understood 
correctly, I think Daughter 
said there is a paywall and 
you don’t get the entire rec-
ipe on Tini’s TikTok without 
paying. She chose not to 
pay, but ever the tenacious 
pragmatist, found Tini’s 
recipe on a site called iama-
foodblog.com.

Feeling a sense of familiar-
ity that I just couldn’t put my 
finger on and finding myself 
a little curious about Tini, I 
turned to the internet and 
discovered that Tini is a cook 
with a popular TikTok ac-
count with over 5.5 million 
followers and she was also on 

Next Level Chef with Gor-
don Ramsay. Aha! That’s it. 
Hubby and I regularly watch 
Next Level Chef, presently 
in its third season. I googled 
Tini and recognized her im-
mediately. She was a contes-
tant on Season 2 and came in 
8th place. Small world!

Suffice it to say that this 
mac and cheese was so good 
that as far as I’m concerned 
it will be our go-to from here 
on out … unless at some 
point Daughter finds an even 
better one.

I’ll leave you with a couple 
of tips though. Please shred 
your own cheese. Yes, it’s 
laborious and yes, your arm 

will get tired, but I promise 
you it will taste so much bet-
ter. While the pre-shredded 
bags are quick and easy, they 
come with an anti-clumping 
agent that doesn’t melt well 
and will leave your dish tast-
ing grainy.

Additionally, you can 
make this entire recipe ahead 
of time up until the point 
where you bake it. Cover it 
tightly and keep in the fridge 
for up to 3 days before baking. 
To bake it, cover it with foil 
and bake it for 30 minutes, 
remove the foil and continue 
to bake until the mac and 
cheese is heats through. Fin-
ish by broiling. n
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BITE by BITE
Conquering My Culinary  
Bucket List One Dish at a Time

By Emily Banks Wooten

Ina Garten’s Roasted 
Tomato Basil Soup

From foodnetwork.com

—3 pounds ripe plum tomatoes, cut in half lengthwise 
      (Roma tomatoes)
— ¼ cup plus 2 tablespoons olive oil
— 1 tablespoon kosher salt
— 1 ½ teaspoons freshly ground black pepper
— 2 cups chopped yellow onions (2 onions)
— 6 garlic cloves, minced
— 2 tablespoons unsalted butter
— ¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes
— 1 (28-oz.) can plum tomatoes, with their juice
— 4 cups fresh basil leaves, packed
— 1 teaspoon fresh thyme leaves
— 1 quart chicken stock or water

•Preheat the oven to 400 degrees. Toss together the tomatoes, ¼ cup olive oil, salt and pepper. Spread the tomatoes in one layer on a baking sheet and roast for 45 minutes.

•In an 8-quart stockpot over medium heat, sauté the onions and garlic with 2 tablespoons olive oil, the butter and red pepper flakes for 10 minutes, until the onions start to brown. 

•Add the canned tomatoes, basil and thyme and chicken stock. Add the oven-roasted tomatoes, including the liquid on the baking sheet. Bring to a boil and simmer uncovered for 40 minutes.

•Pass through a food mill fitted with the coarsest blade. (See notes below.) Taste for seasonings. Serve hot or cold.
 
My notes:
—I substitute a can of petite diced tomatoes for the can of plum tomatoes.
—I use an immersion blender instead of a food mill.

“Soup is a lot like a family. Each ingredient enhances the others; each batch has its 
own characteristics; and it needs time to simmer to reach full flavor.”

– MARGE KENNEDY

“Soup is a lot like life. 
It's all about what 

you put into it.”
– UNKNOWN

“Soup is like a 
warm blanket on a 
cold winter's day.”

– UNKNOWN

had my first bowl of tomato 
basil soup at la Madeleine in 
The Galleria with my friend 
Julie many, many years ago. 
That bowl started a lengthy 
love affair that over time has 
resulted in tomato basil be-
coming my very favorite soup.

I’ve tried several recipes 

over the years but the very 
best hands-down, in my opin-
ion, is Ina Garten’s. You may 
be familiar with her from her 
Food Network TV show, “The 
Barefoot Contessa.” There’s 
nothing difficult about this 
recipe. It comes together 
quickly and easily and abso-

lutely hits the spot on those 
winter days when you just 
can’t seem to get warm. The 
simple act of roasting the to-
matoes adds so much depth 
of flavor.

And by all means, use fresh 
basil and thyme if you can. 
If that’s not possible, you can 

use dried, but you’ll need 
to adjust the proportions. 
There are different schools of 
thought on the conversion of 
fresh herbs to dried herbs, but 
most places I searched agreed 
on a three-to-one ratio. In 
other words, one tablespoon 
of fresh herbs to one teaspoon 

of dried herbs. I also found 
a handy ratio chart for the 
conversion of fresh herbs to 
dried herbs at https://www.
reluctantgourmet.com/con-
verting-fresh-herbs-to-dried-
ratios/ that is printable.

Give this a shot. I really 
think you’ll like it. nI

Warming up with flavor
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“One of the things I love 
about New York is that 

it’s one of the only places 
where you could have 
an entire restaurant 

dedicated to macaroni 
and cheese.”

– SAVANNAH GUTHRIE

Tini’s Mac and CheeseTini’s Mac and Cheese

“Fettucini alfredo is macaroni and cheese for adults.”
– MITCH HEDBERG

“I love macaroni and cheese. I could 
eat it every meal of the day.”

– COBIE SMULDERS




