Ziti with sausage, tomato, mushrooms and spinach

1 ½ lbs ripe plum tomatoes

2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

½ lb sweet Italian pork sausage, removed from the casing

1 large onion, halved then sliced

1 bay leaf

½ lb Portobello mushrooms, stemmed, caps halved and sliced crosswise ¼ inch thick

1 lb dried ziti or other tube shape pasta

½ cup whipping cream

10 oz fresh spinach, rinsed and drained, thick stems removed, leaves coarsely chopped

¼ tsp freshly ground pepper

1 cup freshly grated Gouda cheese or Parmigian-Reggiano

1. Bring a large, covered pot of water to boil over high heat. 

2. Chop the tomatoes.

3. Heat the oil in a large frying pan over medium heat. Add the sausage, onion, and bay leaf, and cook, breaking up the sausage with the side of a spoon, until the onion is wilted and the sausage is browned, about 8 minutes. Stir several times during cooking. Add the mushrooms and stir well to combine with the other ingredients. Cook, stirring every now and then, until the mushrooms are wilted, about 3 more minutes.

4. The pasta water should have reached a boil by now. Add the ziti and stir to keep it from sticking together. Boil until tender but firm, 8 to 9 minutes.

5. While the pasta cooks, add the cream and chopped tomatoes to the sausage mixture. Turn the heat to medium low, cover and cook for 5 to 7 minutes to soften the tomatoes. Add the spinach and ¼ cup of the pasta cooking water. Cover and cook for 3 more minutes to wilt the spinach; stir once during the cooking. Remove the bay leaf. 

6. When the pasta is cooked, drain it in a colander, reserving another ¼ cup of the cooking liquid. Add the past to the frying pan and stir to coat with the sauce. The sauce should be just thick enough to coat the past with a little remaining at the bottom of the pan. If the sauce is very watery, stir the pasta for a few minutes over medium high heat to thicken the sauce. If the sauce is very thick and gloppy, add the reserved ¼ cup cooking liquid and cook until the sauce is the right consistency. (The spinach and tomato should have added enough liquid to give you a nice thickness, but depending on your heat and pan, you may need to adjust).
7. Sprinkle with the cheese and pepper, and toss. Serve immediately.  

