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INTRODUCTION



Most of you probably know me because I’ve told you it’s going to rain or warned you that a severe storm is coming your way.


Sharing news about the weather is a big part of my life, but it’s only one part of my story. Food is the narrative that has shaped so much of who I am, and it’s the source of my warmest memories. All it takes is the simple smell of a sweet potato or chicken roasting and I go back in time. There I am, the slightly pudgy Albert Roker Jr., with the big Coke-bottle glasses. I’m about eight years old, standing next to my mother as she gets to work preparing dinner for her brood in a modest kitchen in Queens, New York. I can hear my brothers and sisters making a ruckus in the living room, but it’s quiet in the kitchen as my mom bustles around, taking ingredients out of the refrigerator. She pulls out a wooden cutting board and a knife from the drawer and starts chopping vegetables while I watch. There’s a rhythm to her work, and an effortlessness.


I’m still awed by how she could transform a simple pile of ingredients into one of the Roker clan’s favorite meals—chicken cacciatore or maybe shrimp and grits. I also marvel at how my mom managed to feed so many of us day after day. The core Roker clan, made up of me, my dad, and my brothers and sisters, was challenging enough, but there were also many days when extra chairs were pulled up to the table, when one of us brought home a friend (or two or three) or when an aunt or uncle dropped by. No matter how many mouths there were to feed, Mom always made it work.


My mother’s tools were modest. She had the most basic appliances, some simple pots and pans, and a decent knife or two. She did not have a six-burner stove, an oversized refrigerator, French casserole dishes, or professional-grade knives. I remember asking her, “Why don’t we get a dishwasher like the family down the street?” She turned and stared at me. “Why would I get a dishwasher when I have all you kids? You all are my dishwasher.”


My mom wasn’t focused on becoming the next Julia Child. Her cooking was a surefire means of gathering us together. That’s what mattered. Years later, when I had a family of my own, I understood why preparing food was so important to her. Food begets memories.


Whenever I made pancakes for breakfast or short ribs for a more elaborate dinner, our kitchen became the family gathering place. The kids walked by to grab snacks, or maybe sat on a stool and chatted with me for a while, or worked on homework, or sometimes just passed through to ask for money. These were the moments I tried to etch into my mind. Nick filling me in about a swim meet after I had made him a sandwich. Leila talking about how she hoped to live in Paris someday and how she couldn’t wait to eat in a real French bistro. Courtney helping me with dinner, as her skills for cooking showed up early on. My wife, Deborah, grabbing a quick bite before running off for an interview.


Food is the narrative that has shaped so much of who I am, and it’s the source of my warmest memories.


These memories are different from the big ones—weddings, birthdays, anniversaries, graduations—that go with celebratory dinners and elaborate cakes. They are easily cemented into our memories (iPhone cameras and about 900 pictures also help). But everyday events are important too—maybe even more important. If I wanted to be fully present and make precious memories of daily life with my family, all I needed to do was head to the kitchen.


Now my kids cook too. Courtney went on to culinary school. Nick is the king of sandwiches, and Leila makes a killer lemon meringue pie and has showed me the pleasure of eating “bowls.”


But what warms my heart the most is watching my children, who loved their grandmother’s cooking, embrace the recipes she carefully crafted in that little kitchen in Queens. To see them dig into oxtail stew or grab a big scoop of macaroni salad is my past finding a place in my present. Those cherished moments around the dinner table of my childhood have been reignited in my own home with my own children. To know that these recipes will make their way into the kitchens of yet another generation is magical, and I wonder if my mom knew this, as she gracefully prepared meal after meal.
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At Courtney’s wedding rehearsal dinner
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With Deborah, Courtney, and my parents, Al Sr. and Isabel, in Queens, New York
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Vacationing with Deborah in Istanbul
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There was a time when I didn’t know what kind of future I would have with food. I was a chubby kid, and I definitely liked to eat, but the scales tipped too far (literally). I struggled with obesity for years, occasionally dropping a bunch of pounds but always gaining them back (and sometimes more). I used to joke that Deborah and I had a “mixed-weight marriage.” Deborah is lean, she runs, lifts weights, and is one of the fittest people I know. It was painful for her to see me not taking care of myself. Finally, when my father was dying, and I was at my heaviest (about 340 pounds), he made me vow to lose weight so I could still be around to see my kids grow up. In 2002, I made the decision to have gastric bypass surgery. It isn’t a cure-all, but the surgery was the tool I needed to finally lose weight. When my mother was sick and I was shuttling back and forth to see her in Queens, I fell off my routine and gained back 40 pounds. That was another wake-up call and a reminder that taking care of your body isn’t an on-and-off thing; it’s something you have to do every day.


This collection is a peek into the Roker family recipe box.


At present, my relationship with food is better than it has ever been. I exercise regularly. I walk every day, getting at least 10,000 steps. I work out with a trainer and live a much more active lifestyle than I did before. I don’t do “diet foods”—whatever those are. I eat lots of protein and vegetables, although I eat indulgent foods too. I savor them, eating them slowly and making sure to enjoy every single wonderful bite. There are times when the weight starts to creep back, and occasionally I’ll jump on a keto diet for a bit to get down a few pounds. I am grateful that I’ve made these changes, grateful that I will be around for my wife, children, and grandchildren… and that I have a future full of food to look forward to.


This collection is a peek into the Roker family recipe box. Some of the dishes were inspired by my parents, and I’ve been eating them since I was old enough to sit up. My mother is of Jamaican heritage, and my father’s family hailed from the Bahamas. Their rich cultures are responsible for my love of ginger and the island dish peas and rice. Classic soul food like collard greens, cornbread, and baked mac and cheese were served often at our dinner table when I was growing up, and they’re still being passed around at my table today.


This cookbook isn’t just about my past, though, it’s about the recipes my wife, children, and I have added to the collection. My first-born, Courtney, a professionally trained chef, was responsible for transforming the vague instructions that lived in my head or were scrawled out on random pieces of paper into proper recipes that even a beginner can confidently cook.


Around the Roker table, the future looks bright and delicious.


The Roker recipe file has something for every food-related situation imaginable. Weeknight dinners like pan-seared chicken thighs and barbecued bacon-wrapped shrimp. Dishes to make you proud at potlucks. And when you want to impress your future-in-laws, a romantic interest, or the dear friend you haven’t seen in ages, the wine-braised short ribs I learned from a famous New York City chef or the perfectly roasted chicken that’s become a national legend will never let you down. You’ll also find simple desserts with an extra little zing, like strawberry shortcakes embellished with whipped cream and lemon curd, as well as spirited and non-spirited drinks to transform your living room into your very own cocktail/mocktail lounge.


This book is a compilation of all the joy-inducing food that lands on my table, my tried-and-true dishes, and my greatest kitchen accomplishments. So pull up a chair, dig in, and pass the Tuscan polenta.
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Around the Roker table, the future looks bright and delicious. One of my daughters is married, and my first grandchild, Sky, has arrived. I can’t wait to see what culinary traditions she grabs onto. Will she smear apple butter on everything like her mother did when she was young? What will be her favorite kind of pie? Which new recipes will she bring into our fold as she grows up?


Food is an ever-evolving story with new traditions and rituals—our lives are measured in recipes. I hope that as you continue to hold tight to your own family favorites, you’ll find a few dishes in this book that will become a part of your story.
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CHAPTER ONE



A BREAKFAST STATE OF MIND


Fried-Egg BLT


Aha-Moment Scrambled Eggs


The McRoker


Sausage-and-Spinach Egg “Muffins”


Avocado Toast


Sunrise Burritos


Anything-from-Your-Garden Frittata


Just-Right Granola


Bacon Waffles


Next-Level Oatmeal


Shakshuka


Life-Skills French Toast


Everything-Bagel and Lox Strata


Biscuits and Chicken-Apple Sausage Gravy


Chocolate Chip Pancakes


Mind-Altering Banana Bread


Christmas Morning Cinnamon Rolls


Courtney’s Apple Butter


Pepper’s Cheesy Thumbprint Cookies














BREAKFAST IS MORE THAN A MEAL, IT’S A SIMPLE RITUAL that sets you up for the rest of your day. My father, Albert Roker Sr., drove a bus for the Metropolitan Transit Authority in New York City, and he always got up early enough to prepare a hot breakfast before heading out the door. Forcing myself out of a comfortable bed an hour earlier than I wanted to meant starting my day with scrambled eggs, crispy bacon, buttery toast, and my father’s undivided attention. It wasn’t easy to get one-on-one time in a busy household with two working parents, and I treasured those early morning solitary meals—being with my father in the peace and calm before the day jumped to life. Our breakfast conversations weren’t necessarily groundbreaking. Between sips of coffee (for him) and orange juice (for me), we talked about what I was studying in school or maybe how the Yankees were shaping up for the upcoming season. After he took a final sip of coffee, I’d take our dishes to the sink. My father would grab his lunch, tell me to have a good day, and be out the door just as the rest of the Roker clan was rousing (noisily).


My brothers and sisters would come bounding into the kitchen, bringing a happy chaos with them. Hair needed to be combed, shoes tied, homework placed in backpacks… and we all needed to be fed (except me, but only technically, in my opinion) before being sent off to school. My bonus breakfast couldn’t have been more different from the first. Mom stood at the stove stirring oatmeal, trying to keep us kids in order. She slid bowls of sticky oatmeal to each of us with a look that said, Do not say a word about what’s in your bowl. Just eat so we can all get out of here on time. My siblings and I wolfed down our oatmeal, chatting and goofing around, or purposefully getting on each other’s nerves. Then en masse, we grabbed our book bags, slipped on our coats, and took our bag lunches as we were shuttled out the door to school. I left the house with a full stomach (eating two meals will do that) and a happy heart.


My son, Nick, would have had to get up at 3:45 a.m. for us to eat breakfast together. (I’m sure I would have been a one-breakfast kid if my dad had to get up that early.) Occasionally I’ll cross paths with my wife, Deborah, on days she’s slated to be on Good Morning America, but usually the kitchen is my domain in the predawn hours. In the couple of years right before Nick left for college, when Deborah and I were soon to be “empty nesters,” I wanted to take the opportunity to make Nick a hot breakfast, just like my dad made for me. We wouldn’t be able to eat together, but I wanted him to know I was thinking of him. I managed to slip this small act of cooking into my routine quite easily by making pancake batter the night before. Then, around 4:00 a.m., while I had my daily call with my meteorologist to update me on the weather, I’d fire up the griddle. Or sometimes I’d do a quick scrambled egg or pull some already-cooked bacon from the fridge and put it on a plate for him in the warming drawer of our oven. Knowing my son would wake up to a hot breakfast gave me comfort because I was connecting with him through the simple act of preparing a meal.


While I love breakfast and all of its options, both salty and sweet, I stick to coffee during the week. After getting dressed, choosing a tie, and deciding whether or not it’s going to be a pocket-watch day, I pour myself a cup of my signature cold brew. I swear this stuff empowers me to do almost anything! Then, when the weekend hits, it’s Breakfast game on, everyone!


Now I’m not about to tell you to get up at the crack of dawn to make yourself and your family homemade waffles topped with butter you churned yourself and maple syrup you tapped from a tree in your backyard. I know what kind of chaos a simple weekday morning can bring to even the steadiest of souls. What I do suggest is that you take some time—even just a few minutes—to sit down and nourish yourself and your family before you are flung out into the wilds of work and other obligations. Breakfast is a state of mind as much as it is a meal. Whether your morning starts with pancakes, a quick sausage-spinach egg “muffin” you’ve pulled out of the freezer, a simple cup of coffee just to get you going, or a luxurious shakshuka, it’s the practice of making breakfast each day that matters.
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Enjoying breakfast with Deborah at a Parisian café




















FRIED-EGG BLT




Serves 1


PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES [image: image] COOK TIME: 10 MINUTES




This is one of the world’s greatest sandwiches re-dressed for breakfast… New York City style. It’s your classic BLT but with the addition of a fried egg, inspired by everyone’s favorite bodega sandwich, the bacon, egg, and cheese (aka the BEC). Walk into any corner deli and follow that bacon aroma straight to the grill. Within a couple of minutes, you’ll be handed a foil-wrapped packet containing a no-frills sandwich that is perfection shoved into a roll. It is hubris to try to recreate the iconic BEC—it cannot be done (although many have tried)! Instead, I’m injecting a little bit of that BEC magic by adding an egg to the equally delicious BLT, creating one ultra-delectable super sandwich.







2 tablespoons mayonnaise


2 teaspoons lemon juice


1 teaspoon Dijon mustard


4 slices uncured bacon


1 tablespoon unsalted butter


1 large egg


2 slices sourdough bread, toasted


2 leaves Bibb lettuce


2 slices beefsteak or other large ripe tomato


Freshly ground black pepper









Combine the mayonnaise, lemon juice, and Dijon mustard in a small bowl and set aside.


Cook the bacon in a medium skillet over medium heat, turning halfway through, for about 5 minutes, until crisp. Transfer it to a paper towel–lined plate to drain.


Melt the butter in a small nonstick skillet over medium-low heat. Add the egg and cook for about 2 minutes. Gently flip the egg and cook for 30 seconds, or until it’s done the way you like it. Remove from the heat.


Assemble the sandwich by spreading the mayo mixture on one side of each piece of toast. Layer the lettuce, tomato, and bacon on one slice. Put the fried egg on top of the bacon, season with pepper, and top with the other slice of toast. Cut in half and serve right away.
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If you are not a fan of mayo, you can substitute your favorite spread, such as pesto, hummus, or guacamole.
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AHA-MOMENT SCRAMBLED EGGS




Serves 2


PREP TIME: 5 MINUTES [image: image] COOK TIME: 5 MINUTES




Scrambled eggs are one of the simplest of foods, but many people have strong personal feelings about their preparation. Some folks believe the firm, hard-cooked variety is the only way to go, while others insist that scrambled eggs should be fluffy and moist. (I prefer the latter.) My son, Nick, a budding cook in his own right, falls into a different camp. He believes scrambled eggs reach the apex of deliciousness with the addition of the power duo of American cheese and cream cheese. The first time he slid me a plate of these velvety eggs, I thought, Aha! Now THIS is the way to scramble an egg! I’ve been eating this dressed-up, cheesy version ever since.







4 large eggs


2 tablespoons heavy cream


1 tablespoon unsalted butter


1 slice American cheese, torn into pieces


2 tablespoons cream cheese, at room temperature


⅛ teaspoon kosher salt


Freshly ground black pepper (optional)









Whisk the eggs and cream in a medium bowl until combined.


Melt the butter in a medium nonstick skillet over medium-low heat. Add the egg mixture and let sit undisturbed for about 30 seconds. Using a silicone spatula or spoon, gently push the eggs from the sides of the pan into the middle and cook, stirring, for 3 to 4 minutes for soft-scrambled, or until they are cooked the way you like them.


Remove from the heat and fold the American cheese, cream cheese, and salt into the eggs.


Immediately turn the eggs out of the pan onto a platter. Season with pepper, if desired, and serve right away.
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THE McROKER




Makes 8 sandwiches


PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES [image: image] COOK TIME: 20 MINUTES




If you’ve ever walked into a McDonald’s hoping to quash a craving for bacon, eggs, and pancakes packaged together in the perfect salty-meets-sweet sandwich, only to find you’ve missed the breakfast cutoff, I feel your pain. You can take matters into your own hands with this delicious all-in-one recipe. Freezing the extras means you’ll have access to the sandwich 24/7, and you’ll never have to worry about hitting the breakfast deadline again.







BACON


1 pound uncured bacon







PANCAKES


2¼ cups all-purpose flour


2 tablespoons granulated sugar


1 tablespoon baking powder


½ teaspoon kosher salt


1⅔ cups whole milk


1 large egg


4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter, melted and cooled


¼ cup maple syrup







EGGS


2 tablespoons unsalted butter


8 large eggs, lightly beaten


8 slices American cheese









FOR THE BACON: Preheat the oven to 200°F.


Cook the bacon in a medium skillet over medium heat, turning halfway through, until crisp, about 5 minutes. Transfer it to a paper towel–lined plate and keep warm in the oven.


FOR THE PANCAKES: Mix the flour, sugar, baking powder, and salt in a large bowl.


In a medium bowl, whisk together the milk, egg, butter, and syrup. Stir the wet ingredients into the dry.


Lightly coat a large griddle or skillet with cooking spray and heat over medium heat until a few drops of water roll around for a second before evaporating. Working in batches to make 16 pancakes, pour ¼ cup batter onto the hot pan for each pancake, spacing them about 1 inch apart. Let cook, undisturbed, until bubbles rise to the surface and the undersides are browned, 2 to 3 minutes. Flip and cook the other sides for about 1 minute. Transfer to a baking sheet and keep warm in the oven.


FOR THE EGGS: Melt the butter in a medium nonstick skillet over medium-low heat. Add the eggs and let sit, undisturbed, for about 30 seconds. Using a silicone spatula or spoon, gently stir for about 4 minutes, until soft scrambled.


TO ASSEMBLE: For each sandwich, place a pancake on a plate and top with a slice of cheese, then a spoonful of scrambled eggs, and 2 slices of bacon. Top with a second pancake and serve.
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These are a great option for a grab-and-go weekday breakfast. Let the sandwiches cool, then wrap in foil, place in a zipper-lock bag, and freeze for up to 2 weeks. When ready to reheat, just remove the foil and microwave for about 2 minutes.
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SAUSAGE-AND-SPINACH EGG “MUFFINS”




Makes 12 “muffins”


PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES [image: image] COOK TIME: 20 MINUTES




I discovered these “muffins” during my keto days. They’re essentially a vehicle for sausage and cheese, with a dose of greens for good measure. This is pocket-sized protein—delicious, portable, and easy-to-make. The muffins can be stashed in the freezer and quickly warmed up to crush an oncoming attack of the hangries. (You’re welcome.) If I’ve got an extra-long day ahead of me and I know a cup of coffee isn’t going to sustain me, I can pop one of these in the microwave and I’ve got a nutritious and satisfying breakfast ready to go in the amount of time it takes to tie my tie… then I’m out the door.







7 large eggs


¼ cup half-and-half


½ teaspoon kosher salt


1 teaspoon olive oil


1 pound ground pork breakfast sausage


6 ounces baby spinach


1 cup shredded cheddar cheese









Preheat the oven to 375°F. Lightly grease a 12-cup muffin tin.


Whisk together the eggs, half-and-half, and salt in a medium bowl and set aside.


Heat the oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Add the sausage and cook, stirring with a wooden spoon to break it up, until it is crumbled and no longer pink, about 5 minutes. Add the spinach and cook just until wilted, a minute or two.


Spoon ¼ cup of the sausage mixture into the bottom of each muffin cup. Spoon 2 tablespoons of the egg mixture over the sausage and sprinkle some cheese evenly on top. Bake for 12 to 15 minutes, until set. Serve hot or at room temperature.
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AVOCADO TOAST




Serves 2


PREP TIME: 5 MINUTES [image: image] COOK TIME: 5 MINUTES




I pride myself on knowing what’s going on in the world of food, but I swear avocado toast came out of nowhere. It didn’t exist, and suddenly there it was on the menu of every breakfast joint, casting a shadow over timeless staples like omelets and eggs Benedict. As much as I appreciate a breakfast innovation, I initially shunned this interloper. Its trendiness had no place in my world of breakfast foods. That is, until my daughter Courtney, the professional chef of the family, made one for me. Oh, so this is what it’s all about! I, Albert Lincoln Roker Jr., have welcomed the avocado toast into my home.







1 ripe Hass avocado, halved and pitted


2 teaspoons olive oil


½ teaspoon grated lemon zest


1 teaspoon lemon juice


⅛ teaspoon kosher salt


⅛ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


1 garlic clove


2 slices seeded whole-grain bread, toasted


Baby arugula, red pepper flakes, and/or Maldon or other flaky sea salt, for garnish


Smoked salmon, halved cherry tomatoes, and/or baby arugula, for topping (optional)









Scoop the avocado flesh into a medium shallow bowl. Add the olive oil, lemon zest and juice, salt, and pepper and stir to combine.


Slice the garlic clove in half and lightly rub each slice of toast with the cut side of the garlic.


Spread the toasts with the avocado mixture. Top with arugula, red pepper flakes, and/or sea salt, and if you like, smoked salmon, and cherry tomatoes and/or baby arugula, then serve.
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SUNRISE BURRITOS




Serves 4


PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES [image: image] COOK TIME: 20 MINUTES




I’m not trying to start a war here, but if forced to decide between breakfast tacos and burritos, I’d be Team Burrito. Hear me out. A burrito is like a breakfast cigar, wrapped up tightly to provide manageability. It’s also perfectly acceptable to eat a breakfast burrito with a fork and knife! Now take the taco. A taco in the morning is pretty much a guarantee you’re going to spill something on your suit. Give a breakfast taco to a kid and you’re just asking for a we-missed-the-bus-because-Timmy-was-covered-in-hot-sauce-and-had-to-change situation. Why do this to yourself in the morning when you’re at your most vulnerable? Consider yourself warned. Make the burrito.







2 tablespoons canola oil, divided


1 small yellow onion, finely diced


1 small red bell pepper, finely diced


1 teaspoon ground cumin


½ teaspoon kosher salt


8 ounces raw chorizo sausage, casings removed


6 large eggs, lightly beaten


½ cup jarred chunky salsa, plus more for serving (optional)


2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro


4 (10-inch) flour tortillas


1 cup shredded Monterey Jack cheese









Heat 1 tablespoon of the oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Add the onion, bell pepper, cumin, and salt and cook, stirring, for 5 minutes, or until the vegetables are tender.


Add the chorizo and cook, stirring occasionally with a wooden spoon to break it up, until crumbled and browned, about 5 minutes. Reduce the heat to medium-low, add the eggs, and continue to cook, stirring with a fork, until they are scrambled and cooked to your liking. Remove the skillet from the heat and stir in the salsa and cilantro.


To assemble the burritos, microwave the tortillas for about 20 seconds, until pliable. Evenly divide the egg mixture among the tortillas, placing a spoonful just below the center, and sprinkle with ¼ cup cheese. Fold the bottom edge of the tortillas over the filling, tuck in the sides, and roll up the burrito.


Heat the remaining 1 tablespoon oil in a large nonstick skillet over medium heat. Add 2 burritos, seam side down, and cook until the bottoms are golden brown, about 2 minutes. Flip the burritos and cook until golden brown on the other side, about 2 minutes. Repeat to cook the remaining 2 burritos.


Serve with additional salsa, if desired.
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To make vegetarian burritos, replace the chorizo with 1 (15-ounce) can black beans, rinsed and drained.
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