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IT’S BEEN A LONG TIME COMING …







My name is Alix Traeger, I’m your favorite chef’s favorite mess, and if I can write a book, you can do ANYTHING—literally anything.


I hate to kick off with such a cliché, but really, I never thought I had this in me. I’m not a particularly patient person; I have the memory of a goldfish and the attention span of, well, a millennial. The highest grade I ever received on a written assignment beyond middle school was probably a B, and I always wrote my essays the night before they were due. I was definitely a better procrastinator than I was a student. Alas, the extent of my writing these days is mostly packaged into an Instagram caption, but if you’re reading this right now, well, that means I did it. I freaking did it. (Also, did I really just use the word “alas”? How author of me.) What I’m trying to say is, whatever idea you’re sitting on top of, whatever dreams you’ve kept locked up tight in your brain or your heart, whatever hobbies you’ve thrown in the towel on, take this book as your sign that it’s never too late. In fact, I find the timing is always perfect. Take it from me: I wrote this cookbook when I was single, sold it when I had a girlfriend, and now that it’s in your hand, I’ve got a ring on mine. So yeah, it’s been a long time coming. Some may say I’m late to the game, but I choose to believe I’m right on time. I’m showing up now with every bit of preparedness and perspective I’ve learned throughout my life so far.




About Me


If you’re here, it’s likely you’ve seen my videos and know me as the clumsy, loud, messy girl who should never have been allowed in the kitchen to begin with. I’m here to tell you that is exactly who I am. But I didn’t wait to be allowed in the kitchen. Instead, I made my place there. People often think I fake spilling things, that I do it on purpose for views and laughs, but I can assure you, I’m not that strategic. While some people have a green thumb, I have butterfingers. Spilling is a skill—a sport, if you will—but it’s not one that has ever—and I mean EVER—deterred me from pursuing a career in cooking. Instead, I’ve leaned straight into my clumsy nature. I show my messes and my failures because they’re real. Real for me, and I know for many others. It’s a part of the cooking process, and growing up, I didn’t see enough of it.


As a kid, instead of cartoons, I watched the Food Network. I idolized Julia, Ina, Rachael, Emeril, and Martha. I would even pretend I had my own cooking show while I helped my mom in the kitchen, narrating every step with my best “TV voice.” The only issue was that I could never do it as gracefully as my TV chef idols could. I made mistakes, while they could make a perfect three-course dinner in the span of a thirty-minute show without breaking a sweat. But I kept stumbling clumsily forward, cooking in my kitchen when I was still in school, which led me to start a food blog, which led me to working as a food stylist in Sweden after college, which led me to Tasty, where you may know me from. It wasn’t until those many years later, making and—this is the key part—editing my own food videos that it hit me: Those “perfect” TV chefs all made mistakes. They all spilled, and burned, and dropped things—we just weren’t seeing it. And so through my entire career, I’ve made it my mission to share as authentically as possible, both in and out of the kitchen. Because believe me, I’m not a mess just in the kitchen. This book, just like my videos, includes the successes and the failures. While you can learn a lot from the successes, I wholeheartedly believe you can learn even more from the mistakes. It’s kind of my whole life philosophy.


As humans, we tend to hang on to beliefs about who we are that make up our identities, and one day something happens to bring it all crumbling down. Just look at me: I used to be straight and a Tasty producer; now I’m gay and self-employed. At some point, you’re left with no choice but to say, “Scratch that.” To start again from scratch, to redefine yourself, or, better yet, to start living life beyond any definition. A key part of the journey is letting things burn, whether those things are cakes or identities. Cooking, like any creative process, can help teach us who we are. Believe it or not, this book was originally titled Hot Mess, and it had been years in the making when, for reasons I won’t bore you with, we had to say Scratch That. (See what I did there?) Having to quickly pivot on my title was equal parts frustrating and frightening. My whole being was wrapped up in that idea of “The Hot Mess,” and for a split second, I felt like all my hard work had been for nothing. But I choose to frame every challenge as an opportunity for growth, and this one was no different. I can proudly pass on the title of Hot Mess, knowing full well that you can take the hot mess out of the title but you can’t take the hot mess out of the book. Some days you’re going to spend hours in the kitchen only to say Scratch That when the cookie crumbles. But that doesn’t mean that time was a waste—instead, just use those cookie crumbs to fill and top your cake. And the next time you bake, you’ll have one more data point to make you a better cook.
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How to Use This Book


The intention of this book is not to teach you how to cook, nor is it to teach you how to live, since I’m definitely still learning how to do both. If you’ve ever accidentally added salt instead of sugar or stood under your smoke detector fanning it to stop the beeping, this cookbook is for you. Sometimes all you can do is roll with the punches, laugh it off, and learn as you go. That’s what this cookbook is all about: letting our messes and mistakes guide us in the kitchen, just as previous versions of ourselves guide us to new and improved ones. Just like flour, we all (have a) purpose; I think of my purpose as much more of a philosophy than a skill. I want to encourage others to lighten up, accept their mistakes as part of the journey, and find a way to laugh through the process, all while eating food that tastes good.


I developed these recipes to be full of the flavor and fun you may already know me for. They’re designed to be approachable yet stretch your skills in the kitchen and help inspire you to find your own creative cooking flair. The best gift I can give you is to help you turn up the voice of your own intuition: That voice is like a recipe ready to guide you—you just need to tap into it. My goal is to help you learn to trust the process and to keep going even when things go wrong. We’re embracing the chaos of cooking and building confidence in the same way we build flavor.


We put way too much pressure on ourselves to perform, to be perfect. You don’t have to show up perfectly, but you do have to show up. So as you make your way through these 102 recipes, I give you permission to breathe, to laugh, to cry, and, most important, to take the pressure off. I’ve peppered in little nuggets of wisdom that have helped make my journey in and out of the kitchen a little smoother. Truthfully, my life has been about as smooth as crunchy peanut butter—but crunchy peanut butter happens to be my favorite kind. Check out the “Hot Tips” throughout to learn how to turn messes into successes in the kitchen. And if you make a mistake that just can’t be salvaged, just say scratch that and try again another time.


This cookbook is organized into chapters (I know, how revolutionary) based on how I personally like to cook and eat. My breakfast on a weekday consists of a double cappuccino and maybe a banana if I’m feeling frisky, so I kicked things off with Weekend Breakfast, where the mornings are slow, the vibes are high, and Sundays are not so scary. Next up is Salads, Soups & Sandys, which, in my opinion, are the quintessential lunch foods, but please feel free to eat these for dinner if you choose. Then Dips, Snacks & Apps—think all things predinner and/or girl dinner/snacky dinner/whatever we’re calling it these days. Then we get into the dinner mains, which have a food for every mood, I promise. I’ve also included a whole chapter on Sides, because we all know that sides are the best and deserve a main place. And to wrap it all up: Sweet Treats, because we save the best for last in this house. While the recipes in this book are varied, I can boil each one down to three words: approachable, playful, and comforting. I want you to feel inspired and invited into the kitchen to make them, and I’ve poured my heart, and soul, and stomach into each and every recipe with the hope that you love and savor them as much as I do!




When it comes to cooking, most people will tell you to follow the rules. I will tell you to be bold enough to break them.


You know how we all have an inner child? I also believe we all have an inner chef, and that the two are intertwined, because what it takes to be an incredible chef is the spirit of a child. Pure creative genius, no blocks or barriers, no rules, no second-guessing. Healing your inner child is the most important work you can do in this life: It will clear the path to all your hopes and dreams, it will bring your passions to light, and it’s what will guide you to excellence in your field, whether that be the kitchen or outer space. Children see the world with curiosity and wonder. They experiment, and regardless of whether they feel ill-equipped, they play. That’s what cooking is to me: a playground. A chance to use your hands, get messy, create, learn, and savor life. Heal your inner child and unlock your inner chef.





Scratch That is a cookbook, but I want it to be more than that. I want it to be your journal, your best friend, your safe place, your totally judgment-free zone that also happens to be full of food you can eat all day, every day. For me, the kitchen has always been my haven; cooking has been my therapy. As much as I love to eat, the joy of cooking is not only about the food, it’s about the journey. The oopsies, whoopsies, and oh-shits are those pivotal moments that will guide the way.


In my twenty-five years of cooking, or at least of eating, I’ve learned that even the best recipes aren’t foolproof. It seems so obvious, yet no one ever says it out loud: Cooking takes practice. But just like writing a book, ANYONE can do it. You just need to turn off the pressure to be perfect, have a little more fun, and START. Start slow and steady if that feels good, or fast and chaotic if that’s more your vibe. I’m not here to judge. The best cooking equipment for you is whatever you have in your kitchen right now. Seriously. This may be very controversial, but I believe there are no rules, no wrong way to cook or to live. At the end of the day, it’s going in your mouth, so do it your way.


Cooking is massively intuitive. I probably shouldn’t admit this in my own cookbook, but I don’t typically use recipes. I prefer to live life on a whim and go with the flow. I use recipes like I use bumper lanes in bowling: to gently guide me to that strike. Cooking usually doesn’t need to be precise, and flavors are so personal and subjective. So I give you written permission (here it is, in print!) to make whatever changes you like to any of these recipes to make them your own. Kick up the spice if you dare, switch up the flavors if you want. Don’t use mayonnaise if it freaks you out. Just please, for the love of god, trust in your own ability to make a kick-ass meal for yourself.


You don’t have to be a chef to cook, you don’t have to be a writer to write, you don’t have to be a dancer to dance. I’m not any of these things, but cooking, writing, and dancing are some of my favorite things to do. What a loss it would be if I didn’t do them because I didn’t feel like I was good enough. I’m not the best at anything, and accepting that is my superpower. I find that most of the time when I don’t like doing something, it’s because I’m trying to be something I’m not—that takes the fun out of it. I hesitated to write a book because I didn’t feel like I had anything profound to say or enough life experience yet to make an impact with my words. But not everything we do has to change the world. You don’t have to make a dish worthy of a Michelin star for it to be great, and I happen to love a five-minute mug cake on nights I’m feeling lazy and tired. Sure, I would love more than anything to change even one person’s life with my writing, but if I don’t, at least you got some good food out of it. To me, that’s enough.


I’m a very (very) open person. An oversharer, if you will. I’ve made sharing my life my career. I think this book is the one thing in my life I’ve kept very close to me. I can make a cooking video in one day, but this book took me years to write. Well, here it is—finally. I hope as you read it and cook from it, and likely spill all over it, you become a better cook, and maybe even a better version of yourself. Not a day goes by that I am not grateful to be in your home, in your kitchen, and hopefully in your heart. Thank you, from my stomach to yours, for trusting me with that honor.
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MESS EN PLACE THE MAGIC OF THE MESS





I believe The Mess is an integral part of every creative process. In cooking, mise en place is French for “everything in its place”—every ingredient is measured, chopped, and ready to go before you even turn on the stove. Pardon my French, but the best dishes aren’t only born in spotless kitchens—they’re also crafted in the whirlwind of flour clouds, splattered sauces, and the occasional stray herb, because The Mess is where we learn.


Mess en Place is my version; it means “let’s get real.” It’s about prepping your space for an inevitable mess and finding the joy in the journey, not just the destination. While we’re here to embrace The Mess, a little organization goes a long way to ensure your final dish is delicious, not disastrous.




Calm Before the Storm


Lay out your ingredients, but unless you’re baking, don’t stress about perfectly measured quantities. Cooking is about feeling as much as it is about following the rules. Prepare your tools, and consider a cute apron to collect those glorious splatters.







Controlled Chaos


Create a clean space for chaos—aka controlled chaos. Start with a tidy workspace so that as the mess grows, you don’t get overwhelmed and still know where everything is … kind of.







No-Stress Mess


Remember, the mess is part of the process. Each splatter, spill, burn, and smear is one step closer to making magic.
















RECIPE FOR SUCCESS





Cooking is an art and a skill that develops over time with practice. It’s about the process, not the destination, but sometimes we can help each other get there a little faster. These are the most important lessons I’ve learned in my own culinary adventure.




Taste as You Go


It’s always easier to make corrections during the cooking process rather than after the dish is complete, so taste your food as it cooks! Tasting along the way allows you to adjust seasoning and build flavors as you go, resulting in a balanced, well-seasoned, and deliciously complex dish. It’s also how you’ll learn which flavors specific ingredients add.







Knife Skills Matter


A good chef’s knife is arguably your most important tool. This may sound counterintuitive, but the sharper your knife is, the safer it is to use—plus, uniformly cut ingredients cook more evenly. Let’s practice! Grab your chef’s knife and wrap your fingers around the handle, firmly but not overly tight. Don’t leave your pointer finger on top of the blade! Cut in a rocking motion: The tip of the knife should stay in contact with the cutting board while you push down toward the heel of the blade. Use your free hand to hold the food securely, keeping your fingertips tucked under like a claw and your knuckles parallel to the knife as a guide to prevent accidents. Okay, chop chop!







Patience Is a Virtue


Many dishes require time to develop flavor. Rushing through cooking can lead to undercooked or unevenly cooked food. Practice patience in life, and especially when simmering, roasting, braising, caramelizing, and marinating. Use the cues and times I’ve provided in the recipes as guidance.







Climate Control


Staying in control of your cooking temp is key! Whether you’re sautéing with a sizzle, simmering with a soft bubble, or baking to a golden crisp, each heat level has its own outcome. Trust your gut—and your senses! If you hear a crackle turning into a smoky whiff or see edges browning too fast, dial it down. If it’s quieter than a library and smells like, well, nothing, crank it up!







Make It Work


Learning to substitute ingredients and adapt recipes to your taste is an invaluable skill. Don’t be afraid to make swaps—you just might make a recipe even better! Start simple, like choosing one green for another or throwing in the herbs you have on hand rather than going out to buy what’s called for. Get those creative juices flowing; experimentation is how you develop your personal style. Sometimes a swap will be a flop, but that’s okay, because you miss 100% of the recipes you don’t make.







Master Disaster


Not to sound like a broken record, but this is my life’s purpose. At this point I’m a master of disaster, but everyone makes mistakes (everybody has those days). Burned something? Oversalted a dish? Forgot to add an ingredient? View those moments as opportunities to learn. Embrace your mistakes! After all, the worse you burn something, the more it’s burned into your brain.
















THE SCRATCH THAT PANTRY





Pantries are personal. What kind of pasta to buy (*cough* RIGATONI), or which agents of heat to have in your arsenal—that’s up to your palate! Keeping a stocked pantry is a helpful cooking tool when you need to adjust and correct flavors in case you accidentally make a mistake (which by now you have hopefully accepted is definitely going to happen). Here’s what I keep on hand.


Salt: The OG. Salt enhances flavor—it’s what makes good food great.


Acid: When things get too salty, fatty, sweet, bitter, or spicy, acid adds a pop of zing to keep everything in balance; try a splash of vinegar or a squeeze of citrus juice like lemon or lime.


Sugar: Not just for desserts, give your dish a little sweet lovin’ when too-spicy, too-bitter, or too-acidic notes take over. White granulated sugar is a classic but you can also play with brown sugar, honey, or maple syrup for a little more oomph.


Low-sodium stock or broth: Maximize your stock options for a rainy day (in this case rain = salt). Use it to dilute oversalted soups, stews, and sauces while adding just a touch of flavor.


Potatoes: Think of spuds as sponges. If you have oversalted soup or stew, throw in some cut-up raw potatoes and let them soak up the saltiness. You can discard them once they’ve done their job.


Plain yogurt or sour cream: Creamy, tangy, and the secret to cooling down dishes that got a little too spicy or salty.


Heavy cream or milk: A dairy option that adds a luscious richness to reduce spiciness or saltiness without introducing the tang that yogurt or sour cream adds.


Baking soda: I have baking soda … to cut through a too-sour or too-acidic dish. A little goes a long way—too much and things start to taste … off.


Butter: Typically responsible for the “I can’t stop eating this” effect. And brown butter? Even better butter.


Plain or panko breadcrumbs: Toasted with butter, salt, and maybe even a little cheese, will add texture and crunch to dishes that need a lil’ something extra.


Fresh herbs: A pop of color, a burst of freshness, and bonus—they can cover up any mistake on the plate. Herbs make everything look (and taste) better.


Spices: The spice of life! Spices add flavor, color, and a touch of mystery that’ll make people ask, “What’s in this?! It tastes amazing!” Don’t be shy—get bold and playful with them!


Cornstarch or flour: The secret (thickening) agents when sauces are runny and thin. Throw in a little cornstarch or mix equal parts melted butter and flour. Whisk well to avoid lumps.


Tomato paste: A little tomato paste can bring richness and umami, giving your food a deeper, more savory flavor.


Wine: Perfect for deglazing all those browned bits stuck to the pan, boosting flavor, and—most importantly—sipping as you cook.


Dijon mustard: The sharpness will cut through fats and bring balance to your marinades, dressings, and sauces.


Low-sodium soy sauce: Provides a boost of umami and saltiness if a dish is lackluster.
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What I Mean When I Say …


Kosher salt is used in cooking because, compared to table salt, it has larger, coarser crystals. Those crystals make it much easier to pinch, sprinkle, or throw over your shoulder and onto your food. My preferred brand of kosher salt is DIAMOND CRYSTAL. It’s less salty than other brands, which means I get to use bigger pinches than I would with another salt. Are you starting to clock why all this matters? If all you’ve got is table salt or Morton kosher salt, start with half the amount listed in the recipe (if there is a measurement) and taste and adjust as you go. I encourage you to find the salt that aligns with you (aka your taste preferences and cooking style), and most importantly, stick to it to learn how to cook with it.


Flaky salt is made of large and, well, flaky crystals. It’s best used for finishing, to add a burst of saltiness and a satisfying crunch. I usually use MALDON, but the brand makes less of a difference here than it does for kosher salt. You can find lots of fun flavored salts to use for finishing. Still, I typically prefer to keep it simple to let the flaky salt enhance my ingredients and make them shine rather than mask the flavors of my food (unless you need it to mask the flavor of your food—then, by all means, go ahead). Use flaky salt to finish salads, grilled vegetables, steaks, roasted meats, and especially on desserts like chocolate chip cookies.


Black pepper is always FRESHLY GROUND, and you can play with how fine or coarse you like to set your grinder.


Eggs are always LARGE. I look for pasture-raised or farm-fresh when purchasing eggs.


Citrus juice is always FRESH and from a whole fruit. The bottled stuff is not worth your money!


Vegetable oil is used for high-heat cooking applications and frying. I use CANOLA or PEANUT OIL. Avocado and grapeseed oils are also good options for roasting and searing.


Olive oil is not all made the same. EXTRA-VIRGIN (EVOO) is great for you and great for cooking. It has a lower smoke point, though, so it’s not ideal for high-heat cooking. Save the pricier bottles for uncooked applications like salad dressings and drizzling over finished dishes!


Butter is UNSALTED, unless salted is called for specifically. That way, you can control the salt content in the food without going over(butter)board.


Stock and broth may seem interchangeable, but each has its own place in the kitchen. When I cook, I use LOW-SODIUM STOCK. It’s made from simmering bones (sometimes with a bit of meat), making it richer thanks to all that gelatin (gnarly, I know). It’s perfect for adding depth and body to soups, stews, and sauces, but leaves the salt up to you. Broth, on the other hand, is made by simmering meat (maybe a bone or two) with veg and seasonings, resulting in a lighter, flavorful liquid good for sippin’ on its own. In a nutshell, you should use stock for richness and broth for a lighter touch, but really, use whatever you’ve got.


Dairy is FULL-FAT because fat = flavor! That means when a recipe calls for milk, I use whole milk. If you have dietary restrictions, feel free to use your favorite nondairy alternative. When using alternative milks, I recommend scanning the ingredient list and choosing ones with minimal additives, avoiding unnecessary preservatives or sweeteners.
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