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Recipe Guide



IF YOU’RE LOOKING FOR VEGETARIAN OR GLUTEN-FREE RECIPES, more than half of the food in this book is one or both, so dive in. But note, Little Green Dress and V’s Nuts contain anchovies in their whole form or in Worcestershire sauce. To make them and the recipes that use them vegetarian, remove the anchovies and swap the Worcestershire for the soy sauce of your preference. And go ahead and leave out the bread, croutons, or crackers to make many more dishes gluten-free.


OUR HEROES




Little Green Dress


R-Rated Onions


Can-Do Kraut


Red Weapons


Citrus Shrine


Community Organizer


Herbdacious


Quirky Furki


V’s Nuts


Sweet Potential





PAINLESS DINNERS FOR PEOPLE WHO HATE WASHING DISHES (AKA ME)




All About That Rice… with Chicken


Anchovy Gateway Spaghetti


Back-Pocket Pan Sauce


Cheaters Only BBQ Pork


Cherry Tomato Baked Feta… Surprise!


Chicken Breasts I’m Not Mad At


Chicken Dinner for Pregnant People


Easy, Baby… Back Ribs


Fancy as a Clam


Fast Road to Fancy Pork Scaloppine


Fish in a Bag


Sweet Heat Side of Salmon


Meatloaf’s Big Makeover


Mussels Will Work for You


Nacho Normal


Naked Burgers with a Cheese Toupee & Spinach Crown


Once-a-Week Roasted Chicken with Sweet Onion Cauliflower Puree


Pork Meatballs Bobbing in Broth


Red Weapon Greens on Mozzarella Toast


Roast Chicken Toast


Steaks Dripping in Blue Cheese–Onion Butter


This Is 40 Fettuccine


Where’s My Medal Grits & Chicken





WHEN LIGHT IS WHAT YOU’RE LOOKING FOR




Asparagus Bathed in Green Butter


Autumn’s Crunch Factor Slaw


Avocado Toast on Its Coronation Day


Beets Meet Reuben


But-a-Nut Soup


Caesar Me Convinced


Can-Do Kraut


Cherry Tomato Baked Feta… Surprise!


Chicken Breasts I’m Not Mad At


Chicken Salad Worth Discussion


Deep Run Summer in a Bowl


Fish in a Bag


Give the Gift of Pickled Shrimp


Here’s to Eggplant


Hippie Burritos


Jammy Eggs Dressed in Green


Juicy & Bright Citrus Salad


Lunch-at-My-Desk Quinoa Salad


Make It Today, Slurp It Tomorrow Vegetable Soup


Roasted Butternut Squash with Miso Mayo


Pork Meatballs Bobbing in Broth


Relish Me This Grilled Vegetables


Shrimp Cocktail I Can Get Behind


Squash in Its Raw Wonder


Steak Salad Kind of Gal


Sunday Sauce over Roasted Broccoli


Sweet Heat Side of Salmon


Tuesday Lunch from Monday Supper


Tuna Salad Snack Crackers


Waldorf Salad Redo


Wrapmagic





IN PURSUIT OF DECADENCE




Blintzed Breakfast Bake


Chicken Dinner for Pregnant People


Does Not Disappoint Breakfast Casserole


Gas Station Biscuits


Inspiration Strikes Party Rolls


Macaroni Hot Dish


Nacho Normal


People Pleaser Party Dip


Pinch Me, Frenchie


Roast Chicken Toast


Steaks Dripping in Blue Cheese–Onion Butter


Sunday Sauce over Roasted Broccoli


Tomato Gravy to Me


Tomato “Pie” for Dough Dummies





KIDS CAN’T RESIST




Bake Beans Again


Broccoli Soup for Cheese Lovers


Chef Mix


Chicken Wangs!!


Fried Dollar Bills


LGD Goes Ranch


Macaroni Hot Dish


Mashed Potatoes’ Second Coming


Nacho Normal


People Pleaser Party Dip


Sin-Tooth Snacks


Strong Smoothie Game


This Is 40 Fettuccine





SNACKTASTIC




Chef Mix


Chicken Wangs!!


Do Try This at Home Tartare


Fried Dollar Bills


Give the Gift of Pickled Shrimp


I Wish I Was a Cheese Baller


Inspiration Strikes Party Rolls


LGD Goes Ranch


Meat on a Stick Is a Sure Thing


Nacho Normal


Party in a Can Bean Dip


People Pleaser Party Dip


Picklesicles


Pinch Me, Frenchie


Red Devils


Shrimp Cocktail I Can Get Behind


Sin-Tooth Snacks


Tuna Salad Snack Crackers


V’s Nuts


Worth-the-Hype Pimento Cheese






KITCHEN PROJECTS





Can-Do Kraut


Citrus Shrine


Do Try This at Home Tartare


Fried Chicken Finally


Gas Station Biscuits


Kim’s Invention Ice Cream


Lasagna Primavera


Orange Tzimmes Time


Pinch Me, Frenchie


Sunday Sauce over Roasted Broccoli


That’s Impressive Leg of Lamb





WAYS WITH CHICKEN




All About That Rice… with Chicken


Chicken Breasts I’m Not Mad At


Chicken Dinner for Pregnant People


Chicken Salad Worth Discussion


Chicken Wangs!!


Fried Chicken Finally


Once-a-Week Roasted Chicken with Sweet Onion Cauliflower Puree


Roast Chicken Toast


Where’s My Medal Grits & Chicken





WHEN YOU’RE TIRED OF CHICKEN




Cheaters Only BBQ Pork


Cherry Tomato Baked Feta… Surprise!


Do Try This at Home Tartare


Fancy as a Clam


Fast Road to Fancy Pork Scaloppine


Fish in a Bag


Give the Gift of Pickled Shrimp


Hippie Burritos


Meat on a Stick Is a Sure Thing


Meatloaf’s Big Makeover


Naked Burgers with a Cheese Toupee & Spinach Crown


Orange Tzimmes Time


Shrimp Cocktail I Can Get Behind


Steak Salad Kind of Gal


Steaks Dripping in Blue Cheese–Onion Butter


Sweet Heat Side of Salmon


That’s Impressive Leg of Lamb





VEGETABLES ARE THE MAIN EVENT




Collards Break Character


Deep Run Summer in a Bowl


Lasagna Primavera


Make It Today, Slurp It Tomorrow Vegetable Soup


Nacho Normal


Red Weapon Greens on Mozzarella Toast


This Is 40 Fettuccine


Tomato “Pie” for Dough Dummies





MORNING TIME




Avocado Toast on Its Coronation Day


Blintzed Breakfast Bake


Breakfast of Compromisers


Does Not Disappoint Breakfast Casserole


Egg in a Cup in a Microwave


Gas Station Biscuits


Jammy Eggs Dressed in Green


Little Bit Scrappy, Little Bit Rock ’n’ Roll… Parfait


Scrambled Eggs with Tomatoes & More


Sloppy Joe Shirred Eggs with Spinach


Strong Smoothie Game


V’s Roasted-Banana Nut Bread






BREAK OUT THE FLOUR





Blintzed Breakfast Bake


Gas Station Biscuits


K&W Made Me Do It Skillet Cornbread


Pinch Me, Frenchie


Rock Me Don’t Shake Me Lemon Pie


Ugly Cake


V’s Roasted-Banana Nut Bread





SLURP IT FROM A BOWL




Broccoli Soup for Cheese Lovers


But-a-Nut Soup


Collards Break Character


Deep Run Summer in a Bowl


Gingered Cabbage in a Quirky Cream


Make It Today, Slurp It Tomorrow Vegetable Soup


Pork Meatballs Bobbing in Broth


Sweet Potato, Kraut & Bacon Chowder





SIDELINES




Asparagus Bathed in Green Butter


Bake Beans Again


Barbecue Potatoes


Brussels Sprouts for President


Collards Break Character


Gingered Cabbage in a Quirky Cream


Krautcakes with Fried Apples & Dijon


Mashed Potatoes’ Second Coming


New Leaf Pilaf


Organized Peas (or Beans)


Please Forgive Me Steamed Rice


Roasted Butternut Squash with Miso Mayo


Relish Me This Grilled Vegetables


Squash in Its Raw Wonder


Tomato Gravy to Me


Tomato “Pie” for Dough Dummies


Very Versatile Smear of Stuff (Spiced Pecan, Sun-Dried Tomato Romesco)





DIP AND DRIZZLE




Caesar Me Convinced


Cherry Tomato Baked Feta… Surprise!


Feisty Creamycado Dressing


LGD Goes Ranch


Party in a Can Bean Dip


People Pleaser Party Dip


Pink & Dreamy Dressing


Red Vinaigrette


Tomato Gravy to Me


Very Versatile Smear of Stuff (Spiced Pecan, Sun-Dried Tomato Romesco)





FEELING THIRSTY




Bloody & Pickled Marys


Cherry Boulevardier


Margaritas with Salt Inside


Pear or Apple Sour


Picklesicles


Strawberry Daiquiri


Watermelon Mint Gimlet





SWEET TOOTH




Blintzed Breakfast Bake


Kim’s Invention Ice Cream


Little Bit Scrappy, Little Bit Rock ’n’ Roll… Parfait


Rock Me Don’t Shake Me Lemon Pie


Ugly Cake


V’s Roasted-Banana Nut Bread


















Pep Talk



MY FIRST COOKBOOK, Deep Run Roots, is a love letter to Eastern North Carolina, the place I’ve lived my whole life. It’s as much a historical document as a cookbook, and of it I’m extremely proud. But Deep Run Roots really doesn’t represent the way I cook at home most days. That’s a little different than you might expect.


At home and at my home-away-from-home office (a place we affectionately call VHQ), I’m a modern day domestic engineer who calls on a roster of flavor heroes to make simple food fantastic food. These things, my kitchen MVPs, my tricks-to-delicious, are what this book is about.


If you come on this journey with me, if you go to the mat and make a hero or two, and then make a recipe or three that builds on that hero, I promise with every ounce of my highly accomplished self that you will be inspired.


This book will change the way you cook, the way you think about what’s in your fridge, the way you see yourself in an apron. I swear on my dog Gracie’s grave that you will be empowered, confident, dare I say even nimble, in your kitchen. Your journey to make your cooking taste good will shatter the chains of recipes you’ve struggled to follow. It will reshape, even streamline, the time you spend feeding yourself and the ones you love. Boring, bland dinners of basic Brussels sprouts and boneless skinless chicken breasts will be nothing more than limp dry memories in your house. You will emerge both kitchen magician and domestic god. You’ll know what to do and when you need to do it to make breakfast, lunch, dinner, and all the nuggets in between remarkable moments in your day, because when I’m done with you, you’ll be certain as a sultan that This Will Make It Taste Good.


The funny thing is that when I set out to write this cookbook I was bound and determined it was going to be “simple.” The recipes would be exciting of course, but the nexus of it was that anybody anywhere could whippy-dippy-do them from start to finish in less than an hour. If you had no knife skills and cooking didn’t bring you joy, then this book would be for you. If you’re more Walmart than farmers’ market, this book would be yours too. And of course if you love cooking and all things in the kitchen, you’d find plenty of joy in here too.


I’m happy to say that’s where this book ended up, but it took a little while to figure out how to get there.


There were problems immediately with the lowest-common-denominator approach. Turns out that “simple” too often turns into “uninteresting” or “boring”—not exciting or fun. I broiled tomatoes and wished I could add deeply caramelized onions to the topping. I made vegetable soup and missed the onions’ broth-defining depth there too. I stewed pots of beans in the name of easy and marveled at how basic they tasted. I seared fish and steak and wondered how to properly exalt both without an herb-y, punchy crown. I made lackluster dressings and pan sauces and offered store-bought suggestions for vegetable relish, pesto, and fruit preserves to help those sauces along.


My palate and my teacher’s soul were not pleased. So I decided to do the thing that felt most natural. I decided to cook like I really cook.


I realized that my mission isn’t to protect you from time in your kitchen, it’s to help you make the most of it. So I resolved to open up my pantry and share the shelf full of tricks I use every day to make simple food taste good. I would be honest about how my experience as a chef shapes my experience cooking at home. I’d bring my green sauce, my furikake, and my preserved citrus out of the closet and expose their power. I’d give them names and bios that mirror their personality and demystify their purpose. I’d show you how to make them, organize them, store them, and exploit them to good end.




This book will change the way you cook.





Like a belt that lends me a waist when I’m feeling baggy, my little arsenal of condiments and components brighten, deepen, and define the food I cook. Recipes themselves, they make basic stuff taste complex. Damn right they deserve their own book!


I guess you’d call this “next-level meal prep” or “meal prep for people who want to cook food that tastes really freaking good.” I mean, think about it. Why do meal-prep apostles suggest you roast asparagus on Sunday just to ruin them in the microwave on Wednesday? Why on the last night of your precious weekend do they want you to boil quinoa without a legit plan to make it taste good? Why is dry-grilled, boneless, skinless chicken breast a good way to save time? I appreciate the intention, but I’m here to tell you there’s a better way to eat well without taking all night to cook dinner.


Trust me. Cancel your Sunday date with boiled quinoa and break out your blender in the name of a deep, rich, and round herb and garlic puree. Stop reheating broccoli that was oversteamed to start with and enlist your knife to craft a crown that makes broccoli shine. Forget portion bags and tiny Rubbermaid containers and say hello to jars and ice cube trays filled with colorful flavor treasures you feel proud of.


This will not be hard. I don’t suggest you spend your free-from-quinoa time canning vegetables or butchering whole animals. Instead, I hope you lean into the way I cook at home and let my flavor heroes do the crafty part of the work. And just to be clear, these tricks-to-delicious are not hard to make. Rather, they’re simple recipes like spiced nuts for texture and pickled tomatoes for just about everything else.


This is not about skill level, technique, or gadgets. This is about working smarter, not harder. You can do it.













How This Works



UNFOLDING IN FRONT OF YOU are ten chapters of recipes, each organized around one of my flavor heroes. Within each chapter I’ll introduce you to each MVP’s persona and function. You’ll also learn how to prepare, store, and deploy that hero in a cornucopia of approachable ways. In addition to fully fleshed out, approachable, easy-to-shop-for recipes that call on that chapter’s hero, you’ll find “no brainer” suggestions for how to use it at the top of each chapter.


I suggest you start with one hero. Go deep, cooking several recipes that call on it so you can see the power a little forethought affords you. The recipes, even the heroes, are dead simple, and all but one’s ingredients (Quirky Furki) can be found at any Walmart in our great nation. In short, nothing in this book is gonna have you searching the Internet for leaf lard or setting multiple timers in the name of precision. And because this book is practical at its core, you’re gonna see a lot of chicken cooked in a bevy of ways because if you eat meat, you most likely eat chicken, and I find a lot of people need some guidance getting the bird right. Same goes for vegetables. Broccoli, cabbage, spinach, kale, squash, apples, and cauliflower look as good at Walmart as they do anywhere, so I call on them a lot.




The goal here is to make simple cooking exciting and accessible.





If you’re looking for interpretations of endive, white asparagus, and Guinea hen, look elsewhere. The goal here is to make simple cooking exciting and accessible. You can thank me when you see me.


Something else you’ll notice is that the recipe names and their introductions are often, shall we say, inspired. Not necessarily a precise reflection of the ingredients they’re made of, the recipe names in this book mirror what those dishes mean to me. Food is the language I use to talk about the fabric of my life, and that’s what these recipes do.


There are stories, too, because I like to write them. They are a glimpse at the people, challenges, triumphs, and lessons learned that stock the pantry of who I am. Put it all together, and this is what makes my life taste good.
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What Would Vivian Do?



SHE WOULD…





Wag her finger in disapproval at anyone who uses anything other than kosher salt, full-fat dairy, large eggs, and unsalted butter.







Heap praise on everyone who has invested in a high-powered blender and a quality 12-inch cast-iron skillet.







Add more accolades to all who have found a 10-inch chef’s knife that feels good in their hand and learned how to sharpen it.







Keep the olive oil game simple and just stock an extra virgin that tastes good and isn’t pricey.







Stock all the vinegars. They don’t go bad and are a relief to have around.







Grind her black pepper and the rest of her spices from whole.







Buy ground turkey and chicken that has some fat in it. Dry protein leaves her wondering what’s the point.







Double, even triple the hero recipes and give them as gifts. She loves to please people.







Run out and get a Microplane, a fish spatula, and a Y-shaped vegetable peeler.







Not sweat the small stuff like brands of hot sauce, mayo, or mustard.







Pack all her greens (like spinach), herbs (like basil or mint), and brown sugars into the cup when measuring.







Go on the interwebs and order some of those silicone ice cube trays to store the heroes that make sense in the freezer in individual, easy to access portions.







Use glass over plastic almost always, particularly when heat or extreme cold is involved.







Never let the lack of one ingredient keep her from making a recipe. There’s always something in the pantry that can stand in for things that are salty, tart, umami-full, and oniony.







Never blame the recipe if she goes completely rogue and does her own thing. That was her decision and she will live with it.
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CHAPTER ONE



LITTLE
Green Dress


Briny · Herbaceous · Bright · Vinegary
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THE HERO THAT SAVED ME



In 2019 my professional life was a vat of turmoil. The mountain of projects I had taken on had slowly distanced me from the day-to-day operations at my restaurants, and my prolonged absence was notable in every part of the business. The restaurants were understaffed, guest counts were down across the board, and morale was at an all-time low. My team members used to feel like they were a part of something. Now that “something” just felt like a job. I had hired a consultant and a chef with pedigree to help figure things out, but somehow that made it worse. I fired people, rehired people, and to save my marriage, decided I could no longer work with my husband. We moved under a tall mountain of debt that caused finger-pointing, infighting, and backstabbing, and I couldn’t tell who was doing what. I had abruptly ended our TV show, A Chef’s Life, and was shooting a new series I had literally fought for but felt compromised by the power dynamics of the work.


All of it was stuff that, on some level, I was doing for other people. I had never wanted to run a restaurant empire, and suddenly I was running one into the ground. Every day I let more and more people down. I felt lost.


I had also gotten myself into a little bit of trouble with this book—a promise I had made but couldn’t figure out how to fulfill. All naive and excited, I had agreed to write two books back in 2014 when Deep Run Roots found a publisher. Being a writer was all I had ever really dreamed of, and it had taken me two restaurants, a TV show, and plenty of hard experience to finally make it there. In many ways, writing Deep Run Roots was easy, a catharsis I had saved up my whole life for. But with this second book I felt that I had written a check I couldn’t figure out how to cash, and I floundered. I didn’t know what to write about. I had put everything I had and then some into that first book. I worried its success was beginner’s luck, that I was a one-hit wonder, that I had told all my stories and written all my recipes. I wanted to give up, return the money to the publisher, and plant a garden instead.


Then, after a couple years of false starts, a lot of hand-wringing and a fair amount of profanity, I threw my hands up and stepped away from it. That separation provided the headspace to see an idea that was embedded in all the half-baked proposals I had written. A huge departure from the time capsule of a place and its food that was my first book, it would be personal, quirky, honest, and practical. It would be about the way I really cook rather than the way I thought people wanted me to cook. It would be about who I am, and why. Suddenly I spilled over with the stories and recipes that would become This Will Make It Taste Good.




My life was a dumpster fire, but somehow writing this book protected me from the fallout.





The trouble was, I am notoriously slow at this writing thing and my deadline had blown past. But I had a heart-to-heart with my editor, Mike, who told me we could still publish the book in 2020 if I was done in five months. I’m sure it was a deadline he thought someone who took years to write her first book would have no chance in hell of meeting. But I love to surprise people. In fact, underestimation is one of the primary fires that fuels me, so I woke up nearly every morning at 5 a.m. to a dark house and a rambunctious cat and wrote my little heart out until my kids roused at 7.


You need to know that I had never, ever, ever woken up before my kids on purpose. I am a night person who made her career in restaurants that open at 5 p.m., a person who has been conditioned to work late and sleep in the morning. This book changed that. I tucked myself into bed early because I couldn’t wait to crawl into the curve of my couch with my computer the next morning. I felt possessed. No one pushed me to the finish line. Turns out Mike hadn’t even told anybody at Little, Brown that I intended to deliver the book. No one but him even knew what it was about. This was a self-imposed sprint, and a force inside pushed me to the finish line.


My life was a dumpster fire, but somehow writing this book protected me from the fallout. Naming my flavor heroes, fleshing out their personalities, shaping their world, and thinking about how they might empower people in their own kitchens gave me newfound purpose. Condiments had become my escape. No, these condiments became my mission.


I wrote about R-Rated Onions first because they seemed like a gateway to understanding my idea for building a pantry of right-hand flavor heroes that make cooking on the quick more dynamic. But for me, caramelized onions are more Ant-Man than Superman. The hero that makes my heart beat fast, the one I would rush in to save from the flames if my house were burning down, is Little Green Dress.


Also affectionately known as LGD, this little number is like chimichurri and salsa verde had a baby in a bed of olives. LGD is condiment, ingredient, texture, acid, herb, oil, and salt all at once. Like the little black dress that’s your sure thing, LGD is pretty much perfect for every occasion. I knew if I could get people to make it just once, they’d douse, dollop, and slather LGD on everything. It’s a key that opens the door to delicious and makes boring bold, makes simple shine. It’s the ultimate trick. It’s my favorite. There, I said it.


So I wrote and wrote and much to everybody’s surprise, I sort of met my deadline. I finished testing the recipes and writing most of these essays in February 2020 and promised to wrap up the rest in March.


Then, the pandemic. At first we didn’t want to believe it was real, but Covid-19 came after everyone—killing tens of thousands of people, confusing the medical world, and igniting political angst. As a nation we were terrified. And like it did to other places all over the country, Covid-19 shuttered my restaurants so fast they looked like crime scenes, where everything is left in mid-sentence and “closed until further notice” signs stood in for yellow tape.


We had been in a similar spot before, when hurricanes shut us down for weeks and a fire closed our doors for months, so I knew the sad truth of what would come next. The restaurants would be bankrupt in days if the measures I took were not major and swift. Suspecting it would last longer than any of the disasters we had endured, and knowing I couldn’t make payroll moving forward, I stood in front of my team and furloughed all but ten of my 130 employees. I had no choice, but it still felt like betrayal.


With my unruly restaurant train halted mid-track and its noise stripped away, a lot of things became clear. For several years I had struggled to run two restaurants across the street from each other in a town whose resources couldn’t support them both. The economic fallout meant I couldn’t do that anymore, so I made the painful decision to permanently close the Boiler Room and put all our resources into Chef and the Farmer. We consolidated inventory, jammed the cow and the pig we had gotten days before in the freezer, and sold back all the booze I didn’t think I could drink.


With our skeleton crew of six in Kinston, we stumbled through takeout and curbside pickups for two weeks. But our restaurant model relied on people traveling to dine with us, and our food didn’t make much sense in a box. On our last Saturday, we did $600 of business at a restaurant where we often did $11,000. We were losing money, momentum, and our minds. We had to stop and find another way forward.


Fueled by fear, responsibility, and adrenaline, I wrote a menu for a market that would deliver and for family meal kits that spoke to the moment. I reached out to farmers in hopes of distributing their goods. I wanted to feed our furloughed restaurant family. I wanted to feed kids without food because there was no school. I felt pressure to rally for struggling independent restaurants, and I wanted to keep the people I loved safe. But I didn’t know how. I felt desperate and confused, like the ball in a pinball machine thrust around a rapidly changing world.


I realized it didn’t make sense for me to build a new business around delivery when a majority of our customers pre-Covid had come from far away. How could I ask people to come off unemployment when those benefits were more than I could offer? Why would I put my team in danger in the name of something that might not work, when everything I saw told us all to stay home? Plus, it seemed like a bad idea to merely guess what might be next based on what I saw other people doing. And above all else, I knew I should just be thankful my loved ones were healthy.


I hung on to my habit of waking up before the sun to write, but my mind was far too muddled to make sense of sentences. In those quiet moments with my family asleep and my mind on fire, I turned to Instagram and watched people cook. Everybody but me, it seemed, was in the kitchen trying to make the best of quarantine. Kitchens had become the amusement parks of people’s homes. Some were Disneylands of sourdough and stews. Others seemed trapped in a county-fair house of horrors—the only way out, a maze of beans. I so wished the book I was still writing was out in the world. I longed for Little Green Dress, Can-Do Kraut, and Community Organizer to jump in and show people how to make magic kingdoms out of a rickety old roller coaster.


And so it was on one of those quiet, dark mornings snuggled with my cat that I saw a different way out of the mess we were in. In fact, I had laid the groundwork for it during an earlier disaster, Hurricane Florence. We had planned to open a brick-and-mortar bake shop called Handy & Hot. But after the hurricane ruined those plans, we started to sell baked goods online for special occasions. Handy & Hot proved a huge success and frankly represented the only real money the restaurants made that year.


Handy & Hot was our future—a way to share our food with the world when no one could come to our restaurants. But as much joy as pound cakes, s’mores kits, and chocolate pecan chess pies brought our customers, a baked good you eat in a matter of minutes didn’t feel right for this long and isolated moment. I wanted to offer something people could spend time with; something they could get to know; something that might make life inside the kitchen more bearable or, for some people, more fun. And I was already writing about just that.


It may come as a surprise that I’m not a particularly spiritual person. Maybe it was too many Sundays as a kid spent on the back pew pondering how long an eternity might feel when one is burning, but I generally take things at face value. From my vantage point, bad things happen. Good things happen. And they happen randomly (although I do believe in karma). Even so, the experience, timing, and gift of this book left me feeling there must be a higher power at work. I found it unbelievable the book I had complained about, stumbled around, and at the last possible moment was possessed to write would light my path forward during the most confusing time in my life.


In the middle of our nation’s stay-at-home order, we launched mail-order Handy & Hot quarantine kits with Little Green Dress in the spotlight and Community Organizer with the assist. We had hoped to get orders for 500 kits, but sold twice that in just the first few hours. Two weeks and 110 pounds of mint and parsley later, we released and sold 500 more.


It was the first time in five years that I felt I was really leading my kitchen and my small team with purpose, and I felt grounded, hopeful, full of gratitude, and energized. We made plans to continue. We could release jars of these flavor heroes every month, in the hope of generating some enthusiasm for the book to come, revenue for the restaurant I would eventually reopen, and work for the staff I care so much about. The whole thing felt bigger than me, but not in a train-barreling-down-the-tracks, out-of-control kind of way (I’m well-versed in that sensation). Rather, it made me believe that for the first time in forever I could choose a thoughtful way to move forward rather than simply react to all the pressures around me.


Maybe it’s a stretch to suggest that Little Green Dress and this pain-in-the-ass of a book saved my business as well as my sanity, but I don’t think so.
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Little Green Dress








MAKES 2 CUPS




HERE’S WHAT’S IMPORTANT


[image: image] This recipe is specific in calling for a certain variety of olive, shallots instead of onion, and a particular hue of vinegar. But know that it is LGD’s equation that makes it heroic, not its details. To make your own variant of LGD, you need fresh, fragrant herbs; something onion-esque; the combined brine power of olives, capers, and anchovy; the juxtaposed acid of both vinegar and citrus; and the fruity fat of a good-quality olive oil. Don’t get hung up on the variety of vinegar you don’t have or the fact that you’ve got onion and no shallot. Just follow the equation and taste what happens.


[image: image] This is not the place for dried herbs. The parsley and mint must be fresh and fragrant.


[image: image] Don’t even think about lemon juice from the bottle.


[image: image] LGD will keep in your fridge for one month but don’t relegate it to your freezer. It doesn’t respond well to the lack of attention and its cold environment. Believe it or not, because of its high acid content, it’ll be just fine on your counter for about a week.


[image: image] Don’t let some of the ingredients deter you: I’ve knowingly fed this to haters of olives and anchovies alike, and everybody wanted more. However, if you are a vegetarian, omit the anchovies and make LGD anyway.







2 medium shallots, peeled


2 cloves garlic, peeled


3 tablespoons red wine vinegar


⅔ cup Castelvetrano olives, pitted


1½ tablespoons capers, rinsed


2 oil-packed anchovy filets


1 bunch fresh flat-leaf parsley (about 1 cup packed)


2 (½-ounce) packages fresh mint (about ½ cup packed)


½ cup tasty extra-virgin olive oil


Grated zest of 1 lemon


¼ cup fresh lemon juice


1 teaspoon hot sauce


½ teaspoon kosher salt









1 In a small food processor, mince the shallots and the garlic, then stir them in a small bowl with the red wine vinegar. We want them to pickle a bit, so give them all some privacy for about 20 minutes before you add them to the rest of the ingredients.


2 Meanwhile, mince the pitted olives, capers, and anchovies in the food processor. Transfer to a medium bowl. Pick the leaves and smaller stems from the parsley and the leaves from the mint and mince in the food processor; it may take a little while to get them all fully processed. Transfer the herbs to the bowl with the olive mixture.


3 Add the vinegar-shallot-garlic mixture, olive oil, lemon zest and juice, hot sauce, and salt to the bowl with everything else. Stir it all together and let this vinegary puddle of green sit for a minimum of 30 minutes before you bathe in it. LGD will keep for a month in a sealed container in your fridge as long as all the green stuff is submerged in just a bit of olive oil.














NO BRAINERS



1


spoon on baked potatoes


2


dollop on steak, roast chicken, lamb, pork, or seafood


3


add to salads with creamy cheeses


4


serve with scrambled eggs or omelets


5


spoon on top of bowls of soup


6


mash into guacamole or avocado toast


7


mix into chicken, potato, or egg salad


8


serve on deviled eggs or hot dogs


9


simmer with ground meat for tacos


10


spread on top of pizza


11


use as a filling for grilled cheese or quesadillas


12


thin with oil to make a vinaigrette
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Jammy Eggs Dressed in Green








makes 2 eggs




There is more than one way to boil an egg, but as a chef you kind of have to pick a way and stand behind it. So that’s what I did. I always put an egg from the fridge in water from the tap and brought it up to a boil. Then I let it boil depending on how firm I wanted the yolk to be. But one day I had an “egg-off” with my colleague, Ryan Stancil. We were looking for the very best jammy eggs and the plan was to test his method against mine.


Before we even got into the meat of the competition, Ryan pointed out that different stoves heat water at different rates, so bringing an egg plus the water up to a boil at the same time means your egg starts to cook slowly before it ever boils. He also corrected my concern that cold eggs from the fridge often crack when you drop them into a rapid boil by nestling his eggs near the heat source of the stove while the water heats up. I was impressed. I lost the egg-off and changed my method immediately.


If you’re like me and boiled eggs of some degree are a frequent player in your weekday breakfast, then this will improve your mornings immeasurably. It’s hard to imagine a boiled egg scarfed down on your way out the door as memorable, but LGD on an egg with a little crunchy salt sure is. If you’re serving more than just yourself, go ahead and scale this up.







2 large eggs


1 tablespoon Little Green Dress (here)


Flaky sea salt, to taste









1 Bring your eggs out of the fridge and set them next to a 2-quart saucepan filled two-thirds of the way with water. Bring the water up to a rapid boil and set an ice bath nearby. Gently drop the eggs in and cook for 6½ minutes. Transfer the eggs to your ice bath and let them rest there for 15 to 30 seconds. You could chill them completely but I like to eat them warm. Peel, slice in half, and top with LGD and flaky salt.
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Gas Station Biscuits








makes 8




When I first tried one of these, I texted Baxter Miller, my friend, the photographer of this book, and a fellow LGD disciple, and said, “This biscuit is better than pizza.”


Based on an Eastern North Carolina gas station tradition where a knob of hoop cheese is stuffed in the middle of a day-old biscuit and baked again in foil, these biscuits get crispy and the cheese melts around the edges like a lace skirt. I’ve gilded the lily on something pretty shiny already and stuffed some LGD in there with the cheese. They were so irresistible I had to tuck the leftovers under some raw meat packaging in the trash just so I could step away.


The biscuit itself is the brainchild of my coworker Justise Robbins. They are excellent all on their own. The cheese filling is a modified version of my tomato pie topping and the LGD is a gift from heaven.







2 cups grated Parmigiano Reggiano (use a Microplane)


2 cups shredded Fontina


⅓ cup mayonnaise


½ teaspoon ground black pepper


2½ cups all-purpose flour, plus more to flour your work surface and as needed


1 tablespoon granulated sugar


1 tablespoon kosher salt


2½ teaspoons baking powder


1 teaspoon baking soda


10 tablespoons (1¼ sticks) cold unsalted butter, cut into ½-inch cubes


1½ cups buttermilk


Nonstick cooking spray


⅔ cup Little Green Dress (here), drained of all its liquid









1 Preheat your oven to 350°F. Cut eight 6 x 6-inch squares of foil and arrange them on a baking sheet in a single layer (more or less). Each square will hold its own biscuit with the foil folded up around it.


2 In a medium bowl, stir together the cheeses, mayonnaise, and pepper. Set that aside.


3 In a large bowl, whisk together the flour, sugar, salt, baking powder, and baking soda to combine. Using a fork or a pastry blender, cut the butter into the dry mixture until the butter is the size of small peas. Add the buttermilk and stir until the dough comes together.


4 Once the dough is manageable, flour your work surface and turn the dough onto it. Fold the dough in on itself about four times, kneading gently and taking care not to overwork it. Incorporate more flour as necessary to keep the dough from sticking to the table. Roll the dough into a 10-inch square that is ½ inch thick. (Yes, this is thinner than traditional biscuits. Hold your horses and you’ll see why.)


5 Using a knife or a pizza cutter, cut the dough into sixteen 2½-inch squares. Spray each of the foil squares on the baking sheet with nonstick spray. Put one biscuit square in the middle of each square of foil. Top each biscuit with a scant 3 tablespoons of the cheese mixture. Top that with about 1 tablespoon drained LGD. Finally, put the additional eight biscuits on top of that. Do not press down or try to crimp the edges. I repeat: Do not press down and do not crimp the edges! Instead, lift the sides of the foil up around the biscuits. Each biscuit stack should look like a foil package with an open top. Do not close the packages. (If you do, the biscuits will steam. We want them to brown. I know this looks like a wreck and it may look worse in the oven, but it will work out. Roll with it.)


6 Slide the biscuits onto the middle rack of your oven and bake for 22 to 25 minutes, until they are browned a bit on top. Serve them warm or at room temperature in the foil. But hell, they’re probably good ice cold.
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Deep Run Summer in a Bowl








Serves 4




Stewed tomatoes plus sweet corn and cucumbers spiked with vinegar send me straight back to my mom’s yellow linoleum kitchen table in the heat of an Eastern North Carolina summer. As a kid, my favorite part of this holy trinity of the July garden was lapping up the juice that pooled at the bottom of the plate. Something about the rich and buttery corn milk mingled with the cucumber vinegar and the just-cooked, fresh tomato juice felt like accidental perfection. For me there was never quite enough of it to satisfy.


Now adult Vivian has fixed that by putting it all in a bowl and forcing the three sisters to mingle more. I’ve also swapped out the sharpness of cucumbers marinated in straight vinegar for cucumbers dressed in the ever-elegant LGD. It’s a wardrobe change that makes this bowl of comfort taste all grown up.







1 large English cucumber


1½ teaspoons kosher salt, divided


⅔ cup Little Green Dress (here)


3 to 4 medium slicing tomatoes


3 ears of corn (or 2 cups fresh or frozen corn kernels)


2 tablespoons unsalted butter


1 teaspoon granulated sugar


2 teaspoons sherry vinegar









1 Begin by splitting your cucumber lengthwise down the middle and scooping out its seeds. Slice the cucumber into thin half-moons and transfer to a medium bowl. Toss with ¼ teaspoon of the salt and the LGD. Let the cukes hang out and make themselves into a crunchy relish while you prepare the tomatoes and corn.


2 Bring a large pot of water to a boil and set up an ice bath nearby. Using a paring knife, cut the stem center out of each tomato and make a small X on the bottom. Drop the tomatoes into the boiling water for about 30 seconds. You should see the skin around the X you made start to separate from the flesh. Once that’s good and done, transfer the tomatoes to your ice bath.


3 Once the tomatoes have cooled enough to handle, peel away and discard their skin. Slice each tomato through the stem end into eighths, and cut out and discard any white parts from the core. (Do this over a medium saucepan so you don’t lose a lot of tomato juice to the carnage.) Drop the tomatoes into said saucepan. Bring the tomatoes to a steady simmer over medium heat. Let them cook, covered, for about 15 minutes.


4 While the tomatoes simmer, cut the corn and all of its magical milk off the cob and add it (or the frozen kernels) to a 10- to 12-inch skillet. Over medium heat, cook the corn for a few minutes, just until it’s hot but still crisp and fresh tasting. Then stir in ½ teaspoon of the salt and the butter.


5 Season the tomatoes with the remaining ¾ teaspoon salt, the sugar, and vinegar. Spoon the tomatoes into four bowls. Divide the corn and nestle it like gravy into the tomatoes. Crown it all with the cucumber relish and go to town with your spoon.











HEADS up


Any ripe tomatoes or corn will work here, but for a next-level experience seek out heirloom tomatoes that haven’t been refrigerated and fresh, sweet corn on the cob.
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LGD Goes Ranch








Serves 4




With the strong suggestion of garlicky onion and the whisper of herbs, this creamy puddle of tang is everything we love about ranch dressing, our country’s favorite sauce. Drizzle, dip, or douse lettuce, French fries, crudités, chicken fingers, or pizza with this dressing, and say goodbye to Hidden Valley for a bit. Personally, I pretend romaine hearts are chips and that LGD Ranch is their dip. I’m also a big fan of a saltine dipping situation. If you want to go totally wild and do a Vivian’s Heroes Collab, add 3 tablespoons of chopped Red Weapons (here) and find yourself with a quick and special dip fit for a party.







1 cup mayonnaise


½ cup sour cream


½ cup buttermilk


2 teaspoons granulated sugar


2 teaspoons hot sauce


½ teaspoon kosher salt


½ cup Little Green Dress (here)









1 In a medium bowl, whisk all the ingredients together and let them marry for about 30 minutes before the festivities begin. This will keep for up to 2 weeks in a sealed container in your fridge.
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Naked Burgers with a Cheese Toupee & Spinach Crown








Serves 4




This is a healthy-ish weeknight dinner for Ben and me when the kids are having real burgers with buns. We are a pig-centric family, so we always have ground pork on hand, but you can use turkey or beef here to great effect.


I love the born-in-an-Applebee’s combination of Swiss cheese, mushrooms, and onions on a burger. Add spinach drenched with LGD and you have a sauce of sorts that rounds out a nutritious, satisfying meal.


The onions, charred but still with a raw character, are one of my favorite things to have around. They almost made the cut for one of the flavor heroes in this book, but I decided they’re too simple to set apart. Either way, add them to your repertoire. I always make double what I need and am so pleased with myself when I open the fridge and find them there, full of texture and the char of a backyard barbecue.







2 pounds ground pork, turkey, or beef


2½ teaspoons kosher salt, divided


2 teaspoons ground black pepper


1 tablespoon ground cumin


2 tablespoons sour cream


3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, divided


1 red onion, sliced into ½-inch-thick rounds


4 slices Swiss cheese


1 tablespoon unsalted butter


3 garlic cloves, smashed and peeled


4 ounces button or cremini mushrooms, halved (about 2 cups)


5 ounces spinach (about 2 packed cups)


⅔ cup Little Green Dress (here)









1 In a medium bowl, combine the ground meat, 1½ teaspoons of the salt, the pepper, cumin, and sour cream. Mix well to combine and set aside as you get everything else ready.


2 Heat 1 tablespoon of the olive oil in a 12-inch skillet till it shimmers. Add the onion slices in a single layer and allow them to char on one side for about 2 minutes. Flip them over and char on the opposite side. Transfer to a plate to cool and season with ½ teaspoon of the salt.


3 Form the meat mixture into four wide flat burgers. In the same skillet you charred your onions, heat 1 tablespoon of the olive oil. Once it’s nearly smoking, carefully add the burgers and brown on one side for about 5 minutes. Flip them over, add a slice of Swiss to the top and cook an additional 4 minutes on the opposite side, till cooked through. Transfer the burgers to a plate to rest while you cook the spinach.


4 To that same skillet, add the final tablespoon olive oil, the butter, and the smashed garlic. Once the garlic starts to come alive, add the mushrooms and let them sit and sizzle over medium heat for about 2 minutes. Then stir them around and let them brown on the other side. Season the mushrooms with the remaining ½ teaspoon salt and add the spinach. Let it wilt while stirring. This will take about a minute. Remove the pan from the heat and stir in the LGD.


5 Top your burgers with charred onion slices, then crown with a pyramid of spinach and mushrooms.
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Asparagus Bathed in Green Butter








Serves 4




I’ve watched my family and friends get asparagus wrong for years and I cannot take it anymore. So listen up: Asparagus needs to be cooked at a high heat for a short period of time. End of story. Don’t put skinny stalks on a baking sheet and slide them into a 350°F oven for 20 minutes—unless you actually prefer limp, stringy stalks to crisp, green ones. For me, asparagus cooked slow and low is most similar to asparagus in the can and I don’t know a soul who gets excited about that.


Even more than roasting or grilling at a high temp, this recipe’s method highlights the green, beginning-of-spring taste that’s unique to asparagus. A lot of us believe that boiling vegetables is the worst way to cook them, but it’s not if you pay attention, set a timer, and think of it more as a blanch than a boil.


I’ve chosen to puree the LGD here because I like the way the butter combines with the smooth sauce. But if you’re not feeling the blender, that’s okay: Chunky green butter is fine. Also, if you’re serving this as part of a meal, cook the asparagus last. This dish is far better warm, and a re-boil in almost every situation is a bad thing.







¼ cup Little Green Dress (here)


1 bunch big thick asparagus, tough ends trimmed away


2 tablespoons unsalted butter, at room temperature


Flaky salt, for finishing









1 Bring a large pot of heavily salted water up to a rolling boil.


2 Puree the LGD until completely smooth in your blender. Transfer to a large bowl and add the room-temp butter.


3 Just before you’re ready to eat, drop the asparagus in the boiling water and cook for 1 minute only. Using tongs and taking care to drain off as much water as possible, transfer the asparagus to the bowl holding the butter and LGD.


4 Toss the hot asparagus and watch the butter melt and make a green sauce. Position the asparagus on a platter and pour any remaining green butter over the top. Sprinkle with flaky salt and serve right away.
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Cherry Tomato Baked Feta… Surprise!








Serves 4




I’ve taken to the habit of calling something a “Surprise” when I don’t know how to classify it. But if you think about the Mediterranean tradition of dipping bread into seasoned olive oil, then you add cherry tomatoes and feta and then you bake it, you have the gist of what’s happening here. Not technically a dip, but perhaps more of a broken spoon-able sauce or spread, LGD stands in for the “seasoned” part of the olive oil and brings more pizzazz with it than dried oregano ever did. Surprise!


While the gateway vehicle for this dip is toast, I love it over grits, pureed cauliflower, couscous, fish, or chicken. I’ve paired it with swordfish here because swordfish is meaty enough to balance the action—but let’s be clear, this recipe is about the Surprise, not its companion.







2 cups cherry or grape tomatoes, halved


6 ounces feta, crumbled


½ cup Little Green Dress (here)


2½ teaspoons kosher salt, divided


⅓ cup plus 3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, divided


4 (6-ounce) swordfish fillets, or another meaty fish such as tuna, salmon, or mackerel


⅓ cup pine nuts, toasted









1 Preheat your oven to 375°F. Combine the tomatoes, crumbled feta, LGD, ½ teaspoon of the salt, and the ⅓ cup olive oil in a small baking dish. Slide that onto the middle rack of your oven and bake for 20 minutes, until the cherry tomatoes have shriveled and given up some of their juice to the mixture, while you prepare the fish.


2 With the surprise in the oven, heat the remaining 3 tablespoons olive oil until shimmering in a 12-inch heavy-bottomed ovenproof skillet. Season the fish on both sides with the remaining 2 teaspoons salt and gently place them in the oil to sear. Cook on that first side for about 3 minutes or until nicely browned. Flip the fish over, transfer the skillet to the oven, and bake for 5 to 6 minutes more, till it is opaque throughout and warm in the center.


3 Take the fish and the Surprise out of the oven. To plate, divide the Surprise over the fish and sprinkle with the pine nuts. Serve warm.
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