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INTRODUCTION



It’s increasingly clear we’re going to need something more than meditation. Or medication. We’re going to need to yell. We’re going to need to shout. We’re going to need to pound. Not just the pavement. And certainly not our spouses, bosses, or children.


Also, there may be crying.


Where can a person express frustration, existential crisis, and rage at the same time, without drawing attention to herself? Where is aggressive, barbaric behavior encouraged, even necessitated, without repercussion?


There is only one truly appropriate place. It may not be custom-designed or fully equipped or even all that clean, but whether you live in a 200-square-foot studio or a 20,000-square-foot mansion, most everyone has one. A special place where we store blades and knives, grinders and graters, scissors and corkscrews. It’s also home to honey for treating wounds, potatoes for soothing burns, and fresh bread for mopping up the mess.


It’s called the kitchen. And as Corona Quarantine taught us all too well, it’s where we find ourselves, even at our worst. Because at the end of the day—no matter how bad it was, and it’s been bad—we still have to eat.


We still want to, too. The question to ask yourself is not “What am I in the mood to eat tonight?” but “What am I in the mood to make tonight?”


Steamed is the catharsis cookbook for our time. Every good (or bad) home cook knows that cooking is a form of therapy. In fact, a study, published in 2012, of elderly women in Taiwan showed that the psychosocial benefits of frequent cooking, whether alone or together, contributed to enhanced survival. If cooking has the power to ward off death, imagine what it can do to improve a bad day!


Remember: cooking itself evolved, way back when, as a survival mechanism. It made food easier to digest, killed bacteria, brought people together around a fire, and helped stuff taste better too. Today, cooking still helps us survive, for all of those reasons, and more—in our very twenty-first-century kind of way.


Go ahead and crack its spine. The chicken’s, we mean. Now, tear the husks off some corn. Next, hand whip a big bowl of cream; go ahead, really beat the crap out of it. Grate some onions and horseradish and have a good sob. And for god’s sake, once everything is set and done—now that it’s legal in at least a dozen states—bake a batch of cannabis-infused cookies and calm the F down.


Yes, this is anxiety cooking—stress eating’s more constructive cousin: Fifty recipes guaranteed to alleviate the madness, if only for a moment, if only for a meal. To help you feel a wee bit better about the state of the world, while feeding the people you love most in it.















PART I



ANGER MANAGEMENT
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Pounded Chicken Parm


Pummeled Pork Tonkatsu


Hammered Schnitzel with Mushroom Sauce


Spatchcocked Grilled Chicken


Cracked Pepper Steak with Red Wine Sauce


Pulled Biang Biang Noodles with Spicy Lamb


Whacked Lemongrass Chicken Coconut Curry


Heads-Off Shrimp Jambalaya


Fresh-Killed Dungeness Crab


Speared Swordfish and Vegetable Kebabs


Mortared Basil Pesto with Trofie Pasta


Cleaved and Embered Butternut Squash with Black Garlic Dressing


Ripped Bread Salad with Tomatoes and Cucumbers


Denuded Corn with Queso Fresco and Chile


Snapped Asparagus with Chermoula


Crushed Garlic Guacamole


Smashed Nut Apple Crisp


Whisked-to-the-Moon-and-Back Meringues
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It was your mother. In the kitchen. With the mallet. A classic suburban supper scene, yes—and also likely your first introduction to the idea that cooking was not just physical, but could be kind of, well… violent?


With its long wooden handle and nubby little spikes, the mallet was reminiscent of a gavel, like Judge Judy gone punk. And whatever it hammered into submission was definitely guilty of something. (Or, just a bunch of innocent, plump, pink-fleshy chicken breasts in need of a little pummeling.)


The mallet is an essential tool for flattening and expanding the surface area of a piece of poultry, or beef, so it cooks more quickly and evenly. But the mallet also serves another purpose. One you may have realized one evening, presiding over your counter—perhaps while your kids watched you whacking away the frustrations of the day, as they waited not so patiently for dinner.


Yes, the very same mallet used to tenderize meat is also capable of unlocking dormant rage. We’re talking about the kind of feelings that come from driving home fuming at the news pouring from NPR and the $90 parking ticket fluttering on your windshield, or from a conversation with your casually racist coworker or being stuck in your house by yourself, or maybe with your whining kids, for weeks on end.


This chapter offers a simple lesson: It’s about the pounding, not the chicken parm. (Well, okay, it’s about the pounding and the chicken parm. Especially this chicken parm, here.)


Likewise, if your laptop crashes and you lose the entire Excel spreadsheet it took you all day to create, cleaving a butternut squash, just feels… right. As does stabbing hunks of raw swordfish with skewers when the dude you’ve been dating for two months suddenly ghosts you. If you can’t leave your apartment for months, hunker down and hammer some schnitzel.


When it seems like the world is imploding (because it is), spatchcock some poultry! Since you can’t break the back of, say, Bill Cosby or Harvey Weinstein or Larry Nassar or Derek Chauvin (or, or, or…), break your bird’s. Then, toss it over hot coals, splayed like a dead man, and voilà: anger management and dinner.


Consider the following recipes an outlet. A coping mechanism. An opportunity to vent. An alternative to the therapist’s office, the gym, perhaps prison. Go for it. Rip the heads off some shrimp. It’s suppertime.
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Handy Kitchen Weapons



Mallet [image: image] Rolling pin [image: image] Can of soup


Bottom of a frying pan [image: image] This book


An actual hammer (if you really want to let loose)


Kitchen shears [image: image] Grater [image: image] Wine bottle


Wooden spoon [image: image] Whisk [image: image] Cleaver


Torch [image: image] Nutcracker [image: image] Mortar and pestle


Full set of sharp knives
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+ Pantry Balms



A few convenient, no-guarantee cures, just in case you accidentally injure yourself


HONEY:


Nature’s own Neosporin. Honey acts as an antibacterial, reduces swelling, and helps expedite the healing process. Great on toast too.


POTATOES:


Best thing for kitchen burns since aloe. (We’re talking first- and second-degree, obviously.) Cut one in half (Yukon Gold, russet, red, whatever you’ve got) and apply to the wound. The starch neutralizes and soothes, making your wrist—the one you, oops, banged against the hot oven grate—all better.


LEMONS:


A lemon is basically an organic, better-smelling bleach. Cleans messes and knives and cutting boards, destroying all evidence.
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POUNDED CHICKEN PARM








SERVES 4




Chicken parm is usually stuck in the category of comfort food—a group of homey dishes meant to make us feel better in a world of wildfires and pandemics and poor performance reviews. Devouring breaded chicken doused in red sauce indeed works wonders, but so does making it. Pummeling today’s puffy chicken breasts into thin patties worthy of panko crumbs requires muscle, and persistence. Not to mention some cathartic egg beating and lots of garlic smashing. Leftovers are extra delicious stuffed into ciabatta sandwiches.







TOMATO SAUCE


1 (28-ounce) can whole peeled tomatoes


3 garlic cloves


2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


Pinch of red pepper flakes


Pinch of dried oregano


2 tablespoons torn fresh basil leaves, plus more to garnish


Salt and freshly ground black pepper







CHICKEN


4 to 5 boneless, skinless chicken thighs (3 to 5 ounces each; 1 to 1¼ pounds total)


1 teaspoon salt


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


2 large eggs


¾ cup all-purpose flour


1½ cups panko bread crumbs


Olive oil, for frying


4 ounces fresh mozzarella cheese, thinly sliced


¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese


12 ounces pasta, boiled in salted water









[image: image]TO MAKE THE SAUCE: Use a slotted spoon to transfer the tomatoes to a medium-size bowl, leaving the juices behind. With clean hands, squish the tomatoes to a chunky pulp, as if they’re the tiny, lying heart of your most hated politician.


Place a folded damp kitchen towel under a cutting board to prevent it from moving around during the aggression that’s about to happen. Position the blade of your chef’s knife over one of the garlic cloves, sharp side angling down, and hold the handle lightly in one hand while whacking the blade with the heel of the other hand to lightly crush the garlic and loosen the skin. Remove the skin. Repeat with the other cloves, enjoying the release.


Heat the olive oil in a skillet over medium-low heat. Add the chile flakes, oregano, and garlic and sauté until the allium’s smashed volatile compounds escape into the air like a cry for help. Pour in the tomato pulp. Bring to a simmer, then lower the heat to medium-low and cook until sweet and dense, 20 to 30 minutes, stirring often. Add the basil during the last few minutes of cooking, and season to taste with salt and pepper. Keep warm. (You can make the sauce 3 days in advance; wrap tightly and refrigerate.)


[image: image]TO MAKE THE CHICKEN: Preheat the oven to 450°F.


Spread out the chicken thighs on the cutting board you secured earlier. Using a mallet or other tool (see here), begin pounding the chicken, starting at the thickest part of the thigh. Picture the mom who scoffed at you for wearing pajamas to school drop-off, or the flawless wrinkle-free face of your favorite fifty-four-year-old celebrity. As you pound, move toward the edges and flip the pieces frequently until they are about ½ to ¼ inch thick throughout. If there are see-through holes in the flesh, you’ve gone too far.


Season the chicken with the salt and pepper.


Use any remaining angst to beat the eggs in a shallow bowl. Take a breath, standing firmly on both legs.


Place the flour and panko crumbs in two additional shallow bowls. Slap the chicken pieces around in the flour for full coverage, then submerge in the egg, allowing any extra to drip off before dipping the chicken in the panko. Make sure to cake the crumbs on well for an even, crispy coat.


Pour the oil into a medium-size skillet until it reaches about ½ inch up the sides of the pan, and place over medium heat. When the oil reaches 350°F on a candy or digital meat thermometer, add two or three pieces of chicken (resist crowding the oil, which will drop in temperature) and fry until well browned and cooked through, about 3 minutes per side. Transfer to a clean plate lined with paper towels to absorb any excess oil, and finish the remaining fillets, making sure to bring the temperature back up to 350°F before each addition.


Place the chicken on a baking sheet. Cover with mozzarella slices and sprinkle with 3 tablespoons of the Parmesan, then roast until melted, 2 to 3 minutes.


Toss the pasta with all but ½ cup of the sauce and divide evenly among four warm, shallow bowls. Slice the chicken and distribute onto the plates, drizzled with some of the sauce and sprinkled with the remaining Parmesan and basil. Serve right away. Feel fantastic.
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The Best Way to Pound Poultry
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Before you pound, make sure your chicken breast is indeed poundable—you don’t want to start with too thick a piece or all that effort might be for naught. If your poultry or pork loin is more than ¾ inch or so thick, butterfly it first. How? Hold the piece flat with your nondominant hand, and then use a long, sharp knife to slice it almost all the way in half, parallel to the cutting board. Open it up like a book—and pound away.


Otherwise, start whacking the thickest part of the meat and make your way to the edges. Then, flip over the loin, breast, or thigh—so you pound both sides until you have a mostly even thickness.


Squeamish? Use plastic wrap or parchment paper as a barrier. A resealable plastic bag, depleted of air, is neat and tidy, too, and helps avoid splatter and slippage. As does a cloth. Wrapping the poultry like a present does double duty, allowing you to pat the breast dry, which is how you want it. Just be sure to throw the raw chicken-tainted tea towel in the laundry afterward, versus, you know, accidentally hanging it on the dish rack.


TIP: Tenderizing meat with a mallet is not meant to be something out of a horror movie. If you can see holes in the flesh, you’ve gone too far and may want to invest in couples counseling rather than nightly tonkatsu sessions.








WAIT, WHAT’S THE REAL REASON WE BEAT UP MEAT ANYWAY?



Well, so we can chew it without choking. That goes for certain cuts, at least. Cheap meat often calls for a little tough love, to tenderize and break down the connective tissue. As for the more tender cuts, like chicken breast and pork loin, bludgeoning first allows for even thickness and more uniform cooking—whether you’re making parm, paillard, tonkatsu, or just doing some weekend grilling. Pounding first also allows for speedier cooking and flawless frying. You’ll never burn the outside before the inside is cooked again—with a thinner, pounded breast, there’s barely any room for error.










A few minutes of clobbering paillards is about as good a stress reliever as any day at the spa.


—Mark Bittman, New York Times Magazine
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PUMMELED PORK TONKATSU








SERVES 4




Thinner is better when it comes to the Japanese dish tonkatsu, which means, as with its chicken parm cousin, keep pounding (though it is possible to go overboard—don’t do that). It’s like Rocky v. Pork Loin and the winner is dinner: flaky panko bread crumbs, trickled with the tangy sweetness of tonkatsu sauce. Serve over rice (small- to medium-grain is best) or stuff between slices of white bread.







NOTE: Tonkatsu refers to a fried pork cutlet but you can instead use boneless, skinless chicken thighs in this recipe to make chicken katsu too. The thighs will vary in size, so just shoot for the same total weight, and prepare as you would the pork, cooking for an equivalent amount of time.







TONKATSU SAUCE


½ cup ketchup


1½ tablespoons soy sauce


2 teaspoons Worcestershire sauce


2 teaspoons granulated or dark brown sugar







TONKATSU


3 to 4 thin boneless pork loin chops (1 to 1½ pounds total)


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


¾ cup all-purpose flour


2 large eggs, beaten


1 cup panko bread crumbs


Vegetable oil, for frying


¼ head green cabbage, very thinly shredded









[image: image]TO MAKE THE TONKATSU SAUCE: Combine the sauce ingredients in a small bowl and mix until just combined. Transfer to a serving bowl.


[image: image]TO MAKE THE TONKATSU: Place a folded damp kitchen towel under a cutting board to prevent it from moving around and follow the instructions for pounding the chicken in the Pounded Chicken Parm (here).


Season the cutlets well on both sides with salt and pepper.


Place the flour, eggs, and panko in separate shallow bowls. Use one hand for dipping the cutlets in dry ingredients, and the other for dipping in the egg. Dredge a cutlet in the flour, coating completely and shaking off any excess, then in the eggs, taking care not to leave any dry spots. Allow the excess to drip off. Finally, place the cutlet in the panko and cover on all sides with the crumbs, patting to make it stick. Repeat with the remaining cutlets.


Line a plate with paper towels.


Pour the oil into a medium-size skillet until it reaches about ½ inch up the sides of the pan, and place over medium heat. When the oil reaches 350°F on a thermometer, add two or three fillets and cook until well browned and cooked through, about 3 minutes per side. Transfer to the lined plate and finish the remaining fillets, making sure to bring the temperature back up to 350°F before you add your next chop.


Serve the tonkatsu right away with cabbage, drizzled with the tonkatsu sauce.
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HAMMERED SCHNITZEL WITH MUSHROOM SAUCE








SERVES 4




A variation on the German dish Jaegerschnitzel (hunter’s chops) this has a lighter breading than most but still involves walloping the pork chops with some muscle. Serve with boiled potatoes, or mash the spuds (by hand) to help further ameliorate the “mad that you feel,” as Mr. Rogers might say.







NOTE: If the pork chops you buy are on the thicker side (¾ inch or more), you can butterfly them for maximum pounding impact. Cut in half as you would a hamburger bun, leaving one side uncut. Open up like a book, then press to flatten.
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