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To my mother Rita, who taught me to have fun in the kitchen and get things done—even when your hands are full!
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INTRODUCTION KEEPING THINGS SIMPLE


When I launched my online cooking and baking platform Preppy Kitchen nine years ago, I wanted to give people the confidence to create their own delicious meals and desserts at home. I am, after all, a retired math and science teacher with a fine arts master’s degree. So it only made sense that I would be applying my natural knack for breaking down seemingly complicated techniques into simple steps—and doing it with just the right amount of embellishment and polish. But mostly I wanted to help people create more special moments and heartfelt meals around their tables.

Call me sentimental, but I’ve always believed that food is love. No matter how humble the dish, that daily act of sharing something to eat is a chance for us to connect, to remember, to feel, and to capture a moment. That’s pretty significant for something we need to do three (or more) times a day! And it’s why I think cooking for people and feeding them are both truly acts of service—and not only for the people we’re feeding, but ourselves, too. It feels good to serve a special meal, and it never hurts that you get to partake in the delicious fruits of your labor.

That said, I am also a realist. And, like many of you, I am… busy. In the nine years since launching Preppy Kitchen, I’ve become a father, plus I am a partner and have a full-time (and then some) job. I no longer have the luxury of hours to prepare our meals or special treats. In fact, I’m usually trying to put out multiple fires at once. But I didn’t want that to get in the way of creating meaningful traditions for my family, or just getting something tasty to eat on the table.

When my husband, Brian, and I moved to Hedge Hill Farm in rural Connecticut with our twin boys, Lachlan and George, it was not only the perfect way to embrace a slower pace after living in Los Angeles for most of my life, but it was also an incredible learning opportunity. And I don’t mean the particulars of raising Nigerian dwarf goats or planting hundreds of heirloom pumpkins! Mainly, being surrounded by great, fresh produce and herbs reminded me just how much less heavy lifting was required to make impressive and satisfying meals when you’re starting with a sound foundation.

Now, does that mean that you, too, need to move to your nearest bucolic outpost to get some relief from weeknight meal prep? Absolutely not. That’s mostly because with these new recipes, I’m going to do (a lot of) that work for you. After releasing my first book, I got amazing feedback from the Preppy Kitchen community about what they wanted to see next. And without a doubt, the most popular request was “simple dishes that feel special.” While my aim is always to make whatever you’re cooking or baking seem accessible, I completely understand this assignment. That’s why I wanted to develop dishes—sweet and savory—that are still special-feeling and deliver elevated flavor with minimal fuss.

I approached the recipes in this book the same way I think about the recipes that I share at the all-day cooking workshops I offer at the farm. I want people to go home with versatile workhorse dishes that are just as suitable for weekday meals as they are for more dressed-up occasions. That’s partially because I love the idea of people being able to have a taste of Hedge Hill at home whenever they want. It’s also because I want these recipes to become beloved members of your repertoire. When I was growing up, my mother, who is Mexican, was always experimenting with different techniques and ingredients from all kinds of cuisines, including my dad’s favorite Greek dishes. But when it came to getting breakfast or dinner on the table, she would most often reach for one of a relatively small handful of standbys that she could easily make and that pleased everyone. That approach to cooking, regardless of whether it’s just for yourself or your family, or for a celebratory gathering, means less stress in the kitchen.

In developing these staple and foundational recipes, I’ve pulled out every hack and shortcut from my bag of tricks. We’re going for easy, foolproof techniques that let simple ingredients shine. If you can make it in one pot or pan, we’re going to do that. If you can whisk it up in one bowl, same deal. If you can make it in a loaf pan or a muffin tin, a baking dish or a cake pan, a waffle maker or a griddle, I’ve made that happen. I’ll let you know when and how you can use your favorite hands-off appliances such as an Instant Pot, slow cooker, or air fryer. And I’ve given you recipes that you can make once and eat all week, as well as indispensable-to-me spreads and dressings that can seamlessly transform from snack-time dips to salad accompaniments to just-add-a-protein main dishes.

The other way I’ve prioritized adaptability for these recipes, aside from when and how you can serve them, is by including the multiple ways you can customize almost every single one of these preparations. That way you can make them to suit your and your family’s preferences, as well as lean on whatever ingredients happen to already be in your fridge, freezer, garden, and cupboard. Plus, after perusing the sauces, condiments, marinades, and other staple recipes in chapter 4, you’ll be able to stock up on essential meal building blocks, which will minimize the number of grocery trips you’ll need to make and maximize the meals you can whip up with barely any planning. And, as you revisit these recipes again and again—because I guarantee you will!—you can keep them feeling fresh and new by simply changing up the herbs, veggies, fruits, cheeses, nuts, or whatever other mix-ins you use.

In this book, you’ll find recipes for hearty, tasty, memorable dishes—no matter how much or how little is on the schedule. There are breakfasts to suit everyone’s opinion on sweet versus savory, and options for when people are running out the door (Breakfast in a Cup, Breakfast Burritos, “Ice Cream” Overnight Oats) or when you have a handful of minutes to toss some ingredients into a pan (Overnight Cinnamon Rolls, Leek and Gouda Frittata, Skillet Apple Dutch Baby). I’ve included my favorite snacks, small bites, and salads for grazing throughout the day, such as Bruschetta-Ricotta Dip, Creamy Tarragon Chicken Salad, and Mango and Radish Shrimp Ceviche. And there are main dishes that take advantage of efficient preparations and hands-off cook time, like Skillet Steaks with Garlic-Herb Butter, Cream Cheese and Caraway-Stuffed Salmon, and Crispy Orange-Glazed Chicken Strips. There are easy sides that can elevate the simplest of main dishes (Browned Butter and Garlic Mashed Potatoes; Easy, Cheesy Popovers), and the same goes for my chapter of sauces and dressings. Multipurpose staples like Dijon-Raspberry Vinaigrette and Pesto by the Batch can live in your fridge during the week, ready to dress up your favorite proteins and/or veggies. Oh, and in case you’re wondering whether desserts can fall under the category of “quick and easy,” I think the three whole chapters I’ve devoted to bars, cookies, cakes, pies, and other treats is a resounding yes! Some of these recipes are fan favorites from my blog (like Brian’s Favorite Chocolate Cake, and Leveled-Up Mac and Cheese), which I’ve pared down and streamlined even more than the originals. Others, like Spicy Greek Orzo, Spanakopita Bites, and Quick and Easy Mexican Rice, are beloved family recipes. And then, of course, I’ve packed this book full of dishes whose flavors I love, such as Pan con Tomate with Herbed Salt, Cilantro-Jalapeño Hummus, and Apple-Frangipane Puff Pastry Pie.

What each of these recipes has in common is that they feature my signature Preppy Kitchen approach of starting with a good (simplified, achievable) technique and layering in balanced flavors and textures. But maybe even more importantly, they are made on repeat in my own household for my increasingly busy family. That’s why my hope is that this book will become a well-worn, well-loved addition to your daily meal prep. And to give you even more confidence to take these recipes from “saving for a special occasion” to “make every Wednesday,” I’m including all my helpful guidelines, tips, and suggestions. So dive in, get hungry, and treat yourself to something delicious.
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CHAPTER 1 INGREDIENT GUIDE


The golden rule in my kitchen is this: The simpler the recipe, the better the ingredients should be. That’s because when you strip away fancy techniques or laundry lists of components, every ingredient counts. This doesn’t necessarily mean that they need to be fancy, just the best quality you can find. It also means, especially when it comes to baking, that it’s extra important to follow the recipes as written. Unless substitutions are noted, I’ve called for most of these ingredients for very specific reasons, whether it’s because of their flavor or the way they influence a bake. Here’s your cheat sheet for navigating these pantry and fridge staples:


SUGAR

The difference between these products has largely to do with the size of their granules, though there are a few other considerations, too. While you can use some of these varieties interchangeably, you will most likely want to stock up on a selection so that you can be prepared to whip up a wider variety of baked goods at a moment’s notice.

GRANULATED SUGAR: This is the standard white sugar. Granulated sugar is most commonly made from sugarcane or sugar beets and has a fine-grain texture. In these recipes, you can use natural cane sugar or any brand of granulated sugar interchangeably. Some brands label their standard granulated sugar as extra-fine. This is not the same as superfine (or caster sugar), which has a much smaller grain and is used for meringue when you want to achieve an especially silky texture. Some brands labeled as natural cane sugar will have a tan color, while other more processed products will be closer to white. While technically the difference between them is nuanced, for our purposes, you can use either, though I always use white granulated sugar in my recipes, unless otherwise specified.

BROWN SUGAR: One of my favorite sugars to use in baking, brown sugar is essentially granulated sugar that has been coated with molasses. Brown sugar lends more moisture to baked breads, cakes, and muffins, and chewiness to cookies and brownies. The difference between light and dark brown sugar is the amount of molasses they contain. These two types can be used interchangeably, just keep in mind the color of the baked good will lighten or darken depending on which one you use.

POWDERED SUGAR: Also referred to as confectioners’ sugar or 10x sugar, this is the finest of the sugars. It also has a small amount of cornstarch added, which creates a white flour-like sugar that dissolves easily in a little bit of liquid and without heat. It is essential for making frostings and giving them sweetness and structure, glazes on doughnuts or sweet breads, and giving cookies more structure and spread during baking when used in place of granulated sugar.

COARSE SUGAR: This is the largest grain of sugar and is mainly used for decorating baked goods. Because of the size of its granules, it doesn’t dissolve easily and holds its shape during baking, which makes it perfect for sprinkling on top of muffins or loaf breads, or coating the outsides of cookies. Coarse sugar comes in a few types: sparkling, turbinado, demerara, raw, and sanding; and they can be used interchangeably in these recipes. Sanding sugar is a bit finer than the others but coarser than granulated sugar and can be purchased in a rainbow of colors (perfect for holiday cookie decorating!). I do not recommend using coarse sugar as a substitute for granulated or brown sugar in baked goods; however, the swap works in simple syrups, dressings, or jams, if needed.




SALT

As simple and straightforward as it may seem, salt is not just one thing, and the type you use can make or break a dish. Be mindful of the different varieties that exist and how they’re each used in these recipes.

FINE SALT: This is the most common type of salt, and it comes in a few varieties: plain, iodized, Himalayan pink, and sea salt. Your standard brand of plain salt is likely a refined sodium chloride product and not a natural salt. Often referred to as “table salt,” it may or may not be iodized and has a sort of meh, flat saltiness. Himalayan pink salt is a natural salt that is mined from the earth, essentially making it a finely ground (very tasty!) rock. Sea salt is, as the name suggests, made from seawater that’s filtered and evaporated, leaving the salt crystals behind. Both pink salt and sea salt contain minerals that add more nuanced, subtle flavor to a dish, which makes a big difference in the finished product.


Any recipe throughout the book that simply calls for “salt” was made using fine sea salt. I prefer it for its flavor, but any of these fine salts will work.
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KOSHER SALT: Kosher salt, a type of sea salt, is produced to have larger crystals than fine salt. These grains are ideal in spice rubs for meat or for blending with herbs or citrus zest to create flavored salts. Not all kosher salts are created equal, though. For example, the salt crystals used by Morton’s brand are almost twice as heavy and therefore twice as salty as Diamond Crystal’s. Since there is such variation, know that anytime kosher salt is used in a recipe, it was developed using Morton’s. Alessi, David’s, and most store brands tend to be about the same salinity as Morton’s. If you have Diamond Crystals, you may need to increase the amount you use by 50 to 100 percent.

FLAKY SEA SALT: This is the largest grain of salt used in the book and is my absolute favorite. I always keep an open bowl of it on my counter for sprinkling over finished dishes, such as biscuits, salads, a nice plate of sliced ripe tomatoes or, my favorite, a slathering of softened butter on a slice of good sourdough bread. Despite its large size, flaky sea salt is quite delicate, crunchy, and melts in your mouth without feeling gritty. And because it is harvested from seawater, it has a complex saline flavor. Jacobsen Salt Co. and Maldon are my go-to brands.




BUTTER

A baker’s essential, butter adds texture, flavor, and moisture to baked goods. And because butter is liquid at warm temperatures and solid at cold temperatures, it has a versatile range of uses in the kitchen, sweet and savory. There are two distinct categories of butter: American style and European style.

STANDARD BUTTER: This is the ubiquitous box of butter sticks lining grocery store dairy aisles and is probably stocked in your fridge right now. These sticks are made of American-style butter and contain about 80 percent butterfat. Butter also contains milk solids and water, two elements that can be used to your advantage or cause issues in cooking. Have you ever melted butter in the microwave, and it exploded into a big greasy mess? (Just me…?) As butter melts, the water and milk solids separate. If the water overheats, it pops and causes a messy explosion. But this same reaction can create positive results if done carefully, such as gently heating the butter until the water evaporates, which then allows the milk solids to toast until browned, à la browned butter. While you could substitute European-style butter in most savory dishes, I do recommend following what’s called for in the recipe, especially for baked goods. Any recipe in this book calling for salted or unsalted butter was developed using Land O’Lakes standard butter sticks.
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EUROPEAN-STYLE BUTTER: This style is higher in fat content, containing at least 82 percent butterfat. Subsequently, it contains less water, which helps make the flavor deeper, plus it splatters less when melting or browning. I go for this style when butter is at the forefront of flavor in a dish: a compound butter, buttered pasta, pie dough, or buttercream frosting. I don’t recommend substituting European-style butter for American-style butter in more delicate baked goods like cakes, cookies, or quick breads. However, you can use standard butter in place of European-style butter throughout this book. While I personally prefer this style, it’s much pricier and not always available. So I cook with standard butter unless otherwise specified. My favorite European-style brands are Kerrygold and Isigny Sainte-Mère.

COLD VS. SOFTENED VS. ROOM TEMPERATURE BUTTER: Throughout the book, you will see various temperatures of butter specified in the ingredient lists. A recipe calling for cold butter means butter pulled straight from the fridge. This is key in recipes for biscuits and pie crust because when chilled butter pieces hit the hot oven temperatures, they steam and cause the dough to rise while also creating air pockets for a flaky and fluffy texture. Softened butter should still feel firm, but like you can easily make an indentation in it without pressing very hard. This is most often used in cake batters and frostings because it whips and holds air well. Room temperature butter is the softest and can be achieved by leaving butter out overnight or by warming it until it is very easy to spread. Sometimes used in frosting or baking recipes, this supersoft butter is most ideal for stirring in flavorings or spreading on breads.

UNSALTED VS. SALTED BUTTER: While the names themselves tell the exact difference between these two butters, they each have a distinct role in my kitchen. Unsalted butter is what I use in most of my recipes because I can control the amount of salt—especially because salted butters can vary in their saltiness by brand. However, salted butter has its uses, especially to finish a dish. Think spreading over bread or muffins, or topping off mashed potatoes. As a general rule, one stick (½ cup/113g) of salted butter has about ¼ teaspoon of salt. If you are using unsalted or salted butter in place of what is called for in a recipe, increase or reduce the salt by ¼ teaspoon per stick.




WHEAT FLOURS

Flour is the most basic pantry staple, but the types you use matter because they each behave differently. It’s also worth noting that each brand can have slight variations in gluten content or quality. Gluten is the protein that makes things like breads, cakes, and cookies springy and chewy. The more gluten a dough has, the stronger and chewier the baked good will be. The less gluten a dough has, the more tender and delicate the baked good will be (like a light sponge cake or shortbread cookie). I prefer the King Arthur brand for all my flours because they use high-quality grains, making for good-flavored breads and baked goods. It’s also very important that you keep your flour fresh. Store flour in an airtight container, or if you stock up on flour or buy a type you won’t use often, keep it in the freezer for up to one year. Just bring it to room temperature before using it.

ALL-PURPOSE FLOUR: This is the most common type of flour, and what is primarily used throughout the book. Made from a mix of hard and soft wheat berries (i.e., grains of wheat), all-purpose flour is a medium-gluten flour containing about 12 percent gluten (a general measure used for distinguishing the strength of a flour type). This means it has enough gluten to make a chewy yeasted dough, but is light enough to create fluffy, tender cakes and crisp cookies. If you only stock one flour in your kitchen, let it be this one!

BREAD FLOUR: This is a high-gluten flour (13 to 14 percent) and is made from hard wheat berries. It’s ideal for breads with a chewy texture like artisan or sandwich loaves. I also like using this as part of a flour blend in my chocolate chip cookies because it helps achieve that perfect chew.

CAKE FLOUR: This is the lightest flour (7 to 9 percent gluten) and is milled from soft wheat berries. As a result, it creates a lighter, softer crumb in cakes and more delicate cookies. If you would like to use cake flour in place of all-purpose flour in a cake recipe, use 1 cup plus 2 tablespoons (120g) cake flour for each 1 cup (120g) of all-purpose.




COCOA POWDER

This ingredient is the key to achieving the perfect chocolate cake, a warm mug of hot chocolate, and rich, fudgy brownies. It is the byproduct of removing the cocoa butter (fat) from cacao beans, resulting in a delicious, albeit unsweetened, powdered chocolate. While the two types of cocoa powder used in this book—natural and Dutch-process—can technically be used interchangeably in most recipes, natural cocoa is more acidic than Dutch-process and will react with certain ingredients, such as baking soda. If a recipe calls for Dutch-process and you use natural, it can create more rise because of larger air bubbles, potentially causing the center of a cake to sink or have big cavities. That will not ruin the flavor of a recipe, but the end results might look a bit different than you intended.

NATURAL COCOA POWDER: This cocoa powder is referred to as “natural” because it has not had its pH, or acidity level, altered, meaning it is slightly bitter. You can buy it unsweetened, which is what is used in the recipes throughout this book, or sweetened to use in hot cocoa mix. I typically use Ghirardelli cocoa powder.

DUTCH-PROCESS COCOA POWDER: This product is darker brown than natural cocoa powder and is made from cacao beans that have been treated with an alkaline solution. This neutralizes their acidity and mellows the bitterness while also intensifying the chocolate flavor. It is my favorite cocoa powder and is used in a majority of the recipes here. I prefer the Droste or Ghirardelli brands.




CHOCOLATE

This is an absolute must-have in my pantry because, well, chocolate. But there’s a variety to choose from, and selecting the right type for a recipe is crucial. Here are some key tips for chocolate success in the kitchen:

BAKING BARS: These usually contain less sugar and have a higher cocoa content than what you find in the candy aisle, which means they lend a nice, rich flavor and also keep their shape better when baked as pieces or chunks (which is how I love using them). They also melt really nicely, especially if you finely chop the chocolate beforehand. My favorite brands are Baker’s, Ghirardelli, and Guittard.

CHOCOLATE CHIPS: Chocolate chips and baking morsels are incredibly handy for baking. I keep a variety of sizes on hand—mini, regular, big or super, and disks. You can mix and match them in most cookie recipes or save the big chips and disks for placing on top of cookie-dough balls and brownie batter, or garnishing a frosted cake. But be aware that products labeled as “morsels” work best when folded into a recipe like a cookie dough or cake batter and not melted because they contain stabilizers to hold their mini-kiss shape and can become gummy as they melt. Higher-quality brands that are labeled as “chocolate chips” or “baking chips” tend to melt better because they don’t contain as many, if any, stabilizers. I’m partial to Guittard baking chips.

WHITE CHOCOLATE: Mainly made from milk, sugar, and cocoa butter, white chocolate doesn’t contain any cocoa solids. It is vanilla-like in flavor and is the sweetest type of chocolate. You can generally use it in place of other chocolate chips or bars in baking recipes, such as stirring it into cookie doughs or turning it into a ganache. That said, white chocolate has a tendency to overheat and seize up when melted, so microwave in short intervals at 50 percent power or stir over gentle heat when using it as a substitution.

MILK CHOCOLATE: Lower in cocoa solids, milk chocolate is creamy, smooth, and sweet. Containing only about 32 to 55 percent cacao, this variety is perfect for those who do not like bitter chocolate. You can generally use it in place of other chocolate chips or bars in baking recipes, such as stirring it into cookie doughs or turning it into a ganache. It does melt more quickly and is runnier than darker chocolates, so keep that in mind when using it.

SEMISWEET CHOCOLATE: Usually containing between 50 and 75 percent cacao, this is the most frequently used variety of chocolate bar and chips in my kitchen. It has a rich chocolate flavor with a bit of sugar added to balance out the bitterness. Semisweet chocolates can vary in sweetness and cocoa content by brand, so try some and find one you like. I prefer Guittard and Ghirardelli baking bars and chocolate chips, and I find it helpful that they list the cocoa content on their packaging.

BITTERSWEET CHOCOLATE: Bittersweet chocolate contains between 60 and 80 percent cacao, but averages about 70 percent. The biggest difference between bittersweet and semisweet chocolate is that bittersweet typically has less sugar added to it, hence the bitter. If you love an intense dark chocolate, use bittersweet in place of semisweet chocolate.


A NOTE ABOUT CACAO CONTENT

Chocolate bars and chips are primarily made of three ingredients: cacao beans, cocoa butter, and sugar. Different types of chocolate contain different ratios of these ingredients, which will make the chocolate lighter or darker, sweeter or more bitter. This is why you’ll see these products labeled with a percentage of cacao such as 45 percent, 60 percent, or 72 percent. The rule of thumb is that the higher the percentage, the darker and more bitter the chocolate will be.







COOKING AND BAKING SPRAY

COOKING SPRAY: This is perfect for getting a nice, thin nonstick coating on your cookware, bakeware, and air fryer basket for savory recipes. I rotate between a canola oil spray such as Pam and Bertolli olive oil or avocado cooking sprays, but any brand will do.

BAKING SPRAY: I love the convenience of this nonstick spray, which is essentially a regular canola oil cooking spray with flour added. A light coating of this combines the steps of greasing your baking pans and dusting them with flour, which can be messy and time-consuming. I call for this in my sweet baking recipes like layer cakes, muffins, or anything that needs to be easily removed from a pan.


A NOTE ON INGREDIENT TEMPERATURES

Just as specific ingredient types are important, so, too, are their temperatures when incorporated into a recipe. Aside from butter, which we’ve discussed earlier in this chapter (page 19) there are other ingredients whose temperatures can make a difference in the success of the dish you’re making. I’ve specified these temperatures—frozen, cold, softened, room temperature, melted, hot—in the recipes, so please don’t neglect them!
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CHAPTER 2 EQUIPMENT GUIDE


While I have ensured that these recipes do not require much by way of time, ingredients, or techniques, there are some tools and pieces of kitchen equipment that you will need. None of these is a specialty or single-use item. In fact, I’d argue that by having them at the ready, you are setting yourself up for an entire future (or at least a good long while) of successful cooking and baking.


MEASURING TOOLS

SCALE: Measuring ingredients by weight is the most accurate and dependable way to make a recipe. When measuring to an exact gram or ounce, you will always have the same amount anytime you make that dish. If measuring by volume, it’s possible to pack too much flour into a scoop or have the diced vegetables not settle evenly into the cup. The recipes in this book won’t fail if you go by volume instead of weight; I just recommend weighing for better accuracy, especially for baking recipes. You can find kitchen scales online, at big retailers that sell kitchen items, or other specialty cooking stores. I use an OXO Good Grips digital scale.

LIQUID MEASURING CUPS AND DRY SCOOPS: Stock your kitchen with a good set of measuring scoops (¼ cup to 1 cup), teaspoons (⅛ teaspoon to 1 tablespoon), and liquid measuring cups (¼ cup up to 2 cups or 4 cups). For imperial (cup) measurements, these are your best friends. Liquid measuring cups offer the convenience of a pour spout, but both liquid and dry scoops measure the same volume so you can use them interchangeably.




COOKING AND BAKING TOOLS

WHISK: A wire balloon or French whisk is essential for both baking and cooking and will help create smooth batters and velvety sauces. I prefer using the OXO Good Grips French whisk or a copper balloon whisk.

BENCH SCRAPER: This is essentially a flat, steel blade, and it has many uses. It’s great for mixing dough on the counter, cutting biscuits, scooping up diced vegetables from the cutting board, or even smoothing frosting onto the side of a cake. It may seem like a specialty baking tool, but it’s a kitchen multitasker that I can’t live without.

SILICONE SPATULA: These spatulas are flexible, easy to clean, and high-heat resistant, making them ideal for stovetop recipes and scraping down mixing bowls. I can’t ever have enough of them!

OFFSET SPATULA: You can buy these in various sizes, but one small and one large is the ideal combination. They help with spreading frosting, loosening the edges of cakes and breads from baking pans, transferring cookies to a cooling rack, or simply buttering toast. I use Ateco 4 ½-inch and 8-inch spatulas most frequently.

KNIFE SHARPENER OR HONING ROD: One of the most dangerous tools in the kitchen is a dull knife. It requires extra force to slice through whatever you’re cutting and won’t go through as cleanly, increasing the chances that it will slip and cut your fingers instead. You should sharpen your knife often and hone it between sharpening to keep a razor edge on the blade so the knife glides easily and smoothly through the food. The best practice is to hone your knife before each cooking session, or at least once a week.

INSTANT-READ THERMOMETER: This kitchen essential might seem like a “pro” item to have, but it’s really a simple implement that’s no more difficult to use than the weather app on your phone. It is the most foolproof way to elevate your cooking without any skills required because it will ensure that you never overcook meat again, that the liquid is warm enough to activate yeast, or that the sugar is the perfect temperature for caramel sauce. I use mine almost every day, so I highly recommend you invest in one. I prefer the ThermoWorks Thermapen and Lavatools Javelin PRO.

MICROPLANE: This fine metal grater is used in my kitchen on an almost daily basis. It’s perfect for grating citrus zest; Parmesan or other hard cheeses; whole spices like nutmeg, garlic, and ginger; and for finely shaving chocolate.




SMALL APPLIANCES

ELECTRIC MIXER: An electric mixer is essential to many of my cake and baking recipes. While you don’t need to invest in a stand mixer to be a great baker, I like the convenience they provide of not having to stand there while something is mixing. Hand mixers are excellent, too, and I use mine often, especially when mixing up a small batch of frosting or a quick cake batter. Most of the recipes in this book requiring a mixer are written for a stand mixer, but a hand mixer can be used for any of them except for yeasted doughs, which you can mix by hand. I use KitchenAid stand and hand mixers.

ELECTRIC PRESSURE COOKER: Pressure cookers have made a huge resurgence in popularity as essential kitchen appliances. Their convenience and quick cooking times make them appealing, especially when you can set and walk away. I have several recipes with pressure cooker alternative methods, which were tested in an Instant Pot. These recipes will work in a 4-quart or larger pressure cooker.

SLOW COOKER: The queen of set-it-and-forget-it appliances, the slow cooker is a go-to in my kitchen during busy weeks. I use a large (6-quart) model with a programmable timer for distraction-proof cooking, which also gives me the ability to whip up larger batches for freezing or leftovers. Your Instant Pot or other multicooker may even have a slow cooker setting, eliminating the need for an extra appliance in your kitchen!

AIR FRYER: I love the air fryer! They can vary widely in size, price, and style, so get the one that’s right for you; I opted for one with a 6-quart basket to cook more food at once. The recipes in my book that offer air fryer variations can be made in any type using only the Air Fry setting, so you don’t need one with lots of bells and whistles.




BAKING SHEETS AND PANS

BAKING SHEETS: Sturdy metal baking sheets are indispensable in a kitchen. I prefer rimmed baking sheets because they are the most versatile; they catch liquid that may be released during roasting and help keep the edges of cookies from browning too much. There are three common sizes—quarter (9 × 13 inches), half (13 × 18 inches), and full (18 × 26 inches). I almost always use a 13 × 18-inch baking sheet and would recommend that you have at least two on hand. I recommend steel, rolled-edge pans that are a lighter-colored metal (dark metal pans can cook more quickly and create a much darker crust) and nonstick for easier cleanup and multipurpose function. Although a regular pan will work, too, it will need to be lined with parchment paper for some recipes. Non-rimmed or flat baking sheets (also referred to as cookie sheets) can also be used for any recipe that just calls for a baking sheet. If a recipe calls for a rimmed baking sheet, I’ve chosen it for a specific reason and recommend you use one instead of a flat baking sheet.
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CAKE AND LOAF PANS: Typically, cake pans are 1 ½ to 2 inches deep and come in a number of sizes. In this book, I call for 8-inch square, 8-inch round, 9-inch round, and 13 × 9-inch rectangular pans. If you only have a pan that is larger than what is called for in the recipe (such as a 10-inch instead of a 9-inch cake pan), you can reduce the baking time by 5 to 10 minutes. I do not recommend going smaller than the pan called for, as you risk the contents of the pan overflowing or not cooking correctly. For loaf pans, I call for both an 8 ¼ × 4 ½-inch (or 1-pound) and 9 × 5-inch loaf pan, but you can use these interchangeably. I use Williams Sonoma Goldtouch pans but recommend any steel, rolled-edge pans that are nonstick and a lighter-colored metal. Dark metal pans can cook more quickly and create a much darker crust.

PIE PANS: There are two common pie pans: a standard 1 ½-inches-deep pan and deep-dish (about 2 inches deep). They come in a variety of diameters. I keep a 9-inch standard and 9-inch-deep dish on hand. I prefer metal or ceramic pans for pie dough crusts, and ceramic or glass for icebox or no-bake pies.

MUFFIN PAN: A good 12-cup nonstick muffin pan is more versatile than you might think! Line the wells and bake up muffins and cupcakes, grease the wells to make crispy cornbread, or bake individual frittatas right in each cup.

MINI-MUFFIN PAN: Having the option to miniaturize muffins and cupcakes gives you even more versatility for these recipes.

BAKING DISH: I prefer deep (2-plus inches) glass or ceramic rectangular or oval baking dishes. These are different than rectangular metal cake pans, though you can often use a cake pan in place of a baking dish if needed. Glass and ceramic are more insulating than metal, keeping casseroles saucier and cinnamon rolls softer. Common sizes to keep handy are 10 x 7 inches (about 2 quarts), 9 inches square (about 2 ½ quarts), and 9 × 13 inches (about 3 ½ quarts).

ROASTING PAN: This is the largest baking dish I have in the kitchen. My ideal roasting pan is a deep metal pan with handles for easy lifting and has a metal rack that sits inside. The rack helps create a crustier turkey, chicken, or roast, allowing the drippings to fall into the pan while keeping the meat out of the liquid. I consider this a specialty pan, and a very useful one, but if you are short on space, a large, deep baking dish with a small oven-safe cooling rack set inside can be a good substitute.


ACCESSORIES

FABRIC CAKE STRIPS: I almost always bake my cake layers with cake strips. These simple strips of thick fabric get soaked in water and are wrapped around the outside of cake pans for baking. This added insulation helps bake up dome-free cake layers with a softer outer crust. If you want to impress your guests with a bakery-quality cake, I suggest using these. You can find them at craft stores that sell baking supplies, as well as online. When using strips, bake times may increase by 2 to 5 minutes. And if you choose not to use them, all of the cakes in this book will still bake up just fine.

PIPING BAGS AND TIPS: I keep a roll of 12-inch disposable piping bags on hand and have a large variety of piping tips. I prefer Ateco or Wilton brand bags and tips. If you want to start with the basics, these are the main tips I use: Ateco 808 large round, Ateco 849 closed star, Ateco 870 French star, Wilton no. 3 small round, and Wilton no. 21 open star.

PARCHMENT PAPER: Parchment paper is ideal for creating a nonstick surface for easy cleanup. Although, I recommend buying a product labeled as “natural” or “uncoated” so it’s not finished with an additional nonstick coating. You can buy rolls at the grocery store for convenience, but I prefer buying precut sheets sized for a half baking sheet. You can order these on Amazon or from specialty baking suppliers. If you plan to bake a lot of cakes, getting a set of precut 8-inch and 9-inch rounds is also helpful so you don’t have to deal with cutting out precisely measured circles.

COOLING RACK: This is a cooking and baking accessory that often gets overlooked. Cooling (or baking) racks allow air to circulate around cooked, baked, or fried items, which keeps them from steaming or sitting in drippings and getting soggy. So don’t skip using it if called for in a recipe method! I prefer oven-safe gridded stainless-steel racks that can be used for both cooling items and baking in the oven. Make sure the racks have feet on the bottoms so the baked goods don’t sit directly on a surface.
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CHAPTER 3 GENERAL TIPS, TRICKS, AND SUBSTITUTIONS


While each of the recipes in this book includes plenty of tips for executing them with complete confidence, I wanted to put together even more insight into some common tricks that I use in the kitchen and that will help you get the most out of your ingredients.


HOW TO MEASURE FLOUR

Properly measured ingredients are a key part of any recipe, especially when it comes to baking. For example, too much flour can make a cake dense or dry, and too little can cause it to sink or be gummy. You will notice that I give both imperial cup measurements and metric gram weights for flour throughout my recipes because I always weigh my flour (and most baking ingredients!). But if you don’t have a scale, there’s a way to fill measuring scoops with more accuracy.

FLUFF, SPOON, AND LEVEL: If using measuring scoops, do not be tempted to just dip the scoop directly into the flour. Because flour is so fine, you can compact it and end up with more flour than you need for the recipe. Start by fluffing up the flour in the bag or container with a spoon. Hold the measuring scoop over the flour and spoon the flour into the scoop, piling it up a bit above the rim. Run the back of a knife or other straightedge along the rim of the scoop to level the flour, letting the excess fall back into the container.

WEIGHT: To weigh your flour (or any item), place a bowl on a kitchen scale and zero out or tare it so the scale reads zero. Spoon your flour into the bowl until the scale reads the weight you need (the gram standard for 1 cup of all-purpose flour is 120g). You can find affordable kitchen scales online, in stores that sell other kitchen equipment, and in specialty cookware shops.




SOFTENING BUTTER AND CREAM CHEESE

Many baking recipes call for butter and cream cheese to be softened or at room temperature. Ideally you would set these items out on your counter a few hours before baking, or even overnight. Sometimes, though, a craving strikes or we’re short on time and don’t have the luxury to let these items sit out until warmed up. If that’s the case, here are two methods to soften butter and cream cheese quickly:

MICROWAVE: Place one butter stick or cream cheese block directly in the microwave. (Do not remove the wrapper if it is paper. If the wrapper is foil, remove it and place the butter or cream cheese on a plate.) Microwave at standard power in 5-second intervals, flipping the stick or block between each one, until softened. It usually takes 10 to 15 seconds, depending on how cold the butter or cream cheese is to start.

OVEN: Preheat the oven to 170°F, then turn it off. Place the wrapped butter or cream cheese in a baking dish, and set it in the warm oven. Use the handle of a wooden spoon to prop the oven door open. The butter or cream cheese should be soft in 20 to 30 minutes. I mainly use this method when I have a bit more time to spare or when my kitchen is cold in the winter. Also, if you are already using your oven and are planning to bake later, you can place the butter or cream cheese in a dish on top of the range or near the oven. The radiant heat works nicely, too, but keep an eye out to make sure it doesn’t melt!
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MELTING BUTTER

If you have ever tried melting butter in the microwave and just walked away from it, chances are you had quite a mess to clean up. To help prevent butter explosions when melting, I follow one of these two methods:

MICROWAVE: Cut the butter into cubes and add them to a microwave-safe container. Microwave, uncovered, at 50 percent power in 20-second intervals, stirring between each, until the butter is melted.

STOVETOP: Cut the butter into cubes and add them to a small pot or skillet over low heat. Stir occasionally and remove the pan from the heat when there are just a few small solid bits left. They will continue to melt, so continue stirring until the butter is fully liquified.
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TAKING THE CHILL OFF EGGS

Just like butter and cream cheese, eggs can take a while to come to room temperature for baking, and using room temperature eggs is key for certain recipes, such as when they need to be creamed thoroughly for cakes or cookies. To take the chill off quickly, place the eggs in a medium bowl. Fill the bowl with enough warm tap water to cover (do not use very hot or boiling water, as it can start to cook the eggs). Soak for 10 minutes, then drain. If the eggs still feel cold, soak again. Dry the eggs before using.




LINING ITEMS WITH PARCHMENT PAPER

Most parchment paper is nonstick and doesn’t need to be sprayed with cooking or baking spray. (Check the packaging to make sure yours is nonstick.) I do, however, like to grease my cake pans (not baking sheets) before lining them with parchment to help hold the paper in place. You can buy rolls of parchment at the grocery store or order precut sheets and rounds on Amazon or from specialty bakery shops.

BAKING SHEET: Simply cut a sheet of parchment to the size of your baking sheet. It doesn’t need to come up the sides of the pan unless specified. I will reuse sheets of parchment paper several times if nothing is stuck to them and they aren’t overly greasy.

BOTTOM OF PAN: In this method, you want parchment covering just the bottom of a baking pan and not the sides (typically used for cakes). The best way to cut parchment to the exact size is to trace the bottom of the pan onto the parchment paper and cut out the shape. Grease the pan, then lay the parchment cutout in the bottom and press until smooth.

SLING: This lining method allows you to easily lift cakes, bars, brownies, and loaves out of pans by leaving a parchment overhang that acts like little handles. I like using this technique when I want to remove an item from the pan for easier cutting or a more elegant presentation, such as transferring a sheet cake to a platter. To make a sling, cut a piece of parchment paper to the width of one side of the pan (choose the longest side if it’s not a square) and long enough to cover the bottom and up the two sides, with enough excess to extend an inch or two beyond the top of the pan. Grease the pan, then press the parchment into the bottom and up the sides, letting the excess hang over the edges of the pan. I often secure the parchment sling by folding the excess down and placing steel binder clips on the edges to hold the paper in place.

FULL: This method will fully cover the bottom and all interior sides of the baking pan. I mainly use this for square and rectangular pans, as well as for recipes that are very sticky, or for food you don’t want directly in contact with your baking pan. Place a piece of parchment paper larger than the baking pan on the counter, and place the pan on top. Fold up the sides to make sure the parchment is big enough to cover the sides of the pan. Cut a slit from each corner of the parchment paper to the bottom corners of the pan to help the parchment fit the shape of the pan more easily. Grease the pan, then place the parchment sheet inside. Slip one corner tab over the other in the corners of the pan and press the parchment into the bottom and sides to smooth it out. Use your fingers to crease the bottom edges and corners so the parchment is in full contact with the pan.
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