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Introduction


Winter, 2022


It’s not often that we get second chances in life. I think I assumed that if I ever got a shot at a second chance, I would spring into action. Well, I was wrong. I’m sorry to report that when my second chance at doing this book came, I froze. Option paralysis immediately set in. What should I change? (Aside, obviously, from the typos.) Which recipes get the heave-ho, and which ones get their chance in the spotlight? It’s been eight years since the book was published, and cooking, like life, evolves over time. When the book first hit the shelves, I was married, with a baby and a toddler. Now, I’m divorced, with a kid and a tween. Both of my kids—and I am embarrassed to admit this—are terrible eaters, who will sit glumly at the dinner table if confronted by something they do not wish to consume.


It was my picky kids who gave me the answer. The favorite recipes remained, and the recipes that had fallen out of rotation were replaced with the unicorns, the dishes that we all love, those that can be made with minimum fuss, and where the recipe is somehow greater than the sum of its parts. These new arrivals range from Zucchini Pancakes (page 106), to Buttermilk Coffee Cake (page 119), from Kung Pao Chicken (page 39) to Shrimp with Lemongrass (page 55).


And, while some things in my life have changed, others have stayed the same. I first wrote this book because I loved to cook, but to do so meant dealing with all of the physical limitations of my tiny kitchen: the absence of counter space to spread out, the lack of kitchen equipment because there was no place to store it, the desire not to dirty too many dishes because there was no dishwasher. Now, I have a slightly larger kitchen (with a dishwasher!), but, as a single mom with a full-time job, I don’t have a lot of time to fuss over dinner. Small kitchen cooking is how I still cook, because it conserves space and time. These days, I have a little more of the first, but much less of the second.


This second chance also means that I get to tell you about how the original book made it to the shelves in the first place. It began with a problem: I had trouble replicating a dish that people liked, because I forgot how I had made it. So, I started writing recipes down. I drafted the book, somehow stumbled onto an agent who was willing to take on the project, and then . . . nothing happened. For, like, ten years.


Fast forward to 2012. I was living in Brooklyn, in an apartment with a marginally less tiny kitchen, on maternity leave from my job after having given birth to my second child. Out of the blue, I received a phone call that the book was going to be published. But there was a catch: it needed images. In a panic, I called Jennifer Silverberg, a brilliant photographer who also happens to be an old friend. Lucky for me, Jenn is the kind of person who is willing to go the extra mile for a friend—or, in this case, an extra 975 miles, which is the distance between her house in St. Louis and my apartment in Brooklyn. (If Jenn were here, at this point she would probably explain that, approximately one thousand years ago, when we were in college together, she was short a few credits for the upcoming semester, so I suggested she take a photography internship at the alternative weekly paper where I had a writing internship, thus helping her get her first job in the field that became her career.) Anyway, Jenn and her husband immediately made plans to come to New York. Over the course of a week, Jenn and I shot the book out of my Brooklyn apartment. My mom came too, to lend a hand with prep, wash dishes, and help take care of the baby. Jenn and her husband stayed with my parents in New Jersey, and every night I sent them back to the ‘burbs with dinner, the dishes that we had cooked and photographed that day. I think the beautiful images in the book reflect what an amazing experience it was, and how special the time that the three of us (plus my baby son) spent cooking and shooting in my apartment.


I hope you enjoy the recipes in the latest edition of this book, and maybe share them with family and friends. This book never would have happened without the help of my family and friends, and what better way to show your appreciation for your loved ones than by cooking for them?




Five Tips for Cooking Great Food


Of course, there’s no guarantee that everything you cook will taste great, but there are a few things you can do—especially if you haven’t done much cooking—that can help you out.




1.Cook what is in season. Not only will your food taste better, but you’ll also save money. When your grocer can get produce from local farmers, it costs much less than when he has to schlep it here from another country. And if it came from another country, chances are it was picked long before it’s hitting your grocery cart, so it’s not even very fresh.


2.Use good ingredients. This is kind of a corollary to cooking what is in season, but it’s just as important. Try to use good cheeses. Buy some good quality olive oil for salads (but don’t bother using the good olive oil for cooking).


3.Read the whole recipe before you start cooking. This may seem obvious, but I often find myself glancing at the ingredient list and then glazing out the rest of the recipe. If you read the entire recipe, and make sure you understand what you need to do, then there’s no danger that you’ll get halfway through the recipe and then get stuck.


4.Taste the dish as you cook it. This is so important! If you taste the food as you cook it, you can make sure that it will taste good when it hits the table. And if you taste it and it doesn’t taste good to you, think about what might make it better. Which brings me to my next suggestion . . .


5.Use salt! One of the main reasons that a new cook’s food doesn’t taste good is that there isn’t enough salt. If the flavors taste dull, or bland, salt can magically brighten up the dish. While I’m on the subject of salt, I should mention that I use kosher salt in all of my recipes. It is available at every grocery store. The big difference between kosher salt and table salt is the size of the salt crystals. Kosher salt has larger crystals, which are easier to pinch and measure with your fingers. I store kosher salt in an old jelly jar, so it is easy for me to grab a pinch of salt and throw it into what I am cooking. (If I tried to grab table salt, it would slide right through my fingers.)







A FEW WORDS ABOUT SERVING SIZES: I am of the opinion that leftovers in the refrigerator are like money in the bank, so I usually cook meals with a built-in plan of leftovers. Most of my recipes serve two with leftovers for lunches or another meal during the week. If you are less enamored of leftovers than I am, you can always cut recipe amounts.







Equipment List


While I’m not prepared to say that you absolutely, positively must possess the following equipment list, it will certainly make your life easier in the kitchen.


A GOOD QUALITY SHARP KNIFE: A sharp knife is a beautiful thing. Suddenly, it is easy to cut food, and it takes so much less time than fighting those vegetables with an old, dull knife. Of course, it also takes much less time to cut yourself so be careful!


SILICONE-TIPPED TONGS: Next to my knife, this is the tool I reach for the most when I’m cooking. I use tongs basically as an extension of my hand, for grabbing hot food, turning food over, and stirring. Make sure to buy silicone-tipped tongs, which won’t scratch the pots and pans.


ONE LARGE POT: If you don’t have one already, I’d like to suggest a dutch oven, rather than a pasta pot. A seven-quart dutch oven has a wider mouth than a pasta pot, which makes it easier to stir things like soups and stews. Some dutch ovens are super heavy (and expensive) but you can find cheaper, aluminum dutch ovens that are reasonably priced.


TWO PANS: A twelve-inch skillet and a ten-inch skillet should do the trick. Try to find heavy pans, because they will conduct the heat better than lighter ones and food is less likely to burn. I like non-stick skillets, but take a careful look at the pans; if it looks like the non-stick coating might come off, chances are that it will come off. And it will come off into your food—not the ideal seasoning.


A RIMMED COOKIE SHEET: This is perfect for roasting vegetables. The rim makes it easy to toss everything with your hands without the vegetables jumping overboard.


A TWO-SIDED CUTTING BOARD: Make sure you designate one side of the board for raw chicken and meat, and the other side for everything else.


A COLANDER: For draining pasta and rinsing vegetables.


A LARGE BOWL: For tossing salads and for the occasional baking project.


A BOX GRATER: For shredding cheese and grating vegetables.


A VEGETABLE PEELER: For carrots, potatoes, etc.


A ZESTER: I have to include this because I use mine all the time. It’s great for grating hard cheese and taking the rind off of oranges and lemons. It is also, hands down, the best way to grate ginger.


A WOODEN SPOON: For stirring.


MEASURING CUPS: For measuring.
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