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TO MY FAMILY



A NOTE FROM CLAIRE

Have you cried yet? You know those tears. Kitchen tears. The ones that go down your cheeks and drop into the smoldering pile of whatever it was you were planning on serving. Maybe it’s your tenth attempt at a recipe that still just doesn’t want to work. Maybe it’s your third date with someone you really wanted to impress and your entrée completely fell apart. Maybe it’s just one of those days that you needed a warm cookie, but your fraught relationship with your oven prevented it.

I have cried over many a failed dish. It’s nothing to be embarrassed about (okay, maybe a little . . .), because that’s what happens when we’re frustrated, confused, and feel like something should be simple . . . and then it isn’t and no one was there to help you.

When you flip through a food magazine or check out a cooking show, everyone looks so calm, don’t they? People are smiling, there is no burnt toast, no wine spilled on the couch . . . there aren’t any sliced fingers or “Oh crap, I forgot to add the salt” moments. This has not been my particular experience in learning to cook, and I imagine it isn’t yours, either. After all, we’re only human. We novices don’t know all the secrets to making a recipe work or hosting a fabulous party . . . yet. Especially when you’re just learning how to cook for yourself and your friends, it’s easy to be discouraged if the finished product doesn’t mirror (or even remotely resemble) the manicured photographs or carefully edited clips. So: How are we beginner cooks supposed to cope?

What no one ever told me, not even my experienced cook of a mom, is that all dishes derive from one very basic set of techniques. Once you’ve got a dish down, those techniques allow you to play around with and tweak the recipe in a lot of delicious ways.

Which is where cookbooks come in. Cookbooks can be super helpful, but they can make a lot of assumptions about what kind of cook you are and what you know, along with what your budget is and how much time you have. Usually they assume you have endless quantities of all of the above. I’m not a professionally trained chef, so all I know is what I’ve experienced in my own kitchen.

And those experiences have informed this cookbook. Though it may seem obvious, since I wrote it, this is my kind of cookbook. It’s a useful one. You can tell what recipes are easy and which ones are for lazy Sunday afternoons. I’ll show you how to take a simple dish and gussy it up into a gourmet one that the ultimate fussy foodie would approve. I’ll help you plan a party that will be fun not just for your guests, but for you, too. I’ll show you what to buy when, and how to make a last-minute dinner when a hungry friend pops by. I’ll try to do for you what I wish was done for me. (“Past Claire, this is Future Claire speaking. Stop freaking out over your tenth failed mac and cheese. Clean up the dishes, and I’ll tell you how to make a béchamel that works. Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it, and it’ll taste awesome.”)

While I love eating seasonally, I tend to cook based on what event I’m making my dish for, or where my appetite happens to direct me. So, you’ll find that the chapters are organized by type of dish, and alternatives are listed with each recipe so you can play around with seasonality.

In some chapters you’ll find a sidebar where I delve a little further into a technique or ways to enjoy a dish a number of ways.

We all know how frustrating it is to get halfway through a recipe only to realize you’re in over your head. To make navigating this cookbook a little easier, whether you’re a total newbie or an old pro, I’ve organized the recipes into three different categories:

[image: images] These recipes are great for new cooks or people looking for something simple and quick.

[image: images] If this isn’t your first time in the kitchen, these recipes are a little more complex and have multiple components or techniques.

[image: images] Showstopper! These are the more complicated recipes that require a little extra love and attention in the kitchen, and potentially need special equipment or have multiple components.

It should be mentioned that none of the recipes in this cookbook is ultrachallenging (that’s not my style), but ones labeled “wow” require the most time and effort.

Ultimately, my hope is that this book will make your daily life a little easier, a little more fabulous, and positively delicious. I think we are going to have a lot of fun cooking together through this book, but always remember, no matter how ugly it gets, no matter how many dishes scorch or soufflés flop, you can always order Thai food. Nothing sops up kitchen tears like a container of noodles.

Happy cooking, and more important, happy eating!

XOXO

Claire
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Whether it’s being prepared for a rainy weekend in or for the zombie apocalypse, everyone should always have a pantry stocked with enough basics to last them a couple of days. The trick is to fill it with stuff you actually use and love. These are the best ingredients, tools, and what-have-yous to keep your kitchen running even when there’s nothing in the fridge.





THE PERFECT PANTRY

For some, the pantry is where you keep all those things that gather dust way beyond their expiration dates. But with my selection, you’ll use these up again and again. I’ve broken it down into the same three levels (Yum, Mmm, and Wow) that will take your cupboards from meh to amazing.
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These are the essentials, the must-haves for quick weekday dinners and quick fixes to add flavor.

• Extra virgin olive oil (Look for oil in a dark glass bottle or in a can, as light and heat can ruin the flavor, and make note of the “use by” date (no more than 6 months), since olive oil does not improve with age. I keep a more expensive small-batch oil on the counter for drizzling on soups and using in vinaigrettes. For cooking, I use a cheaper olive oil I don’t mind blowing through.)

• Kosher salt

• Black peppercorns (for freshly ground pepper)

• Dried pasta

• Good all-purpose unbleached flour (I like King Arthur or Bob’s Red Mill best.)

• Baking powder and baking soda

• White and brown sugars

• Garlic

• Yellow onions

• Short-grain white rice (I like Cal Rose best.)

• Good broth, chicken and/or vegetable (Always go for low-sodium, and from free-range, organic chickens for the best flavor. “Free-range” means the chickens can roam freely for food, rather than living in confined enclosures. Letting them roam free and eat organic feed—which can’t contain animal by-products, antibiotics, or genetically engineered grains and cannot be grown using persistent pesticides or chemical fertilizers—leads to more flavorful chicken.)
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These extras are great additions to a fully stocked pantry on top of the ones above.

• Vanilla ice cream (Just ’cause.)

• Sriracha sauce (for extra heat)

• Dried beans (decidedly unsexy sounding, but delicious with toast)

• Quinoa (Perfect for last-minute sides or as a way to extend vegetables. Plus, protein!)

• Whole-grain mustard (I could bathe in this stuff. Slightly spicy but with a lovely round flavor, it’s wonderful in sauces, vinaigrettes, and as seasoning.)

• Good dark chocolate (for nibbling, baking, and adding to your favorite desserts)

• Pure vanilla extract

• Canned whole tomatoes (for a quick pasta sauce; San Marzano tomatoes are my favorite)

• Whole spices (They last longer and have a stronger flavor.)

• Honey

• Soy sauce

• Thai fish sauce (for a delicious savory/umami flavor)
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Some of these might be a little indulgent or used less often, but they can truly elevate a dish to “wow.”

• Truffle oil or salt (Yep, indulgent. But a drop or pinch goes a long way and a good one will last you for months.)

• Balsamic vinegar di Modena (for drizzling at the very end on soups and salads)

• Anchovies packed in olive oil (for adding depth to sauces, soups, and broths)

• Good wine (I like to have a tasty syrah or sangiovese on hand for sipping and cooking.)

• Great beer (I love adding beer to recipes for an unexpected kick. Maltier options like amber ales or Belgian beers have a lovely depth of flavor that is great in cooking.)

• Unsweetened cocoa powder (It’s really important to get the good stuff here, like Valrhona—it has a much richer and deeper flavor.)

• Panko breadcrumbs (great texture and perfect when you can’t bother to make fresh crumbs)

• Boxed brownie mix (Let’s be real; this needs to be in everyone’s pantry.)



THE HOUSEWARMING LIST

These utensils and appliances will help you to achieve kitchen greatness.
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• A good chef’s knife

• A good paring knife

• A good bread knife

• At least two cutting boards, wood or plastic

• Wooden spoons

• Two whisks

• Rubber spatulas

• A metal spatula

• Cheese grater

• Microplane

• Measuring cups and spoons

• Instant-read thermometer

• Deep-frying or candy thermometer

• Rimmed baking sheets

• A 9 by 13-inch baking dish

• Mixing bowls

• A fine-mesh strainer

• A large saucepan

• A large pot

• A Dutch oven

• Rolling pin

• Dish towels

• A pepper mill
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• A food processor

• Stand mixer with whisk, paddle, and dough hook attachment

• A hand mixer

• A blender

• Mortar and pestle

• A kitchen scale (for getting exact weight measurements)

• Spice grinder (the same as a pepper grinder, but used just for spices so you don’t mix flavors)

• Cast-iron skillet

• Pizza stone

• Silicone mats for baking

• Mandoline (I use one I bought at my local grocery store.)

• Ricer or food mill

[image: images] THE SPECIALTY ITEMS

• Charcoal or gas grill

• Immersion blender (This makes blending so easy.)

• Fancy wine opener (for quick cork removal)

• Waffle iron

• Ice cream maker

• Meat grinder (You can get this as an attachment to your stand mixer.)

• Pasta roller and cutter

• Tabletop items: pretty linens, cheese boards, vintage plates and cutlery



KITCHEN CHEAT SHEET

Whether you’re reading my book or printing out recipes online, you’ll come across a lot of language that can seem vague, especially when presented with myriad choices when you’re in the market. Following or not following these tips won’t necessarily mean the success or failure of a recipe, but they can only help.

Kitchen tips that ring true in this book unless noted otherwise:

• Always read the recipe twice through before getting started.

• Preheat your oven fully. This will ensure accurate cook times and even cooking.

• For meat or fish, I like to have separate cutting boards that are easy to clean, to prevent cross-contamination.

• After working with raw meat or fish, wash your hands with soap and hot water, and do the same with any utensil or surface they came in contact with.

• Buy spices whole and grind them with a grinder or mortar and pestle or spice grinder when you need them. The flavors are stronger and last way longer.

• Olive oil should always be extra virgin, which means it comes from the first press.

• Never store tomatoes or any other sturdy fruit in the fridge. It diminishes their texture and flavor, and they look so pretty on the counter.

• Strawberries hate water, so if you need to rinse them, do it just before using them.

• Leeks grow in sand, so you need to thoroughly clean them. The easiest way is to cut off the dark green tops, then split the leek all the way down, but stopping just before the base. This way it holds together when you rinse it, but you can get into all of the layers.

• The easiest way to chop broccoli and cauliflower is to cut the head in half from the top to the base, and then halve it again from top to base. You’ll have four wedges. Next, just slice the core out of each wedge, and break apart the florets with your hands.

• Taste and season your dishes as you cook. This means less correction at the end of a recipe, and lets you gauge how the flavors are developing and changing as you cook.

• With a stand mixer you have three attachments: paddle, whisk, and dough hook. The paddle is for mixing things together (cookie dough, batter, etc.); the whisk is for whipping air into things (cream, egg whites); and the dough hook is for kneading yeast breads (cinnamon rolls, pizza).

• Butter should always be unsalted so you can control how seasoned your dish is.

• Eggs should always be large and at room temperature so that you have a consistent amount of liquid and their whites are viscous and more elastic.

• Crack an egg on a flat surface, not on an edge. Cracking on an edge forces the shell into the egg, which can end up in your food or, worse, cutting the yolk.

• To separate eggs, gently crack an egg on a flat surface and let the white fall into a bowl. Using the shells, transfer the yolk back and forth as the white continues to fall into the bowl. When all the white is gone and only the yolk remains, place the yolk in a separate bowl. You can also crack the egg into your clean hands and let the white fall through your fingers while you gently hold on to the yolk.

• Whipped egg whites should come from the freshest eggs, when the proteins in the whites are their strongest and most elastic.

• Eggs for hard-boiling should be a few days old, for easier peeling.

• In this book, sugar means white granulated sugar and superfine sugar is just finer white sugar, sometimes labeled “baking sugar.” (You can make your own by pulsing it in a food processor.)

• In this book, brown sugar is always packed. You should compact it enough that the sugar holds the shape of the measuring vessel when you flip it upside down.

• Creaming the butter and sugar is a step that pops up in many baking recipes. This means you beat together room temperature butter and sugar with the paddle attachment of an electric mixer until the butter and sugar form a uniform mixture that is light and fluffy. This creates a base for the rest of the ingredients to cling to. And by beating the butter and sugar together, you aerate the mixture (meaning, mix air into it) and the finished product will have a lighter texture when baked. It’s one of those little things that can make a difference in a recipe.

• Flour is never compacted. To properly measure, sift or lightly whisk the flour first, then scoop the measure into the flour. Level off with a finger or butter knife. Don’t shake the measuring cup or hit it on the counter; it’ll make the flour compact, which leads to denser baking.

• Milk and cream should always be refrigerator cold, especially for whipping.

• To scrape a vanilla bean, slice it down the center, from tip to tip, with a knife. Open the bean up and scrape the knife along the cut surface, collecting the seeds on the blade. Add the seeds to whatever you want to flavor. The pod can be stored in sugar to create vanilla sugar, or added to liquids that you’d like to flavor.

• To zest: This is when you use a Microplane or very fine grater to scrape off just the very outer skin of a citrus fruit. Doing this, you’ll get a ton of flavor but none of the bitterness from the white pith.

• When a recipe says to plate something, this means put it on the serving plate in an appealing manner.

• To reduce a liquid, just continue cooking it until more of the water in the liquid evaporates and the remaining liquid is thicker, like a sauce. This concentrates the flavor of the liquid and makes the texture thicker and richer.

• When a recipe calls for egg whites or cream to be whipped to soft peaks, it means that they’re whipped until they can mostly hold their own shape, but when the whisk is removed, the peak folds over on itself. This kind of peak has a looser, less structured texture. A stiff peak is when the egg white or cream is whipped until the peaks can hold themselves up completely. When the whisk is removed, the peak stands upright. Careful about overbeating, though! If you go past the stiff peak phase, you’ll get dry meringue and clumpy whipped cream.

• Folding is a gentle way of incorporating one ingredient into another. This is typically done with delicate items like cake batter containing whipped egg whites. To fold, take a large rubber spatula and run it along the bottom of the bowl, lifting as much of the mixture as possible, and bringing it up and over. Continue doing this to just blend the ingredients together.

• To macerate and to marinate: Both of these actions look the same: submerging an ingredient in liquid. But macerating is when you’re trying to soften an ingredient, and marinating is when you soak an ingredient to add flavor to it. I typically macerate fruit to make it soft and juicy, and marinate meat to add flavor before cooking it.

• To blanch something is to cook it quickly in boiling water, then shock it in an ice bath (a bowl of cold water and ice) to immediately stop the cooking process. I’ll do this to vegetables to make their colors become vivid and to make them tender but still crisp. Blanching also brings out their sweetness. It makes a big difference, especially if you’re planning on serving the vegetables unadorned.

• Waxy versus starchy potatoes: Believe it or not, a potato is not just a potato. There’s a ton of varieties, and which potato you pick makes a big difference, depending on your goal for a dish. Almost all potatoes can be categorized as waxy or starchy. Waxy potatoes, such as rose potatoes or fingerlings, are best for roasting or adding to soups and salads because they hold their shape. But they’re also great pureed and smashed into gnocchi or mashed potatoes because of their creamy texture. Starchy potatoes, such as russets, have a fluffy texture that makes them ideal for french fries or baked potatoes. So pick your potato wisely!

• Order from the butcher. Whenever a recipe calls for butchering—cutting a chicken into eight pieces (typically the breast halves, thighs, legs, and wings), or cubing 2 pounds of meat into 1-inch pieces, or grinding beef into burger meat—I always have my butcher do it in front of me. It saves me time and money; buying a whole piece of meat and having it broken down is usually much cheaper than buying piece by piece—and it’s one less thing I have to deal with when I get home.
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• If you can’t find shallots or leeks, yellow onions are an okay replacement. If you can’t find chives, you can use green onions.

• Use a chef’s knife (8- or 10-inch) for all chopping and slicing, and use a paring knife for detail work.

• A sharp knife is a safe knife. Always keep your fingers out of the line of the blade and work with precision.



A QUICK GUIDE TO KITCHEN MEASUREMENTS

It’s easy to get mixed up with kitchen measurements. Teaspoons, tablespoons, fluid ounces, and cups measure volume (how much space an ingredient takes up), while ounces and pounds measure weight. This list helped me so much, especially when halving or doubling a recipe. Hope you brushed up on your fourth-grade math!

3 teaspoons = 1 tablespoon

1/2 fluid ounce = 1 tablespoon

4 tablespoons = 1/4 cup

2 fluid ounces = 1/4 cup

8 fluid ounces = 1 cup

2 cups = 1 pint

16 ounces = 1 pound

4 cups = 1 quart

4 quarts = 1 gallon



HOW TO SHOP AT THE FARMERS’ MARKET

Farmers’ markets can be intimidating, especially for first-time shoppers. Here are some of my tips for getting everything on your list easily.

• Come prepared: This means you’ve already been to the ATM, you have at least two reusable bags, and you have a list.

• You want to come early, especially for popular markets, because the rare or limited items go fast. If you missed out, ask vendors if they can hold some of the items for you next week, so you don’t have to worry about availability.

• Do a pass around the market first. Don’t buy the first thing you see because it’s at the top of your list. Walk around, tasting as you go, and pick the best produce after you’ve seen what’s available.

• Always ask if you can have a sample—don’t assume!

• Make sure you buy your heavy or hearty items first and delicate ones last. You don’t want to crush your cherry tomatoes with a watermelon!

• When you’ve bought your items, ask the farmer how best to cook it. It’s the easiest way to enjoy simple, delicious food, and you’re getting it right from the source.
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HOW TO CHOP

Using a knife can be one of the most intimidating aspects of working in a kitchen. Burns and bruises are the worst, but a cut? Ouch! To help get rid of some of the chopping block jitters, I thought I’d explain how to chop and slice ingredients in the simplest way. It can differ from vegetable to vegetable, but to illustrate the steps best, I’ll use an onion as an example.

    Dice (below): With a chef’s knife, slice the onion in half lengthwise (meaning through the tip to the base) and chop off the tip of the onion. Keeping the base intact, peel the skin off the onion. Make slices 1/4-inch apart toward the base of the onion, all the way down. Then, with the knife tip pointed toward the root, slice the onion to the base, but not through it. Finally, make 1/4-inch parallel cuts across the onion. The perfectly diced onion will pop right off the knife.
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            1 Dicing
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    Slice (below): Slice the onion in half lengthwise (meaning through the tip to the base) and chop off the tip and base of the onion. Peel the skin off the onion. Slice very thinly across the curved part of the onion (not the open slice where the base and tip used to be). You’ll get consistent slices.
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            1 Slicing
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    Here are some other techniques that pop up, especially with fresh herbs.

Chiffonade (below): This sounds complicated, but it’s actually my favorite way to chop leafy herbs like basil. Simply take the leaves and stack them on top of one another like a deck of cards, all facing the same direction. Roll up the herbs so they look like a little cigar. Slice across the roll so you get thin ribbons.
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            1 Chiffonade

        

    

    
        
[image: images]
            2

        

    

    
        
[image: images]
            3

        

    

    
        
[image: images]
            4

    Rough chop: I pack the herbs into a tight handful and chop across the pile twice.

Fine chop: The same as a rough chop, but keep going until the pieces are 1/16-inch wide.







KITCHEN COMBINATIONS

If you find yourself leaving the farmers’ market with twice as much as you intended to buy, don’t worry; that’s my life every week. I came up with a list of classic combinations as jumping-off points for inspiration. When you just don’t know what to do with everything cluttering your fridge and counter, take a look at the chart below and get creative!


tomato + mozzarella + basil = salad, sandwich, pasta, pizza




browned butter + sage + squash/pumpkin/yams = side, salad, soup, pizza




carrot + ginger + cumin = salad, soup, side




citrus + fennel + arugula = salad, sandwich, garnish




balsamic vinegar + strawberries + black pepper = dessert, salad, sauce, baking




beets + creamy cheese + balsamic = salad, side




sea salt + chocolate = dessert, ice cream, sauce, baking




onion + corn + cilantro = salad, side, pizza, soup, eggs




cilantro + avocado + lime = salad, garnish, salsa




tomatoes + cucumbers + fresh herbs = salad, soup, side




spinach + pine nuts + Parmigiano = salad, side, soup, pasta, eggs




pecans + squash/pumpkin/yams + maple syrup = side, dessert, baking




blue cheese + fall fruit = side, salad, sandwich, pizza




walnuts + honey + cheese = dessert, baking, pizza, side, salad, sandwich




honey + apples + cheddar = dessert, baking, sandwich, side




mushrooms + goat cheese + thyme = salad, side, baking, pizza, pasta, eggs




sweet peas + bacon + cream = side, pasta, eggs, soup




chicken + lemon + garlic = main, pasta, pizza, salad, sandwich
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