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“I love food that brings people together, and this book does exactly that. Erin’s recipes are full of heart—comforting, fun, and the kind you’ll want to make again and again. Reading this book feels like being invited to her family table, and I’m glad I came hungry.”

—PHIL ROSENTHAL

New York Times bestselling author and host of Somebody Feed Phil

“Dig In! is packed with the kind of recipes you’ll actually want to cook—comforting, classic, and ridiculously delicious. And as if the recipes weren’t enough, there’s a carefully and expertly selected wine pairing for each one! Erin keeps it simple and approachable, with recipes that have been loved in her family for generations (and will quickly become your family’s greatest hits, too). These are the dishes you’ll cook for friends, pass down to family, and never get tired of eating.”

—CARISSASTANTON

New York Times bestselling author of Seriously, So Good

“Every recipe in Dig In! is vibrant, fresh, and full of flavor. What I love most is Erin’s approach: it’s warm and inviting, and makes cooking feel exciting rather than intimidating. This is the kind of cookbook that will live on your counter, not your bookshelf—because once you start, you will not want to stop digging in.”

—KYLIE SAKAIDA

New York Times bestselling author of So Easy So Good

“Erin’s first cookbook is absolutely stunning. Every page is filled with beauty, inspiration, and the kind of recipes that make you want to linger in the kitchen. I couldn’t be more excited for her!”

—GABY DALKIN

New York Times bestselling author and founder of What’s Gaby Cooking
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For you.

Thank you for inviting me into your kitchens, your homes, and your hearts.

Food is always better when shared, and I’m so grateful to be part of your table.

And, of course, to my incredible family—my first and forever inspiration.
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INTRODUCTION HOW IT ALL STARTED

Dig In! is all about connection—the kind that happens over a sizzling pan, a well-worn cutting board, or a group chat that suddenly turns into a full-blown dinner party. It starts with the women who raised me, running restaurants and home kitchens with equal parts skill and heart. It stretches through childhood, where I cooked alongside them, soaking up their wisdom (and sneaking bites like a kitchen thief along the way). And it stretches across travels with my husband, Andrew, as we ate our way through the country and beyond, collecting flavors and kitchen secrets like souvenirs.

And then there was my kitchen during the Covid-19 pandemic, where cooking (and, let’s be honest, drinking) videos turned into a whole online dinner party—one that never really ended. We swapped recipes, shared tips, hacked our way through limited pantry staples, and somehow, in the middle of it all, went viral. When the world cracked back open, I found myself stepping into a new kind of life—one even more centered around food, friendship, and the magic that happens when you share both.
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Nana with Mom on her lap and Mom’s siblings in their immigration photo.

Somewhere along the way, I realized how much I love to dig in—to figure out that one thing, that secret ingredient, technique, or little tweak that makes a dish sing. Why is this sauce so velvety? What makes this pasta taste unforgettable? How is this simple salad so darn good? That curiosity has led me to grill waiters and chefs, mid-meal; spend fifteen hours tweaking a single cookie recipe; and deep-dive into cookbooks, articles, and chats with my online food community. That’s how I’ve learned—by asking, testing, tasting, and obsessing until I get it just right. And now, with this book, I can finally share it with YOU!

Because, sure, we all love to eat—but it’s the passing of plates, the “wait, you have to try this” moments, the desperate late-night texts to Mom about the best way to crisp chicken skin, whether in person or through a screen, that make food mean something. That’s what this book is: an invitation to dig in—together.

But first, let me back up a little. I’m a Mexican American Southern California girl who inherited my obsession with food from the best chefs (and strongest women) I know: my mom, grandmother, and great-grandmother. They didn’t just cook—they built lives, businesses, and communities around food. In our family, feeding people wasn’t just an act of love; it was survival, celebration, and sometimes, reinvention. So it’s no surprise that food became my ultimate love language.

It all started in Mexico, with my great-grandmother, Jesús de Romero, or Guela, who was as fearless as they come. She once rode horseback from Tepic, Nayarit, Mexico, into Santiago Ixcuintla just to give birth to my nana—a journey that takes an hour by car, for context. She sold home-cooked meals from her doorstep to help support her family, but in 1959, she made an even bigger leap, moving to San Diego with my great-grandfather and their kids to start fresh. There, she opened Lupita’s Café, a tiny lunch counter serving comforting, home-style Mexican dishes. She was the first in our family to prove that food could change lives—and she wouldn’t be the last.
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Nana is on the right.

Her daughter, my nana, Manuela, carried that same unstoppable spirit. After raising three kids on her own in Tijuana, she fought for a fresh start, securing a divorce (which was almost unheard of for a Mexican woman in the ’60s) and moving to San Diego. There, she opened her own restaurant, Lupita’s La Jolla, a small but mighty spot that became known for her carnitas, Signature Green Enchiladas, and was even a favorite spot of Mother Teresa’s when she was in town! Nana had a way of making simple ingredients taste unforgettable—she challenged herself to create dishes that became instant favorites, like her Iconic Crunchy Lemon Parm Salad and Cure-All Fideo (Mexican Noodle Soup). She inspired me to do the same, blending tradition with my own creations. It brings her so much joy seeing how our dishes have become just as beloved—if not viral—all over again.
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My mom, Guadalupe, grew up in that restaurant, learning from Nana and carrying on the family magic in the kitchen. By the time I came along, she had mastered the art of making something incredible out of whatever was in the fridge. It looked effortless, whether it was her neighborhood-famous Secret Salsa, Classic Chilaquiles Verdes, or Loaded Twice-Baked Broccoli Cheddar Potatoes. And she didn’t stop there—after years in the medical field, she became a nanny, which pretty much evolved into a role as a private chef, turning everyday groceries into restaurant-quality meals for the wonderful family she cooked for. I wish she had filmed those recipes!

But back at home, our kitchen was always the heart of everything. Whether it was family, friends, or the student-athletes my dad coached—including Andrew—there was always a seat at the table and something delicious and comforting on the stove. In fact, my parents introduced Andrew and me over my mom’s Family Favorite Pot Roast, proving once again that food has a way of bringing people together in ways you never expect. And now, through this book, I get to do the same, with recipes like the community fave Red Wine–Braised Short Ribs and One-Pan Sicilian Baked Cod with Roasted Tomatoes & Olives, while also sharing many new dishes like The Only Roast Chicken You’ll Need and Easy Burrata Lasagna.

I grew up surrounded by all this—women who cooked with intuition, never measured a thing, and ran their kitchens with the kind of confidence I could only hope to have. But I didn’t realize how much I had absorbed from them until much later.
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In my early twenties, while working in real estate and figuring out my next move, Andrew and I stretched every dollar to travel whenever we could—even when it meant sacrificing in other places. From Mexico to France, Italy to Greece, we ate our way through cities, falling hard for new flavors and dishes that excited me in a way I hadn’t felt before. I wanted to bring those tastes home, so I did what I’d always done when I got curious—I asked a lot of questions. I quizzed chefs and waiters mid-meal, scribbling on napkins as I tried to decode what made each dish special. They also told me something my nana had shared with me years ago: The best dishes aren’t about fancy ingredients. They’re about knowing how to use what you have and understanding that sometimes the simplest dishes are the most delicious.

That stuck with me. I started cooking more at home, pulling from my family’s recipes and my travels, and obsessing over the small details that could take a dish from good to great. A tiny tweak in technique, a new shortcut, or a smarter way to layer flavors—it all mattered. Even the simplest dishes had a secret.

Of course, learning from my mom and nana came with one small challenge: They never measured anything. My mom always says, “I measure with my heart, my hands, and my head,” which is poetic… but not exactly helpful when you’re trying to write down a recipe. Still, I was determined. I spent hours testing, adjusting, and figuring out how to translate those instinctive recipes into something everyone could follow. And in the end, I guess I’m actually thankful they never measured… words I never thought I would say!

Sharing the finished dish with friends and family was deeply fulfilling, and I became obsessed with the creative, intuitive spark I felt doing it all. I wanted others like me—who might not feel confident enough to have fun in the kitchen—to feel empowered to learn. If I could do it, I was certain anyone could.

In 2019, I started posting my recipes online—not just to share what I was cooking, but to spill the little secrets tucked inside every great dish. Years later, what started as a leap of faith and an all-consuming after-hours hobby had grown into something much bigger—an incredible community of people just like me, hungry for easy, delicious, stress-free recipes to make on repeat and share with loved ones. That community helped shape every single aspect of this book.

Sharing my family’s time-tested recipes alongside new favorites is my way of doing what Nana and my mom always did—bringing people together through food. Whether it’s a dish straight from my childhood family kitchen, a flavor-packed weeknight win, or something inspired by my travels, I hope these recipes help you cook with confidence, creativity, and ease.

And now, you’re officially part of the family—the kind that always has room for one more at the table.

So, grab a plate—let’s Dig In!
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Nana and her cousin, Javier.
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Glam at age four!
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Nana and me.
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Always ready to blend.
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Mom, Nana, Dad, and me!


[image: Erin O’Brien and her Mom smile cheek to cheek indoors, Erin in a red outfit, both sharing a warm, affectionate moment.]
Mom and me.
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LITTLE THINGS THAT MAKE A BIG DIFFERENCE

Great cooking isn’t about flashy tricks—it’s about knowing a few secrets and making smart choices. The right ingredients and tools do the heavy lifting, turning simple dishes into something special with minimal effort. You’ll find plenty of easy techniques and clever tips woven into the recipes, but before we get there, I want to set you up with my go-to essentials—the game-changers that will make your everyday cooking faster, tastier, and just plain better. This includes ingredients, tools, and tips and even the garnishes that take a recipe from good to great.

One quick HOT TIP before we dive in (there are many of them throughout the book): Always read the recipe start to finish. It’s the simplest way to cook with confidence and avoid last-minute surprises. It’s the map for success—don’t skip this step!

Now, let’s talk about the kitchen staples that pull the most weight and will make the biggest impact in your kitchen.



INGREDIENTS

Stocking the right ingredients—and knowing how to put them to work—is the secret to making food so good and so effortless that you actually look forward to making dinner. These are the key ingredients you’ll need for the recipes.
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Bouillon Powder: A flavor booster commonly used in Mexican cuisine, bouillon powder quickly adds complex flavor to a dish. It’s a pantry powerhouse for soups, stews, salsas, sauces, and grains. Can’t find it? Swap in the same amount of bouillon paste.
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Butter: Melted into pasta sauce, browned and whipped into frosting, or basted over steak, butter makes everything better! Use unsalted butter for depth of flavor, richness of texture, and full salt control. Only have salted butter? Slightly reduce the amount of salt called for in the recipe.

[image: A simple illustration of three chili peppers in green, yellow.]
Chile Peppers (Dried): Dried chiles—like de árbol, guajillo, and ancho—add depth to sauces and stews with rich, smoky notes. De árbol is the spiciest, while guajillo and ancho are milder, with fruitier undertones ranging from plums to raisins.

Chile Peppers (Fresh): Jalapeño, serrano, poblano, Anaheim (or California), güero (yellow, or Sante Fe Grande), and Fresno peppers—each fresh chile brings its own balance of heat and flavor but isn’t always easy to find. If your local grocer doesn’t come through, try Mexican, Italian, or Asian markets—or online outlets. HOT TIPS: Spicier fresh peppers often have red or orange markings, or dry white lines on their exterior. Also, use disposable nitrile gloves to handle peppers to avoid spreading the heat.
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Extra-Virgin Olive Oil: Extra-virgin olive oil is my go-to for dressings, finishing dishes, and pretty much all my cooking. Look for single-origin, cold-pressed oil, and you can’t go wrong keeping a couple varieties on hand: one for cooking (mild and buttery) and the other peppier and bright for drizzling.

[image: A simple illustration of a garlic bulb.]
Garlic: I believe garlic is at the root of most great recipes, and always have some nearby. It adds a punch of flavor in so many forms—raw, cooked, lightly fried, roasted, and any other way you can think of. The more garlic, the better!
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Parmigiano-Reggiano: People ask what brand of Parmesan cheese I use. The answer? None! If it doesn’t say Parmigiano-Reggiano, it’s not the real deal. Authentic Parmigiano-Reggiano is DOP-certified (short for Denominazione d’Origine Protetta, which guarantees the origin and quality), aged twelve to thirty-six months, and stamped on the rind. The flavor? Sharper, nuttier, and leagues beyond standard Parmesan. Cheese labeled parmesan (often US-made) doesn’t compare in flavor, texture, or its ability to meld into sauces and dressings. Also, make sure you avoid pre-grated Parm (see below).

[image: A simple illustration of a cheese grater and a block of Swiss cheese with holes.]
Grate Your Cheese, please! Though the convenience of pre-grated cheese is tempting, that convenience comes with a cost: Those anti-clumping preservatives and starches stop it from melting properly. When it comes to grating Parm, size matters. If you want ooey gooey melted cheese, pick up a block and grate it by hand—or use a food processor. For recipes that call for a light, feathery texture, reach for a Microplane zester or the finest side of a box grater—finely grated cheese melts more seamlessly and coats more evenly. This is one of those “more work but worth it” moments, I promise!

[image: A simple illustration of a plate of spaghetti with red sauce and garnished with basil leaves.]
Pasta: For the full noodle know-how, twirl your way over to Pasta 101—your crash course in all things saucy, starchy, and perfectly al dente.

[image: A simple illustration of a salt shaker with a black lid and beige contents.]
Salt: Salt unlocks flavor—savory, sweet, and everything in between. Season as you cook to build depth and always taste as you go. If you wonder whether a dish needs more salt, it probably does. I reach for Diamond Crystal kosher salt for everyday cooking and flaky sea salt for finishing. (If you use Morton kosher salt, halve the amount, as it is saltier.) I never use fine table salt.
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Vinegar: Acid is as important as salt when it comes to balance and enhancing flavor, so good vinegar is crucial. My core lineup: balsamic vinegar, balsamic glaze, white balsamic vinegar, champagne vinegar, red wine vinegar, and rice wine vinegar. Each one brings a different lift to your recipes—experiment to find your favorites.

[image: A simple illustration of a pink wine bottle with a green label that reads “vino.”]
Wine: Cooking with wine adds layers of complexity to sauces, braises, and more. Feel free to use up anything lurking in your fridge, or select varietals that are medium-bodied and dry (nothing too tannic that might make the dish bitter, or too sweet). My go-tos: Red: Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Chianti. White: Sauvignon Blanc, Pinot Grigio.



FLAVOR BOMBS

What do capers, kalamata olives, pepperoncini, roasted red peppers, crushed Calabrian peppers, freshly squeezed citrus, and anchovies have in common? They’re the easiest way to pump up flavor in simple recipes. A splash, spoonful, or sprinkle of these adds instant dimension.
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GARNISH YOUR HEART OUT

For me, most dishes aren’t complete without an extra touch. Just like any good outfit, they need to be accessorized with all the right toppings.
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	Acid (citrus, salsa, vinegar)

	Crunch (cabbage, breadcrumbs, pepitas [pumpkin seeds], peanuts)

	Dairy (sour cream, queso fresco, feta, burrata)

	Fresh herbs (basil, cilantro, chives, dill, flat-leaf parsley)

	Parmigiano-Reggiano (freshly grated, of course)
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SOURCING INGREDIENTS

A little exploring can open up a whole new world of flavors—don’t be shy about asking for help. If you can’t find an ingredient at the grocery store, stop by your favorite restaurant that offers that cuisine to see if they have tips, visit a specialty market, or look online. Specialty Mexican, Italian, and international markets often offer the freshest produce, herbs, spices, chiles, cheeses, and unique pasta shapes—sometimes at better prices, too.



TOOLS—THE REAL KITCHEN MVPS

These kitchen basics make cooking a breeze and will last decades, improve your mood and experience in the kitchen, and make your food taste better. They’re worth the investment!

Blenders: Investing in a good high-speed blender and an immersion blender makes soups, sauces, salsas, hummus, frozen cocktails, and more a joy to whip up. I prefer the high-speed for the airiest hummus and dips, but a standard blender is a solid choice.

Colander, Fine Mesh Strainer & Spider Strainer: Strain, scoop, fry, blanch, or transfer—each tool has its job. This book leans on the colander for pasta, but use what works for you. Just make sure to save that pasta water.

Food Processor: If you’ve got the space and budget, a food processor is a prep time hero. It slices, dices, purees, makes doughs and dips in no time, and my favorite—finely grates cheese in bulk.

Knives: A sharp 7- to 8-inch chef’s knife and a smaller paring knife can take on nearly all your slicing and dicing—no need for an arsenal of blades! Add a serrated knife for crusty bread and delicate tomatoes, and you’ve got a rock-solid kitchen lineup. Sharpen them every few months, either at home or professionally—check for a stall at the farmers’ market or try the mail-in sharpening services.

Mandoline: For uniform, paper-thin veggie slices in seconds, an inexpensive mandoline is a game-changer. Just do yourself a favor—buy a cut-proof glove and save your fingertips!

Meat Thermometer: Guesswork? Gone. A meat thermometer ensures perfect doneness, every time. Check your recipes for target temps and bookmark this temp chart for precision cooking.

Microplane Zester: Tiny tool, big impact. Essential for zesting citrus and grating garlic so it’s more pungent and melts completely into dishes, or tackling my fave—finely grating Parmigiano-Reggiano—to make the best sauces.

Parchment Paper: My go-to over aluminum foil, for lining cake pans, roasting vegetables, baking meatballs for even cooking, minimal sticking, perfect caramelization, and making cleanup a breeze.

Skillets, Pots & Pans: These recipes are built to work with what you have, but a few go-to pieces make all the difference. Stainless steel, cast-iron skillets, and ceramic-coated Dutch ovens handle high heat and sear like a dream. Properly preheated, stainless steel and cast-iron can mimic nonstick: Just heat over medium-high and flick a few drops of water onto the surface—if they dance instead of evaporating, you’re good to go.

Wire Rack: A kitchen lifesaver: cools cakes, cookies, and all your baked goods, and doubles as an oven rack for roasting extra-crispy veggies, bacon, or prosciutto.

INTERNAL MEAT TEMP CHEAT SHEET
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