
[image: image]



[image: image]




[image: image]




Dedication

For my son, Hudson,

the greatest gift of my life.

You are my reason,

my constant motivation,

and my biggest inspiration,

every single day.
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Introduction
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Each weekend morning of my childhood began the same way. I’d wake up early, grab a fuzzy blanket, and plant myself next to the wall heater, in front of the TV. I was only eight, but I wasn’t watching cartoons—I was staring at hours upon hours of Graham, Julia, and Jacques. Only occasionally, during breaks between Julia making quiche lorraine and Jacques making lobster soufflé, did I flip the channel for my fix of Jem and the Holograms.

Once the credits rolled on The Galloping Gourmet, I’d turn off the TV and, hungry and inspired, get started on pancakes. I was alone those mornings. My night-owl parents were still dozing. My sister was at her dad’s. I’d climb onto the kitchen counter and reach for the trusty Betty Crocker Cookbook. I’d find the dog-eared page for the pancake recipe and read it line by line, even though I’d already committed it to memory: Do not overmix or pancakes will be tough. Cook until bubbly on top and dry around the edges. Yep, still got it.

Pancakes weren’t just the first dish I’d ever cooked—they were the first one I ever set out to master. After many attempts, I realized there was wisdom that wasn’t contained in those instructions. Practice was required, for example, to get those crisp, buttery, brown edges and to know when to flip—when the surface had enough bubbles but not too many—to achieve the pancake version of medium-rare. I got good enough to experiment, heading out to our yard to forage for fruit for those pancakes. Growing up in LA, I was blessed with a yard with fruit trees and a garden, so I’d grab a cereal bowl and pick mulberries, figs, and strawberries, warm from the late-morning sun. Soon, the foraged fruit became each morning’s inspiration. Pancakes were just the vehicle.

It was my mom’s garden. She joined Graham, Julia, and Jacques as one of my culinary inspirations. She was the reason that, for the first fifteen years of my life, our family sat down to dinner at 6:30 p.m. sharp, five nights a week, with the TV off and the phone ignored. This was when my parents, my sister, and I talked about our day and our lives, when I could boast and bitch until I finished my food and my glass of milk and was excused from the table. Back then it didn’t feel particularly important, but now I see how formative it was. The dinner table was where I first saw how food brought people together, where I formed enduring memories, and where I developed my hatred for drinking a straight glass of milk.

My mom was an adventurous cook who rarely made the same thing twice. She put so much effort into feeding us good, frequently elaborate meals—often with salad served at the end, like the traditional French family we are not. Every Sunday, she solicited our dinner requests for the week, not that she always took them. My dad asked for swordfish, lamb chops, and creamed chipped beef on toast (aka “shit on a shingle”). I wanted vegetables. To this day, my mom will tell you that I was a picky eater, but really, I just didn’t care about protein. (The lone exception: the glorious chicken wings from the rotisserie place down the street.) Vegetables were special. Unlike steak and shrimp, acorn squash, for example, wasn’t always at the market. I had to wait until fall for my mom—who was otherwise a health nut who stocked Grape-Nuts in the pantry and gave out raisins for Halloween—to roast it with butter and brown sugar. It felt naughty, like eating dessert for dinner.

I looked forward to artichokes in March for the simple, selfish reasons a kid from the East Coast looks forward to snow days in December. Because spring was when my mom would snip off the heads that grew like weeds in her garden and steam them for dinner. We’d each get an artichoke on our plate, and we’d pluck each leaf, dunk it in microwave-melted butter, and nibble the nub of flesh until they were gone. Then my mom would whisk them away to remove the chokes, gifting us the indulgent mouthful of heart that remained.

I grew up blessed in so many ways. By a yard with fruit trees (pomegranate, tangerine, kumquat!). By loving parents who supported my bouts of passion for various potential careers. I desperately wanted to be the first female Major League Baseball player, until I didn’t. I wanted to ice skate in the Olympics, until I didn’t. Both hippie New Yorkers turned Angelenos, my parents were patient, perhaps because they had managed to identify creative pursuits that they could turn into jobs. My mom worked as a fine artist, and spent her days throwing and firing pottery. My dad worked as a photographer, and spent late-night hours in a darkroom set up in our house that smelled, distinctly and fantastically, like chemical developer and weed.

The only enthusiasm I had that never wavered was for cooking. It blossomed slowly and steadily. First it was raiding the garden and making pancakes. Then it was watching my mom cook. Then it was spending my alone time experimenting by myself, making mostly messes and certainly nothing edible. At this point, butter and flour was my Play-Doh. When I realized cooking was morphing from hobby to passion, I knew I needed a way to get better at it. So my parents let me take weekend classes at a local culinary school, where the students were a mixture of housewives, husbands of exhausted housewives, and me, a girl who wasn’t old enough to drive. At normal school, I withered. Here, I thrived. I listened. I practiced at home.

Back in those days (read that in your best old-lady voice), a preteen girl declaring her desire to become a professional chef was generally met with a scoff or, worse, a “that’s cute.” My intensity in the kitchen was driven in part by a desire to prove those people wrong. It was also driven by the feeling of accomplishment I got from making people happy. When I got my driver’s license, I worked as a barista at a café on La Brea, and for the whole summer I brought in homemade cinnamon swirl coffee cake to sell. People bought it. People liked it! Real people, not just my parents.

In retrospect, I was also driven by my deep anxiety. At the time, we didn’t know why I had “dizzy spells” and debilitating stomachaches that sent me home from school on a weekly basis. Doctors focused on identifying a physical cause, with futile CAT scans and blood draws that always came up empty. And so I learned to keep quiet, avoiding places and situations—planes, boats, movie theaters, driving on the freeway, public speaking, you name it—that made my palms sweat, my heart race, and my eyes blur as everything around me seemed to speed up. At the stove, however, I was at ease. And the better I got at cooking, the more at peace I felt.

I scored my first true restaurant gig when I was eighteen. I’d just quit college after my freshman year. And I’d just been fired—for the first and only time in my life—from a cocktail waitressing job, after refusing an advance from the owner (my bad). I found a job as a pastry assistant at Fenix, a restaurant by Michelin-starred chef Ken Frank, in what was once the Argyle Hotel on Sunset. I wasn’t particularly interested in pastry, but that was the job they had to offer. The hours were long, the work physically demanding, but I was all in, exhilarated when I made it to the end of each exhausting day. As for my anxiety, I found comfort in being part of a team with a common task. People were relying on me. It could’ve felt like a trap, a surrender of control, but instead it felt like liberation.

When I wasn’t working—or, let’s be honest, partying, sometimes straight through to my 6 a.m. shift—I devoured cookbooks. (As a mediocre student, I think this was the first time I ever enjoyed reading.) I spent every moment of downtime at my job learning, thanks to a young cook who took me under his wing. A culinary school grad, he knew everything I didn’t and walked me through it all—how to cut brunoise and debone quail and build veal stock. He asked for nothing in return. He just respected how much I cared.

When I eventually got the chance to move into the savory side of the kitchen, I made sure to prove that I had been paying attention. I brought this hustle to my next job, at the iconic Michael’s in Santa Monica, rising from hot apps cook to sous chef before I could legally drink in a kitchen whose bigwig alumni included Jonathan Waxman, Mark Peel, Nancy Silverton, and, coincidentally, my former boss Ken Frank.

[image: image]

My baby face and small stature made me stand out. When I was pictured alongside Sang Yoon, Michael’s executive chef at the time, in the Santa Monica Daily Breeze, people took notice. Who is this girl playing dress-up in chef’s whites? they must’ve thought. I always wondered whether without the novelty of my appearance I would’ve gotten a full review in the L.A. Times for my food at Zax when I was just twenty-two. In another review, written by Patric Kuh in Los Angeles magazine, there was a photo of me looking like a very tall toddler above the article’s title: “Small Wonder.” All that said, I deserved the praise. I was exacting. I busted my ass. And I was good.

When I was tasked (perhaps prematurely) with creating dishes and later entire menus, I looked for inspiration where I’d found it as a kid: From the fruit on trees, bushes, and vines. From the sweet, starchy roots and tubers peeking out of the dirt. From the flowering heads of cabbages and cauliflower, broccoli and romanesco. From the greens—leafy collards, bitter chicories, crisp Little Gem lettuces. Every plate began with produce. Every plate was determined by the season. This clarified my cooking, providing temptation (corn and tomatoes in the summer truly are irresistible) while imposing limitations (corn and tomatoes any other time are easy to resist).

The fruits and vegetables themselves helped guide me. If, say, stalks of asparagus were especially fat, they were just right for grilling (because they could be charred without losing their juicy snap) and bold, rich pairings. If they weren’t, I might blanch them instead and keep the flavors light and bright. From there, it was about highlighting the vegetable’s or fruit’s best qualities, offsetting natural sweetness with acidity, bitterness with sweetness, and creaminess with crunch. Sometimes, a slab of steak, confited leg of duck, or octopus tentacle made an appearance alongside. More often, a little pork or salt cod or fish sauce wound up playing a background role, all in support of the stars of the show.

Then one day at Zax, I hired a guy named Nick Roberts. The beginning of my relationship with Nick was rom-com gold: He was an arrogant young cook who came into my kitchen thinking he knew more than I did. And perhaps he did. He had gone to culinary school. He was a great cook. He looked at me and thought, Why is she my boss? And at the time, I was thinking, Because I hired you. That’s why. We disliked each other until we became friends. We were friends until we fell in love. Ultimately, we quit Zax to start a ragtag catering company. Soon, we were so big we needed to rent a space to cook out of, and once we found one, we ditched catering and instead opened our first restaurant. It turned out to be the first of many.

Around 2007, I got a call from a scout for a little show called Top Chef. At the time, the show’s producers were seeking out potential female contestants to offset the hordes of men at the open auditions. For four years straight, I’d gotten calls from those scouts. Each time, I would consider the offer, but ultimately turn it down in one way or another, half filling out an application or half-assing an interview. I always had a good reason. I was pregnant with our son, Hudson. Or we were in the midst of opening a restaurant. In the back of my mind, of course, was another reason that I never quite acknowledged: that signing up for reality TV meant doing the unthinkable and relinquishing control, control I clutched like my life depended on it.

When I got the call again, I reached into my bag of excuses, but this time, I found myself grasping at air. Hudson was four, happy and settled and less demanding of my attention. Nick and I were running a couple of humming restaurants. He was an incredible dad and a talented chef who could pick up any slack on both the parenting and restaurant fronts. He told me to go for it. The only thing holding me back was fear. I thought about the opportunities I’d be giving up with yet another no, the ways I’d be failing our staff (the restaurant business is so tough, you need to take any chance to reduce the rate of failure). But mostly, I thought about Hudson. What kind of example would I set if I continued to let fear shape my life?

Now, had I known I’d have to ride in a helicopter, I might have thought again. (Tears streaming down my face, just before we took off, I asked, on mic, “Can we just wait five minutes until this Xanax kicks in?”) But in a way, that was the point. I was confronting the idea that I didn’t and couldn’t know exactly what was headed my way. It was the right move. That year, I was honored to be runner-up to Kristen Kish. It was as life-changing as returning to the show four years later and winning the whole shebang.

Nowadays, I fly a lot, though not in helicopters and rarely without a gin and tonic. I do it because of the opportunities that taking that initial leap opened up for me. In addition to running a restaurant, I get to compete often on shows like Bobby’s Triple Threat on Food Network. Going up against some of the best chefs around is the creative outlet I didn’t know I needed. Keeps me sharp, too. Life still isn’t always easy or pretty—I’ve had several full-blown panic attacks on live TV, though only those people closest to me could tell—but I’m no longer limited by what scares me. I know I’ll get through it.

This revelation prepared me for what was to come. Because you don’t always get to choose whether or when to face your fears. Sometimes, the world decides that for you. The years since 2020 have been some of the hardest of my life. I’m certainly not alone in this, nor did I face anything close to the worst of it. Still, Nick and I shuttered three of our four restaurants, laying off people we’d worked with for more than a decade and whom we considered family.
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As a break from a day of Zoom school, I decided to make Hudson run with me. I thought it might help him get the crazies out. It certainly helped me. After that, we ran often. He hated it, but it got him talking and helped us connect in a new way, an unexpected boon in an otherwise dark time. I usually asked questions about his life, but on one particularly long run, he turned the tables on me. He asked why I’d chosen the life I did, one that, as he saw it, was full of stress, financial uncertainty, and long, brutal workdays that didn’t end even after I came home. He didn’t get it. The only way I could explain it was that I couldn’t imagine doing anything else. One of my great hopes is that he finds something that provides for him what cooking has for me.

Then two years ago, as I started writing this book, Nick and I decided, after twenty-one years together, to drop the romantic part of our relationship and just stick to being business partners, coparents, and best friends. It was incredibly difficult—and even worse, we had to tell our kind, empathetic, thoughtful, gorgeous, perfect fifteen-year-old boy.

After we finally did, a chef friend called to check on me. He asked how I was doing, and all I could think to say was, “I can’t stop cooking.” I didn’t know what to say to Hudson. I didn’t know how to help him cope with this new reality. For days, I stayed with him, feeding him pretty much nonstop. I made all his favorites: The Nutella crepes I’ve cooked for him nearly every Sunday since he was old enough to ask for them—I dread the day I no longer get this privilege. The bolognese he adored, layered in a lasagna—it was the best I’ve ever made. My desperation to make him happy, even for a moment, gave me Top Chef finale–level focus.

Of course, this storm of cooking was as much for me as it was for him. As my friend put it, for chefs, our aprons can be like suits of armor. In times of stress and sadness, he too cooked as a way to protect himself. The kitchen is where I express love. It’s also where I’ve found calm in the chaos of my mind. It’s where I feel confident and safe. Where I’ve learned I can only control the things I have control of.

In that sense, working on this cookbook during that particularly tumultuous moment in my life helped, too. I got to focus on cooking. I channeled my gratitude for this amazing gift, this strange superpower, into these recipes. I hope you love cooking from this book even half as much as I loved making it.

In it, I share the kind of food that makes me happy—laid-back dishes driven by the sun-kissed produce that have defined my lifetime in LA, full of color and texture and big flavors. I’ve organized the chapters in a way that reflects how I decide what to cook—basically, by asking myself, What am I craving?

Most often, I’m craving fruits and vegetables—maybe my mind is laser-focused on asparagus and artichokes because it’s spring or on the sweet, starchy roots, like carrots, beets, and parsnips, that crowd farmers’ markets in fall and winter. Fruits and vegetables are my Harry Styles; ingredients like pancetta and duck fat, shrimp shells and fish sauce are the band, the keyboard, drums, and bass. Produce is the foundation of every recipe in this book, not because I’m on a quest for everyone to eat more plants, but because I want to showcase how delicious fruits and vegetables are when they receive the same consideration and attention usually bestowed upon meat.

After the craving strikes, the mood determines in which direction to take that inspiring ingredient. Say I’m craving corn. On hot summer days, for instance, I want it grilled on the cob or I want those perfect raw kernels in a bright salad or that gorgeous sweetness infused into creamy, wobbly panna cotta. Yet toward the end of the season, when nights turn chilly, I can’t wait to make heftier, cozier food like creamy, steamy corn chowder or savory corn pancakes laced with bacon. And just because summer ends doesn’t mean my corn cravings do. Fresh corn might not be at its best come fall, but sweet, custardy cornbread made with cornmeal and canned creamed corn really does hit the spot, especially when it’s slathered with date butter.

My recipes give you all the instructions you need to make some of my favorite dishes, but look closer, and you’ll see that they’re also full of tools and lessons—fun ones, I promise. This means you can make my Carrot-Glazed Carrots with Coconut Milk and Seedy Za’atar Granola, or you can just borrow the technique of cooking carrots in carrot juice or make the crunchy topping to bring a little textural intrigue to your own roasted carrots. You can serve my asparagus with fennel-anchovy dressing (here), or you can just nab the bright, crisp dressing or repurpose the blanching method, which is the perfect way to accentuate the crispy, juicy spears.

Along with a repository of drizzles and dressings and breadcrumbs, the recipes also feature an arsenal of flavor-fortifying pantry ingredients—Espelette pepper and porcini powder, salt cod and chorizo, miso and black garlic—that will supercharge your everyday cooking. It’s all in the service of taking produce from the side of the plate to the center of the table.
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		Collard Slaw with Asian Pear and Kohlrabi



		Little Gems with Persimmon, Sesame Cashews, and Tahini Green Goddess



		Black Garlic Caesar with Poached Egg and Crispy Parmesan









		Mushrooms: Fabulous Fungus



		Mushroom–Green Peppercorn Gravy for Biscuits



		Buttermilk Biscuits









		Ginger-Glazed King Oyster Mushrooms with Green Bean Dressing



		Al Pastor Maitake Tacos with Cabbage Slaw



		Mushroom Bolognese



		Very Mushroom-Barley Soup with Leeks and Gruyère



		Roasted Button Mushrooms with Thyme, Vinegar, and Black Garlic



		Shiitake-Chestnut Holiday Rice









		Flowering Heads: Broccoli, Brussels, and Buds



		My Favorite Stuffed Cabbage with Chili-Garlic Sauce and Cashew Relish



		Red Chili Garlic Sauce









		Roasted Romanesco with Boquerones, Harissa Breadcrumbs, and Creamy Mustard Dressing



		Harissa Breadcrumbs









		Broccoli-Potato Salad with Curry and Jammy Beet-Pickled Eggs



		Pickled Jammy Eggs









		Crispy Smashed Brussels Sprouts with Golden Raisins, Mustard Seeds, and Bagna Cauda



		Cauliflower with Spiced Tomato, Garlic Tahini, and Pine Nut Dukkah



		Brussels Sprouts Salad with Grapes, Pecorino, and Date-Pecan Dressing



		Charred Red Cabbage with Fish Sauce, Orange, and Ginger









		Starchy and Sweet: Roots, Tubers, and Squash



		Maple-Miso Roasted Acorn Squash with Pumpkin Seed Dressing



		Salt-and-Vinegar Duck Fat–Roasted Potatoes



		Crispy Sweet Potatoes with Red Curry Labneh and Sweet Fish Sauce Drizzle



		Bacon Fat–Roasted Parsnips with Brandy-Soaked Apricots and Pistachio Gremolata



		Roasted Baby Beets with Burrata, Crispy Prosciutto, and Tangerine Dressing



		Bonus Cocktail: Tangerine French 75



		Honeynut Squash Risotto with Hazelnuts, Shallots, and Goat Brie



		Root Vegetable Rösti with Poached Eggs and Grainy Mustard Hollandaise



		Carrot-Glazed Carrots with Coconut Milk and Seedy Za’atar Granola



		Seedy Za’atar Granola









		Carrot Farro with Chicken Skin Gremolata



		Chicken Skin–Sunflower Seed Gremolata















		Sugar: Sun-Kissed Treats



		Chocolate-Beet Cake with Chocolate-Miso Frosting



		Vanilla-Chamomile Flan with Whatever Fruit Looks Great



		Passion Fruit Curd Pie with Coconut-Sesame Crust and Honey Meringue



		Bonus Cocktail: Spicy Passion Fruit–Cucumber Margarita



		Sticky Date Cake with Bourbon Toffee and Whipped Crème Fraîche



		Marinated Strawberries and Rhubarb with Whipped Yogurt and Pretzel-Pistachio Granola



		Sweet Corn Panna Cotta with Blackberries and Caramel Corn



		Stone Fruit–Amaretto Clafoutis with Cherry Compote



		My Favorite Chocolate Chip Cookies
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