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			This book is dedicated to my parents. Mom, for being my best friend and making the kitchen my happy place. Dad, for teaching me countless life lessons and making me the woman I am today. Both, for your unconditional love and support.
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			My dream for this book is that it becomes covered in stains from repeated use, with hand-scribbled notes in the margins and lots of dog-eared pages bookmarking your favorite recipes the old-school way. I hope you use it often and return to these recipes again and again.
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			Introduction

			Welcome to my first-ever cookbook! I’m honored and excited that you’re here reading this, and I appreciate your support so much. It’s honestly surreal. If we’re just meeting for the first time: Hi, I’m Maxine! I’ve always loved to cook (since I was a little girl—more on that below), and in 2018 I started a cooking blog called Maxi’s Kitchen while working a full-time corporate job. When I was laid off in 2022, I decided to take the leap and dedicate myself to the art and science of recipe development. Thanks for joining me in this next chapter of my journey!

			During the early creative process of writing this book, I reflected on the many cookbooks in my home. My collection essentially falls into two categories: books I turn to all the time (few), and those that look nice on my bookshelf but sit gathering dust (most). My dream for this book is that it falls into the former category in your collection. I hope that in the coming weeks, months, and years, Maxi’s Kitchen will become covered in stains from repeated use, with hand-scribbled notes in the margins and lots of dog-eared pages bookmarking your favorite recipes the old-school way.

			My mission in everything I do is to inspire people to cook more. Don’t get me wrong, I love a good restaurant (understatement), so it’s not about staying home instead of dining out. Rather, what I’ve come to realize is that many people view cooking as a chore, and some even find it stressful. However, I am here to tell you that cooking can be a calm, meditative experience that you can enjoy and look forward to.

			That’s what this cookbook is all about: discovering your weekly go-to recipes that help you build confidence and have fun in the kitchen. I’ve organized the chapters by day of the week, along with a chapter at the end for simple sides, because I’ve found that the natural rhythm of a week influences what I’m in the mood to cook and eat. On busier, more stressful days, I need something simple and quick. Later in the week, I tend to have more time, so I might be inspired to cook a recipe that requires a bit more energy and love. And no matter what day it is, I’m always trying to keep it nourishing and delicious.

			On Monday, you’ll start the week with quick and easy recipes like Creamy Mushroom Chicken (this page). Tuesday is centered on one-pot meals like Shrimp and Broccoli Stir-Fry (this page), where the entire dish is cooked in one skillet, pan, or wok. Wednesday is for having some fun to get through the midweek slump: sandwiches, tacos, and wraps, along with colorful and vibrant bowls. Thursday, as we near the end of the week, is about indulging in restaurant-grade date-night meals, such as Spicy Creamy Shrimp Spaghetti (this page). Friday is an opportunity to host a group of friends or family with tapas-style recipes, like French Onion Crostini (this page) and Grandpa’s Korean Vegetable Pancakes (this page). Saturday is for experimentation and fun projects, without time restrictions, like Mom’s Red and White Lasagna (this page) or Chinese Hand-Pulled Noodles with Chili Oil and Scallions (this page). And Sunday is all about brunch, rest, and relaxation, with lots of eggs and the fluffiest pancakes you’ll ever taste (this page). My hope is that by breaking down the week with these different intentions and providing a wide variety of flavors, ingredients, and cuisines, you can find something that matches what you’re in the mood for, no matter the day.

			I can’t wait to hear which recipes become part of your weekly rotation, and let me tell you a secret: My real dream is for these dishes to really become yours, for my mom’s spaghetti and meatballs to become your family recipe. My brothers and I would constantly ask my mom to make the dishes we craved, and I’d love for the same to happen in your household—for the recipes in this book to become the ones you return to over and over again, until you know them as well as I know my grandma’s wontons.

			

			—

			And speaking of those wontons, you could say that’s where much of my journey into cooking began.

			Although I was too young to remember, baby Maxine really loved food. It was actually a running joke in my family (and still is to this day). My mom and grandma always tell the story of when they fed me a banana, then another, and another, and another, until my grandma finally turned to my mom and said that was probably enough. I could not stop eating!

			It makes sense, given that there was no shortage of amazing food at home when I was growing up. My mom, Ann, is an incredible cook. Her parents were both first-generation immigrants (my grandma is Chinese, and my grandpa was Korean) and taught her recipes from their countries of origin. Because my mom is the eldest of three sisters and her parents worked late as pharmacists, she often cooked dinner for the family. When she met my dad in San Francisco in her early twenties, she wooed him with her cooking, surprising him with fried rice and chocolate chip cookies at the end of a workday. My dad, on the other hand, grew up in a Jewish family on Long Island. His parents were of Romanian, Polish, and Russian descent. As you cook through my book, you’ll see that many of the dishes are inspired by my family’s rich and diverse culinary traditions—often recipes that were passed down from my grandparents to my parents, from their home countries to their kitchens in Illinois and New York, and finally to my home in Los Angeles.

			My mom and I have always been close, so when I went through a lonely year in middle school after a falling-out with my friends, she took me under her wing and taught me all our family recipes. That year, she really became my best friend. Since I had a lot more time at home and no invitations to hang out with the girls at school, my mom said: “Every time I cook something, let’s do it together.” Over the course of many, many hours spent together in the kitchen, learning to make dishes like my grandma’s wontons and my nana’s broccoli and cheese–stuffed chicken, something sparked inside me, and I started to really enjoy the process and ritual of cooking. That year with my mom lit a fire in me that still burns to this day. We joke that I learned to fold wontons before I ever held hands with a boy. (It’s true!) Though my culinary education began from a painful adolescent experience, it showed me how food can be comforting—I’ll forever associate cooking with the feeling of being home and cared for.

			

			—

			In 2017, I was in my twenties, living alone in New York City in a tiny studio apartment, when I started to miss cooking at home with my mom. If you’ve lived in New York before, you’re familiar with the infamously cramped apartments and comically small kitchens. That, plus the world-class dining scene, is why it’s so tempting to eat every meal out. However, right there in the mecca of the restaurant world, I found myself starting to rekindle some of the magic of home-cooked food.

			I had also recently gotten into a serious relationship, and I was consciously (or subconsciously) trying to reel in my boyfriend (now husband), Doug, with my cooking—folding wontons in a flash and making him veggie scrambles and smoothies before work (sound familiar?). Writing that last sentence makes me giggle—it’s a little embarrassing, but it’s true: My love language is food.

			One day, Doug and I were talking, and I shared a “crazy idea” I had about starting a cooking blog on Instagram. We both laughed and then thought about it for a minute. Why not? Who cares if no one sees it! This would be a fun creative outlet on evenings and weekends, when I wasn’t working my day job in sales at a tech company. At first it was terrifying; it took me a whole year to muster the courage to film and post a video of my go-to spaghetti sauce. But once I got going, working on my cooking blog quickly became my passion. I loved building a community around my recipes and felt so fulfilled inspiring people to cook.

			Four years later, in December 2022, I had built a modest following on Instagram. That’s when I got the news that I had lost my job. Embarrassed and dejected, I spent most of the day crying. I was a model employee, took pride in my work, and had a great relationship with my colleagues. Although it was a gut punch at that moment, I woke up the next day and decided to consider it a blessing in disguise. I was going to bet on myself and find a way to make cooking my full-time job.

			What has followed has been the craziest chapter of my life (in a good way!). Ever since then, I’ve been chasing my dream at full speed, filming hundreds of recipes and sharing them with you all! When I develop a recipe, I’m always thinking about how to make it easy, doable, and exciting for you, whether you’re a student on a tight budget, someone completely new to the kitchen feeling nervous about getting started, a busy parent feeding their family, or an experienced cook who’s stuck in a dinner rut.

			Writing this cookbook and fine-tuning every recipe so it’s just right for you allowed me to slow down, trust my instincts more, and remember what I love the most about cooking: the pure joy of being in the kitchen and unwinding as I prep dinner. Although it sounds cheesy, I honestly feel that this is what I was put on earth to do, and there’s nothing else I’d rather be doing.
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			How to Use This Book

			There are eight chapters in this book: one for each day of the week (Monday through Sunday), plus a bonus chapter for simple sides (veggies, salads, and grains).

			Each day follows a different intention, which I describe at the beginning of the chapter. Earlier in the week, you’ll find simple and quick recipes, while more elaborate dishes fall later in the week.

			With that said, the only rule is that…there are no rules! This is not a meal plan. Think of the chapters as a tool to help guide you. My hope is that you choose recipes based on the occasion and how you’re feeling.

			This is how I like to cook—I follow the inspiration. It’s so much more fun to make things I actually want to cook (and eat) rather than forcing myself to make a meal according to a set schedule. I hope this cookbook can inspire you to do the same and find the dishes you are genuinely excited for.
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			Pantry Staples

			I’ve organized my pantry staples into flavor categories to help you think about how different elements come together to create balance in a dish. At the end, you’ll find my go-to dry goods, like rice, pasta, and flour.

			Salty

			Kosher salt

			Diamond Crystal is my go-to workhorse salt. Keep it in a salt cellar or bowl for easy pinching. Salt varies a lot from one brand to another—some are much saltier than others—so if you’re following the amounts in this book, use Diamond Crystal! Otherwise, I recommend seasoning to taste.

			Maldon sea salt

			My favorite finishing salt for both savory and sweet dishes. The flakes are big and crunchy, with a pyramid-like structure.

			Soy sauce

			Made from fermented soybeans, this is an essential condiment for seasoning Asian dishes. You’ll find it in so many of my recipes. I love Kikkoman soy sauce.

			Fish sauce

			Another fermented condiment, essential to Southeast Asian cuisine. It smells pungent right out of the bottle, but when added to a dish, it adds a savory, salty depth of flavor. I recommend Red Boat brand.

			Oyster sauce

			Made from oyster extract, this thick, dark sauce lends a complex umami flavor to Chinese dishes. You’ll find it in my stir-fries. I like the one from Lee Kum Kee.

			Miso paste

			A fermented soybean paste, and a staple of Japanese cooking. It has a complex, salty, umami flavor and a touch of sweetness. I usually use white miso paste.

			Anchovies

			Look for anchovy fillets packed in oil. I use them in chimichurri-style sauces and Italian preparations. They add a great saltiness and often just melt into the other ingredients, so you don’t notice their “fishiness.”

			Capers

			Little salt bombs! I especially love pairing them with fish.

			Spicy & Spices

			Freshly ground black pepper

			Because, duh! I always recommend freshly ground versus preground for the best flavor. If you don’t have them already, buy some whole black peppercorns and a pepper mill.

			White pepper

			It has such a different aroma from black pepper. I buy it finely ground and use it in some of my Asian dishes, like hot and sour soup.

			Crushed red pepper flakes

			My go-to for adding heat with a clean flavor in both Italian and Asian cuisines.

			Cayenne pepper

			My mom taught me to put a dash of cayenne in white sauces for depth of flavor and a subtle, lingering heat. It’s spicy, so go easy!

			Chili garlic sauce

			Great for spicing up stir-fries and other Asian dishes. I recommend the one in the red bottle with the green top from Huy Fong Foods.

			Crushed Calabrian chili peppers in oil

			Super spicy and delicious—this is one of my favorite spicy condiments. I love it in pasta sauces, on pizza and eggs…honestly, on almost everything.

			Gochujang

			A spicy and sweet Korean red chili paste. It’s sticky and thick, and is a go-to for Korean dishes like jjigae. Look for the one in a little red tub with a gold lid from O Foods.

			Sriracha

			Made with chili peppers, this Thai condiment adds heat and subtle sweetness to Asian-inspired dishes. I recommend the one in the red bottle with the green top from Huy Fong Foods.

			Chili crisp

			Delicious over hand-pulled noodles, eggs, rice, and more. It adds amazing texture and spice. I love the “chili crunch” from Momofuku.

			Jalapeños

			I use these fresh peppers for adding heat to both Asian and Mexican dishes. For less spice, remove the ribs and seeds.

			Thai red chilies

			VERY spicy, so use with caution, depending on your preference. (I love spicy ingredients!)

			Thai curry paste

			I like to have both red and green curry pastes on hand. Curry pastes vary greatly from brand to brand; my favorite is Mae Ploy.

			Ground spices

			Paprika, cumin (ground and seeds), ground coriander, chili powder, garlic powder, and ground cinnamon—I keep all these in my spice drawer.

			Sweet

			Granulated sugar

			It adds sweetness without any flavor, and the granules dissolve easily. Sometimes I’ll add a teaspoon to savory preparations like tomato sauce to balance the dish.

			Honey

			I love that it’s a natural sweetener, but it does have a distinct flavor, so only use it when it complements the dish.

			Maple syrup

			Another great natural sweetener. In my opinion, it has a slightly milder flavor than honey. Look for 100% pure maple syrup.

			Light brown sugar

			It adds a slight molasses flavor, especially when cooked. I often use light brown sugar in Vietnamese-inspired marinades, as it helps brown and caramelize the protein.

			Sour

			Fresh lemon juice

			Adds a bright pop of acidity to dishes. I love squeezing it on at the end, especially for fish and Mediterranean dishes. (The zest is great, too, and adds a floral lemony flavor without the acidity of the juice.) One 4- to 6-ounce lemon should yield about 2 to 3 tablespoons juice and 1 teaspoon grated zest.

			Fresh lime juice

			My go-to acid for Mexican- and Vietnamese-inspired dishes. One lime will yield about 2 tablespoons juice.

			Distilled white vinegar

			Adds a really nice tang and has a mild flavor. It’s my go-to for pickling and finishing a dish. I usually buy the one from Heinz.

			Rice vinegar

			An essential vinegar for Asian dishes. It’s a little less tart than distilled white vinegar.

			Balsamic vinegar

			I often use it for salad dressings or when I need a touch of acidity with some sweetness. Look for balsamic vinegar imported from Italy.

			Red wine vinegar

			A versatile vinegar for salad dressings and Mediterranean-inspired dishes.

			Dijon mustard

			Wonderful for salad dressings and cooking when you need a creamy tang. Look for Grey Poupon or Maille (stronger). They vary in heat, so make sure to taste it first!

			Rich

			Butter

			I really love Kerrygold—it has such a rich flavor—and I almost always buy salted butter, as I use that for toast. The recipes in this book were developed with unsalted butter (unless salted is specified), but feel free to use your favorite kind. You may just need to slightly adjust the seasoning.

			Avocado oil

			This is my favorite neutral oil for cooking at high heat, like for a good sear or shallow-frying. It has a high smoke point and won’t burn easily. I usually buy the one from Chosen Foods.

			Avocado oil spray

			For spritzing wire racks and getting a perfectly crispy exterior on foods baked in the oven, like breaded chicken cutlets. I recommend the one from Chosen Foods.

			Extra-virgin olive oil

			My everyday oil for salad dressings and lower-smoke-point cooking. I like Kirkland 100% Italian extra-virgin olive oil from Costco. For a finishing oil with a more robust flavor, I love Graza Drizzle. It comes in a squeeze bottle that makes it easy to drizzle on at the end.

			Peanut oil

			My go-to oil for deep-frying. It’s less expensive than avocado oil and has a nice, subtle nutty flavor.

			Toasted sesame oil

			An essential ingredient for Asian dishes. It adds a rich, toasty aroma. Because it loses its flavor as it cooks, I usually add it at the very end of a dish. Store it in a cool, dark place or in the refrigerator. Look for the Japanese brand Kadoya.

			Mayonnaise

			Mayo adds creaminess and a bit of richness to slaws and dipping sauces. Sometimes I even add a tablespoon to a yogurt sauce to make it a little more indulgent. Hellmann’s (also known as Best Foods) is my favorite brand!

			Parmesan cheese

			This Italian cheese adds saltiness and richness. I often use pregrated Parmesan to save time, but I recommend keeping a block of Parm on hand for grating fresh over pasta (or other dishes) right before serving. And I highly recommend splurging on Parmigiano Reggiano.

			Cream cheese

			I often use it in appetizers and for creamy pan sauces. I love Philadelphia brand.

			Whole milk

			My go-to for white sauces like béchamel! I use milk instead of heavy cream whenever I can.

			Greek yogurt

			I love Fage full-fat or 2% Greek yogurt. It adds a tangy freshness while also being lusciously creamy.

			Sour cream

			I’ll use both full-fat and light. Doug is obsessed with sour cream, so I cook with it a lot. We love the one from Daisy.

			Coconut milk

			Adds a delicious richness to Thai curries. Look for full-fat.

			Peanut butter

			A favorite for Asian dishes, such as stir-fries, sauces, and dressings. My go-to for cooking is creamy natural peanut butter (just peanuts and salt—no added sugar!).

			Eggs

			All the recipes in this book were developed with large eggs. I love the ones from Vital Farms—they have such gorgeous orange yolks! If you have whites or yolks left over from a dish, they will keep in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 2 days.

			Aromatics & Herbs

			Onions (yellow, red, and sweet)

			I use onions in so many recipes—raw and cooked—for sweetness, crunch, softness, and freshness! They vary greatly in size, so make sure to follow the weight measurements I’ve included throughout (small = 6 ounces, medium = 10 ounces, large = 12 ounces).

			Garlic

			One of my top aromatics, regardless of the type of cuisine. I’ve specified the size of the clove when necessary. Otherwise, look for medium cloves, or use two small cloves for one medium.

			Fresh ginger

			Adds bright, bold flavor to Asian dishes. No need to peel it! Just give it a good wash and trim off any tough or knobby spots.

			Scallions

			A core ingredient in Chinese and Korean cooking, along with ginger and garlic. I also love to add it at the end for color and freshness.

			Parsley

			It looks so pretty sprinkled on top and elevates any dish. Look for flat-leaf (Italian), not curly parsley.

			Chives

			These add a yummy, subtle oniony flavor and a nice green pop of color.

			Dill

			This is probably my favorite herb for pairing with fish. It goes so well with lemon and really any Mediterranean dish.

			Dry Goods

			All-purpose flour

			For baking, breading, and thickening. I recommend using a scale to weigh the precise amount for baking recipes and doughs.

			Cornstarch

			For thickening Asian sauces, like in a stir-fry, and helping things crisp up!

			Jasmine rice

			My go-to rice for Asian meals.

			Long-grain white rice

			And my preferred rice for non-Asian meals.

			Pasta

			I always keep several shapes and sizes in my pantry for quick and easy meals. My favorites are spaghetti and rotini from Barilla.

			Quinoa

			A fairly quick-cooking and nutritious, protein-rich whole grain. Quinoa is a nice alternative to rice when I want something filling and healthy.

			Couscous

			Perfect for Mediterranean grain bowls and soaking up sauces.

			Canned whole peeled San Marzano tomatoes

			A base for soups, sauces, and stews. Look for certified DOP San Marzano tomatoes imported from Italy. When you add them to a dish, break them up with your hands, pressing your thumbs into the tomatoes to crush them. Careful, as the juice and seeds can squirt!

			Canned beans

			I always keep a few cans in my pantry. My favorites are cannellini beans, chickpeas, and black beans. They add protein and heartiness to a dish.

			Chicken stock

			I prefer stock over broth, as I find it adds an amazing depth of flavor to soups and stews. Kirkland brand from Costco and Kitchen Basics are both great options. I also love Better Than Bouillon when I need a small amount of stock and don’t want to open a big carton.

			Panko breadcrumbs

			Large, airy, crunchy flakes. These are ideal for super-crispy breading or a toasted topping.

			Italian-style breadcrumbs

			These crumbs are finer than panko and are flavored with Italian seasonings.

			Instant yeast and active dry yeast

			For breads and doughs. Make sure to check the expiration date before using! Active dry yeast needs to be dissolved in warm liquid prior to use, whereas instant yeast can be used right out of the packet.

			Rice paper

			I always keep some in my pantry for a rice paper egg wrap (the easiest lunch!) and other Asian recipes.

			Dried shiitake mushrooms

			They have a chewier texture and more pronounced flavor than fresh shiitakes. I love using them in Asian dishes! Just set aside some time to soak them in hot water so they can rehydrate before using.

			Toasted sesame seeds

			These add flavor and texture to Asian dishes. You can easily find them at Asian supermarkets or traditional grocery stores in the Asian foods section. Buy a big jar or container, as you’ll use them throughout the book!
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				For a full list of my favorite ingredients organized by flavor, check out my pantry staples on this page.

			
		
	
		
			
				Maxi’s

				Kitchen Tools

			
			These are my go-to kitchen essentials that I use all the time. It’s not an exhaustive list, but it’s a great guide to help you equip your kitchen with the tools you’ll need to cook through this book.

			10- or 11-inch heavy skillet with high sides

			For searing, frying, and one-pot meals. I recommend an enameled cast-iron skillet from Le Creuset or Staub. They’re durable and retain heat evenly.

			Dutch oven

			For soups, stews, pastas, and homemade bread. Le Creuset and Staub are both fabulous! I’ve also heard good things about Lodge for a lower-cost option. I recommend a 5½-quart or a 7-quart Dutch oven (depending on the size of your family). It’s an investment that will last you a lifetime.

			12-inch stainless-steel skillet

			Also great for searing and sautéing. Look for 5-ply construction for even heat distribution.

			12-inch nonstick skillet with a lid

			For cooking more delicate items that can easily stick to a skillet, like dumplings and fish fillets.

			Wok

			My go-to for stir-fries, although you can also use a large nonstick skillet instead.

			Large pot with a lid

			For boiling pasta, or when you simply need a second large pot alongside a Dutch oven.

			Medium pot with a lid

			For smaller quantities, such as sauces.

			Half- and quarter-sheet pans

			For prepping ingredients and baking. I recommend having at least one half-sheet (13 by 18-inch) pan and two quarter-sheet (9 by 13-inch) pans for the recipes in this book.

			Wire rack

			Set it over a sheet pan for baked chicken cutlets and other crispy oven preparations to allow the hot air to circulate around the food for even crisping!

			9 by 13-inch baking dish

			For one-pan meals, such as lasagna, mac and cheese, frittatas, and many more.

			Stainless-steel prep bowls (of all sizes)

			Lightweight and easy to clean—they are essential for mixing ingredients and prepping the components of a recipe, like for a stir-fry.

			Stand mixer

			I love my KitchenAid stand mixer. Yes, it’s a splurge, but it will last for years and years and is so useful for making dough (think pizza, hand-pulled noodles, and potstickers). It takes all the hard work out of kneading and makes the process so much faster.

			Cutting board

			I recommend a large wooden cutting board so you have plenty of room to chop and organize your ingredients. No spilling onto your counter!

			Chef’s knife

			I use my 8-inch Global chef’s knife for almost everything. It’s lightweight, sturdy, and razor-sharp.

			Serrated knife

			For slicing all kinds of bread.

			Paring knife

			For small jobs, such as peeling citrus and deveining shrimp.

			Bench scraper

			I love the one from OXO. This might be my most-used item in the kitchen, after my chef’s knife. It’s so helpful for transferring chopped veggies to a prep bowl or skillet.

			Microplane (rasp grater)

			A must-have for grating garlic and Parmesan cheese, and for zesting lemons.

			Julienne peeler

			For quickly and easily making veggie matchsticks, like carrots or cucumbers. I recommend the one from OXO.

			Spider strainer

			This is one of my most-used tools. It’s perfect for tasks like transferring pasta straight from the pot to a skillet to finish cooking in a sauce, fishing wontons out of boiling water, and lifting fried foods from hot oil.

			Citrus squeezer

			It’s so much easier than squeezing by hand and keeps the seeds from falling into the dish.

			Tongs

			For flipping ingredients in a skillet and mixing or tossing salads and pastas. Opt for long tongs to keep your hands and arms safe from oil splatters.

			Thin metal spatula

			For flipping and releasing items from a skillet and transferring them to a plate.

			Whisks

			A big whisk for evenly incorporating milk into white sauces (no lumps!), and a small one for emulsifying dressings or whisking cornstarch with water.

			Digital kitchen scale

			I highly recommend a scale for weighing flour for doughs, as it’s hard to get a precise and accurate measurement with measuring cups. I also use my scale for weighing produce and other ingredients. It’s an affordable tool that you’ll use all the time.

			Glass measuring cups for liquids

			For measuring and mixing sauces (like for stir-fries) and making dressings. I love my set from Anchor Hocking.

			Dry measuring cups and spoons

			Essential for ensuring correct amounts.

			Cookie scoops (in different sizes)

			I love these for quickly shaping meatballs and adding fillings to wontons and potstickers. I recommend getting three sizes (1, 2, and 3 tablespoons) for the recipes in this book.

			Instant-read digital thermometer

			I use this to check internal temperatures whenever I’m cooking poultry or red meat. (I’ll never forget the time I accidentally served raw chicken to my guests!)

			Wooden rolling pins

			A big one for rolling out dough for pie crusts, and a small one for rolling out small rounds of dough for dumplings and buns. (Trust me, it’ll make it much easier!)

			Pastry brush

			For brushing egg wash and melted butter onto doughs before baking.
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			Chopping 101

			I use my 8-inch Global chef’s knife 95 percent of the time! It’s almost the only knife you’ll need. Make sure to keep it sharp, as it’s actually more dangerous to use a dull knife—it can slip against the ingredient (since you’re using more force), and that’s how you get hurt.
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			I also recommend having a serrated knife for slicing bread and a paring knife for small jobs, such as trimming fruits and vegetables.

			Make sure your cutting board is the right size for whatever you’re chopping (meaning, make sure it’s big enough to hold the ingredient). If your cutting board is sliding around on the counter, place a damp dish towel (or paper towel) beneath it between the board and the counter. That will secure it in place.

			Think of dicing as the art of cutting things into neat little cubes. If the ingredients are cut the same size, they’ll cook more evenly. Dicing also gives you a more polished presentation in the finished dish. In this book, you’ll find three sizes for dicing:

			

			

			
				
					[image: Small dice: ~¼-inch cubes. Medium dice: ~½-inch cubes. Large dice: ~¾-inch cubes]
				

			

			To dice, slice the ingredient into uniform slices of the thickness you need. Stack a few of the slices and cut them lengthwise into strips. Then cut the strips crosswise to form evenly sized cubes.
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			HOW TO DICE AN ONION: https://sites.prh.com/maxiskitchen/dice-onion/

			Chopping is the quick and easy way to cut ingredients when precision isn’t super important. Just aim for similarly sized pieces and you’re good to go!
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			Finely chopping (or mincing) is for when you need a fine texture, like for garlic, ginger, herbs, or any other ingredient where you want tiny pieces to evenly flavor the recipe. To finely chop, first coarsely chop the ingredient. Then hold one hand down on the nose of the knife and rock the blade back and forth in a smooth motion, keeping the tip in contact with the cutting board while guiding the knife with your other hand.
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			Julienne is a fancy-sounding technique for cutting your veggies into thin strips, like matchsticks. This is great for stir-fries, slaws, or anything that calls for a crisp bite. Julienne works best with firmer veggies like carrots and cucumbers. For most veggies, you can use a julienne peeler instead of cutting by hand (see Maxi’s Kitchen Tools, this page).
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			To julienne, cut the ingredient into thin slices, then stack a few of the slices and carefully cut them into thin, uniform strips resembling matchsticks.
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		Quick and Easy Recipes with Minimal Chopping and Maximum Flavor

		I totally get it—making dinner on a Monday isn’t usually a top priority. That’s why the recipes in this chapter are super simple: They feature short ingredient lists, quick prep and cooking times (most are ready in 30 minutes or less), and minimal chopping (think a whole piece of protein coated in a flavor-packed sauce). Most important, these meals are incredibly delicious. You’ll discover how dishes that look complex and elegant—like Honey-Mustard Salmon with Pistachio and Dill (this page) or Creamy Mushroom Chicken (this page)—are actually so easy to pull off. These recipes will nourish you and set you up to take on the week ahead.

	
		
			Sticky Sweet and Sour Ginger Tofu

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The crust on this tofu reminds me of agedashi tofu, a Japanese dish I love to order at restaurants, where the tofu is deep-fried and served in a dashi broth. Here there’s no frying; instead, the tofu is coated in cornstarch and seared in a skillet to create a sticky, golden crust. The heat makes the tofu incredibly soft and tender inside. It’s the kind of meal that tastes like it requires skill but is surprisingly quick and easy to make. And don’t worry—this tofu is anything but bland. It’s glazed with an insanely delicious, sweet, and tangy sauce that you’ll be licking off the plate. A sprinkle of fresh scallions adds bursts of color to complete the dish.

			I love serving this with freshly cooked Jasmine Rice (this page) or Sesame Quinoa and Kale (this page).

			Serves  2  ⬦   Prep time: 15 minutes  ⬦ Total time: 30 minutes

			Sauce

			
				½ cup water

				2 tablespoons light brown sugar

				1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon soy sauce

				1 teaspoon cornstarch

			

			Tofu

			
				1 (14-ounce) package firm or extra-firm tofu, drained

				Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

				2 tablespoons cornstarch

				2 tablespoons avocado oil or other neutral oil, such as grapeseed

				1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh ginger

				3 garlic cloves, finely chopped

				1 tablespoon distilled white vinegar

			

			For serving

			
				1 scallion, thinly sliced

				Toasted sesame seeds

			

			
					
					Make the sauce: In a small bowl, mix together the water, brown sugar, soy sauce, and cornstarch. Set aside.

				

					
					Make the tofu: Using a sharp knife, slice the tofu in half to create two rectangular slabs, each about 1 inch thick. (See illustration.) Cut each slab into four pieces to make eight equal pieces. Using paper towels, press on the tofu all over to blot excess moisture, getting it as dry as possible. (This will yield the best crust.) Season the tofu all over with salt and pepper.

				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
					
					Place the cornstarch in a shallow bowl or large plate and spread it in an even layer. Working with one piece at a time, add the tofu to the cornstarch and press to coat. Flip and press to coat on the other side (no need to coat the edges). Transfer to a plate and set aside.

				

					
					In a large nonstick skillet, heat the oil over medium-high heat. Add the tofu and cook until golden brown, about 5 minutes per side. Transfer to a plate.

				

					
					Reduce the heat to low. Add the ginger and cook, stirring, until golden brown, about 1 minute. Add the garlic and cook, stirring, until fragrant, about 1 minute.

				

					
					Stir the sauce (the cornstarch will have settled) and pour it into the skillet. Increase the heat to medium-high and cook, stirring, until the sauce bubbles and thickens, 2 to 3 minutes. Remove from the heat and stir in the vinegar. Return the tofu to the skillet and toss each piece in the sauce to coat.

				

					
					To serve: Spoon extra sauce over the tofu, sprinkle with the scallion and some sesame seeds, and enjoy!

				

			

		

	
		
			Vietnamese Caramel Chicken Thighs

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Doug and I visited Vietnam a few years ago, and I’m still dreaming about all the incredible street food. Vietnamese cuisine has this magical way of packing in bold flavors while still feeling light and fresh. One thing I can’t get enough of is this sweet and savory caramel sauce called nước màu. It’s used in Vietnamese cooking to braise proteins like pork, fish, and shrimp. Here, it coats chicken with a rich and sticky glaze. Top it with a handful of fresh cilantro and some fiery chilies (if you love heat like I do), and you’ve got a sensational dinner on the table in just 30 minutes.

			I love serving this with freshly cooked Jasmine Rice (this page) and sautéed bok choy.

			Serves 3  ⬦ Prep time: 10 minutes  ⬦ Total time: 30 minutes

			
				4 boneless, skinless chicken thighs (about 1½ pounds total)

				Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

				2 tablespoons avocado oil or other neutral oil, such as grapeseed, divided

				¼ cup water

				3 tablespoons light brown sugar

				2 tablespoons fish sauce

				1 tablespoon soy sauce

				3 tablespoons finely chopped fresh ginger

				4 garlic cloves, finely chopped

				1 tablespoon unsalted butter

				1 tablespoon rice vinegar

				Fresh cilantro leaves, for serving

				1 Thai chili (very spicy) or Fresno chili (less spicy), sliced into thin rounds, for serving (optional)

			

			
					
					Season the chicken on both sides with salt and pepper. In a large skillet, heat 1 tablespoon of the avocado oil over medium-high heat. Add the chicken thighs in one layer and cook until golden brown and the internal temperature registers 165ºF on an instant-read thermometer, 5 to 7 minutes per side.

				

					
					Meanwhile, in a small bowl, mix together the water, brown sugar, fish sauce, and soy sauce. Set the sauce aside.

				

					
					Once the chicken is cooked, transfer it to a large plate. Reduce the heat to low and add the remaining 1 tablespoon oil to the skillet. Add the ginger and garlic and cook, stirring, until fragrant, 30 seconds to 1 minute.

				

					
					Pour the sauce into the skillet and increase the heat to medium. Cook, stirring, until the sauce begins to bubble and thicken, 1 to 2 minutes. Add the butter and vinegar and stir until the butter has melted.

				

					
					Return the chicken to the skillet and turn each piece to coat in the sauce. Cook until the sauce is thick and glossy and clings to the chicken, 1 to 2 minutes more.

				

					
					To serve, divide the chicken among three plates and spoon the sauce on top. Garnish with cilantro and the chilies, if desired, and enjoy!
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