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			For Dad, the real MVP.

			We did it, Dad. Can you believe it? Your sacrifices, your love, and your unwavering belief in me built the foundation for all of this. Because of you, I get to tell our family’s stories, share our recipes, and carry our legacy forward. Everything good I am, and everything that’s good in this book, started with you.

			Your daughter
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			Introduction
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			This cookbook is meant for you. Although I may not know your background or your story, if you have this book in your hands, I know that you share my passion for incredible, memorable comfort food.

			The food in this book is all about the dishes that feel nostalgic, homey, and familiar, like you’re cozied up in a warm sweater. What you crave during Sunday Scaries, Thirsty Thursdays, and everything in between. The favorites that both you and I grew up loving. These recipes are worthy of your get-togethers with your friends and family with really high standards who will never let you forget showing up with dry mac and cheese, so you must come correct. You will be able to walk into any party with your head held high—whether you’re carrying my stunning Spinach, Crab, and Artichoke–Stuffed Shrimp (this page), Cheesy Chicken Alfredo Bread (this page), Brioche Bread Pudding (this page), or any number of other dishes—excited for everyone to devour the masterpiece you made because everything’s good.

			These recipes will set you up for a lifetime of comforting, impressing, partying, and finding solace during tough times. As you nail one after the other, you’ll see why the title of this book is about so much more than just incredible food. It’s also about how a joyful attitude can empower you through any challenge thrown your way—in and out of the kitchen. In these pages, you’ll find the pollo guisado that I grew up with, the creamy shrimp and crab–stuffed shells that my guests raved about for weeks, and the chicken and dumplings that always feels like a big warm hug.

			Before I became @themoodyfoody on social media, with a five-million-plus fan base who love my viral recipes, I was just the girl next door facing a lot of challenges on this journey called life. Raised by a single father in the inner city, I experienced a lot of adversity. But no matter what, I always remained positive. During tough times when I couldn’t afford gifts for people I loved, I turned to cooking, finding that a bottle of homemade Coquito (this page) or a plate of fried chicken was worth more than any present. When my career in finance came to an abrupt end, I started a small business serving beautifully prepared lunches from my home, which eventually grew into a successful family business. And in my career as a recipe developer, I always focused on making everything better, which sometimes meant turning mistakes into masterpieces or tweaking a recipe thirty times before it was worthy enough to share with my fans. I always did my best—in the kitchen and in life.

			In my many moments of pain but also happiness, food has always brought me healing, peace, and purpose, and I wrote this cookbook to help you experience the same.

		

	
		
			Food for Everyone

			Icould never imagine being boxed into making just one kind of cuisine, so in this cookbook, you will see food from all over the globe. I like a little bit of everything because I grew up around a little bit of everything. My cooking style mixes my Afro-Latina heritage with so many other influences: I Americanize Puerto Rican dishes; I add adobo to mac and cheese, and Sazón to fried chicken. This all comes naturally to me because I grew up in one of the world’s great multicultural communities, Jersey City, New Jersey, right across the Hudson River from Manhattan.

			One of my first memories of food is bright green sofrito, the aromatic base of the most delicious dishes that my dad’s mom, my abuelita Edie, made. You could smell its heavenly aroma of herbs and garlic through the plastic containers that Edie, a home medical aide, brought to her patients. She was born in a small Puerto Rican town, the second-oldest of eighteen children. Edie was descended from the indigenous Taíno people and married four times, all to African American men. She often told us to never forget we were descendants of indigenous people and slaves. “You remember who you are,” she would say.

			For the first part of my childhood, it was Edie, my dad, and me. I was born when my dad was nineteen, and my mom fell victim to addiction soon after that. While we didn’t have much money, we ate very well. When I came home from school, Edie would serve me a “snack”—a pork chop, rice, and a lot of beans. A few hours later, she would serve me more rice and beans, which I ate alone in my room.

			While my family would sometimes gather for extended meals for holidays and special occasions, I ate most everyday dinners by myself. That is, unless I went to my friend Amy’s house, where no one ate dinner until everyone was home. We would wait patiently for her dad and brother to come home from work, then we would all sit on pillows on the floor and feast on her mom’s Senegalese whole fish and rice, and more sauces than I had ever seen at one meal. We ate with our hands, and it was there that I saw how food could be about connecting with people, not just about eating.

			My biological half-sister, Amber, lived right down the street. After our mother left our lives, Amber was adopted by a Filipino family who could not have loved her more. And I loved diving into her family’s meals. Filipino staples like lumpia were a favorite, but when they knew I was coming to visit, they would order Chinese takeout from the local hole-in-the-wall as a special treat, too. Those foods would become my lifelong cravings and to this day I still dream about egg foo young, egg rolls dunked in lots of duck sauce, and pork fried rice.

			And then there was Shenice, who I am still very close with. Her family was from Trinidad, and going to her house taught me the meaning of splurge. They generously served me things my family could never have afforded and enjoyed the finer things. I owe the origins of my What’s for Dinner? chapter to Shenice, who generously taught me that every meal—no matter how simple or cheap—should taste and look special.
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			The OG Girl Dad

			My dad also played a huge part in shaping my worldview, culinary and otherwise. I would never have had the drive to write this book if my dad had not started talking to me about success when I was very young. We’d drive to Liberty State Park with a bag of sunflower seeds, walk around, and chat about life. We’d get ice cream at Crown Fried Chicken. He was always drilling into me the importance of trying my best, seeing to every little detail, knowing that I should never lose when I could win.

			When I was seven, my dad had saved up enough for us to get our own place. He was able to move us out of Abuelita Edie’s house and into our own apartment a few blocks away. And that was when the parties started.

			My dad was never happier than when in front of a grill, flipping chicken wings and shrimp, surrounded by dozens of his closest friends. The Super Bowl. A big fight night. A fantasy football draft. He loved any excuse to celebrate. It wasn’t unusual for me to wander out of my room on a Friday night and find our apartment crowded with a diverse group of friends of all ages—neighbors, co-workers, childhood friends, and often friends of theirs that we had never met before. They were from all over—Jamaican, Filipino, Chinese. My dad’s friend brought Haitian djon djon, other friends made Dominican rice, while my aunt’s Filipino boyfriend brought pancit noodles. It was a little bit of everything—and everything was good.

			As a result, I constantly see so much beauty in the intersectionality of food and family. I learned so much from these people surrounding me, and from the purpose and meaning my dad found in these gatherings. Teaching people about new foods, as my dad had always done, would become my life’s mission, too.

		

	
		
			My Path to Food

			In order to pay my way through college, I started working as a bank teller. When my bosses saw my people skills in action, they promoted me to a role that had me working directly with customers opening credit card accounts, and soon I was outperforming longtime employees. I got fantastic training in sales and relationships that help me to this day: I became a person who could finesse my way into any room, any opportunity. When used with integrity, to empower and educate people, this is one of the skills that I am the most proud of.

			I decided to pour my pent-up creativity into the lunches I was packing for Mike, my boyfriend at the time. No sad sandwich or salad for him: I sent him in with neat packages of salmon, shrimp fried rice, or jerk chicken.

			Once Mike started taking my lunches to work, he became a celebrity. Soon I was making lunch for a bunch of his co-workers, too, and posting pictures of everything online. Inevitably, my finance job ended, and I posted this on Twitter that night in 2017: “LOL, guys, I just got fired from my job. I’ve been making these lunches. Does anybody want to buy them so I don’t end up broke and poor on the street?”

			It was a joke. But when I woke up, my mouth dropped open: I had tens of thousands of retweets and inquiries. One of them was from the director Ava DuVernay’s team. Ava posted my food on her Instagram, and suddenly I had more customers than I knew what to do with.

			That very night, I put up a website and a logo, and Toni Cooks was born. We instantly had so much demand for our healthy, delicious prepared meals. All of the colorful, flavorful lunches that I once packed for a few guys are, to this day, being served to thousands every day—schoolkids and sports teams and corporate employees and even celebrities.

			While I enjoyed being the head of my own company, the more smiles I saw on the faces of our customers, the more I realized my mission in life. It was in the kitchen, creating and teaching. I wanted to do more than just feed people; I wanted them to feel liberated and confident while feeding themselves. So I began focusing my attention on creating recipes and videos for my online platform—and I’m so glad I did.
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			It’s All About the Recipes

			I’ll tell you a secret. When I first started developing all of the recipes that later went viral and made me famous, I was just messing around. But I channeled the drive from my dad and abuelita and my training to finesse my way into any room. I combined that with my a-little-bit-of-everything brain and my intense passion for the smallest details that can make or break a dish—details that other recipes often leave out. Maybe it’s resting the meat for ten minutes before serving. Maybe it’s freezing the chicken before tossing it into that stir-fry so that it can be sliced thin and still stay super moist. This book details a lot of these, not just in the instructions but also in the Little Detail, BIG Impact and Chef’s Kiss tips. (Do not ignore these instructions! They may seem a little fussy, but I want to set you up for success.) And I am absolutely fearless about seeking out these little cooking tricks. You may find me shouting questions into the kitchen of my local Chinese restaurant, searching Reddit for the secrets behind a Cheesecake Factory pasta, or packing in every trick to make the most moist roast turkey. Every day, I’m working with my right-hand woman, recipe developer Tara Hall, cooking the same dishes over and over, to make the best food we can.

			I know what it’s like to have little time and little money and not want to waste either. My abuelita Edie would have one of her fits if I made you waste your time and effort! But more important, I know how nailing a dish can bring meaning to your life outside the kitchen.

			For years, I have wondered how Edie made her arroz con gandules (rice with pigeon peas). It always came out right on the first try and became the centerpiece of my family gatherings. While it seems simple, so many things can go wrong: It can be too mushy, or too dry; there can be not enough flavor or too much salt. Now that we, the next generation, are in charge of a beloved dish for our families, it’s a lot of pressure! And if your family is anything like mine, they will never let you forget that you screwed it up. I began hearing from more and more of my readers that we, the next generation, were now in charge of this monumental dish but that we had no idea how to cook it, and when we didn’t get it right, it felt so shameful.

			Well, I finally figured it out. I cooked this dish nearly three dozen times to make sure that when you turn to that page, you will soon be cooking just like my grandmother.

			This book will help you discover so many other reasons to celebrate the good in your life, too: the mussels with garlic butter sauce that you can make with part of the bottle of bubbly you popped to celebrate a promotion; a big biscuits-and-gravy pan that you can easily throw together Christmas Day. And of course, my viral Cajun butter turkey that so many of you made for your own Thanksgiving. I want this cookbook to show you how the kitchen is truly a place where everything can be okay. Even if something doesn’t come out exactly how you want it to. (Plus, not only have my recipes been thoroughly tested, they’re also filled with enough butter and cheese that even if you mess up a step, it’s still going to be good.)

			Food is at the center of everything: family, community, empowerment. And empowering you to make the best food you possibly can has kept me going all of these years: It reminds me that no matter what, everything’s good.

		

	
		
			How to Become a Better Cook

			People are constantly asking me: How did you learn to cook? It’s the number one question I get. This section is the start of my answer to this question. A huge part of being a great home cook is nailing flavor, equipment, tools, and basic techniques. I’ve listed my most important lessons for you here. Use them to build out your skill set and make sure you’re prepared in the kitchen, or as a reference when you’re confused.

			I hope that over time, you may find that people will start asking you: How did you learn to cook?

			Building Flavor

			Want to know what gives my food such a wow factor? I lay a foundation of flavor using aromatics, then build from there with spices and seasonings. Here’s why my dishes are so flavorful and balanced.

			The Foundation: Aromatics

			You gotta have these first: They lay the groundwork upon which you can build everything else. While I can’t live without the basics—onions, garlic, ginger, bell peppers—my favorite aromatics are fresh herbs. Parsley. Cilantro (and its feisty little cousin, culantro). Rosemary. Basil. I promise that you will never regret buying fresh herbs—they are an inexpensive way to boost your flavor. Toss any leftovers in a bag in the freezer and make stock later.

			Keep Building

			Spices will give you an essential layer of flavor. Cayenne, paprika, and chili powder add warm heat. Cinnamon, turmeric, and nutmeg give many of my dishes their toasty warmth. Oregano and thyme give herbal undertones. Sazón, adobo, and cumin lend that Latin edge. Allspice, ground ginger, and thyme give special Caribbean flavors.

			Flavor Blending
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					Biscuit-Top Peach Cobbler (this page) = Salty + Sweet
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					Brioche Bread Pudding (this page) = Creamy + Sweet + Salty
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					Mofongo con Camarones de Ajillo (this page) = Salty + Creamy + Acidic
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					Indian-Style Chicken (this page) = Salty + Spicy + Creamy
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					The Very Best Pozole Verde (this page) = Salty + Creamy + Spicy + Acidic

				

			

		

	
		
			The Six Elements of Great Cooking

			Each dish has at least two of these elements, and many have more. These are the important ways in which my recipes will pack flavor, texture, and that depth that I know you’re looking for. Including multiple elements is what will make your cooking flavorful and balanced. Let’s explore.

			[image: 1]

			Creamy

			You know when you eat something and instantly feel safe, warm, and comforted? A creamy texture is often involved, and not just heavy cream: I create creamy textures with heavy cream plus butter, cream cheese, or Cheddar. There are so many ways to create that nostalgic feeling of warmth.

			Craving creamy? Try Creamy Mac and Cheese (this page), Cheesy Chicken Alfredo Bread (this page), Hooked-Up Hamburger Pasta (this page), or Seared Salmon with Creamy Lemon Orzo and Spinach (this page).

			[image: 2]

			Crunchy

			Crunch adds texture and balance to a dish—it’s the bite that wakes up your palate. In cooking, it’s not just about flavor; it’s about the experience, and crunch contrasts with softer elements, making each bite more dynamic.

			Craving crunchy? Try Buffalo Chicken Taquitos (this page), New York City–Style Chicken Wings (this page), Brown Butter Chocolate Chip Cookies (this page), or Secret Ingredient Chicken Parmesan (this page).

			[image: 3]

			Spicy/Heat

			Having a kick is nice, especially in Caribbean and Latin cooking. I am definitely a little bit spicy in nature, and so is my food. My dishes don’t approach spice too forcefully though: I like to add a nice undercurrent of heat. People’s enjoyment of heat is all over the place. You can experiment with how much heat best suits your palate by adjusting the amount of hot peppers and red pepper flakes.

			Craving spicy? Try The Very Best Pozole Verde (this page), Jamaican-Style Oxtail with Rice and Peas (this page), or Blackened Fish and Grits (this page).

			[image: 4]

			Salty

			You gotta have seasoning. I salt 1 teaspoon at a time, which is generally enough to season a dish without oversalting it. I am definitely a kosher salt person and often think about how my abuelita Edie kept it in a little bowl by the stove. She taught me that it’s always easy to add more salt, but it can be difficult to take it away. So when in doubt, add less. All of the recipes in this book were tested with Diamond Crystal kosher salt, though if Badia is available in your area, I highly recommend that brand as well.

			Craving salty? Try New York City–Style Chicken Wings (this page), Creamy Shrimp and Crab–Stuffed Shells (this page), or Garlic Parmesan French Fries (this page).
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			Sweet

			I love sugar, all different types, and find that it’s not only important for dessert but also to create balance in savory dishes. I use sugar or even burnt sugar in recipes like teriyaki sauce and sausage; it also adds a special dimension to savory stews and brings out the natural sweetness of tomatoes.

			Craving sweets? Try Strawberries and Cream Croissant Bake (this page), Brown Butter Chocolate Chip Cookies (this page), or All-in-One Teriyaki Sauce (this page).
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			Acidic

			Acid is an important part of my cooking: It cuts richness, balances flavors, and livens up your meal. I love fresh lime juice in so many dishes, especially Caribbean and Latin foods, and I find that fresh orange juice adds a milder acid.

			Craving acid? Try Abuelita’s Chicken Soup (this page), Cilantro-Lime Rice (this page), Seared Salmon with Creamy Lemon Orzo and Spinach (this page), or The Perfect Sauce for Everything (this page).

		

	
		
			Equipment and Tools

			Baking dish (9 × 13-inch)—You can go cheap here! Target has great 9 × 13-inch baking dishes for $12 to $15. Just make sure it’s broilerproof. My favorite is ceramic, and it makes a stunning way to present mac and cheese and bread pudding right from the oven to the table.

			Box grater—We will be grating a lot of cheese. A LOT. Always hand-grate cheese. Never buy that preshredded stuff, because not only is it more expensive, it contains additives that prevent the cheese from melting well.

			Caldero—This is a traditional cooking pot that is mandatory for Caribbean and Hispanic cooking, but so useful for everything beyond, too. It allows the heat to circulate within the pot, so the food comes out really moist. If I used anything else to cook a pollo guisado, my abuelita would not be pleased.

			Cast-iron skillet (12- or 13-inch)—Yeah, a big one, just because this best-in-class skillet is so versatile: You can fry, sear, or bake in it, making it perfect for everything from pot pies to corn bread and fried chicken.

			Chef’s knife—The best, safest way to improve your cooking is to use a really good, sharp, versatile knife, like a chef’s knife. You do not want to butcher your beautiful vegetables: You want to get the nicest, most symmetrical cuts possible. You are going to be cutting everything, and you do not want to cut yourself in the process. It’s an investment in being a better home cook.

			My absolute favorite knife is the Hedley & Bennett 8-inch chef’s knife, which retails for a very reasonable $115. Whatever brand you choose, make sure you keep it nice and sharp.

			Cutting board (wooden)—Plastic cutting boards are no good: They slip all over the place, they’re not durable, and they don’t protect your knives nearly as well as wood. A proper wooden cutting board will be another one of those beautiful investments that will make you feel like a serious home cook.

			Dutch oven (5-quart)—The absolute best investment you can make in your cooking, and crucial for so many of these recipes. You can fry in it, bake in it, braise in it, stew in it. I’m a Staub Dutch oven girl: Not only do I love their nonstick cast-iron pots, but I’ve also worked with the brand, and I admire their work with communities of color. You can also find inexpensive versions of Dutch ovens at T.J. Maxx (my favorite place to find bargains on cooking equipment) and Amazon.

			Fine-mesh sieve—Indispensable for rinsing rice and sprinkling powdered sugar over desserts.

			Pilón (small, wooden)—This is a type of mortar and pestle that I recommend over all others for crushing and mashing ingredients. It’s crucial that it be wood, which is super strong.

			Sheet pan (13 × 18-inch) and wire rack—Also known as a “half-sheet pan,” this is the perfect large size for home ovens. A wire rack that fits on top is crucial: It can be used to cool everything from cookies to fried chicken.

			Spider strainer—We do a lot of frying in this cookbook, and this wire skimmer/strainer is the fastest and neatest way to transfer food in and out of hot oil. It’s something that my family personally never used much, but I find it makes everything much easier. A 5-inch size is the most versatile.

			Spoons (wooden)—The best protection for your beautiful pots and pans. We need to treat those investments well, and avoid any chips or scratches on those babies. Using a wooden spoon to stir will help you with that!

			Thermometers (yes, more than one)—In my world, you need both an instant-read thermometer (for testing meat) and a candy/deep-fry thermometer (for ensuring that frying oil is at the right temperature).
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