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To my mom, Dolores, who is my biggest inspiration in every part of my life.

And to my dad, Vito, who was always my biggest fan.
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Introduction

Half Gaelic and Half Garlic

I learned from a young age that food is a powerful way to express love and create connection. Most of my childhood memories take place in the kitchen, around our big country-style family table that had an actual church pew on one side. That table was the heart and soul of our house. It’s where my siblings and I would unpack the cold cuts and hard rolls from Mom’s Saturday grocery haul and make the most killer deli sandwiches. It’s where she prepared her legendary cinnamon buns. It’s where I watched Grandma’s fingers deftly rolling out the pasta dough into gnocchi or cavatelli on her huge wooden board. It’s where we hulled strawberries for the jam we made with the pounds of fruit we had just picked.

My mom took her role as a homemaker very seriously. Every afternoon, I would run off the bus, yelling, “Hi, Mom! Did you make anything today?!” And of course, she had. Some days, it was a tray of chocolate chip cookie bars, other times it was frosted chocolate brownies, a pound cake, or, in the summer, a fruit pie. There was always something. Every night, the entire family sat down to eat together, and our meal always included a green salad, even if it was just iceberg lettuce with some sliced cucumber and black olives. Mom’s food was not fancy. Rather, it was simple, homey, comforting fare, and it’s the nourishment that defines my childhood. Mom’s cooking—consistent and plentiful—made us feel secure, and that is the feeling I always want to replicate with my own family. Feeding and providing for my family and friends is my daily love letter to them.

I grew up in Monroe, Connecticut, the fourth of six children. My dad was a high school teacher and basketball coach at St. Joseph’s High School in Trumbull, one town over. When my brother Andrew began at St. Joe’s, Mom took a job in the cafeteria. She said she wanted to get to know our friends. We didn’t have a lot of money, but I always felt “rich with family.” It’s a phrase that my father used. We didn’t have much, but we never knew it. Our home was filled with love, laughter, lots and lots of people, and, of course, food. Food was always at the center of everything. It was the great uniter.

Food was there during family celebrations and times of sadness. It always brought comfort and prompted us to count our blessings. My parents were first-generation American. My mom’s parents came from Belfast, Ireland. Grandma Murphy was not known as a great cook, but she did have her specialties: Irish soda farls (skillet flatbread), boiled turnips, beef stew, and hamburgers fried in a cast-iron skillet with tons of onions. She also had a wicked sweet tooth and always had to have a baked treat to accompany her “wee cuppa.” My first forays into baking came when Grandma Murphy asked for something sweet. I’d pick a recipe from one of Mom’s cookbooks and bake a simple muffin or a bar cookie. I especially remember a raisin square recipe that she would go gaga over.

My dad’s parents came from Bari, Italy, and Grandma Montelli was the most amazing intuitive cook I knew. She made the most memorable meals with a chicken, a few potatoes, and a handful of herbs. Everything she cooked was raised or grown at home, and her gardens were legendary. She is, without a doubt, the biggest influence on my no-fuss cooking philosophy. Her cooking was peasant food: humble, delicious, with lots of big flavors, and budget friendly. That is exactly how I love to cook.

It was an open secret that my mother was not my grandmother’s first choice for her son’s wife. As an only child (and son to boot!) in an Italian family, he was expected to marry an Italian. But my mom eventually weaseled her way into her future mother-in-law’s heart by learning how to cook Italian. And with Grandma Montelli’s guidance, she mastered my dad’s favorite dishes and soon that little blue-eyed Irish lass knew her way around a pot of Sunday sauce (red meat sauce that simmers for hours on the day of rest) better than most.

I studied art in college. Drawing and sketching were my favorite hobbies when I was young and so art school made sense for me. Not long after I graduated, I met my husband, John, at a local beach bar, The Seagrape Café, on the Long Island Sound in Fairfield, Connecticut. During our very first conversation, we bonded over our shared love for our families and how much we adored our nieces and nephews, who were just six months old at the time.

I knew right then that I was going to marry him. I could tell immediately that he was going to be a great father. And I couldn’t have been more right.

Our first daughter was born nine months to the day of our wedding and by our tenth anniversary we had six children: three sons and three daughters. With such a busy household, there was no time for art, but I quickly learned that my creativity had a new outlet: the kitchen.



When John and I were married in 1993, I didn’t know how to cook. Scrambled eggs and Hamburger Helper were on constant rotation. Hell, I even remember cooking a canned ham! My first dinner party, thrown on the Friday night following our honeymoon, included seven guests: my sisters, MaryAnn and Theresa, and my brother-in-law Frank; my two brothers, Michael and Thomas; and our friends Lauren and Sean. The menu came straight out of The Silver Palate Cookbook. I think every bride received a copy at her shower in the 1980s and ’90s, along with a stack of books by Martha Stewart, Fannie Farmer, and Better Homes & Gardens. I remember exactly what I made. Dinner that night was creamy chicken and jalapeño nachos, linguine with tomatoes and basil, prosciutto-wrapped shrimp, and strawberry shortcake, John’s favorite then and now. Today, this menu would take me a couple of hours from start to finish. But back then, I took the day off work, made a bunch of trips to the store, and spent about twelve hours, with lots of sweating and swearing, and maybe a little crying, getting everything ready. I didn’t know what I was doing, but the party was a success.

The birth of the Food Network in 1993 coincided with my marriage and the birth of my first child, Marcelle. A year later, I became a stay-at-home mom, and, as I fell in love with my daughter, I also fell for cooking. I was always trying new recipes, and then inviting people over to have dinner with John and me. The Food Network became my world, and I voraciously read all those cookbooks I had received at my bridal shower. I made weekly excursions, with baby in tow, to the library to peruse more cookbooks, and I started subscribing to food magazines: Gourmet and Bon Appétit were my favorites. I knew I was supposed to sleep while my newborn slept, but I didn’t. Instead, I pored over these cookbooks and magazines.

And that’s how I learned to cook. The early Food Network stars—Sara Moulton, Emeril Lagasse, Two Hot Tamales, and David Rosengarten—along with my reading material, were my instructors. I am often asked if I went to culinary school, and I am always proud to reply, “No, I am self-taught.” And then I happily add, “And if I can learn on my own, so can you!”

Shortly after I had my third child, I accidentally fell into a catering career. Because John and I were always entertaining, friends began to ask me to help them with their own parties. Slowly but surely, I grew my little business, which also gave me the flexibility to raise my family. I rented a small kitchen near my house, which allowed me to take on more business. Menu planning, catering smaller events, business lunches, and dinner parties kept me busy, but I was also very careful to only take on as much work as I could handle as a mom to six young kids.

During this time, I found myself often driving the forty-five minutes to the Greenwich, Connecticut, Whole Foods to find ingredients that, at the time, I couldn’t find at a regular supermarket. The “chef’s case” in the prepared foods department was a magnet and revelation. I was in awe of how the platters (grilled vegetables, unusual—for the time—grain and veggie salads, and sliced chicken breast with fruit salsa) were artistically displayed. I used to find so much inspiration in how the platters of colorful and inventive food were designed. It helped me to understand the art of presentation and that garnishes could provide dimension, like crunch, acidity, sweetness, or any other complementary flavor, to my dishes. It was here that I fell in love with the concept of cooking seasonally, because you really do get the best value for your grocery money. I also learned to think out of the cooking box and realized that oftentimes the most creative and beautiful platters of food combined protein, fruit, grains, and greens with an herby aromatic vinaigrette. Cooking boosts creativity through experimentation. Using ingredients in new ways and combining unique flavors and textures will most often yield wonderful and delightful end results!

    I loved my excursions to Whole Foods, and a few years later, I accepted what turned out to be my dream job: running their prepared foods departments. Later, I moved into store leadership, where I managed stores in Connecticut and New York City. That store had more than six hundred team members, and, honestly, the skills needed for that job weren’t that different from running a large family. I loved working at Whole Foods, and, even more, I loved observing customers’ habits. In my years there, I internalized what people gravitate toward: hearty, homey, and comforting foods were the ones that ran out first. At Thanksgiving, my favorite holiday, I would see people come in and buy ten pounds of mashed potatoes and another ten pounds of stuffing. The cook in me wanted to say “Let me come home with you and teach you how to make these so they are easy and delicious.”

    And now I can.
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My life as a social media influencer started as a happy mistake. One day, I posted on Instagram a birthday cake I had made for one of my children. The picture received more than triple the “likes” of any of my other photos. I posted another of a strawberry pistachio tart, and then a shot of Chicken Divan, and soon my feed was all food. Slowly but surely, my following grew, and I was pleasantly surprised by how organically it took off. Hell, I barely knew what I was doing. Nevertheless, I have been happily documenting my life as a home cook while I share photos of the real-life recipes I rely on to feed my family of six kids (some grown, but often still at my table) and husband and friends.

The happy accident feels right; I relish the daily DMs and emails from my followers who tell me they are encouraged by my no-nonsense approach to cooking—and that they are inspired either to cook after a lapse, or to start learning how to cook. They remind me that I can show people that cooking can be both uncomplicated and delicious and that it doesn’t need to be a stressful chore. I am jazzed beyond belief that I have been able to give people confidence. The same confidence that I drew from all those cookbooks and magazines and TV shows when I was teaching myself.



I’m proud to inspire so many followers, and I am grateful to them for reminding me that we are all dealing with conflicting palates and dietary needs and desires when it comes to menu planning. Vegetarian, gluten-free, lactose intolerant, vegan, nut allergies… these dietary restrictions (self-imposed or not) are commonplace. I have been a vegetarian for thirty years, and I remember how friends would shudder at the idea of having to cook something special for me when I was a dinner guest. Those days are over. People are more versatile eaters—and cooks, so accommodating different needs isn’t that hard anymore. My trick is to make a vegetarian main course and a simple meat dish to go with it, essentially inverting the plate that I grew up with. For example, if I want to serve my Sweet Potato and Black Bean Enchiladas, I might grill up Mexican chorizo sausage or a marinated flank steak, too. The vegetarians in the family will take larger portions, while the meat-lovers will use the enchiladas as a side dish. Likewise, Roasted Cauliflower Curry can be served with a platter of roasted chicken thighs and legs. Done!

Cooking is 95 percent confidence and 5 percent the ability to read a recipe. If you trust that you can do it, you will. Just like that first dinner party that took me hours to prepare. The only difference between Diane Then and Diane Now is the confidence that has come with just cooking.

There is another factor that runs throughout my cooking, and my life, which are virtually the same thing. I love cooking because it brings me closer to my family and friends. When we share a meal, we are sharing a common experience. Cooking makes the people I love and the memories of them real for me. Whenever I make Grandma Montelli’s braciole, I think of the wonderful woman who taught me so much about cooking and life. You will see that practically every recipe in this book mentions someone I love. It turns out, I am not alone. When I started posting my recipes for braciole, lasagna, enchiladas, coffee cakes, brownies, and other classic comfort food, they brought back great memories for my followers, too.

Most cooking isn’t perfect, nor should it be. You will make mistakes and have some major fails, but there will also be some slam dunks and home runs coming out of your kitchen. You will learn from the bombs and be proud of the successes. That’s the process. Most important, though, you will start to relax in the kitchen. And when you do, you will realize, You Got This!

Whether you are single, a parent, a recent graduate, married with no children, or oversee a house full of people, this book will help you up your dinner-time game and enjoy the process and end result. So many people feel intimidated by cooking or think that they don’t have the time or ability to make something. This book was written to tell you that you do, that it can be done. Because usually what’s missing is not so much time or skill, but belief in yourself. But the more you cook, the more comfortable you will feel doing it and the more confident you will be. And before you know it, preparing wonderful, homey, and memorable meals for your friends and family—and yourself—will be something you enjoy rather than dread.

You Got This! is filled with delicious and beautiful pantry-staple meals that anyone can rely on to feed their family and friends—or just themselves. Some are classics with a twist, and some add a little something to pump them up without adding much extra fuss; other recipes have a little more flair. All of them will make you feel like you got this.

Diane Morrisey




Get Set Up for Success

My food is for real people who need to cook dinner every night. I want this book to inspire you to get into the kitchen, armed with my doable, “honest” recipes. But before that happens, let me help set you up for success. If your pantry is full, and the freezer is stocked, and you have some well-chosen ingredients in the fridge, you are ready to roll! A well-stocked pantry is every good cook’s secret weapon. This doesn’t have to happen overnight. Allow yourself to gradually build up a kitchen inventory of condiments, seasonings, and basics. Most of these items have long shelf lives and just knowing you have them at hand will assure you that you can cook.

What follows is a list of the kitchen staples that I always keep stocked. I can often make an entire meal from these foods without a last-minute dash to the grocery store.
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Pantry

Dried herbs and spices These add tons of flavor to whatever you are cooking. The ones I most often reach for are smoked and sweet paprika, ground cumin, chili powder, cayenne, oregano, garlic powder, onion powder, mustard powder, and crushed red pepper flakes (chile flakes). Use freshly ground black pepper, as preground can age and go stale and flavorless. (Of course, in some cases fresh herbs are better; see Refrigerator Staples for my faves.)

Fresh garlic and garlic powder I use tons of garlic. I love fresh garlic, and I have no shame using garlic powder when the moisture in chopped garlic would get in the way, such as spice rubs for meat. When choosing fresh garlic, look for plump, firm heads without any visible green sprouts. Store in a cool place out of direct sunlight, and never in the fridge because the cold and dark environment will encourage sprouting.

Salt I prefer kosher salt for its clean flavor in cooking and the flakiness it adds when used as a finishing salt (sprinkling on food just before serving). There are two major brands: Diamond Crystal in a red box and Morton in a navy blue box. I use Morton, which is most readily available at my market. Weirdly, the two brands are not the same. Diamond’s salt crystals are about half the size as Morton’s. Therefore, when measuring kosher salt (and in many dishes, I leave seasoning “to taste” up to you), note that ½ teaspoon of Diamond Crystal is the equivalent of 1 teaspoon Morton. If you like to use fine table or sea salt, use the same as Morton, just a little less. A scant teaspoon of fine salt can replace a full teaspoon of Morton kosher.

Canned beans A can of beans will easily bulk up soups, stews, and salads while adding extra protein. I use white kidney (cannellini) beans the most, but chickpeas, pinto beans, and black beans are good to stock, too.

Bread crumbs I keep two kinds, Japanese panko (with big, crunchy flakes) and the fine-crumbed Italian-seasoned variety.

Grains I rely on grains for added protein. They have a high nutritional value and a long shelf life. Farro (Italian wheat berries) is a special favorite for their nutty flavor. I also always have basmati rice, pearl couscous, cornmeal, old-fashioned (rolled) oats (good for baking as well as breakfast), and barley (great in soups).

Flours I keep all-purpose white flour at room temperature for everyday cooking and baking needs. I store whole wheat and almond flour in the freezer because they have oils that go rancid at room temperature.

Nuts and seeds For snacking, baking, salads, and finishing off vegetables with a nice crunch, I am sure to have almonds, cashews, pecans, walnuts, and pumpkin seeds. They are best when stored in the freezer or fridge.

Pasta and noodles C’mon! Nothing is better than dried pasta. Keep all your faves on hand. For me, that means rigatoni, spaghetti, ditalini, orzo, lasagna, and Asian soba and rice noodles.

Crackers I keep an assortment for snacking or dipping with the dips I like to serve as part of the dinner spread.

Canned basics Crushed tomatoes, diced tomatoes, Italian peeled whole tomatoes in juice, tomato paste, diced green chiles, canned broth (chicken, vegetable, and beef), full-fat (not lite) coconut milk, canned artichokes, marinated artichokes, chipotle peppers in adobo sauce, and canned tuna.
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