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			To My Fellow EveryGirls

			May we—of all ages and backgrounds—continue to seek improvement, growth, and solutions in all areas of life. Let’s help each other and stick together. Let’s get the most out of life—in ways that are better, faster, cheaper, smarter, simpler, and healthier.

			Learning how to cook for myself, and others, allowed me to finally take control of my diet. That control was one of the main factors in my 40-pound weight loss.
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			To My Mother, Litsa 

			By day, you cooked at the school cafeteria. Nights and weekends, you cleaned nightclubs and bars, alongside Dad. In between, you always supported my dreams—including baking for every church, school, or extracurricular event. And somehow, on a daily basis, you managed to cook the most amazing and healthy meals for the family, managing Dad’s type 1 diabetes around the clock in the process. You are a culinary genius, my personal hero, and the precursor to today’s EveryGirl. Dad and I are the ones in the family who get all the spotlight while you and Kev do all the dirty work behind the scenes to uplift us. And before I had Kev in my corner, I had you. When Dad fought me, out of fear, on everything from modeling, participating in pageants, studying broadcast journalism, and even my move to Hollywood, you stood by me. It was probably the only time you went against Dad, and I can’t even imagine how hard it was for you to do. But you bore the brunt of it for me and for all of us. Today our family enjoys the many blessings that came as a result. You don’t get nearly enough credit, praise, or thanks for everything you did for me and still do to this very day. I’m so blessed to have a mother like you and so excited to share your culinary creations with EveryGirls everywhere.
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			Introduction

			Who Is the EveryGirl?

			The EveryGirl is every girl out there who wants to try to have it all—health and happiness, and a life of meaning. She understands that if she is not growing, she is dying and that she will be learning and evolving until her last breath. She doesn’t necessarily have the time and money to make it work all the time. And if she is blessed enough to have the money, that doesn’t mean she needs to spend it. Whether you’re my boyfriend Kev’s mom, Kathie, who is in her early seventies, or one of my AfterBuzz TV hosts in their early twenties, or somewhere in between, nearly all of us can relate to the no-time, no-money, still want to grow, do, and have it all, EveryGirl predicament. And when it comes to this predicament, cooking is by no means an exception.

			What Is EveryGirl Cooking?

			The book you now hold is full of recipes and techniques that center on your EveryGirl needs. Whether you are experienced in the kitchen or a total newbie, this book can help you prepare delicious and healthy dishes and meals despite a busy schedule and a tight budget. My goal is to teach you how to cook unique and delicious recipes that, for the most part, are fast, healthy, simple, and uncomplicated. A few of these recipes and techniques came from friends in the same boat as me, some are ones I created myself, but most were created by my mother, Litsa. She is a woman who had to do it all—be a mother and wife, work full-time, clean, and, of course, cook. And not just cook any old dish, but ones that my father, a type 1 diabetic with extreme dietary requirements, could enjoy, too. She refused to let his dietary needs and her time and budgetary limits stop her from cooking amazing meals. 

			For all these reasons, her recipes, ingredients, and preparations are as simple, easy, and healthy as possible. There are no heavy creams or butters (well, except for our tiropita), and most of the recipes keep the ingredients to a manageable number. Personally, I’m so grateful she cooks this way and that I can pass so many of her deliciously simple creations along to you. I am so disappointed when I buy a cookbook and find that the recipes include long, long lists of ingredients—including ones I’ve never even heard of! Likewise when the recipes require a lot of prep and experience. It makes the cooking process so daunting and discouraging, to the point I don’t even want to try. 

			Along with keeping ingredients simple, you’ll also see many similar ingredients in each recipe. This makes for a more uncomplicated shopping experience, where you’re not running all over the supermarket or filling your cabinets and fridge with items you’ll only use once.

			So my mom can make healthy meals fast and simple. Many others can do that, too. The difference, in my humble opinion, is that Mom’s meals are also delicious. I can’t tell you how many people have told me, “Your mom’s cooking has made me love vegetables.” As you’ll experience for yourself, she has a special knack for making vegetables taste incredible with just a little olive oil, some key herbs and spices, and a baking trick or two. The same friends who hated vegetables now use her recipes and make them on a regular basis.

			But in all of this, I don’t want health to be ignored. Some of the recipes in this book are splurge-worthy and not the most health conscious, but most do keep health in mind. I feel they need to be for all our sakes. A few months ago, I got the alarming results of a blood test that revealed I had slipped into what they term a “pre-diabetic state.” Because the disease runs in my family, I have always known it could become a problem for me. The fear of developing diabetes was the main catalyst for my forty-pound weight loss years ago chronicled in my last book, The EveryGirl’s Guide to Diet and Fitness. But today, despite a healthy weight and active lifestyle, I have to be even more careful. Now, some people might be discouraged and feel like there’s no way around it, when faced with something like that. However, that’s not what my mother did, that’s not what I did, and it’s not what the EveryGirl should do, either. Type 2 diabetes, the version I appear to be susceptible to, is largely preventable. I, for one, am determined not to get it and have adjusted my diet and lifestyle accordingly. I cut my bad carbs down, lessened my dairy intake, and focused really hard on getting my 10,000 steps in per day. But for a few months, I definitely wasn’t getting my steps in, and not only did it show on my body, clearly it was reflected in my blood work too. Since making the adjustments, my current blood work has (knock on wood) shown vast improvement and I’m determined to maintain that healthy momentum.

			This book will hopefully demystify the cooking process and make you more comfortable in the kitchen and in preparing your own meals. It will not only save you money, but also offer you delicious and healthy meals. It gives you the control over what you are consuming, which is more important today than ever; increasing rates of diabetes, gluten allergies, and countless other rising ailments are directly affected by diet. For those of you blessed to not have any ailments, don’t wait for them to arise. Be proactive; take control of what you are cooking and start eating healthier. It is my hope that this book will inspire you to do that.

			
			
		 
			
			Your CONCERN, MY CONCERN!
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			Some of the recipes in this book are diabetic-friendly and/or gluten-free or can be made so with a simple swap of an ingredient or a tweak of the cooking process. Look for this icon in the pages to come. Please pay close attention to the notations that include what these swaps need to be. My endocrinologist and a registered dietician looked these recipes over and indicated which were best for diabetics and those with gluten allergies. I also included a short chapter from them later in the book explaining “good carbs vs. bad carbs” and more info on diabetic nutrition. Their names are located in that chapter as well as in the acknowledgments for your information. 
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			I know that some EveryGirls are a little intimidated by the kitchen. Maybe you freak out just looking at a recipe. You see the instructions and think they look too complicated, or you glance at the photo for the dish and you’re positive that your version could never look that good. I want to free you of that line of thinking. Success of any kind is difficult to achieve in its own right, let alone with the mental obstacles we create for ourselves. I know there are probably other books to help women with this vital dilemma, but why not use cooking as the place to start? Loosen up and approach this as something fun. These recipes don’t have to be perfect. Mine weren’t when I started (and still aren’t sometimes). Also, you should feel free to interchange ingredients or portions within the recipes: More of this. A little less of that. That’s what my mom and other great cooks do anyhow. Maybe that’s why she and many chefs find it difficult to recite their own recipes, because they cook by taste alone! And those recipes came from trial and error and not being afraid to fail. When we experiment in anything we do, we learn. When we fail, we learn even more. As in life, failures are often our blessings. Embrace it all. Remember, if you’re not growing, you’re dying. Stretching your comfort level is growth; let’s get growing together in the kitchen! And remember cooking is artistic, fun, and social. I love cooking with friends and I love cooking for people and seeing their reactions. My boyfriend, Kev, always had such a hard time with the fact that during holidays, on my only days off, I wanted to spend the whole day and night prepping huge meals. He’d beg me to just rest and to buy everything pre-made at the nearby supermarket! It was a nice gesture, but doing so would rob me of the best form of fun, play, and a rewarding experience. 
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			Keeping Your Mind in the State of Possibility

			The long weekend in which we shot all the photos for this book turned out, ironically, to be one of the most inspirational, profound, and educational experiences of my life. However, that powerful experience, and the beautiful culinary photographs that were produced, might never have come to fruition.

			Writing and creating a cookbook is far more work than just scribbling down a bunch of recipes. Recipes have to be tested, prepped for photography, and then photographed. 

			The “experts” that I almost hired to help produce the photography told me it would take at least three weeks to shoot the recipes. Unfortunately, with all my jobs, I didn’t have three weeks. I was lucky to carve out three days! I was armed with my mom and a great group of friends who had offered to assist, but apparently that wasn’t sufficient. These “experts” literally told my book agent that I was “out of my mind” for believing fifty recipes could be prepped, cooked, and photographed in such a short amount of time, and with amateurs.

			I confess, hearing that had me panicked. I was crippled with stress. After all, I only had these three days to do the work and now no “expert” to produce the shoot. However, as Tony Robbins says, “stress” is just a code word for fear. At some point in the crisis, I came to the realization that my entire life, amid greater challenges, I’d been told that I was crazy and that so many things I wanted to do were not possible. I was told it wasn’t possible to be an actress and a reporter. After acting in One Tree Hill and Fantastic Four, I was told it was not possible to do both serious journalism and entertainment news. After reporting for NBC Nightly News, the Today show, and Access Hollywood, I was told being a professional wrestler was career suicide. After wrestling on Monday Night Raw, grappling against one of the greatest divas in World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) history, “the Glamazon,” Beth Phoenix, I was told Dancing with the Stars was somehow beneath me. Dancing with the Stars (DWTS) profoundly affected my life, helping me form lifelong friendships and discover a passion for dancing I never knew I had. Incidentally, during the time I competed on DWTS, I enjoyed my life’s greatest experience: wrestling at WrestleMania in front of 70,000-plus fans. My fellow WWE Divas and I hugged and cried after the match. Today, the WWE Divas, superstars, staff, and executives are my second family and home away from home. I’m proud of all the aforementioned feats, but I’m not writing about them to boast. The point is that when I was told that getting the photo shoot done in three days was not possible, I recalled these very memories. More often than not, I overcame the negativity of others by keeping my mind in the state of possibility, following my heart, and considering more what is possible rather than impossible. Whether in the kitchen or not, be sure to keep your mind in that place, too. And keep company with those who think likewise. 
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			In running our AfterBuzz TV network, Kev swears by this motto: “Hire for heart; train for skill.” In most cases, if you have heart, i.e., great passion, desire, and work ethic, you will learn the skills you need and succeed at the task at hand. Whether it’s planning a baby shower, wedding, or dinner party, or just cooking in general, if you have the heart, you can make it happen. 
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			I remember telling the potential book shoot producer that my mom is a cook and someone who cranked out thousands of meals, daily, for school lunches. I told her my host, producer friend Tammie is a great cook herself and super creative, that my friend Susan used to be a food stylist, that my friend Marci is a workhorse who produces huge shoots at E!, that my housekeeper, Violeta, is an outstanding cook, worker, and family member, and that my assistant, Signa, will not stop until a task gets done. Incidentally, Signa had zero cooking experience, but that was also to our benefit. She was the “canary in the coal mine,” so to speak—the one to alert us of what wasn’t clear and compelling to novice and aspiring cooks. To top it off, our photographer, Elise, has photographed all my EveryGirl’s Guide books and pitches in to help in any area necessary. Though Susan could only help on one day, I thought, with this all-star team chipping in, the producer would surely have all the assets needed to do the job. Then I realized, upon her firmly disagreeing, that we would indeed do it ourselves. Honestly, I have total respect for what professionals are doing in this arena, but I had no choice. I also reminded myself that this was The EveryGirl’s Guide to Cooking, not one of those fancy chef cookbooks. It’s supposed to be down-to-earth and real. Imperfections are acceptable. Thus I and my big-hearted, “can do” family and friends decided to go rogue and forge out on our own.

			We assigned duties and established a rhythm, cranking our favorite tunes, singing and dancing in the kitchen throughout the process. When I spoke with the experts, I was told that shooting twelve recipes a day was “ambitious.” By the end of our first day, I grabbed the list of finished recipes and started counting. 1, 2, 3…15, 16, 17…27, 28…At that point, tears were running down our faces before we finished the count at 35. Everyone cheered, hugged, and high-fived. None of us had known fully what we were capable of—we just had our minds in the state of possibility. Sure, our feet hurt, but it was nothing in the face of what we had accomplished as a team. Susan was so pumped, she cleared her schedule for part of day two, but even when she wasn’t there, we adapted. In less than three days, we knocked out eighty recipes—well past the fifty we had hoped for. And did I mention, we also shot the cover photo for the book? Well, we did—though doing so meant that everyone had to cook outside on the barbecue grill! Imagine, for one-third of the recipes, the ladies didn’t have an actual kitchen to use—but that didn’t stop them! 
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			Me and my EveryGirl team taking a break from our cooking to celebrate our moment! Thanks, girls, and thanks to UberPrints.com for the awesome t-shirts.

		

		
		
			I was so blown away by the achievement that I had to share this story with you. I’m sure there are things you EveryGirls want to attempt in life, cooking or otherwise. I’m sure you have your share of naysayers who will say the exact same things to you. Despite the fact I’ve touted the “mind in possibility” motto in each and every previous EveryGirl’s Guide book, I nearly forgot it myself. That’s how powerful others and their words can be—and there is no shortage of negative people out there. Sadly, most people will find ways to show you that something won’t or can’t work. It’s just too easy not to. Surround yourself, instead, with people who will do the opposite: people who approach situations thinking about what is “possible” to achieve rather than impossible. Tony Robbins says your success is a direct reflection of the expectations of your peer group. My father, Kostas, says, “Show me who your friends are, and I’ll show you who you are.” My peer group is strong and I attribute much of my success to their presence. They expect more of me, think big, and sometimes even bigger than I do. Finding these people is work, too, but it’s worth the effort.

			Lastly, as my dad also says, you can do anything you put your mind to. It’s an overused cliché, but it’s true. In life and in the kitchen, don’t be afraid to think out of the box and bend the rules. Above all, keep that mind in the state of possibility. 

			Litsa Menounos, “Mom”

			My last book, The EveryGirl’s Guide to Diet and Fitness, was dedicated to my father, a seventy-year-old type 1 diabetic whose forty-five years of clean living and high level of activity led to proven positive results. This book, however, is dedicated to and centers on the person who prepared and fed him the most amazing and sumptuous dishes. That person is my mom, Litsa, a retired elementary and middle school cafeteria chef. The job helped to perfect her skills as a culinary artist. But, really, it gave her the health insurance benefits required to treat Dad’s condition. On top of the job, she kept my father alive—literally. His constant low-blood-sugar attacks forced her to wake every few hours to monitor his levels and to call him on every work break to do the same. The ironic truth was, with all she had to handle, she had very little time to spend in the kitchen, yet she had to pay special attention to cooking due to Dad’s disease. Her years of serving thousands of children, daily, through a cafeteria program she helped to loft from the state’s lowest to highest standard, no doubt helped. In addition, my grandfather, her father, was a chef in Greece and taught her everything he knew. Growing up in a Greek village with little to no electricity or running water, Mom learned to farm her own fruits and vegetables—and still does so to this day. Because the family could not afford meat, they ate mostly vegetarian meals, consuming essentially nothing processed. As I wrote in my last book, I believe this diet is the healthiest around. My dad, as I constantly boast, is living proof. For all my father’s impressive willpower, there is no way he would be able to be as disciplined eating-wise were it not for Mom’s uncanny ability to make everything taste as downright delicious as she does. Despite everything, Mom managed to whip up the greatest and most amazing of meals on a daily and nightly basis, and I was her proud number one helper. Incredibly, she found the means to cook in bulk for all our church and family events, too, and even managed to present the food in the most stellar of ways.
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			Sometimes Mom and I clash in the kitchen!
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			Mom, Dad, Grandpa, and me!
	
		

		
			The only thing I wish is that Mom’s life wasn’t all about sacrifice and family. She deserves to spend more time on herself. It’s one of my personal missions to make up for things now and the reason I’m so proud to have written this book with her. My pride for her aside, I’m hoping that her “no time, no money, no problem,” EveryGirl healthy means of cooking helps others as much as it did me. I’m hoping it helps EveryGirl out there to cook for herself, her partner, her children, her family, and her friends in a fun, efficient, and healthier way.
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			While Mom and I have made our best effort to create healthy meals for you in this book, not all recipes here will or should focus on health. After all, I’m a girl who loves nachos, pizza, and potato skins! It’s all about maintaining balance.

			As I preached in my last book, The Everygirl’s Guide to Diet and Fitness, strive for 75 percent of your diet to be unprocessed foods that mainly “come from the ground,” such as fruits, legumes, and vegetables. You can play around 25 percent of the time; just remember to control your portions. When you have days of eating unhealthy food—as we all do—try to balance them off with a few days of clean eating. Drink hot water throughout your day. It will suppress your appetite, help keep you calm, and detoxify you. Hydrating in general throughout the day is great for your skin and good health overall.
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			Derek Hough and I keeping hydrated, enjoying some fresh coconut water during Dancing with the Stars rehearsals.
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			COOKING MOMENT

		

			English was not my first language; Greek was. That made starting school stressful and scary, but I remember how kind and thoughtful my teachers were. I also remember my sense of frustration when I couldn’t understand or communicate with them. I desperately wanted to somehow connect with my teachers—even show them how grateful I was. Ironically, what helped break the ice was cooking! I knew a bit from watching my mom and from being her little assistant. Eggs and Cream of Wheat were my favorite dishes to make. Bringing my teachers food that I made was the only means. They seemed to get a kick out of me wanting to cook for them, but I think they appreciated what I was trying to do.

			By second grade, I had a handle on the English language. Today, I have a job that requires proper speech and diction—crucial skills these teachers helped me to acquire. I’m forever grateful for their patience and care, with a nod to the art of cooking!



		
		
			[image: ]
		


			Hugging my grandma at my family birthday party. I was glued to her at all times. This is my favorite picture of her.
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