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Dedication
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Introduction

When they told me that everything changes when you have kids, I thought they meant that you stop doing things like watching the entire Wet Hot American Summer series alone in your underwear while eating potato chips every Memorial Day weekend. And that long, uninterrupted buttercream-rose-piping marathons would become nap-time frosting-blob-plopping sprints. I was prepared for the diapers (mostly) and my impending dip in Delta SkyMiles, and I even strategically scratched my dubstep itch at my best friend Rob’s bachelor party in Amsterdam right before getting pregnant. But what I didn’t anticipate was a pretty jarring shift in my taste buds, a newfound deeper meaning to mealtime, and a fresh perspective on food in general.

I don’t mean to be too dramatic. Bananas are still gross. Fried cheese is still the queen. I’m still me. But, hi (!), it’s been six years since Molly on the Range, and we have some major ketchup-ing to do. A lot has happened since then: I filmed ten seasons and counting of my Food Network show, Girl Meets Farm, we added on to our house (and moved three times because of it), acquired some more cats, endured a global pandemic, participated in the demise of the side part, and, best of all, grew our little family with Bernie (short for Bernadette) in March 2019. And I started liking olives. All of this, minus the cats, and mainly the arrival of Bernie, has shaped the way I cook now and grown it into something with even more purpose and everyday enjoyment than before.

Feeding a family is different from the kind of cooking that I did pre-Bernie, which often consisted of things like losing track of time while developing doughnut recipes for my blog before realizing that it was ten p.m. and I should probably sauté some dinner kale for Nick and me to eat on the couch in front of Game of Thrones. While food, to me, used to be primarily about creativity and sustenance and the occasional big Chrismukkah party, it’s now also about building family traditions and memories, celebrating the everyday, and raising Bernie to have an excited relationship with food. No matter how busy life gets, sitting down to dinner as a family is one of my highest priorities, right up there with dental care, and it pauses only for Nick’s sugar beet harvest. I want Bernie to grow up with a dinner table practice filled with food to look forward to, good conversation, and a space to be herself. This works out because curating three square meals a day, which actually ends up being closer to twelve when you consider Bernie’s textbook-toddler tastes, is one of my very favorite parenting jobs. Which is convenient because Nick, who once tried making chicken stock in a butter warmer, was made to be the fun one.

This book is a collection of recipes that we love to eat on a regular basis, and I’m so excited to share them with you. It’s food that I find satisfaction in serving to my family on any old day; no celebrations or special guests or even pants are required to get the most out of these recipes. They fit comfortably into my life as someone who gets enormous amounts of enjoyment from cooking but also just as much enjoyment in sitting outside with Bernie and sticking our hands in piles of mud (so long as there are no bugs and we are properly sunscreened). Am I saying that this is a quick-’n’-easy, everyday recipe book? No, we can’t all be peanut butter on matzo. I mean, many of these recipes are indeed easy to whip up start to finish on a busy morning or between the end of a workday and Bernie’s early bath time. But not all of them. Because the truth is, I don’t cook for Nick and Bernie every day. Sure, I cook every day for my job, but after twelve hours of frosting a Barbie cake in front of a camera, stressing out about having the proper rainbow sprinkle distribution on her skirt, like anyone else, I require conveniences like a stash of veggie steamed buns from the deep freeze that I can throw in the microwave and get into Bernie’s belly before she unleashes Hangry Bernie on me.

In my mind, cooking for my family is a bigger picture than just twenty-one individual meals smooshed together to make a week. It’s about good leftover hotdish, simmering stock during nap time to fill the house with cozy smells, babka that Bernie and I baked over the weekend, homemade bread as often as energy allows, and a cake that stays moist for days so we never have to rush to finish it all before it dries out. And, yeah, of course, opening up a bagged salad, spreading PB and J on matzo when it’s not even Passover, and calling it dinner happens more frequently than I brush my hair, but you won’t find those recipes here.

The recipes in this book include meals that use ingredients we always have on hand, in addition to dishes I love so much that they’re worth sitting down to plan and make a grocery list for. Meal planning and grocery-list making are two of my favorite Sunday activities; they don’t take much time, and they go a long way in increasing the ease of hectic weeks. I always leave some holes in the weekly menu to allow for leftovers, defrosting chili from that double batch I made last month, occasional takeout, and those days that require six more rounds of cake testing than I had anticipated, and now it’s dinnertime and Nick, would you please just Google how to make spaghetti? This is what a regular week might look like for us:

SUNDAY: Nick’s pancakes with blueberries, kale giardiniera melts, chicken and stars soup

MONDAY: Blueberry smoothies, whatever recipe I’m testing that day, leftover soup

TUESDAY: Blueberry smoothies, tomatoey beans, brown rice salmon bowls (make extra rice!)

WEDNESDAY: Cookie dough oat bars and yogurt, leftover tomatoey beans with stuffed pita from the freezer, kale chip congee or cheesy kimchi fried rice with last night’s rice

THURSDAY: Strawberry halva smoothies, grilled cheese and apples, a fridge-foraged salad or broccolini soup or Nick, please make something I don’t care

FRIDAY: Strawberry halva smoothies, rainbow couscous, salami arugula pizza

SATURDAY: Toasted rugbrød with avocado, reheated leftover pizza chopped up on a salad, tahini monster cookies with Bernie, butternut soup with no-knead bread or knoephla or hotdish or something else that’s kinda hearty

My priorities in the way that I cook are efficiency, function, and, of course, good taste. For the recipes in this book that don’t qualify as quick, they earn their keep in other ways, whether it be by requiring minimal hands-on time (see Crusty Chocolate Chip Bread), providing nifty tricks (Hand-Pulled Noodles with Potsticker Filling Sauce), or producing results that keep on giving (bagels and hotdishes to keep in your freezer, or the Cardamom Babka/Babka Cereal one-two punch). Most of the mains pile in vegetables so that meals can be one-dish situations; they fit in with my loose definition of a balanced lifestyle, and all of the ingredients are easily acquired in my little town or online. I have done my absolute best to lay out the steps in the most logical fuss-free way and to call for as few dishes as possible, because washing dishes is the worst, and I promise to provide as many make-ahead, freezing, and substitution tips as I can. And when it comes to the desserts and baked goods, just trust me when I say these recipes are for you and your family only (or whoever makes up your closest inner circle: roommates you like, the guy you met at a club in Miami and moved in with because your lease was up, etc.). They’re treats that you can have around for a while in a cookie jar or fridge, meaning you need not stress out about gobbling them up before they go stale or sharing them. Sharing’s for nerds. JK. Sharing’s fine, it’s the small talk that kills me.
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Every dish in this book serves a purpose too, whether it’s to tell a story or to share a technique or tip that I simply can’t live without. I don’t want to give you recipes that are widely available on the internet already unless there’s something new and special in my version that I really need to tell you about. I remain as passionate as ever about my biggest sources of inspiration, drawing flavors from my Chinese and Jewish heritage, Nick’s Scandinavian heritage, our upper Midwestern home, and travels near and far. There’s a reason each recipe in this book is here, beyond just tasting good.

When you read this book, I want you to feel the joy and warmth of creating food for people you love. I don’t want you to feel stressed out or like your cooking skills, tastes, or access to ingredients are inadequate. You can make these! You got this! These are recipes that my family and I love so much, and in sharing them, it’s my hope that you’ll also enjoy making them, eating them, and spending time with your loved ones along the way.




Ingredients That I Love and Use Often

If I can get all my ingredients where I live, then I’m willing to bet that you can get them too. A majority of my staples can be found at my local grocery store and Super Target, and the rest are both easily found online and worth the wait of the shipping time. I’ll be honest with you about when and how you can make substitutions, and when you shouldn’t make them. To get enjoyment out of these recipes, you don’t need any ingredients that are too fancy, but if you want to get fancy, then go for it!

BREAD: This book has a handful of specialty breads that I love, as well as some recipes that are to be served with great basic crusty bread as an accessory. For this crusty bread, I turn to three options over and over: Alexandra Stafford’s peasant bread, Jim Lahey’s no-knead bread, and take-and-bake baguettes. The former two are Googleable and super easy to make for a sourdough-inept person like myself. If you have a local bakery with good bread, I’m so jealous—go there often. If not, find a recipe (or take-and-bake brand!) that is tasty and will fit in easily with your lifestyle.

BUTTER: I generally use inexpensive generic unsalted butter for the baked goods that I make for my family or have to test over and over. But good European-style butter (usually Kerrygold or Plugrá), which has a higher fat content and contributes more richness and flavor, is worth the extra money where it counts: for special-occasion baked goods, in frostings and pie crusts and anywhere there aren’t many other ingredients to hide behind, to finish dishes, and on toast.

CHOCOLATE: My chocolate preferences are like hair ties, simply all over the place. I cannot deny the joy and nostalgia that a bar of Hershey’s milk chocolate brings me, and I have a stash of generic brand chocolate chips that I use all the time, in muffins, granola bars, and breads. But meanwhile, I feel weird wasting calories on a chocolate chip cookie that doesn’t have chopped Valrhona or Guittard or other fancy chocolate in very specific percentages. Get in touch with your personal chocolate (and cocoa powder) preferences, learn what you like about different qualities, and choose your chocolate accordingly. I’ll let you know when I feel strongly about a recipe using good-quality chocolate or cocoa, and I’ll also be specific about shapes. Shapes do make a difference; the makeup of a cookie that has uniformly sized pockets of chocolate is a totally different experience than a cookie made with chopped chocolate that has a mixture of big pools and tiny shards to break up the dough. Tiny chips signify snack time and are less chocolate (and therefore healthier? lol). And when it comes to candy-coated chocolates, I go out of my way to find the pretty naturally dyed colors, like Unreal brand, or the ones found at Trader Joe’s or the Whole Foods bulk section. Although there is no official distinction between semisweet and bittersweet chocolate, both are less sweet than milk chocolate, and bittersweet is generally less sweet than semisweet. You can sub semi for bitter and vice versa, and the world won’t break.

COCONUT OIL: I love coconut oil so much! Unrefined coconut oil (which has coconut flavor) and refined (which is flavorless) can generally be used interchangeably, but the depth that unrefined lends is just so cozy and delightful that I tend to reach for it more often. In baked goods, unrefined coconut oil adds a subtle, warm glow of flavor that’s not overpowering. Honestly, it might be my favorite baking fat (but don’t tell butter). One strength of coconut oil is that it’s solid at room temperature so, along with the fat and moisture you expect from baking fats, it gives some additional structural support that you wouldn’t necessarily get from a liquid oil.

EGGS: Our chickens, all named Macaroni, are still well and laying! Their eggs, and in general any egg that comes from a chicken with a name and lots of space to forage, have bright yellow yolks and so much flavor. If you don’t have chickens or friends with chickens, seeking out a special egg source, whether a farmers’ market, local farm, or specialty store, is worth the hunt if even for just an occasional treat. Since the Macaronis’ egg supply is dwindling significantly in their old age, we reserve those eggs to use where it really matters, where the eggs are the stars of the show, as in matzo brei and scrambles. For most baked goods, where the actual egg flavor can’t really be detected, I turn to grocery store eggs. I almost always use large, but for things like an egg wash where the size of the egg really doesn’t matter, I’ve omitted that specification.

EVERYTHING BAGEL TOPPING: Whoever shook up the bag of everything bagels, scooped up the stuff at the bottom, and started sprinkling it on other foods deserves a MacArthur genius grant. This very simple mix is the best savory sprinkle there is. Make your own everything bagel topping by combining equal parts dried minced onion, dried minced garlic, poppy seeds, and sesame seeds. Add kosher salt to taste and some caraway seeds, if desired. You can also use store-bought, but be aware that some store-bought brands are so heavy on the salt that it masks the other flavors. So taste yours and use your best judgment when seasoning, adding more salt to dishes if needed or omitting it if your mix is very salty.

FLOURS: I use a variety of flours in this book, and my mom will be the first to complain about this. But let me state my case: in a land where bespoke kale and obscure radishes just aren’t stocked in the grocery stores, having a variety of flours in your arsenal offers a shelf-stable way of adding excitement, nuance, and even the occasional shortcut to your cooking and baking. And in some cases, health benefits! Using all-purpose flour is like drawing with the basic box of twelve crayons. Imagine what it’s like to get the box of ninety-six! I keep all-purpose flour, whole wheat flour, white whole wheat flour, bread flour, almond flour, and other nut flours close by and use them often. (See Nut Flours for more information.) High-gluten flour (for bagels), 00 flour (for extra-good pizza crust), rye flour (for rugbrød), cake flour (for steamed buns), and potato flour (for potato challah and weeknight lefse) are some of my less commonly used flours, but they’re great at their jobs and last for a while, so I keep them in the further reaches of my cabinets and don’t ever stress out about using them up before they go bad because of their long shelf lives. I recognize that I’m spoiled with storage space out here on the farm, so if you want to avoid having a surplus of a certain less commonly used flour, I recommend buying from the bulk section in the quantity needed. (Give them a sniff before scooping, to make sure they’re fresh.) I’ll tell you when substitutions are acceptable, but in general, think of wheat flours like outerwear. Cake flour is a light sweater, all-purpose is a fleece jacket, and so on up to the floor-length down parka that is high-gluten flour. Could you do your grocery run on a snowy winter day in a fleece if you can’t find your parka? Sure, you’ll survive. But will you thrive? No. I’m not here to show you how to make “pretty good bagels with all-purpose in place of high-gluten.” I’m here to show you how to make great bagels. Because for me, picking up special groceries at the store or ordering them online isn’t a burden, but spending a lot of time kneading and proofing dough and ending up with subpar bagels is. The brands I love are Bob’s Red Mill (for specialty flours), King Arthur (especially for all-purpose flour, which has a slightly higher protein content than other all-purpose flours), Dakota Maid (from wheat that Nick grows!), and (when I feel like buying myself a birthday present in the form of a fifty-pound bag of 00 pizza flour) Central Milling.

FRESH HERBS: In the summer, we grow loads of basil, cilantro, dill, chives, parsley, mint, thyme, and rosemary in our garden and use them liberally. But in the winter, my only option is often those tiny clamshells that cost, like, fifty cents per leaf, and then I stress out about using them all before they wilt. The best way to keep herbs fresh is to wrap them in a damp paper towel and put them in a bag or container in the fridge. You’ll be shocked how long they last.

MODERN CONVENIENCES: Pre-Bernie, I was a little snobby about using modern conveniences like pre-shredded cheese and take-and-bake baguettes, but along with the many other things that changed in my life once she was born, so too did my cheese attitude. So, yes, I use pre-shredded cheese all the time because shredding cheese is one of the hardest kitchen tasks to do with a child in your arms. (I know the texture isn’t as good, but it’s better than no cheese!) Freshly grated cheese, homemade stock, and homegrown everything are some of life’s great pleasures, and you should use them when you can, but if you can’t, you can still make a great meal! Everyone is welcome here, no matter your cheese situation. Store-bought chicken stock, Marzetti ranch dressing, premade pie dough, pizza dough from the pizza parlor, and even that shaky powdery Parmesan cheese, are, in the words of Queen Ina, fine!

NEUTRAL OIL: Neutral oil, or flavorless oil, can refer to a wide variety of oils, like canola, vegetable, grapeseed, and sunflower, to name a few. When a recipe calls for a neutral oil, choose one with a high smoke point (meaning it won’t burn at high temperatures) if you’ll be cooking with it. If you won’t be cooking with it, then the world is your neutral oil oyster. Oils come with different health benefits, price points, and subtle flavor nuances, so take this into consideration when you shop. My neutral oil of choice is canola because it’s inexpensive, has a high smoke point, and includes some nutritional benefits. “Vegetable oil” refers to a variety of different oils with varying smoke points and can sometimes contain multiple oils in the same bottle, so pay attention to the specific oils listed in the ingredients.

NUTS: I love using nuts in cooking and baking because they’re tasty and a really easy way to add some protein. Roasting them just prior to using them maximizes their flavor, so I pretend to only buy raw nuts. But if you look in my freezer, you’ll find bags of roasted nuts from the store, because freshly roasted nuts don’t always taste as good as convenience feels. Often I can only find roasted and salted nuts. These are generally okay by me, since I like the added salt but, if you like, you can reduce the salt in a recipe accordingly. To roast your nuts, spread them out on a rimmed sheet pan and stick them in a 350°F oven until they’re fragrant and toasty; begin checking lighter nuts at 6 minutes and heartier nuts at 10 minutes.

NUT BUTTERS: I’m pretty sure that we, as a family, keep the nut industry in business with our nut butter habit. Since we go through nut butters so quickly, we keep them at room temperature (which keeps them spreadable), but if you’re a slow nut butter eater, you can extend their shelf life in the refrigerator. For anything cooking and baking related, I recommend using natural unsweetened butters to ensure that you’re only adding nuts, no extra oil or sugar or other stuff. For some reason, unsalted nut butters can be really tricky to find, though, so if salted is all you can get, simply adjust the salt in the recipe accordingly or embrace the extra salt. My go-to everyday brands are Smucker’s (natural) and Target Good & Gather. And for an extra treat, we love Ground Up and Eliot’s.

NUT FLOURS: Nut flours are simply finely ground nuts. They add flavor, moisture, and a dense, hearty quality to baked goods. I typically buy Bob’s Red Mill brand, but you can also make your own by blending nuts (raw or roasted) in a food processor until they are the consistency of a coarse flour, almost like cornmeal. If you overblend them, you will have nut butter. Store nut flours in the freezer to extend their freshness.

OLIVE OIL: I use olive oil, specifically extra virgin olive oil, whenever possible because it tastes good and makes me think I’ll live to be 150 years old. My preferred brand is California Olive Ranch because it’s a reliable workhorse that tastes great and is of high quality—which means that it has a higher smoke point, so you can cook at higher temperatures and even deep-fry with it without having to worry about burning it. Olive oil labels can sometimes be confusing and even misleading, making it easy to accidentally buy oil blends that include non-olive oils or low-quality oils that have low smoke points and notes of gasoline. You also want to ensure you’re not accidentally buying light olive oil, which is a neutral oil but not a very cost-effective one. Stick to purchasing darker colored or opaque bottles (which protect the oil from light) and read the label carefully. Store olive oil in a cool, dark place away from heat, and don’t hoard it! It’s not like wine! It doesn’t get better over time.

SALT: There are two kosher salt teams, Morton and Diamond Crystal. As someone who was Team Morton for years and years, I am now firmly on Team Diamond Crystal, because the granules are lighter and less salty. This has a few major advantages: it dissolves more quickly in soups and sauces, so you get a more accurate tasting before adding more salt, and it just generally makes it harder to accidentally oversalt your food. It’s forgiving. I resisted joining Team DC because it’s not available at my local grocery and I need to order it online. Luckily, salt lasts forever, so I’ll be covered for years by the dozen boxes in my pantry. If you’re on Team Morton, I feel like we could still be good friends. Just reduce the salt amounts in these recipes by about a third, okay? For finishing dishes, I recommend Maldon brand flaky salt. It adds an extra pop of sparkle, crunch, and flavor to savory and sweet dishes alike. It’s pricey, but you just need a little.

SEEDS: Seeds are the reason I’m able to sleep at night knowing that Bernie is getting enough protein and iron, since she can be quite picky. Hemp seeds are soft and have a subtle, nutty flavor, so they can crash pretty much any muffin batter, granola bar, or smoothie party without killing the vibe. Flaxseeds, specifically ground flaxseeds, are a favorite food of Bernie’s toy dinosaurs, so they’re often requested in her morning yogurt. Millet and sesame seeds are crunchy and fun, so we just toss them into things with abandon. If I were a food, I’d love to be a seed, because they offend no one, provide great nutrients, are cute, and have long shelf lives.

SPICES: To get the most out of your spices, buy them in small quantities and replace them as frequently as you’re able to (ideally every six to eight months). If you keep them for too long, you will feel like I did when I competed in the 1996 Chicago kids’ triathlon before learning what a bicycle gear was: doing a lot of work for a last-place finish. Older spices don’t have as much flavor, and you’ll need to add more, which can make your food weirdly grainy. My favorite spice companies include New York Shuk (for Middle Eastern and North African flavors such as harissa, hawaij, baharat, shawarma, preserved lemon, and more), Diaspora (for a growing selection of spices that started with a beautiful turmeric), Burlap and Barrel (for a cardamom grinder [!] among other wonders), Penzey’s, Kalustyan’s, and La Boîte.

SPRINKLES: I won’t let @marge287253600 and @sarge897320 from the internet yuck my yum. I love sprinkles! They add color and joy to sweets, and how can you not smile while eating them?! My collection lives in a dark but cozy cabinet to prevent their colors from fading. Choosing a favorite would be like choosing a favorite cheese; there are different sprinkles for different occasions. A few of my favorite brands include India Tree (specifically their naturally dyed Nature’s Colors line), Beautiful Briny Sea (they produce mixes for Williams Sonoma, Fishs Eddy, and more, and they are so delicious I could eat them with a spoon), Supernatural (naturally colored and in such fun shapes!), and Sweetapolita (which makes a sprinkle advent calendar). And of course, super-normal grocery store sprinkles will always hold a place in my heart.

TAHINI: Tahini is a sesame paste that, when good, is luxurious and addictive, like Tayshia’s season of The Bachelorette. But when it’s bad, it’s straight-up the Matt James season. There is a really wide spectrum of tahini quality, and unfortunately, bad, bitter tahini that plants itself stubbornly in its jar is all too common in the United States. Good tahini is smooth, nutty, and pourable, with just a small amount of solids piling up on the bottom of the jar. Look for tahini that’s made from 100 percent Humera sesame seeds. Brands I love include Seed + Mill, Soom, Al Arz, Har Bracha, Whole Foods 365, and Wild Harvest. They might require some hunting or an internet order, but they really are worth it. Store tahini at room temperature if you plan to use it within a few months; otherwise, you can extend its life in the refrigerator.

TOMATOES: In the summer we grow a variety of tomatoes whose breeds I just refer to as “big, little, and Roma” because I’m a terrible gardener, and one perk of being married to a farmer is that I don’t need to be a good gardener. We go through the majority of our summer tomatoes almost immediately, and any leftovers get preserved for soup, matbucha, and sauce. When we run out of those, I turn to Pomì or San Marzano canned tomatoes. When it comes to marinara and pizza sauce, Rao’s is the only way I go. It made a sauce lover out of me.

VEGETABLES: Reliable year-round access to very good vegetables is not the strength of a region that is covered in snow most of the year (e.g., where I live). The vegetables I typically use are the most basic of the basic, the Hanes T-shirts of lettuces, cucumbers that come wrapped in plastic, and radishes that are all exactly the same size and color and shape. I’ve also learned to appreciate sauerkraut, kimchi, frozen vegetables, and other preserved produce. Which is all to say that you don’t need access to any fancy farmers’ markets for these recipes. Even the most basic of ingredients can turn into something delicious enough to eat in large quantities. (However, should you be curious about fancy lettuces and supermodel alliums, farms like the Chef’s Garden and Girl & Dug offer home deliveries that are magical special treats.)

YEAST: A few years ago, I converted to only using instant yeast (versus active dry), and just like that, I never proofed yeast again, cutting down on the time and dishes standing between my mouth and a hot loaf of bread. I don’t know why I wasted years of my life proofing active yeast; instant yeast needs a better marketing team. If you only have active dry yeast, you can still use it in any of these recipes, in the same quantity, but you’ll need to proof it: warm up whatever milk or water is called for in the recipe to 105° to 110°F, swirl in the yeast with a pinch of sugar, and let it sit until foamy. Continue with the recipe, adding the yeast mixture when you’re directed to add the liquid.

YOGURT: Greek yogurt has it all: tanginess, creaminess, versatility, probiotics, and the ability to sub in for almost any other dairy product. There are very few foods that wouldn’t benefit from a plop of yogurt. I love yogurt so much that I wrote a book on it (that is now, sadly, out of print) and never get sick of it despite eating it multiple times a day every single day. Its uses are both savory and sweet, in cooking and baking, and it always manages to last way beyond its expiration date. I typically keep whole milk and 2 percent yogurt on hand and often use them interchangeably. Nonfat is fine too but predictably less rich. Non-Greek yogurts such as standard, French, and Australian are delicious but are usually best on their own, not within recipes. When you’re buying Greek yogurt, check whether or not pectin or other added thickeners are listed in the ingredients. Steer clear of thickeners if you’re going to be baking with the yogurt, as they can alter the texture of the final product. Look for an ingredient list that only contains milk, cultures, and maybe cream. For non-baking recipes, the presence of pectin or other thickeners is perfectly fine.




Tools That Make My Life Easier, and I Want Them to Make Your Life Easier Too

The tools that I typically gravitate toward on an everyday basis are sturdy, utilitarian, restaurant-grade goods that I get from restaurant supply stores. They’re not beauty contest winners, but it’s a small price to pay for tools that are generally inexpensive and really great at their jobs. Of course, gorgeous workhorses also exist, typically in the form of colorful cast iron, copper, and ceramic. When you find something pretty and also highly usable, love it and take care of it.

ACCORDION PASTRY CUTTER: The accordion cutter is something I fell in love with while working at the town bakery, and it allows bars, brownies, baked eggs, crackers, pie dough, and even pasta dough to be cut into uniform rectangles, squares, diamonds, and strips. Not only are perfectly parallel lines satisfying to cut and look at (and eat!), but you can also elevate even the most basic of treats by making their shapes clean and consistent. Note: When using this tool on thicker baked goods such as brownies and bars (versus thin doughs), use it for scoring, not for actually cutting. Leave the cutting to the knife. Search “accordion pastry cutter” online to find one. I recommend Ateco brand.

CAST IRON: Cast-iron skillets, braisers, and Dutch ovens are incredibly sturdy, versatile, long lasting, and just great at their jobs. They can take a lot of heat, are great at holding heat (making them my choice for frying), and can transition from stove to oven to serving table with grace. When properly cared for and seasoned, they are nonstick. I love Staub, Le Creuset, Lodge, and Great Jones. And, shameless plug, the Girl Meets Farm line at Macy’s, which includes a pink cast-iron braiser.

DELI CONTAINERS: A few years ago I cleaned out our overflowing container cabinet and gave away pretty much every container that wasn’t a deli container and our container stress has drastically decreased as a result. I buy them in three sizes (32 ounce, 16 ounce, and 8 ounce), and they all use the same lid. They’re inexpensive enough to give away to friends and not expect their return.
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DIGITAL INSTANT-READ THERMOMETER: In another life I am a tattoo-covered restaurant chef who cooks hundreds of salmon fillets a night to total flaky perfection and can tell the millisecond one is done by my telepathic relationship with the fish. But in this life, in which I have no tattoos and cook fish once a week, I don’t have that sixth sense and want to leave nothing up to chance, so I just temp the life out of everything because there is simply no reason not to. It’s the easiest, most reliable way of telling when meats, breads, and even cookies are done. A few degrees can mean the difference between a sad, dry chicken and a moist, juicy bird. ThermoWorks makes reliable digital thermometers that provide quick readings for a range of budgets.

FISH SPATULA: Something about its odd shape makes it way more ergonomic to use than the traditional rectangular shaped spat. (I could actually do away with those entirely.) I use metal ones when possible and special nonstick-friendly ones when necessary.

FOOD PROCESSOR: Food processors are the go-to appliance for making dips, dressings, crackers, scones, pie dough, and crunchy toppings. (High-quality food processors can also handle homemade nut butters.) Without one, you can often find a workaround, but if you’re looking to populate your kitchen with small appliances that are worthy of precious counter space, consider the food processor. Honestly, this is the place to splurge (or add to a birthday list) on a high-powered one because in most of my experience, working with low-powered food processors can be more frustrating than working with no food processor at all. My Cuisinart 14-cup food processor is a workhorse, and I recommend it 10/10.

HIGH-POWERED BLENDER: For an embarrassing profession of love for my Vitamix, you can go straight to the smoothie section. The smooth, non-gritty texture that a high-powered blender can produce is the foundation for a higher caliber of soups and smoothies (and a whole host of other foods, including grains that become flour!), and I genuinely feel like my life is better and healthier for it. A few different brands make high-powered blenders, but I can’t preach enough about the Vitamix and its next-level power and reliability, and how easy it is to clean. It’s a pricy investment but one very much worth considering if you’re looking to get serious with your purée game.

KITCHEN RULER: Thickness, diameter, width, and other measurements are often just as important as oven temperature and ingredient amounts. The difference between a ¼-inch-thick cookie and ½-inch-thick cookie is a world of texture, and the difference between a 1-inch steak and a 1½-inch steak can be a long time on the grill. So keep a dishwasher-safe kitchen ruler with the rest of your utensils and use it often.

LIGHTWEIGHT METAL MIXING BOWLS: While big beautiful ceramic mixing bowls are great for serving and nighttime popcorn, a set of nesting metal mixing bowls is a workhorse staple. These bowls are lightweight, inexpensive, sturdy, easy to clean, and easier to use.

METAL BAKING PANS WITH PERFECT 90-DEGREE CORNERS: I find so much joy in baked goods that have perfect 90-degree corners. So unless it’s for a casserole, baked pasta, or something else that’s served right out of the pan, the only baking pans I use are heavy-duty metal boys with geometrically satisfying shapes. They are sturdy, and conduct heat quickly, allowing for even baking. My most used pans are the 8-inch square and 4 × 9-inch pullman loaf. Following those are the 9-inch square, 9 × 13-inch rectangle, 8-inch round, 6-inch round, and cupcake. That’s all I need in life (and all you’ll need for this book). My go-to brands are USA Pan, Great Jones, and Nordic Ware. I cannot stress my love for the pullman loaf pan enough, but for the tapered loaf pan enthusiast, go for the standard 4½ × 8½ × 2¾-inch (or 1-pound) metal pan and, occasionally, a 5 × 9-inch. If you only have glass or ceramic dishes when a recipe calls specifically for metal, all is not lost. You can absolutely still use them, just be prepared to add a few more minutes to the baking time and know that there could be a risk of slight overbaking around the edges before the center is done.

NONSTICK SKILLETS: Nonstick skillets are easy to use and clean, and I have no complaints about them other than that they need to be replaced every few years. Great Jones and Food52 GreenPan have some beautiful ones, but the one I feel the least bad about having to replace regularly is the less expensive restaurant-grade Tramontina.

OVEN THERMOMETER: I wrote this book while construction on our house necessitated that I work out of four different kitchens. I got to know seven different ovens, from various decades and with drastically different personalities. Some claimed they were preheated when they still had seventy degrees to go, others liked to just dip by fifty degrees whenever the heck they felt like it. It drove me crazy! It goes without saying that a (very cheap) oven thermometer saved me, and it will save you too.

SCALE: A digital scale is a life-changing tool to have in the kitchen. To read more about weighing your ingredients, see On Weighing Ingredients. Scales come in a wide range of price points and quality levels that translate to speed, accuracy, and durability. It’s important to find one that you can trust to give you an accurate quick reading (both in ounces and grams) and withstand heavy bowls of ingredients and all the spills that will happen on it. The one I use and love is Taylor brand, and it cost about forty-five dollars.

SHARP KNIVES: The sharper the knife, the less likely you are to slip while chopping a vegetable and the less likely you are to accidentally cut yourself. It’s counterintuitive, but a sharper knife is a safer knife. It also makes cutting much more enjoyable, because you don’t have to work as hard to cut the way you want to. I absolutely love my Misen 8-inch chef’s knife and use it for practically everything (their santoku is also great). It’s inexpensive and stays sharp for a while. Miyabi and Shun are also great lines of knives. The other knife I use most often is a 9.5-inch serrated knife; both Misen and Miyabi are great. That’s basically it, two knives.

SILICONE SPOONULA: Spoonulas have a flatter edge on top and a rounded bowl like a spoon. The flat edge makes them extra effective at stirring and scraping the sides of batter bowls, and they’re great for both cooking and baking. Any job that calls for a silicone or rubber spatula is actually best done by a spoonula. In this book I’ve specified silicone anywhere it should be heat-safe (otherwise any type of rubber will do). My spoonula brand of choice is GIR.

SMALL OFFSET SPATULA: If a genie put a spell on me and made me replace one of my hands with a kitchen utensil, I’d choose a small offset spatula. It has so many everyday uses beyond just frosting cakes (though you’ll find it in the cake frosting section in craft stores and kitchen stores). It’s more effective than a butter knife at spreading things on toast, and it’s really effective at getting cupcakes and muffins out of their tins. If you’re ever having trouble with anything in the kitchen, the answer is usually to reach for a small offset spatula.

SMALL TAPERED ROLLING PIN: Most of the time when I use a rolling pin, I use a smaller 10-inch one that has a slight taper, which gives me more control than a standard large one. Find one online by searching “small French rolling pin.”

STANDARD SHEET PANS: Standard half (13 × 18-inch) and quarter (9½ × 13-inch) and the super-cute eighth (6½ × 9½-inch) rimmed sheet pans are the only pans I use because they stack nicely and are sturdy enough to hold up to lots of use. They’re also inexpensive and make great backgrounds for Instagram. In general I reach for lighter colored pans, but when roasting veggies, it’s nice to use a darker-colored pan, which conducts more heat and will help them get extra crisp. Brands I love include Nordic Ware, USA Pan, Pampered Chef, and Great Jones. Unless otherwise specified, any mention of a sheet pan in these recipes refers to a standard half (13 × 18-inch) sheet pan, but other pans of a similar size would certainly work too. If the pan should have a rim (to prevent things like granola or nuts from rolling about), I’ve specified this, and if a rim is not specifically called for, then feel free to use a rimmed or rimless pan.

STAND MIXER: As a baker, I consider the stand mixer the centerpiece of the counter, a symbol of coziness and joy in the kitchen. If I saw one on MTV’s Room Raiders, I’d want to be that person’s friend immediately. If you have a big birthday, wedding, or other gift-receiving occasion coming up, then by all means, ask for the KitchenAid color that makes you happiest. But if you don’t have one, don’t fret—most bread doughs can be kneaded by hand, and cake batters and frostings can be made with a hand mixer.

A FEW GENERAL NOTES

ON WEIGHING INGREDIENTS: Learning to weigh ingredients changed my life, and I want it to change yours too. It makes cooking easier, more enjoyable, and more consistent. You’ll also cut down drastically on the dirty dishes, and find that halving recipes or doubling them requires much less brain power. Baking with measuring cups typically requires the heavy usage of both hands, some digging around drawers for the proper cup, and a fair amount of squatting down to assess liquid measurements at eye level, all things that become a challenge with a toddler in your arms (or when laziness strikes!), and all things that can be eliminated if you rip off the bandage and adjust your brain to using weights. This adjustment process will take a few days, but as soon as you get the hang of it, you will feel a weight off your shoulders (pun intended!). Because kitchen scales can vary in accuracy levels, I do still recommend measuring very small quantities with measuring spoons, typically anything less than a tablespoon or two.

ON SALTING: Learning how to salt is the single best thing you can do to improve your cooking, and it will determine the difference between good, bad, and great results. I believe in the importance of directing you to “salt to taste,” because I’ve cooked with both my mother and my mother-in-law (one loves salt approximately ten times as much as the other) and also because I’ve felt my own palate become more sensitive to salt over time. “Salt to taste” means to add the amount of salt that you prefer, but it can be a frustrating process if you’re not even sure of an appropriate ballpark amount. For example, observing a proper amount of salt for pasta water for the first time can be jarring until you realize that most of it ends up down the drain. Or adding a few pinches of salt to something can feel inefficient if you’re used to only pinching it between your thumb and forefinger (include your middle and even your ring finger if you want, to grasp around ⅛ teaspoon). Salting is a personal journey that will improve and also likely change over time, so focus when it’s time to salt because food won’t have the excitement it was meant to have without a proper amount. There are general rules for salting (salt every layer of the dish) and times when those need to be broken (don’t salt the zucchini too early or else it will sweat and steam!). These are things you will pick up over time, and I am here to guide you, but there is also no such thing as overeducating yourself on how to salt, so I encourage you to read Cal Peternell’s Twelve Recipes, Samin Nosrat’s Salt, Fat, Acid, Heat, and any article that pops up on your newsfeed about salt.

ON OVEN RACKS: Unless an oven rack position is specified, assume the racks should be positioned in the center or close to it in order to get even heat all around. In general, if you want something crisper on the bottom, like pie, move the rack lower so that it’s closer to the heat source. If you want something crisper on the top, like a casserole, move it higher, since heat rises and the very top of the oven collects a lot of heat.

ON BAKING TIME: The traditional format of baking times in recipes involves giving a range of time, like “bake until golden on the edges, 10 to 12 minutes,” but this doesn’t always sit well with me. What if the cookies aren’t golden on the edges at 12 minutes? Should you take them out anyway? Did you do something wrong? Ovens are finicky things, and I usually disregard that top end number and rely more heavily on the visual cue (“golden on the edges”). As such, I typically feel like there is more clarity in providing a time at which you should begin checking for doneness, along with a cue for what to look for, with the understanding that if the cue isn’t yet apparent, you can close the oven and check again in a bit, and not be limited by a range of time. If the time range is on the longer side (like slow cooker short ribs, where the range is hours), it’s only fair to provide that range so you can better anticipate dinnertime.




Breakfast
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I like mornings. The sleepy eyes, the funny hair, the slow-moving, soft-spoken requests for blub-blubs (blueberries), Al Roker delivering the weather, and strong, hot coffee out of my Zabar’s mug. Our mornings are great for the same reasons that chicken Caesar salads from fast-casual restaurants are great: they’re extremely predictable, almost always the same, and just perfectly enjoyable, no fireworks expected or necessary. We have a routine and we rarely stray. Bernie climbs up into my arms or her toddler tower to hang out and eat berries while I make a smoothie or spoon out some yogurt, and Nick pours his muesli into a bowl (if it’s the winter) or a to-go container (in the farming season). On Sundays Nick makes pancakes, and on Saturdays we let loose with eggs or chocolate bread or even cake, nothing too extravagant.

It took me some time to come to terms with this, but I am not the kind of parent (a.k.a. my mom) who wakes up on weekends before the rest of the family to get cinnamon rolls in the oven so they can be hot and fresh when everyone comes downstairs. I find joy in waking up to Bernie chirps, brushing my teeth for the full three minutes, finding socks that match, and then strolling into the kitchen to a room-temperature scone loaf that I baked yesterday or even the day before, and leisurely toasting a slice as I help Bernie feed flaxseeds to her toy dinosaurs. I don’t love being responsible for precise measurements or tying myself to an oven timer when I first wake up, but that doesn’t mean we don’t eat well in the morning. On the contrary, relaxation and gentle beginnings are just as delicious as yeast-risen rolls. As such, most things in this chapter are made for low-maintenance but craveworthy starts to your day: smoothies worth singing about, big-batch pantry items for grab-and-go moments, fun toasts with turbocharged flavor, and baked goods that will wait happily overnight as you slumber.




THREE SMOOTHIES
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Anyone who has ever told you that “marriage isn’t for them” has never used a Vitamix. The Vitamix blender we got as a wedding gift was the greatest thing to come out of getting married, tied with love and partnership and Bernie, of course. That thing is so strong it could probably purée a tractor into velvety, creamy oblivion. As a texture-first person, I’d go so far as to wish we’d gotten married sooner so that I could have had that much more time with our blender (and maybe as a bonus, skipped over an excess ex-boyfriend or two).

With a job that sometimes requires taste-testing twenty-six cakes in a day, front-loading my produce helps me feel less like garbage once dinnertime rolls around. When done right, our morning smoothies taste sweet and not vegetably, though they do pack in vegetables and other good nutrients, and the texture should be luscious and easy to guzzle. When Bernie was just starting on solid foods, I’d use green smoothies as the liquid in her oatmeal, and she actually ate it! I felt like a super parent. Now every morning we have the same routine: make a smoothie and pour it into a tall glass for me, a to-go cup for Nick, and a toddler cup for Bern. One day she’ll taste a milkshake and realize what she’s missing, but until then I’ll sneak as many vegetables as I can into that tiny bod.

Here are some smoothie tips:


	This goes for literally everything, but for early-morning smoothies especially, weigh your ingredients. Your life will be infinitely easier if you forgo the measuring cups and just stick your blender on a scale.

	For the best, smoothest texture, blend for a little longer than you think you need to, at least a full 60 seconds.

	Get into the habit of rinsing out your blender as soon as you pour out your smoothie; it will make for painless cleanup.

	Smoothie packs to store in the freezer are very convenient. Pack everything except for the liquid into a sealable bag and store it flat so it doesn’t freeze into one big solid ball that takes forever to break up. When you’re ready to blend, let it sit at room temperature for a couple of minutes to thaw slightly and bend the bag a few times to break up any large chunks. Add to a blender with your liquid of choice and blend. You may need a little more liquid than normal to help it come together.

	Buy the big bags of prewashed kale and spinach and keep them in the freezer so they last longer.

	On days when all you feel like eating is bread and spaghetti but your conscience is telling you to eat a vegetable, it’s okay to bribe yourself to have a smoothie by adding a slice of cake, a bar of chocolate, or a cookie directly to the blender with the produce. A blueberry cake smoothie with hidden kale is my fave.



The following are a few of our go-tos that we’ve made zillions of times. They are our most fun smoothies, and the directions are all the same: blend all ingredients in a high-speed blender on high for 1 to 2 minutes, until very smooth, adding more milk if needed to help it blend. Pour into glasses, sprinkle with any designated toppings, and drink immediately, because warm smoothies are gross!

Orange Blossom Dream Smoothie

SERVES 2

1 heaping cup (180 grams) frozen chopped pineapple

1 seedless orange, peeled and separated into segments

1 medium carrot, unpeeled, trimmed and coarsely chopped

2 tablespoons (32 grams) unsweetened peanut butter or almond butter

½ cup (120 grams) plain Greek yogurt (whole milk, 2%, or nonfat)

½ cup (120 grams) milk (dairy or dairy-free), plus a little more if needed

½ teaspoon orange blossom water

⅛ teaspoon ground turmeric

Crack of black pepper

Strawberry Rose Halva Smoothie

SERVES 2

1½ cups (210 grams) frozen strawberries (sliced or hulled whole)

¾ cup (65 grams) frozen cauliflower (rice or florets)

1½ cups (360 grams) milk (dairy or dairy-free), plus a little more if needed

2 ounces (57 grams) halva, any flavor

½ teaspoon rosewater

Squeeze of lemon juice

Pinch of ground cinnamon, plus another pinch for topping

2 tablespoons (16 grams) hemp seeds or chia seeds, optional

Blueberry Cashew Cookie Smoothie

SERVES 2

1½ cups (210 grams) frozen wild blueberries

2 ounces (57 grams/1 big handful) chopped kale or baby spinach

1½ cups (360 grams) milk (dairy or dairy-free), plus a little more if needed

3 tablespoons (48 grams) unsweetened cashew butter

⅛ teaspoon ground cinnamon

¼ teaspoon pure vanilla extract

⅛ teaspoon almond extract

2 tablespoons (16 grams) hemp seeds or chia seeds, optional

Sprinkles, optional, for topping




Stollen Granola
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During one aggressive pregnancy craving for stollen, I learned why it’s not as common around here as other Christmastime sweets like gingerbread and cutout cookies: it’s quite the undertaking to make, and then it still kind of needs to be slathered with butter? No offense to moist stollens. But you know how pregnancy cravings work—you need these things now! So I started making other treats, like cookies and bars, with the flavor profile of stollen—loads of warm spices, orange zest, and, my favorite, almond paste—and found that granola was made to take on this challenge. The almond paste blends in visually with the toasted oats but texturally provides the slightest chew, which, to me, puts this granola in a different league from all other granolas.

MAKES ABOUT 10 CUPS

¼ cup (50 grams) packed light brown sugar

¼ cup (84 grams) honey

½ cup (100 grams) unrefined coconut oil, melted

1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

½ teaspoon almond extract

3½ cups (315 grams) rolled oats

1 cup (128 grams) roasted or raw pistachios*


7 ounces (198 grams) almond paste, grated on the big holes of a box grater (see Note)

Zest of 1 orange

¾ teaspoon kosher salt

1½ teaspoons ground cinnamon

¼ teaspoon ground cardamom

⅛ teaspoon ground cloves

⅛ teaspoon ground allspice

¾ cup (120 grams) dried cherries

¾ cup (120 grams) golden raisins

NOTE: Almond paste can occasionally be too soft to grate. You can firm it up in the fridge for a few hours, or simply tear it with your hands into small ½-inch-ish crumbles.

PREHEAT the oven to 300°F. Line a rimmed sheet pan with parchment paper and set aside.

IN a large bowl, whisk together the brown sugar, honey, coconut oil, vanilla, and almond extract. Sprinkle the oats and pistachios on top, followed by the almond paste, orange zest, salt, cinnamon, cardamom, cloves, and allspice, dispersing as evenly as possible. Fold together with a rubber spatula. Spread evenly on the prepared sheet pan and bake for 30 minutes, give it a stir, and then continue to bake until golden and toasty; begin checking after another 30 minutes. It may still be a little wet when it comes out of the oven, but it will dry out as it cools.

COOL completely on the pan, sprinkle on the cherries and raisins, and fold together, breaking up any clumps that are too big to eat in one bite.

STORE in an airtight container at room temperature for up to a few weeks, or in the fridge for a little longer.




Also by Molly Yeh

Molly on the Range

Short Stack: Yogurt
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