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    FOR MY NONNA, who is my biggest
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WELCOME TO
MY KITCHEN

    Was it the aroma of garlic and tomatoes that tempted you here? On the weekend I do like to have a pot of marinara simmering on the stove. Join me for an espresso. The lemon almond biscotti will be out of the oven and ready for dunking, presto!

If it’s Sunday, I’m doing what I love to do best—filling my home with food for family and friends, and for the week ahead. Come Monday, my routine changes. Between work and family, I’m on the go all week, so I need dishes that are ready in a flash. But don’t worry: I’ll let you in on all of my secrets in this book, including how a girl from a small town in Italy started her own cooking show on YouTube.

    [image: ]
    

    HOW IT ALL BEGAN

I grew up in southern Italy, near Naples, cooking alongside my nonna—my grandmother. When I moved to the United States at age twelve to live with my father, I was desperately homesick. My nonna told me to stop feeling sorry for myself. “Cook a pot of sauce,” she advised. So I did. And I felt a little better. On the phone, she talked me through all the recipes we used to prepare together so that I could cook them in New Jersey and make this new place feel a bit more like home. Ever since then, even though my nonna remains an ocean away, I’ve sensed her by my side at the stove.

I’ve been cooking almost as long as I’ve been eating, from those early days in Italy to working in my father’s pizzeria beginning in my teens. In fact, when his restaurants closed suddenly, I found myself not only without a job, but also without a purpose. Joe and I were engaged at the time, and so, thankfully, I started working at his family’s business, a succulent-plant distributor. I became a cactus expert! I filled orders, packed them, arranged the tractor-trailers to deliver them, and became the bookkeeper. I was happy to have a job, but I knew deep down that I really wanted to be cooking instead. And I really wanted to write a cookbook.

Just as my nonna told me to make a pot of sauce, Joe told me to start my own cooking show. If people liked it, then maybe I could write a cookbook. He even volunteered to help, and in 2009 we turned our empty basement into a little studio that I could cook in. Laura in the Kitchen was born.

Now, with hundreds of recipes shared first on YouTube and now also on my Cooking Channel program, I continue to do what I love and love what I do. The most rewarding part has been hearing from fans, that I helped them get over their fear of the kitchen and become passionate about feeding their loved ones. My aim has never been to teach my viewers how to be “perfect” chefs because, let’s face it, I’m no perfect chef! Instead, it’s about sharing my love for the kitchen and the pure joy and pleasure it can bring. I hope to inspire you to feel the same way.

And now, finally, I’ve done what I was waiting to do all along: write a cookbook. Here are recipes that combine the influence of my southern Italian home—red sauces, oregano, basil, garlic, sweet and hot peppers, lemons, ricotta, and lots of pasta—with my American palate. I like to put an Italian spin on so many American and international specialties, including meat loaf, fattoush salad, chili, Greek meatballs, enchiladas and quesadillas, quiche, and more.

This book is a chance to put my most cherished recipes in print so that you can easily cook along with me at home. Almost all of the recipes are new and can’t be found elsewhere, though I have included a handful of absolute favorites from my website to keep everyone happy. (Yes, my red velvet cupcakes are in here.)

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

While work, family, errands, laundry, and a list of chores as long as your arm can make cooking on a weeknight seem like a distant priority, it doesn’t have to be. In fact, I find it’s on the hectic days that I most need the comfort of a home-cooked meal. Other than the occasional night when we’re invited out or when I’m traveling, you’ll find me in my kitchen preparing dinner for Joe and me. That’s when I turn to my recipes for Quick-Fix Suppers, like Calamari Puttanesca and Ciabatta Steak Sandwich with Arugula. I know I can get a good, from-scratch meal on the table with little time and effort, and that the time we take together to eat will help us both unwind.

When the weekend rolls around, I follow my Italian tradition of relaxing at home with family and friends. It’s a time to slow down in the kitchen, too, putting platter after platter of family-style dishes like Tagliatelle with Mushroom Ragù and Garlic-Stuffed Pork Loin on the table for those I love. My Leisurely Entrées take a bit more time to develop their deep, soulful flavors, but they’re not at all difficult. Plus, unless you’re feeding a crowd, most will leave you with leftovers to enjoy for lunches or dinners throughout the week.

With a hearty entrée made fast or slow, all you need is a quick bit of color and contrast—like Cumin-Roasted Carrots or Sautéed Garlic & Lemon Zucchini—to round out your meal. Super-Simple Salads & Sides give you everything you need to transform a simple main dish into a full dinner. Some, like Panzanella Salad, can even be served as a light meal on their own.

My nonna taught me that no self-respecting Italian would serve a meal without dessert. Turn to Irresistible Desserts when you want to make any meal feel like a special occasion. This chapter includes family favorites, such as a Stunning Pavlova mounded with whipped cream and berries and a deeply decadent Devilishly Good Devil’s Food Cake that has a devoted following on my website. For sweets that are ready when friends drop by, look no further than the humble Cookie Jar. Here, you’ll find treats like Fig Jam Cookies and Fudgy Brownies to have on hand for guests—or when your own sweet tooth strikes.

At my house, weekday breakfasts are a quick affair: a muffin or a handful of granola and a cup of coffee grabbed on the way out the door. When the weekend rolls around, I’m ready to indulge in Easy Breakfasts & Brunches, such as Cheddar-Bacon Waffles or Italian Eggs Benedict or the ultimate sweet morning treat: Homemade Italian Doughnuts. Many of the recipes in this chapter can be prepped the night before, making it easy to finish and serve them without spoiling your relaxing Saturday or Sunday morning.

The key to easily and efficiently turning out flavorful food lies in properly setting up your kitchen. Make the foundation recipes in Pantry Basics and you’re halfway there. Having Pesto and Marinara Sauce on hand, whether in the fridge or freezer, means you’re only a box of pasta away from a last-minute meal. I am all about simplicity: If I can’t find an ingredient at a local store or easily online, I’m not going to spend my time hunting it down. I am rarely attached to a specific brand, but where I think it makes a difference, I mention my preferences in the individual recipes.

I hope my recipes fill your kitchen with the same comfort and joy they do mine, and that you share that good food and feeling with the people you love most. Follow me—let’s cook!
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PANTRY BASICS

My well-stocked pantry has me ready to put a great meal on the table at a moment’s notice. For the most part, I use the basic equipment and ingredients almost everyone has on hand: a quality set of pots and pans, nonstick skillets in a few sizes, a standing mixer, a food processor, and, of course, a set of good, sharp knives. I keep basic ingredients in my pantry that suit my Italian-American palate, with a few ingredients from around the world for those times when I want a change of pace. (I can eat Italian almost every day, so that’s not often!)

Once a month, I take an inventory of my pantry, freezer, and fridge, making a list of items I’m running low on. With list in hand, I make my big monthly shopping trip, stocking up on kitchen basics. In between those monthly outings, all I need to pick up is fresh produce and other perishables specific to the recipes I have in mind, making shopping a breeze.

PANTRY

OLIVE OIL

extra-virgin, for when the flavor will really stand out, and regular (often labeled “pure”)

SAFFLOWER OIL

DRIED HERBS AND SPICES

such as dried oregano and basil, cumin, chili powder, granulated onion and garlic, and crushed red pepper flakes

TABLE SALT

CANNED TOMATOES

in a few varieties, such as passata, crushed tomatoes, and whole plum tomatoes

CANNED BEANS

such as black beans, cannellini, and chickpeas

DRIED PASTA

such as penne, linguini, and ditalini

RICE

such as Arborio, long grain, and brown

SOUP BASES

which take up less cabinet space than boxed stocks. I keep chicken, beef, and vegetable on hand.

CANNED TUNA

packed in water, and Italian tuna, packed in olive oil

BAKING PANTRY

ALL-PURPOSE FLOUR

ROLLED OATS

BAKING POWDER

BAKING SODA

ACTIVE DRY YEAST

CORNSTARCH

GRANULATED SUGAR

LIGHT BROWN SUGAR

PURE VANILLA EXTRACT

VANILLA BEANS or VANILLA PASTE

SEMISWEET CHOCOLATE CHIPS

REFRIGERATOR

PARMIGIANO-REGGIANO CHEESE

in blocks for grating (ditch the green can!)

UNSALTED BUTTER

HEAVY CREAM

CREAM CHEESE

VEGETABLE SHORTENING

ONIONS

GARLIC

LEMONS

FREEZER

ASSORTED BERRIES

PEAS

SPINACH

PUFF PASTRY

PIE CRUSTS

PIZZA DOUGH

ICE CREAM!
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A FEW BASIC RECIPES

With the pantry items mentioned on this page and the handful of recipes that follow, you will always be ready to put dinner on the table at a moment’s notice. Just boil your preferred pasta shape and heat some passata or marinara from the fridge or freezer. Toss the drained pasta with the sauce, adding a handful of fresh herbs, if you have them, or Italian seasoning to taste. Grate Parmigiano-Reggiano over the top and you’re good to go—no recipe, no trouble. Not in the mood for red sauce? Use pesto in its place and skip the Italian seasoning. Cook this way once or twice and I guarantee you’ll feel like an Italian kitchen pro in no time!

Marinara Sauce

This is my go-to, basic red sauce: I usually make a batch on Sunday to use throughout the week. The sauce keeps for up to a week in a glass jar in the fridge, or may be frozen for up to one month.

    MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS


3 tablespoons olive oil

1 small yellow onion, finely chopped

2 garlic cloves, minced

1 (28-ounce) can Italian plum tomatoes

    1 teaspoon Italian seasoning, homemade or store-bought

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

6 fresh basil leaves, torn



1 Put a 2-quart saucepan over medium heat. Add the oil, heat for a minute, then add the onion and cook until it softens and begins to color around the edges, 2 to 3 minutes. Add the garlic and cook for 1 minute longer.

2 Empty the tomatoes into a bowl and squeeze them with your hands to roughly crush them. (Don’t be shy! This can be therapeutic.)

3 Add the tomatoes to the pot, along with the Italian seasoning. Reduce the heat to medium-low and let simmer for 20 minutes.

4 Season to taste with salt and pepper, and stir in the basil.

Tomato Passata

Passata is a purée of blanched tomatoes that is then strained to remove the skins and seeds. You may find it in glass jars in an Italian grocery, or in the supermarket aisle alongside the canned tomatoes. Pomì brand strained tomatoes are widely available. If you can’t find a purée of nothing but tomatoes, here’s how to make your own, using either canned or fresh tomatoes.

Refrigerate the passata in a glass jar for up to one week, or freeze in an airtight container for up to two months.

CANNED TOMATO METHOD (makes 2 cups): Pulse a 28-ounce can of whole or crushed tomatoes briefly in a food processor. Pass through a strainer, pressing firmly on the solids to extract as much tomato purée as possible. Discard the solids.

FRESH TOMATO METHOD (makes 2½ cups): Bring a pot of water to a boil. Add 2 pounds of plum tomatoes (about 8 medium tomatoes) and blanch for 2 minutes. Drain
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