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Introduction
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Look, sometimes life is weird and a girl named Jen Hatmaker ends up writing a cookbook. Is she a chef? She isn’t. Does she have credentials? She doesn’t. Did she go to culinary school? She didn’t. Can she put down a double burger with mushrooms and onions and blue cheese sauce? She can, reader.

I’m just a home cook, and to secure that title, the best place to start is by being an eater.

So if you eat, you’re in this club. Welcome.

I had no idea how to cook when I entered adulthood. Mom didn’t teach us because we were a pain in the ass and who would want us in the kitchen? Plus, I grew up in the ’80s and food sucked then. Or at least it did in Kansas. I don’t know what the teens in New York were eating in 1988, but we were eating frozen Tyson chicken patties and Veg-All. The Cold War table was a real gauntlet.

I continued this race toward mediocrity in the kitchen until one day I had a six-year-old, a four-year-old, and a two-year-old and discovered this low-simmering rage toward their hunger, like a true psychopath—angry at preschoolers for wanting dinner again. That year on New Year’s Day, not one to make resolutions because I already fail enough, thanks, I asked myself: “What is one thing I’d like to do slightly better this year?” (Take note, achievers.)

I answered myself: “Cooking. Because these jokers want to eat every day, apparently.”

And just like that, I changed my mind about cooking. I decided to love it, on the spot. I decided to learn about garlic and red peppers and food that didn’t come out of the freezer. I started watching the Food Network in the mid-2000s, and that became my culinary school. My instructors were Rachael Ray, Emeril, the Neelys, Paula Deen, Jamie Oliver, Nigella Lawson, Giada De Laurentiis, Sandra Lee. I purchased a grown-up person’s knife. I bought cookbooks like I was single-handedly bankrolling the industry. I used ingredients I had never even seen, like ginger (WTH, ginger??).





I’m just a home cook, and to secure that title, the best place to start is by being an eater.






To stop being resentful of kindergarteners, I decided to make the cooking hour delightful, so I asked myself, “What do you love?” Well, I love wine. I love my music instead of listening to freaking Barney. I love these babies, but I love them in another room for a few hot minutes. So each night, having engineered an hour in the kitchen, I’d pour a glass of wine, play Norah Jones (2004, turn up!), and teach myself to cook.





Cooking wasn’t the unmanageable beast I thought it was. It wasn’t that precious. It wasn’t that finicky. There were a million ways to dive in.






Would you believe I grew to absolutely, positively love it? Not tolerate it, not endure it . . . love it. Cooking wasn’t the unmanageable beast I thought it was. It wasn’t that precious. It wasn’t that finicky. There were a million ways to dive in. The “rules” were actually sparse. Teachers were abundant because of the World Wide Web. It was just food, with minimal consequences, so a recipe could go sideways four times before righting itself and no one would die. Cooking was a low-stakes creative outlet that resulted in homemade pizza and French onion soup, so there were no losers in this endeavor.

But the clear winner was me.

What an absolute joy cooking has become. This cookbook? My favorite project ever, and this is my thirteenth book, what in the whole earth. Combining a love of cooking with a love of writing and being obnoxious? Dream. Food and the table are so central to my happiness now.

A little note: This cookbook was just a tiny baby idea, barely formed but already titled, when I lost my twenty-six-year marriage. I hadn’t written a single word yet, but feeding my family was the center point of the whole project. I called my agents and publisher with my raw, brokenhearted story and asked what to do with this failed project, this failed life.

They said, “Jen, do you still have children?”

“Yes. There are so many of them.”

“Do you still have siblings?”

“Yes. We are so loud.”
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“Do you still have brothers-in-law and sisters-in-law and nieces and nephews?”

“Yes. Marrying into our wild family is a real ordeal.”

“Do you still have parents?”

“Yes. They survived us.”

“Do you still have best friends?”

“Yes. They are my life.”

“Then feed these people. Get busy cooking.”

We feed the people we love. That is the end of the formula. Some of them are married to us, some of them were born to us, some of them got stuck with us, some of them picked us. But as surely as eating is the best prerequisite to being a cook, love is the only prerequisite to feeding the people. I eat and I love; this project was never failed after all.





But as surely as eating is the best prerequisite to being a cook, love is the only prerequisite to feeding the people.






So welcome to this little weird place. Thanks for indulging my swears and whatever janky instructions I snuck past my editor, Stephanie. Def read all the stuff at the front of this book, which will help you make sense of the rest of it (allegedly). Don’t you dare skip the vegetarian chapter; my pizza recipe is in that one, criminy. Enjoy the stories. They are only mildly exaggerated. Don’t email me because I wrote “salt to taste” too much. Those pics? That is my house and those are my people, the North Star of my life.

Hope this little book helps you feed yours.

Cheers, Jen




The Thing About Cooking . . .

I was a real Nervous Nellie when I first started cooking. Positive it was all utterly precise, I was married to recipes, distrustful of any (dormant) instincts I had, unwilling to adapt for my family’s preferences, and constantly worried I was “getting it wrong.” First of all, it is okay to be super crappy at something when you first start doing it, so never fear, new cooks. You can murder the crab cakes with lemon caper butter sauce at first, and who really cares. It’s just food. Keep going.

But once I started cooking more, figuring out flavors and temps and combinations and ingredients, I moved solidly into the non-fussy category and never moved out. You’ll for sure see that approach in the following pages, which some of you will love and others hate, but you already bought this cookbook, so it’s too late, man.

Here are my main cooking philosophies:


	Trust yourself! You’re a grown person with preferences, which you get to exercise with impunity. If you don’t like cheddar cheese, sub in Monterey Jack. If you hate jalapeños, leave them out. Prefer it kickier? There’s your cayenne. Want to use peaches instead of blueberries? It’s a free damn country. I make a recipe exactly as written maybe one out of ten times. Most recipes are way more flexible than we think. TONS of the quantities I included can be increased or decreased, and you get to be in charge of your own dish. You really do. If you know for a fact that your family will not eat green chiles, then do the obvious thing: trade them in for a new family.

	Taste and adjust. This is probably the number one way I got better as a home cook, and I wish I had a dime for every time I wrote this up in here. Recipes are not some mystery where you blindly stumble through eight steps and hope for the best. The difference between flat and perfect could be just one more teaspoon of salt, or one squeeze of lemon, or one little splash of vinegar—you just have to taste as you go. Taste each layer. Taste each stage. Adjust accordingly. No one needs to know you double dip the whole time. They’re eating this food for free.

	Fact: The first time you make a new recipe will be the longest it will ever take. Recipes feel most laborious when you have to keep reading instructions and sorting out steps and handling a new combination of ingredients. Second time? Way faster. Third time? You’re absolutely nailing it. After long enough, you won’t need the recipe anymore. Don’t bail on an awesome dish because your first time through it was clunky. That second pass hits different.

	Permanently retire the “Did I do this right?” thing. Most cooking isn’t fussy or all that technical. It’s as much poetry as prose. I wrote these recipes the way I like them, but that’s because they paid me to. Here’s your new approach: Taste it. Do you like it? Then you did it right. Don’t overthink it. If technicality is super crucial, I’ll tell you (like the Hot Honey, because if you get that wrong, your family is going to the ER).

	Your kitchen, oven, stovetop, pans, burners, dishware, grill, altitude, and astrological sign all factor into temps and times. There are no two identical kitchens and, therefore, no two identical recipes. There is such a range of possibilities for any given set of steps. My oven cooks faster and hotter than every single recipe tells me it will. I 100% know to start checking my dish ten minutes earlier than suggested. This goes back to #1: trust yourself! If I told you it would take 25 minutes to bake, but at 19 minutes it’s set and browned, then you win. If your nose, eyes, and touch tell you something different from what I wrote, you’re becoming an intuitive cook! Your kitchen, your rules.

	Finally, my best tip: Read each recipe from start to finish before you even grab your knife. Sometimes a step embedded later in the writing has info you’ll want to know first. But mainly this gives you a real feel for what you’re about to make. Of course, you’ll deserve hazard pay for reading my recipes in their entirety because they’re a mix of normal instructions and long, bossy, satirical commentary (it’s a miracle this cookbook isn’t 783 pages), but this step saves you time and wasted energy and gives you a solid sense of what the hell you’re doing.
To aid this mental organizing, I broke each ingredient list into grouped steps. I learned this trick at Food Camp (you’ll get to that; see my recipe for French Onion Soup) by just drawing a line between ingredients in order of when I would be using them. I put a line between steps so your lil’ eyes can see what goes together and what’s coming next.
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Favorite Kitchen Tools

Okay, campers, most of these recipes need caveman tools: fire and a pan. But there are a few kitchen tools you’ll need or want that you may not have, not including stupid marketing scams like an “egg separator.” Your egg separator is your hands (which are free). They really tried it.

Meat thermometer I’m not super precious about using this, because I generally use a fancy method called “cut into the center and look at it” or “touch it with my finger and feel it,” but this is handy to have for some meats primarily so we don’t give our families food poisoning.

Candy thermometer This is great for heating oil, which you’re going to do a bunch up in this piece. Again, my method is “throw a pinch of flour in and see if it sizzles,” but is it really hard to clip a candy thermometer to the pot and take the guesswork out?

Zester Lime and lemon zest are weird secret ingredients in a million recipes. Grated nutmeg is a weird secret ingredient in cream sauces. Grated garlic and ginger are sometimes the exact right tone. Just get one.

Cast-iron skillet You’ll see my devotion shortly. Stovetop to oven, perfect crusty bottoms, I don’t know, but you should have one. If you don’t have your grandma’s forty-five-year-old treasure, these are inexpensive and can be bought locally or online. Get one preseasoned, and for the love, read the instructions on upkeep.

Food scraper You use this thing to scoop up all your chopped ingredients and transfer them to your bowl or pan. IDK what it’s actually called, but Sur La Table calls theirs a “food taxi,” which I am now married to. You don’t actually “have” to have one, but I love mine and use it every single day.

Dutch oven This is a large, heavy-duty enameled cast-iron pot and the home of half these recipes. About ten years ago, I ponied up $200 and bought a Staub Dutch oven, and by price per use, they owe me money now. This will last you for ten thousand years.

A really good knife This. This is the one. If you’re going to invest in just one thing for your cooking journey, this is the one you pick. I will not tell another cook what knife to buy, because you have to love it in your hand, but go to a good store and hold twenty-five knives, cut their sample celery, ask 450 questions, and give them your money. Then keep that baby sharpened. This is your new pet. This is like your favorite child.

Blender and/or food processor I’m sure you have these. But you’ll use both so many times in this book, I’d feel bad not saying it up front and making you mad later. I’m an Enneagram 3! I need you to like me! This is where my worth comes from!

Ramekins These are inexpensive and easy to find (including online), and you NEED them for French Onion Soup and Crème Brûlée. They come in several sizes (doesn’t really matter), but if you’re debating sizes, get bigger ones to hold more soup, because only getting half a cup of French onion soup is devastating. If you’re a big spender, get 8-ounce ramekins for soup and 4-ounce ramekins for crème brûlée. Or just do like I do and make crème brûlée in the big ones because you want a double portion. Plus, ramekins are adorable and can be used as cutesy little bowls for a million other things.

Everything else is basically normal kitchen stuff I’m assuming you have or can do without if you don’t. But you have permission to buy whatever you want to use, and if someone fusses about it, they can cook their own damn food.




Some Stuff to Know . . .

My girlfriend Danielle Walker, cookbook author extraordinaire and all-around star, suggested recruiting a small army of volunteer recipe testers to run these through the gauntlet before turning them in to see what shakes out. So much shook out. God bless the testers who sent in eighty different versions of this question: “But how much salt really?”

Anyhow, some of what shook out included questions around unfamiliar ingredients, processes, products, and techniques. Let’s knock these out.

How to peel ginger I love fresh ginger, and there is no substitute. So this is a new thing you’re going to learn because you care now too. Fresh ginger is sold in the produce section and looks like a tan, knobby root you pulled out of the ground, because that’s what it is. You will never in a hundred years use the whole thing at once, but good news: it freezes perfectly. Most recipes call for 1 to 2 tablespoons of fresh ginger, which is about a 1-inch piece. Cut your fresh ginger into a bunch of 1-inch pieces and freeze them in an airtight baggie. When you need some, pop a piece in the microwave for 30 seconds, then peel it with a paring knife like a tiny little spicy potato. Ginger is fibrous and has to be grated or chopped and chopped into submission, but it is irreplaceable.

What to do with a leek Leeks are like perfect little mild, tender onion cousins. They’re soup’s best friend. They love a pizza. They’re also filthy and huge, but you end up using less than half of each one to make your food delicious. Cut off the root and most of the dark green tops. Once you have your leek trimmed down to the white and light green part, cut it in half lengthwise, right up the center. Place each half flat-side down and slice into half-moons. Scrumptious! Filthy! Scoop your leeks into a colander and rinse really well under cold running water. Use your hands to toss and dislodge the dirt and grit. Now you know about leeks.

Dredging This is an assembly line to fry things, so get excited. Fried things need either two or three coatings to get that nice crispy breaded exterior. Sometimes we need dry ► wet ► dry ► fry, but usually we just need wet ► dry ► fry. The “wet” is generally a beaten egg. The “dry” is some version of seasoned flour, bread crumbs (panko or otherwise), or ground nuts. Because my mom did, I always use pie plates for my dredging station. Put the egg in one pie plate, the dry in another, then, using one hand, dip your thing—let’s say chicken—into the egg, coating all sides. Move the chicken to the dry station and use your other hand to dredge it (pro tip alert: this keeps your hand from becoming a clumpy breaded mess) until completely coated. Lay the breaded chicken in a single layer on a baking sheet until you’re done dredging all your pieces, then slide them into your hot oil in batches. I give you measurements for dredging in the relevant recipes, but this is totally just whatever. If the dry station gets clumpy, just add more flour/bread crumbs/whatever to the pie plate. Throw away what you don’t use. The only thing that matters is getting every piece totally coated. I love fried food. I love fried food as much as a teenage boy does.

What to do with whole lemongrass stalks I include lemongrass in two or three recipes, because it is the Thai secret to a certain flavor that just has to be lemongrass. First of all, your grocery store has fresh lemongrass! It looks like a single whitish stalk and is generally stocked by the herbs. To prep a stalk of lemongrass, turn your knife with the blunt side down like a hammer, sharp side up, and give the lemongrass several whacks on all sides. This is called bruising, and it prepares the lemongrass to release all its magic into your thing. Lemongrass is used for flavoring and usually gets fished out of the recipe at some point like a bay leaf.

Some other ingredients that you might not have, know, use, or think you like: You’re going to try these because I’m telling you to:


	Sweet jalapeños: Lord, the number of recipes I put these in. They’re my favorite thing. They’re just pickled sliced jalapeños but with more sugar in the brine. Like what bread-and-butter pickles are to dill pickles: same, but sweeter. These are also called candied jalapeños, bread-and-butter jalapeños, hot-and-sweet or sweet-and-hot jalapeños. Mt. Olive brand labels them “Sweet Heat.” You can 100% get these on Amazon, and my favorite brand is Mrs. Renfro’s.

	Fish sauce: I don’t want to hear it. It is required. One small bottle will last you a really long time, and a splash of it will turn your soups and sauces into magic. I won’t tell you it’s made of fermented anchovies, because you’re going to make it weird but, trust me, it doesn’t taste like it smells and it doesn’t make your food taste like fish. If I call for it, I promise it makes the final result absolutely better.

	Curry paste: This is a lazy cook’s shortcut to Thai-inspired curry, and worth every penny. My favorite is red curry paste, but you can also buy green curry paste. OR BOTH. This lives in your fridge until it gets married to coconut milk and has a curry baby in under sixty seconds.

	Chipotle peppers in adobo sauce: These are rehydrated smoked dried jalapeños that are canned in this delicious, spicy, tangy, tomato-y sauce. They’re stocked in the canned foods aisle or Mexican foods section (if you live in Texas, this is half the store). They absolutely bring marinades and sauces to life. Spicy and smoky and hard to duplicate.

	Chorizo: Oh baby. Chorizo is spiced ground pork, and it is my life force. (I’m talking about Mexican chorizo here, which is fresh, not the cured Spanish version.) It is standard sausage kicked up. I use it constantly. You have two choices here: One, buy ground chorizo packaged in cellophane like ground beef (it’s stocked in the meat department by the other pork stuff). Or two, buy chorizo in casings over by the sausage and hot dogs (just remove it from the casings before cooking it). But NEVER buy the horrid chorizo with eighteen weird ingredients sold in tubes. It will melt into nothingness over heat. Your chorizo ingredients should basically be pork, vinegar, spices, and salt. If you can’t find it, you can use hot Italian sausage as an *okay* substitute.

	Habanero peppers: We’re getting serious up in here. These are hotter than jalapeños but with a totally different flavor profile. They’re little orange guys that suggest they might be sweet and mild like a yellow bell pepper, but that is a lie from the pit of hell. Throw on some kitchen gloves when you handle these so you don’t accidentally touch your eye later and blind yourself. Habaneros have a delicious spicy, fruity flavor, and they’re exactly right when they are called for. Don’t freak out.

	House Sauce: I’m including a mention of my basic Italian red sauce because it’s a staple ingredient in a dozen recipes. You can find the recipe in the Food for Spoons chapter, so skip ahead and master this easy but perfect sauce. I kindly ask you to triple or quadruple the recipe, portion it, and freeze it so you have it on hand when you need it. If you obey me in this, you will want to make out with your make-and-freeze self.
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		Friday Night Roast Chicken on Thursday



		Honey Mustard Pecan-Crusted Salmon



		Crab Cakes with Lemon Caper Butter Sauce



		Jeff’s Mom’s Oil-Poached Fish with Soy, Ginger, and Scallions



		Grilled Shrimp with Hot Honey and Coconut Rice



		Herb-Crusted Pork Tenderloin with Orange-Chipotle Honey Glaze









		9. Food That Goes Next to Your Food: Sides & Salads



		Sydney’s Favorite Salad



		Winter Panzanella



		Sliced Wedge Salad



		Perfect Onion Rings



		Hacked Uchi Brussels Sprouts



		Grandma King’s Carrots



		Grilled Avocado Balsamic Bruschetta









		10. Food That Comes After Your Food: You Get One Dessert



		Crème Brûlée
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