
[image: image]



[image: img]




Dedication

To everyone reading and cooking from this book.

Thank you for trusting me with your time and dinner, whether it’s eaten on your lap, sitting on the floor, or around a table.

I hope you enjoy!
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A Little Hello!
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People do crazy things for love. Upend their lives, quit jobs, move to other countries, all to chase the joy, adventure, and sense of completion another person incites.

Welcome to a brief story about me. It was September 2021, and I was on a solo eight-day trip to a small island in the Balearics off the coast of mainland Spain. I had been eyeing a hotel there for the past couple of years, but with some life things and the pandemic, my trips kept getting postponed. Like many during this time, I was suffering from exhaustion, burnout from an intense work project, and feeling pretty down and defeated about life. It wasn’t great—but this story isn’t going in a depressing direction, I promise! After crying in broad daylight while walking along the Hudson River and talking to my sister (I mean serious ugly crying, with no sunglasses to hide anything), I decided I needed to get away for some perspective and, four days before my flight took off, magically pulled together this trip without spending an insane amount of money. Off to Spain I went.

And it was the single best decision I’ve made in my life.

I spent days reading book after book, swimming in the clear, warm water, eating heaping plates of jamón and pan con tomate, and drinking lots of wine and vermut, much of which was grown and produced on that gorgeous island. It was idyllic, to say the least, and exactly what I needed. One windy afternoon, as most tended to be there, I sat at a tiny, hidden cala whose beach was populated by only one other person, a lovely older woman with long gray hair. As I attempted to walk over the mounds of dried algae that barred entry to the water (perhaps one reason it was so deserted), she kindly warned me about the jellyfish (and maybe that’s another). We began chatting, and she told me she had retired here from England and loved it. Good for her, I thought.

The next day I saw her again, looking so relaxed and happy, and we waved to each other and chatted a bit. As the sun was dipping down, I watched as she wrapped herself in a turquoise sarong and climbed up the side of the cliff by the water’s edge, precariously walking along a skinny, rocky path until she reached the mouth of the cala, where the blue-green water melted into the seemingly never-ending expanse of the sea. She leaned against a giant rock, bracing her back against it as the wind whipped her hair back, the sarong flying behind her like a cape, almost looking like an old-fashioned wooden mermaid carved on the prow of a ship, facing the wild, turbulent water. She looked so strong and free, with a raw, unbridled connection with nature, that I felt a sense of awe watching her. It filled me with a rush to do the same, which I did later, walking barefoot along the pebbly path. My walk was wobblier and more apprehensive than hers, as I was sure I was going to get blown over, but when I finally made it, standing on the edge of the cliff, the wind barreling against me, I had one of those moments where everything suddenly felt clear.




During this time, I also learned a lot about myself, realizing that I need time alone to recharge just as much as I love being around people. I paid more attention to my moods and needs and realized that was also how I decide what to cook: It all depends on the energy I have and how I want to feel at the end of the meal.




I was so sure of the change I needed to make that when I returned to my beach blanket, I immediately grabbed my phone and texted my friend Ian, who was thinking of moving to NYC: “Do you want to sublet my apartment? I want to be the naked lady on the beach!!” (Did I forget to mention she was naked?)

In some strange, inexplicable way, I fell in love with the feeling that this island gave me. I realized I needed to simplify and quiet down my life, which had felt very “busy” of late, with things that didn’t bring me joy. I was moving through routines, eating and drinking too much and going through the motions, but feeling empty and unfulfilled. I wanted to spend more time outside in nature and enjoy my life more. We all have a happy place, whether it’s a city, an island, or an activity that makes us feel alive and offers a brief respite from the daily complications and requirements of being an adult. That moment made me realize I had been missing this, and I knew I needed to chase that feeling.

The next few months were filled with the obvious anxiety you might imagine, but when my landlords kindly let me out of my lease early without penalty, I took it as a sign. Somewhat impulsively, I decided to move to Miami, reasoning that being by the water would be a good transitional step until I could figure out a way to get back to Spain. It seemed like a solid plan, until, for reasons beyond my control and understanding, it was impossible for me to find a place there. Every lease I was about to sign fell through, with owners disappearing after I put in an application or receiving a last-minute offer to purchase the condo I wanted to rent—it just wasn’t working out. Whether you believe in fate or not, it felt a bit fated that I had to wait, even though I had already given up my apartment in New York. So, with all my stuff in storage except my knife kit and a small suitcase of warm-weather clothing, I found myself back in Menorca.
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I spent almost seven weeks on an unplanned solo cooking and writing retreat, diving into this book with a clear, happy mind. As I bounced around different kitchens, learning how to operate new ovens and stovetops and navigating butcher shops and fishmongers in poor Spanish, the tone of this book—simple, flexible, accessible cooking—took shape.

I believe that cooking according to your mood and energy level—prioritizing what you need—is a form of self-care. Rather than doing what I “should” do or what would be “smart,” I do what I need to in that moment, even if it means throwing out a previous plan. And when that happens, I don’t let myself feel guilty about it—instead, I’m proud of myself for doing what was best for me.

For example, I might pick up some beautiful potatoes at the farmers’ market in the morning and get all excited about this idea I had of boiling them, then smashing them to make a crispy and crunchy potato salad of sorts with local capers I just bought. Then the day goes by and dinnertime rolls around, and the idea of all of these steps and cleaning up feels like it’s just not going to happen. And it doesn’t. Instead, I make something super simple and save the potatoes for the next day. Hello, new me! I am now a flexible and adaptable person, forgiving myself for being human rather than holding myself to arbitrary and self-inflicted rules and goals. (Just kidding, I’m still a work in progress.)

And that’s ultimately the goal of this book: to provide you with recipes for whatever need you have, whenever you have it, no matter how you’re feeling. I want to help make you a confident and intuitive home cook so that you can breezily create a meal out of pantry staples, composing simple yet deeply flavorful dishes that you’re excited about eating—and having lots of fun along the way, because that’s what food is all about. You’re going to find a lot of advice, too, small tidbits and suggestions for swaps to help make your life easier in the kitchen, which you are welcome to skim over and ignore until you’re ready to download all that information. And, of course, you’ll find 112 concrete, foolproof recipes that you can follow to the letter if you’re not in the mood to think or learn—I totally get that, too.

You’ll also probably find that I use the word “simple” a lot, like a lot, a lot (along with “lemony” and “bright”), because that’s how I want this book to feel: like a seamless, sunny, and simple addition to your life. That’s what my Menorca time inspired me to do: slow down and try to remove the clutter and the noise and the excess so that the simple goodness of food can shine. I find that in this way, when we cook simply, we feel full, both in life and in our bellies, because we are giving ourselves what we need.

Hope you enjoy!

~yasmin xx
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How to Use This Book to Make Your Life Easier
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A friend once told me that when she gets a new cookbook, she reads it start to finish, immediately marking what she wants to make, and then cooks her way through it before moving on to the next cookbook, a habit that I love.

As someone who collects cookbooks, I love reading through them, holding them in my hands, getting to know the author and learning from them. I also have some that serve more as beauty books, ones that I was gifted or meant to read but somehow just never did—these are stacked on top of my bookshelf, looking great, with nary a creased binding in sight. So while I’m honored to be part of your cookbook collection, I really hope this book isn’t a top-of-the-bookshelf one for you. That would probably make me sadder than a bad review. Cook Simply, Live Fully isn’t meant to sit pristinely on your bookshelf, looking pretty, even though she is quite beautiful.

I want this book to be your kitchen companion and buddy, kind of like if you were going to text me with the question, What should I make for dinner? I want it to be what you turn to when you’re feeling tired and blue and when you’ve had a glorious night’s rest and are ready to take on the world—the best feeling, isn’t it? As you flip through the book, reading it front to back or stopping at whatever catches your eye, please write notes in the margins, cross out what you don’t love, replacing it with what you do (I won’t be offended, I promise!). Dog-ear the pages, use stickies, or whatever your style is to make this book feel yours. It’s one that’s meant to be used, to be loved, and to show signs of wear, full of wrinkles and spills, because these are also all signs of Real Life. And that’s what these recipes are meant to help you navigate, from the times when washing a cutting board or pan feels near impossible to the moments when you wake up wanting to cook a feast for your nearest and dearest.

This is why when people ask me what I usually make for dinner, I pause, my mind draws a total blank, and I say, “I have no idea, it all really depends on how I feel.” (I don’t think anyone has found this response helpful or insightful to date.) Though hopefully that will change, as that’s how these recipes are organized. You pick the section you want to explore based on how you feel, or, to be more exact, the energy level and motivation you have and how you want to feel after you eat.

Here’s what I mean by all of that.

Energy Level + Motivation

How much energy do I have to make dinner?

1 Lap Dinners

The section contains recipes for when you’re dead tired, as they require little to no prep and come together in more or less 15 to 20 minutes. Think all types of noodles, one-pot soups, and quickly cooked vegetables that rely on condiments for fast flavor, plus the easiest sheet pan meals of chicken or salmon with low-prep vegetables. You’ll probably be using kitchen shears to “prep” anything. You’ll also likely be surprised at how deeply flavorful these meals end up being, considering how absurdly easy they are to make.

2 Coffee Table Dinners

Here you’ll find classic weeknight recipes for evenings when you’ve still got some energy, but you don’t want to spend more than 30 to 45 minutes in the kitchen or for it to be a Big Thing. There will be lots of sheet pan dishes like roast chicken thighs and vegetables, and fairly simple (yet flavorful) soups, stews, and pastas. At the very end, there’s also a cheat sheet for roasting and cooking vegetables so you can add another sheet pan to the oven or quickly cook some greens in a skillet to bulk up a meal. You won’t need more than one or two pots/sheet pans, and prep time remains minimal. We want you in and out of that kitchen with a great meal in hand.

3 At the Dinner Table

This last chunk of recipes is waiting for you when have a spurt of energy and feel excited to take on a little more work or are looking to feed a crowd. Some require a bit more effort and time, like Easy Baked Lasagna with Broccolini, just because of the nature of lasagna, but they are as streamlined as possible. Don’t worry, I won’t have you in the kitchen for hours, leaving you burned out a quarter of the way through when that flame of excitement dies, looking around in misery at the massive mess around you—I’ve done this to myself, many, many times, and it’s no fun. These dishes might require some marinating time or a little more prep work, but nothing will take more than an hour or so. Plus, you’ll find some big bowl salads and lots of vegetable snacks and side dishes that can be eaten on their own or added on to any meal in this book for a larger spread.

Mood Wise

How do I want to feel after I eat?

While energy dictates my cooking, so does my mood—do I want something comforting and cozy? Something light that will be filling but not too heavy? These cravings usually tend to align with the weather, but sometimes I want something light and comforting on a hot day, like a cool (not sweaty) hug. These recipes are loosely arranged within each section from lighter and brighter dishes to warmer and cozier ones, and loosely follow the four seasons. Of course, these are all open to your personal interpretation.

Some Things to Know as You Flip Through . . .

I like to think of my recipes as a road map. If you follow them exactly, you’ll get to your destination, no problem. But if you’ve been down this road before and know a shortcut, or have a different route you prefer, then do whatever works best for you; you just might get a slightly different end result. No matter what, I would read each recipe through to familiarize yourself with the steps before you start cooking. Plus, keep in mind that . . .


	Every oven recipe is set to 400°F so you can easily swap vegetables and proteins within a recipe or add another sheet pan without having to do math (thank goodness!).

	The vegetable skillet + roasting chart (see the Vegetable Cooking Chart) is a quick reference guide on how to prep vegetables and cook them in the most basic of ways, so you can easily swap and play as noted above. (Maybe dog-ear that page or add a sticky tab.)

	Wine pairing chart!! (see the Wine Pairing Chart.) I’m so excited about this, and hope you like it, too. Sommelier Allegra Angelo set up recommendations based on the dominant ingredients in this book (check the recipe titles if you’re wondering what they are), so you can take those notes to your local wine shop or search online.

	I keep an old-school magenta ruler in my kitchen when I’m developing recipes and use it to randomly check pieces of this or that to make sure they match up to what I’m writing. I thought this built-in tool would save you the trouble of keeping a ruler around or eyeballing it, although that’s fine, too! (See the spine of the book and the Measurement Guide for Vegetable Sizes section for the ruler.)

	The most important thing is to pay attention to what’s happening in your skillet or sheet pan by looking at your food and noting cues like color, texture, and aroma in addition to the cooking time, because every oven, stovetop, and kitchen is different.



Have fun with these recipes, please!

Essential Tools and Ingredients

You really don’t need a lot, and I’m not just saying that, I promise. There are no blenders, mixers, or other electric tools used, as I have a low-tech approach to cooking. With some wooden spoons, a couple of pots/sheet pans, and a cutting board, we can make pretty much any recipe here.


	Cutting boards (preferably wood, which is nice on your knives): 1 large + a separate small one for “smelly” food, like garlic/onions so they don’t make your other foods smell like garlic

	A good (and sharp!) chef’s knife

	A paring knife for cutting small things

	12-inch cast-iron skillet (they are inexpensive, last a lifetime if taken care of, and can be used for so many things) or other heavy skillet

	Dutch oven or large pot with a tight-fitting lid (Le Creuset is an investment, but I’ve had mine for 12+ years, and it’s still a beauty)

	1 or 2 sturdy half sheet pans (18 by 13-inch) (I love Nordic Ware)

	Microplane, zester, or cheese grater (makes grating garlic, ginger, citrus zest, and cheese so easy)

	Wooden spoons or rubber spatulas (I call for these as they are gentler on your pots/pans and won’t scratch them)



Some Helpful Things If You’re Willing to Expand Your Collection


	Kitchen shears Different from scissors, I have one pair exclusively used for food and keep them very sharp. These are great for snipping herbs, meat, or anything you don’t feel like cutting (hello, lap dinners!).

	Fish spatula Even though it’s called a “fish spatula,” this flexible metal spatula can be used for flipping meat, burgers, pancakes, and so on.

	Fun mixing bowls, and fun bowls in general I like collecting brightly colored ones even though I often use my plain metal or glass ones, too.

	Pepper mill It’s very helpful for grinding fresh pepper. I’ve had a Peugeot one for over ten years and still use it; an investment, but worth it.

	A 9 by 13-inch glass baking dish or braising dish You can use a sheet pan or Dutch oven in a pinch, but these are useful.

	Meat thermometer You don’t need one for this book, but it keeps any raw-meat worries at bay.



Ingredients + Spices + Some Notes

My pet peeve, and perhaps yours, too, is buying a small (or large) jar of something—be it a spice, condiment, or dried good—only to use a tiny portion of it in a recipe and then find it hibernating in the back of my fridge/cabinet/drawer months or even years later. My promise to you is this: Anything you buy for a recipe in this book, you’ll use in at least three other recipes (if it’s something small, at least two recipes). That way, you don’t have to search online for recipes that use a specific ingredient, or promise yourself you will but never get around to it (welcome to my life).

Not Tooo Many Dried Herbs + Spices (Just 6!)

You’ll be surprised how much you can do with just the ones listed here. I keep them in small salt cellars, much like a masala dabba, so I can easily reach for them when cooking.


	Ground cumin/cumin seeds

	Red pepper flakes

	Dried oregano

	Ground turmeric

	Ground sumac

	Piménton (smoked paprika) (see note)



Some Other Pantry/Fridge Staples


	Dijon mustard

	Dried pasta (various shapes)

	White miso paste

	Feta (preferably Bulgarian) and/or Parmesan (see note)

	Panko bread crumbs

	Harissa

	Canned tomatoes and tomato paste

	Soy sauce



On Vinegars

(sherry, red wine, apple cider, balsamic)

The world of vinegars is vast, and you don’t need to buy all of these—experiment with the ones you like. Sherry vinegar is my go-to—it adds great flavor in dressings or as a finishing touch to dishes, and a splash in tomato sauce can work wonders. Apple cider is a bit fruitier and less acidic than sherry, so I find that’s a nice way to switch it up, but you might need a touch more apple cider vinegar for more acidity, so adjust as needed. Same with the other vinegars, you might need a little more or less if you swap them. Taste and see.

Swap citrus juice, like lemon or lime, for vinegar, depending on what you have on hand. (Lemon and lime have a similar acidity, so you can swap those more easily.) Vinegar, along with citrus juice, gives a bright, acidic finish to dishes, which is often what they need, rather than salt, when they taste imbalanced.

On . . .

canned beans and chickpeas These are all no-salt-added and should be drained and rinsed before use (I know some people love using the canning liquid to thicken soups or pastas, but I’m a rinser).

garlic When I say 3 garlic cloves, I’m referring to 3 large ones, the chunky ones, usually on the outside of the head of garlic. If you find yourself with smaller middle cloves, then use 2 of those in place of 1 larger clove. Also, on that point, the strength of garlic varies depending on how it’s cut—the more you chop it (think minced or grated), the stronger the flavor will be; when it’s thinly sliced or smashed, it will give a subtle garlic flavor to the dish and won’t be as strong.

ginger I don’t peel my ginger, but you can if you’d like. I always grate it, as it can be stringy if not chopped very, very finely, and even then can be overly strong in bites. Store ginger, cut into 1- to 3-inch pieces, in the freezer to grate from frozen as needed.

jasmine/basmati rice Rinse your rice in a sieve under cold running water, using your hand to agitate the grains, until the water dripping out the bottom is clear rather than cloudy. You can also soak your rice, if you have the foresight, for an hour or two before cooking.

olive oil The only oil you’ll find in this book is olive oil; I use an extra-virgin olive oil for cooking and a nicer, more expensive extra-virgin for finishing. (There are times when you might think, a sesame oil would be nice here, but if you’re already noticing that, you’ll probably sub it in anyway, and please do.) I love collecting different finishing oils, which can be drizzled on a finished dish, or sliced tomatoes, or cheese at the last minute and give tons of flavor, or served for dipping bread in.

parmesan/parmigiano-reggiano While freshly grating mounds of fluffy Parmigiano Reggiano is best, I’ll admit that I often buy the coarsely grated Parmigiano-Reggiano option at the cheesemonger section of supermarkets as they do the work for me, which is great on tired nights, and what I mean when I refer to Parmesan (I’m not talking about the commercial brands of Parmesan, whether in a can or plastic bag—avoid those at all costs, as they have additives that will make your pasta clumpy). I tend to have both a whole wedge and some grated Parmesan in my little cheese drawer so that I can pull whatever I need, depending on my energy level.

paprika The paprika used in the book is what I found in Spain, which is called piménton, essentially smoked paprika that’s common there. It comes in three forms, and I tend to buy the picante, which is a bit spicy, but you can use whatever you like or find.

salt For cooking, you need a good-quality everyday salt and a flaky finishing salt, if you’d like (see On Seasoning Your Food for more on salt choices). When the recipe calls for “salt,” it’s your cooking salt to turn to.

washing vegetables To be fully transparent, I often don’t wash vegetables unless there is visible dirt on them or they are from a farmers’ market. But if you’re washing yours, they should all be washed and dried (unless they’re cooking in water) and ready to go before you start cooking.






Turtle Life
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My Tips for Good Eating and Living

When I first met Rolando Cortés at an after-party in Brooklyn for a mezcal documentary my friend Kaj helped produce, someone asked him what his favorite mezcal was, and he said something like, “I have one that I drink when I’m happy, one when I’m sad, and one to celebrate. You have to find the mezcal that fits your mood.” (Hello, synchronicity and this book! Which, at the time, was with my agent—hi, Kari!—in proposal form.)

Waking up in the center of Oaxaca after a fun night out a few months later during my traveling cook days, on a hot, clear morning with a thin layer of pollution breezing through the city, I was not in peak form. My friend Nicole popped out of the stairwell and onto the roof where I was waiting for her and burst out laughing because I was lying on the couch, my feet hanging over one end, trying to compose myself and mentally prepare for a twelve-hour day of tasting mezcal.

We were meeting Moni Cortés and Matt Morrison from Casa Cortés, run by the Cortés family, who have been making mezcal in Oaxaca since the 1840s. We visited mezcaleros outside the city, driving through long stretches of land and down bumpy roads to learn about artisanal and ancestral methods of distilling the spirit, which opened my eyes to the complexity of this seemingly simple product. There is a deep emotional connection between mezcal and Oaxacan tradition and family; it’s a part of both everyday life and the most sacred moments. (I’m getting to its connection with the book—bear with me, please.)

Much like wine, the terroir, growing methods, makers, and type of plant influence the taste of the final product. And also like wine, some industrial and commercial mezcals are made cheaply and quickly, pumping out bottles and using methods that damage natural resources, focusing more on the immediate rush to deliver than the future. The places we visited work in harmony with nature, moving slowly and simply to create something special that’s worth savoring. As Rolando said, “Mezcal teaches us to respect Mother Earth and to be thankful for all she has to give us.”

My experiences during this traveling period kept bringing me back to this theme of slowing down and connecting with nature (it felt a bit more like, Hurry up and get the point already, Yaz! than subtle hints). Sometimes in Menorca, I would sit and watch the turtles roam around, whether on the beach or tree-lined paths. And, goodness, I don’t know how they get anywhere or manage to do anything. They have a level of chill that I can only dream of achieving. As much as I try, I find it really hard to slow down and live that turtle-like life when doing so feels so counter to the speed of our world, especially as a former New Yorker, where my speed and efficiency were sources of pride.

As embarrassing as it is to admit, I sometimes forget that nature also moves at that turtle-like pace, including the many people and networks that work really hard to get food to me, as I’m so used to having every ingredient available to me whenever I want it. It felt wild to me that during the photo shoot for this book, Broccolini was sold out in five different LA grocery stores—how could that be?! Same with dill—it couldn’t be harvested because of the out-of-character rain LA was experiencing at the time. This incited a moment of panic because I had assumed I’d be able to get these ingredients, not considering that they needed to be grown in nature—it didn’t matter what I wanted or expected, it wasn’t happening. And maybe it was a good thing I couldn’t get exactly what I wanted, when I wanted it, as I had to be more flexible (I added way more swaps in the book after that). Though it didn’t stop me from wanting to stomp my feet, stare up at the sky, and groan, Why me?!! (I’m not a perfect person by any means, and I’m okay with that.)

Back in Oaxaca, deep in thought while sipping on mezcal, I wondered out loud, how do you explain to the world that the production of something like this takes time? It can’t be pumped out and turned into an efficient machine, ready whenever we want it. Similarly, how can we expect to grow food and raise animals to match that pace? It probably wouldn’t be done well or carefully, just like when we rush through our lives—that’s never when I do my best work or feel like I’m fully there for the people I care about. Maybe it’s good for us to wait a bit for the things we want and appreciate them when they are available, knowing the time and care it took to make them. This pains me to say, as patience has never been my strong suit.

While I attempt to navigate a more turtle-like life, moving slowly while still existing in a fast-moving world, I don’t have answers for these larger questions—please let me know if you do! But I can offer the following thoughts, which have no basis in anything other than my own meandering life experience.

Slow Down and Expect Less

Set the bar low. Just kidding, but also not really. I learned to love that in Menorca, the butcher shop would close at 1 or 2 p.m., and very little was open on Sunday. Was it annoying when I wanted to test a meatball recipe again the same day but couldn’t buy more meat? Yes. And did I feel like I was “wasting time” not being able to try it again? Yes. But then I ended up going for a long walk by the sea and trying the recipe again the next day, and I actually think that little bit of space was good for me to reflect on what I wanted to change. There was no real rush (is there ever?), so why was I putting that pressure on myself and getting worked up for no reason?

Eat Food That Has Been Messed With as Little as Possible

This extends to heavily processed food or food that can’t be quickly traced back to its original form (the Michael Pollan quote, “Don’t eat anything your great-grandmother wouldn’t recognize as food,” comes to mind). Shop at places that put thought and care into what they make—choosing a local bakery making fresh bread, versus buying packaged sliced bread from the grocery store that’s full of preservatives. Maybe it’s because I work alone so much of the time, but my favorite moments in the day are the ones I spend chatting with people at bakeries, butchers, and grocery stores. I go overboard in Menorca, trying to keep my meals as much from the island as possible, and you don’t have to go to that extreme, but it is nice to support the people who live near you.

Same Goes for Buying Meat + Fish

Look for good-quality meat, and by that I mean meat from animals that were fed well and cared for, and that got to spend time outside—all things we hope for ourselves, too (see It’s Always Winner, Winner Chicken Dinner Over Here for more on chicken). Shopping at a farmers’ market, or somewhere that thoughtfully sources meat or fish, is usually the most reliable (albeit pricier) way to source quality protein that leaves minimal damage in its wake. I find that my body needs a certain amount of meat to feel good, so I source it well and round out my meals with lots of vegetables, grains, and legumes, which is kind of how this book is set up.

Fruits + Vegetables, Too

When I finally moved to Miami, there wasn’t a farmers’ market that Barb and I could safely drive to—Barb was my flame-red, street-legal golf cart—so I shopped only at grocery stores. I deeply missed getting excited about the first appearance of seasonal vegetables, when I would get that buzzy, little-kid feeling of something I’ve been waiting for finally arriving. I became complacent about grocery shopping, even though Barb brought me an immense amount of joy, feeling like it was another thing to check off my list, which wasn’t great as it’s one of my favorite things to do, especially whenever I feel blue. For the most part, a lot of the grocery-store vegetables were lacking in flavor compared to the farmers’ market produce that I was used to, making me realize how lucky I was to have had access to it, as it’s not readily available for everyone. Though I did have a fun interaction with a very kind man working in the produce aisle as he complained about a demanding customer wanting the exact apple she had the previous day, “The apple you ate yesterday probably won’t look exactly like the one you eat today,” and that’s a good thing. Apparently I’m not the only one who forgot how food is grown!

Please Don’t Worry Too Much About Any of This

I was a vegetarian twice in my life, for a total of about two years—once after a nutrition course in college, and then after a food policy class in graduate school, where I was thoroughly frightened about factory farming and elements of our food system. Truth be told, I became annoying to be around—I was always worried about the sourcing of the meat and dairy, and was picky when eating out. I tried not to lecture those I ate with, but my face is very expressive—it took away the fun of food for me (and likely for those around me), so I stopped worrying so much. I now make the best choices for me in that moment, trying to be as responsible and thoughtful as I can be. So, take these thoughts as you will because I don’t want to cause you any more stress or anguish in this world, especially when it comes to the joy that is food and eating. I don’t want you to feel pressured or guilty about any of your shopping choices or if you don’t live near a farmers’ market. Make the best, most affordable choice for you and move on because . . .

The Most Important Thing Is—the Happiness Factor!

During one of the two times I lived in LA, I was shopping at the grocery store, standing in front of the bulk food section, during that time of year when the first holiday music comes on and it still feels exciting because it’s been almost a year since it last filled the airwaves. All of a sudden, I heard “Yaz?” It was my sister, staring at me from the end of the aisle (she lives in LA). She was randomly at the grocery store near me, and when she saw someone dancing in the aisle, she thought, Who’s that weirdo? Oh right, it’s my sister.

I do this super-embarrassing dance when I get excited—it’s more like a little hop and bounce than a full-on dance. It’s that little bit of joy that hits without me realizing I’m doing it. (Yes, in many ways I’m like a small child, unable to control my body.)

Whether you eat meat or not, enjoy dairy or not, drink wine or not, if you’re happy and enjoying yourself, then I think that counts way more than worrying about “doing the right thing” or what’s “good for you.” The stuff that makes your heart sing is what you need to chase in life, and food has the ability to do just that, if you let it.
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Lap Dinners

I Am Very Tired, Please Make This Easy + Quick

recipes for when you’re dead tired, don’t want to chop a thing, and are about to open that delivery app

As someone who loves food, dreams about it, and gets overly excited about it, there are still nights and days when the last thing I want to do is make dinner. That’s when it’s more like, What can I easily and quickly make without having to think or clean a cutting board, because that’s simply not happening.

And I think that’s totally understandable, even if you love food—and even more so if you’re new to the cooking game. Sometimes figuring out a meal can feel like a chore. Life isn’t always photo-worthy meals and candlelit dinner tables full of invigorating conversation or endless laughter with friends; sometimes it’s more like, Oh sh*t, what’s for dinner?

The recipes in this section are more along the lines of “Let me pour myself a generous glass of wine while I binge-watch my comfort shows and see what I can throw together.” We all have our go-to, bottom-of-the-barrel dinners, and here’s a collection of mine. These are easy and quick, and don’t involve a cutting board or traditional measuring tools (see more on the next few pages). They’re mostly meant to serve two to four people, though you can easily scale down for one person. For this reason, you can make them anywhere—be it your own kitchen, a poorly stocked rental house, the apartment of a friend who never cooks, or wherever else you might find yourself in a state of hunger and exhaustion. This can also happen after a long day in the sun!

Measurements

In this section, unlike the other two, you’ll find that precise measurements are not given in the traditional way. Everything is much more casual and off the cuff, so you can spoon things out of jars, drizzle oil, and season directly in the pan. I understand that not using traditional measuring cups or spoons might sound odd, or feel uncomfortable at first, but during my time as a traveling cook, I had a revelation: I was in the UK, testing recipes at my cousin Leyla’s house in Brighton. She walked into the kitchen, and when she saw me use a measuring cup, said, “Oh, that’s funny, when they call for a cup, I just use one of these,” and grabbed a teacup from the shelf. Mind you, she’s a phenomenal cook, and it made me think—she made a lot of sense. I understand that measuring tools were likely created for consistency in recipes so everyone’s cup was the same, but wouldn’t it be much easier if we could just grab the nearest cup or spoon and use that? Especially if the measuring spoons are dirty, because they are seriously such a pain to clean by hand.

And while I put a lot of thought and
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