You Can Cook: Leveling Up

The Next Step for New Cooks: 40 Recipes for Braises, Breads, Risottos, and Desserts You'll Be Proud to Serve
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Welcome Back

Picture this: a Sunday afternoon, a heavy pot in a low oven, and a smell drifting through your place that makes the neighbors wonder who moved in. Four hours from now you'll lift the lid on short ribs that fall apart when you look at them.

A few weeks ago you were nervous about eggs. Let's see what you can really do.

Look at you. A little while ago the kitchen might have felt like someone else’s world. And now here you are, coming back for more. That’s the whole game. You didn’t just learn a few recipes; you became someone who cooks. This book is for that person.

If you worked through Volume One, you already own the foundations: you can sear, roast, build a simple sauce, cook rice without fear, and, most importantly, you can taste something and fix it. Those aren’t small things. They’re the bedrock that everything in this book is built on. (And if you’re jumping in here first, don’t worry: your Coach will still explain every step. You’ll just be reaching a little higher, a little sooner.)

So what’s different this time? We’re going up a level. You’ll braise meat until it falls apart, bake real bread with a crackling crust, stir a pot of risotto until it turns creamy, whisk oil into a proper sauce, and pull off desserts that make people gasp. These are the techniques that separate “I can follow a recipe” from “I can cook.” And every one of them is completely within your reach. I promise.

Your Coach is still right here in your corner, after every single recipe, teaching you the one skill that matters, telling you why it works, and, when it wobbles, telling you how to save it. Nothing in this book is out of your league. It’s just the next step. And you’ve never once regretted taking the next step.

Let’s level up.

What's New This Time

Volume One taught you to cook. Volume Two teaches you to cook with range. Here’s the exciting stuff you’re about to learn, so you know what’s coming:

Braising: the low, slow magic that turns cheap, tough cuts into fall-apart, restaurant-worthy dinners.

Real bread: a crusty, bakery-style loaf from four ingredients and almost no effort. It feels like a miracle the first time.

Risotto & the “stir and build” method: patience turned into pure creaminess.

Sauces from scratch: a roux for silky mac and cheese, reductions for glossy pan sauces, and an emulsion for homemade mayo and aioli.

A whole roast chicken: the milestone dinner every cook should own.

Real baking: cakes, custards, galettes, and lava cakes, with the confidence to nail them.

None of this is as hard as it sounds. That’s the secret the pros don’t tell you. Most “impressive” cooking is just a simple technique you haven’t tried yet. You’re about to try them all.

A Few New Tools

Your Volume One kit still does most of the work. To reach this next level comfortably, a few small additions help a lot:

An instant-read thermometer: the single best few dollars you’ll spend. It turns “is the chicken done?” from a worry into a fact.

A heavy pot with a lid (a Dutch oven, if you have one). The workhorse behind braises, stews, soups, and no-knead bread.

A whisk: for sauces, custards, dressings, and whipping.

A fine grater (a microplane): for garlic, zest, and parmesan; it adds flavor in seconds.

Parchment paper: for baking that never sticks and cleanup that barely exists.

That’s it. Everything else, you already have. You don’t need fancy. You need a few good basics and a little courage, and you’ve clearly got the courage.

Ten Habits That Make It Look Easy

Your five habits from Volume One still hold. Read the recipe first, prep before you cook, taste as you go, medium heat, salt in layers. Here they are again with five more that carry you into this level:

Read the whole recipe first. Especially now. Some of these have timing to plan.

Prep before you cook (mise en place). The more advanced the dish, the more this saves you.

Taste as you go, and adjust with salt and acid. Still the whole secret.

Medium heat is your friend: but learn when a dish wants high heat (a sear) or low (a braise).

Salt in layers, stage by stage.

Browning is flavor. Take the time to get real golden color on meat and vegetables. That’s where deep flavor is born.

Rest your meat. Let roasts and steaks sit before cutting so the juices stay in. Never skip it.

Reduce for richness. Letting a sauce bubble and concentrate is how thin liquid becomes glossy and deep.

Temp it, don’t guess. For anything you’re unsure about, the thermometer removes all fear.

Clean as you go. At this level there are more pans. A tidy counter keeps your head clear.

A Quick Safety Refresher

You know most of this: a quick reminder as the techniques get a little bigger:

Hot pans and hot oil get serious at this level (searing, roasting). Lower food in away from you, keep sleeves back, and use dry oven mitts. A wet mitt conducts heat and burns.

That heavy pot goes from stove to oven. Its handles get screaming hot and stay hot. Drape a towel over the handle as a reminder so you never grab it bare-handed.

Cook meat to temperature: chicken 165°F (74°C), most whole cuts of beef and pork to at least 145°F (63°C) with a rest. The thermometer makes this effortless.

Respect raw meat: separate boards, wash hands and tools, and never let raw-meat surfaces touch food that won’t be cooked.

A calm kitchen is a safe kitchen. Prep first, move deliberately, and never rush a hot pan.

Now: let’s cook something you’ll be proud of.

Brunch Worth Waking for

Brunch is where you show off without stress. And it’s the perfect place to pick up a few new tricks: a real emulsion, a proper rise, and eggs cooked with technique. Impress a table of friends before noon.

Fluffy Buttermilk Biscuits
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SKILL UNLOCKED: KEEPING BUTTER COLD AND THE DOUGH BARELY MIXED

Tall, flaky, golden biscuits from scratch: the kind that steam when you split them open. Easier than they look, and endlessly impressive.

Makes: 8 · Time: 30 min

Ingredients

2 cups flour · 1 tbsp baking powder · 1 tsp sugar · 1 tsp salt

6 tbsp cold butter, cubed · ¾ cup cold buttermilk (or milk + 1 tsp vinegar)

Method

Heat the oven to 425°F (220°C). Whisk the dry ingredients, then rub in the cold butter with your fingertips until it looks like coarse crumbs with some pea-sized bits.

Stir in the buttermilk just until a shaggy dough forms. Don’t overwork it.

Pat into a 1-inch-thick slab, fold it over on itself two or three times (this makes the layers), then cut into squares.

Bake 14–16 minutes, until risen and golden.

COACH’S CORNER The skill: Keeping butter cold and the dough barely mixed. The two rules behind every flaky, layered bake, from biscuits to pie crust.

Why it works: Cold butter melts in the oven and leaves steam pockets that puff the layers apart. Overmixing melts it too soon.

Don’t panic: Dough feeling warm or sticky? Chill it 15 minutes. Cold dough is happy dough. This is the whole secret to flaky.

You’ve got this: Fold the dough over itself and you’re literally building layers with your hands. That’s real baker’s technique.

Eggs with Blender Hollandaise
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SKILL UNLOCKED: MAKING AN EMULSION: FORCING BUTTER AND YOLK INTO ONE SILKY SAUCE

Silky, buttery hollandaise over poached eggs: the brunch sauce people think is impossible, made foolproof in a blender.

Serves: 2 · Time: 20 min

Ingredients

4 eggs · splash of vinegar (for poaching)

Hollandaise: 3 egg yolks · 1 tbsp lemon juice · ½ cup melted hot butter · pinch of salt & cayenne

Toasted muffins or toast to serve

Method

Blend the yolks, lemon, salt, and cayenne for 10 seconds. With the blender running, pour in the hot melted butter in a slow, thin stream. It will thicken into a glossy sauce. Keep it somewhere warm.

Poach the eggs: bring water with a splash of vinegar to a bare simmer, swirl it, slip in each egg, and cook 3 minutes until the whites set.

Sit the eggs on toast and spoon the hollandaise over.

COACH’S CORNER The skill: Making an emulsion: forcing butter and yolk into one silky sauce. It’s the same principle behind mayo and aioli later in this book.

Why it works: The blender whips the hot butter into tiny droplets suspended in the yolk, thickening it into a stable sauce.

Don’t panic: Sauce too thick? Blend in a teaspoon of warm water. The stream of butter is the trick. Slow and steady, never all at once.

You’ve got this: You just made a sauce that intimidates grown adults. Poached eggs are the only “hard” part, and you nailed those too.

Food-safety note: This recipe uses raw or barely cooked egg. Use pasteurized eggs (sold in many supermarkets) whenever you are serving young kids, older adults, pregnant guests, or anyone who prefers to avoid raw egg.

The Perfect Frittata
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SKILL UNLOCKED: STOVE-TO-OVEN COOKING: STARTING A DISH ON THE BURNER AND FINISHING IT IN THE OVEN, A MOVE YOU’LL USE FOR STEAKS AND MORE

A golden, fluffy, oven-finished frittata loaded with whatever you’ve got. Brunch for a crowd from one pan.

Serves: 4 · Time: 25 min

Ingredients

8 eggs · ¼ cup milk · salt · pepper

1 tbsp oil or butter · 2 cups fillings (vegetables, cheese, cooked meat)

Method

Heat the oven to 375°F (190°C). Beat the eggs with the milk, salt, and pepper.

In an oven-safe pan, cook your fillings in the oil for a few minutes until softened. Pour the eggs over them and cook on the stove 2 minutes, until the edges just start to set.

Transfer the whole pan to the oven and bake 10–12 minutes, until puffed and just set in the center.

COACH’S CORNER The skill: Stove-to-oven cooking: starting a dish on the burner and finishing it in the oven, a move you’ll use for steaks and more.

Why it works: The stovetop sets the base while the gentle, all-around oven heat cooks the middle without burning the bottom.

Don’t panic: No oven-safe handle? Wrap a plastic one in a double layer of foil, or set the pan on a baking sheet. Improvise. That’s cooking.

You’ve got this: A frittata is a “clean out the fridge” hero. You now have a use for every leftover vegetable.

Crispy Potato Rösti
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SKILL UNLOCKED: REMOVING MOISTURE FOR CRISPINESS: THE SAME LESSON AS CRISPY TOFU, NOW WITH POTATOES

A giant, golden, crispy-edged potato cake: the Swiss hash brown that turns humble potatoes into a showstopper.

Serves: 2 · Time: 25 min

Ingredients

2 large potatoes, grated · salt

2 tbsp butter or oil · pepper

Method

Grate the potatoes, then squeeze them very dry in a clean towel. This is the difference between crispy and soggy. Season with salt and pepper.

Melt the butter in a nonstick pan over medium heat. Add the potatoes and press into an even cake.

Cook 6–8 minutes without moving it, until the bottom is deep golden and crisp. Flip (slide onto a plate and invert back in) and crisp the other side.

COACH’S CORNER The skill: Removing moisture for crispiness: the same lesson as crispy tofu, now with potatoes. Dry surface, hot fat, patience.

Why it works: Wet potato steams; dry potato fries. Wringing out the water lets the starch crisp into a golden crust.

Don’t panic: Nervous about the flip? Slide the rösti onto a plate, put the pan over it upside down, and flip the whole thing together. Easy.

You’ve got this: Master this and breakfast potatoes, latkes, and hash browns are all suddenly in your range.

Spiced Shakshuka
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SKILL UNLOCKED: POACHING EGGS DIRECTLY IN A SAUCE

Eggs gently poached in a rich, spiced tomato-pepper sauce. A dramatic, one-pan brunch you serve straight from the skillet.

Serves: 4 · Time: 30 min

Ingredients

2 tbsp olive oil · 1 onion · 1 red pepper · 3 garlic cloves

1 tsp cumin · 1 tsp paprika · 1 can crushed tomatoes · salt

4–6 eggs · feta & herbs to finish

Method

Soften the onion and pepper in the oil, then add the garlic and spices and cook 1 minute until fragrant.

Pour in the tomatoes and simmer 10 minutes until thick and saucy. Season well with salt.

Make little wells in the sauce and crack an egg into each. Cover and cook gently 5–7 minutes, until the whites set but the yolks stay runny. Finish with feta and herbs.

COACH’S CORNER The skill: Poaching eggs directly in a sauce. Plus building a spiced tomato base, a technique that reaches into curries and stews.

Why it works: The gentle, covered heat cooks the eggs softly right in the sauce, so they stay tender and the yolks stay saucy.

Don’t panic: Want firmer yolks? Cook a couple minutes longer. Runnier? Pull it sooner. You can see exactly what’s happening. Trust your eyes.

You’ve got this: Served in the pan, this looks like it came from a café. It came from you.

Food-safety note: Runny yolks are a personal call. USDA advises cooking eggs until yolk and white are firm; for young kids, older adults, or pregnant guests, cook them through or use pasteurized eggs.

Puffy Dutch Baby
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SKILL UNLOCKED: USING A SCREAMING-HOT PAN AND A HOT OVEN TO MAKE A BATTER RISE

A dramatic, puffed-up oven pancake that rises into a golden bowl before your eyes. Pure magic, from one blended batter.

Serves: 2 · Time: 25 min

Ingredients

3 eggs · ½ cup flour · ½ cup milk · 1 tbsp sugar · pinch of salt

3 tbsp butter · lemon, sugar, or fruit to serve

Method

Heat the oven to 425°F (220°C) with an oven-safe pan inside it, getting hot.

Blend the eggs, flour, milk
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