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Dedication

To my parents

Thank you for every family dinner.

Now I get it—don’t blink.
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Introduction
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When I was growing up, we had dinner as a family every night. It was a nonnegotiable for my parents. Obviously there were some exceptions, but most nights, my mom made dinner and the four of us—me, my brother, my dad, and my mom—gathered around the table to eat.

Every night, I helped prepare dinner (or dessert) and set and cleared the table with my mom. During the meal itself, I was encouraged to participate in conversation, but I also learned patience as my parents shared stories about our family and everyone discussed their day. Simply sitting around the table to eat dinner together taught me so many life skills that I’d take with me and continue to build on as the years passed: the art of conversation, showing interest in others, expressing love, and even how to deal with challenges—all while sharing a meal.

That kitchen table was sacred to my parents. At the time I didn’t get it—how could I? But then one day, I went from being a kid to a mom myself. And I instantly understood all the values and lessons my parents worked so hard to instill in me, even when I didn’t want to hear them.

The time we spent together around the table shaped me into the person and mother I am today. Along with everything else, our dinners sparked my love of food. Food—and the recipes in this book—are all about bringing the people you love most together around the table. It’s about creating time and building connections. Sharing meals with my kids is sacred to me. It’s my favorite part of the day. After a long day at work, I don’t want to spend hours making dinner, so I’ve mastered the recipes that come together quickly and everyone in my family loves. I hope you and your family enjoy them just as much as we do.

As much as I love to shop at the market, I get my groceries delivered. On top of being a mom and content creator, I’m also the CEO of Baked by Melissa, the bite-size cupcake company I cofounded with my brother and a few others in 2008. It’s a constant juggle. My groceries usually arrive early in the morning. My kids are at the age when they have activities nearly every day of the week, so my husband, Adi, and I often find ourselves alternating who makes dinner and who picks up the kids. My favorite days are when I’m in charge of dinner. After a long day of back-to-back meetings and putting out fires, I enjoy the process of cooking so much. Even when I’m rushing to get food on the table, there’s something about preparing a meal that brings me peace, joy, and fulfillment. Dinner is one of the few moments we have together as a family. As soon as my kids walk through the door at the end of the day, they throw their bags down and I tell them to wash their hands and come eat.
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Us at the Hoboken farmers market. We go every Saturday and get meat from Cotton Cattle Co.

We have a strict no-phones rule at the table (for me and Adi—my kids don’t have phones yet) and love to play “rose, thorn, bud”—rose, the best part of your day; thorn, the worst; and bud, what you’re most looking forward to. Sometimes we add a “learn,” too. My kids often bicker about who gets to go first. And as anyone who has ever had a conversation with a six-year-old knows, sometimes this takes a long time. They hate being interrupted. But they’re learning conversation, patience, and that they really do like broccoli, all at the same time.

Being a mom is the best. It’s a combination of incredible love, challenges, and purpose. And it’s completely magical. Women are superheroes, and society places unrealistic expectations on us. Between working full-time, doing the majority of the housework, and planning meals, it’s just not humanly possible to do it all. I spend so much time thinking about what I’m going to feed my kids for every single meal. Of all the ways I provide for my family, this is probably one of the most difficult parts of being a mom.


I spend so much time thinking about what I’m going to feed my kids for every single meal . . . it’s one of the most difficult parts of being a mom.



Because of the nature of my job, I’m on social media a lot. I’ve posted a recipe video on the @bakedbymelissa account on Instagram and TikTok every day since April 2021 with no signs of stopping. As a creator, I love reading comments and seeing mouthwatering recipes from others. And, as I scroll, I’m constantly bombarded with information about which foods are good and which are bad, and what I’m doing wrong as a mom. It’s information overload. The good part is that social media has also given me an incredible community of people who love food like I do and are looking for inspiration for nourishing meals. Thanks to this group, I’ve been able to spend more time in the kitchen, cooking dinner for my family as part of my job. It’s market research, and some recipes test better than others.

Let’s be real—I’m not making Spatchcock Chicken for my family every day of the week. Adi cooks, too, and his Chicken Schnitzel is on heavy rotation. Microwaved steamed broccoli is almost always on the table, and some days we make omelets or tortilla pizza. Or we order pizza or Chinese food. Then I have leftover rice and broccoli the next day to make Veggies & Eggs. Through the recipes in this book, I want to empower you to eat incredibly delicious meals and learn how to use the components again—sometimes in an even better way. Green Goddess Chicken Salad is a great example of how a simple sauce can transform the leftover shredded chicken you have in the fridge.
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I want the pages of this book to get dirty. Bookmark the meals that look appealing to you, then get really good at them. The more you cook, the easier it gets.

On occasion, I break our no-phones rule to look up health benefits to teach my kids. When my oldest was in first grade, I told her the specific health benefits of vegetables I served regularly—carrots and red bell peppers help your eyes, broccoli helps your heart, and protein (meat or vegetarian) keeps you full and makes you strong. That’s when it clicked for her and she started expanding her palate. She’s also started cooking for herself more, making herself eggs and smoothies and spinach and artichoke dip. Explaining the benefits of everything on her plate is the best thing we’ve ever done.

I regularly hear from so many of you that the way I cook vegetables has changed the way you and your family eats. I get messages on social media all the time from people saying they never liked vegetables before, but after trying one of my recipes, their perspective shifted. One newsletter subscriber told me, “I’ve been trying to change my eating habits for years. You changed the way my family and I eat forever.” Seeing the impact of my recipes continues to blow me away.


The more you cook, the easier it gets.



My schedule today looks different from my parents’ day-to-day when they were raising my brother and me. But just like my mom, I make dinnertime a priority for my family. Our regular rotation includes recipes inspired by the meals she made for me growing up, from Sheet Pan Chicken to Spaghetti & Meatballs with Magic Sauce to My House Salad. Like most of us, I don’t have as much time as as my mom did to prepare everything, so these recipes include tips and time-savers to make cooking for your family possible on even the busiest days. These dishes still take me right back to the kitchen table in the house I grew up in. And when I tell my young kids what’s for dinner and hear them groan, I know that that’s exactly how I responded to my mom (sorry, Mom). If your kids respond like this to you, you can’t take it to heart. They’ll get there.

Now, go wash your hands and come eat.

♡ Melissa
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Salads
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Salad, like dessert, has always been one of my favorite foods. As a kid, my mom served a big salad every night next to her spaghetti and meatballs or Oven Stuffer (as she says “Oven Stuffah”). It was often paired with Good Seasons Italian Dressing, which she made in one of those glass shakers with a plastic cap; sometimes it was a bottle of Seven Seas Creamy Italian, with little flecks of red and green in it (which were supposed to resemble vegetables?).

Back then, my love for salad had nothing to do with the fact that it’s good for you. I think it was the crunchy vegetables paired with a delicious and indulgent dressing that I found so incredibly satisfying.

It’s fun to think back on the meals I’ve loved most throughout the different chapters of my life. It’s no surprise that salads have always been a main character. As a preteen, I’d walk into town with my friend Allison, and we’d spend our babysitting money on lunch at Friendly’s. I’d get the crispy chicken salad served in a tortilla bowl you could eat. It wasn’t the most nutritious salad, but man, it was delicious. Once we got old enough, our moms would drop us off at Paramus Park or Garden State Plaza mall, and the chicken salad at Joe’s American Grill became my instant favorite. In college, my roommate Meri and I would pick up Greek salads with cut-up chicken fingers on top from the local restaurant Acropolis and eat them in our dorm. On weekends, I’d go sake bombing at Tokyo Seoul for their house salad (it inspired the Carrot & Ginger Dressing).

When I graduated college and moved to New York City, the grilled chicken salad at Hillstone (then, Houston’s) became it for me. It still is, but I can’t get there nearly as often as I used to. Shortly after moving to the city, I met Adi, and we bonded over our shared passion of feeding people we love. Sundays became our day to host friends and family for a meal, and thanks to this weekly ritual, my microchopped salads were born.

As I’ve grown up, started a business in the food space, honed my skills in the kitchen, and taken an interest in where our meals come from, I’ve learned a ton about food and the impact it has on our overall health. After all, food is the most primitive form of medicine.

Lucky for us, my salads check all the boxes. They’re delicious, nutritious, fun to make, and great to share. The recipes I create include dressings that are just as good for you as the vegetables you pour them over. Realizing the best dressings consist of fat, acid, and flavor unlocked so many opportunities in my salad repertoire. I knew I could turn my love for this crunchy, refreshing staple into an entirely new level of spectacular dishes.

In this section, I’ll teach you how to compose a salad with the correct ratios of veggies, crunch, and salty bite. Once you master the foundation, the world is your oyster.






How to Make Salad (it’s all about the ratios)

Once you understand the basics of how to build a salad, you can get creative with ingredients to make a salad designed to the specific tastes of you and your family or use what you have on hand. These are some of my favorites. Go crazy.
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Veggies

bell peppers, carrots, cucumbers, bok choy, edamame, broccoli, cauliflower, leftover roasted veggies, etc.





Base

leafy greens, cabbage, kale, arugula, romaine, iceberg, etc.





Crunch

nuts, seeds, granola, tortilla chips, etc.





Salty Bite

cheese, olives, capers, etc.
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