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		Introduction

		Hi! We are Erin and Allison—and together we own a restaurant in Oakland, California, dedicated to the best food on earth: macaroni and cheese. A few months ago a neighbor came into our restaurant, Homeroom, to tell us a story about her daughter’s first words. The mother explained, “She just kept saying ‘ah-ah-chee.’ We couldn’t figure out what she was referring to until we passed your restaurant and she started yelling ‘ah-ah-chee’ over and over and then it hit us—‘mac and cheese’!”

		Whether a child’s first words or an adult’s cherished food memories, one of the most rewarding parts of owning a mac and cheese restaurant is how people of all ages and backgrounds have deep connections to our food. A close second is turning those connections upside down by making mac and cheese that is even more delectable, rich, and unique than people’s best memories.

		People ask us all the time for our recipes or for advice on how to improve their own homemade mac and cheese. This book represents everything we’ve learned after making thousands of mac and cheeses, from recipes to problem-solving. We’re excited to bring these ideas beyond the confines of our cheesy little corner of the world and into your home.

		About Homeroom

		Let’s back up a bit to how we got started. You may say it’s a modern-day entrepreneurial love story. The two of us met by chance, while sharing a table with our husbands at a crowded café on a rainy Sunday morning. We began chatting about food, traveling, and our general love of cooking and eating. Six months later, we sat in the same café and decided to leave our cushy jobs as a lawyer and marketer respectively, and pour our life savings into a restaurant.
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		The industry wasn’t completely foreign to us. Before becoming a lawyer, Erin worked as both a pastry and line cook at some of the best restaurants in New York City. Meanwhile, Allison learned the craft of customer service by serving at other top restaurants in New York before going into marketing. However, these past restaurant experiences only provided a small taste of what was in store for us when trying to open and run our own place. What followed was a year of blood, sweat, and tears, trying to finance a dream restaurant on a tiny budget and very little experience. Lucky for us, our gamble paid off and Homeroom opened in February 2011. Our restaurant has been packed every day since.

		If you’re wondering “why mac and cheese?” you’re not alone. Almost everyone we meet wonders the same thing. Our answer is pretty simple: it’s a dish we love. We grew up on it, and every time we eat a big bowl of creamy mac and cheese, it makes us smile. We thought there were lots of people out there who felt the same way—and luckily, we were right.

		At Homeroom, we feature ten different mac and cheeses at a time, and rotate the menu seasonally. We make each dish to order, and they can all be customized with special add-ins like broccoli, bacon, mushrooms, and other tasty ingredients. They are all also available either baked with a topping of toasted panko (Japanese bread crumbs) or served creamy-style (people have deeply held beliefs on which way is better, so we offer both styles for each dish).

		When we decided to open Homeroom, there were certain elements of what restaurants call “fine dining” that we wanted to make approachable and available to everyone. We thought it would be fun to have beer/wine and mac pairings on the menu, change the menu seasonally to feature great local produce, and take the time to create homemade traditional American desserts. We also took great pains to make the restaurant space warm, quirky, and inviting with nostalgic school elements—because eating inexpensive food (our entire menu is under ten dollars) should not mean having to sit in cheap chairs under fluorescent lighting.

		Our husbands built the tables out of high school bleacher seats, and if you look carefully you’ll see sentiments like “Josh loves Stephanie,” and “Rachel + Anna were here” carved into the wood. We also installed a vintage library card catalog holder for customers to store their loyalty cards, where each mac and cheese they order earns them a gold star. The entire back wall of the restaurant is a huge chalkboard map of California riddled with doodles reflecting the ethos of each area of the state (yogis and biking hipsters near San Francisco, Hollywood bling in LA).

		Although the school theme is sprinkled throughout the restaurant, we also love that the name Homeroom can have another meaning: a room in one’s home. We wanted our restaurant to be a place where you feel comfortable and relaxed—as if you were sitting in your own living room. We like to think we achieve this aspect of the name as well, mainly through our incredible staff: the passionate, enthusiastic people who happily greet everyone who walks through the doors.

		Most important, we make great mac and cheese, and a lot of it. We serve thousands of mac and cheese dishes every week to people all over the Bay Area as well as visitors from all over the world, which we think makes us the experts in the field. And now we’d like to share what we’ve learned with you.
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		Basics

		This cookbook and its recipes are meant to be instructional and easy-to-use, with ingredients you can find whether you live in Oakland or Oklahoma. While there are a lot of fancy, complicated mac and cheese recipes out there, we believe that simpler is better—and that nothing should be expensive, difficult, or intimidating about mac and cheese.

		Getting Your Mac On: A Primer on Mac + Cheese

		There are a million different ways to make mac and cheese—but we think having one way is a whole lot easier. At Homeroom, we use a base recipe that is the foundation for all of our mac and cheeses. Once you learn it, you can make every recipe in this book as well as any variation you can dream up at home. Since this is Homeroom after all, we’ve put it into a simple equation:

		Pasta + Mac Sauce + Cheese = Mac and Cheese

		Basically, every recipe in this book is pasta cooked with cream sauce and cheese—it’s a basic formula that can make hundreds of different variations of mac and cheese. We’ll teach you each component—how to cook pasta so it’s perfect and not mushy and overdone. How to make béchamel sauce (we call it Mac Sauce)—the cream sauce that is the foundation for the entire dish. We’ll also teach you how to choose the perfect cheeses to maximize cheesiness, how to bake a mac if you like a crunchy topping, and how to customize each dish to your heart’s desire (see see tips).

		Because each recipe relies on the

		Turning Mac into a Meal

		
		The Great Debate: Creamy Versus Baked

		
		

Basic Baked Mac and Cheese
with Crispy Bread Crumbs

			
				½ cup panko (Japanese bread crumbs)

				1 prepared mac recipe

			

			
				
					LESSON PLAN
				

				
					
						
						1 Preheat the oven to 400°F.
					

					
						
						2 Place the bread crumbs on a baking sheet and put it in the oven for about 5 minutes, or until the panko has a lightly brown, toasted color. After you have prepared the mac according to the recipe, place it in an ovenproof dish and sprinkle it with the toasted panko bread crumbs.
					

					
						
						3 Bake the mac in the oven until it starts bubbling on the sides, 10 to 15 minutes.
					

					
						
						4 Remove from the oven, and eat up!
					

				

			

			 

			
				
					
						For the Best-Looking Baked Mac
					

				

				We’ve found that the time it takes to bake a mac to get a crunchy top layer and hot interior usually won’t turn it brown on its own—just bubbly. To get a beautiful brown topping on any baked mac, we recommend separately toasting the panko beforehand (step 2, above) so you can achieve the same visual effect without overcooking the mac.
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Mac Sauce
(Béchamel 101)

			This simple, creamy, and delicious sauce is the base for all of our mac and cheese recipes. The French call it béchamel. We call it Mac Sauce.

			We’re pretty certain this sauce will change your life—it has certainly changed ours. Once you learn this recipe, you can make countless varieties of mac and cheese just by adding whatever tasty cheese you like, starting with little else than what you have in your fridge. And the great news is that it’s really simple—just flour, butter, milk, and salt. The secret is in the whisk—once you’ve added the milk, just keep stirring and before you know it, your sauce will be thick, creamy, and the foundation of many awesome mac and cheeses to come.

			
				This recipe makes three cups of sauce—the recipes call for two, but it is wise to make a little extra in case someone wants their mac a bit saucier. It is also somewhat difficult to make only two cups of sauce because you don’t have much liquid to work with—so we’ve found that three is necessary for the easiest preparation. You can use Mac Sauce to make amazing biscuits and gravy if you just fry up bacon and add the bacon grease and chopped up bacon (use our biscuit recipe as the base for this). You can also make chicken à la king if you add cooked chicken and peas, and serve it over rice. Mac Sauce is also great as a base or thickener for soups like clam chowder or cream of potato.
			

			
				A few other things to consider when you are making your Mac Sauce—use whole milk. Don’t cut corners and use low-fat or nonfat milk or it will end up tasting watery and gross, resulting in a rather sad-tasting mac and cheese. Also, if you have one around, it’s best to use a heavy-bottomed pot to cook the sauce because it will keep the milk from burning and will allow it to cook evenly. One last thing—pay attention to the type of salt you use because it makes a difference (see “A Word on Salt”). Makes 3 cups

			
				
					
					3 cups whole milk
				

				½ cup unsalted butter

				½ cup all-purpose flour

				2 teaspoons kosher salt or 1 teaspoon table salt

			

			
				
					LESSON PLAN
				

				
					
						
						1 Heat the milk in a pot over medium heat until it just starts to bubble, but is not boiling, 3 to 4 minutes. Remove from the heat.
					

					
						
						2 Heat the butter over medium heat in a separate, heavy-bottomed pot. When the butter has just melted, add the flour and whisk constantly until the mixture turns light brown, about 3 minutes. Remove from the heat.
					

					
						
						3 Slowly pour the warm milk, about 1 cup at a time, into the butter-flour mixture, whisking constantly. It will get very thick when you first add the milk, and thinner as you slowly pour in the entire 3 cups. This is normal.
					

					
						
						4 Once all the milk has been added, set the pot back over medium-high heat, and continue to whisk constantly. In the next 2 to 3 minutes the sauce should come together and become silky and thick. Use the spoon test to make sure it’s ready (see picture, opposite). To do this, dip a metal spoon into the sauce—if the sauce coats the spoon and doesn’t slide off like milk, you’ll know it’s ready. You should be able to run your finger along the spoon and have the impression remain. Add the salt.
					

					
						
						5 The Mac Sauce is ready to use immediately and does not need to cool. Store it in the fridge for a day or two if you want to make it ahead of time—it will get a lot thicker when put in the fridge, so it may need a little milk to thin it out a bit when it comes time to melt in the cheese. Try melting the cheese into the sauce first, and if it is too thick then add milk as needed.
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		Troubleshooting Mac Sauce

		
		My Mac Sauce came out really runny—it’s just like milk.

		
		My Mac Sauce has brown flecks in it.

		
		
		My Mac Sauce is so thick—it’s hard to even melt the cheese into it!

		
		My Mac Sauce is not smooth—why does it have clumps in it?

		
		Mac 101: Mac-Making Advice from the Pros

		
		Choosing Cheeses

		TIP #1. MORE AGE = MORE CHEESY FLAVOR

		
		TIP #2. DON’T WASTE YOUR MONEY ON SUPER-FANCY CHEESES
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		TIP #3. SALT IS A CHEESE’S BEST FRIEND

		
		 

		
			
				
					A Word on Salt
				

			

			
				Many chefs like to have an array of fancy salts on hand for cooking, but at Homeroom, we only use two: kosher salt and table (or iodized) salt. You can cook with either one, but we prefer to use table salt for baking, and kosher salt for cooking. What’s the difference? Well, because of the iodine that is added to table salt, it can give food a slightly metallic flavor—although the tiny grains are perfect for baking because they easily disperse throughout dough. Kosher salt has lighter, bigger flakes and no chemical flavor. You don’t have to be quite as careful when you add it to food, and we prefer it in all our cooking because of its taste and versatility. Kosher salt has bigger flakes and packs less of a salty punch than table salt.
			

			If you are substituting table salt for kosher salt in recipes that call for the latter in this cookbook, you cannot use the same amount or you will end up with a salty, unpalatable mess. Because the Mac Sauce is so critical to a good mac and cheese, we did the conversion in that recipe for you—but in other recipes, if you are substituting table salt for kosher salt, use less than the recipe calls for. A good general rule of thumb is to use half as much table salt as you would kosher salt.

		

		Customizing Your Mac

		TIP #1. PANKO KICKS THE BOOTY OF REGULAR BREAD CRUMBS

		
		TIP #2. DON’T BE AFRAID TO EXPERIMENT

		
		 

		
			
				
					
					Tasty Add-In Suggestions

			

			Bacon, chorizo, grilled chicken, hot dog, sausage, ground beef or pork (avoid bigger cuts of meat like chopped steak because the texture will be tougher than the mac and won’t blend very well), peas, sautéed mushrooms, spinach, artichoke hearts, caramelized onions, broccoli, roasted butternut squash, asparagus, garlic

		

		Choosing and Cooking Noodles

		TIP #1. USE THE RIGHT NOODLE
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		TIP #2. COOK THE NOODLES PROPERLY

		
		
		
		
		 

		
			
				
					
					A Note on Portion Size

			

			We’ve designed our mac recipes to serve up a soul-satisfying portion of rich-and-cheesy goodness to four people. But if your crew is really hungry or you’re not planning on side dishes, you may find they better serve three people.

		

		Choosing Beers and Wines to Pair with Macs
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					Gluten-Free Mac and Cheese

			

			At the restaurant we provide the option for each one of our macs to be prepared gluten-free. This means instead of using regular semolina pasta, we use quinoa pasta, although you can also use brown rice pasta or any gluten-free pasta you prefer. We also use tapioca flour instead of wheat flour in our Mac Sauce; however, you can substitute almost any gluten-free flour. After testing all possible flours and pastas, we think that quinoa pasta and tapioca flour work the best, but it’s a matter of personal preference.

			All you have to do is make these two replacements and you can make any mac and cheese recipe in this cookbook gluten-free. Another quick note—you cannot bake a mac with panko if you want it to be gluten-free. However, you can bake the mac with a bit of sprinkled cheese instead, or find a gluten-free bread crumb topping that you prefer. Regardless, we’re sure you’ll really enjoy it and hope you’ll find that mac and cheese is actually one of the most versatile gluten-free dishes you can prepare.
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