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A Note from Jenny

Welcome to Dinner: A Love Story, the book that’s all about family meals, however you might define “family” and however you might define “meals.” Before I get down to the business of explaining what you will find in the next three hundred pages, I’d like to tell you a bit about what you won’t find.

[image: Image] You will not find dire warnings that your children are going to become meth addicts if you’re not eating with them five nights a week.

[image: Image] You will not find lyrical musings on the Japanese eggplant or tender odes to the fleeting beauty of beet greens, kabocha squash, or garlic scapes.

[image: Image] You will not be told that family dinner is a problem that can be figured out in three easy steps!!!

[image: Image] You will not hear me describe family dinner as a problem. A problem is a flood in the basement or a bedbug on your pillow or a letter from the IRS saying you owe them $120,000. A problem is something that, once solved, gets you right back to where you started, but poorer or angrier. Preparing your mother’s crispy vinegary pork chops and sharing them with people you love, potentially making your life richer and happier, is, in my opinion, the opposite of a problem.


[image: Image] (Disclaimer: You may, however, catch me referring to certain family dinner scenarios, such as having two working parents and two kids under two, as not merely problematic but also “soul crushing” and “harrowing.”)

[image: Image] You will not read the insidious phrase: “So delicious your kid will love it, too!” Therefore, you will not have the urge to throw this book across the room when your kid tries the kale and decidedly doesn’t love it, too.

[image: Image] You will not hear me suggest, even for one second, that you should do what I have done and document in a dedicated diary every dinner you’ve cooked and eaten for the past fourteen years. (This strategy should be employed only under special circumstances and only after being officially approved by your institution’s chief warden.)

[image: Image] Olives. I’m sorry. I know it’s a major culinary weakness, but I really don’t like olives, so you won’t find them anywhere in these pages.

[image: Image] You will not hear me claim that family dinner is the magic bullet, the answer to your prayers, the only way to raise happy children. But I will say that it has done more to foster togetherness and impart meaning and joy into my family life on a daily basis than just about anything else I can think of.


Dinner: A Love Story
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Introduction

The Confession: How It All Began

Two years ago, I went to lunch with my friend Lori at Sam’s, a Jewish deli in New York City’s Garment District. At the time, I was her editor at a parenting magazine, and the goal of the lunch was to come up with story ideas for the next few issues. Lori is that friend you want to follow around with a notebook and pencil. She’s always reading an advance copy of some novel that everyone else is going to be reading in book clubs six months later. She’s the friend who sees the Oscar-winning film before it wins the Oscar and who is constantly sending me links to things she thinks I’ll find interesting—Michael Ruhlman food rants, Gwyneth Paltrow juice diets, George Saunders essays. I’m usually the one jotting down notes and interrupting her to ask things like, “Wait, this Jack White person—you say there is no relation whatsoever to Jack Black?”

When she sat down on this particular afternoon, though, she looked distracted, a little upset. After some small talk, she leaned over and whispered something to me.

“Can I confess something to you?”

“Of course,” I told her, preparing myself for an admission of a passionate affair . . . or drinking while breast-feeding . . . or spanking . . . or, I don’t know, she looked kinda freaked . . . maybe she was in trouble with the law? “You can tell me anything.”

She went on. “Do you want to know the one thing I feel most guilty about as a mother?” She was staring into her matzoh brei, too ashamed to look at me.

Okay, now I was a little frightened. She had two kids, ages five and two. What could be so bad?

“I’ve never once cooked a meal for my children,” she said. She looked up at me with shiny eyes.

I’m not proud to admit it, but my first thought was: So that’s how she manages to read the New York Times every freaking day from cover to cover! Even the Metro section!

My second thought was: How did we get to the point where mothers break down in tears because they don’t know how to cook dinner?

What would Betty Friedan say?

“Lori!” I practically screamed at her. If it weren’t for the gentle-looking Wallace Shawn doppelganger sitting at the table next to us, I would have grabbed her across the sour pickles and yelled “Get a grip!” But all I said was, “That is your confession? That’s all?” She was too upset to answer.

Lori’s shame was probably in high relief that day because she knew she was sitting across from someone who regularly, some might say pathologically, cooked dinner for her family. She knew me well enough to know that since 1998, I’ve written down what I’ve cooked or eaten every night in a “dinner diary” (more on this in a minute). In addition to editing features at Cookie, the parenting magazine, I oversaw the food department and was in the midst of cowriting a family meal cookbook with two colleagues who were equally enthusiastic about cooking for their children. Lori had once told me that her three months in the Cookie office, filling in for someone on maternity leave, were pure torture—everywhere she looked, she said, she was reminded of her culinary shortcomings.

“It’s not like I feel bad about it sometimes,” she said. “I feel bad about it at every meal, three times a day, seven days a week.”

“Yeah, but it’s not like you’re feeding your kids antifreeze,” I told her. She was mostly giving them turkey dogs or things from the prepared section at Whole Foods. “And what about Larry?” I said. Larry was her husband, who loved to cook but didn’t get home in time for dinner during the week. “Do you think he is in a coffee shop right now crying into soup with one of his friends? Somehow I doubt it—and I think you should follow his lead.”

“I know,” she said. “It’s pathetic.”

“No, it’s not pathetic. But you say this like you’re the first parent in history to feel handicapped by guilt. No one has it all together.” I thought of my friend Terry, who the week before had pulled her SUV to the curb to say hi while I was walking the dog but before long switched gears to park so she could really get into how awful she felt about missing her daughter’s soccer trophy presentation the weekend before. She wasn’t just talking it through—she was wailing, clearly dealing with some existential parent angst. “And I was just dropping off Max across town,” she said, like Marlon Brando in the last scene of On the Waterfront. “I could’ve been there.”

“I know I’m not the only one,” Lori continued. “But I feel like if I could just get my act together to make dinner for my kids, then everything else would fall into place. The problem is I know the kids won’t eat whatever I attempt to make . . . so I end up saying, Well, why even bother trying? Only to wake up hating myself even more, thinking, If I can’t make my kids dinner, what can I do exactly? What kind of mother doesn’t cook for her children?”

I cut her off. “Okay, stop. You’re a good mother! Just look at how guilty you feel! I think that means you care too much.”

She laughed. “I wish I could carry you around with me so I could get a pep talk anytime I need it.”

I thought about that. It wasn’t such a bad idea.

We hatched a plan right there at the table. I would become Lori’s “Dinner Doula.” I’d give her onion-chopping tutorials, interview her children about what they would and wouldn’t eat, plan some menus, deconstruct her family’s weekly schedule, write up shopping lists for her on the weekends, and do lots of good old-fashioned, roll-up-your-sleeves strategizing. But more important, I would hold her hand and give her emotional support. You know how a traditional doula takes care of the mom so mom can take care of the baby? That’s what I wanted to do for her.

The first thing I told her was not to put so much pressure on herself. Lori is like a lot of parents I know. She had it in her head that she was supposed to “cook” in a certain way—insert visions of Donna Reed here—and to do it that way every single night, a scenario more commonly known as Setting Yourself Up for Failure. On top of that, she had read every Center for Addiction and Substance Abuse study and every article about every CASA study, and she was haunted by their message: that kids who eat with their parents do better in school, are less likely to do drugs, etc., etc., etc. I wanted to help Lori (a) stop obsessing over these alarmist studies and (b) learn a few things, take some baby steps in the kitchen.

But a funny thing happened. Over the next few weeks, as I became Lori’s Dinner Doula, she became my muse. In the process of “coaching” her, I realized how many more layers there were to the age-old “what’s for dinner” problem, which had been my beat in lifestyle magazines for more than a decade. Sure, there were all the usual stumbling blocks (not enough time, not enough energy, not enough ideas), but for a lot of parents dinner was no longer the part of the day to unwind and share the family news. In fact, it was often the opposite—it was a major source of psychological stress. Every time mom makes a meal that her kid doesn’t eat or that ends up being devoured hyena-like in thirty seconds flat (without a single word uttered in between bites, let alone a thank you) or eaten while siblings are screaming at each other across the untouched spinach, or if dinner is, God forbid, a frozen pizza that is eaten with the babysitter or with only one parent, she sees it as a referendum on her own self-worth. It’s not much dinner she’s looking at; it’s a giant report card. And Lori wasn’t the only one in the world feeling like she was getting Fs every night.

Lori and I wrote a magazine story about our six-week regimen of basic chicken roasting and picky-eater strategizing, but her breakdown stayed with me long after the story was finished. I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a void out there for parents who believed in the importance of family dinner, who, like me, believed dinner went a long way toward helping us connect more with our kids, but who, like Lori and her husband, didn’t have any idea how to make it happen on a regular basis. Maybe I could help them. And, who knows, maybe I could even help people who weren’t parents yet or people whose definition of family might never include children. All I knew was that I had been keeping that dinner diary for twelve years—four years before I even had kids—and I knew I had something to say, maybe even something to teach, about the importance of a shared meal with people you love.

So in March 2010, I launched Dinner: A Love Story, a website devoted to family dinner. The goal was to take what I’d learned as a food editor and a mother and try to be everyone’s doula, providing recipes and strategies, pep talks and encouragement, whenever parents felt like they needed it. What I attempted to do with the website, and what I hope to continue to do with this book, is to change the conversation about dinner and all the dread that came along with it. I had no interest in shaming or scaring anyone into eating with their kids. I wanted the website to feel inviting and homemade, to give real-life-based instruction, to be different. I want it to be like the family dinner table we all aspire to have—a judgment-free zone; a happy, instructive place where you always feel welcome; a place where strategies and parenting philosophies are passed around right along with the Zucchini Fries.

[image: Image]

Now, back to that diary . . . I would understand if this is where I lose you. Seriously. What kind of person, you’d like to know, writes down every dinner she cooks for fourteen years straight? My response to that is (a) Please don’t give up on me before you get to the Pork Shoulder Ragù and (b) please know that while keeping a diary in the early days of cooking was instrumental in getting the ball rolling on family dinner, I’d like to make it very clear that there are plenty of less troublesome ways to achieve the same result. This is the way I did it because I am one of those sad, deluded people who still believe that the mere act of writing something down will give me some sense of control over it. I will go into more detail about the diary system in a few pages, but you should know that there are several dozen other strategies in this book that will help you get into a rhythm with family dinner, and not a single one of them will make you question your obsessive tendencies.

How Do You Use This Book?

Those of you already familiar with my blog know that, for the most part, my focus is on family dinner with my husband, Andy, and my two elementary-school-aged daughters, Abby and Phoebe, who are capable of sitting upright in a chair, using a fork semicorrectly, not spilling their milk all over the chicken I just spent a half hour making, and occasionally even participating in a conversation. Also, most of the time they are eating a meal that resembles (or is at least related to) the meal on their parents’ plates. This description may sound like an idyllic little picture of a foreign land you hope to visit someday, but in fact each milestone listed above—as well as many not listed, such as “Not Pinching Nose at the Mention of the Word Egg,” which we are still working on—was hard-earned and generally helped along by the simple phenomenon of children growing up. It took years to get to the point where we could execute a regular old weeknight meal in a way that was relaxing for everyone. Years! In fact, knowing what I know now, I don’t even recommend attempting a sit-down meal with your kids until your youngest is at least three (more on that in Part 3). Before my youngest turned three, we were in survival mode at dinner hour. And before that—I can’t remember . . . What exactly did I do before I had kids?

I think of our dinner narrative as being divided into three distinct phases, which also happens to be how this book is organized:

[image: Image] Phase 1: Just Married, or the years Andy and I were establishing a dinner routine, building a repertoire and a relationship in the kitchen.

[image: Image] Phase 2: New Parenthood, or the years it felt like a bomb exploded any semblance of routine and normalcy in the kitchen.

[image: Image] Phase 3: Family Dinner, or the years the angels began to sing.

This book will cover all three of these phases of family dinner—the charming parts, the messy parts, the really annoying parts, the crazy-fun parts. Every meal that you read about in the next three hundred or so pages is a real meal. And I don’t mean “real” in the way the real food movement folks mean “real” (i.e., wholesome and unprocessed, though they are that, too). I mean that these meals really happened. These are the meals and menus we have served up for family dinners, romantic dinners, dinners for bosses, dinners for friends, dinners for one, dinners for two, dinners for food snobs, dinners for seven five-year-olds, and five seven-year-olds, ski house vacation dinners, beach house vacation dinners, quick Tuesday night dinners, long, luxurious Sunday night dinners, engagement dinners, birthday dinners, outdoor dinners, dinners after the soccer game, dinners before trick-or-treating, picnic dinners, patio dinners, snow-day dinners, potluck dinners, date-night dinners, and dinners for just about any occasion that can happen in the span of saying “I do” (or “I do want to sign that lease with you”) to sending your two kids off to UNC with a full scholarship to play soccer (she says hopefully). Though there weren’t enough pages in this book to flesh out all four thousand dinners I’ve recorded in my diary, you’ll be getting a “greatest hits” in chronological order beginning in 1998 and ending in 2011. Nothing has been engineered, nothing has been reimagined and refined by a test kitchen staffed with culinary school graduates. On a few occasions, I’ve enlisted some help wrangling an unwritten family favorite into conventional format or tweaked some recipes that were in desperate need of updating. (Trust me, the gloppy baked pasta I made for dinner guests in 1998 wouldn’t fly in 2012.) But other than that, every meal you see here has been cooked and eaten at least a half dozen times by someone in my house. And in my house, we eat well.

My hope is that this collection of recipes and stories might offer a game plan, or at least a little inspiration, for any home cook at any level. It is as much for the novice who doesn’t know where to start as it is for the gourmand who doesn’t know how to start over when she suddenly finds herself feeding an intractable toddler stuck in a white-food-only phase. This book is for the person who never thought too hard about home-cooked meals until the moment he or she became a parent. It’s for mothers and fathers—working, staying home, single, divorced, any kind—who crave more quality time with their children and have a sneaking suspicion that the answer may lie in the ritual of family dinner, in the ritual of sitting down together at the end of the day to slow down and listen to each other. This book is, in fact, for anyone interested in learning how to execute a meal to be shared with someone they love and discovering how so many good, happy things can trickle down from doing so.

In other words, I’m thinking this book might just be for everyone.

A Note About the Recipes

All the recipes in this book, unless otherwise noted, serve four, even the ones in Part 1, when the idea of living with kids, let alone feeding them, was about as realistic a proposition as flying to the moon. This is because almost every meal I’ve included is one that has made the evolutionary leap from our table for two to our table for four—and yes, often with a dollop of ketchup on the side.

You’ll see that some of the recipes are written in conventional style, with the ingredients itemized at the top, and some are written more casually, as though I’m standing next to you and we’re having a conversation (e.g., “Add a few glugs of olive oil and a handful of chopped fresh mint”). This inconsistency is not an oversight. I’ve thought a lot about recipe structure in my career as a food editor (and once even had a spirited debate about it on my blog) and I’ve come to this conclusion: Cooking from conventional recipes is how you start, but cooking from casual recipes is how you grow. If you cook regularly enough, there will come a day when you won’t need to measure out the quarter teaspoon of cayenne or set the timer when a recipe says cook for “3 minutes per side.” Just like parenting, you will have to accept there will be snags, but eventually you’ll learn to trust your instincts.

[image: Image]



Part 1 • 1998–2001

Rituals,
Relationships,
Repertoires

 or, how we taught ourselves to cook
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Part 1 • 1998–2001

My mother went back to school when I was in fourth grade. She had been a full-time mom for almost ten years, and once my twin brother, Phil, my older sister, Lynn, and I were occupied all day with play rehearsals, calligraphy club, tennis lessons, and ballet and tap classes (and people say overscheduling is a new phenomenon?) she decided it was time for her to get back in the game. I remember the day she told us. We were all in the car and she was about to start chauffeuring us around the county to our various activities. But before she shifted into drive, she said she had some news.

“I’m going to law school,” she said. “I’m going to be a lawyer.” There was a stack of pamphlets and applications on the passenger seat and she held them up as if to offer proof.

This was thirty years ago, so the exact details of what she said are hazy, but I have a clear memory of how she looked from the backseat of our tan Oldsmobile Cutlass: proud. Until that moment, I don’t think it had ever occurred to me that my mom had her own dreams or that she could spend time doing something that didn’t involve her children. But I was proud of her, too. And telling my friends I had a mom in law school was going to be fun. I just had a few questions. Like: If you’re in law school all day, who is going to drive me to soccer practice? And: Who is going to pick me up from play rehearsal? And: On Thursdays I have Hebrew school until five thirty and then Pointe at six, so how am I supposed to get from one place to another?



“Don’t worry, Jenny,” she said. “My classes are at night, so your life will proceed just as it always has.”

Whew.

And then, the whammy: “But for three nights a week, Dad’s going to be in charge of dinner.”

Um . . . what?

My dad didn’t cook. His contribution to the dinner table was a loaf of bread picked up at Grand Central Station before his twenty-five-minute commute home to our house in southern Westchester. (On most nights it was a baguette; on special nights it was a challah with white raisins.) But one thing you could say about Dad—no matter what was going on at the midtown marketing firm where he worked, he walked in the door every night between six thirty and seven o’clock. He never missed dinner. I didn’t realize this in 1981, but his spotless attendance record at the table was obviously a much bigger contribution to dinner hour than the raisin challah, delicious as it was. The moment he walked in was the moment we all started gravitating to the kitchen to peek inside pots and tear off pieces of the fresh bread he set on a cutting board on the table. His arrival, announced by the creaky swing, then slam, of the back screen door, was the signal that dinner was about to be served. I’m not sure my brain even had a part in this decision. All it knew was that my body was being summoned to its seven o’clock magnetic north: the family dinner table.

And yet my dad’s presence at dinner, as important as it was, was different from cooking that dinner. Until this point, on the rare nights that he had been in charge of feeding us, it usually meant we hit the McDonald’s drive-thru. Even my ten-year-old optimistic self knew we weren’t going to be dining on Happy Meals three times a week for four years.

“What are we going to eat?” I asked my mother.

“We’ll figure it out,” she said.

They figured it out all right. They figured it out in the form of Breaded Chicken Cutlets. Later, when I had kids and was forced to compete with the chickenless chicken nugget, I’d call this dinner “crispy chicken” or “Grandma Jody’s Chicken” (named after my mom), but in 1981 we just called it Chicken Cutlets Again? It must have been the only thing my mom taught my dad how to make, because other than the occasional bowl of spaghetti with “butter sauce,” that’s what we ate three nights a week for eight night-school semesters. Sometimes my mom would set up the dredging station with three plates—one for the flour, one for the beaten egg, one for the bread crumbs—while she waited for my dad to come home from work. He started taking an earlier train to accommodate her new schedule, and as soon as he walked in they’d exchange a few pleasantries while he took off his coat and she put hers on, then kiss each other hello and good-bye. With Tom Brokaw wrapping up the Nightly News on the tiny black-and-white kitchen TV, Dad would finish what my mom had started, standing at the mustard-colored Formica counters moving the cutlets from plate to plate, then finally into the hot skillet. By seven o’clock there would be a homemade meal on the table for my brother, my sister, and me. A decade later, when Mom was partner in her own firm and Dad would be the first one home, he would often prep the chicken dredging station for her.

From a ten-year-old’s perspective, my parents’ thrice-weekly do-si-do routine was seamless, and their acts of sacrifice for the family expected. But now as the mother of two girls (one who is almost ten herself), I know better than to assume it was as easy as it looked. I’m sure I was too busy memorizing the lyrics to “Food Glorious Food” to notice all the backstage coordinating that had to happen in order for our complicated little lives to continue running smoothly—and in order for us to sit down to a home-cooked dinner with at least one parent every night while my mom was able to go off and learn about torts and civil procedure and pursue a career.

What did I learn from this besides the desire never to see another breaded chicken cutlet for as long as I lived? Well, for starters, I had a front-row seat to an equality-minded marriage. A marriage where parental roles were flexible, where the pendulum of responsibility swung from spouse to spouse depending on the circumstances, and a marriage where, at the end of the day, the kids came first (unless there is only one beautiful plump apricot left in the bowl, in which case, the mom always comes first). I also learned about the importance of sharing a meal with people who loved me enough to tag-team dredge my chicken.

So a decade and a half later, when I got married and settled in Brooklyn Heights, I had a very clear sense of what family dinner looked like. And so did my new husband, Andy, who also grew up in a house where both parents worked and where dinner was a command performance for every member of the family. We had other things in common, too: We went to the same college (where we met), we had the same career path (publishing), we had both highlighted large sections in chapter 1 of The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, and thanks to our parents, we both had highly cultivated guilt complexes, specifically as they related to dinner.

Even before we had kids, before I was adding up the hours at home and at work and trying to make the numbers come out even, I felt guilty about staying late at work and missing dinner. And so did Andy. If either of us made after-work plans that precluded eating together, the abandoner always asked the abandoned if it was okay. As in, “Is it okay if I go out on Thursday with Brian who is flying in from Chicago for one night to see me?” or “Is it okay if my college roommate’s dad wants to take me and his daughter to that new Jean-Georges restaurant Vong?” It is somewhat astounding for me to think about this so many years later, especially now that we have children and the whole idea of guilt has been ratcheted up to levels I couldn’t have grasped back in those days—because of course the answer was always yes. Of course! What kind of marriage required spousal permission for a gin and tonic with a college friend who had flown in from one thousand miles away? It was more than permission, though. It was respect. Respect for each other, respect for the ritual, respect for the meatballs.

Because, it turns out, those meatballs don’t just appear on the table by themselves. And it also turns out that just because you have a clear idea of what dinner is supposed to look like, it doesn’t necessarily mean it’s an easy thing to execute—especially if your cooking skills are not as highly developed as your guilt complexes. Neither of us really knew how to get a meal on the table when we first got married, which is to say, we didn’t really know how to cook. It’s not that I was afraid of cooking or hadn’t spent time in the kitchen as a kid. I spent a lot of time there. But my strength was baking, specifically baking from scratch, which I defined as “anything not purchased from the Entenmann’s section of the Grand Union.” That meant Betty Crocker brownies from the box counted as “from scratch” as did Jiffy corn muffins. I’m pretty sure no week went by in the 1980s when I didn’t bake a batch of “homemade” Duncan Hines chocolate chip cookies for my sister and brother. (Remember? The box mix that came with the “butter flavor” squeeze packet?)

I don’t want to sell myself too short here, though. I did have one or two house specialties, like chocolate croissants, which I concocted by slicing open a frozen Sara Lee crescent roll, stuffing it with half a Hershey bar, then nuking it for exactly 35 seconds. And I had a few meals I could put together in a pinch: Kraft macaroni and cheese topped with browned ground beef (I still make this from time to time: it’s childhood in a bowl); buttered and salted skinny egg noodles; and Steak-umm sandwiches, which I think I had for every weekday lunch in the summer of 1984. I didn’t think too hard about the difference between fresh foods and packaged or processed ones. Until my mother handed me a garlic clove in 1989, I distinctly remember thinking that the only form of garlic was powdered and jarred, with a McCormick label slapped across the front of it.

So for a while, there would be more microwaved veggie burgers than osso buco at our just-married Brooklyn dinner table. Not only because our culinary skills weren’t quite where they needed to be, but because we had yet to figure out how crucial shopping and planning were in the dinner equation. I had yet to figure out the dinner diary system.

The dinner diary . . . What drives a person to write down what she cooks or eats for dinner every night in a blank book? And to do this every night for fourteen years and counting? I’ve been thinking about this question for a long time, and I have a few theories, none of which, amazingly, involve an obsessive-compulsive diagnosis. The rationale I like the best is this: It always bothered me that Andy and I spend so many of our waking hours planning for dinner only for all traces of that meal to disappear forever in fifteen minutes. When we were first married, I can remember on more than one occasion opening my eyes in bed on a Sunday morning and seeing my new husband staring right back at me, wide awake. As soon as he felt it was safe to engage his sleep-greedy wife in conversation, the first thing he’d say was not “Good morning” or “How did you sleep?” but “What should we do for dinner tonight?” Then the rest of the day seemed to be headed in one direction: the meal. Writing down what that meal was made the effort and the event itself seem less fleeting and more meaningful. Or maybe that’s just what I tell myself.

But on Sunday, February 22, 1998, the very first date on the very first page of my dinner diary, I didn’t care about theories. I had one thing on my mind when I opened up the blank green book that Andy bought me for the previous Christmas: How do I make dinner happen? How can I ensure that I will never again have to endure the agonizing back-and-forth weeknight email exchange that began around five o’clock and usually went something like this:

AW: What should we do for dinner?

JR: I don’t know. What do you think?

AW: I don’t know, what are you in the mood for?

JR: Something healthy? Salad?

AW: Just had a big salad for lunch. Pasta?

JR: Nah, Jennifer Aniston lost thirty pounds by not eating pasta.

AW: Well what, then?

JR: I don’t know.

AW: Sweet.

When, by some miracle, we did decide on a meal, we’d usually have to cram in an express shop at the supermarket on our way home. And since we were in our mid-twenties and therefore never leaving work before our bosses left, that meant we weren’t home until after eight o’clock, by which point we’d be starving and opt for ten-minute spaghetti with Ragú Robusto instead of thirty-minute ditalini with amatriciana sauce, or whatever recipe sounded good when we were flipping through Food & Wine at the beach a few days earlier. What added to the stress was that I had no confidence in the kitchen, no confidence in my improvisational abilities. I had not yet trained myself to look at a lone onion and envision spaghetti with caramelized onions. I had not yet learned that I wasn’t going to be arrested if a recipe called for smoked paprika and I only had the regular kind. I was a recipe girl. I liked to follow them by the letter. I was not an improviser. Not an off-roader. If given a choice between those two diverging roads in the yellow wood, I’d have chosen the more traveled one every time.

So on that February Sunday, in an attempt to preempt all this dinner angst, I wrote down a lineup of everything I wanted to cook that week on the first page of my blank book. This is what it looked like:

[image: Image]

My Dinner Diary: Week one, year one.

Then we drew up a shopping list based on that lineup and hit the supermarket. It wasn’t sexy and it wasn’t necessarily original, but our advance planning system worked. The day we started doing this was the day cooking and eating together started resembling the meals I grew up with, dinners that were relaxing and satisfying. So what if I had to put up with friend after friend picking up my diary from the kitchen counter, then, after realizing what it was, asking, “Jenny? Is everything okay?”

Things could not have been more okay—on the food front and beyond. I was starting to shape a theory about dinner. I found that if I was eating well, there was a good chance that I was living well, too. I found that when I prioritized dinner, a lot of other things seemed to fall into place: We worked more efficiently to get out of our magazine offices on time (Andy was at Esquire and I was at Biography, a small publication from A&E), we had a dedicated time and place to unload whatever was annoying us about work and everything else, and we spent less money by cooking our own food, which meant we never felt guilty about treating ourselves to dinner out on the weekend. And perhaps most important, the simple act of carving out the ritual—a delicious homemade ritual—gave every day purpose and meaning, no matter what else was going on in our lives. A decade later, when a New York Times reporter wrote a story about my diary habit, all kinds of people got in touch to tell me they did the same thing or to offer their own theories about why someone might be compelled to record the fact that she ate a spinach frittata on September 19, 1999. The letter that meant the most to me and that helped make sense of my dinner compulsion more than any other was from a man named Rudy. He told me that his wife started her dinner diary habit fifty years ago after experiencing a tremendous (unspecified) loss. He wrote: “She never told me this, but I think she started [writing down what she made for dinner] when she was depressed, and it was a mechanism to cope with her depression, showing that she is taking care of herself.”

Taking care of ourselves—and to some degree our marriage—officially began on that Sunday, February 22, 1998, with chicken cacciatore, which we made for Andy’s brother, Tony, and his wife, Trish. That meal has fallen out of the rotation, but two of the five listed that week are still going strong: chicken pot pie (which you’ll read about later) and Curried Chicken with Apples, which not only introduced me to the basic technique of making a quick skillet meal but also later proved to be the perfect starter curry for my kids. In fact, I think of that recipe and my dad’s chicken cutlets as two of the most meaningful dinners in this whole book.

Breaded Chicken Cutlets (aka Grandma Jody’s Chicken)

In spite of my desire to never eat breaded chicken cutlets again, this was the first meal I ever made for Andy (at twenty-two, my meal repertoire was about as varied as my dad’s) and in the years since, the chicken has proven to be a real lifesaver in the slap-it-together weeknight meal department. Plus, if you have this in your repertoire, you can make “chicken pizza,” chicken Milanese (just top with an arugula and tomato salad that has been tossed with oil and vinegar), and real chicken fingers. Total time: 25 minutes


Few generous glugs of olive oil (5 to 6 tablespoons), more as necessary (you are not deep-frying here, but pretty close)

2 eggs, lightly beaten

¾ cup all-purpose flour

1½ cups plain bread crumbs or Kellogg’s Corn Flake Crumbs that have been salted and peppered

4 boneless chicken breasts (about 1¼ pounds), rinsed and patted dry and pounded like crazy



Add the oil to a large skillet set over medium-high heat.

Set up your dredging stations: one rimmed plate for the eggs, one plate for the flour, and one plate for the bread crumbs. Using a fork, coat your chicken pieces first in the flour (shaking off any excess), then in the egg, then in the crumbs, pressing the chicken into the crumbs to thoroughly coat.

Fry each breast in the oil for 3 to 4 minutes on each side. (I usually do two at a time, but I’ve been known to cram all of them in at once and then spend the entire meal wishing I had just sucked it up and waited the 6 extra minutes.) The cutlets are cooked when chicken is firm to the touch but not rock hard.

Remove and drain the chicken onto a paper-towel-lined dinner plate tented with foil if you have more pieces to fry. Add more oil to the pan and fry the remaining breasts.

[image: Image] Note: Feel free to add any of the following to the bread crumbs: a pinch of cayenne, a teaspoon dry mustard, fresh thyme or oregano leaves, some ground flax, sesame seeds, or freshly grated Parmesan.

WHAT’S UP WITH POUNDING CHICKEN?

Flattening out a chicken breast with a meat pounder will leave you with chicken that cooks more evenly and tastes more tender.

[image: Image] To pound, place your chicken cutlets one at a time in between two sheets of wax paper set over a cutting board.

[image: Image]

[image: Image] Then whack the poor thing in the center while simultaneously pushing out toward the edges until the breast is about 1/3 inch thick. (The important thing is that it’s all the same thickness.)

[image: Image]

[image: Image] The chicken will likely increase in surface area so if it gets too large and unwieldy to handle, you can cut the pounded breast in two pieces before dredging.

[image: Image]


[image: Image]

How much better does this look than nuggets? Grandma Jody’s Chicken, topped with arugula and summer tomatoes.




Starter Curry: Curried Chicken with Apples

The original recipe we clipped from the New York Times had us concocting our own curry with turmeric, cumin, coriander, and cayenne, but more often than not, I fall back on my decent-enough store-bought madras curry blend. This is a constantly evolving dish and we never make it the same way twice. For instance, only in the past year did we start adding coconut milk to the broth—it’s just enough to make the dish feel slightly decadent. Total time: 30 minutes


2 tablespoons canola oil, plus more as needed

½ large onion, chopped

1 garlic clove, minced

½ large stalk celery, chopped

1 large apple, such as Granny Smith, peeled, cored, and cut into bite-size pieces

1 teaspoon grated peeled fresh ginger

2 tablespoons madras curry powder

3 medium-size boneless chicken breasts (about 1½ pounds), rinsed and patted dry, cut into bite-size cubes, salted and peppered

½ cup chicken broth

¼ cup light coconut milk

Handful of frozen peas (optional)

Few dollops of plain yogurt

Suggested garnishes: chopped cilantro or mint, sliced or chopped almonds



Heat the oil in a deep, large skillet over medium-high heat. Add the onion and sauté until it begins to soften, about 2 minutes.


Add the garlic, celery, apple, and ginger. Cook for 2 to 3 minutes and then add the curry powder, stirring to combine.

Push the ingredients to one side of the pan, add a little more oil, and brown the chicken on all sides. (If your pan is too stuffed, you can do it in two batches.) Stir all of the ingredients together then add the broth and coconut milk. Bring to a boil and then reduce to a simmer. Add the peas (if using) then cover and cook 10 more minutes, until chicken is cooked through.

Serve with basmati rice or flatbread and top with a dollop of yogurt and desired garnishes.

March 1998

A Recipe Starter Kit

At least once a month, maybe twice, for the fourteen years that I’ve been married to Andy, we’ve received a fat envelope in the mail from his mother, Emily. Nine times out of ten it’s an article she clipped from the Washington Post (even today, she remains dubious of an emailed link), and most likely the Post clipping features either the latest buffoonery on display by a politician or a travel piece highlighting a particular city in the Middle East, where she and Andy’s dad, Steve, spent seven years in the Foreign Service in the late 1960s and early ’70s. Every now and then she sends a food-related clipping, like one from Cooking Light (her favorite food magazine) or the newsletter from the Center for Science in the Public Interest. (She was definitely the first to alert me to the saturated-fat horror show of movie-theater popcorn.)

But the holy grail of mailers arrived in 1998, about six months after I married Andy. It came addressed to both of us: a little stack of white index cards on which were scribbled a half dozen of the recipes that Andy grew up eating at his kitchen table. The recipes were so basic—breaded pork chops! meatloaf! porcupine meatballs—so simple, and for him, so infused with nostalgia. I imagined they had been copied from recipe cards given to her by her mother-in-law or grandparents or from really old cookbooks that showed softly lit aspic buffets on yellowed pages. Whatever their provenance, though (I never asked—what would be more romance dashing than finding out they came from Cooking Light?), it doesn’t really matter. Within a few months, we had made each one of the recipes enough times to commit to memory, and twelve years later we both still think of the little index card cache as our family dinner starter kit.


[image: Image]

Best wedding present ever, courtesy of my mother-in-law: Andy’s favorite childhood recipes handwritten on genuine index cards.


Porcupine Meatballs

I would like to go on record and say that this recipe might best represent our whole philosophy of cooking: It’s fast, easy, nostalgic, delicious, and only went up in value once we had kids. One note: Unless you are under four feet tall, you will probably need something acidic (a green salad with vinegary dressing) to cut the sweetness of the braising liquid. Total time: 45 minutes


1 pound ground beef or dark turkey

½ cup uncooked rice

1 tablespoon finely chopped onion

2 tablespoons diced green bell pepper

1 teaspoon salt

1 garlic clove, minced

2 cups tomato juice

4 whole cloves

½ teaspoon cinnamon

2 tablespoons sugar

1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce



Combine the meat, rice, onion, bell pepper, salt, and garlic in a large bowl. Shape the mixture into small balls, about 1 inch wide.

In a deep skillet, whisk together the tomato juice, cloves, cinnamon, sugar, and Worcestershire sauce and bring to a simmer.

Drop in the meatballs and cover the skillet. Simmer for 30 minutes, or until rice is cooked and spiky, gently flipping over and spooning braising liquid over exposed meatballs from time to time.

Don’t forget to remove the cloves before serving. (But if you do forget, don’t worry—it will give you something to laugh about every single time you make it from that day forward.)

Breaded Vinegary Pork Chops

This version has been adapted slightly. The original called for Progresso Italian bread crumbs, but we’ve upgraded to panko (available in better supermarkets and all Asian markets) kicked up with lemon zest, to add extra crunch. Total time: 1 hour 25 minutes (includes 1 hour marinating time)


4 bone-in pork chops (about 2 pounds), pounded to ½ inch thickness

1 cup red wine vinegar

1½ cups panko

Zest from ½ lemon

1 tablespoon chopped fresh thyme

1 tablespoon chopped fresh oregano

Salt and pepper to taste

½ cup all-purpose flour

2 eggs, beaten

Olive oil



Arrange the pork in a single layer in a large baking dish and cover with the vinegar. Let sit for 1 hour at room temperature.

In a small bowl, combine the panko, zest, thyme, oregano, and salt and pepper. Set up your dredging stations: one rimmed dish for the flour, one for the eggs, and one for the panko mixture.

Heat a large cast-iron or heavy nonstick skillet over medium heat and add a few glugs of olive oil. Using a fork, dredge each chop first in the flour, then in the egg, then in the panko; make sure you coat the sides as well as the tops and bottoms, as every inch of crust is crucial. Drop the chops into the hot oil. Working in two batches, cook the pork chops until crispy and cooked through (about 4 minutes on each side), wiping out skillet with a paper towel after first batch and adding more oil as necessary.

Emily’s Meat Loaf

For her holiday party one year, my friend Elizabeth served a row of meat loaves that were presented on her finest China platters and had been stuffed with spinach and cheese. I loved that, and occasionally follow her lead for just a regular Tuesday night meal. To stuff, place half the meatloaf mixture in the loaf pan. Using a spoon, make a well down the length of the middle, then add thawed frozen spinach and mozzarella cheese into the well. Cover with remaining mixture and proceed as directed. Total time: 1 hour 15 minutes


1½ pounds ground lean beef, turkey, veal, pork, or combination

1 cup Italian bread crumbs

2 eggs, whisked

1 cup tomato juice or 1 8-ounce can tomato sauce whisked with water to make 1 cup

1 small onion, chopped

1 stalk celery, chopped

3 to 4 tablespoons cored, seeded, and chopped bell pepper (any color)

2 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley

1 tablespoon fresh thyme leaves

1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce

1 teaspoon salt

1 tablespoon ketchup

2 strips smoky bacon



Preheat the oven to 350°F.

In a large bowl, use your hands to thoroughly mix together the meat, bread crumbs, eggs, tomato juice, onion, celery, bell pepper, parsley, thyme, Worcestershire sauce, and salt. Add the meat mixture to a loaf pan, spreading ketchup on top. Lay bacon strips on top of ketchup and bake for 1 hour. The loaf is done when a knife inserted into the middle feels hot to the touch or when internal temperature reads 160°F.

[image: Image]

We call this our recipe door—four of our favorite family recipes, painted inside our cabinet by the stove. See Great—Grandma Turano’s Meatballs.


A LETTER TO MY YOUNGER, NEWLY BETROTHED SELF

Dear Younger Self,

Congratulations on your engagement! Having been married to your soon-to-be husband for nearly a decade and a half, I can say with conviction that you’ve done an excellent job choosing a life partner. I know you are worried about Andy’s inability to remember when the recycling bins need to be dragged out to the curb, and that it’s really annoying when he leaves dresser drawers and kitchen cabinets open, but trust me, these are shortcomings that will be easily overlooked as soon as you taste his meltingly tender braised pork ragù. Also: the flee-to-the-suburbs vs. stay-in-the-city decision? I don’t want to give away the ending, but please work on repeating this mantra as you fight and freak out together: It’s a nice problem.

Okay, enough about the next fourteen years of marriage! What about the next ten months of wedding planning? I’ll bet you are getting a ton of advice from parents and friends and bloggers and you have a million decisions to make! Empire waist or A-line? Rabbi or justice of the peace? Where to have the ceremony? The reception? And perhaps most exciting: What to register for? I know I’m an old lady now, but I remember exactly how psyched I was . . . you are . . . to hit Crate & Barrel with a clipboard and pencil to start noting SKU numbers for wineglasses and chip-and-dip platters and all those other sophisticated accoutrements of adult living. Someone else is footing the bill so you can finally afford to buy that pasta pot with the built-in strainer! Hooray!

Except I’m here from the future to tell you that you will not use that pasta pot with the built-in strainer more than once, maybe twice, and it is currently enjoying its second life as a very expensive leak-catching bucket in the basement. The problem was that the pot-with its aluminum base but stainless-steel sides (stainless: poor conductor of heat; avoid)–took about 45 minutes to bring water to a boil. The strainer? I can tell you now that both you and Andy tend to favor the freestanding colander that you can use for all occasions, not just one that fits into this particular rotten pot. It will take a few more years and a few more purchases before you discover a hard-earned truth: When confronted with anything claiming to be two in one, you should run the other way. (The one exception here is the Spoonula-a silicone spatula and spoon combo that I find to be life-changing in the scrambled eggs department.)

You should also know this: The chip-and-dip platter? Dork move.

The point of this visit from your future, however, is not to make fun of you. That, as we both know, is Andy’s job. (And my! He does it so well!) The purpose of my letter is to help you. So on the next page, I’m going to tell you the six most important kitchen items to register for, the ones which fifteen years from now you are still going to be using and loving on a daily basis.

Much love,

Future Self, 10/4/11

[image: Image]

Dear Future Self,

Thank you for your very helpful advice. I just have one question: What’s a blogger?

Love,

Younger Self, 12/16/96

[image: Image]








SIX REGISTRY ITEMS YOU’LL NEVER REGRET

[image: Image]

3-Quart Sauté Pan with Lid. (All-Clad stainless) You are probably thinking, Wait, you just told me to avoid stainless. Wrong: I told you to avoid it on its own. All-Clad has a line of cookware with an aluminum core (a metal with excellent heat retention properties) and a stainless exterior. (Stainless wears well, looks cool, and is easy to clean.) As soon as you discover the genius of a skillet dinner (like Andy’s Thai-spiced Salmon, which, I’m sorry to say, you’ll have to wait another decade for), this pan becomes an absolute workhouse. There will be a point in your life when you decide to just leave it on the stovetop and never put it away.

[image: Image]

5½-Quart Round Dutch Oven. (Le Creuset) There have been a few times when I wished I had the 7¼-quart one, but only a few, and the point is this: You need this pot more than any other on the list. A home without a Dutch oven filled with soup simmering on the stovetop or a piece of meat braising in the oven is no home at all! And it will take you only a few years to develop the patina that makes your mother’s fifty-year-old 3½-quart Le Creuset look so awesome. (Also, good thing you inherited that 3½-quart one from mom, or I’d have to tell you to register for that, too, since you use it every time you make Marcella Hazan’s milk-braised pork loin. Which is to say, you will use it often.)

[image: Image]

4-Quart Casserole with Lid. (All-Clad Stainless) You registered for this pot because back then it was called the “Soup for Two.” You are such a hopeless romantic! (And FYI: still are.) But I’m glad you picked this one because it will make many meals for you and your beloved, not just soup, and if you hadn’t lost it before your move from Brooklyn to . . . I’m not telling you where . . . you would still be using it thrice-weekly for rice and pastas for your family of four. (No, not four kids. What are you insane?) You will eventually replace it with a Dansk enamel pot found on eBay for next to nothing, but it remains to be seen if this one will last as long as the rest of the All-Clad line has. Buy this workhorse and this time, try to hold on to it.

[image: Image]

Three Knives. (Wüsthof) You’ll want either the 5-inch or 7-inch chef’s knife (or both, so you can cook together and not fight over who gets the good one), which will be used for chopping about eight million future onions and shallots and . . . Are you serious? How old are you again? A shallot is a small, delicately flavored onion, with purplish skin that, when minced finely, makes it an excellent addition for salad dressings! You’ll also want a 7-inch serrated bread knife, which will come in handy for making Andy’s beloved tomato sandwiches–there will be a lot of these once he discovers them in the summer of 2001–and a 3-inch paring knife, essential for mincing garlic or peeling the skin off an apple in one smooth, coiling motion.

P.S.: That reminds me: Buy stock in Apple! As much as you can afford.














April 1998

The Happy Birthday Scallops

Okay, so I might have been lying just a tiny bit when I said that we are completely self-taught when it comes to churning out a steady stream of edible dinners. Because there was that one birthday—my twenty-fourth, in 1995—when I opened a card from Andy to find three or four cooking class descriptions that had been ripped from the New School of Culinary Arts catalog. I could choose “The Food and Wine of Italy” or “A Middle Eastern Feast” or even a class taught by David Bouley, owner of Restaurant Bouley in New York and the closest thing 1995 had to a celebrity chef. Since that one was already filled to capacity, I chose a French cooking class that promised I would learn “classic culinary principles” and the basics of “balance and texture.” And so a few Saturday nights later, I showed up to a West Village brownstone and joined eight other apron-clad students around the kitchen’s island facing our professor, a restaurant chef who was taking time off to teach. As far as I could tell, I got my money’s worth about ten minutes into the class, the moment he taught us the trick for removing the stench of garlic from your fingers. (Rub them against stainless steel.) But since other students probably weren’t so easily satisfied, he went on to walk us through a basic recipe for scallops. Really basic. Like six-ingredients-and-10-minutes’-cooking-time basic. To the point where I wondered if I even needed a professional’s help with it. But I soon learned that packed into this unassuming little recipe were a few core culinary principles that would see me through hundreds of future meals. Including:

[image: Image] Deep flavor comes from browning and searing. To optimize browning and searing, make sure whatever meat or fish you are cooking is patted dry and is as close to room temperature as possible. (Also: poking and prodding every few seconds to see if the crust has formed is the surest way to prevent a crust from forming.)

[image: Image] The crumbly brown bits left in the pan after the meat or fish have cooked are the building blocks of sauce. Just deglaze by adding wine or broth and bringing to a boil while scraping the bits off the bottom of the pan. (But be warned: Deglazing can also mean “disappearing” if you’re not watching your sauce closely. Once it has thickened, remove from the heat immediately.)

[image: Image] You cannot go wrong when you start and finish with butter. And also: Butter is much less likely to burn if you heat it in a pan with olive oil.

[image: Image] Adding acid (a drizzle of vinegar, a spoonful of tangy buttermilk, or in the case of these scallops, a simple squeeze of lemon) will always add brightness to an otherwise boring and flat dish. I’ll never forget an interview I read with Mario Batali that reconfirmed this. He said the easiest way to pretend you know what you’re doing in the kitchen is to talk about the “acidity” level of a dish.

[image: Image] The best recipes are usually the simplest. Look for recipes that call for a few high-quality fresh ingredients instead of a long list of sauces, spices, and pantry staples. They’ll taste fresher and you’ll be more likely to cook them.

You might call this a birthday gift that kept on giving. I came home from the class and taught Andy everything I learned. And a dozen years later the scallop recipe remains a keeper.

Pan-Seared Sea Scallops

If I had been the one assigning names to shellfish, bay scallops would be the big scallops since they start with B and sea scallops would be the small ones since they start with S. But someone else decidedly less logical than me was given the task, so I have been forced to remember the difference by reminding myself that it’s the opposite of what it should be. Trust me, you will never forget this ridiculous, ass-backward trick now that you know it. Bay scallops = small ones; sea scallops = big ones. This recipe calls for the big ones. Total time: 15 minutes


3 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 tablespoon olive oil

20–24 sea scallops, rinsed and patted dry, tough whitish muscle on the side peeled off with fingers, and salted and peppered

2 garlic cloves, minced

½ cup dry white wine

Juice from ½ lemon (about 1 tablespoon)

Corn-Bacon Hash



In a large skillet set over medium-high heat, add 1 tablespoon of the butter and the oil.

When the pan is hot but not smoking, add as many scallops as you can without crowding the pan and cook for 1½ to 2 minutes per side. (When you flip them be sure to get your spatula or tongs all the way under the scallop so you don’t lose the brown crust. If using tongs, push scallops firmly from underneath before grabbing and flipping.) Remove from the pan and cook any remaining scallops.

Once you have seared all the scallops, lower the heat to medium, melt the remaining 2 tablespoons butter, add the garlic, and cook for 30 seconds. (Do not let the garlic burn.)

Add wine and lemon juice and crank the heat to high, scraping the fish bits as the liquid boils down. Watch the sauce vigilantly as it boils (you don’t want it to reduce to nothing). When it looks slightly syrupy, remove the pan from the heat and drizzle the sauce over the cooked scallops, reserving some if you are serving this with Corn-Bacon Hash (below). Which I definitely recommend, along with a fresh grape tomato salad that’s been tossed with olive oil, basil, salt, and pepper.

Corn-Bacon Hash

Total time: 10 minutes

In a large skillet set over medium heat, cook 1 strip of bacon until crisp, about 2 minutes. Remove the bacon from the pan, blot with a paper towel, chop into pieces, and place in a large bowl. Add 1 minced small shallot to the bacon fat in the pan and stir until soft, about 1 minute. Add the kernels that have been cut from 4 ears of corn and cook for 2 minutes. Remove to the bowl. Add 5 or 6 chopped basil leaves, salt and pepper to taste, and, if you have it, whatever pan sauce is left from the scallops. Toss and serve.

January 1999

Loserati Special: Chicken Pot Pie

I first reunited with my childhood friend Laurie at a midtown Così on a snowy day in 1999. We had lost touch after high school—she went to college in the Midwest, then traveled to Israel and Japan (where, among other things, she took a job in a strip bar), while I was struggling to figure out a career in New York City, twenty miles from where I grew up. Laurie was voted “Most Likely to Be a Starving Writer” in the superlative section of our high-school yearbook. As early as fourth grade her papier-mâché fruits in art class looked like they belonged next to Brancusis rather than gold spray-painted macaroni art. We sat with each other in Hebrew school, where Laurie would sketch cartoons of friends and enemies, and then I had to guess who they were by writing it in the blank line she’d draw under each caricature. She called this game “Famous Faces,” and we got in big trouble, to my goody two-shoed horror, when our teacher confiscated the sheet on which the teacher herself was depicted covered in warts and wearing a witch’s hat. There was my handwriting right below the cartoon: Ms. Batia.

We were always different, but our relationship was the kind that could be picked up right where we left off, even after a six-year hiatus. And that’s what we did on that snowy day at Così, eating smoked turkey and honey mustard sandwiches. We both wanted to be writers and confessed that we’d give just about anything to write a book that would land on Oprah or, at the very least, in the Westchester Gazette. We got so caught up in our dreaming and scheming that we didn’t realize we had been there for nearly three hours. We made a date to continue the conversation on a Friday after work and pretty soon we were official writing partners with a standing date that I looked forward to all week long.

We kept this up for almost three years, meeting every Friday at a coffee shop on the corner of Seventeenth Street and Irving Place. The goal was to think of story ideas we could pitch to magazine and book editors, even though we didn’t know any editors besides Andy, who was still at Esquire, and Laurie’s friend Ariel, who had an entry-level job at a new celebrity magazine called InStyle. Of course we hardly ever talked about ideas during our Idea Meetings. We talked about her dates—What kind of doctor was he? I asked. “Jewish!” she replied; about what we would say if Ben Stiller were sitting next to us (we were both in love with him); about her father, who she was only now learning was a con artist with multiple identities; about how I thought I might have a shot at being a better, darker writer if I had a father who was a con artist with multiple identities; about how badly we wanted to be respected novelists like Ellen Gilchrist, the author of our favorite book Net of Jewels; about how one day, “years from now,” when we both had Pulitzers and Vanity Fair contracts, we’d return to this cafe and admire the plaque above “our” table that read LAURIE’S AND JENNY’S WORLD DOMINATION STARTED HERE.

Turns out that our world domination began with two short assignments for InStyle. (Ariel came through for us!) I was assigned a 250-word luxury hotel roundup, and for the same issue, Laurie had to report a trend piece on some breath tablets, which were apparently turning up in all the Birkin bags of the Hollywood ingenues. Since our literary debuts would be in the same issue, we decided it called for not just a party, but a proper reading, like the kind we’d seen in Page Six of the New York Post items that usually contained the word literati. (“All the literati showed up at Half King last night for Candace Bushnell’s latest book party.”) Our reading, though, was to be attended by the self-proclaimed loserati—the two of us, of course, plus Andy and the Jewish Doctor—and I would bake us all a chicken pot pie. Judging by Laurie’s reaction to this menu suggestion, you might have thought I had invented the dish myself.

“That is genius, Jenny!” she said. “How do you think of these things?”

So on the night of the reading, we crowded into her tiny East Village apartment. I simmered some vegetables in broth and chopped up some chicken while Laurie set up a few folding chairs and fashioned a lectern out of an IKEA stool, on top of which she placed a glass of water. When it was time for the reading, Andy introduced us as the world’s “next Matt Damon and Ben Affleck.”

I went first. “As many of the new breed of fashion-turned hotel designers well know, whether it’s a suite or a suit, the materials make all the difference . . .”

Laurie closed with her story titled something like “What’s Hot Right Now.”

And then we ate our chicken pot pie. It was so good that Laurie demanded I teach her how to do it, then proceeded to serve the dish to every dinner guest she hosted for the next decade. “Chicken pot pie is perfect for every occasion,” she emailed me years later, after her first book came out—a graphic memoir about her father. “The reason I love it so much,” she continued, “is because it can have as much or as little irony as it needs to have, depending on who I’m serving it to.” And she was right. When comfort food became all the rage, we made it almost every weekend for friends who were up on these kinds of rages. And a decade later, when our kids were old enough to hold forks, I added little pastry-monograms to their own personal pies and they loved the dinner simply and unironically. And, of course, no matter when Laurie comes over for dinner (even these days, miles away from our downtown cafe, which is now a lame-o singles bar), pot pie is the first recipe I think of making, before realizing that maybe someone who has now actually been in Page Six and on the Today Show and so much more might be ready to move on to something bigger.

[image: Image]

Chicken Pot Pie with Sweet Potatoes

This recipe taught me a trick that I use all the time in other recipes: If you whisk flour into milk, it prevents the milk from curdling when you add it to hot liquids. This comes in handy any time you want to replace cream in a recipe with skim or 1% milk. Also, feel free to replace the sweet potatoes with red or Yukon Gold potatoes. Total time: 60 minutes


1 cup chicken broth

1 small sweet potato or yam, peeled and diced (or red or Yukon Gold potato)

1 medium carrot, peeled and chopped

½ medium onion, chopped

Leaves from 2 sprigs fresh thyme

Salt and pepper to taste

½ cup milk (any kind)

2 tablespoons all-purpose flour

2 cups cooked chicken, shredded with two forks (store-bought rotisserie-style is ideal)

1/3 cup frozen peas

1 store-bought 9-inch pie crust

1 egg, lightly beaten



Preheat the oven to 425°F.

In a medium saucepan, bring the broth to a boil. Add the sweet potato, carrot, onion, thyme, and salt and pepper. Simmer for 15 minutes, or until the vegetables are soft.

While the vegetables are simmering, in a measuring cup or small bowl, whisk together the milk and flour.

Once veggies are soft, slowly add the flour–milk mixture, stirring until the filling has thickened. (That’s the flour working.) Remove the pan from the heat and stir in the chicken and peas.

Add the pot pie filling to a 9-inch pie plate. Cover with the pie crust and cut a few slits on the top to allow the steam to escape while baking. Using a pastry brush, paint with the egg wash, which will result in a nice golden sheen.

Bake the pie for 25 to 30 minutes, until filling looks bubbly inside.

April 1999
Entertaining, Part 1

Laurie was impressed with nearly everything I cooked, but the reality is, I had very little sense of what I was doing when it came to cooking for other people—a concept most grown-ups know as “entertaining”—even though I supposedly “entertained” all the time. I knew that I wanted to cook for other people and that I liked to cook for other people but found out pretty quickly that execution was trickier than my Martha Stewart books had led me to believe. (From where exactly does one procure silver candelabras and silky, bow-tied blouses with shoulder pads that seemed to be the required uniform of the Westport, Connecticut, hostess?)

The good news, though, was that cooking for people came with no pressure at this stage in our lives—mostly because we seemed to be the only ones in our social circle who could actually dream up something other than pasta or, more to the point, recognize if there was enough Parmesan in the risotto or salt in the marinade. I was not yet plagued by the anxieties that would come later as I started befriending food writers and editors. (Is the beef grass fed? Is asparagus in season? Is Humboldt Fog cliché? Is risotto—how could you not know this Jenny?—too 1997? See Part 3.) Most of our guests were not yet discerning types—they were hungry types. They were just grateful to eat a meal that was free and didn’t arrive by messenger bike.
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I had so much to learn when it came to entertaining—but thankfully, I didn’t know that then. For starters, no one had told me the rule that I would subsequently read and edit seventeen thousand times in the course of my food editing career: Never make something for company that you haven’t made before. I should back up and say that labeling our regular crew of guests “company” makes me laugh. There was Evan who lived around the corner from us and whom we nicknamed Kramer because he liked to buzz himself in to see what was up—invariably on a Sunday night while a stew simmered on the stovetop. There were the college roommates who seemed much more concerned about the supply of beer than how badly we overcooked the pork loin. And there was, of course, Laurie, who would stand there in disbelief at any meal before her, even if it was as quotidian as spaghetti and meatballs, impressed by the fact that I had somehow strategically mixed together a few ingredients procured at Key Food to form something edible.

“How did you do this?” she’d ask.

“It’s called cooking,” I’d say.

But the point is, we would often wing it when we had friends for dinner—giving not nearly enough thought to the timing of a meal, the quantity of food as it related to number of guests, the degree of difficulty, how much hands-on time it required. I remember once leaving my midtown office at six o’clock even though guests were coming at seven and I hadn’t yet done the shopping for my menu: A Barbara Kafka roasted pork loin with apples with Emeril’s three-potato “lasagna,” which looked good in the book but which I would soon discover required a mandoline, a do-or-die demand to use whole nutmeg, not ground, plus, I think, that nearly extinct bird that François Mitterand requested for a last meal as he lay dying. To make matters worse, I was chained to the kitchen all night long instead of hanging in the living room with my guests as they shoveled cubes of yellow cheese into their mouths with toothpicks. All of which brings me to Rule #2: Always read a recipe through before you make it. You will avoid the above described agita and, God willing, never experience the unfortunate moment when you come across the directive “Refrigerate for 4 hours” in a recipe as you pour a second glass of Pinot Gris for your friend who expects to be sitting down at the (unset) table within the hour. Just saying.

I did manage to do a few things right. For instance, I tried to (Rule #3) select menus and dishes that required no doneness assessment. That is, I never wanted to break out a meat thermometer or compare the “give” on a slab of beef to the palm of my hand to determine its medium rareness—not in public at least. Simple one-pound fillets of fish terrified me. A rib eye? Forget it. The pressure of overcooking or undercooking them was just too much for me to bear. So I mostly stuck with recipes that required minimal culinary instinct, or to be slightly more generous, dishes that had some built-in forgiveness in the technique. Like stews, braises, baked pastas, soups—in general, recipes with ingredients that get mixed together, dumped together, cooked down together. So that if there was a mistake—the wrong amount, the wrong chop, the wrong ingredient—it was much easier to keep it hidden. I found that these dishes were almost impossible to undercook or overcook. Plus, once they were in the oven, they allowed me to sit and eat yellow cheese cubes with my guests instead of slaving over a stove. I can’t recommend this strategy highly enough to fledgling entertainers (minus the cheese cubes).

[image: Image] Three Make-Ahead Meals for Entertaining

Pomegranate Pork Loin with Cabbage

Pork loin is a lean cut of meat, so make sure you drizzle lots of pan sauce on the slices when you serve. And don’t skimp on the cabbage either. Total time: 2 hours 30 minutes


3 tablespoons olive oil

1 boneless pork loin (2½ to 3 pounds), patted dry and salted and peppered

1 large onion, chopped

1 garlic clove, minced

1 teaspoon Chinese Five Spice (optional)

Salt and pepper

Dash or two of soy sauce

About 3 cups of any combination of red wine, pomegranate juice, and chicken broth (I usually do a third/a third/a third)

½ head red cabbage, shredded



In a large Dutch oven set over medium-high heat, add the oil. Brown the pork loin on all sides so you get a nice golden crust, about 5 minutes per side. Remove to a plate. Add the onion, garlic, Chinese Five Spice (if using), and salt and pepper and cook until soft, about 5 minutes.

Return the pork to the pot. Add the soy sauce and your combination of red wine, pomegranate juice, and broth to allow the liquid to come a third of the way up the loin. Bring to a boil and then cover and simmer for 2 to 3 hours, flipping once halfway through. (Monitor the liquid level to make sure a third of loin is always submerged—add more juice or wine if not.) The longer it simmers, the better.

About 10 minutes before you serve, add the red cabbage to the pot. Remove the pork and slice. Bring the braising liquid to a boil and cook until it is slightly thickened, 2 to 3 minutes. (It won’t get syrupy because there is not enough fat in the meat.) Serve the pork with the braising liquid and cabbage spooned on top.
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We are total suckers for pork, and so are the kids. This pomegranate braised loin is not as hard as it looks—and yet, even tastier than it looks.

Braised Beef Short Ribs

This dish—a simplified version of a Balthazar recipe—is a real showstopper in the winter, and the longer it sits in the oven, the meltier and tastier it becomes. A few years later, when we had kids, we’d give them a serving of these at seven o’clock, and two hours later, when they were in bed, we’d serve the rest to our guests. 
Total time: 3 hours 30 minutes (includes 3 hours hands-off braising time)


5 pounds beef short ribs, cut crosswise into 2-inch pieces

Salt and pepper

3 tablespoons olive oil

3 medium carrots, peeled and chopped

2 stalks celery, chopped

3 onions, chopped

1 tablespoon tomato paste

3 tablespoons all-purpose flour

1 bottle dry red wine

Herbs: 2 sprigs fresh rosemary, 8 sprigs fresh parsley, and 6 sprigs fresh thyme tied with kitchen string

1 head garlic, halved crosswise

4 cups beef broth



Preheat the oven to 350°F.

Season the short ribs with salt and pepper. Heat the oil in a large Dutch oven over medium-high heat, and in batches, brown the short ribs 4 to 6 minutes each side. Remove the short ribs and add the carrots, celery, and onions. Cook until the onions are soft and golden, 5 to 10 minutes. Add the tomato paste and flour and cook 2 to 3 minutes.

Whisk in the wine and then return short ribs to the pot. Bring to a boil and cook until the wine is reduced by about half. Add the herbs, garlic, and broth to the pot. Bring to a boil and cover. Transfer the pot to the oven and cook until the meat is falling apart, about 3 hours. (You might want to stir them around every hour or so.)

When you are ready to eat, transfer the short ribs to a serving platter with a slotted spoon. Using a colander, strain the sauce into a medium saucepan. Cook the sauce over medium heat until it thickens, about 5 minutes. Adjust the seasoning to taste, spoon the sauce over the short ribs, and serve.

Baked Ziti with Sausage and Vegetables

You can prepare this in advance (and refrigerate) up until the final step, when you bake for 30 minutes. Just be sure to bring the dish to room temperature before you throw it in the oven. Total time: 1 hour


½ pound ziti

1½ cups crushed tomatoes

½ cup shredded Italian fontina cheese

½ cup shredded ricotta salata

1 cup baby spinach

8 shakes oregano

2 tablespoons butter

2 garlic cloves, minced

Shake of red pepper flakes

3 cups mushrooms, sliced

2 links sweet Italian sausage, casings removed

Pinch of salt and pepper

1 tablespoon all-purpose flour

2 tablespoons tomato paste

2 cups whole milk

¼ teaspoon nutmeg

½ cup plain bread crumbs

1 tablespoon olive oil



Preheat the oven to 400°F.

In a large saucepan, bring 3 quarts of salted water to a boil, add the pasta, and cook for about 8 minutes. (The pasta will finish cooking during baking.) Drain the pasta well and rinse with cold water.

In a deep baking dish, combine the pasta, tomatoes, cheeses, spinach, and oregano.

In a large saucepan, melt the butter over low heat and add the garlic and pepper flakes; cook, stirring, for about 2 minutes. Add the mushrooms and sausage (breaking up the links with a fork) and the salt and pepper. Cook until the mushrooms are tender, about 5 minutes.

Add the flour to the mushroom—sausage mixture and cook, stirring continually for 1 minute. Add the tomato paste, milk, and nutmeg. Bring to a boil, whisking, and simmer for 30 seconds. Pour the sauce over the pasta in the baking dish. In a separate bowl, combine the bread crumbs and oil. Sprinkle over the pasta and bake for 30 minutes.

Okay, back to the rules. Even before I started keeping a dinner diary, I was recording comments next to recipes in cookbooks. Sometimes my scribbles were straight-up reviews about what I cooked for people (“Yum! Will make this again!”) or edits (“less salt than called for here”), but quite frequently they related to specific ingredients. The price of those ingredients was often an issue. (“Raspberries too expensive!” I wrote on a Silver Palate pie recipe.) My friend Kate keeps a mental list of ingredients she calls “page turners,” so when she sees things like cider vinegar or cream of tartar or cornstarch listed in a recipe, she immediately turns the page. She’s the first one to admit how irrational her fears are, but when I wrote about the topic on my blog, it turns out almost everyone has his or her own comprehensive list of page turners: puff pastry, marjoram, tarragon, fish sauce, fennel, caraway seeds. One reader even commented, “Mayo is my page turner. It freaks me out.”

My advice is to break down your fears and force yourself to expand your horizons so that you may expand your pantry. The more I bit the bullet and just bought the expensive or scary-sounding ingredient, the more prepared I was when I was designing a menu for guests. I had things in my kitchen that were downright exotic by my 1998 standards: tarragon vinegar, Sriracha sauce, fleur de sel. And a few that should probably not have registered as exotic but did anyway: Worcestershire sauce, whole nutmeg, bay leaves. I found that as I built my pantry, it made entertaining easier, less overwhelming. If I had a stocked pantry, I wasn’t starting from zero every time, and this opened up doors to other exciting places. So, in summation, Rule #4: Don’t let unfamiliar ingredients scare you off. You will be amazed how much more frequently you will see that ingredient called for in recipes once it is in your pantry waiting to be used. (It’s like the SAT vocabulary list in eleventh grade: Remember how much more often you saw the word plethora after you learned what it meant?)

Now for Rule #5 which has been laid down many times before (most notably by Julia Child) but, based on my experience as a host and a guest at many dinner parties, somehow still hasn’t sunk in: Don’t apologize if something goes wrong. Because nine times out of ten, that “something” has not gone wrong at all in anyone’s mind but the cook’s. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve listened to my dinner host say something like “I’m sorry that the pasta is too mushy” or “This sauce was much lighter the last time I made it for Ted and Jane” or “Ach! This kale is too bland—I should’ve added more horseradish.” What ends up happening is that instead of thinking about how grateful I am that someone has cooked dinner for me, and instead of focusing on the very pleasant conversation around the table, I start analyzing the pasta and the kale in ways I never would have had she not mentioned them. Yeah, she’s right, it would taste better with more horseradish. There are exceptions, of course. Like when I was still honing my whole chicken roasting technique and ended up carving up a salmonella special to my sister and her fiancé. There were many sorrys dished up that night alongside the Middle Eastern food we ended up ordering for delivery.

Now these rules are all fine and good when you’re making dinner for a few friends and neighbors, but what happens when it’s time for a bonafide party, the kind of event where you consider peeling the price tag off the bottom of your wedding registry stemware (but in our case, just consider)? We only had these kinds of affairs once a year—our annual holiday party—but, other than the plastic wine glasses, we got seriously into them, buying festive invitations at Kate’s Paperie and star garlands at Crate and Barrel; unearthing our Frank Sinatra and Phil Spector holiday albums; dog-earring dozens of Martha Stewart’s hors d’oeuvres recipes, and using the diary to record everything along the way. And when I say everything, I mean everything. Not just what I was going to buy and what I was going to make but also who showed up, who didn’t, what was left over, what went fast, what was a huge hit, what was a complete doozy. In addition to providing some very helpful hints—“Less food, more beer” or “People like sausage” or “Never again offer one hundred knishes”—each postmortem gives me a snapshot of the year we were completing. The increase in size of our social network from new jobs didn’t necessarily correlate to an increase in real-estate square footage, so it was an annual struggle to make sure the guest list stayed manageable. Every year, on the day of the holiday party, Andy and I would look at the way-too-long list of names and the way-too-long to-do and to-cook lists and swear to each other that this was the last year we were going to do this party. Which brings me to my last rule, Rule #6: In spite of the pain, remember it’s worth it. Because then, every year, on the day after the holiday party—or the day after the dinner party or the bridal shower or the birthday celebration or whatever production we were going to the ends of the earth to coordinate—we would wake up, recount all the fun we had, then start planning the next one.

September 1999

Starter Cookbooks

My mother-in-law’s handwritten recipes were special for obvious reasons, but there was also something special about the new recipes we were discovering on our own. This effort involved regular scouring of Gourmet, the New York Times Living section, and the cookbooks that were starting to populate our shelves. By 1998, we had amassed a nice little library in our kitchen—surely owing, in part, to my cookbook-of-the-month membership. (To join, This Exciting Offer: ten cookbooks for only $1!) We had my mom’s copy of Mastering the Art of French Cooking, a newly revised and updated Joy of Cooking, a bunch of Emeril books, and of course, The Silver Palate Cookbook. Almost anything I make from this last book, even today, qualifies as special.

I’ll never forget the day I got it. It was 1992. I was wrapping up my summer job teaching tennis before heading off to my senior year in college, when one of my “students” (a mom of three young kids) handed me a paperback copy as an end-of-summer thank-you gift. In my memory of this moment, there’s organ music, and a beam of sunlight lasers like a spotlight on the cover. The inscription on the first page was Good luck with your cooking endeavors! Love, Dyane.

Dyane told me that The Silver Palate cookbook had changed her life and that if I was going to learn anything about cooking (I guess I had expressed some vague interest in between overhead drills), I needed to study this book for the aspiring gourmet. Different from Julia, different from Joy, this one was revolutionary, with recipes calling for fancy ingredients like arugula and gorgonzola.

I filed the book away and didn’t reach for it again until the following summer after I had graduated and spent a few weeks in Florence visiting my new boyfriend, Andy, who was “studying art.” Like every other person who visits Italy for the first time, I returned to New York determined to teach myself how to cook, especially since I was now going to be on my own. I was planning to move out when summer was over. No more dining hall. No more Mom.

The Silver Palate was already a raging success—it had been published more than a decade earlier and had sold millions of copies—but the typical owner of it was more like Dyane (someone who could make use of, say, the “Bridge and Poker Sandwiches” sidebar) than like me (someone who didn’t realize that chicken stock and chicken broth were the same thing).

So I spent the summer stumbling through a few of the recipes that seemed unintimidating (or, at bare minimum, recognizable) to a girl who ordered sweetbreads once, thinking they were glazed pastries. When Andy came back from Italy, I made him Tortellini with Gorgonzola Cream Sauce to celebrate our reunion. The recipe called for the sauce—a mix of vermouth, cream, and stock—to be “reduced” by a third, which I took to mean “pour a third of the sauce down the drain.” For Thanksgiving that year, I baked the Cracklin’ Corn Bread (with bacon, oh man) but somehow forgot the butter, prompting my mom to remind me for the fifteen subsequent Thanksgiving corn breads, “Did you remember the butter?”

But as I cooked and dined out and got married to the guy who liked (or pretended to like?) my tortellini, more of the fancy-sounding recipes (escabeche, taramasalata, chicken dijonnaise) seemed less like dishes served at garden parties I’d never be invited to and more like things I could try out on a few friends. I started using the book less as a cookbook and more as a culinary literacy test, flipping through the pages every few months to quiz myself on recipes. Had I heard of all the ingredients? Could I figure out how to make it just using the ingredient list and not the instructions? Even now, two decades later, I still go back to my Silver Palate all the time—for the gazpacho, the zucchini bread, the butternut squash and apple soup—and more often than not, I manage to get it right.
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What’s Held Up from My Kitchen Library, ca. 1998

The Silver Palate Cookbook, by Julee Rosso and Sheila Lukins. See previous page.

Mastering the Art of French Cooking, by Julia Child, Louise Bertholle, and Simone Beck. Even if you only ever end up making her beef bourguignon and coq au vin, it will be worth it.

Martha Stewart’s Hors d’Oeuvres Handbook, by Martha Stewart. During this period of our lives we had lots of time to make homemade crackers and experiment with savory bread pudding bites. Later, it was all about the no-cook spread of dried sausages, which Martha suggests one serves with “a bounty of mustards.”

The Barefoot Contessa Cookbook, by Ina Garten. I now own all her books, but this first one in the series is the one I still use most. I would guess her turkey meat loaf shows up in my dinner diary at least a dozen times in 1999, the year this book came out.

The Classic Italian Cookbook, by Marcella Hazan. After visiting Andy in Italy, I stopped by my local bookstore on the way home from the airport and asked my friend Matt who was working there if he could recommend a good Italian cookbook that might offer even just a hint of what I had just experienced across the Atlantic. As far as I know, Matt never cooked a thing in his life, but he will forever hold a special place in my heart because he handed me this book and, with the understatement of the year, told me, “People seem to really like her.”

What I’ve Added to My Kitchen Library, ca. 2011

How to Cook Everything, by Mark Bittman. In my mind, a kitchen library without this all-purpose book is like having a wardrobe without a pair of jeans. Basic, useful, beloved, I hardly go a week without opening it up for inspiration and information.

How to Cook Everything Vegetarian, by Mark Bittman. This was his answer to the conscious-cooking movement a decade later. It offers the same comprehensive repertoire of basic dishes but all of them plant-based.

The Fine Art of Italian Cooking, by Giuliano Bugialli. This book is filled with authentic Italian dishes from a master, but I now mostly use it for one: the minestrone. My friend Pilar first pointed it out to me, and it’s one of those recipes that freezes guests midslurp. “What is this?” they all ask. It’s that good.

The Gourmet Cookbook, by Ruth Reichl. If I use Bittman for everyday cooking, I use this classic for casual entertaining. The recipes manage to be just exotic enough without being intimidating.

Great Food Fast, by the editors of Everyday Food. I think Martha Stewart deserves some kind of medal for inventing the magazine Everyday Food. With this book, a compilation of the best of the magazine, she was the first one to tell me elegant and easy were not mutually exclusive terms when it came to dinner. So far, there are three books in the series, and all are must-haves for a starter library.

The Silver Spoon, by the editors at Phaidon Press. I don’t use this massive compilation of Italian recipes as frequently as the rest of my food-loving friends do. But I try to channel it every time I write a recipe on my website. It does a great job of making recipes sound conversational—as though you are just taking instructions from a friend—instead of the somewhat scientific way we are used to seeing them in most cookbooks.

My Bread, by Jim Lahey. I was petrified of making my own bread before Jim Lahey came to town. His famous no-knead bread recipe is in here, as are dozens of others that will upgrade the most basic corners of your culinary life. The homemade pizza crust is worth the price of admission.

Time for Dinner, by me, Pilar Guzman, and Alanna Stang. It goes without saying I use the recipes from this book all the time. I cowrote it with Alanna and Pilar when I was an editor at Cookie. We directed it at parents who were cooking for young kids, but at the end of the day, the recipes are for everyone. That was the point. You don’t have to completely change the way you cook when you have kids. You just have to change your mind-set. And your expectations. And maybe your medications.

May 2000

You Make It, You Own It

As we amassed a small collection of go-to recipes, Andy and I began settling into a regular weeknight cooking routine. But even though we always ate together, we didn’t necessarily always cook together. We favored the one-night-on, one-night-off schedule, though it wasn’t necessarily a policy that was set in stone. Often I would see a recipe in Gourmet and be so eager to get started on it that I couldn’t wait for him to come home from work to pitch in. Likewise, he’d scour our growing cookbook collection and select meals that I had no interest in making with him—meals, actually, that I wouldn’t have ever selected in the first place. A lot of keepers came out of this trial-and-error period, but more important, a dinner rule that is still in effect twelve years later took root: When one of us discovers a new recipe, cooks it for dinner, and it’s a success, it is the cook’s responsibility to prepare that dinner from that point forward. Forever. Ad infinitum. We have probably eaten chicken with soy-lime sauce from Mark Bittman’s How to Cook Everything three dozen times since 1998, and Andy, who was the first to recognize its potential, has prepared it every single one of those times. Likewise, Andy has never made “my” minestrone or my fish cakes or the chicken, sausage, and corn stew I found in Gourmet and proceeded to make every Saturday night for two months. It has nothing to do with skills or technique. A meal breaks down along party lines purely by provenance . . . which can come in handy. Quite often I will respond, “How ’bout those black bean burritos” to Andy’s inquiry via email, “What should we have for dinner?” as much out of laziness as out of a craving for an easy vegetarian dinner. Because the recipe for “those black bean burritos” belongs to him.

Andy-owned Dinners

As a general rule, the dinners that belong to Andy are healthy, highly flavorful, and allow for the use of heat. Also, between January 1997 and October 1999, I don’t think he ever passed up a recipe that called for cilantro.
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Arroz con Pollo

Every time this recipe appears in my diary, it’s on a weekend (usually Sunday dinner). That’s probably because it’s not throw-it-together quick and involves a significant amount of hands-on time. Andy’s hands, that is. Total time: 1 hour


1 tablespoon dried oregano

1½ teaspoons ground cumin

1½ teaspoons chili powder

Salt and pepper

4 to 5 boneless chicken thighs or breasts, rinsed and patted dry

Vegetable oil

½ onion, chopped

1 garlic clove, minced

1 small jalapeño pepper, minced and seeded if you don’t want the extra heat

1½ cups uncooked rice

1 15-ounce can tomato puree

1 cup chicken broth

Handful of frozen peas

Handful of chopped grape tomatoes

Chopped cilantro, for garnish



Preheat the oven to 375°F.

Combine the oregano, cumin, chili powder, and salt and pepper and rub the mixture all over the chicken, pressing it so it sticks on all sides of the chicken. (Use all of the spice mixture.) In a large pot (a Dutch oven works), cook the chicken in a few glugs of vegetable oil over medium-high heat until browned on both sides. Transfer the chicken to a bowl.

To the pot, add the onion, garlic, and jalapeño pepper and cook about 1 minute over medium-low heat, making sure garlic doesn’t burn. Add the rice to the pot, turn up the heat to medium-high, and cook about 2 minutes.

Add the tomato puree, broth, peas, grape tomatoes, and chicken. Bring to a simmer, cover, and transfer to the oven. Bake 30 minutes, or until the chicken has been cooked through and the rice is tender. Garnish with cilantro.

Black Bean Burritos

These didn’t actually start making regular appearances until about a decade later. But even ten years later, with kids, a dog, and a mortgage, the law remains unchanged. He made it the first night as well as the next two dozen times it appeared on our family table. It’s always our first choice for Meatless Mondays and based on a recipe that originally appeared in the Gourmet Today cookbook. Total time: 35 minutes


3 tablespoons red wine vinegar

2 tablespoons sugar

1 teaspoon salt

½ small red onion, thinly sliced

3 tablespoons vegetable oil, plus more for frying

1 garlic clove, minced

3 scallions (white and light green parts), chopped

1 teaspoon ground cumin

½ Jalapeño pepper, minced

Salt and pepper to taste

2 15-ounce cans black beans, rinsed and drained

Kernels from 1 ear fresh corn or ½ cup frozen

6 8-inch whole wheat tortillas

2 large handfuls grated cheddar cheese

Handful finely chopped cilantro

Toppings: sour cream, salsa, lime wedges



Quick-pickle your onions: Bring vinegar, sugar, 2 cups of water, and salt to a boil in a small saucepan. Add the onion and simmer, uncovered, about 3 minutes. Drain.

Heat the oil in a skillet over medium heat until hot but not smoking. Add the garlic, scallions, cumin, jalapeño pepper, and salt and pepper and cook, stirring, about 1 minute. Stir in the beans, mashing them with a fork. Add another 1/3 cup water and cook, stirring until most of the liquid is absorbed, about 5 minutes. Toss in corn and remove from the heat.

Spread the bean filling across the middle of each tortilla, leaving some space at both ends.

Sprinkle each tortilla with cheese, your now quick-pickled onions, and a little cilantro. Fold the ends of the tortillas over the filling as shown at right, enclosing filling tightly. Heat more oil in a skillet over medium-high heat. Add 2 burritos at a time, seam side down, and fry until lightly browned on the underside, about 2 minutes. Turn over and fry until golden, another 2 minutes. Repeat with remaining burritos and serve with desired toppings.




HOW TO FOLD A BURRITO
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1. Spread filling in center
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2. Fold over top flap

[image: Image]

3. Fold bottom flap
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4. Fold in side flaps



Spaghetti with Clams (and Extras)

This is best eaten outside with an ocean view. If you can’t swing that, then at least try to secure the freshest clams possible. We often forego the pasta and just have the clams, soaking up the briny broth with crusty bread. Total time: 25 minutes


1 pound spaghetti

1 small shallot, chopped

1 garlic clove, minced

Few shakes of red pepper flakes

Freshly ground black pepper

2 tablespoons olive oil

24 to 36 fresh clams (we usually use littlenecks), rinsed

½ cup dry white wine

Handful of chopped fresh herbs, such as basil, parsley, and chives

Handful of chopped fresh tomatoes (any kind)

Handful of corn off the cob (optional)



Make the spaghetti according to the package directions. In a separate large stockpot or Dutch oven set over medium heat, sauté the shallot, garlic, pepper flakes, and black pepper in the oil. (It’s not necessary to salt—the clams are naturally briny.)

Add the clams, wine, and herbs. When the clams steam open (10 to 15 minutes), add the tomatoes and corn (if using) and cook another 2 to 3 minutes. Discard any clams that haven’t opened and then toss the whole thing with pasta, making sure to scoop lots of the broth into the bowl. Serve with crusty bread for sopping.

Jenny-owned Dinners

Though I never realized it until right now as I looked at the meals I cooked again and again during this era, a Jenny recipe can be described as “traditional with a twist.” Most of the dinners I made veered toward simple, basic comfort foods.
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Fish Cakes

You will often read that fish cakes are a good solution for leftover fish. My answer to that is: If you make fish cakes on the first night instead of the second, there is no chance of having any leftovers in the first place. This recipe makes about 10 small cakes. Total time: 40 minutes


For the Dipping Sauce

½ cup sour cream

2 tablespoons fresh lime juice

½ teaspoon sugar

1 tablespoon chopped fresh cilantro

For the Fish

3 firm flaky whitefish fillets, such as cod or orange roughy (about 1¼ pounds total)

½ teaspoon chili powder

½ teaspoon dried oregano

Salt and pepper

1/3 cup mayonnaise

1 egg, lightly whisked

1 tablespoon fresh lime juice

1 large baking potato, baked and flaked (bake it in the microwave for 10 minutes so it’s quick)

Handful of cilantro, finely chopped

2 cups bread crumbs (panko or regular)

3 tablespoons vegetable oil

Lime wedges, for serving



[image: Image]

A decade after first discovering fish cakes, I’m still the only cook in the house who has ever made them for the kids.

Preheat the oven to 450°F.

To make the dipping sauce: In a small bowl, whisk together the sour cream, lime juice, sugar, and cilantro and set aside.

To make the fish cakes: Sprinkle fish fillets with the chili powder, oregano, and salt and pepper and roast 5 to 7 minutes, until cooked through. Let cool, then using a fork, flake into pieces.

In a mixing bowl, whisk together the mayonnaise, egg, and lime juice. Add the fish to the bowl along with the potato, cilantro, and more salt. Toss and, if you have time, refrigerate for 30 minutes. (This will make it easier to pack the mixture into patties, but it’s not a do-or-die move.)

Pack the fish mixture into patties and coat each in bread crumbs that have been spread on a dinner plate. (If you haven’t had time to chill the mixture, the patties will be delicate, so do this carefully. Also: I find wetting your hands prevents sticking.)

Heat the oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Fry the patties in batches of four and cook until the crusts are golden brown, about 5 minutes per side. Serve with the lime wedges and dipping sauce.

Roast Vegetables with Polenta

This is an excellent meal to keep in mind when you are staring at an end-of-the-week crisper containing the last scraps of vegetables. And the polenta alone (separate from the vegetables) made many appearances alongside hunks of braised meat. Total time: 1 hour 30 minutes (includes hands-off chill time)


1 cup polenta (not quick cooking)

2 tablespoons unsalted butter, plus more for greasing pie plate

¼ cup Parmesan cheese, grated, plus more for serving

1 10-ounce package white mushrooms (wiped with a paper towel and destemmed; see note)

1 small onion, chopped

1 small container grape tomatoes (about 2 cups)

Olive oil

Salt and pepper

Leaves from 2 sprigs fresh thyme



Bring 4 cups salted water to a boil. Add the polenta gradually, whisking constantly. Reduce the heat to low and cook, stirring constantly, until the polenta is thick and pulls away from sides, 12 to 14 minutes. Remove from heat and stir in the butter. Spoon the polenta into a buttered pie dish or square shallow baking dish. Sprinkle with the Parmesan and refrigerate for 1 hour.

Preheat the oven to 400°F.

Meanwhile, in a large bowl, toss together the mushrooms, onions, and tomatoes with the oil, salt and pepper, and thyme leaves. Add to a baking dish lined with foil and roast, along with the polenta (in its own dish, after the polenta has been chilled), for 25 to 30 minutes, until the tomatoes are shrively. Remove the vegetables and broil the polenta for the last few minutes so it gets golden on top. Spoon polenta into pasta bowls and top with the vegetables and more grated Parmesan.

[image: Image] Note: To clean mushrooms, wipe their tops with a damp paper towel. You don’t want to submerge them in water or else they’ll be waterlogged and won’t cook correctly.

Salmon Salad

I love this recipe because you can boil everything in shifts in the same pot of water. There are endless variations to it, too. In the summer we grill the salmon and replace the Yukon Golds with blue potatoes. And if the corn is summer sweet, it will be love at first bite. Total time: 35 minutes


For the Vinaigrette

¼ cup red wine vinegar

2 teaspoons mustard

1 teaspoon sugar

Squeeze of fresh lemon or lime

½ cup olive oil

For the Salmon

1 salmon fillet (about 1 pound)

Salt and pepper

4 potatoes (Yukon Gold, red, or blue if you can find them), peeled and quartered

2 ears corn

Handful of thin green beans, trimmed and chopped into 1-inch pieces

1 cup cherry or grape tomatoes, halved

1 cucumber, peeled, seeded, and chopped

5 to 6 scallions (white and light green parts), chopped

2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro



Preheat the oven to 400°F.

To make the vinaigrette: In a small bowl, whisk together the vinegar, mustard, sugar, lemon juice, and oil and set aside.

Make the salmon: Sprinkle the salmon with salt and pepper. Roast in a foil-lined baking dish for 15 minutes. (If you prefer to grill the fish, brush with a mixture of olive oil, salt, pepper, and a dash of honey and cook over medium-hot coals, 4 to 5 minutes on each side.)

Meanwhile, bring a medium pot of water to a boil. Add the potatoes and cook until a knife slices through them with no resistance, about 12 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, remove the potatoes to a large serving bowl. Add the corn to the same pot of water. Boil for 4 minutes. Remove to a cutting board, allow to cool, slice off the kernels, and add to the serving bowl. Add beans to the same pot of water and cook for 3 minutes. Remove with a slotted spoon and add to the serving bowl. Add the tomatoes, cucumber, scallions, and cilantro to the bowl. Toss with the vinaigrette and serve.

[image: Image]

A first—ballot Hall-of-Famer, for sure: Salmon Salad, which we’ve probably eaten once a month for the last fifteen years. Good all year, but best in the summer.




THE BLAME GAME

(OR, WHY MY WEAKNESS IS ALL YOUR FAULT)

Dear Andy,

You know how grateful I am for all you bring to this marriage. How grateful I am for your mastery of the grill, for your I’m-in-your-corner-no-matter-what reaction to whatever story I bring home from work. For your unfailingly impeccable musical taste. (I fully recognize that if it weren’t for you, I would likely still be on a steady listening diet of Billy Joel and Edie Brickell.) But. But. But. But. Have you taken a look at our bar lately? Gin and vermouth and three kinds of bourbon and the Costco-size bottle of Grey Goose, and twenty-one-year-old rum . . . and . . . and . . . I hardly recognize myself! You know how much I believe in equality in this marriage, but I feel it’s necessary to place the blame for this disturbing sight along with my now nonnegotiable 6:00 p.m. cocktail squarely on you and your long line of alcohol enthusiasts. As you know, I come from a long line of Westchester Jews, from a house where there was always an Entenmann’s cake in the snack drawer and a lone, unopened bottle of crème de menthe in the liquor cabinet. And yet, since we’ve met, since I’ve been working on various demanding jobs and assignments, I now find myself looking at the clock every two minutes from 5:30 leading up to 6:00, or as your father would say, leading up to that blessed moment when “the sun goes over the yardarm.” I used to be such a nice Jewish girl and now I find myself keeping a mental tally of our wine supply as though it’s as basic a staple as milk or peanut butter. I find myself getting the Bombay Sapphire out at 5:56, the highball glass out at 5:57, the ice cubes stacked up at 5:58, the lime sliced at 5:59, and then waiting, waiting, waiting that interminable sixty seconds until I can mix in my fizzy tonic and start to sip. So anyway, thanks a lot. And thank your Syrah-drinking Mom, your vodka-tonic drinking Dad, and your Old Fashioned-drinking Grandma (may she rest in peace) for me, too.

Love,

[image: Image]

Dear Jenny,

You’re scaring me. Looking at the clock every two minutes? As basic as milk? You can blame me for leading you to water, but come on: You can’t blame me for your thirst. Anyway, thank you for the kind words, and while my mastery of the grill is highly debatable, I’ll return the compliments a million-fold: Were it not for you, I would, in addition to being a much less fulfilled and happy person, probably still be eating penne with Ragú Robusto every night in front of the Yankees game.

I would also probably not be addicted to dessert.

When I was growing up, the son of an Italian mom, dessert was something you had on special occasions. On somebody’s birthday, we’d have a Duncan Hines cake. In the summer, when the peaches were running wild, we’d have a cobbler on Saturday night. During the holidays, we’d make a huge batch of Christmas cookies, and we’d frost them as a family. But most nights, we’d have nothing. Or maybe some fruit. You know, like normal people. And then I met you. For you—and for the Rosenstrach clan at large (no offense, beloved in-laws)—dessert is just a given, a natural extension of dinner. And lunch. And snacks, too. You eat something nonsweet, you follow it with a dessert. I’m not talking here about an Oreo or two or an occasional bowl of ice cream. I’m talking about the heavy artillery. Chocolate truffle cakes. Chocolate mousse cakes. Chocolate candy bars. Dove ice-cream bars. The truly insidious thing about all this stuff, for a non-dessert guy like me, is that it tastes really, really good. God, does it taste good. So, over the years, as you wore me down, I started to indulge a little, then a little more, and next thing I knew, I started needing—not craving but needing—a dessert after every meal. When I finish dinner these days, I head straight for the pantry for my fix, and do you realize what I see when I open it up? Seriously, have you looked lately? A bar of 72% dark chocolate. And a one-pound bar of dark chocolate with almonds from Trader Joe’s. And a box of chocolate mints. And some chewy oatmeal raisin cookies. And do you know what the worst part is? I bought all of it! The only person I can blame is myself, which is always a terrible place to be. Do you see what you’ve done to me?

Love,

[image: Image]

P.S. It’s not crème de menthe in your dad’s “liquor cabinet,” by the way. It’s Tia Maria, which tastes like coffee, and if you carbon-dated that bottle, I think you’d find it’s older than Mexico itself.



June 2000

Crushing on the Cook

I remember what I was wearing the day I met Michelle and Bill for dinner at a restaurant in Chelsea. Actually, I should rephrase that. I remember what I wasn’t wearing the day I met Michelle and Bill on a warm spring night at a restaurant in Chelsea: something attractive. I remember this because of how starkly I contrasted with Michelle, who was the wife of Andy’s co-worker and who was dressed in a tailored crisp-white blouse and a delicate gold chain that came together in a small loop at the nape of her beautiful tan-but-not-too-tan neck. Her hair was short and stylish and her light brown eyes were so pretty and sparkly that I think I might have blushed when we were introduced.

“How come you didn’t tell me how beautiful she is?” I whispered to Andy when she excused herself to the bathroom. He looked at me like I was crazy.

“I never met her before! And anyway, what does it matter?” he asked.

“Well, for starters, I wouldn’t have worn this dumpy ribbed turtleneck that I bought my senior year of high school.” My hair was unbrushed and there wasn’t a whole lot of thought directed toward accessories that morning before I rushed off to work nine hours earlier. There might have been a jumper involved, too. I don’t know, it was the decade of the Donna Karan bodysuit—not that that is much of an excuse—but I’ve tried to block this part out. The general recollection thirteen years later, though, is that I somehow missed an opportunity to put my best, coolest foot forward with this woman whom I wanted to be my friend in a way that probably wasn’t so appropriate for a person technically categorized as a “grown-up.”

Michelle was too nice to hold my outfit against me. Too nice, in fact, to have even noticed how decidedly unfashionable I was. It turned out we had so much in common. She was from a nice Jewish family and was raised “like fine China” (as Bill once said), just like me. She played tennis just like me. And, best of all, she not only loved to cook, but she was a talented cook with amazing taste and an even better aesthetic. (She seemed to be serving everything on simple, sculptural white plates way before Donna Hay and Real Simple were.) Andy and Bill got along well, too, and so we all seized on the rare couple friendship where everyone liked each other. I had such a crush on Michelle. To the point where Laurie had to take me aside one afternoon during the honeymoon phase of my new friendship and ask, “Do you think you could stop talking about Michelle all the time when you are spending the day with me?”

In my dinner diary, Michelle and Bill are penned in almost every weekend between May 2000 and August 2003, including once when they drove to meet us on vacation in South Carolina carrying a 1993 Château d’Yquem. (“We brought you something extraordinary,” she announced when she entered the house.) If I made something delicious for Andy, then we’d both say at the same time, “We have to make this for Michelle and Bill!” I remember eating a chilled pea soup amuse-bouche at Bouley Bakery and thinking how much Michelle and Bill would appreciate an amuse-bouche at our house! I agonized over menus when they’d come over, mixing up lichee martinis and experimenting with weird Syrian spice mixtures from Brooklyn’s Atlantic Avenue. They cared about fresh, good food in a way I had never seen before, and more important they were fabulous guests and friends.

But I liked going to their house more. The perfect tennis opponent for me was always someone who could crush me—and Michelle was the equivalent in the kitchen. She could cook her ass off and was an endless source of inspiring recipes, which I would steal and pass off as my own to other friends. I can’t think of one time I’ve been to her house and haven’t learned something about cooking or tasted something that I wanted to replicate in my own house for other twice-removed guests who could never trace the provenance of the dish. For a while there, I wondered if my crush on her was affecting the way I tasted my food. (You know? Kind of like that New Yorker phenomenon where you assume the writing is good and smart just by virtue of the fact that it is in the New Yorker?) But then I’d cook her meal and receive the same ooohs and ahhs that I’d dish out when she cooked it for me. So yes, it was the food in its own right that was special—not just that it was cooked for me by this special person with sparkly eyes who to this day is still a great friend. But actually, I’m not sure why it even matters.

Greek-Style Shrimp with Feta

The key to this dish is to buy prepeeled shrimp–which significantly cuts back on your hands-on time–and to remember a rule that actually applies to any recipe: You are rarely going to regret using more cheese than called for. Total time: 30 minutes


2 garlic cloves, minced

3 tablespoons olive oil

1 28-ounce can tomatoes, drained (very important)

1 pound shrimp, peeled

4 to 6 ounces crumbled feta (a little less than 1 cup)

2 sprigs fresh parsley, chopped

Juice from ½ lemon (about 2 tablespoons)

Salt and pepper to taste



Preheat the oven to 425°F.

Sauté the garlic in the oil in an ovenproof skillet set over medium heat for 1 minute. (Do not let the garlic burn.) Add the tomatoes, lower the heat slightly, and stir, breaking up the tomatoes with a wooden spoon or kitchen scissors if you have them. Cook for 5 minutes. Nestle in the shrimp, toss around a little, turn heat back to medium, and cook until the shrimp starts to turn pink all over, about 2 minutes. Sprinkle the feta on top and place the skillet in the oven. Bake for 5 minutes, or until cheese is melty. Remove from the oven and add the parsley, lemon juice, and salt and pepper. Serve with white rice or crusty bread.

Bourbon-Marinated Grilled Pork Tenderloin

In the summer, we serve this with grilled peaches (recipe follows). During colder months, it’s delicious pan-roasted with a few firm apple slices that have been sautéed and browned in butter. Total time: 2 hours 25 minutes (includes 2 hours hands-off marinating time)


¼ cup bourbon

¼ cup soy sauce

2 tablespoons brown sugar

3 tablespoons olive oil

2-inch piece fresh ginger, peeled and roughly chopped

1 pork tenderloin (about 1 pound)



In a large zipper-lock bag, combine the bourbon, soy sauce, sugar, oil, and ginger. Add the pork and marinate for at least 2 hours and up to 4. When you are ready to grill, remove the tenderloin from the bag, reserving the marinade, and grill it over medium-hot coals for 15 to 20 minutes, turning every 5 minutes, until the middle is firm but not hard to the touch. (A meat thermometer should read 140°F.) Add the marinade to a small saucepan and bring to a boil; boil until it becomes slightly thickened, about 2 minutes. Slice the pork on a cutting board and transfer to a platter, spooning the sauce over the top.

Alternatively, you could pan-roast the pork. Marinate as directed, but instead of preparing the grill, preheat your oven to 425°F. Set an ovenproof pan fitted with a lid (like a small Dutch oven) over medium-high heat. Add a few tablespoons of oil to the pan. Remove the pork from the bag (allowing excess marinade to drip off), reserve the marinade, and brown the loin on all sides, about 8 minutes total. Cover and transfer the pot to the oven and roast for another 12 to 15 minutes, until the thickest part of the loin registers 140°F on a meat thermometer. Remove the loin from the pot, slice, and transfer to a platter. In the same pot, add the reserved marinade and bring it to a boil; boil until it becomes slightly thickened, about 2 minutes. Spoon the sauce over the top of the pork slices.

Grilled Peaches

Total time: 5 to 10 minutes

Halve 3 to 4 juicy unpeeled peaches. On the flesh side brush on either melted butter or canola oil and a sprinkling of brown sugar. Grill the peaches for 5 minutes, turning frequently so they don’t burn.

Alternatively, you can broil the peaches. Prepare as directed above and then place the peach halves on a cookie sheet flesh side up; broil for 10 minutes, or until they are golden and shrively. Cut the peaches into wedges, if desired, and serve.

Mexican Chocolate Icebox Cookies

These cookies are adapted from a Maida Heatter recipe. I love watching people eat them for the first time because it takes a second or two for the heat to kick in, and when it does, the eater is totally delighted–if slightly confused. Michelle used to serve them warm with cinnamon ice cream. Insane. Makes about 4 dozen cookies Total time: 2 hours 35 minutes (includes 2-hour chill time)


1½ cups all-purpose flour

¾ cup cocoa powder

¾ teaspoon cinnamon

¼ teaspoon cayenne

¼ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

12 tablespoons unsalted butter, room temperature

1 cup sugar

1½ teaspoons vanilla extract

1 egg
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Sift together the flour, cocoa powder, cinnamon, cayenne, salt, and pepper in a medium bowl.

In a large bowl, cream together the butter and sugar. Beat in the vanilla and egg.

Using your mixer, gradually add the dry mixture to the butter mixture until dough is uniform in color and no unmixed flour remains. Using lightly floured hands, divide the dough into two pieces and shape each half into a log (about 8 inches long). Wrap tightly in wax paper or plastic wrap and freeze inside two tall drinking glasses on their sides (so cookie dough doesn’t flatten on one side) for a minimum of 2 hours and up to 6 weeks.

When ready to use, preheat the oven to 375°F. Slice the frozen dough in rounds (about ¼ inch thick), place in baking sheets, and bake for 8 to 10 minutes. The cookies are ready when they feel a bit firm at the edges. Monitor them closely because the cookie’s dark color makes it hard to detect when they’re burning. Store in an airtight container when cool.

December 2000

Back-Pocket Recipes

When I was little, I had a ballet teacher who forbade me to take jazz until a certain age. All I wanted in the world was to buy a pair of those cool Capezio shoes and leg warmers (and maybe even wear them to school with my belted neon yellow sweatshirt), but she was adamant: You cannot learn how to riff off classic movement until you have a solid grasp of what the fundamentals of classic movement are in the first place. I think about this all the time when I write on my blog about “Back Pocket” dinners—basic dishes you can pull out of your back pocket without consulting a recipe—the kinds of meals I was discovering in these early days, which could teach me not just a recipe but a foundational technique. For me, this means risottos, stir-fries, omelets, rice and beans, marinara, simple pasta dishes with cheese and vegetables. They are not the kinds of dishes you will find in a David Chang cookbook because that is not the point. The point is that they are building blocks. Once you learn the fundamental rules of browning meat or stirring risotto, you will be in the position of knowing how to break those rules, having fun, and making something your own.

[image: Image]

Back-Pocket Risotto


Total time: 40 minutes

Add 3 tablespoons olive oil and 1 tablespoon butter to a medium saucepan set over medium heat. Add ½ small chopped onion, season with salt and pepper, and cook until the onion is softened, about 2 minutes.

Add 1½ cups Arborio rice to pan and stir until each grain is covered with oil. In a second smaller saucepan or a microwave, heat 2½ cups milk (any kind—whole, skim, low-fat) with 2½ cups chicken broth until warm but not boiling.

Add 1/3 cup of your hot liquid to the rice, stir, and simmer until all liquid is absorbed, about 3 minutes. Keep repeating until all the liquid has been absorbed and the rice is cooked through but still firm, about 30 minutes. (You don’t have to stir constantly, but I find it’s helpful to never be too far away from the stove when you are making risotto.)

Remove from the heat and stir in ½ cup grated Parmesan cheese and another tablespoon of butter.

Riff

Add ½ pound cooked Italian sausage or cooked bacon crumbles and a handful of frozen peas to the pot once the risotto has cooked through.



Back-Pocket Tacos


Total time: 50 minutes

In a small Dutch oven or a medium, straight-sided pot, heat 2 tablespoons olive oil over medium-high heat. Add 1¼ pounds boneless chicken breasts (which have been salted and peppered) and brown all over (about 3 minutes a side; the chicken does not have to cook through). Remove from pot.

To the same pot, add ½ chopped onion, 1 minced garlic clove, a dash of red pepper flakes, salt, and pepper. Cook until the onion is soft, about 3 minutes. Add one 15-ounce can diced tomatoes, 1 tablespoon chili powder, 1 dried red chili, 1 bay leaf, and a few hefty shakes of dried oregano. Stir to combine and add the chicken back to the pot, nestling the breasts in the liquid. Bring to a boil and then lower the heat, cover the pot, and simmer for 25 minutes.

While the chicken simmers, prepare small bowls of toppings: avocado chunks, shredded cheddar cheese, corn off the cob, cilantro, lime wedges, sour cream. Warm 4 to 6 8-inch whole wheat tortillas (wrapped in foil) in a 350°F oven.

Once the chicken has cooked, remove it from the pot, and using two forks, shred it into pieces on a cutting board. (There is no art to this; in fact, the less artfully done, the better.) Add the shreds back to the sauce, stir everything together, then stuff into the tortillas. Add the desired toppings.

Riff

Replace the chicken with a pork tenderloin that has been cut into three or four pieces.



Back-Pocket Pasta with Herbs and Bread Crumbs


Total time: 35 minutes

Cook 1 pound pasta in water that has been sprinkled with a generous amount of salt. While the pasta is cooking, add 3 tablespoons olive oil to a large skillet set over medium heat. Cook 2 minced garlic cloves and ½ large chopped onion until soft. Drain the pasta, reserving 1 cup of the pasta water scooped out with a coffee mug or heatproof measuring cup.

Add about ¼ cup of the pasta water to the skillet and swirl with the onions and oil until it has emulsified and looks silky.

Add the pasta to the skillet and toss it until every piece is shiny with oil. Dump into a large pasta bowl and stir in ¾ cup finely grated Parmesan cheese. (You may need to add more pasta water if it still appears too stiff.)

To the hot skillet, add ½ cup bread crumbs and fry until brown and toasty, about 1 minute. Add to the pasta along with a handful of chopped herbs, such as fresh parsley, oregano, and thyme.

Riff

Toss in any of the following roasted vegetables with the bread crumbs: cauliflower, butternut squash, brussels sprouts, or broccoli. Or, omit the bread crumbs and just toss in 4 to 5 chopped fresh summer tomatoes. Extra Parm and few zests of lemon won’t hurt either.



April 2001

Undercover

Quite often during this period of our lives, if you didn’t find me at my dinner table by seven o’clock, you might have found me hiding in a bathroom stall of a restaurant, scribbling notes about the overcooked duck breast I had just been served. I wasn’t doing this for my diary’s sake—by some miracle, I knew someone who knew someone who knew someone named Jim, who ran a restaurant consulting business. Jim sent Andy and me undercover to eat for free in various restaurants around New York (which, as my contract stipulated, shall go unnamed), and all I had to do in return was deliver a QAR (quality assurance report) that deconstructed everything from whether the host smiled at me when I walked in the door, to whether the bartender upsold me on the gin in my gin and tonic, to whether the three-course meal plus wine (jackpot!) was something I’d come back for another time. This last part was hard for me, as I’d pretty much come back for any meal if (a) someone else was making it for me, (b) someone else was doing dishes, and (c) it was free!

For these dinners we were undercover in more ways than one. Most of the places we reviewed you might call high end (at least when you compared them to the places we could afford) and located in the kinds of neighborhoods in New York where you can’t help but ask yourself, “Who lives here?” (Only answers we could come up with: an Icahn or a Radziwell?) We often felt like impostors, as though we were playing grown-up in a pretend world filled with grown-up things like white linen, fifty-dollar bottles of Rioja (I remember pronouncing it with the j sound in my head the first time I drank a glass), and a palate-cleanser course that was almost always a cold melon soup. I might have been imagining this, but it felt like everywhere we went, the waitstaff and even some of the patrons would cock their heads to the side when they saw us as if to say, Awwww, look at the kids having their engagement dinner. Because why else would we be in a place like that if we weren’t celebrating something big? What twenty-six-year-old goes to a three–or four-star restaurant on a Tuesday night just for the hell of it? None that I knew anyway.

The thing is, Andy and I have always excelled at celebrating. Particularly celebrating in a restaurant. It was a quality I admired in him right from the beginning. I’ll never forget when we were first dating in college and he took me out for a birthday dinner at the nicest restaurant in town even though I would’ve been 100 percent happy with moo shu pork and dumplings at the Chinese take-out place. (I’ll also never forget when he picked me up for that dinner and asked, “Is that what you’re going to wear?” while staring at my Levi’s with two huge holes ripped in the knees.)

But we didn’t just celebrate big moments like birthdays and anniversaries. We made a point to celebrate the small to medium-size moments as well: getting a job offer, getting a raise, completing the GMAT, getting a good magazine assignment, or my favorite reason of all, simply making it through the week. As Andy would say, if you didn’t do that every now and then, “What was the point?” (I have also long admired my husband’s existential angst.)

These end-of-the-week meals—meals that we were paying for ourselves— were the opposite of the white-linen kind. They took place in restaurants we’d discover by poring over the numbers and rankings in our tattered, well-loved Zagat guide (Tartine in the West Village, Sagapo in Astoria, Elephant in the East Village; any Middle Eastern cafe on Atlantic Avenue); the kind of places where you’d sometimes have to shield your eyes if you found yourself walking by the kitchen, because you just didn’t want to know what was going on in there (Hello, Chinatown!); the kind of places that we’d get ridiculously sentimental about ten or twelve years down the road when we had two kids, had more than earned the title Grown-up, and all we wanted to do was pretend we were twenty-six again.

Lamb Kibbeh with Mint-Yogurt Sauce

I think this may have been Andy’s first stab at recipe developing. It was inspired by the kibbeh we’d eat on Brooklyn’s Atlantic Avenue, an area famous for Middle Eastern food and culture. If you can’t find bulgur, you can use quinoa. Total time: 45 minutes


For the Kibbeh

1 pound ground lamb

½ small onion, finely chopped

1 cup cooked bulgur wheat

1 tablespoon Yemeni Spice (recipe follows)

3 tablespoons chopped fresh mint

1 teaspoon salt

For the Mint-Yogurt-Cucumber Sauce

1 6-ounce container plain yogurt

Pinch of salt

2 tablespoons chopped fresh mint

1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice

1 cucumber, peeled, seeded, and chopped



To make the kibbeh: Preheat the outdoor grill.

In a large mixing bowl, use your hands to combine the lamb, onion, bulgur, Yemeni Spice, mint, and salt. Shape the lamb mixture into 8 flattened football shapes.

Grill the lamb for about 5 minutes on each side. Alternatively, you can fry the lamb in a large skillet over medium-high heat for the same amount of time.

While the kibbeh is cooking, in a small bowl, mix together the yogurt, salt, mint, lemon juice, and cucumber.

Serve with the kibbeh.

Yemeni Spice

This was available in virtually every market on Atlantic Avenue–or, at least, the ones run by guys from Yemen. But I realize that’s not typical, so here’s a quick recipe if you are making your own. Makes approximately 1/3 cup Total time: 5 minutes


1 tablespoon ground cumin

1 tablespoon ground coriander

¼ teaspoon ground cloves

1/3 teaspoon ground cardamom

¼ teaspoon cinnamon

2 tablespoons turmeric

1 tablespoon pepper



In a small bowl, mix together all of the above spices.
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Photograph by Jennifer Livingston
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