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FOREWORD

BY LARA FIELD, MS, RD, CSP, LDN

Having gone through the wonderful journey of pregnancy twice, in addition to my professional background as a registered dietitian and certified specialist in pediatrics, I’ve had first-hand experience with the difficulties of making smart eating decisions while tackling the responsibility of feeding a new member of the family. Both may be equally daunting. A 2011 study in Pediatrics compared the dietary intake and weight status of parents with and without children. The results indicated that parents, especially mothers, ate more calories and had a higher Body Mass Index than women without children.

If constant feedings aren’t enough to get a new parent off track in the kitchen, there are two added inconveniences when a new baby is in the picture that research has proven affect our eating decisions: 1) lack of sleep—which over time can cause appetite-stimulating hormones to rise, leading us to overeat; and 2) lack of time—more like no time, for many—which usually translates into no time to exercise or make healthy food choices, both of which make it more difficult to lose the baby weight. Think of it this way: When you’re completely exhausted and hungry, you may have a “see it and eat it” approach.

It’s important to be realistic in the postpartum period; no one should expect to be back to her pre-pregnancy size in a matter of weeks. As many say, it takes nine months to put it on; it may take nine months to take it off. Really, with any weight loss, a healthy rate of loss is approximately 1 pound per week. Further, those who are breastfeeding need to focus on the task at hand. Current nutritional recommendations state that lactation requires an additional 500 calories per day—you’ll find more detail about what foods to include in Chapter 9. Reducing calories too drastically or not consuming the right calories during the immediate postpartum period may affect lactation negatively, in terms of milk quality and composition.

Healthy eating starts with proper meal planning, and this book is a fantastic tool to get you through a challenging time. Here are a few key tips:

1) Sit down for meals. Having a new baby around keeps many of us so busy we forget the importance of actually sitting down to eat. Sitting at the table for meals helps us concentrate on the task at hand; without this, we have a tendency to not pay attention to what goes into our mouths, leading us to overeat. Now, keep in mind these don’t have to be, and most likely won’t be, four-course dinners; just taking a break from the routine to sit down and eat is valuable and worth it.

2) Make time for three meals per day. Research is abundant in the consequences of skipping meals and overeating, leading to weight gain. Again, it doesn’t have to be a large meal, but taking time out for breakfast, lunch, and dinner is the key to healthy weight management.

3) Don’t drink your calories. This is key for anyone, not just postpartum moms. Choosing zero-calorie beverages most often will assist with weight control. Further, many times we are actually thirsty when we think we’re hungry, so drink 8 ounces of water, wait 10 minutes, and reassess if you really need to indulge.

4) Incorporate fiber- and calcium-rich foods. These two nutrients are vital for healthy weight loss. Fiber will assist in appetite control, making you feel fuller for longer, and research has shown calcium may be a key mineral in assisting with weight loss. Don’t skimp on either. Fiber is found in whole grains, fresh fruits, vegetables, and legumes. Keep fresh fruit and vegetables cut up and on hand, so you’ll be less inclined to grab the sweets your friends brought over to welcome your new baby.

5) Make time to exercise. This doesn’t have to be taxing or strenuous. Get out of the house for at least 45 minutes each day and go for a walk. If you’re able to do it alone, even better! If not, bring that baby out for a stroll. It will feel good to get your body moving. And don’t use the weather as an excuse—fortunately or unfortunately, there are plenty of shopping malls convenient for a walk. Use them!

Use the recipes and tips in this book to help you find the will and the way to make healthy and delicious meals, not just for yourself but for your little one, too. Each recipe includes a section on how to make a baby-friendly version. There is nothing more satisfying than making a delicious recipe that you and your family can all enjoy.

As our new babies grow, the question of when to start solids comes up. Most research indicates it’s appropriate to start at around four to six months—however, I always recommend not to rush this. Starting at four months won’t make babies sleep through the night, and they won’t earn higher test scores by eating rice cereal for two additional months. It’s important to focus on your baby’s developmental cues to determine if he or she is ready for solids:

1) Make sure he has adequate head control; he should be able to sit up without assistance.

2) He needs to have moved past the extrusion reflex—the tongue-thrust movement that will push against food rather than allowing him to swallow it. When this is gone, usually at some point between four and six months, infants are ready to eat.

3) He must actually be interested in eating solids: grabbing your spoon, reaching for food on your plate.

The process of eating should be fun and not stressful for anyone involved, so start at a time when you and your infant are ready. Don’t succumb to any pressure from those around you. Remember, your child will eat solids for the rest of his life; there’s no rush!

The transition from a liquid diet to solids is a delicate balancing act, which can be stressful for parents. In general, as solids are introduced, formula/breastmilk consumption should decrease a bit as more calories come from foods. See the chart on the following page for guidelines on portions for infants.

	
SOLID FEEDING GUIDELINES




6 TO 8 MONTHS

Breastmilk (BM)/Formula = 6 to 8 ounces per feeding (24 to 32 ounces/day)

Baby Cereal/Soft Breads/Noodles = 2 to 3 servings/day (1 to 2 tablespoons/serving)

Fruits/Vegetables = 2 to 3 times/day, begin to offer soft cooked/mashed baby foods, Stage 1 to 2 (1 to 2 tablespoons/serving)

8 TO 10 MONTHS

Breastmilk/Formula = 7 to 8 ounces per feeding (24 to 32 ounces/day)

Baby Cereal/Soft Breads/Noodles = 2 to 3 servings/day (1 to 2 tablespoons/serving)

Fruits/Vegetables = 2 to 3 servings/day (1 to 3 tablespoons/serving); soft, cut up, mashed Stage 2 to 3 foods

Meat/Protein = Begin to offer soft, finely cut or pureed meats, cheeses, and casseroles

10 TO 12 MONTHS

Breastmilk/Formula = 7 to 8 ounces per feeding (24 to 32 ounces/day)

Baby Cereal/Breads/Other starches = 4 servings/day (1 to 2 tablespoons/serving)

Fruits/Vegetables = 4 servings/day (1 to 3 tablespoons/serving)

Meats/Protein = 1 to 2 ounces/day; soft, finely cut, chopped meat, beans, or other protein foods

SAMPLE DAY


	
NOTE: The following can be used as a general guide for infant feeding. The exact quantities provided do not need to be consumed every day, but rather give a basis for general infant requirements.
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Many of the parents I work with ask about what foods to avoid during infancy, and new research states that there is more of a risk in waiting to introduce foods than in starting early. Unless there are food allergies in your immediate family, most allergists recommend not avoiding any food within the first 12 months—so it’s safe to introduce foods that used to be taboo for the youngest eaters, like eggs, fish, and peanut butter. Keep in mind that peanut butter can be a choking hazard; including it as an ingredient is safe, but you should wait until he’s older to give your child a peanut butter sandwich. The exception to this anything-goes rule is honey and corn syrup; these should be avoided in the first year due to the risk of botulism, a deadly food-borne illness.

The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that, at least in the beginning, parents wait three to five days after introducing each new food before moving on to the next one. The idea is that if, say, you introduce chicken, carrots, and potatoes at the same time and your baby reacts negatively, you won’t know which food is the cause. But most of us find it difficult to wait to introduce every single food—there are so many! Instead, I suggest waiting a few days between introducing the following due to potential allergy concerns: milk or milk products (yogurt, cheese), soy, wheat (including oats, due to potential cross-contamination with wheat in manufacturing), eggs, peanuts and tree nuts, and fish and shellfish. It’s also a good idea to introduce fruits and vegetables relatively slowly. Once you have a sense for your baby’s tolerance of solids, you’ll be able to offer foods in combination.

Remember, infancy is when you start your child on the road to making good eating decisions. Try to take the time to enjoy the process and set a good example for your baby by making healthy food choices a priority in your life too. Spend a little time in the kitchen, even if you feel you aren’t good at it. Use this book to explore your inner chef, while setting a good example for your children.
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INTRODUCTION

If you’re holding this book, odds are congratulations are in order. Either you’re a new parent yourself, or you know someone who is. Mazel tovs all around! Or perhaps you’re shopping for a shower gift—in which case you deserve a pat on the back for being so thoughtful.

I became a cookbook author almost by accident. I’m not a big believer in Destiny with a capital D, but in some ways it seems as if everything in my life led me here. As far back as I can remember, writing and food were my twin comforts. (Picture a chubby, curly-haired little girl, wiping the cookie crumbs off her notebook.) A career in book marketing introduced me to such single-name food luminaries as Martha, Ina, and Mario, as well as many of New York’s finest restaurants. Classes at the renowned Institute of Culinary Education taught me how to cook without a recipe. And a sustained stint in Weight Watchers, during which I lost 100 pounds, led me to learn about nutrition. In 2002 I left my cushy job, intending to open a gourmet shop, but after six months of learning the business alongside my mentor, herself a successful restaurateur and caterer, I realized my calling was slightly different: I wanted to write about food. To get my feet wet, I started a food blog, Words to Eat By, which led to actual, paid food-writing assignments. But sharing my food through words wasn’t enough—I wanted a family of my own to nurture.

By then I’d met Stephen, a man who will eat anything from sea urchin to chili cheese dogs, the man I’d marry. Together we endured seventeen months of trying to conceive before I finally got pregnant on the eve of my fortieth birthday. (How’s that for a party?) With Harry growing inside me, Words to Eat By became a slow stream of pregnancy-food posts, comforting things like mushroom risotto and chocolate Amazon cake. As my due date neared, I planned to cook and freeze things for us to eat later: turkey meatloaf, Little Gram’s meatballs, big pots of chili, not even thinking to blog about them. I had an inkling that there wouldn’t be time for much cooking once the baby was born, but I assumed I’d be back in the swing within a week or two. Wrong.

Parents Need to Eat Too began gestating, in a sense, soon after my son came home from the hospital in September 2006. Picture this: It’s Day Six of Harry’s life. My boy, teeny and perfect and miraculous, is nursing, again. For him, eating is a relatively simple thing: All he has to do is open wide and suck. For Stephen and me it’s a more challenging proposition. Since Harry came home, we’ve eaten nothing but family-supplied meals, fried egg sandwiches, Clif bars, and takeout. I wonder what the readers of my food blog would think if they could see me. A hard truth is sinking in: Cooking—and by that I mean cooking healthy, nourishing, yum-I-want-more dishes—while caring for a newborn is a very tall order, even for a food writer like me. And too much takeout is as hard on the waistline as it is on the wallet.

Several months passed before I regained my kitchen legs—months during which Stephen and I ate jar after jar of spaghetti sauce over angel hair (the fastest-cooking pasta), telling ourselves, “Hey, at least we’re eating tomatoes—they’re healthy!” A turkey sandwich was a treat, since it required the forethought to buy both rye bread and turkey breast. Green vegetables? Not so much.

During that time, I learned a new way to cook—taking advantage of Harry’s morning nap to chop and roast vegetables, knowing that during his afternoon nap I’d layer them with no-boil noodles, sauce, and cheese for a lasagna to bake later. I created healthy, filling, crave-worthy meals I could eat with one hand, so the other would be free to hold the baby (and which wouldn’t drip on Harry’s sweet little head, either!). My mom’s contribution: a slow cooker. Until necessity kicked in, I’d been too much of a food snob to consider using such a thing. With the help of a fantastic lactation consultant, I discovered galactagogues—foods like oatmeal, which would help my meager breastmilk supply—and incorporated them into recipes. In other words, I cracked the code. I figured out how to take care of Stephen and myself with as much love as I poured into Harry, but with far less energy than he required. It was almost enough to make me want to get pregnant again, just so I could put it all into use!

Instead, I found another way to use that hard-earned knowledge: teaching other new mothers. It started with a single presentation to the moms’ group from Harry’s preschool, and soon grew into a series of classes I teach informally in my home. Each time I offer the class, four moms and their babies crowd around my kitchen table, peeling and chopping and comparing notes and coming to realize that yes, things will go back to normal. It might be a different normal, but everything will turn out fine. Even dinner.

Which brings us to this cookbook. Parents Need to Eat Too is not about locavore cooking, organic food, or any other of-the-moment rages (although I do encourage you to eat organic as much as you can afford to; see the sidebar A Few Words on Organics for more info). It’s about kitchen triage, plain and simple: getting dinner on the table for the grownups while there’s an infant—or heck, even a toddler—attached to your body. Trust me, you can do this. You just need to change your expectations a bit. While before you may have sought authenticity and even perfection in your cooking, now you’ll be seeking deliciousness and doability. Repeat after me: authenticity, shmauthenticity—we just want to eat.

Each of the recipes in this book is constructed with an eye to nutrition as well as time-management, since those are the two biggest challenges most new parents face when it comes to their own eating. And every single recipe has been tested by a group of more than 100 new moms, all of whom volunteered to spend a year with me making sure these recipes really work. These amazing women (plus quite a few of their husbands) let me know if a flavor was off, or I’d underestimated the cooking time, or the directions confused a bleary-eyed cook. When a recipe didn’t get enough feedback—or enough positive feedback—I didn’t include it in the book.

And did I mention that every recipe tastes fantastic? Bursting with robust flavors and interesting combinations, these dishes are simple enough for the most sleep-deprived mom—and many are elegant enough to serve to company (because let’s face it, after the first few weeks, most visitors don’t think to cook for you. They want to hold the baby, and if they bring some sort of food with them, it’s a bonus). Comforting and nourishing, exciting and homey, these are the kinds of foods you’ll want to eat. And for those times when your I-can’t-cook partner wants to pitch in, there’s an entire chapter full of what I call “un-recipes”—things so simple even your baby can make them. Almost.

Sooner than you can imagine, your baby’s going to start eating solids, so each recipe also includes a section at the end, “Make Baby Food,” which does exactly what you think: It tells you how to use the very food you’ve prepared for yourselves to feed the newest eater. You’ll save a bundle by not buying jarred food, and hopefully you’ll wind up with a kid who enjoys food as much as you do.

More than just recipes, this cookbook will provide you with something all new parents need: reassurance. Reassurance that this little creature won’t rule your lives forever (well, not entirely, anyway). Reassurance that it’s possible to take care of yourself and a baby. Reassurance that life will resume something approaching normalcy, and sooner than you think.

So, dig in. Enjoy. And know that you can do it. Really, you can. You don’t need to please anyone but yourself.
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A FEW WORDS ON ORGANICS

If I could afford it, I’d only use organic food. But my finances don’t allow that, so I’ll assume yours don’t, either. If you need to pick and choose your organics, here’s a little guidance:


• Check out the Environmental Working Group’s “Dirty Dozen” list—it’s the twelve fruits and vegetables that their testing has found to be the highest in pesticide residue. Those, you should always buy organic. The list is updated annually, so go to their site, www.foodnews.org, for this year’s, um, winners. EWG provides both an iPhone app and a downloadable wallet-sized card. Carrying it with you is much easier than trying to remember the whole list!

• Another option for produce is the farmers’ market, where you can ask the farmer about his growing practices. At my local market there’s only one stand that’s certified organic, but the other farmers use many of the same methods.

• If your family goes through a lot of milk, stick to organic—especially once your baby turns one and begins to drink it. Yogurt and cheese are often a big portion of an early eater’s diet, so go organic there too.

• A good rule of thumb is this: Think proportionally, in terms of your child’s body weight. If she can down an entire package of, say, frozen peaches and peaches aren’t on EWG’s list, buy organic anyway. Twelve ounces of peaches is a lot when you weigh less than 20 pounds!

• Is yours a family of hard-core carnivores? Try to buy organic meats. Which, given the expense, may force you to reconsider your carnivorous ways …

• For the most part, you can skip organic processed foods like breakfast cereal and packaged snacks. The further removed something is from the way it came out of the ground, the less likely it is to have a lot of pesticide residue remaining. Who knew, all that processing is actually good for something!

• If you’d like to dig deeper into all this, I recommend the book To Buy or Not to Buy Organic by Cindy Burke. I interviewed her once for a story I wrote, and found her research solid and her advice sensible.
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THE NEW MOM’S KITCHEN EQUIPMENT

I realize you may not have a fully outfitted gourmet kitchen at your disposal (I created these recipes in a Brooklyn rental, with a stove that’s circa 1990), so I’ve tried to ensure that my recipes don’t require anything fancy. Here’s a basic list of what you’ll need to make almost anything in the book; hopefully, you’ve already got just about all of it:


• Kitchen timer (no joke, this just might be the most important tool in a sleep-deprived parent’s kitchen—make sure it’s loud enough to wake you if you doze off while the soup’s simmering)

• Three knives: chef’s, paring, and serrated

• Cutting board, ideally separate ones for meat and produce

• Vegetable peeler

• Microplane or other hand-held grater

• Measuring cups (both dry and liquid) and spoons

• Wooden spoon with a nice long handle

• Slotted spoon, again with a nice long handle

• Spatula

• Whisk

• Rolling pin

• Two mixing bowls: one large, one small

• Five or six small bowls or custard cups

• Two saucepans: one large, one small, both with lids

• Stock pot, ideally with a lid

• Slow cooker or Dutch oven

• Large nonstick skillet, ideally with a lid

• Colander

• 2 baking sheets with rimmed edges

• Cooling rack

• Large rectangular baking dish (9 × 13-inch is standard)

• Square baking dish (8-inch is standard)

• Blender, hand-held blender, or food processor (ideally a blender and a food processor, if you’ve got room, for ultimate flexibility)

• Electric mixer, if you intend to bake
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NOTE: You’ll hear a lot about the notion of mise-en-place in this book. It simply means you do all your prep work before you start cooking, and put each ingredient into its own bowl, in order of use. It makes for more cleanup, yes, but it also means you won’t discover halfway through a recipe that you forgot to pick up carrots.


CHAPTER 1
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THE NEW MOM’S PANTRY





RECIPES

Chipotle Tortilla Soup

Quick Pasta e Fagioli

Dried Mushroom and Barley Soup

Lentil and Brown Rice Soup

Smoky Split Pea Soup

Quinoa Salad with Chickpeas, Dried Fruit, and Almonds

Tuna and White Bean Salad

Baked Falafel

Mujadara

Cheater’s Chana Masala

Vegetarian Frijoles Negros

Southwestern Polenta Lasagna

Angel Hair Pasta with Garlic and Lemon-Parmesan Breadcrumbs

Spaghetti alla Puttanesca

Pasta with Porcini Mushrooms







Harry was almost two weeks old before I set foot outside our apartment without him. We were having major breastfeeding issues (more about that in Chapter 9) and if Harry wasn’t attached to my boob, I was essentially chained to a hospital-grade pump. And then one day my husband, Stephen, whose idea of a good time does not involve bringing items to a cash register, came home from a trip to the baby store (more burp cloths), the drugstore (antibiotics for me), and the medical supply store (pump parts) with a gift for me.

“How about you hit the supermarket today,” he offered. “Would you be up for it?”

Would I like to take over an errand in his place? I know what you’re thinking. Some gift. You were expecting jewelry.

But see, I really do enjoy food shopping. And the chance to unhook myself from pump and baby to venture into one of my favorite places was as sweet a present my husband could ever give me. Who needs Tiffany when you have Trader Joe’s?

When I travel, a foreign supermarket is a tourist attraction. Picking out food, and daydreaming about how to use it, is a cherished pastime. There’s inspiration in every aisle—I veer off-list every time I walk through those automated doors.

Stephen and I consulted our very complicated feeding/pumping schedule to pinpoint a 90-minute window, and off I went.

At the store, bounteous displays of late-summer produce beckoned. I swear the tomatoes were flirting with me with their seductively full curves. Into the cart went crisp romaine lettuce, sweet corn, perfectly smooth eggplant. Look at that zucchini! And the herbs, oh the herbs! I went bonkers. The cart overflowed with freshness and my pulse raced at the thought of all the things I’d cook.

Of course, I forgot to take into account that whole chained-to-the-pump thing. Ten days later, much of my luscious produce was still sitting in the fridge, only now the greens were slimy, the eggplant was squishy, and my kitchen dreams were dashed. It would be weeks before I became a good enough juggler to really cook, to plan a meal, shop for ingredients, and find time to use them.

In the meantime, I learned to depend on my pantry. And now, when I begin a new round of cooking classes, our first session is always dedicated to the humble, but well-stocked, pantry. It’s a shelf-stable Garden of Eden.

With a cabinet full of staple goods, there’s always something for dinner. A humble can of chickpeas mixed with onion, garlic, and ginger, dried spices, and canned tomato becomes Cheater’s Chana Masala. Yes, I do consider onions, garlic, and ginger to be part of the pantry. Potatoes, too. If stored properly, they all last for quite some time: Onion, garlic, and potatoes actually thrive in the pantry proper—they love cool and dark. Ginger needs cold, not cool, but it’ll last for a good 6 to 8 weeks in a resealable bag in the fridge, even longer in the freezer. And while we’re talking about my loose definition of pantry items, I’ll point out that I also include a handful of staples straight from the freezer aisle.

The list that follows is the foundation of this cookbook. Just about every single thing on it is used in at least one recipe. In several cases I mention specific brands, because I’ve found them to be full of flavor as well as nutrients. If you use my list as your guide before you go shopping, you’ll never be hungry again. No wait, that’s Scarlett O’Hara. I mean, you’ll never give up and order greasy takeout again.

	
PASTA, RICE, GRAINS







• Barilla Plus pasta (the yellow box): It’s full of protein, fiber, and omega-3s, making it exceptionally healthy pasta. And it doesn’t have the musty flavor and mushy texture of many whole-wheat varieties. In general, look for whole-grain pasta with at least 3 grams of dietary fiber per serving.

• Orzo or other small-shaped pasta: Keep some on hand to add to soups or quick pasta salads. Note: Barilla Plus doesn’t come in smaller sizes, so go with whole-wheat or regular for this.

• No-boil lasagna noodles: Did you catch the “no-boil” part? Nuf said. There are several brands on the market—I’ve used Ronzoni, Barilla, and Trader Joe’s with good results.

• Success Brown Rice (the boil-in bag): This is a godsend to new parents. Nutritionally, Success Brown is nearly identical to plain brown rice, but instead of taking more than half an hour to cook it’s ready in just ten minutes and—here’s the best part—it can sit in hot water, off the heat, for up to half an hour without turning mushy. Other good options are Trader Joe’s frozen brown rice and Uncle Ben’s 90-second microwave pack (which, while super-convenient, does have added fat).

• Long-grain brown rice: For times when you do have the wherewithal. And it’s vital for Lentil and Brown Rice Soup.

• Arborio rice: Yes, it is possible to make risotto with a baby in the house! You’ll learn two different methods in Chapter 2, “Nap-Friendly Cooking” and Chapter 4, “The Slow Cooker.”

• Shelf-stable polenta rolls: If you can find shelf-stable polenta rather than the refrigerated kind, go for it. It’ll last longer.

• Quinoa: Not technically a grain (though it behaves like one), quinoa is full of protein, fiber, magnesium, and iron, and it’s gluten-free. Cooks quickly too!

• Steel-cut oats: Oatmeal has long been recommended to nursing mothers as a galactagogue—something that increases breastmilk supply—and making steel-cut oats overnight in the slow cooker is about the easiest thing in the world. Oatmeal in general—not just the steel-cut variety—is also a great source of soluble fiber, which helps control your blood sugar and keeps you feeling fuller for longer (super-helpful for losing the baby weight).

• Cornmeal: Oh, how I love thee, cornmeal. Cornbread is a quick and easy accompaniment for chili, soups, etc., and can be thrown together during baby’s nap. Also, cornmeal makes a wonderfully crisp (whole-grain) coating for baked fish and chicken.

• Couscous, whole wheat if you can find it: Boil a little salted water, dump it in, turn off the heat, and it’s ready in five minutes. Ain’t nothing faster.

• Whole-grain bread: Can’t make a sandwich without bread, people. To be sure you’re getting all the health benefits of whole grains, read labels carefully, and be certain that the first ingredient listed includes the word “whole.”
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CANS AND BPA

Unless you live under a rock, you’ve probably heard about Bisphenol A (BPA), the toxic substance that’s in all sorts of plastic. Well, it’s also used to line cans. And it makes its way into breastmilk, which brings things to a whole ‘nother level of scary. The jury’s still out on exactly how harmful BPA is, but I do my best to avoid it. Aseptic packaging—foods packed in oversized juiceboxes—are BPA-free but still shelf-stable, as are glass jars. Today several companies, including Eden Organic and Trader Joe’s, are making many of their products available in BPA-free cans.



	CANNED AND JARRED GOODS




• Oils: I’m not going to recommend that you stock a variety of oils, each with its own uses. For the purposes of this cookbook, all you need is an inexpensive, mild-flavored olive oil for cooking, and a good-quality, fruity extra-virgin olive oil for salads and other places where flavor really counts.

• Nonstick cooking spray: If you’re looking to keep calories down, this is a helpful product—it applies a very fine mist of oil to pans.

• Vinegars: Balsamic and red wine are musts, as is rice (also labeled rice wine) vinegar, which adds a light Asian flavor to salads, sauces, and marinades. I’m also a big fan of sherry vinegar, but that’s optional.

• Toasted sesame oil: for the same reason as rice vinegar. (Yes, it’s another oil, but I consider it almost a condiment.)

• Canned beans, beans, beans: Black, white (cannellini), chickpeas, red kidney … beans are a great source of protein, fiber, iron, folate, magnesium, and manganese, they’re low in fat, and for all that nutritional punch they’re inexpensive. Trader Joe’s and Eden Organics’ canned beans are BPA-free (see sidebar, above). And unlike virtually every other brand, Eden’s have no salt added, either.

• Broth: chicken, beef, vegetable. My cabinet always has small juicebox- and quart-sized boxes. Look for reduced-sodium varieties.

• Tomatoes: chopped or diced (without added seasonings like basil or garlic), sauce, puree. Don’t bother with whole unless you like squishing them in your hands—chopping is just another step you don’t need! I’m a huge fan of Pomi brand tomatoes. They’re imported from Italy, they’re wonderfully fresh-tasting, and they come in aseptic boxes, not cans, so they’re BPA-free.

• Tomato paste in a tube is a must-have—very few recipes call for an entire can of paste, but with a tube you squeeze out what you need and refrigerate the rest. In the fridge, it stays good practically forever.

• Anchovy paste in a tube is necessary for similar reasons, even if you think you don’t like anchovies (and I don’t!). The paste dissolves into the dish and leaves a depth of flavor that’s subtle but important.

• Artichoke hearts: Use marinated ones to liven up salads (add some olive oil to the marinade itself to make a quick salad dressing), and plain ones in recipes.

• Chipotles in adobo: Use one with seeds scraped out and discarded for moderate heat (don’t forget to include some adobo sauce!), transfer the rest to an airtight container, and refrigerate indefinitely. Adds depth and spice to tomato-based dishes, beans, etc. Note: Always wash your hands well after handling a chipotle—it’s a smoked jalepeño chile, and you don’t want to touch your eyes (or your baby) with those oils on your fingers.

• Tuna: I always buy light tuna in olive oil, imported from Italy—it’s in most supermarkets. Light tuna has fewer mercury worries, and the Italian stuff is very good quality. Imported tuna packed in jars is more expensive, but it’s pretty fantastic in terms of flavor. And again, no BPA in jars. Just drain it well, since the olive oil does add fat and calories.

• Jarred pasta sauce: Hey, I’m a realist. Sometimes the best you can do—really—is spaghetti with jarred sauce. All I ask is that you make sure you buy the good stuff. My favorite is Rao’s. It costs more, but a look at the ingredients list will show you why: It’s made from what you’d use if you did have time to cook. Tomatoes, garlic, olive oil, salt, maybe basil. It’ll set you back $8 a jar, but it’s still cheaper and healthier than takeout. Plus it’s useful for a quick lasagna or baked ziti.

• Barbecue sauce: Just like with pasta sauce, look for as few ingredients as possible, and ones that you recognize. Try to avoid high-fructose corn syrup. One brand I really like is Dinosaur.

• Reduced-sodium soy sauce: A dash of this adds flavor (and salt, of course) to everything from salad dressings to marinades. Not just for stir-fries.

• Worcestershire sauce: Its uses are practically limitless, especially in meat- or mushroom-based dishes.

• Mustard: for sandwiches, salad dressings, and recipes. Dijon is most often used in cooking.

• Peanut butter: Look for “natural” peanut butter—the only ingredients should be peanuts and salt. It’s the kind with the oil floating on top; that oil is a pain to stir back in the first time, but if you keep it in the fridge it won’t re-separate.

• Dry vermouth: I use this as a substitute for white wine in risotto and just about any other recipe that calls for it. It’s shelf-stable when opened, so I never have to worry about wasting a good bottle of wine. (Since Harry was born, my wine consumption has dwindled to embarrassingly low levels.) Of course if you drink white wine regularly, you don’t have such worries—you can skip this one with my blessing and respect.

• Dry sherry: Like vermouth, an open bottle lasts a good long while. It can transform a mushroom dish from fine to fantastic.
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10 PROCESSED FOODS IT’S ACTUALLY OK TO EAT

“Processed food” has become a catch-all phrase to describe everything that’s wrong with the way America eats—but if you’ve eaten canned beans or baby carrots, you’ve eaten processed food. The idea is to find processed foods that are prepared as closely as possible to homemade. Here are the ten ready-to-use products I find most helpful in a new parent’s kitchen:


  1. Boil-in bag, parboiled, or frozen brown rice

  2. Chicken sausages (look for ones that are antibiotic- and nitrate-free, with a short, recognizable list of ingredients)

  3. Soup and broth (with two caveats: seek out low-sodium versions, and try to purchase in aseptic boxes or jars)

  4. Jarred pasta and barbecue sauce

  5. Vacuum-packed gnocchi

  6. Polenta rolls

  7. Hummus

  8. Salsa

  9. Frozen waffles

10. Frozen products from Amy’s, Kashi, Dr. Praeger’s, or Morningstar Farms (Again, with a caveat that you must read labels—many frozen meals, even from organic companies, are extremely high in sodium and saturated fat. Look for a short, recognizable list of ingredients.)





	DRY GOODS




• Split peas, red lentils, green (or brown) lentils, and black lentils (sometimes labeled “Beluga lentils”): None need pre-soaking and all cook quickly, so they’re perfect for healthy, no-planning-needed meals.

• Dried black beans: I know, I know, you can’t think straight enough to pre-soak dried beans. But there’s a recipe in this very chapter for Frijoles Negros that’s ready 90 minutes after you open the bag, no soaking necessary. NOTE: Cooking time for dried legumes can vary widely, depending on things like age of the beans and altitude. Shop in stores with a fast turnover to ensure freshness.

• All-purpose flour and whole-wheat flour: for baking, of course, but also for thickening the occasional sauce and coating meat pre-browning. If you’ve got whole-wheat resistant family members, look for “white whole wheat,” which is a whole-grain variety that looks like white flour.

• Cocoa powder: Sometimes you just need to bake. Or make pudding. Or hot cocoa.

• Sugar and vanilla: See cocoa, above.

• Breadcrumbs: Sauté a half-cup in olive oil for a quick, crunchy topping to liven up spaghetti and jarred sauce. It’s even better when you add some grated Parmesan cheese. And check out the recipe for Angel Hair with Lemon-Parmesan Breadcrumbs.

• Sun-dried tomatoes: I prefer the kind that’s not packed in oil, for calorie-watching reasons. But if you’re not concerned with that, the oil-packed ones are deeelicious.

• Nuts: Pine nuts, pecans, almonds (whole, slivered, sliced, Marcona)—whatever kinds of nuts you like, keep some on hand. Toss into salads, pasta dishes, and oatmeal, or grab a small handful for a healthy snack.

• Dried fruit: Whatever kinds you like, to use in salads and for snacks, on top of oatmeal or in desserts. I always have raisins, cherries, blueberries, cranberries, papaya (Harry’s favorite), and figs. Trader Joe’s has an especially good selection. Try to buy dried fruit without added sugar.

• Dried herbs and spices: Over the course of the cookbook, you’ll primarily use cinnamon, basil, oregano, thyme, red pepper flakes, cayenne, ground cumin, ground coriander, ground ginger, bay leaves, garam masala, turmeric, paprika, chili powder, salt, and pepper. Experts will tell you that spices stay fresh for six months to a year if stored tightly closed in a cool, dry place, but I’ve got a confession: I’ve used two-year-old cinnamon and been just fine. As long as it doesn’t smell musty, there’s no need to throw it away—though you may want to use a little bit more than the recipe calls for if the spice’s smell is relatively faint.
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PEOPLE WILL DROP IN. BE PREPARED.

There’s something about having a new baby in the house that redefines gravity, with your home suddenly being at the center. Just when you wish people would most respect your privacy, your need to bond as a family, or even the notoriously unpredictable schedule you’re now living with, that’s when Aunt Judgy will “happen to be in the neighborhood.” If you’re lucky she’ll call first, but even then, you probably won’t have time to run out and buy those little nibbly things that lend you the air of competence Aunt Judgy’s looking for. Arrange some of these on that tray she gave you as a wedding present, and I’ll bet she won’t even notice the spitup in your hair.


• Nuts (Marcona almonds are especially swanky, if you ask me)

• Jarred olives

• Cheese

• Dry-cured sausage

• Jarred roasted or pickled peppers

• Tapenade or other jarred spreads

• Baby carrots

• Fruit: When refrigerated, grapes, apples, and citrus fruits like clementines all have a relatively long life-span

• Whole-grain crackers or breadsticks





	PRODUCE



OK, so technically these aren’t “pantry” items, but if you keep these greens (and oranges and yellows and reds) around you’ll almost always have what you need to make a good, healthy, quick dinner. They’re my staples, listed below in approximate order of how long they stay fresh. In many cases, you can buy vegetables pre-cut, either in the produce section or from the salad bar. Normally I don’t recommend such things—after several days, cut vegetables may begin to lose some nutrients—but when it’s a choice between shortcuts and takeout, you go right ahead and buy the pre-cut vegs. It may raise the odds of contracting a food-borne illness, though, so wash everything with soapy water or a vegetable rinse. This won’t protect you 100 percent (nothing can!), but it will lower the chances considerably. (If you’re wondering what to buy organic, see the sidebar in the Introduction.)

NOTE: Do not store potatoes with onions. Each emits a gas that hastens spoilage of the other.


• Potatoes: I keep Yukon gold and sweet potatoes on hand. Yukon golds are versatile—mashed, roasted, in stews—and sweet potatoes are super-healthy thanks to beta-carotene, which gives them that rust-orange hue. Even plain ol’ russets are good: a stuffed baked potato can be a perfect easy dinner.

• Garlic

• Onions

• Carrots

• Celery

• Lemons

• Broccoli

• Zucchini

• Eggplant

• Red peppers

• Baby spinach

• Flat-leaf parsley

• Grape tomatoes
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WHERE DOES IT ALL GO?

It’s all well and good to have a perfectly stocked pantry, but if you can’t find that jar of capers, you can’t use them. It’s probably insane to consider a top-to-bottom reorganization with a new baby in the house, so here are some simple, basic guidelines:


• Group like with like, and keep your everyday items front and center. In my pantry, there’s a carbs shelf for pasta, rice, couscous, and other bits of starchy goodness. This is my most-visited shelf, so it’s easy to access. Another shelf holds oils, vinegars, and other liquid seasonings, and there’s a designated space for baking items too. You get the idea.

• Store heavier items, like bottles of juice, on lower shelves. You do not want that dropping on your foot while you’re holding a baby.

• Most packaging will have a date stamped on it. “Best by,” “best if used by,” and “use by” all refer to the quality of the product—go beyond that date and the food’s still safe to eat, but it may not taste as good as you’d expect. “Sell by” tells the store when to remove it from the shelf—don’t buy food that’s approaching that date unless you’ll be using or freezing it right away.

• A word about formula and baby food: Federal regulations require a “use by” date, which should ensure both safety and nutritional quality. Beyond that date formula may separate and clog the nipple, and baby food may lose nutrients—don’t buy or use it.

• In general, higher-acid canned foods like tomatoes and pineapple are good for 12 to 18 months on the shelf; low-acid foods like animal proteins and most vegetables can stay there for two to five years.

• As long as a food remains frozen until use, it’s safe indefinitely. You may notice a decline in flavor with prepared foods, but safety is not an issue. For more information about freezing food, check out Chapter 5, “Big Batch Bonanza.”

• Not sure if an open package is safe to use? Check out Still Tasty, stilltasty.com, a food database packed with clear, useful information about storage times.
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HOW TO SHOP WITH A BABY

Ridiculous as it seems in retrospect, figuring this out was one of the biggest challenges I faced when Harry was tiny. My best advice: Go early on weekday mornings. Stores tend to be less crowded then, which means you’ll get in and out that much faster. It will take some trial and error to determine what works best for you and your baby, but here are some mom-tested tips and techniques for handling a baby and a shopping cart:


• Wear your baby in a sling or carrier. This is my preferred method—it leaves the entire cart for groceries, it encourages baby to nap, and it discourages well-meaning strangers from touching your infant.

• When you just need a few things, use your stroller instead of a shopping cart. Many of the models that work with infant car seats have sizable baskets underneath.

• Set the car seat inside the main body of the cart, and put your items all around it and in the front section of the cart. Obviously, this won’t work for a huge haul.

• Make grocery shopping a family outing—one of you pushes the cart with the car seat set inside the main section, while the other pushes the cart for groceries.

• If you’re lucky, your supermarket offers carts with built-in infant seats. I was not so lucky, and every time I see one I still get a little bit jealous.

• Consider doing your grocery shopping online. Here in New York City, Fresh Direct is well-known as a friend to parents.

• Leave the baby at home! Seriously, food shopping was a great escape for me, 90 minutes when I didn’t have to worry about Harry’s well-being. And it’s good practice for your partner—the more often you go out solo, the more comfortable s/he’ll become with babywrangling.

• NOTE: Please don’t put your car seat into the front section of the cart, where older babies sit. Even if it latches on, it’s not necessarily safe: Infant carriers tend to weigh quite a lot, which makes a shopping cart, especially an empty one, top-heavy. Go over an unexpected bump, and the whole cart might tip.





	REFRIGERATOR



This is the shortest list by far, since refrigerated items are the most perishable.


• Eggs

• Milk

• Parmesan cheese: Splurge on the good stuff, a wedge of Parmigiano-Reggiano. A small amount, freshly grated, adds tons of flavor, and you can freeze the rinds to use in soups and stews.

• Butter

• Plain, nonfat Greek yogurt: It’s packed with protein, and the tangy flavor makes it a good substitute for sour cream.



	FREEZER



I try to buy all my frozen fruits and vegs in bags, never boxes—that way I can use as much or as little as I need, without having to defrost a block.


• Chopped spinach

• Mixed vegetables (corn, green beans, peas, and carrots) make Chicken Pot Pie and Cottage Pie incredibly easy.

• Peas

• Corn

• Artichoke hearts

• Butternut squash, either pureed or chopped

• Mixed berries and/or strawberries, blueberries, and raspberries

• Sliced peaches

• Mango

• Prepared pie crust (I buy Pillsbury from the refrigerated section—just pop it in the freezer. Trader Joe’s also makes a good frozen variety.)

• Whole-wheat pizza dough (I use Trader Joe’s, again from the refrigerated section.)

• Empanada shells (You’ll need these for several recipes in Chapter 6—you’ll find them in the supermarket wherever there’s a Hispanic community.)

• Ground turkey breast

• Ground beef (Look for extra-lean—it’s got less fat and cholesterol than regular ground turkey.)

• Veggie burgers (I like Morningstar Farms Garden Veggie Patties.)

• Ice cream: Every new parent needs ice cream. And ice cream sandwiches can be eaten with one hand!





CRIB NOTES


• Without a well-stocked pantry, the odds that you’ll be able to put together a delicious, healthy meal are slimmer than Posh Spice. This may just be the most important chapter in the book.

• If grocery shopping isn’t your thing, delegate. In the early days of a baby’s life, you’ll likely have friends and family just itching to help. Stick a grocery list on the fridge and keep track of what’s running low, so you’re ready to take advantage—and get the ingredients you need, not what a volunteer guesses you might like—whenever an offer comes in.

• No friends or family nearby? Look online for a grocery service. Many local supermarkets now allow you to create your shopping list online, which they’ll fulfill for you. All you need to do is pick it up! If you’re really lucky, they deliver.

• Extend your definition of the word “pantry” to include the freezer. When stored properly (tightly wrapped, frozen solid), most foods will stay safe to eat indefinitely—your only concern will be flavor, which may lessen after several months. If you’ve got a spare fridge or chest freezer in the basement, keep it stocked with fruits, vegetables, meat, poultry, and fish. Because they contain oils that can go rancid relatively quickly, whole-grain flours, nuts, and seeds also benefit from freezer storage. (You’ll find more about freezing cooked food in Chapter 5.)
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CHIPOTLE TORTILLA SOUP

Serves 6 to 8

Cooking time: 35 minutes to 1 hour (20 minutes active)

Here’s a pantry-based soup that’s endlessly flexible. Most tortilla soups have shredded chicken in them—but since we sometimes think we’ve got chicken in the freezer and, um, we don’t, this version uses canned beans instead. Don’t sweat it if you don’t have an avocado or cilantro, either. If you’re a vegetarian, swap in vegetable broth for the chicken and you’ll be just fine. And if you’re a nursing mom whose baby is affected when you eat spicy food, use less of the chipotle.

One 28-ounce can whole tomatoes, with juice 1 chipotle in adobo, plus 1 tablespoon sauce

Scrape the seeds out of the chipotle pepper for milder heat, or add a second pepper if you like things really spicy.


1 small onion, roughly chopped

2 garlic cloves, peeled and smashed

1½ teaspoons chili powder

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon dried oregano

6 cups low-sodium chicken broth

One 15- to 16-ounce can black or pinto beans, drained and rinsed

2 cups frozen corn kernels

Salt and pepper

6 to 8 small corn tortillas

Olive oil, for brushing

1 avocado, peeled and cut into chunks

½ cup cilantro leaves, roughly chopped

Grated sharp Cheddar or Jack cheese, sour cream, and lime, for serving



Preheat oven to 350°F.


1. Puree the tomatoes and their juices, along with the chipotle with sauce, onion, garlic, chili powder, cumin, and oregano in a blender. Transfer to a large, heavy pot or Dutch oven and cook over medium heat, stirring, until mixture thickens and color darkens, 5 to 7 minutes. If it spatters, put a lid on partway to catch at least some of it.

2. Add the broth, beans, and corn, and bring to a boil. Lower heat and simmer, covered, for at least 15 minutes and up to an hour. Add salt and pepper to taste.

3. While the soup simmers, brush each tortilla lightly with olive oil. Stack the tortillas and cut into ½-inch-wide strips, then cut the longer strips in half. Scatter the tortilla strips in a single layer on a baking sheet and bake for 10 minutes, or until lightly browned and crisp.

4. Divide the tortilla strips, avocado chunks, and cilantro among six to eight bowls. Top with the soup, and serve with cheese, sour cream, and lime wedges.



The quickest way I know to clean a blender: Rinse the jar and fill partway with hot tap water. Add a drop or two of dish detergent and set it back on the base. Turn on the blender for a few seconds and voilà! Clean blender. Rinse it out after, of course.


	
MAKE BABY FOOD: Folks, I’m not sure I’d feed this one to a baby—unless you already know your baby likes spice. What you can do is reserve some of the canned beans, corn, tortilla strips, avocado, cheese, and sour cream, and serve those to junior separately.




MAMA SAID

“We really loved this one, surprisingly filling too. Definitely a meal more than a soup. My husband said it reminded him of his favorite tortilla soup from one of our favorite gourmet Mexican restaurants. Delicious.” —Amber D., mom of two, Los Angeles, CA
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QUICK PASTA E FAGIOLI

Serves 4 to 6

Cooking time: 25 minutes

OK, maybe this will take you 30 minutes. But if you use a food processor to chop the vegetables, it will be closer to 20. In deepest, darkest winter, when the mere thought of running to the supermarket in predawn darkness gets me down, I turn to this simple, filling soup. Don’t stress if you don’t have a Parmesan rind, though it does add a lovely deep flavor. And if your partner can swing a trip to the bakery on the way home, oh boy does fresh Italian bread go well here.

NOTE: This makes terrific leftovers, but you’ll likely find that it’s thickened up considerably. If so, add a little water or broth when reheating.


One 15- to 16-ounce can cannellini beans, drained and rinsed

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 small onion, finely chopped

1 medium carrot, chopped

1 celery rib, chopped

3 garlic cloves, minced

Pinch of red pepper flakes, optional (leave out if serving to infants)

2 tablespoons tomato paste

One 28-ounce can crushed or chopped tomatoes, with juice

4 cups low-sodium chicken or vegetable broth

1 bay leaf

1 teaspoon dried oregano

1 Parmesan rind (approximately 2 inches long), optional

1½ cups small pasta (ditalini, elbows, small shells, broken-up spaghetti—whatever you’ve got)

Salt and pepper

Good-quality extra-virgin olive oil, grated Parmesan, and crusty bread, for serving




1. Combine roughly half of the cannellini beans in a blender or food processor with 3 tablespoons water. Puree, and set aside.

2. Heat the olive oil in a large Dutch oven or heavy pot over medium heat. When it shimmers, add the onion and cook, stirring occasionally, until translucent, about 3 minutes. Add the carrot and celery and cook just until they begin to soften, 1 to 2 minutes. Add the garlic and red pepper flakes, if using, and cook, stirring, until fragrant, about 30 seconds. Reduce heat to low and add the tomato paste. Cook, stirring, until the paste darkens and seems to melt into the vegetables, 2 to 3 minutes. Add the tomatoes, broth, bay leaf, oregano, and Parmesan rind, if using. Raise the heat to high and bring to a boil. Add the pasta and whole beans and simmer, covered, over low heat until the pasta is barely cooked, 8 to 10 minutes. Stir frequently, especially in the first few minutes, to keep pasta from sticking to the pot.

3. Stir in the reserved pureed beans and simmer, uncovered, until the pasta is fully cooked but not mushy, 1 to 2 minutes more. Season with salt and pepper to taste—if you used low-sodium beans and broth, you may need as much as 1 teaspoon.

4. Remove bay leaf and Parmesan rind before serving. Drizzle each bowl with olive oil, and pass the grated Parmesan and bread.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: The texture of this thick soup should be just right to serve as finger food, or if you’re not there yet, puree it.




MAMA SAID

“I married an Italian, so I have had lots of pasta dishes. I have to say that this is now one of my favorites! So quick and easy, with a flavor that tastes like it cooked all day. My husband and I both had seconds, and my father-in-law asked for the leftovers.” —Jane B., mom of one, Pleasanton, CA

“Another success! I did not add the Parmesan rind because I am too cheap to buy the block. I just added some grated Parm in the serving bowls. The pasta cooking time gave me a chance to clean up the kitchen from the prep, which was nice.” —Mary T., mom of one, Ankeny, IA
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DRIED MUSHROOM AND BARLEY SOUP

Serves 4 to 6

Cooking time: 2½ hours (20 minutes active)

My mom made this thick, hearty soup at least twice a month all winter long when I was a child, and for me it’s true comfort food. She prefers to use dried button mushrooms, which are usually found in the kosher foods section of the grocery store, but it’s delicious with just about any variety. If your mushrooms are fairly large, break them up a bit with your hands before adding to the pot. Unless you’re already a fan of its uniquely sweet, mellow flavor, rutabaga (sometimes labeled “swede”) probably isn’t a staple in your kitchen. If you don’t have one on hand, just add another carrot, but if you’ve got time, it’s worth seeking out.


1 tablespoon vegetable or olive oil

1 medium onion, finely chopped

1 large carrot, chopped

1 celery rib, chopped (include some leaves, if you have them)

Half of a small rutabaga, peeled and chopped

Salt and pepper

4 cups low-sodium chicken broth

1 cup water

¼ ounce dried mushrooms (roughly ½ cup)

¼ cup pearl barley

Crusty bread, for serving




1. Heat the oil over medium-low heat in a large, heavy pot or Dutch oven. When it shimmers, add the onion, carrot, celery, and rutabaga and cook gently, stirring occasionally, until the vegetables soften, 8 to 10 minutes. Season with salt and pepper to taste.

2. Add the broth, water, mushrooms, and barley, raise the heat to high, and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to low and simmer, covered, until barley is tender and soup has thickened, about 2 hours. Season with salt and pepper to taste.

3. Serve with bread.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: This was one of Harry’s favorite soups when he was tiny, either pureed or as is. If the mushrooms seem a little tough for the very youngest eaters, just fish them out before serving.




MAMA SAID

“We just ate this soup for dinner and my husband told me I should ‘start making it a lot.’ If that ain’t success, I don’t know what is. I drizzled some olive oil on top of each bowl of soup and then cracked some sea salt on top. Yum.”—Jesse Z., mom of two, Los Angeles, CA
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LENTIL AND BROWN RICE SOUP

Serves 6 to 8

Cooking time: 1 hour (10 minutes active)

This recipe is adapted from one that ran in a long-ago issue of the late Gourmet magazine. Basically, you cut up some ingredients (in the food processor, even!) and throw it in a pot with lentils and brown rice. About an hour later, you’ve got a richly satisfying dinner. What could be better?

Two things to note: First, lentils, like all dried beans, vary in their cooking time depending on several factors, including age. Yours may take longer to become tender, but it shouldn’t take much more than an hour. Hard water can also affect the cooking time—if your water is hard, use bottled water. And second, as it stands, this thickens something fierce. Overnight, leftovers turn virtually solid. Add water to turn it back into soup, plus a little more salt, and it’s just as wonderful.


4 cups low-sodium chicken or vegetable broth

4 cups water

1½ cups brown or green lentils, picked over and rinsed

1 cup brown rice

One 28-ounce can diced tomatoes, with their juices

3 carrots, chopped

1 onion, chopped

1 celery rib, chopped

3 garlic cloves, minced

1 teaspoon dried basil

1 teaspoon dried oregano

½ teaspoon dried thyme

2 bay leaves

1 pound of smoked sausage, chopped, optional

½ cup minced flat-leaf parsley

2 tablespoons cider vinegar, or to taste

Salt and pepper



To get the most flavor from dried herbs, crumble them in your hands before adding to the pot.


1. Combine the broth, water, lentils, rice, tomatoes with juice, carrots, onion, celery, garlic, and dried herbs in a large, heavy pot or Dutch oven. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat, then reduce heat to low and simmer, covered, stirring occasionally, until the lentils and rice are tender, 45 to 55 minutes. The soup should be quite thick, but if it seems too thick, add a little more water. If you’re using the sausage, add it and cook just until heated through.

2. Remove from heat and stir in the parsley, vinegar, and salt and pepper to taste. Discard bay leaves before serving.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: This one’s great, pureed or as is.




MAMA SAID

“I had my husband play with our daughter while I was putting the ingredients into the pot, and then it was basically set it and forget it. I used vegetable broth and didn’t have the parsley, but it was still really good! Bonus: It made a ton. I’m going to freeze some.” —Kristy P., mom of one, Utica, NY
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SMOKY SPLIT PEA SOUP

Serves 6 to 8

Cooking time: 1½ hours (20 minutes active)

Here’s another toss-together-and-walk-away soup, with a velvety, smoky result. For a vegetarian version, substituting smoked paprika for the turkey bacon provides a nice level of smokiness. Please don’t use regular bacon for this—the cooked-off grease will overwhelm the dish.


2 tablespoons olive oil

2 large onions, finely chopped

4 celery ribs with leaves, chopped small

4 large carrots, chopped small

2 medium parsnips, peeled, tough center removed, and chopped small, optional

4 slices turkey bacon, chopped, or 1 teaspoon smoked paprika

3 sprigs fresh marjoram, or 1 tablespoon dried

3 sprigs fresh thyme, or 1 tablespoon dried

3 cups green split peas

4 quarts water

2 bay leaves

Salt and pepper




1. Heat the oil in a large, heavy pot or Dutch oven over medium heat. When it shimmers, add the onions, celery, carrots, and parsnips, if using. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the vegetables begin to soften, about 8 minutes.

2. Add the turkey bacon or smoked paprika and herbs, and cook until the bacon is lightly browned, about 2 minutes.

3. Add the split peas, water, and bay leaves. Raise the heat and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer, partially covered and stirring often, until the vegetables are tender and the peas are falling apart, about 1 hour and 10 minutes.

4. Season with salt and pepper, and remove the bay leaves before serving.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: Do I need to say it? Split pea soup is perfect for babies. You can fish out the bacon from baby’s portion, if you’ve included it.




MAMA SAID

“This soup has a nice smoky flavor, and you don’t have to deal with a ham hock. Big improvement! I love split pea soup and it generally takes a lot more work than this recipe—really great time savings. At the end, I pureed it smooth with an immersion blender.” —Jane B., mom of one, Pleasanton, CA
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QUINOA SALAD WITH CHICKPEAS, DRIED FRUIT, AND ALMONDS

Serves 6

Cooking time: 20 minutes

Quinoa is a fantastic food for new parents: It acts like a grain, but it’s really a protein-packed relative of leafy greens like Swiss chard, and its mild, slightly nutty flavor mixes well with all kinds of seasonings. Best of all, quinoa cooks in a jiff, making it perfect for last-minute meals. This salad is almost entirely pantry-based; if you shopped off my list at the beginning of the chapter, dinner is just 20 minutes away.


1½ cups quinoa, rinsed

One 15- to 16-ounce can chickpeas, rinsed and drained

½ cup dried cranberries or cherries

½ cup almond slivers, toasted

An easy way to toast nuts: Use the toaster oven! 3 minutes at 350°F usually does it, but watch carefully so they don’t burn.

½ shallot, minced

Handful of chopped fresh herbs, such as parsley, basil, and mint, optional

¼ cup good-quality extra-virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons sherry or red wine vinegar

1 teaspoon honey

½ teaspoon Dijon mustard

Salt and pepper

½ cup shaved Parmesan cheese (use a vegetable peeler)




1. Bring a medium pot of salted water to a boil over high heat. Add quinoa and boil until it is translucent but not mushy, about 10 minutes. Drain and spread out on a baking sheet to cool.

2. Combine the quinoa, chickpeas, dried fruit, almonds, shallot, and chopped herbs, if using, in a large serving bowl.

3. Combine the oil, vinegar, honey, mustard, and salt and pepper to taste in a small air-tight container. Cover and shake well. Pour the dressing over the salad and toss, adding more salt and pepper, if necessary.

4. Top with the cheese just before serving.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: Babies under a year old can’t have honey, due to botulism concerns. If you plan to serve this to an infant, swap maple syrup or agave nectar for the honey. Also, because of their size, chickpeas, dried cranberries or cherries, and toasted almonds can be a choking hazard. Either puree the salad with a little water or broth (skip the nuts if there are food allergies in your immediate family), or reserve some plain quinoa and toss with fork-smashed chickpeas and a bit of the dressing.




MAMA SAID

“Wearing my eight-month-old on my back in our Ergo, I prepared everything for this dish in the time it took to boil the water and cook the quinoa. I even had some time to start cleaning up the kitchen!”—Sarah T., mom of one, Calgary, AB
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TUNA AND WHITE BEAN SALAD

Serves 4 to 6

Cooking time: 15 minutes

This is one of the easiest recipes in the book, with one of the biggest payoffs in flavor. Seriously, you’ll be sitting down to eat approximately 20 minutes after you decide to make it.


Two 6-ounce cans light tuna in olive oil

Two 15- to 16-ounce cans cannellini beans, drained and rinsed

1 shallot, finely chopped

¼ cup capers, rinsed and drained

¼ cup roughly chopped pitted Kalamata or Gaeta olives

2 celery ribs, chopped

2 teaspoons grated lemon zest (about 1 lemon’s worth)

Salt and pepper

Fresh lemon juice

Good-quality extra-virgin olive oil

4 to 6 cups salad greens, such as arugula, lettuce, spinach, or mesclun mix, torn by hand




1. Drain some of the olive oil from the cans of tuna, then flake the tuna into a large bowl and toss with the beans, shallot, capers, olives, celery, lemon zest, and salt pepper to taste.

2. Add lemon juice and olive oil to taste, and toss. Serve over the greens.



Spooned into a baguette, leftovers make a mighty fine lunch.


	
MAKE BABY FOOD: Puree with a bit more olive oil for the youngest eaters. Most older babies can handle the texture of everything but the celery, which may be too crunchy to chew—add that at the very end, after you’ve reserved a portion for baby.




MAMA SAID

“I really appreciated the ease of preparation, tastiness, and healthiness of this dish. It was so quick that I had no problem leaving my daughter to play while I threw it together.” —Karissa J., mom of one, Vancouver, BC
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BAKED FALAFEL

Serves 2 to 3

Cooking time: 35 minutes (15 minutes active)

This takeout favorite is traditionally made with dried chickpeas that have been soaked and ground. To speed things up, I use canned beans and whir everything together in a food processor. Baking the falafel does away with the mess (and fat) of frying. If you don’t have a food processor, mash the chickpeas with a potato masher, and finely chop the garlic and parsley before combining everything.


One 15- to 16-ounce can chickpeas, drained and rinsed

1 small onion or 2 scallions (white and light green parts), roughly chopped

2 garlic cloves, smashed

3 tablespoons roughly chopped flat-leaf parsley

1 teaspoon ground coriander

1 teaspoon ground cumin

¼ teaspoon cayenne

2 tablespoons all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon baking powder

Juice of 1 lemon, divided (3 tablespoons)

3 tablespoons olive oil, divided

Salt and pepper

A mixture of salad vegetables, such as romaine, cucumber, and grape tomatoes

Whole-wheat pitas

Store-bought hummus, tzatziki, tahini, etc.



Preheat oven to 450°F, and set racks in upper and lower thirds of oven. Grease or line 2 baking sheets.


1. Combine the chickpeas, onion, garlic, parsley, spices, flour, baking powder, half of the lemon juice, 1 tablespoon olive oil, and salt and pepper to taste in a food processor. Pulse until well combined but mixture is still relatively coarse. You do not want a puree.

2. Using your hands or a small cookie scoop, shape the mixture into about 24 balls (roughly 1½ inches in diameter) and arrange on the prepared baking sheets. Flatten each slightly, and brush the tops with 1 tablespoon of the remaining olive oil.

3. Bake for 10 to 12 minutes, then turn patties (rotating the trays when you take them out) and bake for another 10 to 12 minutes. You may find it easiest to turn them using two forks.

4. Toss the salad vegetables with the remaining lemon juice and olive oil and salt and pepper to taste. Serve with hummus or other condiments, as sandwiches or as a platter.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: If your baby likes well-seasoned food, there’s nothing in the falafel he can’t eat. If you’re concerned about the crunchy outside, pull a few out of the oven before they get too well done. Hummus and pita are both fine for young’ns.




MAMA SAID

“I took the lazy way out and whizzed the onion, garlic, and parsley together in the food processor before adding the chickpeas, and it worked out fine. The lemony salad on top of the creamy hummus with the crispy falafel was a very satisfying combo. My husband really enjoyed it, despite normally being suspicious of things that aren’t Italian or Mexican or a steak.” —Alana D., mom of one, Providence, RI

“I tried freezing half the mixture in little flattened balls. It worked well (with slightly longer cooking times, of course), and being able to make a big batch to freeze is a HUGE bonus to me. I did not have high hopes for a baked falafel, but they were great, and far better than the home-fried ones I’ve tried. This is going to be my new lunch standard!”—Darcy G., mom of two, Pleasant Prairie, WI
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MUJADARA

Serves 4 to 6

Cooking time: 1 to 1½ hours (45 minutes active)

Lentils, rice, olive oil, and onions—this Middle Eastern standard is the ultimate pantry recipe. It’s also the classic example of a dish that’s greater than the sum of its parts. There are literally dozens of recipes for mujadara out there—each country, possibly even each family, seems to have its own version. The one I like best is adapted from Claudia Roden’s Book of Jewish Food. The crispy onion topping is the best part, so go ahead and make a lot.

NOTE: Lentils, like all dried beans, vary in their cooking time depending on several factors, including age. Yours may take longer to become tender, but they shouldn’t take much more than an hour. Hard water can also affect the cooking time—if your water is hard, use bottled water.


⅓ cup olive oil

4 or 5 large onions, halved and thinly sliced (use the slicing blade on your food processor, or a mandoline if you have one)

Salt and pepper

1½ cups brown or green lentils, sorted and rinsed

1¼ cups long-grain white rice

Plain yogurt or sour cream, optional, for serving




1. Heat the olive oil in a very large nonstick skillet over low heat (if you only have smaller skillets, divide the oil and onions between two). When the oil shimmers, add the onions and cook, stirring frequently, until golden, 15 to 20 minutes. Season with salt and pepper to taste.

2. Meanwhile, bring 4½ cups water to a boil in a large saucepan or small stockpot and add the lentils. Simmer, uncovered, for 20 minutes, then add the rice and half the cooked onions. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Simmer, covered, over very low heat until the lentils and rice are tender, about 20 minutes more. You may need to add more water toward the end; check after 15 minutes. Remove from the heat and let rest, covered, for 5 minutes.

3. While the rice and lentils are cooking, cook the onions remaining in the skillet over low heat, stirring often, until dark brown and nearly crisp, 15 to 20 minutes.

4. Serve hot or at room temperature, with browned onions sprinkled on top. Add a dollop of the yogurt or sour cream if desired.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: Puree the entire thing with an additional splash of water. For finger food, skip the browned onion topping, which may be challenging to young eaters.




MAMA SAID

“It’s nice to have a dinner in the pantry that doesn’t involve powdered cheese. We have mixed the leftover mujadara with spinach and Parm and a beaten egg, which we fried up like a pancake.” —Beth P., mom of one, Los Angeles, CA

“This dish is the paragon of efficiency. Very little prep time (just onion slicing) and almost no downtime while cooking. I had a skillet going for the onions and a pot for the lentils, and the timing was exquisite. And there’s nothing like having two pots side-by-side on the stovetop to feel like you are cooking again after too many days in a row of scrambled eggs.” —Jenn C., mom of one, Boston, MA
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CHEATER’S CHANA MASALA

Serves 4

Cooking time: 25 minutes (15 minutes active)

Traditional chana masala—a spiced chickpea stew you’ll find on the menu of almost any Indian restaurant—is a complicated affair, with an ingredient list as long as your arm. We’re not going there. Remember my mantra: New parents don’t have time for authenticity! Instead, I’ve simplified things to make this a quick and easy dish based almost exclusively on pantry items. It still tastes warm and comforting, but you’ll have dinner on the table in no time.


2 tablespoons vegetable oil

1 medium onion, finely chopped

One 1-inch piece of fresh ginger, peeled and grated, or ½ teaspoon ground ginger

2 garlic cloves, minced

2 teaspoons ground coriander

2 teaspoons ground cumin

⅛ teaspoon cayenne

Two 15- to 16-ounce cans chickpeas, rinsed and drained

¾ cup water

One 14.5-ounce can diced tomatoes, drained

Salt

2 tablespoons chopped cilantro

1 teaspoon garam masala

Juice of ½ lemon (about 1½ tablespoons)

Cooked brown rice, plain yogurt, and prepared chutney, optional, for serving




1. Heat the oil in a large saucepan over medium-low heat. When it shimmers, add the onion, fresh ginger, if using, and garlic and cook, stirring occasionally, until the onion is translucent but not browned, about 5 minutes.

2. Add the coriander, cumin, cayenne, and ground ginger (if not using fresh) and cook for 1 minute.

3. Add the chickpeas, water, diced tomatoes, and salt to taste and raise heat to medium. Simmer uncovered (if it spatters too much, cover it partially) until the sauce has thickened, 5 to 10 minutes.

4. Remove from heat, then stir in the chopped cilantro, garam masala, lemon juice, and salt to taste.

5. Serve over brown rice and top with a spoonful of yogurt and chutney, if desired.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: Leave out the cayenne if you’re nervous about spicy foods, and if you’re wary of the acidity in citrus add the lemon juice after reserving baby’s portion. This’ll puree nicely (make sure to include some of the liquid), or you can serve it as finger food—just smash the chickpeas with a fork, to prevent a choking hazard.




MAMA SAID

“I went into this recipe both excited and skeptical, because chana masala is one of my absolute favorite dishes. Since we have yet to find a kid-friendly Indian restaurant in our neighborhood, I rarely get my fix. I really didn’t think there was any way I could approximate that yummy spiciness at home, let alone from pantry ingredients without advance planning and a special trip to the store. But the proof was totally in the pudding—a fabulous success that I will make again and again.” —Jenn C., mom of one, Boston, MA

“Everyone liked this—even my picky three-year-old ate three chickpeas!—and the adults (me, my husband, mother-in-law) all had seconds. I used a few shakes of cayenne pepper, and that seemed like enough to make it interesting for the adults and not too spicy for the kids.” —Jennifer S., mom of three, San Diego, CA
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VEGETARIAN FRIJOLES NEGROS

Serves 6 as a main course, 10 to 12 as a side

Cooking time: 1½ hours (15 minutes active)

If you think cooking dried beans means planning a day ahead, think again. These babies go from bag to bowl in 90 minutes flat, and most of that time, you don’t even have to be in the kitchen.

Some shopping notes: Sofrito is a Latin-American cooking base, most often comprised of pureed tomatoes, onion, garlic, cilantro, and bell peppers. Look for prepared sofrito in the Latin-American section of your supermarket (Goya is a widely available brand). If you can’t find it, substitute a straightforward salsa, but if the salsa is hot, you may want to use less chipotle.

NOTE: Dried beans vary in their cooking time depending on several factors, including age. Yours may take longer than expected to become tender, but not much more than 90 minutes. Hard water can also affect the cooking time—if your water is hard, use bottled water.

Two or three cups of these beans would be terrific in the Southwestern Polenta Lasagna, or you can mash them to make refried beans. They also freeze well.


One 1-pound package dried black beans, sorted and rinsed

When sorting black beans, I find it easier to spot small pebbles against a white background—line a baking sheet with paper towels.

1 medium onion, peeled and quartered

3 garlic cloves, peeled and smashed

1 chipotle in adobo, seeded and minced

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 bay leaf

½ cup prepared sofrito

Salt and pepper

Cooked brown or white rice (Success boil-in bags come in handy here)

Chopped avocado, sour cream, shredded Cheddar or Monterey Jack cheese, lime wedges, cilantro, and hot sauce, for serving



Preheat oven to 250°F.


1. Combine the beans, onion, garlic, chipotle, cumin, bay leaf, and sofrito in a Dutch oven with a tight-fitting lid. Add salt and pepper to taste and water to cover by 1 inch. Bring to a boil, uncovered, over high heat.

2. Cover pot, and transfer to the oven. Cook until beans are tender, about 1 hour and 15 minutes (check around the 45-minute mark and add more water if necessary). If beans are not tender by that time, continue to cook for another 15 minutes.

2. Season with salt and pepper. Before serving, remove large pieces of onion, garlic cloves, and bay leaf.

3. Serve over rice with suggested toppings.



If you’re making this ahead of time and the beans are just a bit too firm at the end of the suggested cooking time, turn off the oven and let them sit, covered, for 1 to 2 hours. The residual heat will finish cooking them.


	
MAKE BABY FOOD: If your baby’s eaten food with a bit of spice in it and been OK, these minimally spicy black beans are wonderful finger food—and they puree well too.




MAMA SAID

“I was pleasantly surprised to discover that there was very little chopping involved. Quartering an onion and peeling some garlic is so much easier than chopping an entire onion. I actually ended up preparing the beans in two- to three-minute intervals while entertaining my three-month-old daughter, so that made me really like this recipe. I could swing by the kitchen and throw a few things in the pot while in the midst of doing other things and actually have a meal as a result!”—Melissa K., mom of one, Seattle, WA
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SOUTHWESTERN POLENTA LASAGNA

Serves 4

Cooking time: 40 to 50 minutes (15 minutes active)

Great news for the knife skills–challenged: There is almost no chopping involved here. Most of the work is simply layering. Slightly-less-great news: Sliced polenta gets mighty slippery. Take care when serving, or the layers will slide apart—this won’t affect the taste, but your plate might not win any beauty contests.

NOTE: This is a terrific way to use about 1½ cups of leftover Vegetarian Frijoles Negros. If you do, omit the canned black beans entirely, and swap a 14.5-ounce can of diced tomatoes for the tomatoes with green chiles or salsa.


One 15- to 16-ounce can black beans, drained and rinsed

One 10-ounce can diced tomatoes and green chiles (such as Ro-Tel), or 1 generous cup of your favorite salsa, drained

Once you’ve drained and rinsed the black beans, just pour this on top and drain again.

1 cup frozen corn kernels, not thawed

1 whole roasted red pepper from a jar, chopped, optional

I like piquillo peppers for this, but bell peppers are fine too.

Handful of cilantro leaves, chopped, optional

1½ cups shredded Cheddar, Monterey Jack cheese, or a combination, divided

One 1-pound roll ready-made polenta

Sour cream, for serving



Preheat oven to 400°F. Grease an 8-inch square baking dish.


1. Combine the black beans, tomatoes and chiles, corn, roasted pepper, cilantro, and 1 cup of the shredded cheese in a large bowl.

2. Cut the polenta log lengthwise into ¼-inch slices. Arrange half the slices in the prepared baking dish, covering the bottom of the dish (if necessary, trim slices to fit).

3. Spoon about two-thirds of the tomato-bean mixture over the polenta. Arrange the remaining polenta slices on top. Press down gently, and cover with the remaining tomato-bean mixture, then the remaining cheese.

4. Bake, uncovered, until the cheese is bubbly and beginning to brown, 25 to 30 minutes. Cool for 10 minutes before serving, and top each serving with sour cream.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: If you’re concerned about the chiles, set aside a crosswise slice of polenta, as well as some of the beans, corn, and cheese before cooking. Each of these items works as finger food—just cut the polenta into bite-sized pieces. Otherwise, serve the finished dish, either in small pieces or pureed with a splash of water or broth.




MAMA SAID

“The polenta lasagna was fantastic! In short: ridiculously good and absurdly easy to make. I prepped and assembled it while the girls napped in the morning (and still had plenty of time to relax and unwind before they woke up). It was so nice to go through the rest of the day knowing that all I’d have to do dinner-wise was pop the pan in the oven.” —Tracy A., mom of twins, Portland, OR
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ANGEL HAIR PASTA WITH GARLIC AND LEMON-PARMESAN BREADCRUMBS

Serves 4

Cooking time: 25 minutes

This easy, satisfying, and super-fast dish was born out of exhaustion. One night, after flirting with the idea of serving jarred sauce on pasta yet again, I decided it would be just as easy to make a quick sauce of garlic and oil. Stephen suggested adding some toasted breadcrumbs for contrast, and I was off and running. A little lemon, some Parmesan, fresh parsley, and whaddya know? It’s a fantastic little dinner! The brightness of the lemon is what makes this more than just a bowl of garlicky pasta (which I admit is, in itself, quite a satisfying meal).

While you’re waiting for the water to boil, mince the garlic, zest the lemon, and chop the parsley; you’ll be done cooking by the time the pasta timer goes off.


⅓ cup olive oil, divided

⅔ cup dried breadcrumbs

1 tablespoon lemon zest (from about 1 lemon)

3 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley, divided

Salt and pepper

¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese, plus more for serving

One 12- to 14.5-ounce box whole-wheat or whole-grain angel hair pasta (I use Barilla Plus)

3 large garlic cloves, minced

Juice of 1 lemon (about 3 tablespoons)




1. Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil (covered to speed things up).

2. Heat about half the olive oil in a large nonstick skillet over medium heat. When it shimmers, add the breadcrumbs and stir to combine. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the breadcrumbs are lightly toasted, 3 to 4 minutes.

3. Add the lemon zest, half the parsley, and salt and pepper to taste and cook 1 minute more, taking care so the crumbs don’t get too dark. Sprinkle the Parmesan over the mixture, remove from heat, and stir. (The cheese will melt a bit and form some clumps. This is perfectly fine and ridiculously tasty. Try not to eat them all while you do the next steps.) Transfer the breadcrumbs to a bowl and wipe out the pan.

4. Add the pasta to boiling water.

5. Meanwhile, heat the remaining oil in the skillet over medium heat. When it shimmers, add the garlic. Cook, stirring, until barely golden, about 1 minute, then turn off heat.

6. Scoop out about 1 cup of the pasta cooking water and set aside. When pasta is ready, drain and stir it plus the lemon juice into the skillet with the garlic, and turn the heat to medium-low. If pasta seems dry, add the reserved cooking water as needed. The sauce will thicken slightly but remain quite light.

7. Divide pasta between big bowls. Sprinkle some of the breadcrumb mixture and some of the reserved parsley over each bowl, and serve with the additional grated Parmesan cheese.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: Babies love pasta—it’s so much fun for them to play with. If you’re concerned that the lemon makes this too acidic for your infant, reserve some pasta before adding the sauce. To serve as finger food, cut up the long strands and toss with some olive oil, Parmesan, and maybe some defrosted frozen peas, and you’re golden. If you’re still on purees, whir the pasta with a bit of olive oil and Parm.




MAMA SAID

“Yum! It was great! I spent probably 20 minutes prepping all of the ingredients first—I wasn’t sure when my husband would be done working or when the baby would wake up from his nap, so I wanted to have everything ready to throw together quickly when it was time. Because of this prep, I had dinner on the table 15 minutes after turning the water on to boil. That was a pleasant surprise!”—Mary T., mom of one, Ankeny, IA
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SPAGHETTI ALLA PUTTANESCA

Serves 4

Cooking time: 30 minutes (15 minutes active)

I’ll let you in on a secret: My husband knows his way around a kitchen. (Maybe your partner does, too, but if not please don’t hate me for this; it’s pure dumb luck that I snapped Stephen up before you had the chance to meet him.) This zesty pasta is one of his signature dishes. I hereby award him bonus points for producing such complex flavor with so little effort.


One 12- to 14.5-ounce box whole-wheat or whole-grain spaghetti

2 tablespoons olive oil

2 garlic cloves, minced

½ teaspoon red pepper flakes, or to taste

1 scant tablespoon anchovy paste

One 28-ounce can diced tomatoes, drained

1 tablespoon tomato paste

¾ cup pitted Gaeta or Kalamata olives, roughly chopped

3 tablespoons capers, rinsed and drained




1. Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil (covered to speed thing up), and cook the spaghetti according to package directions.

2. While the spaghetti cooks, heat the olive oil in a large nonstick skillet over medium heat. When it shimmers, add the garlic and red pepper flakes and cook until the garlic softens, about 1 minute; don’t let it brown.

3. Add the anchovy paste and cook until it melts into the garlic, about 2 minutes.

4. Add the tomatoes and tomato paste. Raise heat to medium-high and bring to a rapid boil. Cook until the sauce thickens and deepens in color, about 5 minutes.

5. Stir in the olives and capers and remove from heat.

6. Drain the pasta and toss with the sauce.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: Plain spaghetti (cut up for safety) is fine for babies, and oh boy, did Harry love olives and capers from an early age. I’d skip the spicy tomato sauce, though—if a red pepper flake hits baby’s tongue, he probably won’t be terribly happy. Instead, serve the pasta, olives, and capers as finger foods.




MAMA SAID

“We’ve used this recipe again and again AND again. It is one of the few recipes I actually follow exactly, partly because it is so easy. This is a favorite ‘oh no, I haven’t gone shopping, have no time, don’t want to cook, but too broke to eat out meal’ for us, which means it gets a turn on the dining room table at least every other week.” —Rachel M., mom of one, Tucson, AZ
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PASTA WITH PORCINI MUSHROOMS

Serves 4 to 6

Cooking time: 1 hour (20 minutes active)

Don’t let the one-hour cooking time prevent you from trying this cozy, richly flavored vegetarian dish. Most of that hour is spent softening up the dried mushrooms, which requires nothing more than pouring some boiling water over them and walking away. This sauce is also wonderful with filled pasta like tortellini.


1½ ounces dried porcini mushrooms

1½ cups boiling water

One 12- to 14.5-ounce box whole-wheat or whole-grain spaghetti

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 large shallot, minced, or half a large onion, finely chopped

1/3 cup dry sherry

2 teaspoons fresh thyme leaves, or 1 teaspoon dried thyme

Salt and pepper

1 tablespoon tomato paste

Grated Parmesan cheese, for serving




1. Place the dried mushrooms in a measuring cup (or bowl with a pouring spout) and add boiling water. Set aside for at least 30 minutes and up to 1 hour.

2. Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil (covered to speed things up).

3. Remove the reconstituted mushrooms from the water and finely chop. Reserve soaking water.

4. When the water comes to a boil, add the pasta and set a timer for 2 minutes less than the suggested cooking time.

5. While the pasta cooks, heat the oil in a large nonstick skillet (it should be big enough to hold the pasta later) over medium heat. When it shimmers, add the shallot and cook, stirring occasionally, until softened, about 3 minutes.

6. Add the chopped mushrooms, sherry, thyme, and salt and pepper to taste, and increase heat to medium-high. Cook until most of the liquid has evaporated, then add about half of the reserved soaking water. Boil for 1 to 2 minutes, then stir in the tomato paste.

7. By now the pasta timer should be ready to beep. Scoop out about 1 cup of pasta cooking water and set aside. Drain the pasta and add it to the skillet with almost all of the remaining reserved mushroom-soaking water (be careful not to pour in any grit that may have accumulated at the bottom of the measuring cup). Cook, stirring frequently, until the pasta is al dente and coated in a thin sauce, adding some of the reserved pasta water if needed.

8. Serve with the grated Parmesan cheese.




	
MAKE BABY FOOD: If you’re at all worried about the alcohol, much of which will have cooked off, reserve some plain pasta and toss with olive oil or butter. But if you’re comfortable with it (as I was), the texture of the sauce is perfect for babies. Serve pureed (with a splash of water or oil, if needed) or as finger food.




MAMA SAID

“This is a great dish for parents of young children, because it’s quick to prepare, but is a gourmet treat that made me feel like an adult! My husband has been raving about the combination of the sauce and the Parmesan cheese. My not-quite-one-year-old also really liked it, and the leftovers have provided a quick and easy snack to give her whenever she needs one.” —Heather M., mom of one, Los Gatos, CA




End of sample
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