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For Mom, whose ease in the kitchen inspired my own.
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PREFACE
It was a Facebook comment that finally did it.
I had just posted a link to one of my “Cooking for One” columns in The Washington
Post, and amid the compliments on the recipes for mulled wine syrup and salmon
braised in Pinot Noir, I got this: “At the risk of getting too personal, perhaps you might
find someone to share life/meals with. That would kill your column concept, but could
change your life in a positive way. The pleasures of the table are so satisfying when
shared.”
Well, of course they are, and I share them all the time. A few days earlier, I had paid
up on a promised birthday meal for two friends by kneading flour and egg until it was
smooth as baby’s skin, running it through thinner and thinner settings on a pasta
machine, and hand-cutting it into pappardelle. I served it with a ragu bianca: chicken
thighs ground with chicken livers, simmered in white wine, and tossed with olive oil
and shaved pecorino. We scarfed down the silky noodles and the deeply flavored sauce
and sipped Cabernet while toasting to another year and the impending approval of my
Canadian friend’s green card application.
I fold candied ginger and lemon juice into pound cake batter, bake it until barely done,
glaze it with more ginger and lemon, then take it to dinner-party hosts. Extra batches
of some cookie experiment go to colleagues at work. I butterfly one of my sister’s
homegrown turkeys, set it over dressing, and blast it in her 800°F brick bread oven for
Thanksgiving in Maine. And when I’m dating, I’ll court the object of my affection by
stuffing a chicken with kaffir lime leaves and roasting it over sweet potatoes, then
rolling homemade grapefruit curd and blackberries inside freshly made crepes.
Or, I dine out with friends, trying a Viognier with avocado-pistachio bruschetta at a hot
new wine bar or marveling at the liquefied olives at a six-seat temple to molecular
gastronomy. And sometimes, naturally, I’m so angry and hungry at the end of a
workday (a combination I call “hangry”) that it’s all I can do to grab a falafel on the
way home, or dial up the nearest Chinese restaurant for delivery that’s so speedy it
makes me wonder if they’re stir-frying in my basement.
But those are all exceptions. The every night rule is a meal that’s all about me, start to
finish, and I keep all the pleasures of the table to myself. And why wouldn’t I? Not to
break into “The Greatest Love of All” about it or anything, but to me, cooking is the
ultimate act of self-appreciation. When I cook for myself, I tend to make something
more off-the-cuff, a little less refined than I make for friends, but I always strive for
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something sustaining, even energizing. Not only do I want (and of course need) to eat,
but I also like to do it in a way that satisfies me on every level. It’s partly that I want to
have control over what I eat, but it’s also about answering my particular, ever-shifting
cravings. After all, only I really know what I want, and I usually know how to make it.
If I don’t, I’m willing to learn, and that confidence has formed the basis of my cooking
explorations for most of my life.
The Facebook comment was innocent enough, I guess; but frankly, I found it
incredibly naïve and even a little insulting. More importantly, though, it motivated me
to get on the stick and write a book about a subject that’s been on my mind for years
now. Cooking for yourself doesn’t need to feel like a chore or, perhaps worse, it
doesn’t need to bring to mind that character in Hitchcock’s Rear Window. Remember
Miss Lonely Hearts? As Jimmy Stewart’s character watched through his binoculars
from across the courtyard, she set a table for two, raised a glass, forced a smile, and
mimed a romantic dinner with an empty chair.
Naturally, I’d love to share my life with someone. And I spend a not-insignificant
amount of emotional energy looking for and nurturing the possibility of good
relationships. But until the right one comes along, I gotta eat, I gotta cook, and I’m
determined to do both well. When I make myself dinner, I don’t pretend my true love
is sitting across from me—I’m often too excited about the flavors I’ve just put together
to think about much of anything else.
Serve Yourself is a celebration of this dynamic, and I hope it becomes an indispensable
guide for all those food-loving single cooks who need ideas to help them face some of
the most common challenges: How do you feed yourself well without continually
resorting to recipes that serve four or six or more, leaving you with leftovers for days
or, God forbid, weeks? Some meals are worth eating more than once, but we solo
artists deserve just as varied a diet as anyone. While I love having some leftovers
around that can morph into new dishes, I also appreciate the beauty of starting and
finishing a single cooking project on a given night. If I want more, it’s much easier to
double a recipe that’s written for one than it is to shrink one for six.
Believe it or not, these strategies aren’t just for singles, either. Most modern couples I
know consist of at least one person who frequently works past the dinner hour or is out
of town for days at a time on business. To paraphrase Cher (I’ve always wanted to
write that), sooner or later, we all eat alone.
There’s enough of us solo dwellers—more than 31 million in the United States alone
—that you’d think there would’ve been scores of cookbooks on the subject by now.
Single-person households have been the fastest-growing census category in America
since the 1980s, making up more than a quarter of all homes, and the category is
continuing to grow. Young people are waiting longer to get married, or are foregoing it
altogether, while older people who outlive their spouses are healthy enough to live
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independently.
My own lessons in independent living and cooking began when I was a kid, thanks to
my mom and stepdad, Vern. My mother let me use her stand mixer to whip the cream
or potatoes, and Vern taught me to make chicken-fried steak and cornmeal-coated panfried catfish. Perhaps most importantly, I started grocery shopping for the family at age
eight.
The latter happened after my parents’ divorce, once my mother realized that although
she had lost privileges to shop at the commissary, the steeply discounted grocery store
on Goodfellow Air Force Base for military personnel and their dependents, her kids
had not. So she made up a list, handed me cash, and drove me to the store. The first
time she worried: “Are you all right doing this, honey? I’ll be right out here if you
need me.”
When an hour later, the store worker who bagged our groceries followed me outside to
the car, he initially didn’t see my mother waiting for me. As she loves to tell it, he took
one look at the car and said, “Don’t tell me you can drive, too.”
My mother wasn’t worried about me for long, because my enthusiasm was so obvious.
And why wouldn’t it be? I was like a kid in a candy store—okay, a grocery store—and
I felt liberated. I followed her list to the letter, but I had to make choices among
brands, look for cheaper substitutions, and remember the all-important goal: If I
finished under budget, I could pick out something just for myself.
It was the first of many little things that helped me feel comfortable many years later
when I moved to a new city and an apartment all my own, especially once I learned
how to shop and cook for just one rather than a family of four.
The thing to remember is this: You don’t have to resort to takeout just because you live
alone. You can keep the right (delicious) foods in your pantry, refrigerator, and freezer;
learn to shop with an eye for ingredients that support a single cook’s lifestyle; and
cook without worrying about satisfying anyone’s hankerings but your own.
After all, if you don’t feed yourself well, who will?
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CHAPTER 1

BASIC RECIPES, CONDIMENTS, AND
PICKLES
When editors of Washington D.C.’s Brightest Young Things blog emailed and asked if
they could catalog and photograph everything in my fridge and freezer for a series
they were working on, I had one immediate question: “How much time do you have?”
The answer was, “As much time as we need,” which was good, because it took more
than two hours, and that was working as quickly as we could. My entry must’ve had at
least twice the items of any of the other foodniks featured in the series. Friends who
posted the link on Facebook said things like, “I have fridge-envy,” and they weren’t
talking about the appliance.
As a single cook, why do I have so much food? Well, before you accuse me of
hoarding, let me get on my soap box: I’m a zealot about the fact that if you’re fully
stocked, making something quick at the end of a long workday is that much easier. I
think it might even be more important for single folks than for others, because it
allows us to make bigger batches of things when we have the time, but then just use a
little of it to help punch up a single-serving meal that doesn’t result in a mountain of
leftovers.
I certainly have more than my fair share of store-bought condiments, but I also like to
make my own. I know just what’s in them (no unpronounceable ingredients here), I
can make them to suit my own sometimes-quirky palate, and I positively savor the
satisfaction—or should I say self-satisfaction?—when I use them.
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12-HOUR TOMATOES
Makes about 3 cups
I have made these tomatoes for more than a decade now, but it wasn’t until my sister’s
homegrown Maine wedding, where I made hundreds of them for the appetizer table,
that I realized how perfect a technique this is for “putting up” local tomatoes in the
peak season. The low heat of the oven turns the tomatoes almost jammy, concentrating
the flavor beautifully, which makes them perfect as a topping for bruschetta, pasta, or
pizza (see Smoky Pizza Margherita). They also can be served on an antipasti platter
with mixed olives, cheese, pickles, and/or smoked fish. I call them 12-hour tomatoes,
but the amount of time it takes depends greatly on the size and juiciness of the
tomatoes. So for the least fuss, don’t mix varieties or sizes in one batch, but feel free to
multiply this recipe as you wish. Left in the oven long enough, the tomatoes will start
to become a little chewy around the edges, which make a nice counterpoint to the
moisture inside. Try other spices instead of the cumin: regular paprika, smoked
Spanish paprika (pimenton), and cinnamon also work well with the tomatoes, or you
can stick with just salt and pepper for the purest tomato flavor.
4 teaspoons cumin seeds
8 large (3- to 4-inch) tomatoes, stemmed (but not cored) and cut in half vertically
Kosher or sea salt
Freshly ground black pepper
¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil, plus more for storing
Preheat the oven to 200°F. Line a large rimmed baking sheet with aluminum foil or
parchment paper.
Place a small, dry skillet over medium heat. Add the seeds and toast, shaking the pan
occasionally, until they are fragrant but not browned, 2 to 4 minutes. Immediately
transfer them to a heatproof bowl to stop the cooking; let cool completely, and then
grind.
Place the tomatoes, cut side up, on the prepared baking sheet. Season the cut side with
salt and pepper to taste, then drizzle with oil. Sprinkle evenly with the ground cumin.
Bake for 10 to 14 hours (the time will vary, depending on the size and variety of
tomato), until the tomatoes have collapsed and shriveled to ¼ to ½ inch thick; they
should still be moist inside but can be slightly crisp and browned at the edges.
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Cool completely. To store, pack the tomatoes in an airtight container, cover them with
olive oil, and refrigerate for up to 2 weeks. For longer storage, use a thermometer to
make sure your refrigerator is under 38°F, then pack them tightly into sterilized jars,
cover them with olive oil, and refrigerate for up to 3 months. Or pack them into
freezer-safe plastic bags, remove as much air as possible from the bags, and freeze for
up to 6 months. Defrost an entire bag at a time; once defrosted, cover tomatoes with
olive oil and store in the fridge.
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CORN BROTH
Makes 4 to 5 cups
It’s too bad so many cooks, when presented with a basket of beautifully fresh and local
corn, strip off those husks and toss them. That’s a lot of flavor headed for the compost
pile or, worse, the trash. I got the idea to use the husks to make corn broth from Vitaly
Paley of Paley’s Place in Portland, Oregon, as mentioned in The Flavor Bible by
Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg. I was already using the cobs, so I threw the
husks in the pot along with the silks, too, to get as much corn flavor as possible. This
broth is best made in the very height of local corn season and won’t be as vibrant with
supermarket corn. Once you have the broth on hand, use it as the base for soups,
especially as a stand-in for chicken broth in Corn Risotto with Roasted Cherry
Tomatoes and add it in increments to sauces for a boost of summer flavor.
4 whole ears corn
7 cups water
Rinse the corn, then strip off the husks and silks. Discard any browned or blackened
spots of silk and coarsely cut the remaining husks and silks into 2- to 3-inch pieces.
Use a vegetable brush and running water to remove any remaining silks from the ears.
Remove the kernels by cutting each cob in half, and then standing it on its flat end on
a cutting board. Use a knife to slice the kernels off from top to bottom. Reserve the
kernels for another use (freezing them if necessary). Cut the stripped cobs into 2- to 3inch pieces and transfer them to a large stockpot. Cover with the husks and silks.
Add the water and place the pot over medium-high heat. Bring to a boil, then reduce
the heat to low to keep the liquid at a bare simmer; cover and cook undisturbed until
very fragrant, about 1 hour.
Strain the broth through a fine-mesh strainer into a large bowl, pressing on the solids
to extract as much liquid as possible. Discard the husks, cobs, and silks. Strain again if
needed to remove any remaining silks. The broth can be used right away; or let it cool
to room temperature, then portion it into heavy-duty resealable plastic food storage
bags or ice cube trays. Refrigerate for up to 3 days or freeze for up to 2 months.
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