


Contents

Acknowledgments

Introduction

Tips for Making Mealtime a Success

Ashley’s Essential Kitchen Tools

MEAL 1

 Best Ever Fajitas

 Better-than-Restaurant Salsa

 Breezy Strawberry Mocktails

MEAL 2

 30-Minute Shrimp Tacos with Lime Crema

 Coconut-Lime Rice

 Garlicky Roasted Broccoli



MEAL 3

 Sweet Heat-Grilled Chicken

 Bacon Ranch Pasta Salad

 Vanilla Yogurt Poppy Seed Dip with Fresh Fruit

MEAL 4

 Fiesta-Lime Chicken

 Easy Creamy Corn Casserole

 Pineapple-Coconut Fruit Salad

MEAL 5

 Sweet and Sour Chicken

 Fried Rice

 Quick Pineapple Pie

MEAL 6



 World’s Best Chicken Pie

 Creamy Cheesy Scalloped Potatoes

 Simple No-Roll Biscuits

MEAL 7

 Baked Chicken Parmesan

 Creamy Broccoli Salad

 Two-Ingredient White Chocolate Mousse

MEAL 8

 Baked Creamy Chicken Chimichangas

 Stove Top Refried Beans

 Espinaca Casserole

MEAL 9

 Sweet and Spicy Sloppy Joes



 Crispy Oven-Baked Fries with Dipping Sauce

 No-Churn Strawberry Cheesecake Ice Cream

MEAL 10

 Honey-Mustard Pork Tenderloin

 Creamy Mashed Potatoes

 Lemon-Parmesan Asparagus

MEAL 11

 Beef and Bean Chipotle Tacos

 Mexican-Style Rice

 Caramel-Banana Pie

MEAL 12

 Homemade Enchilada Sauce

 Beef and Cheese Enchiladas



 Tri-Color Pepper Salad with Honey-Lime Vinaigrette

MEAL 13

 Chicken Lettuce Wraps

 30-Minute Pork Stir Fry

 Peanut Butter Kissed Cookies

MEAL 14

 Deep Dish Enchilada Pie

 Perfectly Seasoned Black Beans

 Seasonal Fruit Salsa with Cinnamon Chips

MEAL 15

 Slow Cooker French Dip Sandwiches

 Rosemary-Parmesan Roasted Potatoes

 Peanut Butter Marshmallow Popcorn



MEAL 16

 Root Beer Pulled Pork Sandwiches

 Classic Coleslaw

 Apple-Blackberry Crisp

MEAL 17

 Lemon-Rosemary Salmon

 Lemon-Dill Rice

 Balsamic Glazed Green Beans with Onions and Bacon

MEAL 18

 Slow Cooker Pork Carnitas

 Homemade Flour Tortillas

 Homemade Queso Dip

MEAL 19



 Easy Weeknight Chili

 Cheesy Jalapeño Corn Muffins

 Cheaper-than-a-Box-Mix Chocolate Cake with Fudge Buttercream

MEAL 20

 30-Minute Italian Chili

 Parmesan-Basil Garlic Knots

 Individual No-Bake Cherry Cheesecakes

MEAL 21

 Slow Cooker Potato Soup

 Grandma’s Oatmeal Rolls

 Lemon-Raspberry Squares

MEAL 22

 Chicken Tortilla Soup



 Cilantro Lime Mexi-Corn Dip

 Cinnamon-Banana Chocolate Chip Muffins

MEAL 23

 Beef Roast with Veggies

 Cottage Cheese Dill Bread

 Red Hot Cinnamon Apples

MEAL 24

 Peach and Prosciutto Crostini with Whipped Feta

 Chicken-Parmesan Soup

 Apricot Jam Bars

MEAL 25

 Artichoke Bruschetta Dip

 Italian Salad with Herb Vinaigrette



 Homemade Spaghetti and Meatballs

MEAL 26

 Sausage and Spinach-Stuffed Shells

 Cheesy Garlic Bread

 Blackberry Italian Cream Sodas

MEAL 27

 Basic Pizza Dough

 Quick Pizza Sauce

 Hawaiian Pizza

MEAL 28

 Skillet Pasta with Turkey Sausage and Roasted Peppers

 Cilantro Jalapeño Hummus

 Grandma’s Pumpkin Snack Cake



MEAL 29

 Chicken Enchilada Pasta

 Mexican Chopped Salad with Lime Vinaigrette

 Mexican Spiced Hot Chocolate

MEAL 30

 Loaded Breakfast Burritos

 Raspberry Streusel Muffins

 Raspberry-Mango Smoothie

Index

Cooking Measurement Equivalents

About the Author

Key







Acknowledgments

I couldn’t have written this book without a number

of people.

First and foremost my husband, Trinity: so very many
thanks. You believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself,
and you gave me the confidence and the courage to
chase after my dream. I could not have done this without
you. Thank you for listening to me freak out about
deadlines, recipe selections, and photography
composition. Thank you for eating cold dinners, or dinner
foods at 11:00 a.m., and running to the grocery store for
emergency ingredients or props.

But mostly, thank you for doing all of those dishes. Holy
cow.

To my Doodlebug. Thank you for being so patient with
Mommy during all of those weekends I spent in the
kitchen and in front of the computer. You’re a rock-star kid
—you know that, right? I’m so lucky to get to be your mom.

To my parents, who have always been my number one
fans. You were the first readers of my blog, the first ones
who told me I could do this cookbook thing, the first ones
who told me I could do—or be—whatever I wanted in life.







I

Introduction

t’s Monday night. I’ve just finished a hectic day of work and
picked my kiddo up from school. In between trying to
complete homework and rushing over to karate practice (or

is tonight soccer practice? Swimming lessons? Baseball? I
think you get my drift here), I’ve got to try to figure out what
kind of healthy dinner to get on the table.

And fast.

Here’s the deal: I didn’t grow up in the kitchen, and I had no
interest in learning how to cook until I started a family of my
own. My mother probably wants me to tell you it was my plan
when I was in graduate school to marry a man who knew how
to cook so that I didn’t have to. Since that didn’t happen, and
I didn’t want to live on Hamburger Helper for the rest of my
days, I started experimenting in the kitchen—and logging my
successes on my blog back in 2011.

What I’ve learned about cooking over the years is that anyone
can do it. A recipe doesn’t have to be complicated, or time-
consuming, or use hard-to-find ingredients to make a meal
that is family friendly or crowd pleasing. In fact, it’s usually just
the opposite!

Another thing I’ve learned over the years is that meal
planning is essential for managing your busy days. While it
might be easier to swing through the drive-through after
work to pick up dinner, or open up one of those box dinners



from the grocery stores, neither of those options nourishes
our bodies or fosters high-quality family time.

While I think regular family dinners are important, they
shouldn’t be another stressful check box on your already busy
day’s list. If you’re like me, you’re doing good to figure out
what to make for a main course, let alone trying to come up
with some side dishes other than plain ol’ rice and a bag of
salad. I can’t be the only one who feels this way, right? Can I?

So I started compiling some meal plans to help make my life
a little easier—and hopefully yours too. While these are a great
starting off point, that doesn’t mean you can’t mix and match!

These pages are filled with some of my family’s favorite
recipes, from main dishes like World’s Best Chicken Pie (page
37) to Easy Weeknight Chili (page 115) to side dishes,
including Perfectly Seasoned Black Beans (page 88),
Rosemary Parmesan Roasted Potatoes (page 92), and my
Grandma’s Oatmeal Rolls (page 128). Of course, no
cookbook would be complete without a few desserts—my
very favorites are the Individual No-Bake Cherry Cheesecakes
(page 125) and the No Churn Strawberry Cheesecake Ice
Cream (page 59) running a close second. Clearly, I have a
thing for cheesecake.

Whatever your family’s tastes, I truly hope the recipes and tips
in this book help make your mealtimes a little easier and less
hectic.

Successes from my kitchen to yours! — Ashley



1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Tips for Making Mealtime a Success

It probably goes without saying, but meal planning is the
number one element in ensuring your mealtimes are
successful and stress free! Find a time each week to meal
plan for the upcoming week. Knowing what you are going
to make ahead of time allows you to prepare by having
ingredients on hand and letting food thaw if needed. Look
at your calendar and mark off your busiest nights—those
are usually the nights I put my slow cooker to work.

Focus on building a core recipe base of about twenty
recipes for each season—in other words, a group of
recipes that your family loves. If you know exactly what
you are going to make for your meals and you don’t have
to search for recipes, you won’t end up buying extra
ingredients that you won’t use. Also, making seasonal
recipes decreases costs because you purchase produce at
a better price when they are in season.

Before you get started, make sure your kitchen tools (see
inset for my list of essential kitchen tools) are handy, your
sink is empty, and your countertops are clean.

The first time you try a new recipe, always read it all the
way through before you start cooking. You don’t want to
discover that your chicken needs to marinate for four
hours when you need dinner on the table in thirty minutes.

Set all of your ingredients out on the counter before you
start cooking. There’s nothing worse than getting halfway
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through dinner prep than realizing you’re out of diced
tomatoes (I’m speaking from personal experience here).

Always follow the recipe exactly the first time you make
it. After that, feel free to modify it to your family’s personal
preferences.

When it comes to ingredients, fresh is always best. As you
read through the ingredients on the following pages,
you’ll notice many of them contain citrus juice. Don’t
skimp here and use the juice from those squeeze bottles—
you can definitely taste the difference! If the recipe calls
for just half a lemon or a lime, slice up the remainder of
the fruit and use it to jazz up your tea or water.

The same goes for herbs—not much beats the flavor of
fresh cilantro, rosemary, thyme, sage, and so forth. You
can typically purchase a large bunch of cilantro for around
one dollar, but rosemary and thyme (among others) are
often a little pricier. If your recipe calls for just a small
amount, freeze the rest. Finely chop your leftover herbs
and place them in ice cube trays, filling them halfway. Add
olive oil to each compartment, filling nearly to the top.
Cover with plastic wrap and freeze overnight. Once the
cubes have set, pop out of the trays and place in a plastic
freezer bag. Mark each bag with the date and contents.
Return the bags to the freezer and use the herb cubes
within six months.

Relax and have fun!
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 Ashley’s Essential Kitchen Tools

The recipes in this book use everyday kitchen tools. Here’s
what you’ll need to get dinner on the table.

Cookware. Small and large nonstick skillets, small and
large saucepans, and a stockpot or Dutch oven.

Knives. While you can get away with less expensive items
in most areas, one area you don’t want to skimp in is
knives—buy the best ones you can afford. You really only
need three: a serrated knife, a large chef’s knife, and a
paring knife.

Cutting boards. You’ll want at least two: one for raw meats
and one for cooked foods and produce to avoid cross-
contamination.

Utensils. Heat resistant nonstick spatulas, whisks, wooden
spoons, slotted spoons, tongs, and soup ladle.

A set of three stainless steel bowls. These nesting bowls
are inexpensive, versatile, space-saving, and will last
forever.

Measuring cups and spoons. You’ll want one set of spoons
and two sets of cups. One set of the cups should have
handles. These cups should have a pour spout and will be
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used for measuring liquids. The other set will be used for
measuring dry ingredients and can be leveled off.

Bakeware. A 9 × 13 baking dish, a 3-quart baking dish (or
an 8 × 8 baking dish), baking sheets, and a pizza pan.

Slow Cooker. This is my favorite kitchen appliance. These
come in all sizes, so find one that best suits the size of your
family. Most come with programmable options now, which
I love. This way, my meal does not dry out or overcook if I
don’t get home as early as I anticipate.

Electric mixer and blender/food processor. Blenders have
a multitude of uses from chopping to pureeing and are
usually much more economical than food processors.





MEAL 1

Best Ever Fajitas

 30 minutes

 15 minutes

 serves 4

Skip going out for restaurant fajitas and make your own at
home instead! We love cooking these on our outdoor grill, but
you can easily make them inside using a grill pan or a large
skillet. Whatever you do, don’t skip the liquid smoke in this
recipe—it’s what makes these fajitas extra special.

INGREDIENTS:

1 lb. boneless chicken breasts

2 bell peppers, quartered

1 red onion, sliced in thick rings (do not separate rings)

2 tsp. oil



1.

2.

3.

MARINADE:

¼ cup vegetable oil

 cup lime juice (approximately 3 limes)

3 garlic cloves, minced

1 jalapeño, seeded and minced

1 Tbsp. minced fresh cilantro

2 Tbsp. soy sauce

2 Tbsp. liquid smoke

1 tsp. salt

¾ tsp. pepper

FOR SERVING: shredded cheese or queso blanco, pico de gallo, salsa,
sour cream, cilantro

INSTRUCTIONS:

Place chicken in a large resealable bag or a container with a lid and

the bell peppers and onion in a second bag or container.

Whisk together the marinade ingredients. Reserve 4 tablespoons

of the marinade. With the remaining mixture, add a generous

splash to the bag containing the vegetables. Add the rest to the bag

containing the chicken. Seal the bags, pressing out all of the air,

and place bags on a rimmed baking sheet in the refrigerator (in

case the bags leak) and allow to marinate for at least 15 minutes,

turning once halfway through.

When you are ready to cook your chicken, heat oil in a heavy

bottomed skillet or grill pan over medium-high heat. Cook

chicken until brown on both sides, 5–7 minutes. Reduce heat and

continue cooking until cooked through. Remove from pan and

tent with foil to keep warm.
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Place vegetables in the skillet and sauté until tender. Return

chicken to pan and warm through.

When ready to serve, slice chicken into ¼-inch pieces and slice

peppers and onions into strips. Drizzle with remaining tablespoons

of marinade.



Better-than-Restaurant Salsa

 15 minutes

 n/a

 4 cups

Making your own salsa at home takes only a few minutes—
plus, you can control the heat and consistency. We like ours
thick and spicy, but if you don’t, you may substitute the
jalapeño with a 4-oz. can of green chilies. Make sure to
refrigerate the salsa for an hour before digging in—the flavors
deepen over time.

INGREDIENTS:

3 cups diced tomatoes*

1 (10-oz.) can diced tomatoes with green chilies

2 garlic cloves, minced

1 jalapeño, quartered and diced (seeded if you prefer a milder salsa)

½ cup cilantro, roughly chopped

½ cup diced red onion

½ tsp. cumin
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½ tsp. salt

juice of 1 lime

INSTRUCTIONS:

Combine ingredients in a blender or food processor, and pulse

until you get the consistency you like. For a thick salsa, 6–7 pulses

should do the trick. If you prefer a thinner salsa, pulse 10–15

times.

Refrigerate for at least an hour before serving.

* Since we prefer chunky salsa, I use Roma tomatoes due to their low-
moisture flesh.
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Breezy Strawberry Mocktails

 15 minutes

 n/a

 serves 4-6

Make every Taco Tuesday (or Fajita Friday) a party with these
fun and festive drinks! They are the perfect beverages for
entertaining and are super easy to make.

INGREDIENTS:

8 frozen strawberries

¼ cup fresh lime juice (about 2 limes)

½ cup fresh lemon juice (about 2 large lemons)

¾ cup lemon-lime soda

–½ cup sugar

4 cups ice

INSTRUCTIONS:

Place ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth. Adjust

ingredients to your own taste. Add more sugar if it is too tart and
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more or less ice or soda if it is too thin or thick.

Dip the rims of your glasses in lime juice and then into coarse salt

or sugar. Pour mocktail into prepared glasses and garnish with

additional strawberries.





MEAL 2

30-Minute Shrimp Tacos with
Lime Crema

 15 minutes

 10 minutes

 serves 6

These shrimp tacos are super fast and easy to make—even with
a quick marinade, you can have dinner on the table in about
30 minutes. And with a kicked-up lime cream drizzle, these fun
shrimp tacos are a great way to jazz up your next taco night.
Try adding mango as a garnish when it is in season.

INGREDIENTS:

2 Tbsp. seafood seasoning

3 garlic cloves, minced

 cup lime juice
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3 Tbsp. lemon juice

2 lbs. raw shrimp, peeled and deveined

1 Tbsp. olive oil flour tortillas, soft taco size

LIME CREMA:

1 cup sour cream

4 tsp. minced cilantro

1 Tbsp. lime juice

½ tsp. cumin

FOR SERVING: shredded cabbage, roasted corn, red pepper, mango,
shredded cheese, or your favorite toppings

INSTRUCTIONS:

Combine seasoning and garlic in a long, shallow dish. Add lime

juice, lemon juice, and shrimp. Turn to coat. Cover and chill for

10 minutes.

Heat olive oil in a large pan over medium-high heat. Remove

shrimp from marinade and add to the pan. Cook for 2–3 minutes

on each side until pink and no longer opaque.

Spoon into warm tortillas and add cheese, shredded cabbage,

roasted corn, and red pepper.

Mix together all ingredients for lime crema. Drizzle all over tacos

and serve.



Coconut-Lime Rice

 5 minutes

 20 minutes

 serves 8

Made with fragrant Jasmine rice and coconut milk, you’ll find
that rice doesn’t have to be a boring side dish any more!

INGREDIENTS:

3 Tbsp. butter or coconut oil

3 tsp. minced garlic

2 cups jasmine rice

1 (13.5-oz.) can light coconut milk

2 cups water

splash white vinegar

juice and zest of one lime

salt and pepper

INSTRUCTIONS:
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Melt butter (or coconut oil) in a medium saucepan over medium

heat. Add garlic and sauté until tender. Add rice and stir until

coated with butter.

Add coconut milk and water. Bring to a boil. Reduce heat, cover,

and simmer for 15–20 minutes or until liquid is absorbed and the

rice is tender.

Remove the lid, fluff with a fork, and add white vinegar, lime

juice, and lime zest. Season with salt and pepper to taste.
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Garlicky Roasted Broccoli

 5 minutes

 10-12 minutes

 serves 4-6

Think you don’t like broccoli? Then you need to give this
roasted version a try! It takes only a few minutes to prep—and
the sprinkling of crushed red pepper flakes gives it just the
perfect pop of flavor.

INGREDIENTS:

5–6 cups broccoli crowns, cut into florets

3 Tbsp. olive oil

4 garlic cloves, minced

kosher salt and black pepper

crushed red pepper flakes

INSTRUCTIONS:

Preheat oven to 450°F. Line a baking sheet with foil and lightly

spray with nonstick cooking spray.
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Toss broccoli with olive oil and minced garlic in a large bowl to

coat. Transfer to baking sheet and sprinkle with salt, pepper, and

red pepper flakes to taste.

Roast until broccoli begins to brown, 10–12 minutes. Serve

immediately.
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