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			INTRODUCTION

			Nothing tastes as good as a home-cooked meal, a bittersweet fact given that most of us have only a few minutes in the evening to pull together dinner. But it is possible to have that “all-day-in-the-kitchen” flavor in 10 minutes or less—if you know how to make it homemade in half the time.

			Packed with more than 200 delicious, kitchen-tested recipes and dozens of speedy tips, this book will show you how to prepare great-tasting meals without spending a lot of time doing it. You’ll learn about the best new convenience foods that deliver fresh flavor without the fuss. Plus, there’s a special A to Z guide to all the secret pantry staples to have on hand. Simply knowing how to choose the right ingredients is a big part of having memorable home-cooked meals on the table in record time.

			Many of the recipes here are traditional favorites streamlined for the modern kitchen. See how to shave 3 hours off the prep and cooking time for Chicken Pot Pie with Biscuits (this page) or nearly 2 hours off traditional Green and White Lasagna (this page) with widely available ingredients and simple techniques.

			Look for the chapter called “Double-Duty Dinners” to see how to make two meals for the work of one. All of the recipes in this chapter come in pairs. Make the first recipe one night, save half of the finished dish, and use it to create a completely different meal later in the week. For instance, on Monday night, you can enjoy The Easiest Meatloaf (this page) then transform it into Rigatoni with Chunky Meat Sauce for Thursday’s dinner.

			Are make-ahead meals more your style? You’ll find 20 tasty dishes that are ready to finish whenever you are. Just preheat your oven and you’re practically done. If slow cookers are more your speed, you’ll be delighted to find that almost every recipe in that chapter requires less than 10 minutes of hands-on time.

			With these quick-cooking recipes, you can even make homemade bread in a fraction of the time. Just buy some prepared frozen bread dough, add your favorite seasonings, and bake. Simple.

			For dessert, transform a box of brownie mix and some orange marmalade into Chocolate-Almond Torte with Orange Sauce (this page) with only 10 minutes of hands-on time.

			And don’t worry, these recipes don’t use a lot of ingredients. One of the biggest complaints about cooking is all the ingredients you need. Well, toss those labor-intensive recipes aside. More than 50 of the recipes here are made with only five ingredients—or less! You need only four ingredients to make fabulous Baked Brie with Peach-Zinfandel Chutney (this page), an impressive appetizer worthy of any dinner party. You need only five ingredients (plus salt and pepper) to pull together delicious Bistro Steaks with Mushrooms and Onions (this page) for a satisfying weeknight meal. And just four ingredients can be turned into Clementine Tart with White Chocolate–Macadamia Cookie Crust (this page) in only 8 minutes of hands-on time.

			All of the five-ingredient recipes are tagged as “Five Ingredients or Less!” so you can find them easily. Other handy recipe tags on the dinner recipes include “Vegetarian Dish” and “Pressure Cooker Dish” so you can quickly find the food you are looking for. Plus, every recipe comes with “Hands-On Time” and “Total Time” so you can see exactly how long the recipe will take from start to finish.

			To make this new way of home cooking ultraeasy, turn to the weekly menus at the back of the book. Complete with shopping lists and total cooking times for the week, these menus show how little time you need to spend to serve great-tasting meals in your kitchen.

			A whole new world of high-quality convenience foods is right there in your supermarket. All you need to do is bring them home and combine them into fabulous meals that the whole family will love.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			GETTING STARTED

			Some cooks look so efficient in the kitchen. They glide from the refrigerator to the countertop, quickly chopping onions, sautéing them breezily in a pan, and building a fabulous meal in no time. Using quick-cooking ingredients, techniques, and equipment is essential for speed. But there are other behind-the-scenes strategies for achieving this sort of easy grace. Organizing your work space, shopping smart, and making a plan before you start are the big three. Here’s how the pros do it.

			Set Up an Efficient Kitchen

			
				Long before you start cooking, your kitchen layout determines how quickly you can get dinner on the table. Professional kitchens are designed for speed. That doesn’t mean you have to remodel your kitchen to match a professional one, although it might help! Most folks simply need to maximize the space they have at hand.

			Consider the four major areas. Your goal is to arrange your kitchen so it revolves smoothly around four major areas: the storage area, the preparation area, the cooking area, and the cleaning area. If possible, keep these areas relatively separate but linked by countertops. In smaller kitchens, it’s likely that these areas will have some overlap, which is okay. For instance, your microwave oven is technically a piece of cooking equipment, but it may be on your countertop (a prep area) or nestled among your cabinets (a storage area). Work with your kitchen space to determine the best spot for each area, and move small appliances accordingly.

			Draw a diagram. If you’re working with an existing layout, start by drawing a picture of your kitchen, showing only the walls, doors, windows, cabinets, and countertops—things you can’t easily move. Next, pencil in the major appliances in the places where they fit best. Ideally, the refrigerator, sink, and stove will form a triangle to minimize walking as you go from one to the other. When picturing this work triangle, take into account the kitchen’s walking paths. Try to keep the work triangle away from walking paths, so that foot traffic doesn’t cross through key work areas, especially the area between the stove and the sink.

			Create linked countertops or workstations. Most kitchens link the refrigerator, sink, and stove (or at least two of the three) with countertops. At the very least, your kitchen should have two key surfaces: a prep surface and a resting surface, each near the stove or the sink. Depending on your kitchen layout, you may find it more efficient to create workstations. For instance, if your stovetop has no available countertop surrounding it, you can create a prep area near the stove with a center island or butcher-block rolling cart. Or, if you bake often and have a wall oven, you can streamline prep time by keeping a similar work surface and all of your baking supplies near the oven.

			Organize Equipment for Easy Access

			After you organize the major and small appliances in your kitchen, it’s time to think about storage. Should the pots be kept in a deep drawer or hung on the wall or from the ceiling? Should the spices be near the stove or in a cabinet? Where is the best place to store cooking oils? The answer is to put things where they will be needed most.

			Separate the pots from the knives. Think back to the four major areas of your kitchen: the storage area, the preparation area, the cooking area, and the cleaning area. Pots will be used for cooking, so they should be stored as close to the cooking area as possible, either in a drawer, on a shelf, on the wall, or hanging from the ceiling. Knives will be used for preparation, so they should be kept near the prep area. If they are in a drawer, keep each knife in a sheath to protect the blades from becoming dull. Mixing spoons, whisks, and other preparation utensils also go near the prep area, preferably on a magnetic wall strip or upright in a crock for quick access. Slotted spoons, spatulas, tongs, and other cooking utensils go near the cooking area, again in a crock or on a magnetic strip if possible.

			Store seasonings between the prep and cooking areas. Spices and seasonings will be used during preparation and cooking, so they will ideally go between the prep and cooking areas. The best place for these items is often in a cabinet or drawer to protect them from heat and light, thereby extending their shelf life. The same goes for oils, salt, pepper, soy sauce, and other seasonings. Since salt is shelf-stable and used for both prep and cooking, keep some salt within reach in both areas. Low-sided bowls or plastic containers offer the easiest access to salt. In the prep or baking area, fill the bowl with table salt and keep a ½ teaspoon measuring spoon in the bowl to speed measuring. In the cooking area, fill the bowl with coarse or Kosher salt so you can quickly pinch up some salt when needed to salt pasta water or season a sauce.

			FIND HIDDEN SPACES

			
				“I need more counter space!” This is the most common complaint among home cooks. If you’ve ever worked in a tiny kitchen, you know how unnerving it can be when there aren’t enough places to chop, mix, assemble, and set down hot pots, pans, or baking sheets. To solve the problem, take a look around the kitchen and maximize the available space.

				Declutter countertops and drawers. It’s easy to be a kitchen pack rat, especially if you love cooking. But most gadgets and small appliances are hardly ever used. Keep work surfaces clear by putting only essential small appliances on the countertops. If you don’t use the food processor and stand mixer often, put them in a cabinet or on a closet shelf. Clean out the gadget drawer, too. Do you use that nifty waffle cutter or cheese slicer only once a year? Keep a separate drawer or box of rarely used gadgets, and store it away from the main prep area. The less clutter in your central kitchen, the faster you’ll be able to find what you need.

				Think small. If you have very limited counter space, buy only compact appliances: a mini food processor instead of a full-size processor, a good-quality hand mixer instead of a bulky stand mixer, an immersion blender instead of a tall drink blender, and a wooden or plastic citrus reamer instead of an electric juicer. Buying handheld items may help to free up precious counter space in your kitchen.

				Use the walls. Put shelves on the walls to create more surface area. Instead of storing knives in a knife block on the counter, put them on a magnetic strip on the wall. Get extra magnetic strips to hold metal gadgets such as cheese graters. Wall-mounted magazine racks can hold your favorite cooking magazines or books. Hanging baskets can be used to store onions, bananas, and other food that might take up cabinet or counter space. Or follow the late Julia Child’s lead and use a Peg-Board on the wall to hang your equipment. Julia’s ingenious Peg-Board setup is now immortalized along with the rest of her kitchen at the Smithsonian National Museum of American History in Washington, D.C.

				Use all horizontal surfaces. Need a place to hold platters of cooked food or to warm plates? Use the stove or microwave oven. Looking for a place to set down a hot pot or a sheet of cookies? Use a trivet on an unused table or on top of the refrigerator. Set up a portable table or ironing board if necessary. Or pull out the junk drawer and rest a serving tray or sturdy baking sheet on it. Inspect your kitchen for other ways to create horizontal surfaces when you need them during mealtimes.

			

			Prep Like a Pro

			
				Most actual cooking doesn’t take that long. It’s the preparation and cleaning that really eat up your time. In professional kitchens, prep cooks and dishwashers do this kind of dirty work. But how do home cooks beat the clock? Simple. Just remember two key principles followed by professional chefs: one, eyeballing; and two, mise en place, which is French for “things in place.”

			Review your plan. Apprentices in French kitchens learn the basic principle of mise en place before they ever pick up a knife. The idea is that cooking will proceed more quickly and efficiently when there is order in your kitchen. If you are cooking from a recipe, step number one is to get yourself in order by reading the recipe all the way through. Think of recipes as road maps. First read the map so you know where you’re going. Then make sure you have all of the ingredients and equipment needed. Next review the basic sequence of the tasks in the recipe so there are no surprises once you start cooking. Look out for additional steps that require you to precook an ingredient or make a minirecipe (such as pesto) as part of the larger recipe. If you’ll be substituting ingredients or changing amounts, pencil those changes right onto the page so you won’t forget them when the cooking begins.

			Gather your ingredients. Step two is to gather all of your raw ingredients and equipment near the prep area. Go to the refrigerator or pantry only once and pull out everything you need. If you have a lot of ingredients to gather, use a tray to transfer them from the storage area to the prep area. This initial gathering step saves time by eliminating extra trips to the storage area and double-checking that you have everything you need to make the recipe. And it prevents “recipe frazzle,” that frustration felt when you’re in the middle of making a recipe and find that you don’t have a key ingredient or piece of equipment.

			Prepare your ingredients. Step three is to measure all of your ingredients and prepare your equipment. Wash and trim vegetables, toast nuts, melt chocolate, marinate meats, grease pans, or do anything that can be done ahead of the main cooking. This step is especially important when stir-frying, sautéing, or grilling because the cooking time for these techniques is so short and you don’t want to be distracted by last-minute preparation steps. You can drastically reduce this preparation step by using precut produce, premarinated meats, and other modern convenience foods.

			Combine tasks to save time. Now we come to the heart of mise en place, which is combining like tasks. Smart cooks save time by completing a single task in its entirety before moving on to the next task. For instance, if you need to chop several items, such as vegetables, nuts, and herbs, do all the chopping at once. If several items go into the pan at the same time, combine them so you can quickly add them to the pan all at once. If two recipes call for baking something at the same temperature, bake them together. Or if several items are boiled, boil them one after the other in the same pot. Combining tasks streamlines the preparation process by eliminating needless repetition.

			Eyeball it. Now that you have a handle on mise en place, here’s how to really kick your food preparation into high gear. Learn how to eyeball amounts rather than slowly measuring every ingredient. Practice eyeballing by measuring a teaspoon of salt and pouring it into your palm. Observe its size, shape, and weight. Try to remember these details. To test your accuracy, clean your palm and then pour what you think is a teaspoon of salt directly from the container into your palm. Measure that amount with a measuring spoon by pouring it from your palm into the spoon. Repeat this process now and then until you can eyeball accurately.

			To practice eyeballing liquid ingredients, use a similar strategy. Measure a tablespoon of oil and then pour it into a sauté pan. Observe how the oil spreads in the pan and the total area that it takes up. Try to remember these details and then proceed with the cooking. The next time you sauté, pour what you think is a tablespoon of oil directly from the container into the pan, then measure the oil to test your accuracy.

			Approximating measurements like this saves on prep time and cleanup time, because you don’t need to dirty any measuring spoons. Don’t worry if your approximations are slightly off. Many recipes will survive just fine when 3 teaspoons of oil are used instead of 2 teaspoons or if ⅓ cup of chopped bell pepper ends up in the pan instead of ¼ cup.

			The one exception is baking. Eyeballing is not recommended when preparing quick breads, yeast breads, cakes, cookies, and batters and doughs. The quality and structure of baked goods is less forgiving when the ratios of ingredients are not precise. For all baked goods, measure with measuring cups and spoons.

			Get help. If mealtime still has you frazzled, don’t hesitate to enlist the help of your kids, family members, or friends. When meals are simple, extra helpers can mix ingredients in a bowl, make a salad, or at least set the table and get drinks. You may even find this a pleasant way to sneak more family time into your life.

			Clean As You Go

			Another key principle of quick cooking is to keep your kitchen clean. Less clutter means less time wasted. If you’ve ever tried to pull together a holiday meal with piles of soiled dishes and utensils littered all over your work surface, you know how a dirty kitchen can slow you down. Here’s how professional cooks save on cleanup time.

			Keep bowls on the counter. Always have cleaning at the back of your mind—even the moment you begin preparing ingredients. As you chop or slice vegetables, move them off the cutting board into handy bowls or plates on the counter. Use a scrap bowl to contain vegetable peels and other waste so it’s out of the way. This kind of planned cleaning avoids last-minute damage control in a cluttered kitchen.

			Use the right cutting board. Quick cooks keep at least two cutting boards on hand: a small one and a large one. Match the cutting board to the size of the job. Use the small board when you simply need to mince some garlic or ginger. Use the large board for bigger jobs like peeling and chopping several potatoes or slicing a roast. When in doubt, use the large board. Nothing slows you down more than chopping at awkward angles to avoid piles of food on the cutting board. A large board also ensures that chopped food stays on the board so you don’t have to scoop it together from across the countertop.

			Wipe spills immediately. To avoid time-consuming cleanup, wipe down splatters before they dry out and are difficult to remove. Keep the sink filled with water for soaking dirty pots or at least fill pans with hot water while they are still easy to clean. Put dishes in the dishwasher or sink as soon as you dirty them rather than leaving them strewn over your prep area. If you watch television cooking shows, you’ll notice that TV chefs clean habitually. They rarely have dirty bowls in front of them. They always clean or clear equipment and utensils immediately after using them, a practice that allows you to jump right to the next cooking task instead of getting distracted by a work surface muddled with dirty dishes.

			Plan Easy Menus

			Whether you’re whipping up a weeknight meal, entertaining friends, or preparing a multicourse holiday dinner for the extended family, it saves time to plan ahead. Keep your menus simple. When trying new recipes, plan only one new recipe per menu. It also helps to do as much ahead of time as possible.

			Go for variety. The best meals excite all of your senses. When planning meals, try to include a variety of textures, flavors, and temperatures in the dishes. A crunchy, cold salad can be assembled ahead of time and makes a satisfying contrast to a tender, hot entrée. Simplify things by starting the meal with room-temperature cheese and crackers, crudités, or an antipasto platter of pitted olives, roasted peppers, and sliced deli meats.

			Build make-aheads into the menu. Experienced cooks keep cooking to a minimum by preparing as much ahead as possible. This is especially important when entertaining, so that the cook can enjoy the party, too. Even for weeknight meals, plan at least one make-ahead for every menu. Soups and stews can be made days ahead of time and actually improve in flavor when reheated. Casseroles such as lasagna can be assembled ahead of time, refrigerated, and then baked just before serving. Cakes, cookies, quick breads, and yeast breads can be frozen for weeks, then thawed before serving. Fresh vegetables can be chopped hours in advance and refrigerated until needed. You can even precook pasta. Slightly undercook it (the pasta should be quite firm in the center), cool it under running water, toss it with oil to prevent sticking, then refrigerate it. Simply reheat the precooked pasta for 1 to 2 minutes in boiling water before serving.

			Serve cold foods. Plan on serving some cold foods for variety and to lighten the workload during mealtime. Hours before the meal, you can assemble marinated salads right in their serving bowls or green salads directly on their serving plates. Pour on the dressing for green salads right before mealtime or pass it at the table. Instead of preparing a hot vegetable, make a cold one ahead of time. Make potato salad instead of baked potatoes, or serve chilled broccoli or asparagus in vinaigrette instead of hot steamed vegetables. Even roasted meats can be cooked well in advance of the meal, then served at room temperature or chilled. Cold ice creams, puddings, custards, and tarts make dessert a snap. Or go for room-temperature desserts like cookies, cakes, and quick breads.

			Cook unattended foods. In your menus, try to serve at least one dish that can cook unattended. Roasts, stews, and braises can all cook on low or moderate heat for hours, freeing you up to do other things before mealtime. Let your slow cooker do the work, set your oven to low or medium-low, or slow cook on the stovetop by simmering or braising meats or vegetables.

			Double up. Cook your favorite dishes in quantity. If you’re making pasta for dinner, double the amount so you have enough for lunch the next day. When cooking rice, make enough for two meals and refrigerate the leftovers for another meal later in the week. Soups and stews freeze well for months. In the winter, make a double or triple batch of these hot foods so you always have a last-minute meal on hand.

			Make a game plan. For multicourse or extensive holiday meals, remember the three p’s: plan, prioritize, and prep. Plan by jotting down your menu and shopping list. Prioritize by determining how far ahead of time each task can be done. (For example, 2 weeks before, you can shop for shelf-stable items. A week ahead, you can make and freeze pies, cakes, and cookies. Three to 4 days ahead, you can shop for fresh items and fully prepare good-keeping dishes like dips, soups, and stews. The day or night before, plan to defrost or marinate meats, wash and store salad greens, trim vegetables, chop onions, and prepare casseroles or other dishes that can be refrigerated overnight.) And prep by preparing as much ahead of time as possible. If you follow the three p’s, the big day should be a breeze. Then you simply cook off the casseroles, roast long-cooking meats, reheat soups or stews, make last-minute vegetable dishes or sauces, and dress the salads.

			Stock up. Not everyone likes to plan so far in advance. If you prefer to cook spontaneously, save time by stocking your kitchen with the foods you love most, including plenty of quick-cooking staples like canned beans and broth, jarred sauces, dried pasta, quick-cooking rice and other grains, dried spices and seasoning mixes, refrigerated doughs, cheeses, premarinated meats, precut produce and bagged salad mixes, and frozen stuffed pastas. For more information on these and other modern convenience foods, see “An A–Z Guide to Ingredients” on this page.

			Shop Smart

			
				Shopping is much easier when you use a few simple strategies like shopping during the grocery store’s slow times and buying in bulk. Here’s how smart shoppers get in and out of the store in no time flat.

			Make a list. Speedy shoppers know exactly what they’re looking for and use a shopping list. To make it easy, keep a pad of paper in the kitchen. Whenever you run out of an ingredient, jot it down on the list. When planning meals for the week ahead, jot down all the items you’ll need. Some cooks tape an ongoing shopping list to the inside of a cabinet door, then take that list to the store.

			Group like items together. Even if you have a list, it’ll take you twice as long to follow it if you get all the way over to the frozen foods section and have to run back to the produce section for something you forgot. To avoid those delays, organize your shopping list by the sections of the typical supermarket: produce, dairy, deli, meats, seafood, bread/bakery, frozen foods, canned vegetables and fruits, boxed grains and cereals, spices and baking, paper goods, bags and wraps, cleaners, and personal care items. Make these categories headings on your list. For larger store sections like the produce section, make subheadings or group like items together, such as fruits, herbs, storage vegetables (onions, potatoes, squash, etc.), and perishable vegetables (tomatoes, peppers, broccoli, cucumbers, etc.).

			Shop fresh last. Most stores put the produce section at the entrance because it’s attractive. But fresh food should be shopped for last because it is the most perishable. Putting fresh vegetables and fruits into your cart last also helps to prevent them from being crushed beneath six-packs of soda or bags of flour.

			Use a diagram. If possible, get a diagram of your favorite grocery store. Ask the store manager for a store layout or draw one up yourself. The diagram should include the store’s major sections. Run off copies of the layout to use for your shopping lists. Then simply jot down shopping list items in the very section of the store in which they are located.

			Shop the same store. Of course, the quickest way to shop is to know where everything is. Don’t waste time hunting down ingredients in unfamiliar stores. Find the one supermarket closest to your home that stocks the items you buy the most. Do your high-volume shopping at that store only—with your visual diagram to help you. Over time, you won’t need the diagram anymore because you’ll know the store like the back of your hand.

			Stick to your favorites. Put only one or two new foods into your cart on each shopping trip. You’ll get through the grocery store more quickly if you know what you want and aren’t standing in the aisles reading labels or making impulse purchases. Try different brands carried by your local store to find your favorite ones. After you know what you like best, getting in and out of the store quickly will be a snap.

			Avoid the rush. Even if you have a list and stick to it, shopping at the wrong time can sabotage your best efforts. Smart shoppers don’t shop right after work or on Saturdays, the two busiest times for supermarkets. The best shopping time is Tuesday night after 7 p.m. By that time, the store has restocked after the weekend rush, and most people are at home eating dinner or watching television. Or, if your nights are too busy and you’re an early riser, shop in the morning before going to work. Or try shopping during the weekday. Save time by spending your lunch hour or break time quickly stocking your kitchen for the week ahead.

			Buy in bulk. Stock up on the foods you eat most. Dried pasta and frozen stuffed pasta keep well for months, for example. When you buy pasta, buy several pounds at a time. Keep the freezer stocked with big bags of frozen vegetables and frozen boneless chicken breasts. Keep loaves of bread in the freezer. Filling the pantry means fewer trips to the store and less time spent shopping.

			Get it delivered. Many retailers offer free or inexpensive local delivery. Call your local markets and ask if they offer delivery service. Home delivery can cut your shopping time in half or more. For shelf-stable and nonperishable items, consider the Internet. Many online grocery stores sell the same shelf-stable items that you find in your local store, including cold cereals, salad dressings, and canned beans. Some online retailers, such as Fresh Direct and Peapod, also deliver fresh items to your door. The extra shipping cost may be worth it, especially if you factor in the cost of the gasoline and the time it would take to shop locally for these items.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			USING THE RIGHT EQUIPMENT

			Quick cooking, like all cooking, involves three main elements: ingredients, equipment, and techniques. But if you want to get a meal on the table in record time, all three elements have to be geared for speed. Of the three, it’s wise to invest in kitchen equipment that functions reliably and saves time whenever possible because the time savings can be huge. For example, a good food processor will save loads of chopping, slicing, and shredding time; a convection oven will save preheating time as well as cooking time; and an immersion blender will save on prep and cleanup time.

			Here’s a look at what you need to know about the equipment that makes great home cooking easier and more efficient—from a simple $2 plastic citrus reamer to an elaborate $2,000 grill.

			Big-Ticket Items

			Let’s tackle the expensive equipment first. You’ll see some big price tags here. Of course, a convection oven, gas grill, and separate freezer are not absolutely essential. But they will undoubtedly shorten your cooking time if you’re serious about cooking faster. Give some thought to investing in the following equipment:

			Consider convection. Many modern ovens, including gas, electric, and microwave ovens, come with an option for convection cooking. In these ovens, the main heat source remains the same, but fans circulate the hot air around the food. The constantly moving hot air cooks foods about 25 percent faster than foods cooked in a conventional oven. Convection cooking also eliminates an oven’s hot spots, browns food more evenly, encourages a crisper crust on breads and pizzas, and locks in the juices of roasted meats. Convection ovens don’t need preheating either. If you’re in the market for a new oven, it pays to get the convection option. Not only will you speed cooking, you’ll also get better results.

			Keep in mind that most recipes are written for cooking in conventional gas or electric ovens. To convert these recipes for cooking with convection, reduce the oven temperature by 25° to 50°F and reduce the cooking time by about 25 percent. Start checking for doneness after about three-quarters of the original cooking time has elapsed. When roasting meats with convection, use a rack that suspends the meat in the air so that hot air can freely circulate around the food and lock in juices. Or put the meat directly on your oven rack and position a drip pan on the lowest rack to catch dripping juices. With either method, heat will reach all surfaces, eliminating the need to turn the meat.

			Invest in frozen assets. A freezer offers two main advantages for the quick cook: One, you can buy in bulk, and two, you can freeze double batches of your favorite meals for quick dinners anytime. Buying in bulk cuts down on shopping time, and with main dishes always at the ready, you have more time to relax.

			The big question is: Do you need to buy a stand-alone freezer? It depends on the size of your household and the amount of frozen foods you buy and store. Most folks should plan on about 2 cubic feet of freezer space per family member. Assuming you have the typical refrigerator/freezer combo, check the volume label on the inside of your refrigerator to find the volume of your freezer space. If you have a family of four and less than 8 cubic feet of freezer space, consider buying some extra freezer space. Large residential freezers generally cost less than $500 and use only about $8 per month in electricity. The freezer could pay for itself in less than a year if you take full advantage of it. Freeze bulk grains such as oatmeal, flour, and rice to extend their shelf lives. Most breads freeze incredibly well—a plus for people who want to make the most of their local bakeries without traveling there every day. You can also freeze nuts to retard rancidity. And, of course, freeze fresh market vegetables and fruits when in season so you can enjoy their flavor all year long. When preparing desserts, make a double batch and freeze one so you can have brownies, cake layers, cookies, and fruit pies ready at the end of a meal. Once you stockpile these frozen assets, you’ll see how a freezer earns its keep by streamlining mealtime.

			Get gas. Searing food over the high heat of an open flame is one of the oldest—and fastest—cooking methods around. Plus, cleanup is a snap. Scrape and oil your grill rack and it’s ready for the next round of food. For many backyard grillers, tending a wood or charcoal fire is half the fun. But charcoal grilling takes time, which is why easy-to-use gas grills now outsell charcoal grills in America. If you love grilled food but can’t stand the wait, buy a gas grill.

			When shopping for a gas grill, first look at basic features before ogling the bells and whistles. The grill should be constructed of heavy-gauge metal and be sturdy enough to withstand sleet, snow, and rain, because it will most likely live out in the elements. Look for a thick, solid firebox, a tight-fitting lid, and at least two burners (preferably three or four) with a minimum of 350 square inches of cooking space. That will give you just enough room to grill a simple meal for a family of four. If you plan to host big backyard barbecues, look for 500 squares inches of cooking space or more.

			The BTUs aren’t crucial, but shoot for at least 30,000 total BTUs, which will allow you to grill consistently at about 500°F. If you intend to grill in cold weather, get a grill with 40,000 BTUs or more. A gas gauge and built-in thermometer are also useful features, as are side tables for extra workspace.

			If you like bells and whistles, the first thing to look for is a smoker box, which burns wood chips or chunks. A smoker box provides the convenience of gas as well as the flavor of smoke normally achieved over a wood or charcoal fire. As for other extras, warming racks come in handy, and a side burner is convenient for boiling marinades or making stovetop dishes without having to run back into the house. To totally deck out your grill, buy one with a motorized rotisserie for effortless spit-roasting.

			Plan to spend at least $250 for a modest-sized, well-built grill. If you go for all the options, you could be looking at a sticker price of $2,000 or more.

			Of course, apartment dwellers can make do with a $20 grill pan or a slightly more expensive electric contact grill such a George Foreman–type. The grill pan, essentially a heavy skillet, features parallel raised ridges on the bottom that resemble the bars of a grill rack. When preheated on the stovetop, the heated ridges quickly sear foods, simulating the grill marks of an outdoor grill. A contact grill works in a similar way but also includes a contact lid with raised ridges so that both sides of the food cook at once.

			The obvious features lacking from grill pans and contact grills are the live fire and smoke flavor achieved through real burning embers. The same goes for cooking over a gas flame for that matter. But it is possible to approximate that smoke flavor indoors or on a traditional gas grill. Pick up some liquid smoke seasoning, a natural product available in the spice aisle of most supermarkets. Add a drop or two of liquid smoke to your marinade or sauce, and voila! Instant smoke flavor in your indoor-grilled or gas-grilled food.

			You can also add smoke flavor by using smoky-tasting seasonings such as chipotle chiles (smoke-dried jalapeños). Ground chipotle powder injects a smoky, woodsy spiciness to dry rubs, wet marinades, and sauces. Chipotle powder is available in the spice aisle of most grocery stores. Or use canned chipotle chiles packed in adobo sauce.

			If you prefer, skip the flavorings altogether and use a smoker bag for indoor grilled flavor. Savu smoker bags made in Finland are sold on the Internet and in upscale grocery store chains like Whole Foods, Trader Joe’s, and Wegmans. This ingenious invention traps a layer of wood dust in a perforated lining on the inside of the bag. Put a roast or other ingredients into a baking dish, and then slide the dish into the smoker bag. Seal the bag and, during baking, the wood dust heats up and smolders, emanating flavorful smoke over your food. After the normal cooking time, simply cut the bag open and remove your smoky-tasting food. Toss the bag in the trash and there’s no mess or extra time spent achieving outdoor grilled flavor from your indoor oven!

			Small Appliances

			Further down the price scale are all those electric appliances taking up precious space on your countertop. You know the ones we’re talking about: the microwave oven, toaster oven, and stand mixer. Here’s what quick cooks should keep—and what they should drop.

			Max out your microwave. The first commercial microwave ovens appeared in 1947 and cost about $3,000. Today, you can buy a dorm-room model for $50 or a top-of-the-line model with a convection-cooking option for less than $1,000. Simply put, microwave cooking is the single fastest cooking method available. It’s also the most energy-efficient, according to the American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy.

			In case you’re curious, microwave ovens work by generating short, high-frequency radio waves that penetrate food and cause the food’s water molecules to vibrate rapidly. As the food vibrates—quietly yet intensely—the resulting friction creates heat, which quickly spreads throughout the food. Microwave ovens can reheat foods such as casseroles in a matter of minutes. They also excel at moist-heat cooking methods such as steaming. You can also sauté in a microwave oven. The only things you can’t do are bake and roast, because there is no dry heat.

			If you’re in the market for a new microwave oven, look for at least a 700-watt model. The higher the wattage, the faster the cooking. If you plan to microwave often, you may want to get a 1,000-watt model for increased speed. Most recipes are developed using 700-watt microwave ovens. If you use a 1,000-watt model, decrease the cooking time by 10 to 20 seconds for each minute called for in the recipe. If you have an older 500- or 600-watt model, increase the cooking time by the same amount.

			When microwaving individual pieces of food, arrange them in a spoke pattern for the most efficient and even heating. Microwave ovens cook hotter on the edges than in the center, so put the thickest or toughest portion of the food toward the outside. When microwaving cut-up foods, use small, uniform-size pieces (preferably no bigger than 3-inch cubes) for the fastest results, since the radio waves penetrate only about 1 inch into foods.

			To speed microwave cooking even further, tightly cover the food to trap steam. Use microwaveable plastic wrap or waxed paper. If possible, try to keep the cover from touching the food.

			It also helps to turn the food often for quick, even cooking. Most microwave ovens come with a carousel to turn the food. If yours doesn’t, buy an after-market carousel or stop the cooking every minute or two to rotate the food. For casseroles, rice, and other mixed dishes, it also speeds things along to stir the food often.

			Give in to the pressure. If you’re considering just one new small appliance purchase this year, make it a pressure cooker. These simple, tight-lidded pots turn out tender, flavorful foods in 25 to 50 percent less time than is possible with traditional cooking methods. Let’s say, for example, that you love the taste of risotto but hate the constant stirring and long cooking time. You’ll swoon over the tender, creamy risotto that emerges from your pressure cooker in just 5 minutes with no stirring whatsoever. Seriously!

			Pressure cookers also make quick work of preparing dishes like soups, stews, braises, and chili, which traditionally need time to simmer. Make a double batch of these simmered dishes and your pressure cooker can also help you fill the freezer with ready-made meals for those busy nights when you just don’t have time to cook.

			These ingenious pots work very simply. A locked-down, airtight lid forces the buildup of pressure inside. As the pressure builds and the liquid heats up, the trapped steam actually raises the boiling point of liquids from 212°F to about 250°F. The higher boiling point quickly breaks down the fibers in foods, causing flavors to mingle quickly and foods to cook faster. Tough cuts of meat are especially well-suited to pressure cooking because they become just as juicy and tender without the wait.

			Older pressure cookers were noisy, hissed loudly, and sometimes exploded with improper use. But new, second-generation models operate quietly and have several safety features that prevent explosions, no matter how unskilled in the kitchen you may be. Good, reliable brands of new, second-generation pressure cookers include Kuhn Rikon, Magefesa, and Cuisinart.

			Buy at least a 6-quart pressure cooker. It may sound like a lot, but you can fill a pressure cooker only two-thirds full, because you have to allow room for steam pressure to build up. If you often cook in quantity, you may even prefer an 8-quart model. Remember: You can always prepare less food in a large cooker, but you can’t prepare more food in a small cooker. And the price difference between a 6-quart and an 8-quart cooker is negligible.

			To adapt your favorite stovetop recipes for pressure cooking, reduce the cooking time by 25 to 30 percent. Reduce the liquid by about the same amount, because very little liquid is lost in a pressure cooker. The high heat of this method also tends to weaken the flavors of herbs and spices, so use about 50 percent more seasonings. Otherwise, follow the manufacturer’s instructions, and pressure cook your way to lightning-fast meals night after night.

			Or take it slow. In contrast to pressure cookers, slow cookers (also known by the popular brand name Crock-Pots) don’t cook quickly. But they do offer the invaluable convenience of slow unattended cooking. You can start a meal in the morning before work, leave the slow cooker on low heat all day, then come home to a hot meal with no extra effort. This small appliance is a godsend during the cooler months when we crave hot, homemade meals but can’t always devote the time to making them.

			Buy a large (6-quart) or small (2-quart) slow cooker according to how much stewing and braising you do. If you love to make pot roast or beef stew in quantity or you have a large family, buy the larger model. For occasional unattended slow cooking for a family of four, a medium-size, 4-quart cooker would be ideal.

			Almost any stew or braised dish that would gently simmer for a few hours
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