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			Introduction

			It often seems like an overwhelming challenge to cook a homemade meal when we’re already juggling a full plate of responsibilities. With a perpetually rushed lifestyle, it’s an unfortunate conundrum we’ve all encountered! When it comes to cooking at home, many of us have a love it-or-leave-it mind-set: It’s quick, easy, affordable, and already packaged, or it’s a trip to five different stores to buy costly ingredients only to then slave away for hours in the kitchen trying to create the meal. (Personally, that would drive me nuts!) We believe food is either healthy or delicious but unlikely to be both. Many of us will stay within our cooking comfort zones or feel the need to enroll in a culinary school to upgrade our techniques before we’re willing to even attempt to cut up a whole chicken. 

			Breathe! It’s going to be okay—I promise. The truth is, I can totally sympathize, but to my way of thinking, these are all unnecessary burdens. You really can prepare delicious, nutritious meals in the comfort of your own home with a minimal time commitment, a reasonable budget, and just one trip to the grocery store or farmers’ market. The key is to be prepared, organized, and efficient in your shopping and cooking techniques. 

			
				The food going into your body provides the energy your body expends, so you’ll want to make it top-quality fuel.

			

			Healthy living and eating have always been passions of mine. I grew up in a family of food professionals and learned to cook and appreciate the value of food at a young age in both Australia and New Zealand. I’ve been doing it ever since—in restaurants, on the telly, on the radio, through print media, social media, live food shows around the world, and, of course, in my own kitchen. I live it, I breathe it, and I certainly cook it! As a chef who travels often, I have discovered that my health and my ability to maintain focus depend entirely on what I eat and how I exercise. For as long as I can remember, I have been super active—as a cyclist, surfer, swimmer, and runner, not to mention dad—so I tend to look at food as fuel, as well as a source of pleasure. 

			The food going into your body provides the energy your body expends, so you’ll want to make it top-quality fuel. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve come to realize just how much of a gross misjudgment it is to leave the day’s food selections to chance. The right foods will give you the right energy to power through the day. The wrong foods . . . well, who even wants to think about that?! The point is, if you plan better, you can eat better. It’s as simple as that.

			As a cook/chef/lover of food, I have a deep, abiding appreciation for the importance of incorporating varied tastes and textures and using simple cooking methods and techniques when preparing meals. Over the years, I have discovered that with the proper planning and preparation, it is possible to put together healthy, delicious meals that are loaded with tantalizing flavors, textures, and aromas in very little time. It’s a matter of being conscious of fresh, vibrant ingredients, using a variety of colors from Mother Nature’s garden, and relying on low-moisture cooking techniques (such as roasting, sautéing, steaming, and stir-frying, all of which will preserve what Mother Nature intended as far as the goodness, nutrients, flavors, colors, and textures of your fresh ingredients) to get the job done—with a minimum of fuss. This book will show you how to do this in your own kitchen. 

			The trick is to choose foods that will fuel and strengthen your body and mind, while letting their flavors and textures delight your taste buds and inspire you. In general, I have figured out that simpler is usually better: Not only will the food look better but it also will taste better and be better for you. Be sure to use good-quality ingredients and be conscious of your cooking methods. I have learned how to incorporate all of these elements in the meals I prepare for myself, my friends, and loved ones, and it is my personal quest to teach you how to cook this way as well. 

			The old adage that you should never trust a skinny chef—since chefs generally use plenty of fat, salt, and sugar to make their meals memorable—no longer rings true. Once I reached the age of thirty-five, I found that I really needed to tune into what I was eating—both the types of food and the portion sizes. By eating well and exercising more (and avoiding gluten since I’m gluten intolerant), I improved my body composition by dropping body fat and increasing muscle mass. 
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			With the increasing rates of lifestyle-related chronic diseases, many chefs, cooks, and consumers alike are beginning to realize it’s time to start taking their health seriously and become more conscious of what’s in their food. While many of us get to pick and choose what we eat and how and when we do so, on the whole a large proportion of us don’t seem to be doing it right. Consider this: In the United States, 69 percent of adults, ages twenty and older, are considered overweight or obese, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Heart disease is the leading killer of men and women in the United States, and obesity and poor eating habits increase the risk of heart disease and stroke significantly. Obesity is also a major risk factor for type 2 diabetes and many forms of cancer. 

			So it really is wise to consume healthy meals for the sake of weight management and your health. To me, cooking has and always will be the most consistent of life’s joys: I do it to indulge my passion and share it with friends and family, but the more I think about it, and the older and wiser that I get, the more conscious I am that cooking provides the food that will keep me nourished. Every meal that I eat, now that I have crossed over the forty-year mark (I know: I still look twenty-one—wink, wink), really affects the way I feel, look, sleep, and dream. It affects my energy, my concentration, and my metabolism, so eating well is key!

			In my opinion, a good home-cooked meal will always outweigh anything you could buy already prepared. Not only does home cooking allow you to control every ingredient that goes into your meal, but there is absolutely no need for colorings, preservatives, or chemical emulsifiers when you cook for you and your family. With the right simple, healthy ingredients and a dash of daring and confidence, cooking at home allows you to create flavorful dishes that will impress your palate and nourish your body, mind, and spirit. Learning to cook in a way that will tempt your taste buds, while sticking within a budget and a reasonable timetable, will enable you to embark on your own personal food revolution. Once you do, you’ll never look back, just like I haven’t. The recipes in this book were created with these goals in mind—and they will help you raise the bar on everyday food preparation to a whole new level. 

			
				Choose foods that will fuel and strengthen your body and mind, while their flavors and textures will delight your taste buds.

			

			Good Food—Fast! will show you how to think outside of the box or package when it comes to preparing breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and how to use both healthy and fun cooking techniques that will preserve the inherent nutrients that are present in foods that come directly from Mother Nature. Once you master the techniques and recipes, cooking healthy and delicious meals will become a breeze—and a true joy for you, your family, and your friends. I firmly believe that working together in the kitchen and sharing mealtimes fosters deeper connections between people. Preparing and sharing delicious food with those you care about creates a sense of comfort and pleasure and brings people together in enchanting ways. Plus, if you use healthy ingredients and thoughtful cooking techniques, you’ll be making a smart investment in your health and well-being for the long run. It’s a no-lose proposition, really. So roll up those sleeves and get in the kitchen. It’s time to eat your way to a healthier lifestyle!

			
		

	
		
			
		

		
			Chapter One

			Fueling Up

			While I have always been physically active, it’s only as I’ve grown older that I’ve really begun to appreciate the importance of using food as a source of fuel. If you put poor-quality food into your body, you won’t achieve the performance you’re striving for each day. On the flip side, if you treat your body to high-octane fuel—in the form of highly nutritious foods—you’ll increase your chances of having plenty of energy, strength, concentration, stamina, and other measures of optimal performance. By upgrading my eating habits, I have found that I sleep better, I have more energy and feel terrific throughout the day, my concentration is better, and when I look in the mirror, it reflects the positive physical changes. 

			Food supplies the building blocks for every organ and function in the body from head to toe: Protein is necessary for proper muscle development and maintenance, carbohydrates provide quick and sustainable forms of energy, healthy fats are required for hormonal production and healthy skin and hair, and so on. The nutritious foods you ingest now will also limit the amount of medications you will need later. 

			The foods Mother Nature offers are perfectly packaged, which is why I use a lot of fruits, vegetables, nuts, and seeds in my cooking. Maybe this is partly because ingredients that come from Mother Nature’s garden bear a surprising resemblance to organs in the body. Think about it: Walnuts resemble the human brain, a tomato has four chambers just like the heart, sweet potatoes look a lot like the pancreas, long stalks of celery and bok choy mirror bones, a sliced carrot resembles an eye, and gingerroot looks a bit like a stomach. Interestingly enough, each of these foods contributes in important ways to the healthy function and integrity of the organs they resemble. For example, the omega-3 fatty acids in walnuts help support cognitive function and mood stability. The lycopene in tomatoes is good for your heart. The beta-carotene in sweet potatoes protects the pancreas (and other organs) from cellular damage. Carrots contain antioxidant vitamins (like beta-carotene) that help decrease the risk of developing macular degeneration (a leading cause of vision loss as people get older). And ginger can actually soothe an irritated stomach, quelling indigestion or nausea. 

			Moreover, raw or cooked vegetables and fruits are rich sources of nutrients, antioxidants, and other phytochemicals (plant-based compounds that promote good health and can reduce the risk of cancer and other chronic diseases). I incorporate foods that tend to be lower on the glycemic index (meaning, they produce a lower and slower rise in blood sugar levels than foods that rank higher on the glycemic index) and foods that have anti-­inflammatory properties, since chronic inflammation can increase the risk of heart disease, type 2 diabetes, stroke, Alzheimer’s disease, and some forms of cancer. Food really is medicine. After my dad was diagnosed with type 2 diabetes, he improved his diet and managed to reverse his diabetes in three months. That’s right—just by eating more healthfully and getting more exercise, he was able to get rid of diabetes without having to take medication. 

			As you know by now, I’m a big believer in exercise, not just to prevent or reverse health conditions but because staying physically active enhances weight management and overall wellness. When it comes right down to it, living well is about making good food and exercise choices all the time (apart from the occasional lapse). If you feel like you don’t have time to exercise, there are some basic things you can do in just fifteen minutes a day to improve your fitness level; you’ll find my strategies along these lines in the appendix.

			For the sake of our health and well-being, it’s important to choose ingredients and meals wisely. While food is fuel for the body and mind, it’s also so much more than that: a way to express love and nurture others, a source of pleasure and creativity, and a feast for the senses, among other things. And yet many of us are in such a perpetual rush that we don’t give meal preparation the attention it deserves. Eating well need not be boring, tasteless, or time-consuming. In fact, it can be the exact opposite—but only when we move away from the stereotypical format of breakfast, lunch, and dinner. With a little imagination, creativity, and advance planning, your life can truly open up to the world of gloriously rewarding foods. 

			Many people have a tendency to stick with a few tried-and-true dishes, and because of time constraints and a limited skill base, they will rarely venture outside their comfort zone in the kitchen. For example, I have heard many people say they won’t cook fish for fear of spoiling an expensive piece of seafood, or that they won’t buy exotic vegetables they’re not familiar with because they don’t know what to do with them. As Michael Pollan, the author of In Defense of Food: An Eater’s Manifesto, noted in a recent lecture I watched on the Internet, “We have been brainwashed to think of cooking as drudgery.” I also believe many people think cooking is best left to the professionals; in other words, they don’t trust themselves to do it right, which may partly explain why the practice of home cooking in the United States has dropped by 50 percent since the mid-1960s. 

			It’s easy enough to get over this fear factor if you learn the right tips and tricks on how to prep, season, test, taste, and use good sense (with a dash of logic) in the kitchen. Keep in mind that the premise behind Good Food—Fast! isn’t to create the home-based version of fast food. When it comes to food preparation, fast is a relative term. While there may be a bit of a time investment in, say, braising a chicken, roasting vegetables or meats, poaching fruits, or baking other ingredients, if you make enough of these items at any given time, you can divvy up the amount and use them in multiple dishes, hence saving time in the long run. An added bonus: You’ll be practicing portion control, which is an essential element in eating healthfully and managing your weight. In the pages that follow, I’ll show you how to do all this. I promise! 

			
				The Healing Power of Herbs and Spices 

				Besides adding flavor and dimension to your meals, various herbs and spices offer considerable health benefits. Cinnamon has antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties, and it has been found to help regulate blood sugar. Cloves are also loaded with antioxidant and anti-inflammatory effects, as well as antimicrobial compounds. Coriander is a strong digestive aid and has antibacterial properties that can help fight food-borne bacteria. Fennel is also a potent digestion enhancer, and it can reduce bad breath. Ginger has strong anti-inflammatory effects, as well as an ability to reduce indigestion and nausea and help with pain relief (from migraines, for example). Oregano has impressive antibacterial properties, and rosemary is packed with compounds that have antibacterial effects that can help fight infection. Sage has been found to enhance memory function and protect the brain from changes that can lead to certain forms of dementia; it also has anti-inflammatory and antioxidant effects. Turmeric is a powerful digestive aid and it has strong anti-inflammatory effects to boot, making it a potentially potent weapon against cancer. So go ahead and start thinking of these herbs and spices as the cures in your kitchen!

			

			
			Plan Better, Cook Better, Eat Better

			When it comes to making good food fast, it’s essential to plan ahead. It’s important to shop wisely for your ingredients and to keep certain staples on hand. Having taken the gluten-free road a few years ago, my pantry has evolved over time. These days, you will not find any form of gluten in my cupboards. But you may find items you’ve never heard of (such as raw cacao, maca root powder, and asafetida). Having said that, I believe there are certain ingredients that should stock every pantry. These include almond milk, cans of beans (chickpeas, black beans, and others), chia seeds, flaxseeds, dried organic beans and legumes (like lentils), quinoa, canned tomatoes, canned sardines and tuna, various types of rice (brown, wild, basmati, Arborio), various vinegars (red wine, sherry, balsamic, white) and oils (canola, sunflower, walnut, and extra-virgin olive oil), different nuts (including almonds, walnuts, and hazelnuts), dried fruits (figs, dates, apricots), steel-cut oats, tapioca starch, cornstarch, polenta, rice flour, sriracha hot sauce, tamari (gluten-free soy) sauce, vanilla extract, and a selection of herbs and spices, including black and white pepper, cinnamon, cloves, coriander seed, cumin, dried chili flakes, fennel seeds, mustard seeds, nutmeg, oregano, and rosemary.

			At a minimum, a cook’s refrigerator should always contain butter, eggs, mayonnaise, mustard (both the whole-grain and smooth varieties), yogurt, and various fruits and vegetables. When it comes to produce, seasonality plays such a big role in its pricing—and also the flavor. It has become terribly confusing, seeing as we can now import pretty much anything we like since there is a demand for it. But that doesn’t mean fruits and vegetables will be at their most nutritious or flavorful best all year long. The following is a guide to the produce that is freshest during the four seasons: 

			
			
					•	Strawberries, for example, are always best in the summer, even though they are accessible pretty much every day of the year. The same is true of avocados, blackberries, blueberries, raspberries, cherries, corn, cucumbers, melons, peaches and nectarines, tomatoes, summer squash, and zucchini. 

					•	Fall is the time when cranberries, eggplant, grapes, mushrooms, okra, parsnips, peppers, persimmons, and pomegranates are at their best. 

					•	In the winter months, beets, cabbage, clementines, fennel, grapefruit, and winter squash are more widely available (and at better prices). 

					•	Spring is prime time for asparagus, fava beans, fiddleheads, mint, morels, peas, radishes, ramps, rhubarb, and sweet onions. 

			

			Meanwhile, some fruits and vegetables—such as apples, broccoli, carrots, cauliflower, many lettuces, and pears—are widely available year-round. Knowing what’s in season can help you choose as many fruits and vegetables as possible that are at the peak of their nutritional vitality and their natural flavorful best. 

			The challenge after selecting the best ingredients you can find is to develop a sound understanding of cooking techniques. Once you do, you can pretty much master any and every recipe you’d ever want to try. Before you can get cooking, though, you need to make sure you have the right tools available. Your kitchen doesn’t need to be outfitted like a professional kitchen, but some basic equipment is in order, including flat-bottomed nonstick skillets or sauté pans (10 inches and 12 inches in diameter) with lids, various sizes of saucepans and pots, baking dishes, cake pans, a cake rack, cookie trays, roasting pans, a wok, and a griddle plate (for indoor grilling). You’ll also want to have cutting boards, a selection of mixing bowls, a set of measuring cups and measuring spoons, as well as an electric mixer, a blender, a food processor, and perhaps a juicer. In addition, you should have a good chef’s knife, a few paring knives, a sharpening tool to keep your knives sharp (this is a safety issue, too!), a Microplane (for grating cheese, citrus zest, and more), a cheese grater, a vegetable peeler, a mandoline slicer, a fine-mesh sieve and strainer, a metal skewer (for testing doneness), wooden skewers, a spatula, a wooden spoon, a slotted spoon, and a ladle. Be sure to have parchment (baking) paper and aluminum foil available for certain cooking methods, too. 

			The Inside Scoop on Techniques

			Good cooking techniques can make all the difference in the outcome of a particular dish or meal. Rule number one: Be sure a skillet, sauté pan, or the oven is hot enough before you add ingredients; otherwise, the dish won’t cook at the rate that it should, nor will it develop the color or texture you want it to. It’s also essential to monitor the level of heat (the intensity of the flame on a gas stove or the inherent heat on an electric burner) while you’re cooking, and to make sure a dish is the right distance from a heat source (while broiling, for example). 

			Cooking temperatures in modern-day ovens can vary considerably from one manufacturer and model to another. It’s important to realize this because it doesn’t take much to dry out a chicken while it’s roasting or to undercook a cake if you’re not prepared to look, feel, and engage your senses with what you are cooking. In the recipes that follow, you will see that I have been quite specific with times and temperatures, since most modern ovens can be set according to 5°F increments. The temperatures and times provided are definitely a good guide, but it’s important for you to get to know your own oven and adjust the cooking times or temperatures accordingly. 

			Different cooking methods use different oven temperatures. Here’s a quick look at how they stack up:

			
			
					•	Baking: 350°–375°F (175°–190°C)

					•	Resting/warming: 215°F (100°C)

					•	Roasting: 400°F (205°C)

					•	Slow cooking: 285°F (140°C)

			

			Most people know how to boil, bake, or steam foods. Here’s what you need to know about the basics of other cooking techniques:

			Blanching: With this technique, foods—usually vegetables or fruits—are plunged into boiling water, removed after a prescribed interlude (usually 1 to 5 minutes, depending on the fruit or vegetable), then submerged into ice water or placed under cold running water to halt the cooking process (this is sometimes referred to as “refreshing” the food). This allows the asparagus, broccoli, brussels sprouts, cauliflower, green or yellow beans, or other food to maintain its natural color and freshness without getting soggy; plus, it prepares the item quickly or precooks it if it’s being added to another dish. 

			Braising: It starts out like sautéing—since you brown the food in a bit of butter or oil—but then you add liquid (such as water or broth) to the pan or pot, cover it, and continue cooking it over low heat, either on the stove top or in the oven. Both methods are effective, as long as the ingredients you are cooking are submerged in liquid. (My mum used a slow cooker, which is great because it lets you cook at a constant temperature over a long period of time.) The time it takes to braise will vary depending on the ingredient: Vegetables will obviously take a lot less cooking time than a large cut of meat or dried beans. 

			Broiling: One of the keys to broiling successfully is to place the food at the right distance from the heat source. With thinner cuts of meat, poultry, or fish (less than an inch thick), you’ll be able to get a crisp, brown exterior while roasting close (2 to 6 inches) to the flame. Thicker cuts, on the other hand, are likely to burn on the outside before they are cooked all the way through; that’s why it’s smart to move the thicker food to a lower rack, farther from the flame, so it browns a bit more slowly while having the chance to cook fully inside. 

			Grilling: It’s a great form of low-moisture cooking that uses direct heat, allowing you to preserve the food’s inherent nutritional goodness and add a caramelized flavor in the cooking process. Many people in the United States think of grilling for meats, but you can also grill vegetables and seafood. Starting the grilling process with a high temperature is important so that the food will cook quickly. Be careful not to overcook your food to the point of overcharring it or drying it out. Keep a watchful eye as you grill! 

			Poaching: A gentler technique than boiling, poaching involves submerging an item in a liquid (such as stock, broth, or water) that is barely simmering, rather than showing signs of visible bubbling (which would indicate a rolling boil). During the summer months, I poach copious amounts of stone fruits such as peaches and nectarines. In the winter, I poach pears, quinces, and rhubarb. Poached fruits lend themselves well to breakfast, desserts, smoothies, and delicious little snacks. I have never been a big fan of poaching fish and meat, purely because I love the flavors that are derived from roasting these items. When it comes to poaching everything except eggs—I like to drop eggs into simmering water so they cook quickly—it’s always better to start by putting the item into a pot with cold water, bring it to a boil, then drop the temperature to a mere simmer. Cooking times will always vary, depending on the ripeness of the fruit or vegetable, or how aged, tough, or large the piece of meat or fish you are cooking. I find this is where a metal skewer comes in handy: Testing for resistance is a better indication than following a recipe guideline that doesn’t take into account the quality of the ingredient, its texture, season, and other critical factors. When a food is cooked just right, you’ll feel much less resistance on the skewer than when it’s raw. 

			Roasting: Given our constant time constraints and the fact that we’re on the go most of the time, roasting is an excellent cooking method that lends itself to pretty much anything—from roasted fruits or vegetables to meats or fish. As far as flavor goes, I love the caramelized smokiness that’s achieved when ingredients are roasted at a high temperature. Having said that, when roasting meat on a high heat, you need to allow plenty of resting time so that the meat continues to cook without drying out the juices. Friends often ask me, “How come your chicken always tastes so moist?” The answer is, I don’t keep it in the oven for 4 hours. I will roast a 3-pound chicken (with the backbone removed and an incision between the drumstick and thigh) flat, skin side down, at 400°F/205°C for 30 to 35 minutes in my oven and then let it rest for another 10 to 15 minutes. This helps it stay moist and tender. 

			Sautéing and stir-frying: With either of these methods—which are pretty much the same thing, to my way of thinking—you are cooking over direct heat, often using a small amount of fat, whether it’s in a pan, a sauté pan, a frying pan, or a wok. In my kitchen, these pans are all used for cooking meals quickly; however, the wok is my go-to pan because it’s so versatile. I even use my wok (over a medium-high heat) to dry-roast spices or fry aromatics in a little vegetable oil. For me, the general rule of thumb when sautéing or stir-frying is to add a little vegetable oil (such as olive oil, rice bran oil, coconut oil, or canola oil), your fragrant ingredients (such as onions, garlic, or ginger), then the protein (whether it’s seafood, beef, lamb, pork, or poultry), and lightly cook these ingredients; then, I remove them from the pan and add my hardest vegetables (such as carrots, celery, or sweet potato), followed by the softer ones (such as spinach, asparagus, or broccoli), and a little bit of moisture (in the form of water or chicken stock, for example). Once these start cooking, I’ll return the protein and any additional seasonings to heat all the ingredients together. Then it’s serving time! A wok-cooked meal will literally take a matter of minutes, provided you have done a little preparation in advance. 

			Food Storage Basics 

			I don’t know about you, but when I was a kid I would frequently open the refrigerator door and just stare at the food inside, contemplating whether or not I was hungry (I pretty much always was!). There were times I would get a stern rebuke: “Get out of the fridge, Jason!” Little did I know at the time that opening and closing the fridge allowed warm air in, causing the temperature inside to fluctuate, thereby allowing the food’s temperature to fluctuate. It wasn’t until later in life, when I began my culinary career, that I really grew to understand the importance of storing food correctly! Cross-contamination of foods and many food-borne illnesses could quite easily be dodged with just a little common sense and understanding how to pack, prepare, store, and rotate your food properly in the fridge. (To prepare for this task, be sure to have plenty of ziplock bags, storage containers, plastic wrap, and aluminum foil on hand.) All things considered, here are the best ways to store different foodstuffs in your fridge. 

			Meat, Fish, and Poultry: Keep these items in their store-packed wrapping, if possible. Unless the packaging is damaged or you want to break the package down into small quantities for freezing, there’s no reason to unwrap and rewrap, which will simply increase the chances the food will be exposed to potentially harmful bacteria. For larger pieces of meat or poultry, I like to place them on a tray or plate to avoid any potential leakages in the fridge; I store these items on the lowest shelf above the crisper drawers (since this tends to be the coldest part of the fridge; warm air rises). Meat, seafood, and poultry are generally the most expensive commodities in your fridge, so preservation is essential, not just for the sake of eliminating bacteria, but also to reduce waste and loss of money.

			Dairy Products: There’s no good reason to remove any dairy items from their original packaging, unless you want to freeze some sticks of butter or put some portions into a smaller container to save space in your fridge; in that case, I recommend you also label and date the product with the use-by date on the package. I store my milk on the lowest possible shelf in the fridge and cheese and yogurt around the same level, again since this is the coolest part of the fridge. If you have a cheese and butter compartment in your fridge, it’s fine to place these items there. Dairy products are susceptible to quick bacteria growth, so be careful with storage, and try not to leave that fridge door open too long!

			Fruit and Vegetables: I use the crispers in my fridge to store fruit and vegetables. I keep them separate, as I find fruit will deteriorate a lot quicker than the vegetables do (except for green leafy vegetables). It’s a big no-no to wash your lettuces, herbs, and greens before storing them, because exposure to the additional water can cause them to break down even more quickly. Since I generally shop for produce every three or four days, I don’t need to overload my fridge with them! If your vegetable crispers are full, then I suggest using the top shelf for additional storage; that way, you can keep meats, fish, poultry, and dairy products on the lower, cooler shelves. 

			
				Food supplies the building blocks for every organ and function in the body from head to toe

			

			One common mistake many people make is putting hot food into the fridge, shortly after it’s been cooked. Your refrigerator should be sitting steadily at a temperature of 40°F or below and the freezer at 0°F or below. Placing hot food in an overcrowded fridge is a disaster waiting to happen. At room temperature, bacteria have the ability to multiply in food every 20 minutes. So if you have a small fridge and you put something hot into it, you are likely to increase the temperature to a hazardous zone, which is anywhere between 42.8°F and 140°F—the perfect temperature for bacteria to grow and thrive! (Just to be on the safe side, I always have an additional thermometer sitting on the top shelf of my fridge so I know the fridge is maintaining a temperature of 40°F or below.) I suggest you allow your food to cool down before packing it away. Things like sauces, soups, and broths can be cooled by placing the pot into a large bowl of ice water to speed up the chilling process; something that has been baked (like lasagnas, casseroles, and meats) needs to cool to room temperature before it can be wrapped well and refrigerated.

			As heartening as it is to see a fully stocked fridge, try to avoid overfilling it: In order for food to remain properly chilled, cool air needs to circulate throughout the fridge, and it can’t do that if the fridge is packed to the gills. 

			
			
			Preserving the Longevity of Leftovers

			Have you ever heard the saying that the most expensive ingredient in your fridge is the one you’re about to throw out? I’ve spent years living by that maxim. I hate throwing out food, especially when I’ve spent time and energy shopping for ingredients or cooking a delicious meal. That’s why I always make a good-faith effort to use up leftovers. The truth is most leftovers easily lend themselves to stir-fries, salads, omelets, and more, so there’s no good reason to toss them. 

			But it is important to handle them properly. As far as storage goes, it’s imperative that you place all leftovers in airtight containers or wrap them well. The best approach is to divide your leftovers into small, flat containers so they can cool off more quickly. Be sure the food has cooled before you seal and refrigerate the containers; otherwise, you’re basically creating a petri dish for bacterial growth. If you’re storing leftover roasted chicken or turkey, remove the stuffing and store it in a separate container. This will help the cooked bird cool properly and prevent bacteria buildup in the cavity where the stuffing was cooked. Keep in mind that rice can carry a particular form of bacteria (called Bacillus cereus) that can make you sick to your stomach. Some of the bacteria can survive the cooking process and multiply rapidly if rice is left at room temperature, so if you’re not going to eat the rice right after cooking it, refrigerate it as quickly as possible (definitely within 3 hours). When you’re ready to eat it, reheat it thoroughly. Never eat rice cold from the fridge, and don’t keep any rice longer than two days. 

			In general, it’s important to refrigerate leftovers within 2 hours of cooking or removing it from an appliance (such as a hot plate) that’s been used to keep it warm. To prevent bacterial growth, cool the food rapidly so it reaches a safe-storage temperature in the fridge (40°F or below). To do this, divide large amounts of food (such as a big pot of soup or a casserole) into smaller, shallow containers or place the pot in an ice- or cold-water bath, or divide large cuts of meat into smaller parts, then refrigerate. Typically, leftovers can be kept safely in the refrigerator for three to four days or frozen for three to four months. When you reheat them—whether it’s on the stove, in the oven, or in the microwave—make sure the food gets heated all the way through (to 165°F/75°C) to kill any lingering bacteria. 

			These may seem like mundane issues to be concerned about, but if you’re spending money and time on good foods and expending energy preparing them at home, it makes sense to protect your investment. Besides, getting a food-borne illness is no fun at all! So protect your health, along with your investment, by being cautious and conscientious about the way you store and handle your food for your and your family’s sake.

			The recipes that follow will help you get in the habit of cooking foods that are good for you and that taste good, too. By eating this way, you’ll be fueling your body with essential nutrients, boosting your energy, strength, and concentration in the process. You’ll be able to eat healthfully without sacrificing flavor or busting your budget. And you’ll learn to think outside of the box or package when it comes to preparing health-promoting meals and snacks. Once you master the techniques and recipes described in this book, cooking healthy and delicious meals will become a breeze—and a true joy for you, your family, and your friends. You can’t go wrong here! 

			
		

	
		
			
			Chapter Two

			Break the Fast!

			Your mom was right: Breakfast really is the most important meal of the day. Overnight your body has fasted for a good chunk of time, provided you weren’t sleepwalking and rummaging through the fridge in the wee hours of the night. Come morning, it’s time to wake up your body and kick-start your metabolism, along with your energy and concentration levels. In fact, research suggests that the right breakfast foods can boost your performance in the classroom or at work, give you more strength and endurance for physical activities, and improve your ability to control your weight. So it’s a mistake to skip breakfast; you’d be better off having a light meal if you tend not to be hungry in the morning than shirking it entirely. Otherwise, you might run out of fuel early in the day, lose focus, or become extremely peckish and overeat later. 

			Breakfast doesn’t have to be a time-consuming proposition, but we need to get away from the idea that breakfast should come from a box. Many people stick with starchy breakfasts, which can give you quick energy but cause you to run out of steam quickly, too. It’s important to include some protein in your morning meal for lasting fullness, vitality, and stamina. Personally, I try to steer away from processed foods for breakfast by eating foods that are going to give me sustained energy and concentration for many hours to come. The way
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