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introduction

How often do you hear yourself saying things like: “I’m totally frantic today” or “We’re having a crazy week!” or “Where does the time go?” We all seem to be a little too busy these days. I try to remember that a complicated life is also a blessing. I love my family, my work, my house and garden, my friends, and my cats and dog! Even though all together, they make for a demanding life schedule, I wouldn’t have things any other way. I suspect most of you feel the same way.

Like other working parents (and to me, that includes all parents), I struggle with having time for the things I have to do and the things I want to do. For many of us, cooking from scratch is no longer something we have to do. Our supermarkets are stocked with complete chicken dinners, precooked pasta, and huge salad bars. Bakeries provide us with fresh bread, cookies, and birthday cakes.

But home cooking is still something I want to do, for myself and my family. You’d think that as a chef, it would be easy for me—but my schedule keeps me out of my own kitchen as much as anyone. Believe it or not, I do understand how it feels to have no time to cook!

When I was lucky enough to become the host of a daily dessert show on the Food Network, my schedule really got pushed to the limit. I thought I’d never have time for home cooking again. But I still want my son to eat cookies that I have baked just for him, not only the best ones I can buy. I want to sit down with my husband, even if it’s only once a week, to a meal that we have made for ourselves right down to the dessert. When I manage to bring a homemade sweet to a friend’s housewarming or baby shower, I like knowing I made the effort to bake it myself, even if it’s the simplest possible coffee cake or fruit crisp.

So, as my life has become more full and rich, my desserts have had to become more simple. At Tru, the elegant fine-dining mecca in Chicago where I am the pastry chef (and a partner in running the restaurant), my team and I still enjoy spinning wild variations on sweet themes. But for myself, and for the thousands of Americans who watch me cook on TV, home desserts mean simple desserts.

The good news is: Simple doesn’t mean boring.

Simple doesn’t have to mean the same old pound cake or chocolate chip cookies or a basic apple pie, good as those things can be. Simple can mean intense flavor and stylish presentations. Simple can mean a jolt of surprise, an “oh, I never thought of putting those two things together” moment that makes the easiest dessert taste fresh and lively. Simple means big flavor: making powerful tastes like coconut, cocoa, or peanut butter work for you, for example, or using buttery croissants as the base for bread pudding. Simple means making the most of the seasons, letting juicy-fresh peaches, pears, or figs speak for themselves with just a little prompting. Simple means buying top-notch ingredients, from chocolate to cream to raspberries, that need just a hug and a kiss to make them table-ready.

More good news: You don’t have to have the knife skills or kitchen versatility of an Iron Chef to make desserts that beat the clock. Here’s the main thing you have to do in order to cook quickly: Think ahead, whether it’s a matter of shopping in advance or making a dessert beforehand up until the final step. That’s what we chefs do. Making dinner for hundreds of people every night means that we have to make lots of things in advance, then finish them at the last minute. You can, too. In many of the recipes that follow, it’s those last five minutes that really produce the dessert.

So, each recipe includes a detailed breakdown of what you can do ahead of time—sometimes days or even weeks ahead! In almost every case, you can produce a flawless dessert for six people with no more than ten minutes of last-minute activity in the kitchen. I’ve reduced each recipe to numbered steps, then looked at each step to see how it could be streamlined. I know that even a simple-looking step can take a long time if you need to get another pan off the rack, another spice out of the cupboard, or another size of measuring spoon out from the drawer. And I also know that every additional mixing bowl or utensil you use can mean more time at the sink, so I’ve tried to keep tools to a minimum.

Another way to keep dessert quick is to limit the number of ingredients you work with. Fans and friends tell me that for home cooks, getting your ingredients together and measuring them out is often the most time-consuming part of cooking. So, I decided that no recipe in this book would call for more than eight ingredients. Many recipes don’t even have that many: Cherry Clafouti, Orange Panna Cotta, and Dulce de Leche on Toasted Pound Cake all come in under par. Water is the only ingredient that doesn’t count toward the total.

By testing these recipes on home cooks, I’ve made sure that most of the recipes will have you in and out of the kitchen in thirty minutes or less. The recipes are divided into chapters according to how much active time you can expect to spend in the kitchen. Each recipe was tested for timing, but does not include the time a sorbet will need to harden in the freezer, or the time a cake will spend in the oven. So as always, read the recipe all the way through before you start.

I’m very excited for you to cook from this book. This is the book that my friends (and fans) have been asking me to write; it’s the book that truly lets you get a homemade dessert on the table fast, even on a busy weeknight. Some are classic desserts of the home kitchen, taste-tested and time-tested, like angel food cake, shortbread, and pudding—but with new flavor sparks like fresh berries, a touch of espresso, even fragrant buds of dried lavender. Others are favorite speedy innovations from my restaurant kitchen, like Banana Bisque, Deep Chocolate Terrine, and Roasted Peaches with Thyme and Ricotta.

Many of the recipes are simple and quick enough to make with kids around. Cooking with my son, Gio, is one of the great pleasures of my life, and it has nothing to do with the fact that I am a professional chef! Yes, he thinks that I am a miraculously good cook—but remember, to small children, all cooking is somewhat miraculous. They all think their parents are expert cooks, even if all you can make is chocolate chip cookies and pancakes. Baking buttermilk biscuits or chocolate pudding from scratch, or making caramel corn and choosing a surprise to put in each bag, are fun projects that can introduce your kids to the pleasures of the kitchen—and, if necessary, fill up a whole rainy afternoon or snow day. The chapter titled “Kids in the Kitchen” focuses on recipes that kids can make mostly on their own, or that grownups might not be too tempted by (like Peanut Butter Worms).

When Gio was small (he’s seven now), one of the first rituals that we fell into was cooking weekend breakfasts together. As soon as he was old enough to stand on a stool at the kitchen counter, he “helped” stir batter for the pancakes we’d make from my mother’s recipe. These days, he can almost make “Grandma Myrna pancakes” by himself, and he has developed a lot of cooking skills and even his own recipes. We try to go to the farmer’s market once a week, and together we invent dishes to use up the produce we buy, from farmers he knows by name. He knows that apples come in the fall and peaches in the summer. He tells me when it’s time to stock up on more of the spicy fennel sausage that our friend, chef Mario Batali, sends to us. All of this brings us closer to each other, to the big outside world, and to the earth.

Cooking, with kids or without, can be a wonderful combination of the practical and the recreational. Once you break out of your old standbys, you’ll find a lively new world of flavor and color and texture and aroma. And I hope these recipes will be the inspiration to get you there!
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tips + basics


My “Rules” for Quick Desserts




* The better your ingredients are, the less you have to do to Starting with ripe fruit, top-quality chocolate, fresh butter, pure extracts, and organic eggs and milk will take you a long way toward your goal of making delicious desserts quickly.

* Let the cooking tools do the work for you. Have on hand simple tools like a sharp peeler, a good grater/zester (I love the Microplane ones), top-quality nonstick baking pans or mats, and a mixing bowl that can also act as the top of a double boiler: Each one can shave minutes off your prep and cleanup time.

* A standing mixer frees up your hands for other jobs, which speeds the cooking process.

* Be like the pros and use your large, sharp knives (not little paring knives) for chopping jobs. You’ll get more done with each swipe of the knife.

* A lot of time can be saved simply by keeping your baking essentials at hand, instead of stuffed into an inaccessible closet or drawer. If nothing else, at least keep a sheet pan, a 9-inch cake pan, and your mixer nearby. You can make almost any dessert in this book just with those. Sometimes having lots of equipment can slow you down. A tip from a friend that I’ve found useful: Tack a small ruler to the shelf where you keep your baking pans, so you can quickly measure them and eliminate the guesswork.

* Do use baking shortcuts such as premade puff pastry, canned and frozen prepared fruits, and even frozen pie crust. Sure, homemade pie crust is best—but it’s better to use frozen than to skip making dessert. We’re all more likely to cook when we don’t have to start from the very beginning; the feeling that some of the work has already been done can be all it takes to get you into the kitchen.

* Stop shopping. Many of you tell me that it’s the time spent shopping for ingredients, more than the time spent cooking in the kitchen, that prevents you from baking as often as you’d like. So don’t! Keep butter, sugar, flour, eggs, milk, vanilla extract, chocolate, cinnamon, and coffee always on hand. Stash away some nuts, dried fruit, flaked coconut, dry gelatin, baking soda, and baking powder in a cupboard. You have the makings of countless desserts right there. And then if you just need a pint of berries or a few limes to complete a recipe, the shopping will take five minutes instead of twenty-five.

The following are my general guidelines for smooth sailing in the kitchen. They will help you work comfortably and efficiently with your ingredients and equipment, which is the true key to cooking quickly. But throughout the book, you’ll also find my “quick tricks;” the little shortcuts and tips on speeding things up in the kitchen that I’ve developed over twenty years of cooking for hundreds of people every day!



Chocolate


Buying Although you don’t have to buy the most expensive European chocolate, I do recommend that you use baking chocolate rather than chocolate chips or bars in my recipes, especially when the chocolate will be melted. Chocolate chips can be very good, but they contain additives that help them keep their shape—the opposite of what you want melted chocolate to do. American brands of chocolate like Scharffen Berger and Ghirardelli are very good, and Valrhona and Callebaut are even better. Fine baking chocolate is really designed to be smoother and easier to work with, and the flavor alone can be worth the extra money. Bottom line: Use the best chocolate you can afford, and save on other baking products by buying generic brands.

Melting I feel that the good old double-boiler method can’t be beat. Start with chopped chocolate (see below) for even melting. The trick is to adjust the heat so that the water in the bottom is barely simmering, not bubbling or boiling. The simmer should be just visible; French cooks call this stage “smiling.” Chocolate melted over barely simmering water will not scorch, so you can leave it in the bowl until you need it. If you don’t have a double boiler, set a metal or heat-proof glass bowl over a saucepan with an inch or so of water in the bottom. The bottom of the bowl should not be touching the water. Stir frequently. Never cover chocolate in a double boiler, even after it is melted. Drops of
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Toasting Nuts and Coconut
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