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INTRODUCTION

Cooking for One

When was the last time you cooked for yourself? We don’t mean the last time you heated up a microwaveable meal, or even the last time you threw together a stir-fry. When was the last time you really cooked for yourself—when you thought about what you wanted to eat, went out and bought the ingredients to make it, and put together a simple and complete meal for one?

It’s a scary idea, making a meal for one. For many people, it’s as daunting as eating out alone at a restaurant. And for women, it’s particularly daunting. It’s not because we’re not capable of planning, shopping, and cooking—of course we are! And it’s not because of money—cooking at home is cheaper and often faster than takeout. It’s because we’re just not used to putting that much energy into something that is just for us. Most of us will happily (if not skillfully) cook a fun meal for friends or roommates, but we’re constantly putting ourselves on the back burner (so to speak!).

It doesn’t help that most recipes out there in cookbooks and online serve four to six, or eight, or even ten! It’s not uncommon to find a delicious smoothie recipe that serves four. Four! Who makes smoothies for early-morning parties of four (and if you are, we are going to need an invite!)? That means that when you find a great recipe to try, you either have to remember how to use fractions to work the recipe down to two servings, or you get to eat the same meal six times in one week. Would you ever serve someone else the same boring dinner six nights in a row? Of course not. So why would you do that to yourself?

All of these multi-serving recipes are particularly out of touch because more Americans1 than ever before are living on their own. In fact, more women between the ages of 24 and 36 live alone than with roommates. And while living on your own is great—No sharing milk! Unlimited bathroom time!—it can take a toll on your health if you aren’t careful.2

A recent study found that people who live on their own have low diversity in the food they eat; consume fewer fruits, vegetables and fish than people in multi-person households; and are more likely to have an unhealthy diet—popcorn for dinner, anyone? Since fresh fruits and veggies are the foods that go bad the fastest, and are harder to finish as one person, it’s not a surprise they get passed over at the grocery store. And it doesn’t help that getting dinner (or lunch, or snacks, or bagels) delivered is easier than ever. We’ll get into the details of nutrition and cost of cooking for yourself later, but what’s becoming obvious is that we really are treating ourselves worse than we treat others. Much worse.

This book is here to help. Whether you’re a first time cook or a recipe addict who just needs to master cooking for one, we have 175 fabulous recipes to get you started on the path to better health, more money in the bank, and tastier food. This is a book about radical self-care, about focusing on what your body needs, what you want to eat, and how to support everything else you have going on by adapting and prepping for your week in advance.

So pull the sweaters out of your oven, Carrie Bradshaw, and embrace your inner Monica. You’re going to get cooking and, after a few weeks of planning, prepping, and preparing food for yourself, much of it will become second nature. Like anything else, cooking for yourself is about establishing good habits. And we’re not suggesting that you should spend hours in the kitchen slaving over a 5 course meal for yourself—in fact, this book’s recipe section is broken up into dishes that can be prepped ahead of time, recipes that can be thrown together in a few minutes, and recipes that are slower and indulgent so you can adjust based on your schedule.

Let’s Talk About “Diets”

It’s a common misunderstanding that the word “diet” means an eating plan undertaken with the desire and intention to achieve weight loss. In fact, diet just means “the kind of food that a person regularly eats.” In that spirit, what this book isn’t is a “diet book”—we’re not giving you calorie restrictions or eliminating food groups (unless you count “delivery pizza” as a food group). But the goal is to improve your diet. Add more fruits and vegetables back in, incorporate interesting protein sources (check out our Lamb Meatball Skewers with Tahini-Goat Cheese Sauce on page 183), and don’t forget snacks and smoothies that power you through your toughest workouts.

Your new diet is not going to make going out with friends difficult, or keep you chained to your office microwave for 10 minutes per day. Cooking healthy meals that are planned around your schedule and needs will fuel your life and your #goals.


THE SOCIAL MEDIA EFFECT

Embrace your new cooking goals by incorporating your social media accounts. Follow users that post interesting, healthy, home cooking recipes (may we recommend @womenshealthmag?). And start posting pics of your own home-cooked meals! With the right tags and lighting (always take pictures of food in natural light, by a window) you might even develop your own following. Your follows and posts will keep you on track and make cooking even more fun. Cooking for one doesn’t have to be a totally solo affair!



Cooking vs. Delivery

For the first time EVER, Americans are spending more money on food prepared outside the home than food purchased to cook and eat at home.3 And why not, when we can tap on our phone for two minutes and have almost any dish appear at our door within an hour? It’s enough to make us feel like Marie Antoinette! And why shouldn’t we eat cake?

Both cost and calories, that’s why. And it isn’t just cake. A recent study found that 92% of restaurant meals contained more calories than recommended for a single meal (which we prefer to keep below 500 calories), with the average dish clocking in at a terrifying 1,200 calories.4 And these aren’t fast food restaurants—these numbers are from sit-down spots. What are the odds that you’re eating the 8% of meals that are under the recommended amount of per-meal calories? And eating out will almost always cost more than making it yourself, even before adding in delivery costs if you want to stay in your pajama pants.

Don’t just take our word for it—let’s compare one of the dinners in our book to its restaurant counterpart. Our Yogurt and Parmesan Fettuccine Alfredo costs $1.75 for the ingredients, and clocks in at 342 calories. At a popular restaurant, Fettuccine Alfredo will cost about $15, and could pack close to a whopping 1,800 calories. We could do the math for you about how many calories and dollars you’ll save in one week from eating at home, but you get the picture.

So let’s get to it and build you the perfect cooking-for-one kitchen!


PART

1

Set Yourself Up for Success


CRAFTING YOUR KITCHEN
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Hopefully by now you’re convinced that cooking for yourself is something you should do, but be honest with us—are you convinced yet that it’s something you can do? Well, that’s what this book is here for! Consider us your gurus for the world of becoming an ace chef for one (or two!), and let this book be your guide. As with any new habit, it takes a little bit of prep work and repetition, but within a few weeks you’ll be prepping and cooking for yourself without even having to think about it. Trust us—if we can break our food delivery habits and manage to chop carrots after spin class, you can, too!

So as your sherpas to success, we’re going to take you step-by-step through everything you need to cook for yourself. We’ll start with the actual things that you need in your kitchen (spoiler alert: an avocado slicer is not one of them) and move on to the habits for planning and shopping. Then we’ll dig into the fun stuff—cooking! The secret to cooking quickly and efficiently is a word we’ll be using a lot in the chapters to come—prepping. By taking some time one day a week to prep for your meals, you’re going to cut average cooking time down to a manageable level and make it a lot more fun. So let’s get started with our favorite part—shopping!

The 25 Tools Every Kitchen Needs

In spite of what most kitchen stores will tell you, you don’t actually need to own 10 knives, 15 spatulas, and a greens stripper (look it up—it’s not as fun as it sounds) to be a great cook. In fact, if you took a peek at the kitchens of most professional chefs, you’d find a few high-quality tools and almost nothing that has only one purpose. The majority of kitschy kitchen implements can actually be replaced with a good knife. The list below assumes you have a standard kitchen with an oven, stove, and microwave, and we hope we don’t need to tell you that you should own plates, bowls, and utensils (unless you like to eat meals directly out of your pots and pans to save time washing dishes—you do you!).

So what do you actually need to be a successful cook? We’ve made a list for you of our favorite kitchen tools. You probably have most of these in your kitchen already, and with the full set, you’ll be able to cook everything in this book. That’s right—everything.

1  Chef’s knife

2  Paring knife

3  Cutting board

4  Mixing bowl set

(Get the kind with lids so that they can also double as storage.)

5  Large spoon

6  Slotted spoon

7  Whisk

8  Spatula

9  Ladle

10 Tongs

11 4-quart pot with lid

12 1- to 2-quart saucepan with lid

13 Large skillet

14 Large baking sheet

15 Blender

16 Box grater

(Look for the kind with multiple sides for lots of varied uses.)

17 Colander

18 Vegetable peeler

(You can also use this to make fettuccine-style veggie noodles without a spiralizer!)

19 Can opener

20 Measuring cups and spoons

21 Muffin pan

22 1-quart baking dish or other small ovenproof dish

23 Instant-read thermometer

24 Food processor

25 Mason jars

(Pint and quart sizes are great!)

Cost versus Quality

The debate about how much to spend on kitchen tools comes up a lot, and it’s more worrying the more expensive the tool is. Is a $500 blender worth the money if it makes beautifully smooth smoothies and soups? Is there a difference between $3 measuring cups and the $20 variety? Considering that our list of necessary tools could either cost $150 or $1,500 all-in, it’s certainly worth discussing. So here are our rules of thumb:


•GO CHEAP. Is it nonmechanical, not sharp, and not a cooking surface? This category includes measuring cups and spoons, mixing bowls, cooking utensils, colander, can opener, and cutting boards. This is where you can really save money and go to the dollar store (literally—many of these tools are available for $1!). These tools are about as effective no matter how much you spend on them and won’t break the bank if you have to replace them once a year. Just make sure they’re all made of BPA-free plastic and are dishwasher safe, to save time and hassle.

•TAKE THE MIDDLE OF THE ROAD. This is the category of tools where the quality actually affects how your food cooks or is prepared, and where a little extra money (we’re talking $10 instead of $2) can mean a big jump in quality. These tools are ones that cook food but don’t take direct heat (baking pans, baking sheets, muffin pans), have a sharp edge but aren’t knives (box grater, vegetable peeler), or have some kind of mechanical component without being electric (instant-read thermometer). Look for a good deal, but don’t splurge too much on this part of your kitchen.

•HUNT FOR A WARRANTY. And now we come to the hard part, because this is where we tell you that you might want to spend a little bit of money—but trust us, it’s worth it. Aside from making cooking easier and more productive, kitchen tools that cost a little bit more also come with lifetime warranties, either from the manufacturer or from the store. So it might be tough to shell out $150 on that blender now, but if it lasts for 20 years, that’s a lot more bang for your buck than a $35 blender that wears out every couple of years. Do your homework: Some major home stores offer great warranties on their products and will even sharpen your knives when they dull or replace your pans if they warp. For pots and pans that take direct heat, we recommend good stainless-steel types—nonstick is nice, but it needs to be replaced fairly regularly, and you miss out on that delicious fond that makes pan sauces taste amazing. Knives with a lifetime guarantee are fairly easy to find for less than $100 each, and you’ll be able to get them sharpened (usually for free, or you can do it yourself), which will keep them feeling brand-new. For mechanical kitchen appliances, go with your gut and your budget. You can splurge now for a tool with a lifetime guarantee, or you can spend a little less, have it for a few good years, and replace it when it eventually putters out.



And don’t worry too much, because your kitchen already has the two most important tools it needs: you and this book!


PLANNING & SHOPPING
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So where to even get started with your new planning, cooking, and shopping routine? The first step is to pick a day when you’ll take a couple of hours to set yourself up for the week. We like to do this on Sunday, when we’re looking at the week ahead (and possibly ready to atone for the calories consumed over the weekend). But really, any day when you can set aside time will work.

Before you do anything else, take 5 minutes and clean out your fridge. It sounds daunting (because right now you probably do it twice a year!), but it will actually take a lot less time than you think, and the benefits of a clean, organized refrigerator are huge. Throw out old condiments, late-night pizza boxes, leftovers that you never got to, and anything that is just too old to consume. This quick process will also enable you to know what you have, so that when you’re making your shopping list later, you won’t get duplicates.

One of the benefits of cooking for yourself (and living on your own) is having an entire refrigerator to organize however you want. Whether it’s a New York City mini fridge or a Miele double-wide, put your refrigerator to work for you. We love to use brightly colored plastic baskets from the dollar store to create a system. You could designate each basket as a day of the week, or a different food group. Play around with a system that works for you, and enjoy it! We’ve all done the fridge hang—leaning on the door, staring at a sad assortment of leftovers and turned fruit that ultimately leads us to bad decisions. But with a bright and beautiful fridge stocked with fresh ingredients, you’ll be drawn to better choices.

With a clean fridge and a sense of the food you already have in stock, it’s time to make your meal plan and shopping list. We like to use a small whiteboard on the fridge for meal planning—it saves the trees, and it keeps your plan front and center. Write out the week, with spaces for each meal and snacks. Once you get the hang of meal planning, it will take you only a matter of minutes. To get you started, we’ve created a collection of weekly plans to save you time, but if you want to create your own, there are some things you’ll need to take into account.

Check the Calendar

Take a minute to look at your calendar app and see what you have planned for the week. If there are events that will affect your eating, take note of the event on your meal plan. Have a date on Wednesday night? Block out that dinner, and maybe plan for light foods throughout the day so that you can indulge a little in the evening. Long meeting on Thursday? Take note and plan for a slow cooker meal or a prepped salad that will take only minutes when you get home. Things will always come up, but the more you plan your meals around your life, the easier it will be to keep cooking for one.


QUICK CLEANING SPRAY1

For an extra-sparkly kitchen and refrigerator, keep this homemade cleaning spray on hand. During your Sunday clean-out, spray a little on a paper towel and give your refrigerator shelves a quick wipe. Making your own spray does more than just allow you to avoid chemicals in your kitchen and keep it sparkling—it will save you a ton of money! This combo costs about 4 cents per cup, or 77 cents per gallon of cleaner. Just grab a spray bottle from the dollar store and get mixing.

9 parts water

1 part white vinegar

Mix both ingredients in a spray bottle. For a nice scent while you clean, add 2 drops of your favorite essential oil for every

1 cup of cleaner (we enjoy lemon tea tree or lavender). Use anywhere that needs a quick clean.




STOCK UP!

During your fridge clean-out, pull any vegetables that have started to wilt or look otherwise sad. Put them in a large storage bag in your freezer, and they’ll be ready to turn into stock whenever you want!



Shop the Shelves

Think of your kitchen as a free grocery store. Keep in mind the food that you already have when picking out meals for the week. This keeps food from spending weeks untouched in the fridge until it spoils. Are there frozen leftovers that you’re ready to eat again? Or some grains in the pantry, waiting to be cooked? Working from what you already have will save you money, save food from being wasted, and make your grocery bags lighter for hauling home.

Make a Meal Plan

Here’s the big secret about cooking for yourself (or being the one in charge of meal planning)—you get to eat exactly what you want! Your food should power your week, and good food has the ability to truly make you feel better and have more energy. When you’re doing your meal plan, really take some time to take stock of how you feel and how you want to feel. Did you overindulge a little this weekend? Maybe stick with cleansing, low-sodium foods for the week. Are your mornings feeling sluggish? Add some protein to your breakfast. The foods you choose to eat have the power to truly change how you feel—take control of that power.

Pick out your meals for the week and add them to your meal plan. As you can see in the meal plans we created, we like to eat from similar ingredients throughout the week. This simplifies shopping and lets us use bulk vegetable and meat discounts even for small servings.

Organize the List

Once you’ve picked out your meals and made a plan, it’s time to write your grocery list. There are lots of great premade lists that you can buy online that sort your items by store department. But for maximum speed and efficiency (and minimum impulse purchasing), try to make your own. Think through the path you take at the grocery store, and note each department in order. Then add what you need under each department, and don’t forget to list quantities for yourself! You can even make yourself a fancy template to print out and use each week.

Make the Trip

Now you’ve arrived at the main event! Whether you’re walking, driving, or biking to the store, try to make this a highlight of your weekend. When else do you get time completely to yourself, surrounded by delicious food, with only the goal of doing something healthful and helpful for your week? There are some very small tricks that can convert this chore into a treat.

First, make sure you’re full and hydrated—the old adage about never shopping hungry exists for a reason. Then dress for the occasion, and no, we’re not talking about a bodycon and heels. Just put on your favorite athleisure that makes you feel fit and healthy, the kind of look that makes you feel ready to run into an ex or a frenemy. If you feel confident, you’ll make better choices. If you’re feeling gross and grungy, that ice cream and frozen pizza are going to be a lot more tempting.

When you get to the store, pop in your favorite podcast or playlist to help you focus on the task at hand. Most stores put their flowers right at the front, and we love to grab a big bunch for the front of our cart—think of it as mini interior decorating. It’s great to set aside $10 to buy yourself a fresh bouquet every week, but if you’re budgeting, just enjoy the company of the flowers and then put them back at the end of the trip.

In most grocery stores, the produce section is your first stop. If you’ve planned for the week to eat a lot of one vegetable, maybe peppers, then a bulk bag might be a great option. But sometimes the bulk bags are home to the vegetables that are just about to turn, so try to inspect them closely. If the produce you need is out of season (you can know this by checking out our seasonality guide, but the quick rule of thumb is that if it’s more expensive than normal, it’s out of season), then don’t be afraid of the freezer section! Frozen produce is a lot more nutrient dense and flavorful than out-of-season produce.

The trick to grocery stores is that most of what you really need to eat and cook healthfully is located around the perimeter. The center section is mostly filled with processed food, impulse buys, and soda. As you work through the store with your list, go around the perimeter. When you come to an aisle with a pantry item that you need, leave your cart at the end of the aisle and go get it. Without your cart, you’re far less likely to add items that aren’t on your list.

It might sound counterintuitive, but a small kitchen’s best friend is the bulk aisle of the grocery store. Bulk, raw grains, oats, spices, and more are usually the same price or cheaper than prepackaged, and you can get exactly as much as you want for the week. Don’t be afraid to make a ¼-pound bag! It’s a lot more fun to have five different grains throughout the week instead of the same basmati rice over and over.

At the checkout line, save yourself a little time at home by not just dumping everything onto the belt in a heap. Instead, as you unpack your cart, sort your items into freezer, refrigerator, and pantry sections. When they’re bagged, the like-items will keep each other cool and will be a breeze to unpack back at home.


SAFE EATING

All of this regular cleaning of your refrigerator means that you’ll be looking at a lot of date labels, but what do they all mean? Should you throw something away after its sell-by date? We checked in with our friends at the USDA (the experts in safe eating), and here’s what they say:2

BEST IF USED BY/BEFORE: This is only an indicator of flavor or quality; this date has nothing to do with safety.

SELL BY: This label exists only to help grocery stores maintain inventory, and again has nothing to do with safety.

USE BY: This is the trickiest date because it sounds like food will be dangerous after it, but it actually just means that the food is at its peak until this date. Except in the case of infant formula, most food is still safe after this date.

Thanks in part to these labels, an estimated 30 percent of the food supply is lost or wasted before it is eaten. So how can you know when to throw something away? Just trust your instincts! Spoiled food will be off in odor, flavor, or texture—basically, if it looks weird, don’t eat it. But if it looks good, smells good, and, most importantly, tastes good—go ahead and enjoy!




THE PERFECT PANTRY
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Having a well-stocked pantry means that you don’t have to grocery shop every day. You should be able to walk into your kitchen any day of the week and make yourself a meal out of what’s already there. But a well-stocked pantry doesn’t mean spending a week’s paycheck and cramming your shelves to look like a mini gourmet foods emporium. For a deep dive, read more about the different parts of your pantry. If you’re in a rush, skip ahead to the concise list we’ve compiled for you. And don’t let the length of the list scare you—unless you’re moving into your very first apartment, the odds are good that you already have many of the foods listed.

We believe that there are some items everyone should have on hand, and those include the ingredients you’ll need to cook the recipes in this book. When you’re doing your pre-shopping survey, make sure you restock items you’re out of, even if they aren’t on the meal plan for the week. Once you get into the habit of being well stocked, you’ll never want to go back to having empty shelves.

Oils

While every oil has its specific uses, a few can act as your kitchen workhorses. For salad dressings or drizzling—places where you want flavor—a bit of good extra-virgin olive oil goes a long way. For cooking, choose something with a more neutral flavor and a
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