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  Introduction

  More and more, it seems like cooking is treated as a source of entertainment, rather than a means of getting a delicious dinner on the table easily. Turn on the television and you’re bound to see a bunch of people competing to make something delicious out of cow intestines. Or else witness a celebrity chef de-boning a duck or whipping lumps of crab meat into mousse. It might be fun to watch, but it’s not something most people will try to imitate at home, especially after a long day at work. Better to call the take-out place around the corner and get delivery food for half the price of the cost of a whole duck. Or take a short trip to the supermarket prepared foods counter, which has everything from eggplant parmagiana to fried chicken and sesame noodles. No wonder people eat out an average of 4.2 meals per week!

  If you live in a small city apartment, you have even less incentive to cook than the average suburbanite with a kitchen island and a six burner stove. If you’re lucky, your apartment has a separate kitchen, rather than a row of miniature appliances lining one wall of the living room. With a small kitchen and dozens of quick dinner options only a phone call away, it becomes easy to avoid cooking altogether.

  But there’s a catch. Take-out food is, with rare exceptions, soggy and cold by the time it arrives. Prepared foods at the supermarket have probably been sitting under a heat lamp for ten hours or more. The stuff just doesn’t taste good.

  There is another way! You don’t have to choose between eating out, microwaving a plastic container of macaroni & cheese, or eating expensive but nonetheless soggy takeout every night. In my experience, cooking can be a relaxing and satisfying experience, even if your kitchen is nothing more than a mini refrigerator, a mini stove, and a sink lined up along a wall. Certain adjustments can be made.

  What does it mean to cook in a small kitchen? First of all, a small kitchen means that you don’t have a whole lot of counter space. Let’s say you’ve become obsessed with cooking a recipe that involves stuffing, glaze, and three different sauces, all of which need to be prepared separately but assembled at the same time. Cooking this recipe will require simultaneous use of lots of different bowls, saucepans, and platters—and you don’t have the counter space to support all of that. Before you know it, you’ve got a colander full of food resting in the sink, and several pots of food balanced precariously on your couch. That is if you have enough pots, pans, and bowls to spread all over your apartment. Generally, if you have a small kitchen, you also have small cabinets, which hold only a limited amount of cookware, gadgets, and assorted kitchen tchotchkes.

  And speaking of gadgets you don’t have, let’s talk about dishwashers because you don’t have one! So after you’ve finally finished cooking the aforementioned recipe with stuffing, glaze, and three sauces, every single dish you own is dirty and needs to be washed—by hand. The list of appliances you don’t have, by the way, is not limited to the dishwasher: you also don’t have a large food processor, or a deep fat fryer, or an electric mixer. All of those recipes that sound great and look easy, but require something to be deep fried, or blended, or otherwise whizzed into mush, are not an option.

  
    SIDE NOTE: For those lucky few who do have some spare counter or cabinet space, manufacturers have some budget friendly appliances available that can help cut down on some of the work—known as mini- or hand held appliances. (Think mini-food processors, handheld mixers, and emulsion blenders.) These won’t be able to do the same work load as their larger counterparts, but they work in a pinch if you’re cooking for two.

  

  The problems of cooking in a small kitchen are multiplied during the summer. When it is hot outside, it is even hotter inside, especially in an apartment that may not have central air conditioning, or even very good ventilation. Under those circumstances, turning on the oven pretty much amounts to turning the entire apartment into a sauna.

  Since the recipes in this book are geared toward how I live and cook, and also the budget I work with, it’s easier for me to list all of the stuff that the recipes in this book don’t have:

  • Tons of ingredients—okay, that’s not always true, but if I do use a lot of ingredients, it’s mostly spices. Usually the ingredient list is small and manageable.

  • Lots of different components to a single dish that must be separately prepared—which would take up too much space and create too many dirty dishes.

  • Processed, puréed, or foods made extremely small by using something other than a sharp knife. But you will need a seriously sharp knife. Believe me, it’s worth the extra money, and a good knife lasts forever.

  • Deep fried foods. Unlike those chefs you see on television, I do not have a deep fat fryer sunk into my countertop.

  • Grilled foods. I don’t have a barbecue. I will, however, teach you to love your broiler.

  • I don’t use any expensive meat or fish. You won’t find a dish that sounds pretty good, and then caviar, or lump crabmeat, or something incredibly expensive is added in to make the dish even more appealing.

  Just to even the score, I thought I would throw in a list of ingredients that I use all the time and some techniques that show up quite a bit in my recipes:

  • Lots of chicken, fish, and pasta. I use as much cheap protein as I can find. Mussels, for example: they are inexpensive, are easy to cook, and taste great. Salmon and cod are usually not very pricey, and are very versatile. Chicken, obviously, the canvas of any cook. Cheaper cuts of meat like flank steak. Pork is also inexpensive, low in fat, and you can do almost anything with it.

  • Chilies. I like spicy food. You can obviously tone down the spice in my dishes, but be prepared for a little heat.

  • Quick sautés, bakes, or broils. I work all day, so I don’t necessarily want to spend two hours in the kitchen getting dinner together. People in the suburbs usually grill if they want something fast and tasty. My recipes demonstrate that you can cook fast, tasty food without a grill.

  • Low pot and pan usage. I also tend not to use bowls or dishes where a plastic bag or the roll of aluminum foil can be used instead. (I can already feel the eco-guilt setting in.) First of all, I don’t have very many pots and pans. Second of all, I hate washing dishes, so I try to keep the dish dirtying to a minimum.

  • Foods that require little or no cooking. I live in a small apartment, with iffy air conditioning. When it is hot outside, I still want to eat, but the last thing I want to do is heat up the kitchen (and, by extension, the rest of the apartment). There are lots of recipes in this book that can be prepared without turning on the oven, and with a minimum amount of heat.

  • Alternative suggestions. I sometimes point out alternative ingredients in my recipes, but let me say this: my recipes are suggestions only. These are the dishes that work for me, and that I cook all the time, but you should use them as a starting point, and experiment with vegetables and flavors that you like!

  Have fun and eat well!


  Five Tips to Cooking Great Food

  Of course, there’s no guarantee that everything you cook will taste great, but there are a few things you can do—especially if you haven’t done much cooking – that can help you out.

  1. Cook what is in season. Not only will your food taste better, but you’ll also save money. When your grocer can get produce from local farmers, it costs much less than when he has to schlep it here from another country. And if it came from another country, chances are it was picked long before it’s hitting your grocery cart, so it’s not even very fresh.

  2. Use good ingredients. This is kind of a corollary to cooking what is in season, but it’s just as important. Try to use good cheeses. Believe me, freshly grated parmesan cheese is not even on the same planet as the stuff you shake out of a container. Buy some good quality olive oil for salads (but don’t bother using the good olive oil for cooking).

  3. Read the whole recipe before you start cooking. This may seem obvious, but I often find myself glancing at the ingredient list and then glazing out the rest of the recipe. If you read the entire recipe, and make sure you understand what you need to do, then there’s no danger that you’ll get halfway through the recipe and then get stuck.

  4. Taste the dish as you cook it. This is so important! If you taste the food as you cook it, you can make sure that it will taste good when it hits the table. And if you taste it and it doesn’t taste good to you, think about what might make it better. Which brings me to my next suggestion:

  5. Use salt! One of the main reasons that a new cook’s food doesn’t taste good is that there isn’t enough salt. If the flavors taste dull, or bland, salt can magically brighten up the dish. While I’m on the subject of salt, I should mention that I use kosher salt in all of my recipes. It is available at every grocery store. The big difference between kosher salt and table salt is the size of the salt crystals. Kosher salt has larger crystals, which are easier to pinch and measure with your fingers. I store kosher salt in an old jelly jar, so it is easy for me to grab a pinch of salt and throw it into what I am cooking. (If I tried to grab table salt, it would slide right through my fingers.)
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