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			“Most ‘kitchen books’ are cookbooks, but not this one. The Lazy Genius Kitchen is your guide to strategic meal planning, organization, cooking, and cleaning up. You don’t have to dread stepping into the kitchen, because Kendra Adachi shows you how to create a sustainable rhythm for managing your kitchen and feeding the people you care about. And you’ll have fun doing it.”

			—Jenna Fischer, actress, author, and producer/cohost of Office Ladies podcast

			“Have a kitchen? You need this book. Kendra teaches you how to be the boss of your kitchen in all the ways that matter most to you.”

			—Myquillyn Smith, New York Times bestselling author of Welcome Home

			“Adachi is like the smart big sister I never had, revealing the secrets of a kitchen that not only take the stress out of daily meal prep, but actually make it fun. With warm, no-nonsense advice and proven formulas that liberate you from kitchen clutter and complicated recipes, The Lazy Genius Kitchen is an essential tool for living better every day.”

			—Ingrid Fetell Lee, author of Joyful

			“Whether you are a new cook in a quandary about getting something on the table over and over again each day or a seasoned professional who lives and works in the kitchen but gets weighed down by decision fatigue, Kendra is here to put a friendly hand on your shoulder and remind you what could and should really matter about keeping the heart of your household beating strong.”

			—Bonnie Ohara, author of Bread Baking for Beginners and owner of Alchemy Bread Co.

			“This book is chock-full of smart cooking hacks, from tips to elimin-ating what you don’t need to creating autopilot solutions that make it easier and more efficient to get meals on the table. I’m officially on the Lazy Genius cooking train. Choo choo, fellow food hackers.”

			—Sherry Petersik, New York Times bestselling coauthor of Lovable Livable Home

			“Having worked in restaurant kitchens, I understand that a well-organized kitchen is essential for speed, efficiency, and ease in cooking. Knowing that and living that are two completely different beasts. But Kendra empowers me to find and create systems that work for me. This is so much more than a system or a collection of rules. It’s about embracing and loving who you are and working within that to create the space that works for you.”

			—Ashley Rodriguez, creator of Not Without Salt and author of Date Night In

			“Now that I have thought about how I can make my kitchen into a place that serves the needs and personality of my family, I feel empowered as I move through my daily kitchen chores. Kendra has shown me what matters…even a lazy cook like me.”

			—Anna Sale, host of Death, Sex & Money podcast and author of Let’s Talk About Hard Things

			“I cook and talk about food for a living, and yet, there are weeks when I struggle to feed myself and my family the way I want to. What I love about The Lazy Genius Kitchen is that Kendra succinctly identifies and mutes the subconscious tape playing in our heads, the one that tells us all our meals have to check all the boxes simultaneously: healthy, quick, inexpensive, sustainable, Instagram-worthy…the list goes on. With Kendra’s no-nonsense, witty, and practical advice, you’ll feel empowered to choose your own priorities based on looking at your life with a kind, grateful eye. The result is not only empowerment but peace and gratitude even for the messy places. That’s a skill I’ll be using not only in the kitchen, but in the rest of my life, too.”

			—Aarti Sequeira, cookbook author, chef, producer
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			Hi! I’m Kendra. So nice to see you. Thank you for reading this book, but before you go any further, we need to cover something rather important.

			You need to know what a Lazy Genius is.

			Obviously, you can’t have a Lazy Genius kitchen without being a Lazy Genius, so here’s your primer.

			A Lazy Genius is a genius about the things that matter and lazy about the things that don’t.

			“Who decides what matters?” you ask.

			You do.

			You are the only person who can live your life, but my guess is you’ve been living that life according to other people’s rules.

			Ask me how I know.

			As a self-help junkie, I spent years collecting tips and hacks, systems and manifestos, rules and routines to optimize my life. I spent countless hours and a ridiculous amount of mental energy building a big Machine of Life, trying to replicate the perfect day, succeed at the perfect goals, and be a generally perfect person.

			However, that approach had its problems—namely, that I became more robot than human. Can you turn yourself into a cyborg? The jury’s still out, but I say yes.

			Living like a robot is living like a genius, and while genius sounds good in theory, it has its problems. You’re at the mercy of everyone else’s opinions, running yourself into the ground to live a perfect life. You’re so obsessed with following a plan and doing it right that you ignore your own humanity.

			Eventually, you hit a proverbial wall and simply can’t do it anymore. My wall came in the form of motherhood, but walls aren’t exclusive to life stage. We all hit one, and if you haven’t yet, it’s coming. Sorry to spoil your fun.

			At that point—after all your genius plans dramatically fall apart—you swing to the other side of the spectrum and get lazy.

			You give up on everything. You think, If I can’t do it perfectly, why do it at all? If I can’t manage everything, why manage anything? Enter being a “hot mess.” The phrase is on all those t-shirts and coffee mugs for a reason. It feels good. However, working hard at being a mess is often just as draining as working hard to be perfect. You’re a different-looking robot, but a robot all the same.

			Listen, there’s nothing wrong with order or with dirty hair and yoga pants. What is wrong is believing they’re mutually exclusive. What is wrong is making snap judgments about a person, including yourself, about her value and vulnerability based on where she lands on the Lazy-to-Genius spectrum.

			No one, and I mean no one, is completely together or completely a mess.

			Being a Lazy Genius is not about either trying hard or giving up. Those don’t have to be your only options. Which is rad, because you want to live a life that means something, right?

			You want to invest your efforts in things that matter to you.

			You want to feel secure when you walk in a room.

			You want to be steady when things around you spin out of control.

			You want to live a life of purpose and heart, connecting with yourself and the people you love.

			You want to be yourself without bowing to everyone else’s “shoulds.”

			Being a Lazy Genius is how you make that life happen. You’re a genius about the things that matter and lazy about the things that don’t.

			And you get to decide what that is.

			I got so jazzed about this idea a few years ago that I wrote a whole book about it.

			It’s called The Lazy Genius Way: Embrace What Matters, Ditch What Doesn’t, and Get Stuff Done; it was a New York Times bestseller (which is not a crazy thing to say at all), and I truly believe it can make you more of who you already are and help you get stuff done.

			Most self-help/productivity books give you a set of rules to follow based on what worked for the author. And I get that! When you love a new recipe or find an awesome kitchen gadget, you want to tell all your friends about this great new thing! But not everything works for everybody, no matter how good it is.

			That’s why The Lazy Genius Way is based on principles, not rules or systems you need to copy. These thirteen principles can Lazy Genius (yep, we made it a verb) literally anything based on what matters to you. You can slowly build a system, think strategically, and be intentional, all without being so daggum hard on yourself.
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			Here’s a quick rundown of the principles if you’re unfamiliar or just need a refresher.

			These Lazy Genius Principles (LGP) are foundational, and I will refer to them throughout the book by their LGP number. You can always flip back here if you need a quick refresher.

			
				Lazy Genius Principles

				1. Decide Once

				Limit your decisions by making certain choices once and then never again.

				2. Start Small

				Small steps are easy, easy steps that are sustainable, and sustainable steps actually go somewhere.

				3. Ask the Magic Question

				“What can I do now to make life easier later?”

				4. Live in the Season

				Welcome each season of life kindly and let it teach you something.

				5. Build the Right Routine

				The routine itself isn’t what matters. It’s simply an on-ramp to help prepare you for what does.

				6. Set House Rules

				House rules are about connection, not protection, and they prevent life from quickly getting out of hand.

				7. Put Everything in Its Place

				You don’t have to become a minimalist; just put your stuff away.

				8. Let People In

				Invite people into your crisis, your celebrations, and all the ordinary in between.

				9. Batch It

				Do the same kind of task all at once.

				10. Essentialize

				Get rid of what doesn’t matter.

				11. Go in the Right Order

				You already have the steps; you just need a better order.

				12. Schedule Rest

				Rest and self-care focus on doing what makes you feel like you.

				13. Be Kind to Yourself

				Value who you are now and without comparison to the past or the future.

				Summarized from The Lazy Genius Way by Kendra Adachi  (Colorado Springs: WaterBrook, 2020).

			

			Congratulations! You’ve just completed the Lazy Genius crash course. If I had certificates, I’d give you one. Instead, I’ll share a quick rundown of where we’re going next.
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			The kitchen is so complex, is always in use, and feels way too big to figure out all at once. Besides, you’ve literally got dinner to make and can’t waste your time on massive projects and meandering books.

			That’s why I broke this puppy down into parts and steps that actually work. Everything you need—and nothing you don’t—all with the purpose of helping you have what you need, use what you have, and enjoy your kitchen like never before.

			Part 1:

			Your Lazy Genius Kitchen is all about Lazy Geniusing all parts of your kitchen, using these five steps:

			
				1.prioritize: name what matters

				2.essentialize: get rid of what’s in the way

				3.organize: put everything in its place

				4.personalize: feel like yourself

				5.systemize: stay in the flow

			

			Here, you’ll learn the five-step framework that will transform your kitchen. You won’t put anything into practice yet; it’s all about getting the lay of the land.

			I encourage you to read this part first and in order, because the right order matters (LGP #11). Going out of order is like listening to an album or playlist on shuffle; you’ll enjoy the music, but you’ll miss the magic.

			Part 2:

			Have What You Need focuses on…wait for it…having what you need. But the point is not having what everyone needs, what I (Kendra) need, or what your favorite food blogger needs. It’s about having what you need. I’ll help you name what matters to you in six areas of your kitchen:

			
				1.space: your actual kitchen + all the stuff inside it

				2.meals: what you eat every day

				3.plan: how + when you decide what to eat

				4.food: choosing, storing + shopping for ingredients

				5.prep: getting your kitchen ready for later

				6.table: experiencing your meals

			

			This is where you’ll get practical and start applying the five steps from Part 1 to your kitchen.

			Part 3:

			Use What You Have is a treasure trove of beautifully designed and supremely helpful resources so you feel equipped to enjoy your kitchen:

			
				1.techniques: how to cook

				2.taste: how to make food taste good

				3.tools: how to use your stuff

				4.tasks: how to keep up with it all

				5.tips: how to make hard stuff easier

			

			There’s also a conclusion to remind you of the enjoyment that awaits you at the end of this journey, but it’s short and sentimental rather than a list of steps. Life needs both, am I right?

			These pages are full of Big Sister Energy, and I vow to be both excessively kind and helpful. I promise that these pages are a safe place, no matter your circumstances, personality, or skill set. I feel supremely confident—like, Beyoncé confident—that this book will change your life. And since your kitchen is such a huge part of your life, the change will be big.

			And while you can totally skip around to what seems most helpful, following the book from start to finish will serve you best. Stick with me, and I promise on my collection of James McAvoy GIFs that this order will not fail you.

			Ready to jump in and become obsessed with how awesome your kitchen is and how amazing you are inside it?

			Let’s go.
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			If you try to count the number of meals you will likely make over the course of your lifetime, you might weep. Since weeping would decidedly kill the fun vibe we’re going for here, let’s hurry along.

			The point? No day escapes a food-related task, most days hold more tasks than you can count, and being in your kitchen feels like running on a turbo-charged hamster wheel that leaves you gasping for breath.

			Allow me to hold your metaphorical face in my metaphorical hands as I say this: of course you’re exhausted. Of course you are. Life in the kitchen doesn’t provide any breathers to figure out what you’re doing or what you need. Meals just keep coming no matter how much you need them to slow down.

			Plus, you likely have never been taught the scope of skills to make your kitchen experience a little easier, but you feel stupid asking someone now because you’re a grown person who pays utility bills, schedules dentist appointments, and buys retinol, so you’re obviously supposed to know this stuff already.

			First of all, it’s fine that you don’t know everything (spoiler: no one does), and second of all, I’m here to help.

			The five steps I’m about to teach you will change your life in the kitchen literally forever. They are foundational to finding pain points, naming helpful solutions, and creating a sustainable rhythm in your kitchen for as long as you have one.

			Remember that this part of the book is only about learning. You don’t have to figure anything out yet. Maybe think of me as a fun, hip professor who’s giving a fun, hip lecture (humor me here), and your only task is to absorb the information. No labs or practicums yet; that’s Part 2.

			Ready?

			The first thing you need to do is name what matters. Always. It’s foundational. Nothing else works until you name what matters, so that’s our first step in creating a Lazy Genius kitchen.

		

	
		
			
				[image: Step 1]
			

			prioritize

			Name what matters most
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			What’s the whole point of life in your kitchen? If you break it down to its essence, what’s the purpose? What’s the point? It’s pretty simple, really:

			You should have what you need, use what you have, and enjoy it.

			Think about it. If you have everything you need and you use it, you’ll enjoy your kitchen. It’s what’s extra, what’s missing, and what lies unused that make your kitchen feel accidental.

			Accidental or Idealistic?

			A lot of people have accidental kitchens. For example, maybe your mom unpacked the boxes when you moved into your home, and everything is still where she put it three years ago. Even how you shop, plan, and gather around the table could be accidental. Sometimes you just do stuff. There’s no real reason or purpose; it’s just what you’ve always done.

			Or maybe your kitchen and how you live in it are idealistic. You think it has to look a certain way, function within a specific system, and make you look and feel like you have your act together at every meal.

			Neither Lazy nor Genius, accidental nor idealistic will serve you in the long term. Why? Because you don’t know what matters most.

			Even if you started over and built a kitchen from scratch, I’d bet my Benedict Cumberbatch poster that you’d be back where you are now in a matter of weeks—frustrated, overwhelmed, and picking up the phone for another night of takeout pizza.

			Without knowing what matters to you, even a new sparkly kitchen becomes accidental.

			I know what you want. You want a kitchen that feels intentional but without making you try too hard for it. I have good news: that happens when you prioritize and name what matters most.

			Why What Matters Matters

			When you haven’t figured out what matters, you implicitly allow everything to matter. You buy more stuff, sign up for more services, and reorganize more cabinets to try to make life easier. You spin off in a dozen directions, trying to make everything matter.

			But it can’t. It just can’t. That’s why your kitchen is cluttered and your brain is overwhelmed.

			Unless you know what matters most about your space, your meals, how you plan them, and so forth, you’ll simply tend to the most urgent need and repeat ad nauseam.

			No one needs ad nauseam in the kitchen.

			You need to prioritize.

			When you prioritize what matters most, you see a clearer path to your best choices. You know clearly what to cook, organize, and renovate. You know what to buy, skip, and prep. You know if that chicken recipe is worth spending time on or not.

			When you prioritize, you have a lens for choosing only what you need. And I promise it works.

			How Do You Know What Matters?

			You might be thinking, This all sounds good, Kendra, but I don’t know what matters most to me.

			Don’t worry. You’re not expected to know right away. Any time you need clarity on what matters, ask yourself these three simple questions:

			
				1. What could matter?

				2. What does matter?

				3. What matters most?

			

			It’s basically a process of elimination. Not rocket science, I know, but it’s a lot easier and exceedingly cheaper than a degree from MIT. Plus, it works. Before you start answering, though (that’ll come in Part 2), let’s break down how these questions get you to what matters.

			What Could Matter

			As an example, let’s think about what could matter when you shop for food: price, quality, convenience, selection, experience, sustainability, and if a place has grocery pickup or shopping carts shaped like racecars for your toddler. Those could all be important, right?

			However, there is no grocery store on earth that can prioritize all those things. None. Whole Foods prioritizes quality and sustainability over price. Aldi prioritizes price over selection and experience. Trader Joe’s prioritizes its personal identity over carrying multiple brands. Every store has to prioritize something, or it won’t survive.

			The same is true for you. You have to prioritize. If you try to tend to everything, you’ll tend to nothing—at least not well. You have to drill down to what matters most to you, and the first step is listing all the possibilities.

			Now, will all those possibilities likely be good, desirable qualities? Most definitely. Can they all matter? You want to say yes, so allow me to rephrase. Can they all matter with equal value? That’s a big no.

			But here’s the good news: when you name what matters most, everything else falls into line without your having to give up as much as you think. When your priority is clear, it makes any sacrifices easier to swallow because you’re getting what’s most important.

			There are “what could matter” lists for all six areas of your kitchen—space, meals, plan, food, prep, and table—coming up in Part 2, so don’t worry about starting from scratch. (Kind Big Sister Energy coming through for you, pal.)

			What Does Matter

			Once you have your list of what could matter, you just start crossing stuff off. Now, for some people, that will prove a touch more difficult than for others. Choosing is just the worst. If you need some help narrowing down, here are two thoughts that could ease the process.

			First, live in the season.

			This is Lazy Genius Principle #4 (LGP #4), and it’s one that offers the best permission to do what you need right now.

			Your life in the kitchen is massively impacted by how much time, emotional margin, money, and many children you have. And those things change with each season of life.

			As you narrow down the list of what could matter to what does matter, think about what matters right now. No ideals, no futures, no “when this changes.” Right. Now.

			When you live in your season, you know life will eventually be different while still embracing where you are now.

			Second, what makes you crazy?

			Identifying pain points is where the magic happens.

			If you can name what makes you frustrated about cooking, your space, and even certain tools, you can more easily name what matters and therefore have a much better experience. No more yelling at inanimate objects! Huzzah!

			Some examples of what could make you crazy:

			
					
					a nonstick skillet that everything gets stuck to

				

					
					a countertop covered with other people’s junk

				

					
					having grocery lists in multiple places so you’re always forgetting something

				

					
					kids that throw food on the floor

				

					
					having to go to five different stores to get the best deal

				

					
					splattering soup on your new Madewell sweater because you don’t have a ladle and awkwardly use a coffee cup to serve it instead
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			When you name what makes you crazy, you have a clearer picture of your priorities.

			So, when we get to those “what could matter” lists in Part 2, you’re going to narrow them down to about three things each. If you have trouble, think about your season of life and what makes you crazy so you can gain some extra clarity.

			And remember, only you can decide what matters most to you. It’s okay if your short list looks different from everyone else’s. You’re allowed to care about what you care about.

			What Matters Most

			Now comes the hard part. You have to narrow your list of three down to one.

			Before you start yelling at me, listen up. You’re not dismissing what does matter outright. Your top three priorities will all play a role in how you experience your kitchen, but you need a main thing. Why? You want an engine that pulls the train. You want a sun that holds everything in orbit. You want a killer pair of jeans that are the foundation for all your amazing outfits.

			What matters most? Naming this in all six areas of your kitchen will make you a Lazy Genius.

			Real-life examples always help, so I’ll share what matters most in my kitchen so you can see how this all plays out.

			What Matters Most to Me

			My current season of life involves writing this book during a pandemic, over the holidays, and within a tight timeline. Super chill. I also have three tremendously picky children. One doesn’t like cheese or eggs. One doesn’t like meat except salami. One doesn’t eat sandwiches except on Thursdays. It’s a situation.

			If I were to ignore this season and keep chugging along like it’s just me and my husband and all the time in the world, I’d be in a ball in the corner right now. Thankfully, I’ve Lazy Geniused my kitchen and picked what matters most. I’m upright and not in a corner!

			Here’s what this looks like…

			What Matters to Me About Tools

			Of all the qualities that could matter about my kitchen tools, I narrowed the list down to these three: they work, they’re well made, and they can go in the dishwasher. If a tool fits all three of those qualities, I am supremely happy.

			But sometimes those priorities conflict with each other. In that case, I need to know what matters most.

			For me, it’s functionality. I don’t have a lot of time, my friend. I need my stuff to work.

			I once went to an Airbnb that had only flimsy plastic cutting boards in the kitchen. When I tried to cut on them, they’d slide, it felt like the knife was hitting the counter beneath, and I started to feel crazy. No joke…I stopped cooking, went to Walmart, and bought a big wooden cutting board. I happily used it during my stay and left it as a gift for future vacationers.

			That’s how much function matters to me. I become slightly unhinged in a stranger’s home and spend money on something I’ll use for only three days. Because that’s what matters most to me.

			Back to my own kitchen. I already said that in addition to function, I want tools that are well made and can go in the dishwasher. However, high-quality tools are often divas and need to be washed by hand.
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			Listen, I hate washing dishes. It hurts my back, it makes my hands dry, and I’m legitimately grossed out when I have to reach into the lukewarm forgotten dishwater to let it drain. I do everything I can to avoid the process.

			If I’m forced to choose between function or something being dishwasher-safe—for example, with a good knife—I choose function. I choose the knife. I choose to wash it by hand and cry a single tear and then move on with my life.

			However, if a tool’s function isn’t sacrificed much when it goes in the dishwasher, I pick the tool that can go in the dishwasher. For example, wooden spoons are a general dishwasher no-no. The wood eventually cracks, and if that wood is reclaimed and hand-carved and an heirloom, the dishwasher will not be its friend. But if it’s a cheap wooden spoon from a yard sale, I’ll put it in the dishwasher with great enthusiasm until it cracks and I get another one. No harm done. Why?

			Because I know what matters to me.

			When you prioritize what matters, decisions are so much easier to make.

			Here’s another example.

			What Matters to Me About Meals

			My top three priorities from the what could matter list (that exists on this page) are brainless, tasty, and crowd-pleasing, and that’s been my top three ever since I started having kids over a decade ago.

			During that time, I’ve slowly collected meals that fit all three priorities, and we eat them on a very frequent rotation. However, when one priority must take charge, what matters most to me is a meal that’s brainless.

			I love to cook, and I’m good at it. I love trying new flavors and learning new skills, but being a working mom means now is not my season to embrace that love. The time will come, and I’ll love it when it does. For the time being, I want to cook meals I don’t have to think about. I don’t want to constantly fact-check instructions. I skip recipes that go against my cooking intuition. If a meal involves specific timing or deep attention, it’s a pass.

			That’s why hot dogs and Tater Tots stay in our rotation right alongside chicken tikka masala. My brain doesn’t work hard for either. Are hot dogs tasty to me? Not really. Do all three of my kids devour tikka masala? The little one is still on the fence.

			But both meals are brainless. That means they get to stick around.

			What Matters to Me About Shopping

			Right now, I’m in the season of life where convenience is top, top priority. When my kids were babies and I had very little to fill my days, I used to shop at multiple stores to get the best price and the absolute best version of whatever ingredient I needed. Now, I barely have enough time for one store, let alone five or six, so I use Walmart grocery pickup almost exclusively. I order online and wait for a kind soul to load the food into my car. It’s exactly what matters right now.

			Do I sacrifice quality? Yes. Do I miss the experience at Whole Foods or Trader Joe’s? Yes. Do I miss the savings I’d get from buying a few select things at Costco? Absolutely. But none of those are as important as the convenience of a Walmart a mile from my house that I don’t even have to walk into to get what I need.

			It will not always be that way, but I will embrace that it’s that way right now. That’s one of the best things about being a Lazy Genius. You live in your season (LGP #4) while it’s here, know that life will eventually be different, and enjoy where you are as best as you can.
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			Prioritize Your Priority

			Prioritize is step one because it is the only place to start. You must start with what matters. Everything in this book—I’m talking everything—hinges on your priorities.

			But don’t let that scare you. You can name what you think matters most, live with it, and if you realize that something else matters more, you can pivot. The world is not ending if you change your mind. In fact, expect to change your mind. It happens all the time because life is not white noise. It’s dynamic and full of change. You have kids or then they move out, or you don’t have them at all. You get a new job or quit the one you have. You move homes, cities, and states. You learn a new skill, buy a new pot, or get a new Trader Joe’s down the street.

			Life changes, and every time it does, your priorities likely will, too. Please be kind to yourself (LGP #13) as they do.

			To recap, list what could matter, drill down to what does matter, and then do the hard but helpful work of naming what matters most. Your best decisions come from knowing what matters most to you. Name that one thing, and your kitchen will serve you well.

			You will get a lot of prioritization reps throughout this book, and every time you go through the process, your confidence will grow. You’re going to be an expert by the time we’re done.

			What could matter?

			What does matter?

			What matters most?

			Once you know that, it’s time for step two: essentialize. Let me teach you how to get rid of what’s in the way.
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			essentialize

			Get rid of what’s in the way

			Now that you’ve named what matters most, you know what doesn’t matter anymore. It’s time to see your space with new eyes and get rid of what’s in the way.

			I will forever be indebted to Greg McKeown for writing an entire book on this concept titled Essentialism. It was written primarily about vocation and career, but as it helped me rethink my work, I saw how getting rid of what’s in the way impacts every area of life, including life in the kitchen. Maybe especially the kitchen. Accumulation and clutter have certainly shone bright in my kitchens over the years, and I’m guessing the same is true for you. Let’s see what we can do about that.

			Thankfully, essentializing like a Lazy Genius is inherently simple. It’s only about removal. Nothing else.

			So often, we organize first, but you can’t organize until you essentialize. Otherwise, you’re finding a home for things that don’t need to be there. How many times have you bought some kind of storage solution for a thing you don’t even use? You don’t have to answer that. This is a judgment-free zone. But we all do it because we go out of order (LGP #11).

			You must get rid of what’s in the way before you put everything in its place (LGP #7).

			The Noise of Extra

			When you fill your life with things that are not essential to what matters to you, you unintentionally add noise to your life. That can be the visual noise of cookbooks you don’t open or the mental noise of unrealistic expectations. And managing noise, especially in the kitchen, is part of why you’re always tired.

			The irony is that our typical reaction to the noise is to add more to it.

			You might think, for example, that your frustration is because your pots and pans are cheap and don’t work well. While that might be true, if you buy a new set of pots without getting rid of the old ones, now you have double pots.

			And what if the truer problem isn’t the pots but, rather, that you were never taught a few basic cooking skills? New pots won’t help that, but you buy them anyway, create more noise, and stay frustrated.

			Adding to the noise is never the answer. Essentializing is.

			Name what matters, and then get rid of what’s in its way.

			How to Know If Something Is Essential

			Part 2 will walk you through multiple ways to essentialize your entire kitchen, but for now as you simply learn, start with this premise: you have to choose whether or not something is essential.

			A lot of organization books like to claim there are rules about what and what not to keep, but I don’t think that’s true.

			It’s not fair for me to make a rule about your use.

			Here’s what I mean. Let’s pretend there’s a rule that says, “If you haven’t used it in a year, you don’t need it anymore.” Sounds reasonable enough, right? But what if the item you’re considering is your grandmother’s mixing bowl that’s too heavy to pull out quickly, too big to stay out on your current countertop, and too precious to casually use with little kids around? That bowl probably matters deeply to you, and just because you’re not using it right now doesn’t mean you should get rid of it—especially if you’re pretty sure you will use it in another season of life. Maybe you do want to get rid of it, but that’s not for me and my arbitrary rule to decide.

			Only you can decide if something is worth keeping.

			And you know what’s worth keeping only if you name what matters.

			Prioritize, then essentialize.

			If you’re stuck deciding whether or not to keep something, try this Decision Map. Not everything will follow it to the letter, but a lot probably will. If anything, it’s a framework to help you narrow down why something is or isn’t easy to let go of. Use it if you need it.
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			While this works best for tangible items you can hold in your hand, it might work for mental stuff, too. Give it a go when you feel stuck on your essentializing journey.

			What to Do with the Essentialized Stuff

			This is the big question, right? Once you rip off the Band-Aid and are finally willing to say goodbye, you’re left with the decision of where your stuff will go.

			And that kind of decision often results in piles.

			Oh, the piles.

			The Lazy Genius way to deal with your piles is to limit their number and decide in advance (LGP #1) where they’re going. Here’s why.

			When you’re essentializing your physical kitchen, the temptation is to make All the Piles. One pile is for your sister, another is for a friend, a third is to sell online, a fourth is for a yard sale you might have, and yet another is to donate to the thrift store. This will come as no surprise: often when you make too many piles, they stay piles. You live in, around, and maybe under them. Congratulations, piles are your life now.

			I understand wanting to pass things on to people who would really love them. High fives to you in that endeavor. But that endeavor will be far more successful if you decide once (LGP #1) how and when you’ll share your stuff with your people.

			Before you start opening cabinets, ask that friend if she wants any kitchen items you’re getting rid of. She might not, and now you’ve eliminated an unnecessary pile.

			Be honest about that imaginary yard sale. Consider if the thrift store actually wants your lidless Tupperware. Your desire to avoid waste is honorable, but sometimes it leaves you living in Pile World. Zero stars. Would not visit again.

			If it works for you, my suggestion is to pick one exit path for everything you essentialize. Give everything the same path out—that is, batch it (LGP #9). It’s enormously easier that way.

			If you need multiple piles in order to recoup some much-needed cash or if your little sister is moving into her first college apartment and will indiscriminately take anything, think now about how you can keep those piles out of the way until they’re on their way to their next home.

			Finally, if you’re worried you’ll regret letting something go, put the essentialized stuff in a box in a closet or garage. Hold on to it but keep it out of sight. It’ll likely become out of mind, which will often illuminate if you needed it in the first place. Maybe even set a calendar reminder for one, three, or six months from now to say a final goodbye if you haven’t gone back for something.

			Mental Piles

			Piles are usually physical, but I’ve had mental piles, too.

			When I let go of off-base expectations of how I should feed my family every day, those thoughts don’t just disappear. Sometimes I’m left with a mental pile of words that have been my companion for so long that I don’t know how to get rid of them. What do you do with those?

			You do you, but it helps me to write them down.

			I write out all the phrases and expectations that have been getting in the way of what matters so that I can see them, not just hear them in my head. It’s almost as if the act of writing physically removes them, at least in part.

			The way to remove them entirely is to replace them with new words. New expectations. New priorities. New permission.

			If you’ve been telling yourself that you’re not a good mom because your kids won’t eat green vegetables, that’s mental noise that does not support what matters—that is, being kind to yourself (LGP #13). Replace that noise with a better sound. Start small (LGP #2) by simply saying “My kids are happy I’m their mom, and it’s okay if this process of getting them to eat food from the ground moves slowly.” You don’t have to read three self-help books, register for an online course from a child nutritionist, or buy tiny cookie cutters so you can make cucumber stars. Start small with the truth and see what happens.

			Get rid of those mental piles, one by one.

			The Rhythm of Essentializing

			Again, we will go through the specifics of what and how you can essentialize the six areas of your kitchen, and I can’t wait for you to experience those in your real life.

			As we wrap up this part, though, I want to remind you that this isn’t a one-time thing. Essentializing (LGP #10) is something to keep in mind whenever you feel frustrated by your space, your meals, how you plan them, what you shop for, the flow of your kitchen, and how you gather.

			Always prioritize first; name what matters. Maybe what matters has changed, and your frustration will ease simply by naming that.

			Or maybe your priority is the same, but there’s something in its way. Keep an eye out for anything that’s in the way. Practice this as often as you need to, one thing at a time. It won’t be long before the craziness you feel turns to joy.
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			organize

			Put everything in its place

			You’ve named what matters. You’ve gotten rid of what’s in the way. Next up?

			You look at what’s left and put it in its place. Now you organize.

			I’m guessing you have a lot of expectations of how this should go. Organization is, after all, a massive industry. There is literally a store just for containers. And let’s be honest…I love it, too!

			But before you empty the trunk of your car to prepare for your shopping spree in the Home Organization section of Target, let’s set some ground rules.

			The Real Definition of Organization

			Organization doesn’t have to mean everything stacks, swivels, or has a label. It can, but it doesn’t have to. It also doesn’t mean you need to purge everything and become a minimalist. Again, you can, but it’s unlikely the answer.

			Organization is simply putting what matters in its place.

			That’s it. It can be pretty or ugly, functional or haphazard, rational or completely bizarre. All that matters is that you’re serving what matters to you.

			For example, in my family’s kitchen, all our “crunchy things”—chips, pretzels, and anything else that comes in a bag—are “organized” by simply existing on the same pantry shelf. There are no stacks or bins or bags lined up in a row. They’re just…there.

			Now, is it like an arcade ball pit in there? Well, yeah, but I don’t care because when it comes to organizing my food (which you’ll do in Part 2), I prioritize accessibility, not beauty or function. I can easily pull out the bag of barbecue chips even if it’s covered up with bags of pretzels and Cheetos, and everything just settles into the empty space, kind of like pulling a ball out of a ball pit. That level of accessibility works for me, and I can let the rest go.

			You can, too. Focus on what matters to you and organize in a way that supports it. You don’t have to color-code your cookbooks or line up your cereals like little soldiers or make everything pretty enough for Instagram, if that doesn’t matter to you.

			The point? Put everything that matters in its place.

			Reframe the Limits of Your Space

			You can organize anything—thoughts, decisions, plans—but when you organize your stuff, you get an automatic failsafe.

			Your space is finite.

			You cannot pull a Molly Weasley and magically make your house bigger. The world of Harry Potter can teach us many things, but space expansion probably shouldn’t be one of them.

			Because your home—the pantry, your cabinets, that hall closet that holds the extra cereal—is finite, you do not have to choose your limits. They’re already there in the form of shelves and drywall.

			Embrace the limits of your space. Reframe how you feel about them.

			Remember, Lazy Geniuses live in the season (LGP #4), and this might not be a season for stocking up when there’s a sale, because you simply do not have the room.

			I’m not trying to be a defeatist here; it’s actually a good thing. Those limits help you clearly name what matters. If there’s not a place for everything, you have to choose what’s important enough to keep. Once you do, life feels simpler, not because you have less stuff but because you only have what matters most.

			Ready to put everything in its place? Let’s run through some tools that can help.
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			The Trifecta of Kitchen Organization

			When you are considering how to group items—where they should go and where they should go in relation to each other—the Trifecta is a delight to use.

			The Trifecta of Kitchen Organization is type, task, and zone.

			They might feel eerily similar, but the differences matter. They’re like a Russian nesting doll of organizational prowess, so let’s break them down here so you can use them once we get to Part 2.

			Organize by type based on what something is.

			Organize by task based on what something does.

			Organize by zone based on where something happens.

			For example, you might store all your handheld tools together, like wooden spoons, tongs, and spatulas. That’s organizing by type.

			You likely use many of those handheld tools when you cook on the stove, so you might organize them near pots and pans that are also used to cook on the stove. That’s organizing by task.

			Finally, you might try to organize those handheld tools, pots, and pans near the place they are used—by the stove. That’s organizing by zone.

			Make sense? Type, task, zone.

			Certain areas of your kitchen prefer one category over another, and sometimes they all work well together. In Part 2, I’ll point out which of the Trifecta you can use when organizing something new.

			A Quick Word on Making It Pretty

			The chances are good that you want a pretty kitchen.

			You want to open cabinets and be met with order. You want your counters, your recipe storage, your pantry, your table, the containers inside your fridge to be aesthetically pleasing. That’s a real desire, and I stand in solidarity with it.

			However, the tendency is to make something pretty before making it work. You think you won’t mind the effort of getting a stepstool to reach the pretty bowl on the pretty open shelving that’s just out of your reach every time you want cereal, but I’m pretty sure when you’re tired and cranky and the rest of the kitchen is a wreck, you will mind.

			Aesthetics could absolutely be your top priority, but please make sure a space is functional, too, especially before you spend the effort and cash on something that might not matter as much as you think it does.

			Keep It Simple

			Remember, you only organize what matters and then simply give it a home within the limits of your space, considering the Trifecta of type, task, and zone when it helps.

			Put your stuff in its place day after day until your priorities change or until something is no longer essential.

			Now that everything has a home in your kitchen, it’s time for you to feel at home there, too.
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			personalize

			Feel like yourself

			Time for a little straight talk.

			One of the reasons you don’t like being in the kitchen is that you’re trying to be someone else.

			You think you have to be good at cooking and planning and gathering, but you’re looking through a cripplingly specific lens. And when you hold yourself to these impossible standards of how you should be, you keep trying until you get it right or until you give up. That Lazy-to-Genius spectrum does not mess around.

			Instead of trying to fit into someone else’s mold, allow me to invite you to simply be yourself.

			The Seven P’s of Personalizing

			To help you be yourself, I made up this thing called The Seven P’s (personality, people, priorities, proficiency, process, pleasure, and peace) because if I don’t use alliteration, my English degree will burst into flames. I’ll give you an overview here, and in Part 2, we’ll use The Seven P’s to personalize specific aspects of your kitchen.

			You have preferences like every human person, but you probably get stuck on occasion trying to figure them out. If you’re a parent, it’s especially tough to even remember what your favorite color is when all you do is wipe butts and ration Goldfish crackers.

			Also (soapbox time) there is not a lot of cultural permission for women to name their preferences and then get to easily do them. A mom tries to take some time for herself, and suddenly guilt is everywhere trying to gain purchase on the walls of her SOUL. (That’s the written version of my voice going up an octave.)

			I promise this isn’t going to be some deep philosophical chapter. You are reading a kitchen book, after all. But I also want you to feel the freedom to name what makes you feel like yourself so you can experience it in your kitchen.

			Let’s check out The Seven P’s. (Are you imagining them as the Seven Dwarfs? Same.)

			Personality

			This is the most obvious one, right? You feel like yourself when you embrace your personality and act the way you most naturally want to.

			For example, you might be a naturally reserved, observant, introverted person. You’re not the one who carries a group conversation, but you’re definitely invested in it when it happens. Still, you love quiet and not having to talk. That aspect of your personality probably feels natural when you’re preparing dinner alone, but not so much when you have people over for a birthday dinner.

			The tendency is to adjust who we are to fit the situation or the people we’re around. If you’re the host, you can’t be quiet, right?

			Or can you? (You can.) You can welcome your friends, say hello, ask them how they are, but you don’t have to “turn up” the social part of your personality because “that’s what hosts do.” Your friends know you and love you for who you are; you don’t need to adjust that person to fit a perceived expectation.

			For me, I’m loud and talk fast and can be kind of intense. I mean, I’m not a parakeet. I generally know when I’m being annoying. But sometimes I get insecure being my full self when I’m around other people. If I have friends over, I might try to tone down my excitement or hold back the shriek I want to let out when they walk in the door, because that might be too much. But then guess what happens?

			I don’t feel like myself anymore.

			The same probably happens to you.

			If you’re not yourself in your own kitchen, you’re going to continue to struggle feeling at home there. Your enjoyment is cut off at the knees.

			Pay attention to your personality when you’re cooking ordinary dinners, when you’re deciding meals for next week, and when you’re setting extra places at your table for friends to join.

			In all those circumstances, be who you are in your kitchen.

			People

			Who are your people? Who lives with you in your house? Who doesn’t live with you but still feels at home?

			People play a huge role in personalizing your experience in the kitchen, not only in how you act but in how you consider what they need, too.

			It’s one thing to adjust your personality because you think who you naturally are is somehow wrong. It’s a different thing entirely to make adjustments to your plans and processes for the sake of someone you love. The first motivation is protection, while the second is connection.

			This is why I don’t redo housework that my husband, Kaz, does. Not that I need to, for the record. He’s a grown man and can load a dishwasher as well as the next guy. However (and he would agree with this), we have different ideas of what a clean kitchen looks like. His definition is, well, messier than mine.

			If he works hard to love me well by cleaning up after dinner, knowing full well how much I value a clean space, and then I go behind him and “fix it,” that’s putting my preference over my person. That’s dismissing him for the sake of the toaster’s being put back in the cabinet.

			Name what matters most, especially when it comes to your people. To personalize something doesn’t mean to have it your way; it’s about feeling like yourself and allowing your people to feel the same way.

			Priorities

			You’ve already learned this part: name what matters. When you know your priorities, you can personalize how you do anything in the kitchen with greater intention.

			If what matters most to you about cleaning the kitchen is to do it together as a family, then of course you want to do it as a family. But what if an aspect of your personality is to do things quickly? Sadly, children and efficiency are not always great partners.

			So, what do you do? How can you feel like yourself? Is it by cleaning the kitchen quickly or cleaning the kitchen together? What matters most?

			I won’t answer that for you, but most potential frustrations are immediately neutralized when you remember what matters most. You relax and have the freedom to feel like yourself.

			Proficiency

			You could struggle feeling like yourself in the kitchen because you’re trying to turn out meals like Martha Stewart, even though you’re still not sure how to make a solid grilled cheese.

			I’m not shaming you. A good grilled cheese takes practice (more butter than you think, and don’t press down on the bread), but it’s super unfair of you to beat yourself up for not being a better cook, a detailed planner, an organized shopper, or someone who can use a chef’s knife without holding her breath.

			Listen to me, dear one. Listen.

			Being proficient at cooking, planning, prepping, and all those kitchen things does not always come naturally. It must be learned, which means someone must teach you. It often takes practice…lots of practice. But it starts with being shown how.

			If no one teaches you to use tongs to toss spaghetti, you’ll keep using your two spatulas and splattering your sweater with sauce and trying not to cry about it.

			It’s okay that you don’t know stuff. It’s okay if your proficiency isn’t what you think it should be. Be kind to yourself (LGP #13), maybe even in extra doses as you learn what you don’t yet know.

			You will never feel like yourself in the kitchen if you’re not kind to yourself for simply being there.
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			Process

			Process will come into play when we start talking about how you’ll systemize your Lazy Genius kitchen (that’s the next step!), but it’s important that how you naturally move through life—how you process the process—stays on your radar.

			I’m currently typing this book on a computer as one does, and part of me is so daggum sad I can’t write it on paper. I love paper. I love how I process my ideas and plans so differently on paper than how I do it digitally. It’s just how I am. Maybe I can’t apply that preferred process to the task of book writing, but I can to making a grocery list.

			If other people rave about a meal planning app or digital shopping lists that are so easy, I remember how much I love the analog process and how it matters to me, and I decide to let someone else enjoy the app while I keep my pad of paper.

			You should feel like yourself during the process of planning, prepping, and all the rest. If your preferred process is slow and steady, be slow and steady. If you prefer to cook everything in bulk because you love the process of batching (LGP #9), cook everything in bulk!

			Respect your process. Embrace what makes you feel like yourself as you hang out in your kitchen.

			Pleasure

			What do you like? What makes you happy? What feels fun? What helps you take a deep breath and settle into yourself as you live life in your kitchen?

			I want to say this one will come easily, but I fear it’ll be one of the hardest for you to name.

			Back to my soapbox. So many women tell me they simply do not know what they like. It’s wild. And very sad. So, if that’s you, this is your permission to reclaim or even claim for the first time what you love! What brings you pleasure, and how can you incorporate it into your Lazy Genius kitchen?

			We’ll cover lots of ideas in Part 2, but your pleasure could be open windows while you cook, music while you have a meal, a favorite pen while you make your shopping list, a mountain of fresh produce from the farmers’ market after you shop, a beautiful cookbook to flip through as you plan…the possibilities are endless and personal.

			And that’s the gift, isn’t it? It’s personal. It’s okay if what brings you pleasure in the kitchen is super different from your best friend, your mom, or even Oprah.

			You get to decide what you love.
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			Peace

			If your enjoyment in the kitchen was mathematically analyzed, I think peace would claim a decent percentage.

			The kitchen can feel annoying for a lot of reasons, one of which is being super stressed by All the Things. Depending on your season of life, peace might not be there at all.

			But when it’s there? Game-changer.

			So, what brings you peace? Personalize your Lazy Genius kitchen by naming what brings you peace.

			Don’t assume the answer is quiet or solitude or having nothing to do. Personally, I feel peaceful when I’m feeding a big crowd. My soul is, like, ahhhhh, here we are, this is nice. I love it. I feel settled and calm on the inside even though my outsides are stirring and cutting and in “bust it” mode.

			As you think about what brings you peace, don’t be bound by someone else’s definition. It’s great if peace means solitude, and it’s great if peace means you’re surrounded by people.

			Again, you decide what matters to you.

			And that’s how The Seven P’s can help you personalize.

			Start Small

			Listen. I know you. You’re, like, WHAT ARE ALL THE WAYS I CAN PERSONALIZE EVERYTHING RIGHT NOW? SOMEBODY GET ME A PEN.

			Deep breath, pal.

			Your enthusiasm is beautiful, and I applaud it. Just remember to start small (LGP #2). If you start building a personalization machine, you’ll spend more time maintaining its system than feeling like yourself.

			Go slow. One thing at a time. Your kitchen isn’t going anywhere, so learn to feel like yourself one step at a time.

			Now that you’ve named what matters, gotten rid of what doesn’t, put everything else in its place, and named how you can feel like yourself in the kitchen, it’s time to put it all together into a flow.
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			systemize

			Stay in the flow

			The happiest times in my kitchen are the ones when my kitchen and I are in sync. That might sound strange, but it’s real, and it’s probably true for you, too.

			Spatial, functional flow is a real thing, and it impacts your enjoyment, your efficiency, and your mental health. It’s like those scenes in movies where the happy woman is cooking a meal and the drawer opens before she even reaches for it.

			Flow.

			Since you want to enjoy a kitchen rhythm and flow that works for you, you shouldn’t use formulas or rules that hem you in. Nope. You need principles, and lucky for you, I told you about them in the intro.

			(Psst to the people who skip intros. The list of principles is on this page.)

			Certain principles are well suited for certain situations, so throughout Part 2 I’ll share my best principal picks for whatever area of the kitchen we’re talking about.

			But before that happens, we need a little systemizing pep talk.

			Systems Alone Can’t Save You

			I consider myself a bit of a systems wizard, and I’m here to tell you that they can’t fix everything. Sometimes it feels like they can’t fix anything, and the sooner you embrace that, the more effective your systems will be.

			Systems themselves aren’t bad. In fact, some of us thrive on systems, on routines that keep us from turning into The Hulk. Or maybe you see the value in systems keeping you from turning into The Hulk so much.

			But here’s the problem. Too often, you let the system blindly lead instead of listening to your soul. You ignore rhythms in exchange for rules.

			This is dangerously close to Genius territory, and I promise you that your incessant effort to create and manage “the perfect system” will result in your falling asleep in your clothes with a half-eaten Oreo in your hand. (Actually, who are we kidding? There’s no such thing as a half-eaten Oreo.)

			If you’re clinging to systems or even to the idea of the ones we’re about to create, please remember their proper place. Sure, systems are amazing and even life-changing, but only when they support what matters to you and even more so when you show yourself kindness if they fall apart.

			Finding the best way to do something isn’t always best for your soul.

			Labeling every bin and basket in your life doesn’t give you a name and a purpose.

			Giving everything a place doesn’t define your place in the world.

			If you’re crying, I’m sorry. Dry your tears!

			Logistics are coming! Logistics are coming!

			Why You Systemize with Principles and Not Rules

			Think of your systems less like a machine and more like a boat on a river. Remember, the point is to stay in the flow.

			Sometimes you go fast, sometimes slow, sometimes you get turned around or hit rapids that are trying to murder you, sometimes you take a break to rest on the shore, and when it’s time to keep going, the water is still moving and waiting for you to ease back in.

			Because that’s what life does, right? It keeps moving whether you want it to or not.

			That is especially true of life in your kitchen.

			If you don’t pay attention to the flow, life will still keep moving, the water will get rougher, and you’ll feel like you’re holding on for dear life at every turn.

			So, instead of letting the river get all jammed up or turn into a waterfall or whatever happens to rivers, use a Lazy Genius principle or two to stay in the flow. A few simple choices will make the trip more pleasant, even when those rapids come.

			How to Choose the Best Principles for Your Situation

			As we look specifically at the six areas of your Lazy Genius kitchen (space, meals, plan, food, prep, and table), only you will know what you need. My examples might land sometimes, but often you will do a better job of Lazy Geniusing your situation than I will, simply because I don’t know your life.

			Since you do, here’s how you decide what principle works for you.

			Is your situation out of order, out of rhythm, or out of sorts? The type of challenge helps you know the type of principle to choose.

			When something is out of order, you need a quick win to get back to equilibrium.

			OUT OF ORDER

			principles are:

			Decide Once,

			Start Small,

			Ask the Magic Question,

			and

			Put Everything In Its Place.

			When something is out of rhythm, you need a solution to consistently work on a regular basis.

			OUT OF RHYTHM

			principles are:

			Build the Right Routines,

			Set House Rules,

			Batch It,

			Essentialize,

			and

			Go in the Right Order.

			When something is out of sorts, most likely you, you need a renewed perspective, something to keep you focused on what really matters.

			OUT OF SORTS

			principles are:

			Live in the Season,

			Let People In,

			Schedule Rest,

			and

			Be Kind to Yourself.

			Categorizing the thirteen Lazy Genius principles in this way helps you limit your choices and find a solution and a deep breath a little faster.

			Simply run your situation past the lens of each of the thirteen principles, and see which ideas resonate the most. Some will be eureka moments and others will be quieter. Choose whatever you like.

			A Lazy Genius Kitchen Recap

			You did it! You’ve learned the five steps you need to Lazy Genius any part of your kitchen. (And, by the way, lots of other places, too. I can tell you right now I am not writing The Lazy Genius Bathroom, so you can use the steps to figure out that one on your own.)

			Here are the five steps one final time:

			[image: Step 1]

			PRIORITIZE

			Name what matters to you. You get to decide.

			[image: Step 2]

			ESSENTIALIZE

			Get rid of what’s in the way. Anything that doesn’t support what matters is just noise, so turn down the volume.

			[image: Step 3]

			ORGANIZE

			Put everything in its place. The limits are permission to choose what matters most.

			[image: Step 4]

			PERSONALIZE

			Feel like yourself in your kitchen by focusing on your preferences without apology or guilt.

			[image: Step 5]

			SYSTEMIZE

			Keep the flow going with any combination of Lazy Genius principles you want to use.

			You got it? Ready to apply these to the six specific areas of your kitchen? I wish you could see my face right now, dear reader. My teeth could fall out, I’m smiling so big.

			Let’s keep Lazy Geniusing your kitchen!
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			Now that you have the five steps you need to Lazy Genius your kitchen, it’s time to put them into practice. Remember, the kitchen is too broad to approach all at once, so we’ll start small (LGP #2) and go in the right order (LGP #11) with these six areas:

			
					
					SPACE: We’re starting here because it’s the container for everything else.

				

					
					MEALS: What you cook depends on how your space functions and the tools you keep within it. Plus, meals are kind of important since they happen always.

				

					
					PLAN: How you decide what to cook depends on what meals you eat.

				

					
					FOOD: What you shop for depends on what you planned.

				

					
					PREP: Now that you have food for the meals you’ve planned in a space that works, you continually ready your space for the next thing.

				

					
					TABLE: And then we gather.

				

			

			You can certainly skip around, but if your kitchen could use a decent Lazy Genius overhaul, this is the order you want.

			In each of the six sections, we’ll apply the five steps, and you’ll be doused in perspective and practical tools that will ensure you have what you need for your kitchen.

			Let’s jump in.
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			space

			Your actual kitchen + all the stuff inside

			You’re in your kitchen all the time, so of course you’d like to enjoy being there.

			Maybe you’re trying to like it, but so far nothing has worked. It’s possible you’re stuck in either the Genius Way or the Lazy Way, but you haven’t yet discovered the Lazy Genius Way. Here’s what I mean…

			Stuck in the Genius Way

			It’s easy to assume the Genius Way is desirable, but as we’ve already learned, being all Genius means spending excessive energy on things that don’t matter to you. If this is your mindset, maybe you expect your kitchen to resemble a rom-com movie set or the “after” of an episode of Fixer Upper. If it’s not ideal, it doesn’t count.

			A genius thinks the countertops must be quartz, the appliances must be top-notch, and the drawers must be soft-close. The pots must nestle snuggly, the plates must be ceramic with unfinished edges, and you need every tool that Real Simple, Martha Stewart, Chrissy Teigen, and your mom say is important. Open shelving is optional but preferred, as long as you have tastefully mismatched glassware. There is little room for partial solutions or plastic.

			While all that might look nice in a magazine, it’s exhausting to accomplish in real life with real people. And that brings us to the opposite mindset, the Lazy Way, which is easier to accomplish but equally unfulfilling.

			Stuck in the Lazy Way

			Since you can’t have your dream kitchen, you exist in a nightmare, using broken tools on cluttered counters because it’s all or nothing, baby, and you’ve chosen nothing.

			You resent your kitchen for not meeting your expectations; resent your kids for always requiring food; and resent your spouse, your boss, or yourself for not providing more money to make things better.

			You’re secretly embarrassed that you use a spatula to get spaghetti sauce out of a pan because no one ever told you the right tool to use, and you’re thirty-seven and feel stupid asking someone about it now.

			You lean into hot dogs and boxed mac and cheese, not so much because of your season of life but because you just don’t care anymore or are too afraid to admit how much you do. You know there’s got to be a better way, but you’re too overwhelmed to find it.

			Rejoice, reader! I bring you the Lazy Genius Way!
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			The Lazy Genius Way

			Lazy Geniuses experience life in the kitchen with purpose and permission to chill out when necessary.

			They have what they need.

			They use what they have.

			They enjoy their space because it’s built around what matters to them.

			They’re fine if everything isn’t perfect because priorities are named and tended to.

			They actually like being in the kitchen.

			Are you ready to Lazy Genius your space? Of course you are.

			Let’s create a space that makes sense for you with our five Lazy Genius steps:

			
				1.prioritize: name what matters

				2.essentialize: get rid of what’s in the way

				3.organize: put everything in its place

				4.personalize: feel like yourself

				5.systemize: stay in the flow

			

			Whenever you want to burn up your kitchen and start over, put down the matches and try these five steps first.

			Let’s go.

			Step One Prioritize Your Space

			The Objective: Name what matters most.

			Lazy Geniuses go in the right order, so we start with what matters to you.

			Remember, we narrow our choices by thinking about what could matter, moving to what does matter, and then making the seemingly impossible but legit amazing decision of what matters most.

			Let’s do that now with your space.

			What Could Matter in Your Space?

			Things that could matter include:

			
					
					Access: You can get to everything quickly and easily.

				

					
					Storage: All your stuff has a home.

				

					
					Ease: Your tools and surfaces are low maintenance.

				

					
					Quality: You want to invest in what will last a long time.

				

					
					Versatility: You want one tool for seven tasks.

				

					
					Feel: You like the vibe of your space.

				

					
					Calm: Nothing is crammed, piled, or cluttered.

				

					
					Kid-Friendly: Your tiny humans are comfortable in the kitchen and know how to find what they need.

				

					
					Aesthetics: You want the space and your tools to be pretty and reflect your style.

				

					
					Functionality: Everything does its job well.

				

					
					Gathering: There’s room for all the people to sit and hang out, and you have plenty of glasses and serving bowls to feed them generously.

				

			

			Certainly, we could name more, but those are likely some heavy hitters. Read through the list, pay attention to how you feel as you go, and now we’ll narrow down.

			What Does Matter in Your Space?

			This might feel difficult because you’re so used to prioritizing everything, but in Part 1, we already covered two ways to eliminate some options: live in the season and pay attention to what makes you crazy.

			You’re not trying to prioritize for the rest of eternity; just think about what makes sense for your season right now.

			Once you name that, move to the crazy. Jot down a few things about your space and the tools within it that create a deep desire in you to throw something against the wall.

			If after those two filters you’re still struggling to reduce your “what does matter” list to three things, try these questions on for size.

			What do you cook?

			You need a space equipped to bring your meals together in the tastiest, most helpful way possible, so naming what kinds of meals you tend to cook will ensure you have the tools and atmosphere you need.

			What’s in your rotation? Think salads, tacos, sheet-pan meals, noodle bowls, grain bowls, soup, stuff on the grill, pizza, pasta, etc. What do you need from your space and tools to support what you cook day after day?

			Who do you feed?

			How many meals come from your house every day? How often do you have people over?

			If you have three kids who eat cereal for breakfast and cafeteria food for lunch, you can prioritize dinner rather than all three meals. If you host a big group from your church once a month for a meal and that matters, your space and tools should support feeding large crowds.

			On the flip side, if you use an entire cabinet to store tools from that one time you hosted your family for Thanksgiving but likely won’t do it again for another decade, maybe you’d be happier using your space another way.

			Have you narrowed down to three? Don’t move on until you do.
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			What Matters Most in Your Space?

			You can do this.

			Of your three priorities, choose the one that matters most. Remember that the limit is freeing, not restrictive. Knowing what matters most about your space makes you more content weirdly fast.

			For example, you’ll feel better buying that Dutch oven because it fits your priorities instead of feeling guilty for buying something at all. Or you’ll know to skip the Dutch oven because you prioritize simplicity and don’t need multiple giant pots, no matter how pretty they are.

			Prioritize

			Have What You Need

			Now that you know what matters most about your space, you can better understand what you need from your kitchen and the tools inside it.

			First, do you have everything you need? If you prioritize hands-off cooking because you work full-time, do you have a slow cooker?

			If you prioritize an easy cooking experience, is your counter clear and ready for you to jump into dinner, or do you use it to store more things than are helpful?

			Make sure you have what you need. Chances are, there might be something that matters that you don’t have yet. Think through what that might be.

			If you’re a list person, you can be super linear and ask yourself “What choices, tools, or changes would make this priority happen every day without a hitch?” Write down your answer, and then take small steps toward getting those things in the coming days.

			Or you can experience your kitchen for a week or so through your new lens of what matters most. Simply pay attention to what helps and what’s in the way, adjusting as you go. Move that bowl of fruit. Switch the mugs to another cabinet. Keep an eye out for a sale on the Instant Pot.

			As you live with what matters most, make sure you have what you need.

			One of the areas where we get overwhelmed with what we need is kitchen tools. Let’s talk about those next.

			A New Way to See Your Tools

			The internet is packed with lists of must-have kitchen tools for “every kitchen,” but here’s the thing: your must-haves won’t always match everyone else’s. Don’t get distracted by other people’s lists because they’re just that—other people’s lists.

			Your must-have tools are the ones you use. Your priorities are your priorities, and life is better when you stick with the tools that support those priorities.

			I already mentioned my hatred for washing dishes, so a high priority for me is avoiding said chore at all costs. Therefore, most of our meals need one cooking vessel, but it has to hold a meal big enough for my family of five. That means my must-have tools include a couple of really big sheet pans, a large Dutch oven, and a skillet that’s bigger than a preschooler.

			We rarely cook sides (again, dirty dishes), so I don’t need a lot of saucepans. I have two—just two!—and they hold simple syrup more often than they do green beans. Other cooks might be appalled at my lack of cookware, but it serves what matters most to me.

			Your list is your list. Own it.

			As you consider your own must-haves, you might need some help knowing what tools do what tasks. Good news! There’s an entire section in Part 3 (this page) all about tools—what they do and how to use them, all so you can have what you need and skip the rest.

			You don’t need every tool for every skill. You just need what matters to you.

			Use What You Have

			If you don’t know how to use a helpful tool, it’s just in the way. (I’m looking at you, Instant Pot.)

			When you don’t know how to use something, you have two choices: learn or let it go.

			If you do, in fact, own an Instant Pot you don’t know how to use, I have good news: “How to Use Your Instant Pot” is on this page, but the point here is that if you have what you need, it doesn’t do you any good if you don’t use it.

			You have to use a tool for it to go in your Lazy Genius kitchen, so choose what tools, both big and small, make sense for you and then commit to learning them. That way they can do their job of serving what matters most to you.

			As you look at your space and your tools, and notice things you thought you needed but don’t actually use, maybe it’s time to say goodbye because that thing is just in the way, right?

			And that, my friend, is why we essentialize. Time for step two.

			Step Two Essentialize Your Space

			The Objective: Get rid of what’s in the way.

			This is probably the most hands-on part of the book, simply because it’s all the stuff in your whole kitchen. A lot could be in the way in all those cabinets and drawers, so before you start emptying everything out and living in the Land of Piles again, let’s make a plan.

			First, let people in (LGP #8).

			This means a few things. First, if you live with other humans and plan to Lazy Genius your space in the near future, let people know and let them help. Ask for help with the essentializing itself. Ask your family to figure out dinner tonight. Ask a neighbor if your kids can play at her house for an hour.

			Second, let people in by asking that sister or best friend if she wants any of the stuff you don’t need anymore. Remember that? You need to make a plan now (decide once, LGP #1) where most of your stuff will go so you can avoid the piles.

			Second, start small (LGP #2).

			You don’t have to deal with your entire kitchen today. In fact, very much do not do that unless you have no humans or responsibilities that need tending and you slept really well last night. A kitchen clean-out all at once sounds fun in theory, but it’s exhausting and rarely sees the end of the road before today’s sun goes down.

			Start small so you’ll actually do something, and that small something will likely have a bigger impact than you think.

			My favorite way to start small when I’m essentializing a space is with The First Pass.

			The First Pass

			The First Pass is like an essentializing blitz. Take five minutes and only remove the obvious things that are in the way. Now that you’ve prioritized, you’ll know it when you see it. If you’re unsure, leave it.

			Possibilities could include mail on the counter, a coffee pot you’ve been meaning to get rid of, a pretty jar that holds tools you don’t use, sippy cups your kids have outgrown, a pot with a broken handle…again, you’ll know it when you see it.

			Usually the culprit of an overwhelming kitchen is just extra stuff you don’t need, not bad organization. Get rid of what’s in the way and see what happens. Removing a few items will have a bigger impact than you think.

			The Second Pass

			When you have a little more time, do The Second Pass. This is where you get curious.

			Do you have an entire shelf dedicated to wineglasses because you got them for a wedding present, but they are literally dusty on the shelf because you’ve never had sixteen people over for wine in your life? Maybe you’ve kept them because ideally you’d love to have a giant dinner party where everyone has their own wineglass, like a grown-up.

			Look deep into my eyes and repeat after me: A Lazy Genius kitchen is not an ideal kitchen. It’s a kitchen to serve and brighten your life right now. Right now might not be the season of life for sixteen glasses of wine, and that is okay.

			Be curious about why your space holds what it holds and exists the way it exists, all through the lens of what matters most to you.

			If you need help deciding what to keep and what to let go of, check out that Decision Map (this page).

			Remember, don’t organize yet. Just assess and remove. Feel free to do it slowly and one small space at a time.

			You’re doing great.
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			Step Three Organize Your Space

			The Objective: Put everything in its place.

			Your kitchen holds multiple items for multiple tasks happening multiple times a day. It has to provide for your early morning coffee, a 10:00 a.m. toddler snack, and your book club or teenager’s soccer team coming for dinner. It’s as if your kitchen is a quick-change artist charged with keeping your family alive. That’s quite a job description.

			The best way your space can serve you is if you have what you need and use what you have, both of which are highly impacted by knowing where things are. So, now that your space has been essentialized based on what matters most to you, it’s time to organize what’s left.

			Remember, organization doesn’t have to be “labeled order” unless that matters to you. It’s just putting everything in its place (LGP #7).

			How to Know If You Need to Organize Your Space

			If you can find what you need when you need it, essentializing might have been enough! No organization needed. Just because we’re talking about it, that doesn’t mean you have to do it.

			Look around your kitchen. Is your space functioning well for you? Can you find what you need? Are your priorities in line with how your kitchen is already organized? Great!

			However, if you think a little organization is merited, let’s talk about how to do it.

			Organize by Zone

			In Part 1, we talked about the Trifecta, organizing by type, task, or zone. Listen, when it comes to organizing your kitchen space as a whole, zones reign supreme.

			Because you do such a variety of tasks in your kitchen and need all kinds of tools to do them, organizing your space by zones—that is, where something happens—will serve you well.

			These are some examples of zones:

			
					
					The Dinnerware Zone: Plates, bowls, silverware, and napkins are together near where you eat or near the dishwasher.

				

					
					The Drink Zone: Cups, mugs, tumblers are all close to your coffeemaker or bar cart.

				

					
					The Cooking Zone: Pots, pans, and utensils are close to the stove.

				

					
					The Prep Zone: Storage containers, foil, and plastic wrap are close to the fridge.

				

			

			You see that? Different items are grouped together based on where they happen. That’s organizing by zone.

			Chances are excellent you already implement zones. You just might not do it with intention, so let’s add some.

			Assess Your Current Zones

			Take two minutes to see if your current storage zones make sense. You might not realize things aren’t working because you haven’t asked.

			Look around and notice if your general organization serves what matters most to you. You’ve done most of the work already in getting rid of what doesn’t belong anymore, and now you can put what’s left in its best space.

			Would anything benefit from a move? Are your bowls in one cabinet and your plates in another? Are you frustrated by how often your daughter asks for a drink because she can’t reach the cups and maybe if you move them to a drawer or lower cabinet she could do it herself? Are your coffee mugs unusually far from the coffeemaker?

			Just look around.

			Pro tip: If you need a visual of where things could go, grab a sticky note pad, write down your zones, and move the stickies around instead of the stuff. It’s much easier to try things out in your imagination.

			When Starting from Scratch

			Maybe you got overzealous, did not use your imagination, and pulled everything out already. Maybe you’re moving into a new kitchen and want to think through your zones from the beginning. Or maybe you just find great comfort in clearing the decks.

			Regardless, if you’re starting from scratch, organization requires just two steps.

			
				1. Big rocks first.

				2. Fan out.

			

			Big Rocks + Fan Out

			Big rocks are things that have only one option, and that’s why they go first. Remember, Lazy Geniuses go in the right order (LGP #11), so starting with items that have zero flexibility makes sense.

			Think about items that have limited storage possibilities, like pots and pans. There are only so many places those can go. I have a giant stockpot I use maybe once a year, and it’s so tall, there is literally only one cabinet in my kitchen where it will fit. Better for me to use that cabinet for that pot rather than for other stuff that could go somewhere else.

			Big rocks don’t have to be about size either; they could be about priority.

			If beverages give you life and are a top priority in how you experience your kitchen, they deserve a dedicated zone, even at the expense of something else. It’s better to save prime space for a prime purpose.

			Start with what can go in just one place or is important enough to get first dibs.

			Next, fan out. Pick the next most important thing and give it its best home. Keep going until there’s nothing left. That’s it.

			By the way, don’t forget that traditional storage containers aren’t your only option. Just because a big jar says “utensils,” that doesn’t mean it’s what you have to use to store utensils. I store my cooking utensils in a vintage planter. It’s bigger, prettier, and most important, it gives me better access—a top priority for my tools.

			Bowls can go into drawers. Glasses can go into lower cabinets. Dishtowels can live in a wire basket on your counter instead of in a drawer.

			You decide what matters. Put things where they make sense for your space, not anyone else’s space. Who cares if it’s weird as long as it works.

			Remember the point. Just put everything in its place.

			Now that your stuff has a home, it’s time for you to feel at home, too.
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			Step Four Personalize Your Space

			The Objective: Feel like yourself.

			Isn’t that really what this all comes down to? You just want to be a person in your kitchen and like it most of the time.

			Time to remember The Seven P’s: personality, people, priorities, proficiency, process, pleasure, and peace.

			Run through the list and consider how you can feel like yourself in your space and with your tools based on any of these seven things.

			For example, if you notice how music gives you pleasure or brings you peace while you get a meal together, play music. Maybe even be a genius about it, since it matters. Save up for a great Bluetooth speaker to keep in the kitchen, spring for a paid Spotify account where you can have more control over the song order, or move the old record player from the den into the kitchen where it’ll be enjoyed even more.

			If your personality needs visual peace in the form of minimal clutter, organize your kitchen so that as little as possible is on the counters. If you have open shelves that drive you crazy because of how messy the stacks look, store large items like beautiful pots or cookbooks on those shelves instead and move the mess behind closed doors.

			If your process is to cook a lot at once, organize your space in such a way that a large stretch of counter space is always clear so you can set up camp without having to move a lot out of the way.

			If bright colors bring you pleasure, store those colorful silicone spatulas in a striking urn, replace your white dishtowels with patterned ones, and prioritize a spot on the counter for your regular bundle of daisies from Trader Joe’s.

			Personalize your space. Personalize your tools. Make your kitchen your own, no one else’s, because when you Lazy Genius your kitchen, your entire home feels better.

			Now that everything is in its place and you feel like yourself, let’s figure out how to live in your kitchen and maintain its Lazy Genius status day after day.

			Step Five Systemize Your Space

			The Objective: Stay in the flow.

			Systemizing your space is simply making sure things go where they’re supposed to.

			You already have what you need, you’re going to become more proficient in using the tools you have, and you’re going to make organizational and stylistic choices that make you feel like yourself.

			The point for your space is just to keep it that way, and we’ll use Lazy Genius principles to do it.

			Remember, you can use whatever principles you like, but I’ve handpicked a few that I think rise to this particular occasion quite well.

			Principal Picks for Your Space

			Put Everything in Its Place (LGP #7)

			We already covered this in great detail…I mean, it’s a whole step! But it is easily the most important principle for your space, so I’m saying it again.

			Your system will find a pleasant rhythm when things are where you expect them to be when you expect them to be there. That means everything is in its place and everything is consistently put back in its place. If you get lazy and don’t put things in their place, your system will deteriorate before it’s even had a chance.

			Please give your system a chance!

			Which leads us to…

			Build the Right Routines (LGP #5)

			As a Lazy Genius, you don’t create a routine by doing four tasks in a certain order. You create a routine by naming where you want to go. The routine is like an on-ramp to somewhere specific, not what you do step by step.

			As you think about systemizing your space, name what you love about being in your kitchen and build your routine from there.

			Is your cooking enjoyment higher when you start with a tidy space? Build a routine to have a clean kitchen before you start dinner.

			Do you love cooking when you listen to a podcast, as opposed to those weird YouTube videos your kids watch? Build a routine to put in your earbuds and listen to a favorite show when you first enter the kitchen. (I hear The Lazy Genius podcast is, like, really great.)

			Do you groan when you walk into the kitchen every morning and there are still remnants of dirty dinner dishes and evening snacks not put away? Build a routine to have the family clear the counters before everyone goes to bed.

			Systemizing your space will benefit greatly from one or two Lazy Genius routines.

			House Rules (LGP #6)

			House Rules are what they sound like—rules that everyone in the house knows and mostly follows. I love House Rules because they’re the gatekeepers that prevent things from becoming chaotic.

			Create a House Rule that supports what matters to you.

			Do cluttered countertops get in the way of your space functioning at its best? Make a House Rule that no mail/bookbags/laundry is allowed on the counter.

			Does it matter that your tools last? Make a House Rule that your good knives can never, ever, ever go in the dishwasher.

			Does it matter that you can listen to a podcast (especially mine, wink wink) while you cook? Make a House Rule that no one is allowed to take your kitchen pair of earbuds. They are sacred. Leave them be.

			Be Kind to Yourself (LGP #13)

			There will be tools that get the best of you. There will be knives that slip, Instant Pots that don’t lock, and garlic presses that don’t press.

			You’re still doing great. No one comes out of the womb knowing how to use the entirety of a Williams-Sonoma catalog, so chill out on the criticism of your own skills. We’re all constantly learning, and you are no exception.

			When to Apply a Principle

			Remember, the primary objective for systemizing your space is to enjoy a rhythm that works, not to place more rules on your life.

			Pay attention to when that rhythm hits a speed bump. When does it lose its flow? That’s a place to apply a principle and see if the flow returns. Don’t overthink it. Just consider a principle when frustration hits.

			Go slow, start small, and be patient.

			Big systems don’t hold up anyway, so steer clear.

			Remember the Path for Your Space

			First, prioritize. Name what matters most. When you know this, clarity will quickly follow.

			Second, essentialize. Be on the lookout for items in your kitchen or ways you use your space that no longer serve you, and let them go.

			Third, organize. Please, oh please, do not do this unless you know all your stuff actually matters.

			Fourth, personalize. Make sure you feel like yourself in your kitchen, whether it’s based on your personality, your process, or what brings you peace.

			Finally, systemize. Once everything is in its place, enjoy the rhythm of your kitchen. Tend to it. Pay attention to how things are working. Put your stuff away. Use Lazy Genius principles to find a flow whereby your kitchen serves you and not the other way around.

			Congratulations, you just Lazy Geniused your space.

			Now it’s time to do the same with the meals you cook.
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			meals

			What you eat every day

			Meals are a series of unending questions with crapshoot answers.

			Is it time to eat?

			What should I have?

			What will he want?

			Can I make this before she gets cranky?

			Do we have that ingredient?

			Is this worth another dirty pan?

			Will she eat that?

			Will this taste good?

			Can I make this without ruining it?

			Where did I put that recipe again?

			Does cereal count as dinner?

			Will my kids ever know how to cook for themselves?

			HOW ARE THEY STILL HUNGRY?

			The next meal is always around the corner, the cycle never stops, and your frustration absolutely checks out. I know you want to fix it, and these might be two ways you’ve tried. I’m guessing if they worked, you wouldn’t be reading this book.

			Stuck in the Genius Way

			You aim for every single meal to be healthy, seasonal, fast, inexpensive, kid-friendly, comforting, and delicious. Every single one.

			(This is generally impossible, by the way.)

			You over-plan, over-buy, and get in over your head. Your shelf is stacked with cookbooks containing potentially magical recipes, but either you haven’t found the magic yet or you don’t have what it takes to make it work.

			You aim too high and beat yourself up for not getting it right.

			Stuck in the Lazy Way

			You resent that not every meal can be healthy, seasonal, fast, inexpensive, kid-friendly, comforting, and delicious, so you give up.

			You can’t cook everything so you might as well cook nothing. You depend on bags and boxes of brown foods to get you through, and you roll your eyes at people who make kale for dinner, assuming they think they’re better than you. (They’re not; you’re both great.) You know there’s a better way, but you’d rather watch TV than figure it out.

			I figured it out for you.

			It’s the Lazy Genius Way.

			
				The Lazy Genius Way

				As a Lazy Genius, you…

				Know what meals fit your season of life.

				Have deep appreciation for both hot dogs and homemade soup.

				Know how to make simple food taste good.

				Might be afraid of messing up a recipe, but that doesn’t stop you from trying.

				Enjoy making meals in your kitchen and are kind to yourself when you don’t.

				Doesn’t that sound nice? I promise it’s possible. It’s time to take your meals through our five-step Lazy Genius process so that you can finally enjoy cooking them.

				1. Prioritize: Name what matters most.

				2. Essentialize: Get rid of what’s in the way.

				3. Organize: Put everything in its place.

				4. Personalize: Feel like yourself.

				5. Systemize: Stay in the flow.

				Even if you feel on top of your meal game now, these five steps will always be here for you when you need a reset.

				Here we go!

			

			Step One Prioritize Your Meals

			The Objective: Name what matters most

			When it comes to the food you eat every day, so many things could matter. It might be the most overwhelming thing to prioritize. That doesn’t mean you should stop reading (you can do this!), but I get the overwhelm of trying to make every meal for every purpose.

			The sooner you release the expectation of making everything matter, the sooner you’ll enjoy what actually does.

			What Could Matter About Your Meals?

			Here’s your list to get you thinking:

			
					
					Easy: Doesn’t require a lot of skill

				

					
					Simple: Has limited steps and few ingredients

				

					
					Brainless: Can be made on autopilot, even if the recipe isn’t easy or simple

				

					
					Seasonal: Uses fresh ingredients, ideally from a local farm or your own garden

				

					
					Tasty: The food itself has amazing flavor and makes you excited to take the next bite

				

					
					Crowd-Pleasing: Everyone eats it with minimal complaint

				

					
					Healthy/Balanced: Meets your personal requirements for nutrition

				

					
					Versatile: Can easily accommodate ingredient substitutions

				

					
					Different: Is not like the same meal over and over again

				

					
					Inexpensive: Doesn’t kill the food budget

				

					
					Fast: Takes little time to get on the table

				

					
					Comforting: Nourishes your soul

				

					
					On-the-Go: Can be grabbable and portable

				

					
					Ready When You Are: Can be made in advance and reheated easily

				

			

			For real. It’s a lot. And all of them sound great, right? But as we’ve discussed, you can’t prioritize them all, plus some are even in conflict a bit. You can’t be in a battle over what matters, so it’s vital that you choose. No mercy.

			What Does Matter About Your Meals?

			Your keys to narrowing this down are to live in the season (LGP #4) and pay attention to what makes you crazy, but I’m guessing your season is a major factor in naming what matters most.

			Consider how your meals need to serve your life during the immediate future. I usually think about my family’s priorities only for the next one to three months, simply because so much can change how our meals come to the table.

			You might not always eat the way you wish you could, but embracing your season makes it easier to enjoy.

			What Matters Most About Your Meals?

			I know the process of naming one thing feels limiting, but limits always help you know where to go. When you know what you’re looking for, it’s easier to find it. This is especially true of meals.

			If what matters most is convenience, you’re probably not going to soak your own beans.

			If what matters most is not having to think, you’re probably not going to try a lot of new recipes.

			If what matters most is trying exotic flavors, you’re probably not going to find them in your Julia Child cookbook. (I mean, I love her. She just doesn’t use a lot of cardamom.)

			If a recipe or meal doesn’t serve what matters most, leave it for another time and Google something else. It’s that simple.

			Three Squares a Day

			Consider how what matters most to you impacts breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Often we focus on just dinner, but different meals have different vibes. It’s good to flesh out your top priority across your entire day.

			At our house, all our meals are brainless, even breakfast and lunch.

			I make waffles, pancakes, pumpkin bread, and bacon in giant batches every few weeks and freeze them. Every morning, my kids can heat any of that in the microwave or grab something they can make themselves, like cereal or oatmeal. This mama is hands-off in the mornings.

			For lunch, our kids get what we call a Field Trip Lunch. A sandwich, two fresh foods (different fruits, carrot sticks, etc.), something crunchy, and something sweet. Every single day, even on the weekends, Kaz and I eat leftovers, and if there aren’t any, we each have a go-to brainless lunch we repeat day after day.

			That approach isn’t right for everybody, but it is for us.

			Tell the Truth

			If you want to Lazy Genius meals, you have to name what you actually cook. The ideal world, whatever that looks like for you, is why your kitchen overwhelms you.

			For example, our family doesn’t eat salad. My kids think anything green is a form of torture, and I don’t have the energy to convince them otherwise as I watch the lettuce decompose in the fridge. Therefore, I do not make salad, have salad-related tools, or plan salad as part of our dinners—ever.

			Now, would I like to be the mom whose kids slurp up salad like it’s a baggie of Goldfish? Obviously. Would I like to be the kind of person who personally eats a lot of salad? Mostly. Salad feels like a Girl Scout Badge of Adulthood. However, I’ve released the pressure to fit an ideal that doesn’t work for me and choose to be lazy about salad in this current season.

			Tell the truth. And that’s true, not just for the meals you choose but also for the skills you need to cook them.

			Learn How to Get Your Meals on the Table

			Do you know how to use a chef’s knife and run through all your meal prep, or are you spending extra money on pre-cut vegetables? Pre-cut is fine unless the priority is budget over convenience.

			Do you know how to roast or blanch or sauté so that your produce can expand its flavor, or are you mostly eating your vegetables crudité style and kind of hating it? Raw is fine unless the priority is flavor over ease.

			You need both meals and skills that support what matters most. There are so many YouTube videos and kind friends you can ask to show you how to use an Instant Pot or hold a knife or grill a piece of chicken. Also, we haven’t even gotten to Part 3 yet, where you’ll learn all kinds of things.

			Just pay attention to when a skill could help you. Also? Let go of ones that won’t.
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			Here’s a personal example. I don’t know how to poach a ding-dang thing. Not an egg, not a piece of fish, and not anything else that I can’t list, because I don’t even know what gets poached. I do know that poaching requires some attention, and we’ve covered that. Kendra does not do attention. Kendra does brainless. By definition, poaching is out for me.

			Choose the meals and skills you need and get good at them. Don’t waste your time trying to know everything when everything doesn’t matter.

			Step Two Essentialize Your Meals

			The Objective: Get rid of what’s in the way.

			Because meal options are basically infinite, you’ve got to clear the decks. Only keep what serves you right now.

			Here are a couple of prime categories to essentialize. If any others come to mind that serve you, go for it. All you’re doing is getting rid of what’s in the way.

			Recipes

			Not every recipe is for right now, but cookbooks and food blogs understandably make that hard to remember.

			We just love them! They’re so pretty and full of food we want to eat!

			Remember, food photos are styled to be appealing. If a meal doesn’t look good in a photo, you won’t want to eat it, and the business is built on your wanting to eat it. That’s not a knock on food bloggers; one of my dearest friends is one. It’s just how the business works and should! Just remember, you can walk away from a recipe that isn’t right for you, even though it’s designed to make you want it. You’re in charge.

			Regarding the actual recipes, remember what matters most about your particular season and weigh your choices of cookbooks and food blogs against it.

			Are you focused on inexpensive meals? Don’t pick up a cookbook or subscribe to a blog full of expensive specialty ingredients. Are you focused on quick meals? Leave behind resources that love complex recipes with multiple elements.

			On the internet, look for bloggers who prioritize what you prioritize. Sometimes it’s nice to have one or two websites you can depend on and leave the rest alone.

			If you still want to use the Whole Internet, you do you, but under no circumstances should you ever Google “chicken recipes.” Friend, that’s a sad, endless road going nowhere good. Be specific, based on what matters to you.

			Finally, if there are recipes and meals that you love but don’t make anymore, ask yourself why. It could be they’re not for this season, and they’ll come back around again. Or it could be because you don’t have what you need or you’ve lost sight of what matters.

			Look at your recipes, whether old family favorites or new adventures, through the lens of what matters most right now.

			Expectations and Comparisons

			There are so many expectations and comparisons that are in the way. So many.

			Where are you holding yourself to ridiculous expectations regarding what you cook? Or that you even cook at all?

			The only expectations you should graciously try to meet are the ones you set based on what matters most to you. Nothing else deserves airtime.

			This is why Instagram is so hard. We see curated, styled photos of people having meals that look zero percent like what’s on our table, and then we feel exceedingly downtrodden.

			Comparison rarely leads us anywhere good, especially when we’re comparing our situation to someone who has different priorities.

			We all get to decide what matters most. You can choose differently than I do and not feel bad about it. Cook what you need to cook. Eat what you need to eat. Delegate what you need to delegate.

			As long as your choices support what matters to you, and as long as you offer grace to yourself and to others for choosing differently, you’ll enjoy your kitchen.

			Now that you have only what you need, let’s organize it.
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			Step Three Organize Your Meals

			The Objective: Put everything in its place.

			This is going to be fun.

			Here’s where we’ve gotten recipes wrong. We think of them as individuals, that they’re all unique and beautiful and have nothing to do with each other. Make this thing, and you’re done. Make this other thing, and you’re done.

			The way we approach recipes is as if they’re government spies unwilling to share any information. We don’t let our recipes talk to each other and share how they’re alike. We haven’t yet noticed that recipes are the same general instructions in the same general order, just using different ingredients.

			We’re going to organize your meals into categories of how they’re made, not what they are. It’s organizing by type, and I can’t wait to teach you the types.

			Real Quick, Though…

			Let me say this before we get started: “meat and three” is killing you. The expectation that every meal needs to have a main course of meat and three sides is unsustainable. I’m just shooting you straight.

			I’ve heard from hundreds upon hundreds of you over the last few years about how your partner grew up with a mom who cooked “meat and three” every meal, so that’s what he or she expects from you.

			It’s time for a come-to-Jesus conversation.

			Now listen, if you and your partner decide together to prioritize “meat and three” as what matters most in your meals, go for it. But you also have to talk about what you’re willing to trade for it.

			You will trade time; other tasks will have to get dropped or delegated. You will trade money; sustaining variety across consistent “meat and three” meals will definitely cost something. You will trade responsibility (and in this case, I mean literally trade)—one person cooks, the other cleans up.

			However, if that way of eating doesn’t matter most, let go of the expectation that every meal must have multiple components. It does not. It’s time for me to hold your beautiful face again and tell you in my best big-sister voice that you do not have to cook dinner like you’re Martha Stewart. [whispers] You do not have to cook dinner like you’re Martha Stewart.

			Okay, now let’s start talking about organizing your meals for real.

			You Know More Than You Think You Do

			When you walk into your kitchen needing to make dinner, you want to know what you’re doing. You want confidence. You want to know what’s going to end up on the plate after an hour.

			But what if you only know how to make, like, ten things, and you’re so tired of those ten things?

			Guess what?

			You know how to cook way more than you think you do.

			Can you cook a taco filling? If so, you can cook a million more things.

			Can you cook a meat sauce? If so, you can cook a million more things.

			Can you make soup? Any soup in the universe of soups? If so, you can cook a million more things.

			So many recipes are carbon copies of each other.

			You just need to know what you’re looking for.

			Welcome to the Liquid Index.

			
				The Liquid Index

			

			Can we just take a moment? My discovery of the Liquid Index felt like finding the Holy Grail. It is a treasure, and now I finally get to tell you about it.

			The Liquid Index is a customizable recipe blueprint by which you follow the same steps each time but have wildly different results, based on (a) the ingredients you choose and (b) how much liquid you use.

			Mostly it’s the liquid, hence the name the Liquid Index.

			If you understand the Liquid Index, you will never run out of recipes. Like, ever. See The Liquid Index Ingredient Guide on this page for ideas.

			Here’s how it works.

			
					
					Start with aromatics and bite-sized protein sautéed in fat and seasoned with salt and any other herbs or spices. Aromatics are things like onions, ginger, and celery, and proteins are meat, fish, beans, tofu, and more. Don’t worry; there’s a full ingredient list on this page.

				

					
					Add bulk with ingredients like beans, potatoes, and all sorts of other vegetables. Once again, there’s a full ingredient list of “bulk” foods on this page.

				

					
					Add liquid.

				

			

			Let’s stop here, since this is where the Liquid Index embraces possibility.

			The question you have to ask is: Will you add a lot of liquid, some liquid, or no liquid?

			A lot = “soup”

			Some = “stew”

			None = “sauté”

			Those are the three types of meals that come out of the Liquid Index, all based simply on how much liquid you add.

			Let’s go back to that taco filling again. Taco filling—ground beef sautéed with onions and bell peppers—is a “sauté” on the Liquid Index. You can put it in your taco or in your burrito and be good.

			But what if you add some liquid? One or two cans of crushed tomatoes turns that taco filling (a sauté) into a Mexican-inspired meat sauce (a stew).

			Or what if you add a lot of liquid? A box of chicken stock along with those crushed tomatoes and a can of green chilis turns that Mexican meat sauce into taco soup.

			Hang with me. There’s more.

			You can choose your own adventure even more because all three types—sauté, stew, and soup—will be eaten on something, in something, or alone.

			On flatbread. In a hollowed-out zucchini. On rice. In a bread bowl.

			Organizing your meals this way is a lifelong transformative thing. Suddenly you don’t have to skip recipes that sound too complicated (“that’s a stew on polenta!”), and you have a framework for the recipes you already do well.

			You’ve been sitting on a recipe goldmine and didn’t even know it.

			So again,

			
					
					Start with sautéed aromatics and bite-sized protein.

				

					
					Add bulk.

				

					
					Add liquid: none for a sauté, some for a stew, or a lot for a soup.

				

					
					Put that in something, on something, or serve it alone.

				

			

			I want to show you some detailed Liquid Index action, but before I do, I need to tell you about two more things: toppings and flavor.

			Toppings are, well, toppings.

			You can top sautés, stews, and soups with all kinds of things—herbs, cheese, nuts, sauce, etc. Toppings can add texture, color, or flavor.

			Let’s talk about flavor.

			You can add flavor anywhere in the Liquid Index process:

			
					
					Add spices when you’re cooking the aromatics and protein.

				

					
					Add flavorful ingredients like roasted vegetables or chorizo to add bulk.

				

					
					Add flavor with liquids in the form of curry paste, chipotle peppers, sun-dried tomatoes, wine, or rich stock.

				

					
					Add flavor in the topping.

				

					
					Or all of the above.

				

			

			You need flavor, and you can add it at any time.

			Okay, let’s take a handful of ingredients and watch the Liquid Index open up this recipe wonderland.
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			Look at those recipe names. They sound kind of familiar, don’t they?

			That’s because so many recipes are built the same way, and chances are you already know how to cook the three types of recipes…which means you can cook so much more than you think.

			How to Organize Your Meals by the Liquid Index

			When you’re flipping through a cookbook or scrolling through a food blog, don’t dismiss a recipe simply because of the title. Instead, first try to name if it’s a sauté, stew, or soup.

			It’s likely you skipped the recipe because an ingredient in the title isn’t beloved in your house. But since you know the Liquid Index, you can name what kind of recipe it is (soup, stew, or sauté). You can see what it’s served on, in, or if it’s on its own. You can see when the writer added flavor and if they added a topping.

			Because you know the Liquid Index, you can make ingredient substitutions and not freak out. You can punch up the flavor if it sounds too bland. You can skip the topping if it seems too complicated and add flavor during a different step.

			Once you see it, you will see it everywhere, and it will change your life.

			Your recipes aren’t government spies anymore! No more individualistic recipes.

			Don’t forget. There’s a fantastic guide to the Liquid Index with the ingredient lists and all the details on this page.

			Always Organize Your Own Way

			Obviously, I’m a huge fan of the Liquid Index and not a fan of “meat and three” meals, which calls for making four recipes at once, so organizing my meals this way is my go-to.

			But it doesn’t have to be yours.

			You can still organize your recipes based on ingredient, cooking method, or how much time something takes.

			But a common problem with organizing your recipes into, say, a “chicken” category is that the only common thread is the chicken. One meal might take twenty minutes while another takes four hours. One meal could have a ton of prep and another none at all.

			Once you prioritize what matters most and clear out everything that’s in the way, you can put your meals and recipes into their places however you need to.

			You might have come into this section thinking I’d share how to organize your actual recipes, like on Evernote or Paprika or index cards. While that is a helpful conversation, I think we get distracted by where we store the recipes and forget about how they’re made. Once you change your thinking about how recipes are put together, you’ll probably feel the need to change how you store them, anyway.

			But no matter what I find helpful, do what matters most to you. Always.

			Now let’s personalize your meals.

			Step Four Personalize Your Meals

			The Objective: Feel like yourself.

			It’s easy to feel like a fraud when you cook your meals, and if you feel like a fraud, you for sure do not feel like yourself.

			When you think about The Seven P’s, I think the most important to start with are people, proficiency, and pleasure.

			If you cook for other people, their pleasure is probably tied to yours. If my kids complain about a meal I find delicious, it’s hard to not be annoyed or even deeply hurt. How can I avoid that hurt? We can have a House Rule (LGP #6) to use kind words about a meal because it’s loving to let others enjoy what they enjoy.

			If you’re not proficient at knowing when food is cooked through, you will super dupe not experience much pleasure while cooking, because you’re so stressed out your chicken is going to kill somebody. Go buy an instant-read thermometer, chill out, and feel like yourself again.

			If you want to feel like yourself when you cook and eat, consider your people, your proficiency, your pleasure, and any of the other Seven P’s you want. Start small (LGP #2) with any changes that will make you feel more like yourself.

			You don’t have to cook like a celebrity chef…unless that matters to you.

			You don’t have to garnish food…unless that matters to you.

			You don’t have to make sides…unless that matters to you.

			You don’t have to know how to cook everything. (I’m just going to stop that one right there.)

			Do whatever helps you feel more like yourself in the kitchen. It’s yours, and you belong there.

			Step Five Systemize Your Meals

			The Objective: Stay in the flow.

			Let’s talk about cooking rhythm.

			When you walk into the kitchen to make breakfast, lunch, or dinner, you want to feel like you’re walking into a room that’s ready for you.

			We’ve taken care of some of that by Lazy Geniusing your space, and we hope you feel more confident cooking your meals with the Liquid Index.

			Here are some Lazy Genius principles that can help you nail your cooking rhythm even more.

			Principal Picks for Your Meals

			Ask the Magic Question (LGP #3)

			“What can I do now to make dinner easier later?”

			This question is indeed magic. Ask it any time of day when you have an extra minute or two and see how it transforms your cooking flow.

			If you have a couple minutes in the middle of the day, you can make a salad dressing or marinade (a guide for that is on this page). You can chop the onion. You can season the chicken early. You can fill a pasta pot with water and put it on the stove.

			The Magic Question is my favorite way to enjoy a cooking rhythm. A list of ready-to-go answers is on this page.

			Go in the Right Order (LGP #11)

			The Liquid Index is already in the right order. Have fun being creative with it.

			Beyond that, take a beat to think about what part of your meal takes the longest, and do that thing first or even way in advance. It really helps.

			Start Small (LGP #2)

			You don’t have to overhaul your kitchen or your recipes to enjoy cooking more than you do now. It might just take an apron you love, a playlist that makes you smile or dance, a pot that works well, or a window that you always forget to open but pours in sunlight that makes you take a deep breath.

			Live in the Season (LGP #4)

			This might be a season of starting dinner an hour earlier than you normally would in anticipation of being interrupted seventeen times by the tiny humans.

			This might be a season of eating dinner food for lunch and lunch food for dinner because of competing schedules and energies.

			This might be a season of cooking dinner in the morning before the day begins and reading and drinking tea at the end.

			Sometimes things feel upside down because we’re not letting our season teach us what we need to know. If you pay attention to what’s different and orient yourself to it rather than resist it, your rhythm will feel good to you.

			Set House Rules (LGP #6)

			Figure out what rules you want to adopt, such as:

			The cook picks the music.

			The cook doesn’t clean up.

			Everyone helps with one part of the meal.

			No more using extra bowls.

			For real, though, on this one. I give you permission to stop using extra bowls. Keep all your prep on a big cutting board. Serve all your taco toppings on a sheet pan covered in parchment paper. Have people portion their plates directly from the pots and pans on the stove. Why are we using so many bowls?

			Remember the Path for Your Meals

			First, prioritize. What matters most about how you cook and what you eat in this season of life? Try not to look beyond what’s happening now.

			Second, essentialize. When you know what matters most, you know what meals fit your season and what skills you need to make them. Get rid of everything that’s in the way of that, both recipes and ridiculous expectations.

			Third, organize. Choose meals and ingredients that fit your life right now. Use the Liquid Index to simplify the process.

			Fourth, personalize. Be yourself in how you cook the meals you choose and give yourself permission to learn however slowly you need to.

			Fifth, systemize. Pay attention to the rhythm in your kitchen. Go in the right order. Start small with what makes sense. Be kind to yourself as you find your way and use Lazy Genius principles to smooth the edges when things get bumpy.

			Now, let’s figure out how to plan what you’re going to eat without turning into a robot.
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			plan

			How you decide what to eat

			Meal planning as a phrase is such a buzzkill for a lot of people. It’s loaded with images of intense organization, spreadsheets, and inflexibility.

			Intuitively, you probably agree that knowing what’s for dinner makes the rest of the day easier, but all the rest of the meal planning stuff has made you tap out. There are few things that so deeply personify the extremes of Lazy and Genius than meal planning. Neither is great, friend!

			Stuck in the Genius Way

			As a supposed Genius, you must know everything you’re going to eat for literally ever.

			You have calendars, color-coded recipe labels, spreadsheets with recipes, apps for shopping lists, and a general attitude of superiority that’s really masking your fear that it’ll all fall apart any minute.

			If you picked chicken tacos for Tuesday and you’re stuck in the Genius mindset, you’re having chicken tacos on Tuesdays. You cannot change your mind just because you want to and then throw the entire plan off its axis.

			That’s a lot of pressure.

			Stuck in the Lazy Way

			As a Lazy person, you give up on planning completely, you make what you make whenever you figure it out, and everyone just needs to calm down.

			However, on the inside, you are anything but calm because you never know what you’re cooking next, and everyone is always hungry.

			Thank goodness there’s lots of room in the middle.

			The Lazy Genius Way

			The Lazy Genius Way has so much freedom in that middle place:

			
					
					You don’t feel the pressure to plan everything to the letter.

				

					
					You know what planning strategies work for you and leave the others behind.

				

					
					You throw away less food, take fewer trips to the store, and depend on convenience in a purposeful way.

				

					
					You generally know what you’re going to eat next, and when you don’t, you have a dependable strategy to figure it out.

				

			

			Let’s take meal planning through our five Lazy Genius steps:

			
				1.prioritize: name what matters

				2.essentialize: get rid of what’s in the way

				3.organize: put everything in its place

				4.personalize: feel like yourself

				5.systemize: stay in the flow

			

			Whenever your meal planning game just cannot score, come back to these five steps. They will never fail you.

			Step One Prioritize Your Plan

			The Objective: Name what matters most.

			If everything matters about planning, you will never plan. That’s just a fact. Or you’ll try, do it poorly, and give up in the end anyway.

			If you’ve already given up on meal planning altogether, please take a minute to scrap your current paradigm so we can start fresh. I promise you don’t have to do it “that way” for it to work. You just have to know what matters most to you, and I’ll show you how to plan with that in mind.

			What Could Matter About Your Plan?

			You’re in charge here. Let your own life be the guiding force in what could matter, but use this list as a place to start. As you read, pay attention to what has you nodding in agreement.

			
					
					Simplicity: Create a plan in as few steps as possible.

				

					
					Frequency: Plan often, rarely, or somewhere in between, but your preferred frequency steers the ship.

				

					
					Shopping: You only have one chunk of time to shop, so your planning has to connect with whenever that is.

				

					
					Energy: You don’t want to feel stressed out at mealtimes or during the actual planning,

				

					
					Meal: One of the three daily meals gives you a lot of trouble, so focusing on that specific meal is important.

				

					
					Analog vs. Digital: Embracing one wholeheartedly might be necessary for the plan to happen at all.

				

					
					Communal: The whole family is part of the process.

				

					
					Ease: Even if there are a few extra steps, they’re all easy and don’t require much brainpower from you or whoever else is planning.

				

					
					Time Frame: You like the idea of meal planning either one or two days at a time, up to an entire month or two, or somewhere in between.

				

			

			Got any more? Jot them down.

			What Does Matter About Your Plan?

			Remember, live in your season. You want to narrow the list down to two or three things that matter right now. No ideals, no futures, no “when this changes.” Right. Now.

			The priorities you leave behind aren’t priorities anymore. Maybe they’re considerations, but they don’t get to have a say in how you plan. Choose what will keep having a say, and you’ll know how to plan your meals in a helpful, personal way.

			A quick note: your priorities could be how you plan, what you plan, or when you plan. Pay attention to which category gives you the most energy as you narrow down what matters.

			What Matters Most About Your Plan?

			If you’re having trouble naming which of your three picks gets top billing, play around with a couple of scenarios with different priorities to see which one feels right. Imagination always helps you narrow things down.

			This next perspective might help, too.

			What matters most to me is ease, and that can look different at any given time. Sometimes ease is thinking ahead and planning the whole month, and sometimes ease is going from meal to meal and feeling okay in picking spaghetti again.

			My actual planning strategy isn’t the point. In fact, it changes often. But as long as it’s easy, I’m in.

			Let that free you up. Knowing what matters most doesn’t automatically determine the system; the systems can change around what matters most.

			Have What You Need for Your Plan

			Now that you’ve done some thinking, do you have all you need to plan? Are there things you’re missing? Tangible resources? Time? Help? Energy?

			Think about what you need. If you don’t have it, figure out a way to get it.

			Now that you know what matters most, you’re going to get rid of what’s in the way.

			Step Two Essentialize Your Plan

			The Objective: Get rid of what’s in the way.

			When you get rid of what doesn’t matter, you can more easily see what does matter or where you have gaps to fill. Be ruthless. Here are some elements of your plan that might need some attention.

			Apps

			Pull out your smartphone. Do you have any apps for planning? List makers, task keepers, recipe storers, etc.?

			Delete what overwhelms you. Chances are you’ve downloaded a handful of possible planning helpers, and all they do is clog up your phone and dampen your confidence.

			If you’re an app hoarder or you think you might use the apps again one day, put the not-right-now apps in a folder in the back, and leave them there until you need them again.

			Systems, Binders, and Lists

			Do you have a handful of ebooks or printables that are on your computer or printed out in your kitchen, untouched and in the way? Do you have seventeen Pinterest boards taunting you with other people’s meal plans that don’t fit your priorities?

			If you’re not using something, it likely doesn’t work for you right now. If you’re wondering if it will work, take the time to find out. Explore that system or run it past the lens of what matters most to you. Does it support that? If it doesn’t, let it go.

			Also, I know it’s hard when you have paid for a system you didn’t use. Maybe if you give it just one more try! Even though the other four tries were a bust! It’s okay. Some things are an investment in what doesn’t work.

			Planning Rhythms

			Just because you’ve always planned one way, that doesn’t mean it’s the only way. There are other options.

			Pay attention to your current planning rhythms (even if that rhythm is deciding twenty minutes before you start making food) and get rid of any routines or rhythms that don’t work anymore. Maybe you’re used to pulling out a stack of cookbooks on Sunday night and making your list, only now you have two kids under two years old and you currently don’t know what day of the week it is.

			Get rid of what isn’t serving you, even things as intangible as when you make a choice.

			Expectations

			The chances are sky high that you have unreasonable expectations for yourself on how planning should be. Cut that junk out right now.

			Telling yourself a meal plan only counts if it looks a certain way, especially when that way supports something that doesn’t matter to you, makes zero sense. Yet you still do it.

			Ask yourself what expectations you have of meal planning and which ones are getting in the way. If it helps, put a new expectation or bit of permission in its place. Create a new meal-planning mantra that shines a spotlight on what matters most.

			For example, a couple of years ago, I shared a weekly meal plan on Instagram, and there were three or four nights in a row of chicken. So many people were, like, “Wait, you’re having SO MUCH CHICKEN! Isn’t your family mad about that?!” It was as if I missed the Chicken Rule that everyone else knew already. But guess what? We like chicken. We don’t eat fish. Beef is expensive. It’s fine!

			If you have expectations, like you can’t have chicken two nights in a row, ask yourself why you think that, especially up against what matters most. It might be you’re hamstringing yourself in service of an arbitrary rule that doesn’t fit your life anyway.

			Well done on essentializing! Now let’s organize what’s left.
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			Step Three Organize Your Plan

			The Objective: Put everything in its place.

			This is a bold claim, but I’m going to say it anyway: my superpower is organizing and systemizing meal planning. If you’re new to the Lazy Genius way of things, you’re about to “have your brain blowed,” as my daughter used to say when she was tiny.

			I’ve been waiting so patiently for this part, and now the floodgates.

			Organize Your Plan by Type

			Planning your meals involves choosing a small number of ideas from a larger number of ideas, right? You have a selection of recipes, and then you pick some to cover a certain period of time.

			This is obviously basic, but sometimes naming the essence of something helps us see it more clearly.

			If you’re pulling meal ideas from somewhere—a Pinterest board, a cookbook, a stack of written recipe cards, your brain—it’s tremendously helpful to organize those choices and view where they come from through the lens of what matters to you.

			Here are some ideas of what I mean…

			Brainless Crowd-Pleasers

			This is a magic way to plan for everyone, no matter what matters to you.

			A brainless crowd-pleaser, which I will call a BCP from now on, is a meal that takes very little brainpower to cook and is generally pleasing to the people who eat it.

			The good news? Every recipe on the planet could be brainless and a crowd-pleaser for someone, somewhere. This doesn’t have to mean just red and brown foods that come out of a jar or a box. They can! But they don’t have to.

			So, think through the meals you often make and write down what qualifies as a BCP for the people living in your home. You might have one, you might have twenty-one. There’s no magic number, so just take what you have and be grateful for it.

			Gather your own BCPs, list them somewhere together, and choose from that limited selection whenever you need to.

			Plan B Meals

			Emergency scenarios are plentiful.

			You grab the chicken you were going to cook, and it smells like death. Soccer practice runs late. You forgot to plug in the slow cooker. A recipe is just a total inedible bust. You just got home, and everyone is hungry now.

			It happens to everyone and more often than you think. That’s why a list of meals that can save an emergency is a great way to organize your plan. A plan is simply a way to choose something on purpose a tiny bit ahead of time, and sometimes the meal you intended to make no longer fits the time, energy, or ingredients you expected to have. Sometimes Plan A just doesn’t happen.

			So have a list of Plan B meals.

			Cereal, sandwiches, flatbread pizzas, microwave quesadillas, a usual takeout order from a favorite place so you don’t have to wonder what everyone wants. Yes, it feels weird and redundant to write down “cereal” in a list of Plan B meals. Isn’t cereal by nature a Plan B choice? But in stressful situations, your brain thinks, “It’s been fun, fam, but I’m OUT.” It’s harder to make choices under stress, and especially at the end of the day.

			Help your brain by writing down your Plan B meals, even it feels silly.

			Clock Meals

			Clock Meals are ones that are built around time. I mean, yeah, every meal is built around time, but if time is a priority for you, creating a list with that focus will help.

			If you work full time out of the house, you need a dinner that can be made quickly or was started before you left. Maybe your Clock Meal list is a collection of slow-cooker meals, previously prepped meals that need just a quick spin in a skillet, or meals where the food marinates in the fridge all day and then you roast it when you get home.

			(A lot of newer ovens have a timer option for preheating, so see if yours does; it makes it easy to have a hot oven when you get home.)

			If time started and time spent are important, Clock Meals will save your life.
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			Last Call Ideas

			You are smart and can for sure come up with your own ways to organize your plan, but in case you’re tired, here are some rapid-fire ideas to help you out.

			
					
					Crowd Meals: For your teenage son’s group of friends, your church community group, your book club, your parties, your meal shares with other families

				

					
					Celebration Meals: Special, fun, favorite meals your people love

				

					
					Budget Meals: Meals that cost less than a certain amount, for when money is tight

				

					
					Delegation Meals: Meals with steps that are easy enough for a non-cook to do

				

					
					Reset Meals: Meals that get your body back to a good place after days of eating your kid’s sandwich crusts

				

					
					Bucket List Meals: Specific things you want to cook at some point in your life

				

			

			Organize Your Plan by Task

			Planning based on specific types of meals might work well for you, but some people would rather organize their plan by the tasks required of the meal. If that might be you, read on.

			You might prefer thinking about meals in terms of how they are made. Organize by the cooking vessel or technique: Instant Pot meals, slow-cooker meals, sheet-pan meals, one-pot meals, big-skillet meals, the Liquid Index, etc. When it’s time to make a plan, you know what task best suits the day you’re planning for, and you have a recipe list organized by that particular task.

			A final word on organization: there will be overlap, so don’t assume your organization is wrong because one meal can go into three groups or even that one entire group overlaps another group. The point is to make planning work for you, so however that needs to look, overlap or not, go for it.

			Now let’s make the plan your own.

			Step Four Personalize Your Plan

			The Objective: Feel like yourself.

			You do not have to meal-plan the way the internet tells you to for it to count as a plan.

			I hope I’ve already made that clear, but I’ll say it again, just in case.

			You do not have to meal-plan the way anyone tells you to. Please just do what works for you.

			If you love the pleasure of choosing meals from cookbooks, taking your time and flipping pages, do that.

			If you love the process of meal planning three months at a time, even though other people say you’re crazypants, still do it.

			If your personality needs to listen to Demi Lovato when you open up your Pinterest board so you’ll be fierce and motivated, then by all means listen to Demi!

			Consider your people…what they need and how they can help you plan.

			Consider your proficiency. Are you not naturally organized? Maybe don’t create an elaborate binder situation.

			Whatever it is, use that thing to make meal planning your own.

			Now it’s time to blow your mind with a meal-planning rhythm.

			Step Five Systemize Your Plan

			The Objective: Stay in the flow.

			You could use literally every single Lazy Genius principle to make a meal-planning rhythm. Every single one.

			Because we eat so often and bring so many different priorities to the table, every principle can come into play. Flip to this page for a reminder of all thirteen principles, but here are some favorites to get you moving.

			Principal Picks for Your Plan

			Decide Once (LGP #1)

			Let me introduce you to the Meal Matrix.

			A Meal Matrix is a way of deciding just once what type of meal goes on what day, and then all you have to do is plug-and-play. Pasta Monday, Taco Tuesday, Pizza Friday, etc.

			Other ways to decide only once include what day you’ll plan, how many resources you’ll pull from, where your plan will go, and that you will always choose Brainless Crowd-Pleasers on busy/rainy/messy/[fill in the blank] days.

			Batch It (LGP #9)

			Batching is doing a task just one time, rather than repeating it like you might ordinarily do.

			Meal planning itself is batching. You have to choose what you’ll eat several times a day, so by choosing several meals at once, you’re batching the decision-making.

			A more specific way to batch-plan is to create a Dinner Queue. If you’re in a season of life or a season on the calendar when the same general list of meals will serve you for a while, put them in one Dinner Queue. That’s the list you pull from when it’s time to plan, and nowhere else. You’re essentially taking the entire world of recipes, pulling together a specific batch, and choosing from those—and only those—over and over again.

			Once your queue stops being helpful, make a different one.

			Build the Right Routine (LGP #5)

			A meal-planning rhythm is the goal, right? Some kind of dependable regularity, whether that happens every day, once a week, once a month, or whatever interval you want.

			If a Lazy Genius routine is built on where you’re going more than the specific steps you take to get there, be sure you’re naming what you’re ultimately after. Then you can slowly build a routine to stay connected to that rhythmic goal.

			One thing that helps my rhythm is to ask my family every Sunday night what they’d enjoy eating that coming week. I don’t always use every suggestion, but it’s helpful to know what they’d like and what they are liking. Plus, I don’t mind the repetition, since ease is my main goal. Asking them what they want, while often resulting in the same answers, is about as easy as it comes and creates a routine I enjoy.

			Build a meal-planning routine around a show you watch, a specific time of day, a day of the week, or anything else that works for you.

			Schedule Rest (LGP #12)

			This one is important. Build rest into your meal plans.

			You don’t have to cook every meal. You don’t have to plan every meal. Pay attention to the point where you grow weary in the meal-planning process, and instead of bucking up and pushing through, maybe schedule some rest instead.

			My food buddy, Bri McKoy, knows that on Thursdays, she just fizzles out. Bri is an amazing cook, with a flavor-flexible husband and all the tools and skills she needs, and she still fizzles out. It happens to literally the best of us. So, for her, Thursdays are takeout night. Always. She’s built in the rest rather than pushing through. This is how to meal-plan like a Lazy Genius.

			This is why you should do things your own way…so you’ll keep doing them!

			Remember the Path

			First, prioritize. Name what matters most about meal planning, and then choose whatever supports that one thing.

			Second, essentialize. Get rid of all the apps, systems, and expectations that are dragging you down. Leave room for what actually matters.

			Third, organize. Create some lists of specific meals so planning happens in two minutes rather than two overwhelming hours.

			Fourth, personalize. Do it the way you do it, and don’t feel weird about it. Meal-plan with all the tabs and lists and color-coded stuff, or meal-plan in the grocery store on your way home from work. Whatever works for you deserves a high five. No need to compare.

			Fifth, systemize. Use the Lazy Genius principles of batching, deciding once, and anything else that works for you to start small and slowly build a rhythm that makes meal planning helpful and enjoyable, not a drag.

			Go team. Now that you have a plan for your meals, you need the food to make them. That’s next.
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			food

			Choosing, storing + shopping for ingredients

			You’re told to have a stocked kitchen, but it’s kind of a lie.

			I mean, you can—and for your priorities, you may even want to—but stocked with what?

			For too long, we have let other people tell us the answer. We read the lists in the cookbooks and on the food blogs, and suddenly find ourselves buying cans of beans we don’t know how to cook and tuna packed in oil (not water, don’t be an animal) and, of course, roasted red peppers. Good golly, the roasted red peppers.

			Every cookbook author tells me to stock roasted red peppers. Every single one. I’m guessing someone hasn’t, but I have yet to find that author.

			Guess what? I don’t like roasted red peppers. At all. Maybe if you swirl them in a dip with feta or whatever, I’ll try a bite, but I am not a dip person either (don’t judge me), and I just don’t care.

			However, for years I bought roasted red peppers because all the people who love roasted red peppers told me to do so. Then I had a pantry full of unopened roasted red peppers. Or, there was that time I bought the giant jar at Costco because I thought I should be a grown-up and eat them, and this was a better deal! But then I ate only one pepper and found the giant jar covered in four shades of mold months later.

			I want to save you from four shades of mold. Otherwise, you’re swinging for the fences with all Lazy or all Genius.

			Stuck in the Genius Way

			You basically stop just short of buying the entire grocery store. You must have every single ingredient “to throw dinner together” in a confident and carefree way.

			To organize all these new, magical ingredients, you turn to multiple viewings of The Home Edit, splurging on the special clear containers to de-box and label everything. Halfway through the cereal, you realize you don’t have enough containers, and you quit.

			Three days later, you still can’t figure out what’s for dinner, you reach for an Oreo to soften the edges on your annoyance, and instead you bump up against tins of Italian anchovies that are quietly laughing at you.

			Stuck in the Lazy Way

			You buy kale without a plan to cook it because you think you’ll figure that out later. You buy chicken because you always eat chicken but forget about the chicken until its smell reminds you that you bought the chicken. You buy stuff that’s on sale because it’s a good deal and you’re sure you’ll come up with something.

			You stuff produce into the crisper drawer until nothing else fits, finally prompting you to throw away everything that’s liquefied in the bottom, just to make room.

			Cabinets and pantries remain full of what you don’t use, while you keep buying what you don’t need or forget to buy what you actually do need.

			This is the part in the story where you start storing food in the garage while still ordering pizza because you forgot about the chicken once again.

			No more, pal. No more.

			The Lazy Genius Way

			It’s a simple way, my friend.

			You know the food you like.

			You buy the food you need.

			You store the food where you can find it.

			You ignore the food other people say is important.

			You decide what matters.

			I don’t know why we’ve been complicating it for so long, but no more. Let’s Lazy Genius your food.

			As always, we’ll use our five steps to get there.

			
				1.prioritize: name what matters

				2.essentialize: get rid of what’s in the way

				3.organize: put everything in its place

				4.personalize: feel like yourself

				5.systemize: stay in the flow

			

			Whenever you feel out of rhythm with the food moving in and out of your kitchen, whether you’re cooking for one or twenty-one, always come back to these five steps. They will serve you forever.

			Let’s get started.
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			Step One Prioritize Your Food

			The Objective: Name what matters most.

			When it comes to your food, we need to name what matters in three different categories: ingredients, shopping, and storage. The three will hit their pinnacle together in the Systemize section of this chapter because you can’t enjoy a food rhythm without the food moving in and out of your kitchen.

			As always, you’ll use these three questions to drill down to your true priorities:

			
					
					What could matter?

				

					
					What does matter?

				

					
					What matters most?

				

			

			Let’s start with ingredients.

			INGREDIENTS

			What could matter about the ingredients you keep around? There are a lot of factors, some of which I’ve listed here. Specifically, sometimes the food you keep around depends on what kind of cook you are, so notice those first two bullet points especially.

			
					
					Recipe vs. Riff: If you only cook from recipes, you only need ingredients the recipes call for. If you like to riff, you’ll want a few options to jazz up your meal.

				

					
					Variety vs. Repetition: If you like variety, you’ll probably have extra ingredients that don’t get used for a while. If you like repetition, you want to keep your regular ingredients stocked so you always have what you need.

				

					
					Cuisine Preference: Is there a certain flavor profile you like? Having flavor staples for, say, Thai, Indian, or Greek food would help you have what you need and use what you have.

				

					
					Budget: You don’t have extra money to waste on one-off ingredients, so you focus on reasonably priced ingredients you’ll use often. Or, you buy in bulk or when there’s a big sale and then you cook from that stockpile accordingly.

				

					
					Nutrition: If you have any sort of intolerance, sensitivity, allergy, or health issue directly impacted by food, focusing on the nutritional components of your food is what you pay attention to most.

				

					
					Easy Path to Flavor: A fresh artichoke takes some work to make it good. A box of mac and cheese doesn’t. Think about how much work you’re willing to put into an ingredient to make it work for you.

				

					
					Convenience: If you do not have time for excess chopping, mixing, and marinating, foods need to be close to done.

				

					
					Confidence: You want to know how to cook something without watching four YouTube videos to figure it out.

				

					
					Sustainability: You want to grow your own food or support local farmers who do.

				

			

			Narrow down your list to two or three things. Then, as always, choose the one that matters most.

			For me, it’s confidence. I want to be able to cook any ingredient any number of ways with my eyes closed. Remember, brainless and easy. That’s my vibe. Adventurous cooking with new ingredients is not in my near future, and I accept that. Do I always like it? Nah. But I accept it for the sake of what matters most.

			And remember, as you think about the foods you have on hand and use, don’t be afraid to ignore foods other people swear by. You get to choose.

			If you don’t cook it, it’s taking up space, or, worse, rotting in your fridge. Again, we reject all choices that lead to four shades of mold.

			SHOPPING

			Let’s prioritize your shopping next. What could matter, what does matter, and what matters most? This is an area where you’ll feel an immediate shift once it’s prioritized.

			What could matter?

			
					
					Convenience: The shopping process is easy on your life. Maybe it’s shopping at one store instead of four, being able to use grocery pickup, easily stopping on the way home from work, online ordering options, or anything else that isn’t a strain.

				

					
					Price: An obvious one.

				

					
					Selection: This could include quality, options for dietary restrictions, items being in stock, or a variety across the board. Or the opposite; you might love a store that just sells the basics because you’re overwhelmed otherwise.

				

					
					Experience: Good customer service, lighting, layout, clear display of the ingredients, the produce area being tended to, self-checkouts that actually work.

				

					
					Time: You want the whole thing to take as little time as possible. Maybe that means shopping at a big-box store with lower prices because you don’t have time to cut coupons.

				

			

			Start narrowing down to what does matter to you, and then choose what matters most.

			Remember to live in your season as you choose. Life will not always be this way, but while it is, try to embrace it as best you can.
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			STORAGE

			Food storage can be a bear because of the extras and backups, having limited space, or feeling the pressure to have everything perfectly stacked and organized in your pantry…or to even have a pantry at all.

			You need to prioritize so you can know where to spend your energy and money. Let’s narrow it down again. You’re getting so good at this.

			What could matter?

			
					
					Accessibility: You can get to everything easily without moving a bunch of stuff around.

				

					
					Consistency: The same things go in the same places every single time.

				

					
					Aesthetics: You want it to look pretty.

				

					
					Rotation: Old stuff always gets used first, and stuff doesn’t find the time to expire because you know where it is and use it.

				

					
					Ease: You can quickly put things away and know where to find them when it’s time.

				

			

			Now what does matter? And what matters most? Narrow, narrow, narrow.

			Again, your priority frees you to know what to do.

			Have What You Need

			Let’s say your priority for both your ingredients and where you shop is price. You’re on a tight budget, so taking the time to shop sales and go to multiple stores is worth it.

			Your storage priority is rotation because you don’t want to waste the money you just saved by letting things go bad.

			If those are your main food priorities, you can take expensive grocery stores off the table, factor in extra time every week to check sales, and limit your bulk shopping to ingredients you know you’ll use so you can store and rotate through what you already have.

			If that’s the case, when you’re at the store and you see a simmer sauce you’ve been wanting to try that’s on sale, don’t automatically stock up. Remember, your storage priority is rotation and using what you bought so there’s no waste. Is there room for another group of items to rotate through? If there’s not, especially if the ingredient is something new, consider which priority is more important: saving the money or storing it so you can see it. Maybe it’s better to buy one, try it out, and then make room if you’d like to buy more.

			Do not forget this, especially when considering food. It’s great to have what you need, but you very much need to use what you have. Buying in bulk and stocking up doesn’t help you if you don’t use the food.

			Now that you know your priorities, it’s time to essentialize.

			Step Two Essentialize Your Food

			The Objective: Get rid of what’s in the way.

			This will be so gratifying. Let’s purge some stuff, and we’re going to stick with our three categories: ingredients, shopping, and storage.

			Ingredients

			When you have twenty minutes, get two big grocery bags. One bag is for trash and the other is for food to give away.

			Head to your pantry or the cabinet that holds most of your nonperishable food. Pull out every item you forgot was there, you don’t use anymore, has expired, or makes you wonder why you bought it in the first place.

			As you go through your stuff, ask if foods are there because you think they’re supposed to be or if you really need them. If you think you’re supposed to stock canned corn but you prefer frozen or don’t even like corn, get rid of the canned corn. And then stop buying canned corn.

			Do this with everything.

			Remember, don’t organize yet. Leave what you use where it is. You can organize later.

			Now that you see what made it to a bag, it’s the perfect time to essentialize your shopping.
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			Shopping

			We’re going to ask three questions to help you essentialize your shopping and stop buying stuff you don’t need.

			First, why did I buy this? Look in those essentialized bags as you ask.

			If you answer, “I want to eat healthier,” but those healthy foods are still sitting there uneaten, maybe you need a different approach or need to be honest about your true priority. If the answer is “They were on sale” but you’re getting rid of them, you paid for something you didn’t use, which is a waste of money no matter how good the deal was.

			Notice what you bought that you didn’t use, and stop buying that thing. You can even make a Don’t Buy list on your phone or in your shopping app or wherever you make your list. Writing those items down not only reminds you of them but also keeps you from being seduced by sales.

			The second question is what am I missing?

			If you prioritize a certain cuisine but you don’t have the pantry staples to cook a lot of the recipes you want to try, add those ingredients to your shopping list. They’re worth it because they matter to you.

			And the third question is do I need to buy this in bulk? Notice what’s well past the “best if used by” date. It could be a food you do cook with but not often enough to buy in bulk. Just because you can buy more at once doesn’t mean you need to.

			Another reason you’re stuck with excessive bulk buys is because you couldn’t see them. That’s storage, and it comes next.

			Storage

			The whole point of a Lazy Genius kitchen is to have what you need and use what you have.

			You might buy something in bulk because you need it, but if you can’t see it because of your storage situation, you won’t use it. Bummer.

			To essentialize your storage, get rid of any systems, gadgets, bins, or baskets that are in the way of what matters.

			Do you have big see-through bins that look pretty but aren’t practical and you’d rather have practical? Get rid of them.

			Do you need a better way to see your cans because you just threw so many away? Get a Lazy Susan or some other kind of can storage.

			Are you storing the kids’ instant oatmeal packets on the top shelf of the cabinet because that’s the only place left, but since the kids can’t reach them, the same oatmeal has been there since your kindergartener was born? Store them somewhere else.

			You know these things without my having to tell you. You’re a very smart person. But sometimes we get so busy and so used to the way things are that we forget we can do something different. Essentialize your cabinets, your pantry, and your shopping habits by viewing them through that lens. Get rid of what’s in the way of what matters. You’ll feel so much better. And we haven’t even organized yet!

			That’s up next.

			Step Three Organize Your Food

			The Objective: Put everything in its place.

			Before you organize by zone, remember that the first zone is your broadest category, the outer layer of your Russian nesting doll. Consider your cabinets, pantries, closets, garage, fridge, freezer, and even your shopping list. It could be that somewhere in there, thinking in zones will help you organize in a way that supports what matters most.

			Your Shopping List

			You’ve heard this idea before, but your shopping list tends to work out well when it’s organized by zone—that is, where the stuff is in the store. It’s harder to miss something when the items are generally close together as you walk the aisles.

			A Kid Zone

			If what matters most is that your kids can get the food they need without asking, think about organizing a part of your kitchen as a Kid Zone.

			In the pantry—probably in the bottom half, depending on the height of your tiny humans—have breakfast foods, agreed-upon snacks, and dinners they know how to start themselves. I grew up amid so many families that stored cereal in the very top cabinet, and no one could ever reach it. Which, I suppose, could’ve been the point in some cases? Frosted Flakes are incredible and can lead to understandable gluttony, but you might store something somewhere because that’s where your mom put it. You can choose differently if you need to.

			A Baking Zone

			Flour, sugar, leaveners, chocolate chips, and all the other baking things can go in one place. When it’s time to bake, you’re not opening a million cabinets.

			However, when you’re working out a zone, don’t assume you have to fit every last possible item in that one place.

			For example, I have a Baking Zone, but in three different places. I have a shelving unit in my kitchen for all my glass jars that hold flours and sugar, as well as my pretty Dutch ovens. If they look nice, why not leave them out in plain view? That’s a zone on display. Then the bottom of my kitchen pantry is for all the other baking things—chocolate chips, brown sugar, nuts, sprinkles, and the little bits and bobs that are needed. That’s a zone with immediate access. Then in my closet pantry down the hall, I have one main shelf for all the backup baking supplies. That’s the zone for my extras.

			Zones can exist in multiple storage areas and still work great.

			A Can Is Not a Zone

			You have a lot of cans, right? And they’re probably stored in the same place, right? That’s understandable. Everyone does it. I’d like to offer a better way—that is, organizing by task. But please do not let the shape of your food become an accidental zone.

			You think that organizing by size and shape is a good idea, but doing that first is going in the wrong order.

			Too many things exist in cans, and mindlessly stacking corn, sweetened condensed milk, diced tomatoes, green chile peppers, tuna, and Beanie Weenees in the same space just because they’re in a can is unsustainable.

			Do not create a zone based on the size and shape of your food. It won’t work. I will not boss you very often, but this is not one of those times. The boss is here. Do not organize by shape and size.

			Here’s another way you can. Can? Get it? I’ll show myself out.
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			Organize by Task

			Task is your next level, the middle nesting doll. Think about organizing your food based on what you’re cooking.

			Cuisine

			This is a fun one that might give you some great structure in your pantry especially.

			The nonperishable foods stored in my actual kitchen are snacks, lunch stuff for the kids, and oils and spices for cooking. Everything else—the canned tomatoes, pasta, rice, all of it—is in a closet down the hall. For me, I’d rather walk a few extra steps and have what I need than cram everything into the kitchen.

			Within my pantry closet, I organize by the task of what I’m cooking. There’s a shelf that’s all Asian-related ingredients—soba and ramen noodles, curry packets, jars of chili paste and simmer sauces, and cans of coconut milk. I have another shelf that’s all canned tomatoes and pasta.

			Now, do I use tomatoes in Asian dishes, like chicken tikka masala? Yes. Some ingredients will obviously overlap, but I like pairing things up with their most obvious partners based on the task, on what I’m cooking. Then it’s easy to grab everything I need when it’s all next to each other.

			Lunch

			You might currently have the bread in one spot, the ham and cheese in the deli drawer, the lettuce in the crisper drawer, and the mayo and mustard on the door. That’s actually where all of my stuff currently is.

			But what if pulling all that out from different places makes you crazy? What if what matters most is limited movements and efficiency? Then put all the sandwich stuff on one shelf or in its own bin and organize by the task of making a sandwich.

			It all depends on what matters most to you.

			Organize by Type

			Type is the tiniest, most specific part, the itty-bitty inside nesting doll.

			You will likely organize by type within a zone or task. For example, on my Asian Dinner Shelf, all the coconut milk is stacked together. On the Tomato Pasta shelf, all the spaghetti boxes are together next to all the macaroni, next to all the diced tomatoes, and so on.

			Here are some other ways to think about it.

			The Freezer

			Your freezer needs organization and fast. Most of us just throw bags and boxes in there and hope for the best.

			I promise there’s a better way.

			You don’t have to label everything or have a freezer list taped up somewhere (although you can and should, if knowing what’s in there matters most), but if you organize by type within the freezer itself, you’ll find stuff more easily.

			Maybe all the bagged vegetables go in one drawer, stuff for smoothies in another. Ice cream goes on this shelf. Meat goes on that one.

			Think about the type of food or meal and organize your food loosely in there. You might have to do some digging, but at least you’re digging through one drawer as opposed to the entire freezer.

			The Fridge

			The door of your fridge is likely a Sauce Condiment Zone already. Within that zone, you could organize by type—hot sauces together, sandwich stuff together, salad dressings together.

			Again, you likely do this to a point already, but sometimes a little extra intention around what matters takes organization to a more sustainable, enjoyable place.

			Lead with what matters, put everything in its place, and you’ll have what you need, use what you have, and enjoy it.

			Now let’s make sure you feel like yourself in the process.
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			Step Four Personalize Your Food

			The Objective: Feel like yourself.

			You can choose, shop for, and store your food in a way that’s personal. There is not one pantry list, one shopping rhythm, or one way to store everything once it’s home. You can feel like yourself even in those seemingly standard choices.

			You don’t have to coupon. If saving money is not a priority, stop looking through coupons. That’s not part of your process.

			If you get a freakish amount of pleasure from hot sauce, make space for all the hot sauces. Fill a whole shelf with them because they matter.

			If organizing your groceries in an orderly way brings you peace, buy the containers and shelves without apology.

			If your personality doesn’t do well with crowds, try to find a time to shop when the store is quieter, or put in earbuds (you’re not being antisocial) and listen to something you love.

			P.S.: If you don’t like roasted red peppers, stop buying roasted red peppers.

			Simplicity and minimalism aren’t the goal. The goal is to have what you need, use what you have, and enjoy it. You get to decide what that is.

			Now we keep the flow going.

			Step Five Systemize Your Food

			The Objective: Stay in the flow.

			A rhythm is trying to take shape here, if it hasn’t already. There’s natural movement to bringing food in and out of your kitchen as you shop and eat, so applying a few well-chosen Lazy Genius principles will make it flow even better.

			Principal Picks for Your Food

			Decide Once (LGP #1)

			Remember, deciding once is simply making one decision and never thinking about it again.

			You can decide once…

			
					
					what ingredients you will or will not buy for this season in your life

				

					
					where you will shop

				

					
					the day you will shop

				

					
					how often you will shop

				

					
					where everything goes and stick with it

				

			

			My aforementioned friend, Bri McKoy, decided once where she will buy meat. Flavor matters the most to her, and quality is a close second. Therefore, she gets all her meat delivered to her house from a subscription service that has high-quality, high-flavor meats, and it has transformed her energy around cooking.

			Broken record alert: limits are not bad. Limits give you freedom. Set one that makes sense for you.

			Build the Right Routine (LGP #5)

			When you run out of something, it helps to have an existing place to write down what you need to buy. Maybe it’s a dry erase board in your kitchen, an app on your phone, or the online grocery cart that’s waiting for your next curbside order. That’s a routine. You want to know what to buy when you go shopping, so you create an easy on-ramp to remember by having a single place you keep your list.

			When you get home from the store, put the food where it goes. Don’t leave it on the floor of the pantry in the bag and assume you’ll “put it away later.” You won’t. You never do. Neither do I. Remember, you start a routine with where you want to go, and if you want to go to a place of knowing where everything is and not tripping over packed bags, build a routine of putting stuff in its place first so you can experience that feeling of calm in your kitchen.

			If you want a calmer cooking experience, having all your food close by can help. So, when you start to cook, think to yourself, “I’m going to get everything I need now so I’m not running around the kitchen looking for things for the next half hour.” Make that gathering of ingredients a routine.

			Live in the Season (LGP #4)

			This is a big one, per usual.

			You are always in a season for certain things and not for others. It could be the season for trimming the budget or accepting the cost of convenience. It could be the season for eating a limited number of foods or exploring and learning from every aisle. It could be the season of stocking up or saving space. It could be the season to go to the store every day because you need something to do with your baby or to only buy food that someone else picked out for you.

			Live in your season. Knowing it won’t always be this way helps you not resent where you are.

			Set House Rules (LGP #6)

			House Rules are set rules to follow to keep you from losing sight of what matters before things spin out of control.

			Here are some ideas:

			
					
					I will not buy ingredients I don’t have a plan for.

				

					
					I will buy prewashed greens so they do not rot waiting to be washed.

				

					
					My counters will be cleared before I leave for a shopping trip so that everything has a place to easily land when I get home.

				

					
					Reusable shopping bags are returned to the car after groceries are put away.

				

					
					New stuff goes in the back.

				

					
					Whoever finishes a food item writes it on the shopping list.

				

			

			Use any principles you like, always viewing them through the lens of what matters most.

			Remember the Path

			First, prioritize. Name what matters most about the food you keep in your home, how you shop for it, and how you store it.

			Second, essentialize. Get rid of foods and choices that are in the way. Notice what keeps expiring, what’s been in the back of your cabinet since you moved into your house three years ago, and what no one ever eats. Get rid of what isn’t working to make room for what does.

			Third, organize. Put everything in its place by zone, task, or type. You make the rules.

			Fourth, personalize. Eat what matters. Shop where it matters. Store food how it matters. Have an entire freezer filled with ice cream and not a prepped meal in sight, or only eat prepped meals from the freezer. Do whatever makes you feel like yourself.

			Fifth, systemize. Apply any Lazy Genius principle to how you make your shopping list, go to the store, or get food out when it’s time to eat. Pay attention to your own rhythm, and when it feels clunky, apply a principle.

			The point? You do you.

			You’re doing so great! This is so fun! Prep is up next.

			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
				[image: Area 5]
			

			prep

			Getting your kitchen ready for later

			They say the kitchen is the heart of the home. Prep is how you keep it from going into cardiac arrest.

			When I say prep, the idea is so much bigger than sliced veggies, lunch kits, and meal plans. Prep is the steady pulse of your kitchen. It’s a rhythmic stability that upholds what really matters.

			Think about the natural rhythm of your meals: early morning coffee, breakfast, lunch, an afternoon snack, dinner, an after-dinner snack, and back again. (Middle-earth hobbits obviously had a much longer list than this.)

			Your natural rhythm might be a bit different from mine, but the idea is generally the same for everyone. If there is a natural rhythm to our meals, it makes sense that there is a natural rhythm to how we prepare them.

			But we often ignore that rhythm in pursuit of being all lazy or all genius. You know this already, reader. Neither one is a good call.

			Stuck in the Genius Way

			If you’re stuck in the Genius Way, the fridge is always stocked with ready-to-go foods. You have multiple bento boxes of cooked lunches, containers of prepped vegetables for snacks and dinner, and homemade cold brew and kombucha getting happy, too.

			You have long, well-organized cooking days to stock up on freezer meals. You always have a second use for leftovers, and you’d better believe it’s creative. You always follow your plan and never have a bad attitude executing it.

			You are a well-oiled machine. But you also kind of feel like a machine. And what’s weird is that you don’t even like kombucha.

			Stuck in the Lazy Way

			If you’re stuck in the Lazy Way, you do not cut up anything ahead of time…ever. You especially hate it when someone shares her styled stack of prepped lunches on Instagram. Who does she think she is?! And the voice in your head says, She’s better than me obviously.

			You always feel like you’re behind, moving aside yesterday’s breakfast dishes so you have space to cook dinner, but it’s better than pretending to have it all together.

			Right?

			Pal, so, so wrong.
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			The Lazy Genius Way

			If I haven’t yet convinced you that the Lazy Genius Way is better, I’m doing a very poor job. Perhaps this list will convince you. If you’re a Lazy Genius, you…

			
					
					experience a regular rhythm of preparedness in your kitchen.

				

					
					know what to prep ahead and what to leave for later.

				

					
					clean like a Lazy Genius, seeing it as a practice of getting ready for the next thing.

				

					
					rarely feel like you’re drowning in your kitchen, and when you do, you know how to quickly find your breath again.

				

			

			Let’s go through our five steps because we are super good at them now.

			
				1.prioritize: name what matters

				2.essentialize: get rid of what’s in the way

				3.organize: put everything in its place

				4.personalize: feel like yourself

				5.systemize: stay in the flow

			

			Step One Prioritize Your Step

			The Objective: Name what matters most.

			Let’s think about prep flow. You cycle through the same sort of flow for every single meal that comes out of your kitchen, even if each thought or task takes only two seconds. Not only that, multiple prep flows are happening at the same time. You clean up breakfast while getting lunch ready. You plan dinner while eating lunch. The prep flows will naturally overlap.
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			Here’s the rub. If you let too much time go between steps, you get a prep logjam. Accumulated dishes. No plans and no ingredients. You gather to eat dinner but around a table still covered in syrup from this morning’s waffles.

			Lazy Genius prep keeps you out of the logjam and in a flow. Let’s figure out how.

			Name What Matters

			Your flow works best when you have what you need across the board, and luckily, you’ve already done a lot of that work.

			When you prioritize, essentialize, organize, personalize, and systemize your space, your tools, the meals you cook, the plans you make, and the food you buy, prep is ready for action.

			But you still must know what matters most about your prep, so let’s think through that next.

			What Could Matter About Your Prep?

			Which of these fit you best?

			
					
					Speed: You want everything done quickly.

				

					
					Cleanliness: You want a dependable strategy to prevent or get rid of messes.

				

					
					Teamwork: You do not want to be the only one tapped into the prep flow.

				

					
					Time of Day: You must take certain hours off the table because of energy, a job, etc.

				

					
					Predictability: You want to know what’s coming next without having to think about it.

				

					
					Efficiency: Different prep flows impact each other in a helpful way.

				

					
					Simplicity: You want the fewest number of steps to get the job done.

				

			

			As always, add anything else that comes to mind.

			What Does Matter About Your Prep?

			It’s time to start narrowing. What priorities stand out and which ones fade away? If you need help eliminating some options, imagine the entire prep flow and notice what feels important. Or do an actual prep flow for whatever meal you’re in now and start paying attention.

			What Matters Most About Your Prep?

			Really, the question you’re answering is what matters most about how you live, day in and day out in your kitchen. All the pieces connect together in this prep flow.

			When you imagine yourself in your kitchen, what makes it most enjoyable to be there? How do you want to feel?

			For me, I want the flow to feel calm but steady. I don’t want the flow to stop.

			If it’s time to make lunch but I haven’t cleaned up breakfast, if it’s time to shop for groceries but I haven’t made a plan, or if it’s time to clean up dinner but the leftovers have already dried in the pan, I do not like it.

			Basically, I’m in a constant state of asking the Magic Question (LGP #3) to keep the flow moving.

			What can I do now to make prep easier later? What can I do now to stay in the flow?

			That’s why I rarely shop without a plan, gather without an intention, or go to bed with a dirty kitchen. It disrupts my prep flow, and keeping that flow going with that steady pulse matters most.

			Do I sometimes whine when I forget there are dishes to wash and all I want to do is read my dystopian novel where a girl takes down the patriarchy? Yes, of course I do. But I also know that the ten minutes it will take to wash the dishes is ten minutes. If I wait until morning, it feels like thirty minutes. Then the flow is off, and I have a morning logjam.

			Full disclosure: my husband cleans the kitchen pretty much every night. He knows it’s a priority for me and loves me by making it his priority, too. Share the load if you can. Ask for help. Your family is a team.

			Okay, you’ve prioritized, so now it’s time to essentialize and get rid of those pesky logjam culprits.

			Step Two Essentialize Your Step

			The Objective: Get rid of what’s in the way.

			Good news! You’ve already done so much of this. You’ve essentialized your planning, shopping, and cooking, and those choices will automatically have an effect on your prep flow.

			However, those choices you made in the earlier chapters are expansive choices—what you’ll eat all week for dinner, what tools you’ll have in your kitchen for months and even years, what kinds of meals you’ll make for this season of life.

			Essentializing your prep is more specific.

			You want to get rid of things that stop your flow in small, daily ways. Let’s look at individual meals and tasks, and get specific.

			Breakfast

			
					
					Your kids love scrambled eggs, but you usually say no. You think it’s because you don’t have time to cook the eggs, but really you don’t have time to clean the pan because the nonstick coating is bad and the dried egg is super annoying to scrape off. Get rid of that pan.

				

					
					A favorite mug exponentially enhances your morning coffee experience, but the six mugs you don’t care about are in the way. Get rid of those six mugs.

				

					The cereal is in the cabinet above the refrigerator because, as we already established, that’s where your mom put it when you were growing up, but your own kids can’t reach it. Put the cereal somewhere else.
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			Lunch

			
					
					You spend a lot of time researching creative lunches for your kids, but they are seriously fine with the same thing over and over. Get rid of creative prep.

				

					
					The lunch container you take to work looks pretty but is hard to clean, especially when it sits for six hours before you get home. Get rid of that lunch container.

				

					
					You have zero desire to prep your own bento-style lunches, but your ham sandwich feels like a failure of adulthood. Get rid of that expectation.

				

			

			Dinner

			
					
					Your kids need hands-on help with homework, but you try to make dinner while they’re asking you about common denominators. Prep dinner at a different time.

				

					
					You know that washing the pots and pans from dinner before the food dries on them will make your life better, but the breakfast and lunch dishes are stacked in the sink. Get rid of the habit of putting dirty dishes directly in the sink so you can easily run the soapy water when you need it.

				

					
					Everything you make for dinner gets put in separate bowls to take to the table, but then you’re left with a mountain of dishes you do not want to wash. Get rid of table service and stick with pan-to-plate.

				

			

			Snacks

			
					
					Kids are always asking if something is okay to eat, and you are out of decision-making energy by snack time. Get rid of the question by creating a kid-level bin of approved snacks.

				

					
					You’re constantly throwing out slimy bell pepper slices you prepare as an afternoon snack. Get rid of bell peppers as a snack food.

				

					
					Your kids wander around the house with their snack cups and crumb-filled plates, and you don’t know those dishes are out there until the dishwasher is humming. Get rid of missing dishes by doing a sweep of the house as part of your family clean-up routine.

				

			

			Cleaning Up

			
					
					You think that a real cook has everything measured out ahead of time in tiny prep bowls, but then you’re left having to wash tiny prep bowls. Get rid of the tiny prep bowls. Just pile everything on the cutting board instead.

				

					
					You’re always moving mail from your Dirty Dishes Zone (an integral part of a Lazy Genius prep flow, detailed in the next section). Get rid of the tendency to put mail there by creating a different place it can easily go.

				

					
					A mess is stacked up at the end of the day, and you want to cry at having to deal with all those dishes right now. Get rid of procrastination and tend to the dishes after every meal.

				

			

			Leftovers

			
					
					You keep purposely making extra because you think that’s what people do, but no one in your house likes leftovers. Get rid of making leftovers on purpose.

				

					
					You grill extra chicken or roast a bigger pork shoulder, but the leftovers die before you figure out a way to use them. Get rid of winging it.

				

					
					Your plastic storage containers are old and have barely functioning lids, but you’ve been using them so long you don’t even notice how frustrating they are. Get rid of broken, lidless, nonfunctional containers.

				

			

			These are just ideas to get yours moving. Get rid of what’s in the way so you can stay plugged into an enjoyable prep flow that works.

			Now we organize.
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			Step Three Organize Your Step

			The Objective: Put everything in its place.

			Ready-made food in see-through containers is not what it means to organize your prep. What you really need is a way to organize your daily life in the kitchen so that your prep flow keeps moving, and we’re going to do that with zones.

			Organizing by Zone

			Zones will change your life in the kitchen. I do not lie. Relegating a specific task to a certain area makes it so easy to decide what happens where.

			I want to share three magical zones that will keep your prep flow from turning into a logjam. Add more, use one, do whatever you need, but these three are proven winners.

			The Dirty Dishes Zone

			Part of the prep flow logjam is the cleaning up of dirty dishes. Random bowls and cups from the many meals and snacks our people eat are spread out all over the place, and we think we have to clean up the dishes fully for it to count. Not true.

			The Dirty Dishes Zone is a singular place on your counter specifically and exclusively for dirty dishes until you’re ready to clean them. And the zone doesn’t have to be huge. A one-foot-square area is awesome, but that zone is only for dirty dishes. Don’t put other stuff there.

			If you move all the dirty dishes to the Dirty Dishes Zone and do nothing else, it changes your space and positively impacts your flow. It’s kind of wild. The other surfaces are clear, which is visually calming.

			Plus, since they’re in one place, you can more easily wash those dirty dishes or load them in the dishwasher in a single batch all at once whenever you’re ready. It sounds simple, and it is. But it also creates a fantastic rhythm for you and your space.

			The Eat This Zone

			This zone is in your refrigerator. (You could have one in your freezer, too, if you’re a freezer meal person.)

			Designate one zone in your fridge—a shelf, a drawer, a plastic bin you add yourself—for Eat This food items. Prepped snacks, leftover dinner, wilted vegetables that need to find a life before they die, etc.

			If you live in a house with ravenous children, you could even have a Don’t Eat This Zone so that your teenager doesn’t eat all the cheese you need for tomorrow’s pizza.

			The act is simply that of moving a food from one place to another, from a crisper drawer to the zone, from a fridge shelf to the zone, from anywhere to the zone. Then you know where to look first when it’s time to snack, prep dinner, or clean out the fridge.

			By having a zone for those foods, your flow doesn’t get clogged.

			The What Are We Eating? Zone

			Create a designated space where you write down what you’ll be eating soon.

			Why? If you have kids, you know why because you get asked “What’s for dinner?” before breakfast is even a thought. But even beyond kids, knowing what’s coming keeps your prep flow in motion.

			Where you put your zone is up to you, but I recommend it be visible and not digital. Put a little whiteboard on your fridge or have a notepad that stays on the counter. Just make it easy to write on and easy to see.

			What you write doesn’t have to be long, detailed, or even chronological. If you know you want to make a Bolognese sauce at some point during the week because you have the ingredients and the craving, write that down so you’ll remember, and don’t write anything else. Be as detailed or as sparse as you like—whatever serves you.

			Organizing by Task

			You want to organize your time around tasks that matter most to your life in the kitchen. If you just wait around for things to take care of themselves or assume you’ll get to it later, you’ll almost definitely hit that logjam.

			If you need some help Lazy Geniusing some of your tasks, you’ll love Part 3. We Lazy Genius all kinds of things, but here are some specific tasks to consider if you want immediate help:

			How to Prep Food (this page)

			How to Plan Freezer Meals (this page)

			How to Plan Breakfast (this page)

			How to Plan Lunch (this page)

			How to Clean the Kitchen (this page)

			Easy Tasks for Your Kids to Do in the Kitchen (this page)

			How to Plan a Month of Meals at Once (this page)

			Choose what you need based on what matters to you.

			Now that your flow is moving, let’s make sure you feel like yourself while you’re in it.

			Step Four Personalize Your Step

			The Objective: Feel like yourself.

			You do not have to be highly organized, highly skilled, or highly motivated to have a prep flow that changes your life. Do not be tricked by the voice in your head saying that you don’t have what it takes to do this.

			You do. Because you get to decide what you need.

			This isn’t about copying my way just because it works for me. That’s likely a giant waste of your time.

			Remember, your personality, people, priorities, proficiency, process, pleasure, and peace all play a role and are likely very different from mine or anyone else’s. You and I cannot use the same system and expect it to work…because we are not the same person.

			Claim what you love and need. Involve your people based on what they love and need. Make tiny decisions that help you feel above the fray and good about yourself, even if they seem silly to someone else.

			I buy yummy-smelling dish soap even if it’s more expensive because it makes me happy, and when I’m happy, I feel like myself.

			No choice is too small.

			Now let’s talk about how to stay in the flow with your prep. Which is its own flow. We’re flowing the flow!

			Step Five Systemize Your Step

			The Objective: Stay in the flow.

			Seriously, systemizing your prep is the lifeblood of everything. When you keep that prep flow moving and those separate meal-prep flows from converging into something bigger than you can handle, you will absolutely enjoy being in your kitchen.

			Rhythm happens by sticking with principles, not rules.

			Principal Picks for Your Prep

			Ask the Magic Question (LGP #3)

			I have an entire list of ways to answer the Magic Question on this page. Sometimes we need a quick reminder of even obvious things.

			The point is to keep asking. What can you do now to make life easier later? What can keep the flow going in your kitchen? You can ignore everything else in this book except that question and still experience a marked difference. It is indeed magic.

			Build the Right Routine (LGP #5)

			Routines are not fifteen steps you do every single day and if you miss one, you fail. No. The right routine starts with what matters and with naming where you’re going.

			If your destination is a moving prep flow, think about what you in your own kitchen with your own personality can do to get there, one small step at a time.

			Maybe you put all the breakfast dishes in the Dirty Dishes Zone before you start making school lunch. Maybe you put food you’re done with in the Fridge Zone (this page) while you keep making dinner; you’re not putting it away, just out of the way.

			It’s writing down what you need to buy the minute you run out of something. It’s letting the dirty water out of the sink right after the dishes are clean and not the next morning. It’s all the little things that are easy to ignore but can quickly stop your flow.

			Start Small

			Speaking of little things, do not try to re-flow your kitchen all at once. I forbid it.

			I’ve said this an excessive number of times, but I shall say it yet again: starting small means you actually do whatever it is you’re trying to do. If you build it too big, nothing happens and you stay stuck. You know this, I know this, we all know this.

			It is worth it to start small with one choice, one answer to the Magic Question, one meal, one expectation. Start small, and your system will build itself.

			Set House Rules (LGP #6)

			I heavily depend on House Rules to keep my prep flow moving, so in case my list inspires yours, here you go:

			
					
					Don’t go to bed with a dirty kitchen.

				

					
					The person who empties a pan rinses it right away.

				

					
					Start the next meal only after the previous meal has been zoned.

				

			

			No lie, when I started writing down my House Rules, I thought I had more. These three pack such a punch that they feel like ten rules in my head. That was kind of an exciting discovery, actually. I have only three House Rules for my prep, and I love them so much.

			Keep naming what you love so much, too, and use principles to get there.

			Remember the Path

			First, prioritize: Name what matters about your prep flow, about the steady heartbeat of your kitchen. Name how you want to feel when you’re in your hardest-working room.

			Second, essentialize: Get rid of anything that gets in the way of that prep flow—tools that don’t work, timings that don’t support your life, expectations that don’t make sense.

			Third, organize: Remember that your prep flow adores zones. Start small with one zone (I recommend the Dirty Dishes Zone because we all have those), and then begin to structure your time and movement around those zones.

			Fourth, personalize: Do whatever makes you feel like yourself as you move from meal to meal, task to task, day to day in your kitchen. Copying someone else’s way is not the move. Do what you want.

			Fifth, systemize: Use Lazy Genius principles to keep you moving without hemming you into a complicated system. If you’re too excited about all the principles but know you need to start with one, start with the Magic Question. The answers will change your life one tiny answer at a time. After that, pick a House Rule, and watch your prep flow pick up a bit.

			I can already feel the magic happening in your kitchen, and I’m so stoked for you.

			And now it’s time to gather.
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			Experiencing your meals

			This is why we do what we do. Deep down, the magic of food is directly connected to eating and sharing. That’s why everyone wants a space that’s “good for entertaining.” We’re built for community and connection, and the table is one of the best places for it.

			But so much keeps us stuck, not just from inviting people over but also from enjoying our everyday table.

			Stuck in the Genius Way

			If you’re stuck thinking like a Genius, you think every meal must be cloaked in lively, vulnerable conversation on a beautifully set table. No one complains about the food. No one argues about cleaning up. Everyone lingers because they love each other so much. Those boxes of conversation starters get you bonus points.

			When it’s time to open the doors to other people, the gathering feels like a classy beer commercial. Everyone is always impressed with your food, but even more so at how you are a perfect, effortless, casual host.

			Stuck in the Lazy Way

			When you’re stuck in the Lazy Way, your kids are often finished eating dinner before you even sit down because of all the ketchups and milks there are to fetch. You’re still in pajamas at dinner, candles are a fire hazard, big kids are on their phones, and you roll your eyes at those conversation starters even though a conversation with people you love sounds kind of nice.

			You’re terrified of having anyone over because of how life has thrown up all over your house, plus the only food you really know how to make is macaroni and cheese, and not the homemade kind. It feels too overwhelming and hopeless, so you keep eating standing up or in front of the TV and offer to go out for pizza whenever anyone wants to get together for a meal.

			The Lazy Genius Way

			It’s simple: the table serves what matters most to you, no matter who is around it.

			That’s really it. I’m not going to tell you what a Lazy Genius table looks like because only you know, but that’s the point of all this. You name what matters most so that you can enjoy your table when it’s just you on the couch or you and twenty people celebrating Thanksgiving.

			Time to pull out our five steps:

			
				1.prioritize: name what matters

				2.essentialize: get rid of what’s in the way

				3.organize: put everything in its place

				4.personalize: feel like yourself

				5.systemize: stay in the flow

			

			Let’s gather.

			Step One Prioritize Your Table

			The Objective: Name what matters most.

			First, let’s define table. I mean, we know what a table is, but in the context of this discussion, a table is where you eat. It’s the avatar for where you gather for meals in your home.

			You can experience the idea of the table in plenty of places: the couch, a blanket outside, breakfast in bed, etc. In fact, it’s possible to not own a table at all and experience this whole section fully.

			Since gathering is an area with highly unreasonable expectations, it is super important to name what matters most so you can start putting your energy into that thing.

			Obviously, there are different iterations of the table depending on the meal and who’s eating. There’s you eating lunch alone, all the way to hosting a dozen friends for a summer cookout. There’s a chance that what matters most for your everyday table is a little different from what matters when you’re having people over, but don’t assume that’s the case until you name it.

			Let’s do that now.

			What Could Matter About Your Table?

			These are some broad strokes. Gathering for a meal is such a personal thing, so don’t be weirded out if your priority isn’t on this list. Just let it get you thinking. Which of these feel comfortable to you?

			
					
					Food: You want everything to be absolutely delicious and memorable.

				

					
					Conversation: As long as everyone is talking and connecting, you’re happy.

				

					
					Comfort: The food, the chairs, and the conversation are all meant to make people feel good.

				

					
					Ease: Whatever you make and whoever you’re feeding don’t cause you stress.

				

					
					Vibe: You want your time at the table to feel a certain way.

				

					
					Teamwork/Connection: You want everyone at the table to feel part of the same experience, including serving and cleaning up.

				

			

			If narrowing it down to one thing in this way doesn’t land as well with you (which could be the case since the table is the most intangible of all our sections), view the table through these three lenses:

			
					
					Experience is how the gathering feels.

				

					
					Aesthetics is how the gathering looks.

				

					
					Logistics is how the gathering works.

				

			

			Maybe one of those specific categories matters more than another, or maybe those three buckets give you some language to sift through a longer list of what could matter. Are you an aesthetics person more than a logistics person? That’s a hugely helpful thing to know as you gather people around your table.

			Right now, anything goes. Then we narrow.

			What Does Matter About Your Table?

			Think about all the meals you experience around your table and ask what makes them the most memorable or enjoyable. Remember, you want to have what you need, so naming what made you enjoy a meal means you might want to have more of that thing.

			What brings you joy? Eliminate what’s secondary to that.

			What Matters Most About Your Table?

			What matters most about your table will beautifully dictate just about every decision you make around it.

			If what matters most is conversation, you will relax around the food you choose and how things look. You will set House Rules for your family about phones or books at the table and be a genius about topics of conversation when you gather.

			Knowing what matters tells you what to do next.

			Now let’s get rid of what’s in the way.

			Step Two Essentialize Your Table

			The Objective: Get rid of what’s in the way.

			Now that you know what matters most, you can see what doesn’t belong in your kitchen anymore. If it doesn’t support what matters, pass it along to someone else.

			And as I did in previous sections, let me remind you that it’s not time to organize. We’re just removing things for now.

			The Actual Table

			Is your table too big or too small? If your top priority is comfort followed by conversation, your uncomfortable chairs and long table likely won’t serve you well for long. Obviously don’t just trash your table and chairs; I’m not crazy. But decide that they eventually need to go once you have the means to replace them with a round table and comfy chairs.

			Plates and Linens

			If your top priority is being casual, maybe it’s time to say goodbye to the fine china or at the very least the fancy hutch that holds it. If you want a casual place to gather, it’ll be a challenge to experience that in a room full of traditionally fancy things.

			The inverse of this is true, too. If what matters most is that meals, especially dinner, feel really special, maybe the multi-colored plastic plates aren’t your best choice. If you want durability for younger kids but not the primary colors, look into plastic plates in neutral colors that fit what matters most to you.

			Do you have a stack of tablecloths but don’t know where they are or the last time you used them? I used to have such a stash that creased so badly because they never left the closet. My stash has now shrunk to two tablecloths that I honestly still don’t know where they are…which isn’t much better. If I’ve gone this long without using a tablecloth, and by this long I mean at least a decade, I can probably survive without it.

			Borrowing is always an option if you need something you’ve essentialized.

			The point? Don’t keep what you don’t need or use.

			Music

			Music is such an integral part of gathering around the table, for good and bad.

			If your top priority is a lively table, playing sad, moody music is not a great call, even if the Spotify playlist is titled “Dinner Party.” Play something else.

			If the top priority is conversation, having the music too loud can stop it from happening. Turn it down.

			If your top priority is togetherness, arguing over what music gets played at the table does not help. Decide once (LGP #1) what day of the week each person gets to choose the music.

			Expectations

			This is the biggie.

			Your stress around your table is, without question, exclusively due to unreasonable expectations of how things are supposed to be. Exclusively.

			You could tell me, “No, Kendra, for real I live in the tiniest apartment and don’t even have a table to sit around!” The floor is great, my friend. I’m serious. You can have no money, no space, no table, and your fear of gathering is still rooted in unreasonable expectations of how things are supposed to be.

			Remember:

			
					
					You do not have to cook the meal.

				

					
					You do not have to have a tablescape.

				

					
					You do not have to impress people with how kind and gracious and “host-y” you are.

				

					
					You do not have to light candles.

				

					
					You do not have to know clever conversation starters.

				

					
					You do not have to have a clean house.

				

					
					You do not have to have a dirty house to prove that you’re real.

				

					
					You do not have to even have a table.

				

			

			If your experience around your table is rooted in performance and other people’s presumptions about what that experience should look like, you will either be stressed out by gatherings or avoid them altogether. Don’t let your insecurity rob you of the joy of the table.

			The sooner you believe your home is worthy and capable of inviting people to it (which it is in literally any state or stage), the sooner you can get to gathering in a way that supports what matters to you.

			Now let’s organize what gets you there.

			Step Three Organize Your Table

			The Objective: Put everything in its place.

			We’re not going to talk about place settings or linen storage. Google will come in handy for the first and Martha Stewart for the second. In a Lazy Genius kitchen, we prioritize something different: the vibe.

			Organizing by Task—Setting a Vibe

			You might not think you’re a vibe person, but you are. Everything is a vibe. You just get to decide what it is.

			A vibe is really just a feeling, and certain experiences feel different in our memories because of a vibe, either good or bad.

			You could go to a restaurant that has the most delicious food ever, but what if the vibe is bad? If the servers are rude, if the decorations are too precious, if the menu is printed so small you can’t see it, if the other diners do not smile at you when you walk by, that’s not a great vibe.

			Every gathering has a vibe, even the ones that are just you, eating PB&J scraps while you lean against the counter scrolling Instagram. Which I have done many a time.

			The question is, Is that the vibe you want? If it is, fantastic. If it isn’t, let’s organize what you need to gather with your preferred vibe.

			Vibe Supplies

			A vibe is simply a manufactured feeling. You are trying to create an environment that makes someone feel a certain way—comfortable, welcome, excited, laid back, surprised, interested, at ease. It’s your call, and you already made it. You already named what mattered most about your table, and I bet it’s a feeling.

			My absolute favorite part about gathering people around a table is creating that feeling, setting that vibe. I want you to have vibe supplies at the ready, so we’re going to name them so you can put them in their place.

			The Vibe for Just You

			How do you want your meal to feel when it’s just you?

			You might live alone, eat lunch alone, or find yourself eating dinner alone several nights a week, maybe because a partner or roommate is regularly out of the house.

			If you want to feel peaceful, your vibe supplies would be an unscented candle (don’t compete with food smells) in a portable vessel (in case you need to eat in another room), dishes that don’t make you crazy because they’re broken or stained or covered in cartoon dogs, and a quiet place to eat (or a working set of headphones).

			Name what you want your vibe to be when it’s just you, and know where to find the vibe supplies to feel it.

			The Vibe for the Family

			If you have younger kids, the vibe might be just plain fun (and a little bit of survival thrown in). Maybe you play happy classical music, ring a dinner bell when it’s time to eat, and play the same little question game during dinner. Done.

			If you have teenagers, the vibe could be warmth and safety. You want there to be the option for conversation and connecting on the days when everyone is actually eating together, especially since that happens more infrequently as kids get older.

			For that, your vibe might start before dinner is even ready. You play music that everyone likes, you spend time in the kitchen and invite a kid to hang out with you to do homework close by. You light candles and ask for help tasting something to see what it needs. You create a long runway of warmth and safety so that when you do sit down to dinner, the door is already open.

			If it’s just you and a partner, dinner might be your favorite time to connect. Maybe you don’t have kids, they’re already out of the house, or they’re tiny enough to be in bed by 6:30 p.m. Your vibe might be intimate connection. You light candles, you cook grown-up food at a grown-up pace, you listen to music the kids always make you turn off, and you just enjoy the process of making dinner and carry that over to the table. You’re gathering the whole time.

			The Vibe for a Group

			I once had dinner at someone’s house where the vibe was most certainly to have fun. The host had a beverage cart ready to go (I think people who prioritize beverages are often the most fun), and there were tiny umbrellas to put in our tea and lemonade and dinner cocktails.

			Tiny umbrellas.

			That is such a great vibe supply if you’re into having fun. But if you own tiny umbrellas but can’t find them, you don’t get to experience a fun tiny umbrella vibe.

			Know what vibe you want, gather any supplies you might need for it, put them in a single place, and get them out when it’s time to gather.

			And let’s hope that when that happens, you’ll have what you need to feel like yourself. Let’s do that next.

			Step Four Personalize Your Table

			The Objective: Feel like yourself.

			The table is the most vulnerable place to be yourself and therefore the most powerful.

			The best way to personalize your table is to be yourself when you’re there.

			Invite others to be themselves. Ask questions, tell jokes even if they’re bad, sit in silence when necessary, exchange that look with your spouse when your kid tells a story from school that’s so sweet and ridiculous and you are so tired but love this kid so much.

			The table is my favorite place to love people well, and it’s a favorite place for all of us to feel loved.

			When that matters most, the door is wide open for how you personally can make it happen.

			Consider your personality. You don’t have to become loud if you’re naturally quiet or quiet if you’re naturally loud. Just be you.

			Think about the process of a meal. Do you want to sit down with everyone right away? Then a way to personalize your table is to make sure you can. Know that your process of cooking a meal needs to be done once it’s time to sit. No scurrying for you.

			And people. That’s the best part. Personalize your table by surrounding it with people. You can live alone but still invite people over. If you live alone, you can enjoy the table with a beloved show. That’s a real thing I did while I was away writing this book! I ate dinner with “friends”! They were just on a TV screen.

			Laughing, human connection, not hiding who you are…you as a person make your table better, even if you’re the only person there.

			Step Five Systemize Your Table

			The Objective: Stay in the flow.

			Gathering around a table is the most intangible but the most powerful component of life in the kitchen. In fact, the table begins in the kitchen.

			That’s where your rhythm starts: at the stove or the counter, preparing the food, creating a vibe, and setting an intention to gather and connect.

			In order to systemize your table, to enjoy the rhythm it offers, pay attention to what matters most, be purposeful in setting your vibe, and use some Lazy Genius principles to make gathering around the table an enjoyable thing.

			Principal Picks for Your Table

			Let People In (LGP #8)

			If you’re waiting to have people over until your house is in better shape, you’re a better cook, or those people become better friends, stop.

			Stop waiting. If you wait for things to be perfect or ideal, you will always be waiting. Instead, let people in. Let them into your home, your everyday life, and your mess. You also don’t have to have a mess in order to be real. Clean houses are welcoming, too.

			Be Kind to Yourself (LGP #13)

			You don’t have to know everything. You don’t have to have the most beautiful dishes and cloth napkins. You can forget the sauce or spill a drink or forget to light the candles.

			The kinder you are to yourself, especially in front of the people in your life, whether friend or family, the more you model kindness to them.

			Start Small (LGP #2)

			You might desperately desire to focus on the table and to gather people around it, but you’ve never done it before and you’re afraid.

			If you’d like to host Thanksgiving Dinner this year for your family of twenty, start with inviting a couple of friends over for dinner next week. Have over one family member, and then two. Start small in the number of people you have around your table and work your way up.

			Of course, you can fill your home with thirty people without ever having had one person over, but I imagine feeding that many people would be a more pleasant experience if you start small first.

			Decide Once (LGP #1)

			Go ahead and decide now what you’ll cook when new people come for dinner.

			Every time someone is new, you make pizza or tacos or that chicken dish your mom taught you. Take away the stress of choosing so you can focus on being welcoming and creating a vibe to make the gathering feel the way you want it to feel.

			Don’t avoid the table because you don’t feel like yourself there. Being yourself makes the table better, and you get to invite others to do the same.

			Remember the Path

			First, prioritize. Name what matters about gathering with your people to eat. Most likely it’s a feeling, and putting a name to that feeling offers so much direction.

			Second, essentialize. Get rid of whatever is in the way of that feeling. The clutter, the expectations, the china, the crumbs. Essentialize based only on what matters, not on what other people tell you should matter.

			Third, organize. Remember that creating a vibe is simply a manufactured feeling, so name what contributes to your vibe, and have those vibe supplies in a place you can easily get to.

			Fourth, personalize. Be yourself at the table, and invite everyone around it to do the same.

			Fifth, systemize. The rhythm around the table begins in the kitchen, and as you use Lazy Genius principles to experience that rhythm, you’ll enjoy not only your time around the table more but the person you bring to it as well.

			Pal, that was a lot. You just worked super hard.

			How are you feeling? Are you excited? Feel peaceful and limber like we just left yoga class?

			(The regular kind, not the hot kind. If you’ve read The Lazy Genius Way, you already know I tried that, and it wasn’t great.)

			Now that you’ve read Parts 1 and 2, here’s what we’re going to do next.

			The Deal with Part 3

			Part 3 is the best encyclopedia for being a person in the kitchen, ever. It is a beautiful, helpful, rad collection of all kinds of specific skills and resources so you can learn to use what you have.

			You can read straight through, or at the very least skim, but know that everything in Part 3 is specifically labeled, efficiently short, and exceedingly helpful.

			Here we go.
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			You will never learn everything. How’s that for an introduction? But you just won’t. It’s better to know that now and accept it so you can move on to what matters.

			However, it is nice to have a trusted voice tell you some stuff you might not know but would like to, especially if, again, you’re thirty-seven and know how to use hyaluronic acid but do not know how to use tongs.

			This is a safe space, and all these resources are meant to help you with what you don’t yet know.

			If you don’t want to know something, skip it. If you do, this is why we love page numbers.

			I hope this section is a go-to reference for you for years to come.
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			TECHNIQUES

			How to Cook

			
					
					How to Cook Chicken (this page), including a recipe for Change Your Life Chicken (this page)

				

					
					How to Make Soup (this page)

				

					
					How to Make Salad (this page)

				

					
					How to Roast Stuff (this page)

				

					
					How to Grill Stuff (this page)

				

					
					How to Make a Marinade (this page)

				

			

			TASTE

			How to Make Food Taste Good

			
					
					How to Tell If a Recipe Is Any Good (this page)

				

					
					27 Ingredient Combinations That Will Never Let You Down (this page)

				

					
					22 Ingredients That Pack a Flavor Punch (this page)

				

					
					Staple Ingredients for Nine Different Cuisines (this page)

				

					
					The Liquid Index Ingredient Guide (this page)

				

					
					How to Add Freshness to Repetitive Meals (this page)

				

			

			TOOLS

			How to Use Your Stuff

			
					
					Tools for Roasting (this page)

				

					
					Tools for Baking (this page)

				

					
					Tools for Grilling (this page)

				

					
					Tools for Sautéing (this page)

				

					
					Tools for Steaming (this page)

				

					
					Tools for Braising, Soups, and Stews (this page)

				

					
					Tools for Cooking Pasta, Rice, and Grains (this page)

				

					
					How to Use Your Instant Pot (this page)

				

					
					Tools for Cutting and Blending Food (this page), including my TED talk on wooden cutting boards (this page)

				

					
					Lazy Genius Knife Skills (this page)

				

					
					Tools for Moving Food Around and How to Do It (this page)

				

					
					Tools for Measuring (this page)

				

			

			TASKS

			How to Keep Up with It All

			
					
					How to Plan Breakfast (this page)

				

					
					How to Plan Lunch (this page)

				

					
					When You Don’t Have a Plan (this page)

				

					
					How to Plan a Month of Meals at Once (this page)

				

					
					How to Plan Freezer Meals (this page)

				

					
					How to Prep Food (this page)

				

					
					How to Clean the Kitchen (this page)

				

					
					How to Clean out the Fridge (this page)

				

					
					28 Ready-to-Go Answers to the Magic Question (this page)

				

			

			TIPS

			How to Make Hard Stuff Easier

			
					
					Easy Tasks for Your Kids to Do in the Kitchen (this page)

				

					
					How to Never Run Out of Food at a Party (this page)

				

					
					How to Choose What Food to Serve at a Party (this page)

				

					
					How to Feed a Crowd (this page)

				

					
					How to Host Thanksgiving (this page), including a recipe for Lazy Genius Thanksgiving Turkey (this page)
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				TECHNIQUES 
How to Cook

			

			
					
					How to Cook Chicken

				

					
					How to Make Soup

				

					
					How to Make Salad

				

					
					How to Roast Stuff

				

					
					How to Grill Stuff

				

					
					How to Make a Marinade

				

			

			How to Cook Chicken

			breast with skin + bone

			sauté: Don’t do it!

			grill:

			roast: Go for it!

			fry:

			poach: Don’t do it!

			braise: Go for it!

			thigh with skin + bone

			sauté: Don’t do it!

			grill: Go for it!

			roast: Go for it!

			fry:

			poach: Don’t do it!

			braise: Go for it!

			boneless skinless breast

			sauté: Go for it!

			grill: Go for it!

			roast: Don’t do it!

			fry: Go for it!

			poach: Go for it!

			braise: Don’t do it!

			boneless skinless thigh

			sauté: Go for it!

			grill: Go for it!

			roast:

			fry: Go for it!

			poach: Go for it!

			braise:

			legs

			sauté: Don’t do it!

			grill: Go for it!

			roast: Go for it!

			fry:

			poach: Don’t do it!

			braise: Go for it!

			tenderloin

			sauté: Go for it!

			grill: Go for it!

			roast: Don’t do it!

			fry: Go for it!

			poach: Go for it!

			braise: Don’t do it!

			ground chicken

			sauté: Go for it!

			grill: Don’t do it!

			roast: Don’t do it!

			fry: Don’t do it!

			poach: Don’t do it!

			braise: Don’t do it!

			whole chicken

			sauté: Don’t do it!

			grill: Don’t do it!

			roast: Go for it!

			fry: Don’t do it!

			poach: Don’t do it!

			braise: Don’t do it!

			Not every cut of chicken works for every method, so use this table to know the best way to cook whatever kind you bought at the store.

			P.S.: If you don’t already eat chicken thighs, you should start. Not only are they more flavorful and juicy than chicken breasts, they are more affordable.

			
				How to Make Change Your Life Chicken

			

			This meal will change your life because it stands on its own, there’s zero cleanup, you can use whatever ingredients you have, it’s foolproof, and it’s absolutely delicious.

			What You Need

			
					
					chicken thighs with bone and skin (1 to 2 per adult)

				

					
					1 to 2 cups of chopped vegetables per person (such as onion, carrot, potato, green bean, asparagus, leek, sweet potato, cauliflower)

				

					
					vegetable/canola oil

				

					
					salt and pepper

				

			

			How You Make It

			
					
					Preheat the oven to 500°F. Not a typo. Five hundred degrees.

				

					
					Line a sheet pan with heavy-duty foil and then with parchment paper. The pan needs to be big enough to hold your vegetables comfortably—not too close together, not too far apart. The foil keeps the pan clean; the parchment paper keeps the food from sticking. Or just use nonstick foil if you want.

				

					
					Toss your chopped vegetables with just enough oil to give them a sheen, more salt than you think you need, and some black pepper. Consider the cooking times for the vegetables you choose; the longer they will need to cook, the smaller you’ll need to cut them. Spread the veggies on the baking sheet.

				

					
					Peel the skin back from (but not off) the chicken, then season and pat dry with paper towels. Don’t wig out. This is how you get magic crusty chicken skin. The best method is to place the chicken skin side down, season the undersides, flip, pull back the skin, season the top, put the skin back, and pat dry. Why? The chicken needs to be salted on both sides, but you want to salt it under the skin. Going in this order ensures you don’t dry the skin and then realize you forgot to season the undersides.

				

					
					Place the chicken skin side up directly on top of the vegetables. Here’s what happens: the fat from the chicken skin will seep down onto the vegetables underneath the chicken, imparting flavor and moisture, while the exposed vegetables get a tiny bit of char.

				

					
					Bake at 500°F for 50 minutes. Don’t worry if the chicken will be done; it will be. And we don’t have to be concerned about the vegetables burning at such a high temperature because they’re nestled closely together. The most you’ll get will be a few crusty edges, and those are delightful.

				

			

			OPTIONS: Vary the flavors and ingredients.

			
					
					Toss the vegetables with a spice blend.

				

					
					Use different vegetables or vegetable combos each time.

				

					
					Rub the chicken with grated lemon zest and chopped rosemary.

				

			

			The method always works as long as you have bone-in, skin-on chicken thighs. If there is no bone or skin, it’s not Change Your Life Chicken.

			
				How to Make Soup

			

			Rule #1: Season every layer.

			Salt does more than make things taste salty. In proper amounts, it increases sweetness and reduces bitterness. It is important for flavor and for drawing out moisture. Your soup will lack flavor if you simply add salt to the pot at the end.

			Rule #2: Soup needs contrast.

			Serve crunchy croutons on top of a smooth soup. Cook vegetables to varying degrees of tenderness so everything doesn’t just turn to mush. Top hearty bowls of soup with something fresh or bright, like fresh herbs or a squeeze of citrus. Top spicy bowls of soup with something cooling, like sour cream, cheese, or avocado. Top mild bowls of soup with something spicy, like chili sauce or pickled jalapeño.

			Rule #3: Go in the right order.

			
					
					Brown the meat: If you’re using it, especially red meat. Remove.

				

					
					Sauté the aromatics in some kind of fat: Chopped onion, carrot, celery, leek, bell pepper, garlic, ginger, and chili pepper are great aromatics. Oil, butter, ghee, or rendered fat from the meat are great choices for sautéing the vegetables.

				

					
					Quick sauté any other vegetables: Chopped or sliced asparagus, mushrooms, zucchini, eggplant, green beans, cabbage, etc. Throw in a pat of butter or glug of oil if the pan is dry.

				

					
					Add liquid: Chicken stock, beef stock, vegetable stock, coconut milk, crushed tomatoes, or, of course, water—although you don’t get any flavor with water.

				

					
					Bring to a simmer. A simmer is tiny chill bubbles, not big excited ones.

				

					
					Add heavies: Meat (including raw chicken that will gently cook in the soup), beans, chopped potatoes, pasta, grains.

				

					
					Simmer until everything is tender and happy.

				

					
					Taste. If it doesn’t sing, try adding salt to make everything pop. If it feels like the flavors are too far apart, add an acid, like lemon juice or red wine vinegar. If it tastes good but is boring, add a flavorful topping.
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				How to Make Salad

			

			Rule #1: Make and toss your salad in a big bowl.

			Cramming everything into a small bowl, pouring dressing over it, and trying to fork-toss it without everything falling out is why we hate making salads. Use tongs and a big bowl to gently toss everything together.

			Rule #2: Salads need contrast.

			The best salads have contrasting textures, temperatures, flavors, and even colors. Standard house salads have all cold crunchy things—iceberg lettuce, cherry tomatoes, cucumbers, and dressing. But if you add crunchy bacon, some creamy gorgonzola cheese, grilled chicken, and toasted nuts, you add contrast and therefore have a much better salad.

			There are two different kinds of crunchy: crisp crunchy, like raw vegetables, and crunchy crunchy, like nuts and croutons. Sometimes you need both kinds of crunchy, but every salad needs at least one type.

			Now you want to contrast that crunchiness with creaminess. You can get that with more than just ranch dressing. Cheese, beans, and even roasted sweet potatoes are great sources.

			Next is volume. Not math volume but flavor volume. Some foods are quiet and others are loud. Bibb lettuce is quiet. Radicchio is loud. If you have a salad of all quiet things, it’ll be a boring salad.

			Temperature contrast is often ignored. Warm components make salads very happy. Think grilled steak, hot bacon dressing, or croutons fresh from the pan.

			A Master List of Salad Ingredients

			Because sometimes you don’t know something could go into a salad until someone tells you.

			[image: checkBox] roasted     vegetables

			[image: checkBox] chickpeas

			[image: checkBox] black beans

			[image: checkBox] quinoa

			[image: checkBox] rice

			[image: checkBox] grilled vegetables

			[image: checkBox] caramelized     onions

			[image: checkBox] grilled chicken

			[image: checkBox] steak

			[image: checkBox] salmon

			[image: checkBox] hard-boiled eggs

			[image: checkBox] fried egg

			[image: checkBox] bacon

			[image: checkBox] cheddar

			[image: checkBox] blue cheese

			[image: checkBox] feta

			[image: checkBox] queso fresco

			[image: checkBox] goat cheese

			[image: checkBox] fresh mozzarella

			[image: checkBox] shaved Parmesan

			[image: checkBox] sunflower seeds

			[image: checkBox] pumpkin seeds

			[image: checkBox] sesame seeds

			[image: checkBox] pecans

			[image: checkBox] walnuts

			[image: checkBox] peanuts

			[image: checkBox] croutons

			[image: checkBox] dried cranberries

			[image: checkBox] fresh blueberries

			[image: checkBox] diced apples

			[image: checkBox] clementine     wedges

			[image: checkBox] pears

			[image: checkBox] avocado

			[image: checkBox] cucumber

			[image: checkBox] onion

			[image: checkBox] tomato

			[image: checkBox] all the greens

			[image: checkBox] pickled onions

			[image: checkBox] pickled jalapeños

			[image: checkBox] fresh herbs

			
				How to Roast Stuff

			

			Roasting is cooking food with hot indirect heat (like in an oven)and often in a single layer. The food darkens in color and is often crunchy on the outside and tender on the inside.

			Why do it? Because it’s stupid-easy, there’s no cleanup, and it has great flavor.

			Here are four basic tenets of roasting…

			#1: Fat + Salt

			Roasting is not a nonfat ordeal. Without fat, the food is likely to burn rather than cook, the texture won’t be right, and it doesn’t taste as good.

			Salt makes your food taste like the best version of itself. It also draws moisture from the food, which is important in getting that crisp texture you want from roasting. There’s a chance you’re not salting your food enough, so try using more than you normally do and see what happens. In case you’re curious, I prefer kosher salt.

			#2: Foil + Parchment

			This is a Lazy Genius tenet of roasting, not a universal one. However, lining your pan creates the easiest cleanup on the planet. I realize it also might not be great for the planet if you’re in a no-waste house. I admire that and will not make anyone feel guilty about living either way.

			You can use nonstick foil by itself, but I personally have not had great experiences with its doing its job. I use heavy-duty foil to protect the pan and conduct heat, and I use parchment paper to prevent the food from sticking.

			#3: High Heat

			If your oven is set lower than 400°F, you’re not roasting, you’re baking. You need a higher temperature to get the crispy, caramelized edges that make roasting magical.

			#4: Space

			The more space around your food, the more crispy and golden brown it will be.

			If you are roasting multiple ingredients on one sheet pan (which is a great strategy), name what you want for each particular ingredient. For example, if you want very crispy potatoes but barely crispy green beans, spread the potatoes farther apart on one half of the pan and the green beans closer together on the other half. It all depends on what you want out of the final product.

			How to Roast Stuff

			
			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							TEMP

						
							
							TIME

						
							
							TIPS

						
					

				
				
					
							
							TYPE: Asparagus

						
					

					
							
							up to 425°F

						
							
							15–25 min.

						
							
							thinner stalks get less time

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Beans—canned or already cooked

						
					

					
							
							up to 450°F

						
							
							10–30 min.

						
							
							mix with other foods/liquids so they don’t burn

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Broccoli—florets and chopped stems

						
					

					
							
							up to 500°F

						
							
							15–25 min.

						
							
							a quick steam beforehand or roasting straight from frozen improves final texture

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Cabbage—cut into slabs

						
					

					
							
							up to 450°F

						
							
							15–25 min.

						
							
							season well—thick slices won’t caramelize the same

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Carrots—small whole, sliced, diced

						
					

					
							
							up to 500°F

						
							
							20–50 min.

						
							
							smaller pieces get less time—whole need lots of room

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Cauliflower—florets and chopped stems

						
					

					
							
							up to 500°F

						
							
							20–35 min.

						
							
							More water content than broccoli, so it stays more tender during roasting

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Corn—on or off the cob

						
					

					
							
							up to 450°F

						
							
							15–25 min.

						
							
							off cob burns quickly because of all the natural sugars—wrap cobs in foil and roast 20–25 minutes

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Green beans—fresh

						
					

					
							
							up to 500°F

						
							
							15–30 min.

						
							
							very forgiving and delicious a little charred

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Mushrooms— whole, halved

						
					

					
							
							up to 450°F

						
							
							20 min.

						
							
							give lots of room and more oil than you think you need

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Onion—sliced, wedged, diced

						
					

					
							
							up to 500°F

						
							
							20–50 min.

						
							
							soft when nestled; charred when spread out

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Peppers—sliced, cubed

						
					

					
							
							up to 500°F

						
							
							10–45 min.

						
							
							fajita-style slices cook quickly, bigger chunks are forgiving due to high water content

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Potatoes—sweet and white, all sizes

						
					

					
							
							up to 500°F

						
							
							25–50 min.

						
							
							the bigger the piece, the more time it needs—salt more than you think

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Summer squash & zucchini—halved or sliced

						
					

					
							
							up to 450°F

						
							
							15–30 min.

						
							
							roast flesh side down for best color and flavor

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Tomatoes—cherry, wedged, canned

						
					

					
							
							up to 450°F

						
							
							10–30 min.

						
							
							versatile, delicious when charred, great bed for eggs

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Chicken—bone-in, skin-on breasts

						
					

					
							
							425°F

						
							
							35–45 min.

						
							
							dry skin = crispy skin—season more than you think

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Chicken—bone-in, skin-on thighs

						
					

					
							
							475°F

						
							
							40–50 min.

						
							
							dry skin = crispy skin—season more than you think

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Chicken—drumsticks

						
					

					
							
							400°F

						
							
							30 min.

						
							
							dry skin = crispy skin—season more than you think

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Chicken—boneless, skinless

						
					

					
							
							400°F

						
							
							20 min.

						
							
							season/marinate at least 20 minutes ahead of time

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Pork—boneless chops, about 1 inch thick

						
					

					
							
							400°F

						
							
							30–40 min.

						
							
							season/marinate at least 20 minutes ahead of time

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Pork—whole tenderloin

						
					

					
							
							400–450°F

						
							
							20–25 min.

						
							
							start in preheated sheet pan to sear—flip midway

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Sausage— whole links

						
					

					
							
							425°F

						
							
							35–40 min.

						
							
							put in direct contact with pan to get seared casing

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Sausage—links sliced into 1-inch pieces

						
					

					
							
							425°F

						
							
							15–20 min.

						
							
							cushion with other foods to keep moist

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Steak—whole, about 1 inch thick

						
					

					
							
							450°F

						
							
							10–15 min.

						
							
							in sheet pan, arrange vegs, grill rack, whole steak

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Steak—in 1-inch slices

						
					

					
							
							400°F

						
							
							10–15 min.

						
							
							put in direct contact with pan to get sear

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Meatballs—size of golf ball

						
					

					
							
							425°F

						
							
							12–15 min.

						
							
							if going from frozen, add 3–5 minutes

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Salmon— skin-on fillets

						
					

					
							
							425°F

						
							
							12–15 min.

						
							
							roast skin side down

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Shrimp—with or without peel

						
					

					
							
							400°F

						
							
							6–8 min.

						
							
							season or marinate really well, especially with peel on

						
					

					
							
							TYPE: Eggs—cracked whole into sheet pan

						
					

					
							
							425°F

						
							
							7–9 min.

						
							
							in bed of already roasted vegetables or atop sauce

						
					

				
			

			
				How to Grill Stuff

			

			If you’re comfortable cooking on your stovetop, you can cook on a grill.

			Rule #1: Preheat the grill.

			If you put food on a cold grill, it will absolutely stick and will not taste grilled.

			Rule #2: Clean the grill while it’s preheating.

			Don’t worry about cleaning your grill after you finish using it. All the food will cook off when you’re preheating it the next time. Just scrub it after it’s preheated and before you oil it.

			Rule #3: Oil the grill.

			If you don’t oil the grill, your food will stick. Pour vegetable oil into a small bowl, soak it up with a small wad of paper towels, and use tongs to swipe the oil along the grates. Don’t do this until you’re ready to cook.

			Rule #4: Leave the food alone.

			The longer you leave it on the grill, the more flavor will develop and the easier it will be to flip. The only exception is sugary stuff, like barbecued chicken. In that cause, choose lower heat and flip often.

			Rule #5: Close the lid.

			When do you close the lid? Pretty much always. A closed lid doesn’t mean the food will steam; it means it will have consistent heat. Because of physics I don’t understand, opening the lid on a gas grill cools it down and on a charcoal grill it heats it up. Keep your lid closed as much as possible.

			Rule #6: If your food tastes like fire, you probably haven’t salted it enough.

			That’s it. That’s the rule.

			Rule #7: Google how long to cook something specific.

			It’s okay if you don’t intuitively know, even for vegetables. Ask the internet your specific questions for how long something should cook. If you’re worried about underdone meat, get yourself an instant-read thermometer and never worry again.

			
				How to Make a Marinade

			

			Why? To get flavor into the meat and create tenderness.

			What’s most important? Salt, fat, and acid. Aromatics and herbs are optional but lovely.

			How long can it marinate? Chicken, 2 days; beef and pork, up to 5 days, as long as the meat itself is still fresh within that window.

			How to use it? Make sure it’s coating every bit of the meat.

			When to pull the marinated meat out of the fridge? About 30–45 minutes before cooking.

			Can I dump the bag of meat and marinade into a pan? No, the excess liquid will prevent your meat from browning. Remove the meat from the marinade with tongs or something slotted. Discard any leftover marinade that’s been in contact with the meat.

			Choose Your Own Adventure

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							FAT

						
							
							ACID

						
							
							SALT

						
							
							EXTRAS

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Citrus Herb

						
					

					
							
							olive oil, grapeseed oil

						
							
							lemon juice, orange juice, lime juice

						
							
							salt

						
							
							garlic, fresh parsley, basil, thyme, rosemary, crushed red pepper flakes

						
					

					
							
							East Asian

						
					

					
							
							peanut oil, sesame oil, ghee

						
							
							rice wine vinegar, ponzu, lemon juice

						
							
							salt, soy sauce, miso

						
							
							chili paste, ginger, garlic, cilantro, mirin, Chinese five-spice powder

						
					

					
							
							Tex-Mex

						
					

					
							
							olive oil, grapeseed oil, canola oil

						
							
							lime juice, apple cider vinegar

						
							
							salt

						
							
							chili powder, cumin, coriander, jalapeño, cilantro, honey

						
					

					
							
							Mediterranean

						
					

					
							
							olive oil, grapeseed oil

						
							
							balsamic vinegar, red wine vinegar, lemon juice

						
							
							salt, capers, anchovies

						
							
							fresh basil, parsley, and mint; garlic
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				How to Tell If a Recipe Is Any Good

			

			Do the ingredients go together?

			Some combos you already trust: tomato and basil, chicken and rosemary, broccoli and cheese. Some sound suspect.

			If you’re unsure, use Google. Search the ingredients in question with plus signs to make sure you get results that include all of it—for example, chicken+potatoes+raisins. If you see a lot of recipe options, you know it’s a combo that’s been tested, even if you’ve never seen it before. If you do not see a lot of recipe options or the ones you see don’t sound great, skip that recipe and try something else. There are plenty of recipes out there.

			How does the recipe use salt?

			If you combine the best foods in the world but don’t add salt, the food will not shine. Salt is essential, so pay attention to how the recipe uses it.

			If you’re reading a soup recipe, and the only time you add salt is at the end “to taste,” run for the hills. I want you listening to recipe developers who value salt in a way that makes your meals fantastic, not mediocre.

			If a recipe contains less than ½ teaspoon of salt for the entire thing, it will not taste good. I have never made a meal that used so little and tasted as good as it could.

			If a recipe encourages you to salt every layer and taste as you go, stay put.

			How does the recipe utilize heat for flavor?

			When food comes in contact with direct, powerful heat, flavor gets its wings. Think about the difference between a piece of grilled chicken and a piece that’s boiled in water. One makes you happy and the other you feed to the cat.

			This is why many slow-cooker recipes aren’t amazing. The lack of direct heat (sautéing/grilling) or high indirect heat (a hot oven for roasting) doesn’t give you the best flavor.

			Notice if any ingredients come in contact with a pan or get hit with a temperature that’s higher than 400°F. If so, you’re in good shape. If not, see if you can adjust the recipe to allow heat to give more flavor—that is, sauté the vegetables or sear the meat beforehand.

			
				27 Ingredient Combinations 
That Will Never Let You Down

				Use these in the Liquid Index (this page), on pizza, for breakfast, whatever you want. Just know that putting these flavors together always works.

				
						
						tomato, basil, and mozzarella cheese

					

						
						spicy sausage, sweet potato, and greens

					

						
						lemon, olive oil, any herb

					

						
						artichokes, spinach, garlic, Parmesan cheese, and cream

					

						
						butternut squash, spinach, and bacon

					

						
						beef, garlic, and ginger

					

						
						beef, mushrooms, and red wine

					

						
						steak, potatoes, and horseradish

					

						
						Brussels sprouts, bacon, and onion or garlic

					

						
						chicken, potatoes, Dijon mustard, and thyme

					

						
						chicken, potatoes, garlic, and rosemary

					

						
						chickpeas, cumin, and cilantro

					

						
						shrimp, corn, and cilantro

					

						
						eggplant, mozzarella cheese, and basil

					

						
						eggs, bacon, cheese, and spinach

					

						
						firm white fish, tomato, and onion

					

						
						bacon, leeks, and cream

					

						
						mushrooms, shallots, and garlic

					

						
						pasta, garlic, and Parmesan cheese

					

						
						pasta, tomato, garlic, and basil

					

						
						peas, bacon, and cream

					

						
						pork, onions, garlic, and ginger

					

						
						potatoes, bacon, and cheese

					

						
						shrimp, garlic, and lime

					

						
						butternut squash, butter, red pepper flakes, and salt

					

						
						chorizo, sweet potatoes, and orange

					

						
						zucchini, tomato, basil, and garlic

					

				

			

			
				22 Ingredients 
That Pack a Flavor Punch

				When you need some bang for your buck in a recipe, these ingredients explode.

				
						
						curry paste

					

						
						chili paste

					

						
						sun-dried tomatoes

					

						
						chipotles in adobo sauce

					

						
						honey

					

						
						capers

					

						
						herbs and spices of all kinds

					

						
						citrus, both zest and juice

					

						
						horseradish

					

						
						wasabi

					

						
						miso paste

					

						
						mustards

					

						
						toasted sesame oil

					

						
						olives and tapenade

					

						
						bacon and pancetta

					

						
						pickled vegetables

					

						
						saffron

					

						
						soy sauce

					

						
						fish sauce

					

						
						vinegars

					

						
						tamarind

					

						
						pesto
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			Staple Ingredients for Nine Different Cuisines

			Countries are large, and their flavors are varied. These ingredients are just a basic overview.

			CHINESE

			Aromatics

			garlic

			ginger

			chili peppers

			scallions

			Herbs, Spices, Flavors

			Chinese five-spice powder (usually cinnamon, peppercorns, clove, fennel seed, and star anise)

			hoisin sauce

			toasted sesame oil

			soy sauce

			rice wine vinegar

			Other Ingredients

			rice

			vegetables, especially cabbage

			tofu

			duck

			chicken

			seafood

			FRENCH

			Aromatics

			onion

			shallot

			Herbs, Spices, Flavors

			tarragon

			parsley

			thyme

			mustard

			wine

			flavorful stock

			Other Ingredients

			butter

			cheese

			cream

			eggs

			pastry

			meat, including pork, beef, chicken, veal

			seafood

			potatoes

			GREEK

			Aromatics

			garlic

			bell peppers

			onion

			Herbs, Spices, Flavors

			olive oil

			oregano

			mint

			lemon

			cinnamon

			honey

			thyme

			Other Ingredients

			lamb

			fish

			chicken

			tomatoes

			eggplant

			cheese, especially feta

			fennel

			figs

			spinach

			zucchini

			yogurt

			phyllo dough

			rice
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			INDIAN

			Aromatics

			ginger

			garlic

			chili peppers

			Herbs, Spices, Flavors

			cardamom

			cumin

			fenugreek

			turmeric

			coriander

			cinnamon

			cloves

			curry powder

			anise

			nutmeg

			tamarind

			cilantro

			mint

			saffron

			Other Ingredients

			tomatoes

			cauliflower

			eggplant

			peas

			spinach

			chicken

			lentils

			potatoes

			coconut milk

			ghee (clarified butter)

			ITALIAN

			Aromatics

			garlic

			bell peppers

			Herbs, Spices, Flavors

			anchovies

			basil

			oregano

			capers

			lemon

			olive oil

			thyme

			balsamic vinegar

			wine, especially Marsala

			Other Ingredients

			tomatoes

			pasta

			cheese

			fish

			sausage

			chicken

			veal

			eggplant

			fennel

			artichokes

			spinach

			mushrooms

			zucchini

			olives

			JAPANESE

			Aromatics

			ginger

			chili peppers

			scallion

			Herbs, Spices, Flavors

			soy sauce

			yuzu

			sesame oil and seeds

			dashi

			bonito

			mirin

			pickled vegetables

			sake

			wasabi

			Other Ingredients

			rice

			seafood

			noodles

			steamed vegetables

			MEXICAN

			Aromatics

			chili peppers

			garlic

			onion

			Herbs, Spices, Flavors

			cilantro

			cumin

			chili powder

			lime, both juice and zest

			orange, both juice and zest

			saffron

			oregano

			Other Ingredients

			beans

			corn

			tortillas

			tomatoes

			salsas

			avocado

			chicken

			beef

			pork

			rice

			MIDDLE EASTERN

			Aromatics

			garlic

			ginger

			onion

			Herbs, Spices, Flavors

			sumac

			lemons, especially preserved lemons

			dill

			mint

			oregano

			coriander

			cumin

			cloves

			nutmeg

			oregano

			ras el hanout, a spice blend

			tahini

			honey

			Other Ingredients

			yogurt

			feta cheese

			chicken

			goat

			lamb

			eggplant

			tomatoes

			chickpeas

			olives

			pistachios

			pomegranates

			lentils

			rice

			walnuts

			THAI

			Aromatics

			garlic

			ginger

			lemongrass

			chili peppers

			bell peppers

			Herbs, Spices, Flavors

			Thai basil

			cilantro

			mint

			fish sauce

			peanuts

			curry powder

			turmeric

			coriander

			cumin

			lime, both zest and juice

			coconut milk

			Other Ingredients

			noodles

			rice

			fish

			The Liquid Index Ingredient Guide

			So many options are at your fingertips, and here’s where you decide what to use.

			START WITH…

			Aromatics

			onion (red, yellow, white)

			shallots

			scallions

			leeks

			carrots

			celery

			bell peppers (red, green, yellow, orange)

			chili peppers (jalapeño, poblano, Thai, etc.)

			lemongrass

			fennel

			garlic

			ginger

			Bite-Sized Protein

			chicken (ground or cubed boneless thighs, diced boneless breast, diced tenderloin)

			pork (ground or cubed tenderloin, cubed chops)

			beef (ground or cubed sirloin, cubed strip steak)

			ground turkey

			shrimp

			sausage (pork, chicken, turkey, chorizo)

			firm white fish (cod, bass, grouper)

			beans (black, chickpeas, cannellini, pinto, kidney)

			Fat

			olive oil

			canola/vegetable oil

			grapeseed oil

			butter

			ghee (clarified butter)

			coconut oil

			ADD BULK WITH…

			beans (black, chickpeas, cannellini, pinto, kidney)

			potatoes (roasted or steamed)

			sweet potatoes (roasted or steamed)

			asparagus (roasted, steamed, sautéed, or raw)

			green beans (roasted steamed, sautéed, or raw)

			tofu

			beets (roasted, steamed)

			broccoli (roasted, steamed, raw if small)

			broccolini (roasted, steamed, sautéed)

			Brussels sprouts (roasted)

			cabbage (green, savoy, napa, red)

			artichokes (canned and drained)

			cauliflower (roasted, steamed, raw if small)

			corn kernels

			eggplant (roasted, steamed, sautéed, or raw)

			hearty greens (kale, bok choy, chard)

			spinach

			winter squash (butternut or acorn, roasted, steamed)

			yellow squash and zucchini

			okra (roasted or steamed)

			green peas

			snap peas

			mushrooms (all kinds, sautéed, roasted, raw)

			tomatoes (fresh or canned, diced or whole)

			ADD LIQUID…

			(Some or a lot. If you don’t add any, congratulations, your sauté is done.)

			stock or broth (chicken, beef, vegetable)

			wine (white, red, sake)

			beer

			coconut milk

			cream

			canned tomatoes

			fruit or citrus juices

			water

			soy sauce

			teriyaki sauce

			Asian sauce or marinade

			PUT IT IN…

			omelet

			fried rice

			bread bowl

			taco shells

			tortillas

			pita breads

			lettuce cups/wraps

			quesadillas

			quiche or frittata

			wonton or eggroll wrappers

			hollowed-out bell peppers

			roasted zucchini boats

			salad (pasta, grain, or green)

			lasagna

			OR PUT IT ON…

			grains (barley, bulgur, quinoa)

			rice (white, brown, wild)

			lentils

			beans

			couscous

			Israeli couscous

			pasta

			grits

			polenta

			roasted or steamed cauliflower

			roasted or mashed potatoes

			roasted or mashed sweet potatoes

			whole baked russet or sweet potatoes

			pizza dough

			flatbreads

			naan

			tortilla chips for nachos

			ADD SOME TOPPINGS

			nuts (toasted)

			fresh herbs (basil, cilantro, parsley)

			cheese (feta, blue, goat, mozzarella, Parmesan, queso fresco, cheddar)

			tender greens (arugula, shredded lettuce, napa cabbage)

			corn (fresh, sautéed, roasted)

			avocado

			diced or sliced cucumber

			pickled vegetables (ginger, jalapeño, onions, cucumber)

			radishes

			pomegranate seeds

			sour cream

			yogurt

			sauces and dressings
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				How to Add Freshness to Repetitive Meals

				1. Add an herb.

				It adds brightness, freshness, and flavor.

				Add cilantro to chili, basil to pasta, green onions to stir-fries, parsley to roast chicken. Fold herbs into sauces and dressings, add them to salads, and blend them with oil and garlic for a sauce to drizzle over grilled or roasted meats.

				2. Squeeze on some citrus.

				Lemon, orange, lime, grapefruit, and all their iterations add acid for brightness and flavor. Acid not only cuts the salt and richness in foods but it also balances everything out with a beautiful sparkly flavor.

				Squeeze lime juice onto roast pork, lemon onto roasted potatoes, and orange into an Asian marinade for pork.

				3. Add a sauce.

				Sauces transform ordinary ingredients into something special. A piece of grilled chicken can take on a million different personalities based on what sauce you choose.

				Use stuff from a bottle—salad dressing, drizzle sauce, dips—or make your own from a trusted source. My favorite sauce whisperer is Bri McKoy, who has now been mentioned three times in this book. Go follow her on Instagram, please. She is a delight. @brimckoy

				4. Make a switch.

				If you always make stir-fries with carrots and broccoli, switch it up one night with carrots and mushrooms. Swap chicken for steak in tacos, or put different beans in your chili. Think about a way to make the same recipe with one or two differences to create a different meal.

				5. Change the location.

				Eating at the table over and over again, likely in the same chair, can feel grounded but also gets a little boring. Switch seats, move a table outside, eat in the driveway, or let your tiny kids eat dinner in a closet or blanket fort, or something random when you need a flash of freshness.
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				TOOLS

				How to Use Your Stuff

			

			
					
					Tools for Roasting

				

					
					Tools for Baking

				

					
					Tools for Grilling

				

					
					Tools for Sautéing

				

					
					Tools for Steaming

				

					
					Tools for Braising, Soups, and Stews

				

					
					Tools for Cooking Pasta, Rice, and Grains

				

					
					How to Use Your Instant Pot

				

					
					Tools for Cutting and Blending Food (including my TED talk on wooden cutting boards)

				

					
					Lazy Genius Knife Skills

				

					
					Tools for Moving Food Around and How to Do It

				

					
					Tools for Measuring

				

			

			TOOLS FOR ROASTING

			ROASTING is cooking food with high but indirect heat, like in a 400°F or hotter oven. It’s best for when you want foods with texture and crispiness, and for recipes that lend themselves to foods being cooked in one layer. Think roasted potatoes, chicken with crispy skin, and salmon that gets crispy on top but stays tender inside.

			Recommended tools:

			
					
					oven-safe skillet: cast iron and stainless steel are best, copper and aluminum are the most finicky, and nonstick types are good only if made to be oven-safe

				

					
					sheet pan: like a cookie sheet, with low sides

				

					
					roasting pan: higher sides, like the kind you see a Thanksgiving turkey in

				

					
					Dutch oven: will work for roasting, but the high sides don’t allow as much heat circulation, which means the skin might not get as crispy

				

			

			TOOLS FOR BAKING

			BAKING is cooking food with low but indirect heat, like in a less than 400°F oven. Think casseroles, lasagna, baked chicken and rice dishes, chicken pot pie, and obviously desserts. There are lots of options, but you don’t need them all. Just pick what does the jobs you need done.

			Recommended tools:

			
					
					square/rectangular baking dishes (ceramic, glass)

				

					
					pie plates (ceramic, glass)

				

					
					disposable aluminum baking pans (for when you want to share)

				

					
					sheet pans/cookie sheets

				

					
					muffin tins/loaf pans

				

					
					variable, anything that is a conductor of heat (like glass, ceramic, and aluminum)

				

			

			If you want bread-baking tools, the best resource out there is Bonnie Ohara of “Alchemy Bread” (@alchemybread). Let her be your bread-baking guru.

			
				[image: ]
			

			TOOLS FOR GRILLING

			GRILLING is cooking food over high, direct heat and with air circulation (like the grates on a grill or a grill pan). Grilling, even with a gas grill or in a grill pan, adds a lot of charred flavor, and it’s great for eking flavor out of tender vegetables and lean proteins. Think zucchini, onions, chicken breast, and filet mignon.

			Recommended tools:

			
					
					grill: gas is easiest, charcoal has a more natural flavor, and wood chips are only for the adventurous who want to be a genius about grilling…which could be you. Choose your own adventure. Please grill outside, thank you, and goodnight.

				

					
					grill pan: perfectly fine on a stove with a healthy exhaust fan, unless you want to set off your fire alarm (which you can do and then just comfort your dog or child after you turn it off)

				

					
					sheet pan: to be used in the oven broiler to mimic “upside-down” grilling, which isn’t always ideal, since many oven broilers do not have a good attitude about life

				

					long-handled tongs and spatula: if you use a grill, your hands will be grateful
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			TOOLS FOR SAUTÉING

			SAUTÉING is cooking food with any level of direct heat, often food that’s cut into smaller pieces. Think making a stir-fry, browning ground beef, sautéing fresh green beans in hot olive oil and lemon juice, and sizzling diced onions and carrots in butter as the base for a soup.

			Recommended tools:

			
					
					skillet, maybe multiple: cast iron is great for meat and potatoes but not for tomatoes or anything with a lot of liquid. A nonstick skillet is great for (wait for it) keeping foods from sticking but not great for getting a crispy sear on a steak. Stainless steel holds its heat and helps get a great color on foods, but it can be a bear to clean up because of all the sticking. Most people have a couple of options in their cabinets. (Side note: this is why cookware sets often don’t work; you might want stainless steel saucepans but not skillets. Very few materials work for all cooking techniques equally well.)

				

					
					saucepan or Dutch oven: the high sides don’t allow as much heat circulation, which means your food likely won’t get as crispy

				

			

			TOOLS FOR STEAMING

			STEAMING is cooking food with contained, moist heat, with tenderness being the goal. Steaming also doesn’t involve direct heat or fat, so it’s the least flavorful of ways to cook food, especially if you use water and not chicken stock or wine. No shade to steaming. I’m just speaking truth.

			Recommended tools:

			
					
					saucepan with a lid

				

					
					metal steamer basket, which fits inside a saucepan

				

					
					bamboo steamer basket, which is perched in a skillet above water

				

					
					Instant Pot

				

			

			TOOLS FOR BRAISING, SOUPS, AND STEWS

			BRAISING is cooking food in low, moist, direct heat. Think short ribs, a Sunday roast, or anything where liquid is present, but the food isn’t fully submerged. Soups and stews use the same kind of heat but a lot more liquid.

			Recommended tools:

			
					
					Dutch oven: for use on the stove or in the oven, since braising can involve either

				

					
					Instant Pot: for pressure cooking, which is basically braising at warp speed

				

					
					slow cooker: a “set it and forget it” form of braising but with less control over the fat and heat—that is, the flavor

				

			

			TOOLS FOR COOKING PASTA, RICE, AND GRAINS

			STEAMING is cooking the grain or pasta in just enough water for the grain to soak it up until tender. There’s no remaining water when the grain or pasta is tender and done.

			BOILING is cooking the grain or pasta in a full pot of water, then draining the water off once the food is tender.

			Recommended tools:

			
					
					saucepan or large pot: a lid is necessary for steaming but not for boiling, and some people like glass lids so they can see if the food looks done without lifting the lid and losing the heat

				

					
					Instant Pot: more for steaming than boiling, but there are recipes for Instant Pot pasta that work well

				

					
					rice cooker: my husband is Japanese and so is our rice cooker, but you can get any well-rated electric rice cooker online or in a kitchen supply store

				

					
					sieve: something to help you drain boiled foods, and a sieve or colander are both possibilities

				

			

			Pro tip: If you make a lot of pasta, consider a big pot that’s cheap and can go in the dishwasher. Not all cookware needs to be so high quality that it should be babied, especially when its primary task is boiling spaghetti.

			
				How to Use Your Instant Pot

				1. Know the basics.

				An Instant Pot is a small appliance best known for being a pressure cooker but also is a slow cooker, rice cooker, and yogurt maker.

				2. Know where it’ll go.

				It can be quite large. If you’re thinking about buying one, no matter the size, imagine where you’ll store it before you buy it. Otherwise, you’ll bring one home, have nowhere in the kitchen to put it, and it’ll be stored too far away for you to actually get any use out of it.

				3. Know what it’s good for.

				Stews, braises, soups, large cuts of meat (pork shoulder, beef roast), steaming vegetables, dried beans, and grains. Any dish that is liquid and moist is great cooked in the Instant Pot.

				4. Know what it’s not good for.

				Foods/recipes that are mostly sautéed, seared, or grilled. Food can’t get crispy in the Instant Pot.

				5. Understand the seal.

				There’s a rubber ring on the inside of the lid. If that ring is not securely in place, the Instant Pot will not come to pressure and your food won’t cook. You also must seal the valve to trap in the pressure. You turn the toggle on top of the lid to “sealing” when you begin cooking. When cooking is finished, if desired you can quick-release the pressure by carefully moving the toggle to “venting.” Or you let the pressure release naturally and then open the lid.

				6. Use the sauté function.

				If you are making soup like a Lazy Genius or want some color on beef before turning it into a stew, there is a sauté function that can accomplish that for you without dirtying  another pan. Just be sure to change the setting from sauté to pressure cook when it’s time to seal the lid.

				7. Essentialize your tools.

				Many Instant Pot cookbooks and experts will recommend other useful tools that work in conjunction with the appliance, but as you already know, they are useful only if you use the pot. Don’t invest in extra tools until you know you need them.

				8. Essentialize your recipes.

				If your Instant Pot can cook yogurt, that doesn’t mean you have to use it for that. Only use it for recipes that make sense in your life right now. Just because something can doesn’t mean it should.

				9. Enjoy your own rhythm.

				You can use the Instant Pot weekly, monthly when you’re doing a batch of meal prep, or whenever you think about it. Just because someone else uses it more or less often than you do doesn’t make your rhythm wrong.

				10. Start small.

				Pick one recipe or ingredient you’ve wanted to make using the Instant Pot. Make that one thing a few times and get the hang of it before moving on to something else. You don’t have to learn all the functions and possibilities at once.

			

			TOOLS FOR CUTTING AND BLENDING FOOD

			
					
					chef’s knife: The all-purpose workhorse in your kitchen and one of the only things I will mildly boss you into getting. Go to a specialty kitchen store and hold some knives. That sounds aggressive, but it’s worth it. If a knife feels good in your hand, you’ll use it. If you’re not in the market for a new knife, get the one you have professionally sharpened. It’ll change your life.

				

					
					paring knife: These are the tiny knives that are great for cutting hulls off strawberries and taking the cores out of apple slices.

				

					
					serrated knife: This is the knife with a curvy sharp blade. Steak knives are serrated, and if you bake bread or buy from a bakery, a serrated knife will make your loaves so happy when slicing them.

				

					
					kitchen shears: You can chop herbs, cut string off a roast chicken, or open a stubborn box of Goldfish crackers with kitchen shears.

				

					
					mandolin: A mandolin looks like a tiny medieval torture device but it is used for slicing things so thin that they almost disappear. I personally am a wuss and afraid of losing a finger, so I have stayed off the mandolin train, although I’m sure it’s very nice there.

				

					
					box grater: Just one of the ways to grate stuff, but a solid pick to be sure. Just watch your fingers.

				

					
					Microplane: These little guys are the tiniest graters ever. Great for hard cheeses like Parmesan and Romano, as well as getting the zest from lemons and limes.

				

					
					food processor: You can use this to blend and grate, depending on the attachments included.

				

					
					immersion blender: This is basically a portable blender that you can stick into a pot of something and make it smooth. Most aren’t as strong as stand blenders, but that might not matter depending on what you personally need in your kitchen.

				

					
					stand blender: This guy is likely worth the space it takes up if you make a lot of smoothies, creamy blended soups, your own almond milk, or frozen margaritas.

				

					
					vegetable peeler: I will be an evangelist for the Swiss peeler, which has the blade perpendicular to the handle. The movement is so much easier on my wrist, but you do you.

				

					
					cutting board: Your knives need a friend, a surface to rely on. Wood and plastic are the most common material choices, plastic being the best for raw meat since it can go in the dishwasher.
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			A Case for Wooden Cutting Boards

			1. A wooden board is beautiful. Even covered in food, it’s so very pretty.

			2. A wooden board is kinder to your knives. Wood preserves the sharpness of your knives for a lot longer than if you cut on plastic or (gulp) glass.

			3. A wooden board is easy to clean. Unless you are cutting meat (which is the one time I don’t recommend using wood—see point 7), most days you can wipe the board with a damp rag and call it a day. If the board has acquired an odor, rub a little salt into the board with the cut side of a lemon. You can also use fresh lemon juice and a scrub brush. Both ways disinfect, loosen any food bits, and make the board smell good. Do not put a wooden board in the dishwasher or soak it in water.

			4. A wooden board stays put. Many plastic boards get a little antsy on the counter, but wooden boards are sturdy, dependable, and again very beautiful. They’re basically the kitchen-tool version of Poldark.

			5. A wooden board lasts forever. If you treat it with butcher block oil maybe once a year, you’ll be fine. It’s not like caring for a puppy.

			6. A wooden board can also be a serving platter. I trust that we are all still on board with charcuterie boards around here. Your wooden board can be used for that purpose, for serving pie or cookies, for heaping up toppings for a taco bar, or for anything else that needs a serving surface.

			7. A wooden board doesn’t have to be your only board. In fact, it shouldn’t be. Because wooden boards are porous, those meat juices will get down in there and never get out again. Have a plastic or composite wood board that is dishwasher safe for any raw meat preparation.

			Thank you for embarking with me on this wooden board journey.
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				Lazy Genius Knife Skills

				Most every food gets cut in this order: slice, stick, dice.

				
						
						slice: You cut slices of varying widths from a whole. A sliced onion looks like a cross-section of an onion. A sliced piece of bread is cut from the whole loaf. A slice of turkey comes off the whole turkey breast. Basically, when slicing something, the knife goes through the item one time.

					

						
						stick: A stick is made by taking a slice and then cutting it into strips. Think french fries, carrot sticks, and bell peppers that you dip in ranch dressing. This is often called a julienne, but for years I thought it was someone’s name and not how to cut a vegetable.

					

						
						dice: Think of dice as a small cube, and in order to get to the cube, you have to break the whole down into smaller and smaller parts. For example, if you need to dice a potato, you cut it into even slices, then cut those slices into sticks, and finally cut those sticks into dice. Hello, tiny squares.

					

						
						chunk: These are basically what I call massive dice. Think big vegetable chunks for skewers or beef stew. You can still break them down to dice; they’re just in way bigger slices, sticks, and chunks.

					

						
						chop: Chopping is the Wild West. It’s making lots and lots of cuts to have something really small and the action has very little precision to it. Put your non-cutting hand on top of the tip of the knife for leverage, and then rock the knife back and forth across the food.

					

						
						grate: This is when you rub a food along a rough surface to create tiny pieces, like grated cheese for pasta, or grated potatoes for hash browns. (I’m not trying to grate-splain you, but you might not know and feel super embarrassed to ask.)

					

						
						peel: You take the outer layer off something.

					

						
						blend: I sometimes forget that blending is just cutting stuff up at top speed, and you might need to do that in your kitchen, especially if you’re a sauce or creamy soup person.
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			TOOLS FOR MOVING FOOD AROUND AND HOW TO DO IT

			These are the tools you could use. You get to decide.

			
					
					wooden spoon: This is my favorite tool for stirring. Wooden spoons don’t scratch your pans, they feel good in your hand, and they’re sturdy and beautiful.

				

					
					large, deep spoon: Here’s your dishing requirement. If you want to serve mashed potatoes, casseroles, and fruit salad in less time than it took you to make the thing, use a large, deep spoon. When dishing out, try to match the shape of the tool to the shape of the vessel you’re taking food out of; for example, a spatula is great when serving from a sheet pan, while a round spoon is better from a saucepan. Any material is fine, but I prefer plastic or silicone because the sound of metal on metal makes me retreat into my own soul.

				

					
					slotted spoon: This is only if you’ve steamed or boiled food that needs to be separated from its liquid in order to be dished. Think warmed canned vegetables.

				

					
					spider: This is like a large slotted spoon but made of metal and with bigger holes to filter out hot oil, often used during deep-frying.

				

					
					ladle: If you make soup, a ladle is a game-changer. A coffee mug or large spoon will work, but isn’t as efficient and is likely a bit messier, too.

				

					
					tongs: Perfect for lifting, tossing, and certain kinds of flipping (think chicken, not pancakes). Tongs are the best tool for tossing jobs, across the board. Two large, flat spoons or forks are second best.

				

					
					spatula: There are many kinds to choose from, but spatulas (or turners) are your all-purpose flippers. The more tender the food (pancakes), the thinner the spatula should be. Metal is important for a grill; plastic is likely fine everywhere else. I also like to have a spatula with holes and one without; the one without is for certain kinds of serving.
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					silicone spatula: These in various sizes are what you want for emptying containers. Getting pancake batter out of the bowl, pumpkin puree out of the can, and mustard from the jar are tasks all highly improved with a silicone spatula. I like mine sturdy and not super flexible, kind of like me.

				

					
					bench scraper: This is my secret weapon in the kitchen. It’s great for transporting a food item from one location to the next, but it’s also great for cutting bread and cookies, cubing butter, and scraping off counters, tables, and underneath kitchen tables when you discover the garden of dried rice your toddler left behind.

				

					
					whisk: This is obviously your tool for whisking and also perhaps for mixing, depending on the situation. Balloon whisks (the ones that look like a ball) are the most common and easy to use. Flat whisks are fine and best for whisking pan sauces, if that’s your thing. If it’s not, skip it.

				

					
					hand or stand mixer: Obviously, if you do a lot of mixing, you might be glad you have either a hand or a stand mixer. But if you don’t bake, make mashed potatoes, or do anything that requires a mixer, you don’t have to have one, especially when they take up decent real estate in your kitchen.
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			You think I’m kidding, but so many people aren’t sure what tool to use for what task. Now you know.

			And these are the ways you move food around.

			
					
					stir: You’re just keeping things moving, keeping them from burning, maybe turning two things into one, making lots of circular movements.

				

					
					flip: You’ve cooked one side. Now you need to cook the other side.

				

					
					mix: This is when multiple things turn into one thing. Salad dressings, sauces, cookie dough, etc.

				

					
					toss: You have food that needs to be mixed but not fully combined. Think salads and dressing, spaghetti and sauce.

				

					
					whisk: Whisking adds air to a liquid, making it light and fluffy. Think turning cream into whipped cream and egg whites into meringue. Whisking is also a way to cheat flour sifting.

				

					
					dish: Gossip. Kidding. Dishing is removing food from the pot or pan to its second location. Generally, the quicker you can do this, the happier the eaters.

				

					
					lift: This is dishing, but for entire whole things, like a steak, a piece of chicken, or a panini fresh off the press.

				

					
					empty: You want to get out every. last. drop.

				

					
					transport: If you chop onions on your wooden cutting board that I convinced you to buy, you need a way to transport them to wherever they’re going. Your hands work fine. You might want a tool, though, such as a bench scraper.

				

					
					fold: As in “fold in the cheese.” This is when you use a spatula to slowly and gently mix two ingredients, often with different texture and thickness, to help preserve the temperature or the texture.

				

					
					cut in: This isn’t about your fingers. Sometimes in biscuit or baking recipes, you’re supposed to cut the butter into the flour. That just means you break the butter into small pieces while it’s in the flour. The specialized tool for this is a pastry cutter, but a bench scraper or even a fork can work.
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			TOOLS FOR MEASURING

			What you can measure:

			
					
					dry ingredients: flour, bread crumbs, spices, etc.

				

					
					wet ingredients: oil, vanilla, chicken stock, etc.

				

					
					the temperature of food to see if it’s ready: the inside of a chicken, a loaf of bread, or a saucepan of sugar that’s turning into caramel.

				

			

			How to measure:

			
					
					mixing cups and spoons: It’s the most common: the stacked ¼ to 1 cup measures and the teaspoons and tablespoons on a silver ring. Best for dry, fine for wet.

				

					
					liquid measuring cups: These are the glass measuring cups that have a spout. It’s much easier to measure liquids without spilling and it tends to be a more accurate measurement than using regular mixing cups. These work as a vessel to whisk non-measured stuff, too, like bonus mixing bowls.

				

					
					kitchen scale: I love a kitchen scale to measure by weight instead of by volume, eliminating the need for a lot of extra measuring cups. Most scales measure by ounces and grams, and many models have a “zero” function whereby the weight restarts at zero when it’s time to add the next thing. It keeps you from having to add in your head, which is always a bonus for me.

				

					
					instant-read digital thermometer: Chicken should be about 165°F when it’s done. A loaf of bread is around 200°F. Sometimes it’s nice to not have to guess.

				

					
					clip-on thermometer: Proper temperature is essential for both deep-frying and making candy, so unless you do one of those things, you can skip this type of thermometer.
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				How to Plan Breakfast

			

			Rule #1: Do just one morning thing the night before.

			Make lunch, prep the coffee, choose your outfit, pack your laptop bag, sign the homework forms…do something that needs to happen tomorrow, tonight. Extra breakfast time might be worth the trade.

			Rule #2: Choose easy foods.

			Frozen Stuff

			
					
					Sweet: fully baked muffins, quick breads, pancakes, waffles, smoothie packs

				

					
					Savory: breakfast sandwiches, burritos, hash browns, quiche cups, precooked bacon

				

			

			Prepped Stuff

			
					
					Overnight oatmeal, yogurt-granola parfaits, and hard-boiled eggs can be ready to go. Omelet or hash ingredients can be prepped and thrown into a skillet for a quick hot breakfast. (Washing a pan takes less than a minute; sometimes it’s worth it. Sometimes.)

				

			

			Pantry Stuff

			
					
					The usual suspects: cereal, Pop-Tarts, instant oatmeal, and protein bars

				

			

			Rule #3: Make it a priority only if it matters.

			If your stage of life does not include a cooked breakfast around the table with your people, that is okay. There is no moral superiority to eating breakfast as you would dinner. Be a genius about it only if it matters.

			
				How to Plan Lunch

			

			The three most common lunch challenges are volume, decisions, and boredom.

			Knowing specifically why lunch is a challenge will help you focus your solutions. Don’t waste energy fixing invisible problems.

			Volume

			If you pack a lot of lunches, make the same thing for everybody. Not everyone will have their preferences, but lunch doesn’t have to be perfectly suited to every taste every day.

			If you’re eating at home, make lunches that have several servings from one effort: soup, baked pasta, or a giant sub sandwich cut into pieces rather than six individual sandwiches.

			Decision-Making

			If deciding what’s for lunch at lunch is the problem, decide what lunch is at breakfast or even earlier. Another idea? Decide one lunch a week and eat that thing every day. Change it the next week. If the frustration is all about making another decision, make fewer decisions.

			Boredom

			If you care about variety for yourself or your kids, your lunch challenges are different from volume or decision-making. First, make sure your kids care about variety. Don’t assume they’re bored unless they tell you. Again, invisible problems.

			Consider having a Meal Matrix for lunches whereby you have a general idea but can vary the details. Monday is a sandwich. Tuesday is soup. Wednesday is a green salad. Thursday is a grain salad. Friday is something hot with cheese and bread. You can also take this approach for an entire week at a time over the course of a month. Week one is salad, week two is soup, week three is rice bowls, week four is sandwiches, etc.

			
				When You Don’t Have a Plan

			

			1. Don’t panic.

			Your brain has a panic mode, and when it’s in panic mode, your brain chooses survival over logic. Take a few deep breaths so your brain knows you’re not in actual danger. I’m serious.

			2. Look at your list of Plan B meals on this page.

			Here’s why it’s better to have a written/typed list than one that’s just in your head. If your brain is freaking out, it’s going to have a hard time extracting that mental list. Also, no one else in your family can see what’s in your head, so put those Plan B meals in writing.

			You’ve made your list for such a time as this. Use it.

			3. Choose and delegate.

			Choose a Plan B meal you already have ingredients for. Don’t carry your panic to the grocery store.

			Once you choose, delegate tasks to anyone who is eating with you. Sally grates the cheese. Bobby sets the table. Johnny opens cans. Get all your 1950s children on board.

			4. Be kind to yourself.

			If the panic stays panicky, if the meal is gross, if everyone is yelling, it doesn’t change who you are as a person.

			If the panic turns to euphoria, if the meal is amazing, if dinner ends with trust falls, it doesn’t change who you are as a person.

			Your value doesn’t come from how well you succeed or how dramatically you fail. Your value is rooted in love, not lists. Remember the love of your family, your friends, yourself, and the God who made you. Even if you don’t believe in that last part, you still believe in love. So don’t let a wonky meal or angry attitude or another trip to McDonald’s get you down.

			
				How to Plan a Month of Meals at Once

			

			1. Choose your calendar.

			I like a cheap monthly wall calendar that I use just for meals. You can use a digital calendar, your paper planner, a whiteboard, anything. The only thing necessary is that you have a calendar showing the whole month, whether its only purpose is for meals or you use it for everything.

			2. Start with your schedule.

			Do not plan meals chronologically. This is where you lose.

			Start with what you know is happening—book club, soccer games, city council meetings, birthdays, etc. Mark those days with a star or symbol, or write down the actual event. The point is to know what days need a specific kind of meal.

			3. Put easy meals on busy days and celebratory meals on special ones.

			If you know you’ll be home later than usual, choose a quick dinner. If it’s Billy’s birthday, choose his favorite meal. Begin your monthly meal plan by choosing specific meals for specific days that need extra attention.

			4. Use a Meal Matrix, like the one on this page.

			Pizza Fridays. Taco Tuesdays. Breakfast for Dinner Sundays.

			Use your own Meal Matrix to fill in any remaining blanks. Not every day needs to be in a Meal Matrix; our family only has two or three main ones. The point is to make your decisions easier by narrowing them down.

			5. Fill in the rest from your Dinner Queue, like on this page.

			To fill any blanks remaining, choose meals you already know fit your season of life. Also, give yourself the freedom to leave some days blank or to fill in a flexible option. Planning to have hot dogs on a Saturday night is easy enough, but if you decide to eat at Grandma’s, eat leftovers, or eat out, the hot dog plan can wait another day.

			
				How to Plan Freezer Meals

			

			Know Your Freezer Meal Life Span

			How long can your freezer feed you? How many meals can fit in the freezer, divided by the number of times you want to eat a freezer meal every month, equals how long your freezer can feed you. Or, if you like math equations, here you go:

			Freezer capacity ÷ freezer meals desired = freezer Meal Life Span

			If I want to eat a freezer meal four times a month and I have room for twenty meals, my Freezer Meal Life Span is five months. I can stock five months’ worth of meals at a time.

			If you want to eat from your freezer eight times a month and have room for ten meals, your Freezer Meal Life Span is 10 divided by 8, which is 1¼ months, so your freezer can feed you for five weeks before it needs to be stocked again.

			The Five Rules of Freezer Cooking Sessions

			Rule #1: Have a plan. Make your own or follow someone else’s. Know if you’re making full meals or meal kits (ready-to-go components), how long things take to make, and what appliances/oven will be running and when. Don’t enter a freezer cooking spree without a plan, or you’ll never do it again.

			Rule #2: Think about thawing. Imagine how the meal will thaw, and package the foods accordingly. I like freezing soups and sauces flat in gallon freezer bags to speed up the thawing, but if you’re putting yours directly into a slow cooker, that shape won’t work.

			Rule #3: Google it. If you’re unsure if something can freeze, check on the internet.

			Rule #4: Label like it’s your job. You think you’ll remember what something is. You won’t.

			Rule #5: Don’t be a freezer hoarder. The point is to make food for you to use. Don’t hoard it for “the right time.”

			
				How to Prep Food

			

			
					
					Choose your time. When do you have the energy and resources to be in the kitchen? Only you can answer that. Mornings, evenings, weekends, one two-hour chunk, seven five-minute chunks…name the amount of time and time of day that work for you.

				

					
					Choose your scope. How much are you wanting to prep at once? If you only have fifteen minutes, don’t expect to prep three complete meals. It still counts as food prep if you do only one thing.

				

					
					Choose your food. What food are you prepping? Choose whatever will give you the biggest bang for your buck, depending on what matters most to you.

				

					
					Choose your method. Are you just chopping, steaming/roasting ingredients, or cooking meals to completion? Choose what appliances you might use, what tools/supplies you might need, and be honest with what you plan to accomplish in the time and with the scope you’ve chosen.

				

					
					Choose your zones. With multiple happenings, it’s helpful to create zones. An Ingredient Zone, a Chopping Zone, a Cooling Zone, a Packing Zone, and, of course, a Dirty Dishes Zone. Plug in any small appliances near the oven if you can to create a Cooking Zone.

				

					
					Choose your order. List what you’ll cook based on how long each thing will take. Whatever takes the longest goes first.

				

					
					Choose your adventure. Do this with a friend or two and exchange meals at the end. Listen to an audiobook. Give your kids tasks and have them join in. Share a meal with a neighbor when you’re done. Turn on your loudest Taylor Swift. Make it yours, and have fun.
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				How to Clean the Kitchen

			

			First, you should designate a Dirty Dishes Zone (DDZ) and a Fridge Zone (FZ).

			The DDZ is where all dirty dishes go until it’s time to wash them. Pick a spot on the counter by the sink or the dishwasher, and don’t put anything else in that zone, ever.

			The FZ is a spot on your counter close to the fridge where everything waits until you put it all away at once.

			
					
					Clear the eating area. Move the dishes to the DDZ, fridge stuff to the FZ, and put/throw everything else away.

				

					
					Clear the stove area. Pack up leftovers, keep using your zones, put/throw everything else away.

				

					
					Clear the counters. Same thing.

				

					
					Put away what’s waiting in the Fridge Zone.

				

					
					Load the dishwasher if you have one. First, load items that have only one home—that is, plates and top-rack-only dishes. Next, load items from smallest to largest. Deal with silverware as it comes.

				

					
					Wipe down surfaces. Fill a sink with soapy water if you have dishes to wash, or use your favorite rag and cleaner. Either way, wipe down all the cleared surfaces.

				

					
					Wash the dishes. Wash the cleanest items first, and move from small to large.

				

					
					Wipe out the empty sink.

				

					
					Sweep or vacuum the floor.

				

					
					Celebrate.

				

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			How to Clean Out the Fridge

			
					
					Gather your tools. Get out the cleaner, rag, brush, bench scraper, a trash can, a cooler. And put on music with a beat.

				

					
					Take everything out. Designate zones—questionable contents in Dirty Dishes Zone, Eat It Now Zone, Keep It Zone. Zones are for stuff that’s obvious. Batch it.

				

					
					Wipe out the wetness and food debris. Use a vacuum to get the bits, if you want. Soak up the wetness before adding cleaner.

				

					
					Soak stubborn stains. Put a splash of hot water on dried stains and a rag on top to soften.

				

					
					Deal with the food on the counter while the cleaner works. Keep, trash, immediately use.

				

					
					Wash the inside of the fridge. Go back over it with a dry rag.

				

					
					Put everything back. Wipe off the bottoms of bottles and jars before you put them back in.
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				28 Ready-to-Go Answers to the Magic Question (LGP #3)

				What can you do now to make life in your kitchen easier later? Here are some ideas.

				Choose what’s for dinner tonight.

				Choose what’s for dinner tomorrow.

				Pull meat out of the freezer.

				Chop an onion.

				Fill a pot with water.

				Mix a marinade or salad dressing.

				Put the pasta and jar of sauce next to the stove.

				Line a sheet pan with foil so it’s ready for roasting.

				Grate cheese.

				Chop fruit.

				Unload the dishwasher.

				Clean up the dishes from breakfast.

				Steam broccoli and carrots for a quicker stir-fry.

				Marinate and freeze the chicken that’s close to death.

				Measure rice in the rice cooker.

				Clean the mushrooms.

				Wash the lettuce and wrap it in paper towels.

				Make a quick tomato sauce.

				Put all the vegetables you need on a cutting board.

				Get the slow cooker out from the back of the cabinet.

				Make cheese sandwiches to grill later in the day.

				Cook bacon.

				Cut carrots into sticks, dice, or coins.

				Rinse and drain a can of beans.

				Open all the cans you need for dinner.

				Cut the onions and potatoes out of those red nets.

				Chop herbs.

				Set the table.

			

		

	
		
			
				TIPS

				How to Make Hard Stuff Easier

			

			
					
					Easy Tasks for Your Kids to Do in the Kitchen

				

					
					How to Never Run Out of Food at a Party

				

					
					How to Choose What Food to Serve at a Party

				

					
					How to Feed a Crowd

				

					
					How to Host Thanksgiving, including a recipe for Lazy Genius Thanksgiving Turkey

				

			

			Easy Tasks for Your Kids to Do in the Kitchen

			
					
					Press the buttons on the microwave.

				

					
					Roll out/knead/crimp the pizza dough.

				

					
					Fill pots with water.

				

					
					Wash produce in a big bowl of water and dry with a towel.

				

					
					Pour liquid ingredients from a pitcher into a LARGE pot or bowl, preferably close to the sink. Maybe even inside the sink.

				

					
					Sift dry ingredients.

				

					
					Mash foods (potatoes, avocado, etc.). Also, please don’t assume they will actually eat the potato or avocado, because again…nonsense.

				

					
					Dump seasonings into pots and pans.

				

					
					Whisk stuff.

				

					
					Crack eggs. Have them do it in a separate bowl so you can fish out the inevitable shell.

				

					
					Add a pinch of salt to something.

				

					
					Listen for the timer to go off.

				

					
					Sprinkle cheese on pizza, burritos, pasta, etc.

				

					
					Set and clear the table. Or at least parts of it. Maybe one plate. Pick your battles.

				

					
					Unwrap things.

				

					
					Put frozen cookie dough balls in a sheet pan to bake.

				

					
					Rinse/cook rice in the rice cooker.

				

					
					Wash or rinse dishes.

				

					
					Put dishes in the Dirty Dishes Zone.

				

			

			
				How to Never Run Out of Food at a Party

			

			All you do is multiply. Calculators are very much allowed.

			Here are the magic formulas to remember:

			Six bites per person per hour.

			Three choices per ten people.

			Let’s pretend you’re having twenty people over for a Christmas party that will last from 7:00 to 10:00 p.m. How much food do you make?

			6 (bites) x 20 (people) x 3 (hours) ÷ 6 (choices) = 60 “bites” per item you’re serving

			Item one: sausage balls; you’ll need 60. Item two: spinach dip; you’ll need about 60 scoops’ worth. Item three: cookies; this is tricky because it’s about bites, not servings. A cookie could be anywhere from 2 to 6 bites. Divide accordingly.

			Don’t overthink it. The math always works. Unless you serve something wrapped in bacon; then double it. That’s not a joke. Bacon transcends math.
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				How to Choose What Food to Serve at a Party

			

			Choose multiple…

			
					
					Textures: smooth, cheesy, gooey, crunchy

				

					
					Temperatures: hot, cold, room temp

				

					
					Flavors: sweet, salty, spicy, earthy

				

					
					Weights: light and refreshing, heavy and rich

				

			

			
					
					Start with one dish you know you want to serve. Maybe a party isn’t a party without your grandmother’s famous sausage dip…which is gooey, hot, spicy, and rich. Avoid serving another food that fits all those categories at the same time, and simply fill in the blanks!

				

					
					You don’t have to make everything yourself. Outsource. You don’t have to be your own caterer.

				

					
					Make at least half ahead of time. When your friends arrive, you don’t want to be in the middle of a zillion things, stressed out, and then forced to disappear with a bottle of wine. Make it easy on yourself by choosing foods that can be made hours or even days before, or at least ready to simply pop into the oven when the time is right.
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				How to Feed a Crowd

			

			Decide Once (LGP #1)

			Choose four go-to meals for feeding a crowd: two warm-weather, two cold-weather. Always serve one of those meals. Customizable elements are always great for a crowd.

			
					
					Breakfast for Dinner: bacon, breakfast casserole, muffins, fruit, etc.

				

					
					Greek Feast: grilled chicken, pita bread, tzatziki, marinated tomatoes and cucumbers, etc.

				

					
					Baked Potato Bar: russet and/or sweet potatoes with cheese, sour cream, scallions, rotisserie chicken, steamed chopped broccoli, salsa, avocado, roasted vegetables, etc.

				

					
					Taco Bar: braised pork shoulder or chicken, cheese, salsas, avocado, sour cream, beans, corn, roasted vegetables, lettuce, tomato, pickled onion, pickled jalapeño, lime, cilantro

				

					
					Baked Pasta Meal: baked spaghetti/ziti/lasagna, salad, bread

				

					
					Change Your Life Chicken (this page)

				

			

			Ask the Magic Question (LGP #3)

			What can I do now to make feeding this crowd easier later?

			
					
					Prep food ahead of time

				

					
					Set up the napkin/plate area

				

					
					Pull out the trash can so folks know where it is without having to ask

				

					
					Run and unload the dishwasher so it’s empty and available

				

					
					Run a sink of soapy water to soak/hide last-minute dishes

				

					
					Have a couple of answers to “How can I help?”

				

					Choose background music ahead of time and have it queued up
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			Go in the Right Order (LGP #11)

			
					
					Write down everything you need to do. If you’re making lasagna, list assemble the lasagna, preheat the oven, put lasagna in the oven, pull lasagna out of the oven, etc. Include everything. Details are how you don’t lose your mind.

				

					
					Start with when foods need to be done. If you want the lasagna to be ready at 6:15 p.m., you need to pull it out at 6:00 p.m., put it in the oven at 5:00 p.m., and preheat the oven by 4:45 p.m. so it’s ready to go. Reverse-engineer your timings and create a timeline.

				

					
					Plug everything into its best place. You might have an hour while the lasagna cooks. Decide if you want to make a salad, prep some garlic bread for the oven, set up the buffet area, or light some candles during that hour. Fill in the gaps.

				

					
					Add a 45-minute buffer. The bigger the crowd, the more likely you’ll need it.

				

			

			Let People In (LGP #8)

			Have the people you live with join in the effort. If you live alone, invite a friend to come early and help. People don’t care so much about what they eat; they just want to be welcomed. Enjoy the fun connection that comes with feeding a crowd.

			
				How to Host Thanksgiving

				RULE #1: Remember why you’re hosting.

				Recipes will not save your Thanksgiving. Why you’re gathering matters more. Do not lead with performance, being impressive, or being resentful because no one else will host. Frame your reason positively, and always lead with connection.

				RULE #2: Know your weaknesses and ask for help.

				If you’re not social glue, ask a cousin who is to keep the conversation going. If you’re not good at planning activities for kids, ask your Uncle Mike to do something fun with the cousins before the meal is ready. If you’re not a confident cook, ask everyone to bring a dish to share.

				RULE #3: Look for make-ahead recipes.

				Do not make everything that day, unless being in the kitchen all day is part of your family’s Thanksgiving Day culture. Otherwise, make some stuff ahead of time.

				RULE #4: Pay attention to oven math.

				The most stressful part of hosting Thanksgiving is getting everything ready to eat at the same time. If the turkey will be in the oven most of the day, choose sides that don’t require oven time or that require very little once the turkey is out. You must do the oven math.

				RULE #5: Start the meal with an empty dishwasher.

				Clearing the mess of the meal will go so much quicker and leave plenty of time for football.

				RULE #6: Plan out your serving dishes.

				Make sure you have serving/cooking dishes for your entire menu. If you don’t, go thrifting or borrow in advance.

				RULE #7: Focus on light.

				Candles, lamps, open windows. A room transforms with light, not just an overhead light.

				RULE #8: Play music.

				Music smooths the edges of awkward conversation and silence. It also makes people happy.

				RULE #9: Buy disposable leftover containers.

				It’s so nice to pack leftovers and not worry about Aunt Susie needing to return your Tupperware.

				RULE #10: Give yourself more time than you think you need.

				Cooking for a crowd, especially on Thanksgiving, you will inevitably hit some bumps. Give yourself plenty of margin when you’re planning your timings. Take a breath. It’ll all be okay.

			

			
				Lazy Genius Thanksgiving Turkey

			

			INGREDIENTS

			
					
					a turkey, 10–12 pounds

				

					
					1 stick (½ cup) really soft unsalted butter

				

					
					1 tablespoon salt, plus extra as needed

				

					
					2 teaspoons black pepper, freshly ground if you can, plus extra as needed

				

					
					4 teaspoons of dried herbs (I use equal parts thyme and 	rosemary, but fennel and sage would be nice additions, too)

				

					
					1 large white or yellow onion, peeled and cut into 	large wedges

				

					
					2 large apples (any kind is fine) cut into large wedges, no need to peel or core

				

			

			NOTE: If you’re cooking a turkey more than 12 pounds, double the butter and seasonings.

			Three Days Before: Thaw the Turkey

			It takes almost three days in the fridge to fully thaw a 10-pound bird and five to six days for a 20-pound bird. PLAN ACCORDINGLY. No putting turkeys in the dryer.

			The Day Before: Season the Turkey

			
					
					In the morning, pull out the butter and let it sit on the counter pretty much all day.

				

					
					Somewhere between lunch and going to bed, pull out everything you’ll need: your roasting pan, the turkey, a bowl for mixing the butter, the wedged onion and apples, and extra salt and pepper in a separate bowl to use inside the bird.

				

					
					In a small bowl, mix the butter with 1 tablespoon salt, 2 teaspoons pepper, and the dried herbs. It’s heavily seasoned; don’t be scared.

				

					
					Take the turkey out of the wrapping, pat it dry with paper towels, remove the neck and the baggie of innards, and place the turkey on a large roasting pan or plastic cutting board with a groove to catch the juices.

				

					
					Take a couple of big pinches of that extra salt and pepper, and heavily season the inside of the turkey. After you season the inside, stuff the apples and onion inside.

				

					
					Take that seasoned butter and rub it all over the turkey, under the skin first and then on the outside. Top, bottom, sides—in every crevice you can find. Warning: the reason you want the butter incredibly soft is that it will start to firm up as you rub it on the cold turkey. That’s fine, and you’re not doing anything wrong. Just keep massaging the butter into the bird like it’s normal. If you run out of butter before you coat the outside fully, that’s fine. Under the skin is more important.

				

					
					Put the turkey in the roasting pan breast side up, cover it with foil, and pop it back in the fridge until the next day.

				

			

			The Day Of: Cook the Turkey

			Your turkey is ready to go in the oven just as it is, straight from the fridge.

			Preheat the oven to 325°F. For a 10-pound turkey, cook for four hours. I like to keep the turkey covered with foil for the first three hours, and then remove the foil for the final hour to let the skin get really golden. Once the turkey is done, let it rest under the foil for about 20 minutes before carving.

			How to Know When a Turkey Is Done

			There are several methods:

			
					
					Use an instant-read thermometer. This one is my favorite way because it’s the most dependable. Stick the thermometer in the thickest part of the breast and look for 165°F.

				

					
					Rely on the pop-up thermometer. A lot of turkeys come with a built-in thermometer that pops up when the turkey is done. Sometimes it’s at the right time, and sometimes it takes the turkey a little far. This is my least favorite way because it’s the most out of my control, and I don’t want a dry turkey.

				

					
					Cut open the bird. Poke the bottom of the turkey with a sharp knife and observe the juices that come out. If they’re clear, you’re all set. If they’re pink, the turkey isn’t done yet.

				

					
					Wiggle a leg. Before the days of thermometers and pieces of plastic embedded in turkey flesh, folks would wiggle the turkey leg to test for doneness. If it wiggles really easily, you’re probably good.
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			CONCLUSION

			
				[image: Enjoy It Like Never Before]
			

			Okay, pal, take a deep breath.

			I know you’re excited. I’m thrilled you’re excited. I’m excited for you! Your life in the kitchen is about to change. That’s worth being excited about!

			But here’s why I need you to still take that deep breath. If you busted through this entire book and are so pumped about the five steps, but still haven’t put them into practice, you might spin out.

			Don’t spin out.

			Hope is a beautiful thing, especially in the kitchen, and this book is full of hope. It’s full of potential and promise and permission—and it works. But it’ll work best if you go slowly and take it in small steps. You don’t have to transform your kitchen all at once.

			Start small. (LGP #2)

			Small steps are easy. Easy steps are sustainable. Sustainable steps keep you moving.

			You will experience your kitchen with more confidence and joy if you loosen up your expectations to fix the whole thing at once.

			Remember how we talked about your kitchen’s prep flow being like a river? Right now, you might be experiencing that river on a raft. Your current way of being in your kitchen looks a little janky, is often a rough ride, and you might have fallen off the raft once or twice, but you’re still moving. Nothing is wrong. You just don’t enjoy the ride as much as you’d like.

			This book is your toolkit for slowly transforming that raft into a sleek canoe, maybe even equipped for white water. But you can do it slowly.

			Apply one change at a time. Go in the order of the book, or pluck one thing that will make your ride feel smoother right away.

			I imagine you sitting on the shore of the river, making camp at the end of another long day, and tweaking one little piece of your raft to prepare for tomorrow. You do another tweak the next night, and the next, and the next. Your raft slowly transforms into a boat as you learn from the ride.

			And each day gets a little smoother.

			You’re not distracted by keeping yourself on your misshapen raft anymore, but you now have the space to look around at how beautiful the scenery is because you feel more secure in your newly fashioned boat.

			It’s enjoyable.

			That’s what happens when you seek to create a Lazy Genius kitchen. You enjoy being there more than you don’t. It’s not perfect, nor would you want it to be. Perfection is for robots. You’re a human busting with laughter and compassion, spontaneity and peace.

			That person doesn’t need a perfect kitchen. She just needs a Lazy Genius one.

			Deep breaths.

			Go slow.

			Have fun.

			Enjoy your people.

			Eat yummy food.

			And be kind to yourself.

			High five, pal. 
You’re doing great.
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NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

THE LAZY GENIUS WAY

No more cobbling together life hacks and productivity
strategies from dozens of authors and still feeling tired.

Instead, use thirteen Lazy Genius principles to create your
own system based on what matters to you. You dont need a
new list of things to do; you need a new way to see.

It's time for a book that has both system and soul,
and The Lazy Genius Way is it.
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THE LAZY GENIUS PODCAST

Being a person is hard, and The Lazy Genius Podcast is here
to help you be a genius about the things that matter and lazy
about the things that don't. From laundry to cooking chicken
to making new friends, Kendra is here to welcome you into
an easier way.

Listen to The Lazy Genius Podcast, in which she shares
how to approach almost anything like a Lazy Genius.

Tune in at thelazygeniuscollective.com/lazy or subscribe
using your favorite podcast app.

New episodes every Monday.
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WANT MORE
LAZY GENIUS KITCHEN?

Same.

Join Kendra as she visits the kitchens of some of
Instagram’s favorite personalities and her closest
friends to apply Lazy Genius principles in real time.
And grab free practical resources online designed to
help you get what you want out of the hardest
working room in your home.

Find all the fun extras at thelazygeniuskitchen.com.
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“An empowering, transformative, and slightly sassy guidebook.”
—Jenna Fischer, actress, author, and producer/cohost of Office Ladies podcast

HAVE WHAT YOU NEED, USE WHAT YOU HAVE,
AND ENJOY IT LIKE NEVER BEFORE

KENDRA ADACHI

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR
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