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CHAPTER TWO
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At least every few weeks I make a special trip to see my niece and nephew, who live about an hour away. And inevitably, as night falls, they ask me why I have to leave, and why I have to go to work the next day. They’re just 4 and 6, so they don’t quite understand the intricacies of career management. So, I explain it to them in a way they can understand: “I have to go to work so I can make some money so I can buy some food.”

But what started as a simple way to talk to kids has become, for many of us, something more serious. Over the past several years, the amount of work we all have to do in order to “buy some food” has been growing out of control. The USDA estimated that overall food prices would rise as much as 4.5 percent in 2011 alone. And the costs of some of the most important components of our daily meals are rocketing up at even faster rates: Beef was expected to rise by 9 percent in 2011, and dairy by up to 6 percent. (What are they feeding those cows, caviar?) Cooking oil is expected to go up as much as 7.5 percent as well. Nowadays, it feels like we’re all walking around holding signs that say Will Work for Food.

And that’s why mastering the super-market has never been more important. In fact, I want you to look at this book not as a shopping and spending guide, but as an investing guide. After all, when you purchase groceries, you’re not giving up a valuable resource. You’re simply trading one resource (money) for another (nutrition). The more wisely you shop for food, the better your investment will pay.

Consider this: Nearly 45 percent of our food dollars are spent on restaurants, perhaps the worst investment imaginable. You fork over $15, $30, $45, or more for a family of four, and you get one meal, with maybe a doggie bag or two—and boom, that’s it. Now you’ve got to go back to work to make more money to buy more food.

Spend that 45 bucks on groceries, however, and you could feed your family for days—if you do it wisely. The key is to think about investing in high-quality foods, not junk. Sure, the junk is cheaper, but it won’t fill you up or satisfy your hunger. 

With the right shopping strategy, you’ll not only melt away the pounds, but you’ll save thousands of dollars every year.

It will just make you fatter—and you’ll still need to go spend more money on the nutrients your body needs. It’s like that baby in the E*Trade commercials might say: Do your homework, run some analytics. But to invest wisely, you don’t need to understand profit-and-loss statements or average cost-flow assumptions. You just need to know the good food from the bad. 

In fact, a Harvard study found that over the course of 4 years, the people who gained the most weight were the ones who bought the most potato chips (very little nutrition), sugar-sweetened drinks (zero nutrition), and red meats (nutritious, but expensive). On the other hand, those who lost weight bought the most vegetables, whole grains, fruits, nuts, and yogurt—all of which are packed with nutrition. Investing in more vitamins and minerals, more fiber, more protein, will pay dividends for your health while actually costing you less in the long run. Invest in sugar, fat, and empty calories, however, and you’ll just have to work longer and harder, because you bought the nutritional equivalent of swampland in Florida.

Picking the smart food investments instead of the dumb ones is what this book is all about. But in this chapter, I want to give you a few smart tricks on not just what to shop for, but also how to shop for it—little secrets that will save you time and money while you cruise the aisles.

AVOID QUICKIES. 

A study supported by the Marketing Science Institute found that shoppers who made “quick trips” to the store purchased an average of 54 percent more merchandise than they had planned to. Instead, be thoughtful in your planning—keep a magnetic notepad on your fridge and make notes throughout the week about what you need. (Avoiding extra trips will cut down on your gasoline costs as well.)

BULK UP.

Discount clubs are great cost-saving alternatives, even if you have to pay a fee to join. It doesn’t make sense to buy everything in bulk, of course—nobody needs a 2-gallon drum of capers. Focus on items you use a lot of and that won’t spoil, like paper products and frozen foods. Some shopping clubs also offer discounted gas. Cha-ching!

WATCH YOUR WEIGHT. 

Okay, so one box of crackers costs $4 and the other $4.50. But before you assume the $4 one is cheaper, take a closer look at the net weight. You’ll often find that the more expensive box contains more food—and therefore is really cheaper. Checking the net weight is also a great way of making sure you’re not paying for a lot of packaging, only to get home and discover that most of what’s inside the box is air.

STAY LOCAL. 

A 2004 Tulane University study found that having easy access to supermarket shopping was associated with increased household use of fruits (84 grams per adult equivalent per day). Map out the supermarkets both close to home and close to work, and while you’re at it, look up the farmer’s markets in the area at localharvest.org, an online database containing nearly every outdoor market nationwide.

EAT BEFORE YOU SHOP.

This is critical! A 2008 study published in the Journal of Consumer Research found that consumers, even when on a tight budget, are more likely to spend more if their appetites are stimulated before making a purchase. The study tested the reactions of women shoppers to a hidden chocolate chip cookie–scented candle in the room. Nearly 70 percent who got a whiff of the cookie scent said they would buy a new sweater even though they were on a tight budget, compared with only 17 percent of those who weren’t exposed to the cookie smell. You just know the guys who run the bake shop at the supermarket have read this study too!

STOP THE RETAIL THERAPY. 

Sadness increases the amount of money that shoppers are willing to spend, according to a 2008 study in the journal Psychological Science. Study participants who watched a sad video clip were willing to pay four times as much for a product than those who watched a neutral clip about nature were.
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You have two options: Either you give us $5 for a hamburger, or you give us $7 for a hamburger, fries, and soda. Which is the better deal? The second scenario costs more, but you also get more food. Well you get more calories, anyway. Say your $5 fast-food burger packs in 500 calories. That’s a penny per calorie. Add a medium order of fries and a medium soda, and for only a couple extra clams, you’ve doubled the number of calories in your order. Jackpot! Right? 

Not so quick. What thin people understand is that calories are an inadequate measure of nutrition. Calories alone neither make you healthy nor provide sustained energy, and in many cases they do the exact opposite. Confusion about this point allows food processors to flood our aisles with the cheap ingredients and chemicals that can wreak havoc on our metabolisms and hormones. Instead of making us fit and energetic, cheap calories make us flabby and lethargic, and as such, we pay twice: First at the register, and again at the doctor’s office. According to a study from the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, lower-income families who put their food dollars toward low-cost, low-nutrient food have the highest rates of obesity, and in 2008 alone, obesity accounted for a staggering $147 billion in medical bills. 

Here we’ve calculated the cost of 100 calories for 24 common foods. What you’ll notice is that the cheaper the product, the more likely it is to contain excessive sugars, sodium, and other harmful ingredients. There are some exceptions, but the lesson here is simple: You want to put your food dollars toward nutrients, not just calories. 
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Cost: $0.05

(For 100 calories of food)
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Maruchan Ramen Noodle Soup Chicken

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 99 calories of refined carbohydrates and soybean oil

• 18% of your daily sodium




Cost: $0.09

(For 100 calories of food)
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Jif Creamy Peanut Butter

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 13 grams of heart-healthy fat

• A dose of added sugars and oils




Cost: $0.12

(For 100 calories of food)
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Wonder Classic White Bread

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 98 calories of nutritionally shallow enriched flour and high–fructose corn syrup

• 24 grams of fiber-free carbohydrates

• 3 grams of sugar from high fructose corn syrup




Cost: $0.13

(For 100 calories of food)
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Ritz Crackers

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 6 grams of fat from soybean and partially hydrogenated oils

• A hidden shot of high–fructose corn syrup




Cost: $0.14

(For 100 calories of food)
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Hidden Valley Ranch

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 14 grams of fat from soybean oil and buttermilk

• An undisclosed amount of MSG, a flavor-enhancing amino acid known to cause head-aches in susceptible people




Cost: $0.15

(For 100 calories of food)
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Oreo Cookies

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 2 teaspoons of sugar

• 7% of your day's fat




Cost: $0.15

(For 100 calories of food)
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Blue Bunny Vanilla Ice Cream

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 1 tablespoon of sugar

• 11% of your daily calcium recommendation




Cost: $0.15

(For 100 calories of food)
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Quaker Quick-1 Oats

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 3 grams of fiber, much of which comes from cholesterol-lowering beta-glucan

• 18 grams of quality, energy-sustaining carbohydrates 

• 10% of your manganese, which facilitates your body's use of numerous trace elements




Cost: $0.17

(For 100 calories of food)
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2% Milk

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 25% of your daily tryptophan, an amino acid required to produce mood-boosting serotonin

• 6 grams of complete protein




Cost: $0.20

(For 100 calories of food)
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Bananas

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• ⅓ of your day's vitamin B6

• 467 mg of blood-pressure-reducing potassium





Cost: $0.21

(For 100 calories of food)
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Kraft Macaroni and Cheese (prepared with 2% milk and margarine)

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• Double your daily limit of deadly trans fats

• Yellow #5 and yellow #6, food colorings that have been linked to behavioral problems in children




Cost: $0.27

(For 100 calories of food)
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Ruffles

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 6 grams of fat

• 100 mg of sodium




Cost: $0.29

(For 100 calories of food)
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Coca-Cola

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 39 grams of sugar from high–fructose corn syrup

• Phosphoric acid, a compound that erodes enamel and promotes tooth decay




Cost: $0.31

(For 100 calories of food)
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Almonds

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 2.5 grams fiber

• 9 grams of heart-healthy monounsaturated fat 

• More than a quarter day's worth of skin-protecting vitamin E




Cost: $0.35

(For 100 calories of food)
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Lucky Charms

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 10 grams of sugar, almost exclusively from marshmallows

• 4 different artificial colorings




Cost: $0.45

(For 100 calories of food)
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Eggs (Cage-Free, non-organic)

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 180 mg of choline, which your body needs to break down fat for energy

• 9 grams of highest-quality muscle-building protein




Cost: $0.50

(For 100 calories of food)
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Sirloin

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 6% of your heme iron, the kind readily absorbed by the body

• 10% zinc, a mineral that helps protect arterial walls

• 4 grams of oleic fatty acids, the heart-healthy lipids found in olive oil




Cost: $0.84

(For 100 calories of food)
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StarKist Chunk Light Tuna in Water

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 20 grams of pure protein

• 120% of your day's selenium, which can help prevent colon cancer




Cost: $0.89

(For 100 calories of food)
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Organic Apples

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 5 g fiber

• Quercetin, an antioxidant that regulates blood sugar by inhibiting the enzymes that break down carbohydrates




Cost: $1.06

(For 100 calories of food)
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Atlantic Salmon

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 43% of your day's omega-3 fatty acids

• Bioactive peptides in the protein that may help protect joint cartilage

• 13 grams of protein




Cost: $1.14

(For 100 calories of food)

[image: 045240_Cost_Carrots.jpg]

Organic Carrots

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 1,600% of your daily Vitamin A

• 50% of your day's vitamin K




Cost: $1.76

(For 100 calories of food)

[image: 045240_Cost_Cauliflower.jpg]

Cauliflower

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• A surprising 25% of your day's omega-3 fatty acids

• 3 times your daily requirement for vitamin C




Cost: $2.05

(For 100 calories of food)
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Romaine Lettuce

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 40% of your day's allotment of 8 key vitamins and minerals

• 8 grams of fiber




Cost: $5.14

(For 100 calories of food)
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Blueberries

WHAT ELSE YOU GET:

• 8,400 micromoles of antioxidants, ranking it as one of the top cancer-fighting whole foods

• 4 grams of fiber




The lesson is simple: Put your food dollars toward nutrients, not calories.
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Walking into your average supermarket is a lot like being a contestant on Jeopardy! If you think hard, choose wisely, and give all the right answers, you can go home with a carload of cash and prizes. But make a few mistakes and you’ll leave with an empty wallet—not to mention a lot of empty calories. In fact, even the lowest-priced supermarket in your neighborhood is brimming with complete rip-offs—“health” foods that aren’t healthy, “gourmet” foods that aren’t gourmet, specialty items that just aren’t that special. Here are just some of the foods you’re overpaying for.




ORGANIC ONIONS AND AVOCADOS

The Environmental Working Group, an organization that studies pesticide contamination, ranks onions and avocados among the most-pesticide-free vegetables and fruits, respectively—even when grown conventionally. 

In fact, as a general rule, anything you have to peel before you eat it (such as a banana or garlic, for example) is relatively low in pesticides. If you want to eat organic, splurge on produce with permeable or edible skin, such as peaches, lettuce, and apples.




BOTTLED SPICES

What all those TV chefs say is true: You should try to refresh your spice cabinet as often as possible—at least once a year. Over time, spices’ essential oils fade, and with them goes the flavor you’re looking (and paying) for. So what’s a savvy cook to do, pay $6 for a bottle of star anise you’re only going to use twice a year? Absolutely not. Instead, shop at stores like Whole Foods and ethnic markets where you can buy all your spices from bulk containers that allow you to choose the amount. Fifteen grams of cardamom or cumin or coriander will cost you about a quarter of what a normal supermarket charges for a small bottle and will last you the better part of a year. Plus, high turnover ensures you’re getting potent spices—not something that’s been sitting on a shelf since Reagan left office. 




SWORDFISH

A pound of swordfish can cost more than $20. Why? Supply and demand: Because it’s scarce, it’s viewed as a luxury. But you should consider its high cost a blessing: It probably has saved your family from slow, steady infusions of poison. Due to its abnormally high levels of mercury, the Environmental Defense Fund recommends that children and women who could potentially become pregnant cut swordfish from their diets entirely. A better seafood option: mahi mahi. It’s a meaty, flavorful fish like swordfish, but it’s nearly contaminant free, has about 30 percent fewer calories, and costs about half as much. 




GLUTEN-FREE BAKED GOODS

Gluten-free foods generally cost two to three times more than their gluten-containing counterparts, and unless you’re among the less than 1 percent of people with celiac disease, there’s no point in coughing up the extra dough. Gluten-free pastries and breads don’t necessarily have fewer calories or more nutrients than regular products. A 2006 study published in the American Journal of Gastroenterology followed a group of gluten-free dieters with celiac disease for 2 years and discovered that 81 percent of them actually gained weight.




5-HOUR ENERGY

There’s a lot of hype about this bottle, but the only ingredient that provides any significant energy is caffeine, of which there are 135 grams in each bottle. That’s less than you’d find in a 14-ounce cup of coffee (a Dunkin’ Donuts 14-ounce medium has about 164 grams of caffeine). Cost for a cup of coffee: A buck or two. Cost for 5-Hour Energy: $3 to $4.




TENDERLOIN STEAK

This is consistently one of the most expensive cuts of beef, but all you’re buying is a little bit of tenderness. In fact, tenderloin isn’t a particularly flavorful steak. So why does it cost so much? Because there aren’t many tenderloin steaks on a cow, and because demand from diners looking for beef that cuts like butter tends to be high. Switch to skirt or flank steak instead. They’re both lean cuts that pack far more rich, deep, beefy flavor. Marinate for at least 4 hours in a 50-50 solution of balsamic vinegar and soy and you’ll have a steak you can cut with a spoon. Most importantly, it will cost you about half of what you would pay for that tenderloin. Remember this next time you’re at the steakhouse, too. 




ANYTHING WITH A CARTOON ON THE BOX

You know there’s trouble when a food needs a mascot. A grinning cartoon character on the front of a box is a surefire sign of two things: 1) The box is filled mostly with cheap carbohydrates, and 2) most of the money you spend on it will end up in the pockets of marketers. See the Post Golden Crisp box here? The mascot on the front is known as Sugar Bear, which explains why more than half the calories come from sugar. This box is like a billboard for obesity. 
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1. Quaker Instant Oatmeal Raisins & Spice (1 packet)

150 calories, 2 g fat (0 g saturated), 14 g sugars

Somebody at the FDA must have been sleeping the day Quaker was approved to carry the oversized heart-health logo on its box. Sure, it’s low in saturated fat and cholesterol, but it has more sugar than a bowl of Lucky Charms. Your best bet is to stick with Quaker’s Old Fashioned oats and sweeten it yourself with fruit, but if you’re set on the single-serving packets, go with the Lower Sugar variety. It packs in the fiber with a fraction of the sugar.

Eat This Instead! 

Quaker Lower Sugar Apples & Cinnamon (1 packet)

110 calories, 1.5 g fat (0 g saturated), 6 g sugar




2. Yoplait Original 99% Fat Free Strawberry (170 g, 1 container)

170 calories, 1.5 g fat (1 g saturated), 26 g sugars

Of all dubious label claims, “99% fat free” may be the most misleading; its presence on a package all but guarantees a profusion of added sugars. Just look at Yoplait’s ingredients list to see the true picture. After milk, sugar is the first ingredient. Scroll down and you’ll find high-fructose corn syrup, too. All told, you have more sugar here than a pack of Twix candy bars. We’ll take a bit of fat over a load of sugar anyday. 

Eat This Instead! 

Fage Total 2% Strawberry (150 g, 1 container)

140 calories, 2.5 g fat (1.5 g saturated), 16 g sugars




3. Breyers Carb Smart Almond Bar (1 bar)

180 calories, 15 g fat (10 g saturated), 5 g sugars

The fact that this bar has only 5 grams of sugar is commendable, but the fact that it contains half your day’s saturated fat limit is not. It’s a classic bait-and-switch: market a product as being low in one macronutrient (low carb!), then clobbering it with another while consumers have their guard down. Instead, look for a treat like Klondike that puts caps on both sugar and fat; cutting back on both will always be your best weight-loss strategy. 

Eat This Instead! 

Klondike No Sugar Added Ice Cream Sandwiches (1 sandwich)

100 calories, 2 g fat (1 g saturated), 3 g sugars




4. PowerBar Fruit Energize Berry Blast (1 bar)

210 calories, 3.5 g fat (0.5 g saturated), 24 g sugars

Not only does it contain virtually zero fiber, but also the first ingredient is evaporated cane juice, otherwise known as sugar. Unfortunately, this is just but one of a long line of lackluster offerings from PowerBar. Switch to Kashi’s GoLean Crunchy! and you’ll earn a touch more protein and a ton more fiber. Plus, you’ll drop your sugar load by almost half.

Eat This Instead! 

Kashi GoLean Crunchy! Chocolate Caramel (1 bar)

150 calories, 3 g fat (2 g saturated), 14 g sugars




5. Arnold Whole Grains Health Nut (2 slices)

240 calories, 4 g fat (0 g saturated), 4 g fiber

Don’t blow your calories on the bread; save them for the delicious, nutrient-dense stuff you’re going to stuff inside. Arnold’s Whole Grains Health Nut earns the Worst Bread distinction by being high in calories and carrying a load of refined flour. Make your sandwiches on Nature’s Own Double Fiber Wheat instead and you’ll eliminate 140 calories and more than double your fiber intake.

Eat This Instead! 

Nature’s Own Double Fiber Wheat (2 slices)

100 calories, 1 g fat (0 g saturated), 10 g fiber
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It’s a common indictment against healthy foods: They cost too much. It’s too expensive to eat healthy. In fact, a 2007 report out of the University of Washington found that healthy foods cost 10 times as much as junk foods. But here’s the problem:

 The study factored cost in terms of “calories.” But your body doesn’t want calories—it wants nutrients. In actual numbers, the study found that you’d pay $3.52 for 2,000 calories of nutritionally bankrupt boxed foods, but $36.32 for 2,000 calories of wholesome grub. That makes the bad stuff sound like a bargain, but remember: The $3.52 foods will make you fat and put you at greater risk for heart disease, diabetes, cancer, and other diseases. That won’t seem like such a bargain when you see your health care bill. 

Another flaw of the study: The shoppers weren’t instructed to bargain shop for their healthy foods. Had they known what foods to buy—those that deliver fat nutritional packages with the leanest possible price tags—they would have fared far better. And that’s what we’ve done here—prepared a $50 cart that will load your diet with days’ worth of protein-, fiber-, and antioxidant-charged meals. In other words, a true bargain.
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Athenos Hummus Original (7 oz, $3.49)

Per 1 oz: 50 calories, 3 g fat (0 g saturated), 1 g fiber, 1 g protein

Little more than chickpeas, olive oil, sesame seeds, and garlic make this your go-to condiment. Smear it on sandwiches or set it out as a hunger-quashing dip with vegetables or crackers. 


Avocado ($1.50)

Per ¼ avocado: 80 calories, 7.5 g fat (1 g saturated), 3.5 g fiber

More than 50 percent of this fruit’s fat comes from oleic acid, the kind found in olive oil, which has been shown to increase our absorption of fat-soluble nutrients like vitamins A and E. Dice with mango, onions, and cilantro for a quick salsa for grilled fish and chicken, or use it in place of mayo on your sandwich.




Sirloin Steak (8 oz, $2.50)

400 calories, 11 g fat (4 g saturated), 69 g protein

With far less fat than rib eye or porterhouse, sirloin gives you more protein for your dollar. The bonus is that it’s loaded with zinc and vitamin B12. Coat with crushed peppercorns and grill to your liking, or skewer steak chunks along with onions and bell peppers for a killer kabob.




Lindt Excellence 85% Cocoa Bar ($2.69)

Per 40 g: 230 calories, 18 g fat (11 g saturated), 6 g fiber

When it comes to serious indulgence, you could do a lot worse. Dark chocolate contains resveratrol, the cancer-fighting compound in red wine. That’s not to overlook the surprising 6 grams of fiber per serving. Eat a few pieces plain for dessert or use this bar as a substitute for milk chocolate in baking. 




Fage Total 2% (7 oz, $1.69)

150 calories, 4 g fat (3 g saturated), 8 g sugars, 20 g protein

There is as much protein in this yogurt as in a can of tuna. Mix in your own berries to tame the tang or use it as a substitute for sour cream atop your favorite Mexican dish.




Red Bell Pepper ($1.99)

37 calories, 0 g fat, 2.5 g fiber, 1 g protein

There’s a reason red bell peppers cost more than green: They’re nutritionally jacked. Compared to the green peppers, the red variety have twice the vitamin C and 10 times the vitamin A. Slice one up to use as a shoveling device for hummus or salsa, or add to penne pasta with grilled chicken, green beans and pesto. 




Red Grapes ($1.99 per pound)

Per cup: 105 calories, 0 g fat, 1.5 g fiber, 1 g protein

The resveratrol found in grape skins has been shown to activate a longevity gene. Pop them straight from the bunch or put some in a cup of Greek yogurt for a protein-packed afternoon snack.




Garlic (bulb, $0.50)

Per 3 cloves: 13 calories, 0 g fat

The sulfur in these cloves can help expand blood vessels, keeping blood pressure in check. Allow chopped or minced garlic to sit for 10 minutes before cooking. According to research in the Journal of Nutrition, this preserves some of the healthful properties. Make a simple fresh salsa by mixing minced garlic with tomatoes, onions, cilantro, and fresh lime juice. 




Apples (5 small Gala, $2.00)

95 calories, 0 g fat, 4.5 g fiber

A flavonoid called quercetin reduces inflammation of all kinds, and the other polyphenols in apples have been shown to regulate blood sugar by inhibiting the enzymes that break down carbohydrates. Best part: You can throw it in your bag and, unlike peaches and pears, it won’t turn mushy by day’s end.




Odwalla Original Super Protein Bar($0.99)

210 calories, 4.5 g fat (1 g saturated), 4 g fiber, 14 g protein

With 14 grams of protein, 4 grams of fiber, and half a multivitamin’s worth of nutrients, this bar is sure to keep you satisfied until your next meal. Keep one in your gym bag for postworkout recovery, or unwrap it at the office to combat waning energy.




Yellow Onion ($0.60)

Per ¼ onion: 10 calories, 0 g fat, 0.5 g fiber, 0.5 g protein

Onions, like garlic, are in the allium family of vegetables, whose properties have been shown to decrease the risk of cancer. A 2002 study in the Journal of the National Cancer Institute specifically showed that they lowered the risk of prostate cancer for men, and choosing the yellow variety will save you cash at the register.




Eggs (12 large, $1.79)

Per egg: 70 calories, 4 g fat (1.5 g saturated), 6 g protein

Eggs are welterweight fighters with nutritional knockout capabilities. Chief among their nutritional perks is choline, a vitamin B–like nutrient that studies say could help increase your brain’s capabilities regarding learning and memory. Scramble them with spinach, mushrooms and goat cheese, or drop a fried egg on a turkey sandwich to break the lunchtime doldrums. 
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Spinach (frozen, 1 lb, $1.00)

Per 2 cups: 90 calories, 1.5 g fat, 9 g fiber, 11 g protein

Spinach is among the world's best sources of folate, which protects against mental degeneration and age-related sexual issues. Fresh spinach is great, but it's pricey and a whole bunch wilts away into a small pile as soon as it touches a pan. Opt instead for frozen spinach—picked at the height of the season and flash frozen, it gives you more nutritional bang for your buck. Sauté a whole bag in olive oil with thinly sliced garlic and red pepper flakes, then use that as a side to grilled meat or fish, as a sandwich or pizza topping, or as a way to boost the benefits of a scrambled egg breakfast. 


Bird's Eye Broccoli Florets (frozen, 14 oz, $3.19)

Per cup: 30 calories, 0 g fat, 2 g fiber, 1 g protein 

For 30 calories, you get 2 grams of fiber, a gram of protein, a bevy of vitamins and minerals, and the phytonutrient sulforaphane, which research suggests has powerful antioxidant properties. Thaw, toss with olive oil and grated Parmesan cheese, and roast in a 450˚F oven for 12 minutes. Spritz with lemon and serve. 




Blue Diamond Natural Oven Roasted Almonds Sea Salt (8 oz, $4.29)

Per 1 oz, 24 nuts: 170 calories, 15 g fat (1 g saturated), 3 g fiber, 6 g protein

An impressive 95 percent of almonds’ calories come from protein, fiber, and heart-healthy unsaturated fats, and each serving contains a third of your daily vitamin E. Eat a handful by themselves or mix with raisins and dark chocolate for an antioxidant-rich treat.




Muir Glen Organic Diced Tomatoes (28 oz, $2.59)

Per ½ cup: 30 calories, 0 g fat, 1 g fiber

A 10-year study from the University of California showed that organic tomatoes delivered nearly double the levels of two key flavonoids compared to conventionally grown. Add garlic and olive oil for marinara, or onion, cilantro and lime for salsa.




Quaker Quick-1 Minute Oats (18 oz, $3.29)

Per ½ cup: 150 calories, 3 g fat (0.5 g saturated), 4 g fiber, 5 g protein 

Beta-glucan, a prominent fiber found in oatmeal, can help regulate blood sugar and keep you feeling full. Save cash by buying your Quaker unflavored and then adding berries, sliced almonds, and a small shot of maple syrup. 




Triscuit Original (9.5 oz, $2.99) 

Per 28 g, 6 crackers: 120 calories, 4 g fat (0.5 g saturated), 3 g fiber, 3 g protein

Triscuit is a cracker as a cracker should be: whole wheat with a touch of oil and salt. That gives you all the fiber and flavor you need to satisfy a snack craving. For more substantial hunger pangs, try dipping them in peanut butter or guacamole.




Dole Raspberries (frozen, 12 oz, $4.49) 

Per cup: 70 calories, 1 g fat, 9 g fiber, 2 g protein

You pay the same amount for a 12 ounce bag of frozen raspberries that you would for 6 ounces of fresh. But the nutritional impact is the same—9 grams of fiber per serving and as many antioxidants as strawberries. Use them for giving a sweet-sour kick to yogurt or oatmeal.




Chicken of the Sea Pink Salmon Traditional Style (14.75 oz, $3.69)

Per ¼ cup: 90 calories, 5 g fat (1 g saturated), 12 g protein

Each 90-calorie serving contains 625 percent of your recommended eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and docosa-hexaenoic acid (DHA) omega-3 fatty acids, and it costs at least 60 percent less than fresh fish. Replace the chicken in your chicken salad with salmon, or better yet, blend it with bread crumbs, onions, eggs, and parsley to form heart-healthy salmon burgers.




Bush’s Black Beans (15 oz, $1.39)

Per ½ cup: 105 calories, 0.5 g fat (0 g saturated), 6 g fiber

The antioxidant compound anthocyanin, which is responsible for this bean’s dark exterior, has been linked to improved brain function and decreased erectile dysfunction in men. Cook with onions, bell peppers, garlic, and cumin for a tasty side dish.




Ronzoni Healthy Harvest Whole Grain Spaghetti (13.25 oz, $2.19)

Per 1.9 oz, 56 g: 180 calories, 1 g fat (0 g saturated), 6 g fiber, 7 g protein

Still skittish about whole-grain pasta? Get over it: This box packs in 6 grams of fiber while slashing 20 to 30 calories off the typical pasta load. Toss a boxful with a few generous scoops of bottled pesto and a pint of cherry tomatoes for an easy weeknight dinner. 
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You get what you pay for. At least, that’s what we’ve been told since we were old enough to own wallets. But in an increasingly complicated, convoluted world—one where tomatoes come from Chile, asparagus from Peru, and cereals from chemists’ labs—is it safe to equate quality with price? In these tough economic times, the question is more important than ever, and in order to answer it once and for all, we’ve pitted the top three category brand leaders against three top generic store brands—Wal-Mart’s Great Value, Safeway, and Kroger—in a blind taste test of 10 of the most common supermarket staples. In it, we asked participants to rank each item on a scale between 1 and 10, which we then averaged for a final score. What did we find out? Our surprising results show exactly where it pays off to pay up—and where you can afford to cut a few corners.
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Among the dozens of excuses people offer up when asked why they don’t cook (“I’m too tired after work,” “It’s too complicated,” “My dog ate my spatula”), the most puzzling is one we’ve been hearing all too often these days: It’s too expensive. 

Clearly a bit of context is needed: Four Big Mac Extra Value Meals will run you about $22 and will collectively provide thousands of relatively nutrition-devoid calories. Dinner at Outback or Olive Garden will cost about four times as much and deliver twice as many calories (if you’re lucky). To prove to people just how easy it is to cook fast, healthy, affordable meals at home, we’ve created 10 delicious recipes, all of which can be done in under 20 min-utes, all of which cost less than $10 total. And all of which are a firm reminder that the best place to save money and shed pounds is in the kitchen.
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Anthony Bourdain famously wrote in his restaurant tell-all Kitchen Confidential that the hollandaise used to top eggs Benedict is a breeding ground for bacteria. “Nobody I know has ever made hollandaise to order. And how long has that Canadian bacon been festering in the walk-in?” If that’s not enough to dissuade you, how about the fact that the sauce is made from pure egg yolks and melted butter? We’ve shaken Benedict up a bit, replacing the bacon with prosciutto, adding roasted red peppers for sweetness, and, most crucially, ditching the hollandaise in favor of a pesto-yogurt sauce to drizzle over the top. 






Green Eggs & Ham




	Main Ingredients:
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	8 slices prosciutto, cooked ham, or cooked Canadian bacon: 

Save money on prosciutto by opting for more affordable domestic brands and asking the counter person to slice it superthin—its flavor still shines. 

	
	2 Tbsp prepared pesto: One of the best instant flavor boosters you can keep in your fridge. Toss a few table-spoons with cooked pasta and cherry tomatoes, or mix with mayonnaise for a bold sandwich spread. 

	
	4 Thomas' Light Multi-Grain English Muffins, toasted: 

No muffin in the market packs more fiber (8 grams) in fewer calories (100), instantly converting this decadent breakfast into a potent hunger killer.

	
	¼ cup bottled roasted red peppers, sliced: 

Or roast your own red bell peppers in a 400°F oven until the skin blackens, about 30 minutes. Once cool, peel off the blistered skin and use as needed. Keeps for up to 10 days. 









You'll Also Need:

8 eggs

1 Tbsp white vinegar 

2 Tbsp plain Greek yogurt

Salt and cracked black pepper to taste 
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The creamy texture of Greek yogurt serves as the perfect base for savory sauces, and the sharp lactic tang proves more flavorful than traditional sauce bases like mayo, cheese, and oil. Try mixing a cup of plain Greek yogurt with any of the following ingredients for a killer on-the-spot sauce. 

• Minced garlic, chopped parsley, olive oil, lemon juice (great with grilled chicken)

• Sun-dried tomatoes, olives, fresh basil, olive oil (doubles as a sauce and a dip for pitas)

• Blue cheese, chives, lemon juice (a low-cal replacement for blue cheese dressing)




How to Make It:

• Bring 3" of water to a boil in a large sauté pan or saucepan. Turn down the heat to maintain a bare simmer and add the vinegar. One at a time, crack each egg into a shallow cup and gently slide it into the water. Cook the eggs until the whites are just firm and the yolks are still runny, about 3 minutes, then use a slotted spoon to move the eggs to a plate.

• In a small bowl, mix together the pesto and yogurt. Top each English muffin half with a slice of meat, a few red pepper slices, and a poached egg. Season with a bit of salt and cracked black pepper. Divide the pesto-yogurt sauce among the eggs. Makes 4 servings.
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This Italian-American staple differs from a classic bowl of pasta marinara in two ways: First, the addition of cream, giving the sauce its orangish hue and rich taste. Some recipes call for up to a cup of fatty dairy, but we find that too much cream kills the bright tomato taste (and any chance of a healthy dinner). The second difference, of course, is the reliance on a couple of slugs of hooch to liven things up. Don’t drink? Don’t worry. All of the alcohol burns off, leaving behind a delicious whisper of grainy goodness. 






Penne alla Vodka




	Main Ingredients:
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	12 oz Ronzoni Smart Taste Penne Rigate: 

Most whole-wheat pastas have the taste and texture of sand, but Ronzoni manages to pack 5 grams of fiber into a serving of penne that tastes just like the noodles you're used to. 

	
	1 can (28 oz) Muir Glen Organic Crushed Tomatoes: 

One of the best instant flavor boosters you can keep in your fridge. Toss a few table-spoons with cooked pasta and cherry tomatoes, or mix with mayonnaise for a bold sandwich spread. 

	
	¼ cup vodka: 

High-end vodkas with huge price tags have flooded the American market, but a blind tasting panel from the New York Times found that humble, $10 Smirnoff beat out the other 20 bottles "hands down." 

	
	Parmesan cheese:  

Ditch that cheeselike powder in the green can and pick up a hunk of Parmigiano-Reggiano, real Italian Parmesan aged for a minimum of 12 months. It's pricey, but a $10 block will last for months. 









You'll Also Need:

1 Tbsp olive oil

1 small onion, finely chopped

4 cloves garlic, minced

Pinch of crushed red pepper 

2 Tbsp heavy cream

½ cup chopped fresh basil 

Salt and ground black pepper to taste
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Pasta dishes falter most often not because of an excess of calories, but because of a lack of substantive nutrition. To get more out of red sauce dishes like this, consider adding any of the following ingredients to the mix to power up your next plate of pasta. 

•8 ounces of grilled or shredded rotisserie chicken 

•8 ounces of sliced button or cremini mushrooms added to the pan along with the onions and garlic at the beginning of cooking 

•8 cups of baby spinach in place of the basil, stirred in with the pasta and sauce at the final moment until just wilted




How to Make It:

• Bring a pot of water to a boil and cook the pasta according to the package directions, until al dente. 

• While the water boils, heat the olive oil in a large saucepan over medium heat. Add the onion and garlic and sauté until lightly browned, about 3 to 4 minutes. Stir in the tomatoes and the red pepper and turn the heat down so the sauce lightly simmers. Add the vodka and continue simmering. 

• Drain the pasta. Stir the heavy cream and basil into the sauce and season with salt and black pepper to taste. Add the pasta directly to the sauce and toss to combine. Serve with the cheese. Makes 4 servings.
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If the popularity of takeout staples like General Tso’s, sweet and sour pork, and orange chicken has shown us anything, it’s that Americans like their Chinese food with a heavy hit of sweetness. Nothing wrong with that, as long as that sweetness comes from reputable sources and is balanced with plenty of fresh vegetables. In this unconventional but hugely satisfying stir-fry, orange juice and sweet potatoes contribute a perfect amount of natural sugar while a squeeze of chili sauce and a shake of soy balance the sweet-spicy-salty interplay. 






Chicken & Sweet Potato Stir-Fry




	Main Ingredients:
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	1 large sweet potato, peeled and sliced into ⅛" rounds: 

While not a typical stir-fry ingredient by any means, sliced sweet potatoes add a nice touch of natural sugar, plus hits of fiber and beta-carotene, to the mix. 

	
	¾ cup orange juice:

Fresh OJ makes  a good base for sauces because it boasts a lovely balance of sweetness and acidity. 

	
	1 Tbsp cornstarch: 

Whereas European chefs typically thicken sauces by reducing, Chinese cooks mix their  stir-fry liquids with cornstarch to create a sauce that clings perfectly to proteins and vegetables. 

	
	½ Tbsp chili sauce, such as sriracha:  

In the 5 years  since we started writing these books, sriracha has gone from being an obscure condiment to a ubiquitous staple in the international sections of major supermarkets. 









You'll Also Need:

½ pound green beans, trimmed

1 Tbsp low-sodium soy sauce 

1 Tbsp canola or peanut oil 

1 medium onion, chopped

2 cloves garlic, minced

1 Tbsp minced fresh ginger 

1 lb boneless, skinless chicken thighs, cut into ½" pieces






How to Make It:

• Bring a large saucepan of salted water to boil. Add the sweet potato and cook for 3 minutes. Add the green beans and continue cooking for another 3 to 4 minutes, until the potatoes and green beans are just tender. Drain and set aside. 

• In a small mixing bowl, combine the orange juice, cornstarch, soy sauce, and chili sauce and whisk to thoroughly incorporate. Reserve. 

• Heat the oil in a wok or large sauté pan over high heat until the oil is lightly smoking. Add the onions, garlic, and ginger and cook until lightly browned, using a metal spatula to keep the ingredients in near-constant motion. Add the chicken and cook until lightly browned on the outside and nearly cooked through, about 3 minutes. Add the green beans, potatoes, and orange juice mixture to the wok and cook until the liquid thickens and clings lightly to the chicken and vegetables. Taste, adding a pinch of salt and pepper if necessary. Serve over steamed rice. Makes 4 servings. 
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From the bustling avenues of Midtown Manhattan to the back-alley food stalls of Istanbul, gyros have long been one of the world’s most beloved street foods. It’s hard to argue that the popularity isn’t due: warm pitas overflowing with grilled meat and crisp vegetables, all tied together with a slew of vibrant sauces. This recipe will give you the core components needed for a serious gyro, but we implore you to load your pita up with plenty of fixings: fresh sliced tomatoes and onions, a shake of hot sauce, a swipe of hummus—it’s hard to go wrong. 






Grilled Chicken Gyro




	Main Ingredients:
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	1 lb boneless, skinless chicken thighs, cut into ½" pieces: 

Chicken breasts work just fine here, but we prefer thighs for two reasons: First, they emerge juicier and more flavorful from the high-heat grilling. Second, they cost about half as much as the more popular breasts. 

	
	1 ½ cups Greek yogurt: 

Yogurt does double-duty here, serving as the base for the cucumber sauce used to top the pitas as well as the foundation for the marinade. Yogurt is popular as a marinade for meat in the Middle East because the natural lactic acids help break down tough muscle fiber. 

	
	4 Food for Life Ezekiel  4:9 Prophet's Pocket Breads: 

Of course, any solid whole-wheat pita will do, but we love Food for Life's because each pocket packs 7 grams of protein and 4 grams of fiber into just 100 calories—an impressive nutritional feat unmatched by other national bread makers. 









You'll Also Need:

3 cloves garlic, minced 

1 tsp cumin

½ tsp dried oregano

Juice of 1 lemon 

Salt and ground black pepper

1 Tbsp olive oil 

½ Tbsp red wine vinegar

1 cup peeled, seeded, and finely chopped cucumber






How to Make It:

• Combine the chicken with ½ cup of the yogurt, two-thirds of the minced garlic, and the cumin, oregano, and lemon juice, plus a few pinches each of salt and pepper, in a large mixing bowl. Cover with plastic and marinate in the refrigerator for at least 2 hours and up to 8. 

• Preheat a grill or grill pan to medium. While it’s heating, combine the remaining yogurt and garlic with the olive oil, vinegar, cucumber, and salt to taste in a medium bowl. Set it aside. 

• Grill the chicken until it’s lightly charred on each side and cooked all the way through, about 8 minutes on a hot grill. Remove it to a plate and set it aside. While the grill is still hot, lightly toast the pitas on it. After the chicken has rested for 5 minutes, slice it into strips and stuff it into the toasted pitas along with the yogurt sauce and any other condiments you choose. Makes 4 servings. 

Recommended Condiments: 

Choose as many or as few as you see fit:

•  Hummus

•  Hot sauce

•  Sliced tomatoes

•  Chopped romaine

•  Chopped cucumber

•  Sliced onions

•  Fresh chopped herbs like parsely, oregano, and basil
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The words Taco Bell and genius seldom meet in the same sentence, but it’s hard to deny that the executive behind the invention of the Mexican Pizza was a savant of some kind. Its convergence of melted cheese, creamy beans, and peppery hot sauce represents one of the great creations of this modern fast-food era, but it also happens to be one of the Bell’s most calorie- and sodium-saddled entrées. We lighten the load here by ditching the superfluous extra layer of tortilla, trading that weird crumbled beef for chunks of chicken chorizo, and going long on the good stuff like black beans and salsa. 






Grilled Mexican Pizza




	Main Ingredients:
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	4 whole-wheat flour tortillas (8"): 

We're not normally fans of the flour tortilla, but solid, fiber-packed flotillas are available nationwide these days. Look for anything made by  La Tortilla Factory or Tumaro's Gourmet Tortillas, the top producers of healthy tortillas and wraps. 

	
	1 can (16 oz) refried black beans: 

Refried black  beans have a lovely earthy flavor and creamy texture that play perfectly on  this pizza, but the more common pinto beans will do here as well. Add extra layers of flavor by stirring in a pinch of smoky cumin and squeezing in the juice of a lime. 

	
	2 links  Al Fresco Chipotle Chorizo Chicken Sausage, diced: 

We love the lean, precooked chicken chorizo links from Al Fresco, but raw chorizo will do, too. Just be sure to  first remove it from its casing and  sauté  until it's cooked through, about 5 minutes. 

	
	Pickled jalapeño  chili peppers (optional):  

The perfect balance of sweet and heat. Save a few bucks  by pickling them yourself: Combine thinly sliced chilies with equal parts water and apple  cider vinegar, plus  a few good pinches  of salt and sugar. They're ready in  30 minutes. 









You'll Also Need:

2 cups shredded low-fat pepper jack cheese 

2 scallions, chopped, green and white parts separated 

½ cup low-fat sour cream 

Juice of 1 lime 

1 cup bottled salsa






How to Make It:

• Preheat the oven to 400°F. Add a few tablespoons of water to the beans to thin them slightly, then divide them among the tortillas, spreading them out so they cover the surfaces evenly like tomato sauce on a pizza crust. Divide the cheese, chorizo, and scallion whites among the pizzas. Place the pizzas on baking sheets and cook until the bottoms are well toasted and the cheese is fully melted, about 12 to 15 minutes. 

• In a small bowl, combine the sour cream with the lime juice and the scallion greens. Cut each pizza into six slices, drizzle with the sour cream, and serve with salsa and pickled jalapeños, if using. Makes 4 servings. 
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For decades, Chinese and Japanese foods have flourished in the United States while one of the great cuisines of Asia, Korean, has remained relatively obscure to most American diners. Thankfully, that's changing, as many a delicious Korean cornerstone is starting to find a home on menus across America. Bulgogi is one of those cornerstones, a Korean barbecue staple normally made with thinly sliced beef marinated in a heady bath of soy and sesame. We love the intense flavors, but we also love a more substantial cut of beef we can grill to a rosy medium-rare—hence the skirt steak. 






Bulgogi Skirt Steak




	Main Ingredients:
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	1 lb skirt steak: 

No cut of beef packs more flavor for less money than skirt. The acidic marinade help break down tough muscle fibers, turning skirt steak into an ideal cut of tender, beefy goodness. If you can't find skirt, try flank steak. 

	
	½Tbsp sesame oil: 

The toasted notes of sesame oil play a pivotal role in many Asian cuisines.Try a splash in your next stir fry, or combine  2 parts soy sauce with 1 part each sesame oil and rice wine vinegar for an all-purpose dipping sauce. 

	
	4 scallions, white and green parts separated and chopped: 

The beauty of scallions is that a single 99-cent bunch gives you two unique components to play with: the sharp, oniony whites at the base, best for cooking process, and the mild green tops, best for garnishing. 









You'll Also Need:

4 cloves garlic, minced

2 Tbsp soy sauce

1 Tbsp rice wine vinegar 

2 Tbsp brown sugar

½ Tbsp sesame seeds + additional for garnish 

Ground black pepper to taste
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In a strange turn of events, Korean-Mexican cuisine has helped fuel the recent American street food craze. And no Kore-Mex-fusion food truck would be complete without a roster of bulgogi-fueled treats. We suggest using any leftovers to make one or more of them. 

•  Quesadilla: Top a flour tortilla with shredded jack cheese, chopped scallions, and bulgogi. Fold and toast in a pan. 

•  Tacos: Combine bulgogi, sesame seeds, and a spoonful of kimchi (fermented cabbage) in warm corn tortillas. 

•  Sliders: Combine sliced bulgogi, cucumbers, and chili sauce on small buns slathered with hoisin sauce. 




How to Make It:

• Combine the skirt steak, sesame oil, garlic, soy sauce, vinegar, brown sugar, sesame seeds, scallion whites, and a few pinches of pepper in a sealable plastic bag. Marinate in the refrigerator for at least 2 hours and up to 12. 

• Preheat a grill. When it is very hot, remove the steak from the marinade and place it on the grill. Cook until it is lightly charred on the outside but still tender through, about 3 minutes per side. Let the beef rest for at least 5 minutes before slicing it thinly across the natural grain of the meat. Serve it garnished with sesame seeds and scallion greens and alongside steamed rice and grilled vegetables. Makes 4 servings.
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Ever eaten any blackened food that wasn’t delicious (besides those steaks your dad scorches every year at the Fourth of July barbecue)? Neither have we. Consider it a bonus that blackening is actually an incredibly healthy way of cooking, giving the fish or meat a body armor of potent disease-fighting antioxidants in the form of tantalizing spices. Truth be told, the flavored butter here is the icing on the cake; if you have a great piece of fresh fish, just coat it with a bit of blackening spice, follow the cooking instructions, and maybe squeeze a lemon over the top.






Blackened Tilapia with Garlic-Lime Butter




	Main Ingredients:
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	4 tilapia fillets  (about 6 oz each): 

Few fish are as versatile, widely available,  and affordable as tilapia. According to the Monterey Bay Aquarium Seafood Watch, it's also one of the most ecologically responsible fish choices you can make. 

	
	1 Tbsp blackening seasoning: 

Store-bought blackening spice is fine, but you can save money by making up your own at home. Mix equal parts salt, ground black pepper, cayenne, paprika, cumin, ground oregano, and garlic powder; it will keep for  3 months in your spice rack. 

	
	1 tsp lime zest + juice of 1 lime: 

The zest of citrus fruits is rich with essential oils, meaning that it packs serious flavor—even more than the juice itself. Use the smallest holes on  a cheese grater, or better yet,  a Microplane to separate  the zest from the pith  (the white part) of the fruit. 









You'll Also Need:

2 Tbsp butter, softened at room temperature

2 Tbsp chopped fresh cilantro

2 cloves garlic, finely minced

1 Tbsp canola oil
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Blackening 

You can blacken fish or meat on the grill, but the best—and most traditional—way to get the full sear you want is in a scorching-hot cast-iron skillet. Heat a thin film of oil in the skillet over the highest possible heat (and turn on the hood or kitchen fan). When wisps of smoke begin to rise from the oil, carefully add the fish or meat. Don’t touch it—whatever it may be—for at least 2 minutes; you want a dark crust to set in over the protein, and fiddling with the food will prevent this from happening. Cook for 75 percent of the time on one side, then flip and finish on the other.




How to Make It:

• Combine the butter, cilantro, garlic, lime zest, and lime juice in a small mixing bowl and stir to thoroughly blend. Set it aside.

• Heat the oil in a large cast-iron skillet or sauté pan over high heat. Rub the tilapia all over with the blackening spice. When the oil in the pan begins to lightly smoke, add the fish and cook, undisturbed, for 3 to 4 minutes on the first side, until the spice rub becomes dark and crusty. Flip and continue cooking for 1 to 2 minutes, until the fillets flake with gentle pressure from your finger.

• Transfer the fish to 4 serving plates and immediately top each with a bit of the flavored butter. Makes 4 servings. 
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Perhaps the greatest part about the modern supermarket is the ubiquity of rotisserie chicken. Juicy, healthy, and about $6 a pop, these beautiful birds make a great dinner served alongside roasted vegetables, but we also love to use the meat as the base for other inventions. Tossed with a good dose of bright, mildly spicy salsa verde, it makes the perfect filling for tacos, burritos, and even enchiladas. Indeed, there might not be a better use of a rotisserie chicken. 






Chicken Tacos with Salsa Verde




	Main Ingredients:
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	8 corn tortillas: 

Traditionally made from  just stone-ground corn and water, these tiny tortillas  are vastly superior to  their floppy flour- and-lard-constructed cousins. 

	
	3 cups shredded  rotisserie chicken  (about ¾ of a  store-bought chicken): 

Be sure to remove the skin  first. As delicious as it  may be, its finer points will be lost in the salsa-strewn  meat itself, so you may as  well save the calories.

	
	1½ cups bottled salsa verde: 

Salsa appears in hundreds  of interpretations up and down Mexico, many with nary  a tomato in sight. Salsa verde, made with tart tomatillos,  relatives of the gooseberry, has a bright, acidic flavor and mild spice that pairs beautifully with grilled chicken and fish. 









You'll Also Need:

½ cup crumbled Cotija or feta cheese

1 medium onion, finely chopped

1 cup chopped fresh cilantro

2 limes, quartered
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This two-ingredient mixture is simply too delicious to confine to tacos. Here are a few other ways to let it sing:

• Make enchiladas by rolling it into warm corn tortillas. Top with more salsa and Jack cheese and bake in a 400˚F oven for 20 minutes. 

• Grill romaine hearts until lightly wilted and top with the chicken mixture, toasted corn, and chopped tomatoes.

• Follow this recipe, but top with a fried egg and eat with a knife and fork—preferably for breakfast after a long night out.




How to Make It:

• Heat the tortillas in a large skillet or sauté pan until lightly toasted. 

• Combine the chicken with the salsa in a large mixing bowl, then divide it evenly among the tortillas. Top with cheese, onion, and cilantro. Serve with the lime wedges. Makes 4 servings. 
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This country has fallen on lean times in recent years, but unfortunately the figurative belt-tightening doesn’t seem to be accompanied by a literal one. That’s because the most potent sources of calories and seasoning (oil, butter, sugar, salt) are still cheap and more common in restaurant cooking than ever. All the more reason to take to the kitchen! Here we turn inexpensive lean ground sirloin and cover it with a soy-spiked sauce good enough to make your doormat taste delicious. Serve this hot, decadent mess over a bed of mashed potatoes, or for a healthier sidekick, try spinach sautéed in olive oil and garlic. 






Poor Man's Steak with Garlicky Gravy




	Main Ingredients:
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	1 lb ground sirloin, shaped into 4 equal patties: 

Ground sirloin benefits from being both lean (it contains about 10 percent fat) and  long on big, beefy flavor.  Don't limit its use to standard burgers, though; it's also perfect for Italian meat sauces, chili, and, as  seen here, a great steak alternative. 

	
	4 oz button or  cremini mushrooms, stems removed, sliced: 

Cremini mushrooms are  also known as baby portabellas. They are  nearly as cheap and widely available as standard  white button mushrooms, but they have a deeper, earthy flavor that stands up well in this lusty gravy.

	
	2 tsp Worcestershire sauce: 

Outside of Bloody Marys, Worcestershire makes far too few appearances in the kitchen. It packs a huge dose of umami, that elusive "fifth" flavor group best described as savoriness. Try basting a steak or a burger with a 50-50 mix of Worcestershire and butter right after you pull it off the grill.









You'll Also Need:

½ Tbsp canola oil

Salt and ground black pepper to taste

1 yellow onion, sliced

2 cloves garlic, minced 

½ Tbsp flour 

½ cup beef or chicken stock 

1 Tbsp ketchup

1 Tbsp low-sodium soy sauce



How to Make It:

• Preheat the oven to 200°F. 

• Heat a large cast-iron skillet or sauté pan over medium-high heat. Season the patties all over with salt and pepper. Add the oil to the pan and cook until a nicely browned crust forms on the patties, about 3 to 4 minutes, then flip and continue cooking for another 3 to 4 minutes for medium-rare. Move the patties to a baking sheet and place in the oven to keep warm. 

• Add the onion, garlic, and mushrooms to the same pan and cook until the vegetables begin to brown, about 5 to 7 minutes. Sprinkle the flour over the vegetables, stir so it coats them evenly, then add the stock and continue stirring to keep lumps from forming. Stir in the ketchup, soy sauce, and Worcestershire sauce and continue cooking until the gravy thickens, another 2 to 3 minutes. Serve the patties on beds of mashed potatoes or sautéed spinach (or both) with the gravy drizzled over the top. Makes 4 servings. 
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Not all salads are built with a pile of lettuce. In Vietnam, where rice and rice-based products play a central role in all meals, a bed of thin, springy noodles often serves as the base for a mixture of juicy grilled pork, crisp vegetables, and fresh herbs. What you end up with is something akin to an Asian pasta salad, a low-calorie, high-nutrient bowl loaded with an incredible range of flavors and textures. 






Vietnamese Pork Salad




	Main Ingredients:
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	1 lb pork tenderloin: 

Nearly as lean as  boneless, skinless chicken breast, but with considerably more flavor. Add to that  a reasonable price tag (about $5 a pound) and you can  see why pork tenderloin is one of our favorite cuts of meat. 

	
	6 oz rice noodles,  prepared according to package instructions: 

Thicker noodles may be sold as pad thai noodles, the thinner, lighter noodles as vermicelli. In a pinch, angel hair will even do. Whatever your noodles may be,  after cooking, keep them submerged in cold water until just before serving. 

	
	1 Tbsp chunky peanut butter: 

Peanuts play the base  for many a memorable sauce throughout Asia. Here, it's combined with sweet (honey), salty (soy), spicy (chili sauce), and sour (vinegar)—a full spectrum of flavors that tastes just as good slathered on grilled chicken as it does dressing this salad. 









You'll Also Need:

Salt and ground black pepper to taste

1 Tbsp fish sauce or low-sodium soy sauce

2 Tbsp rice wine vinegar

1 Tbsp honey

1 tsp chili sauce, such as sriracha

1 medium cucumber, peeled, seeded, and sliced into half moons 

2 medium carrots, cut into matchsticks

½ cup chopped fresh mint

Chopped peanuts for garnish (optional)






How to Make It:

• Preheat a grill or grill pan set over medium heat. Season the pork all over with salt and pepper. When the grill is hot, place the pork on the grates and cook for 5 to 6 minutes per side, until it’s firm and springy to the touch. (A thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the loin should read 145°F). Allow the pork to rest for at least 5 minutes before slicing. 

• While the pork is resting, whisk together the peanut butter, fish or soy sauce, vinegar, honey, and chili sauce in a medium bowl. If the mix is too thick, add a tablespoon or two of water to thin it out until it has the consistency of ranch dressing. 

• Slice the pork into thin pieces. In a large bowl, combine the pork, noodles, cucumber, carrots, mint, and peanut dressing. Toss until all the ingredients are evenly coated. Divide among 4 plates or bowls and garnish with the chopped peanuts, if you like. Makes 4 servings. 





