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This book is dedicated to every kind of dessert lover. You won’t know what you’re missing.
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Introduction

I’ve spent my whole life “saving room” for dessert, eagerly anticipating a sweet finish to a savory meal.

I love the excitement that dessert brings to daily life. A weeknight dinner feels a little more special topped off by dessert. These simple pleasures are important—they are the small rewards we look forward to every day.

Dessert is how we recognize those important, big days, too. Dessert goes hand in hand with the celebrations, special occasions, and social gatherings that matter most to us. These are the events in life where we create lasting memories and deepen social connections. Wedding and birthday cakes are the requisite finale to traditional life cycle moments. They are the final bow at the end, acknowledging something big has happened to someone you care about. We need these moments in our lives.

Many desserts are deeply rooted in cultural traditions and family recipes. Making and eating them evoke feelings of nostalgia and a connection to our childhoods and heritage. That’s where it started for me: by the age of eight, I could turn out a perfect Duncan Hines devil’s food cake. I’ve grown up to become someone who loves to make desserts from scratch, but if it weren’t for the role Duncan Hines played in my childhood, I wouldn’t be writing this book. It was the gateway to a love of baking.

Desserts are also what some turn to in times of stress or sadness. They comfort us and make us smile on hard days. Dare I say, an indulgence can even temporarily lift the mood. What I love about the recipes in this book is that I can experience comfort without such a big sugar crash afterward.

That is not to say everyone is a dessert person. If you are not, I doubt you will have read this far. This book is written for those who want to continue the dessert tradition but do it more mindfully. If you are still reading, might you have a little voice telling you it is finally time to cut out some sugar? Join us.

Many of us are somewhat educated on excess sugar’s impact on our bodies. Overconsumption of processed, added sugars has been linked to various health issues, including obesity, type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and, as our parents always warned us, dental problems. I don’t know about you, but I generally feel better when I eat less sugar. I have more energy, feel emotionally balanced, and don’t crave unhealthy, sugary, or salty foods. As I’ve gotten older, I eat sweets less often than I used to. When I want the dessert experience, I now opt for something that doesn’t leave me with that sticky-sweet hangover feeling. This book’s recipes are just that: full of flavor and fun but made with less sugar. You won’t have thoughts of regret.

In my first book, Deceptively Delicious, I added fruit and vegetables to boost sweetness, fiber, and nutritional density. I used fruit purees in place of processed sugar to sweeten desserts. That premise is the basis for Not Too Sweet. This book offers recipes with lots of naturally occurring sugars, especially fresh, dried, and frozen fruits; vegetables; maple syrup; honey; and date syrup. You’ll find processed sugar in some recipes, but significantly less than in typical versions.

We have tested these recipes dozens of times to eliminate and decrease sugar and to lessen the number of steps needed to complete the recipe. The results are desserts you will love. They are easy to make and very satisfying—but Not Too Sweet.
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Pantry


Oils and Butters


	Extra virgin olive oil: The least refined of all the oils. Choose an everyday, mild type that isn’t too expensive.

	Coconut oil: We like an unrefined virgin coconut oil with its pronounced coconut flavor for baking.

	Unsalted butter: Since salt quantity varies from brand to brand, always use unsalted butter for baking. We like Cabot Creamery.

	Vegan butter: We use Miyoko’s Creamery.

	Nonstick vegetable oil cooking spray





Plant-Based Milks, Dairy, and Eggs


	Unsweetened plant-based milk, such as oat, almond, or cashew: We used store-bought milks to develop these recipes. We found the best results with Oatly when making Oat Milk Caramel.

	Unsweetened coconut milk (full fat): Make sure the entire can of coconut milk (the thick top layer of coconut cream and the coconut milk) is emulsified before measuring by either shaking the unopened can or pouring into a bowl and whisking.

	Unsweetened coconut cream: Mostly contains coconut cream with a little coconut milk. (The inverse is true of coconut milk.)

	Heavy whipping cream: Also labeled as heavy cream.

	Whole milk: Full-fat cow’s milk.

	Block cream cheese: Not the whipped kind. We use Philadelphia.

	Yogurt: Unsweetened 2% or 5% Greek (we love Fage) and plain yogurt. Or plant-based yogurt, such as almond, oat, or cashew.

	Sour cream: Full fat.

	Large eggs: Room-temperature eggs mix into batters more evenly than cold eggs. Note that it’s easier to separate eggs when they’re cold, but the whites whip up better at room temperature.





Dry Goods


	Gluten-free baking flour: We used Bob’s Red Mill 1 to 1 Baking Flour to develop these recipes. We love the flavor, consistency, ease, and availability.

	Super-fine almond flour: We use Bob’s Red Mill.

	All-purpose flour: Use your favorite brand. We like Gold Medal and King Arthur.

	Gluten-free old-fashioned rolled oats: As you can see, we are big fans of Bob’s Red Mill.

	Unsweetened shredded coconut

	Unsweetened coconut flakes

	Baking powder

	Baking soda

	Cornstarch
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Chocolate


	Dark chocolate chips: Cacao percentage is a matter of taste. The higher the percentage of cacao, the lower the amount of sugar and the more intense the chocolate flavor. We use 60% to 63% cacao chocolate chips in the recipes. Note: Dark chocolate is dairy-free, but not always vegan.

	Dark chocolate bar: We use 70% cacao chocolate bars for chopping and shaving.

	Unsweetened cocoa powder: We use natural cocoa powder, not Dutch processed.





Sweeteners


	Pure maple syrup: The darker the syrup, the stronger the maple flavor. We like the amber grade of syrup—it’s rich but not overpowering.

	Honey: Choose a mild honey, such as clover.

	Date syrup: Made only with dates, it tastes like a mild molasses.

	Date sugar: Dried, ground dates.

	Coconut sugar: Made from the sap of the coconut palm tree. It tastes like a robust brown sugar.

	Granulated sugar: White sugar made from refined sugarcane.

	Confectioners’ sugar: Also known as powdered sugar. Sugarcane is finely ground into a powder and blended with either cornstarch or tapioca starch to keep it from caking.





Dried Fruit


	Medjool dates: Plump and tender with a maple flavor, Medjool dates are great for baking and snacking.

	White Turkish figs: Also known as Smyrna figs. We love them for their sweet, mellow flavor with notes of vanilla and bourbon and soft, chewy texture.

	Dried apricots: We use the bright orange dried apricots for their pretty appearance in our frostings and fillings.

	Prunes: The delicious plums used for prunes, not your usual plums from the grocery store, are grown specifically for drying.

	Golden raisins: We prefer the mild, fruity flavor of golden raisins over dark raisins.

	Dried cherries: Unsweetened.

	Freeze-dried strawberries: Crisp, not chewy. No additives.





Extracts


	Pure vanilla extract: Unfortunately, you get what you pay for, but it’s worth it. We like Nielsen-Massey and Rodelle.

	Pure almond extract: A little goes a long way.





Spices


	Ground cinnamon

	Ground cloves

	Cinnamon sticks: Great for flavoring slow-cooked desserts, like rice pudding and stewed fruits.

	Whole nutmeg: Whole nutmeg has a much fresher flavor than pre-ground nutmeg. Use a fine grater, such as a Microplane, to grate.

	Anise seeds: Sweet licorice flavor.

	Star anise: Not the same as anise seeds, but it has a similar licorice flavor, only stronger. A little goes a long way. Great for flavoring slow-cooked desserts.

	Kosher salt: We prefer Diamond Crystal.
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Produce


	Citrus

	Fresh and frozen fruit

	Fresh ginger

	Fresh rosemary

	Sweet potato
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Nuts and Seeds

Store nuts and seeds in an airtight container in the freezer or refrigerator to preserve freshness.


	Almonds: Raw or roasted

	Cashews: Raw

	Pecans: Raw

	Pine nuts: Raw

	Walnuts: Raw

	Hazelnuts: You can buy already roasted hazelnuts. Or roast them yourself for 15 minutes in a 350°F oven. Remove the skins by rubbing the hazelnuts together in a dry dish towel.

	Chia seeds and chia powder: A great source of omega-3 and dietary fiber. We use chia to thicken our chocolate pudding and the filling in our raspberry patties.

	Flaxseeds: Whole.

	Flaxseed meal: Made of finely ground flaxseeds. Mixed with water, it’s a great vegan substitute for eggs in some baking recipes.

	Sesame seeds: Raw





Canned and Jarred


	Peanut butter: Creamy, unsweetened if you can find it, no-stir.

	Almond butter: Unsweetened, no-stir, and lightly toasted.

	Unsweetened applesauce: The ingredient list should contain apples only.

	Pumpkin puree: The ingredient list should contain pumpkin only.

	Chickpeas: Choose low-sodium or no salt. And save the aquafaba (the liquid in the can of chickpeas) to make vegan meringues.

	Fruit spreads: Fruit spreads have the least amount of sugar of the jam family. We like the St. Dalfour brand.






Equipment


Baking Equipment


	Stand mixer or hand mixer

	Two 8-inch (20-cm) round anodized aluminum (nonreactive and light color) cake pans: Thicker pans allow cakes to rise more evenly than thinner cake pans do and won’t cause the cake to dome. We like Fat Daddio’s. Hand wash.

	9-inch (23-cm) round anodized aluminum cake pan

	9 x 3-inch (23 x 7.5-cm) nonstick springform cake pan

	8-inch (20-cm) square anodized aluminum baking pan

	8 ½ x 4 ½-inch (22 x 11-cm) anodized aluminum loaf pan

	10-inch (25-cm) tart pan with a removable bottom

	10-cup nonstick Bundt pan

	Standard 12-cup cupcake pan

	Ceramic soufflé dish (about 8 x 3 ½ inches; 20 x 9 cm)

	Medium size (8 x 11-inch; 20 x 28-cm) nonreactive baking dish (glass or ceramic)

	Mixing bowls: A nesting set of three will do the trick (2.5-quart, 1.5-quart, and 1-quart; 2.5-liter, 1.5-liter, and 1-liter)

	Dry measuring cups

	Liquid measuring cups (2-cup and 4-cup; 500-ml and 1-liter)

	Measuring spoons

	Small offset metal spatula: For frosting cakes.

	Rolling pin: Choose any style that’s comfortable. Wipe clean with a damp towel; don’t submerge in water.

	Two wire cooling racks

	Set of round straight-edge cookie cutters

	Digital kitchen scale: One that weighs ounces and grams.





Multipurpose Equipment


	Food processor (11-cup or 14-cup)

	Blender: Regular or handheld.

	Whisk: An 11-inch balloon whisk is a good utility size.

	Silicone spatula: Silicone is great for its heat resistance.

	Metal spatula: For lifting cookies from sheet pans.

	Wooden spoon: Hand wash.

	6- or 8-inch (15- or 20-cm) chef’s knife: Hand wash all knives.

	Paring knife and serrated knife

	Fine grater: We like a Microplane.

	Stainless-steel strainer

	Citrus juicer

	Vegetable peeler

	Cutting board

	Two large rimmed aluminum (half) sheet pans (18 x 13-inch; 46 x 33-cm): We like Nordic Ware. Hand wash.

	One small rimmed aluminum (quarter) sheet pan (13 x 9-inch; 33 x 23-cm)

	10-inch (25-cm) cast-iron skillet: Hand wash.

	8-inch (20-cm) nonstick skillet

	Parchment paper: Precut sheets make life so much easier.

	Ruler or measuring tape
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A Few Baking Tips

SETTING UP: Give yourself plenty of space. Clear your counter and set up your station with the equipment and ingredients you’ll need for the recipe. Read the entire recipe the whole way through before getting started.

BE METHODICAL: Set up your ingredients on your left side. Once you’ve used them, set them to the right (or vice versa, if that’s more comfortable). This way you won’t lose track of what you’ve added and what you haven’t.

MEASURING: For dry ingredients like flour and cocoa powder, first fluff with a spoon so it’s not compact, then spoon a heaping amount into the measuring cup and swipe off the extra with a straight edge (like a knife) to level. It’s important to keep the flour light and fluffy. Don’t shake or pack in the flour to level it. If measuring smaller amounts, dip the measuring spoon into, for example, the baking powder, then level the top. Take your time. (Alternatively, for the most precise measurements, weigh the ingredients with a digital kitchen scale instead of using measuring cups.)

USE THE RIGHT EQUIPMENT: Use a silicone spatula, not a spoon, for scraping cake batter into cake pans so you get every last drop out of the bowl. It’s also the perfect tool for folding in egg whites and mixing batters. The large blade and straight edge ensure that no part goes unmixed. Use a liquid measuring cup for liquids. Use dry measuring cups for dry ingredients. It sounds obvious, but it’s important. Above all, know that the right equipment doesn’t have to be the most expensive.
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PREHEAT THE OVEN: To make sure your oven is properly heated, let the oven stand at the desired temperature for at least 15 minutes before using.

USE AN OVEN THERMOMETER: It’s important to know that your oven is working at the right temperature. An inexpensive oven thermometer will show you that your oven is properly calibrated. But even still, oven temperatures fluctuate, and the way they heat can vary from brand to brand and, certainly, between gas and electric. That’s why it’s important to always check for visual cues in baking, not just follow baking times. You probably know if your oven runs hot or cool, so when you see a range for baking times, you can figure out where you fall.

GLUTEN-FREE BAKING: Most of the recipes in this book are gluten-free, using Bob’s Red Mill 1 to 1 Baking Flour or super-fine almond flour. If you’re new to this world, the biggest difference is with mixing. You can be overly zealous when mixing our cake batters, cookie doughs, and pie crusts and still get a tender result. This is contrary to working with all-purpose flour, where overmixing is to be avoided because overworking glutens (which give structure and strength) leads to tough or rubbery results. Another big difference has to do with our gluten-free cakes and testing for doneness. Because most gluten-free flours don’t absorb moisture as well as all-purpose flour does, you are less likely to overbake a cake. So, if you’re still in doubt that the cake is done, you can err on the side of adding a couple of extra minutes without the risk of a dry cake.

SUBSTITUTIONS: It’s always tempting to substitute ingredients, change up the recipe, or add a little more of this and that. Most of the time, when cooking savory recipes you can get away with it. But resist this urge when baking, especially when it comes to chemistry. Switching from cinnamon to nutmeg is okay, but using baking soda instead of baking powder will ruin Grandma’s birthday.
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Cookies & Bars
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Gluten-free • Grain-free • Dairy-free

Peanut Crunch Cookies

As a Girl Scout, I did a swift business selling Samoas. Crunchy, slightly chewy, these cookies remind me of them.

MAKES 16


	1 cup (146 g) salted peanuts, coarsely chopped

	1 cup (60 g) unsweetened coconut flakes

	⅔ cup (115 g) dark chocolate chips

	6 tablespoons (90 ml) Oat Milk Caramel




	1. Position an oven rack in the middle of the oven. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line a large rimmed sheet pan with parchment paper.

	2. In a medium bowl, stir together the peanuts, coconut flakes, chocolate chips, and Oat Milk Caramel until everything is well coated and evenly distributed.

	3. For each cookie, spoon a 2-tablespoon mound of the mixture onto the prepared pan, spacing them about 1 inch apart. (Don’t worry—once baked, the cookies will hold together.)

	4. Bake for 12 to 14 minutes, until the cookies are set and golden brown around the edges. Place the pan on a wire cooling rack and let the cookies cool completely in the pan. Keep stored in an airtight container for up to 4 days.
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Gluten-free

Plum Caramel Shortbread Sandwich Cookies

For the filling, use bright-red dried plums, if you can find them, for their pretty color; otherwise, prunes are just as delicious. Or the shortbread on its own is the perfect wafer cookie for any occasion.

MAKES 14

Shortbread


	1 recipe Gluten-Free Shortbread Dough with anise seeds

	Gluten-free baking flour, for rolling



Plum Caramel Filling


	½ cup (80 g) dried pitted plums/prunes (about 10)

	About 2 cups (480 ml) boiling water, for plumping the plums

	2 tablespoons heavy whipping cream

	1 ½ tablespoons pure maple syrup

	⅛ teaspoon kosher salt




	1. Position an oven rack in the middle of the oven. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line a large rimmed sheet pan with parchment paper.

	2. For the shortbread: Let the cold dough rest at room temperature for about 15 minutes, or until pliable for easy rolling. Lightly flour a large piece of parchment paper. Using a rolling pin, roll out the dough to a scant ¼ inch thick, adding more flour as necessary, to prevent sticking on top and underneath.

	3. Using a round cookie cutter about 1 ¾ inches wide, cut out rounds from the dough and place on the prepared pan, spacing them 1 inch apart. Reroll the scraps, cut, and place them on the pan as well. Refrigerate for 10 minutes.

	4. Bake the cookies for 14 to 18 minutes, until the undersides are light golden brown. Place the pan on a wire cooling rack. Let the cookies cool in the pan for 5 minutes, then transfer them to the wire rack and let cool completely.

	5. For the plum caramel filling: Put the dried plums in a small mixing bowl. Add the boiling water to cover them by 1 inch and let stand for 10 minutes, or until softened. Drain and shake out excess water. Let cool completely.

	6. In a food processor or blender, combine the plums, cream, maple syrup, and salt. Puree for 1 to 2 minutes, scraping down the sides as necessary with a silicone spatula, until creamy and thick like peanut butter.

	7. To form the cookies, sandwich 2 cookies with about 1 teaspoon of the plum caramel filling. Keep stored in an airtight container for up to 1 week.
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Vegan (optional)

Date Graham Crackers

They stand beautifully on their own. But for a bigger experience I’d pair them with roasted berries and cream cheese.

MAKES 18


	½ cup (60 g) all-purpose flour, spooned and leveled

	½ cup (66 g) whole-wheat flour, spooned and leveled

	¾ teaspoon ground cinnamon

	¼ teaspoon finely grated nutmeg

	½ teaspoon kosher salt

	¼ teaspoon baking powder

	¼ teaspoon baking soda

	3 tablespoons cold unsalted butter or vegan butter, cut into small pieces

	3 tablespoons date syrup

	2 tablespoons coconut milk, well shaken or whisked

	1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

	Roasted Strawberries or Roasted Blueberries, for serving

	Cream cheese (vegan, if desired), for serving




	1. In a food processor, pulse together the all-purpose flour, whole-wheat flour, cinnamon, nutmeg, salt, baking powder, and baking soda. Add the butter and pulse several times until the mixture resembles coarse cornmeal.

	2. In a small bowl, whisk together the date syrup, coconut milk, and vanilla. Add to the food processor. Pulse several times until the mixture comes together into a big ball.

	3. Transfer the dough to a large piece of plastic wrap, then shape it into a ½-inch-thick rectangle. Wrap tightly and refrigerate for at least 30 minutes.

	4. Position an oven rack in the middle of the oven. Preheat the oven to 325°F. Line a large rimmed sheet pan with parchment paper.

	5. Let the cold dough rest at room temperature for about 15 minutes, or until pliable for easy rolling.

	6. Using a rolling pin, roll out the dough between 2 large pieces of parchment paper as evenly as you can to a scant ¼ inch thick. Cut the dough into about 1 ¾ x 2 ¼-inch rectangles and place them on the prepared pan, spacing them 1 inch apart. Gather up the scraps and repeat. (Alternatively, make it really easy and use a cookie cutter—any shape.)

	7. Refrigerate for 10 minutes. Prick the tops several times with the tines of a fork.

	8. Bake for 20 to 25 minutes, depending on thickness, until crisp and beginning to brown around the edges. Using a metal spatula, lift the cookies onto a wire cooling rack and let cool completely. They will crisp up more as they cool.

	9. Serve with Roasted Strawberries or Roasted Blueberries (or both) and cream cheese. Keep stored in an airtight container for up to 2 weeks.
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