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			Introduction

			I had been trying to wow famed Italian butcher Dario Cecchini. I didn’t mean to make him cry.

			I was in Tuscany for the finale of Top Chef: All-Stars, contemplating the sweet ending to the four-course meal I would prepare for the judges. I didn’t know it at the time but this meal would ultimately change my life. To honor where we were, I decided to make tiramisu, the iconic Italian dessert of espresso-soaked ladyfingers layered with mascarpone custard. I didn’t want to fundamentally change the dish, but I did want to add a bit of me.

			I thought of my childhood home. There was my mom and dad, both first-gen immigrants from Hong Kong and hard-working engineers, and my sister and me, who raced around the house wearing the Styrofoam sweaters that cradle Asian pears on our wrists as Wonder Woman cuffs. When we woke up, it wasn’t to the smell of coffee but to that of lai cha (or Hong Kong milk tea), the strongly brewed black tea with sweetened condensed milk that my parents drank every morning.

			If I traded the classic coffee element in tiramisu for lai cha, and if I tweaked the other elements just slightly, so the subtle, tannic qualities of the tea could shine through the richness, I might just bridge two culinary cultures I deeply admired. That’s what, Dario explained, had moved him to tears. The idea that respect for tradition and openness to new ideas can coexist, and deliciously at that.

			My ability to honor who I was, a seemingly simple ask, had actually been a lifetime in the making. And the winding path toward finding myself ran through the kitchen. So many of my childhood memories are of food. The beef shank simmered with rock sugar and soy sauce (this page) that I’d snack on like deli meat from our fridge. The Thanksgiving feasts with sticky rice–stuffed roasted duck instead of turkey. The crispy pork belly, poached chickens, and red slabs of glistening char siu swinging in the window of our local Cantonese barbecue house in the San Gabriel Valley, and the taco trucks next door in East LA serving al pastor, another sort of red pork, this one carved from a vertical spit.

			When we did have a homecooked meal, my mom was the cook (though not for long). My dad rarely entered the kitchen, but when he did, he’d make the only dish he knew: “lion’s head” meatballs (this page), a cozy Shanghainese dish of silky pork meatballs simmered in broth with cabbage and glass noodles that reminds him of his mom. I loved it for dinner, but not so much when it made its way into my school lunchbox, where it turned heads and scrunched up noses. My mom cooked simple homestyle Cantonese dishes: pork ribs braised in black vinegar, chicken wings glazed with soy sauce and sugar, steamed egg custard with clams, and whole fish with ginger and scallions. By the time I could see over the counter, I would help.

			While my mom cooked, I watched from a wooden stool and we’d talk in our own seamless blend of Cantonese and English. I cherished this time with her, so I set out to make it more likely, rushing home from school to finish my homework and then chopping bok choy and washing rice in preparation for her arrival.

			Soon, I graduated from being mom’s tiny sous-chef to making meals myself. Because I wasn’t yet old enough to use the stove, I’d assemble the whole fish and microwave it, just like mom occasionally did. If my parents were sick, I’d make them jook (rice porridge) in the rice cooker, propping open the lid with chopsticks, just like my mom taught me, to keep it from overflowing. When I was stove ready, I’d climb my stool after school and start a pot of bone broth with black Silkie chicken, ginger, and ginseng. I’d stir-fry bok choy and steam pork patties with salted duck egg. In an early experiment with fusion, I cooked jook with a stock made from smoked turkey legs I’d taken home from Disneyland.

			Sometimes I’d forget the salt. Sometimes I’d add a handful instead of a pinch. But my family always ate what I’d made, usually without complaint. Feeding my parents was my way of taking care of them, or at least of thanking them for taking care of me. But I won’t lie. I also loved the thrill of playing with fire and knives.

			When I graduated high school, I knew I wanted to be a chef. My parents, however, weren’t having it. Like many immigrants, they had sacrificed so much to give their children the life they wished they’d had. They wanted better for me than toiling in a kitchen. Yet the heart wants what it wants. While in college, I juggled entry-level kitchen work between semesters, dabbling in the world of pastries and banquet cooking. After college, I enrolled at the Culinary Institute of America, with my mom and dad’s reluctant blessing, trading my Chinese meat cleaver (a gift from my mom for my eighth birthday) for a French chef’s knife.

			At first, I was slightly disoriented. When my instructors demonstrated how to cook duck breasts, slowly rendering the skin to crisp it and then cutting it into rosy red slices, I wondered: Why were we shooting for mid-rare when the roast duck I grew up eating was delicious cooked extremely well done? Yet I welcomed the new perspectives and flavors. I had my first taste of beets and parsnips, and my first experience with cheese that wasn’t sold as slices individually wrapped in plastic. I learned to brown butter and deglaze with wine. I saw that carrots, celery, and onion were to French cooking what scallion, ginger, and garlic were to Cantonese. Most of all, culinary school revealed a path to being a great cook: discipline and repetition to tone the muscle of cooking.

			After culinary school, my job search took me to the culinary boomtown that was San Francisco in the early 2000s. My focus was fine dining, and I landed in several Michelin-starred kitchens. I fell for the hustle and the pressure of perfectionism. Working as a saucier under chef Dominique Crenn, I practiced patience to unlock flavors in sauces and soups. I saw how attention to detail—the quality of ingredients, generosity with salt, the importance of developing a deeply browned crust on a rib eye—could transform a good dish to a great one.

			After several years of making gelées and foams, I left to cook rustic Italian, applying the same level of care I’d devoted to molecular French cooking to simpler food. With some love, flour and water could become beautiful ribbons of tagliatelle or crusty, bubbly focaccia. The same layering of flavor that produced great bordelaise could also make fantastic marinara. I loved the purity of Italian cooking. Instead of twenty ingredients on each plate, there might be three, each thoughtfully selected and embellished with little more than good olive oil, citrus, and flaky salt. In many ways, the soulful flavors reminded me of the Cantonese food I made at home between shifts. I started to notice moments of overlap between the very different cuisines. As I formed ravioli at work, I thought of the dumplings I’d make with my Cantonese grandma, Sabrina PoPo. As I cooked risotto, I thought of the jook I cooked for my parents. Still, I kept this part of me separate from my work as a professional cook. Back then, Michelin stars were still the most important measures of success, and at the time you didn’t win them by making wontons.

			At the Ritz-Carlton Dining Room, chef Ron Siegel instilled in me an ethos of sustainability and a joy for cooking with ingredients at their seasonal peak. Without the sweetest summer corn or tender spring peas, your skill as a cook can only get you so far. As the restaurant’s fish butcher, I also did battle against waste, finding delicious use for every snapper head and salmon collar, to prune food costs and show respect to the oceans that provided such bounty. At Luce, I was a butcher full-time, breaking down whole pigs and sides of beef. There, almost all the actual cooking I did was for family meal.

			As much as I liked cooking for appreciative diners, I absolutely loved feeding my kitchen family, the line cooks, dishwashers, servers, and sous-chefs who worked so hard they barely had time to feed themselves. It’s why they started to call me Mama Mel. Cooking for them, I felt a satisfaction familiar from those dinners I made for my birth family. I got something out of it, too. I had spent my career dutifully executing other people’s food. I was beginning to make my own.
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			I’d raid the walk-in for vegetable trim and cuts of meat and fish not quite perfect enough to fetch tasting-menu prices. I’d turn lobster knuckles and fish tails into a sort of Thai-ish cioppino, San Francisco’s iconic fish stew infused with lemongrass and lime leaves. I’d batter and fry odd pieces of halibut for tacos and make guacamole, which I’d learned from my Mexican colleagues over the years, who called me chinita and then, after I chopped off my hair, chinito. The part of my brain that linked risotto and jook went into overdrive. Suddenly, Italian porchetta reminded me of Filipino lechon liempo, just with different aromatics. Chinese orange chicken struck me as similar to French duck à l’orange. My culinary voice was starting to take shape.

			By the time I competed on season 12 of Top Chef, I was dabbling in the food that would become my style today. But looking back on that season, I was mostly mimicking what I’d learned from my mentors. I was stuck in my head, overthinking, overanalyzing, doubting myself. Yet something changed when my mom showed up for one of the challenges. In a full-circle moment, she became my sous-chef for the day, helping me cook luxurious lobster-topped Japanese egg custard, a dish that reminded me of but was also so different from the egg custard with clams she cooked for our family. It was as if a switch had flipped. I stepped out of my head. I stopped worrying about what I should cook and embraced what I wanted to cook. It remains one of the most memorable moments of my life. Cooking side by side with my mom, I felt the comfort and freedom I did as a kid, but now I also had the skill and experience I’d worked so hard to build.

			I was no longer cooking to please my culinary mentors or the judges. I was cooking food that told the story of my life—the full story, mom’s egg custard, my dad’s meatballs, and all. I spent the next few years curating events around the country and building a restaurant in Tokyo (which sadly didn’t survive the pandemic). Then, because I love a challenge, I returned to Top Chef to compete on the All-Star season.
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			At last, I was ready to cook food that reflected all of me: the French-trained chef who led Michelin-starred kitchens. The cook who would love to do nothing else but make fresh pastas and simmer meatballs. The California girl who sneaks citrus from the trees in her sister’s yard to make marmalade, who can’t get enough of her favorite taco trucks. The Chinese American who grew up on Hainan chicken and head-on spot prawns poached in rice wine. The out queer woman who was finally comfortable with all of it.

			I won the All-Star season of Top Chef by cooking unapologetically, by embracing my voice. I found moments when cultures and cuisines ran parallel, and then with intention and care, I made a few tweaks to build a bridge between them without sacrificing what makes each such a joy in the first place. To eat my food was to see me. To taste my lobster wontons was to understand the kid raised on shrimp wontons who grew up to cook lobster in fancy French kitchens. To taste my grilled quail with plum glaze was to get to know the chef who adores the roasted ducks and squabs at Cantonese barbecue houses in the San Gabriel Valley and fell for the dainty game bird and seasonal stone fruit in San Francisco. To take a spoonful of my Hong Kong milk tea tiramisu was to meet someone who respects tradition but isn’t tied to it, to meet the girl who can make a grown butcher cry.

			I’ve happily spent the years since traveling the country to cook for people. As a chef without a restaurant, I essentially curate dinner parties, large and small, touching people’s lives through food. And when I’m not working, I throw them for my friends and family. That little girl who made jook for her parents grew into an adult whose joy comes from nurturing people through food. That’s what this cookbook is about—it’s a way to share my food, my love, and to help you cook like a king.

			Cooking like a king doesn’t just mean making the food of this particular King, though you’ll find a collection of my absolute favorite dishes. Some are signatures from my time on Top Chef. Some are pulled from my dinner party repertoire. Some speak to my love of seasonal cooking, and their goal is simply to highlight produce or seafood at its peak, often with an element of surprise snuck in. And many are loving mash-ups, food that blurs lines in fun and delicious ways.

			Cooking like a king also means expanding your pantry and learning fundamental techniques, so you feel confident enough in the kitchen to create dishes of your own. Above all, the goal of this book is to empower home cooks at any level, to show that you really can make Hainan chicken that would impress a Chinese grandma and lobster wontons that will impress your friends. I want you to feel the pride I feel when I feed my friends and see their faces light up, and the joy of watching them fight for the last bites.

			I begin with a guide to the ingredients you’ll want to have on hand in order to make my recipes and that I know will improve and inspire your own cooking. I hope you’ll play, with restraint and respect, with the particular sources of fat and salt, acid and heat that, taken together, create flavors recognizable as Italian, French, Chinese, or Japanese. I want you to see how simply swapping yuzu for lemon or Chinese black vinegar for red wine vinegar can make a familiar dish feel new and exciting.

			The recipes in this book have a little more detail than the typical cookbook. I want you to feel like I’m by your side in the kitchen, holding your hand through the important moments. The recipes also include ideas for either switching up components to encourage flexibility and creativity or ways to level-up for all the overachievers out there. There’s something for everyone in this book—weeknight dinners that’ll become your go-tos, showstopping dishes for gatherings, and everything in between.

		

	
		
			Pantry

			If you want to improve your cooking, give your pantry a glow-up. Small changes can make a big impact on your food, even something as simple as upgrading your olive oil, vinegars, and salt. And just wait until you welcome my favorites into your pantry, including some of the bottles and jars you might have only eyed in Asian and Italian markets. With these ingredients in your everyday arsenal, the food you cook will improve no matter what you make. Virtually all of these products are available online, but I highly recommend exploring your local markets.

			Bay leaves: I prefer fresh, not only because in California I often pick them wild while hiking, but because they’re significantly more fragrant and you know they haven’t been sitting on a store shelf forever. Dried bay leaves, however, are just fine and are preferred in one recipe: For King’s Chili Crisp (this page), adding dried bay leaves, rather than fresh, to hot oil prevents splatter.

			Black garlic: This East Asian ingredient is made by keeping garlic in a warm, humid environment for weeks until the natural sugars slowly caramelize and the cloves turn soft and black. Flavorful without the harshness of raw garlic, the cloves are sweet, slightly molasses-y, and full of umami. To use, cut the heads in half horizontally and squeeze out the cloves.

			Canned tomatoes: Just as high-quality olive oil will make your salads taste better, so will great canned tomatoes immeasurably improve your sauces and stews. My favorites are SMT and Bianco DiNapoli.

			Canola oil: In this book, I call for canola oil when I want a neutral flavor and relatively high smoke point. Grapeseed, vegetable, and avocado oils work great, too.

			Champagne vinegar: Standard white wine vinegars almost always leave me wanting more acidity and flavor, so I typically choose champagne and other sparkling wine vinegars for their fruity character and crisp acidity. The Katz Farm brand is my favorite. If I don’t have sparkling wine vinegar, I’ll use apple cider vinegar.

			Chiles, dried and fresh: The heat of chiles is a vital component of many dishes in this book. Because everyone has their own preference for heat and because chiles often vary in spiciness, be sure to adjust amounts based on your own preference.

			In this book, I call for whole dried Sichuan chiles and Sichuan chile flakes. There are several varieties of dried chiles common in Sichuan cooking, each with its own nuances. In my cooking, acquiring a specific variety isn’t vital. Seeking out whole chiles and chile flakes labeled “Sichuan” will lead you toward chiles with fruity, nutty flavor and moderate heat. Korean gochugaru is a solid sub for Sichuan chile flakes.

			For fresh chiles, I look to ripe (red) Fresno chiles for slightly fruity flavor and moderate heat. Jalapeños and serranos bring similar fire, but have a sharp, grassy flavor, with serranos offering an extra level of heat. Thai chiles, red or green, are even spicier. Habanero chiles are very hot with a distinctive fruity character and tropical notes, and Calabrian chiles, often packed in oil or sold crushed to an oily paste, have a bright, fruity flavor.

			Chinese chili crisp: I include a relatively simple recipe for chili crisp (see this page), an infused oil that’s aromatic from spices and packed with crispy bits of chiles and sesame seeds. I hope you make it, but you’re also free to use your favorite brand. Each has a slightly different flavor profile and crispness factor, so I encourage you to find the one you like best, whether it be Lao Gan Ma or Fly By Jing.

			Chinese five spice powder: While the precise formula varies, this spice blend often features the fivesome of star anise, fennel seeds, cloves, cinnamon, and Sichuan peppercorns. It contributes warm, sweet, and sharp flavors to marinades, rubs, and sauces.
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			Coconut milk: I frequently use naturally sweet, fragrant, and fatty coconut milk to add flavor and richness to soups. Look for cans or boxes of unsweetened, full-fat coconut milk made without guar gum. Because the fat often separates from the liquid, shake the container well before using.

			Dried shiitake: These dried mushrooms have a deeper, more concentrated flavor than fresh shiitake and significantly more umami. Rehydrated in hot water, they take on a delightful chewy, meaty texture. They’re also frequently simmered in broth and stocks to build flavor. Buy whole mushrooms (I generally prefer Japanese brands) and give them a quick rinse before using.

			Dried shrimp and scallops: Prized for their concentrated seafood flavor and umami, these two products are common in the food of Hong Kong and regions throughout China. In this book, they’re essential to lo mai fan (Chinese sticky rice) on this page. At Chinese markets, they’re often sold in heaps among other dried goods like ginseng. Let price be your guide to quality.

			Fish sauce: The flavor of this bold, salty, umami-rich seasoning made from fermented, salted fish (often anchovies) varies by country and brand, just like that of soy sauce. When used in small amounts in this book, practically any type or brand will do. But for certain recipes, I insist on the well-rounded, delicately salty Three Crabs brand. In those cases, using a different fish sauce will result in dishes that are too salty.

			Ginger: One of the ingredients I use most often, ginger and its warm spice notes show up in my cooking where you might expect and where you might not. Peel off the thick skin with a sharp knife, a vegetable peeler, or as my mom taught me, a spoon, which is especially useful for getting in the nooks.

			Herbs: So much of my food relies on the brightness of fresh herbs. Many of these herbs need little introduction, so I’ll only note my preference for using just the leaves of herbs like basil, mint, and parsley, while using the tender, flavorful stems of cilantro. There are a few herbs you’ll encounter in my recipes that may not be as familiar: Thai basil has purple stems and a sweet, anise-like flavor. Fresh makrut lime leaves are incredibly fragrant. Both can be found at East and Southeast Asian markets and farmers’ markets. Shiso has serrated leaves and an earthy, mintlike flavor. It comes fresh in both red and green varieties, but green is preferred in this book for its color and accessibility. Japanese markets are a reliable source. For the best flavor and to prevent discoloration, chop fresh herbs with a sharp knife right before you use them.

			Katsuobushi: A major component of the essential Japanese stock known as dashi, katsuobushi is bonito fish that has been simmered, smoked, and dried before being shaved thin. It has a delicately smoky flavor and tons of umami. Price is a good guide to quality. Look for katsuobushi that’s light in color and purchase large flakes rather than fine shavings. Store in the refrigerator or a cool, dark place.

			Kombu: Kombu is a type of dried sea kelp rich in flavor and a major component of dashi. I purchase Japanese kombu and let the price serve as my guide to quality. Don’t be tempted to rinse or wipe off the white powdery substance from the surface of dark green sheets—it’s umami!

			Lap cheong: There are many varieties of Chinese pork sausages, but in this book, I call for the Cantonese-style firm, sweet-savory links with a slightly floral quality from the addition of rose wine. I typically use the Kan Yen Jan brand.

			Lemongrass: In this book, I use fresh stalks to infuse a citrusy flavor and fragrance into soups, stews, and marinades. Before using, cut off the bottom ½ inch and the woody top (leaving about 4 inches of stalk), then remove the outermost layer. Reserve any trim for another purpose, like Weekend Broth (this page). Fresh lemongrass is readily available, but it’s particularly affordable at Asian markets.

			Maggi: A popular liquid seasoning from Mexico to Hong Kong, this product made from fermented wheat is similar to soy sauce and Worcestershire sauce in that it’s pungent and full of umami.

			Miso: This paste of fermented soybeans is full of umami. For this book, you’ll want to stock shiro (white) miso, which is only briefly fermented and has a relatively mild flavor and slight sweetness. Yellow miso works well in its place.

			Olive oil: Like wine, olive oil has a wide range of flavor profiles based on the types of olives used, where they were grown, and how they were made. There is a vast range of quality as well, and while it may be tempting to buy the cheapest bottle you can find, investing an extra $5 to $10 per bottle can make a world of a difference. Choose extra-virgin olive oil that tastes great on its own or drizzled over raw tomatoes with a little flaky salt. I prefer oils with buttery, fruity, and grassy notes and a light peppery finish. Cobram Estate California Select and Partanna are great options. To keep your olive oil tasting its best, store bottles in a cool, dark place. Besides pure olive oil, one of my secret ingredients is lemon olive oil, made by crushing whole lemons together with olives to extract the unbelievably fragrant oil. I swear by the Agrumato brand. It tastes entirely unlike others on the market.

			Oyster sauce: Traditionally made from oysters slowly cooked in their liquor until thick and concentrated, this seasoning is packed with umami and rich sweetness. The particulars of oyster sauce, like those of fish sauce and soy sauce, vary by country, so for the right flavor for the dishes in this book, Chinese oyster sauce is what you want to stock. Lee Kum Kee Premium is what I’ve used since I was a kid, and it’s exceptional.

			Preserved mustard greens: There are many varieties of pickled and preserved mustard greens used in Chinese cooking, and the quirks of labeling and transliteration doesn’t always help the shopper. In Cantonese, they’re called shun choy, which translates to “sour vegetable” and English language labels describe them as “preserved,” “pickled,” or “sour” mustard greens or “mustard leaf. ” I like the Fish Well brand (look for the pink package). Choose either the spicy or mild variety, depending on your preference. Buy it shredded or whole, then cut it into thin strips yourself.

			Rice wine: In this book, you’ll see two kinds of rice wine: For dishes with Chinese inspiration, I use Shaoxing wine, which is dry with a slightly nutty, floral quality. For those with Japanese inspiration, I use mirin, which is sweet and floral, with a lower alcohol content than Shaoxing and mirin’s cousin, sake. Aji-mirin, a product that mimics mirin’s flavor without the traditional processes used to make it, works well for my recipes, though hon mirin (true mirin) will give you a more delicious result.
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			Rock sugar: Chinese grandmas swear by these white or golden translucent chunks of crystallized sugar, also labeled “rock candy,” for their mellow sweetness and nuanced flavor and the glossiness they lend to stews and braises. Light brown sugar in equal amounts makes a fine substitute, because it mimics the slight maltiness of rock sugar.

			Salt: Like olive oil, the salt you use makes a big difference in the flavor of your food. I like to keep two kinds on hand: flaky sea salt and kosher salt. Flaky sea salt contributes a delicate crunch and a pop of clean salinity, making it perfect for finishing a dish. Maldon or Jacobsen Salt Co. are both great brands. Kosher salt is your workhorse, the salt you use for everything else. I always use the Diamond Crystal brand, which has a clean flavor and dissolves more quickly than Morton, the other common brand, making it less likely that you’ll oversalt food. Note that because of the shape and size of the grains, 1 tablespoon of Diamond Crystal contains roughly half the amount of salt as 1 tablespoon of Morton. So, if you must—and only if you must—use Morton for my recipes, please use about half the amount called for.

			Sichuan peppercorns: Common in Sichuan cooking, these are the sun-dried berries of the prickly ash tree. They’re beloved for their floral, citrusy qualities (the prickly ash is a member of the citrus family) as well as the numbing, tingling sensation they create in the mouth. Red Sichuan peppercorns are the easiest to find and work for all the recipes in this book, though if you care to make the effort, the even more floral green Sichuan peppercorns are fantastic in Taiwanese Beef Noodle Soup (this page).

			Sesame paste: I call for two kinds of sesame paste in this book: tahini, a Middle Eastern product made from lightly toasted seeds, and Chinese sesame paste, which is made from heavily toasted sesame seeds and has a rich dark color.

			Soy sauce: When you enter an Asian market, you’ll often see dozens of types of soy sauce brewed from fermented soybeans, each of them delicious in its own way. Each country that uses soy sauce—including Korea, Thailand, China, and Japan—has several varieties in its repertoire, and despite some similarities, they’re not interchangeable. Recipes in this book that are inspired by Chinese cooking call for Chinese light soy sauce, which is salty and thin, and dark soy sauce, which is often aged and is thicker, less salty, and a little more complex. It’s used to add color as much as flavor. I like the Kimlan, Lee Kum Kee, and Pearl River Bridge brands. Dishes inspired by Japanese cooking taste best made with Japanese soy sauce, both the familiar dark variety and white soy sauce (shiro shoyu), which has a lighter color and more delicate flavor.

			Stock: All the recipes in this book can be made with the boxed stock you’ll find on the grocery store shelf, but you can absolutely use stock from your local butcher shop or that you’ve made yourself. Either way, buy low-sodium or unsalted stock so you’ll have control over the salt levels.

			Toasted sesame oil: Not to be confused with clear sesame oil that’s pressed from raw sesame seeds, this golden brown oil is pressed from sesame seeds after they’ve been toasted to bring out their nuttiness. I find that when you heat toasted sesame oil, you lose some of its delicate flavor, so I typically use it in dressings or as a finishing drizzle. Store bottles in the fridge or another cool, dark place. Use it (or replace it) often.

			White pepper: White pepper is made from the ripe, red berries of a flowering vine (as opposed to black pepper, which is made from the unripe, green berries of the same plant). Before they’re dried, the berries are soaked to remove the outer layer. White pepper isn’t as harsh as black and has an earthy, floral, slightly gingery quality that’s prevalent in Chinese cooking. It’s used as a primary flavor in dishes like hot and sour soup (it’s the “hot”) or as an accent. Buy preground white pepper and use it (or replace it) often.

			Wonton skins and dumpling wrappers: Even as someone who loves to make fresh pasta, I don’t make my own wonton skins and don’t always have the time or energy to make my own dumpling wrappers. Like puff pastry, some things are just better (and quicker) when left to the industrial pros. Keep in mind that square wonton skins are significantly thinner than round dumpling wrappers and therefore not interchangeable. Wonton skins are sold in white and yellow varieties. I prefer the yellow variety, which is popular in Hong Kong; it contains egg and has a little extra chew. Twin Marquis is a good brand for both wonton skins and dumpling wrappers. They are sold fresh or frozen and will keep well in your freezer. Thaw before using.

			Yuzu: If Meyer lemon, Key lime, and grapefruit had a baby, it might be this tart citrus beloved in Japan for its incredibly fragrant, floral zest and juice. Fresh yuzu can be challenging to find in the United States—look online, in Japanese grocery stores, and at California farmers’ markets. It’s really special. While bottled juice isn’t quite the same as freshly squeezed, products that contain 100 percent yuzu juice are great options.

			Zhenjiang (Chinkiang) black vinegar: This Chinese aged vinegar made from glutinous rice has a deep brown color, rich almost malty flavor, and sharp acidity. Don’t mistake it for Taiwanese black vinegar, which contains sugar, tomato paste, and orange juice and has a very different flavor profile.
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			Snacks, apps & Dips
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				Smoky Tea Eggs
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				One of my favorite after-school snacks were the marinated boiled eggs I used to sneak from my Cantonese grandma Sabrina PoPo’s fridge. I boil mine just until the yolks are soft and jammy, then soak them in a sweet brine infused with warm spices like ginger and star anise and lapsang souchong tea, an earthy black tea dried over pinewood fire that gives the eggs a smoky flavor.

				Twenty-four hours in the brine is the sweet spot, but if you’re anything like me, I bet you’ll eat them all before then. They’re great on their own, but they’re also delicious in ramen or jook (this page) and over steamed rice along with Char Siu Black Cod (this page) or Grilled Lemongrass–Soy Sauce Chicken Thighs (this page).

				
					Makes 12

				

				
					1½ cups Chinese light soy sauce

					1 cup Chinese rock sugar or lightly packed light brown sugar

					1 cup water

					½ cup Chinese dark soy sauce

					½ cup mirin

					½ cup unseasoned rice vinegar

					2 tablespoons lapsang souchong tea leaves

					4 by 1-inch knob ginger, lightly smashed

					4 whole dried Sichuan chiles (optional)

					4 whole star anise

					2 bay leaves

					2 cinnamon sticks

					¼ teaspoon ground white pepper

					½ teaspoon red Sichuan peppercorns

					12 large eggs

				

				
					In a medium pot, combine all the ingredients except the eggs. Bring to a boil over high heat and cook, uncovered, stirring occasionally, until most of the sugar has dissolved, about 2 minutes. Remove from the heat and let the mixture cool to room temperature, at least 1 hour.

					While the brine cools, in a covered 4- to

					
					
					
				

			

			
				Miso Baba Ghanoush

				
				
				
				
					
				

				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					For Serving

					
					
					
					
				

				
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

			

			
				Coconut Shrimp Toast
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				King’s Guacamole

				
				
				
				
				
					Switch It Up

					
				

				
					
				

				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
					
					
					
				

			

			
				Sichuan Steak Tartare

				
				
				
				
				
					Level It Up

					
				

				
					
				

				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
					
					
					
					
					
				

			

			
				Chili Crisp Labneh

				
				
				
				
				
					
				

				
					
					Labneh

					
					
					
					To finish

					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
					
					
					
				

			

			
				Black Vinegar–Marinated Sweet Peppers

				
				
				Level It Up
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					Peppers

					
					
					
					To Serve

					
					
				

				
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

			

			
				Tuna Tostadas with Avocado, Ginger, and Scallion

				
				
				Level It Up

				
				
					Switch It Up

					
				

				
					
				

				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
					
					
					
					
				

			

			
				Yellowtail Crudo in Ginger-Citrus Broth

				
				
				Level It Up

				
				
					Switch It Up

					
				

				
					
				

				
					Ginger-Citrus Broth
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				Sicilian-Style Crudo with SHOYU-Cured Salmon Roe

				
				
				Level It Up
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				Grilled Oysters with Sichuan Chile–Bourbon Butter
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				King’s Wings

				
				
				
					Switch It Up

					
				

				
					
					Marinated Wings
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				Grilled Fish Sauce–Caramel Chicken Wings

				
				
					
				

				
					Marinated Wings

					
					
					
					
					
					
					To Cook and Serve

					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
					
					
					
				

			

			
				Taiwanese Popcorn Chicken
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				Century Duck Eggs with Chilled Tofu

				
				
				
				
					
				

				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
					
					
					
					
				

			

			
				Lemongrass Shrimp Cocktail with Michelada Mayo
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				My Shanghainese Grandma’s Fish
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					To Finish

					
					
				

				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

			

			
				Pork Lettuce Wraps

				
				
				
				
					
				

				
					Ground Pork
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				Hot Honey–Cured Egg Yolks on Garlic Toast

				
				
				Level It Up

				
			

			
				
			

			
				Cured Yolks

				
				
				
				
				
				
				Garlic Toast
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