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Dedication

To those who
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and gather.

Thanks for

making this

place ours.
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Introduction
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This is a book about gathering.

The importance of it, the joyful act of it, and—of course—the people around the table. It’s a truism that food brings people together. Its power to connect has stood the tests of time, stressful holidays, and the scrutiny of in-laws all over the world. Despite the odds (or because we’re hungry), we are always coming back to the table for more.

Consider this your solution to a specific problem: It can be hard to get together over a home-cooked meal. Schedules are chaotic. It feels like a big To Do. You’ve always wanted to host a proper dinner party, but you never knew where to start. Lighting a wheel of cheese on fire sounds totally cool, but . . . how? This book is here to put to rest the notion that you have to be some sort of expert to cook and host. You don’t. Like so much else in this life, it’s a skill that you can pick up and learn. Lucky for you, it’s pretty intuitive at the end of the day. Gathering with the people you love and eating yummy foods should be exciting and easy, after all. But we understand the parts of hosting that trip us up, stress us out, and make us hesitate before sending out the invitations. Dinner at Our Place was born to banish those fears and empower you to host, in whatever way works for you. It’s here to plan and plot with you and for you. To inspire new ways of being and eating with whomever you call your people. To take the mental load off of you, the host, by doing all of that work for you. To create new traditions and strengthen old ones.

This is not your typical cookbook.

In an ideal world, we’d be throwing dinner parties at least once a month. This book exists in that ideal world. In fact, the whole point of this book is to transform that ideal world into a reality. Here’s the gist: Within these pages lies everything you need to cook and host spectacular dinner parties. Okay, not everything. This is not a magical object that can do your grocery shopping, but it will make writing out your list deceptively easy. From full menu plans to detailed recipes, conversation starters, tablescapes, florals, playlists, and beyond, Dinner at Our Place is here to make throwing a dinner party achievable—and joyful. It’s a comprehensive playbook for hosting. It is your excuse to throw a party together. It’s an accessible guide for cooking seasonally and making the most of what’s around you. It’s made for those of us interested in cooking, gathering, and sharing our cultures, and it’s bound to provide a few firsts to hosts, seasoned and unseasoned alike.
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This book is by and for home cooks.

You might be wondering what these dinner parties entail and who created them. Each chapter—of which there are twelve, or a year’s worth of monthly dinner parties—was lovingly shared by a home cook whose reputation as host, curator, gathering specialist precedes them. While many of these home cooks are chefs, culinary directors, food stylists, or cookbook authors in their own right, what’s in these pages here is of a more personal nature. These are the recipes they’re known for making for their families, given or chosen. And you’re invited to take part in their celebrations, to pull up a chair of your own, and enjoy some of the best, most tried and true, dinner parties we’ve ever encountered.

Let’s say it’s December and you’re hosting your very first hot pot night. Lucky for you, Keegan and Mama Fong, the mother-son duo behind Woon in Los Angeles, have shared in precise detail how to pull this off. Considering they’ve been hosting some version of this party since Keegan was in high school, when teenagers would crowd the house demanding hot pot by shouting da bin lo, we trust them. Whether it’s hot pot or making a summer Caribbean feast with DeVonn Francis or trying your hand at Jen Monroe’s genius, meltable butter candles for bread dipping, the following pages are rich with cooking tips and traditions that have been honed and perfected by some of the coolest tastemakers we know. Borrow freely from their experiences. Learn clever substitutions, how to navigate a farmers’ market, what kinds of things to pick up on your travels, how to delegate in the kitchen. These dinner parties are not only delicious, but they’re fun—and they’re the sum of decades of cooking and hosting experience. And it’s all written down and yours for the taking.

This book is for building traditions.

We believe that the best connections are made across the kitchen table. There’s possibly no greater joy than getting together with your people, eating something your hands made, and lingering around the table swapping stories, catching up, and getting to know one another more, better. Something special happens when you cook for others. It’s the care you take with each step in the recipe or with each plate passed around the table. It’s the ritualistic reverence with which you prepare your home for guests. It’s the excitement you’re filled with as the clock approaches seven or the guessing game you make out of who is going to arrive first (and who will be last). It is its own kind of tradition, one we’re very keen on building.
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Traditions of every make and variety have felt increasingly hard to keep and even harder to make anew. We want traditions that reflect who we are, where we came from, and where we’re going, but it can be a challenge—especially as a young person—to establish that for oneself and one’s community. Our larger looming hope for Dinner at Our Place is that it will help you establish new, longstanding traditions, and that it will serve as a blueprint for making those traditions distinctly yours. We hope that the collective generosity of the home cooks who made this book will inspire something in you, too. Maybe it’ll inspire you to simply open up your home or offer to cook in someone else’s. Maybe it’ll be that thing that forges a new friendship. Maybe it will inspire a dinner party book club among your friend group. Maybe it’ll be the beginning of a tradition you carry on for years and years and years. We can only hope that the recipes and essays laid before you can have so much power. Because if there’s anything we believe in, it’s the power of home cooking to bring people together.


WHAT’S INCLUDED

Recipes

Menus

Vibes

Conversations

Bar Setups

Tablescapes

Playlists



[image: image]




Tools to Enable Gathering

[image: image] AN EXTRA SPACIOUS PAN
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[image: image] LOTS AND LOTS OF CUPS
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[image: image] THINGS THAT STIR AND SERVE
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[image: image] BIG BOWLS AND PLATTERS
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[image: image] SOMETHING THAT GETS REALLY HOT
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Let’s Dig In
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January

Family Dinner with Shiza Shahid
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Shiza is a self-taught home cook and host extraordinaire. With over a decade of experience bringing people together, her hosting style is raw, vulnerable, and cathartic. She believes in the power of gathering so much that she cofounded Our Place to enable others to cook and eat together.
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My dinner parties began as an antidote to loneliness. I was twenty-two years old in New York City, living seven thousand miles away from my home in Pakistan, and working way too much. I missed my amma’s cooking. I missed the warm weather.

And I missed having a community to lean on. As any New Yorker can tell you, being lonely did not mean I was alone. I was swept up in the nonprofit world, spending many nights at galas and fundraising events—essentially multicourse “dinner parties” that had a very good way of leaving me feeling drained and disconnected. They were a far cry from my preferred way of breaking bread with people, especially conversationally. Just picture it: You’re locked into a seating chart, it’s shockingly noisy, and topics stay superficial all night. In a weird way, these events inspired my first dinner parties; I wanted to take a radically opposite approach to bringing people together. And so, I did.

I started hosting dinner parties on a monthly basis. My studio apartment didn’t have room for a dining table, so I’d ask friends and friends of friends if I could use theirs, and people were surprisingly generous. Now I’m in Los Angeles, which is—lucky for me—more sprawling, so I have the luxury of owning a table that fits my ideal dinner party size: eight to twelve people (sixteen, if you’re determined enough). This number keeps it big enough that not everyone knows each other, but small enough that everyone can get to know each other. In the spirit of getting everyone to feel connected, I have a few best practices. Candles and arrangements are to be kept low so everyone can see one another. While there is music, it’s turned down so that even the gentlest of voices can be heard. And now, I have my signature practice: I always have a prompt. While pocket conversations and one-on-one connections are a sign of a successful dinner party, I like to be sure there’s a central moment when everyone is engaged in a single conversation. Hence, the prompt. I have a stronger-than-average aversion to small talk, so these prompts are designed to do the exact opposite, creating deep, meaningful connections from the start. They give everyone a chance to speak and be heard. They take the conversation places it wouldn’t otherwise go. I’ve been doing this for years and years, and it has become foundational to how I host and grow my chosen family.

Speaking of family, this particular dinner party centers around my belief that family can be anyone who’s at your table. In honor of that, this Family Dinner menu is a representation of my many identities and the many families I’ve made over the years. There are recipes full of the spices from my childhood in Pakistan. There are Persian foods to honor my partner and the family we created together. And, of course, there are some distinctly Californian dishes that celebrate the new home I have created for myself so far away from my roots. I particularly like hosting a dinner party in January because it comes on the heels of spending the winter break back in Pakistan. I pretty much start planning it the moment I get off the sixteen-hour flight, the jet lag only making things look a little less orthodox. Curating guest lists at 3 a.m., calling to confirm an ingredient with amma at 6 a.m. I could wait, of course, but I find those first days of return invigorating, as if I am in both Pakistan and California at the same time, if only for a little while.

It is both a challenge and an honor to embody multiple identities at once, and this menu is a reflection of that and my attempt to share more of myself with my community. Luckily, food can always be that for us: an extension of ourselves that we can offer up to others. A part of who we are and the cultures we belong to. And, of course, a great excuse for people to gather.




Crudités with Raita
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One way to take the stress off of yourself while hosting is to have something plated and ready before anyone shows up. Enter: raita, a tangy, herbaceous dip that pairs beautifully with simple, raw vegetables. This highly snackable dish can be prepped in advance so all you have to do is set it out for people to enjoy.

Serves 6 to 8


	½ cup fresh cilantro leaves

	½ cup fresh mint leaves

	1 English cucumber

	2 cups Greek yogurt

	2 teaspoons kosher salt

	½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	1 tablespoon champagne vinegar or white wine vinegar

	Grated zest and juice of 1 lemon

	1 tablespoon olive oil

	1 teaspoon cumin seeds, toasted and lightly crushed

	Sliced seasonal vegetables, such as carrots, cucumber, endive, cherry tomatoes, etc.




	With a pestle and mortar or small food processor, combine the cilantro and mint and smash into a paste. Set aside.

	Using the small holes of a box grater, grate the cucumber. Place the grated cucumber into a cheesecloth or kitchen towel and squeeze, discarding the excess water.

	Add the grated cucumber to a medium bowl. Add the herb paste, yogurt, salt, pepper, vinegar, lemon zest, olive oil, and cumin seeds. Stir well. Add a tablespoon of lemon juice (or more to taste).

	Transfer to a dip bowl and serve alongside sliced crudités.




Make Ahead: Prepare the raita up to a day before, storing it in an airtight container in the refrigerator.






Citrus Salad
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California is where I learned how to cook, so it’s only necessary that I honor it with my dinner party menu. And what better way to do that than with seasonal produce? Bright winter citrus takes center stage in this dish, accented by the sweet crunch of candied pecans. Make the dressing in advance and consider this another one that’s easy to throw together close to dinner time. Note: If you’re looking to save a little time, you can always go with store-bought candied pecans instead of candying them yourself.

Serves 6 to 8

Candied Pecans


	¼ cup pecans

	1 tablespoon maple syrup

	½ teaspoon kosher salt



Mint Vinaigrette


	1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

	Juice of 2 lemons (about 5 to 6 tablespoons)

	2 teaspoons maple syrup

	2 teaspoons kosher salt, plus more to taste

	1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper, plus more to taste

	¼ cup olive oil

	2 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh mint



Assembly


	5.5 ounces baby spinach

	2 Cara Cara oranges, peeled and thinly sliced into rounds

	2 blood oranges, peeled and thinly sliced into rounds

	2 navel oranges, peeled and thinly sliced into rounds

	2 avocados, thinly sliced

	Mint leaves, for garnish




	Make the candied pecans: Preheat the oven to 375°F.

	In a medium bowl, toss together the pecans, maple syrup, and salt. Spread onto a sheet pan and roast until the nuts are roasted all the way through and caramelized, about 15 minutes.

	Remove from the oven and allow them to cool completely. Chop coarsely.

	Make the mint vinaigrette: In a medium bowl, whisk together the mustard, lemon juice, maple syrup, salt, and pepper. Slowly stream in the olive oil, whisking constantly, until you have a loose emulsion. Stir in the mint, taste, adjust the salt and pepper, and set the bowl aside.

	Assemble the salad: In a medium bowl, combine the spinach and 2 tablespoons of the dressing, tossing lightly. Spread the greens onto a large platter and top with the citrus and avocados. Spoon the remaining dressing on top and garnish with the candied pecans and mint.




Make Ahead: You can prepare the mint vinaigrette up to a day ahead and store it in an airtight container in the refrigerator.






Chana Masala
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In Pakistan, chana masala wouldn’t be the first dish to come to mind when you’re going to host. It’s home food, a simple chickpea curry. Cozy. Something my amma would make me when I was sick. And maybe it’s for that very reason that I love including it in this dinner party. Rich in healing spices like ginger and turmeric, it’s a dish I consider perfect for January. Another reason I love this dish is that it is gloriously hands-off. Once you temper the spices and prepare your base, you leave everything to stew, letting time aid the flavor. Ultimately, the chickpeas should reach a thick, gravy-like consistency.

Serves 4 to 6


	¼ cup ghee

	1 small yellow onion, finely chopped

	1½ teaspoons cumin seeds

	1 tablespoon grated fresh ginger

	2 garlic cloves, finely chopped

	2 teaspoons ground coriander

	1 teaspoon ground cumin

	1½ teaspoons ground turmeric

	1½ teaspoons Kashmiri chile powder (aka lal mirch)

	2½ teaspoons kosher salt

	1½ cups finely chopped plum tomatoes or one 14.5-ounce can diced tomatoes

	Two 15-ounce cans chickpeas, drained and rinsed



For Serving


	½ bunch of cilantro, leaves picked and coarsely chopped

	1 teaspoon garam masala

	Finely chopped yellow onion (optional)

	1-inch piece fresh ginger, peeled and julienned (optional)

	1 lemon, cut into wedges, for squeezing




	In a medium pan, heat the ghee over medium heat until hot and shimmering. Add the onion and cook until soft and light golden brown, about 10 minutes.

	Add the cumin seeds and toast until fragrant, about 2 minutes. Add the ginger and garlic and cook until fragrant and barely starting to get color, about 4 minutes.

	Add the coriander, cumin, turmeric, chile powder, and salt and cook, stirring often, until the spices have bloomed lightly and the mixture has darkened in color, about 2 minutes.

	Add the tomatoes and stir often until they start to break down, 7 to 10 minutes. Add the chickpeas and 2 cups water, stirring well to combine everything.

	Bring the chana masala to a boil. Reduce the heat to maintain a soft simmer and cook until you have a gravy that coats the chickpeas and the back of a spoon, about 25 minutes.

	Use your spoon to lightly smash two-thirds of the chickpeas, adding ½ cup water if the masala gets too thick. Taste for salt and adjust accordingly.

	Garnish with the cilantro, garam masala, some chopped onion (if using), and the julienned ginger (if using). Serve with the lemon wedges.






Tandoori Chicken
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The so-called karahi cut might as well have been invented for dinner parties. It yields smaller, more shareable cuts that make it easier to not overload your plate with one protein. Back home, we’d regularly ask the butcher for a karahi cut of chicken, which is for 16 smaller pieces versus the traditional 8. Your butcher should be able to cut your chicken this way, but you can also cleaver the pieces further at home if you’re up for it. The key to this recipe is encouraging as much flavor as possible. Good news! You already did that with the karahi cut, which creates more surface area for seasoning and gives you more access to the bone. Step number two is letting the chicken marinate up to 48 hours in advance. The next comes at the very end of cooking when you high-broil the chicken until the skin is peak crispy. Of course, feel free to adjust the spice levels up or down to your liking.

Serves 6 to 8


	3 pounds bone-in, skin-on chicken parts (drumsticks, thighs, breasts)

	1 cup Greek yogurt

	2 garlic cloves, finely chopped

	1 tablespoon grated fresh ginger

	1 tablespoon kosher salt

	2 teaspoons freshly ground black pepper

	1 tablespoon ground turmeric

	2 teaspoons Kashmiri chile powder

	2 teaspoons ground cumin

	1 teaspoon anise seeds, ground

	1 small pod black cardamom, ground

	½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

	2 lemons, 1 juiced, 1 cut into wedges

	¼ cup ghee, melted

	½ bunch of cilantro, leaves picked and coarsely chopped




	In a large bowl, combine the chicken, yogurt, garlic, ginger, salt, black pepper, turmeric, Kashmiri chile powder, cumin, anise seeds, cardamom, cinnamon, and lemon juice. Toss to coat the chicken well. Cover or transfer to an airtight container and marinate in the fridge for 24 to 48 hours.

	An hour before cooking, remove the chicken from the refrigerator and leave on the counter to take the chill off.

	Preheat the oven to 400°F. Coat a half-sheet pan with the melted ghee.

	Spread the chicken in an even layer on the pan and transfer to the oven. Cook until the chicken starts to form a crust, the juices are running clear, and the internal temperature is between 150° and 155°F, 20 to 25 minutes, rotating the pan and turning the chicken over halfway through.

	Turn the broiler on high and continue cooking until the skin edges start to char and the chicken is a crusty brown, anywhere from 2 to 5 minutes depending on your broiler. Make sure the internal temperature does not exceed 160°F, as the chicken will continue cooking as it rests.

	Remove from the oven and allow the chicken to rest before transferring it to a platter along with all the juices. Sprinkle with the cilantro and serve with the lemon wedges for squeezing.






Quick-Pickled Carrot Salad with Yogurt & Dukkah
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This recipe includes . . . another recipe: dukkah, a wonderful, crunchy topping I grew up with that you’ll love on all sorts of dishes. You can easily multiply the quantities listed below and store this as a pantry staple. Feel free to add fennel and cumin seeds to your pantry stock. I left those seeds out of the dukkah here because they were already in the salad dressing, but they’ll make your pantry dukkah all the better. The carrots—which are roasted and then left to marinate in a vinaigrette—are the kind of cooked carrots I would feed someone who says they hate cooked carrots. They still pack a little bit of that desirable crunch and lend just the right level of earthiness to balance the delightful tang of the yogurt. As someone who learned to cook later in life, I am always looking for easy ways to impress my dinner guests. Spreading yogurt sauces (or any sauce, really) on the bottom of the platter rather than trying to drizzle them on top of the dish is one such hack.

Serves 6 to 8

Pickled Roasted Carrots


	1 pound carrots, peeled and cut crosswise on a diagonal into 1-inch pieces

	5 tablespoons olive oil

	Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

	2 tablespoons champagne vinegar, plus more to taste

	1 tablespoon honey

	1 shallot, thinly sliced

	1½ teaspoons cumin seeds, toasted

	1½ teaspoons fennel seeds, toasted



Dukkah


	¼ cup salted roasted pistachios

	2 tablespoons white sesame seeds, toasted

	1 teaspoon kosher salt



Yogurt Sauce


	1 cup Greek yogurt

	Juice of 1 lemon

	1 tablespoon honey

	1 medium garlic clove, grated

	Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

	½ bunch of cilantro or mint, leaves picked and coarsely chopped




	Make the pickled roasted carrots: Preheat the oven to 375°F.

	Toss the carrots on a sheet pan with 2 tablespoons of the olive oil and salt and pepper to taste. Roast the carrots until caramelized and slightly tender, about 25 minutes.

	Meanwhile, in a medium bowl, combine the remaining 3 tablespoons olive oil, the vinegar, honey, shallot, cumin seeds, fennel seeds, and salt and pepper to taste. Add more vinegar for acidity if needed. Set aside.

	Make the dukkah: In a food processor, combine the pistachios, sesame seeds, and salt and process to a fine meal that can be sprinkled on top of the salad.

	Once the carrots have roasted and then cooled slightly, transfer to the bowl with the dressing and toss to combine. Set aside to marinate for 15 to 20 minutes.

	Make the yogurt sauce: In a medium bowl, combine the yogurt, lemon juice, honey, garlic, and salt and pepper to taste.

	To plate, spread the yogurt sauce on the bottom of a large platter and arrange the carrots, along with any dressing from the bowl, on top. Sprinkle with the dukkah and cilantro to serve.




Make Ahead: Prepare the dukkah up to 2 weeks before, storing it in an airtight container in the refrigerator.






Saffron Tachin
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This dish is the backbone of the dinner party menu. Like its popular cousin tahdig, tachin requires a 180-degree flip, but tachin uses more ghee and egg to make it fluffier and a touch more indulgent, which is why it’s my go-to. The flip is a lot less intimidating if you use an Our Place Flipping Platter, which was designed in honor of these exact dishes.

If you are a rice-washing skeptic, please do not skip this step for this recipe! Removing the starch is key to making the tachin fluffy. Another key step is to parcook the rice 80 percent in an open boil before mixing in the rest of the ingredients and finishing it in the pan. You’ll know the grains are ready when they’ve expanded and start floating to the top. Lastly, if you’ve never worked with saffron, it’s okay! A little goes a long way, which is good considering the spice is worth more than its weight in gold (literally). By allowing the saffron to bloom in warm water, you’re ensuring the flavor is at its most potent and evenly spread throughout the dish.

Serves 8 to 10


	2 cups basmati rice

	Kosher salt

	¼ teaspoon saffron threads, lightly crushed

	½ cup yogurt

	2 egg yolks

	3 tablespoons ghee, melted

	2 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh cilantro (optional)

	2 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh mint (optional)

	3 tablespoons coarsely chopped pink pistachios (optional)




	Rinse the basmati rice three times until the water runs clear. Then soak in a bowl for 1 hour.

	Bring a large pot of lightly salted water to a boil. Drain the rice, add to the boiling water, and cook until parboiled, 5 to 7 minutes. Drain.

	In the meantime, in a large bowl, combine the saffron and 2 tablespoons warm water. Set aside, allowing it to steep, about 10 minutes.

	To the large bowl with the saffron water, add the yogurt, egg yolks, and melted ghee. Gently fold in the rice, mixing well and taking care to avoid breaking the rice.

	Set an Always Pan over medium-low heat and add the yogurt rice, spreading with a spoon and lightly packing it down in an even layer. Using the handle of a spoon, poke 5 to 6 holes through the rice to the bottom of the pan. Cover with a lid and cook until crispy and golden brown on the bottom, 20 to 25 minutes, rotating the pan 180 degrees halfway through (at about 10 minutes) for even browning. Do not lift the lid at any point during this time. Knowing when it’s ready is a bit of a guessing game since you cannot see the bottom of the pan, but you should hear a faint snap and crackle sound and smell a toasted, nutty aroma. Turn off the heat and allow the rice to steam, about 15 minutes.

	Using a silicone or offset spatula, gently release the rice from the pan and flip it onto the Flipping Platter to serve. If desired, garnish with the cilantro, mint, and pistachios.






Crispy Potatoes with Chaat Masala

Crispy potatoes are a great unifier, and it’s good to have at least one of those kinds of dishes at a dinner party where you’re bringing all different kinds of people together. This recipe is an homage to a very specific kind of street French fry that I grew up eating as a rare treat. Admittedly, this recipe is no re-creation of the street fry. In fact, I am convinced those specific crinkle fries only exist in Pakistan. But the spirit is in this recipe nonetheless. Of course, you could always stop at “crispy potato” and no one would complain, but I like to take it a step further with homemade chaat masala (store-bought is fine, too!) to give it that extra nostalgic taste—a salty, funky, sour edge that makes the dish extra dynamic. If you’re having trouble sourcing any of the spices, try your local natural foods store or look online.

Serves 6 to 8

Potatoes


	Kosher salt

	3 pounds baby potatoes

	½ cup olive oil



Chaat Masala


	3 tablespoons cumin seeds

	1 tablespoon coriander seeds

	1 teaspoon fennel seeds

	1 teaspoon ajwain seeds

	2 green cardamom pods

	¼ cup amchur (mango) powder

	2 tablespoons black salt (kala namak)

	1 tablespoon kosher salt

	1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	1 teaspoon Kashmiri chile powder




	Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 400°F.

	Prepare the potatoes: Bring a large pot of water to a boil and season well with salt. Add the potatoes and cook until barely tender, but not falling apart, 8 to 10 minutes. Drain and allow to cool until they are safe to handle.

	Spread the potatoes onto a sheet pan and toss in the oil, making sure all the potatoes are covered. Using the bottom of a small dish or a glass, smash the potatoes until very thin and flat.

	Transfer to the oven and roast until the potatoes are crispy and deep golden brown, 20 to 25 minutes, tossing halfway.

	Meanwhile, make the chaat masala: In a small pan, toast the cumin, coriander, fennel, ajwain, and cardamom over medium heat, stirring frequently, until crackling, toasty, and fragrant, about 3 minutes. Transfer the spices to a plate and allow to cool.

	Once cooled, transfer all the spices to a spice grinder, and add the amchur powder, black salt, kosher salt, black pepper, and chile powder, and process into a fine powder.

	Once the potatoes are roasted, transfer to a platter and dust generously with the chaat masala. Serve immediately.




Make Ahead: Prepare the chaat masala up to 2 weeks before, storing it in an airtight container in the refrigerator.






Fesenjoon

The first time you try fesenjoon is almost always an experience. As a sweet, sour, pomegranate-forward dish, it is famously divisive and people either love it—passionately—or hate it with equal fervor. I, obviously, am in the love camp. My first time trying it was in Pakistan at my neighbor’s home-slash-restaurant. (It’s a very old-school Islamabad thing to open a restaurant in your home.) What this dish lacks in photogenic appeal, it more than makes up for in deliciousness. My first bite is one of my most unforgettable food memories; I had never tasted anything like it. It’s sweet but earthy, robust yet simple. Made of mostly just walnuts and pomegranate molasses, it somehow, magically, becomes so much more than the sum of its parts. This recipe, which is inspired by Naz Deravian’s from her book Bottom of the Pot, is an ode to my Persian mother-in-law and, of course, her son, my partner, who—among many other things—shares my love of fesenjoon.

If this is your first time making (or trying!) fesenjoon, I encourage you to play around with it. This recipe is a vegetarian version, but it’s commonly cooked with chicken and served over rice. Consistency is also a very personal preference. You can add or subtract water to achieve your preferred thickness. You can also adjust the sweetness with a little bit of sugar. Enjoy with the Saffron Tachin.

Serves 6 to 8


	1 pound walnuts

	1 cup pomegranate molasses, plus more to taste

	½ teaspoon ground turmeric

	½ teaspoon kosher salt

	Brown sugar (optional)

	Dried pomegranate seeds, for garnish




	In a blender or food processor, grind or pulse the walnuts until you get a fine meal. Add 2 to 3 cups of water and blend until it becomes a paste; start with the 2 cups and see how much more you need.

	In a medium pot, combine the pomegranate molasses, turmeric, and salt. Set over medium-low heat and once it starts to bubble, stir in the walnut mixture and 1 cup water. Bring the mixture to a low simmer and cook, stirring frequently and adding more water in ½-cup increments, until slightly thickened, lightly coating the back of a spoon, and dark brown in color, at least 30 minutes. The longer you cook it, the more the flavors mix together. Taste and adjust the flavors to your liking, adding some brown sugar for added sweetness or more pomegranate molasses for tart.

	Garnish with dried pomegranate seeds.






Zesty Cardamom Apple Crisp

If there is one thing that I find hard to turn down, it is a fruit-forward dessert. This recipe is my personal spin on the American classic apple cobbler. In place of butter and sugar, I opt for coconut oil and maple syrup for a sweet flavor and richness that is less on the nose (and a little healthier!). I add rose water, green cardamom, and cinnamon as an ode to the flavors I grew up with. And, for ease, I make everything in the cast-iron Always Pan and serve directly from it when the time comes. This crisp gives me the perfect I’m-walking-to-the-table-with-something-exciting moment.

Serves 8 to 10


	8 Granny Smith apples, peeled and sliced ½ inch thick (6 cups)

	¾ cup maple syrup

	2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

	1 tablespoon vanilla extract

	1 tablespoon rose water

	¼ cup cornstarch

	¾ teaspoon kosher salt

	2 teaspoons ground cardamom

	1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

	2 cups almond flour

	1 cup pecans, finely chopped

	¾ cup coconut oil



Orange Cream


	2 cups heavy cream

	1 tablespoon maple syrup

	Grated zest of 2 oranges




	Preheat the oven to 375°F.

	In a medium bowl, toss together the apples, ½ cup of the maple syrup, the lemon juice, vanilla, rose water, cornstarch, ¼ teaspoon of the salt, the cardamom, and cinnamon. Set aside.

	In a medium bowl, gently combine the almond flour, pecans, coconut oil, remaining ¼ cup maple syrup, and remaining ½ teaspoon salt. Using your fingers or a fork, combine everything together into a shaggy shortbread.

	To a cast-iron pan, add the apples and all the collected juices in an even layer. Using a ¼-cup measuring cup, scoop and gently press the shortbread mixture into ½-inch-thick pucks and layer on top of the fruit.

	Transfer to the oven and bake until the apples are bubbling and the topping is golden brown, about 40 minutes.

	In the meantime, make the orange cream: In a medium bowl, whisk together the heavy cream, maple syrup, and orange zest until stiff peaks form. Keep cold in the refrigerator until ready to serve.

	Once the crisp is done, remove from the oven and allow to cool slightly before adding dollops of orange cream and serving.






Pear Spritz

[image: image]

I firmly believe that spritzes have just as much business showing up in the winter months as they do in the summer. Swap the bright aperitivos for sweet and earthy nectars and there you have it: a wintry spritz that’s no less celebratory. Since everyone has varying preferences of sweetness levels, I recommend starting with a pear juice that has zero added sugars. You can easily increase the sweetness with a bit of maple syrup should you (or any of your guests) desire.

Serves 6


	3 cups pear juice or pear nectar

	¼ cup fresh lemon juice (from 1 to 2 lemons)

	1 tablespoon orange bitters

	One 750 mL bottle dry champagne

	Lemon peel or sliced pear (unpeeled), for garnish




	In a pitcher, stir together the pear juice, lemon juice, and orange bitters.

	Fill six drinking glasses one-third of the way with the batched base, then top with champagne.

	Garnish with lemon peel or a pear slice.






What’s in a Cup (of Chai)?

Some of you may be wondering why I didn’t include a recipe for chai. If you come from a culture that drinks chai, you will understand how deeply personal these recipes are. They don’t just vary from region to region or household to household, but from person to person or even mood to mood. So rather than pretend that my chai is some ultimate recipe you must try (even though it is, I got it from my abba), I decided to help you discover chai your way. In order to do so, you need to understand the basic tenets of chai and experiment from there.

Elements

While chai is hyperpersonal with almost every stage and ingredient open to debate and interpretation, I will make the argument that there are a couple of boxes you need to tick for your drink to be called a cup of chai. First, you must include tea—preferably black tea and preferably loose leaf. You must also include some kind of milk. Preferably cow . . . and whole. (But again, I’m not here to get too prescriptive; other milks and milk alternatives are allowed.) There’s a case to be made for stopping here, but I’m not the one making it. I think you also need spices and sweetness—the final elements and the ones with the most room for variability.

Ratios

In my opinion, the most defining ratio is milk to water. Since you steep
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