
[image: 001]



PRAISE FOR BLISSFUL BASIL

“Ashley’s blog, Blissful Basil, won over both my heart and stomach, and now her cookbook has done the same. As always, her recipes are filled with mouthwatering creativity and nourishing ingredients. But above all, they’re infused with love and her firm belief in the power of wholesome, plant-based foods to promote happiness and well-being. With its stunning photography and enticing collection of recipes—ranging from online classics like the Spicy Cauliflower Rice, Roasted Sweet Potatoes + Avocado Mash power bowl to the all-new Cosmically Fudgy Cacao-Tahini Brownies—the Blissful Basil cookbook is bound to become a household staple for seasoned vegans, ‘new’ vegans, and non-vegans alike.”

—Angela Liddon, New York Times bestselling author of The Oh She Glows Cookbook

“Ashley Melillo’s Blissful Basil has it all: sumptuous, creative recipes; bold and beautiful photography; and plenty of user-friendly tips on how to easily transition into plant-centric cooking. What’s most special about this collection, though, is the power of Ashley’s personal narrative of healing through colorful, nourishing, and wholesome meals. These are the recipes that transformed Ashley’s life, and her passion and gratitude shines through each and every bite.”

—Gena Hamshaw, author of Food52 Vegan and Choosing Raw

“This is way more than a cookbook. It’s a coming-of-age story ... that happens to have really incredible recipes and beautiful food. Ashley is a true inspiration and her encouraging, nonjudgmental, and nurturing wisdom makes you feel like anything is possible.”

—Jessica Murnane, author of One Part Plant and host of the One Part Podcast

“Ashley’s Blissful Basil cookbook is beyond beautiful! Ashley is one of my all-time favorite bloggers and now authors because her recipes are always colorful, nourishing, and inspiring. I love that Ashley’s cookbook contains loads of comfort food favorites like nachos and creamy soups, as well as creative plant-based classics like morning smoothies and chia bowls, beet balls, dairy-free cheese, and more. Along with her delicious recipes, she adds a beautiful piece of her soul to each project.”

—Kathy Patalsky, blogger at HealthyHappyLife.com and cookbook author

“Ashley’s photos are stunning and do an amazing job of showing off how gorgeous fresh plants are in their natural form. She brings life to food in a delicious and wholesome way. I’m pretty sure my life will be 200 percent improved once I make the Sweet Potato Cinnamon Rolls with Maple Glaze. This book is full of practical information about ingredients, techniques, and new ways of thinking about how and what we eat. It’s a must for anyone looking to get more thoughtful with what’s on their plate.”

—Emily von Euw, creator of the food blog This Rawsome Vegan Life and bestselling author of Rawsome Vegan Baking
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This book is for everyone.
But naming every person would be quite the task,
 so I’ll name just one...

DAN

Thank you for reminding me to be brave,
 opening my heart to the adventures I was once afraid of,
 and unconditionally sharing your optimistic warmth.
 You are my love, my teacher, and my daily source of laughter.
 Olive juice.
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INTRODUCTION

Rooted Habits

One humid summer evening in 2010, I started a food blog on a whim. I was in graduate school at the time and figured it would be a fun hobby during a leisurely summer semester. Well, it’s been six years since I shared that first post, and I think it’s safe to say that blogging turned out to be much more than a steamy summer fling. It has been one of the most joyful, worthwhile, and transformative endeavors of my life.

Over the years, Blissful Basil has been a place for me to share not only recipes, but also life stories. And I’ve shared lots of them. Some of the stories have been happy, some have been sad, and some have even been funny—like the time I lost a shoe during a job interview. But there’s a story I haven’t shared, and it’s probably the most important one to tell because it’s shaped everything from the way I think to the foods I eat. It wasn’t always peace, self-love, and kale salads up in here.

THE UNTOLD STORY




To build a sturdy, unshakable house, you must first build a sturdy, unshakable foundation. That concrete foundation might not be the most glamorous or appealing part of the house, or the part you want to show off at a dinner party, but without it, every other part would eventually crumble. You could create a facade of beauty and strength by bracing the house’s roof with steel beams, lining its walls with slabs of stone and its floors with polished marble, and filling its rooms with high-tech gadgets, but it would always be weakened by the instability of the ground beneath it.

In my late teens and early twenties, I gave great care and attention tending to my facade. I honestly and wholeheartedly believed I could guarantee my happiness by looking a certain way, studying my way to a well-respected career as a psychologist, and presenting myself as someone who had it all together. I took so much care in hiding my insecurities from others that I managed to hide them from myself, too. As someone who is a rule-follower to a fault, I was careful not to look too deeply into myself for fear that I would then be obligated to see my truth: I was anxiety-ridden and cared more about what other people thought of me than I cared about myself.

These internal battles weren’t newly formed—I had encountered them time and time again as a child—but over the years, I learned how to avoid them. When our paths crossed in everyday life, I turned the other direction and ran as fast as I could, or I strutted right past them, hands shielding my eyes, as if they didn’t exist.

I would probably still be running today if my anxiety hadn’t been such a relentless jerk during my early twenties. It was a shape-shifter of sorts—changing forms and disguising itself under a variety of pseudonyms and maladies, yet always presenting with the same all-consuming, life-swallowing quality. By the time I was twenty-one, anxiety gave up on casually crossing my path and began jumping out in front of me, chasing me down, and clinging to my back.

Once I could no longer ignore my anxiety, I made the mistake of indulging it by believing its every word, giving it far more power than it should ever be given. If you’ve experienced debilitating anxiety, then you know that the moment you stop questioning its sanity, it runs frantically through your memories and current experiences posing “what if” questions and hypothetical catastrophes. Innocent moments become stomach-dropping roller coasters and heart-pounding nightmares. And the second you find a glimmer of peace within the welcoming arms of a distraction, anxiety pops in to scream hello, violently gathering your hair within its viselike grip to drag you back.

I had found coping methods (read: distractions) to coexist with a moderate amount of anxiety; however, during the winter of my senior year of college, when the days grew shorter, my anxiety multiplied tenfold (hellooo, seasonal affective disorder). As the hours of sunlight dwindled, anxiety swept in and held its longest and darkest reign over me. I gave up on my applications for graduate school, because I had neither the energy nor the motivation to complete them. To be honest, I stopped caring about the idea altogether. My mind was so consumed with worry that there was little room for anything else.

I worried tirelessly about my health and the health of loved ones and literally spent hours each day conducting Internet research on behalf of my fears. Perhaps my relentless foe, Anxiety, thought she needed to write a senior thesis paper to graduate, too. If so, her opening statement was something along the lines of “It’s 99.99 percent likely that you will contract every rare, terrifying, and debilitating disease all at once. But don’t worry, the Mayan calendar ends in December of 2012, at which time a meteor will probably crash through the sky and squish you before you die from any of these illnesses.” Wow! Thanks for that breath of fresh air, Anxiety. I think I’ll just curl up in my room and nap the rest of my days away.

I wish I could say that was the experience that pushed me to peel back that facade and look a little deeper, but once my anxiety relented in the spring, I tried my best to pretend those months of merciless worrying never happened. I graduated from college in May of 2006, moved back home, and began interviewing for jobs, knowing that I would eventually find my way to graduate school. In September, I took an administrative position at an investment firm in the financial district of Chicago while continuing to foster my love for psychology through volunteer work at a 24-hour crisis hotline. Everything was falling back into place.

Until November—oh, November—the place where Anxiety awaited my return, ready to ambush me. Like clockwork, anxiety crept in as the daylight dwindled, and I didn’t have the strength or the courage to fend it off. So there I went again, trading every present moment I had for worries and perpetual fear about the future.

By this time, my worries were manifesting as somatic symptoms. I had developed sharp, shooting stomach pain that I was certain indicated the presence of a life-threatening disease, and my symptoms were just alarming enough that my doctor referred me for an ultrasound in an effort to rule out anything malicious.

The ultrasound turned out to be jet fuel for my anxiety. It identified something that was either a cyst, a tumor, or a severe case of trapped air (i.e., gas). The logical part of my mind held on to hope that it was the latter of the three. But rest assured, Dr. Anxiety reinterpreted the results for me so that I could clearly comprehend them: “I have good news and I have bad news. The bad news is that you’re going to die. The good news is that I’ll be right here with you until the very end, and I’ll be sure to alert you of any and all potential threats.” Great.

To pinpoint which of the three issues it was, my doctor suggested I go through more testing. Well, another ultrasound and a CT scan later, the doctors had concluded that the only malicious thing looming in my intestines was an alarming amount of trapped gas. The treatment? Let it go. Literally. Given the ridiculousness of it all, there was nothing I could do at that point except nervously laugh and feel grateful for my health. As for Anxiety? She must have realized what a fool she made of herself after setting off the alarms over a case of hot air, because she retreated without a moment’s notice.



A (SEEMINGLY) FRESH START




The following spring, I moved into a charming apartment in the city of Chicago with my best friend, Sally. It was a fresh and exciting time, and just one month later, two of the most special beings came into my life within five days of one another: my husband, Dan, and our sweet orange tabby cat, Jack. I adopted Jack on May 28, 2007, and I met Dan on June 1. Within just a few months, Dan and I were spending as many moments together as we could (many of them with Jack, too). We traveled back and forth between Milwaukee, where he was living at that time, and Chicago. It was the happiest, most blissful time of my life, and I couldn’t imagine anything taking that joy away from me.

Until November. One night as I was riding the bus home from work, a sense of impending doom struck me. It came out of nowhere, and I’ve never hated anything as much as that feeling because it colored my bright, sunshiny yellow happiness in gloomy gray and blue. Perpetual worry took hold and shaded my weeks in fear. I waited in darkness for the light of those weekends with Dan, because his positive spirit and witty humor lifted the weight off my heart. I hid my anxiety from him and made sure that my happy facade was tightly adhered whenever I was in his presence, never wanting to dampen his bright spirit with my worries.

My memories from November and December of 2007 have a stark contrast to them: those with Dan were happy and bright; those without him were lonely and cast in deeply shadowed anxiety. On the morning of December 8, I hugged him good-bye before he boarded a plane for a two-week trip to Europe. My stomach sank as my happiness walked away from me and anxiety’s cold fingers grasped my shoulders once again.

With Dan away, there was nothing to stop Anxiety from staring me straight in the face, and I realized that asking someone else to be my sole source of peace and happiness was far too great a request. I needed to build and sustain my own happiness and peace. Ironically, pushing Anxiety away was exactly what had fueled its power, and by pretending it didn’t exist, I had allowed it to become the driving force in my life. It dictated my thoughts, my emotions, my actions, and even the way I felt physically. As terrified as I was to admit it, I knew that the only way around my anxiety was to take it by the hand and walk right through it.

Exactly one week after Dan departed, I tearfully plopped down on the stereotypical couch in my newfound therapist’s office and took the first of many steps on my journey to self-acceptance, self-love, and sustainable joy. Looking back, the decision to go to therapy was a life-changing pivot point, because it was the first time I turned to face anxiety head-on. And although the weekly sessions I attended over the next six months offered me a safe space to acquire a few powerful coping strategies, it was actually the small but consistent shifts I made in my everyday habits that led to the real magic.



SHIFTING HABITS: ADOPTING EXERCISE




With hindsight on my side, I recognized a pattern: the longest periods of reprieve from those intense bouts of anxiety coincided with the times in my life when I was regularly exercising. Between small bits of information from undergrad psychology classes and my anxiety-refined Google research skills, I was able to piece together a basic understanding of the relationship between cardiovascular exercise and mental health. What I uncovered was enough to convince me to get moving, and I started exercising four to six days a week to offer my brain a natural boost of mood-balancing neurotransmitters (i.e., serotonin, dopamine, and norepinephrine).

It wasn’t easy to muster the motivation to get moving at first, but once I built up a bit of momentum, this newfound habit took hold as a foundational component in my weekly routine. Even better, when November rolled around and Anxiety politely knocked on my door to say hello, I was able to welcome it with patience and understanding while kindly informing it that I would no longer be handing it the master key to my thoughts and emotions.

In the years that immediately followed, regular exercise continued to stave off those massive, debilitating bouts of winter anxiety, but it, alone, wasn’t enough to counteract the pesky, doubt-spawning undercurrent of fear I experienced day in and day out. And it became more and more evident that the foundation beneath my feet still needed tending to.



THE SUM OF SMALL CHOICES




I had made good choices when it came to physical activity, but now it was time to enter the next phase of self-care. I started paying even more attention to how the seemingly small choices I made on a regular basis gathered together to form something powerful, either supporting or undermining my ability to thrive physically, cognitively, and emotionally. When I felt emotionally chaotic, physically drained, and cognitively foggy, I made note of the things I’d done that derailed me. When I felt emotionally at peace, physically vibrant, and cognitively sharp, I made note of the choices that kept things on the upswing.

During a two-week trip to Ireland in 2010, I made the decision to go vegetarian after an experience there confirmed that my love for animals had officially reached a point where it far outweighed my desire to eat meat. Although the choice was motivated by compassion, just a few months into the transition I noticed physical and emotional benefits that extended far beyond the sense of peace I felt from an ethical standpoint. Over the next three years, it became more and more apparent that what I ate affected not only how I felt physically but also how I felt emotionally, for better or worse. With meat removed, there was more room to fill my plate with a rainbow of fruits and veggies, greens, legumes, and whole grains. As a self-proclaimed cheese fanatic, I also filled that meatless space with cheese pizza, veggie lasagna, and more. But one thing became clear to me: as my ratio of plant-based foods to animal-based foods increased, that undercurrent of anxiety began to fade.

Like many vegetarians, I consistently sang the I-Could-Never-Go-Vegan song (Because-I-Love-Cheese-Too-Much remix). Cheese had become a staple in my diet, and I couldn’t imagine life without it. But in the spring of 2013, I took an interest in making vegan dishes and even shared a few of the recipes on my blog. The strange thing? I didn’t really miss the cheese in those meals. I even dropped the naysayer attitude and considered the possibility that maybe, someday, I could and would go vegan. From an ethical standpoint, I was drawn to the lifestyle, but I wasn’t quite ready to make the jump at that point. I did, however, make a concerted effort to reduce the amount of dairy I was consuming.

About six months later and seemingly out of nowhere, I developed a nagging stomach pain that was keeping me awake at night. At first, I dismissed the pain as a by-product of work-related stress, but after a month of sleepless nights and digestive issues, I realized there was probably more to it. Dan suggested dairy might be the problem (he faced similar issues before finding out he was lactose-intolerant), and by that point, I was willing to consider it. About a week later, I dove straw-first into a three-day juice cleanse in hopes of resetting my system and pinpointing the root of my digestion woes. I slept like a baby all three nights and, aside from a few detox symptoms, felt the best I had in months. I maintained a vegan diet for the week that followed and continued to feel great, but as soon as I reacquainted myself with cheese, my stomach protested. One sleepless night and a teary viewing of the trailer for Earthlings later, I vowed to move in the direction of a plant-based lifestyle.

Over the course of the six months that followed, I ate vegan 95 percent of the time. I immediately gave up all dairy and was pleasantly surprised to find gooey, delicious plant-based alternatives. By the time March of 2014 rolled around, the only thing that stood between me and a vegan diet was an egg or two per week (even my blog had gone vegan by that point). And on March 20, 2014, I officially took the plunge.

After making the shift, I expected to feel ethically at peace, and I knew my digestion would thank me, but I didn’t anticipate the slew of other emotional, cognitive, and physical benefits that I would experience from following a fully plant-based diet, benefits far greater than the ones I experienced after becoming vegetarian. I learned to differentiate between the foods that allowed me to thrive (i.e., whole, vibrant, minimally processed foods) and the foods that left me feeling less than optimal (i.e., processed meat substitutes, gluten, refined sugar). I ate more of the foods that enhanced my well-being and less of the foods that dissolved it. But I also left plenty of room for the gray in between, because I promised myself I would never strive for pristine perfection or get into the habit of labeling foods as inherently bad or good.

As time unfolded, I discovered that my body didn’t just function on plants—it thrived on plants. My energy and motivation increased, my skin glowed, my hair shined, my thoughts cleared, and my heart opened to possibility. That undercurrent of anxiety softened further, and in its wake, a sense of peace, calm, and hopefulness reverberated within me. And it proved, without question, that the small choices I made day in and day out gathered together over time to affect my entire state of being.

It’s taken nearly a decade and more ups and downs than I can summarize within these pages, but I’ve finally learned to greet anxiety with gratitude, because it is not my enemy but my teacher. And it’s taught me one of the greatest lessons of all: When faced with a problem, you can choose to avoid it, you can walk around it, and you can pretend it doesn’t exist, but you will repeatedly run into its pain until you open your heart to its purpose.



NOT CHASING HAPPINESS BUT CULTIVATING WHOLENESS




Before anxiety knocked a bit of wisdom into me, I operated on the premise that it was possible to chase down happiness in external circumstances and outrun fear. But all that chasing and running left me gasping, breathlessly, amid thin air. And then I realized something: Happiness doesn’t happen to us. It’s not guaranteed simply because our circumstances manifest as we had hoped, and it’s not inaccessible when our circumstances fall short. And there isn’t a meal, a dessert, a drink, a pill, a diet, a lifestyle, a body, an outfit, a house, a paycheck, a career, or a person that’s going to offer it up on an infinity platter.

There wasn’t one surefire “cure” to make me happier or less anxious. Rather, the solution has been an ongoing, ever-evolving process. Each of the shifts I’ve made within my everyday choices and habits—facing my fears; regularly moving my body; swapping meat, dairy, and processed foods for a vibrant rainbow of whole foods—has played an equally important role in fostering my well-being. And it’s been the consistency of choosing those things over and over again (even when it’s difficult) that’s allowed me to maintain it. Do I feel happier now than I did all those years ago? Absolutely. But far more importantly, I feel whole.

The habits that worked for me aren’t necessarily the habits that will work for everyone. In fact, forget about what works for me or even for most people; this is about what works for you. Identify the things that allow you to thrive and honor yourself by choosing those things more consistently.

As Aristotle wrote, “We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.” By consistently choosing the habits that nurture our ability to build a solid foundation from within, we cultivate a sense of wholeness and draw more joyfulness, serenity, and resilience into our state of being. And we position ourselves in such a way that when life does shake us to the core, we can step fully into the experience, bearing its weight, without the fear of it crushing us.



THE POWER OF ONE CHOICE




If we view our present experience as the sum of a collection of countless small decisions, it becomes clear that every choice matters and that each passing moment offers us the opportunity to nudge ourselves toward our optimal path. To yield a more peaceful existence, start with just one choice that votes in favor of a vibrant, thriving you. And if you root that choice in healthy soil and water it with consistency, it just might flourish into a life-changing habit.

With this in mind, I invite you to join me, one meal at a time, on this plant-powerful journey. Start small. Use a determined mind to guide your first choice and allow intuition to unfold the path that follows, eating with the rhythm of your body, heart, and mind.

[image: image]







[image: image]

A BLISSFUL KITCHEN

Pantry Roots + Essential Equipment

How does that saying go? Fail to plan, plan to fail. It feels a bit dramatic in this instance, so let’s modify it. Plan to prepare, prepare to conquer. As in, “prepare to conquer these recipes.”

It took me several months to transform my pantry to align with a plant-based lifestyle; however, once I got a handle on the staples, cooking and shopping became a breeze. I’m not talking about the lightest, airiest, and most wonderful breeze, but a nice breeze nonetheless. My number one tip is to form habits around grocery shopping; shop on the same day, around the same time, and at the same store(s) every week.

Prior to developing a few handy habits, I found grocery shopping to be an arduous task. However, about three years ago, I started shopping on my way home from work every Friday afternoon, and over the years, it’s become something I look forward to. Undesirable tasks always feel a bit more palatable near the end of the week, don’t they? If you can relate, try shopping on Thursday or Friday and see if that end-of-the-week excitement allows you and your cart to sail through those aisles with a smile on your face.

As you flip through the next several pages, you’ll find a list of the staples I keep on hand. I’ve also outlined some nutritional perks as well as tips for finding a few of the more elusive items (see the “Where to Find It” sections below for recommended sources).

GRAINS + GRAINLIKE SEEDS




Raw Buckwheat Groats | Despite the glutenous-sounding name, buckwheat groats don’t contain wheat or gluten. In fact, they’re technically not even a grain but a seed. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me. Unless of course you’re buckwheat, because then you’d be named in a manner that fools time and time again. These heart-shaped, pale green and white seeds belong to a plant in the rhubarb family, and they’re nutritionally powerful and versatile. They can be ground into a flour, cooked whole as a base for Buckwheat Breakfast Risotto (page 50), or toasted up alongside oats and other goodies in a batch of SuperSeeded Oatmeal-Raisin Granola Clusters (page 35). Nutritionally, buckwheat is hard to beat. It’s considered to be a potent cholesterol-lowering food thanks to its dense phytonutrient content (well, hello there, lignans). It’s also been known to lower blood glucose and insulin responses and has even been found to have preventive properties to protect against breast and other hormone-dependent cancers.

Where to Find It | Raw buckwheat groats are often sold in bulk at specialty markets (e.g., Whole Foods) and can also be found in prepackaged bags (e.g., Bob’s Red Mill) at many conventional grocery stores.

Old-Fashioned Rolled Oats | Affordable and natural, old-fashioned rolled oats are a whole grain to be reckoned with. They make a tasty, fiber-packed base in my Soft + Chewy Trail Mix Cookies (page 101) and a delectable outer crust for my Crispy Cauliflower Tacos (page 175). Oats are naturally gluten-free but are susceptible to cross-contamination during packaging; thus, if you have a gluten allergy, be sure to purchase certified gluten-free oats just to be on the safe side.

Brown Rice | If I had to pick one grain to eat for the rest of my days, it would be brown rice. I love its mild, nutty flavor and the hearty vibe it lends, transforming light dishes into satisfying meals. It offers high levels of manganese, selenium, phosphorous, and magnesium, and unlike white rice, brown rice has intact bran, germ, and aleurone layers. To make white rice, those three layers are stripped and polished, washing away most of the grain’s nutrients along with its beige-colored clothes. White rice might look prettier, but it pales in comparison to brown rice’s nutty nutritional goodness. Give it a whirl in one of my all-time favorites: the Flourishing Fiesta power bowl on page 165.

Black Rice | Black rice has a rich, nutty flavor, and there is something so crazily satisfying about it. It’s hailed as a cancer-fighting superfood because of its high anthocyanin antioxidant content, and it’s rich in vitamin E and fiber. I prefer the short-grain variety, because it cooks up with a wonderful sticky quality, but feel free to use long-grain if you prefer it. Nestle it into a power bowl alongside the Spicy Chile-Garlic Eggplant on page 163.

Lentils | Give me all the colors and types of lentils—red, green, brown, French green, beluga, Puy, and so many more—I don’t discriminate. During my vegetarian days, I often overlooked lentils as round, confetti-like split pea knockoffs. But let me tell you, I certainly don’t overlook them now; I love these small, mighty, and protein-packed legumes. If you haven’t hopped on the lentil train yet, you’d best jump on now, because good things are happening.

One cup of cooked lentils offers 18 grams of protein, and when you pair that with the fact that they’re a good source of cholesterol-lowering, blood-sugar-stabilizing fiber, they become all the more enticing. Lentils are also rich in molybdenum, folate, copper, phosphorus, manganese, iron, vitamin B1, and vitamin B6. I’m particularly fond of green lentils, because they are incredibly versatile and can be used in everything from salads to veggie burgers. Give them a try in the Mushroom-Lentil Sliders with Herbed Hemp Aioli on page 183.

Quinoa | Like buckwheat groats, quinoa is a trickster of sorts. It looks like a grain, behaves like a grain, and tastes like a grain; however, it’s a seed at heart. Harvested from the goosefoot plant, quinoa is more closely related to spinach and beets than it is to cereals and grains. It has a higher fat content than cereal grains, such as wheat, and offers a boost of heart-healthy monounsaturated fat. Despite its slightly higher fat content, quinoa isn’t susceptible to rapid oxidation; thus, boiling, simmering, and steaming won’t significantly compromise the quality of its omega-3 fatty acids. Who says omega-3s only come from fish oil? Try this little seed on for size in the Pretty in Pink Quinoa Confetti Salad found on page 145.

Sorghum | Sorghum, one of the oldest of all ancient grains, is a staple in African and Indian cuisines and is considered to be one of the most important cereal grains grown in the world. It’s a slightly chewy, mild-flavored, and affordable grain that’s gluten-free to boot. Although well known in the Midwest to Southern regions of the United States, sorghum is still gaining its footing in other areas. But I have a sneaking suspicion it will eventually advance to gluten-free grain/seed royalty along with quinoa and brown rice. Sorghum is wonderful in salads, because it doesn’t clump together like so many other grains do. Give it a go in the Sorghum + Heirloom Cherry Tomato Salad with Basil Vinaigrette (page 146).

Where to Find It | Sorghum can be found in prepackaged bags (e.g., Bob’s Red Mill) at many specialty markets (e.g., Whole Foods) as well as some conventional grocery stores.

Millet | Millet looks an awful lot like birdseed, because it is birdseed—or at least the primary ingredient in it. But it isn’t just for the birds. This smaller version of the illustrious sorghum is a good source of copper, manganese, phosphorus, and magnesium. Magnesium acts as a cofactor for hundreds of enzymes, including those associated with the body’s use of glucose and insulin secretion, as well as reducing the risk of heart disease and certain cancers. Research suggests that regular consumption of magnesium-rich foods, such as whole grains like millet, reduces the risk of type 2 diabetes. This naturally gluten-free grain makes a fantastic substitute for couscous, and its mild, nutty flavor is a perfect addition to salads—try it in my Mediterranean Millet with Lemony Hummus power bowl (page 159).

Where to Find It | Millet can be found in prepackaged bags (e.g., Bob’s Red Mill) at many specialty markets (e.g., Whole Foods) as well as some conventional grocery stores.



ALL THINGS COCONUT



Virgin Coconut Oil | Not all saturated fats are created equal, and the type of saturated fat found in coconuts (i.e., medium-chain triglycerides) moves directly to the liver, where it’s converted into fuel (i.e., ketones), making it readily available to our bodies rather than being stored away as fat. Ketones, in particular, have been shown to promote neural connections, enhance memory, and increase cognitive efficiency. While I’m not advocating you heap spoonfuls straight into your mouth, if you’re going to incorporate saturated fat into your diet, make it count for something. Just be sure to stick with virgin coconut oil, as some refined varieties contain trans fats. I don’t believe in demonizing foods, but I’ll bend my beliefs for trans fats.

Coconut Butter | Coconut butter is made by grinding the meat of a coconut into a creamy white butter. At room temperature, it’s in a solid state; however, it can be warmed to create a smooth, creamy liquid. Health food stores often carry it, but it can be quite pricey and tricky to locate—I once paid upward of $14 for just 16 ounces. Yowza. However, you can save those pretty pennies, because making coconut butter at home is easy and costs just a few dollars. All you need is a bag of unsweetened shredded coconut and a food processor with a bit of endurance. See the recipe for Homemade Coconut Butter on page 299 for tips and tricks.

Full-Fat Coconut Milk | Full-fat coconut milk is typically sold in 14-ounce cans and can be found in most grocery stores. Although many brands offer a “lite” variation, it doesn’t firm up or set the way that full-fat coconut milk does, so be sure to double-check your labels and purchase the full-fat variety. Otherwise, your Coconut Whipped Cream (page 308) and other treats will fall flat (quite literally). At room temperature, canned coconut milk is typically in a creamy liquid state; however, with an overnight chill in the refrigerator, the coconut cream and coconut water separate from one another, leaving a thick, scoopable cream at the surface of the can. That’s where the magic happens, which is why recipes will typically call for chilling the can before opening.

EVERYTHING CACAO



Raw Cacao Powder | Cacao powder is the raw, unprocessed form of cocoa powder. It has more vitamins, minerals, fiber, and healthy fats than cocoa powder does, and it has a richer, deeper chocolate flavor as well. All that goodness does come at a cost though, and cacao powder usually has a steeper price tag than cocoa powder. However, if you substitute cocoa powder for cacao powder, you’ll need twice the amount to achieve the same rich, chocolaty flavor, so the difference in cost is essentially nullified when all is said and done. But the difference in nutrients? Well, cacao powder easily takes the (chocolate) cake.

Where to Find It | Cacao powder can be found at specialty markets (e.g., Whole Foods) as well as some conventional grocery stores. Larger, 16-ounce packets can also be found online (www.amazon.com) and typically cost even less than an 8-ounce store-bought packet.

Cacao (or Cocoa) Butter | Cacao butter, also referred to as cocoa butter, is a pure, crushed butter from the cacao (i.e., chocolate) bean. It’s a necessary component in both white and dark chocolate as it sets the chocolate and gives it that rich, melt-in-your-mouth texture. Many specialty markets carry it (e.g., Whole Foods), but I prefer to purchase it online because it’s typically a fraction of the price. Also, a little goes a long way, so it’s a worthy investment if you want some homemade chocolate in your life. However, if this is all feeling a bit fussy, don’t sweat it. For most recipes that call for cacao butter, I’ve included a practical, ready-made alternative.

Where to Find It | Cacao butter
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