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Dedication

To my grandfathers, Edouard Hilal & Afif Massih, who have kept Lebanon alive within me.
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Hi from Edy’s Grocer in Greenpoint, Brooklyn!
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I am so excited to bring all our best eats to your kitchen. Whether you have visited us or not, this book will give you the full Edy’s Grocer experience, with a rotating menu of Middle Eastern staples, pantry items, and everything you need to host a signature Brown Paper Board spread of your own. Just remember, I’m not your Lebanese grandmother (I’m Edy!), so don’t be surprised when you see fresh spins on Middle Eastern classics.

You’ll find some of the Grocer’s bestsellers, including a spin on my grandmother’s perfect Riz a Djej, my special invention, Pitadillas, Lebanese staples like Herby Falafel and Lahm Bi Ajin Squares, and a whole chapter of refreshing drinks to wash it all down. You’ll learn to stock your own shelves with all the spices, condiments, and fixings to transform yourself into a zesty chef, like Spicy Tomato Jam, Hummus with Dukkah, labneh with Aleppo Chili Crisp, and Marinated Feta. And hosting has never been easier with my simple checklist to build a very Instagram-ready Brown Paper Board. Along the way, I’ll pop up to offer helpful tips and advice to guide you, and I’ve also included a handy guide for recipes throughout the book that are vegetarian, vegan, pescatarian, gluten-free, and nut-free so you can please all your guests.

I’ve included recipes for a few key staples, like Za’atar Paste and tomato sauce, that are the building blocks for a lot of dishes in this book, but I’ve included store-bought substitutes when possible to make your life easier in the kitchen. The tahini sauce and vinaigrette charts, plus my guide to pickling, are there for you to mix and match seasonal ingredients, use what you have on hand right now, or just make what excites you the most. We’re going to cover the perfect dishes for any time of day, from breakfast to dessert.

To me, cooking is all about having fun, giving your spice cabinet a workout, and adding something special to every dish. I think making food is a powerful act of love, and throughout the book, you’ll find my odes to the women who shaped me into the person I am today, in and out of the kitchen. This book comes straight from my heart, which is where every good meal should come from. So dive in, fold pages, take notes, customize, experiment, make mistakes, and have fun! Gather your family and friends and start cooking, tasting, and eating the Edy’s Grocer way. As Oprah would say, don’t forget to live your best life. And always keep it zesty!

Sahtein,

Edy Massih




The Story of Edy’s Grocer

From Beirut to Boston

Lebanon, a country that combines the traditional spirit of the Arab world with the Western charm of Beirut, is aptly known as the Paris of the Middle East. I was born and raised in Anfeh, a small Greek Orthodox fishing village about an hour north of Beirut, on the shore of the Mediterranean Sea. It’s a place and a culture I lost when I moved to America and never expected to appreciate. But the aromatic food, pristine beaches with shimmering blue water, heart-lifting church services, and carefree laughter of its beautiful, resilient people pull me back home and make me proud to be Lebanese.

Anfeh’s population is a little over six thousand people, a small stretch of village under two square miles. The village consists of small family-owned businesses, housewives gossiping over coffee and cigarettes, and the most stunning beaches in Lebanon. Growing up, I was surrounded by food day and night, and my world revolved around what we were eating next. Entertaining was a way of life, and my earliest family memories include cooking, feasting, dancing, and laughing around a big table of food. In Anfeh, we were all about sharing, so everything from mezze to mains to dessert was always served family style.

My paternal grandmother, Odette, was an elegant and proud Lebanese woman, housewife, and mother of four. I’d follow her around, admiring her gorgeous blown-out hair, shoulder-padded suit jacket, and confident, ladylike walk. Every Sunday, she’d come home from church, change into stretchy clothes, turn the stove on low, and swirl two tablespoons of Najjar coffee grounds in a silver Turkish coffee pot. Then she’d dig into her secret stash of British McVitie’s Digestive biscuits, kept in a locked drawer in the dining room. She’d arrange the coffee and cookies on a tray and retreat to the balcony with a cigarette, where she’d gossip with whomever was near—her sister, her daughter, or a neighbor.

During her post-church coffee break, I’d cling to my Teita (grandmother in Arabic) as she implored me to join the other kids on the beach. “I will be right there,” she’d say. “Go swim, go play with your friends.” But I wouldn’t move. Instead, I’d ask her to warm me up some kibbeh balls with her homemade garlic labneh. She’d serve it to me with a smile as I sat on the kitchen counter to watch her bring our meal to life. Once she got cooking, she was tireless and unstoppable.

My love for food grew every summer, as I spent less time in the classroom and more time in the kitchen with Teita. Summer lunches at her beach house were the highlight of my day. There was something special about watching Odette pick parsley leaves for the tabbouleh, with the Mediterranean shimmering in the background. She had a small makeshift kitchen in the house with a countertop gas burner, a sink, and four feet of counter space. My grandfather Afif was the grill master, expertly charring fish from the sea or rows of fragrant skewers. In a four-hour window, I’d watch Odette assemble the standard Sunday menu: threading the meat onto skewers for the grill, double frying the French fries, making hummus from scratch, mincing her homegrown parsley for the tabbouleh, grinding garlic to make toum, and binding the kibbeh, all with one hand! (Her left hand was paralyzed when she was young.) She made every meal like it was her last.

On the other side of my family, there was Jacqueline, or Jacquo, as I would call her. Born in Aleppo, Syria, she was my maternal grandmother, who resided between Beirut and Aleppo with my grandfather Edouard (my namesake), who I called Baba. My Baba owned and ran the Syrian headquarters of Bosch, as my grandmother cooked, hosted, and entertained in the breezy Syrian summer nights. Jacquo would say the Lebanese are lazy because they call mezze a meal. She had lived in Geneva, Switzerland, during the Lebanese war and her way was different. She would thinly slice the potatoes for a gratin, sear a lamb shank and let it braise for hours, but still kept her Syrian heritage by making kibbeh, a Middle Eastern spiced meatloaf. It was from her that I learned it was possible to combine foods across cultures. She also loved to pickle anything and everything—labneh, cauliflower, stuffed eggplant, turnips. I so vividly remember those tingly, salty, vinegary pickles and the face I would make when biting into them. I could never get enough.

The street food in Aleppo was like nothing I had ever tasted: the cheesy, meaty toshka sandwiches, a tall glass of salted yogurt ayran, or the pistachio and sesame–crusted barazek cookies. The restaurants were always so elegant, and the service was phenomenal. My favorite part was the hot, fluffy bread with the succulent red kibbeh nayyeh, a raw meat tartare, with a side of French fries dipped in toum. Every restaurant had their own version of a muhammara dip, some with breadcrumbs, some with walnuts, with or without pomegranate molasses. The food traditions in Syria were different from those in Lebanon, and the holidays and restrictions varied, but in both countries food and family were the most important things. No matter how busy she was, Jacquo always maintained her traditions, keeping her table and freezer packed with great food.

When it came to hosting, both grandmothers would start planning the menu at least five days ahead and start shopping, prepping, and cooking no less than three days ahead. Cooking was no joke for Jacqueline and Odette—it was their job, and they excelled at it.

Dinners were an especially grand event. The menu was always extensive, starting with mezze, bites, and accoutrements. Then it was the main dishes, elegantly plated with an abundance of pine nuts, pistachios, cashews, herbs, and dried flowers. There was always a showstopper that needed the most extensive amount of prep, work, care, and love, with many supporting dishes. The desserts were just as important, and of course prepared ahead. French-inspired cakes like gateau aux marrons, pistachio macarons cake, or orange blossom cake; cookies like ma’amoul or biscuit au chocolat; puddings like rosewater rice pudding, meghli pudding, or creme caramel; all the phyllo delicacies like osmalieh, knafeh, and baklava; and the American-influenced Jell-O layered with fruits and arranged in all sorts of sculptures and molds. Everything on the table had a purpose and there was never repetition. It was all thought out with the right amount of spices, flavors, and textures and more than enough to feed a crowd.
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Starting from the age of four, my parents would send my sister, Natacha, and me to visit my cousins in Geneva and attend summer camp. Being in a cosmopolitan city with rich cheeses, hanging sausage and thinly sliced salami, luscious ice cream with chocolate shavings, Nutella-filled crêpes, and the best poulet rôti with fries dipped in mayonnaise was heavenly. Curfew was early in Geneva and they had electricity all day long, so the streets were silent at night. In Lebanon, we only had electricity at certain hours, so the streets were a communal living room at night with people socializing, eating, drinking, and playing games. The restrained culture of Geneva was a whole new concept to me.

As a family, we couldn’t escape the reality that the unrest in the Middle East meant Lebanon was crumbling around us, so in 2004, my parents decided that we would move together to Boston, where my dad had gotten a job. I was only nine then, and it was hard for me to grasp that I was really leaving, and to understand what it would mean to lose my extended family, my culture, my eating habits, my friends, my language, my beach, and my people and move to Massachusetts. But when I look back, my parents sacrificed just as much and more to better our future and life—for that I am grateful.

Unable to speak a word of English, I was scared and isolated. In post-9/11 America, showing up as a Lebanese immigrant in a predominantly white community made me the target of relentless bullying. My parents were busier in Boston than in Anfeh, but my mom insisted on having dinner around the table every night as a family. It was important to sit together, discuss our day, and check in, but because both my parents worked full-time jobs, at ten I started stepping in to help make dinner.

I started off with a small repertoire that included chicken burgers, fettuccine or ravioli, and sometimes shawarma skewers. The burden of being bullied, of being called names, and the pressure to speak unaccented English all dissipated as I’d rolled out Pillsbury pie crust to make my own version of savory mini croissants. I would stuff them with sliced deli ham and cheese from Stop & Shop, top them with sautéed mushrooms, and always finish them off with an egg wash, Jacquo’s finishing touch. During the few times that Odette and Jacquo came to visit my family in Boston, they’d share their culinary secrets with me, wanting to keep their traditions alive. Notebook in hand, I learned how to make stuffed potatoes and whole chicken filled with rice and ground lamb, an unforgettable dish. One time Odette yelled at me, “What, are you a lazy American now?” because I’d wanted to use Minute Rice instead of jasmine rice to make her riz a djej. I couldn’t help but laugh as I hid the offensive rice from her view.

After what felt like a lifetime, I returned to Lebanon at the age of fourteen to visit my family. It was summertime when I returned to Anfeh, and everything felt so surreal. All the memories I was holding on to came flooding back: the beach, the grilled fish, the French fries, the long trip to Aleppo, that kibbeh nayyeh—except this time I would scarf down two toshkas instead of one. Speaking Arabic and French all day after having to communicate only in English for five years was a wild sensation. While playing cards at night with Odette and Jacqueline, I would try to get more recipes out of them. They kept their secrets guarded, but I would follow them into the kitchen and watch anyway. It was never easy to leave, but it was always a celebration to go back every summer. I would hold on to the food memories, often salivating thinking about what my first meal would be when I landed back in Beirut.

Middle school was a drag. I attended ESL classes all day, and the bullying continued to be horrendous. Every day, I would race home, grab my Diet Coke and Cheez-Its, and glue myself to the TV at 4 p.m. for the Oprah Winfrey Show. As soon as it was over, I would get in the kitchen and make all the things I had been daydreaming about during school.

By the time I reached high school, I was finally speaking fluent English, and my thick accent began to fade away. I started to relax and figure out who I really was. When my high school cut cooking classes from their curriculum for budgetary reasons, I petitioned and started my own after-school cooking club, held in the cafeteria. Students actually showed up, and the cooking club turned into my own broadcast cooking series on the local public access channel, taped from my home kitchen once a week. I knew I wanted to become a chef, that food was my way to find myself and keep Lebanon alive within me. So, after high school, I left Boston to attend the Culinary Institute of America.
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From Boston to Brooklyn

The Culinary Institute of America (CIA) was located in New York’s Hudson Valley, and moving there was anything but easy. When I first came to America, I wasn’t alone—though it had felt like it at the time. My family was my support system, even if they were going through the same culture-shock changes that I was.

Going to college was different. I was really on my own and started to learn what my real voice was and who I aspired to be. I started to identify my own values and tried to channel some level of wisdom and grace, even though I had no idea what I was doing.

The CIA housed a diverse mix of students from across the country and around the world. It was a community of foodies from every background, color, creed, and sexual orientation. Up until that point, I’d been brainwashed by society to think being Lebanese was a bad thing, so I grew to hate where I came from. CNN only featured Lebanon in the context of war and terrorist attacks, but never for its rich culture, history, food, or heritage. I had started believing that Lebanon was nothing but a war zone after all.

During my sophomore year of culinary school, I packed up two suitcases and moved to the tiny town of Orvieto in the Umbria region of Italy, working as a cook at a small family-owned restaurant for four months. Walking to work every day reminded me of Anfeh, my home, and I started to feel homesick. The ladies sitting outside on their benches and plastic white chairs gossiping, the church bells, the mini-markets, and all the small businesses—it felt like I had been transported back to my childhood. The Italian pride in their culture was infectious and stirred a pride in me too.

The sous-chef, Carlos, didn’t speak English, so I learned to speak a rough version of Italian. It could be difficult to communicate at times, but we shared a common language: our love of cooking. He taught me that sauces and stews needed patience and care, and that it was important to pay attention to every step, putting the right time into mixing, adjusting the heat, and tasting for balance. It reminded me of the amount of pristine attention my grandmothers had spent cooking up the homemade dishes of my childhood. Making something special should take time—the longer something simmers, the more expansive the flavors: it soaks up the love.

That summer, I traveled around Italy—Rome, Siena, Bologna, Venice, Milan, Florence, Modena, to the Tuscan beaches—and found that each region had its own style of cooking, with specialty dishes. Each spoke Italian just a little differently, but no matter where I visited, the grandmothers were always there gossiping on benches. Each town had its own captivating duomo with stained glass, sculptures, paintings, arches, and bells. When I stepped inside each cathedral, I could feel the energy radiating all around me.

I had planned to fly from Rome to Beirut in August when my time in Orvieto was done, but I was exhausted from working all summer and decided to cancel my flight and head back to Boston early. A few days after I returned to the States, Odette passed away after a long battle with cancer. My Teita Odette, who taught me everything I believe in: how to stand in the kitchen all day, how to seamlessly entertain, how to value family, and how to preserve Lebanese food and culture. I was supposed to be there. I was supposed to be with her in her final days. I was heartbroken.

Losing a Lebanese grandmother is heavy on the family. My friend William recently lost his grandmother and said, “The loss of a Lebanese grandmother is like no other—she is who your family gathered round. She is the one who first showed you your favorite dishes. It’s her scent and words of wisdom that come to life when you close your eyes.” Teita Odette had been battling cancer for years, and I know she is in a better place now and no longer in pain. But I felt like my time with her had been cut short—I still had so much to learn. I hadn’t learned how to make her orange cake or samkeh harra or sayadieh. I looked up to her so much, and I always felt like I owed it to her to stay in the closet. She was a true Christian—she fasted every Lent, never ever missed mass on Sunday, attended every celebration, wedding, and funeral—and I worried that her traditional religious views made her less likely to accept my identity. The possibilities of rejection or losing my relationship with her were too painful to even imagine.

Once she passed, I started to get more comfortable with the idea of coming out. It’s never easy, and the first step—and often the hardest one—is coming out to yourself. One day, after class, I went into my dorm room and looked at myself in the mirror. Suddenly, everything I had suppressed for years came flooding back, and I had what felt like an out-of-body experience. I was gay. I knew, at that point, that everything would change, whether I wanted it to or not. I might be treated differently by friends and family, I could even lose loved ones from my life, but I knew then that it was worth it, that there was no going back. I had to be the true me.

Coming out also helped me advocate more for my Lebanese identity. Back at the CIA, I drummed up the courage to meet with the dean to express how I didn’t think the Mediterranean Cuisine Class was authentic—half the recipes didn’t make any sense to me! I was shocked that instead of valuing my opinion and my heritage, he told me that everything gets Americanized, whether it’s Asian, Middle Eastern, Italian, or Mexican—after all, it’s called the Culinary Institute of America for a reason. That meeting was a huge awakening to me, and I realized the immense responsibility I had to preserve my culinary traditions.

Attending the CIA was my dream, but it felt like the bubble had popped. Everything lost its sheen. A few months later, in a moment of overwhelm, I plagiarized part of a history paper and my life came crumbling down. I hit my lowest moment. I had just lost Odette, come out of the closet, and now was suspended. How was I going to tell my parents that I had failed? What was I going to do?
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The call to my parents, unsurprisingly, did not go well. My parents forced me to make a choice: either I could come back to Boston, live with them, and work at a local restaurant for a year to save money before heading back to college or I could go off on my own.

From Brooklyn to Edy’s Grocer

As I’m sure you guessed, I didn’t go back home to Boston. A professor helped me land an internship at Wine & Spirits magazine and a line cook job at Corkbuzz in Chelsea Market. Freshly twenty years old, I packed two suitcases and moved into a three-bedroom apartment in Williamsburg with total strangers. I was thrown into the real world, but I was ambitious and eager to learn. I was a young sponge, ready to absorb it all.

Living in New York, I was hard-pressed to find Lebanese representation in the food scene, and I became determined to change that. Why weren’t there more Lebanese restaurants, like in London, Paris, or Montreal? The only one I could find was Ilili, an upscale restaurant way out of my price range. After dabbling around with freelance catering work, in 2016 I decided to take the big step of starting my own catering company.

I began with small opportunities, like office catering, private rooftop events, and cocktail parties. Even though I was young, I was hungry to please, willing to bend over backward to sign an event, make a dollar, and learn. Word of mouth grew, and eventually I was catering breakfast and lunch for companies such as Victoria’s Secret, Uniqlo, and Spotify. It was a thrill watching the events come to life, and business was booming, but the work and stress took a toll on my body, which is when I started to shed my hair.

Learning to set boundaries for myself was hard, especially when I was eager to say yes to everything. It was a process, but eventually I started taking advantage of the slow winter season to give myself the gift of travel. From South Africa to Bali to Australia, I was able to absorb, learn, taste, and grow. Unsurprisingly, I found that giving myself time off and allowing myself to say no to things actually made me better at my job. Taking time off from constant work also allowed me to learn who I truly was, and through therapy and lots of journaling, I was able to find my true values in life: community
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		Labneh Toasts



		Simon’s Toast



		Spicy Toast



		Sweet Toast









		Fast Croissants Chart



		Foul & Balila



		Rosewater Raspberry Dutch Baby



		Za’atar Shakshuka



		Chocolate Tahini Overnight Oats



		Tomato Halloumi Skillet



		Aajeh, Lebanese Frittata



		BEC Everything Empanadas









		3: Mix & Match: Your Favorite Neighborhood Lunch Combo



		Salad



		Summery Fattoush Salad



		Dukkah Pita Chips



		Charred Corn, Tomato & Halloumi Salad



		Watermelon Salad



		Butternut Squash Kale Salad



		Tahini Caesar Salad



		Kale Tabbouleh









		Soup



		Lemony Chicken Orzo Soup



		Moroccan Harissa Minestrone



		Lemony Lentil Soup



		Cumin, Carrot & Coconut Soup



		Spicy Roasted Garlic & Tomato Soup









		Sandwich



		Za’atar Chicken Salad Sandwich



		Crispy Mortadella Turkey Club



		Pitadillas



		Za’atar



		Pesto



		Kimchi









		Toshka



		Kafta Mix









		Chicken Shawarma Wrap















		4: Easy, Breezy, Lemon Squeezy: Fast & Simple Weeknight Meals



		Mujadara



		Fasolia ou Riz



		To Paola



		Émincé de Poulet



		Lemony Sheet Pan Chicken



		Za’atar Chicken Thighs



		Everything Sumac Salmon



		Saffron & Lemon Cod



		To Kivi



		Bazella ou Riz



		Sides



		Vermicelli Rice



		Harissa Lime Brussels Sprouts



		Sweetie Tahini Eggplant



		Batata Harra















		5: Hosting & Gathering: Yalla, Bring Your Friends, We’re Having a Party!



		Seasonal Couscous Salads



		Fall/Winter



		Spring/Summer









		Garlicky Potato Salad



		Spicy Fig & Pistachio Stuffins



		Orzo Mac & Cheese



		Herby Falafel



		Shawarma Chicken Taco Night



		Spatchcock Sumac Chicken



		Papillote Mediterranean Branzino



		Aleppo Garlic Shrimp Cocktail



		Lahm Bi Ajin Squares



		Pistachio-Crusted Lamb Chops









		6: Ignite Childhood Memories: The Quintessential Lebanese Staples



		Edy’s Tomato Sauce



		Chickpea & Eggplant Stew



		Lubiyeh Bi Zeit



		Nouille



		To Odette



		Riz a Djej



		Samkeh Harra



		Kibbeh Three Ways



		The Mother Base



		One Layer



		Three Layer



		Balls









		To Jacqueline



		Kibbeh Bi Laban



		Fatteh Six Ways



		Rainbow Carrot



		Cauliflower



		Eggplant & Zucchini



		Fall Squash



		Shawarma Chicken



		Shrimp















		7: Helou ya Helou: Sweets for My Sweeties



		Salty Chocolate Tahini Cookie



		Pistachio Halva Rice Krispy



		To Oprah



		Biscuit au Chocolat



		Salted Tahini Brownie



		Spicy Chocolate Popcorn



		Labneh Mousse



		Rose & Pistachio



		Olive Oil & Chocolate



		Lemon, Fennel & Pine Nut









		Orange Blossom Osmalieh



		Floral Knafeh



		Turkish Coffee Tiramisu



		Golden Sfouf



		Lemony Rosewater Cake



		Fig & Sesame Ricotta Cake









		8: Kesak: Refreshing Drinks to Get You Through the Night



		Lemonade Chart



		The Mother Lemonade









		Minty Watermelon Surfer



		Pomegranate Moscow Mule



		Jallab Rosey Iced Tea



		Spicy Sumac Margarita



		Rosewater Spritz



		Arak Dirty Martini
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