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Introduction

AS A LONG-TIME FOOD WRITER AND COOKBOOK AUTHOR, I know ingredients and techniques. I know food histories and food policy. What tastes good and what doesn’t. But what I always wanted to know was this: How can baking contribute to a happy life? In Bake Happy, I think I’ve come up with 100 little answers to that big question.

Colorful, flavorful home-baked treats signal celebration for big and small occasions alike, from a milestone birthday to an “I deserve this” coffee break. They make us feel good just to look at them, and even better when we taste them. And in a world of 24-hour news, fiscal cliffs, terrorist threats, economic recovery, and environmental concerns, we need all the happy we can get.

“One of the secrets of a happy life is continuous small treats.”

Iris Murdoch, novelist

THE BAKE HAPPY CONCEPT
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Basically, you:

START WITH A BLANK CANVAS—a cake batter, a sweet meringue, a pastry crust, a cheesecake, a custard, a buttercream frosting, a cookie base. Of course, the base recipe has to be delicious and easy to follow. You won’t be very happy if you spend hours in the kitchen and then your cake doesn’t turn out. You will, however, be delighted as you learn how easy it is to stir together a delicious one-bowl cake, whip up a cloud-like meringue, pat a buttery crust into a tart pan, or make a brownie that you can marbleize like fine Florentine paper.

STIR IN A LITTLE FLAVOR AND COLOR. Vivid colors and flavors can invigorate your senses and heighten your mood. In the recipes that follow, I’ve incorporated natural ingredients that will amp up both visual and taste bud appeal: veggies and fruits, nuts, chocolate, coffee, spices, pumpkin and butternut squash, frozen fruit concentrates, and more.

ADD A LITTLE FUN. Each recipe has a unique or playful twist. Maybe the batter is speckled or dappled or marbled or striped. Maybe there’s a secret flavored or colored filling in a cupcake that you don’t see until you take a bite. Maybe it’s a drizzle of ooey-gooey Warm Pear Caramel over a slice of Crackly-Top Pear Cake (page 207). Maybe it’s a final sprinkle of a flavored “pixie dust”: herbs, edible flowers, chopped nuts, flavored sugars or spice mixtures, or colored sprinkles made with natural colorings and egg white.

HOW DO THESE RECIPES BAKE YOU HAPPY?
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Let us count the ways!

AROMA. Even before you taste a pastry, cake, or brownie, the scent of it baking in the oven can elevate your spirits. But why stop there? Extend the aromatic high by serving your dessert with Spice Syrup (page 28), Rosemary Caramel (page 24), or decadent Chocolate Ganache (page 27) or Hot Fudge Sauce (page 25).

ASSOCIATION. A favorite dessert prompts memories of happy occasions (or creates new ones), which, in turn, prompt feelings of well-being.

COLOR. Specific colors help lift the spirits. Try your own color therapy with Black and Whites in Color (page 106) and Rainbow Cake with Robin’s Egg Blue Frosting (page 218). The color of a dessert plate or ramekin can also increase the perception of better flavor.

CONNECTION. When you bake, it’s only natural to share your cookies or brownies or cupcakes with others. And that leads to building or strengthening relationships, another pillar of well-being. Chitchat Bars (page 109), Creativity Kickstarters (page 90), and Chai Cupcakes (page 165) help you start conversations, incubate new ideas, and find the social common denominator in any group.

CRAFT. Learning how to make something by hand, from scratch, can promote feelings of accomplishment, a corner-stone of happiness. The more you work with a piping bag for Warmed Sugar Meringues (page 69) or Razzle-Dazzle Éclairs (page 173) or roll out crusts for the Sparkly-Top Sour Cherry Pie (page 137), the better you will get at it. You’ll also develop your own unique way of doing things.

FLAVOR. Pastry chefs know that a good dessert menu needs something fruity, something chocolate, and something creamy. From that base, there are lots of natural ingredients to choose from that will increase your pleasure. Desserts with juicy berries, orchard and tropical fruits, milk to dark chocolate, spices, spirits, or vanilla are especially happy treats.

MINDFULNESS. Baking, unlike food assembly or simpler cooking techniques, requires concentration. Try making Citrus and Browned Butter Madeleines with Burnt Honey Cream (page 153) for a true taste of being in the moment.

PLAYFULNESS. Unleash your inner artist. Make a sugar cookie quilt (page 97) or a chorus line of La Di Dahs (page 75). Add stripes, swirls, dots, spirals, layers, poufs, and sprinkles to desserts. Make them your own.

REINVENTION. Some desserts are best left the way they are, and some are open to reinterpretation. If Cousin Mabel’s pumpkin pie is eagerly awaited each Thanksgiving, then it’s not a good candidate for reinvention. But if the pie starts to taste a little ho-hum, or making it becomes boring, then try another version, such as Cinderella Pumpkin Tart with Toffee Glass Slippers (page 132) and see what happens. In desserts and in life, it’s vital to continually keep things fresh and interesting.








THE BAKE HAPPY LANGUAGE OF FLAVOR
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Does flavor have its own language? Think of sultry warm chocolate, snarky lemons, voluptuous vanilla, and luxurious caramel.

All of us have certain emotional associations we make with the taste of a food, some stemming from the flavor compounds in the food itself and others from the context in which we eat them.

The Bake Happy language of flavor might be different from yours, but it’s a place to start the conversation.
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“The craft is when I make something as meticulous and impeccable as I can. The art is when I bring an authentic version of myself—my voice and spirit—to the work.”

Sandra Palmer Ciolino, quilt artist


Chapter One

BAKE HAPPY BASICS

 

RECENTLY, I LISTENED TO A TALK BY Dr. John Gray, the relationship expert who wrote Men Are from Mars, Women Are From Venus. He suggested something that would work very well for bakers: “Create pockets of time when you’re not hurried to do the things you love.” Brilliant!

“Do-ahead” is a great mantra for getting into the Bake Happy mode. My friend Lori McCabe, Philadelphian cookie baker par excellence, has shown me a thing or two about the power of do-ahead to make your life flow more smoothly. She and her husband love to entertain almost every weekend. To make it work, she plans ahead. First, she establishes her mise en place, taking the time to set up her workspace and portion out the ingredients before baking. In about an hour, she can have a batch of cookies made. She freezes unbaked cookies right on the baking sheet so all she has to do is take them out and bake them fresh. She starts baking in early fall for the holidays, stocking her freezer with an assortment of little treats for drop-in guests and other last-minute activities. By doing the bulk of the work in advance when she feels more relaxed, Lori is able to stave off stress and truly enjoy her time with friends and family.

This chapter is about making some dessert basics ahead of time so you, the baker, stay happy. The pockets of time required are basically 30 minutes or less, and the results will not only simplify your dessert preparation but also inspire your creativity. When you know you have Rosy Strawberry Syrup (page 29) or Coffee Pastry Cream (page 23) on hand, you will think up new ways to use them.

Flavored syrups add an extra zing of flavor and color to desserts all throughout the book, and they keep almost indefinitely in the refrigerator. Homemade fruit curds make the taste buds do a happy dance in blood orange or passion fruit or Meyer lemon—flavors you don’t see at the grocery store. Sea Salt Caramel (page 24) and its lavender and rosemary variations become a necessity: to sneak by the spoonful, to use as a filling, or to warm and drizzle over just about anything.

Likewise, Homemade Colored Sprinkles (page 35) get color and flavor from the concentrated fruit juice or natural coloring added to dried egg whites and can be spooned into a pastry bag and piped in almost any shape before being left to dry. If you want to make shapes like hearts, you can do that. Or flat polka dots. Or squiggles. Or monograms, or even just “Happy Birthday.”

“It’s not life changes like a new house or a fancy car that make the most impact, but sometimes little things like the smell of an orange, that give the biggest happiness boost.”

Gretchen Rubin, author of The Happiness Project

 

Blood Orange Curd

Tart Berry Curd

Pastry Cream

Sea Salt Caramel

Hot Fudge Sauce

Chocolate Ganache

Spice Syrup

Rosy Strawberry Syrup

Fresh Herb Syrup

Passion Fruit Syrup

Orange-Cardamom Syrup

Plate Paint

Homemade Colored Sprinkles

Toffee Glass Slippers

Cinderella Pastry

Sweet Almond Pastry


[image: ]


Blood Orange Curd

When blood oranges are in season from late fall through March, make this fabulous curd to fill tarts, cakes, and cookies; to slather on pound cake slices for Blood Orange Curd Bread Pudding (page 197); or to just lick by the spoonful. It turns a gorgeous pale coral that looks fabulous with dark blueberries or blackberries, pomegranate seeds, or other citrus fruits. You can freeze blood orange juice and zest in freezer bags to use later in the year. Meyer lemons, limes, and regular lemons also make delicious curds: see the variations on the next page.

MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS (500 ML)
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½       cup (113 g) unsalted butter

1½     cups (300 g) granulated sugar

1        tablespoon freshly grated blood orange zest

½       cup (125 ml) freshly squeezed blood orange juice (from about 4 blood oranges)

1        teaspoon freshly grated lemon zest

1        teaspoon freshly squeezed lemon juice

5        large eggs, beaten

Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan over medium-low heat. Whisk in the sugar, zests, and juices. Cook for about 5 minutes, or until the sugar has dissolved. In a small bowl, whisk the eggs. Whisk about ¼ cup (59 ml) of the hot sugar mixture into the eggs to temper them. Whisk the eggs back into the saucepan and continue cooking and whisking until the mixture has thickened, about 5 to 7 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer registers 160°F (70°C). With a rubber spatula or wooden spoon, press the curd through a fine-mesh sieve into a container to remove any lumps. Let it cool to room temperature, then cover the surface of the curd with plastic wrap to prevent a “skin” from forming on the top. Store it in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.

VARIATIONS
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FOR LEMON CURD, use ½ cup (125 ml) freshly squeezed lemon juice plus 1 teaspoon freshly squeezed lime juice in place of blood orange juice, 1 teaspoon freshly grated lemon zest in place of the blood orange zest, and 1 teaspoon freshly grated lime zest in place of lemon zest, then continue with the recipe.

FOR LIME CURD, use ½ cup (125 ml) freshly squeezed lime juice in place of blood orange juice, and 1 teaspoon freshly grated lime zest in place of the blood orange zest, then continue with the recipe. If you wish, add 1 drop of blue food coloring to the curd to create a lime green color.

FOR MEYER LEMON CURD, use ½ cup (125 ml) freshly squeezed Meyer lemon juice in place of the blood orange juice and 1 tablespoon freshly grated Meyer lemon zest in place of the blood orange zest, then continue with the recipe.

FOR PASSION FRUIT AND ORANGE CURD, use ¼ cup (59 ml) frozen passion fruit concentrate, thawed, and ¼ cup (40 ml) freshly squeezed orange juice in place of the blood orange juice and 1 tablespoon freshly grated orange zest in place of the blood orange zest, then continue with the recipe. (Look for packages of Goya brand frozen passion fruit juice concentrate at Hispanic markets.)








MAKE IT A MOUSSE
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A homemade curd plus whipped cream equals an easy and delicious mousse, perfect for a cake or tart filling. Fold 1 cup (250 ml) of any homemade curd into 1 cup (250 ml) of whipped cream until smooth and evenly colored.










Tart Berry Curd

Tart berries like cranberries, blackberries, boysenberries, or black raspberries can also make a delicious curd but with less butter and egg. Spread this on a cake layer for a colorful and delicious filling or dollop it into meringue baskets or tart shells, topping with a final cloud of whipped cream.

MAKES 1 CUP (250 ML)
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12      ounces (340 g) fresh or frozen cranberries, blackberries, boysenberries, or black raspberries

½       cup (100 g) granulated sugar, divided

¼       cup (60 ml) water

4        large egg yolks

3        tablespoons unsalted butter, cut into pieces, at room temperature

In a small saucepan, heat the cranberries, ¼ cup (50 g) of the sugar, and the water over medium heat. Cook until the berries are very soft and there are no whole pieces left, about 12 to 15 minutes, adding more water by the tablespoon if they stick to the bottom of the pan. With a rubber spatula or wooden spoon, press the mixture through a fine-mesh sieve into a medium bowl. Return the sieved mixture to the saucepan. Whisk the remaining ¼ cup (50 g) of sugar with the egg yolks in a small bowl, then whisk into the berry mixture in the saucepan and set over medium heat. Whisking constantly, add the butter a piece at a time, until the curd has thickened and registers 160°F on an instant-read thermometer. Remove from the heat and press the mixture again through a fine-mesh sieve into a container. Let it cool to room temperature, then cover the surface of the curd with plastic wrap to prevent a “skin” from forming on the top. Store the curd in the refrigerator for up to 1 week.


Pastry Cream

Over the years, I’ve made a lot of pastry creams. This version is my current favorite, with the infused lemon peel adding just that little bit of mmmmm and cornstarch replacing the usual flour for a light, gluten-free result. Pastry cream can be a filling for cakes, pastries, and tarts or the base of a soufflé mixture. And it’s a perfect blank canvas for the nuance of flavors found in Razzle-Dazzle Éclairs (page 173) or soufflés.

MAKES 2 CUPS (500 ML)
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2        cups (500 ml) whole milk

1        (2½-inch/5 to 6-cm) strip fresh lemon peel

½       cup (100 g) granulated sugar

6        large egg yolks

⅛      teaspoon fine salt

⅓      cup (40 g) cornstarch, sifted

1        teaspoon vanilla extract

3½     tablespoons unsalted butter, cut into small pieces, at room temperature

Place the milk, lemon peel, and ¼ cup (50 g) of the sugar in a saucepan over medium-high heat. Bring to a boil. Remove the pan from the heat. Scoop out the lemon peel and discard it. Whisk the egg yolks in a medium bowl with the remaining ¼ cup (50 g) of sugar and the salt. Whisk in the cornstarch until the mixture is smooth. Pour ½ cup (125 ml) of the hot milk mixture into the egg mixture and whisk until smooth. Pour the egg mixture back into the saucepan and place it over medium-low heat. Cook, whisking constantly, until the mixture begins to thicken and registers 170°F on an instant-read thermometer, about 6 to 8 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat and whisk in the vanilla. Scoop the pastry cream into a bowl, cover the top with plastic wrap, and let it cool to room temperature. Transfer the bowl to the refrigerator and chill until ready to use. Pastry cream will keep for up to 1 week in the refrigerator.

VARIATIONS
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FOR LAVENDER, Lemon, Orange, Lime, or Blood Orange Pastry Cream, simply substitute 2 teaspoons of culinary-grade dried lavender buds or freshly grated citrus zest for the lemon peel and combine with the milk in a saucepan over medium-high heat. When bubbles form around the perimeter of the pan, cover the pan and remove it from the heat. Let the milk mixture steep for 30 minutes, then strain it through a fine-mesh sieve and continue with the recipe.

FOR LAVENDER-LEMON PASTRY CREAM, substitute 1 teaspoon culinary-grade dried lavender buds and 1 teaspoon freshly grated lemon zest for the lemon peel and combine with the milk in a saucepan over medium-high heat. When bubbles form around the perimeter of the pan, cover and remove from the heat. Let the milk mixture steep for 30 minutes, then strain it through a fine-mesh sieve and continue with the recipe.

FOR COFFEE PASTRY CREAM, use 1 teaspoon instant espresso powder or instant coffee in place of the lemon peel and proceed with the recipe.

FOR VERY EASY VARIATIONS, whisk 2 tablespoons to ¼ cup (60 ml) of a liqueur or a homemade syrup, such as Grand Marnier, Limoncello, Spice Syrup (page 28), or Passion Fruit Syrup (page 31), into warm, freshly made pastry cream until smooth. Avoid purple or dark-colored liqueurs as they can turn the pastry cream an unpleasant color.









SO HAPPY TOGETHER

Meringues + Pastry Cream

Meringues and pastry cream naturally go together, as you use egg whites for one, egg yolks for the other. So after making pastry cream (6 yolks), scurry on over to Warmed Sugar Meringues (6 whites) (page 69). You’ll feel that same sense of completion that you get from tying up loose ends but in a much more delicious way. Then put them together for really wonderful Marvelous Merveilleux (page 71).












Sea Salt Caramel

What’s amazing is how such simple ingredients combine to make something so luxurious and versatile. When this caramel is warm, you can pour it like a sauce and drizzle it on cookies (see Browned Butter Cookies on page 100) or brownies; when it’s chilled, you can spread it on a cake layer. Artisan chocolatier Christopher Elbow makes toothsome truffles with this caramel. If you infuse the cream with lavender or rosemary first, you take the caramel from spooning to swooning. As designer Marc Jacobs says, “I think there is something about luxury—it’s not something people need, but it’s what they want. It really pulls at their hearts.” That’s the language that caramel speaks.

MAKES ABOUT 2⅔ CUPS (650 ML)
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2        cups (400 g) granulated sugar

1        cup (250 ml) water

12      tablespoons (170 g) unsalted butter

1        cup (250 ml) heavy whipping cream

1        teaspoon fleur de sel or fine sea salt

Combine the sugar and water in a heavy-bottomed 3-quart saucepan over medium-high heat. Clamp a candy thermometer to the inside of the pan. As the sugar begins to melt, stir it with a whisk or a long-handled wooden spoon. When the syrup comes to a boil, stop stirring and remove the spoon. When bubbles that rise to the top get bigger and wider, the sugar is ready to turn color, usually in about 10 to 12 minutes after it first begins to boil. Have oven mitts and the remaining ingredients ready and be vigilant. The sugar mixture will turn pale tan, then get darker. Remove the caramel from the heat when it is dark amber and the candy thermometer registers 300°F (150°C).

With oven mitts on to protect your hands from splatters, whisk in the butter until it has melted. The caramel will foam up, then subside. Wait for 30 seconds and then whisk in the cream and salt until the caramel is smooth. Remove the pan from the heat and let the caramel cool for several minutes, then serve it right away or pour it into a glass jar. The sauce will keep in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 3 months. To reheat the caramel for later use, microwave on medium-high for 1 to 2 minutes or until warmed through.

VARIATIONS
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FOR LAVENDER CARAMEL, combine ½ teaspoon culinary-grade dried lavender buds with the cream in a microwave-safe bowl. Microwave on high for 90 seconds. Cover the bowl and let the cream infuse for 30 minutes at room temperature. Strain out the lavender, then proceed with the recipe.

FOR ROSEMARY CARAMEL, add one 3-inch sprig of fresh rosemary to the cream in a microwave-safe bowl. Microwave on high for 90 seconds. Cover the bowl and let the cream infuse for 30 minutes at room temperature. Remove the rosemary, then proceed with the recipe.


Hot Fudge Sauce

If Chocolate Ganache (page 27) is a little black dress, Hot Fudge Sauce is that perfect pair of jeans. It can go with anything—ice cream, baked pears, pound cake, meringues, Peanut Butter Bread Pudding (page 199), custard, or as a dipping sauce for peanut butter cookies. And this one is so roasty-toasty-fudgy good that you will want to eat it on everything. Store it in a glass jar in the refrigerator, where it will keep for weeks. Hot Fudge Sauce can be doubled or tripled easily, so it makes a great gift from your kitchen. The corn syrup helps the sauce stay fluid.

MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS (500 ML)
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⅔      cup (130 g) granulated sugar

½       cup (60 g) unsweetened cocoa powder

2        tablespoons instant espresso powder

¼       teaspoon fine salt

¾       cup (175 ml) heavy whipping cream

½       cup (125 ml) light corn syrup

2        tablespoons unsalted butter

1        teaspoon vanilla extract

Combine the sugar, cocoa powder, espresso powder, salt, cream, and corn syrup in a medium saucepan over medium-high heat. Bring the mixture to a boil and cook for 4 minutes, whisking constantly. Remove the pan from the heat and whisk in the butter and vanilla until smooth. Store the syrup in a tightly sealed glass jar in the refrigerator, where it will keep for weeks.

“I like to think that I’m really tough on the outside, with a caramel-sweet center.”

Reese Witherspoon, actor
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Chocolate Ganache

Chocolate ganache is simplicity itself to make. You just heat the cream, let the chocolate melt a little bit in it, and then whisk it all together until dark and shiny. Used warm, ganache makes a wonderful shiny coating for a cake or a lovely sauce. Once thickened and at room temperature, it makes a great filling for Marvelous Merveilleux (page 71), Macaronettes (page 148), or Coconut Lover’s Cupcakes (page 156).

MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS (500 ML)
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1        cup (250 ml) heavy whipping cream

8        ounces (222 g) semisweet chocolate chips

Bring the cream to a simmer in a saucepan over medium-high heat. Add the chocolate chips, without stirring, and remove the pan from the heat. Let the pan sit for 3 minutes, then whisk the cream until the chocolate has melted and the ganache is a glossy dark brown. Use right away as a sauce or topping, or cover the pan and refrigerate it for at least 30 minutes to use the ganache as a filling or frosting.

VARIATIONS
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FOR BOURBON CHOCOLATE GANACHE, stir 3 tablespoons of bourbon into the warm ganache until smooth.

FOR MOCHA GANACHE, whisk 1 teaspoon of instant espresso powder into the cream and proceed with the recipe.

FOR VENEZUELAN SPICED CHOCOLATE GANACHE, whisk ¼ teaspoon of ground chipotle, ½ teaspoon of ground cinnamon, and 1 teaspoon of vanilla extract into the cream and proceed with the recipe.

FOR VEGAN CHOCOLATE GANACHE, use coconut milk coffee creamer in place of cream and dairy-free dark chocolate chips in place of semisweet chocolate chips and proceed with the recipe.


Spice Syrup

Craft cocktail makers know all about the power of aromatizing a drink right before serving. Bakers, too, know the heady appeal of a dessert warm from the oven. So drizzling a warmed spice syrup over the custard and filo pastry known as Bougatsa (page 118) or baked apples makes sensual sense, as does adding a little bit to Pastry Cream (page 22) or whipped cream for a wonderful, nuanced flavor. Toasting the whole spices in a skillet brings the volatile oils to the surface for more aroma and flavor. The syrup is also delicious on custard, ice cream, pancakes and waffles, or pound cake.

MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP (250 ML)
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2        tablespoons mixed whole spices, such as allspice, cloves, star anise, coriander seeds, and Szechuan peppercorns

½       cup (125 ml) boiling water

¾       cup (160 g) granulated sugar

Scatter the whole spices in a single layer in a small skillet over medium heat and toast, gently shaking the pan until you can just start to smell their aroma, about 2 minutes. Do not let them smoke. Pour the boiling water into a small bowl and add the spices. Cover the bowl and let the mixture steep for at least 2 hours.

Strain the spice water through a fine-mesh sieve into a microwave-safe bowl and stir in the sugar. (Let the whole spices dry on a paper towel after straining them out, then place them in a plastic bag and store them for two to three more uses.) Microwave on high for 2 minutes or until the sugar has dissolved and the spice syrup is aromatic. Use the syrup right away or store it in a small tightly sealed jar in the refrigerator for up to 3 months.


Rosy Strawberry Syrup

Once you’ve tasted the tiny strawberries known as fraises des bois, you’re spoiled for life. Adapted from a recipe by the late Lee Bailey, this aromatic syrup adds frais de bois flavor to fresh strawberries in Strawberry Shortcut Cake with Basil Whipped Cream (page 23), and Strawberry Birthday Cake (page 221). This recipe also works with raspberries, black raspberries, and blackberries. It looks like a lot of rosewater in this recipe, but it’s just enough.

MAKES 1½ CUPS (375 ML)
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8        ounces (250 g) strawberries, hulled and sliced

½       cup (100 g) granulated or raw sugar

1        cup (250 ml) water

1        tablespoon rosewater

½       teaspoon freshly squeezed lemon juice

Combine the strawberries, sugar, and water in a medium saucepan over medium-high heat and bring the mixture to a boil. Reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer for 20 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat and stir in the rosewater. Strain the syrup through a fine-mesh sieve into a bowl; discard the solids. Stir in the lemon juice. Let the syrup cool, then use it right away or store it in a covered jar in the refrigerator for up to 1 week.









SO HAPPY TOGETHER

Red Berries + Rosewater

You might think that adding rosewater to fruit will result in an experience like “being pressed to your auntie’s perfumed cleavage,” as Niki Segnit so memorably writes in The Flavor Thesaurus: Pairings, Recipes and Ideas for the Creative Cook. But you would be wrong. To strawberries, raspberries, and red currants, rosewater adds “an unfathomable background note,” Segnit explains. To me, the combined flavor is reminiscent of sun-warmed berries, picked ripe and eaten on the spot.












Fresh Herb Syrup

For an aromatic, sweet herb finish, toss fresh berries in this pale green syrup or add a little bit to Pastry Cream (page 22) or whipped cream for an understated flavor surprise. Fresh Herb Syrup is totally delicious in the Berry Patch Tart (page 129), but it would also be good brushed on the cut sides of Strawberry Shortcut Cake (page 231) before piling on the strawberries.

MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP (250 ML)
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1        cup (200 g) granulated sugar

¾       cup (175 ml) water

½       cup (60 g) packed fresh aromatic herb leaves, such as basil, orange mint, spearmint, or lemon balm, coarsely chopped

In a large, microwave-safe glass measuring cup, combine the sugar, water, and herbs. Microwave on high until the sugar dissolves, about 3 to 4 minutes. Let the mixture steep for 20 to 30 minutes at room temperature, then strain it through a fine-mesh sieve into a medium bowl; discard the solids. Let the syrup cool and use it right away or store it in a covered glass jar in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.

“Spices are essential in that they bring excitement to a dish. Without spices, a dish is sometimes lacking in soul.”

Eric Ripert, chef of Le Bernardin Restaurant in New York
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