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To Bobby—


Thank you for being the very definition of home: a foundation, a haven, and a light in the window at the end of the day.


&


To Ethan—


You are my heart.


My whole heart.
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INTRODUCTION



A World of Bright Flavors from My Kitchen


There’s a big, colorful world out there, and I intend to share as much of it as I can with my lanky, long-haired teenage son, Ethan. I call this mission, “Walking the World with Ethan,” hashtagging it and all. We might not make it to all our dream destinations, but that doesn’t mean we won’t sample their cuisine. Sometimes we just take a flavorful voyage from the comfort of our home kitchen.


Ethan and I live in the wildly cosmopolitan, categorically Southern city of Atlanta. It has been my home for 20 years. I came to these United States from India when I was a young teenager, and I’ve spent more of my life as an American than not. Yet some folks, at their first glance of me in an apron, make a hasty judgment that my kitchen must smell of curry all the time. Well, a couple of nights a week, they may be right, but on the whole, my kitchen smells of whatever inspires me. Those inspirations could be tastes that linger in my mind when I’m fresh from a trip abroad. They might come from a gleaming flash of color that caught my eye at one of this city’s worldly farmers’ markets. I find inspiration from the varied people we meet, and the colors they surround themselves in, like the bright-colored saris of the fisherwomen in Kerala; the embroidered skirts and scarves of the Peruvian women at the market, selling an astounding variety of potatoes, ranging from purple to orange; and the elderly women selling artichokes and wearing floral-embossed clogs at the outdoor market in Rome. Or Ethan might get curious about a country or region from his schoolwork, and soon we are both gung-ho to see what they favor on the plate. I guess what I’m saying is this: I cook a lot like the folks I surround myself with—an eclectic mix.


There is no mistaking the power of color to draw us in. When my son was young, like most kids, he started with the basic kindergarten pack of fat crayons, featuring Roy G. Biv’s rainbow of colors. But as Ethan has grown and we talk about the world and explore the myriad of colors that can be mixed and mingled, we now go for the deluxe Crayola box with a sharpener on the back, giving us a much broader palette from which to draw.


My childhood in Kerala was awash in brilliant colors, like the ombre shades of blue out across the Arabian Sea, the vermillion and mahogany shades of ground chilies, and verdant tea estates in the mountains rolling in green and umber. All are parts of my technicolored nostalgia. In my mind’s eye my mother’s kitchen always has a slight turmeric-gold cast. The sight of sugar baby watermelons, with their vibrant pink hearts exposed, immediately takes me to a long, sultry Georgia summer. The color of fresh white cream propels me into visions of fluffy desserts. What the eyes make welcome to the heart inspires me to swing my pantry doors wide open and engage my soul in my cooking.


Sights inspire me, but aren’t my only guiding forces. If I were blindfolded, my sense of smell would lead me like a thieving cartoon character drawn to a pie cooling on a windowsill. My sense of taste might make me shudder, make my shoulders rise, and make my lips pucker when I bite down on bitter melon. We are all guided by a world of influences that sway our tastes from one day to the next. Interests are sometimes fleeting or long-held.


And for our health’s sake, we eat a wide variety of brightly colored foods, because it’s one of the best and easiest ways to make sure we get the nutrition we need. So, my advice is this: Trust your eyes. If a food has an attractive color, chances are it’s beneficial for you. Many of the colorful herbs and spices used throughout this book have health-giving properties, too. Reading the spice primer from my first book, My Two Souths: Blending the Flavors of India into a Southern Kitchen, might come in handy when purchasing many of the ingredients used in these pages. Some elements called for in these recipes might not be familiar to some folks. Well, we live in a wondrous time where almost any ingredient imaginable can be found online and arrive on your doorstep in a day or two. I’ve offered substitutions for many ingredients, but encourage you to search out components that will lend authentic flavor to these dishes.


All in all, I Cook in Color is about “cognizant cooking,” being aware of, and welcoming the vivid, color-filled world into your kitchen. Conversing around countertops, making friends at the market, dreaming around dessert, and exploring all the bounty that surrounds us—these are the elements that can make your world not just colorful but wildly flavorful as well.


—Asha Gomez
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CHAPTER ONE:


colorful drinks to sip and savor


Virgin Fresh Tomato Watermelon Mary


Morning Sunshine


All-Day Herb Water


Rosemary Lemonade


Emerald Potion


Golden Haldi Dood: Turmeric Milk with Honey


Mango Yogurt Madness


Fig and Cashew Milk Shake


Ruby Red Beet Juice: The “Mommy Boost”


Dreamy Spiced Hot Chocolate


Assam Tea Time


Pretty in Pink Rose Milk


Cold Georgia Peach Sweetie


Clove Negroni Cocktail















Virgin Fresh Tomato Watermelon Mary








MAKES 2 SERVINGS




I love fresh tomato juice. It’s my summer jam! There is a famous salad made with watermelon and tomato that pops up on the recipe sites every summer. I thought, “This would make for a delightful cocktail.” So here’s my take on a Bloody Mary with a hint of sweetness from watermelon—perfect for those lazy summer afternoons.







For the Cocktail


6 large fresh plum tomatoes, peeled


1 cup watermelon, cut into small cubes


2 cups water


2 garlic cloves


1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce


1 tablespoon Pete’s hot sauce or your favorite brand


1 serrano chili, seeded


¼ teaspoon kosher salt


2 tablespoons granulated sugar







For Garnish


4 cornichons


2 small, thin watermelon wedges


2 tender celery stalks with leaves









Blend all the cocktail ingredients in a blender. Pour into two tall glasses.


Garnish each one with cornichons, a watermelon wedge, and a celery stalk.











NOTES


Use whatever variety of ripe tomato catches your eye at the market.


Serve these “cocktails” with little cubes of feta cheese for snacking.















Morning Sunshine








MAKES 2 SERVINGS




Every time I gain a few pounds, I resort to juicing to get back to my fighting weight. It seems to work well for me. I also just love juicing at least one meal a day when I can, usually breakfast. This carrot, cantaloupe, fresh turmeric juice is one of my all-time favorites. I can just about put it together while I’m still half asleep.







4 large carrots


4 cups cubed cantaloupe


1-inch piece fresh turmeric









Put all the ingredients through a juicer and serve.











NOTES


You definitely need a juicer to make this drink.


If you can’t find fresh turmeric, mix a teaspoon of turmeric powder into your juice.















All-Day Herb Water








MAKES 1 GALLON




I drink a lot of water throughout the day, but, let’s face it, after a while, plain water can get pretty dull. One of my first tasks of the day is to prepare my jug of herb-infused water by clipping some of this and that from my windowsill garden. The herb flavor intensifies as it sits throughout the day. As my strength wanes, the water gains potency, helping me keep up the pace of a busy day.







1 gallon room-temperature water


3 stems lavender (with or without flowers)


3 sprigs rosemary


6 sprigs thyme


6 sprigs mint


½ English cucumber, chopped









Combine all ingredients is a large jug. Refrigerate for more extended storage or if you prefer cold water. I take mine straight up.
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Rosemary Lemonade








MAKES 6 SERVINGS




My home is a bustling place. Most weekends, if I’m not working or traveling, I have guests over for cocktails on a Saturday night or an early Sunday supper. My guest list is ever-evolving, but my dear friend George and his teenage kids have a standing invitation. My son, Ethan, loves this time with friends. This lemonade, saturated with rosemary, is a little stylish, which the teenagers seem to enjoy. It also takes well to a shot of vodka, something the grown folks appreciate.







7 cups water, divided


1 cup granulated white sugar


6 sprigs fresh rosemary, plus more for garnish


⅔ cup freshly squeezed lemon juice


6 cups crushed ice









Make a simple syrup by boiling 1 cup of water with 1 cup of sugar and the rosemary for 5 minutes. Remove from the heat and pour into a large pitcher. Let it cool before chilling in the refrigerator.


Once the syrup has chilled, add the lemon juice and the remaining water. Serve over the crushed ice and garnish with rosemary sprigs.











NOTES


You can make so many different flavors of simple syrup. One of my favorites, which I always have on hand, is cardamom simple syrup. Use about 10 pods of crushed whole green cardamom pods, instead of the rosemary, and follow this recipe.















Emerald Potion








MAKES 2 SERVINGS




I’ve never been a big fan of most green juice concoctions because most don’t taste, well, all that tasty. But here’s my version of a green juice with plenty of fruit to sweeten it up. I don’t know if it will detox you, but I do know I always feel better after having a glass!







1 cup peeled, roughly chopped


Granny Smith apples


2 cups chopped cantaloupe


2 bananas, peeled and sliced


2 cups baby spinach


Juice of 1 lime


2 cups cold coconut water









Put all the ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth. Pour and drink.











NOTE


Sometimes, I add a few dates to this revitalizing, blended beverage.















Golden Haldi Dood: Turmeric Milk with Honey








MAKES 2 SERVINGS




A few years back, on one of my trips to New York City, while walking the streets, I came across a sweet little tea shop. And since I am a tea lover, I decided to take a moment to have a cup of tea. Scrolling through the menu, I came across Warm Turmeric Milk, priced at $9 a cup. Sticker shock at first, but I just had to indulge. One sip, and it took me back to my childhood. When we were growing up, Haldi Dood was a staple elixir for a sore throat. The warm, sweet milk and turmeric were a welcome panacea when we weren’t feeling well. Somehow over the years, I had forgotten about this golden milk, but after that pricy reminder, it is now a warming delight at home, even when I’m not under the weather.







2 cups whole milk


1 teaspoon turmeric powder, plus more if desired


1 teaspoon cardamom powder


2 tablespoons raw honey









In a small pot over medium to low heat, whisk together all the ingredients. Heat for 5 minutes, whisking often until the milk is warmed. Be careful not to let the milk boil over.











NOTES


You’ve probably already heard of the health benefits of turmeric, as the spice is becoming tremendously popular in the States. It is hailed as one of the most therapeutic spices in the world, with its antibacterial properties.


My mother used it much the same way as many mothers use Neosporin, swabbing powdered turmeric into all our scrapes and scratches and then bandaging us up. Trust me when I say it works!
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Mango Yogurt Madness








MAKES 4 SERVINGS




The sight or smell of mangoes sweeps me up into a nostalgic dreamland. One of my fondest memories from my teenage years in India is making midnight runs to the lassi shop down the street during summertime. It was our neighborhood equivalent of an ice cream parlor serving up shakes made with tangy yogurt.


I don’t always have access to the best fresh mangoes here in the United States. But the one thing that is readily available all year round is mango pulp in cans from India. The Alphonso or Kesar mango works best for this shake.







2 cups prepared mango pulp, or fresh or frozen diced mango


2 cups plain yogurt


2 teaspoons cardamom powder


2 tablespoons granulated sugar









In a blender, mix all the ingredients together for a minute or two until smooth. Chill in the refrigerator for a half-hour or serve over ice.











NOTES


The serving size on these is 8-ounce portions. It’s a creamy shake, and I think that is just the perfect size.















Fig and Cashew Milk Shake








MAKES 2 SERVINGS




Somehow when I think of fruit shakes and smoothies, I always associate them with summer. However, this is a perfect shake for fall and winter months when the markets aren’t exactly overflowing with fresh fruits. It’s simple, it’s delicious, and, frankly, it’s a meal in itself. This fig and cashew milk shake is a perfect breakfast on the go, filled with fiber and protein. It also contains vitamins A, B1, B2, and D, and potassium, magnesium, copper, iron, and phosphorus.







1 cup Kalamata crown (goumas) dried figs, about 12, roughly chopped


2 cups water


½ cup raw cashews


2 cups cold whole milk, divided


½ cup raw honey









Soak the dried figs in 2 cups of water overnight or for at least an hour, or until they are rehydrated. Remove the figs from the water and discard the water. In a blender, combine the figs and cashews with 1 cup of the milk, and blend to make a smooth puree. Add the remainder of the milk, along with the honey, and blend to the consistency of a smoothie. Drink immediately.











NOTES


I have found the best quality dried figs at Persian markets. Soaking the dried fruit is very important; if you skip this step, the texture of the shake is not as smooth.















Ruby Red Beet Juice: The “Mommy Boost”








MAKES 2 SERVINGS




This juice gives me life every morning! I’ve been a regular morning juicer for about a year and a half, and have never felt more energized. Beets are a great source of vitamin B6, folate, manganese, and iron. I like to start with all the ingredients chilled, so this invigorating blend is refreshing right out of the juicer.







2 medium beets, cut into 2-inch pieces


1 inch fresh turmeric


1 inch fresh ginger


2 green apples, cut into 2-inch pieces


2 carrots, cut into 2-inch pieces









Juice the beets, then the turmeric and ginger. Follow by juicing the apples and carrots. Stir well and serve.











NOTE


This juice can also be made in a blender by adding 1 cup of water, blending, then straining the juice through a fine-mesh sieve.
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Dreamy Spiced Hot Chocolate








MAKES 2 SERVINGS




In my kitchen, the only way to make hot chocolate is to use unsweetened cocoa powder and condensed milk, along with a trio of spices. An intricately carved wooden whisk, called a molinillo in Latin America and a btirol in the Philippines, is a tool designed specifically for frothing hot chocolate and a perfect gift for culinarily inclined friends. You use it by rubbing the handle back and forth between your palms. It’s a fun little ritual. You could also use a small whisk to whip up this richly spiced, dreamy chocolate warmer, but it is not quite as exciting.







2 cups whole milk


2 cups water


½ cup sweetened condensed milk


2 star anise


1 teaspoon ancho chili powder


1 teaspoon cardamom powder


4 tablespoons unsweetened, dark, Dutch-process cocoa powder









In a 2-quart pot on low heat, pour the milk, water, and condensed milk, and mix well. Add the star anise, chili powder, and cardamom, and let the liquid simmer on a low heat for 15 minutes to infuse all the spices into the milk mixture. Add the cocoa powder and mix well, using a small whisk or molinillo to create a nice froth on top. Pour into cups and serve piping hot.











NOTES


Feel free to add more condensed milk if it’s not sweet enough for your palate. The condensed milk makes this hot chocolate really velvety.















Assam Tea Time








MAKES 4 SERVINGS




Tea gardens in Assam do not follow Indian Standard Time (IST), which is observed throughout India and Sri Lanka. The local time in Assam’s tea gardens, known as “Tea Garden Time” or Bagantime, is an hour ahead of the standard time. The system was put in place by the British, and the reasoning behind it was that the early sunrise in the far eastern part of the country necessitated an hour jump in the region to get to work at an earlier hour on the clock.


In my culinary event venue, Third Space, I started making this tea for my guests who were lactose intolerant and couldn’t enjoy my chai. Now I sometimes serve this clove tea instead of chai, which usually accompanies dessert at our dinners. It’s an excellent way to end a meal.







4 cups water


4 tablespoons black Assam tea


4 cloves, coarsely crushed


4 teaspoons powdered or shaved palm sugar or light brown sugar









Bring the water to a boil in a kettle. Pour the water into a teapot. (I use a teapot with a built-in strainer.) Add the tea and cloves and let the tea steep for 3 minutes. Strain and pour into cups. Sweeten each cup with a teaspoon of palm sugar. Drink hot.
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Pretty in Pink Rose Milk








MAKES 4 SERVINGS




As a kid growing up in India, there was no chocolate milk or strawberry milk, but there was always rose milk. And, boy, did I love it. One way my mother could get me to drink milk was by adding sweet rooh afza. The bright red syrup, flavored with rose essence and other botanicals, turns milk a lovely, princessy, shade of pink, which I found especially appealing when I was little. My mother also added sabja, which are sweet basil seeds, to boost the nutritional aspects of this blushing beverage. The tiny black seeds add a good bit of calcium, magnesium, and iron.


Rooh afza means “refresher of the soul” and this drink is truly a delight.







4 cups chilled whole milk


6 tablespoons rooh afza syrup


4 teaspoons basil seeds, soaked in ¼ cup water for a few minutes until plump









Pour the milk into a glass pitcher and mix in the rooh afza syrup. Add the basil seeds and serve over ice or chill in the refrigerator until you’re ready to serve it.











NOTE


You can find rooh afza and basil seeds at most Indian or South Asian grocery stores, or you can buy both online.
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Cold Georgia Peach Sweetie








MAKES 8 SERVINGS




Southerners are known for their love of sweet iced tea. I like to make this fruity, mint-spiked tea with peach ice cubes. It is just the thing for garden parties and afternoons whiled away in a porch swing.







4 cups fresh or frozen peeled, sliced peaches (about 6 peaches)


9½ cups water, divided


5 tablespoons black Darjeeling tea


1 cup roughly chopped mint leaves and stems, plus mint sprigs for serving


6 to 8 tablespoons raw sugar









Several hours before you intend to serve this tea, puree 1 cup of the peaches with 1 ½ cups of water and freeze in ice cube trays.


Bring the remaining water to a boil in a kettle, then transfer the water to a teapot. (I use a glass teapot with a built-in strainer.) Add the tea and the chopped mint, and let it steep for 3 to 4 minutes, but no longer. Strain the tea into a glass pitcher and stir in the sugar. Let the tea cool, then add the remaining peaches. Refrigerate the tea until well chilled. Serve the tea in tall glasses with the peach ice cubes and sprigs of mint.











NOTES


I like using black tea for this recipe, but it would be equally delicious with a green tea like oolong or a white tea like silver needle. So feel free to experiment. When you’re steeping tea, make sure you don’t steep it for too long or the tea will be bitter.















Clove Negroni Cocktail








MAKES 1 COCKTAIL




First served in Florence, Italy, in the 1920s, the Negroni has become popular again thanks to the “hipster crowd.” The new devotees of the classic aperitivo have good reason to love this drink. It is bitter in the best way, bracing served before a meal, and lends even the most informal gathering an air of refinement. As is my wont, I add crushed cloves for a bit of warmth and to round out the oil from the twist of orange.


I like to keep some frozen globes of ice in the freezer when there is an urgent need for quick sophistication.







Ice cubes (I also like to use 1 large cube or a globe for serving)


1 ounce Campari


1½ ounces gin


1 ounce sweet vermouth


2 cloves, crushed


Wide slice of orange zest









In a shaker, place the ice cubes, Campari, gin, vermouth, and cloves. Shake for 10 seconds. Strain into a glass with ice cubes. Take the orange peel and rub it along the rim of the glass.


Top the glass with the orange peel.
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CHAPTER TWO:



bright salads


Mango Pineapple Raita with Labneh and Jalapeño Mustard–Tempered Oil


Midsummer’s Salad


Thai Green Papaya Salad


Bombay Boiled Peanut Salad with Black Salt


Caramelized Fig Salad with Radicchio and Hazelnuts


Sourdough Panzanella Salad


Nice Salmon Salad


Jade Salad


Crying Tiger Grilled Beef Salad















Mango Pineapple Raita with Labneh and Jalapeño Mustard–Tempered Oil








MAKES 4 SERVINGS




Most Indian meals are served with some kind of raita on the side. Raita is essentially a yogurt-based salad. I like sweet and savory raitas, like this one, which I make all the time. Serve it alongside a grilled bird or roasted fish or just eat it by the bowl full, as I do.







1½ cups labneh (see Notes)


1 tablespoon granulated sugar


1½ teaspoons pink Himalayan salt, divided


2 cups pineapple, cut into ½-inch pieces


2 cups mango, cut into ½-inch pieces


2 tablespoons grapeseed oil


2 teaspoons black mustard seeds


1 teaspoon cumin seeds


2 medium jalapeño, seeded and thinly sliced


2 tablespoons honey









In a bowl, mix the labneh, sugar, and 1 teaspoon of salt. Spread the labneh mixture in a shallow serving bowl. Place the pineapple and mangoes over the labneh mixture, and sprinkle with ½ teaspoon salt. Heat a small skillet over medium heat and add the grapeseed oil, mustard seeds, and cumin. When the mustard seeds pop, add the jalapeños and cook for 1 minute. Splash the tempered oil over the mangoes and pineapple, drizzle with honey, and serve.











NOTES


Labneh is like a thick, Greek-style yogurt. It can be found in many grocery stores. It is easy to make at home, starting with either Greek-style yogurt or goat’s milk yogurt. All you need to do is line a fine strainer with a double thickness of cheesecloth or muslin. Set the strainer over a bowl. Mix together 1½ cups of the yogurt, a pinch of fine sea salt, and ¼ teaspoon of fresh lemon juice, and put it in the cheesecloth. Let this hang out in the refrigerator for 12 hours. That’s all there is to it!
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