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         This book is dedicated to my husband, Jay, and to our daughters, Julie and Kelley, in honor of the memorable meals we have

         shared as a family. And to our parents, Jane and Edward Kelley, and Maxine and Walter Christopher, whose steadfast commitment

         to family was what first brought us to the table.
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         Some people preserve memories in quilts made from scraps of old baby clothes, others in snapshots they paste into scrapbooks.

         I store mine in oak at one end of my kitchen, perched on a pedestal and surrounded by chairs. The table: when I look at it,

         I see my life.

      


      I see my ninety-year-old grandmother in her farmhouse kitchen following a recipe that exists on no page, mixing unmeasured

         ingredients for the sugar cookies I’ll never quite manage to duplicate. I see my mother rushing to the sink in the kitchen

         of my girlhood, a hissing pressure cooker in her outstretched hands. I see velvety raspberries still warm from the sun on

         the table of our Michigan cottage.

      


      I see all this and more as I look at my table, my own private 

         home movie coming to life in my mind’s eye. Endless images project on the screen of my mind: my two older sisters bending

         over their homework, my father savoring stew on a cold winter night. The reel turns slowly at first as my parents and siblings

         give way to my husband and daughters, my mother’s gray Formica to my golden oak. I’m a girl, then a teenager, a young wife

         and mother, and then a mother whose girls have grown up.

      


      Fashions and foods change along with the faces. Mother’s pot roast morphs into my lighter, healthier tenderloin, her Southern

         fried chicken into my low-fat boneless chicken breasts. But other things don’t change with the generations. For instance,

         like my mother and grandmother, I still come to the table to connect with the people I love.

      


      Round or square, mahogany or oak, the table is the heart of every home, the nucleus of domestic life, where we pay bills and

         wrap presents, fold laundry and toss mail. When the chores are done and daylight is fading, the work table becomes the dinner

         table, and as we gather around it, we, too, are transformed. No longer separate and solitary, we regain our identities as

         part of a much greater whole: We become a family, sharing not just our suppers but also ourselves.

      


      It is here, at the table, that we rejoin the pack, in a timeless ritual. Surrounded by the people who matter, gazing 

         into the faces we love, we count our blessings and share our burdens, reliving the daily dramas of missed buses and skinned

         knees. We raise jelly glasses and champagne flutes, toasting accomplishments in classrooms and boardrooms. And over homemade

         casseroles or haute cuisine, relatives become loved ones and acquaintances become friends.

      


      The table is where we mark milestones, divulge dreams, bury hatchets, make deals, give thanks, plan vacations, and tell jokes.

         It’s also where children learn the lessons that families teach: manners, cooperation, communication, self-control, values.

         Following directions. Sitting still. Taking turns. It’s where we make up and make merry. It’s where we live, between bites.

      


      Some families today have lost sight of the table and its timeless ability to transform. Rather than focus on one another,

         they gather around the television. It saddens me to think of all the thoughts gone unspoken, the achievements uncelebrated,

         the lessons unlearned. When I look at my table I think back to all the late nights I spent sitting in my bathrobe, listening

         to my daughters’ accounts of their dates; reading the Sunday paper and discussing world affairs over coffee; bolstering shaky

         egos or soothing small hurts, salving the wounds that accompany growing up. I recall the countless joys and sorrows, the laughter

         and tears that come with being part of a family.

      


      

         Some of my happiest memories at the table don’t involve dinner at all, like helping my children with their homework, wrapping

         Christmas gifts, playing board games or bridge. It isn’t to say that the meals aren’t important; after all, they’re what most

         often bring us together. Some have been memorable, some not. But either way, it’s the coming together, the sharing, that matters

         most, be it for fast food or the fanciest feast.

      


      Needless to say, life today moves at a much faster pace than it did in my grandmother’s day. Like most women today, I’m a

         juggler of family, home fires, and career. Maintaining a healthy balance is hard at times, and like most women, I don’t always

         succeed. I’ve come to see it as a lifelong challenge, a fact of life, pure and simple. We all struggle to bring our lives

         back into balance, only to watch ourselves lose it again. But each day brings a new chance to start over, a new opportunity

         to reconnect.

      


      Much of what I know about keeping my balance I learned from my own working mother, Jane Kelley. With three daughters, a husband,

         and a full-time job, she still managed to cook us all dinner, a nightly triumph of efficiency and organization. She was the

         original make-ahead cook, forming meatballs today for tomorrow’s spaghetti, browning Monday’s beef for Tuesday’s Swiss steak.

         More hearty than elaborate, her recipes were nonetheless delicious. And these meals accomplished 

         one important thing—they brought us to the table for dinner as a family.

      


      We ate most of our meals in the kitchen, on chrome chairs pulled up to the table in our modest Oak Lawn, Illinois, home. As

         an auto mechanic with his own service station, our father, Ted, put in long days and was unable to eat with us on weekdays.

         During my last couple of years of living at home, we always ate supper early and my father ate by himself after work. The

         image of him sitting alone at the table is a memory that bothers me still.

      


      For many families, solitary suppers are by-products of today’s busy, overscheduled lives. Meals have become haphazard affairs,

         sandwiched between children’s after-school activities and parents’ evening meetings. Given the hassles of trying to coordinate

         four or five conflicting schedules, it’s a wonder we get fed at all. Indeed, during the eighties, proper meals virtually vanished

         for many, replaced by snacks that were eaten on the run. Rather than “dine,” people “grazed” like cattle, a habit that was

         bad for digestion and even worse for family life.

      


      But as the nineties draw to a close and a new millennium begins, we seem to be coming back to our senses, with more of us

         recognizing the importance of combining nurturing with nutrition. Across the land, Americans are coming back to the table,

         in a nightly celebration of family life. We’re coming back for a taste of the old-fashioned 

         values that hold families together through difficult times; for the comfort of sharing life’s ups and downs with our loved

         ones; for the chance to honor the mealtime traditions that brighten our days and form the basis for memories that will last

         forever. We’re coming back because in a world that is moving too fast, families tend to drift apart, and because there’s no

         better vehicle than the table for bringing them back together.

      


      I have made it my mission to help families come back to the table to create their own traditions, small rituals and customs

         that convey the strong sense of shared identity that enables some families to withstand pressures that tear others apart.

         As you’ll read in the following chapters, such traditions can be as simple as the apple turnover Carole Pagliarulo always

         found on her breakfast plate on her birthday, or as sweet as the banana splits Marcy Gold made for her children after their

         last day of school. They can be as basic as pancake breakfasts after church every Sunday, or family pizza parties on Fridays

         to celebrate the week’s end. In short, anything that motivates you to spend quality time together—not the kind spent in front

         of the TV every night, or in the minivan en route to field hockey, but the kind where we all come together, face-to-face and

         eyeto-eye.

      


      Somewhere, somehow, there’s a little free time lurking in everyone’s day. It just takes a bit of imagination to find 

         it. For some families, breakfast may be the answer; for others, perhaps Sunday brunch. And there’s no law against marshaling

         the troops to a restaurant, or serving Chinese takeout every now and again. Supermarket salad bars offer home cooks a jump

         start, as do ready-made pizza dough and sauce. The point is that somewhere between all and nothing, there lies a vast middle

         ground. And ultimately, what we eat matters less than the fact that we eat it together.

      


      You’d think a woman whose mission and business revolve around cooking and creating traditions that stem from the table would

         have gotten an earlier start, but I didn’t even begin learning to cook until my junior year of high school. And I might never

         have learned at all had it not been for two things: a failed typing test and a Ritz Cracker Mock Apple Pie.

      


      I’d always been a good student, hardworking and determined. But the fact remains that I was awful at typing. My fingers were

         clumsy and I hit all the wrong keys. No matter how often I practiced, I was still the worst student in the class.

      


      Thus, after six weeks of typing class I transferred to home economics, a course I’d always wanted to take. Oddly enough, it

         was that mock apple pie that hooked me. Transforming Ritz crackers and a few simple ingredients into something that passed

         for real apples seemed like pure magic in those days—right up there with spinning straw 

         into gold. Intrigued, I knew I had found my true calling. From that day forward, I never looked back.

      


      Home economics and I were made for each other. In the kitchen, I could create something beautiful and delicious that others

         could appreciate and share. I brought my enthusiasm home to my mother, and practical as she was, she indulged my culinary

         flights of fancy and delighted in the results. I remember clipping a recipe from the Chicago Tribune that called for eight flavors of sherbet for an ice cream bombe in the shape of an Easter egg. With my mother’s blessing—and

         a large chunk of her grocery allowance—it adorned our table every Easter for years.

      


      As a home economics major at the University of Illinois at Urbana, I expanded my culinary horizons, eagerly sharing my discoveries

         with my mother during my frequent visits back home. I wasn’t just visiting Mother, however. I also came home to see Jay, my

         boyfriend since high school. Jay and I eventually married and set up housekeeping. Of course, I didn’t always have as much

         time for cooking as I would have liked, but my new husband and I enjoyed sharing the details of our days over dinner at the

         table—it was where we’d catch up on the day’s events.

      


      As much as I loved teaching home economics, like many new mothers I jumped at the chance to stay home when my first daughter,

         Julie, was born. Those years at home gave me time to really indulge my love of cooking. I 

         pored over cookbooks and invited friends and family over for dinner. I turned every holiday, even the lesser ones, into excuses

         for special theme dinners with family.

      


      But all that came to an end when I started my business, The Pampered Chef, in 1980. Once again, I had limited time to fix

         family meals. But I knew how important the tradition of family dinners was, so I began to follow my mother’s example, browning

         five pounds of meat at a time and trying to stay a few days ahead of the game by chopping extra onion or green pepper and

         wrapping it up to use later. I cooked on weekends and froze things; I simplified and I planned.

      


      But over the years, I became busier and busier with my business. At first, my goals were modest, but my company took on a

         life of its own. I’d set out to help families share more mealtimes by making cooking faster and easier—and it was working.

         However, it was limiting the time I had to spend with my own family.

      


      That first year, I was overwhelmed, not to mention excited, by the newness of it all. I’m afraid there were times when I grew

         quite obsessed with my new role as a fledgling entrepreneur, letting it consume too much family time. I’ll never forget the

         night Julie and Kelley, my younger daughter, chided Jay and me for talking about nothing but business during dinner. They

         were right and we knew it. We apologized on the spot, promising to behave like parents 

         as opposed to two people sharing a business dinner.

      


      From time to time, I still needed reminding, however. Wearing multiple hats on one head gets confusing, as we all know. Today’s

         parents aren’t just parents. They’re also tutors, coaches, referees, nutritionists, psychologists, babysitters, and pediatricians,

         to say nothing of their “day” jobs. The sheer number of roles we all play makes it diffi-cult to keep life in perspective,

         to change hats as quickly and often as we should. Luckily, our children tend to be very good at reminding us that of all our

         jobs, that of parent is by far the most important.

      


      After our scolding, Jay and I vowed to reform. From then on, work was largely off-limits over dinner. We had family discussions

         instead, about anything and everything our daughters brought up, and we often remained at the table long after we’d finished

         our meal.

      


      All of that seems very long ago. These days, most of our family dinners take place on joyous occasions, like holidays, homecomings,

         and reunions. What was once an everyday occurrence, the four of us sitting down to dinner as a family, happens only now and

         then, making it that much more special. And these days, when I gather my family at the table, be it in person or in my mind’s

         eye, a feeling of well-being envelops me. It’s a feeling that lingers beyond the dinner hour and the cleanup, one I’ll dip

         into again and again.

      


      Feelings linger, but, alas, daughters do not. The years 

         pass so quickly, and our time with our children is so fleeting. One minute they’re playing house with their baby dolls, and

         the next thing you know they have homes and lives of their own. We all complain about spending too much time at the office,

         but who among us regrets having spent too much time with our children? While I look back with fondness on my daughters’ milestones,

         from their first steps all the way to their first dates, it’s the everyday moments I cherish most: chopping vegetables in

         the kitchen while the girls sat at the table doing homework, sharing hot pancakes with them on a cold Sunday morning, or meatloaf

         on the odd Thursday night.

      


      Ours is a close, tight-knit family; all those shared dinners have made our bonds strong. There will always be holidays, birthdays,

         and visits, but an era is ending. We’ll no longer be sharing a home and a table, night after night, year after year. That,

         too, is as it should be, of course. Just as my sisters and I left our parents’ table, so must my daughters leave mine. I’m

         not saying the next phase of life won’t be happy. I’m just saying it won’t be the same.

      


      When I fast-forward the projector a few years into the future, I see lots of wonderful times ahead. I see my grandchildren

         joining us at the table in their high chairs, their first finger foods clutched in their chubby fists. But right now, I can’t

         help but wish for a brief intermission, a short pause to reflect and regroup. Perhaps that’s why I’ve summoned 

         everyone back to the table, in my memories and on these pages. Maybe I just need one last look at the four of us just as we

         were: my little family, sharing our days and our dreams in a ritual timeless as love.

      


      I also find myself wanting to share the bounty of a lifetime of family meals, those lessons we learned over tacos, the feelings

         that warmed us like stew, the problems that ceased to be problems after we’d passed them around with the rolls.

      


      Along with my own memories, tips, and advice, in Come to the Table I’ll serve up the best strategies I’ve gleaned from others for incorporating shared meals and celebrations into family life,

         the best ideas for bringing loved ones to the table. There’ll be something for all types of families, be they blood or blended,

         colleagues or classmates, neighbors or friends. The importance of this daily ritual will be brought to light, and I hope to

         inspire you to bring your family back to the table.

      


      So I invite you to make yourself comfortable, to turn off the TV and turn on the answering machine. Pour some tea, grab a

         sugar cookie, and join me on a journey through the dining room and into the heart.

      


      Come to my table, where we will celebrate food and families, laughter and love.


      Doris Christopher


      November 1999


   

      Celebrations
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         Like most people my age, I have a hard time remembering what it was like to be six. I have an equally tough time recalling

         how it felt to be four, or eleven, for that matter. But ask me what it was like to turn six, and it’s a whole other story. On the topic of my sixth birthday, I can go on at great length.

      


      I can tell you, for example, that on June 2, 1951, at my request, I had calf liver for dinner. And, much to their dismay,

         so did my two older sisters, having failed to talk me into asking my mother to make something—anything—else. Since I wouldn’t eat a piece of liver today to save my life, I suspect I chose it precisely because my big sisters

         opposed it so violently. When you’re the baby of the family, moments of power are rare. They’re also addictive: I requested

         the 

         same exact menu for the next three birthdays in a row.

      


      We still laugh about my “liver years,” my sisters and I, but in retrospect I think those dinners speak volumes about what

         it was like growing up as the junior member of the Ted Kelley family in Oak Lawn, Illinois, during the postwar years.

      


      Birthday memories are like that. They’re shorthand, in a way, for a bit of our personal history, a blast from our own distant

         past. A faded snapshot is all that’s required to send us hurtling back through the decades. To this day, I can look at a picture

         of my family taken long ago and re-create my place in the universe as a child. It may have been at the bottom of the pecking

         order, but it was a wonderful place just the same. It was there that I learned all I needed to know about security, love,

         and belonging. It was there that I learned who I was.

      


      The universe of my childhood no longer exists. But bits and pieces of that lost world remain with me: the meat grinder I inherited

         from my mother; my Aunt Anna’s recipe for baked beans; the sense of well-being that still warms my heart at the sight of my

         family gathered around the table.

      


      And when I close my eyes and let my mind wander into the past, I can picture us still, drifting one at a time on a cold winter

         evening into my mother’s kitchen, five separate souls merging into one family, in a timeless celebration 

         of what it means to belong. Back in my “liver years,” of course, family meals weren’t endangered. They were simply what families

         did. Whatever else our lives brought, here was something to count on, something to anchor the day. These celebrations of kinship

         and closeness always started with blessings and ended with sweets. Casual interruptions like phone calls weren’t acceptable,

         either, although the phone seldom rang. When it did, my family would be startled, bewildered. Now who could that be, at this hour? It was suppertime, after all.

      


      For the most part, the suppers of my growing-up years were fairly routine. We took our seats at the table between five and

         five-thirty and shared the events of the day over practical, easy meals that were hearty and economical, if a bit unexotic.

         Mind you, nobody ever complained; our daily bread was satisfying and tasty. But on birthdays and other special occasions,

         we would take a welcome break from our routine. On those evenings, “supper” became “dinner,” a fancier-than-usual meal made

         all the more festive by the addition of a guest or two, along with a tablecloth and maybe even some hors d’oeuvres beforehand.

         The mere act of eating these tidbits in the living room, a place where food and drink normally were forbidden, heightened

         our anticipation, setting the tone for the dinner to follow. Our conversation was more animated and our laughter more frequent.

         We ate later than usual and 

         we lingered a bit longer. Tomorrow, we all knew, we’d be eating Swiss steak off our everyday Melmac. But now, over roast beef

         and pie, we were happy to bask in the glow.

      


      Those were among the memories I grew up with, of good times I hoped to re-create with my own children, who were born during

         the seventies, when shared mealtimes were still a fixture of American life. But during the eighties, as women, including myself,

         entered the work-force in record numbers and children’s schedules became busier, things began to change. As a result, the

         family dinner hour seemed to be going the way of unlocked doors and bacon-and-egg breakfasts.

      


      Nowadays, getting everyone to the table at the same time is easier said than done, especially when one child’s soccer practice

         follows another’s violin lesson, to say nothing of the nightly challenge of feeding a family made up of one vegetarian, one

         dieter, and a carnivorous teenager or two. And how do we cope when our schedules are at odds with our appetites—when the kids

         want to eat at five-thirty, but Dad won’t be home until eight? What about the nights we’re delayed at the office, and our

         good intentions all go up in smoke?

      


      It is possible to reconcile today’s hectic pace with our need to celebrate and connect with our families. What most of us

         need is a starting point, some means of taking that first, wobbly step toward the fridge and that vaguely 

         familiar appliance, the stove. Let go of unrealistic expectations and impossible standards, and the side dish of guilt that

         goes with them. Times have changed; things are different. About the only things that haven’t changed are our need to celebrate and to spend time with our families. And

         while it may no longer be realistic to expect the whole clan to march into the kitchen at five-thirty sharp every night, that

         isn’t to say we can’t get it together three nights a week, or even one. Don’t view this tradition as a chore, but rather a

         celebration.
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