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For my family, who are my lifeblood. You will never know how eternally grateful I am for you all to be a part of my life.


And for my Granny Effie Gray for sharing her Love Language with me and teaching me to share it with others.
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When I started writing this book, I thought that I’d be doing it purely for you all to enjoy, but as I wrote and cooked and remembered (and wrote and cooked and remembered some more) something very different ended up happening. Don’t get me wrong—this book is an invitation to every twist and turn that is the roller-coaster ride of growing up in the South. You’ll get to enjoy soul food with me, journey to farmers’ markets and fish fries, and feel the warm embrace—and sometimes stern talking-to—of a momma’s love. I just wasn’t expecting to be on the roller coaster along with you! What memories, what emotions, what therapy… but now I wonder, what else did I expect? Food is the thread that binds me to my past and my present. To cook the dishes that have my heart means I’ve got to travel the full length of that thread. I did it just the same way as I’ve lived my life: With a whole lot of faith. And trust. And sweet tea.


As you journey through this book, I want to introduce you to some of the most special people in my life, take you to some of my favorite places, and share a few celebrations and memories that have sparked my imagination in the kitchen. I want to greet you on my front porch, invite you in for a freshly baked Bacon Cheddar Biscuit with Bacon Jam, and share the secret to making a mile-high meringue. I want you to know what I love about the South and why I love it, with the hope you will love it too.


Many times while writing this book, I thought of my husband. Hunters spend hours in solitude, leaving early in the morning before the roosters get up, all in hope of bringing something home for their families to eat. As a young wife fresh out of my marriage gown, I had conflicting thoughts about letting my husband leave for almost the entire day, just to eat some strange type of meat I wasn’t really used to eating. But I learned to be supportive, and boy did it pay off, and in much bigger ways than Red Pepper Jelly–Basted Grilled Quail with Caramelized Peaches and Figs or Applewood Bacon–Wrapped Venison Steaks. That is how this book came together too. When I doubted, I leaned in harder.


And it’s like what my mom would always say—if it’s easy, maybe it’s not worth doing. (Of course, she wasn’t talking about my Ambrosia recipe. That’s easy and worth doing anytime the craving strikes.) I’ve done enough living that I don’t expect life to be 100 percent peaceful, but I do know there can always be beauty among the chaos. The most beautiful slice of Coconut Cream Pie can be born in a kitchen full of sloppy mixing bowls on a table littered with coconut shavings and random spots of pie filling. A big bucket of dirty crawdads brought from the creek can be cleaned, shelled, and cooked into a delicious pan of mac and cheese in a small cabin kitchen with four kids lending helping hands!
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I want my kitchen and home to be a. sanctuary for my family and friends. A place they can pour out their hearts as I pour them a glass of peach iced tea and serve a slice of Old-Fashioned Pound Cake that had been waiting patiently just for them in the freezer. I want people to gather around my table telling stories, sharing countless Sunday dinners, and enjoying celebrations.


I don’t go to my home and kitchen expecting perfection. It’s simply the place I return to that matters most: my family, my faith, and spending my days at home in the South. Time spent cooking is time spent loving. Cooking is my love language. It’s the language I know best, and if you’re willing to put up your feet and stay a while, I’d like to share it with you. Come in. Make yourself at home. Let’s get cookin’.
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CHAPTER 1



The Family Table
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Southern food represents love, comfort, peace, safety—especially around the family table. Gathering around the family table is an invitation: Leave your baggage, problems, and insecurities at the door, and enjoy a safe place to recoup nourishment for your body and soul.


Every gathering in the South includes food. From Sunday dinners to the wonderfully chaotic evening meals drinking sweet tea while lingering over a classic “meat and three,” like fried chicken, squash casserole, fried green tomatoes, and crispy fried onion rings, followed by caramel cake. Even the cleanup has an element of belonging, joy, thankfulness, thoughtfulness—everything the South represents.


Gathering around the family table is an invitation: Leave your baggage, problems, and insecurities at the door, and enjoy a safe place to recoup nourishment for your body and soul.


Inescapably, the traditions around the table become a part of the Southern soul. “You’re going to be here tonight for dinner, right?” isn’t really a question. It’s a reminder to keep first things first; a priority above all priorities. There is never a reason to break the family table tradition… ever! Being there each week is just as much an act of love as the cooking and serving. For those who aren’t as apt to express their love verbally, grilling burgers and frying fries are as good as saying “I love you to the moon and back.”


The family table is a place to truly know and understand those you love. By having a standing commitment to family dinner, a day doesn’t pass that we haven’t read each other’s moods, tone, feelings, or thoughts. It is where we gauge if someone needs a little extra love or attention. It’s a place to have fun, too! Ever since our children were small, we’ve assigned them the task of bringing one fact they don’t think anyone will know to the table. The facts have been funny, educational, or just plain interesting. Boy, have we learned a lot about the world around us and about the one sharing the fact!


I know one Southern family who takes the family table to the max. They’ve surrounded their table with luxurious office chairs to make lingering more appealing and comfortable. This is perfect for those Sunday dinners when the braise needs just a little longer or the pie needs a few more minutes in the oven. Reminiscing, laughing, and sharing stories while waiting on the food or cleaning up builds memories and strengthens bonds.


Keeping the tradition of the family table alive is an intentional way to connect, and to give comfort, belonging, and love. Bringing every generation together, being all inclusive, enjoying delicious food with safe people in a welcoming place revives the weariest soul. It fills one with hope, thankfulness, and strength. That’s why it’s such a big part of life in the South.



Granny’s Kitchen
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My earliest food memories begin at my granny’s kitchen table, which was of course covered by that familiar red-and-white plastic tablecloth you’d see in so many midcentury American homes. It seems fitting that I start this book at her tableside in that tiny little kitchen. When I close my eyes, I can still see Granny standing over the stove, donning her favorite apron, sweating over butter beans as she stirs with her left hand (she passed her left-handedness down to my dad, me, and four of my seven kids). At three years old, I’d watch her cook like other kids watched cartoons.


A grandparent’s love can change the world. When I call to remembrance the unfeigned faith that is in thee, which dwelt first in thy grandmother Lois, and thy mother Eunice; and I am persuaded that in thee also.


2 Timothy 1:5


I didn’t know it then, but my dad had come home from Vietnam a very different man than when he left. My parents had married right after high school, and almost immediately after he was shipped off to fight in the war. His platoon spent their entire thirteen months in the DMZ—the hot spot in the Vietnam War. Most of his original platoon did not return home, and those who did had trouble adjusting to life back home after seeing so much death. It was hard for my dad, and he put up a barrier between himself and the rest of the world, including my mom and me. Granny’s kitchen brought us all together and, if even for a moment, took that barrier down.


There’s no doubt in my mind that Granny’s cooking made the difference. Walking through the door, you’d be hit with the wafting scent of fried chicken, butter beans, creamed corn (my favorite), mashed potatoes and gravy, vegetable soup (always with meat in it!), and fried cornbread. Her home was tiny, and her air-conditioning wall unit never seemed to work, but it still felt like heaven on earth in that Alabama kitchen. Her kitchen provided an intoxicating air of togetherness and comfort that touched all of us.


Every time I’d come into Granny’s house, I would make a beeline over to give her a hug (that was the law) and then slyly steal one of the hoe cakes draining on the paper towel by the edge of the stove. Then I’d sit at the table and fill my plate with creamed corn—and nothing else. Why eat anything else when you’ve got the best, and Granny’s creamed corn was the best. Of course, Granny indulged me, thinking I could do no wrong, even at the risk of starting World War III with my dad. He would insist I needed to eat more than just cornbread and creamed corn, and she would counter with “It’s perfectly fine,” while handing my dad his heaping plate with plenty of the corn dishes.
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Granny really couldn’t deny me anything. She did more than just indulge me—oftentimes she’d just about go to the ends of the earth to please me. She even let me jump off the roof a time or two. When I was a teenager, she took me to the state capital and the state archives museum a few times. She probably didn’t realize it, but that’s when my dreams of becoming a senator began. I wanted to be part of the world she introduced me to, and later, when I was studying law, I was just pursuing an ambition that my granny cultivated in me. It’s true my life has taken wonderfully different turns, but that inspiration still resides in me. Life ain’t over yet, and if my granny taught me anything, I still know I can do anything I want.


Don’t underestimate the love of a grandmother. Grannies can change the world through their unconditional love and adoration of their grandkids shown right at the family table. That love can affect generations. Because of Granny’s conversations with me (as she diligently poured herself into frying the mouthwatering chicken and cornbread and bringing our family together), I was filled with confidence, peace, and assurance that everything would be okay. Her kitchen was a safe place and one of empowerment; Granny’s table is where great things happen, and great men and women are made.















GRANNY’S SOUTHERN FRIED CHICKEN
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FOR BRINING


1 gallon water


¼ cup kosher salt


¼ cup sugar


6–10 black peppercorns


1 bay leaf


1 (4½-pound) whole chicken, cut into 8 pieces







FOR DREDGING


2 cups buttermilk


3–4 dashes Tabasco or other hot sauce


2 cups all-purpose flour


2 tablespoons kosher salt


1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


½ teaspoon cayenne pepper


¼ teaspoon garlic powder







FOR FRYING


2 cups vegetable oil


¼ cup bacon drippings









To brine the chicken, combine the water, salt, and sugar in a large stockpot. Over high heat, bring the mixture to a boil, whisking until the salt and sugar are dissolved. Remove from the heat and add the peppercorns and bay leaf. Allow to cool completely, then add the chicken pieces to the brine. Cover and refrigerate for 8 hours. Drain the chicken, rinse with cold water, and pat dry.


Place a wire rack over a rimmed baking sheet for the dredged chicken awaiting frying. Place a second wire rack over a rimmed baking sheet and set aside for the cooked chicken. In a medium bowl, whisk together the buttermilk and hot sauce. In a shallow dish, combine the flour, salt, black pepper, cayenne pepper, and garlic powder.


Dip each piece of chicken first into the buttermilk mixture and then into the flour mixture; shake off any excess flour. Place the coated pieces of chicken on the wire rack.


Combine the vegetable oil and bacon drippings in a 12-inch cast iron skillet or chicken fryer and heat over high heat to 375°F. Using tongs or a slotted spoon, transfer the chicken to the clean wire rack.


Add no more than four pieces of chicken at a time to the hot oil, skin side down. Cover and cook for 6 minutes, then turn the chicken over, cover again, and cook for another 6 minutes. Uncover and cook for about 5 more minutes, until an instant-read thermometer inserted into a thigh or breast registers 165°F. Using tongs or a slotted spoon, transfer the chicken to the wire rack. Repeat to cook the remaining chicken.













Stacy Lyn’s Note


If you are cooking a lot of chicken and need to keep the chicken warm, put the baking sheet and wire rack with the chicken on it in a 200°F oven until all the chicken has been cooked and you are ready to serve.
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FRIED JALAPEÑO CORNBREAD, AKA HOT WATER CORNBREAD
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2 cups self-rising cornmeal


½ teaspoon kosher salt


1 jalapeño pepper, seeded and chopped


2–2½ cups boiling water


¼ cup bacon drippings, plus more if needed


¼ cup vegetable oil, plus more if needed









In a medium bowl, mix the cornmeal, salt, jalapeño, and 2 cups boiling water together. You’ll want the consistency of thick cake batter. If it is too dry, add up to ½ cup more boiling water.


In a cast iron skillet, heat the bacon drippings and oil over high heat until almost smoking. You will know the oil is hot enough when a few drops of water sizzle when dropped into the skillet.


Drop 2 tablespoons of the cornmeal mixture into the oil and fry until a golden crust forms around the edges, about 2 minutes. Then turn and brown until the cornbread is golden on the other side, 3 to 4 more minutes. Add more oil and/or bacon drippings if the skillet becomes too dry. Transfer to a paper towel to drain and serve hot.













Stacy Lyn’s Note


Make sure the oil is hot enough, or the batter will absorb the oil and you won’t get that crunchy exterior and creamy interior. Also, I strongly recommend you make two batches—they disappear almost as fast as you make them!
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Sunday Dinner
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I don’t remember when it started. I don’t remember when it ended. I just remember that for years during most of my childhood, we’d eat Sunday dinner at Grandaddy’s house. Everyone was there: my immediate family, my uncle, and the cousins. I’d get an adrenaline rush as soon as we turned the corner in my stepdad’s red Toyota 4Runner. As soon as the car pulled up on the curb (we parked on the curb, so the driveway was clear for the others), I’d race over to one of my favorite spots on earth—the landing strip of lush green grass between my grandad’s house and the neighbors. To me it was the most empowering green gymnastics mat. As my parents walked in the door, I began my tumbling pass with the imagined onlookers as my audience. Over and over again I’d tumble with the utmost precision: roundoff, back handspring, back handspring, back layout, back handspring. I felt invincible!


Sunday dinners make memories that can last a lifetime.


“Stacy, it’s time to eat,” my mom would call out the door, bringing me back to reality. I’d run inside through the kitchen, head straight for the blue swivel chair at the end of the den, jump in the chair, and spin until I couldn’t see straight. About the time the world stopped spinning, I’d see my grandfather pulling the most amazing burgers off the grill.


The second he’d enter the door, I’d make a beeline to him and throw my arms around him, almost knocking his town-famous peppered burgers to the floor. Grandaddy wasn’t super affectionate and was kind of quiet, like my dad. He was half Creek Indian and half Greek. His olive skin had been darkened and wrinkled by the sun, and he never tired of telling me, “Stay out of the sun, Stacy. You don’t want to end up looking like this.” Maybe it was because I loved him so much, I thought he was good-looking. I don’t remember him telling me that he loved me, but I do remember him telling me that I look exactly like his mother. I felt that meant something special to him, and that in turn made me feel special.


We’d all overfill our plates with simple but delicious food: hamburgers, French fries, fried pickles, and fried green tomatoes. The adults and kids would squeeze around the kitchen table to discuss my grandad’s favorite topic: politics. Yes, politics was the topic of our discussions almost every week, which made for exciting conversation—mainly because no one agreed! The only thing that could get Grandaddy off the topic of politics was dessert.


Historically significant Southern desserts were always served at his house: banana pudding, coconut cream pie, ambrosia, lane cake, coconut cake, key lime pie, pineapple upside-down cake, caramel cake—and let me tell you, the caramel cake was the real deal! The desserts were never ending, nor did I want them to be.






[image: image]







After dinner I would often play hide-and-go-seek with my cousins. My favorite hiding spot was way up in the top of an oak tree. I could sit up there and dream for days, until I’d hear, “Stacy, get out of that tree, there’s heat lightning.” Just about every Sunday there was heat lightning, and then a summer shower would move in, drawing me back indoors. Summer Sunday showers were our cue that the weekend was over and it was time to go, but I knew I’d be back next Sunday.


Those weekends have never really been over for me. When I smell a burger cooking, or I run my fingers along a rough wool fabric, I’m back on that swivel chair at Grandaddy’s house waiting for him to finish my burger and feeling lucky to be by his side.















ULTIMATE BACON PEPPER BURGERS WITH CHEDDAR AND REMOULADE
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FOR THE BURGERS


1½ pounds ground chuck steak


1½ pounds ground venison loin


½ cup freshly ground black pepper, plus more for seasoning


2 tablespoons kosher salt


4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter, melted


9 brioche hamburger buns, split


9 slices sharp cheddar cheese







FOR THE REMOULADE SAUCE


1 cup homemade or good-quality store-bought mayonnaise, such as Duke’s or Hellmann’s


¼ cup capers


1 tablespoon grainy mustard


1 tablespoon yellow mustard


1 tablespoon Dijon mustard


Pinch of kosher salt


Refrigerator pickles


1 pound bacon, cooked


1 large Vidalia or other sweet onion, sliced thin


2 tomatoes, sliced









To make the burgers, in a large bowl, mix the meats, pepper, and salt together. Don’t overmix, or the meat will get too warm and mushy. (If you are grinding your own meat, add the salt and pepper to the meat before it goes through the grinder. And keep in mind that you will need to handle the meat less with your hands in order to keep the meat from getting too warm.) Form the meat mixture into nine 1½-inch-thick patties and season each patty with a little more pepper.


Heat a grill pan or cast iron skillet over medium heat. Brush the melted butter on the insides and outsides of each bun. Place the buns, cut side down, in the pan and toast for about 1 minute. Turn the buns over and toast the other side for about 30 seconds, then transfer to a plate or cutting board, cut side up.


Turn the heat up to high. Place a wire rack over a rimmed baking sheet. Add the patties to the same pan and cook for about 1 minute, then turn the temperature back down to medium and cook for about 4 minutes. Flip the patties, place a slice of cheddar cheese on top of each, and cook for another 4 minutes. Place a dome, such as a large metal bowl, over the pan to melt the cheese quicker. When the cheddar has melted and the patties have reached desired doneness, transfer the burgers to a wire rack. For rare, the internal temperature should be 120°F to 125°F; for medium rare, 130°F to 135°F; for medium well, 150°F to 155°F.


To make the remoulade, combine the mayonnaise, capers, mustards, and salt in a food processor or blender and blend until completely smooth.


To serve, spoon a generous amount of remoulade sauce onto each bottom bun, then place some pickles and 2 slices of bacon on top of the sauce. Add a burger and another dollop of sauce, then onion and tomato slices and more pickles. Cover with the top bun.


TO GRILL THE BURGERS


If using a gas grill, heat to high. If using a charcoal grill, heat until the charcoal is glowing orange and the heat is high. After cleaning the grill grate, brush the patties with a little oil, then place them on the grill and cook for 3 minutes, or until charred, then flip, add the cheese, and continue cooking for another 4 minutes, or until the burgers reach your desired doneness.













Stacy Lyn’s Note


You can use all beef chuck in this recipe if you don’t have venison. Also, don’t be shy with the pepper. It sounds like a lot, but the pepper is the secret to these amazing burgers!
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CARAMEL CAKE
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FOR THE CAKE


⅓ cup unsalted butter, softened


1 cup vegetable oil


1½ cups granulated sugar


½ cup light brown sugar, firmly packed


6 large eggs plus 2 large egg yolks, room temperature


2 tablespoons vanilla extract


3 cups cake flour


1 teaspoon baking powder


½ teaspoon kosher salt


1 cup sour cream







FOR THE CARAMEL FROSTING


1 cup (2 sticks) unsalted butter, cut into pieces


2 cups light brown sugar, firmly packed


½ teaspoon kosher salt


⅓ cup heavy cream, plus more as needed


⅓ cup milk


2 cups powdered sugar


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


Whipped cream or ice cream, for serving









Preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter (or spray) and flour three 9-inch round cake pans.


To make the cake, in the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, cream the butter, oil, granulated sugar, and brown sugar on high speed for 5 minutes, or until light and fluffy. Turn the speed down to medium and add the eggs and egg yolks, one at a time, beating until well incorporated. Add the vanilla and incorporate well.


In a medium bowl, sift together the cake flour, baking powder, and salt. Still beating on medium speed, gradually add the flour mixture alternately with the sour cream to the butter mixture, beginning and ending with the flour. Be careful not to overbeat; mix just until incorporated.


Pour the batter evenly into the prepared cake pans. Bake for about 25 minutes, until a toothpick inserted in the middle of the cake comes out with just a few crumbs. Let the cakes cool on wire racks for about 10 minutes, until they begin to pull away from the sides of the pan. Remove the cakes from the pan and place them back on the racks to cool completely.


To make the frosting, combine the butter, brown sugar, salt, heavy cream, and milk in a medium saucepan and bring to a boil over medium heat, stirring constantly. Continue to cook and stir until the caramel reaches 225°F and is amber in color, about 5 minutes. Pour the mixture into the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the whisk attachment and allow to cool for 10 minutes.


Add the powdered sugar and vanilla and mix on high speed until the frosting looks spreadable. If the frosting is too thick, add up to 3 tablespoons more cream and continue mixing to reach the desired consistency.


To assemble, place one of the cakes on a cake stand or serving plate and spread frosting over it. Repeat with the other two layers, then spread the frosting all over the entire cake. Serve with whipped cream or ice cream.
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Family Tradition
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Singing at the top of my lungs Hank Williams Jr.’s “Family Tradition,” wind in my face, flip-flops filling with sand, I’m having the time of my life riding toward the bay on my cousin Gerry’s dune buggy to go shrimping. You know those moments you wish you could hold in a bottle, but you don’t know it until way after the event has passed? That’s the way my family reunions were.


My grandfather was one of eight children—seven boys and one girl—all of them loud, opinionated, and hilarious. They would sit in the yard of Uncle Richard’s beach house reminiscing, picking fights, and joking, as we kids played cards on the napping porch. While they shouted and we shuffled, in the back of our minds all of us eagerly waited for what was being cooked in the tucked-away kitchen.


The family table isn’t always in the dining room. The Southerner carries it into all places (even a yard full of chairs). The very heart of what the family table demonstrates is love, grace, and acceptance.


“Lunch is ready!” Aunt Virginia screamed out the screen door. Oh, the thoughts that went rushing through my head: Could I make it first in line? I hope there’s enough for everyone. Of course, I just must have the shrimp and grits cakes. I don’t think my plate is big enough. Wow, I’m going to get a huge piece of this cheese pie.


I quickly took a huge bite of what I thought was cheese pie. Oh. My. Goodness! “Am I breathing fire? I need milk!” I shrieked. All the adults threw down their plates thinking I’d been bitten by a crab. My new friend ran like the dickens to get milk for me. My lips were on fire—maybe that is what it feels like to get lip injections. All I remember is that my lips were swollen and red until the next day. A little too late, they let me in on the secret: it was jalapeño cheese pie!


Watching Grandaddy and his brothers light up as they exchanged stories made me want to have a large family one day—a moment that stuck with me and guided me. The yard was packed with generations having the time of their lives. One passed out in a boat in the backyard. At the time, I thought he was taking a nap! Now I know better.


Although our family wasn’t perfect, at this moment life was perfect to me. There was so much love, belonging, pride, contentment, wonderful chaos. If this motley crew could love life this much, I knew I had a lot to look forward to. What a legacy.
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Thankfully, Aunt Virginia also left me with a food legacy and culture that I can pass down to my children and grandchildren one day. By the way, when I could finally taste food again that day, the shrimp had just the right spice, the cheesy grits cakes had the perfect amount of crunch and creaminess, and the two dishes are still to this day the best I have ever tasted!















CAJUN SHRIMP AND GRITS CAKES





[image: image] Serves 9 [image: image]




FOR THE GRITS CAKES


2 cups plus 1 tablespoon water, divided


1 cup heavy cream


4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter, cut into 4 pieces


½ teaspoon kosher salt


¼ teaspoon freshly ground pepper


1 cup grits


2 cups grated Gouda or sharp cheddar cheese


8 ounces bacon (about 8 slices), cooked and chopped


2 large eggs, beaten


2 cups panko breadcrumbs


Vegetable oil, for frying







FOR THE SHRIMP


2 pounds (about 36) medium shrimp, peeled and deveined


1 tablespoon kosher salt


2 teaspoons freshly ground black pepper


1 tablespoon vegetable oil


1 red bell pepper, seeded and finely chopped


½ large Vidalia or other sweet onion, finely chopped
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