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To cookie clubs …
may the yeast of joy and friendship expand our lives
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PROLOGUE
Confessions of a Cookie Virgin


I HAD NEVER HEARD OF cookie exchanges until I met Marybeth. We joined the same woman’s investment club back in the late nineties and discovered we had lots of interests in common. We both loved to dance, read books, go to concerts, socialize, dine out, and cook. When she moved around the corner from me, we spent even more time together! As soon as I heard about her cookie party, I wanted to join. I listened as our friends laughed about funny events, discussed what cookies they might bake, and joked about the rules.

“I want to come,” I said, but they shook their heads.

“Nope. We have rules. Only twelve people. So someone will have to drop out.”

“Twelve? Why only twelve?” I pushed.

“’Cause we don’t want to bake more than 13 dozen cookies!”

“Thirteen dozen? If there are only twelve women?”

“We each donate one dozen to charity, Safe House.” That completely sold me. The fact that I would be making something for families going through hard times and partying with my girlfriends increased my desire to attend. Well, maybe some year I’d be able to come. Maybe I could even start my own group.

Finally, someone dropped out. There was room for me.

I was thrilled.

But I was nervous! I love to bake, but I heard about the standards of delicious cookies in fabulous packages and wondered if mine would taste sufficiently yummy, be sufficiently attractive. And the cookies had to come with a story! What kind of story? I immediately thought of baking my grandmother’s pecan balls, the favorite cookie of my entire family and one that held memories of me and my grandmother in her kitchen. But there was no story: no hero, no conflict, no quest, no crisis. Only happy memories and always the happy ending of delicious cookies.

“That’s enough,” Marybeth assured. “Family recipes with memories are the best cookie stories.”

Then I shopped to buy packaging that might be acceptable. I went to party supply stores, craft stores, department stores. I looked at tins and baker’s boxes. Finally I chose small brown paper bags and decorated the handles with raffia and bronze wired ribbon.

I relinquished the idea of baking watermelon rind fruitcakes loaded with amaretto, which I love, but which my children do not. The weekend after Thanksgiving, I baked cookies instead of fruitcakes. And as I was rolling the warm cookies with their nutty and buttery aroma in feathery confectioners’ sugar, I was brought back to my grandmother’s kitchen with the laughing lady cookie canister and remembered how she taught me to sift the sugar over the mounds of cookies to let it soak in.

The party was full of great cheer, fun, fabulous food, joking, and good-natured teasing. I didn’t know all the women at the first party and thus was introduced to women who eventually became new friends. When it was my turn to pass out my cookies and tell my story, I was nervous. But my new friends were welcoming and wanted to hear more about my grandmother Lala. They liked my packaging and loved the cookies. I was no longer a cookie virgin! And I was accepted into the fold of fun-loving cookie bakers. Through the party I developed a group of friends I socialize with all year.

I returned home with 12 dozen cookies, which I shared with friends and family alike. My kids and grandkids tasted them, each immediately developing a favorite. At the yearly yoga party I attend, the guests marveled at the homemade delicious cookies. I got a call from the hostess of the Chanukah party wanting recipes. Of course I saved a few dozen for Christmas Day to be nibbled on in between present opening. Now everyone always knows when the cookie party is and they all come over to taste the goodies.

The Christmas cookie night became the highlight of my winter holiday season, a party that I looked forward to throughout the year. I also knew, from the first time I attended, that it would make a terrific setting for a book about women’s friendships. The seed of my novel, The Christmas Cookie Club, was planted. Once the draft was written, Marybeth and I started dreaming about writing a book on how to throw your own cookie party, which became the book you are now reading.

• • •

BUT I HAD NO IDEA the phenomenon that would surround me. Since The Christmas Cookie Club hit the stands, I have felt like I’ve been at the forefront of a movement I did not even know existed. Across the country I’ve been swarmed with people excited to tell me about their cookie exchanges. And I’ve been amazed by the number, the variety, and, of course, the importance of them to the participants.

In Greenville, South Carolina, I met an independent bookstore owner whose cookie party has been meeting for thirty years. Now, there are three generations in that club! In St. Joseph, Michigan, I met a group of women who had read my book for their book club and happened to be away on a girlfriends’ weekend. They had no idea I’d be at a bookstore in the area. I signed books for them, and then all of us signed one for the hostess of their cookie exchange. At another reading, a woman sent her daughter to get a book signed for her. Her mom had been in an exchange, the highlight of her winter season, for decades. Unfortunately, she was now in a walker, but her daughter retrieved a book for her.

There are cookie parties where all the cookies are eaten by the end of the party. (Of course the attendees don’t each bring 13 dozen cookies!) Some are co-ed, some are all men, some are extended family parties. In several, a group gets together to bake or exchange kitchen gadgets in drawings and white elephant games. And cookie clubs spring up from social groups, work groups, church groups, neighborhoods, and families.

I’VE HEARD FROM A LOT of people how a Christmas cookie club has helped them through hard times. Peggy, a teacher, e-mailed me that the holiday season was difficult because her husband had died right after Thanksgiving the year before. Joannie, a new teacher from China, joined her school’s staff and mentioned that there was a muffin tin left in the apartment she rented. She had no idea what to do with it and didn’t understand American baking. Peggy offered to help, and taught her how to make orange-ginger muffins and peanut butter cookies. The next time they got together, they made pumpkin banana muffins and gingerbread boys. And then right before Christmas, Joannie brought two friends recently arrived from China and Peggy taught them how to make and decorate Christmas cutout cookies for the first time. Most unusual cross-cultural cookie virgins! It was just the experience Peggy needed to put her in the holiday mood!

And then right after Christmas of last year a special connection was made that was close to home. It’s about Daphne, one of my friends and one of the original cookie sisters. I had folded parts of her life—the circumstances regarding the tragedy of her son’s death—in the chapter about Charlene. Unfortunately, at this year’s cookie club, Daphne announced that she was moving to Texas to be closer to two of her children, both quarterhorse trainers, and to accept a huge promotion. Car loaded, she was driving when she got a call from her sister-in-law.

“Do you know a Melody Mead Parker?”

Before Daphne could answer, her sister-in-law said, “She says she’s your sister and has been looking for you for years. Here’s her telephone number.”

Daphne immediately dialed it.

Melody and her two brothers were from Daphne’s father’s second marriage. She remembers Melody as her cute little shadow, following her around. Every morning she and her two brothers jumped on Daphne’s bed and snuggled up with her. But her father’s new wife never liked Daphne; after all, she was the off-spring of a previous marriage, the proof of a previous love. So when visitation stopped, they drifted apart.

The last time Daphne saw Melody was twenty-five years earlier, when Melody was a young teen.

Years passed and Daphne tried to find her siblings, but she finally gave up. Hers was a military family and they moved often. She went through life as if an only child, but aware she had siblings somewhere, siblings she had lost.

Meanwhile, Melody and her brothers struggled to find Daphne, but Daphne had married and divorced and remarried, changing her name and moving so that she was impossible to find. Melody did an online search in 1995 to find Daphne, but came up with 30 people with the same name. Daphne did the same, but she also hit a wall of too many names, too many places, and changed names.

So the two separated sisters attempted to find each other, and gave up. The years marched on. A quarter of a century passed.

And then Melody ran Daphne’s name through the Internet one more time, and there was an article on The Christmas Cookie Club mentioning Daphne, her son’s death, and her location.

Melody was also driving when her cell phone rang. She immediately recognized Daphne’s voice. Within minutes the two pulled over to the side of their respective highways, stretched across half the United States, and started bawling. Melody described losing Daphne, and how she always knew she was out there and how she lived with an ache in her heart. And Daphne told Melody about life lived as an only child when she had three siblings in the world.

“My girlfriend wrote that book,” Daphne said.

“I know, that’s how I found you. I hope the story about your son wasn’t true.”

“It is. But because of that, I found you again.”

When I talked to Daphne she said, “So your book reunited a family. Amazing how things work. It’s the mystery of life that’s so wonderful and oftentimes overlooked. This is a Christmas miracle that came from a lovely Christmas book.”

We love our party so much that Marybeth and I wrote this workbook to help you start your own. The possibilities for parties are endless: there could be Chanukah, Ramadan, and Valentine’s Day cookie parties. We want you to develop a new ritual to have with your friends, family, or community. Cookie parties are an inexpensive way to contribute and give to those we care about. And each one, no matter its form, is anticipated merriment! Bonds are built by sharing fun and stories, both of which inevitably touch our lives. We wrote this together and so there are stories from both of our families and friends. These are our tips, ideas, and recipes for throwing your own great cookie party and cultivating a new holiday tradition. Enjoy! 



ONE


Starting Your Own Party

THIS BOOK WILL OUTLINE all of the how-to’s for starting your own cookie party, from choosing the guests and recipes to the crowning glory when the cookies are passed out and each member ends up with 12 dozen different homemade cookies to take home and share with families, friends, and neighbors. Our cookie party developed over eighteen years into what it is now. The year 2010 will be its twentieth anniversary! The party evolved from year to year as we made changes to accommodate all of us, fine-tuning each event, casting aside things that didn’t work so well, and incorporating new ideas that were terrific. Now you’re getting the benefit of our years of trial and error by reading this book. You’ll have advance knowledge of what will make your party successful so it can grow into a treasured tradition.


THE EVOLUTION OF THE PARTY



I’VE MADE COOKIES EVERY YEAR for most of my life. When I was a child, I started making Christmas cutouts for my family. There were seven children in my family and my mom was super busy just taking care of us. She made wedding cakes for extra money, and became so well-known for her delicious lemon cakes that they were bought for many occasions in addition to weddings, like graduation parties and anniversary parties. Honestly, Mom didn’t bake us cookies, cakes, and pies, not for lack of desire, but she simply didn’t have the extra time. I was the one who made pies with homemade pie crusts. We had a cherry tree in our yard, and every summer, usually around the Fourth of July, we would pick all the cherries. I would make seven or eight pies for our family. We ate one or two as soon as soon as they came out of the oven and froze the rest for when we wanted a reminder of summer.

When I asked for cookies, Mom showed me the cookbook and let me try my best. By doing it that way, she expressed confidence in my baking ability. It’s no surprise that my early versions of cutouts were a little on the thick side! But my sisters and I decorated them with frosting for the holidays and, along with my brothers, gobbled them up without even noticing they weren’t thin and elegant. They tasted delicious. I suspect my love of baking started with seeing my family devour my pies and cookies!

In my twenties, I continued the tradition with a girlfriend. We’d get together for an evening or two and we’d mix up and bake about eight or nine kinds of cookies. It took hours to bake and organize all those different batches. We had lots of fun, laughing and joking as we stirred and cooked. Of course, we’d pour a glass or two of wine and as the night went on the baking became more infused with laughter, jokes, and intimate conversation. Sometimes, while our children slept, we stayed up all night baking. Then, one year I was invited to a cookie exchange. I had never heard of a holiday cookie exchange. At that particular party, each guest brought one dozen cookies to share. When I arrived, there were twenty other women and each carried a plate of cookies. All the cookies were arranged on a table. Another table was filled with hors d’oeuvres and wine and we spent the evening socializing. At the end of the evening, each guest went to the table and chose a dozen different cookies to take home. I remember thinking, “This is so great!”

I loved the idea that a group of women gathered together, shared cookies and recipes, and got to know one another. But a dozen cookies with my large family didn’t do the trick! I wanted to expand the concept so we each brought more cookies to the exchange and were able to return home with all the cookies we needed for the holiday season. The first exchange I hosted was more like an open house, and many of the women who came didn’t know one another. It became a great way for my girlfriends to meet each other. I couldn’t invite every woman I knew, but chose guests based on their love and interest in baking cookies. I also talked with each prospective guest to find out if she would enjoy the idea of sharing cookie recipes with others. My idea was to ask my cookie ladies to bake a favorite family recipe and then share the source of the recipe. I also thought we could talk about the special memories attached to that cookie.

Why did I want to do it this way?

I was recently divorced, a single mother, and needed to form new traditions to celebrate the holidays. I guess I wanted to broaden my definition of family to include my friends. So the breakup of my marriage was the stimulus for the cookie party. I invited a bunch of old friends and some of my sisters to my first party. All the guests loved it, and from that point a cookie party legend was born, and, in the process, a beloved annual tradition was cemented in my life.

YOUR WONDERFUL GUESTS!



THE MOST IMPORTANT ASPECT OF a cookie party is your guests and the fun you are going to have together. My cookie party is really about women giving to each other. It’s a celebration of girlfriends, and the party itself helps seal the bond. So choose women who know each other, or who you think will enjoy each other, and who like to bake. Several of the women who are with me today have been with me since my first party. Somewhere along the way, we started joking that we were the “cookie bitches.” I’m not sure how that appellation came to be. Maybe it was because I was teased for rules and became the cookie bitch. Then, I was promoted to the head cookie bitch. It seems that groups often turn a negative term into an endearing positive for use only within the group. If anyone else calls us that … beware. But within the group it’s all about love and belonging. Now the word encompasses all my wonderful ladies at the cookie party.

When I add a member (now I have a list of people waiting to be part of the exchange), I make sure she will enjoy both the women who are already members, and also baking cookies. New guests bring new recipes, creativity, and enthusiasm. And our new friends gather with us in other events throughout the year. These are important elements. Unfortunately, no matter how much I enjoy someone, or how much my other cookie bitches like and have fun with her, she won’t make a great addition to the party if she hates baking. Sometimes, a friend will try because she so wants to be part of the fun. But if she hates having to cook 13 dozen of the same cookie, it won’t work. She’ll be miserable thinking about the party preparations. It will be drudgery for her, while for the rest of us it’s so much a part of the fun.

There are other ways to include friends who don’t want to be part of the exchange. I have a good friend who tried it but left because she didn’t like baking. She is now our party photographer. I always give her a cookie tin full of that year’s treasure trove as a form of payment for her services. The most important ingredient in the party is the love and good cheer that is shared. Cookies, though we all want them to be delicious and very presentable as gifts, are the excuse that brings us all together.

I never wanted to have an exclusive party where any woman felt unwanted or left out. That smacked of those cliques in middle school and high school that could be so demoralizing. We were certainly way beyond that petty insecurity and hurt. Yet there’s a limit to how many dozens of cookies we’re willing to bake. I started with twelve women. There were times when I added one or two extra women, but the group felt it was too many. My own party members insisted that we keep the group at an even twelve. They didn’t want to bake more than 13 dozen of the same cookie. I have bowed to this rule faithfully. However, other people hear about my party and want to be a part of it and I can’t extend an invitation to them because I am limited to twelve. I add them to my waiting list, and every so often I have an opening in the party to offer to a new cookie bitch.

I have suggested that people form their own parties. Several women told me they want to be a part of my cookie exchange because they’ve heard about the fun we have and have tasted the great cookies we give one another. I hope this book will show them, and you, how to duplicate the party so anyone who wants a party can plan it.

So, how do you find twelve women to begin your very own cookie party? This was a process for me. I included from the start my closest girlfriends. The friends who baked cookies with me during those all night sessions were my first members. We had so much fun baking together, listening to music, eating yummy appetizers; I just expanded on that idea. I invited people I met as I lived my life the rest of the year. Two members I met in my investment club. One of my sisters was a member for a few years until she moved out of state. Some guests left the state but still make it back to the cookie party every year. One of my dearest friends even comes from Virginia every year to be a part of this group of women! It gives her a chance to see all her old girlfriends for a loving reunion.

So what is it about us that make this party so special? It’s that we love each other, know each other, and share this wonderful night together. All the years together have increased our knowledge and comfort with each other, cementing our bonds. We are all very complex women who have busy, complicated lives. All of us work outside the home. Some are self-employed. Some are single; some are married; some have children. We are gregarious, friendly, love to try new things, and appreciate an additional excuse to get together for food and wine and laughs. We are grateful for our girlfriends. This group is an all-women’s group. But I do not think a cookie exchange has to be all women. It could be couples, or all men. I would love to see that!!
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