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Welcome!


By dumping the overly processed stuff, relishing what you eat, and never fearing food again, you will feel better, lose weight, and most importantly, be satisfied.


Sounds great, right? Because in all honesty we’re not satisfied—although we can eat whenever we want: rip open a bag of this or a box of that, cook a meal by assembling it from premade parts, eat it hot, eat it later, take it out, call it in, sit down and be served, put it in a doggy bag and have it right at hand anytime, day or night.


We can do all this and remain unsatisfied because the food’s not real. It’s processed, packaged, ridiculously sweet, unbelievably salty, mass-produced in such plummeting quality that it’s had to be shellacked with fat and artificial junk just to make it palatable—not to mention pumped with preservatives and emulsifiers to keep it on the shelf well into the next Ice Age, all while fooling us into believing it’s almost fresh.


Almost. That’s the deal we’ve struck: a half-baked attempt to jog our memories about some real food we once had. But elves don’t make cookies. Uncle Ben doesn’t convert rice. And Mrs. Baird doesn’t bake bread. Instead, marketing characters—or the corporations behind them—have given us strawberry pudding doped with artificial strawberry flavor, tomato juice loaded with more sodium than a cheeseburger, and microwavable chicken dinners laced with high-fructose corn syrup.


These fake-out flavors, fats, and additives give us little satisfaction. But boy, do we keep trying! As our friend Leslie Fink, the head nutritionist for weightwatchers.com, puts it, “When you’re hungry and/or craving, if nothing satisfies you, you tend to keep eating until you get what you need—and that might be way past satiety.”1


It’s time to stop eating the fake stuff and start getting what we need.


The Road to Hell Is Paved With…


Fake food. Over the past few decades, as life moved more quickly, we gave up ripe vegetables for canned ones, tossed out sweet/tart orange juice for pasteurized concentrate, passed on the crunchy bread in favor of the gummy presliced stuff, traded steaks for boil-in-a-bag dinners, and gave up real desserts in favor of supersweet snacks that made us feel ridiculously overfed but definitely disappointed.


Despite our best intentions, we misled our stomachs, feeding them a bunch of artificial flavors, sweeteners, and additives that gave us a head rush without any deeper contentment. Our brains may not know an artificial sweetener from a real one, a mess of tasteless trans fats from a better fat, or a wad of processed apple pie filling from some freshly sliced apples and honey. That’s because our brains process sensory information (sweet! sour!) and then can reward us for finding food that’s not necessarily the best. We’ve let those up-top neurons override the ones in our bellies.


Did you know we’ve got a separate nervous system down there? It’s made of neurons that operate with serotonin, dopamine, and the other chemicals also at work in our heads. Called the enteric nervous system, it has a profound effect on how we feel, how we eat, and maybe even how much we eat.


Having lost sight of real food and its true satisfaction, we’ve gained weight. Lots of it.2 Upward of 65 percent of all Americans are either overweight or obese.3 We’re now in danger of what’s inelegantly called the modern diseases: diabetes, clogged arteries, and even bad knees.


Let’s be clear: eating fake food doesn’t cause these problems; eating too much does. But fake food is so prevalent, cheap, and abundant that we’ve indeed gained weight, not because of it, but by means of it. In the end, it’s not that we love food too much. It’s that we love it too little.


Chances are, you’ve heard that one before—and tried to act on it. Ever walked into a supermarket and thought, I’m going to eat better from now on? Maybe you loaded your cart with whole-grain crackers, fish fillets, and asparagus. And then what? You got a few vaguely satisfying meals out of it before you thought, Hey, life’s too short for this.


Resolutions aren’t plans. They’re flirtations with deprivation. You tried to say no to the huge world of less-than-the-best food until you couldn’t say it anymore.


That’s not real change. For that, you need a real plan.


You’re holding it in your hands.


The Way Back


It’s time to rediscover real food: curvy, voluptuous, juicy, sweet. And sexy, too. You don’t really want boxes, mixes, or frozen entrées, all right angles and marketing scrawl, with a host of fake-outs lurking inside. You want ripe, gorgeous tomatoes; chicken with a crisp, brown skin; and a fruit crisp with a fulfilling allure far beyond the sweetener used to make it. So don’t wait a moment longer. Step off on a journey to what truly satisfies.


Yes, you’ll lose weight. But if you find yourself obsessing about a little cream in a skillet, you’ve mistaken this plan for some horrid diet. If you look in your fridge this week and wonder what you should toss out, you’re getting too far ahead. Step back, take a deep breath, and continue with us.


How long will the plan take? Probably about ten weeks. But in reality, go at your own pace. Your health, happiness, and waistline may have suffered over the years, but you can’t change the world overnight. Rome wasn’t built in a day. Dinner, either.


If you want to slow down and really settle into one of the steps, good for you for knowing what you need. If you’ve sailed through and are ready to move on, good for you, too. Part of the reward is the journey itself. Well, that and a healthier body.


But to give you a better idea of where you’re headed, here’s a bird’s-eye view of the seven steps:


Step 1: Learn the secrets to satisfaction.
Rediscover the basic pleasure of food by uncovering the real reasons you eat. Plan on spending about a week here, really settling into the ideas, which might seem simple at first but are in fact revolutionary.


Step 2: Make informed choices.
Learn how to recognize and savor real food. Some of these changes are a little more dramatic. Here’s where you really come to terms with what’s real and what’s not. Spend about two weeks here, erasing old patterns to create new ones.


Step 3: Relish what you eat.
Understand why a diet is never the solution—and how our abundance is as much a curse as a blessing. Stick with these ideas for about a week.


Step 4: Detox your palate from useless salt, fat, and sugars.
Participate in a mini program to reorient your whole sense of taste. You’re not going to get away from fat, salt, and sugars; you’re going to demand they give you more flavor. Spend two weeks here and complete the program with a real, satisfying burger.


Step 5: Take the long view.
Dive into a week of attitude adjustments and real-world solutions that will encourage you to eat freely but mindfully.


Step 6: Upgrade your choices.
Spend a good two weeks learning how to find real food in the world around you.


Step 7: Treat yourself well.
Finally, the last week will round out your journey with a short course on the three ways you can treat yourself better every day: breakfast, snacks, and dessert.


All these steps include recipes—because nothing solidifies success like a good meal. Will you be cooking? Yes, more than you may have been. That’s a key part of finding real food: preparing it. But a good meal is the best reward for hard work. Plus a happier, healthier you, of course.


We’re All in This Together


Bruce and I needed this plan. Maybe it was the fault of our careers as busy food writers: sixteen cookbooks in ten years, not to mention our work as contributing editors to Eating Well, monthly columnists for weightwatchers.com, and frequent contributors to a host of food magazines, such as Cooking Light and Fine Cooking. Plus, we each come from cultures where food has always been a pretty big deal: Bruce (the chef) from a New York Jewish family and I (the writer) from a Texas Baptist one.


Truth be told, we didn’t eat very well. So we gained weight. Not all at once, but over the years. There was just so much food around. I swear, one skillet in our kitchen hasn’t been cool for a solid year.


Which means that we’re just extreme versions of almost everyone else. Your pantry, your refrigerator—they’re probably pretty well stocked. And if you need anything, there’s a convenience store nearby, or a grocery store down the street, or a break room with vending machines, all bigger versions of your pantry and refrigerator.


Chances are, you’re also near plenty of those enormous pantries of ready-to-eat meals we call restaurants. According to the National Restaurant Association, there are 945,000 of them in the United States.4 We’re surrounded by food. And eat too much. But not enough real food. And so eat even more.5


Bruce and I have spent the last year or so figuring out how to get back on an even keel. We made some small changes, then took bigger steps, all based on what we’d learned working for so many wellness publications.


Did we falter? Of course! But we whittled away at the problem until we were eating better and finding ourselves thinner, healthier, and more content. We couldn’t ask for much more.


Because that’s what it’s all about: not real food per se, but better health and happiness. It’s time to relish life, lose weight, and feel better. So bon appétit! Tutti a tavola a mangiare! And [image: Image]6


Let’s take the first step.
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THE SEVEN-STEP PLAN





STEP
1
Learn the Secrets to Satisfaction


WHAT WILL YOU DO?


Bite into a tasty peach


Connect memory to taste


Eat with several senses at once


Relish chewing


WHAT WILL YOU DISCOVER?


The complexity of our sense of taste


Flavor overtones


The necessity—and the trap—of a bolus


The basic textures of food



Eat a Peach



A ripe, irresistible peach is one of nature’s better pleasures. Our first step is to celebrate it.


How do you find a great peach? Begin with your nose. If a peach doesn’t smell like anything, it won’t taste like anything. Search for that tantalizing fragrance. The best peach might not be the first one that comes to hand. Dig in the bin; smell the peaches one by one, particularly at the ends where their stems once were.


Got one with an unbelievable perfume? Look at it for a second. See that rosy blush over the dappled yellow? That’s a sign you’ve chosen well.


Now gently squeeze the fruit. Although it’s heavy to the hand, there’s a delicate give beneath the skin—nothing squishy, just a little fragile, stocked with juice.


Once you’ve chosen (and paid for!) that peach, take a bite. Don’t be shy. The juice bursts from the pulp, pooling in the corners of your mouth.


Chew a few times, then gently push what’s in your mouth up against your hard palate, the roof of your mouth right behind your front teeth. Take a slow breath to draw in that sweet fragrance.


Swallow and take another bite. Because the miracle wasn’t really that peach. It’s what happened to you. You just took a step away from all that is processed, packaged, low nutrition, and poor quality. You just started down the road to enjoying food more, weighing less, and being more content with your life.


All that from tasting a peach? Absolutely.


Taste: A Seriously Underrated Sense


When we taste something wonderful, we experience some familiar physical reactions: the saliva in our mouths and a gurgle in our stomachs. But other, less familiar reactions are even more important: released chemicals in our brains set us up for both anticipation and its coming fulfillment in the neurons all along our digestive tracks, from our mouths to our stomachs and beyond.1 If we take into account the run of chemical changes among those receptors, as well as the targeted preparations from our brains to our pancreases, taste’s only rival may well be sexual arousal.


We don’t even need a peach. If we imagine it, our brains instantly release those chemicals that drive us to find one and relish it. MRI scans prove that when we think of a specific food, our brains light up the same way they do when we’re eating it.2


As you were reading about our perfect peach, you probably started salivating. Your brain was just doing its job: priming you for a peach although there were none in sight, not the slightest whiff of the fruit, just some words on a page.


Go Get Some Peaches


Put down this book and fulfill that desire. But don’t just get one. Get a bunch. After you’ve tasted that peach to find the ways it connects to deeper pleasures in your mind, try one or both of these recipes.


Don’t worry about changing any other food choices in your life. Keep doing what you’re doing. Just focus on that peach—as well as these ways to upgrade its flavors. You’ll notice that the recipes at the start of our journey are simple. We want to focus on tasting elemental flavors.


And one more thing: since you’re going to be doing some cooking on your journey to real food, Bruce and I should offer you a few tips for kitchen success:


1. Before you begin a recipe, read it through, headnotes and all.


2. In general, Bruce’s recipes call for ingredients the way you find them at your supermarket (for example, 2 celery stalks). However, when less than a whole is called for, the ingredient is measured out (like ¼ cup diced red onion).


3. Before you put a pot over the fire, gather your ingredients and put them out on the counter.


4. Make sure you’ve prepared the ingredients themselves. If the recipe says 1 medium yellow onion, chopped, it’s telling you that chopping will not be a part of the recipe itself. In other words, chop before you cook. By the way, chopped, diced, and minced are not clichés but real directions:


• Roughly chopped yields uneven pieces up to 1 inch wide;


• chopped, slightly smaller but also more uniform pieces, about ¾ inch on each side;


• cubed, small, ½-inch cubes;


• finely chopped, smaller still but less precise, about ¼-inch pieces;


• diced, ¼-inch cubes; and


• minced, the smallest of all, less than 1/8 inch, usually made by rocking a knife through an ingredient.


5. It’s better to make substitutions and changes the second time you make a recipe.


FRESH PEACH SALSA


There are no tomatoes here, just sweet peaches. Tomatoes are firmer and almost meatier; by contrast, peaches offer a luxurious richness. That said, if you can’t find a good peach, go for plums, apricots, or nectarines. Try this easy salsa on top of a baked potato with a dollop of sour cream or alongside some rotisseried chicken picked up at the market. Keep connecting the taste of those peaches to pleasure in your brain.


1½ pounds ripe medium peaches, pitted and diced (about 4 or 5 peaches)


Up to 1 medium fresh jalapeño chile, seeded and minced


½ cup red bell pepper, seeded and diced (see Note)


½ cup red onion, diced


3 tablespoons minced cilantro leaves, 2½ tablespoons stemmed thyme leaves, or 2 tablespoons minced mint leaves


2 tablespoons lime juice


½ teaspoon ground cumin


½ teaspoon salt


Stir everything together in a serving bowl. If you want to make the salsa ahead of time, omit the salt and store the mixture, covered, in the fridge for up to 2 days. Salt will leach liquid from the mixture, turning it watery during storage—so stir in the salt at the last minute.


Note: To seed and core a bell pepper, stand it up on your cutting board with the stem end facing up. Holding the stem, use a large knife to slice one side off the pepper, leaving the seeds attached to the core. Continue making more slices around the pepper, always leaving the seeds and core intact. Once all the wedges have been removed around the pepper, slice off any white membranes on their insides, discard the core, and prepare the pepper as directed in the recipe.


MAKES 8 SERVINGS


POACHED PEACHES


A minimal amount of cooking highlights the fruit’s natural sugars by concentrating the flavors. Try these poached peaches for a midafternoon snack, a dessert at night, or even breakfast in the mornings. (Store them in the fridge for up to three days.) Serve them warm (either fresh off the stove or reheated in the microwave) with some of the poaching liquid and a little plain yogurt on the side.


4 ripe but firm peaches, halved through the stem ends, the pits removed and discarded


2/3 cup white wine or unsweetened apple juice


Water


2½ tablespoons honey


1 cup regular or low-fat plain yogurt


1. Place the peach halves cut side down in a skillet. Pour in the wine or apple juice, then add just enough water to come halfway up the peach halves.


2. Drizzle the honey over the peaches and into the poaching liquid. Set the skillet over medium heat and bring to a simmer.


3. Cover, reduce the heat to low, and simmer just until the peaches are tender when prodded with the back of a flatware spoon, 8 to 10 minutes. Use a large, slotted spoon to transfer them cut side up to a platter or serving bowls. The skins may be loose, may even come off. You can remove them if you’d like (although they’re fully edible, of course).


4. Crank up the heat to high and bring the liquid in the skillet to a full simmer. Continue cooking until the liquid has reduced down to about ½ cup, stirring occasionally. Set off the stove to cool for 5 to 10 minutes, then spoon this liquid over the peach halves. Top each serving with ¼ cup yogurt.


MAKES 4 SERVINGS


[image: Image]


Remembrance of Food Past


When I was a kid, my family vacationed in Colorado. One of my fondest memories was of our annual hunt for fresh, pan-fried trout. We’d look for the perfect little restaurant: family-owned, never hyped, lots of booths.


Even today, I remember the sizzle from the kitchen after our order was placed. And I distinctly remember the year I was old enough to get my own trout. I gingerly peeled back the skin to find the tender meat inside. I felt like such a grown-up!


Decades later, I’m driven to find and relish trout. Bruce roasts it some evenings with herbs layered in the belly. It’s invariably satisfying, a link to my childhood.


That’s the true power of taste. It isn’t just in our mouths. It’s mostly in our memories.


When we bite into something—already primed with chemical anticipation—our taste buds pick up various flavor molecules (like natural sugars or sour acids), then ping neurons in our brains keyed to those very molecules. One taste bud is saying to one neuron, Here’s something you like. Except everyone’s talking at once. Constantly. And insistently.


Plus, it’s not just a set of person-to-person calls between taste buds and neurons; it’s a convocation of conference calls. Our taste buds first ring up neurons at the base of our brains, near the structures that regulate basic life functions like sleeping and breathing. Those neurons then ring up others in higher level structures, the ones that stimulate pleasure and satisfaction—and most specifically, the ones keyed to our memories. So the pleasure we experience is based on a connection to the past.3


Taste strikes both at our cores (where we operate as living creatures) and also up at our cognitive centers (where we are thinking, feeling beings).4 Congratulations, our brains tell us, you found something that both supports life and makes it memorable.


Memory stands at the center of our sense of taste—more than any other sense. Let’s say your grandparents had a swing on an old oak tree. You probably don’t sigh every time you pass an oak these days. But you probably do sigh every time you remember some wonderful dish your grandmother made. There it is: the essence of taste, that connection of memory and pleasure. It drives you to make food choices in the world around you.


But do you find real food, like that fresh trout sizzling in the skillet? No. Mostly, you find fish sticks, made from extruded, low-quality fish, fried in tasteless, heart-damaging oils—foods that don’t satisfy because they connect inexactly and poorly to memories.


Which then drives you to try to find something that does. Unsatisfied but still stimulated, you search for more. And more. And more.5 When all you want is a flavorful meal. Like this one:


HERB-STUFFED TROUT


Try this simple recipe for boneless, whole trout, a perfect, straightforward, and pleasurable dinner with nothing more than a green salad on the side.


Two 14- to 16-ounce boneless, cleaned trout


½ teaspoon salt


½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


Various herb sprigs, such as thyme, rosemary, parsley, oregano, tarragon, and/or dill (see Note)


1 medium lemon, very thinly sliced


1 tablespoon olive oil


1. Preheat the oven to 425°F.


2. Blot the trout dry with paper towels inside and out. Season the fish with both salt and pepper on the inside.


3. Divide the herbs and lemon slices between the two body cavities, sandwiching them closed to hold in the herbs and lemon slices.


4. Heat a large, oven-safe skillet over medium heat. A seasoned cast-iron skillet is really best. Swirl in the oil, then slip in the stuffed trout. Cook until the skin on one side has begun to get crisp, about 5 minutes.


5. Use a large spatula to turn the fish, then put the skillet in the oven and continue cooking until the meat will flake when gently pulled with a fork, about 8 more minutes.


Note: Good herb combinations include oregano and rosemary, thyme and parsley, tarragon and thyme, or parsley and dill. Plan on five to seven sprigs per trout (but in any case, no more than one rosemary spear per trout).


MAKES 4 SERVINGS


(CAN BE HALVED OR DOUBLED)



The Problem: Eating Without Tasting



Very early one morning last summer, Bruce and I were in the Hartford Airport, waiting to catch a flight to London. Checked in and through security, we found a place serving breakfast, ordered egg sandwiches, and took them to the gate. I soon caught myself eating like this: chew once or twice, still holding the sandwich near my mouth; chew a couple more times; the minute there’s room, take another bite; chew some more; swallow a partial bite; keep holding the sandwich near my mouth; take another bite when there’s room; swallow partially; and on and on.


It was hardly a pleasurable meal. Sometimes, food is just fuel. But in all honesty, Bruce and I eat like this more often than we’d like to admit. And we’re not alone. Over the past year, we’ve watched people at the mall food court, in adult casual restaurants, and even in high-end restaurants eat exactly the same way: the fork poised over the food before a bite is gone, the next in before the last is out, a sort of unconscious conveyor belt of eating, a few chews and then more in the mouth, never a full swallow—and never much thought to what’s happening on the plate.


The pleasure of food has been short-circuited; its connection to memory, almost nonexistent. Deep inside, we’re waiting for it, primed and standing by, the brain rush in full gear. But since we’re not finding satisfaction, we just keep eating.6


But here’s the strange thing about that brain rush: it starts out at almost full blower. Remember those MRI scans that showed the mind lighting up at the mere thought of a peach? Everything’s firing full out. However, our sense of pleasure doesn’t get any more intense the more we eat. In fact, it lessens.


Thus, by the third bite of those breakfast sandwiches, Bruce and I weren’t tasting anymore. We certainly weren’t getting any measurable pleasure. We were just eating to scratch an itch in our heads. And eating. And eating. Until we’d forgotten the point. Which is to thrive and be content.



One Solution: Eating with All Our Senses



Let’s go back to our peach. It was crucial to begin by experiencing a bit of real food with all our senses. We smelled that aroma, held the fruit in our hands, saw how beautiful it was, and heard its delicate crunch.


In other words, we tasted it fully. We took that crazy chemical dance in our heads and turned it into a slower, more elegant waltz by complicating those brain signals with more sensory input, forcing our minds to process even more information. That way, we got even more pleasure out of what we ate. We moved away from the chemical wash that is purely taste and pushed the experience into multiple senses, the better to enjoy it longer.


So here’s to eating with all our senses. Can we every time? No. But can we most of the time? Yes. If we but take the time.


And there’s the rub: time. Because eating just to fake ourselves out is efficient and quick. Relishing food takes time. It’s passionate. It requires that we taste fully and deeply.


Every day, we come across a host of things we love but eat without thought: chocolate cookies, butter pecan ice cream, banana pudding. If tasting requires time, we have to learn to make these things a meal—or at least savor them.7


So here’s a plan: no more eating on the run, in the car, on the train, while walking down the street, or while talking on the phone. If we’re going to have an ice-cream cone, let’s sit down and have one. If we’re going to grab a chocolate cookie at the mall, let’s order a cup of coffee, too, and stop to enjoy them both slowly, eating with all five senses.


Another Solution: Finding Flavor Overtones


The more memory connections we find in taste, the more pleasure we’ll experience in food.


And as we begin to use all our senses to slow down how we taste, we’ll begin to experience flavor overtones—faint flavors that ride up over the top of what we taste.


A processed egg sandwich at an airport will have few if any—and thus less pleasure bite per bite. Processed and packaged food lacks a range of overtones—because the fats are tasteless, the sugars are nothing but a vague notion of sweet, the salt is packed in with a heavy pour, and the flavors are ridiculously simplified.


By contrast, a nicely prepared breakfast of scrambled eggs, crunchy toast, and some fruit salad will have many overtones, each connected to its own, distinct flavor memory, a gorgeous dance that brings deeper satisfaction.


My mother loves vanilla, doubling the amount in any recipe. Her snickerdoodle cookies are redolent with the stuff! These days, I can catch a vanilla overtone in a glass of red wine or a slice of cantaloupe. It brings me more pleasure because it connects to more memories, most of the time not even consciously.


As you begin to taste more carefully and consciously, you’ll begin to see how flavor overtones play an important part in satiety. (And you may begin to see that what you’ve been eating doesn’t have many overtones at all.) Be on the lookout for these flavors:


Honey


Vanilla


Pineapple


Various herbs


Chiles


Licorice


Citrus


Lemon


Nuts of all sorts


Cinnamon


Yeast


Berries


Tea


Chocolate


Toast


As you slow down to relish food with all your senses, you’ll find even more flavor overtones.8 And that joy of discovery—not just the overtones but the sheer pleasure of discovery itself—will become increasingly essential to finding and relishing real food.


Fresh Is Best—When Possible


Questions of pleasure in food, of finding the best and enjoying it, sometimes call up a weird nostalgia for a blissful past when people supposedly ate right. Once upon a time, everyone walked out their doors, scooped up raw vegetables, took a bite out of a nearby cow, and went about their business.9


Um, no. New Englanders in January of any year before 1900 ate almost no fresh food. They couldn’t. Not even eggs. Hens stop laying with the loss of daylight. Everything had to be preserved and cured—for survival’s sake.


The same goes for that perfectly ripe peach. There are times when we have to buy a bag of frozen, unsweetened, sliced peaches. Are they the absolute best? No. But do they work? Definitely. They will taste luscious and light, particularly in recipes like this quick soup.


As you prepare one or both of these following recipes, think of a previous time when you had a great peach. Maybe it was just the other day when we were sampling that peach in and for itself! In any case, try to feel how one flavor is connected to a memory, even when encased among other, more complicated tastes. Relish those overtones, which then connect to still more memories and bring even more satisfaction.


CHILLED PEACH SOUP


Peaches aren’t just a side dish or a dessert. Their natural sweetness can turn even simple dishes into intense pleasures. Serve this summery soup for lunch with a salad on the side—or make it the first course before some shrimp or chicken off the grill. By the way, when a recipe asks you to whisk something, it means you should use a whisk. Stir means to use a wooden spoon.


2 pounds ripe peaches, pitted and quartered (no need to peel)


4 cups water


½ teaspoon ground cloves


½ teaspoon salt


One 4-inch cinnamon stick


½ cup white wine or nonalcoholic sparkling cider (see Note)


½ cup low-fat yogurt or sour cream


¼ cup honey


1. Bring the peaches, water, cloves, salt, and cinnamon stick to a simmer in a large saucepan over medium-high heat.


2. Cover, reduce the heat to low, and simmer until the peaches are meltingly tender, about 12 minutes.


3. Fish out and discard the (hot!) cinnamon stick. Use a slotted spoon to transfer the peaches themselves to the canister of a blender or a food processor.


4. Return the saucepan to high heat and bring the liquid to a full simmer. Cook until that liquid has reduced to half its volume, about 8 minutes. Set aside to cool for 10 minutes.


5. Pour this liquid into the blender or the food processor. If you’re working with a blender, cover it but remove the center knob on the lid and place a clean kitchen towel over the opening to prevent its spewing hot peach soup everywhere. If you’re working with a food processor, remove the center of the large insertion tube on top and cover for the same reason. Blend or process until smooth.


6. Pour the puree into a large bowl. Whisk in the wine or nonalcoholic sparkling cider, yogurt or sour cream, and the honey. Chill for 1 hour, then cover and continue chilling for at least 4 hours or overnight.


Note: Although the soup tastes best if it chills overnight, it might also thicken up a bit. Stir it down to loosen it up. If that doesn’t work, add a little more wine or sparkling cider, just a splash, to get it smooth again.


MAKES 6 SERVINGS


PEACH AND GOAT CHEESE QUESADILLAS


A little bit of fat (in this case, the creamy goat cheese) intensifies the peachy flavor dramatically. Don’t worry about the calories—we’re not using that much cheese. Besides, we want to focus on the pleasure of enticing food.


2 ounces soft goat cheese or chèvre, at room temperature


Four 8-inch fat-free whole wheat tortillas (see Note)


2 ripe peaches, pitted and thinly sliced


2 jarred roasted red bell peppers or pimientos, packed in water and drained, then cut into thin strips


Several dashes hot red pepper sauce, such as Tabasco sauce


1. Preheat the broiler, setting the oven rack about 4 to 6 inches from the heat source.


2. Divide and smear the goat cheese on one side of each of the tortillas, spreading it to within ¼ inch of the perimeter of each.


3. Top two of the smeared tortillas with the peach slices and red pepper strips. Dot with a few dashes of hot red pepper sauce, as much as you’d like for your heat preference.


4. Top each of these two tortillas with one of the other tortillas, cheese side down. Set the tortilla sandwiches on a large baking sheet and place under the broiler.


5. Cook until lightly browned, then turn with a large spatula. If a peach slice slips out, just stick it back in. Continue broiling until lightly browned on the other side. Transfer to a wire rack and cool for 5 minutes before slicing into pie-shaped wedges.


Note: Many fat-free tortillas are definitely real food: just flour and water without anything else in the mix.


MAKES 2 SERVINGS


(CAN BE DOUBLED OR TRIPLED FOR A FAMILY LUNCH)



Enjoy Every Bite



We should have known! While we were cutting our Peach and Goat Cheese Quesadillas into pie-shaped wedges, the processed and packaged food world was figuring out how to create a perfect bolus (boh-luhs, from the Latin bolos, meaning “clod”).


Sounds like a disease, no? A bolus is the wad of food in our mouths when we chew, right before we swallow.


A bite of pound cake becomes a bolus quickly; a piece of celery, not so much—or not without a lot of chewing. In fact, celery may never become a true bolus, remaining a loose aggregate in the mouth. That’s why we want to dunk it in a creamy dip. It softens the impact.


There’s a range of effort required to get a bolus from foods. Pasta from refined, white flour becomes a bolus more easily than noodles from whole wheat flour. Ground meat? More quickly than steak. Cheese? More quickly than a pear—and much more quickly than an apple.


That said, all these things are real food. And they have a range of textures. Which is mostly how we experience boluses. When we talk about the texture of food, by and large we’re talking about how quickly it becomes a bolus.


These days, we’ve lost the range. Most of what we eat is soft. It becomes a bolus very quickly. Think about fast food, packaged cookies, smoothies, or sugary breakfast cereals after they’ve sat in the milk for half a minute.


Whatever happened to chewing?


It Was Wiped Out by Design


When Bruce developed corporate recipes at a food marketing agency in New York City in the early nineties, he had many discussions with clients and management about getting food soft enough to become a bolus quickly and effortlessly. As he tells it, there were several reasons:


1. to get us sated before we realized the flavors in our food were absurdly elementary,


2. to get us full with minimal effort, and


3. to get us in and out of a restaurant’s door as quickly as possible.


So how did he work to get a fast bolus? Three ways:


1. pump up the sugar,


2. load up the fat, or


3. do both.


Think of the sweet sauces in a chicken wrap from a fast-food restaurant. Think of fried foods: a sugar-laced batter that’s stocked with fat from the deep-fryer.


All of which stops our well-warranted attempts to taste every bite.


The Chewless Society


Our jaws aren’t what they used to be. Our ancestors ate a host of raw, tough, fibrous foods. As we began to cook over fire, we needed to chew our food fewer times per bite. Our jaws soon lost their girth.10


Chewing fewer times is pretty foundational to who we are as modern humans. It may well indicate our increased civilization: we’re better than the animals because we cook; we don’t tear and rend.


Too bad our brains still respond to chewing. We need it to be satisfied. The research is solid: people who chew more eat less.11 Chewing more means more time at the table. And people who spend more time at the table tend to consume fewer calories than those who don’t. What’s more, children in families who spend more time at the table, who don’t eat on the run, eat more fruits and vegetables (things that become boluses less quickly) as well as fewer snacks.12


As we chew, our taste buds send their signals up to our brains, which then send messages down the vagus nerve to the neurons that stretch along the enteric nervous system in our digestive tracks. By not chewing, we short-circuit that process. We swallow before we know it. We not only lose out on the pleasure of our food; but having misses cued to satiety, we’re prone to be hungry in an hour or so.


Our grandmothers were right: chewing is the first step to good digestive health. It not only cuts down on gastric stress (those large boluses that land with a thud in our stomachs), but it also releases enzymes in our saliva that begin breaking down fiber, natural sugars, and fats—and in turn cause the release of various pleasure chemicals in our cranial and enteric nervous systems.


A wider range of textures will help us chew more, eat less, and be satisfied longer. We have to relish all the textures we can experience, including these:


Crunchy


Smooth


Chewy


Fibrous


Pulpy


Sticky


Slippery


Creamy


Grainy


Dense


Firm


Velvety


Hard


Marshmallowy


Snappy



A Chew Test—and Three Recipes



Experience for yourself the effect of excess sugar and fat on food and its ability to become a bolus.


First, you’ll need to go to the store to buy a few things:


1. a can of pear halves packed in light syrup


2. a can of pear halves packed in juice or water


3. a fresh pear


4. a small piece of cheese, preferably a creamy cheese like Havarti or even blue cheese


While you’re at the supermarket, glance down and pick up the ingredients for one or more of the following recipes, to further explore the range of textures in food.


Okay, on to the experiment. Set your selections out on the table and have a seat. First, sample the pear packed in juice or water, then the one packed in syrup. Feel the difference in your mouth. What texture does the extra sugar bring to the pear? A slight slipperiness?


Now take a bite from the fresh pear. Notice that crunch. Notice the more pressing way you have to work the food in your mouth. But is it buzzing? Are you salivating? Probably—and maybe more so than you were with the other two versions of the pear.


As to their tastes, if you had to rate the three in terms of fragrance, how would they stack up against one another? And in terms of texture? How are the three different? Does the sugar in the syrup mask flavors in any way?


Which one most quickly becomes a bolus? Which one is the easiest to swallow? Taste a little piece of cheese with a bite of the fresh pear. Besides the obvious shift in taste, how does the cheese, a high-fat food, change the chew of the fresh pear?


Sugar and fat dramatically alter chewing. They can modify it to good effect, adding more pleasure to what we eat (a crunchy cookie, a chicken breast browned in butter); but they can also go too far, mitigating chewing entirely, turning food into a soft, slippery bolus without any flavor overtones. They are dumped into processed and packaged foods precisely so you can swallow quickly, well before you realize the flavors are elementary, monochromatic, and uninteresting. There’s only one cure for that: real food.


THYME AND GARLIC-ROASTED SHRIMP


All shrimp are sold by weight. Labels like jumbo or large are mere window dressing; shrimp are sized by how many make up a pound. They’re also quite sweet—almost unbelievably so. But you won’t know it unless you chew them well, letting the flavors develop bite by bite. What a reward is in store for you!


2 tablespoons olive oil


8 to 10 thyme sprigs


2 garlic cloves, quartered


2 pounds medium shrimp (30 per pound), peeled and deveined (see Note)


2 tablespoons white wine vinegar


½ teaspoon salt


½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


1. Pour the olive oil into a 9 x 13-inch baking dish or similarly sized roasting pan.


2. Add the thyme and garlic to the baking dish. Set the dish in the oven, then preheat the oven to 450°F for 15 minutes.


3. Add the shrimp, stir it all up a bit, then roast until pink and firm, about 8 minutes, tossing gently two or three times with a wooden spoon.


4. Remove the baking dish from the oven and stir in the vinegar, salt, and pepper.


Note: To peel a shrimp, turn it over so its legs face you, take the shrimp in both hands, and use your thumbs to pull the legs gently away from each other, tearing the shell down the middle of its underside. Peel back the shell, then grasp the very end of the tail, just at the feathery flippers, to pull the meat free. To devein it, place it on your work surface so the convex (arched) side faces up. Run a paring knife along the curve, slitting the meat only until the dark vein is revealed; use the tip of the knife to pick out the vein or rinse the shrimp to wash out the vein. Of course, you can always ask the person at your supermarket to do the job for you. Or buy already peeled and deveined shrimp right from the counter.


MAKES 4 SERVINGS


RATATOUILLE CASSEROLE


Roasting is the best way to keep the crunch and chew in vegetables. So Bruce has morphed a classic, soft stew of tomatoes and eggplant into a dinner with more tooth. For a fuller meal, melt some cheese on some crunchy bread under the broiler to go alongside it. Or set about 1 ounce of soft goat cheese in a bowl, then spoon a serving of the hot vegetable casserole on and around it.


2 medium tomatoes (about 1 pound), chopped


2 medium zucchini (about 1 pound), halved lengthwise and cut into ½-inch slices


2 small eggplants (about 1 pound), stemmed, quartered, and cut into ½-inch slices


1 large red onion, chopped


3 garlic cloves, minced


3 tablespoons olive oil


1 teaspoon minced oregano leaves or ½ teaspoon dried oregano


1 teaspoon stemmed thyme leaves or ½ teaspoon dried thyme


½ teaspoon salt


½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


1. Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat to 375°F.


2. Toss all the ingredients in a large bowl, then pour them into a large, shallow roasting pan or oven-safe casserole.


3. Cover and bake for 45 minutes, stirring a few times.


4. Uncover and continue baking until the vegetables are tender, stirring frequently, about 15 minutes. Serve warm.


MAKES 6 SERVINGS


SALMON ROASTED WITH SALSA


This simple supper is guaranteed to get your mouth buzzing. The fish is silky and smooth, a delicious treat; but the fresh salsa stays a little crunchy, providing a contrast to the salmon.


Olive oil


One 1½-pound salmon fillet, skin on or off as you choose, left whole or cut the short way into 4 equal pieces


2 large tomatoes, cut into eight pieces each (about 1 pound total weight)


1 medium shallot, peeled and quartered


Up to 1 medium jalapeño chile, seeded and quartered


1 medium garlic clove, halved


2 tablespoons stemmed cilantro leaves (rinse them to remove any grit)


1 tablespoon lime juice


1½ teaspoons chile powder


½ teaspoon ground cumin


½ teaspoon salt


½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper (see Note)


1. Dab a little oil on a crumpled paper towel and use it to grease a large baking sheet or oven roasting pan. Place the salmon fillet or fillets skin side down (or former skinned side down) in the pan. Set aside.


2. Place the tomatoes, shallot, chile, garlic, cilantro, lime juice, chile powder, cumin, salt, and pepper in a food processor fitted with the chopping blade. Pulse a few times until coarsely chopped. If you prefer a chunkier salsa or don’t have a food processor, chop all these vegetables by hand, rocking a large knife through them repeatedly while they’re on a cutting board.


3. Spoon the tomato salsa on top of the salmon, spreading the salsa to the sides. Spoon any extra around the fish. Now position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat to 400°F. Leave the topped salmon in the baking dish on the counter for 10 to 15 minutes while the oven preheats, so the flavors of the salsa permeate the fish.


4. Bake until hot, until the meat can be pulled into opaque, moist layers with a fork, about 20 minutes for individual pieces or 25 minutes if the fillet has been left whole. Let stand at room temperature for 5 minutes before serving.


Note: Over and over, these recipes call for freshly ground black pepper—simply because it tastes best. Buying whole black peppercorns and a pepper grinder is one small change that adds up to lots of flavor in your cooking. But how do you know how much is ½ teaspoon from that grinder? Do this experiment: make a small hash mark on the top of your grinder; starting from this point, grind pepper onto a cutting board until you get ¼ teaspoon. (Yes, this one time you’ll have to scoop and measure.) Now that you know how many turns or cranks it takes to make ¼ teaspoon, do the math for all the other permutations: two times that many cranks for ½ teaspoon, four times that many cranks for 1 teaspoon, eight times that many cranks for 2 teaspoons.


MAKES 4 SERVINGS


[image: Image]


Putting Taste and Texture Together—or, the Sad Case of Burgers


A while back, Bruce and I had to get one of our computers fixed. From our house in the Litchfield hills of Connecticut, it’s a good hour to a computer store. No problem—it was a warm, spring morning. We decided to take the day off.


Once we got the computer checked in, we had a few hours to ourselves. We thought we’d find a place for lunch.


Across the street, we spotted one of those so-called adult casual restaurants, the kind that specializes in burgers. We drove over and got on the list.


The place was packed: a twenty-minute wait on a run-of-the-mill weekday. Finally, our table was called and we were given menus like circus placards. But we bucked the forced fun and ordered simply: two cheeseburgers, no fries, two iced teas.


The moment the burgers were swept to our table, they were hard to resist: the tops of the buns slightly askew, lots of shredded lettuce, the red tomato peeking out. I set mine aright and took a bite.


It was very soft. I didn’t need a drop to drink. The bun instantly balled up into a soft mass like whipped bread. Two chews and there wasn’t much left.


The lettuce and tomato were tasteless, no flavor overtones at all. Yes, there was some crunch, but minimal, certainly nothing that required more than a chew or two. It was more like the notion of crunch.


I took another bite. I couldn’t get over how soft it was—not velvety, but a little spongy. And sweet. Very sweet. But without any distinction as to what kind of sweet. Not like that peach with its various perfumes, a range of flavor notes. Instead, this registered as generic sweet. And unbelievably salty, too.


“I think I see a meat patty in there,” Bruce said.


I picked at it with my fork. It pulled apart unattractively, stringy and slick. Despite being a ¼ inch thick, it was smooth, without much texture.


Yet I took another bite. And another. Bruce, too. Because that burger had pushed our appetites into overdrive. We downed our meal in less time than we had waited for the table. We paid and made it back to the mall—only to find ourselves eyeing the muffins in the food court an hour later. That’s not being satisfied. That’s being overfed, undersatisfied, and overweight. Not because of what we ate. But because of what went into what we ate.


How Real Food Becomes Fake


A burger could be consummately real food: lean ground beef, lots of chopped or sliced vegetables, and grains (in the bun, of course). Add a salad with crunchy veggies and there’s a meal almost any nutritionist would like.
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