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To Justin—I can’t figure out how to convey how much I love you in words, so I’ll just cook you something.
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Hi. I don’t know you.

Funny, these were the same words I spoke to my husband the night we met. Now, here I am almost twenty years later, using them to start a new adventure in writing this book. Just like then, I really have no idea what I’m doing. I am throwing myself into the unknown and hoping that I am leaping large in the right direction, just as I did that fateful night in the seediest train station bar you’ve ever seen. I imagine that if you don’t like me, there will be someone else who does, and I will be no worse for wear. But I’m pretty confident—just as I was that night—that I can win you over with my amazing wit.

To be totally honest, I was a shy kid, but once I grew boobs, that all changed. I’m not sure if the boob-growing had anything to do with coming out of my shell, but it didn’t hurt. Maybe it was the fact that I was in high school, or that getting through puberty helped me feel more comfortable in my own skin, but I was definitely more self-aware once I was a teenager. I was always the chubby girl, the one with the big mouth who didn’t really fit in, the kid with the wild imagination and unibrow who loved to eat pasta and sing Broadway show tunes. Once, in Girl Scouts, we were asked to do a “getting to know you” exercise. One of the questions we were supposed to answer was “What is your favorite song?” to which I replied, “ ‘Feed Me,’ ” from Little Shop of Horrors. When the rest of my troop looked at me like I was crazy, I burst into song, singing, “Feed me, Seymour, feed me all night long!” at the top of my lungs to a roomful of horrified troop moms and Girl Scouts. You can imagine how popular I was.

I felt like an outcast. No one “got” me. No one would ever think I was cool, or even slightly desirable as a friend. You might say I didn’t like myself at all. Even at home, I was reminded how girls like me didn’t get to wear the same clothes as my thin cousins, or that I better watch what I eat unless I want to be stuck shopping in the store’s “pretty plus” department for the chubby girls.

This is not a story to make you feel pity for me, but to show you who I was—well, still am. Yep, I am still prone to break out into song and eat way too much pasta, and my imagination is just as wild. I am happy to report, though, that the unibrow is long gone. I’ve managed to overcome so many insecurities, and even built a company, Cucina Aurora Kitchen Witchery, around my spiritual beliefs and love of food, creating my own brand of gourmet foods.

It took me a long time to be able to say out loud, “I like myself,” and, “I am important.” Corny but true. Even as I am sitting here writing this, with the faith and trust of so many people I admire cheering me on, the first thought I had was, “Will people want to read a book about love, self-love, and cooking to celebrate these things, written by a chubby girl?” I’m going with yes. Not because I am an expert. In fact, I’d like to make it clear right now: I am not an expert in nutrition, cooking, self-help, psychology, or diet. I am only an expert in the path I’ve taken to get here. The practices, mindset shifts, meditations, recipes, spiritual nutrition, and foods that have worked for me are all I have to offer. So, yeah, I don’t know you. But you are about to know quite a bit about me, and maybe we will find we know each other a lot more than we expected.

WHAT IS A KITCHEN WITCH?

Let’s start at the beginning: What is a witch? This term easily defines and identifies those of us who follow a pagan path, in most cases practitioners of the study of Wicca. However, the term is broad and easy to use to identify any people who practice a polytheistic or nature-based religious or spiritual practice. Many of us prefer the term “pagan” to “Wiccan” because we practice and believe in many elements from many different practices. For example, I have a statue of the Hindu God Ganesh, remover of obstacles, sitting next to a statue of the Greek Goddess Hecate, mother of witches and guardian of the crossroads, beside a set of rosary beads of my grandmother’s. So am I Hindu? Am I Catholic? Nope. I’m a pagan. What is most appealing to me about my chosen spiritual path is the option of choice. Many people use the word “pagan” and “witch” interchangeably to describe this type of path. We believe in energy and our own power of will. We also respect the Earth and all her creatures, accepting people for who they are, the balance of light and dark, and above all, harming none.

There are many different definitions of “kitchen witchery.” My definition, based on my research and interpretation of my own practice, is that it is a spiritual or magical practice that focuses on home and family, and nurturing them though the use of food. A kitchen witch is a person who uses food, recipes, and rituals to work energy in our lives for the good of all. When working energy through food, we focus all of our intention and visualization powers into the ingredients we use and the recipes we create. As such, this is a very potent form of energy work. Many people will say that this is also the definition of a “cottage witch” or “garden witch.” These names just help give us a focus into our practices. A cottage witch, for example, may use household ingredients to make candles and soaps, and a garden witch might grow her own herbs for soaps or incense. In all cases they are practicing in a way that is comfortable and right for them, but they may not be focusing on cooking food. Likewise, a kitchen witch might be great at making food, but terrible at growing plants. Ahem… me, for example. I make a very poor garden witch!

There is no right way to practice kitchen witchery. If your jam is making jam, then make the damn jam! If you fill that jam with love, passion, good vibes, and tons of great ingredients, you have practiced kitchen witchery! If you have ever made a pot of soup for someone who is sick, putting all the love and healthy thoughts you possibly can into this soup and knowing that it is going to make that person feel so much better, you have practiced kitchen witchery! It is with the power of intention, visualization, and will that we move energy through the world—whether it’s happy energy, sad energy, positive energy, or fearful energy. When you are focusing your energy and intention on the foods you are making, all that energy goes into the food that we consume. This is why it is so important that your thoughts and visualizations are positive. Because negative energy can be moved through intention and visualization, as well, to be sure to harm no one in your work; your mind and heart must be clear and absent of bad vibes or negative intentions. It is of the utmost importance that every time one practices spells, magic, energy, or prayer, it is “for the good of all,” meaning that the intent must be to harm no one through the work you are doing, not even by accident.

SPIRITUAL NUTRITION

Kitchen witches can also use food as symbols, as well as working with the innate energetic properties of the ingredients themselves. Knowing the properties of ingredients means you can use them for your intentions and desired outcomes instead of mindlessly just cooking what might taste good. It is all about mindfulness and energy. Think of herbalism: if you want to relax, you might drink a cup of chamomile tea because chamomile has properties to relax the mind and muscles. We reach for chamomile when we are stressed because we know it can help calm us down. Similarly, if I’m trying to ward off some negative energy, I might make garlic bread, because I know that garlic is protective against negative energy.

I like to think of this type of energy work as “spiritual nutrition.” You can easily amp up the spiritual nutrition of a recipe with mindfulness about the ingredients—how you are putting them together, with a clear vision of your intention. Going back to the garlic bread, for example, if I know that someone who is not healthy for me to be around is going to be at an office party and I want to do some kitchen magic to keep this person at a comfortable distance, I might make some garlic butter for my morning toast. As I’m spreading the butter on my toast, I might picture a thin layer of protective energy forming around me like an invisible bubble that will repel any negative energy this person could give off. I’ve just pumped up the spiritual nutrition of my morning toast by doing a simple visualization technique using the innate properties of protection and banishing negativity in the garlic. Boom! Kitchen witchery in easy bite-size pieces!


WOODEN SPOONS

Use a wooden spoon whenever possible. The wooden spoon is a kitchen witch’s wand. Wood is best to channel energy and imbue your recipes with your intended magic. Don’t forget to stir clockwise! This brings your energy into the food. Stirring counterclockwise, also known as widdershins, helps to release negative energy from the food you are preparing. Clockwise is the direction that the sun moves through the sky unless, of course, you are in the southern hemisphere. By moving in the direction of the sun, we are moving in the same direction as the Earth herself. Ancient religions of the Celts and the Norse paid respect and reverence to the seasons, the rising and setting of the Sun and Moon, and the cycles of the Earth. To cast a ritual circle or, in our case, imbue our intention and transfer our energy into recipes, we need to move in the same direction.
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IMPORTANT NOTE: Not all gluten-free products are created equal. Many recipes in this book give gluten-free options. I use cup-for-cup or one-to-one gluten-free flour blends. This means they can be used to substitute for regular flour cup for cup, and are usually made from flour and starch blends that almost always include xanthan gum to help bind the ingredients together in the absence of gluten proteins. Brands like Bob’s Red Mill and King Arthur Flour are highly recommended for best results. When it comes to gluten-free bread substitutes, always choose a gluten-free bread that is whole grain or multigrain, if possible. Brands I recommend for great sandwiches are Canyon Bakehouse, which makes a heritage-style whole-grain gluten-free bread, and Schar’s sourdough deli-style slices. For a great pizza or flatbread, stick with a gluten-free frozen crust that is made from white flour blends, such as tapioca, or those that have cheese mixed right in. My favorites for a crunchy and tender pizza are Against the Grain gluten-free pizza crusts and Ugly’s Bakery gluten-free, dairy-free pizza crust. As for gluten-free pasta, there are so many to choose from. However, to get the best results from the recipes in this book, I recommend sticking with blended-flour pastas, like brown rice, corn, and quinoa, and I would recommend staying away from high protein–based pastas, like chickpea or lentil pastas.


A FINAL NOTE

A long, long time ago, in a world that seems so damn far away at this point, I taught my very first workshop on kitchen witchery and food magic. A newsletter for a local Beltane festival, the Celtic Sabbat, or holiday, that welcomes the beginning of spring, had a call for workshop presenters. One of the topics they were looking for was kitchen witchery. Well, I thought, I could talk for forty minutes about my practice of cooking with intention and learning about the magical properties of food.

My husband and I had been going to this festival celebrated on May 1 for years. I would spend days before the event cooking and preparing tons of celebratory foods for Beltane to welcome the return of the warmth, the return of the maiden Goddess, and the blooming of spring. It is a fire and fertility festival that honors the rebirth of the Earth, and is the halfway point between the spring equinox and the summer solstice. Although there are many festivities to celebrate the holiday, like the Maypole dance, I always looked forward to cooking up a big picnic and relaxing on a large blanket with friends and loved ones during the day. Over the years, we have invited more and more people to join us.

The year I decided to offer the kitchen witchery class, we had already invited about twenty friends to join us to celebrate the day. The class went great and drew a bunch of new people. I included an activity as part of the class where people could decorate aprons as “ritual attire” for cooking. Fabric markers and iron-on decals were spread everywhere, and I connected with one kind woman in particular who chatted with me while decorating her apron. I learned she was an artist and that we had a lot in common. After the class, I asked her if she’d like to join my wild group of merry friends on our picnic blankets. She did, and to this day we are great friends. We now live far apart but have worked together many times on artful projects, and have been there for each other in hard times as well as wonderful moments. In fact, she is the artist who illustrated this book, Betsy Campbell Owen! All because we shared a picnic once.
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Let’s get one thing clear: nothing in this book is going to make someone fall in love with you. Nothing written in these pages is going to forcibly change someone’s mind about how they feel about you or convince that person to leave his or her partner to live happily ever after with you. In these pages we will mention energy (or spirit), which refers to the unifying universal presence that connects all living things, and magic (or spell, prayer, or work), which denotes the ability to work with this energy. You need to understand that your intention must be “for the good of all” when you are doing any kind of energy work. And remember: everything we do is a form of energy work.

Yes, this book is called A Kitchen Witch’s Guide to Recipes for Love and Romance, so we are going to talk a lot about the aphrodisiac properties in foods and how to use them for loving ourselves and others, and drawing love (in all forms) into our world. And yes, while we cook, we are going to use the power of intention and visualization to help change certain things in our lives. But if you are not clear on your intentions, and if your mind is full of crap energy, not only will your food come out awful, but any love and passion you might have been trying to attract will be tainted by your doubt, fear, and negativity. This rule applies to all kinds of spiritual or magical work.

Which is why we are going to start out this book with a section devoted to loving the self. You might be thinking that there is no magic in loving the self, that everything you are looking for is external—like a group of friends to bond with, or the love of your life to sweep you off your feet, or for your partner to look at you the way they did twenty years ago. Make no mistake, everything within your world comes from within you.

So many of us grow up feeling uncomfortable in our bodies; in fact, doesn’t that seem the norm? I mean, do you really know anyone who sits back and thinks, “Wow, I really do love my body”? More often than not, the people who are vocal about this are usually masking some serious self-loathing. In my experience, they are just using this to make themselves feel better about whatever they might actually hate about themselves.

We have all seen a motivational poster or encouraging social media post that states something along the lines of “You must love yourself for others to love you.” And we roll our eyes. But the truth is that in the end, all we have is ourselves.

Yep, you. You reading this book: you are all you’ve got.

We spend more time talking to ourselves every day than we spend talking to other people. Our brains fire off thousands of messages daily that we are constantly listening to:

“Jenny really has her shit together. I can barely manage to brush my hair in the morning. I’ll never be as good and put together as she is.”

“Crap! I forgot to put gas in the car on my way home from work last night and now I’m going to be late for that meeting. Why am I such a loser?”

“Wow, I love that top, but I could never get away with that in public.”

This is how we talk to ourselves—every day! Yikes!

By changing the way we think about ourselves and our bodies, simply loving them for what they are, we can change the energy around ourselves. The roots of the following spiritual and magical practices are your own thoughts and intentions.

Stay with me here.

How do you expect other people to want to be around you, if you don’t want to be around you?

Your inner monologue shapes how your see yourself.
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Have you ever spent time with a person whom you just adore? You think they are the bee’s knees, the cat’s pajamas! This person seems to be everything you wish you could be. She is smart, funny, talented, altruistic, kind, and totally beautiful. It might not even be her physical appearance that makes her so beautiful but, because you know her so well, you see her inner light shining on the outside. And because of this, she is so unbelievably attractive, not just to you, but to others. People just seem drawn to this person because of her warmth and kindness. And yet she can’t stop criticizing her appearance.

You know the type:

You: “Wow, you look beautiful today!”

Friend: “Oh no, I look so tired. My hair is a mess and my makeup came out terrible. I can’t even fit into my clothes.”

You: “Huh?”

You constantly see the beauty in this person, but she cannot see it in herself. Well, enough about her—what about you? Can you see the beauty in yourself?

Something that really helped me to learn to love my body was to take an objective look at it. (Yeah, this is the uncomfortable part.) I stood in front of the mirror, totally naked, and scanned my body. My inner hater came right on out to the surface, saying all the lies I had always believed: “You need to lose that belly, it is disgusting. Ugh, your thighs are huge and covered in cellulite. Oh my god, your calves are bigger than your husband’s calves.” And on and on the lies went.

And then I took a deep breath and looked again. Only this time I glanced around my bathroom. I saw that it had cream-colored walls. I noticed my husband’s toothbrush on the counter and the sweet smell of the soap from my shower. And I thought, “Wow, this is my life. This body, these chunky thighs, walked me down the aisle the day I married my amazing husband. These hands painted this room when we first moved to this apartment. This belly laughed so hard at the movies we just watched with friends last week.”

And all at once I was filled with gratitude for my body—this perfectly imperfect body that has been the vessel for my spirit through all my time on this planet. This strong, soft, curvy body that has cooked meals for people she loves, held friends when they were crying, and built a company out of nothing. This sometimes tired, aching body that works hard, leads people, loves yoga, hates wearing high heels, and loves to give hugs. My body. I started to fall in love with my body at that moment, because I could see the inner beauty and strength that was beneath the surface, and the journey it has been on. And I was filled with gratitude for each and every moment I’ve spent in it.




[image: Image]



AVOCADO

A Self-Love Food

On the outside, avocados might not look like much. Dark green, bumpy, and a little mysterious—let’s face it, you never know what you are going to get inside one of these! But when you open up a ripe avocado, the fruit’s rich flesh immediately grabs your attention.

SPIRITUAL NUTRITION Of course, we all know avocados are a great source of healthy fats and packed with more than twenty vitamins and minerals. In terms of spiritual nutrition, avocados remind us to look beyond the surface, not just of others but of ourselves. Seeing the beauty within ourselves helps us to see the beauty within others, as well!

APHRODISIAC PROPERTIES Avocados are shaped like pears, which mimic the hips of a woman. Avocados are ruled by the planet Venus, the Roman Goddess of love, beauty, and fertility, similar to the Greek Goddess Aphrodite.

MAGICAL PRACTICE Cut an avocado in half and remove the pit. Carve your name or initials into the flesh of the avocado and imagine the bright green/white light burning outward from your heart chakra into the world for all to see. The heart chakra is the energy point of your spiritual being, at the center of your chest. If you are new to chakra work, it is pretty easy to understand: There are seven chakras, or energy centers, of the body. They begin at the root, or the base, of your spine and continue up all the way to the crown of your head. Since we are working with the heart chakra here, you want to focus your energy at the point at the center of your breast bone. Allow this vision to fill you up as you embrace loving yourself and sending out this inner light for others to see. Then whip up some of the following delicious avocado recipes.





BEAUTIFYING GUACAMOLE

There is never enough guacamole. I don’t know about you, but when we are out to dinner at our favorite Mexican restaurant, my mouth starts to water at the sound of the rolling cart of the table-side fresh guacamole. I started making my own guacamole about twelve years ago, and now it is the number-one thing friends ask me to make for every get-together. Maybe because it is so good, or because it makes people feel happy and content when they eat it. I always make sure to load it up with positive vibes when I’m smashing the avocados.
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	3 ripe but firm avocados

	½ cup chopped ripe tomatoes

	¼ cup chopped red onion

	Juice from ½ lime

	Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

	Chopped jalapeño (optional)

	Corn chips or fresh vegetables of your choice, for serving




	
1 Cut the avocados in half and remove the pits.

	
2 Scoop the avocado flesh with a spoon into a large mixing bowl. Add the tomatoes, red onion, and lime juice, and season with salt and pepper. Sprinkle with some chopped jalapeño for a hotter kick, if you like. Mix while mashing the avocados with a large fork.

	
3 When the mixture has reached your desired texture, serve immediately, or store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to an hour before serving with corn chips or vegetables.
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BREAKFAST AVOCADO TOAST TO SPARK JOY

I’m not sure how the idea of mashing avocados on toast became popular only a few years ago. Warm toast topped with creamy avocado makes a great base for so many flavors and energetic combinations. Adding a bit of dairy and spice to this morning meal gives it some joyful and passionate energy for the love you are showing yourself.
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	2 slices of your favorite bread

	1 ripe avocado, halved and pitted

	½ ripe tomato, sliced thin

	¼ cup feta cheese, crumbled

	Hot pepper–infused olive oil (such as Cucina Aurora brand)




	
1 Toast your bread to crispy perfection.

	
2 Scoop the avocado flesh carefully from its skin with a spoon and transfer to a medium bowl. Mash the flesh using a large fork.

	
3 Top the toast with the mashed avocado, sliced tomato, feta, and a drizzle of hot pepper olive oil for extra zing. Enjoy right away to start your day!




BREAKFAST AVOCADO TOAST TO FEEL DIVINE

When eating this avocado toast paired with pomegranate seeds, which are associated with feminine fertility and divine female power, you will be getting in touch with the goddess inside you. Drizzling on the honey gets you in touch with the sweeter side of yourself.
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	2 slices of your favorite bread

	1 ripe avocado, halved and pitted

	1 tablespoon raw unfiltered honey

	1 handful pomegranate seeds




	
1 Toast your bread to crispy perfection.

	
2 Remove the avocado carefully from its skin with a spoon and mash in a medium bowl.

	
3 Top the toast with the mashed avocado and a drizzle of honey, and sprinkle with the pomegranate seeds.
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AVOCADO CHOCOLATE MOUSSE

A creamy mousse of chocolate and avocado sweetened with agave, this dessert feels really decadent but is still packed with protein. Don’t worry, it tastes like heaven. You are going to want to eat the entire batch yourself, and there is nothing wrong with that! Overindulging on this mousse is only going to affirm your inner beauty.
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	2 ripe avocados, halved and pitted

	½ cup chocolate chips, melted

	½ cup cocoa powder

	¼ cup almond or coconut milk

	2 tablespoons agave syrup

	2 teaspoons pure vanilla extract

	Strawberries, raspberries, and/or whipped cream, for garnish (optional)




	
1 Scoop the avocado flesh from its skin using a spoon into a blender or food processor. Add the melted chocolate chips, cocoa powder, milk, agave, and vanilla. Blend until well combined and smooth.

	
2 Divide into small serving dishes and chill for at least one hour or overnight.

	
3 Serve cold, garnished with berries and/or whipped cream, if desired.



SPIRITUAL NUTRITION Here you are bringing together the energy of avocado and the mother of all love foods—chocolate. With each ingredient placed into the food processor, take a moment to connect with its energy. Pause between each one and, while looking into a small mirror to open yourself up to people seeing your light within, repeat the following mantra: “My beauty within may be seen by all.”
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Part of loving yourself is being able to give and receive love. This sounds counterintuitive, but it is true. The feelings of being worthy of other people’s love, friendship, and affection are rooted in love and confidence in yourself. Self-worth is so often wrapped up in the dysfunction of our childhoods, or codependent relationships where we learn from our earliest experiences that we are only worthy of love or adoration if we do something for someone else, or behave a certain way, or take a life path someone thinks is “right” for us. So much of our own self-worth is formed from what other people think.
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TOMATOES

Giving & Receiving Love

I’m obsessed with tomatoes. I avoid eating tomatoes for most of the year because they are not in season here in New England until the summer. And what is worse than biting into a grocery store tomato that looks perfect on the outside but is all mealy and flavorless on the inside? But sometimes I can’t help it, and I will spend a ton of money on the locally grown greenhouse organic tomatoes just to be able to have some sliced on my avocado toast or cut up in a salad.

SPIRITUAL NUTRITION There is no question that tomatoes, with their amazing amount of heart-healthy antioxidant lycopene and packed with vitamins C and K1, are great for our bodies.

APHRODISIAC PROPERTIES In ancient times in Italy and France, tomatoes were known as “love apples” for their aphrodisiac properties. These tender, deep-red fruits were thought to ignite passion in lovers. Yes, tomatoes help us to give love more deeply and more freely. They can also help us to receive love—to open our hearts to feeling worthy of love and accepting it when others are trying hard to love us. There are so many varieties of tomatoes, from beefsteak to heirloom, and all of them hold similar energy.
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