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OUVERTURE


A FEW WORDS BEFORE WE EAT
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There’s a line in my biography that always gets a laugh when I am introduced: “Her favorite pastimes are breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” It’s all true—people always laugh, and I do take enormous pleasure in and shape my life around meals.

I remember introducing my husband, Edward, to my family in France, an orientation that mostly took place around meals. The smell of a freshly baked breakfast cake would lure him into the kitchen where he’d wake up with some freshly squeezed orange juice (something more American than French, but freshly squeezed to be sure in my parents’ house), then a little protein in the form of eggs or cheese or yogurt to go along with the cake and fresh coffee. Nothing extensive or elaborate, but a healthy start to the day for certain. Before he left the breakfast table my mother would be talking about and preparing lunch, the main meal of the day. It didn’t take him long to observe, “You know, your family is always either eating or talking about food.” True enough.

Some years later during one of those lunches with my family he asked coyly, “Might it be possible to eat and enjoy this meal before talking about and planning the next one?” It seems we had mastered the art that he had not of enjoying the present while anticipating with all our senses what was to come. That certainly is a French trait. For years now when he and I are in restaurants in France and overhear people enjoying their meal while frequently recounting recent or anticipated meals in other restaurants or sharing recipes and food stories, we give each other a knowing look and shrug.

Yes, breakfast, lunch, and dinner are my favorite pastimes, and that is how I have mostly organized this book of recipes and stories. But the lines of demarcation can be blurry. Some of the same dishes in different portion sizes can be served as the day’s main meal, which we normally call dinner, or at the less substantial meal we call lunch if it comes at midday.

I grew up eating my main meal at midday, so is that lunch or dinner? Well, in many areas and throughout much of history, it has been and is called both. Then the last meal of the day is lighter and akin to lunch and is called supper, in part attributable to the French verb souper, which relates to soup, common evening fare after a big meal at midday.

And who says you can’t have scrambled eggs now and again for dinner… at night? So, whether I am offering soups or salads, fish or meat, pasta or vegetables, the recipes that follow are available and inviting for your own mix-and-match. In organizing this book I have purposely chosen not to always follow conventional logic or be sequential and Cartesian in presenting all the chicken dishes in one spot or all the pasta dishes in another. I’ve broken these recipes down into three meals, but the rest of the choice is up to you. If you prefer to have your biggest meal midday, feel free to skim the dinner chapter for your lunchtime meal. (Who could argue with pasta for lunch? I’ve even been known to eat oatmeal at night!)

Of course, I am not suggesting pasta dishes for lunch and again for dinner. I enjoy reading recipes almost every day of my life. For me, reading a single recipe is an intellectual act. For each preparation of, say, chicken, I play it consciously and unconsciously against all the chicken recipes I know, have prepared, or have eaten. I see them—I taste them. I might think this one is like grandma’s chicken in a pot, but with x, y, and z added or different. I can taste the differences the way a musician can play a tune in her head from sheet music. (I don’t think that’s a particularly uncommon trait for anyone who cooks.) And I wish you the mental pleasures of experiencing the recipes presented here in the order that they appear, or in whatever order you wish.

I believe it is important to eat three times a day, to eat in moderation, and to enjoy balanced meals that include protein, fat, and carbohydrates. That’s how I live. Breakfast is perhaps the most important meal, and, as simple as it sounds, supplies the fuel for the early stages of the day. In my experience, the people who “don’t eat breakfast,” or “just have a cup of coffee,” are the same ones eating fattening food, primarily carbohydrates, at their desks or in their kitchens at 11 o’clock. Or because they are dehydrated and hungry, they drink soda as a pick-me-up. And if they get so caught up in a meeting or conference call or whatever and make it to lunch without eating, then, of course, they overdo it. Two or three slices of pizza at lunch isn’t the stuff of people who know what they are putting in their body. If any of this rings a bell, don’t despair: I promise it is possible to eat for pleasure and modify one’s eating patterns. And this book provides what I hope are many tempting meal choices.

So, here’s a reminder: eat breakfast. And do not overdose on sugar as a morning stimulant by having oversize portions of fruit juice, sugar-laced cereals, breads, and pastries. Bagels and donuts are indulgences, not the core ingredients of a healthy daily meal. With a healthy breakfast, it is possible, if you choose, to have a very modest lunch—but eat something, say some nuts, fruit, yogurt, a soup or salad (half a sandwich? But what to do with the other half?)—rather than pass on lunch altogether, which results in a parallel unhealthy practice of afternoon snacking and/or overdoing it at dinner. “I only eat one big meal a day” is not a motto to live by or be proud of.

Recipes are a personal photo album, a chronicle of who you were and who you are today. My recipes obviously reflect my childhood in France, my adult life in New York and France, and my extensive travels and meals for business and pleasure around America and the world. But mostly they reflect a series of principles on eating for pleasure that I have learned over the years and shared in my two French Women books and on my websites. Almost all are published here in my own interpretations of dishes I’ve enjoyed with family or friends or “inventions” for the first time. For a little added balance, I include a small selection of a few classic dishes revisited, plus a handful of recipes from my two French Women books that readers have enjoyed.

My philosophy isn’t about “dieting” in the conventional sense, but more about eating sensibly and pleasurably. It is partly a cry—okay, more like a whimper—for sanity in an increasingly developed world where, ironically, the abundance of food has become a challenge to good health. Cultural and religious differences as well as the local availability of foodstuffs historically have been the greatest drivers of what we put on our plates, but globalization has meant eating the same genetically modified fruits and vegetables the world over, seasons without end, and spending much less time in the kitchen cooking. As we all recognize, prepared foods, fast food, junk foods abound and people can become overwhelmed by choices (even with yogurts, apples, cheeses, and on and on) and lose touch with what they are putting in their bodies. Cooking is a reality check. Beyond reiterating, expanding, and illustrating the principles that guide my eating and have enabled me to enjoy food and maintain balance and a healthy, consistent weight, I propose to offer—as many of my readers have asked—more meals and recipes that are easy, quick, affordable, and delicious—minimum effort and stress for maximum results.

Yes, I believe in pure and simple recipes. Once in a while I enjoy long hours in the kitchen, but mostly a half hour or even less is enough to put three colors of food on a main plate. (Even my mother’s braising and slow cooking required little work once the flame was on—the stove did all the work.)

I like to taste the pure flavors of those balanced ingredients. To me that means buying quality ingredients, which often results in small portions yielding high satisfaction. So, I advise working with foods that taste as good as they look if you want the maximum of pleasure. No matter how great the recipe, tired or tasteless vegetables yield tired or tasteless dishes. And there is no significant correlation between generally tasty and healthy vegetables (or other well-chosen foods) and price. Lots of great things to eat are relatively inexpensive. Work with them.

I like variety in what I eat. Eating fresh foods in season can facilitate this, as well as judicious selection from the freezer section of the supermarket. On the one hand, I like recipes that force good portion control, and on the other, I like it when one preparation can become two meals through a later use of some previously cooked items. So leftovers are for me additional pleasures, and are also in tune with French women’s sense of frugality and débrouillardise (resourcefulness). I like recipes that work, and all of the recipes in this book have been tested multiple times and on different stoves, since ovens vary according to the changes in the weather and the localized character of the ingredients, such as milk, butter, oil, and the foods themselves. But recipes are guides not laws, so play with them to suit your tastes and kitchen. And most of the recipes I present, for reasons of efficiency, economy, and consistency, serve four. If you are cooking for one, two, or eight, in most cases you should be able to interpolate without a loss in quality. And always have fun.

I especially like recipes that make a meal a sensual experience in that it speaks to all five of our senses—from the look to the texture to the smell and taste, though I confess sound is the least compelling. Of course, recipes need to yield food that tastes good. It is all about pleasures and good health, you’ll see.



Chapter One
 [image: Image]
BREAKFAST AND LE BRUNCH
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I confess my greatest culinary transformation in life concerns breakfast, and my approach to it continues to evolve. I eat breakfast religiously and, I believe, healthily. That wasn’t always the case. Growing up in France, I ate a light breakfast (remember we had our main meal at midday, sometimes not long after I awoke, so I was not always looking to fill up). Generally my breakfast consisted of carbohydrates and coffee. A cup of café au lait and perhaps a piece of bread with butter and preserves (my mother’s own). Or a slice of the breakfast cake my mother would make once or twice a week. Once in a while, I ate stale bread in chunks in a bol, like a soup bowl, softened and moistened with a soup-size portion of coffee and milk. No protein, no fruit. I was not alone in France. A croissant and coffee, anyone?

Things did not improve when I came to America as an exchange student. Mostly carbohydrates and coffee again. Once in a while I ingested an egg or two, but with bacon and sometimes potatoes. But those carbs—I discovered donuts and bagels, two of which many consider the most delicious albeit fattening and unhealthy foods on earth. Moderation? I only ate one bagel. Who knew that a bagel is loaded with salt and contains as many calories/carbs as a few slices of bread? But, of course, I covered my bagel with cream cheese and jam. Being French, more jam than cream cheese, so I was getting very little protein. And have you noticed the super-sizing of bagels? Not if you were born in the past quarter century. Before that, they actually were what we mostly call mini-bagels today. Plus, being French, I was not then nor am I now into getting my protein or water from a glass of milk. Donuts are deep-fried, and I did not restrict myself to just one. The most wonderful discovery of all was muffins, English muffins and blueberry muffins. Who knew? At least they are not fried. I was also introduced to dry cereal in a bowl covered with milk and perhaps with an added banana. And then there was orange juice in a cardboard carton and served in an eight-ounce water glass. But perhaps most memorable of all was that special occasion breakfast: pancakes. Living in New England, I developed a lifelong fondness for maple syrup. No question, I enjoyed and enjoy all of the above, but now in moderation and balance, or better as occasional indulgences.

When I returned to Paris for college, the now plump me drank coffee as my morning stimulant and ate pastry for breakfast (and lunch… and dinner). But I lived to tell the tale (in book form). I remember from then through my twenties dismissing German, Scandinavian, even English breakfasts as unappetizing and huge. I wasn’t going to eat meat or fish or eggs and cheese and get fat (again). Sausages for breakfast? Please…

I am still not a fan of big breakfasts, but am a devotee of and convert to balanced breakfasts (and lunch and dinner): some protein, some carbohydrates, some fat (a holy trinity of sorts), and fluids. I often do eat a slice (or slivers) of cheese. And, I consider breakfast the most important meal of the day. Don’t skip it or your wheels tend to come off in a hurry. My true breakfast epiphany occurred just a few years ago when one day a family breakfast specialty, perfected by Tante Berthe, and one that I had not thought about or eaten since childhood burst upon my inner eye and palate and changed everything.

Magical Breakfast Cream (with no cream) or MBC

Here’s one of my secrets, really Tante Berthe’s, for some quick and healthy weight loss without dieting. Aunt Berthe had her slow but sure way to lose ten pounds effortlessly each summer. So while most of the French families I knew when I was growing up (and it’s still true today) indulged on vacation and came back with a few extra pounds, she came back svelte and bien dans sa peau.

I adored my Tante Berthe. One of five sisters, she was Grand-mère Louise’s youngest sister, and although all of the sisters were attractive women with similar features, blue or green eyes, great cheekbones, long hair kept in gorgeous chignons (I used to love to watch Aunt Berthe do her hair), beautiful peachy skin, and a small nose ever so slightly retroussé, Tante Berthe had that little extra je ne sais quoi. Maybe it was her small round glasses or her beautiful smile or her mischievous look that showed in her sparkling eyes. She was also funny, had a great laugh, and sang beautifully while cooking. She always dressed simply with a gray or navy blue long skirt and had the most seductive tops from lovely classic blouses to charmeuses in soft cotton, pale colors, and lace, and only a few pieces of classic jewelry. And she loved hats. She was the only sister living by herself, and her status was never discussed although we knew she was not a veuve (a widow) since she was addressed as Madame Berthe Juncker. (In France had she been a widow she would have been referred to as Madame Veuve Juncker, like Madame Veuve Clicquot, a famous “widow” from Champagne.) We knew she had some beau, at least we grasped some of that among relatives’ hushed conversations. She seemed to have enough money to live without working though she lived rather frugally and would spend the year visiting relatives to help out with children and cooking usually for a week or two at a time and then move on, either go back to her home or travel (some would say disappear) for a week or so. She was also the most gourmande and gourmet and tended to get a bit pleasantly plump particularly at the end of the winter fêtes, but at the end of each summer she was at her best and looked like a movie star. No one could figure out what she had done: Grandma Louise alone knew but surely kept the secret, and we kids had no idea what the secret was and certainly made no connection with her magical breakfast.

She was the favorite aunt of all the grandchildren: Some adults in the family (especially the men) would say because she was the best cook and an incomparable baker; some said because she was single and spoiling us to no end (and she did). I was her very favorite and as such had an added privilege. When she was in town—she lived in Metz—I could visit her once a month on Thursday, the off school day at the time, and believe me I never missed a day between my seventh and twelfth birthdays (before boys started replacing her on my priority list). I would proudly take the one-hour local bus ride by myself (a conversation piece in my town), and she’d be waiting for me at the bus station. Our day together would always start with me going across the street from the station to try the escalator in the Prisunic, a small department store, a novelty I could brag about with my school friends who had never tried or seen one. She would patiently wait as she was scared of that thing. (It is a quaint reminder that there is a first time for everything, and for a seven-year-old in France, where even today escalators are far rarer than in America, an escalator can be an amusement.) After I had gone up and down a few times on the escalator with a great smile on my face, she’d give me signs indicating it was time for lunch at her house. She lived about a ten-minute walk from the store and station, and we could reach her home via an enchanting road along the Moselle River. She had a wonderful little flat, a lovely terrace with a glass-top awning, and wisteria vines. The terrace overlooked residential homes surrounded with gardens. It was country within the city.

Once there, she’d make my favorite lunch, hanger steak with French fries. (You gather by now that she made the best French fries in the world, even better than my mom, and I alone knew her secret; her trick was to make batches in a small, heavy cocotte versus using the typical large deep fryer.) Dessert would always be a seasonal surprise. I loved her for all this. I did not fancy her magical breakfast then or when we were all in the country for the summer. I realize now it was because when she was with us during her week of magical breakfast cream (a week a month, for the two summer months) we would be deprived of the aroma of fresh brioche, pain aux raisins, morning cakes, or fruit tarts baking in the wooden stove and perfuming the whole house and the back garden where breakfast would be served. And for a whole week! We couldn’t stand it. Complaining and bickering did nothing. She ignored us. We never even noticed that no wine was served during that week. Continued whining didn’t change a thing, there was nothing we could do or say to make her change that pattern. Reluctantly, we got used to it and made silly jokes about it. When the regular routine was resumed, she only nibbled at all the goodies but did so discreetly, so that it too went unnoticed. Smart lady.

My recent epiphany and how this episode of my childhood I had sort of forgotten about returned via an early morning telephone call one spring morning while I was working on my business book. Coralie, an old friend’s daughter from Eastern France, was telling me how her mother was making my aunt’s summer breakfast. Wow. I had not thought of it in decades and thus never made it but instantly visualized the village farmhouse, our summer vacation in a lovely small village near Strasbourg, and the magical mornings eating the summer breakfast in the back of the house watching the fawns come near us (did they like the smell of my aunt’s breakfasts?), hearing her grind the nuts and cereal in her mortar and add it to her homemade yogurt base made alternatively from cow, sheep, or goat milk. So, I searched in my recipe boxes and there it was scribbled on a small yellowish piece of disintegrating paper, my Tante Berthe’s version.

Here’s our “family” version that my aunt would make. Beware: it is addictive. It’s also extremely easy and quick to make, and one can play and interchange so many ingredients. It is the perfect complete breakfast and will keep you from getting hungry until late lunch. You may have run across Johanna Budwig’s variation. A German chemist, pharmacologist, and physicist who lived during much of the twentieth century (and came after my aunt), she promoted a version using cottage cheese as a cancer-fighting breakfast and also part of a nutrition plan. I’ve made MBC in quite a few versions and can’t decide which is my favorite, as it is all a function of where I am, what I feel like, and with whom I share it.

Why do I call it magical breakfast cream? Magical? Something that is a combination of tasty, easy, and so good for your well-being and melts away pounds has to be magical, right? How many pounds? Try a week of MBC for breakfast with a normal but modest lunch and dinner (soup or salad, fish, two vegetables, and fruit), and say good-bye effortlessly to a few pounds, if dozens of converts reporting back from my website are any indication. The trick here is to eat MBC and also to cut two offenders (for me it’s bread and wine) and otherwise eat normally. It works splendidly, and your energy and well-being after these few days are remarkable.

Cream, you may ask? There is no cream in it, but the texture looks like cream and cream connotes something utterly sensual such as comfort food and pampering—except in this case you need not worry about the calories. I trust my aunt used the word to make sure we kids would love it and never mentioned the oil in the mixture. Smart lady again: no one can taste the oil anyway. That oil, by the way, is preferably flaxseed oil, a superconcentrated source of omega-3 fatty acid that has so many health benefits.

In a variation on a theme dear to me, and a paraphrase of a quote from Lily Bollinger on Champagne, let me say: “I eat it when I am happy and when I am sad. I eat it when I am alone and consider it obligatory when I have company. I trifle with it when I am not hungry and always eat it when I am.”

Have fun playing with the range of options and make your own version. Remember, it’s like fashion: mix and match to please your own taste buds.
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MAGICAL BREAKFAST CREAM

· SERVES 1 ·

4 to 6 tablespoons yogurt (about ½ cup)

1 teaspoon flaxseed oil

1 to 2 tablespoons lemon juice (Meyer or organic preferably)

1 teaspoon honey

2 tablespoons finely ground cereal (with zero sugar such as Post Shredded Wheat)

2 teaspoons finely ground walnuts

1. Put the yogurt in a bowl and add the oil. Mix well. Add the lemon juice and mix well. Add the honey and mix well. (It is important to add each ingredient one at a time and mix well to obtain a homogeneous preparation.)

2. Finely grind the cereal and walnuts (I use a small food processor). Add to the yogurt mixture and mix well. Serve at once.

TIME-SAVER: You can do a week’s worth of grinding cereal/nuts mixture and keep it refrigerated so in the morning it will take just a few instants to mix the yogurt with the oil (have no fear, you will not taste the oil in the final creamy blend), add the lemon juice, honey, and your daily dose of cereal/nut mixture—et voilà.

NOTE: I use Post Shredded Wheat Original made from whole grain wheat, adding to this recipe a “health-friendly” mix of 0 grams sugar, 0 grams sodium, and 6 grams of fiber per cup (and I use only 2 tablespoons per serving).


MBC OPTIONS, TIPS, AND TRICKS TO FIND YOUR OWN FAVORITE


You can replace the yogurt with ricotta, cottage cheese (beware of high sodium content), fromage blanc, or should you be in France, try it with faisselle. When using yogurt you can opt for whole or 2% milk. I make my own yogurt and do not like skim milk, which tastes like water to me.

You can replace the flaxseed oil with sesame oil or safflower oil.

You can replace the lemon juice with grapefruit juice, orange juice, or blood orange juice. With orange juice, use less honey.

You can replace the honey with maple syrup. As the latter is less sweet than honey, you may want to adjust to your taste.

You can replace the shredded wheat with buckwheat, barley, oatmeal, or any cereal that contains no sugar, a key in this recipe.

You can replace the walnuts with hazelnuts, almonds, or a mixture of both. Pecans, pine nuts, and any other nuts work fine, too.

Finally, you can adjust the doses of the juice (I tend to add more lemon juice when using something thicker than yogurt and because I love it) and the honey (less rather than more). My husband chooses 2 tablespoons of fresh orange juice, which is sweet enough and in his case requires nothing else to compensate for honey, although some times (on Sundays!) he’ll add a drizzle of maple syrup (my theory being it is his make-believe for not having pancakes or waffles! Why not?).

You can also add fruit: the obvious is half of a ripe banana mashed with a fork and added after step one or sliced and placed on top of the finished dish. Or top it with any seasonal fruit, especially a mix of berries in summer or dried cranberries, raisins, dried fig or date pieces, or even diced prunes in the cold months. Try it plain, though, as it is simply delicious and in its purest form. And, as recommended, create your own versions. And a last recommendation: surprise your kids with your favorite concoction as in a blind wine tasting—no details on what it is until after the first taste and a little riddle.

GIOVANNA’S MBC VARIATION

Giovanna, a Roman friend in her early thirties who is nuts about food, particularly French food (don’t we always want what we don’t have, as so many of us, French and American women, love Italian food?), is someone I have had great meals with at home and in restaurants in Italy, France, and in the United States, mostly New York City. She loves to cook for her family and friends, and during our cooking sessions, we’ve spent time comparing recipes, making new dishes, and learning from each other when it comes to the presentation of food. We’ve had lots of laughs in the kitchen and at the table talking about food and wine and making fun of each other’s culture and rituals.

She admitted that though she’s never had a weight problem and is a tall, pretty young woman, she had applied a few things from my books that she didn’t know about or had not yet incorporated in her eating plan, and her body was transformed. She had not really lost weight, well, maybe two to three pounds, but looks like une belle plante (a flattering expression French men use when they see a gorgeous woman) and was glad that I said I had noticed…

When she stayed with me in Provence, I introduced her to the MBC. I sincerely do not believe I had ever seen anyone enjoy something so simple so much. Eating it, she was miam miaming (yum yumming) like a baby. And from then on, we had the MBC every morning. Then she went home and started experimenting. She is not as crazy as I am about lemons (too acidic), so she experimented with orange juice. Here’s her latest, and I must say très réussie (well done), an Italian interpretation of Tante Berthe’s basic recipe:
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GIOVANNA’S MBC

· SERVES 1 ·

½ cup 2% plain Greek-style yogurt

1 teaspoon flaxseed oil

1 tablespoon finely ground nuts (equal parts walnuts, hazelnuts, and almonds)

1 teaspoon honey

2 tablespoons finely ground old-fashioned oatmeal

Juice and pulp of 2 clementines or tangerines (only available for a couple of winter months) or ½ orange (not quite as delicate)

1. Put the yogurt and flaxseed oil in a cereal bowl and mix well.

2. Add the ground nuts and honey and mix.

3. Add the ground oats on the surface, but don’t mix yet. Pour the juice and pulp over and leave for a few seconds, then mix and taste.

And here is her reasoning for her improved version, her treaty on cuisine moléculaire! “The small amount of fat in the 2% yogurt is a plus. [We agree on that one.] Oats have fiber and starch, which even in the uncooked version, once in contact with acid substances (citrus food), are practically predigested, and this explains why I prefer to leave the juice on it to be in contact with the oats before mixing it. The acidity level of the clementines is well tolerated by the surface of my teeth and my stomach. Furthermore, for one who loves sugar, it’s the type of citrus fruit that is the most delicate; thus when I press the juice, I am careful to pick up any pulp left on the juicer, and so all those little fibers stay in the ‘cream,’ which is truly fresh, light, thirst quenching, and extra gourmande—at least for my taste buds.” And apparently my aunt’s, too.

And now Giovanna has converted her mother and even her grandmother, who professed not to like yogurt. Here’s the account: Giovanna wrote she missed her MBC (due to a rushed day visiting relatives), but made it for a snack in the afternoon while visiting her grandmother. “I made my grandmother taste it, not telling her anything about the ingredients, as she has repeatedly stated to all family members she does not like yogurt and makes disgusted facial expressions when she mentions the word. Here is the surprise: She loved it (my mother was present, knew the ingredients, and was quietly smiling) and looked like a bébé gourmand, eating teaspoon after teaspoon to the point when I had to ask whether I should make more or would she leave me some.” She finished hers. Imagine if she had liked yogurt!


Eggs

Happy days now that eggs are back in favor—thank you, thank you—not only because they are tasty but because in moderation they are very good for you due to their exceptional nutritional qualities. The egg is actually a small dietetic miracle possessing vitamins A, B, D, E, and K, minerals (notably iron and phosphorus), as well as selenium and iodine. And it’s now, enfin, confirmed that three eggs a week have no effect on cholesterol (three quarters of which is made by the body itself anyway), since egg is perfectly digestible and well tolerated by our liver. Eggs being a good source of proteins, they are a nice alternative to meat, especially as our body absorbs their nutrients quite easily. As wonderful as the French breakfast of coffee, croissant, and brioche is, (wo)man cannot live by bread alone. How about a little protein added with a yogurt or egg dish?

When I was a student in Weston, Massachusetts, and lived with six very different families during the school year, I was introduced to sunny-side-up eggs (I love the expression, which reminds me of sunflowers) and bacon. One thing these six families shared was fried eggs for breakfast—at some households it was on the breakfast menu three to five times a week. The men in the family would eat three eggs and I dare not remember or mention how many slices of bacon. Oh la la. What a shock that was. First, because we never had eggs for breakfast in my family (but ate our dose in prepared salted or sweet dishes). Yet we had omelets (filled with whatever was in season from mushrooms to asparagus or simply cheese and herbs if there was nothing else in the fridge), but usually for unexpected guests at dinner or some light dinners a couple of times a month, especially on weekends after a multicourse long lunch. Once a week as children we were allowed one oeuf à la coque, the soft-boiled egg served in one of Mamie’s prize collection of coquetiers (eggcups) with mouillettes, the little sticks of bread cut into slim rectangles and just toasted, the ones French kids grow up with and the perfect accessory to “wet” the egg yolk with, since it was not proper to let the yolk leak out—it was all in the art of handling the mouillette. I came to realize that French and Americans both eat plenty of eggs, just differently.

My reasons for liking eggs go beyond their vitamins and minerals, which make them a great food for any age group. They are inexpensive and keep for a couple of weeks in the fridge, though I’d recommend taking them out 20 minutes before cooking. They are light, easy to digest, and good at any meal and a quick way to make a meal (3 minutes for a soft-boiled egg, a few more for an omelet). Hard-boiled eggs are perfect for an en cas (emergency food, in case) or a picnic (I often bring one on the plane for dinner or breakfast on overnight flights, one never knows). They are a savior for last-minute guests (make sure to always have some cheese in your fridge) showing up hungry. They are also and foremost delicious in desserts from sweet omelets to French toast, floating island, and the almighty crème anglaise not to mention custard, puddings, and soufflés. The textural differences and pleasures one can achieve with eggs are endless.

My houseguests in Provence always tease me when I announce an “English breakfast,” which is basically one or two eggs any style, toasted baguette, some local jam, yogurt, a portion of fruit, and a nice cup (or two) of coffee or tea, mixed with a surprise or two like a tomato salad (eh, we are in Provence after all) or a polenta dish for those who want to eat out of the box. Sitting on the terrace and enjoying the first song of the day from our friends the cigales, life does not get any better. And the proof is that people linger, relax, converse, and don’t want to leave the table; sometimes they stay there until we announce lunch. Maybe my travel to many parts of the world also influenced my way of reassessing breakfast and playing not only with variety but completeness. I’m not up to serving a Chinese breakfast in Manhattan or a Japanese one in Provence, but I like to play on the “when in Rome” dictum, and I love dishes and flavors my guests do and I let them compose their own magical treat. The trick is not to go to the extreme and gorge oneself but carefully pick à la carte. So, generally I pick one of the following recipes for the “staple” breakfast dish.
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SOFT SCRAMBLED EGGS

· SERVES 6 TO 8 ·

12 eggs

2 tablespoons butter, cut into small pieces

¼ teaspoon salt
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