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  INTRODUCTION: MY JOURNEY




  Back in the day, we didn’t eat dessert on a regular basis and when we did, it was usually something store bought like Little Debbie snacks, or for a special treat we’d go to Dairy Queen and get a dip cone or a Blizzard. Most of the time if we wanted something sweet, my brother and I would just walk to the corner store and buy a piece of gum or Laffy Taffy for a nickel. That was also when gasoline was 99¢ a gallon! I don’t think we’ll ever see that again.




  Every so often my aunt Melinda would make a cake, usually from a mix. She is five years older than me, and she’s always felt more like an older sister than an aunt. I would sit in my grandma’s tiny kitchen at the round, wooden table for four and watch her bake. We used the kitchen table as our work surface because counter space was limited and my grandma was often in the kitchen whipping up hearty meals to feed all of us. To this day, she still rolls out homemade flour tortillas at that table. A fresh homemade tortilla hot off the comal with a pat of butter is one of the best snacks you’ll ever have. I always wanted to help my aunt because I thought that measuring out ingredients, cracking eggs, and stirring thick sweet batter looked like so much fun. But when I did profess my desire for helping, I got stuck doing the chore nobody wants to do—greasing the pans. We couldn’t afford to buy nonstick baking spray, so we used what we had on hand, which was shortening and flour. I hated sticking my fingers in that white stuff and smearing it into the pans. It took forever to wash off my hands, and then the flour dust got all over me and the kitchen, but I knew if I wanted to help, this is what I had to do. And I did.




  My parents divorced when I was very young. On the weekends that we were with my dad, we would sometimes get to sleep over at our older cousin’s house. My brother Joseph and my cousin Vince would watch World Wrestling Federation (WWF) wrestling on TV and pretend they were Hulk Hogan and Macho Man Randy Savage. On the other side of the house Christina and I would listen to Bon Jovi while she fixed my hair into a side ponytail. I was definitely a child of the ’80s. We would also bake cake mixes together, only she let me help mix the ingredients with a hand mixer, and she let me lick the bowl when we were done. That was the best part.




  Over time, my intrigue for baking grew until the day I mustered up enough courage to make my first ever recipe from scratch. I had no idea what I would make until I found a huge jar of welfare peanut butter hiding in a cupboard with a recipe on the back. I read the recipe. We had all the ingredients and it seemed simple enough to take on by myself, so I creamed shortening, peanut butter, and sugar together, added a couple eggs, some flour, and baking soda, and I rolled them into balls before baking. Five dozen dough balls and a couple hours later, I had accomplished my goal—a kitchen full of homemade peanut butter cookies. I was ready to share my gift with the world.




  Fast forward a few years . . . I have moved away from my grandparents’ home and am newly married to my high school sweetheart, Sam. While Sam and I were dating, he’d call me and we’d stay up until the wee hours of the night talking on the phone. Or rather, I’d do all the talking while he listened and munched on frozen chocolate chips. He loves chocolate! One day while flipping through a magazine I found a recipe for double chocolate chewies. I jotted down the recipe on a yellow Post-it and filed it away to make for him. I did bake those cookies for him, and I’m convinced that’s why he fell in love with me. As they say, the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.




  Over the years I didn’t do as much baking because my mother-in-law, Nonie, would bake chocolate chip pecan cookies and send them over on a regular basis. My mom, Laura, and I experimented with baking fortune cookies, homemade vanilla wafers, and fruit pizzas. Those were tasty successes. I tried my hand at homemade cookies and ice cream once, which was a total disaster. In my mind, I thought the more cookies, the better it would be. I added so many cookies to that ice cream that it was dense and greasy, and the whole thing turned a grayish-brown color. It was horrifying, but we still managed to choke it down.




  Sam and I married and bought a house in 2005. By the summer of 2006, I was pregnant with our first son. I had a fairly easy pregnancy. I was tired and hungry all the time and wanted to eat everything I saw on TV, but the weeks seemed to just fly. Then one early morning in August, I awoke with terrible cramping in my abdomen. I wasn’t sure what was happening to my body, but I went to the hospital where I later delivered our premature son at seventeen weeks gestation. We were in shock but wanted a family so badly that we got pregnant again right away. In February 2007, just six months after our first son, we lost yet another baby. Our lives were forever changed.




  We grieved and mourned the loss of our sons, Sam and Jack. We searched the Internet for answers to our questions, we attended grief counseling, went to two different therapists, shed countless tears, and shared our story at support groups over and over again. At a hospital support group, I met my dear friend, Monica, who encouraged me to start a blog. I encountered so many people with similar stories. I could relate to others, and I felt less alone. It was helpful to write and express my emotions. I didn’t write for an audience, I just let my feelings pour out of me like I was writing a journal. It was freeing and I felt like a weight was lifted off my soul. Blogging helped immensely, and then after a few months it became too much for me to bear. All I did was think about babies and getting pregnant. I missed my boys and got lost in a world of sadness. I was consumed by grief.




  I needed another outlet, so in the fall of 2007, I started a recipe blog. I didn’t know how the new blog would progress, but I knew that I loved baking and sharing recipes, so I dove headfirst with my favorite chocolate zucchini bundt cake. The first few months were sketchy, and there were times when I got discouraged, but I finally had something else to focus my energy on. I began to think about what I would make next. I took pictures of the cakes and cupcakes I made, and over time I got better at it. It became a challenge, and I learned so much about the science behind baking, lighting, food photography, and myself. I was learning to accept the new me, and before I knew it, I was happy again.




  We continued to try for another baby, and after years of struggling with infertility, I finally got pregnant again with our third son. In September 2011, we welcomed our little blessing, Hayden, into the world. Getting him here was a long difficult journey, but he was worth the wait. Now he’s a very curious curly haired toddler who likes to stand on a chair helping me in the kitchen, sampling my creations as he sees fit, and I wouldn’t want it any other way.




  Through blogging, I’ve met some pretty incredible people and have made lifelong friends from all over the world. Some I have met in person, some I have only communicated with through mail or phone, some I have baked with and cried with, and a few have even shared some of life’s greatest moments with me. They are all different, but each one of them holds a special place in my heart. This may sound highly dramatic, but blogging changed my life. It is more than just typing words and posting pictures on a website, it is a fulfilling and rewarding community, and I’m proud to be a part of it. I blog to share my knowledge of baking with others. I bake to express my love and appreciation for those who are most important in my life, my friends, and family.




  As for the title of my blog and now this cookbook, I can’t help but recall that sweet memory of baking with my cousin in her kitchen. It truly was “lick the bowl good.”




  [image: image]




  [image: image]




  BAKING ESSENTIALS: TOOLS OF THE TRADE




  Whether you are an avid baker or are just starting out, having a well equipped kitchen not only makes baking easier it will ensure better results. Here is a list of equipment and kitchen tools that will allow you to make any of the recipes in this book.




  Oven Thermometer: One of the most important and least expensive gadgets you can have in the kitchen is an oven thermometer. If you bake often, it is imperative to know how your oven functions. Many ovens run a few degrees cooler or warmer then you think. Having an oven thermometer will ensure that your oven is up to correct temperature before baking. If your oven is off, you can make adjustments accordingly without having to sacrifice the cake you’ve worked so hard to bake.




  Pans: Having an array of metal pans will allow you to bake many types of cakes, breads, cupcakes and bars. You don’t need to have multiples of everything, but if you bake lots of cupcakes or muffins, it comes in handy to have more than one cupcake tin. My preference for baking is high-quality aluminum pans. Darker metal pans conduct heat a little differently and can cause food to brown more quickly.




  Besides my metal cake baking pans, I use my 8-inch and 9x13-inch glass and stoneware dishes the most. They are the perfect size for bars, brownies, coffee cakes, etc. Cookie sheets and rimmed baking sheets are multi-purpose pans. Not only can you use them to bake cookies on, you can use them underneath pies to catch drips and they can be used as trays.




  The only specialty pans that are required in this book are a large capacity Bundt pan, a tart pan with a removable bottom, and a springform pan. You don’t need to make a special purchase for these unless you plan to make cheesecakes, tarts, and Bundt cakes on a regular basis.




  Electric Hand Mixer/ Stand Mixer: All the recipes in this book can be made with an inexpensive electric hand mixer. I prefer to use a hand mixer when possible but having a stand mixer does make the process easier especially when you’re working with large quantities of batter or cookie dough. Ultimately, it’s all a matter of preference.




  Food Processor: A food processor is not a piece of equipment I use often, but it is invaluable when making pie crust or fruit puree. It really does speed up the process and gets the job done in seconds with minimal effort.




  Kitchen Scale: Many bakers prefer to use kitchen scales to weigh ingredients to get the exact amounts of ingredients for baking. For testing purposes, all the recipes in this book were tested by volume not weight. As long as you use the “scoop and level” method for measuring out ingredients such as flour and sugar, you will have success. Still, the kitchen scale is convenient for weighing items such as chocolate.




  Mixing Bowls: You will need a full set of mixing bowls. Tempered glass, stain resistant plastic, and ceramic bowls are all perfectly fine. Larger bowls will allow you to mix batters and doughs while the smaller bowls are great for holding other ingredients. A few recipes call for using several mixing bowls at the same time. Having multiple bowls allows you to continue on with the recipe without having to stop to wash bowls for another use. If you like to set all your ingredients out into bowls before baking—called mise en place—several small bowls will come in handy.




  Measuring Cups and Spoons: There are two different kinds of measuring cups—those for dry ingredients and those for liquid. You will need a full set (1/4 cup, 1/2 cup, 1/3 cup and 1 cup) of dry measuring cups. These can be either metal or plastic but avoid anything made of ceramic as they can chip or break. One good quality set should last you a lifetime.




  Liquid measuring cups are made of plastic and tempered glass and have a spout and a handle. They are often measured in ounces and cups and will have the lines detailed on the cups. You will need a 1 cup, 2 cup and a 4 cup measuring cup.




  Measuring spoons are ideal for measuring out smaller quantities such as baking soda or salt. When you see a measurement for a teaspoon, do not go to your silverware and pull out a long spoon that you use to stir your iced tea with. For proper measurements you need a full set (1/8 tsp, 1/4 tsp, 1/2 tsp, 1 tsp, 1 Tablespoon) of metal or plastic spoons.




  Rubber Spatulas and Silicone Scrapers: These are the most used tools in my kitchen. I have several colors and sizes and use them to cook and bake with. They are heat proof up to high temperatures and will not melt in your pan. When choosing a spatula, choose ones that fit comfortably in your hand. There are different styles and some have silicone handles, metal handles or wooden handles. Keep in mind that wood cannot go in the dishwasher, and metal conducts heat when selecting the spatula that’s right for you. Whichever spatulas you choose, they will help you get the job done. They can stir, scoop, fold and scrape the bowl clean.




  Whisks: A few different sizes and styles of whisks will come in handy when making the recipes in this book. I use sturdy metal rust-proof balloon whisks for stirring dry ingredients together or for beating thin batters. A balloon whisk is also great for whipping cream by hand.




  I also use sauce whisks, which have a flat bottom, for combining liquids or making sauces in a saucepan. They are also great for cooked custards where you need to constantly whisk so the custard doesn’t stick to the pan.




  Metal Sieve: A metal sieve is a multi-purpose tool in the kitchen. It can be used to sift dry ingredients or to remove lumps from powdered sugar or cocoa. You can use a sieve to strain a fruit puree if you want a seedless mixture. You can press cooked custards and pudding through them to ensure there aren’t any lumps. You can also use them as a strainer for rinsing berries or for dusting powdered sugar over baked goods.




  Microplane Zester: If you use a lot of citrus in your baking or cooking, I highly recommend getting a Microplane zester. Originally, these were used as a wood rasp but they’re perfect for removing just the outer, brightly colored skin of citrus. All the oils are in the outer layer and that’s where all the concentrated flavor lies. Adding zest to a recipe gives it so much flavor. The zester is also great for grating chocolate, and other savory items such as garlic and hard cheeses.




  Citrus Reamer: When a recipe calls for citrus juice such as lemon, lime or orange, it is ideal to use freshly squeezed juice and not juice from concentrate or bottled juice. To get the maximum amount of juice from your citrus, a reamer helps tremendously.




  Pastry Blender: A pastry blender is useful for cutting butter or shortening into dry ingredients. You use a pastry blender when you want to incorporate small bits of fat into a recipe without blending it all together as you would a batter. You can use them for making pie crust dough by hand or for making crumb toppings or biscuits.




  Spring-Loaded Cookie Scoops: I use cookie scoops often and not just for cookies. Cookie scoops are just another tool to help measure out batter and doughs. I use them to portion out cupcake and muffin batter to ensure they are the same size. This also helps to ensure that they bake evenly and at the same time, with uniform results. I also use them to portion out fillings and frosting. It’s a great tool for portioning out batter for waffles and pancakes as well.




  Offset Spatulas: The thin offset metal blade on this spatula makes it ideal for spreading. I use it to spread batters and doughs into the corners of baking dishes. It’s also perfect for frosting cupcakes and cakes. Because the blade is offset (at an angle) and flexible it helps to keep your fingers out of whatever you’re spreading.




  Bench Scraper: This is used to literally scrape and help lift delicate or sticky doughs from your work surface. If you’re rolling out pie dough or cookies and the dough has become soft and is sticking to the counter, a bench scraper can help lift it. It can also be used as a cutting tool to score shortbread or cut bars while they’re still in the pan.




  Cooling Racks: These are essential in baking to allow your hot baked items to cool while allowing air circulation under them. Cooling racks are great for allowing cookies to cool while remaining flat as well as cooling hot cakes in and out of their pans. They can also be used when applying glaze to baked goods by allowing the excess glaze to drip off through the holes without puddling. Consider getting a couple different sizes for different job.
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For my boys Sam, Jack, and Hayden.
I love you to the moon and back.
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