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Foreword


My good friend Ardyth was a great lover of food. The simpler the better. A slice of sweet, juicy watermelon. Steaming corn on the cob dressed with butter and salt. A hot dog with spicy sauerkraut. “I can’t cook and don’t want to,” she told me once. “But I love to eat and I love the people who feed me.”


That sentiment is the essence of this book and the stories that fill it. As you read, you’ll discover how food nourishes us in ways beyond sustaining our bodies. The gathering, caring and bridge-building that results from the preparing and sharing of food makes it a veritable love potion.


And its magic knows no bounds. It spans generations, connecting us with our past and helping us create new traditions and powerful memories. Think of some of your own family’s most cherished experiences. I bet most if not all of them involve food – a family reunion, cookie baking for the holidays or even dinner in front of the TV. Food provides us something that little else can: the opportunity to come together and share a part of our lives with each other.


At Taste of Home, we gather and share recipes from home cooks across the country. And as important as the recipes are the stories behind them, stories filled with love and laughter and hope, laced with tears and reminiscences of times past. The oatmeal jam bars 102-year-old Warren makes in his toaster oven to share with the Vermont nursing home community where he lives. The foods Michele was given by her neighbors and friends when her home in Michigan was destroyed in a fire. The cookies Liz bakes every week for veterans in California. The homemade marshmallow recipe Lindsay’s dad used to make and that she makes as gifts each year to honor his memory. As the editor-in-chief, I’m humbled every day to be the steward of this incredible family recipe box.


Like Taste of Home, this book tells the stories of how food brings people together and helps us to celebrate our triumphs and cope with our tragedies. In the reading of it, I hope you will find comfort and inspiration, and the encouragement to create your own food love story.


My food-loving friend Ardyth passed away four years ago after a hard-fought battle with ovarian cancer. During her many chemotherapy treatments, she had trouble keeping food down. So I made gallons of chicken noodle soup for her, the only food, she told me, that she felt like eating. Making those pots of soup for my dying friend was profound for me. It gave me the chance to share my heart with her and helped me say goodbye in a very personal way. I still make that soup, and when I do, I think of Ardyth. And I smile.


~Catherine Cassidy
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Introduction


As the front door opened, before I even got the best hug in the world, I could smell the roast duck in the oven. Even as a young boy, memories of dinner at Grandma’s are not just embedded in my mind but my soul. Roast pork with mashed potatoes and creamy sauerkraut with caraway, not to mention the pan gravy . . . what a cook!


We looked forward all year to having Grandma’s peach dumplings. I can remember her wrapping fragrant, juicy peaches in a dough made from potatoes and then waiting for these softball-sized dumplings to bounce to the top of boiling water, which is when she’d scoop them out onto a platter. What happened next was magical — melted butter and cinnamon sugar. Dessert you’re thinking? Heck no! We had this for dinner and we ate them till we couldn’t move.


If you were lucky, Grandma would let you sleep over and that meant one thing . . . a trip to the pond to feed the ducks! Well, it was a little more than just feeding the ducks, which was fun, but what really mattered was lunch. At the crack of dawn, the milkman had already dropped off glass bottles of ice-cold milk, eggs and soft semolina sandwich bread with sesame seeds on which Grandma would spread butter and egg salad with a little mayonnaise, salt, pepper and a few drops of cider vinegar. After feeding the ducks, we would sit on a bench in a sunny spot next to the pond and eat our sandwiches together — just my grandma and me. Today, whether it be elegant tea sandwiches or a quick lunch, I make them just the way she did.


When I think of being at home as a young boy, I remember the sound of a pressure cooker. My mom would be cooking a pot roast, with tender carrots, potatoes and soda dumplings. At the table, we all shared much more than pot roast. We shared our stories of the day. They may have been funny, sad or angry, but we always shared them, and our love. And that’s where we made new stories too, those great stories that became part of family lore and were told again and again through the years. Although we each had our own little universe in which we lived, we all seemed to settle into one place for that brief amount of time, a time when we made sure that we got to know each other and share our lives.


None of these fond food memories inspired me to become a chef or to even get a job as a cook at a local restaurant. I became a cook because I wanted to go to a rock concert and my parents said I had to earn the money myself for the ticket. So I did. At fifteen, I got that job and I loved it because I got a free bacon cheeseburger and root beer soda every day!


What happened next took me by surprise. I stood in amazement in this open kitchen and watched as the husband-and-wife team served each meal with such care because they truly loved each customer walking through the door. That’s when I learned that love is the magical ingredient that makes everything taste better. Mom’s, Dad’s and Grandma’s food tastes so good because of the love that they put into it.


I learned years later that home wasn’t the only place where people gathered to share their thoughts and lives around the table. When President Ronald Reagan hosted a dinner commemorating the 40th Anniversary of the United Nations, he broke bread with the prime ministers of Canada, Great Britain, France, Italy and Japan, and the Chancellor of Germany. This gathering could have easily been a meeting at the UN, but President Reagan understood that the dining table was the one place that leveled the playing field. No matter where we’re from, what language we speak, or what beliefs we hold, we can find some common ground as human beings to build more meaningful relationships around the table. It’s hard to imagine that sharing a meal wouldn’t improve any relationship. After preparing that meal and receiving a personal and sincere gesture of gratitude from the President, I couldn’t help but think that I had some small part in making the world a better place.


Through my years as Chef, having fed more than 3,000 people a day, I know all too well how stressful getting a meal on the table can be. That’s why I can attribute much of my success to keeping menus and recipes familiar and simple, relying on quality ingredients and a balance of flavor and texture. In fact, some of the recipes I prepared for world events with Presidents and heads of state were the same meals I prepared at home, like my Crispy Chicken with Truffled Grape Salad and Port Sauce, a favorite of my daughters.


I applied that same philosophy to creating the Chicken Soup for the Soul line of products, which are designed to make it fast and easy, even for busy moms, to get dinner on the table. From my own personal experience, the fewer steps in getting a meal on the table, the more likely it is that people will have that quality time, sharing food with family or friends . . . and with a host or hostess who is relaxed, not stressed!


Some of my own recipes appear in the back pages of this book, and you’ll also find family favorites from many other writers attached to the stories about food and love that fill this volume. There’s nothing I like better than reading about my two favorite topics — food and love — and I hope you’ll enjoy these stories too and find new inspiration to bring your own family and friends together around the table.


~Chef John Doherty
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Learning to Cook


Cooking Rule . . . If at first you don’t succeed, order pizza.


~Anonymous
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Becoming a Cook


Cooking is like love. It should be entered into with abandon or not at all.


~Harriet van Horne


“Do you like Hamburger Helper?” my soon-to-be-husband’s twelve-year-old son, Austin, asked me the first time I met him. “I hope so because it’s the only thing my dad knows how to cook.”


“It’s okay, honey, I can cook,” I assured him without even thinking.


He eyed me suspiciously. “What do you know how to make?”


I shrugged and then plunged into the abyss of deception. “I know how to cook lots of things. What do you like to eat?”


He shrugged back. “I like pretty much everything. Well, except Hamburger Helper.” He wrinkled his nose. “I’m kind of tired of that.”


I laughed. “If you like pretty much everything, we should be just fine in the food department.”


He grinned and looked at his dad. “Marry her tomorrow, Dad. Seriously.”


Eric and I followed Austin’s suggestion and got married just five months after we met. I quit my job and moved the two hundred miles from my apartment in the Chicago suburbs to Eric’s farmhouse in southern Indiana. His kids and my kids got along the way blood siblings do — loving each other one minute and fighting the next. And Eric, well, he was practically perfect in the husband department. Things were going exactly according to plan.


Except for one thing. That little white lie I’d told. I’d said I could cook. Talk about the mother of all exaggerations! Yeah, I can cook — if calling the pizza delivery boy qualifies as cooking! Saying I could cook was like saying I could fly. It hadn’t happened yet, but who knew? But maybe I could figure it out and then I’d never have to fess up to my little fabrication.


The pressure was on. I could practically hear Rachael Ray’s voice taunting me, “Did you tell that poor kid you know how to cook? How could you do such a thing?”


But Emeril, the angel on my other shoulder, responded, “It’s all right. She’ll learn.” And then he added a “Bam!” just to encourage me.


For the first few months, I faked it with easy stuff like spaghetti and tacos. We grilled hamburgers and brats on the grill at least once a week. It was summer, so nobody expected me to spend a lot of time in the kitchen. But I knew winter was coming and that meant the grill — my new best friend — would soon be going into hibernation.


I panicked, but not for long. I soon found a new favorite appliance — my crock pot. You can throw practically anything in that thing and it turns out all right. At first, I made sure I had a recipe and I followed it exactly. But after a while, I got creative and started throwing in whatever I had on hand. One day, I tossed in some boneless, skinless chicken breasts, a packet of onion soup mix, and a can of cream-of-whatever soup.


When Eric got home from work, he took a bite of my creation, which I’d mixed with egg noodles. His eyebrows went up and he nodded. “This is pretty good. What’s it called?”


“Um, let me check,” I said. I reached for a cookbook, flipped through to the section of chicken recipes and read the first one I saw. “Perfect Breasts,” I said.


Eric grinned. “Excellent. Be sure to make this one again. Maybe just for me next time.” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively.


Chalk one up for me and my “cooking” skills.


After I mastered my crock pot, I discovered some really great cooking websites. One site’s specialty was recipes that required just five ingredients.


Even I couldn’t mess that up. I printed some of the more appealing ones and tried them out. They were really good. Even my oh-so-picky daughters asked for seconds.


I was getting pretty good at faking the cooking thing.


And then the real test came: my husband’s birthday. In his family, birthdays are a huge deal. The whole family comes over to celebrate, but no one serves just cake and ice cream. No, these people come hungry and ready for a good, home-cooked meal.


Did I mention my husband is one of eight children?


Yeah, so about forty people — including my new mother-in-law — came over to our house, expecting food that was not only edible, but actually tasty. I was beyond overwhelmed by it all.


I filled two crock pots with chicken, boiled some egg noodles, fixed some bread — the kind that comes in the tubes — heated about a dozen cans of green beans, and hoped for the best. If the food were terrible, there would always be cake. It was store-bought, so I couldn’t mess it up.


I watched closely as my mother-in-law took her first bite of the chicken I’d made. Her eyes lit up and she quickly took another bite.


Holy cow, she liked it. I had pulled it off after all.


When my husband’s sister asked me for the recipe, I picked up my jaw from the floor and stammered, “Oh, you don’t want this recipe. It’s so easy, it’s embarrassing.”


She smiled. “But those are the best kinds of recipes.”


I rattled off the five-ingredient recipe, ashamed that now everyone would peg me for the fake I was.


“Diane, that chicken was delicious,” another sister-in-law said. “The fact that it was easy to cook only makes me like it more.”


“But I’m really not a very good cook,” I insisted.


“Did you make the meal today?” my mother-in-law asked.


“Well, yeah,” I said.


“Then you’re a good cook.”


I looked into the smiling faces of the women in my new family. And I realized that becoming a good cook was a lot like becoming a member of their family.


It didn’t matter how I’d gotten there. But I was sure glad I finally had.


Cream Cheese Chicken


4 boneless skinless chicken breasts


1/2 cup butter


1 package Italian seasoning mix


1 (8 oz.) package cream cheese


1 (10 3/4 oz.) can cream of chicken soup


Cooked rice or pasta


Cube chicken into bite-sized pieces.


Combine chicken pieces, butter and Italian seasoning mix in a crock pot and cook on low for 6 to 8 hours.


Then add cream cheese and soup, and cook on high until cheese is melted.


Serve over rice or pasta.


~Diane Stark
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Hockey Pucks


A hundred hearts would be too few To carry all my love for you.


~Author Unknown


My husband had only two culinary skills — coffee and tuna salad — and although he did those both very well, he was terrified to take things any further.


He broke into a cold sweat if I so much as asked him to take something out of the oven. He required detailed instructions when asked to pick up an onion or a dozen eggs. The good news is that cooking was such a complete mystery to him, he thought I was brilliant because I could transform raw chicken into dinner. The bad news is that left at home with a little girl to feed, he was utterly helpless.


But early on, my husband committed a deed of culinary derringdo, when he set aside his fear of anything involving food preparation because he loved me so much.


I had just returned from the hospital with our new baby girl. She was not sleeping and neither was I, and between hormones and sleep deprivation, I was a wreck. The baby cried. I cried. I was also hungry and not up to doing anything about it. He looked on, worried and desperate to help.


“What would you eat if you could eat anything?” he asked, nervously. We both knew that unless it was take-out, whatever “anything” was would be beyond his capabilities, probably involving an oven or stovetop and baffling ingredients from little jars. But even his wanting to try helped. I dried my eyes and considered.


“If I could have anything I would want some whole grain apple-sauce muffins,” I said, with no hope that there would be any until the baby permitted me fifteen minutes to bake them. (I figured sixteen years, give or take.) He sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, thinking hard, and then vanished into the kitchen.


An hour of banging cabinets and refrigerator doors later, he walked in, flushed and sheepish, carrying a steaming mug of perfect decaf . . . and a plate of hockey pucks. I bit into one. They were warm and cinnamon-y and odd. I am not sure why they turned out that way — the recipe is foolproof — but they were half an inch tall and rubbery. “They’re awful, aren’t they?” he said, defeated. He didn’t get it.


I started to cry again, because of hormones and sleep deprivation, but also because I had a plate full of the most wonderful muffins that I would ever eat, a husband who loved me so much that he would crack raw eggs for me, and the baby I had dreamed of. I was the luckiest girl on earth.


People like to say that food made with love tastes better. We know that’s not necessarily true. We’ve all choked down Grandma’s stringy pot roast or Aunt Rachel’s parsnips and prayed for a reprieve. What is true is that sometimes food is made with so much love that the taste is irrelevant. When my husband made the applesauce hockey pucks he overcame fear and insecurity because he wanted me to feel better.


Sometimes the best dish that you ever had is a transcendent blend of tastes and textures and beautiful presentation. And sometimes it is an even more transcendent blend of courage and dreams and love.


Whole Grain Applesauce Muffins


2 cups of multigrain flour (whole wheat works fine too)


2 eggs


1 cup of milk (soy or rice milk works fine too)


1 cup applesauce


1/2 cup vegetable oil


1/2 cup sugar


2 teaspoons baking powder


1 teaspoon cinnamon


1/2 teaspoon salt


1 cup raisins, walnuts, or a combination of the two (optional)


Preheat oven to 400 degrees.


Combine dry ingredients with the exception of the optional nuts/raisins in a large bowl.


Beat the eggs lightly and stir in the milk and oil. Quickly stir together the two mixtures until just combined and then add the nuts and/or raisins in a few quick strokes.


Spoon into greased muffin cups and bake 15-17 minutes.


~Jacqueline Rivkin
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The Inside Story


I was 32 when I started cooking; up until then, I just ate.


~Julia Child


I stared at the chicken section in the grocery store, trying to figure out why there were so many options. There were legs, thighs, whole organic chickens, split breasts, breasts with skins, skinless breasts, fryer chickens and roaster chickens. The choices seemed endless. At least I knew I wanted to make a whole chicken. But which one? Should it be the fryer or the roaster?


I had never cooked a chicken before in my life. I had just moved into my new home with the man of my dreams and I had a baby on the way. The tears started stinging my eyes. My only option was to pick up my cell phone and call my mom. I told her where I was and what my great dilemma was. There was a familiar sound on the other end of the phone. Still staring at the chicken choices in front of me I sighed, “Mom, are you laughing at me?”


I believe she hiccupped and erupted into another fit of hysterics. At that point I hung up. Yes, I hung up on my mother. Here I was, young and ambitious, willing to showcase my love for my family through food, and the chicken was defeating me. And all my mother could do was laugh at me? I almost stormed out of the grocery store and ordered pizza for dinner.


Instead, I called her back, “Are you done yet?”


Gasping for breath she replied, “Yes,” and then started laughing again.


I stood in front of all that chicken while my mom tried to catch her breath and I struggled with the great chicken debate.


“You . . . should . . . get . . . a . . . roaster . . .” she replied between gasps of breath.


“Thank you, Mom,” I said, with an attitude that said I wasn’t playing around, and hung up.


I grabbed my roaster chicken, paid for my other groceries and went home. I took the chicken out, grabbed a pan, gathered some spices and was getting ready to cook that bad boy up when my phone rang.


“Yes?” I said.


It was my mom again. She had taken control of herself.


“Are you cooking the chicken?” she asked.


“Yes,” I said.


“Did you take the innards out?” she said softly.


“The what?” I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it like she could see me.


When I put the phone back to my ear she was saying, “. . .inside the chicken. You have to take that stuff out.”


I looked at the chicken. I saw the little opening where its head used to be. “I’m not sticking my hand in that.”


She snickered into the phone, “Oh yes you are, if you’re cooking that chicken and not trying to kill anyone. You need to take the plastic bag with the innards out before you cook it.”


I believe at that point I made a sound that was something akin to, “blechhhgrossill-ick-ick-ick!”


My mom’s voice went soft in my ear. “I’ll tell you a story while you take the insides of the chicken out.”


“Okay, I’m listening,” I said while having an internal conflict about sticking my hand inside the chicken.


“I didn’t always know how to cook.” I could hear the smile and whimsy in her voice. “And, I can still remember the first meatloaf I tried to cook for your father. I was so young. All I wanted to do was make a home-cooked meal for my family. So I gathered all my ingredients, mixed up that meat, added eggs, breadcrumbs, seasoning and then I flattened it as I put it in the pan.”


“Why?” I might not have been the best cook around but I had never heard of flattening a meatloaf.


“Well, my dear, I thought that my meatloaf would rise in the oven just like bread rises. It turns out, it doesn’t.”


“You didn’t!”


“I did. I’ll never forget that meatloaf. Just like you’ll never forget your chicken. Did you get the insides out?”


I had not noticed but I was holding a dripping bag filled with neck, liver and who knows what else in my free hand. I had just plunged my hand right in, grabbed that bag and pulled it out while my mom told me her story.


“Yes, I got it,” I said into the phone.


“Just throw them away for now. I’ll tell you how to use them on your next chicken,” she said with a slight hitch in her voice. I think she was about to laugh again.


“Thanks, Mom,” I said, and suddenly I was reassured that it was okay. It didn’t matter if my chicken didn’t come out perfect or if my mother’s meatloaf never rose. It only mattered that I wanted to do something for my family and was making the effort to do it. That was the whole concept of food and love that my mother had taught me growing up.


“Don’t forget to give the chicken a good butter massage before putting your spices on it,” she said and hung up.


“What?” Wasn’t sticking my hand inside it enough? Now I had to give the bird a spa treatment before eating it. I was never going to cook a chicken again. Never. Ever.


It has been ten years since my first chicken. I’ve grown quite experienced in the art of cooking a chicken. I have cooked hundreds of chickens over the years — some fryers, some roasters, each one better than the last. I’m no longer grossed out about sticking my hand inside a bird or having to feel it up before cooking it to a tender juicy crisp. And, I know that one day I’m going to have to tell my son the story of the first chicken I tried to cook for his father when he calls me up to complain that my future daughter-in-law doesn’t know the difference between halibut and flounder. I may have to tell him about Grandma’s meatloaf too.


~Linda St.Cyr


[image: Image]




[image: Image]


Unlikely Gourmet


Recipe: A series of step-by-step instructions for preparing ingredients you forgot to buy, in utensils you don’t own, to make a dish the dog wouldn’t eat.


~Author Unknown


My dad has never been a gourmet cook, a follower of trends, or a television devotee, but by chance all three came together in a surprising way. By profession he is an electrician, but can fix anything — albeit sometimes on a “temporary” basis. Like the time I dropped my eyeglasses down the well where we got water for our horses. It was astounding that my dad actually duct-taped a flashlight to his head and lowered himself into the well on a rope attached to an apple tree to retrieve them. I was utterly embarrassed when I had to wear them to school for weeks after that, held together with copper wire. But in a family of eight kids, you kept your glasses as long as you could see your hand in front of your face.


When the rare occasion called for my dad to prepare a meal, his menu was always predictable. If it was before noon, we had pancakes and eggs. If it was after noon, we had fried potatoes, hamburgers and baked beans. Then, by chance, my dad was introduced to the world of gourmet cuisine. After years of a wire antenna on the television barely picking up a “local” channel, my parents relented and got satellite television. Suddenly, they were exposed to a myriad of new experiences ranging from hunting to travel to fashion and food.


After preparing three meals a day for more than fifty years, my mom became fascinated with all the Food Network shows. She watched them for hours and seemed oblivious to one very unexpected spectator beside her on the sofa . . . my dad.


Dad was fascinated with the male chefs on the shows, urging my mom to try different recipes. After a few barely edible attempts at the show recipes, my mom concluded it was impossible to make these dishes in their rural area because you couldn’t find all the special ingredients, in particular the spices. My dad, who never gave up on anything, kept watching, and one day he took action that surprised us all.


Home for the weekend, I found my mom sitting at the kitchen table with a baffled expression, staring at my dad — who was surrounded by books. Not the electrical parts catalogs he was always poring over, but cookbooks! I couldn’t imagine what was going on, but he looked up with a big smile and announced he was going to make braised short ribs like the ones Bobby Flay prepared on his show.


He explained he didn’t have the actual recipe Bobby had used, but had settled on a recipe from the Assembly of God Women’s Cookbook that he had found. Dad said it was the closest recipe to what he remembered from Bobby Flay on TV, and lots of the ingredients were right there in the kitchen. If not, he could “make them.” And if I had any doubt that he was actually going to attempt this, there were a dozen packages of venison ribs thawing in the sink. Dad explained that venison would be the same as beef, but it was free.


When Dad gets an idea, it’s best to remain quiet and get out of the way. After all, he single-handedly built a plywood camper for our Ford pick-up truck and took us on a magical journey across the United States when we were little. As we crossed the country, eating cereal out of little boxes at roadside rest stops, my dad consulted maps and crossed places off his list. Later, when these places came up in our history classes, we were the only kids in our class who had actually seen them. It was this kind of determination that set the course for his life, and luckily had seeped into mine. So my mom and I left him to his rib project and went shopping.


After a few hours of distracted shopping we couldn’t stay away any longer. When we returned, the kitchen was a disaster. Every pot and pan in my mom’s inventory was somewhere on a counter, stove or table and they were all used. Empty ketchup bottles were strewn about, and every spice from her cabinet was open and lying around in disarray. Bowls, utensils, cookie sheets, colanders, skillets, measuring cups and spoons were all covered in some strange red-brown sauce. Flour, brown sugar, maple syrup, mustard, hot peppers and jelly spotted the counters . . . and in the middle of it all was my smiling dad, wearing a sauce-smeared apron, sitting at the cluttered table with a big plate of some sort of meat on bones. The wonderful aroma in the kitchen was almost enough to make you overlook the horrendous mess. Jazzie, my dad’s Sheltie, was licking her empty bowl, but she eats anything so that wasn’t as reassuring as you might imagine.


My dad jumped up and started pulling out chairs, making room at the messy table for us to sample his masterpiece. We sat down warily, me on top of some sticky sauce and my mom after brushing cookbooks off her chair. My dad scurried around the kitchen filling our plates with his concoction. His hands were slathered in sauce and the paper towels he tried to hand us stuck to his fingers. No amount of sauce could hide the obvious delight he felt for his epicurean creation.


Despite the flavorful aroma, what he placed in front of us didn’t look fit for human consumption. I was sitting too far from Jazzie’s bowl to surreptitiously give her my portion, so I just dove in. After all, if you eat anything fast enough, don’t chew, and swallow quickly, it’s not too bad. But something very unexpected happened when the first bite hit our tongues. This dish was delicious! Saying that it melted in our mouths seems inadequate. Just like the television chefs always promise, “layers of flavor” were revealed at every bite. What those flavors were actually comprised of, I didn’t want to know, as I scanned the ingredients scattered around the kitchen.


My dad was beyond proud. “That Bobby Flay really knows what he’s talking about,” he said with delight. I couldn’t burst his bubble and say this was probably as far away from Bobby’s recipe as anything could ever be.


We pitched in to clean up the kitchen, which took hours. Somehow, the mystery sauce had congealed on every surface. As Dad helped dry the endless number of dishes, he mused, “I think I’ll see what Bobby Flay is up to tomorrow and give it a try.” My mom and I both groaned. Our only comment was that next time he wanted to cook for us, hamburgers and baked beans would be just fine, thank you.


~Patti Lawson
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Cooking with Mom


A recipe has no soul. You, as the cook, must bring soul to the recipe.


~Thomas Keller


I’m four years old. Mom is always busy working, but she pulls down the big heavy mixing bowls and chooses the huge yellow one. It’s a baking kind of day. She gets out the amber jar full of flour and lets me pack the brown sugar. My favorite part is when it all slides into the bowl in the shape of the little, copper measuring cup. She shows me how to carefully separate the eggshell so no pieces fall in. We make the best chocolate chip cookies. We eat a few chips together while we’re mixing them, and she makes half with no nuts just for me.


She teaches me that sugar is a wet ingredient and how to multiply fractions and that if you pull the mixer out of the batter before you turn it off, batter splatters everywhere.


I’m six. Mom gets me up in the middle of every night and carries me to the car. It’s time to make the donuts. She lays me in a lawn chair in the back of the donut shop and covers me with her jacket before she gets to work with Dad. There, under her jacket and in the midst of all that hustle and bustle, I feel completely safe, secure and loved. I get up and try to talk customers into playing Candy Land with me before I catch the bus for school. I get to take donut holes for snack time. I’m everyone’s favorite snack-bringer.


I learn about friends and eighties music and that the way to anyone’s heart is through his or her stomach.


I’m seven. Mom teaches me to scramble an egg and how to be careful with the gas when I light the burner. How to keep stirring so the eggs won’t stick and burn on the bottom. And not to use metal in a Teflon pan.


I learn to get up before my mom to make my own hot breakfast and watch the news, cause that’s what grown-ups do. And I learn that when I fall asleep in my chair, Mom will pick up my dishes and clean whatever mess I left in the kitchen without ever saying a word to me about it.


I’m ten. Mom takes me to the grocery store every day to get the ingredients for endless casseroles, meat loaves and fried chicken. I complain a lot. I learn about budgets, Green Stamps, and that all that stuff tastes better than I would ever let on.


I’m eighteen. I make my first solo fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, all from scratch of course, and I start a fire in the kitchen. My date offers to help from the living room, but I save the chicken and he’s none the wiser about the fire.


I learn that no matter how old and wise I get, my mom is never more than a phone call away when I realize I’m out of my depth. And, later, that they actually make mixes for things like mashed potatoes and gravy, but that that would be cheating and it probably wouldn’t taste as good anyway.


I’m twenty-eight. For my birthday, I ask my mom to finally show me the trick to her famous pies for which there is no recipe. She shows me how to mix the ingredients for the crust, just as her mother showed her. She tells me that we’ll pre-bake these for cream pies but that you don’t do that for custard-style pies. We whip egg yolks and double-boil pudding for hours.


I learn that, regardless how detailed your notes, nothing can replace practice and an inherent knack, and that using my great-grandmother’s rolling pin, my maternal grandmother’s recipes and my paternal grandmother’s pie pan while cooking with my mom creates a feeling of connection I can’t explain.


I’m thirty. I finally pin my mom down on her homemade dressing and giblet gravy. Like the pies, she learned from her mother, and there is no recipe. She can’t tell me any specific measurements, but she can go on forever with that dreamy look in her eyes about how special it was for her mother to impart to her these same skills.


I learn that I really can pull together an entire holiday meal.


I’m thirty-one. I’m standing in my mother’s kitchen with her and my sister, my memories so thick I can hardly breathe. I’m helping her weed through a lifetime of collected utensils and appliances for their imminent downsize. Throw that away, sell this, keep that. Yes, sell all the new-fangled, modern plastic stuff. But I will never part with those multi-colored glass mixing bowls, the copper measuring cups, the old pie plates and baking dishes and cookie jars from my childhood in the kitchen. With my mom.


I learn that sooner or later, we all have to let go of the things, because the memories are now a part of who we are. But I also learn why my mom was always so happy in the kitchen. With her mom.


And now, no matter what happens, I’ve learned that my mom will always be with me in mine.


~Kimberly Noe
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Smoked Salmon


I’m not saying my wife’s a bad cook, but she uses a smoke alarm as a timer.


~Bob Monkhouse


The day after I moved into my first apartment, my mother called. “Do you want me to bring over some cooked meals? I don’t want you living on toast and cheese.”


Staring at the remains of my toasted cheese sandwich, I wondered if mothers really did have X-ray vision. I shook off the thought. “I’m a grown woman. You don’t have to feed me.” A sigh followed by silence on the other end of the phone told me my mother disagreed. As I imagined her showing up on my doorstep, arms laden with food, my gaze fell upon my calendar. September fourth was just a few days away. “To prove I can manage, I’ll make you and dad an anniversary dinner. How does Saturday at seven p.m. sound?”


“It sounds like a lovely idea. Can I bring anything?”


“Nope, just yourselves.” I kept my voice cheery, but even before I hung up I was having second, third and fourth thoughts. Since my cooking skills were limited to boiling water and making toast, my kettle, toaster oven and can opener were my best friends. Not exactly a great basis for a gourmet meal. Maybe I could get takeout and pretend I had cooked. As long as I hid the containers, I’d be okay.


But that was silly. How hard could it be to make dinner? I was a university graduate. I knew how to read. I even had a cookbook, a gift from my mother, along with a set of pots and pans. With four days to prepare, I’d ace my first dinner party the same way I’d aced my courses.


I sat down to plan a simple meal, with the emphasis on simple.


Tomato juice for starters. A salad with bottled dressing. But what about the main course? Roast beef was too ambitious for me. I couldn’t stand the look of raw chicken. Salmon, on the other hand, was possible. Even better, my father liked it. Salmon it was. I flipped through my cookbook until I found a recipe even a domestically challenged diva like me could handle.


I added rice and canned peas to the dinner menu, as my father’s taste in vegetables was limited. For dessert, I would definitely buy something — maybe a fruit flan.


On Friday morning, my mother called again. “Are you sure you don’t need anything? If making an entire meal is too much, we could always go out for dinner instead.”


“Come on, Mom, have a little faith in me.”


“Of course I do, but your father is very fussy about his food. Everything has to be cooked just right. No sauces. No broccoli. No Brussels sprouts. And absolutely no liver.”


I sighed. “Trust me, he’ll eat everything on the menu. Gotta go. See you tomorrow night.”


Early the next morning I was at the grocery store, complete with a detailed shopping list. Returning home, I put the food away, checked my cookbook again, wrote out a battle plan for each step of that night’s dinner, including prep and cooking time, and taped it to the fridge. Then I set all the pots, bowls, pans and utensils I’d need on the kitchen counter, like a general lining up her troops.


Satisfied that I had everything I needed, I rechecked my schedule — six hours before I’d have to start the prep. Easy. I spent the rest of the morning and afternoon reading and watching TV.


When it was time to start Operation Anniversary Dinner, I marched into the kitchen and got to work. I assembled the ingredients for the salad, prepared the glaze for the salmon, measured out the rice and water in one pot, and put the canned peas in another. Twenty minutes later I had ticked off everything I needed to do before my parents showed up.


By the time they arrived, the rice was simmering, the peas were heating, the tomato juice was poured, with a lemon slice for each glass, and the salad was dressed. As they sat down to dinner, I looked at my watch, calculating five to ten minutes for the juice and salad course, maybe a bit longer. My one-inch salmon steaks would need eight to ten minutes. “Be back in a second,” I said, dashing to the fridge to get the main course and put it in the oven.


Since my cookbook had warned me that every oven cooks a bit differently, halfway through our salad course I got up to check the salmon. When I opened the oven door, there was no rush of hot air. I glanced at the oven controls to make sure I had turned it on. I had.


“Anything wrong?” my mother asked.


I stared at the raw fish, unable to speak. When the lump in my throat dissolved enough for me to talk, the only thing I could think of saying was “Anyone for sushi?”


“What?”


“The oven isn’t working.” My gaze darted around the kitchen as I wondered what else I could serve. All I had was cereal, eggs, cheese and toast. Toast. Of course. The other half of toaster oven is oven. I breathed a long sigh of relief that dinner could still be saved. “Give me ten minutes and I’ll be ready.” I crammed the salmon in the toaster oven and cranked it up to its highest setting.


Eleven minutes later, after I opened the windows to let the smoke dissipate, my parents and I dined on “blackened” salmon that was more blackened than salmon. Accompanying the main course was hard, dry rice that I scraped off the bottom of the pot, and soft, mushy peas. My oven might not have worked, but the burners did.


“I’m really sorry,” I said, pushing peas around my plate. “I’ve ruined your anniversary dinner.”


My parents smiled. “No, you didn’t,” they said in unison. “It was a lovely thought and really, the food was . . .” my mother paused, “surprisingly good for your first attempt.”


My father winked at me as he slowly chewed on a piece of burnt salmon.


I winked back. “The good news is I bought the dessert, so it should be fine. Now a toast,” I said, raising my glass. “Happy anniversary. May your lives be filled with love, happiness and good food — preferably not cooked by me.”


~Harriet Cooper
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Stepping Outside My Comfort Zone


There is no sight on earth more appealing than the sight of a woman making dinner for someone she loves.


~Thomas Wolfe


When Shaun and I were first married, he half-jokingly said I was not allowed in the kitchen. He would do all the cooking, he assured me. I didn’t argue. We both knew my cooking skills were limited at best.


At twenty-two years old, my culinary repertoire consisted of grilled cheese sandwiches and cereal and milk. Don’t get me wrong, I could follow a recipe — as long as it had no more than five ingredients and they could easily be found in the kitchen cupboard.


Unfortunately, I had high expectations for my married self: I would be an expert chef and the stereotypical wife of yesteryear, with a hot meal on the table every evening.


In reality, those expectations created a barrier between my kitchen and me. In my desire to excel, I found it easier to avoid cooking, as opposed to preparing a meal that ended up in the trash.


Shaun, on the other hand, was completely at ease in the kitchen and could throw together a delicious meal with random ingredients he plucked from the cupboards. Luckily, he was aware of my apprehension and, as we cooked meals together, gently guided me through the ins and outs of boiling, broiling and baking.


But two and a half years later I finally realized that, for my husband, a home-cooked meal meant love. And while we frequently cooked meals together, “Food always tastes better when someone else makes it,” he once explained. He also hinted on occasion: “To properly woo a woman, you can’t do it on an empty stomach.”


Taking his sentiments into consideration, I decided it was time for me to try it on my own. We were sitting in the living room watching TV when I first broached the subject.


“Shaun,” I said during the commercial break, “I’m cooking dinner Thursday night.”


“Oh?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.


“But what if it doesn’t turn out well?” I added hastily, becoming panicked as visions of charred meatloaf and soggy biscuits flashed through my mind.


With a reassuring grin, he said, “Then we’ll have the Chinese restaurant on speed dial!” And that’s what we did. There was no pressure to make the “perfect” meal because I knew there was a back-up plan.


When Thursday evening arrived, I prepared a simple chicken dish with a side of green beans and potatoes. While it wasn’t on the table as soon as Shaun walked in the door (my unrealistic expectation), it was ready shortly thereafter. We said a brief prayer asking God to bless the food — and make it edible — and then began to eat.


After a few tentative bites, Shaun began to chow down. “Heather, you did a great job,” he said between mouthfuls. “Thank you for dinner; this is delicious.”


But what made the dinner delicious wasn’t the taste of the food — although it was edible. It was the acknowledgement and appreciation that I was stepping out of my comfort zone (and overcoming my perfectionism) to show my husband that I loved him.


I try to cook at least one night a week; that’s usually all I can manage with a busy schedule. As I prepare those meals, Shaun keeps his distance from the kitchen, allowing me the space I need to feel relaxed and confident.


Now I find that I want to cook, and I enjoy experimenting with new recipes. I also cherish the appreciation in my husband’s eyes when he enjoys a home-cooked meal. Sometimes the meal turns out well, other times not, but it’s almost always edible. We’ve only had to order take-out a few times. Granted, Shaun still cooks dinner for both of us several times a week, and we make many of our meals together, but he knows that once a week he’ll get a meal made especially for him . . . except on Mondays. I don’t cook on Mondays — the local Chinese restaurant is closed that day!


~Heather Brand
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Honoring Our Love


It’s the company, not the cooking, that makes a meal.


~Kirby Larson, Hattie Big Sky


“Hey Sallie, what do you want for lunch?” my husband Paul would call out to me.


“Oh, is it that time already? Well, let’s see . . . I’d like an egg salad sandwich with lettuce and tomatoes, pickles and onions, and toasted lightly, please,” I would reply.


At dinnertime we would repeat this scenario.


“Hey Sallie, what do you feel like eating for dinner?”


“Oh babe, whatever you want to cook is fine with me, but orange chicken with jasmine rice sure would be yummy. Maybe artichokes with lemon butter on the side?” I would reply.


Paul and I had developed this routine. He never seemed to mind that I asked for exactly what sounded good to me and he was always willing to comply with my requests. Paul delighted in making my palate sing. He loved to cook and I hated it. We were nicely matched. We often laughed about our younger years when the children were still living at home. I said, “The children grew up in spite of my cooking.” He would just laugh and nod.


A few years after the kids moved out, Paul took on the cooking and I was thrilled. I would rather be in my studio writing or doing artwork. He also loved to grocery shop, always bringing home new food items he found that he thought I would like.


I took the love he poured into this chore for granted until Paul passed away suddenly last December. My world crumbled. My sweetheart of forty-six years was never coming back. I found myself lost, broken-hearted and alone.


Everyone keeps telling me to keep up my strength and eat healthy. Not only do I not have an appetite, but I have no clue how to cook anything.


I buy all the wrong items at the grocery store. I am still shopping for two but there is only one of us now. I want to have some friends over to keep me company on the lonely Sunday nights but I can’t even make them a decent meal.


I’m overwhelmed with the long list of things to learn to do for myself, like when to take the car in for a tune-up, how to invest my money and how to file my income tax. Now I also have to learn to cook.


I bought a simple cookbook and I’m happy to say I’m feeling my way with mixed results. I’ve had some catastrophes, like burned biscuits and tough rice, but I’m not giving up. I keep trying and have mastered a couple of simple dishes. I even served my sister-in-law, Joan, a halfway decent Sunday dinner.


I can still hear Paul humming in the kitchen as he cooked my favorite meals. I remember his daring way of just throwing in seasoning, while I have to measure everything. I think of his kindness in the little touches, like adding parsley to a plate. So I make myself sit and eat each meal at the table, not on the run, or standing at the counter. I set a full place with a fancy napkin and plate.


My husband showed his love by cooking my meals, so I can honor his memory most by learning to cook. He would be so proud.


~Sallie A. Rodman
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Excellent Stock


When you are sorrowful look again in your heart, and you shall see that in truth you are weeping for that which has been your delight.


~Kahlil Gibran


My husband is Scottish. Not “American of Scottish descent” Scottish, but “born and raised over there and talks with an accent” Scottish. So, after we were engaged, we planned a trip to Scotland to introduce me to his family. Now, I am a native Texan, and I can sometimes, on the rare occasion, when extremely provoked, use some interesting vocabulary words. On the plane, my well-intentioned fiancé gave me a rundown of all the words I wasn’t to use in front of his mother. “Even though nice girls say those words in America,” he added — looking as if he were trying to convince himself I was truly a nice girl and worthy of meeting his Mum — “nice girls in Scotland don’t.”


I remember biting my tongue. I loved this man, and I would not scream obscenities at his mother when we met, no matter how tempting he had just made it seem.


When I met her, a five-foot-two, ash-blond sixty-year-old, she asked how I felt after my trip. I very carefully considered my vocabulary, and replied with one of the new Scottish words I had often heard my husband use.


“Well, Liz, I’m happy to be here, but I’m totally knackered.”


My husband turned bright red. My mother-in-law raised one eyebrow and very politely offered to make me a cup of tea. My brother-in-law wasted no time telling me that the cute expression I had just used meant exhausted, yes. But exhausted as in “weary from too much conjugal bliss.”
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"Thank you for the anniversary dinner, sweetheart. If we can
survive this, we should be able to make it another 25 years."
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