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Butter and honey shall he
eat, that he may know to refuse the evil, and choose the
good.

~Isaiah 7:15
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Introduction
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Welcome to my
kitchen!

 


For years, I collected cookbooks. Many,
many, cookbooks. I had an entire bookcase devoted exclusively to
cookbooks. I was so enamored, I was adding to my cookbook library
every month by scouring the shelves of my local bookstore and
thrift store.

 


Surprisingly, I did very little cooking
using the cookbooks I brought home.

 


Last year, I decided that needed to change:
either I was going to start cooking from these books, or I was
going to donate them to my local thrift store (appropriately, they
use the proceeds from their sales to fund our local food bank).
With the challenge in place, I began pulling the books off the
shelves, bringing them into the kitchen, and actually cooking.

 


I quickly discovered two things:

 


First, the cookbooks inspired me to relax
and enjoy cooking, and to cook more often.

The more I learned to cook
from scratch, not only did our family meals become tastier and
healthier, my weekly grocery bill began to
shrink because I wasn’t buying so many prepared packaged
meals.

 


Second, although I respect the more
experienced authors of the cookbooks, I often found myself changing
recipes to suit the ingredients I had on hand or short-cuts I
needed to take to get the meal on the table. The more confident I
became in the kitchen, the more I enjoyed experimenting and making
a recipe my own.

 


I hope this collection of recipes will
inspire you to start cooking, and discover that not only can you
save money, but also have the creating your own recipes.

 


If you do, please share
your experiences in a 
review on Amazon.com, and then, stop by my blog and let me know how this cookbook
is working for you. On my blog, I host giveaways, announce upcoming
books, and share my life in the mountains.

 


Here’s a quick link to my
blog: http://www.suzanneelizabethanderson.com

 


BONUS: When I’m not cooking, I write inspirational stories and
devotionals for children and adults. At the end of this book, I
have included the first chapters from three of my recently
published books. I hope you’ll enjoy them.

 


Let’s get cooking!

~ Suzanne


 


 


 


 HEALTHY QUICK WAYS TO START YOUR DAY

 



 


 


 Perfectly Easy Fruit Smoothies
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There are mornings when we just want to
throw together a quick healthy breakfast that does not involve the
stove or cold cereal.

 


Which is when I get out my old blender and
throw together a protein shake. There are as many variations as
there are ingredients in your pantry, but here are my
essentials:

 


Ingredients:

 


One banana. The potassium is good for
you.

A handful of strawberries or blueberries or
any other favorite fruit you have on hand. (I have now started
buying the large bags of frozen berries from Costco, so I do not
have to worry about the cost of getting fresh fruit out of
season).

Half a cup of plain non-fat Greek yogurt.
It's high in protein.

A scoop of ground flax seed, a good source
of fiber and omega 3.

A cup of low fat milk or almond milk

A handful of ice.

A handful of kale or spinach (optional)



Blend to the consistency you like. This
makes enough for two large shakes.


 



Ten Minute Omelets

 


 


 


Omelets are an easy one-pan dinner that can
be ready in five minutes. Perfect for a quick breakfast or those
nights when you get home late from work and are too tired to cook,
but don't want another frozen dinner or overpriced  take-out.
Pour yourself a glass of wine to enjoy while the vegetables sauté.
Suddenly the cares of the day can slip away and you can enjoy the
simple elegance of a well made meal.

 


 


Ingredients:

 


3 large eggs

 


dab of butter

 


handful of your favorite vegetable

 


handful of your favorite grated cheese

 


Essential Pan: Large Non-stick skillet

 


Directions:

 


Begin by sautéing your favorite vegetable
quickly in the pan until just soft. In this case, I sautéed five
baby Portabella mushrooms (in not-so-meatless bacon fat from the 2
slices of bacon I'd fried first and then crumbled).

 


Remove vegetables from pan.

 


Add a dollop of butter to the pan, swirl
around to coat the bottom of the pan. 

 


Pour your whisked eggs into the pan, gently
swirl the pan so that the egg mixture covers the entire bottom of
the pan, and then step away! 

 


There's no need to move the eggs, just let
them set. You can occasionally tilt the pan and lift up the edges
of the eggs to let the eggy liquid move to the sides of the
pan.

 


When the eggs have cooked, gently slip the
spatula beneath the edge.

 


Bring the pan over to your plate, gently
shake the edge of the omelet from the pan to the plate. Once half
of the omelet is on the plate, let the other half fold over top,
forming your half-circle omelet.

 


 


 



 


 Whole Wheat
Waffles
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Cookbook Inspiration: The Joy of Cooking

 


Double the recipe, make extra, and freeze
the ones you don’t eat. Then just pop them in a toaster to re-heat.
Just as quick as store-bought frozen waffles, but less expensive
and a whole lot tastier!

 


Ingredients:

 


1 1/4 cups Whole Wheat Flour

1/4 cup oatmeal flakes

1/2 teaspoon Apple Pie Spice or  1/4 t.
Cinnamon

1-teaspoon sugar (omit if you're watching
your sugar intake)

3 egg yolks

3 Tablespoons butter, melted

1 1/4 cups of milk or buttermilk

1-teaspoon baking powder

1-teaspoon baking soda


Directions:

 


I used whole-wheat flour and oatmeal,
because oatmeal is good for cholesterol control. Hence, my
strategies of sneaking it into other things like waffles and
cookies.

 


Then I added baking powder and apple pie
spice, although you could add cinnamon, or pumpkin pie spice, or
any other flavor that strikes your fancy. And a teaspoon of
sugar...although I bet you could also just skip the sugar
altogether without it making a difference to the taste.

 


Now add the wet ingredients: three egg yolks
(aren't they beautiful!) and then milk (or buttermilk would be
wonderful).

 


A few vigorous beats, the batter will be
thick, and then gently ladle into the waffle maker and spread out
over the surface. Try not to make the mess that I create with
batter falling over the edges.

 


The Black and Decker waffle maker, which I
have had for years, actually chirps when the waffles are done. And
it makes adorable heart shaped waffles. 

 


Serve with bacon or sausage, to get that
savory / sweet hit, and a splash of maple syrup. Yum!


 


 


 Cracking the Quiche Code

 


Cookbook Inspiration: The Greens Cookbook

 


If you’re wondering why I’ve included quiche
in a ‘quick and easy’ breakfast section, it’s because this recipe
can be assembled in ten minutes. You can bake two quiche at one
time, eat one, and freeze the other…it will be ready to pop in the
oven to be re-heated on a busy morning.

 


I love quiche in all its flavorful
varieties. However, more times than not, the quiche that I made
would produce an egg custard that was flat and dense.

 


Which is why I was so very surprised when I
made this tart/quiche and received a light, fluffy, quiche that was
so tasty that one of my tasters actually asked for the recipe!

 


So, what made the difference? It appears to
be in the dairy/egg ratio used in the recipe. Normally, when making
a quiche I would use 4 -5 eggs and a cup of milk.

 


In The Greens Cookbook, Deborah Madison
calls for two eggs, two yolks, and TWO cups of half and half (or 1
cup milk, 1 cup cream). This additional cup of cream/milk, seems to
make all the difference and results in a delicately delightful
texture.  I cannot wait to try this principle with my favorite
Quiche Lorraine.

 


Spinach and Goat Cheese Tart 

 


Ingredients:

 


1 frozen pie shell

1 bag of baby spinach

2 scallions, shallots, or a small onion
(optional)

2 Tablespoons olive oil

1-2 garlic cloves finely minced

1 Tablespoon fresh parsley chopped

pinch of sea salt

pepper

grated nutmeg

2 whole eggs

2 egg yolks

4 ounces soft goat cheese (you may
substitute Swiss or cheddar or chesse your choice )

2 cups half and half

 


Directions:

 


Preheat oven to 375 F. 

 


Prebake pie shell for 5 - 10 minutes. Take
out of oven and let cool while you prepare the rest of the
ingredients.

 


Sauté spinach and scallions, shallots, or
onions and garlic in olive oil until just wilted. Season with salt
pepper and grated nutmeg. Set aside.

 


Beat eggs, yolks, half and half together.
Mix in about a third of the goat cheese and beat until smooth. Add
a salt, pepper, and nutmeg to taste.

 


Scatter spinach in bottom of pie shell,
crumble remaining goat cheese on top. Pour egg mixture over
top.

 


Bake tart at 375 F for 45 - 50 minutes,
until custard is set and lightly brown.

 


Remove from oven and let the tart rest for
10 minutes.

 


Enjoy!


 



LET’S GET A JUMP ON LUNCH: SOUP AND
SANDWICHES


 


 No-Knead
Olive Bread
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I decided to place this
wonderful, super-easy rustic bread recipe right before the section
on soups because what makes a better light lunch or supper than
soup and warm bread with a chunk of butter or cheese?

 


I've always wanted to try
my hand at baking bread. And I finally found both the motivation
and the method to give it a try.

 


My local grocery store
sells the most incredible olive bread in their bakery. The only
problem is that it costs about $4.00 a loaf and it often sells
out.

 


So this weekend I was
trolling google, randomly looking up recipes and decided to look up
'olive bread'.

 


I was intrigued by the
mention of a 'no-knead' method that I read about on several blogs,
all of which pointed back to the originator of the method and his
book: baker Jim Lahey's "My
Bread" (a
fantastic cookbook).

 


I managed to pick up a
copy of "My Bread" at my local library this afternoon. After I
made the bread and saw the fantastic results using Jim Lahey's
no-knead technique, I plan to buy the book to add to my cookbook
library.

 


Yes, his book is that
good. If you have any interest in learning how to easily bake bread
at home (and save a lot of money instead of buying bread at the
grocery store) you need to get a copy of this Jim Lahey’s
book.

 


Without further ado,
here's the recipe from the book, with a couple little additions
that I've added (noted with an asterisk **)

 


 


Ingredients:

 


3 cups  bread
flour

 


1 1/2 cups
water

 


3/4 teaspoon active dry
yeast

 


**Pinch sea
salt

 


**1 1/2 cups pitted
kalamata (or black) olives

 


**1 Teaspoon finely
chopped rosemary

 


 


** Notes:

 


Jim's recipe says that you
can use any pitted olive, though he prefers kalamata olives. After
making my first loaf with the generic black olives I had in the
pantry...I immediately went to the grocery store and bought
kalamata olives...there really is a taste difference.

 


The pinch of salt is a
matter of personal taste and may not be necessary if you're using
the more robust kalamata olive.

 


The rosemary is my
personal addition to this recipe (yes, it's in the Safeway
loaf).

 


 


Directions:

 


1. Add flour, yeast, and
olives to a mixing bowl, add water. Combine ingredients into a
sticky dough. Lightly cover bowl with a dish towel or plastic wrap.
Then let the dough rise at room temperature for 12 - 18 hours. (I
went for the whole 18 hours)

 


2. When you uncover the
bowl, your dough will have risen to twice its original size and
will be filled with bubbles. Scrape the dough out onto a
well-floured surface. Turn the edges of the dough under to form the
dough into a plump round.

 


3. Take a clean dish
towel, lay it out flat on your work surface, flour it well, and
then place the dough, seam side down on the towel and lightly cover
the dough. Allow the dough to rise for a second time for two hours.
The outside of the dough will be covered in the excess flour, which
you want...you can also lightly dust the outside of the dough with
cornmeal for added texture.

 


4. During the last 30
minutes of the rising time, pre-heat your oven to 475-500F. And
here's the interesting part...heat your 5-quart Dutch oven (without
the cover if it has one of those handles that won't tolerate the
heat) in the oven, so that's it's screaming hot.

 


5. CAREFULLY, open the
oven door, slide out the very hot Dutch oven, and plop the dough
(seam-side up) into the cast iron pot. Place the lid on the pot and
bake for 30 minutes. After 30 minutes, remove the lid and let the
bread cook for another 20 minutes uncovered, keeping an eye on the
bread for done-ness. The top of the bread will become very
brown.

 


6. Remove the bread from
the oven, and then from the cast iron pot and let cool for an hour
on a wire rack. According to Jim's recipe, this cooling step is
just as important as the rest of the steps, so the bread can finish
cooking inside and you don't end up with a damp
interior.

 


VOILA!

 


I can't wait to make the
next loaf. As you can see, it's incredibly easy, delicious, and
will impress your friends and family.

 


Give it a try and then let
me know the results. And then buy Jim's book. If you're a bread
lover like me, you'll be hooked immediately.

 


Cheers!

 



 


 Suzanne’s
Gazpacho

 


Every year I try a new gazpacho recipe. It
has become for me, a signal that summer is here. Every year the
end-result is a little different, depending on what recipe I've
consulted. This year, I did not consult any recipes and just went
with what I had in the vegetable drawer and the pantry..., which
worked out beautifully.

 


While adhering to most of the classic
ingredients, essentially the soup becomes a chilled tomato-based,
fresh vegetable soup.

 


Making the soup is incredibly easy. Since it
does not involve a hot oven or stove, it is perfect for the hot
days we have been experiencing lately.

 


Ingredients and Directions:

 


3 Cups V-8 Juice or Tomato Juice

 


1 Cup each assorted vegetables

 



	
Fine chop the vegetables (handful of each:
green peppers, garlic, radishes, onion, tomatoes, cilantro, or
parsley) in a food processor and then place in a large
bowl. 





 



	
Pour V-8 juice over the chopped veggies in
the bowl. 





 



	
Begin to layer the flavors with white wine
vinegar, balsamic vinegar, lemon juice, a splash of hot sauce, and
a dash of Worcestershire sauce, a healthy pinch of kosher
salt. Keep adjusting the flavors until you reach the acidity that
you desire. 





 



	
Chill well for several hours to let the
flavors combine.





 


And then enjoy! I made such a large batch
that I ended up freezing several one portion freezer bags of soup
that I could have on hand for a quick lunch.

 


It is one of my favorite summer dishes: full
of vitamins, low in fat, and incredibly flavorful.

 



 




 Spicy
Carrot Yogurt Soup

 


Cookbook Inspiration: The Vegetarian Epicure
– Book Two

 


My love affair with soup
continues. This week I made a carrot yogurt soup adapted
from The
Vegetarian Epicure - Book Two by
Anna Thomas, a wonderful cookbook published in 1978 that I picked
up at our local thrift store.

 


The spine of the book is broken, some of the
pages are loose, and there are slips of paper tucked between the
pages or 'good one' written in the margins to mark a favorite
recipe. The fact that it was well used was a recommendation in
itself. This classic vegetarian cookbook presents recipes that are
accessible, but rich and comforting...think Julia gone vegetarian
and living in Southern California in the seventies, or Alice
Waters, for that matter.

 


I am inspired by soups because they are a
very efficient delivery method for vegetables, which I never get
enough of in my diet. Carrot soup is something I have never tried
before...and one thing I love about cooking is challenging myself
to try new flavors and ingredients. Best of all, once you have
made a batch of soup, you can keep a pot in the fridge and dip into
it during the week for a quick lunch. Soups are the perfect
economical fare: you can create one out of nearly anything you have
in the pantry or fridge and they go far on little investment.

 


 


I was drawn to Ms. Thomas' recipe for carrot
soup for two reasons: I could incorporate yogurt, which is a good
source of protein. Mom is not feeling well right now, creating
highly nutritional meals has become a priority since her appetite
is pretty scarce and she cannot afford to lose weight. Second, the
recipe calls for an interesting mélange of spices that remind me of
the Moroccan flavors I have enjoyed in other dishes.

 


Ingredients:

 


1/2 tsp. mustard seeds

1/2 tsp. turmeric

1/2 tsp. ginger

1 pinch kosher salt

1/2 tsp. ground cumin

1/4 tsp. cinnamon

 


1 lb. carrots shredded

Juice of one lemon

3 1/2 cups chicken stock

2 cups Greek-style yogurt

1 Tbsp. honey

 




Directions:

 


The soup is quite easy to assemble:

 


1. In a Dutch oven or heavy-bottom saucepan,
melt the butter and sauté the onions, garlic, and carrots until the
onions are translucent. Add the spices and continue to cook the
vegetables for five minutes until they are thoroughly coated by the
spices.

 


2. Add the chicken stock, and lemon, cover
the pot and cook the carrots for 45 minutes. Using a stick blender,
blend the soup until the carrots are pureed. You may also use a
food processor or blender for this step, returning the soup to the
pot when blended.

 


4. Reduce heat to low and gently whisk in
the yogurt and honey. Heat the soup for five minutes, bringing it
up to temperature. Garnish with a dollop of Greek yogurt and a
sprig of parsley.

 


A hunk of warm bread slathered with butter
would go very nicely.

 


May also be served cold.

 



 


 


 Borscht : Tasty Beet Soup
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Borscht is a soup that may
be enjoyed either cold or hot, depending on the season and which
has the distinct holiday advantage of being red:
borscht.

 


Borscht will always remind
me of Kiev, Ukraine. The first country my parents moved to when
they worked overseas after retiring from their jobs in the States,
and the country where I lived with Mom after my father passed away
there. My mother frequently asked our housekeeper in Kiev to make
borscht, and we would often find a pot simmering on the stove when
we came home on a cold winter's evening. While I'd never had beets
before moving to the Ukraine, I grew to love another dish our
housekeeper made with beets, an upside down layered salad that
featured beets, potatoes, carrots and an obscene slathering of
mayonnaise on the exterior, which gave the mound an appearance of
being a cake...until you cut into it.

 


In the Ukraine, borscht may be used as a
general term to refer to any vegetable based soup, sometimes with a
few small pieces of beef thrown in to add substance. In the States,
we are most familiar with borscht as a beet soup, pureed, and
served hot and topped with sour cream. It is the type of dish you
would find in your favorite deli.

 


We made this soup twice this summer, each
time doing it completely old school, e.g. from 'scratch'. The
ingredients are very simple. You begin by boiling the whole beets
in water until the beets are fork tender. Reserve some of the
liquid, which you can combine with chicken stock to create the base
of the soup.

 


Put the roughly chopped
beets, scallions, fresh dill, a squeeze of lemon, and the beet
liquid and chicken stock into a food processor. Process until
smooth. Taste and flavor with white pepper and salt. Then
refrigerate overnight to allow the flavors to combine.

 


Serve the soup with a
dollop of sour cream and a sprig of dill. Enjoy the gentle
sweetness of the beets.

 



 


 



Super Simple 20 Minute Vegetable Soup

 


 


Ingredients:

 


A generous handful of whatever vegetables
you have in the 'fridge, try for a colorful assortment

 


Some suggestions:

carrots

celery

onions

red, yellow, or green peppers

tomatoes (fresh or 1 can drained diced)

broccoli

zucchini

summer squash

Swiss chard

1 can of drained chickpeas

 


2 cups to 1 quart of chicken or vegetable
stock (amount depends on how many people you are serving)

 


2 ounces of thin noodles or broken
spaghetti

 


Your favorite seasonings (here's some
suggestions):

turmeric (for that lovely yellow color)

ground or freshly grated ginger

ground or freshly grated garlic

coriander

salt

pepper

 


 


Directions:

 


1. Sauté your favorite veggies in a
tablespoon of olive oil for 2 - 3 minutes in your soup pot , just
to bring out their flavors.

 


2. Add the stock and bring to a boil, then
turn down the heat to medium for 15 minutes to let the hardier
vegetables cook.

 


3. Add your noodles and seasonings and cook
for another 5 - 8 minutes until noodles are al dente.

 


4. Taste and adjust seasoning 

 


5. I topped my soup with a small piece of
oven-toasted bread brushed with olive oil and garlic. Then I
sprinkled a little Parmesan on top. 

 


 


Throwing together a pot of comforting,
homemade soup on a busy weeknight is very do-able using just what
you have in the 'fridge and pantry. I purposely kept the list
of ingredients and their measurements general because I want you
feel free to adjust it to your taste and preferences. 

 


Cooking from scratch can be a way to feed
your family for less money and in a healthier way than store-bought
alternatives.

 


Ultimately, I hope you will also find
cooking a relaxing and creative way to end the day. Bonus: a simple
recipe like this one is a great way to get your kids involved in
meal preparation.

 


 



 




 Monster
Turkey Sandwich

 


I love food and love
cooking, and I have made a concerted effort to use fresh, healthy
ingredients when I cook. However, my weight does not change. Which
would be fine if I just wanted to maintain my weight, but not
great, if I want to lose weight. How to solve this conundrum? I
have not figure that out yet, but the challenge has inspired me to
look for new ways to create healthy meals.

 


Consider this sandwich. I
was inspired because turkey is considered lean meat, although I am
not normally a fan of the processed turkey that you find in the
deli section of grocery stores. Too often, it is bland in taste and
has an unpleasant slippery texture. However, on a recent
supermarket trip, I gave into the impulse to try again in the name
of 'diet' and purchased pepper-roasted turkey.

 


The challenge was to
create a sandwich using other ingredients to overcome what the
turkey lacks.

 


I have started with whole
grain bread, the nutty texture adds just the right heft as a
foundation for the rest of the ingredients. I have topped the bread
with sunflower sprouts and slices of avocado and sprinkled with
both sea salt and freshly ground pepper. The buttery richness of
the avocado is a lovely contrast to the gently bitter crunch of the
sprouts.

 


(Yes, I did add a bit of
mayo. But...since avocados are a recommended staple of the
Flat Belly Diet, I think
the one balances out the other, don't you?)

 


On top of the greens, I
pile the shaved pepper turkey and a generous slathering of
Southwest Sauce to provide a piquant counterpoint to the pepper on
the turkey (and yes, to give that turkey another helping hand).
Finally, I graced the entire masterpiece with a slice of pepper
jack cheese.

 


As for my diet, I suppose
the next step would be to cut out the bread altogether and opt for
a low-carb diet, the only option that is worked for me in the past.
Actually, on a low carb diet, I could have added a couple slices of
bacon to this sandwich...which would have been its crowning
glory.


 



Pico DiGallo Burgers – Best Tasting Burger
Ever!

 


Ingredients:

(makes 4
burgers)

 


1 lb ground
beef

 


1/2 cup Pico de Gallo
(store bought or homemade)

 


seasoned salt and pepper
to taste

 


 


Directions:

 



	
In a mixing bowl combine
ingredients, mixing lightly



	
Divide into 4 and form
burger patties



	
Fry the buyers



	
Optional: butter and grill
the hamburger buns in the same pan





 


 


 


I promise, these are truly
the best burgers I've ever made or had in a restaurant. The

pico de gallo (tomatoes, onions, cilantro, garlic, jalapeños, diced and
mixed with lime juice) keeps the burgers juicy and flavorful. So
simple, but promises to become your new favorite burger
recipe.

 



 



 WHAT’S FOR DINNER? TASTY DISHES TO BRING
EVERYONE BACK TO THE TABLE

 



 


 Elegant and Easy Mac and Cheese

 


Cookbook Inspiration: Sunset Magazine

 


Ingredients:

 


8 oz. whole-wheat pasta shells

1 1/2 cups grated aged cheddar and Gruyere
cheeses

1 1/2 cups half and half

2 large egg yolks

2 tablespoons butter melted

breadcrumbs to sprinkle

pepper, garlic powder to taste

 


Directions:

 


Begin by boiling the pasta. In this case, I
used whole-wheat shells. They are cute and healthy.

Measure out 1 1/2 cups half and half. That's
right. Not milk, we are going for a rich, creamy taste.

 


After you have drained the pasta, toss it
with about half of your shredded cheese.

In a small bowl, combine the half and half,
two egg yolks, and two tablespoons of melted butter. Add freshly
ground pepper and garlic powder according to your taste. Freshly
grated nutmeg would also be wonderful.

Pour the mixture into the pasta shells and
cheese and mix together. Sprinkle the top with breadcrumbs.

 


Bake at 325 F for 30 minutes covered with
foil, then top with half cup of remaining shredded cheese and bake
for another 20 minutes uncovered.

 


And voila. I promise you, this recipe is
easy to assemble and tastes so incredibly better than anything you
will get out of a box.

 


The variations on mac and cheese are
endless, so you can literally use anything you've got in the pantry
and fridge to create wonderful comfort food.

 


Cheers!


 


 



Super Easy Incredibly Tasty Tomato
Sauce
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Cookbook Inspiration: The Greens
Cookbook

 


Our previous ventures in sauce making
required the blanching, peeling, and food processing of the
tomatoes before reducing them into a sauce. I assigned the
blanching and peeling to Mom, since I abhor that sort of delicate
work which invariably tries my patience and leads me to start
crying or opening cans of tomato sauce.

 


Which is why I was thrilled to read the
Deborah Madison's recipe for tomato sauce which skipped these steps
altogether. In fact, the recipe consists of little more than:

 


 



	
 roughly chopping the
tomatoes



	
throwing them into a heavy Dutch oven or pot
with a couple tablespoons of olive oil, a couple garlic cloves, and
a few sprigs of fresh herbs of your choice. 





 


Cover and cook over low heat for as little
as 30 minutes (suggested in the recipe) up to a few hours (what I
chose to allow the flavors to meld).

 


After two hours, the sauce looked like this.
We took it off the stove and after it cooled a bit, we passed it
through a food processor to create a smooth, albeit still chunky,
saucy.

 


As for the most important aspect, taste?
Actually, this recipe produced the best homemade tomato sauce I
have had. It had an earthy richness that was missing from the
blanched version.

 


We have frozen bags of this sauce to use as
a base for other spaghetti sauces in the future. As you can
imagine, the possibilities are endless simply by adding meat,
herbs, vegetables, or using it as a base for lasagna.


 


 Simple Shrimp Fra Diavolo
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I love,
love, love the Cooking
Channel which was established by
the creators of the Food Network. When it began broadcasting, it
featured some of my favorite classics like Julia
Child and my all time
favorites The
Two Fat Ladies, and then new shows
introducing us to talented international chefs, like Bal Ameson
(Indian cuisine), Laura Calder (French), Ching He Huang (Chinese),
Roger Mooking (a Caribbean twist)  who share their cuisine in
a way that makes it accessible, so that we can expand our culinary
appetites.

 


There are also wonderful
new programs from some of our favorite chefs like Emeril Lagasse's
new show Fresh
Food Fast, which offers exactly what
the show's title suggests. I love Emeril's new show because he
demonstrates how to create tasty dishes using just a few fresh
ingredients.

 


Today's recipe,
Shrimp, comes from one of his
recent Fresh Food
Fast episodes demonstrating easy
seafood recipes. Since I had all the ingredients in the freezer or
pantry, it was a cinch to make. The link above takes you to his
actual recipe....the photos below are simply my
rendition!

 


The ingredients are simple:

Shrimp, ½ to 1
pound

14.5-ounce can of diced
tomatoes (I love the flavor of fire roasted tomatoes),

red pepper flakes that
give it that 'fra diavolo' spicy kick,

1 Tablespoon tomato paste
to thicken the sauce

Crumbled feta
cheese

 


Directions:

 


But first...sauté one
small diced onion and a couple cloves of garlic in olive oil. (I
have been informed that my dice is not small enough). You can also
add a sprinkling of the red pepper flakes at this time.

 


While you are preparing
the sauce, cook the pasta. I used whole-wheat angel hair pasta.
Whole-wheat pastas are my new favorite, not only do they have a
greater nutritional value (higher in protein, low in sugar), I
enjoy their more substantial taste.

 


Add the shrimp to the
onion and garlic and cook until the shrimp turn pink.

 


After the shrimp is just
pink, but not over cooked, add the diced tomato and tomato paste.
Drain the pasta and add it to the sauce so that it can absorb all
the delicious flavors. Sprinkle with feta cheese (optional) and
chopped parsley.

 


Enjoy!


 



 Italian Sausage and Broccoli Rabe with
Orecchiette Pasta
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Pasta is the perfect comfort food because
there are so many variations that you can throw together on a
moment’s notice. No matter what you have a taste for you will find
that you will have most ingredients on hand, or that you can adapt
a recipe with what you have, as I did for tonight's
recipe. 

 


Bring a large pot of water to a boil. When
the water reaches a rolling boil, toss in a generous pinch of salt
and then your pasta of choice. I decided on the orecchiette because
the ‘little ear’ shapes are perfect for trapping the sauce. But,
keeping with our theme of cooking with what you have in the pantry,
any type of pasta would work beautifully with this dish.

 


While the water’s coming to a boil and then
the pasta boiling, let’s work on the sauce…

 


In a large sauté pan, add a tablespoon of
olive oil and begin cooking your Italian sausage. Once it’s cooked,
cut it into bite size pieces and return to the pan. Add a clove of
chopped garlic and let it warm gently, but not brown.

 


Meanwhile, back to the pasta…during the last
minute of the pasta cooking, toss in the chopped broccoli rabe,
just for a minute, so that it blanches. Reserve a cup of pasta
water for the sauce. Then quickly drain the pasta and broccoli
rabe.

 


Once the pasta and broccoli rabe are
drained, toss it into the pan with the Italian sausage. Then, turn
up the heat beneath the pan, and gently add a little of the pasta
water, as needed, to create a bit of a sauce.

 


Grate parmesan cheese over the pasta. Dinner
is served.


 


 


 


 


 



Homemade Pesto with Not-Homemade
Gnocchi

 


Cookbook Inspiration: Essentials of Classic
Italian Cooking



Which is what inspired
today's recipe of homemade pesto from Marcella
Hazan's Essentials
of Classic Italian Cooking. This
cookbook, by one of the most famous teachers of Italian cooking, is
actually an updated version of two of her previous cookbooks: The
Classic Italian Cook Book and More Classic Italian
Cooking.

 


I actually watched a
cooking demonstration by Marcella Hazan about fifteen years ago at
the Aspen Food and Wine Festival,
which as a quick aside, is an absolute must on the foodie's bucket
list. (Although, to really enjoy yourself, don't go alone, go with
a friend or partner who enjoys food and wine as much as you do.)
And as much as I knew about Marcella Hazan, I had never cooked from
this cookbook, which like most of the others, has been in storage
for the past fifteen years.

 


But I digress.

 


It is interesting that I picked pesto
because in general I do not like the stuff. Or rather, I do not
like the oily green stuff that comes in a jar on the shelf of the
local grocery store. But I do love fresh basil...although, the
closest I usually come to fresh basil is as a garnish in my vodka
lemonade. yum.

 


Nothing says summer like fresh basil, with
it's lemony green fresh flavor. And since I've been trying to
incorporate more meat-less meals into our dinner routine, trying a
homemade pesto recipe seemed to fit all the criteria....no cooking
(other than the pasta), quick, fresh ingredients, and no meat.

 


In Essentials,
Ms. Hazan generously presents the pesto recipe using two different
methods: 1) using a mortar and pestle, or for those without, 2)
with a food processor. While I used a food processor, I hope
someday to own a nice heavy marble mortar and wooden pestle, so
that I can appreciate the 'authentic' pesto.

 


Here are the basic
ingredients that you
will need:

 



	
2 cups fresh basil leaves



	
1/2 cup extra virgin oil



	
3 tablespoons pine nuts



	
2 or 3 garlic cloves



	
sea salt





 


Directions:

 


Assembling the recipe could not be easier.
You begin by tossing the above ingredients into your food processor
and then while it chops, drizzle in the olive oil in a thin stream
until a coarse paste is formed.

 


I used my pesto to top a batch of potato
gnocchi that I started to boil before I assembled the sauce. The
gnocchi, while store bought, were incredibly light and fluffy, just
like homemade.

 


And the taste? Has completely changed my
mind about pesto. What you taste with this recipe is the basil. Not
the oil or garlic or even the cheese. You taste the lovely fresh
basil, making it the perfect summer dinner. And given how simple
and quick it is to make, literally five minutes from start to
finish, buying pesto in a jar just doesn't make sense.....try
it!

 



 


 


 Fresh Tomato
Pasta
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Cookbook Inspiration: The Barefoot
Contessa

 


 


Last Saturday morning, I
was watching Ina Garten, the Barefoot Contessa, one of my favorite
chefs on the Food Network. She prepared this
simple, Summer
Garden Pasta (the link will take
you directly to her version).

 


There is no cooking involved (outside of
boiling water for the pasta) that was so incredibly easy, and the
best way to enjoy your summer bumper crop of tomatoes, that I had
to try it. It is exactly what you want a summer dish to
be...simple, light, and full of flavor.

 


Toss the ingredients for the 'sauce'
together in the morning before you head out to the beach (so
simple, it doesn't even need to be refrigerated!). When you get
back, you will have dinner ready to go...boil water, uncork a
bottle of chilled white zinfandel (pink wines are my new summer
favorite), take this out on the deck and enjoy!

 


Ingredients:

Serves 2

1 pint container cherry tomatoes, sliced in
half

12 basil leaves, chopped finely

2 -3 cloves fresh garlic, chopped finely

1/4 - 1/2 cup extra virgin olive oil

red pepper flakes

Pinch Sea or kosher salt

freshly ground pepper

 


 


Directions:

 


1. Combine all of the above in a small bowl,
give a gentle stir, cover, and let stand at room temperature for 4
- 8 hours. (In other words, throw this together in the morning
before you start your day, it will be ready at dinnertime)

 


2. Boil water. Cook whole wheat angel hair
pasta, al dente.

 


3. Dump tomato mixture into a pasta dish.
Dump cooked pasta on top. Toss both together. Grate Parmesan cheese
over top. Serve immediately.

 


So easy, and light, it is perfect for
summer. It even tastes good cold the next day for lunch.

 


 



 




 White
Pizza with Arugula

 


Cookbook Inspiration: The Barefoot
Contessa

 


I love Ina Garten of
Barefoot Contessa fame. Her recipes are elegant and yet accessible.
Which is why I'm not very surprised when the other day I googled
'arugula, pizza', a recipe
by Ina jumped to the top of the
results page.

 


This simple, yet
incredibly delicious, recipe was adapted by one she has
on FoodNetwork.com.

 


What follows is my
adaptation of her recipe....

 


I started with a
low-gluten corn meal pizza crust. I sautéed two minced garlic
cloves in a tablespoon of olive oil and a tablespoon of butter
until it was fragrant. I poured the garlic/oil mixture onto the
crust of the pizza, then topped it with slices of
fresh mozzarella, goat cheese, and Parmigiano reggiano. Then I
popped the pizza into a 400 F oven until the cheese had melted and
the crust was golden.

While the pizza was in the
oven, I tossed a generous handful of arugula with vinaigrette made
of olive oil, fresh squeezed lemon juice, and pepper. I dusted it
with a few shavings of Parmigiano reggiano.

 


When the pizza came out of
the oven, I piled the arugula salad on top of the pizza and ate
both together. The strong flavors of the arugula are perfectly
complimented by the richness of the assorted melted
cheeses.

 


I served this for dinner
with a very nice Pinot Noir and could not have been
happier!


 


 


 Broccoli and Cauliflower Cheese Bake

 


Cookbook Inspiration: Classic Vegetarian
Recipes

 


Ingredients:

 


1 head of
broccoli

1 head of
cauliflower

2 shallots

1 Tablespoon of
butter

2 Tablespoons of
flour

1 cup of milk

1 cup of shredded cheese
(your choice)

 


Let's do a simple
vegetarian cheese bake that I found in Classic Vegetarian Recipes,
which as the name implies features easy to make, classic vegetarian
dishes that are wonderfully illustrated with step by step
photos.

 


I decided to modify the
cauliflower bake into a broccoli and cauliflower bake.

 


You begin by sautéing
shallots in butter. Meanwhile, steam the broccoli and
cauliflower.

 


When the shallots are
tender, add flour to the melted butter mixture to create a roux.
Make sure you 'cook' the butter. Then add a cup of milk and a cup
of shredded cheese (cheddar or Swiss).

 


Put the broccoli and
cauliflower into a baking dish. Pour the cheese mixture over the
vegetables.

 


Top with a couple slices
of cheese (I used Swiss) and bake in a 350 F oven for 20 minutes
until the cheese is melted and bubbly.

 


Enjoy!


 


 Croatian Mushroom-Stuffed Tomatoes
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Cookbook Inspiration:
Sundays at Moosewood Restaurant

 




What enticed me into
trying this recipe is that last summer I tried
a recipe
of beef stuffed tomatoes by the Two Fat
Ladies, which I loved. Therefore, I
was anxious to try out this vegetarian alternative to see how it
compared.

Once again, this recipe
suits our requirements for easy summer dinners because it is light
and easy to assemble.

 


A handful of chopped baby
'bella mushrooms are sautéed in olive oil with your choice of fresh
herbs ( I had thyme, oregano, and basil on hand) and salt and
pepper to taste. You can also throw in spinach or another green if
you want to add more depth and flavor.

 


Two eggs are then beaten
in with a pinch of flour, to bind the mixture together.

Meanwhile, cut the tops
off four medium sized tomatoes and gently scoop out the insides
with a spoon, careful not to puncture the sides. You want to create
little bowls to hold the mushroom mixture that you have lightly
sautéed. Then top the stuffed tomatoes with breadcrumbs and
shredded cheese.

 


Place the tomatoes into a
casserole dish, add half and inch of water to the bottom of the
dish. Cover the casserole and bake at 400 F twenty minutes covered,
then an additional ten minutes uncovered to allow the cheese and
bread crumbs to get toasty.

While the stuffed tomatoes
are baking, relax and enjoy a glass of wine with goat cheese that
has been sprinkled with olive oil and served on your favorite
cracker.

And here is the finished
dish. As to the comparison with its meaty cousin? Just as
delicious.

 


So if you are looking for
a vegetarian alternative, try this dish, even your most dedicated
carnivore will be pleased.


 


 



 Turkey Two-fers: Veggie Filled Turkey
Meatloaf and Make and Freeze Meatballs
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We have discovered that instead of making
one large dish, we can get creative and create two different dishes
and freeze one. 

 


Which is exactly what we did here. We made a
small turkey, sausage meatloaf that the two of us could share with
a little bit leftover for lunch the following day.

 


And then, using the other half of the same
mixture, we made 24 meatballs that we baked and then froze in bags
of six apiece for quick spaghetti and meatball dinners at some time
in the future.

 


Best of all, we incorporated diced, sautéed
vegetables into the turkey/sausage mix to make both dishes extra
healthy.

 


Ingredients:

 


1 lb. of ground turkey

1 lb. of ground Italian style pork
sausage

1/2 cup oatmeal or breadcrumbs

1 egg

1/2 - 1 bell pepper (red, green, or orange)
diced

1/2 medium onion diced

1 cup frozen chopped broccoli  thawed
and diced

1 cup diced carrots

Season to taste with: garlic powder, salt,
pepper, Italian seasoning

 


Directions:

 


Sauté the vegetables lightly until just
softened. Then let cool.

Combine turkey, sausage, oatmeal, and
egg. Mix together gently.

Fold in the sautéed vegetables.

 


For the meatloaf:

 


Form a small loaf with 1/2 the meat mixture.
Place in baking dish. Drape a couple pieces of bacon over the top
of the bacon. 

 


Bake at 375 for 1 hour.

 


 


For the
meatballs:

 


Form the remaining meat mixture into
meatballs (size of your choosing).

Place on parchment lined baking pan.

Bake at 375 for 45 minutes.

Freeze after cooling.

 



 


 


 4-Ingredient Chicken Pot Pie
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I love chicken potpie. Unfortunately, the
frozen, store-bought variety can be heavy on calories, sodium, and
enough dough to leave you feeling like you have eaten a cardboard
box.

 


I have come up with an incredibly quick, and
relatively light, alternative that requires only FOUR ingredients,
making it perfect for an easy weeknight dinner.

 


Ingredients:

 


2 cups of chopped or shredded chicken meat
from a rotisserie chicken

 


2 cups mixed frozen vegetables (microwaved
for 1 minute on high to thaw)

 


1 package crescent roll pastry dough

 


1 can cream of chicken
soup -or- better yet, prepare your own  quick (and
easy) béchamel
sauce (butter, flour, and
milk)

 


 


Directions:

 


Preheat oven to 350 F.

 


I used individual ovenproof soup bowls.
However, you could also use one larger (2-quart) casserole
dish.

 


1. Layer chicken and vegetables in the
bottom of the individual soup bowl or casserole dish

 


2. Heat cream soup or béchamel sauce, pour
over chicken and vegetables.

 


3. Gently stir soup and chicken and
vegetables to evenly distribute.

 


4. Drape crescent roll pastry over
bowl/casserole.

 


5. Bake for 15 - 18 minutes until pastry is
golden.

 


The result is the perfect comfort food...not
too heavy, and  wonderfully delicious. Try this recipe once
and it will become one of your family's favorites.

 


Enjoy!


 


 Chicken Cutlets with Sautéed Spinach

 


This easy dinner combines
two of my favorite dishes, fried chicken and spinach with
garlic. Best of all, it's quick and very tasty!

 


Let us start with the
chicken. I butterfly chicken breasts and dredge them first in flour
flavored with salt and pepper, an egg wash that I thin with a
tablespoon of water, and finally, panko bread
crumbs, which add an extra
crunch.

 


Then I fry each cutlet in a
few tablespoons of olive
oil, which provides the incomparable
texture that you just can't get by oven baking, but which the
minimal use of a healthy oil makes possible.

 


While the cutlets are
frying, let us get started on the spinach, which takes just two
minutes to throw together. I'm using baby spinach, lots of garlic,
and chives which I added simply because I had them in the fridge
and because their subtle flavor adds another layer of taste to the
dish.

 


Everything is thrown
together in the bottom of the pot with a couple tablespoons of
olive oil and allowed to quickly sauté. The sultry flavor of the
dark greens adds a delightful counterpoint to the crunch of the
chicken cutlet.

 


Once everything is done,
you can plate it right from the stove. It is the perfect dinner
when you come home and want a delicious home cooked meal without
the hassle.

 



 


 


 Charbroiled Butterflied Chicken

 


Cookbook Inspiration: Simply French

 


The first cookbook I
bought by Patricia Wells was Bistro
Cooking, which I adored and used to
make goat cheese dip and steak frites. Somewhere along the way,
during this same period (late 80s) I bought another of her
books, SIMPLY
FRENCH: PATRICIA WELLS PRESENTS THE CUISINE OF JOEL
ROBUCHON. 

 


During the heyday of these books, French
bistro cooking was all the rage and Patricia Wells was making a
name for herself as one of the best cookbook authors of this
segment of the genre.

 


At the time, I was living
in New York and her books appealed to two of my requirements, 1)
that the food was accessible, easy, and tasty, and 2) I was in love
with all things French. It was during this period that I first read
Hemingway's A
Moveable Feast (still one of my
favorite books) and made my first trip to
Paris. 

 


Ironically, though in keeping with many of
the cookbooks that I bought during this period of my life, though I
collected all the latest trends in cookbooks, my experience with
the actual book was more as a reader than a cook. 

 


When I opened Simply French a few days ago,
the first recipes I looked at were the ones for roast chicken. We
make a lot of roast chicken around here. Mom has painstakingly
spent two hours sitting in front of a hot oven to turn a chicken
every 15 minutes in keeping with a recipe from Julia Child's
Mastering the Art of French Cooking. We used a clay oven we bought
at the thrift store with great success. 

 


So my attention was immediately drawn to
Patricia Wells' recipe for charbroiled chicken, whose most
intriguing aspects were that the chicken was butterflied and that
the cooking method was under a broiler rather than roasted.

 


Interestingly, the first time I had seen a
chicken prepared in this manner was not at all French, it was in
Baku Azerbaijan where nearly every local dish we ate was cooked on
an outdoor grill, including butterflied chicken. Still, I had never
heard of making this dish in the oven in place of an open flame.
And since it fell into the roast chicken arena, it had to be
tried.

 


The recipe is very simple and consists of
two steps: marinating the chicken and then broiling the
chicken.

 


The first step, marinating, consisted of
typically French vinaigrette of olive oil, lemon juice, and
Dijon mustard. I added fresh rosemary tucked under the skin of the
breast, as well as fresh ground pepper. The recipe called for
marinating the chicken for two hours, at room temperature. This
gave me pause since it is summer and I was concerned about the
chicken spoiling, so I marinated it in the refrigerator and then
brought it up to room temperature while I waited for the oven
broiler to heat.

 


By the way, either you can butterfly the
chicken at home by removing the backbone or you can have your
butcher take care of it.

 


The end result is actually much tastier than
this poor bird appears. The skin on the 'shins' was torn during the
turning phase and the 'hips' were dislocated. The skin is probably
darker than suggested in the recipe. However, despite appearances,
I promise you that this is one of the best birds we have had. The
meat was tender and juicy. And it was so simple to make that we
will definitely make this recipe again.

 


This exercise has piqued my interest in
pulling out more cookbooks that are French and perhaps even my old
copy of Bistro Cooking.

 


Bon Appetite! 

 



 


 Ground Beef Stuffed Tomatoes
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Cookbook Inspiration: Two Fat Ladies
Cook

 


I am
a huge fan of the Two
Fat Ladies TV series  (the
link will take you to a delightful video on Amazon.com  of the
Two Fat Ladies learning to make cocktails at the Dorchester Hotel),
which ran on public television years ago. Now that the Food Network
has launched the Cooking
Channel, I am thrilled to find that
along with a whole slew of new cooking shows, they've revived
 many of my favorite classics, The Galloping Gourmet, Julia Child, and yes, Two Fat
Ladies.

 


On a recent rainy Saturday
afternoon, I was home watching and marveling as the Two Fat Ladies
cooked....a pinch of this, a handful of that, no mention of
measurements! On the particular show, I watched that day, they made
a simple stuffed tomato dish that I just had to try. Which says a
lot, since I am not usually a fan of any stuffed vegetable given
their tendency to end up as mushy, yucky, messes.

 


See? Just the mention of
stuffed vegetables and I turn into a petulant six year old
discoursing on why she will not eat the green stuff.

 


However, such were the
Ladies powers of persuasion and demonstration, that I took a
chance. Moreover, the results were so incredibly delicious, I
actually had a second. It was such a success that I wanted to
share it with you.

 


To start, one of the
beauties of this recipe is its simplicity. It is easy to assemble,
and you probably have all the ingredients in your fridge or pantry
right now. Even if you do not, you can simply improvise and still
achieve wonderful results.

 


For instance, in the
Ladies recipe, they used ground beef, garlic, and green onions.
Since I also had some baby spinach and sliced, mushrooms that I
needed to use up, I threw those in as well, and got the added
benefit of not only their additional flavor, but also their
vitamin/anti-oxidant value. The beauty of this recipe is that with
a little imagination, you could easily change up the ingredients to
utilize what you have on hand, or your personal taste
preferences.

 


 


Directions:

 


Preheat the oven to
375F. 

 


First, use the best
quality tomatoes you can find. Since it is summer, why not make a
visit to your local Farmer's Market, or better yet, if you have a
small garden out back, grow your own. What I discovered with this
recipe is that the quality of the tomato really does make a
difference. When I prepared this dish I used little brown tomatoes
I found at Whole Foods and impulsively bought simply because I'd
never seen a brown tomato before. (turns out they are called by
various names including 'black' heirloom tomatoes.). Whatever the
name, they were incredibly delicious when used in this
dish.

 


However, I
digress.....

 


Cut the tops off the
tomatoes and scoop out the insides so that you create little bowls.
Keep the tomato tops. Place the tomatoes into a shallow baking dish
that you have sprayed with cooking spray or lightly brushed with
oil.

 


In a frying pan, brown the
ground beef, toss in the baby spinach, onions, garlic, and
mushrooms, (you might need to add a tiny bit of olive oil to cook
the spinach and mushrooms). Season with salt, pepper, a splash of
Worcestershire Sauce, and any herbs that strike your fancy, I threw
in some thyme from my herb garden.

 


Finally, gently spoon the
beef mixture into the tomatoes and place their little hats on
top.

 


Bake at 375F for 30
minutes.

 


Moreover, here is your
reward! Delicious, delightful, easy to make and with two kinds of
vegetables, good for you as well!

 



 



Cajun Meatloaf

 


Cookbook Inspiration: The Silver Palate

 


How many of your
remember THE
SILVER PALATE cookbook? I do. It
is one of the first cookbooks I bought when I first began to pursue
my interest in cooking. It was a huge hit in New York, as it was
written by the Julee Russo and Sheila Lukins and named after their
gourmet shop of the same name. Recently the book was re-issued in a
25th Anniversary edition, which gives you some idea of its
importance in the pantheon of American culinary history. Yes, it
was that important.

 


In my opinion, it was as
influential as Martha Stewart and Ina Garten aka The Barefoot
Contessa, in establishing a certain, opulent, bountiful, American
cuisine. And by rich, I do not mean expensive, I mean
tasty.

After the wild success of
The Silver Palate, Russo/Lukins wrote The Silver Palate Good Times
Cookbook, and then apparently wen their separate ways.

 


Julee
Russo established a lovely bed
and breakfast called the Inn in Saugatuck, Michigan, which I hope to visit some autumn, and
she wrote more cookbooks. Big, fat, all encompassing cookbooks,
such as The
New Basics, and Great
Good Food, that are friendly and
accessible and take your every day favorite dishes and give them a
fresh perspective.

 


This week's recipe, Cajun
Meatloaf, comes from Great Good Food and is also a lesson on
improvisation in the kitchen.

 


I love meatloaf. But
throwing together the same ketchup/BBQ sauce/breadcrumbs variations
can get boring after the 100th iteration. Which is why I was very
interested in trying Julee Russo's Cajun influenced recipe.
However, when I read her recipe, I did not have all the required
ingredients. For instance, her recipe called for half ground beef -
half ground turkey. I only had ground beef. It called for fresh
jalapeno, I had a jar of pickled jalapenos. Tomato paste? Nope,
tomato sauce. You can see where this is going....

 


Instead of abandoning the
recipe, I chose to read it, make note of the flavor profile she was
creating, and make do with what I had in my own pantry to re-create
the dish. And it worked beautifully. For instance, I did not have
chili powder to go along with the cumin called for in the recipe,
but I did have smoked paprika to use with cumin and I still
achieved the smoky depth the recipe wanted to achieve. Sure,
pickled jalapenos are sweeter than a fresh jalapeno, but I like the
unexpected flavor twist it added to the final meatloaf.

 


The point is, it's always
recommended to follow a recipe to the letter the first time, in
order to see what the original cook was trying to achieve. However,
in a pinch do not be afraid to improvise by incorporating similar
ingredients to achieve a similar result. This approach will lead to
creative fun in kitchen and your ability to make a dish your
own.

 


So here is my riff on
Julee Russo's Cajun Meatloaf recipe. And please check out her
cookbooks, they are incredibly fun and creative and
inspiring.

 


Ingredients:

 



	
1 1/2 lbs. ground beef
(substitute ground turkey if you wish)



	
1/4 cup tomato
sauce



	
1/4 cup bread
crumbs



	
1 egg



	
2 Tablespoons chopped
jalapeno relish



	
1 Tablespoon onion
flakes 



	
1 1/2 teaspoon
cumin



	
1 1/2 teaspoon smoked
paprika



	
1 teaspoon cayenne
pepper





 


Directions:

 


Preheat oven to 350
F. 

 


Mix all ingredients
together using your hands. Form into a loaf and place in loaf pan
or 2 quart baking dish. You may slather the meatloaf with ketchup
or BBQ sauce if you wish, a piece of bacon is also a nice
touch.

 


Bake for 50 - 60
minutes. 

 


Let rest for 10 minutes
after taking from oven.

 


Serve with mashed
cauliflower 'potatoes' and corn on the cob. Enjoy!


 


 1000
Ingredient Chili
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Cookbook Inspiration:
Parade Magazine

 


I have never met a chili
recipe I would not try...but then again, I have never met a recipe
I would follow to a T. So when I read country music star Zac
Brown's recipe for Campfire
Chili in last week's Parade
magazine, I knew I had to try it. But I also knew that it would not
be long before I started to improvise....I have never been good at
following directions.

 


You can click on the link
above to get Zac's original recipe. What follows is my
interpretation, with riffs from the Food network’s uber chef Bobby
Flay (love his Throwdown show)
and hottie chef Tyler Florence (woot!).

 


Okay, so there's not
really 1,000 ingredients...maybe 950.

 


One of the reasons I
wanted to try this recipe was the use of three different kinds of
meat. One pound each of: ground pork, ground bison, and cubed beef.
Next time, I would keep all of the meat cubed rather than ground, I
think it would add more to the flavor of the chili than the ground
meat.

 


Anyhow, begin by browning
the meat.

 


Next up, is the addition
of a jalapeno. I have seeded it to take some of the heat out of it.
Then I diced it.

 


I enlisted Mom to dice the
onions because they make my eyes water and because Mom never thinks
I get the dice small enough to her liking.....so have it,
Mom!

 


Once the meat it browned,
we added a can of green chilies, the jalapeno, and the
onions.

 


Oh, and that bottle of
beer.

 


Next up was the addition
of the spices: cumin seed, chili powder, garlic powder, a pinch of
sea salt, and ground black pepper.

 


We also added a couple
cans of fire roasted diced tomatoes. I like the fire roasted taste,
perfect for chili.

 


Zac's recipe called for
something I haven't tried before: the addition of beef stock. His
recipe also called for masa flour as a thickener. Which I did not
have. So, I crumbled up some corn chips and achieved the same
result.

 


And now begins our
deviation from the recipe. Mom has a thing for peppers so she diced
up yellow, orange, red, and green peppers and briefly sautéed them
in a separate pan and then added them to the chili.

 


Then, with inspiration
from Bobby and Tyler, I added a couple tablespoons each of chipotle
peppers in their smoky adobo sauce and some unsweetened cocoa
powder to add a chocolaty richness often found in Mexican
sauces.

 


Next up is the addition of
beans. We have got four different varieties...the more beans the
better in my book. They are a great source of fiber and make the
chili go further if you are cooking for a crowd.

 


If the chili is too thick,
just add more beer (or another liquid of your choosing, we prefer
beer.)

 


I have added a dollop of
sour cream and shredded an aged goat cheese, which adds a
different, but complimentary flavor than the usual cheddar. Of
course, chili is not complete without Frito corn chips.

 


Enjoy!

 



 


 


 Slow
Cooker BBQ Beef Ribs
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Ingredients:

 


1 cup BBQ sauce

1-cup beef stock

1/2 cup red wine

1-Tablespoon Worcestershire Sauce

1 Tablespoon Minced Garlic

2 -3 lbs. Beef Ribs

 


Directions:

 


Place everything in slow cooker. Cook for 8
hours on low, 4 - 5 hours on high.

 


Serve with a vegetable of your choice.

 



 


 


 Pot Roast
Madness!

 


I love pot roast. What I
love equally is the ease and tenderness you get when you cook a pot
roast using a slow cooker. This method of cooking allows you to
combine simple, fresh, low cost ingredients to create a dinner that
is beyond description.

 


First assemble our
ingredients: onion, carrots, celery, garlic, and red pepper will
provide a blanket of flavor to surround our humble pot roast as it
cooks in a bath of stock and red wine. I used chicken stock
because, frankly, that is what I had in the cupboard. Feel free to
use beef stock, vegetable stock, or even water (in which case the
chopped vegetables will create their own stock).

 


The red wine is simply one
that I had in the 'fridge at the moment (actually it's a really
lovely Merlot I received for my birthday but never got around to
finishing). However as with all recipes calling for wine, you
should use one that you would also be willing to drink...forget the
'cooking wine' you find on some grocery shelves, it's too salty and
as the flavors get intensified through the long cooking process,
you'll want the best quality ingredients to shine
through.

 


It is important to quickly
sear the outside of the roast before placing it into the slow
cooker. This creates a lovely caramelized crust on the outside of
the meat that cannot be achieved by simply placing the meat
directly into the slow cooker. Again, it is about the accumulation
of flavors that assemble over the hours in the slow cooker. That is
the magic of using this process.

 


Now we have to deal with
those annoying vegetables. I hate peeling garlic, so I got Mom to
handle the dirty work for me. Her patient, wizened hands are well
equipped for this task. Which actually brings up a salient point:
the joys of cooking with someone you love. Cooking for friends and
family is always fun, cooking together with friends or family is
one of the great treasures of life.

 


One of the fondest
memories I have of my father is an evening we spent creating
lobster bisque from some frozen lobster tails my father had
purchased. We spent five hours consulting cookbooks and creating
this simple soup...eventually completing it around midnight. To
this day, I can remember the pleasure of our banter that evening as
we debated the merits of our composition. So, please, grab your
hubby, a group of friends, or your darling children, and get into
the kitchen.

 


However, I
digress...

 


The garlic cloves are kept
whole to maintain their flavor. The number of cloves you use is
arbitrary and wholly dependent upon your taste...I love garlic, so
I tend to add more rather than less. The rest of the vegetables are
roughly chopped in large chunks. I keep the skins on the carrots,
again for flavor.

 


At the base of the slow
cooker, we create a bed of the chopped onions and garlic cloves,
upon which will rest our beautifully seared roast. It looks good
enough to eat, but hold on....

 


Before you put the lid on
that cooker, surround the roast with the celery, carrots, and red
pepper. Pour one can of chicken stock and then red wine to taste.
Like the rest of the recipe, this is actually eyeballed...the
amount depends on your personal taste. I estimate a can of stock to
a cup of wine (I didn't measure, just poured!)

Finally, put the lid on
the cooker, turn it to low and walk away. It will cook for up to
eight hours, slowly filling your kitchen with the most delightful
aroma.

Your reward will be a
roast that literally falls apart on your fork and is so good that
after you stuff yourself for dinner, you'll be coming back to the
fridge late at night to steal another taste of the
leftovers.

Enjoy!

 



 



SWEET ENDINGS


 


 



Five Minute Super Simple Chocolate Walnut
Fudge
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You will love how easy
this recipe is to assemble and 'cook'. The most difficult part will
be waiting two hours while it cools and sets in the
refrigerator.

 


Ingredients:

 


2 cups semi-sweet
chocolate chips

1 14 oz. can sweetened
condensed milk (fat free)

2 teaspoons espresso
powder

2 teaspoons
vanilla

1 1/2 cups chopped
walnuts

pinch sea salt

 


Pans and Paper:

 


8 X 8 square
pan

wax paper

 


Directions:

 


Line a glass square dish
with wax paper, leaving generous overhang on all sides, so that
fudge is easily removed from pan.

 


In a medium pan, melt
together two cups of chocolate chips and one can of sweetened
condensed milk. Stir constantly to keep the mixture from burning.
Once the chocolate has melted and has reached a smooth consistency,
add the vanilla. Stir to incorporate. Fold in one cup of chopped
walnuts. 

 


Quickly transfer contents
of pan to the glass square. Top with remaining half cup of chopped
walnuts. Sprinkle with a pinch of sea salt.

Cool in the refrigerator
for two hours.

Cut into small squares and
enjoy!


 


 



Chocolate Chip Peanut Butter Whole Wheat Oatmeal
Bars
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This recipe makes dense chocolate chip bars,
so I would spread them in a cookie sheet (aka jelly roll pan) so
that they do not end up too thick.

 


Ingredients:

 


1 cup vegetable shortening

1-cup dark brown sugar

1 Tablespoon vanilla

2 large eggs

1 1/4 cups peanut butter

2 cups whole-wheat flour

2 cups oatmeal

1-teaspoon baking soda

8 oz. cup chocolate chips

8 oz. cup butterscotch chips

 


Directions:

 


1. Preheat oven to 350 F. Cream together
sugar and butter, beat until fluffy

 


2. Add vanilla, then eggs one at a time,
continue beating

 


3. Beat in peanut butter

 


4. In a separate bowl, combine flour, oats,
and baking soda. Slowly incorporate flour mixture into wet
ingredients.

 


5. Add chips. Spread mixture into lightly
greased cookie sheet. Optional: sprinkle a few grains of sea salt
over top of mixture before placing in oven.

 


6. Bake at 350 for 25 minutes.

 


Let cool before cutting into bars.

 


 



 


 Two-Ingredient Strawberry Jam
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Two
ingredients:

 


1 Quart of
Strawberries

4 cups of sugar

 


Directions:

Place both in a heavy-duty
cooking pot over low heat

 


Stir frequently while the
strawberries 'juice up' and the sugar begins to
dissolve.

 


Increase the heat to
medium high and don't disturb for 15 - 17 minutes. The strawberry
sauce will begin to boil upwards, so keep an eye on it and turn
down the temp slightly to keep it from boiling over.

 


When the 15 minutes are
up, remove the pot from the heat, and let cool.

 


When the strawberries have
cooled they are ready to be transferred into their sterilized jars
and stored in the refrigerator.

 


It's wonderful as jam on
toast...or a strawberry topper on ice cream.

 


This was my first
experience making jam...

It was so delightfully
easy and fun that I can't wait to try it again.

 


This is why

THE JOY OF COOKING remains one of my all-time favorite
cookbooks. 

The recipes are simple,
straightforward, and provide great results.

 



 


 


Thank you for joining me on this cooking
adventure!

 


Please share your
experiences in a 
review on Amazon.com, and then, stop by my blog and let me know how this cookbook
is working for you!

 


On my blog, I host giveaways, announce
upcoming books, and share my life in the mountains.

 


Suzanne’s Blog:
http://www.suzanneelizabethanderson.com/

 


And now, turn the page and enjoy the first
chapters from THREE of my books:

 


Waiting with God

 


God Loves You. ~Chester Blue

 


Mrs. Tuesday’s Departure


 


 


 


 



Bonus Chapter #1 from: Trusting God with Your
Dream

By Suzanne Elizabeth Anderson

 



Introduction

 


 


One Christmas, my mother
gave me a copy of The Daily Walk Bible. I’d tried daily
reading-plan Bibles before without the dedication to make it beyond
a cursory reading that ended sometime in January. But this time was
different.

What kept me motivated (especially as I
slogged through those difficult Old Testament books) was that I’d
reached a crossroads in my life and I was seeking life-changing
responses to my unanswered prayers about career and finances.

God had gone silent when I needed Him most,
and I was trying to find out why. Although I believed I’d prayed in
good faith, and had prayed “without ceasing,” it seemed that
nothing I did brought an answer to my prayers. It wasn’t that God
wasn’t there; He just wasn’t listening to me.

After a year in the Bible, I came to a
startling realization. All this time that I’d been waiting on God
for an answer, I hadn’t been waiting alone. God was with me.

God used my year of waiting not to frustrate
me, or abandon me, but to draw me into a closer relationship with
Him.

As you read through these 31 days of
devotionals, I pray that you too will be drawn closer to God.

In these pages, you will discover:

 


God will always provide an answer to your
prayer.

 


You are never alone. God is always near.

 


And more than anything else…

 


God loves you beyond measure.


Day 1

 


 


But I am trusting you, O
Lord,

Saying “you are my
God!”

My future is in your
hands.

~Psalm 31:14-15


 


 


Day 1

 


 


Trusting God With Your Dream

 


 


Talk about a dive into the deep end. What a
great way to start our devotional journey!

Do we trust God enough to not only say: “You
are my God. My future is in your hands!”

But to believe it and live it?

If you’re not quite ready to make this
commitment to God today, let’s make it our goal to be there at the
end of 31 days together.

If you’re like me and have tried to do
everything on your own, the most difficult decision may be letting
go and letting God. What an enormous amount of trust it takes to
say, “Okay God, I’ve tried to do it my way, but I’m ready to let go
of the reins and turn my life over to you.”

My first reaction to that
announcement has always been: But what if
I don’t like the plans God has for my life?

Don’t worry. We’re going to tackle that
question within these pages.

This conflict between asking for God’s help
but not totally trusting His ability or willingness to answer was
what finally made me turn to the Bible in search of guidance and to
many, many hours of prayer to seek God. In the end, I was able to
say, “God you’re in charge of my business, my finances, my
life.”

In the past, I’d tried to do it all myself.
With mixed results.

 


Now, I declare that I am asking for God’s
blessing on my future and trust in Him to work it out for the
best.

Will you join me to trust God with your
present and your future?

 








Bonus Chapter #2 from: God Loves You. ~ Chester
Blue

By Suzanne Elizabeth Anderson

 


“MY GOODNESS, THERE are so many stars out tonight,” Miss Millie
whispered. She stood on her back porch, hands on her hips, head
tilted back, and stared at the glittering night sky.

Finally, she found her favorite
constellation, the Big Dipper. “How lucky we are to have such
wondrous stars to enjoy.”

Each night she came outside to admire the
moon and the blanket of twinkling stars that covered the sky from
one end to the other. She’d been doing this for most of her
seventy-five years on Earth.

Some nights, the stars formed the shapes of
animals romping through the sky, like the Big Dipper, which formed
part of the Ursa Major – called that because “ursa” meant “bear,”
and it looked like a big bear in the sky.

Which is exactly why it was her favorite.
Miss Millie had a very special place in her heart for bears.

For Miss Millie, each night held a new
adventure as she watched the stars move across the sky with the
changing seasons. And each night she made a wish on the first star
she saw.

Most nights, Miss Millie’s heart was filled
with joy at the beauty of the night sky. But tonight was so very
different. It was the end of a long day that had brought terrible
news.

Instead of smiling as she looked at the
panorama overhead, she pursed her lips to keep from crying, and her
eyes filled with tears and blurred the stars she loved so
dearly.

Tonight she had a special wish. She walked
down the steps of the porch and out to the backyard. The grass was
wet and cool beneath her bare feet. Miss Millie looked up at the
sky and thought about the right way to phrase her wish.

She needed to think carefully, because this
wasn’t an ordinary wish. It was going to be a prayer. And prayers
were more powerful than wishes.

Lately she’d been bothered that the world
had forgotten the magic of wishes and dreams. Nowadays, it seemed
that people looked down instead of up. They went to work, they came
home, and then they went to sleep. It seemed that most people moved
through their lives as if they were sleepwalking.

Miss Millie understood how this could easily
happen. Some people gave up on their wishes and dreams because
they’d been disappointed too many times in life and just didn’t
have the courage to keep hoping things would change.

That’s what had happened in the little
Midwestern town where Miss Millie had lived her whole life. It had
been a gradual thing, but like rust, some gradual things can be
deadly.

When she was a little girl, her hometown of
Blossom, Ohio, had been a vibrant place, full of young families. No
matter how many books about faraway places young Millie read, she’d
never imagined living anywhere else.

Which is why, when Miss Millie grew up,
she’d opened a shop on Main Street. Main Street was always filled
with beautiful shops and shoppers, so it was the perfect place to
open a store.

In her shop, Miss Millie sold and repaired
all sorts of teddy bears. With all those young families, Miss
Millie’s shop was always busy. Young children came with their
parents to choose their first bear. Adults came to have their
cherished childhood bears fixed after they’d been loved through
many years and needed a stitch to repair a tear, or new eyes or
ears.

Her shop even attracted teddy bear
collectors, who knew that Miss Millie had a secret supply of very
old, very special bears that she could sometimes be convinced to
sell to a special home.

As the years – and then decades – flew by,
Miss Millie became known as the best teddy bear historian and
repairwoman in the Midwest. Some people said she was even the best
in the entire United States.

But then the children of the young families
became adults and went off to college. And never returned home to
Blossom to start their own families.

At first no one noticed that the shops on
Main Street were quieter than usual, or that the Main Street Diner
never filled up after the morning rush of farmers who stopped by
for breakfast at five a.m.

Even Miss Millie didn’t notice at first. She
still received a lot of business through the mail for bears that
needed to be repaired, or requests for a search for a rare bear
that a collector was hoping to find.

But then one day Miss Mille looked up from
her table at the back of the shop where she usually spent her day
working, and noticed that she was alone.

The next day it was the same. And the day
after that. So she went to see her friend, Lulu, the waitress at
the Main Street Diner and asked her if she’d also noticed fewer
people on Main Street.

“Fewer people, on Main
Street?” Lulu threw back her head and laughed.

She laughed so hard, she had to put down the
pot of coffee she’d holding to pour Miss Millie’s second cup.

“Honey, it’s not just Main
Street. This whole town is as quiet as a church on Monday. So many
people have moved away, I believe we’re the town that’s been
forgotten.”

Miss Millie looked down at her cup of coffee
and frowned. This was terrible news. Blossom was a wonderful town.
Yes, it was a small town, and perhaps not as exciting as a big
city. But there were so many good things about it. Why had people
given up and moved away?

That was a month ago. Since that
conversation with Lulu, things had gotten worse.

Once Miss Millie had started to pay
attention, she realized that at times a whole week would go by
without a single person coming into her shop. And on her walk home
at the end of the day, she began to notice that more and more of
the stores that shared Main Street were closing or were already
empty.

Then today, Miss Millie had received the
worst news of all. Mr. Jones, the man who owned the building that
housed her teddy bear shop, had lost the building to the bank.

The bank was going to sell the building at
auction, which meant that Miss Millie could no longer have a teddy
bear shop in his building. She would have to move.

This was, of course, terrible news. Not only
would Miss Millie lose her shop, but she would lose her business.
Yes, yes, perhaps she could open a new shop in one of the many
other empty stores on Main Street.

But this was the proof that it wouldn’t
matter where she moved. There were simply not enough people in
Blossom to shop in her teddy bear store.

Which is why
tonight she stood staring up at the stars with a
special purpose in her heart. Miss Millie believed in dreams and
wishes. And tonight she was going to pray for some way to share her
belief with others.

“Dear God,” Miss Millie
began as she looked up at the stars, “how many people never see how
beautiful the sky is at night because they simply don’t take the
time to look up?”

She smiled as a shooting star flew through
the dark sky.

“Maybe it’s because we
seem to be going through a tough time right now. I suppose when
times are tough, people don’t have time for teddy bears or small
towns like Blossom. I know that You are the Creator of all
things.

“And I know
when things look the worst is when something new
and wonderful is about to happen, if we can just hold
on.

“Now that my teddy bear
shop is closed, I don’t know what I’m going to do. I don’t know
what’s going to happen to my hometown, but You do,” Miss Millie
said.

“Dear God, I’m holding on,
but I could sure use a bit of help from You. Give me a way to share
the gift of believing in dreams with others, too.”

Miss Millie stretched out her arms and
embraced all the beauty she saw in the sky above her head. She
silently thanked God for creating such a beautiful universe, where
anything was possible even when it seemed impossible.

She smiled as she saw another star shooting
across the sky. “Thank you, God.” And she turned and went back in
the house to go to bed.

 


The next morning,
Miss Millie woke up early. She climbed from her
bed and stretched her arms over her head and then twisted from side
to side to get her creaky old bones and muscles warmed up to start
the day.

As she turned, she glanced out her bedroom
window and saw that it was a glorious, sunny, summer morning.

She threw on her robe and hurried
downstairs; she needed to make her breakfast and get to the shop.
On such a beautiful morning there were certain to be lots of people
on Main Street, and that meant there might be some new customers
for her shop!

She stopped on the bottom step and touched
her fingertips to her lips as she remembered that her shop was
closing. There wouldn’t be lots of people on Main Street. So many
of the stores were empty that no one came to Main Street anymore.
If they needed anything, they went to the big mall, in the big
town, down the hill.

Suddenly she felt very sad about closing her
store and facing the future alone. What would she do? Miss Millie
blinked back the tears.

No, she thought, I won’t cry, I know
that when things are at their worst, something better is just
around the corner. We just have to put one foot in front of the
other and keep moving forward.

Miss Millie grasped the banister tightly and
straightened her back with her new resolve. Her heart still hurt,
and she was more than a little bit afraid of not knowing what to do
next, but she would take her own advice.

Well then, this morning would be the perfect
time to work in her garden! She needed to weed the flowerbed, and
then she would tie up the beans in the vegetable garden. If she was
lucky, the cabbage and zucchini would be ready to harvest and she
would be able to make soup for tonight’s dinner.

Later, she would go to her shop on Main
Street and begin packing her teddy bears.

Then, she would make a list of all the
people she knew who might want to buy one of the remaining bears.
She’d pick a few that she could donate to the children’s hospital,
and finally, she would bring the rest home. They would sit on the
shelves of her office until she figured out what to do next.

First though, she would pick up the
newspaper from the front porch.

She would make coffee, have a bite to eat,
put on her overalls and her green rubber clogs, and then she’d be
ready to work in the garden.

Miss Millie finished making her mental list
of things to do just as she opened the front door to pick up her
morning newspaper.

Right next to her newspaper, she found a box
wrapped in plain brown paper and tied with twine. Miss Millie’s
name and address were printed in big red letters in the lower right
corner. As she looked closer, she noticed there was no return
address to be found anywhere. Who had sent the box?

Miss Millie picked up the box and her
newspaper and brought them both into the kitchen, where she placed
them on the table while she made a pot of coffee and a piece of
toast for her breakfast.

She was very particular about the way she
liked her coffee, so she needed to give her full attention to the
task of grinding the coffee beans and then brewing them in the
old-fashioned percolator.

While the coffee brewed, Miss Millie toasted
a nice thick slice of bread in her old faithful toaster.

When it was nice and brown, she carefully
cut the piece of toast in half. On one half she spread a spoonful
of peanut butter, and on the other half she spread a spoonful of
chocolate hazelnut spread. This was her favorite breakfast for
sunny days. She sat down at the table with her cup of coffee and
her plate of toast and carefully considered the box as she ate her
breakfast.

She hadn’t ordered anything, so that
couldn’t be it.

She chewed her toast and thought.

It wasn’t her birthday.

She took a sip of coffee, and thought more
deeply.

It was the end of August. School had just
started, so perhaps it was a box of notebooks and pencils meant for
a young student who lived nearby?

Miss Millie checked the address again. No,
it was her name and address clearly printed on the front of the
box.

Christmas was still four months away.

Perhaps
it was time to stop staring at the box and take
action.

Miss Millie moved her cup and plate to the
side of the table and placed the box in front of her. Very
carefully, she cut the twine and unwrapped the brown paper that
covered the box.

Beneath the plain brown paper was a
cardboard box with a lid. It was a plain orange box with no writing
anywhere that might give a hint as to what was inside. So Miss
Millie lifted the lid of the box.

And was very surprised by what she saw.

 


 


Please click on the link
to continue reading 
God Loves You. ~ Chester Blue


 


 



Bonus Chapter #3 from: Mrs. Tuesday’s
Departure

By Suzanne Elizabeth Anderson

 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


 


“I can’t sleep,
Nana.”

Mila’s skin was clear and pale like the
antique German porcelain dolls I’d bought for her when she was a
child. Long dark lashes shaded her almond-shaped blue eyes.

I released the doorknob that I’d been ready
to close, entered her room and settled into an overstuffed chair
with a sigh and a smile that belied my worry. Candlelight
silhouetted Mila’s face in a halo of pale yellow. The book she held
created a shadow that fell across her chest, making the pink roses
on her nightgown glow and float in the shadows of her long dark
hair. In the five years that Mila had lived here, there were few
nights when I did not find her with a book.

When Mila had first arrived, I placed this
chair next to her bed to read aloud one of the children’s books
that provided me with my living and my reputation. Over the years,
the chair remained, I wrote more books, and read each one to Mila
until she outgrew them and began to read the novels she found in my
study. The ritual of our time together before bed, our discussion
of books, remained. Even during these years of war.

She propped the book against her chest and
watched me expectantly. “You’re coming with us, aren’t you?”

“Of course.” I turned from
her gaze and smoothed the edge of the comforter, wishing our
conversation could skim the surface as lightly as my
fingers.

“And Aunt Anna?” Mila’s
eyes searched my face for signs of deception.

“Yes, she seems to
understand.”

“But she forgets things so
quickly,” Mila added anxiously. “You know what she’s like when she
becomes confused.”

“We’ll sort it out in the
morning,” I folded my hands in my lap and leaned back in the chair.
“She’ll come with me.”

“Mom’s worried she’ll slow
us down.”

“She said that to you?” My
voice tightened as I finally looked into her eyes.

Mila looked away. “I overheard Mom and Bela
in the kitchen before supper.”

“I’ll make sure that Anna
reaches the station on time.”

With that we
sat among the shadows of the bedroom, neither of
us willing to enter the overrun province. My younger sister and her
husband resented my caretaking of my twin sister. A year ago, Anna
had moved in with us. A nervous breakdown made it impossible for
her to continue living alone in her apartment near the university,
where she had been a poet in residence.

Mila began again. “When I try to talk to
Momma, she snaps at me.”

“She’s just concerned
about the arrangements for our trip,” I offered.

“Sometimes she looks over
at Bela before answering me.”

“Bela’s a difficult
man.”

“I think she’s afraid he
might leave without her. Would he do that, Nana?”

“No. He wouldn’t leave
without her.”

I rubbed my hands down the length of my wool
skirt to warm them. This room resisted warmth, despite the clanking
radiators that sat like plump cats hissing and spitting against two
of the bedroom walls.

I disdained my younger sister’s choice in
men. Ilona effortlessly used hypochondria as a defense against any
form of housework or childrearing labors. She’d picked her husbands
accordingly – men willing to care for her in exchange for total
control of her movements and her affections. Jealous masters. As a
result of Ilona’s disposition and the low wages Bela received as a
legal clerk, they’d come to live with me after my husband died.
They insisted they were concerned about my living alone. I
surmised, though, that my spacious apartment was a greater priority
to them than my welfare. My husband and I lived in a large
three-bedroom apartment in the center of Pest. I kept the master
bedroom that I’d shared with my husband, which still held his
clothes and his scent. There were two smaller bedrooms. Mila slept
in one, and my sister Anna in the other. Ilona and Bela felt those
bedrooms were too small for them, and when they realized that I was
not going to relinquish the room I’d shared with my husband, they
claimed the living room as the only room large enough to
accommodate them comfortably. As a result, my study became both a
library and a living room. The dining room and kitchen remained as
they had been when my husband and I had lived alone here. I
maintained the truce with Ilona and endured the angry outbursts of
her husband to keep Mila near. She was the daughter I’d always
wanted. She was an inquisitive and beautiful young girl.

“What are you reading?” I
leaned forward and gestured toward her book, hoping an old routine
would bring comfort and distract us from our separate
worries.

“Aunt Anna’s poems,” Mila
said, turning the cover toward me. “I can’t believe that she wrote
the words.”

“Before her illness, Anna
was a brilliant poet with an enormous gift for making the mundane
sublime. She was a remarkable woman. She still is.”

“I wish I could talk to
her about the poems,” Mila said.

“Try,” I said. “There are
moments when she still understands a great deal.”

Mila pushed herself up in the bed and leaned
toward me. “What does she remember?”

“For her, the poems that
were written a decade ago are the freshest in her mind. That’s some
of her best work. She can still tell you exactly what she was
trying to achieve in each line. Ironically, it’s her inability to
process what she did yesterday, or a moment ago, that keeps her
from creating. It’s sad. I know she has so much more to
say.”

Mila leaned back against the pillows and
chewed her lip. “Does she realize what’s happening to her?”

I took Mila’s hand in mine and gently
squeezed it. “She knows.”

A year ago, Anna had handed me a stack of
leather-bound books. The journals contained Anna’s notes on poems
that she had struggled through, political skirmishes at the
university, and embarrassingly detailed notes on her love life.
Anna asked me to edit them and publish them for her. It was one of
the first things she asked for when the doctor concluded that her
delusional bouts would become more frequent over time. She wanted
some testimony to survive as her real self slipped away. I’d begun
working on them when my own writing stalled. I was piqued,
discomfited, and touched by what I read. In the long sloping lines
of confession that covered the pages of her journals, I realized a
depth to her I’d never imagined.

“How long will she
recognize us, Nana?”

“I hope
forever.”

Some things a young girl should not have to
learn too quickly. The irony of life was that insanity should take
the one thing that allowed Anna to express her greatest gift. I
shook my head. No, that was the least of it. There was so much more
I was trying to protect Mila from. Outside her windows, four floors
above the street, the March wind moaned. The windows rattled and
whistled softly as cold air seeped through cracks in the warped
wooden frames. The streets were unusually quiet. Even at this hour,
Budapest should have been alive with the sounds of the city. But
there were no cars on the street or pedestrians making their way
home from the opera house or the cafe. What a sharp contrast to the
celebrations held just days before.
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