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Prose

Lagt week, I bought a sec?ﬂ hand ccokbook bound together by three rubber bands,

©n the front cover, somecne pa &d a fisherman hiking along the streambed while a

Etale cloud of smoke billowed fr M -eyond the tree line. No information in ths

Rurviving pages pointed towa Ffe book’s title, where it was from, or what group

yit really was a great painting.

¥ “why do vou buy the@@? Maretta asked, watching me place the bocok in its new

horie abo;&-aur,k;gﬁbﬁ~ éeun;ér, Yo' ll newver make a gingle redipe from in there . ”
B . = & o

ghe was right, aq@ despite the amount of real estate they commanded in our
petite kitohen, I hardly ever fixed anyvthing from my rescued cookbocks, On the day we
moved in together, Maretta stood in the front yard and chsgerved me individually carry
each cocokbook inmide, probably thinking the collection was a little akbsurd and
hordering on hoarder behavior. Luckily, she was also understanding, and on ocur first
Valentine's Day together, shortly after I discleosed my hobby of ceollecting used
cookborks, ghe ingisted that I make dinner.

Characteristically, I made recipesg cut out of magazines or ones my sigter would
gend me through the mail in neatly stamped pink envelopes. I also used to have a few
meals memorized, which I would watch my mother make weekly for years. Truthfully, I
hadn't made any of Mama's recipes since she passed away, and I wasn't sure if I counld
accurately recreate them anymore. I certainly never made anyvthing cut of the
gollegtion, but Maretta wag being considerate by taking an interest, and there
didn't aseem to he a reagson to decline. The final cutcome wasm, at bezat, dizastrous.

In hindsight, the meal I cheose might have been destined for failure., It was
pulled from a disintegrating cocokbock published and collected by the Kostopulos
County Junior League in Mimnesota, discoversed at a Goodwlll near Madison, Arkansas,
and primarily comprised of cassercles, pot pies, crockpot creaticns, and aspic: a
hellish twentisth-century concoction prepared by mixing together steock, meab, and
vegetables; the ingredientes were then cast in flavored gelatin resulting in aspic—
which was what I chose to make for my beautiful date on Valentine's Day, like a fool.
If someaone had asked me then: Why do yvou 1ike to cocok? 1 would'we answered: Cooking
helps save money. Which was true, but really, after yvou spent their entire day
warking aon emails and gpreadsheets, it wag enormously rewarding to create something
tangible using their hands, even if it is an “exciting dinner log”. Although it is
worth noting that the recipse only steood ocut because of the pogitive notes written
abowve it, the first one gaid: Pelicigus! I Love It! In a differsnt handwriting, the

other message said: S0 does Janices andg SARAH!
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Winnebago Tuna Log

Hasty—simple—an exciting dinner log the new “fast frost” way

o 1 package orange-flavored gelatin ° % cup chopped cucumber or celery

L] 1 cup hot water o % cup drained and sliced sardines -
° 1/3 cup chicken stock [ 2 tablespoons chopped pimentos

o 2 tablespoons pepper sauce ° % teaspoon grated onion

o % cup Cool Whip o One #% can STAR KIST chunk-style tuna

Dissolve gelatin in hot water. Add chicken stock, pepper sauce, Cool Whip, and % teaspoon salt. Blend with
rotary beater. Pour into refrigerator freezing tray. Quick chill in freezing unit (without changing control)
15-20 minutes. Turn mixture into bowl and whip with rotary beater until fluffy. Fold in remaining
ingredients. Pour into l-quart mold. Chill until firm in refrigerator (not freezing unit) 30-60 minutes.
Unmold. Garnish with salad greens. Serve with more tuna and Cool Whip if desired. Yield: 4-6 servings.

The evening started with me barely making it home from Ladurna’s Food Store
before Maretta arrived, but going to Ladurna’s on Valentine's Day at 5:30 p.m. was
the sort of unexpected—but fantastical—-people-watching opportunity that was
impossible to pass up, a perfect storm of despair and urgency. The noteworthy
individuals weren't the standard shoppers, who were easy to spot on any day, sulking
around with the weight of the work day on their backs and baskets flooding with
instant mashed potatoes, diapers, and a rotisserie chicken. Instead, the spectacle to
behold was the stampede of distressed men who had messed up in ways so unimaginably
horrendous, one would almost be tempted to ask them: What went wrong? Somewhere along
the line, each of those men had made a fatal Valentine’s Day blunder (something I
would become more familiar with as the night went on), leading them down a path to
get flowers from Ladurna’s Food Store, which was notorious for seemingly random store
hours, habitually being poorly stocked, and inexplicably smelling like diesel.

The pack of loser lovers parked their Toyota 4Runners and oversized pickup

in the typically desolate but now packed parking lot and dashed as quickly as

théy couldwy into Ladurna's limited floral section at the front of the store, putting
up forty—yafaﬁé§sh times that could have landed them an invitation to the N.F.L. com-
bine. I stood B§;the sliding doors for a few minutes, observed the runners enter the

building, and maaé'knowing eye contact with the security guard,- 3yas clearly

tickled by what wéﬁkhappening. Ladurna's was a central pillar o
because it happenea to be on my route home. Going to the trendy. wW_grocery store, or
even one slightly better stocked, would require a five-minute detour. Luckily, I made
it home just in timé, and when Maretta knocked on the front door, the Winnebago Tuna

Log had just been taken out of the refrigerator and was ready to serve.

"Oh my goodness, hi!" she said and hugged my neck. It was the first time Maretta
had seen my apartment, and she was wearing a tanned corduroy jacket over a thrifted
green top tucked into jeans.
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“Come cn in. You got here right in time. I just tock dinner out @i &t

refrigerator.”
“*The refrigerateor? What did vou make?”
"Trying =omething out. It'z called a Winnebago Tuna Log.”
*What?”
“You'll see.”

She set the jacket on what locked like a coatrack but was actually the Festivus
pole I explicitly remembered setting back into the crawl space. Onte someone has
1%
arrived at your apartment, the one that you spent all day cleaning to prepare for

company, it willgg@mevitably become trashy again; my Christmas decordtions magically

reappeared in the"living room, a zingle shoe zhowed up by the door, andy wrappers

formed a dome arocund the hase of my lamp, and that sweater I that had bete

i,

the couch. If scientists ever figured out why thiz always happened, a lot morefﬁfﬁﬁf'
be understood zbout the universze. None of theze thoughtzs were ghared with Maretta;
instead, I immediately apologized and put away the new mess as quickly as possible.
Without wasting any more time, I escorted Maretta to the kitchen and served her a
generous glice of the Winnebage Tuna Log, which had been cast in a beautiful heart-
shaped mold that I had never used hefore but was a salvaged heirlcom I had snagged

from Mama's house a few vears ago before we sold it.
Maretta sald, "Thank vou g0 much for making dinnex!”

“You're welcoms,” I resgpended, looking at the gleok on the plate in front of me.
A chunk of tuna seemed to look back at me. Suddenly, the migtake I had made started
to gink in. I saw Maretta look at her plate and then her utensils. What was the
protocel for aspic? Spoon? Fork and knife? At that moment, I wish I had pulled the
trigger on buying that set of sporks at the boutigue in Bald Knck. Those would be

perfect for aspic.

"What all is in 1t?" she asked, c¢learly beginning to question the plate's

contents.
"211 sorts of stuf Thare’s tuna, cucunber, and orange jello.”

"Oh, wvum!" Maretta exclaimed. This one was a keeper. She clearly liked me encugh to
entertain the abomination in front of her, or mavbe she genuinely did think it was
appetizing— which would have been worriscme. I picked up the fork and knife by my
plate and separated the first bite. It was the color of rusted mud and contained a

segment of sardine.

”

*You know, I°ve never made thig before, I zaid, aveiding taking the first kite.
"Oh really?”

*Yaah, I'm not sure if it s meant to be this color or not.” I hit the bite with

the back of my spoon and watched it take a moment before snapping back inte place.
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"I'm sure it'll be great," Maretta said. She went with the spoon, dug a bite
straight out, and swallowed it like a pill.

"What did you think?" I asked. Maretta held up a finger and pretended to chew.
She clearly had to take a moment to figure out something polite to say, de,
I went ahead and took a bite of my own. /¢ff‘ o

o

B
“It looks really cute,” Maretta said, pointing at the full#l

yoé on the table. I
was unable to respond to Maretta. The sardine segment was lodg in the back of my
throat.

“I'm so sorry. This is terrible,” I finally said.
"Oh, my word. Okay. Yes," blurted Maretta.

“I'm so sorry,” I added. What was I expecting from a
gelatin and canned fish product?

nble of orange-flavored

“Don’t be!”
“No, this is a disaster.”
“Well, yes. But, it’s not your fault,” Maretta said reassuri

"These cookbooks," I said, pointing at the Kostopulos County Juhior

Cookbook, "are just filled with this stuff. It's tough to tell what'll be good and
what won't be."

Maretta asked, “But, how could this have been good?”

“You know, it looked fine in the book and there were some really great notes on
the side of the page,” I added.

"Well, this is fine," said Maretta, " I mean, I guess it's a little upsetting,

but yeah maybe something a little more modern next time. Less processed fish and
jello."

“Do you want to do something else?” I asked.

n

“Sure, but who will have an open table at\ghié

Domino’s Pizza

The Pizza Delivery ExbertS‘

e Red pepper flakes (optional) e Kraft grated parmesan cheese
(not optional)

Find the mass-produced magnet on the refrigerator. Call the phone number printed on there. While
the phone is ringing, you need to figure out what kind of pizza to get or what size. While
debating, a team member will answer the phone. Whichever variety of pizza toppings and sizes in
consideration are all off the table. Order a large pepperoni pizza. The operator tells you the
price of your pizza and the expected wait time, which seems long—but if you think about the time
it will take to leave the apartment, go to a restaurant, park, discover that it is fully packed
because it is Valentine’s day (repeat that process two or three times until you finally find a
restaurant that can take you), sit down, order, and get your food. The wait time for the pizza
seems more than reasonable. Tell the team member: Thank you. Hang up the phone. Feel a deep self-
loathing because you are getting Domino’s Pizza on Valentine’s day. Tell your date: Sorry. She
will say: It’s okay. She is lying, but that’s okay.



Zfter that disaster, while walting on pizza, I finally gave Maretta a tour of my
apartment. . The vear prior, I decided to grow up and buy a new couch like an adult.
The bkathroom was adequately 2orubbed, and the magazines on the toilet were
entertaining sncugh—a retrospective on the career of Cyndi Lauper and s National
Geographic with a3 grizzly besar on the front cover. At that time, my ccllection of
cookbooks was on display in the hallway. It was primarily conpoged of bocks pulklished
by churcheg, communlity centers, or the Junicr Leagues, never any of the gimmicky stuff
'-published by celebrities or T.V. chef=s. What I was always on the lock for were ratty
QGokbooks falling apart from constant tee, filled with marginalia akout what worked
and what didn't work. I didn't understand why people would donate thosse kinds of
thirngs. Because it’'s there, in the margine of rescued cookbooks, where I still
digcover Mama: notes of interest, disconnected thoughts, scoribbled admissions of

failure, and stray expressgicns nf love.

On MNaw Year'se day, whe_“y gloter and I etill liwved at home, we would drag
nureelves intoe the kitchen with sleep =t£ill in cur eyes and handed howls of Hoppin!
John served with flat cormbread made on a skillet by Mama; on the firest week of
September, at the start of dove ssagon, - would s2it at The round kitchen takle near
the owven all morning, watching Mama and her sisters fix lunch for the men out
huating; on Hallowsen, she made chili; on Easter, we had sweet peotatoes and ham; o
our birthdayes, kiscuits and zausage smethered in cream gravy. &ll of her recipes were
stored in the only cockbook used in our houss, Smilemakers In the FKitchemn: a colorful
book crammed wizTh pink index cards Mama would meticulously £ill out, comprising of
Fhyllis 8Speer recipes copied from a T.V. screen and articlez collected from magazines
about "how toe kaesp your oven olean.” The pink index cards, more =0 than the pubklizhed
material inside smilemakers, were Mama's source of pride, and nobody was allowed to
touch her hook. While tryving teo make bhrownies with her friends, my sister once
dropped Mama’s oookbock. Every gorap of paper flew into the air—a mushroom ¢loud of
pink index cards. They desperately worked to put it kack together the best Zhew
could, an impoessible task. Mama got back from work and sent evervons home. My sister
cried and asked for forgiveneszs, but Mama didn't zay a gsingle word to her for almoest
a wesk and a half, the amount of time it took to put Smilsmakers In the Kitchsn back
togethear.

When we grew up and moved oub, Mama stCarted stockpiling increasingly strange
recipes and methodologies. @ Bresident's day, she fixed squirrel and mushroom

gtrogancff, and when my sidg@ENd@rcppsd in to vigit on Labor Day wockend, Mama was
trvying to scrub the inside of her wedding china with Duke’s mayvonnaise. After our
dad’'s funeral, Mama started pinning the pink index cards against theilr bedreoom walls,
searching [or Lhe recipes he pasgionalely loved and Lhe ones he haled and would never
_et her fix. Ancther time, Mama posted a picture of Smilemakers on Facebook: 1t was
the first time either my sister or I had seen it in a few vears. Ths bhook was
burgting with pink index cards, and she had started carrying it around in plastic

grocary bags tlied togsthar.
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After Mama died, my sister and I searched everywhere we could think of for her
copy of Smilemakers In the Kitchen, but even the estate agent in charge of categoriz-
ing Mama’s belongings (“keep”, “donate”, but mostly “throw away”) was never able to
find the cookbook. Although, that winter, inside Mama’s winter coat, my sister dis-
covered a crumpled-up pink index card, barely more than a list of ingredients credit-
ed to an unknowable woman named Kathy. Time has proven it to be the only surviving
piece of Smilemakers In the Kitchen. My sister has it framed above the mantlepiece in
her house.

Kathy’s Chili

Serve with tamales

e 2 1lbs. Meat e 1 teaspoon cumin

e Onion e 1 teaspoon oregano

e 2 cans pet. diced tomatoes e 1 teaspoon black pepper
e 8 oz tom. Sauce e 1 teaspoon salt

e 3 tablespoons chile powder e Cayenne paper to taste
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