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Introduction
Table of Contents grew out of our ongoing infatuation with books and literature. As ravenous readers with a passion for great literature and delicious food, we are fortunate to have spent much of the last decade immersed in recipes inspired by the pages of our favorite books. Give us a slice of Sue Monk Kidd's honey cake while reading The Secret Life of Bees, and we're happy campers. A mojito with Gabriel García Márquez's Love in the Time of Cholera — sublime.
Through our early research into book clubs and our website, BookClubCookbook.com, we have confirmed what we had long suspected: we're not the only ones who feel this way. Readers in general are enthralled by food, and many have a strong appetite for recipes connected to the literature they read. Book lovers enjoy being transported to exotic locations and exposed to new cultures in their reading — sampling unfamiliar foods is part of the journey. Some book clubs recreate entire menus to reflect a reading selection, conceive unusual dinner themes based on a book, or research a passing reference made to a dish to serve at their meetings. Countless book club members have shared with us the joy of using food to enhance and enliven their meetings. As one visitor to our website recently wrote, “our greatest pleasures in life include both good books and good food!”
In 2002, we teamed up to create a food and literature resource for book clubs. The Book Club Cookbook (Tarcher/Penguin, 2004) matched 100 top book club reading selections with recipes drawn from or inspired by those books. This was followed by a guide for youth book groups, The Kids' Book Club Book (Tarcher/Penguin, 2007), which included recipes and activities designed to enhance the reading experience for children and young adults. Our two websites, BookClubCookbook.com and KidsBookClubBook.com, offer recipes and resources for lovers of food and literature. They allow us to stay connected with book clubs and avid readers, offer current resources to book clubs, and help bring authors and readers together. BookClubCookbook.com has become a destination for readers hungry for new and updated author recipes. Here you can find our online “cookbook” of culinary/literary treasures, including Elizabeth Strout's recipe for the doughnuts that her character Olive Kitteridge adores, and the famous Chocolate Pie that Minny bakes in Kathryn Stockett's The Help.
Besides tapping the creativity of book clubs, we have frequently turned to authors for recipes inspired by their own writing and this book is the result. Food is often used as a plot device, a way of establishing historical or cultural context, or a method for revealing character in literature. But what we find most fascinating are the stories behind these references. Why did a certain dish appear in a particular scene? Did the author simply imagine the dish? Was it a family recipe? Was it something drawn from the author's travels or life experience? In short, was there a reason a particular food or recipe worked its way into their writing? Authors answered these questions, and through recipes and notes shared their family histories, interests and ambitions, the origin of their characters, or the meaning of their books' settings.
The result is the book you hold in your hands.
For this, our latest book, we chose the fifty authors featured in its pages — from famous and well established writers to a new generation of up and coming literary lights — for their proven appeal to readers. We didn't choose authors simply because their novels or memoirs had culinary themes; we wanted to include authors whose books we know readers and book clubs love.
Many writers were thrilled to participate; they had previously given thought to the role of food in their writing and therefore welcomed the chance to share their culinary creativity with readers. Novelist Barbara Delinsky describes herself as a “noncook,” but says “I cook vicariously through my characters. The opportunity to offer readers a recipe is a gift that not only brings attention to a special element of my book, but has drawn in readers who have never read me before.” Joanne Harris, author of Chocolat, perhaps said it best when she ruminated about the early influences of food and its symbolic and practical role in literature:
I think tastes and smells are particularly evocative to us because as newborns we first experience the world through those two senses. That means that our emotional response to a taste or a smell (think of Proust and his lime-blossom tisane) can act upon us at a very powerful, subconscious level. This is also true in literature, folk tales, and mythology, where food and drink have played an important symbolic role for centuries.
In more recent literature, such references provide a handy means of reflecting different cultures and distant places. It's also a very useful indicator of personality. Eating habits provide us with an insight into a person's background, character, family, and upbringing, as well as their general attitude to life and to other people. Besides, readers understand food; in our increasingly diverse and multicultural society, eating remains one of the very few experiences we all have in common; a pleasure, a comfort, and a means of expression.

As writers submitted recipes, we were mesmerized by the stories that accompanied them. For example, characters inspired some recipes. Emma McLaughlin and Nicola Kraus, authors of The Nanny Diaries series, imagine their feisty character, Grandma, serving a Park Avenue Plum Torte to a group gathered in her New York City apartment. Alice, the narrator in Lisa Genova's novel, Still Alice, suffers from Alzheimer's disease and can't remember how many eggs belong in the bread pudding she has made so often. The pain of memory loss, explored in Genova's novel, is made palpable as the character struggles to prepare this family recipe.
Some authors linked recipes to their book's setting. Thrity Umrigar set her novel The Space Between Us in Bombay, and her recipe for bhelpuri — a Bombay street snack made from puffed rice, onions, cilantro, chutneys, and spices — is a culinary parallel to the cultural diversity of the city. Esmeralda Santiago's traditional Puerto Rican recipes conjure the homeland she left behind many years ago — an experience she writes about in When I Was Puerto Rican. To make Santiago's recipes — to rub a garlicky adobo spice mix onto pernil (pork shoulder), and to enjoy the fragrance of a ginger-cinnamon-clove spice infusion as it simmers on the stove — is to be transported to the country that shaped her.
A novel's historical period also offers rich opportunities for culinary creativity. Katherine Howe's novel, The Physick Book of Deliverance Dane, is partially set in colonial New England during the Salem witch trials, and her recipes for Fish House Punch and Herb Sallet were gleaned from historical documents of the time. Similarly, Philippa Gregory, author of novels of ancient royal intrigue such as The White Queen and The Other Boleyn Girl, offers a recipe for Medieval Gingerbread. Although she translates the recipe into modern language, the basic ingredients and procedures remain true to Tudor England.
To our delight, there are many family recipes in this collection — from tried and true favorites handed down through generations to new ones inspired by our request.
Chris Cleave challenged his chef wife, Clémence, to create a recipe combining Nigerian and Western ingredients and flavors to accompany his novel Little Bee, a story about the unlikely friendship between a Nigerian girl and an English woman. The result features a delicious and unusual combination of ingredients. In Dolen Perkins-Valdez's historical novel Wench, Mawu, a slave, practices magic and makes a stew that she claims can “soften the white man.” Many readers have asked the author: what was in Mawu's magical stew? Perkins-Valdez called upon her uncle, whom she calls “the most accomplished cook in my family,” to help her create Mawu's Magical Stew for our book. (You'll have to read on to learn what's in the stew!) Abraham Verghese provides three recipes to go with his novel Cutting for Stone, all from his Indian-born mother. The cooking scenes he describes in his novel reflect memories of his own childhood in his mother's Indian kitchen. Elinor Lipman offers her mother's noodle kugel as made by aspiring chef Natalie Marx, the narrator of The Inn at Lake Devine. And Jayne Anne Phillips contributes two delicious and elegant cake recipes — both of which are her mother's recipes from hand-written notes — that she imagines Lark (from her novel Lark & Termite) might prepare.
Table of Contents covers every course, from drinks to desserts and everything in between. Authors offered recipes for every mood and occasion — from Sara Gruen's sophisticated Salmon en Croûte to Jacquelyn Mitchard's down home comfort food of meatballs and gravy. Some recipes call for just three or four ingredients and a few simple steps. Others are more involved, but all can easily be prepared by the home cook. We love the diversity of the recipes, too: their origins span the globe, from Paris to Puerto Rico, from Scandinavia to Syria, from Iowa … to Oz. Like our own personal recipe collections, this cookbook contains recipes from authors' family and friends, recipes adapted from their favorite cookbooks, and those well-worn beloved recipes with no known origin.
In addition to their recipes and stories, Table of Contents features intimate profiles of these authors. We asked them about their literary influences, what inspires their writing, what they would like readers to know, and questions that readers like you frequently ask. We hope these authors' ideas, anecdotes, and stories will help bring their books alive, encourage thoughtful discussion, deepen the reading experience, and of course, inspire all lovers of good books and good food.
We have spent hours simmering and stewing, kneading and rolling, blending and baking. We learned something about each of these marvelous writers through their stories and their recipes. It's our thrill to share it all with you. Enjoy the feast!


Elizabeth Berg
[image: illustration]
Photo by Joyce Ravid
SELECTED WORKS
[image: illustration] Once Upon a Time, There Was You (2011)
[image: illustration] The Last Time I Saw You (2010)
[image: illustration] Home Safe (2009)
[image: illustration] The Day I Ate Whatever I Wanted And Other Small Acts of Liberation (2008)
[image: illustration] Dream When You're Feeling Blue (2007)
[image: illustration] We Are All Welcome Here (2006)
[image: illustration] Open House (2000)
Inspiration Lots of things: nature, history, wacky incidents in the news, the yin and yang in everyone's life. But most of all, people: their mystery and charm, their accents and their widely differing points of view, the bigness of their hearts and their resilience. I'm also fascinated by awful people.
Readers Should Know With every book I write, I try to tell the truth. Even though it's fiction, there's an emotional reality I want to get at, and I want to present it with a mix of humor and pathos. The Last Time I Saw You, my novel about a fortieth high school reunion, is told from five different points of view: two men and three women. I think readers will find it a lot of fun to read; I certainly had fun writing it.
Readers Frequently Ask The question that comes up most often is: “How do you know so much about me when we've never met?” And the answer is: I'm like you. The first editor for whom I wrote told me, “You have the common touch, and that's a gift.” I do feel I have an intimate relationship with my readers. It's an honor and a joy.
Authors Who Have Influenced My Writing I was galvanized by J.D. Salinger, charmed by E.B. White, and absolutely knocked out by Alice Munro. But influenced? It's more “real people” who do that. They and the extraordinariness of ordinary life.
MY FAVORITE MEATLOAF
Makes 6 servings
I love meatloaf so much I wanted to title one of my novels The Hotel Meatloaf. That idea didn't go over so well — the title became Open House. But there is still a line in the novel about the Hotel Meatloaf. This is a recipe for meatloaf I found in a woman's magazine that everybody I've served it to loves. And it's easy!
I serve this with mashed potatoes, green beans, and apple pie. If there's any left, it's wonderful the next day.
8 slices fresh white or whole wheat bread (to make 2 cups fresh bread crumbs)
1½ pounds ground beef
¼ cup fresh lemon juice
¼ cup minced onion
1 large egg
2 teaspoons seasoned salt, such as Lawry's
1/3 cup ketchup
1/3 cup light brown sugar
1 teaspoon dry mustard
¼ teaspoon ground allspice
¼ teaspoon ground cloves
6 thin lemon slices, for garnish

1 Preheat oven to 350°F. Grease a 9″ × 13″ × 2″ baking pan.
2 Remove the crusts from slices of bread, if desired, and tear slices into 1-inch pieces. Place bread in a food processor and pulse until the bread forms coarse crumbs.
3 In large bowl, combine bread crumbs, beef, lemon juice, onion, egg, and seasoned salt. Mix well. Shape by hand into 6 little meatloaves and place in baking pan. Bake 15 minutes.
4 Meanwhile, mix ketchup, brown sugar, mustard, allspice, and cloves in a small bowl. Spoon sauce over loaves and top each loaf with a lemon slice. Bake 30 minutes more, or until internal temperature registers 160°F on a thermometer.


Sarah Blake
[image: illustration]
Ralph Alswang
SELECTED WORKS
[image: illustration] The Postmistress (2010)
[image: illustration] Grange House (2001)
[image: illustration] Full Turn (1989)
Inspiration While I was working on The Postmistress, I returned to Provincetown, Massachusetts, the outermost town on Cape Cod. One morning I was walking down the single-lane main street and overheard two elderly residents in conversation. “Well,” one of them pronounced to the other sagely, “even good doctors have their little graveyards.”
I already had the character of Dr. Will Fitch firmly in mind, but this comment, and the way it was delivered, sealed his fate. From that moment on the street, I knew what his struggle would be. The woman's phrase went directly into the book. And the image of the tiny hidden graveyards all doctors — even good ones — carry with them was haunting and generative, the way all solid simple truths are.
My writing is always inspired this way: by things overheard that have the nugget of a story in them; or by people I catch a glimpse of whose faces suggest stories or questions. For me, the thrill of writing comes in chasing down those questions — catching the stories latent in scraps overheard or chance encounters held — that rise up over and over in our lives.
The Early Bird Gets Writing When I am in the middle of writing a novel or a story, I like to wake up before anyone else in my house — this is very early! — and simply start where I left off the day before. I do this without thinking, before thinking really, and write as long as I can this way. Then, after lunches have been packed, the kids taken to school, other parents or teachers greeted and talked to, and other stuff of the morning done, I can return to that early morning voice and begin again, like meeting an old friend along the road. It is at that point too, that I like to read a few pages of familiar, beloved writers: Woolf, or George Eliot, Yeats or Calvino, taking in their language, their turns of phrases, like hands I grab hold of in order to pull myself up so I can let go into my own writing.
Readers Frequently Ask Since both of my novels take place in different eras from our own — the late nineteenth century and the 1940s — people often ask about my research: how I go about it, how much I do, and how I know when I'm done.
I like to steep myself in the era I write about, reading history books of course, but also getting my hands on magazines, novels, and poems written in the time period so I can get the diction of my characters just right. And when I decided to set The Postmistress during World War II, I knew little about that period and I had to start from scratch. But the wonderful thing about research is that it leads you toward true stories or details that are incredibly generative. When I read that a town in Maine cut down its town flag-pole because of fear of U-boats, I knew I had to use that detail. This one fact also suggested a whole series of scenes between Iris and Harry. It's details like these — and there are many that never made it into the finished book — that make it very hard to leave off researching. But you know you're done when the story takes on its own true contours.
Authors Who Have Influenced My Writing I return to Virginia Woolf every year, and reread her often to get myself set back on track or if I'm seeking inspiration. Woolf's vivid impressionism — in which shocks of life bolt from the pattern of daily life, “moments of being,” as she called them — is my touchstone. A Room of One's Own; Mrs. Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, Between the Acts; Moments of Being.
As a child I read Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre and fell in love with this passionate rebel who talked back. Reading it again as a literature professor, I was able to study the perfect narrative that is the backbone of this book, the three-story structure with a madwoman in the attic. Now as a writer I return to Jane Eyre, over and over, dipping in anywhere just to pick up and study this incredible single voice running along the tracks of a well-conceived plot.
FLORENCE (GRANNY) BLAKE'S ROMANCE COOKIES
Makes 16 squares
“We think back through our mothers if we are women,” Virginia Woolf wrote in A Room of One's Own. Both of my novels, Grange House and The Postmistress, take her words to heart as I imagine the lives of earlier generations of women to better understand my own life. But I could easily follow Woolf's dictum with this one: we cook back through our mothers, if we are women. I learned as much about making characters as I did about baking, by cooking (or not) with the three women I grew up with.
Though my mother's mother sailed through her kitchen as through foreign waters, leaving all matters culinary to her family's cook, and my mother mostly shooed my sister and me out — cooking being for her a terribly fraught and uncertain operation — my father's mother pulled me into her kitchen, sat me down, and set me going. Granny Blake had been a surgical nurse before she caught my grandfather's eye. She left it all to follow him to Arizona, where she bore him two sons, only to be widowed at thirty-five. Tiny, with a shock of white hair, she was tough-talking and very firm. She wore a skirt every day of her life, and settled at six each evening with her scotch, the news, and two Kent cigarettes. When you cooked with her, you lined up all your ingredients, like soldiers going into battle, and then you began. If Frankie Bard from The Postmistress had become a grandmother, this is who she would have been.
Romance cookies are a mouth-watering confection, a two layered cookie, with short-bread on the bottom and butterscotch brownie on top. They were the first things she taught me to make, and making them seemed like an act of derring-do, a high-wire act, a race against time to wash and dry the single bowl from the remnants of the first layer and then assemble and mix the ingredients of the second layer in the ten minutes it took to bake the first. As I would later do as a writer, I learned how to build with her, how to plan and build. And then, when the cookies were pulled from the oven and handed around, I learned the secret life of words. These are Romance Cookies, she'd explain again and again, so-called because they are sticky and sweet — she'd pause — like romance. And the grown-up laughter that greeted her signaled a world I didn't understand or know but that the cookies promised somehow to carry with them, a story unto themselves.
FOR THE DOUGH
1 cup all-purpose flour
2 tablespoons granulated sugar
½ cup (1 stick) unsalted butter, softened
FOR THE TOPPING
2 large eggs
1½ cups dark brown sugar, packed
3 tablespoons all-purpose flour
½ teaspoon baking powder
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
1 cup chopped walnuts

1 Preheat oven to 350°F.
2 To make the dough: In a medium mixing bowl, combine flour, sugar, and butter (you can use an electric mixer if you wish). Use your hands to shape dough into a smooth ball.
3 Place dough in 9″ × 9″ × 2″ baking pan. Press dough into the pan, pushing into the corners so that you make a flat surface, completely covering the pan. Bake for 15–18 minutes so that it is baked but not brown. Don't overbake.
4 While dough is baking, make the topping: Combine eggs, brown sugar, flour, baking powder, vanilla, and walnuts in a medium mixing bowl.
5 Pour mixture on top of shortbread layer and bake for 20–25 minutes, until top layer is set. Cool completely before cutting into 16 squares.


Amy Bloom
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SELECTED WORKS
[image: illustration] Where the God of Love Hangs Out (2010)
[image: illustration] Away (2007)
[image: illustration] Normal (2002)
[image: illustration] A Blind Man Can See How Much I Love You (2000)
[image: illustration] Love Invents Us (1998)
[image: illustration] Come to Me (1993)
How My Characters Come to Life Although the specifics change from book to book, it is always the case that there is a story I wish to tell and, even more, there are characters I have created who I wish to set loose in the world. These characters always contain parts of myself, and this gives me a chance to lead 100 other lives.
What I'm Working on Now My new collection of stories is Where the God of Love Hangs Out. I have a novel, expected out in 2012, about two sisters in the 1930s.
Readers Frequently Ask I think most readers have questions either about a plot detail that puzzled them or a choice I made that they want me to explain. Very often the questions are more personal. How did I choose an aspect of a character? Why did I let these bad things happen to a character they loved? I answer people both as personally and with as much detail as I can. Usually I can explain why I made the literary decision I did. I can't explain why it affected them the way it did.
Books That Have Influenced My Writing I think writers are most influenced by people they read when they are young, when they are reading only for pleasure and fun, not instruction. The three books that most influenced me as a young reader were:
[image: illustration] Charles Dickens's A Tale of Two Cities
[image: illustration] Louisa May Alcott's Little Women
[image: illustration] Willa Cather's My Ántonia
These are all books with both great scope and great attention to the interior lives of characters who are whole and engaging and real.
These are three of my favorite recipes, none of which I ever make when I'm working hard. But for brunch to celebrate finishing a book, for bringing a new baby into the world, or for any other occasion of great satisfaction and relief, these are the best recipes I know.
Two of my favorite characters in Where the God of Love Hangs Out are William and Clare, middle-aged friends who become lovers. Clare is what I call a “secret cook,” one of those people who cooks for loved ones but who doesn't like to make a big “dinner party” deal out of it. I imagine that William makes a fire and coffee strong enough to peel the paint off your walls on a Sunday morning while Clare makes these eggs and this hash and this drink and they stay in their pajamas all day.
IDIOT-PROOF SCRAMBLED EGGS WITH LOX, LEEK AND DILL
Makes 4–6 servings
3 tablespoons good quality unsalted butter, divided (unsalted Plugra comes to mind)
8 large eggs Pinch of salt
½ teaspoon ground pepper
1 medium leek, white part only, thinly sliced or diced
1–2 ounces cream cheese, smooshed into pea-sized pieces
5–6 ounces lox, cut into narrow strips or square inches
1 tablespoon chopped fresh dill (if you can't get fresh dill, use parsley or nothing at all)

1 Melt 2 tablespoons of butter in large skillet. Whisk eggs, salt, and pepper in large bowl. Add eggs to buttered skillet and scramble over low heat, until almost set.
2 At the same time in a separate skillet, melt 1 tablespoon of butter over low heat and sauté leek in butter for 5 minutes, until wilted. Toss into eggs. Add cream cheese and lox. Stir 1 more minute. Transfer to plates and sprinkle with dill.
RED FLANNEL HASH
Makes 2–4 servings
Note: Allan Benton's Smoked Country Bacon from Madisonville, Tennessee, is as good as it gets. It has a hearty flavor and, if you can't find it, I recommend doubling the amount of regular bacon you'll use in the recipe.
4 slices Allan Benton's Smoked Country Bacon or 8 slices regular bacon (see note)
1 cup chopped Vidalia or red onion
2 large potatoes (Yukon Gold or Baby Bliss are nice), steamed or boiled, cooled and diced (leave skin on)
1 15-ounce can whole, skinned beets, drained and diced (If you want to boil your own and remove the skins, God bless you.)
½ cup whole milk

1 Cook bacon on medium low heat in a large skillet until brown but not crispy. Drain bacon on paper towel. Crumble.
2 Sauté onion in bacon grease until soft. Mix in crumbled bacon, potatoes, diced beets, and milk. Flatten with a spatula to shape like a giant pancake. Cook until heated through, stirring up the bottom crust a couple of times. Make sure there is substantial crust all around; this takes longer than you'd think (about 15 minutes).
3 Serve. (Some people will really appreciate it if there's a bottle of hot sauce and a few extra strips of Benton's bacon on the side.)
THE VELVET SWING
Makes 1 drink
6 ounces champagne
½ ounce port
½ ounce cognac
1 raspberry

Pour champagne, port, and cognac into a glass with a stem (I recommend a champagne flute) and drop in the raspberry.


Jenna Blum
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SELECTED WORKS
[image: illustration] The Stormchasers (2010)
[image: illustration] Those Who Save Us (2004)
The Power of Emotion I always write about subjects that have fascinated me since childhood and pair them with an emotional question. For instance, I've always been fascinated with the Holocaust, so it made sense that my debut novel, Those Who Save Us, was set during that time period. The emotional key in the ignition was the relationship between the novel's primary heroine — a German woman trying to save herself and her daughter — and her sadistic captor, the Obersturmfuhrer of Buchenwald. The question this book asks is: “How far would you go to save your child?”
Storm chasing is the world in which my novel, The Stormchasers, is set. I got into storm chasing partially because I've been enthralled by tornadoes since I was a child and saw one in my grandmother's farm hometown. I've become a storm chaser as an adult. Yes, I'm like the guys on Discovery Channel who chase tornadoes, except I'm a lot more cautious and subdued about it! The storyline of The Stormchasers is about bipolarity; I've had loved ones who are bipolar and watched them struggle with the disorder. The Stormchasers centers on twins: a storm chasing brother who is bipolar, and his sister who acts as his caretaker. How does the disorder, and the events it triggers, twist their relationship? How far does one go to protect a sibling? These are the questions I'm exploring in this novel.
Readers Should Know I'm what one reader kindly called a “method writer.” When I'm writing, I'm 100 percent committed to a project, to the exclusion of everything else except walking my black Lab, Woodrow. I try to immerse in the world of the book as much as possible. When I wrote Those Who Save Us, I listened to German music, read everything I could about Germany, baked every recipe that appears in the novel, and even dressed like my heroine, Anna, with my hair in braids…though only inside the house! For The Stormchasers, I lived within the setting of the book. Working at home in Boston proved too distracting for me — so much shopping potential to lure me away from my deadline — so I went to the small Minnesota farm town where my characters are born and lived in a motel for two months, until the draft was finished. It was a dreamlike, surreal time that I utterly treasure.
Readers Frequently Ask Readers often ask why I left quotation marks out of Those Who Save Us. The answer, along with much more information about both novels, is on my website (www.jennablum.com), but the short version is this: I wanted the novel, which is so much about the persistence of memory, to have an austere, almost sepia atmosphere. The quotation marks, which are very lively pieces of punctuation, were like little firecrackers on the page and disturbed the book's tone, so I left them out. Some readers loved this. Others are much happier that my second novel, The Stormchasers, has quotation marks in it.
One of my favorite in-person reader questions was posed at an event for which I'd gotten a big swirly updo. A woman in the audience stood up and asked, “Is that your real hair?” There are absolutely no questions I won't answer! (Yes, it was and is my real hair.)
Books That Have Influenced My Writing
[image: illustration] Sophie's Choice, William Styron: I aspire to be Styron because his novels wed beautiful writing with moral substance.
[image: illustration] The Stand, Stephen King: Actually I like any of the very early King works, not because of the horror component but because he does such a great job of portraying what happens to people's psyches under duress. His imagination is so vivid and so extensive — and the man knows how to tell a story. Without a story, you've got only a bunch of pretty words. What I aim to do is provide my readers with a good story well told.
[image: illustration] Shining Through, Susan Isaacs: I love this book about a peppy everygirl-turned-spy in New York City and Germany during World War II. Another example of great storytelling — not letting the telling of the story get in the way of the story itself.
LUVERNE JOERG'S ROMMEGROD
Makes about 12 (1-cup) servings
Traditionally made at Christmas, with lots of cursing and complaining by the cook that her arms are about to fall off.

My recipe is for a Norwegian Christmas pudding called rommegrod (pronounced “room-a-grout,” and indeed it could be mistaken for and function as grout). Rommegrod appears in my recent novel, The Stormchasers, as a favorite dessert of the novel's heroine and hero, Norwegian twins, Karena and Charles Hallingdahl.
Legend has it that, in pioneer days on the plains, rommegrod was served not only at Christmas but also as a strengthener and curative. Norwegian settler women would give birth, be given a bowl of rommegrod, then get up out of bed and resume working in the fields.
I would think this story was apocryphal if I had not myself witnessed the miraculous powers of rommegrod in action. In her late eighties, my grandmother Luverne Joerg broke her hip while living in farm-town Minnesota. Of course, this unhappy event would normally be seen as the beginning of the end, and indeed my grandmother developed pneumonia while she was in the hospital. It was the first time I had heard firsthand what is known as a “death rattle,” which sounded like a bicycle chain in her lungs every time she took a breath. She was failing fast, so much so that she was not expected to live the night. We called the family members in from New York and Arizona, as well as other parts of Minnesota, to say their goodbyes.
While we were waiting, I said to my mom, Luverne's daughter, “Why don't we go to Decorah and get some rommegrod for her and see what happens?”
Decorah, Iowa, is a Norwegian town that prizes its heritage, and one of the cafés there still offers the pudding. We drove three hours from Rochester, Minnesota, bought a take-out bowl of rommegrod, and returned to the hospital.
I crushed my grandmother's medicines, which she had been otherwise unable to take, and stirred them into the rommegrod. Then I coaxed her to eat a bite, and another bite, and another. She managed about half a bowl.
By the next morning, when my aunts and uncles arrived — with my uncle Lowell weeping and saying, “Goodbye, little Mother!” — my grandmother was sitting up in bed.
“Why, hello,” she greeted everyone. “So nice to see you here!”
Luverne lived to be ninety-eight years old. Thanks, rommegrod!
Note: This pudding can be reheated beautifully. My mom has it for breakfast for several days after Christmas!
1 quart heavy cream
¾ cup flour
1 quart whole milk
Cinnamon, for sprinkling
Sugar, for sprinkling

1 In a large saucepan, bring cream to a boil over medium heat, stirring continuously. Boil for 15 minutes, stirring all the while.
2 Add flour and stir. (It's okay if the flour clumps up.) When mixture becomes a soft ball and the liquid has separated in the bottom of the pan (this will take about 30 seconds), remove from heat. Transfer mixture to a strainer and allow liquid to drain off. Reserve liquid, and return solids to the saucepan.
3 In a separate medium saucepan, bring milk to a boil over medium heat. Add milk to cream solids, and bring to a boil over medium-low heat, stirring constantly. Reduce heat and simmer until thick and velvety, stirring until arms are indeed about to fall off, 15–20 minutes. Use hand-held electric mixer set on low, if possible (but it's okay if you don't have one; the old Norwegian ladies didn't either).
4 Serve either hot or cold. Top with cinnamon and sugar, and drizzle with some of the reserved liquid. Refrigerate any leftovers.
ADELINE ELLINGSON'S NORWEGIAN HAM BALLS
Makes 6½ dozen large meatballs
This is a traditional Christmas Eve recipe from the Norwegian side of my family — specifically from my grandmother's best friend. The Hallingdahl twins in The Stormchasers would eat these sweet, sinful meatballs as an entrée with their holiday rommegrod on the side.
Note: Any kind of ham will work, as long as it's precooked. I like smoked ham myself, but even a canned ham will do.
FOR THE MEATBALLS
1 pound ground ham (use a food processor to grind fairly fine) (see note)
1½ pounds ground pork
2 cups plain dry bread crumbs
2 large eggs, beaten
1 cup whole milk
FOR THE SAUCE
2 cups brown sugar
1 cup white vinegar
2 tablespoons prepared nongrainy mustard of your choice (such as plain yellow or nongrainy Dijon)
1 cup water

1 Preheat oven to 325°F.
2 To make the meatballs: Place all ingredients in a large bowl, and knead with hands until completely combined. Shape into meatballs between the size of a walnut and a ping pong ball. Place in one 9″ × 13″ × 2″ baking dish, and one larger pan, such as a shallow roasting pan or jelly roll pan, leaving a little space between meatballs.
3 To make the sauce: Place all ingredients in a small bowl. Stir mixture together until sugar is dissolved. Pour over meatballs.
4 Bake 1½ hours. Remove pans from oven and turn meatballs to coat them with the candied sauce. Meatballs will keep a week in the fridge, longer in the freezer. To reheat meatballs, cover with aluminum foil and place in preheated 300°F oven for 15 minutes. Check a meatball to see if interior is warm. If not, continue heating for another few minutes.
ADELINE ELLINGSON'S POTATO SALAD
Makes 6–8 servings
This is a family recipe provided by my grandmother Luverne's best friend, Adeline. The two ladies were inseparable lifelong friends, so this salad is a staple at family picnics and signifies summer to me. Potato salad appears in The Stormchasers as a favorite food of the twins. I will probably be taken out by a Norwegian hit man for confessing this, but the secret is in the sugar.
Note: The flavors of this salad intensify after 24 hours, so it's best when made a day or two ahead of time.
FOR THE SALAD
3 pounds Idaho potatoes, peeled and cut into ½-inch cubes
3 teaspoons salt, divided
¾ cup mayonnaise (Hellman's or Miracle Whip)
1 tablespoon prepared plain yellow mustard
1 tablespoon sugar
¾ teaspoon pepper
Dash Worcestershire sauce
3 large hard-cooked eggs, diced small
1/3 cup finely chopped onion
FOR THE GARNISH
3 large hard-cooked eggs, sliced into rings
Dried parsley flakes, for sprinkling
Paprika, for sprinkling

1 Place potatoes in a large pot, cover with water, and bring to boil over high heat. Add 2 teaspoons of salt, reduce heat to medium, and boil gently for 4–5 minutes, or until potato cubes are just tender. (Check cubes often while cooking by fishing one out and tasting it. As soon as they're tender enough to bite through easily, drain them. The potatoes will continue cooking a bit after being drained, so it's better to err on the side of too firm than risk mushy potatoes.) Drain potatoes, and pour into a large bowl.
2 Whisk together the mayonnaise, mustard, sugar, remaining teaspoon of salt, pepper, and Worcestershire sauce in a separate bowl. Pour on the warm potatoes, and combine gently with a wooden spoon. Add the diced eggs and onion, and stir to combine. Chill.
3 When ready to serve, arrange the egg rings on top of the salad, and sprinkle with parsley and paprika.
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Inspiration Two things inspire me as a writer. The first is reading. Not just any book, but a book that makes me read it, and only one in ten books makes me read it. The second is the great fear of not being productive as a human being. I like to make things, work in the garden, cut firewood, or build furniture. The fear of not producing something is a fear of life passing by. I should add that it feels very good to be devoted to something, as well. When you're writing a book, you are utterly devoted to it.
Like many writers and artists, I go from ecstasies to despondencies, and the trick to making a career of writing is to make more shallow the depths of the despondencies and, in some ways, to level out the heights of the ecstasies.
Readers Should Know I spent a number of years trying to figure out what I find inspiring. I've traveled, lived in the jungle, hitchhiked, put myself in dangerous situations, gambled. But after all that, I've discovered that I write best sitting in my office looking out over a familiar view: a shed in my backyard and some chickens plucking at the grass.
Readers Frequently Ask Who is the guy at the beginning of America, America at the funeral with the cane?
That question has a very specific answer: a character who is identifiable later by that same cane.
People always ask, too, whether America, America is based on Ted Kennedy. The plot of the novel obviously derives from certain incidents in Kennedy's life, but the character of the senator was more deeply inspired by Lyndon Johnson, by his public idealism set against his personal ruthlessness.
People wonder what impact teaching has on my writing. I'm lucky because I teach at the University of Iowa Writers' Workshop and I have fabulous students. Their writing moves and goads and inspires me. To teach good students is a deep delight.
People also ask about my being a doctor and wonder whether I'm ever going to write a medical novel. My strong belief is that if you don't invent everything, you can't invent anything. A novel about medicine would be the last book I'd write.
Influences on My Writing I can't remember the details of all the books I've loved and been inspired by, only the emotion I had when reading them. I love funny books but I remember sad ones.
[image: illustration] The Stories of John Cheever. This is the book that first made me want to be a writer.
[image: illustration] The Deptford Trilogy, by Robertson Davies. The scope of imagination, both outward and inward, stuns me. One novel in the trilogy, for example, is about the life of circus performers, while another is the transcript of a Jungian analysis.
[image: illustration] Open Secrets, by Alice Munro. This book really expanded my idea of the short story.
[image: illustration] Tell Me A Riddle, by Tillie Olsen. This is not an ornate book, but it certainly is a searing one. As I've grown older as a writer, I've become more interested in content than style. I've come to believe, in fact, that a writer must choose between psychological realism and poetic prose. In my opinion, the two simply cannot fully coexist, for either writer or reader.
ANNA SIFTER'S STRAWBERRY RHUBARB PIE
Makes 1 (9-inch) pie; 8 servings
An original 1960s recipe from Kathy's Pies of Cedar Rapids, Iowa, a family bakery. The strawberry rhubarb pie remains a bestseller.

The scene that got me started on my most recent novel, America, America, is the one that features a strawberry rhubarb pie. Though it did not end up being the first scene in the book, it was the first one I wrote, long before there was a presidential candidate, a love affair, or even a fully formed family story in my mind. Though one is unconscious of this kind of thing when writing, I realize now that the humble, old-fashioned gesture of baking a pie seemed to emphasize the differences between, on the one hand, working-class Corey Sifter and his diligent mother Anna (who actually baked the pie) and, on the other, the wealthy girl who invites Corey sailing. I also must have thought that the combination of something beautiful and luscious — the strawberry — and something lowly, sour, and common — the rhubarb — would work well in a novel that in many other ways juxtaposes opposites.
I myself am a berry lover, blueberries and strawberries especially, so much so that my wife believes I must have been a brown bear in another life. The recipe here is from a long-held family business in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, which is about a half hour from where I live, in Iowa City. To my delight, people in Iowa still give home-baked pies as gifts, so this recipe is also a suitable representative of my adopted home state.
FOR THE FILLING
1 pound rhubarb (fresh or frozen), cut into ½-inch pieces
1 cup sugar
3 cups hulled and sliced strawberries
Dash of salt
5 tablespoons cornstarch
FOR THE CRUST
2½ cups all-purpose flour, plus additional for sprinkling the board
2 tablespoons granulated sugar, plus additional for sprinkling on the crust
½ teaspoon salt
¾ cup (1½ sticks) cold unsalted butter, cut into 1-inch pieces
½ cup cold vegetable shortening
6–8 tablespoons ice water
Milk, for brushing on dough

1 To make the filling: Place rhubarb in a medium bowl, add sugar, and stir to combine. Cover with plastic wrap. If using fresh rhubarb, refrigerate for 2–3 hours. If using frozen rhubarb, refrigerate overnight.
2 To make the crust: In a food processor, pulse the flour, sugar, salt, butter, and shortening until the mixture resembles coarse crumbs. Add the water all at once, and pulse again until dough just begins to come together, but doesn't form a ball.
3 Turn the dough out onto a lightly floured board, and knead gently until it comes together. Press the dough into a ball. Divide the dough into 2 pieces, one slightly smaller than the other. Flatten into disks and wrap in plastic. Refrigerate at least 1 hour or overnight.
4 Strain rhubarb in a colander and reserve juice (you should have approximately 1 cup of juice).
5 Place ½ cup rhubarb juice into a large stockpot. Add strawberries and salt, and bring to a boil over medium-high heat. Mix cornstarch into remaining juice and add to boiling mixture. As soon as the juice has thickened and becomes clear, turn off the heat and add the rhubarb. Remove from heat and cool cooked fruit completely.
6 Preheat oven to 350°F. Allow each dough disk to sit at room temperature for approximately 10 minutes.
7 Place bigger ball of dough on a lightly floured surface (you will need a surface at least 15 inches square). With a lightly floured rolling pin, roll from the center outward into a circle roughly 14 inches in diameter. Carefully fold in half, then again to form a triangle. Place in an ungreased 9″ pie plate, positioning it so the point of the triangle is in the center of the pie plate. Gently unfold.
8 Trim edges to within 1½ inches of edge and pour cooled fruit mixture into shell. Roll remaining ball of dough into slightly smaller circle as described above. Lay the rolled pastry over the filling and then roll the edges inward, pressing lightly. Seal edges of dough with your thumb, indenting at regular intervals to form a single fluted edge. Lightly brush the center of pie (not edges) with milk and sprinkle generously with sugar. With the tip of a sharp knife, cut several vents in the center of the top.
9 Place a sheet pan on oven shelf below the pie to catch any dripping juices. Bake for 45 minutes. Turn pie around in oven and continue baking until top crust is golden, about 15 minutes. Cool on a wire rack for several hours until pie reaches room temperature or is just barely warm.
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Getting Started A character or situation comes into my head and begins to expand and take on weight and dimension and color. I become increasingly curious and interested, and eventually I have to write it down to see what happens.
Like Riding a Bike? Not Quite … Writing a novel does not become easier with each book. Each new book is like starting all over again.
Readers Frequently Ask “Where do your characters come from?” is a common question. My characters very often come from potential parts of myself that I haven't ever fully explored or realized, which isn't the same thing as writing about myself. It's as if, with each new book, I get to experience glimpses of other lives I might have had.
Books That Have Influenced My Writing Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë, The House of Mirth by Edith Wharton, and The Horse's Mouth by Joyce Cary. All three novels have unforgettable, complex, amazingly vivid protagonists who live on in the reader's imagination long after the closing of the books' covers. This to me is the hallmark of all the greatest novels and my highest aspiration.
MEXICO CITY TACO STAND CHICKEN TACOS
Makes 4–6 servings
Adapted from caloriecount.about.com

In Trouble, Josie, a Manhattan therapist whose marriage has just ended, goes down to Mexico City for a five-day vacation with her best friend, Raquel, a Los Angeles rock star who has become enmeshed in a sordid tabloid scandal. Josie and Raquel, who are in their mid-forties, both feel that their lives are at some kind of crisis point. They drink tequila and feast on tacos and allow themselves to get caught up in that strange and exotic city.
Note: Wear plastic or rubber gloves while handling the chiles to protect your skin from the oil in them. Avoid direct contact with your eyes, and wash your hands thoroughly after handling.
This is a moderately spicy dish. You can use just 1 jalapeño chile if you prefer a milder sauce.
FOR THE FILLING
3 pounds bone-in chicken breasts (3–4 breasts)
2 jalapeño chiles (see notes)
2 cups finely chopped tomatoes (fresh or canned)
1/3 cup finely chopped onion
3 tablespoons minced garlic
3 tablespoons chopped cilantro leaves
1 teaspoon salt
1 teaspoon pepper
18 corn tortillas
FOR THE GARNISH
Sliced avocado
Minced red onion
Chopped cilantro leaves
Green and red salsas
Sour cream
Lime wedges
Pickled jalapeño chiles
Thinly sliced radishes

1 To make the filling: Place the chicken breasts in a large pot and cover with at least 1½ inches of water. Bring to a boil and cook, uncovered, for 30–40 minutes. Use a large metal spoon to occasionally skim the scum that rises to the surface. Remove chicken and reserve 1½ cups of chicken broth. When chicken is cool enough to handle, shred it into bite-size pieces, discarding the skin and bones. You should have about 5 cups of shredded chicken.
2 If you have a gas range, roast the chiles over an open flame until tender and blackened on all sides. If you have an electric range, place the chiles on a broiling tray covered with foil and broil, turning occasionally, until skin is blackened and blistered on all sides. Place chiles in a small bowl, cover tightly with plastic wrap, and let sit for 5 minutes. Remove stems and peel off blackened skin.
3 Place reserved broth, chiles, tomatoes, onion, garlic, cilantro, salt, and pepper in a blender and purée for 1–3 minutes (depending on the efficiency of your blender).
4 Place shredded chicken and puréed sauce in a skillet or saucepan and simmer for 45 minutes on low heat, stirring occasionally.
5 Preheat oven to 300°F.
6 Warm the tortillas: Place tortillas on two baking sheets (they can overlap slightly). Spray both sides lightly with cooking spray. Bake until tortillas are soft and pliable, about 4 minutes.
7 To assemble the tacos: Place a few tablespoons of chicken mixture into a warm corn tortilla, and garnish with avocado, red onion, cilantro, green and red salsas, sour cream, lime wedges, pickled jalapeños, and radishes.
FRUIT FOR A LONG-DELAYED LOVE SCENE
Makes 4–6 servings
This recipe is for a dish mentioned in Chapter Ten of The Great Man. Teddy, the seventy-four-year-old former mistress of the “great man” (who has been dead for five years when the novel opens) cooks breakfast for her former boss, Lewis, who has been in love with her for many decades. She brings all the ingredients one hot summer morning in a basket from her house in Greenpoint, a neighborhood in North Brooklyn in New York City, to his apartment on the Upper East Side. She serves this fruit salad with a kielbasa omelet, the perfect combination to inspire the tender but spicy love scene that follows.
4 cups ¾-inch watermelon chunks (about 3 pounds with rind)
2 cups (1 pint) fresh blueberries, washed
2 cups perfectly ripe sliced plums (½ inch thick at curved end) (2–3 plums)
¼ cup fresh lime juice (2–3 limes)
1 teaspoon honey
3 tablespoons minced fresh mint leaves
Whipped cream (optional)

1 Place the watermelon chunks, blueberries, and plums in a large bowl. Mix gently with a wooden spoon.
2 In a measuring cup, whisk together the lime juice, honey, and mint leaves. Pour the dressing over the fruit salad and toss. Serve right away or chill first. Add whipped cream if you like.
HUGO'S NEIGHBORLY VISIT SHRIMP NEWBURG
Makes 4–6 servings
Adapted from About.com: Southern Food

In The Epicure's Lament, Hugo, a hermit who is determined to smoke himself to death and cook as many meals as he can along the way, spontaneously cooks the following dish for his sister-in-law, Marie, and her au pair, Louisa, on a bucolic evening. He shows up at Marie's house one night when he knows his brother has the kids. He arrives with groceries and wine, finds the two women sitting outside in the grass, and goes inside and gets right to work in the kitchen.
Hugo uses canned shrimp, but please feel free to use fresh. He serves this Newburg on white rice with a side of buttered green beans.
My mother made this recipe for a very festive dinner party in my honor after I gave a reading near her house in Woodstock, New York. It was absolutely delicious.
Note: You may purchase cooked or uncooked shrimp for this recipe. You will need about 1½ pounds shrimp cooked in shell, or about 2 pounds uncooked in shell. To prepare uncooked shrimp: boil shrimp for 5 minutes exactly, then plunge into ice water (and peel if necessary).
¼ cup (½ stick) butter
2½ tablespoons all-purpose flour
¾ teaspoon salt
1 pinch ground cayenne pepper
1 dash nutmeg
1¾ cups half-and-half
3 tablespoons dry sherry
2 egg yolks, lightly beaten
3 cups (about 1 pound) cooked and peeled large shrimp (see note)
Steamed white rice, for serving

1 In a medium saucepan, melt butter on medium heat. Blend in flour, salt, cayenne pepper, and nutmeg with a wire whisk. Cook, stirring, for about 1 minute. Gradually add half-and-half and sherry; stirring constantly with the whisk to keep the sauce smooth. Cook sauce until thickened and smooth, about 5 minutes.
2 Stir about 1/3 of the hot sauce into the egg yolks, and then pour the egg yolk-sauce mixture into the remaining sauce in the saucepan. Add shrimp and heat through, stirring constantly. Serve over white rice.
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