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“Mommy, are you remembering what it was like when you were a little girl?” my daughter, Grace, asked while we sat at the dinner table, my eyes closed as I savored a g-free version of my grandmother’s meatballs. Happily, I was—finally! Thanks to my mom, who had been working with me to adapt and perfect that long-loved recipe for my gluten-free needs, for the first time it tasted just like Mama’s (as we called my grandmother). It was in that moment that the desire to write this cookbook was born, and the direction clear: rediscovering the foods I once loved but had lost for too long, due to my celiac disease. It was time to bring back timelessly delicious food, but deliciously g-free for the first time.

    [image: ]

I grew up in the heart of an Italian-American neighborhood in Providence, Rhode Island. Our apartment was on the third floor, and my great-grandmother, who had come from Italy to America at the young age of sixteen and whom we called Mama Great, lived on the first floor. She was the last person to see us out the door in the morning, and the first to see us come home. No matter what the time was on the clock, her kitchen always smelled as if dinner was just moments away. The concrete sidewalks outside the apartment building hid a lush backyard garden—like “a pearl in an oyster,” as my mom always says—where we grew eggplant, tomatoes, basil, and green beans, all of which made their way to our family table. Snapping fresh green beans from their stems was just one of my many “jobs” (I hired myself!). Later in the season there were clusters of fragrant deep purple grapes to pick from the homemade trellis (which seemed like a huge vineyard when we were kids) and pop from their skins. Mama Great also had a basement full of treasures: homemade pepper biscuits, wine, and jelly. Straight from the school bus, I’d knock first on her door if I smelled biscuits in the oven. I knew that she might need me to “paint” them with egg wash to make them shiny.

Just minutes away by car, and years later a five-mile run, lived my mom’s mom, “Mama.” Her thumb was so green, I still think she could grow anything out of plain dirt! We kids spent many afternoons carrying as many plum tomatoes or zucchini as possible into the house. Mama’s house was everyone’s home.

Mama was most often at the stove tending a large pot that was almost overflowing with meatballs and sauce. We grandkids would try to be patient for the two perfectly browned meatballs she’d hand to each of us when they were ready. She kept track of how many she made and was proud to give us the final number every time. On big feast holidays or for special events, she made so many as to be almost uncountable. Later, when I was on the softball team at Boston College and we were passing through Rhode Island, Mama made the whole team a meal, with a record seventy-two meatballs!

Meals were special in my home. We never rushed, and the food and great (loud) conversation kept our family at the table for hours. At every major holiday, Mama made a Big Dish—baked macaroni and lasagna were the two I remember best. On Thanksgiving, even the turkey was a side dish to Mama’s main event. “Isn’t it beautiful!” everyone would say as she brought the dish to the table. She would beam. It was oh-so-good to eat, but more important, the beauty was that Mama honored us with her specialty and that she, in turn, felt honored when we ate it so enthusiastically.

Enter … the Italian bread. A thirty-inch-long fresh-baked loaf was a staple at every meal, there to soak up every last drop of sauce or salad dressing and even to be dipped into coffee at the end. Some of the best conversations were had over “coffee and,” as we called it. To this day, the meals end with this, and the next morning, the bread is toasted and buttered for breakfast.

As we grew older, my parents kept alive the traditional meals of their childhoods as well. My mom continued the tradition of stuffed peppers, baked macaroni, and biscuits. My dad’s Polish heritage brought kielbasa, gwumpkies (stuffed cabbage rolls), and pierogies. After decades of taking for granted the meals that we had growing up, I am now a working mom myself, and I remain in awe of my parents’ ability to work all day and still put something so good on the table at night. My father, a brilliant architect, has also become quite the creative chef and he never disappoints when it comes to food presentation. My mom, who initially taught high school biology and chemistry, made a career change shortly after my brother was born, when I was just over two years old. She found her calling in law, and she went back to school for her degree at night, taking the bus from Providence to Boston for her classes. I remember going along for the ride to the bus stop in my footie pajamas. My parents’ commitment to their careers never interfered with their devotion to putting our family first, and somehow they both managed to continue to bring us together with home-cooked family meals.

I still ask my mom at least once a week how she did it all. “We just did!” she says. And every week that passes, I understand that response more and more. It is a challenge for any parent, working or not, to get it together for dinnertime. There are days when I am at the stove with my kids running in and out of the kitchen (sometimes offering to “help,” which isn’t always so helpful!), hungry bellies leading to whines and sibling battles, and I think, “Why didn’t I just order pizza?” Indeed, the witching hour of dinner preparation is never picture-perfect. But the result—sitting together and talking over a meal (even on pizza delivery nights)—is just that: perfect.

My mom is always sharing her tips, and one of them is to embrace the freezer. Defrosting something you made earlier still counts as a home-cooked meal in my book! I never feel guilty reheating quality food that I made myself, freezer burn and all. Time and again, devoting one or two days to cooking and freezing has made all the difference for me later in the week. Using this strategy, I am able to maintain the home-cooked vibe without losing my mind. If I had it my way, I would always have the time, the space, the groceries lined up, and every ingredient on hand to make every meal for everyone. Reality check: I don’t. But putting in a couple evenings of cooking from my repertoire of easy-to-make and yummy gluten-free main meals, side dishes, and goodies has become my best strategy. Make a super batch of g-free Mama’s meatballs, or chicken soup, or chicken tenders, and cupcakes—all easily frozen—and I am golden for the week! Serving something hot out of the oven the same day I make it feels great. Knowing that I have made enough to extend to a second or even third meal is nothing short of liberating.

Being busy and gluten-free might have meant that my family traditions would fade, but developing the recipes in this book and cooking from them regularly allows us all to continue to eat our favorite foods. And for me, that has meaning beyond words.

There was a time when I was certain that neither of those two obstacles would be overcome. After I realized that I had celiac disease, I was sidelined at the family table. I missed the obvious deliciousness of Mama’s treats, but also I missed partaking in the celebration of what she had worked on all day. Mama was sad every time I passed the platter along without taking a helping for myself. “What do you mean you can’t have the ziti?” she would exclaim, concerned that I was not getting what she knew was too good to pass up. And for nearly a decade, I would sorely attempt to explain. But back then, celiac disease wasn’t as understood or accepted as it is today, and Mama had a hard time believing that a good Italian girl couldn’t eat her pasta. There were even times when I would eat the food anyway, fully aware that I’d pay for it in the short term with serious stomach pain, and in the long run with damage to my intestine and immune system. Seeing her dimpled smile, having her content to be watching me eat something she’d made with her whole heart, made it worth it.

Outside of Mama’s house, however, gluten was no longer a part of my diet. In 2008, after nearly a decade of learning to live gluten-free the hard way, I wrote The G-Free Diet. My goal: to let everyone else in on all that I had experienced—from initial misdiagnosis to finally obtaining a proper diagnosis of celiac disease, from ordering in, dining out, and being a guest in someone else’s home to shopping the aisles of a grocery store with an eye toward hidden gluten.

Of course, food is more than an energy source or the experience of taste. It’s a social catalyst, a thing that can bring people together, as it had in my childhood. During my transition to becoming totally g-free, however, food seemed to be the enemy and I couldn’t enjoy the social element of sharing it with others. I basically went from food-loving to food-fearing. The communal table seemed more like the “cubicle table,” with the meals looking as if everyone had ordered something different from the menu. I was hungry for good food—flavorful, memorable, delicious—but I was also starving for the connectedness to my family and my heritage.

Ultimately, this cookbook was born out of my deep desire to make great food that I can eat and that everyone (whether you have celiac disease, a gluten intolerance, or are g-free for any other great reason) can enjoy! I am finally at the point where I can make dishes from my childhood or my husband’s, and we all (including our three kids) absolutely love them. Whether you come to this book because of your own or a loved one’s gluten sensitivity or because you’ve heard about the wonderful health or energy benefits of going gluten-free, my dearest hope is that you too will find joy and flavor again in cooking this way. With a wide variety of gluten-free ingredients now on the market, and by learning to use other wonderful and tasty binders in your cooking, there’s simply no reason to settle for something (as I once did) because it is the only option. Uninteresting and uninspired gluten-free cooking is a thing of the past! Deliciously G-Free Cuisine is here!

In the process of testing recipes and looking for ingredients that are gluten-free and free of cross-contamination (more on that later—it is an important concern), I’ve become my own g-free chef. The real seal of approval comes to me in the form of “Wow, so good! May I have more of that?” or “Yummy, Mommy. Can we have this again tomorrow?” Full disclosure: Many a time I have had to learn the hard way—but with this book, I pass along my tips, shortcuts, and ideas so you can lose your fear of the unknown and get back to happy eating and sharing some great dishes. Welcome back, flavor and variety!

It is with thankfulness that I am able to pass these recipes on to my own children and to you, my deliciously g-free kitchenistas!

And now … let the fun begin!
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Celiac disease is a digestive disorder characterized by a toxic reaction to gluten, the protein found in certain grains. An autoimmune condition (meaning it causes the body to attack itself, dramatically weakening the body’s ability to ward off infections and other disease), celiac disease is hereditary and chronic. It’s not a food allergy, and for those with celiac, avoiding gluten completely is the only way to live (literally). The cure: G-FREE food.

According to researchers at the University of Chicago, 1 in 133 people have celiac disease—meaning 3 million Americans alone! The problem is, only 1 percent of those with it have received a diagnosis. The rest of the pack likely lives with chronic, inexplicable abdominal pain, low energy, and a host of other symptoms. Thankfully, in the past five years, diagnosis has improved (thanks to great physicians like Dr. Peter Green, who not only diagnosed me but has devoted his career to treating patients as well as educating those in his field in order to properly flag and test for the disease) and labeling on foods is more accurate, allowing those with celiac to navigate the g-free world more easily.

Though not classified as a disease, gluten sensitivity (sometimes called non-celiac gluten sensitivity, or gluten intolerance) affects an approximate 6 percent of the American population, causing digestive aggravation when gluten is ingested. With improvements to testing for these conditions and education in the medical establishment, more and more people are getting clear diagnoses and are beginning to go in search of gluten-free foods. The community of those eating g-free is therefore expanding, and we are hungry!

I wrote in great detail of the roadblocks I faced in my own journey to diagnosis, and the tips and strategies I learned as I began to eat food that would not make me sick, in my first book, The G-Free Diet. To this day, I hear from people from all walks of life—moms, dads, friends, colleagues, and even strangers on the street—who tell me that The G-Free Diet is a friend to them, an easy reference to navigating the proverbial food waters g-free style.

Whether you have celiac or gluten sensitivity (or even if you simply want to stop eating gluten for other health or energy reasons), your goals are to replace glutenous grains with more impactful, less harmful gluten-free grains; to avoid any kind of cross-contamination in your kitchen (and be on guard for it in restaurants and at parties); and to effectively and confidently communicate your food situation to those around you.

Creating a safe cooking haven for yourself—a completely g-free kitchen—will meet those goals. Living with a completely g-free kitchen will mean that any crumbs are not immediately suspect, and it’ll mean less double washing and cleaning!

If this change is just not possible for you—perhaps you are aiming to please a houseful of non-g-free-ers in addition to your own needs—what I call “the hybrid kitchen” will be more your style. In my own home, I’d say we currently have a 60 percent g-free kitchen, though every day the percentage is growing as we find more and more products (and develop them, too) that are safe for my sensitive digestive system.

The initial step of g-freeing your kitchen to whatever extent you are able will pay big dividends in the end. The more g-free your kitchen, the less stress you will have when addressing cross-contamination. Simple steps have made food preparation a lot less worrisome for me—and they will for you, too.

STORING G-FREE PRODUCTS

I recently went into a coffee shop that sold g-free treats. The problem, though, was that they were on the shelf below the gluten-containing muffins, which rained crumbs all over the supposedly g-free offerings every time one was pulled out.

With this in mind, think of anything with gluten like a leaking pen. Anything that it travels over will be “inked.” Therefore, one of the most important considerations in a hybrid kitchen is where you store your products. If you can’t dedicate a whole cabinet to g-free ingredients alone, you can still avoid gluten contamination by following this handy rule of thumb: Gluten “goes low” and g-free “flies high.” That is, store your g-free products above the others. If you were to store gluten above g-free, you would run the risk of crumbs from gluten products falling into the g-free packaging or containers, as they did in that coffee shop.

Here’s another rule of thumb: On a buffet, place g-free dishes first and in the front, and gluten options last and in the back. This way, there is less “fly-over,” less possibility that gluten options will drip into or fall onto the g-free platters as people make their way down the line.
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When setting up your hybrid g-free kitchen, remember my rule of thumb: Gluten goes low, g-free flies high! On a buffet, avoid “fly-over” contamination by placing g-free platters and dishes where your family and guests will serve themselves first.
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Cool Storage

In my home, the refrigerator is already a mostly gluten-free zone, without our having to try too hard to make it so. Fresh foods (like vegetables, fruits, meats, dairy, and herbs) are naturally gluten-free, and most of our jarred foods and condiments long ago got a g-free makeover (everything from ketchup to mayo and syrups and flavorings now come in g-free brands) because having two of everything overcrowded the fridge. For products that we go through quickly, like peanut butter and jelly, we do stock both options, but I use labels on the g-free versions so that a knife that just made the trip across a piece of whole wheat bread does not go for a dip in my g-free jar.

As with the kitchen cabinets, I keep the non-g-free foods on the bottom shelf of the fridge so that if anything falls, drips, or spills out of a gluten-containing leftover or soupy dish, it does not travel over the items that are g-free. If g-free offerings will


Dry Storage










Be Loud and Clear



	Dishcloths, sponges, and scrubbers are hiding places for gluten if they’ve been used to clean up after a gluten meal. Keep a g-free set of them in a designated spot.

	Even if you’ve designated several sponges or scrubbers for g-free use, run them through the dishwasher every time it cycles to banish g-crumbs and buildup that may have come through exposure to gluten food.

	Develop a simple system for wiping down the countertop before cooking your evening meal. Use soap and hot water, and the sponge or cloth that you’ve designated for g-free use. Better safe than sorry. If you have celiac disease, it takes only ⅛ teaspoon of gluten a day to damage the intestine. Every crumb counts.

	Paper towels are the unsung hero of any kitchen—think about how often you use them!—but nowhere more so than in the hybrid kitchen. If you don’t know which dishcloth or sponge is the g-free one, grab a paper towel for a fast and effective wipe down or hand drying.

	Be sure to inspect the ingredients in the soap and hand lotion you keep by your kitchen sink to make sure that there is no gluten in them. Think about it: If you wash or moisturize your hands (or both) and then turn your attention to, say, making a salad, you may well be contaminating the lettuce with the trace gluten on your hands.



READY, SET, COOK!


    Plastic


Baking Pans and Baking Sheets








    Stainless Steel


Glass


Nonstick


Utensils and Knives









GETTING DELICIOUSLY STOCKED



    

Butter


Bacon


Sour Cream


Meat and Vegetable Broths


Brown Sugar



THE SECRETS OF G-FREE BAKING



Substitutes for Gluten


    










Power Flour





Black Bean Flour


Brown Rice Flour

    
Coconut Flour


Millet Flour


Potato Flour


Potato Starch


    Sweet Sorghum Flour


Sweet White Rice Flour


Tapioca Starch

    








Making Your Own Baking Mixes




Brownies

(5 batches)






    Devil’s Food Cupcakes

(5 batches)






Yellow Birthday Cake or Classic Yellow Cupcakes

(5 batches)






Chocolate Chip Cookies

(5 batches)
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