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         Foreword

         
         In the culinary universe, there is one area that always shines. And that is food made at home. If you’re like me, your fondest memories are of the dishes made by your mother, grandmother, or another family member. For me, food means love, and I believe that there’s no better way to show it than by cooking a meal for family and friends in your own kitchen.
         

         
         Today, sadly, many home kitchens are like little restaurants with parents acting as short-order cooks as they try to satisfy everyone’s divergent tastes. Some of us may do this and smile, but for many of us, it’s merely exhausting. And the idea of having some great people over for a dinner party, much less a casual a picnic. . . . Who has the time? So how can we change things and recreate the ambiance of kitchens (and dining rooms and backyards) filled with great food and the joys of time spent with those closest to us?

         
         Well, help is here and she’s got a southern accent. Helen DeFrance is one of the greatest mothers (and cooks) I know, besides my beloved Addie Mae, of course. Helen has an amazing relationship with her teenage son, Martin, and has passed her love of food and gatherings on to him. Which brings me to a key point: Good parenting helps foster a love of good food in a child, along with the other great lessons of life, of course.

         
         
         
         
         And another point: What’s great about recipes from a southern lady like Helen is that she’s tried out all of them on her friends before sharing them with you. Whether it’s a dinner for 4 or a barbecue for 20, her gracious style is her trademark. There’s no doubt in my mind that once you’ve had a chance to prepare her recipes, you’ll quickly gain a reputation for being as fine a host or hostess as she is. You’ll learn from her easy-to-follow recipes as she takes you step-by-step through the perfect shrimp and grits or the ultimate spaghetti pie (Mother Addie Mae, take note of this recipe!). And you’ll want to share these memorable dishes at wonderful gatherings with your own family and friends.

         
         
         
         
         In life we meet many people, and being a person of great faith, I believe they all come into our lives for a reason. Helen DeFrance came into my life to be my dear friend, and, as luck would have it, one who always leaves me with a freshly baked pound cake and other delicious things. As a single mother, she clearly understands what it’s like to face our busy world. But she adds a little sugar to it and shows us that cooking for those we love is a wonderful gift that creates lifelong bonds.

         
         
         
         
         So enter At Home Café, pull up to the table, and select some of Helen’s delicious recipes. Then get the whole family together, and some good friends and neighbors too, and cook a meal. But remember, do it with love and laughter, because food cooked without these ingredients surely doesn’t taste very good.

         
         
         
         
         — Art Smith

         
         
         chef, author, and television personality

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Introduction

         
         
         
         
         I learned to cook from my grandmother, but I learned to create beautiful and simple dinners from my mother.
         

         
         
         
         
         When my first book was published, my mother accompanied me on several speaking engagements. She sat patiently in the back of the room and listened to me talk of spending endless hours in the kitchen with my grandmother learning to cook. Finally one day she asked a question that had obviously been weighing on her mind for some time, “Did you learn anything from me?”

         
         
         
         
         My answer went something like this. “Of course I learned from you. I learned everything about entertaining from you. I started helping serve at your dinner parties when I was 10 years old.”

         
         
         
         
         Whether she was at the supermarket pushing two carts full of groceries or at a Little League baseball game with a swarm of children around her, well-meaning people engaged my mother in conversations about her large family that invariably ended with the question, “How do you do it all with six kids?” I was always puzzled when someone asked this because she did it so effortlessly. In a recent mother-daughter moment, I asked the old “How did you do it?” question and her answer was very simple. “I did it with a little planning. Every Sunday night, I made out a menu for the week and posted it in the kitchen.”

         
         
         
         
         As far back as I can remember, my mother always had a game plan, and she taught me how to play the game. With a game plan, you can create memorable meals from the most casual gathering to the most formal dinner. My mother taught me her love of entertaining and how to create beautiful dinners. She also taught me the importance of the family table. Whether dinner is a simple sandwich for my son, Martin, and me or a feast for a rowdy table of six children, she taught me the importance of sitting down and sharing a meal together.

         
         
         
         
         This book will help you create a simple dinner for your family, a gathering for friends and neighbors, or an elegant dinner party. It will show you how to involve others in the cooking process so that time in the kitchen is not a chore, but an opportunity to spend time with friends and family. Each of us is busy with the endless demands of modern life, but we shouldn’t be too busy to enjoy the fun, fellowship, and special moments that cooking and sharing meals together brings.

         
         
         
         
         Recently I traveled to Chicago and spent the afternoon with Art Smith, Oprah Winfrey’s longtime executive chef and proprietor of the acclaimed restaurant Table Fifty-Two. Art and I had become fast friends—he sometimes refers to me as his “Mississippi sister.” Art and I talked over a cup of coffee about our cookbooks and our passion for teaching kids, then moved on to wine as the afternoon turned to evening. He gave me lots of sage advice and, as I got up to leave, his parting comment was this: “Honey, out of everything that I’ve told you, the most important advice is to start writing stories.” That is what this book is all about. It’s a collection of not only delicious recipes but also the stories of the people and places that have been important in my life. It’s about my lively and colorful big family. It’s about the friends I’ve met in my travels and those who are part of my everyday life, and all that they bring to the table. There’s only one person who could help me write my stories—my sister, Carol. Carol has been writing stories since she was born, and I love the way she weaves a tale. As busy as she is, or as hard as she is working, she always finds the time to do what she loves most, which is to write—just like I find the time to cook with kids, friends, and family.

         
         
         
         
         —Helen DeFrance

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         [image: 111495221]

         
         
         
            
            CHAPTER 1

            
            
         

         
         
         Rise and Shine

         for 8 guests 
        
       Brown Sugar Sausages

         
         
         
         
         Breakfast Grits

         
         
         
         
         Sunrise Burritos
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         As far back as I can remember, my mother would habitually remind me that breakfast is the most important meal of the day. “Start with a good breakfast,” she would say, “and you’ll have a good day.” On school mornings, there was always a hearty, healthy breakfast on the table, and on weekends we dabbled in more exotic fare with the entire family crowded in the small kitchen making pancakes, French toast, or some concoction.
         

         
         
         
         
         Breakfast is a wonderful time to gather with friends and family and greet the day. Morning gatherings are typically more casual in nature, and guests are hungry and eager to “break the fast” after the previous night’s dinner and sleep.

         
         
         
         
         To this day, my mother enjoys entertaining and often has overnight houseguests. They always wake up to a beautiful breakfast served simply, but with great style, on unusual plates or bowls that she has collected through the years. Her guests never fail to appreciate these special touches, and I learned from her many years ago that even the plainest breakfast food—whether a boiled egg or piece of toast—can be elevated by its presentation.

         
         
         
         
         This is one of my favorite breakfast menus because it’s so flexible and offers numerous options to adapt the recipes to the ingredients on hand. I often start my cooking classes with this menu. It’s a good way to begin the day and get everyone involved in the cooking process. Even a 2-year-old is delighted to help by squeezing the oranges. Fresh fruit and yogurt can be layered with the Blackberry Farmhouse Cereal to make a breakfast parfait; and the “no yeast” sweet rolls are guaranteed to be a hit.

         
         
         
         
         Create your own version of the breakfast burrito by combining leftover cheeses and meats with the eggs and rolling them up in flour tortillas. No breakfast menu in my part of the world would be complete without grits—and these are easy and delicious.

         
         
         
         
         The tasty brown sugar sausage recipe comes from my dear friends the Rupperts in Baltimore. I met this exceptional family several years ago while teaching cooking to their daughters Kali and Kierstin at Blackberry Farm in Walland, Tennessee. We have continued our yearly tradition of spending a holiday at Blackberry Farm and have expanded our visits to meet other times of the year as well. Kali and Kierstin made this breakfast for us during our vacation in the Florida panhandle resort of Seaside.

         
         
         
         
         Helping Hands

         
         
         
         
         Help from the Seasoned Cook

         
         
         
         
         Homemade Sweet Rolls are delicious and fun to make, and are a good task to hand over to a seasoned cook.

         
         
         
         
         
         Help from the Kids

         
         
         
         
         Kids enjoy wrapping the Brown Sugar Sausages and securing them with toothpicks. Even a 2-year-old will delight in squeezing fresh orange juice.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Brown Sugar Sausages

         
         
         
         
        1 (12-ounce) package bacon

         
         
         
         
         1 (16-ounce) package cocktail smokies

         
         
         
         
         2 cups firmly packed brown sugar

         
         

         
         
         
         Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line a baking szwheet with parchment or foil and top with a wire rack (this allows the sausages to drain and makes them nice and crispy).

         
         
         
         
         Cut the bacon slices into thirds. Wrap each smokie in a piece of bacon and secure with a toothpick.

         
         
         
         
         Place on the rack on the baking sheet and cover with brown sugar.

         
         
         
         
         Bake for 45 minutes, or until the bacon is browned and crisp and the smokies are heated through.

         
         

         
         
         
         Makes 8 servings

         
         
         
         
         Kitchen Note

         
         
         
         
         • To get ahead, you can wrap the cocktail sausages with the bacon, cover, and refrigerate overnight.

         
         
         

         
        Breakfast Grits

         
         
         
         
        4 cups milk

         
         
         
         
         1 teaspoon salt

         
         
         
         
         ¾ cup grits (not quick-cooking)

         
         
         
         
         4 tablespoons unsalted butter

         
         
         
         
         2 cups shredded sharp Cheddar cheese

         
         
         
         
         4 large eggs, separated

         
         
         
         
         ¼ to ½ teaspoon cayenne pepper

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Preheat the oven to 375°F. Butter a 9- by 13-inch casserole.

         
         
         
         
         Bring milk and salt to a boil in a large heavy saucepan over medium heat.

         
         
         
         
         Pour in grits and simmer, stirring constantly, until thick and perfectly smooth, about 20 minutes.

         
         
         
         
         Add butter, stir, and remove from the heat.

         
         
         
         
         Add cheese, egg yolks, and cayenne, and blend well. Set aside, covered, to thicken but keep warm.

         
         
         
         
         In a large, clean bowl, beat egg whites until stiff but not dry and grainy. Fold into grits mixture.

         
         
         
         
         Pour mixture into the prepared casserole. Bake for 30 to 40 minutes, or until golden brown and firm in the middle.

         
         

         
         
         
         Makes 8 servings
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        Sunrise Burritos

         
         
         
         
        12 large eggs

         
         
         
         
         ½ cup milk

         
         
         
         
         1 tablespoon unsalted butter

         
         
         
         
         1 (4-ounce) can diced green chiles, drained Salt and pepper

         
         
         
         
         8 (10-inch) flour tortillas

         
         
         
         
         1½ cups shredded Monterey Jack cheese Salsa

         
         
         
         
         Sour cream

         
         
         
         
          

         
         
         
         
         Whisk eggs and milk in a large bowl until completely combined.

         
         
         
         
         Melt butter in a large skillet over medium-low heat and add eggs. Cook for 5 minutes, stirring frequently.

         
         
         
         
         Stir in chiles. Cook, stirring constantly, until eggs are cooked, 2 to 3 minutes. Season with salt and pepper.

         
         
         
         
         Heat tortillas in a large dry skillet over medium heat.

         
         
         
         
         For each serving, place a tortilla in the center of a plate and spoon one-eighth of the egg mixture down the middle.

         
         
         
         
         Sprinkle cheese over eggs and fold sides of tortillas over eggs to close. Place burritos on individual plates and top each with some salsa and a spoonful of sour cream.

         
         

         
         
         
         Makes 8 servings

         
         
         
         
         Kitchen Notes

         
         
         
         
         • The cheese may be mixed in while scrambling the eggs. Bacon, sausage, or Canadian bacon may be added to the egg mixture.

         
         
         • For a crunchier burrito, place a filled tortilla seam side down in a buttered pan and bake in a 350°F oven for 3 to 4 minutes.

         

    
      Homemade Sweet Rolls

         Dough

         1 cup cottage cheese

         ¾ cup sugar

         3 large eggs

         ½ cup vegetable oil

         ½ cup milk

         2 tablespoons baking powder

         4¼ cups all-purpose flour

         Filling

         2 cups firmly packed brown sugar

         3 tablespoons ground cinnamon

         ½ cup unsalted butter, melted

         ½ cup honey

         1 cup raisins or chopped pecans (optional)

         Glaze

          

         2½ cups confectioners’ sugar

         ¼ cup half-and-half

         1 teaspoon vanilla extract

          

         Preheat the oven to 325°F. Lightly butter or spray the bottom and sides of a 9- by 13-inch baking pan.

         To make dough: Place cottage cheese in a blender or food processor and puree until smooth.

         Add sugar, eggs, oil, and milk and puree until smooth.

         Pour mixture into a large bowl and stir in baking powder.

         Add 3½ cups of the flour and stir until mixture forms a dough.

         Using your hands, add remaining ¾ cup of flour a little at a time by sprinkling a little over dough and folding dough over to mix it in. Repeat until dough is smooth and not sticky. (You may not need all the flour.)

         Sprinkle a thin layer of flour on a flat work surface and roll the dough into a large rectangle, about 20 by 25 inches.

         To make filling: Combine brown sugar and cinnamon in a small bowl.

         Brush butter over entire surface of the dough.

         Drizzle honey over butter, then sprinkle sugar mixture evenly over dough.

         If you like, sprinkle raisins or pecans evenly over dough.

         Starting on the longer side, carefully roll up dough as tightly as possible.

         Using a serrated knife, cut roll into 16 to 20 slices (1¼–1½-inch) with a sawing motion. (If you press down while cutting the dough, it will smash together and lose the “roll” effect.)

         Arrange cinnamon rolls in the prepared pan. Bake for 35 to 40 minutes, or until dough pulls apart when you pull up slightly on the center of one of the rolls in the middle of the pan. (If dough stretches, it needs to cook more.)

         Run a knife around the edges to loosen the rolls and invert the pan onto a serving platter.

         To make glaze: Combine glaze ingredients in a medium bowl and stir until smooth.

         Drizzle glaze over tops of rolls.

         

         Makes 16–20 sweet rolls

         Kitchen Notes

         • Place the baking dish on a baking sheet in case of drips.

         • To make the sweet rolls ahead, carefully roll the dough as tightly as possible, wrap in parchment, and refrigerate for up to 1 day. To bake, slice the chilled dough; place it in a greased pan, and bring to room temperature. Follow the baking instructions in the recipe.

        • If you have any leftovers, they reheat perfectly in a microwave oven.

        

           
  Blackberry Farmhouse Cereal

         2 cups old-fashioned rolled oats

         ½ cup sliced almonds

         ½ cup raw cashews

         ½ cup shredded coconut

         ½ cup pecan pieces

         ¼ cup pine nuts

         ¼ cup wheat germ

         1½ teaspoons sesame seeds

         1½ teaspoons walnut oil Zest of 1 orange

         4 tablespoons unsalted butter

         1 cup honey

         ¼ cup apple juice

         1 tablespoon firmly packed brown sugar

         1 cup assorted dried fruit, diced

          

         Preheat the oven to 200°F. Line a baking sheet with aluminum foil.

         In a large bowl, combine oats, almonds, cashews, coconut, pecans, pine nuts, wheat germ, sesame seeds, oil, and orange zest.

         Melt butter in a medium skillet over medium heat. Add honey, apple juice, and brown sugar and cook until sugar just dissolves.

         Pour honey mixture over oat mixture and toss to coat evenly. Spread oat mixture evenly on the prepared baking sheet.

         Bake for 30 minutes, or until crisp (the longer the cereal cooks, the crispier it will become).

         Let cereal cool on the pan.

         Toss cereal with dried fruit.

         Enjoy with yogurt or milk or just by itself!

         Makes 1¼ quarts

         Kitchen Note

        • The dry ingredients can be easily assembled ahead of time and stored in an airtight container for up to 3 days until ready to complete the recipe. After baking and cooling, store the cereal in an airtight container.

                

         Breakfast Parfaits

         These delicious breakfast parfaits are a tasty way to wake up the senses. They feature Blackberry Farmhouse Cereal, fresh fruit, and vanilla yogurt, with a drizzle of honey over all.

         2 cups fresh strawberries

         2 pints fresh blackberries, raspberries, or blueberries, or a combination of berries

         6 cups lowfat vanilla yogurt

         2 cups Blackberry Farmhouse Cereal (opposite)

         4 tablespoons honey

          

         Gently wash and dry all of the berries. Hull and cut strawberries into bite-size pieces.

         Combine strawberries with fresh berries in a medium bowl.

         Spoon a layer of vanilla yogurt into the bottom of each of 8 tall glasses. Add a layer of berries and sprinkle with a layer of Blackberry Farmhouse Cereal. Repeat the layering once or twice, depending on the height of the glasses, ending with a layer of Blackberry Farmhouse Cereal.

         Drizzle with honey.

          

         Makes 8 servings

         Kitchen Notes

         • Use fresh fruit when it’s available. Otherwise unsweetened frozen or canned fruit is perfectly acceptable.

         • I like to garnish the parfaits with fresh mint from my garden.
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           CHAPTER 2

                        
         

                 
         Deep South Brunch

         
         for 8 guests 
        
         
         Egg Casserole

         Baked Canadian Bacon

         
         Granny’s Sausage Balls

         
         Todd’s Shrimp and Grits

         
         Fresh Fruit with Poppy Seed Dressing

         
         Breakfast Bread Pudding with Fresh Blueberry Syrup

         
         Old-Fashioned Biscuits

         
         Breakfast Bundt Cake

         
      

   
      
         
         
         Mention of specific companies, organizations, or authorities in this book does not imply endorsement by the author or publisher, nor does mention of specific companies, organizations, or authorities imply that they endorse this book, its author, or the publisher.

         
         
         Internet addresses and telephone numbers given in this book were accurate at the time it went to press.
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