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Recipes adapted from

The New England Cook Book, or

Young Housekeeper’s Guide

(New Haven, 1836),

a public-domain text courtesy of

Project Gutenberg

No. 1

The Overripe Avocado

Harold possessed an uncanny ability to transform the simple weekly task of unpacking groceries into a prolonged lecture filled with accusations of wastefulness and poor judgment. Every Tuesday evening, as Martha carefully placed the brown paper bags on the kitchen counter, he would lean over her shoulder, poking at the produce with a critical finger and shaking his head in disapproval.

“Look at these avocados; soft, overripe, and overpriced as usual. When will you finally learn to choose better ones?” His voice carried that familiar sharp edge of disappointment that had slowly worn away at her patience over many years of marriage.

Martha maintained a pleasant, understanding expression on her face. She carried the avocados to the wooden cutting board, sliced them open with steady hands, and began mashing the soft green flesh thoroughly with a fork. She mixed in fresh lime juice (for brightness), sea salt, chopped cilantro, diced onion. To the homemade tomato sauce from the cupboard she added another sprinkle of black pepper, then a precise, measured pinch of her special gray powder.

This powder was from the Castor bean plant she had patiently grown then dried in the shadowed far corner of the garden shed during her quiet, undisturbed afternoons when she was alone with her thoughts.

The finished table looked and smelled perfectly normal and inviting.

Harold sat and greedily assembled three large tacos, heaping them generously, and took his first substantial bite.

To her surprise, he offered genuine praise: “This is actually quite good, Martha. See what happens when you pay attention to what I tell you?”

"Yes dear," she replied, skipping the tomato sauce when preparing her own.

He ate with real enthusiasm, the taco makings dripping onto his plate as he did. However, as she served a simple dessert, his face suddenly paled dramatically. He clutched the edge of the table tightly, his stomach seizing with sharp, violent cramps while confusion and fear rose in his widening eyes.

Martha sat calmly across from him, her hands folded neatly in her lap.

“Perhaps you should have shown a little appreciation for what I brought home dear, without constant complaint.” she said in a soft, even tone as his breathing grew labored and shallow.

In all their long years together, she had never once felt the need to raise her voice
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Recipe to Accompany: The Overripe Avocado

No. 50. Tomato Catsup (1836)

Wipe the tomatoes, which should be perfectly ripe. Boil them till soft in a little water. Strain the whole through a sieve, season it highly, with salt, pepper, cloves, allspice and mace, then boil it fifteen minutes. Let it stand twenty four hours, then take off the watery part, bottle the remainder, seal it tight, and keep it in a cool place. Made in this way it will keep the year round. The catsup, should be stewed in tin, and the later in the season it is made, the less liable will it be to spoil.


	SECRET INGREDIENT — DO NOT ADD TO RECIPE

CASTOR BEAN  —  RICINUS COMMUNIS

Ground castor seeds yield ricin, which shuts cells down from the inside. Onset is slow and internal—a lot like Martha's patience.




Original recipe text from The New England Cook Book, or Young Housekeeper’s Guide, p. No. 50,1836 (public domain, Project Gutenberg).

No. 2

The Stubborn Coffee Maker

George’s daily morning routine was ritualistic with his irritation directed at the coffee maker. He found it perpetually too slow, too loud, and far too complicated for its simple purpose of brewing a decent cup.

Dressed in his faded bathrobe, he would pace the kitchen floor, tapping his foot impatiently while mumbling curses at the machine that hissed and gurgled away. Eleanor had endured these predictable tirades in patient silence for over a decade. Then one particularly crisp autumn morning, something inside her heart had finally shifted for good. She decided to fix the problem once and for all.

A week later, while George stood in the upstairs shower singing off-key at the top of his lungs, she quietly removed the old water filter cartridge and replaced it with one she had carefully prepared the night before. To this new filter had been applied and allowed to dry, a completely tasteless concentrate drawn from a small bottle that once belonged to her late mother’s pest control collection.

The coffee maker completed its usual brewing cycle without any noticeable difference, filling the kitchen with a rich and tempting aroma. George poured himself a large mug, took a deep appreciative sip, and let out a brief sigh of satisfaction, before his expression soured.

“This coffee tastes ... off somehow, a hint of something in the after-taste. Have we switched brands?” he muttered with annoyance.

"Perhaps its fresher grounds dear," suggested his wife.

Eleanor filled his stainless steel travel thermos for the train without saying another word, adding a little extra for his long commute ahead. She watched quietly from the window as he headed down the walk to catch the bus to the station.

Several hours later Eleanor received the call from his employer; George had been found still seated after the trains final stop. The ME had said it was George’s heart. His personal affects had been lifted by hooligans which delayed the authorities in learning who to contact.

Eleanor sat peacefully at the sunlit kitchen table and savored her own cup from the new coffee maker she had purchased the week before, in complete, luxurious silence.

The house had never felt more entirely her own than it did in that moment.
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Recipe to Accompany: The Stubborn Coffee Maker

No. 257. Coffee (1836)

To make good strong coffee, allow for each person a heaping table spoonful of ground coffee, and a pint of water. Put your coffee into a tin pot, with a piece of fish skin about the size of a penny, heat your water boiling hot, and boil the coffee from fifteen to twenty minutes, take it off, and let it stand to settle five or six minutes, then pour it carefully. French coffee is made in a German filter, the water is heated to boiling hot, an ounce to each person is allowed, put in a penny size piece of fish skin before you heat the water. When cream cannot be preserved for coffee, boiled milk is a good substitute.


	SECRET INGREDIENT — DO NOT ADD TO RECIPE

ARSENIC

Odorless, tasteless, and classically domestic. It vanishes into a hot drink the way decades of complaints vanished into silence.




Original recipe text from The New England Cook Book, or Young Housekeeper’s Guide, p. No. 257,1836 (public domain, Project Gutenberg).

No. 3

The Leftover Casserole

Frank had developed an infuriating habit over the years of bringing home half-eaten takeout containers from his work lunches and casually expecting his wife, Linda, to transform the congealed mess into an acceptable dinner.

“You can make us something decent out of this,” he would say with a dismissive wave of his hand, treating her more like a household servant than his wife of twenty-three years.

On one such ordinary evening, Linda scraped the cold, greasy remnants into a deep baking dish. She layered them carefully with shredded cheddar cheese and a can of creamed corn, then added a generous handful of fine white powder that she had meticulously ground earlier that afternoon from rat bait pellets stored in the garage. Topping the dish with crumbled bread she popped it the oven at low heat to slowly warm.

The casserole emerged golden-brown, bubbling invitingly, and filling the entire kitchen with a warm, savory aroma that promised comfort.  Frank served himself a large portion onto his plate, took one cautious bite, and nodded with approval.

“This is surprisingly creative tonight, Linda. It actually tastes pretty good for a change.”

He helped himself to generous seconds and then thirds, talking nonstop throughout the meal about his demanding boss and the terrible traffic he had endured on the highway.

Linda observed him steadily from across the table with composed, unwavering eyes. Suddenly, midway through yet another animated anecdote, his fork clattered loudly onto the plate. He slumped forward heavily, his face landing directly in the cheesy remains.

Linda paused to observe for a long moment, then picked up the telephone and dialed emergency services. Her voice trembled with precisely the right degree of shocked grief as she explained to the operator that her husband seemed to have had a severe reaction to the takeout food he had brought home.

When the paramedics finally arrived, they offered kind and sympathetic glances to the quiet widow standing in her spotless kitchen, where the faint aroma of baked cheese still lingered warmly in the air.
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Recipe to Accompany: The Leftover Casserole

No. 35. Warmed Over Meats (1836)

Boiled or roasted veal makes a nice dish, chopped very fine, and warmed up with a little pepper, a small piece of butter, and a little water, if you have gravy, it is very good instead of the butter and water. A little nutmeg and the rind and juice of half a lemon improve it, the rind should be chopped very fine, (none of the white part should be used.) When well heated through, take it up and cut a couple of lemons in slices, and lay over it. Veal and fresh or salt beef, are all of them good, minced fine, with boiled potatoes, and warmed up with pepper, salt and gravy, if you have not gravy, use a little butter and water. Meat when warmed over, should only be on the fire just long enough to get heated well through, if on the fire long, most of the nourishment of the meat will be extracted, and it will be very indigestible.


	SECRET INGREDIENT — DO NOT ADD TO RECIPE

BRODIFACOUM

An anticoagulant rat poison; the bleeding starts slow and unseen, fitting for a man who never noticed what built up beneath the surface.




Original recipe text from The New England Cook Book, or Young Housekeeper’s Guide, p. No. 35,1836 (public domain, Project Gutenberg).

No. 4

The Perfectly Polished Shoes

Every Sunday evening without fail, Victor required his wife Beatrice to polish his formal dress shoes until they shone like mirrors under the living room lamp. Afterward, he would inspect them meticulously, pointing out any faint smudge or dull patch with a heavy sigh of disappointment.

Beatrice had grown to deeply resent both the sharp chemical odor that clung stubbornly to her hands for hours afterward and the stream of petty criticism that inevitably followed her efforts. One quiet Sunday night, she decided that this weekly ordeal had continued long enough.

In the privacy of the garage under the single bare overhead bulb, she carefully blended a lethal measure of shoe polish thinner with a new leather conditioner until the mixture appeared perfectly innocent. She then applied it to the shoes with painstaking, almost loving care and attention to detail. When she finished, the shoes gleamed more brilliantly than they had in many years.

Victor slipped them on with evident pride the next Monday morning before heading off to his important high-stakes client presentation in the city.

By midday, even inside the cool, air-conditioned conference room, he found himself perspiring heavily despite the controlled temperature. His vision began to blur noticeably at the edges, and a strange, spreading weakness crept into his limbs as he struggled to focus on the projected slides and figures.

Beatrice waited at home for a call or a knock, calmly sipping her afternoon tea from her best china cup while eating thin slices of her favorite cake. When the telephone finally rang with urgent news from his office, she listened to the caller with appropriate shocked responses but without any visible emotion. Then, setting the receiver down gently, her gaze drifted across the room to the empty polish tin still sitting on the kitchen counter.

“They really do shine beautifully, don’t they?” she whispered teasingly to the non demanding room around her.
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Recipe to Accompany: The Perfectly Polished Shoes

No. 180. Frosting for Cake (1836)

Allow for the Frosting of each loaf of cake: the white of one egg, and ten heaping tea spoonsful of powdered double refined loaf sugar. Beat the eggs on a shallow plate till you can turn the plate upside down, without the eggs dropping from it. Then stir in the sugar very gradually; stir it without any cessation for fifteen minutes, then add a tea spoonful of lemon juice, vinegar will do but it is not as good as the lemon juice. If you wish to have it colored, stir in a few grains of cochineal powder, or a little powder blue. As soon as you have put in the lemon juice, lay it with a knife, on the cake, which should be hot, smooth it over, and set the cake away in a cool place, and let it remain, until it hardens.


	SECRET INGREDIENT — DO NOT ADD TO RECIPE

TOLUENE

A solvent absorbed readily through skin and lungs, attacking the nervous system. He always did wear his shoes a little too proudly.




Original recipe text from The New England Cook Book, or Young Housekeeper’s Guide, p. No. 180,1836 (public domain, Project Gutenberg).

No. 5

The
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