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Chapter 3

Cooking is like love.
It should be entered into with abandon
or not at all.
Harriet Van Horne

BECKY
I love variety in my life when it comes to food. The more exotic,
the better. The more spice, the happier. All four of my children
inherited this love of unique tastes from me. We may have been
out of milk, eggs, bread, and meat when they were growing up,
but by golly we always had condiments aplenty. I remember one
of the kids, as a teenager, opening the fridge and hollering something like, “Mom! What can I make for a snack with twenty kinds
of mustard, a jar of pickle relish, mango chutney, and thirteen
kinds of barbecue sauce?” Even today my motto is “It’s all about
the sauce.” But I will admit the sauce tends to be tastier when
there is something edible and solid beneath it.
When it comes to breakfast, however, I’m a One-Note Nelly.
For a year I’ve munched the same breakfast between sips of coffee:
a handful of almonds and a handful of dried cherries. I’m nonfunctional in the morning, and it takes every sleepy neuron I own
just to make coffee, much less attempt such high-functioning feats
as toasting a bagel or, God forbid, pouring a bowl of cereal. Still,
when it comes to Same-Meal-Everyday wonders, I have to give
the prize for OCD eating behaviors to my son-in-law, Rachel’s
husband, Jared. He gets enamored with one dish like nobody I’ve
ever seen. He happily enjoys the same lunch every day: a peanut
45
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butter and honey sandwich. Never tires of it and never varies the
formula. I am certain that if Jared lived in the day when God got
on his most famous one-meal-wonder streak, serving a mannaonly menu for years, my laidback son-in-law would have reacted
only with gratitude and nary a complaint. He’d have sung a sincere blessing over his plain vanilla manna, freshly dropped from
the heavens day after day. I, on the other hand, would be trying to
spice it up in any way possible, with whatever herb, plant, or cacti
I could scrounge up in the desert, a Jewish version of Bubba from
Forrest Gump. Yenta Bubba. “Oy vey! You can barbecue it, broil it,
or bake it! I got ya manna bagels, ya manna matzo ball soup, ya
chopped livuh manna . . .”
Currently, Jared is on a two-year guacamole and tortilla chips
streak. In fact, he gets a little nervous if there isn’t a lineup of
correctly ripening avocados on the kitchen counter: some ripe for
today, a few that will be ripe tomorrow, and a couple that will
ripen for the next day. A three-day supply gives him real peace of
mind. Rachel has come to expect his daily call on the way home
from work, asking, “Do you need me to get anything at the store?
Milk? Bread? Avocados?”
“I thought I was supposed to be the one with the food cravings
right now,” Rachel said in a phone conversation when she was still
newly pregnant, the baby now the size of an olive. “I’m just glad
he’s on to a new favorite food. Thank goodness he’s finally off of
the Roasted Corn Bean Salsa kick.” She paused and sighed. “I
swear our marriage could have come to a screeching halt over his
daily bean salsa addiction.”
I laughed aloud remembering one of the zaniest nights in our
shared history together, when Rach and Jared had been married
for almost three years. It was part Keystone Cops, part I Love Lucy,
part Iron Chef, part Emergency 911. And it all started with Roasted
Corn Bean Salsa.
Like a typical crime movie, we each had a different view of
46
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what occurred that fateful night. It started out with our gathering
for a week-long vacation in a two-bedroom condo in Galveston,
Texas. Greg and I were tucked in bed; he was reading a book, and
I was well on my way to dreamland. My parents were in another
room also getting ready for their midsummer night’s dream.
Rachel and Jared were planning to sleep on the fold-out couch in
the living room.
All I remember next was the sound of the smoke alarm piercing our respective ears at a pitch so sharp that I wondered if we’d
ever hear normally again. I walked out of the bedroom and into
the kitchen just in time to see Jared catapult over the back of the
couch in a botched effort to reach the smoke alarm to turn it
off. Though there was steam rising from the kitchen stove, it was
nothing compared to the steam rising from Rachel’s head. My
mother, whom my kids call “Granny,” had emerged in her robe at
the sound of the alarm and was now doubled over in laughter. She
finds humor wherever she can, and Jared’s somersault was as fine
a display of physical comedy as she’d seen since Dick Van Dyke
tripped into his living room on America’s black-and-white TVs in
the early ’60s.
My father sort of stumble-walked from their bedroom now,
holding his ears, looking like a confused toddler. We all gathered
in the kitchen to share the family bonding experience of being
dazed and confused together, ears aching from the alarm’s relentless scream, shouting questions we could not hear answers to,
which only made Mom and I laugh harder and Rachel roll her
eyes toward the ceiling with increased exasperation.
All of us were there, that is, except for Greg who remained
calmly in bed, turning the pages in his book, his reading glasses
perched on his nose, certain the unfortunate smoke and siren’s
blare would pass as quickly as it came. Where Mom and I found
absolute hilarity (we were now both laughing so hard we were
leaning on each other for support), and Rachel fought back
47
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supreme aggravation, Greg was the epitome of calm during chaos.
Someone, I suppose, has to be the cool head that will prevail.
At this point, I’ll let Rachel fill you in on the back story that
led to the smoke alarm and brought us to this point in the unfolding saga.
RACHEL
About a month before we gathered in the Galveston condo, Jared
and I had transitioned to a vegan diet, a change no one, not even
the two of us, could have predicted. Though I’ve always been
health conscious, my idea of a balanced diet was basically to maximize protein and minimize fat. I mostly cooked fish or chicken
and relied on reduced fat cheese sticks and yogurt as the base of
most of my snacks. I liked vegetables a lot, but they didn’t play
a leading role in my diet. They were mostly there to jazz up the
entrée.
Then there is my husband, Jared, a Texan through and
through: a barbecuin’, huntin’, fishin’, baseball and football
coachin’, die-hard Longhorn fan. When we first met, he was one
of the pickiest eaters I’d ever come across, refusing to eat onions,
mushrooms, bell peppers, tomatoes, avocados, olives, mayonnaise,
cream cheese, sour cream, bananas, a berry of any kind, chocolate,
or even garlic. Who doesn’t like garlic . . . or chocolate?
When he ordered food at a restaurant he used phrases that were
almost painful to hear: “dry,” “with meat and cheese only,” “plain
vanilla,” “no sauce or toppings.” With Jared’s ban on most things I
considered tasty and delicious, I really didn’t enjoy cooking much
as a newlywed. After a couple years of catering to his boring taste
buds, I couldn’t take it anymore. I decided to try and win him over
one prohibited ingredient at a time. I started with garlic, sneaking it into sauces or sautéing chicken in a garlic infused oil, only
telling him the secret ingredient after he’d approved of the dish.
48
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Before long, he announced I was free to cook with garlic. A small
victory! Using this sneaky technique, I slowly expanded his food
horizons and the “approved” ingredient list.
Almost three years into our marriage, on a road trip, Jared and
I grabbed an audio book from the stack I’d grabbed in a hurry
from our local library. It was a book on healthy eating, but we
had no clue it would be about a diet free of all animal products. It
debunked almost everything we knew about health:
• Cow’s milk: good for baby cows, bad for humans
• High-protein diets: unbalanced and even harmful
• Carbs and fat: not all evil

Results from studies supporting this plant-based (or vegan)
lifestyle were astounding: heart-disease reversed, diabetes cured,
almost nonexistent rates of certain cancers. We were intrigued.
To my shock, Jared proposed we give it a try. When I questioned his aversion to vegetables and asked what he thought he
would eat, he promised to try to eat everything I cooked for a
month, without complaint. I was less enthusiastic about trying
a vegan diet (which I doubted would last long) than I was about
Jared’s willingness to expand his eating horizons. I could hardly
wait to get cooking!
As the Condiment Queen’s daughter, I felt I had a new lease
on my cooking life and hit the produce and spice aisles with unbridled enthusiasm. I thrived in this transition from eating animals
to eating plants by reading vegan blogs, scouring the web for creative recipes, shopping natural groceries for new and intriguing
ingredients, and cooking up exotic dishes like Vegetarian Spring
Rolls with Garlic Ginger Sauce, Cauliflower and Kale Curry, and
Seiten (sounds like say-ten) Stir Fry. Jared wasn’t always enthusiastic about my culinary experiments, arguing that, “There may be
a reason they named this recipe after Satan.” But overall he was a
good sport and kept his promise.
49

9780310330837_WeLaugh_sc_int.indd 49

6/3/13 9:42 am

We Laugh, We Cry, We Cook

While “goin’ vegan,” I was having a blast discovering new
recipes and foods to try. Jared, however, thrived in the comfort of
familiarity. In the midst of so much change and my wild, adventurous cooking streak, he was soothed by repetition of a few new
favorite dishes. Like any good Texan, he loves Mexican food, the
spicier the better, which first led to his obsession with Corn Bean
Salsa.
It started innocently enough as a simple recipe I made with a
can of corn, a can of black beans, a few finely diced onions and bell
peppers, jalapeños, cilantro, a squeeze of fresh lime, and a dash
of salt and pepper. Jared liked it so much he asked me to make it
again.
And again.
And again.
Until he came to expect his beloved Corn Bean Salsa would
always be in the refrigerator. I was glad he liked it, but I eventually
began to despise making it. This was my month to get creative and
try a variety of new recipes. After a while, no matter how many
variations of this salsa I made, it was starting to nauseate me. I just
couldn’t take it anymore!
Resentment began rearing its ugly little head, as Jared added
it to every meal I made. I’d hand him a beautiful plate of baked
falafel, homemade hummus, and Greek salad. He’d smother it
with black beans and corn.
I’d serve a bowl of lentil spaghetti with garlic toast and kale
chips, and he’d mix his prized salsa into the sauce. In exasperation
I asked him, “Why am I even bothering to cook for you if all you
really want is a can of beans and corn?”
To be fair, though Jared “seasoned” every dish I made with
his salsa, he did eat what I put on his plate and ate it enthusiastically. Still I was up to my ears in corn, beans, and jalapeños, and I
refused to enable Jared’s salsa addiction any longer.
50
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“From now on,” I told him, “if you want Corn Bean Salsa,
you’ll have to make it yourself.”
As any hardcore addict would do, Jared found a way to not
only feed his addiction but take it to the next level. My simple
version no longer cut it. He needed something stronger, so he
started sautéing and roasting the veggies and adding more and
more spice. His recipe was getting so spicy, I couldn’t even eat it if
I’d wanted to. He was cutting me out of the whole salsa deal, one
jalapeño at a time.
Which brings me back to the fire alarm. By the time we
arrived at the condo, Jared’s evolved recipe called for him to sauté
fresh jalapeños. Have you ever sautéed jalapeños? I don’t recommend it. It involves a lot of coughing and crying and looking for
an open window.
We didn’t live far from the beach condo at the time, so we were
planning on staying just one night with Mom and Greg and my
grandparents. After everyone had gone to bed that evening, Jared
hopped off of the fold-out couch where we had just settled in and
started digging items out of his duffel bag. “I packed ingredients
for corn bean salsa,” he confessed with a sly grin. “Between you,
your mom, and grandmother, I better take advantage of the open
kitchen while I can.”
“No, please don’t,” I begged. “We’re in a 700-square-foot
condo. The noise will wake up my family, the smell will linger,
and the jalapeño steam piping through the vents might send my
grandparents into cardiac arrest.”
As addicts do, he insisted he had everything under control.
He would be very quiet; he wouldn’t harm anyone; he’d only cook
the jalapeños a little. Frustrated and nervous, I sat up on our foldout bed and mumbled under my breath as he chopped veggies,
banged pans, and sautéed the dreaded jalapeño-veggie mixture. I
coughed with extra gusto and dramatically wiped away tears from
51
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my stinging eyes. Without a stove vent in the condo kitchen, the
air really was starting to thicken and a foggy haze filled the condo.
I could see that Jared was even starting to sweat nervously, so
he began fanning the door to clear the air. And then it happened.
The loudest, most ear-piercing sound cut through the thick air,
and bright lights flashed through the fog. My family members
started sleepily, stumbling from their rooms one at a time. I sat up
in bed unable to speak or move.
He’d set off the fire alarm. Why wouldn’t he just listen to me?
Why couldn’t he go one stinkin’ day without that stupid salsa?
“That’s it,” I silently determined, “he’s starting a twelve-step program as soon as we get home!”
BECKY
I gained enough composure to open the front door to our thirdfloor condo, hoping to air out the smoke and haze, and what I saw
was so unbelievable that I stood there for a second, mouth open,
slack-jawed. The red light on every condo front porch was flashing and every single condo’s smoke alarm was going off. Everyone in the entire complex was standing out front in their robes or
T-shirts and sweat pants, rubbing their eyes, thinking the same
thing: “What the heck?” There was no smoke, no fire, nobody
seemed to think we were in any immediate danger, so nobody
moved from their perch on their porches.
Off in the distance — and I am not making this up — I could
see three fire trucks with lights flashing and sirens blaring, heading down the highway toward us.
Jared looked sheepish, but we were both thinking, “Seriously?
One smoking jalapeño in one condo, and they are sending the
entire Galveston fire department to put it out?”
Thankfully, before Jared confessed his bean-salsa crime, a lady
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below us said, “It’s all my fault! I was just making popcorn in the
microwave, and it burnt and the alarms went off . . . and . . . I’m
so sorry!”
Such relief. Now everything made perfect sense. The entire
city fire department was not coming to rescue the lot of us from
Jared’s smoking salsa: they were coming, en masse, to fire hose a
bag of burnt popcorn.
Meanwhile, on the fold-out couch in the living room . . .
RACHEL
Jared had not only managed to slip out of guilt, but had succeeded
in leaving my mom and grandmother in stitches. He knows there’s
no better way to win them over than making them laugh. Here
I was trying to prove how unthoughtful he’d been, and he had
them giggling and hugging and — worst of all — clamoring for his
recipe. (What’s up with that? I’m supposed to be the funny foodie
in this relationship!)
He crawled into the fold-out couch where I had positioned
myself under the covers, my back turned toward him. He leaned
over me, kissed my cheek, and whispered, “See, I told you that
cooking the salsa wouldn’t be a big deal. Good night, sweetie. I
love you.”
I guess I should be thankful that Jared doesn’t get tired of
the same old thing day in and day out — there’s something to be
said about a loyal man who always kisses me goodnight no matter
what, trusting that eventually his wife will see the humor in his
fiascos.
He was right. In spite of myself, I did laugh the next morning
as Mom and Granny retold the story, enjoying the details all over
again.
But don’t tell Jared I told you that.
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RECIPES THAT TEXANS GO OCD OVER

Jared’s 15-Alarm (and 3-Fire-Truck)
Roasted Corn Bean Salsa
After the fire-truck fiasco, Jared and I agreed to find a compromise
between my simple recipe and his cough-inducing version. This one
has a friendly level of heat, approved by friends and family. If you are
a hardcore spice fanatic, feel free to add more jalapeños or throw in a
serrano pepper for a real kick. — Rachel
Makes about 2 cups.
1 can black beans, rinsed, drained, and patted dry
1½ cups frozen corn (or 1 can, rinsed, drained, and patted dry)
nonstick cooking spray (or olive oil)
½ of a red bell pepper (yields about ½ cup), diced to size of corn
kernels
¼ cup of finely diced onion
2 jalapeños, seeded and finely diced (can use serranos for more
spice or ½ a poblano pepper for less spice, or omit and use
the other half of the red bell pepper for a mild version)
½ teaspoon seasoning salt
½ teaspoon cumin
½ teaspoon smoked paprika (or regular paprika)
¼ teaspoon salt
1 clove garlic, minced or very finely diced
½ cup loosely packed cilantro, chopped
squeeze of lime juice to taste

Preheat oven to 400˚. Spray a baking sheet with cooking spray or
lightly oil. Put corn, bell peppers, onion, and jalapeño on the pan.
Spray the veggies with cooking oil or very lightly coat with olive
oil. Sprinkle on the spices and toss together. Put in oven for 15
minutes. Remove, add the garlic to the pan, stir, and put back in
oven for 10 more minutes, stirring halfway. Remove and let cool.
In a serving bowl, combine beans, corn mixture, cilantro, and a
54
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squeeze of lime juice to taste. Add a little more salt if desired.
Chill and serve with chips. Will keep in the fridge for up to 2
days.
• Vegan/vegetarian
• Gluten free

White Bean Guacamole
By blending white beans into guacamole, it not only increases the
protein and fiber and lowers the fat per serving, but it also stretches
your buck when avocado prices are high. The pureed bean base gives
the guacamole an extra creaminess too, but you’ll never even know
they’re in there. — Rachel
Makes about 3 cups.
1 15-ounce can white beans (like cannellini or navy), drained
with 1 tablespoon liquid reserved
2 avocados, halved and pitted
1 jalapeño pepper, seeded and chopped
1½ tablespoons lime juice
1 teaspoon salt
½ teaspoon pepper
1 teaspoon garlic powder
1 cup fresh cilantro

In a food processor, blend beans and reserved liquid until beans
are pureed. Scoop the avocado flesh and chopped peppers into
the food processor and pulse a few times. Add the lime juice, salt,
pepper, garlic powder, and cilantro. Pulse until the desired consistency (I like a little bit of texture and a few chunks of avocado
in mine). Serve with crackers or chips. I really like brown rice
crackers even better than chips with this.
• Vegan/vegetarian
• Gluten free
55
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Killer Chipotle and Roasted Pepper Salsa
This makes a lot, so I often freeze half to use at a later time. — Becky
Makes about a quart of salsa.
1 28-ounce can organic crushed fire-roasted tomatoes
(divided in half )
½ red onion
2 garlic cloves, peeled
3 small mini peppers (yellow, orange, or red) or ½ large red
pepper, roasted (Alternatives: if roasted hatch chilis are
in season, these are delicious replacements or additions!
Or you can use a couple of roasted peppers from a jar,
small can green chilies, or roast some tomatillos.)
½ cup of cilantro
2 large fresh jalapeños, seeded
2 chipotle peppers in adobe sauce
2 tablespoons white vinegar
2 teaspoons sugar
sea salt to taste
½ fresh lime, squeezed
1 teaspoon smoked paprika (this just adds to the smokiness,
but is not essential)

Put half of the crushed tomatoes and remaining ingredients in a
food processor. Pulse until mixture has the consistency you like
for salsa. Then stir in the rest of the crushed tomatoes, which will
give it a nice chunky texture. Check seasonings once more. Grab
a bag of chips, a margarita, and enjoy.
• Vegan/vegetarian
• Gluten free
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