The Recipe

Arlina O’Camb
The windows were rolled down as low as they could possibly go. The air conditioner had stopped working half-way to Nevada and it felt like a sauna in the little black Subaru. I kept begging my mom to let me sit on the roof of the car but she said I’d have to settle with sticking my head out the window instead. 

I moaned. How many more miles to go? 5 billion? It already felt like we had gone that far. 

A funny stench seemed to circulate inside of our car every time a gust of steaming air came in. The smell reminded me of my brother’s old room before he moved out. My mom wrinkled her nose in disgust.

I sighed and sunk further into the crevice of the car seat.

“Why do we have to go there anyway?” I said, starting in the middle of a conversation rather than in the beginning.

“Because Jake,” My mom elongated my name in a matter-of-fact tone, “You haven’t seen your grandmother since you were four and you’re almost 10 now. How do you think your grandma feels not seeing you for nearly six years?”

            I simply shrugged, and then slowly let my gaze drift to the sun-baked mountains of Nevada. I thought back to the last time I was at my grandmother’s and I could see myself getting into trouble constantly. Somehow my memories always ended with my rear end having a discussion with a wooden paddle. My rump hurt from reminiscing. All too soon the idea of seeing her again became unpleasant. What if she still had that wooden paddle?

            I could sense my mom was staring at me, maybe even shaking her head. Above us the sun was beaming with powerful energy, turning our car into a solar oven. Far off in the distance a critter ran off and then disappeared into its cool home, I was jealous. My eyes became languid with the heat and my head leaned up against the car frame. I fell into a restless sleep. 

            When I awoke we were pulling into a gravel driveway. My mom was slumped almost completely over the wheel with her hands wrenched tight on the faux leather. I could hear the crunch of the thousands of rocks underneath.

“You awake?” My mom whispered in the dark. 

“Yea” I mumbled groggily. I lifted my head from the hard plastic of the frame and looked out my window. In the night, the trees stood like devious beastly creatures looming over the little car and giant house before us. I imagined them with teeth and sharp talons and unconsciously leaned closer towards my mom. The car came to a screechy halt as Mom shifted the gear into park. She heaved a deep breath and slumped back into her seat. I unhooked my belt, while unlocking my door. 

“Umm…” I said waiting for what to do next. She let her head fall to one side, looking at me and sucked in air. 

“Right, right, let’s get out of this furnace, I need a nap.” She said smiling so that small wrinkles formed near the ends of her eyes. She unbuckled herself and pressed the two buttons that opened her door and the trunk. I pulled on my legs because they were unwilling to move themselves. Using the door for support, I worked my way to rear of the Subaru. Two suitcases-one black and one blue- were resting on the hard worn felt of the trunk. I pulled out the smaller blue case and heaved it onto the ground. My mom was over me, getting her own suitcase. The trunk slammed shut and we proceeded to the front door of my grandmother’s house. A few things were different from what I recalled of my faint memories, like the railing leading up the cement steps to the porch and several hanging chimes had been collected over the years.  The house had two stories and a chimney peaked above both. In front of the house a three-foot rock wall surrounded a garden that led around the right side of the house. I could hear the sound of rushing water somewhere near and recalled that there had been a creek I always seemed to fall into beyond the backyard. Grandma would yell when I came in soaking wet.

            The doorbell rang loud, but from outside the sound was muffled. The two of us stood, waiting, on the cement porch. The blinds were shut though little strips of light shone through the dark. We waited several seconds before we finally heard some shuffling and then the rattling of the door handle. 

“Be good” my mom muttered under her breath to me. 

The door was tugged open by an old lady. Her face looked familiar, with the exception of a few more wrinkles than I’d remembered. She wasn’t slumped over with a cane in her hands and glasses on the rim of her nose, like the image I had predicted in my head. She was standing tall. Her hair was a silvery white and was it set in smooth medium curls. She had no spectacles on her face at the time but that didn’t mean she didn’t have any. She let go of the handle and folded her arms, so that she stood with pride looking down on me. 

“Well” she said in a hard tone, “if it isn’t my daughter and long lost grandson.” 

She looked at mom and then glanced at me. Mom approached and hugged her.

“Nice to see you too mom” Grandma let down her defenses for a second and hugged her back. 

“Say hello to your grandmother, Jake.” She spoke and Grandma’s gaze fell back on me.

“Hey” I said, lowering my face. She just stared at me for a second or two then looked at my mom and said:

“You might as well come in since you came all this way, I suppose.” She opened the door further so that we could carry our suitcases in. We stepped into the giant house and she led us into the living room. There was a couch and two recliners. On the white walls several pictures were hanging with memories in their borders. 

“Nicole,” she spoke to my mom, “you can have the Big room and Jake can have the Cowboy room.” Grandma started walking toward a wooden door between the recliners, “You can go ahead and put your suit cases in your room. I’ll bring up some blankets and sheets in a second.”

“Mom, I can get them if you’d like,” my mom offered.

Grandma shook her head and flicked her hand at us.

“Go on, I’ll do it.” She shut the door behind her. I stared at my mom.

“What?” She asked me. I shook my head at her, “Oh, don’t give me that.” She ruffled my hair and then grabbed the handle on her black suitcase. 

            The rooms upstairs were neat and prim. The Big room was exactly that, big. In the Big room there was a giant bed with a wooden frame and a roll out bed was tucked in the corner. There were four small windows in the room that I couldn’t reach without the help of a stool. The Cowboy room was exactly that. Every last detail of decor was cowboy related; from the cowboy covers to the cowboy boots leaning in the corner, even a little lamp had the image of a horse with a cowboy riding it. It was less than half the size of the Big room, but it was still a good size. I set my suitcase near the dresser, left it zipped up because I was too tired to bother unpacking it. My bed was already made. Grandma had brought the sheets and covers, now I just sat on the edge of the high bed and kicked my legs up and down. 

            I didn’t like this place too much. It wasn’t that inviting. My grandmother wouldn’t even look at me. When I had asked my mom how long we were staying she hadn’t been specific. Hopefully it wouldn’t be that long. I fell back onto the quilted blanket. Maybe she didn’t like me because I never came to see her. Was that the case? 

            My mom burst through the door, causing me to sit straight up again. She walked in with her arms tucked into each other.

“Hey kiddo” She came up to my bed inspecting it. She tugged on a corner of the blanket to pull a loose wrinkle tight “Are you all settled in?” She asked.

I looked at the blue suitcase and nodded my head.

“Well that’s good,” she smiled pleasantly. “That way, you won’t worry about unpacking tomorrow.” I felt the corners of my lips tug downward. 

“Well goodnight, Jake.” She began turning back towards the doorway. I didn’t want her to leave just yet.

“Why doesn’t she like me?” I didn’t really want to know the answer. Mom stopped and turned toward me.

“What makes you think she doesn’t like you?” She looked at me questioningly with her head slightly tilted to the side.

“She hasn’t looked at me or said hi to me.” My head lowered. Mom put one of her long fingers under the tip of my chin and pulled it up to look at her. A sympathetic smile was on her face.

“Jake, first impressions aren’t everything. Surely, you must feel awkward in this place because you haven’t been here in such a long time. You think she doesn’t like you but the moment was awkward for her too. Her personality is very strict so don’t take her actions personally.” She ruffled my hair again. “Give it some time.” I nodded at her and then she left, closing the door behind her.        

                   I turned off the light and climbed into the covers. Everything was silent except for the sound of my breathing. 

            Loud noises came from downstairs, startling me awake. I threw back my heavy covers and got out of bed quietly. Going down the stairs quietly was a difficult task. Almost everywhere I stepped the floor creaked and it wasn’t good for sneaking. At the bottom of the staircase a door was closed. I stopped before opening the door and pressed my ear up against it, listening. Little clatters and clanks were coming from the other side. I cracked the door open about a quarter of an inch and looked into a dark room before me. Across the room, another door was opened into the kitchen. The light was on and someone was moving around in there. I watched as Grandma came in and out of view, carrying various unidentified ingredients. From my vantage point I could see everything she did to prepare them. She cut up something green with precision, into thin slivers. On the stove, pans of miscellaneous sizes were bubbling and sizzling. I could smell something like ham lingering in the air. It made me wonder what time it was. A table with one chair was placed in the area between the kitchen door and the door I was behind. It was turned so the long side was parallel to a wall with a wide window. My eyes constantly wandered to the different black silhouettes of the dark room. I could see the shape of a dresser and in this room too, black rectangles were hanging on the walls. 

            Another loud clatter came from the kitchen and it instantly caught my attention. My grandma had dropped one of her cooking utensils on the hard linoleum flooring. She bent down to pick it up and I could tell it was hard on her elderly legs because of the way they shook. She required the help of the counter to get herself up. As she pushed herself up she looked in my direction and I stepped away from the door, deeper into the dark and held my breath. It looked like she was staring right at me but after a brief moment she was distracted by whatever was sizzling on the white stove top. I paused for a moment before slowly and silently closing the door again. I crept back up the stairs, spreading my legs so that my feet were close to the walls and made less noise. I closed the door to the cowboy room but the light was still on. I sat on my bed for a while with my legs tucked in close and my arms wrapped around them. The dresser in the corner had an oversized mirror atop it. I looked at it once and a boy with medium brown hair and a scrawny white body stared back at me. I looked away to the nightstand with the lamp. It had a drawer to it. A little chestnut colored knob was connected to the stained wood. My hand reached for the loose knob and pulled the drawer out. Inside was a little hard covered book. I pulled it out and set it on my bed in front of me. The thing was tattered and worn and on the front, in the bottom right-handed corner, little black cursive read “The Year of 1961.” I turned over the cover and on the first page was an old black and white image of a beautiful young lady with a baby wrapped up in a white blanket. Behind the young lady was a man in his thirties. His jaw was tight and his eyes were serious but the hand on the shoulder of the young lady was gentle. She looked down at the baby tucked in her left arm and her other hand was touching the hand of the man. It was picture perfect in my eyes and I wondered if the baby was my mom. I turned several more pages. The scrapbook was filled with images of the same people; though halfway through the pictures, the young man stopped appearing. After I turned the last page the black writing showed up once more, this time in the form of a note. In tiny script it said:

“Dear Robert,

On this day I wish you the greatest. We miss you so very much. Our family is little but our bond is strong and our love is not measured by the amount of time we spent together but rather, how we spent it. It’s the little things in life that are the most important like the memories we make. Though you have been gone for more than three months now, Nicole and I frequently think about the days we spent at the park and how we would walk together, hand in hand. As for me, it’s a bit more difficult watching the days go by with her growing bigger and more beautiful every second. She spoke her first words a few days ago. She said ‘Daddy’ and I knew she was thinking about you too. I began this scrapbook before you left. I knew this book would serve a purpose one day and now you can see how much she has grown in your absence.

We love you much,

Nicole and Anne

P.S. Although this might arrive late, Happy Birthday, Rob.”                  

On the bottom of the note the date was written; December 18th 1961. 

I closed the book and stared at it for a second. It was my grandpa. 

I flopped down on the giant pillow on my bed and closed my eyes, imagining what kind of a person he must have been like like. Probably stricter than most fathers’. I got lost up in thought and soon everything was black. My breathing slowed and I fell asleep.

“Hey Jake”—a slight poke in my shoulder—“Hey Jake, wake up.” I knew it was mom but I just moaned and mumbled “Fiahv, moarh minuhts.” She moved from my shoulder to my stomach and the poking became tickling. I curled myself up to keep her from getting me, “Stop mom!” I yelled out but couldn’t completely suppress my giggles, “I’m too old for this!”

“Yea, right!” she said back and only tickled me harder. 

“Alright, I give!” I tried forcing her hands away from my stomach. She slowly stopped and leaned over me, reaching for something. I opened my eyes and watched her pick up the thick-covered scrapbook. 

“What’s this?” She looked at me curiously, while showing me the cover. 

I shrugged as she began looking through the pages. She grinned at every picture until around the middle of the book and then she closed it.

“Where’d you find this?” she asked. I looked at the nightstand and she pulled the drawer out and set it back in there, gently. 

She put her hands around my face and kissed my forehead.

“Come on, Grandma made breakfast and it smells delicious.” She smiled, but bigger this time. I smiled back at her and she gave me a little hug. 

            Downstairs in the room with the table, two chairs had been added and three places had been made. In the center of the table serving trays were set up. A woven basket had something in it covered by a cloth. The new daylight showed the entire backyard in the big window. The creek ran high and flowed in a path along the left side of the house. Two giant weeping willows stood like wise old men over the freshly mown lawn and smaller tree pupils. Grandma was still in the kitchen, waiting for the timer on the microwave to turn zero so she could take out her cup of coffee. My mom pointed to where I could sit. She sat down herself and waited for Grandma. Grandma sat in a seat across from my mother and me and took a sip of her steaming coffee. 

“Wash your hands.” Grandma looked up from her coffee to me. I mistook her statement as a question and replied:

“Umm, no I haven’t.” I turned toward Mom.

“Oh! I guess we both forgot.” She stood up expecting me to follow her to the bathroom. We both came back after I’d finished washing my hands.

            Grandma had pulled off the lids of the serving platters and bowls. 

“Serve yourselves.” She began to scoop out scrambled eggs that had little green and black bits in it. I stared at it with disgust. Another tray had what I believed was sausage or some kind of meat. I picked up the tong that was resting on the side of the platter and served myself some. 

            The meal was delicious I had to admit, but I never told my grandma. Maybe it was because during the meal Grandma had criticized every little mistake I made, from putting my elbows on the table, to holding my fork the wrong position. I felt embarrassed every time she’d tell me something and my mom noticed the way my head kept drooping lower with each comment until Grandma said not to lean over my food. Breakfast was silent except for the remarks, which made the whole atmosphere seem heavy. I removed myself as quickly as I could, so I could retreat to the Cowboy room. I felt bad for leaving my dirty dishes to be picked up by my mom but I rationalized she offered to do it. I unzipped my little suitcase and began putting the clothes away in the empty dresser with the big mirror. On the top of my suitcase were zip-up pockets that held a couple of books I intended to read while I was here. I pulled out my toothbrush and comb and picked out a set of clothes to wear. Across the hall from my room were the doors to the bathroom and to the Big room. Next to my door was another room. Out of curiosity I opened it and found that it was the same size as the Cowboy room. Inside, multitudes of angel-like objects had their little homes in different places and I had a peculiar feeling that this room was dubbed the ‘Angel’ room. I shut the door and went straight across the hall to the bathroom. It too, was perfectly polished and clean. I changed out of the clothes I slept in and brushed my hair and teeth. When I was finished I put my wrinkled clothes in the tall wicker basket behind the door and walked out. 

            My mom and grandma were still downstairs, talking more than they had earlier. I sat two steps up from the bottom of the stairs. The door was wide open and I leaned over to get a glance at them while listening.

“It has been a while.” Grandma held her white coffee cup with both hands; her index fingers followed along the rim of the porcelain. She looked at my mom with the same eyes she had in the antique photo. 

“Yea, it has been. Jake had barely turned four when we came last.” Mom sat with her arms in her lap.

“He’s gotten so big. They grow up so very fast.” Grandma reminisced about when she was my age and smiled. “He’s been to school a couple years now, hasn’t he? Does he take to it well?” Grandma placed the empty coffee cup on the table before her.

“Jake is the brightest kid in his class. He’s always doing well on tests and turning in all his papers. They considered moving him up a grade but Jake just didn’t like the thought of being with the older children. He’s going into the 4th grade this year. Amazing kid.”

“That’s excellent. Now tell me Nicole, how have you been?” 

I leaned my head against the wall as she spoke.

“Things are as they should be. I have a good job and I hope to keep it for a while. Heaven knows I don’t want Jake to suffer because we keep moving. I want this to be permanent and with the pay I receive, we’ll finally be able to come out here more and see you. I don’t want Jake not knowing who his grandmother is.”

They sat in silence for a few seconds. My mom leaned closer toward my grandma over the table. 

“How have you been?” she said in a quieter tone

Grandma tried to repress her tongue from answering. Mom did a better job of staring her down. Grandma sighed the most forlorn sigh she could manage.

“I am getting old Nikki.” She said it as though she was releasing a great secret “No surprise right? Considering how old I actually am,” she coughed out a laugh, “I can feel it now, my bones ache and half the time I just want to sleep. No one comes out to visit anymore. Near all my friends are dead or in retirement homes.” She began tapping something against the empty cup; I leaned back to where the two were in my sight. Mom reached her hand out to stop Grandma from tapping her wedding band against the cup. 

“I’m sorry, we haven’t come out here as often as we had liked. It’s going to change now though. I promise you that.” She smiled an angelic smile to Grandma.

“Oh Nikki, don’t you worry. I know you’ve been busy.” Grandma placed her other hand on top Mom’s. The mother-daughter moment ended and mom pulled her hands back onto her lap after wiping the bottom lid of her right eye. She chuckled a little under her breath.

“Anyway, how does Jake like it here?” Grandma started a new conversation.

“To be honest, he isn’t too comfortable. Sure it’s only the first day he’s been here but he gets the feeling that you don’t like him.” Mom was straight-forward about almost everything. Sometimes it wasn’t a good thing.

“Oh, non-sense, I like him plenty. Why does he think that?” Her eyebrows furrowed into a questioning look. Mom shrugged at her.

“First impressions are everything to a kid his age. He didn’t know how to take you so well.” 

A look of distress then formed on Grandma’s face.

“Well,” she leaned into the back of her chair with her arms folded, a classic trait of our family, no doubt, “I guess I’ll have to work on that.”  

            The rest of the day went by in the same manner as the night before. I saw no change in my grandmother’s attitude toward me. She wouldn’t try to fix it. She hated me and I told my mom that several times but it wouldn’t change much. As surely as that day passed, so did a week. Grandma followed the same schedule every day. It was a routine in which she felt most secure. Meals were always at eight, twelve, and four. Breakfast and lunch were the largest and Grandma always cooked as though she were feeding fifty people rather than three. The meals were fanciful too. I wondered why she went to such great lengths for her daughter and a grandson whom she didn’t even bother to look at. Right after a silent breakfast Grandma would get dressed into work clothes and go outside to tend to her garden. I would sometimes watch from the window that looked over the backyard. She seemed at peace there, reverent even, just kneeling on her little knee pad. Angel and saint statues were placed throughout the garden, some were watching over the onion greens and lettuce. Grandma wore a tan sun hat and stained white gloves work gloves. She worked on the small patch of green for hours and would stop only when she had to come to the house to stir whatever broth was cooking for lunch. Occasionally, Mom would venture out with Grandma and work with her. I could see their mouths moving and wondered what they could possibly be talking about. As for me, I would spend most of my time in my Cowboy room, trying to imagine myself as the characters in my books. I didn’t do much to help my grandma, but she never asked so I figured she didn’t need me. I would wake up early and find myself at the bottom of the stairwell with the door cracked open slightly. I would peer out and observe my grandma and her cooking skills. From what I could tell, she was a true master chef. I thought about how amazing that was like, to be able to create masterpieces from the most foreign of ingredients. Every time I watched I felt enticed by her skills and one day I wanted so badly to try them that I came close to pushing the door open. 

            Some days later, I was sitting on the red wooden bridge over the creek, just watching the water spiders ski gloriously on the water. The giant weeping willows arms were protectively over me and every time wind blew, they shifted with it. In the garden, my mom and Grandma were delicately picking the hiding weeds out. The orange of the grown carrots was starting to show through the brown dirt. In the blue sky, white clouds lofted peacefully overhead. 

“Jake!” Mom called from where she was in the small garden. I got up and came out from where I was resting under the willow and replied to her.

“Yea?” She looked up from her work and a grin was on her red face.

“Why don’t you come on over and help us?” She motioned me to. I was reluctant at first but I ended up going anyway. When I reached her she handed me an instrument that looked like a miniature shovel. 

“You know what this does right? It’s the same thing as a shovel, only for a smaller area.” Go figure, I thought to myself. She pulled me down to my knees and said:

“Go on. Get the weeds.” 

The task was difficult. I didn’t know the difference between the weeds and the vegetable sprouts. I stared at the greens for a while contemplating my situation.

“The plant that weaves around the tall stocks is a weed. It’s called a vine weed and it chokes the good plants of their nutrition.” My grandma was looking up at me, pointing with her trowel—or that’s what my mom called the mini shovel—at the plant that was climbing up another. I nodded and began picking them out. She mentioned a few more of the various plants that were poisonous to the health of the garden in the time we worked there. Before we went back inside for dinner Grandma began randomly pulling plump carrots from the carrot row. She tucked them under her arm. 

“Jake,” she said, still overlooking her bountiful garden. I turned my head to her.

“Yea?” One of my eyebrows rose in response.

“It’s more polite to say ‘yes.’” She stated and put her fists on her hips, “Anyway, would you mind pulling a couple of those onions right there.” She pointed to the red onions. 

I knelt down so I could grab the onions by their tops. While I did this Grandma began to head back to the house with the carrots under her arm. I turned toward my mom.

“How many do I need to get?” I asked while handing her an onion the size of a baseball. 

“At least two or three will be good” She said while scratching the dirt off the vegetable. 

I grabbed two more and we went into the house. My mom gave me the other onion and said for me to take them to the kitchen. Grandma was washing carrots and chopping them but when I entered the room she stopped, set down the knife and came and took the onions from me. 

“Would you mind finishing off the carrots?” She started to wash and pull off the dirty layers of the onions.

“Umm... How do I do that?” She turned her body from the sink to see me,

“Just copy what I was doing already.”

I tried to slice them the way she had but they ended up too big or too small. Some of the carrot slices were odd shaped and the way I held the knife felt awkward, Mom never let me use sharp knives at our house. Grandma saw the lost look on my face and corrected my mistakes. 

“Thanks” I said after she finished talking and handed me an onion. As I cut it, she explained to me the other techniques I could use. She mainly talked as though she were reading off a list from a cook book of sorts. Together we created a diner that was greater than any other meal we’d had in the time we had been at Grandma’s house. 

“That was delicious!” My mom nearly exploded with excitement—or maybe from how much she ate.  

“You both made dinner together?” I nodded at her, “You two make an amazing team. You should cook with her more often.” She spoke to me while I was brushing my teeth in the mirror. I stopped, looked at her reflection, and spit out the blue foam from my toothpaste. 

“I don’t know,” I turned on the faucet and put my hands in a little cup under the stream, “She probably doesn’t want that.” I took the water and swished it around in my mouth. When I was done I took the light green hand towel from the metal bar and wiped my face. Mom chuckled at me.

“Don’t be silly. How do you know she doesn’t want your help unless she tells you?” One of Mom’s eyebrows lifted in a mischievous expression and she left the room. I frowned in the mirror and then took my brush and smoothed down a spot of hair that wouldn’t conform to the rest of my head. I thought for a while about what my mom said. I didn’t think I’d be helping my Grandma with her cooking any time soon. Or at least that was what I had thought.

            It became routine to go down stairs and watch my grandma cook breakfast. I sat watching on the carpet-covered step as usual. A few days back I remembered I had a notepad stashed away in my suitcase and brought it out to write down what I saw. It was hard knowing what she was really doing because I was too far away from her. The morning after my mom spoke to me in the bathroom I decided to go out of the stairwell and to the lighted kitchen. For some reason the dark space between the two doors felt more like a void, a void I was finally willing to venture across. I took the smallest steps I could. Out of the window the sky was brightening from a deep navy blue to a curious teal. Inside the kitchen clatter and clinks sounded off the stove. My socks slipped every time I stepped on the polished wooden floor. I stopped just before the doorway and leaned my head up against the wall. I waited for Grandma to turn around and see me; I wasn’t brave enough to call for her. When she did turn around it wasn’t what I expected. Grandma held a tray in her hands and the sight of me frightened her to the point of flinging the contents of the tray in the air. Round fluffy saucers went soaring over the kitchen floor. Her eyes were wide until she realized it was only me. She set the tray down and put one hand on her startled heart. 

“Oh Jacob,” she exhaled, “What’s the matter? Why are you up so early?” She began to lean down to pick up the biscuits before the ten second rule was up. 

“I...I was just wondering if I could help you. You know, with cooking breakfast.” I knelt down to pick up the biscuit that rolled closest to me and held it out to my grandma. She took it from me and put it back in the tray. 

“Ah, I suppose you could.” She wiped her hands on her apron. “Help pick up the rest of the buns, would you?”

“Yes, I’ll do that,” I remembered what Grandma told me yesterday about using ‘yes’. I picked up the remainder of the scattered biscuits. Grandma pulled out something from the cabinet.

“Pour some of this oil until covers the bottom of the pan,” she pointed to the black pan on the stove. “Once you are done you can help cut up some potatoes and herbs.” She handed me the bottle that said ‘Vegetable Oil’ and I did as she said. 

            I proceeded to help her cut up the different ingredients. She told me what to mix with what and in the end we created something amazing. The sky turned a light blue by the time we finished. The table was set but the food was waiting in the oven. Grandma and I sat down at the table; she had her coffee cup in her right hand. I wasn’t sure if she had a grin on her face with her holding the cup in front of it. She sat at the wide end of the table and looked at me without turning her head.

“You are a quick learner.” She said when everything was silent and I could finally tell she was smiling because her eyes squinted like Moms did when she smiled. 

“I guess” I shrugged and replied to her smile with the same.

“Has your mom been cooking with you at home?” She sipped her coffee. This caught my interest.

“My mom knows how to cook?” I scrunched my face in curiosity remembering the meals she made for us.

“Of course! She would cook with me all the time. I taught her everything.” She looked at me surprised. I couldn’t help but chuckle at my Grandma.

“Was she any good at making things though?”

An odd expression crossed her face as she thought way back and she couldn’t help but laugh as well.

“No, I guess not.” 

A creaking came from the stairs and Mom appeared in the doorway.

“There you are Jake. You weren’t in your room.” She stopped by the bathroom to wash her hands and came to sit down with us. 

“Jacob was just helping me with breakfast.” She got up and gave my mom a hug then headed to the kitchen to grab the dishes. Mom gave me a happy look and I nodded at her.

            After that morning I decided that I would help my Grandma with every meal. It was better than sitting in my Cowboy room for hours rereading the same books I already had read. I even took initiative (that’s what my mom called it) to help in the garden without my mom’s asking. My grandmother’s monologues became less disconnected and more personal. When she started to talk about her husband, my grandpa, I knew the barrier that had been building slowly over the past six years was finally breaking down. While she was dicing up onions for a salad she spoke to me about him. Grandpa was the true master chef, or that’s what Grandma said. He taught her absolutely everything she knew about cooking. He cooked his way into her heart. They were always well fed by him and treated like royalty. 

He was the kindest and most loving person Grandma ever met. One day Grandpa was called for service and he was deported overseas when Mom was just a baby. I asked Grandma what happened.

“He got sick while he was there; he was there for so long. It was a foreign disease of some type. They didn’t have a cure for it.” She wiped her wet eyes with her cotton sleeve. 

“He died.” 

We were silent. The sharp blades of our knives tapped against the wood of the cutting boards.       

 “My dad was the same way.” Suddenly it was me who was taking the hammer at the wall, “He went away for a long time. He had something the doctors couldn’t cure.” I remembered too. I stopped cutting and stood there for a long time just, remembering.

“He died too.” 

            I didn’t realize Grandma had stopped chopping too. She was there with her arms around me pulling me closer to her. I put the knife down and wrapped my arms around her too. I needed my grandma and she needed her grandson, I realized that then. She pulled us apart at her arms length and said:

“He gave me something of his before he left.” She went into the little pantry in the kitchen and came out with an antique box.

“He always put his recipes in here, in his secret recipe box. After he left, I did the same too. I’ve made a lot of his favorite dishes for you two already because in some way he feels closer to me when I do that.”  She handed me the handcrafted box. 

“You can look at them if you like.” I smiled at her and went through all the recipes. The oldest ones I couldn’t touch for too long or I thought they would crumble. In the hard wood that framed the box Grandma’s and Grandpa’s and Mom’s names were carved in. I asked Grandma if I could put my name in it too and she had no objection. She pulled out another sharp knife and handed it to me. 

“Careful” was all she told me.

               The time finally came for me and my mom to leave Grandma’s home; we could only stay for so long before Mom’s boss became suspicious. I had gotten to know my grandma on a great level, all through the magic of cooking. I didn’t want to leave now. I had become my grandma’s pupil. I was hungry for knowledge from her. She kept telling me she would teach me how to make this or that meal next time, but I was so eager to learn it then. I promised her we would come back and we did. On the last day of that visit my grandma and I made something together, completely out of whatever was in her kitchen.

“What are we going to make?” I asked her while standing in the pantry. She thought about it for a second.

“I am in the mood for cookies. How about you?” She came into the pantry where I was.

“Well, we have all the ingredients for basic cookies” I looked up and down the shelves.

“How about we not stick to the original recipe though? Grandpa was always a stickler for health. We should have fruit and walnuts in it.” She harvested some random ingredients and brought them to the counter. 

            It was a great cookie we concocted together. Grandma wrote down the recipe and handed me the card it was written on. 

“You get to name it,” she handed me the pen. “Make sure it is a good one.”

  I thought long and hard on what the name should be but could only think of one.

            I handed my grandma the rectangular note card. She laughed when she read it.

“Grandma’s Cravings? I guess I didn’t see that one coming. Are you sure this is the right name for them?” She looked at me with a raised eyebrow and I had to nod my head. It was perfect. She gave me a loving hug, handed me a cookie, and then placed the card in the secret recipe box.

            The departure from the giant house was a lot more saddening than I had expected. My grandmother and grandfather and I had become so close in the time I had spent there. 

            It wouldn’t be the last time of course. My mother and I came every chance we could. Mom would even let me stay with Grandma during summer vacation. The recipe box was soon beginning to overfill with the new recipes we created. It was getting to the point that we decided only the greatest of our creations should have the privilege of resting in there. All the others went into an old shoe box, which we still held to great standards. Every time we went to my grandma’s we’d make something new but also every time we went I noticed how much time was affecting her. 

            By the time I was 15 Grandma required the help of a silver walker to move around. By the time I was 17, I was the one cooking meals for her. Mom would then have to feed her it. A little machine beeped near Grandma’s bed and bright but morose readings flashed on the monitor, letting us know the condition of her heart. 

            Before my 18th birthday she was placed gently into a wooden casket like the notes in the recipe box. She would always be there, however if the chance was that I needed her. I missed her plenty afterwards, especially when the summer time came and I was still at home without my cooking partner. I was given the box. That’s how I knew she was still with my mom and me. Every meal she was there with Grandpa, sitting at our table, watching and wondering with wide eyes what we did each day and how Mom was doing with her work or me with my schooling. 

            The influence Grandma had on me was what pushed me to go to culinary school. In me she placed her love of the art, which was the same love she received from my grandpa. I went to the school, completed it and then went on to get a business degree. I opened a little restaurant on the corner of 5th and Main, where the secret recipes my grandma and I created were shared with the people of the world. One of those good people was a beautiful young lady, who upon entering my little restaurant, came to the counter and said with a smile:

“What’s good?”

            She was the one I fell in love with; the one I married; and the one I cooked every meal for. Several years after our marriage, when my little restaurant had become well known, we had a child. I taught her everything I knew about cooking and on her 10th birthday I brought her into the kitchen and pulled out the wooden recipe box. There was always one recipe I never used in my restaurant. It was meant for special occasions. In the very back of the box I took out the first recipe my grandmother and I created, and that night my daughter and I made a batch of Grandma’s Cravings. I told her the story behind the cookie and then let her ask me about my grandma. I told her every story I could remember about being with her during the summers and on holidays. After we finished making the cookies I turned to my little girl and told her she could make whatever she wanted to make. She smiled at me and dragged me into the pantry with her little hands. I wrote down the recipe for what we made together and placed it in the secret recipe box, knowing that one day she too, would save it for a special occasion like this.     

