
We’ve  
All Got  
Recipes 
Up Our 
Sleeves

I was never a good test taker. I was told I never read the direc-
tions carefully enough. Teachers would wrap their red circles 
around specific words, the words I’d missed, the words that 
would have changed my wrong answers to right answers, 
perhaps throwing a sharp arrow or two in for emphasis. My 
edgy impatience to finish and be done with whatever was 
considered “the work” always got the best of me. 

I treasured reading but I sped 
through books like it was a race to 
back matter and, of course, when 
asked, couldn’t tell you what the book 
had been about. All those years of eyes 
naturally blurring over words, tips, and 
ways, in turn, rewired my brain to be-
gin poring over them with an obsessive 
dependence that equated reading the 
directions with doing well on the test. 
And so began a reliance on rule and in-
struction, a real intrusion on my every 
day normalities. Before washing my 
hair, I would study the shampoo and 
conditioner “directions for use,” and 
with a fat Sharpie marker, without ab-
breviating a single word, I would make 
others write out driving directions in 
a font fit for Grandpa before hitting 
roads. I made a point to read the fine 

print and rarely did things of my own 
volition for fear of messing up the test. 
I searched for opportunities to paint by 
number instead of simply painting. 

It is easy to admit that before I 
was married to my husband, I was 
married to the recipe writers of my 
ever-growing cooking repertoire. In 
my mind, they knew best. Who were 
they? Professionals, clearly. Who was 
I? A novice still learning how to best 
hold a chef’s knife. I couldn’t turn the 
knobs on a stove without checking the 
recipe first. Should my flame be on me-
dium? Medium-low? Medium-high? I 
refused my own sensibilities. While 
I could hear my garlic burning in the 
pan with too little olive oil, I accepted 
its fate because the recipe writer had 
only called for a tablespoon. If I added SYLVIE MORGAN BROWN
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another tablespoon, it might taste too 
oily (silly). Unless you’re the one get-
ting cooked, the kitchen should fill 
you with comfort; it is where so many 
of the good things in life will happen. 
Consider it your dwelling to make mis-
takes, the room to cry over the spilled 
milk. Julia Child said it best when she 
said “the only real stumbling block is 
fear of failure. In cooking you’ve got to 
have a what-the-hell attitude.”

Recipe in hand, alone in our kitchen 
may sound like a solitary and private 
affair, a friendless and unsociable cir-
cumstance taking place in a room that 
plays host not only to the hot and cold 
foods of our liking, but to the hot and 
cold feelings that can bubble and boil 
over any moment, our mind’s concep-
tual sketchbooks collaged with advice 
from our favorite cooking shows, the 
unambiguous instructions from the 
blogs we follow with dedicated fervor, 
garnished with those general clues left 
to us by the grandmas of the world and 
her generations past for the best stuffed 
cabbage her side of the pond. Which 
is all to say that we are never really 
alone in our kitchens. A choir of cooks 
perch themselves atop the countertops 
and sing their strategy, technique, way 

to get the job done and the chicken 
roasted, all before you have even given 
thought to it yourself. At times it can 
be distracting, but that choral concert 
of celebrated cooks can provide a safety 
net of comfort much in the same way 
that lovely friend who has so liberally 
offered to chop the onion for you can 
feel like a godsend. To follow a recipe is 
to follow what we think are the bolder, 
more all-knowing footsteps, to assuage 
our fear of failure so trifle we can bare-
ly taste it, and to remind us over and 
over again that we are far from the first 
ones to have stared down the long list 
of ingredients for Julia Child’s Pâté de 
Canard en Croûte. However, not all reci-
pes land on the result we were banking 
on, looking like the photograph we tore 
from the magazine, a ceramic bowl of 
legumes in morning light artfully plat-
ed next to a delicate salad of parsley, 
romaine, and chives.

So, read the recipes. Learn them. 
Change them. Hug them. Share them. 

But learn to close the cookbook, to 
avert starstruck recipe eyes, to trust 
your palate, and to make use of those 
senses. Once, while frying eggplant 
with my mother-in-law, she told me 
to listen. “When the eggplant first hits 
the pan, you’ll know it’s frying because 
you will hear it,” she said. “When the 
sizzle calms down, you’ll hear that too, 
and that’s when you’ll know it’s time 
to flip.” 

If you’re anything like me, you’ve 
followed enough recipes to know how 
much garlic is needed before throwing 
it into the pan. Once you know you 

have a thing for sautéed apples and 
onions, you’ll look for ways to eat it 
with your burger. And once you feel 
like there’s nothing more delicious 
than goat cheese, you’ll find yourself 
combining it with whatever’s in season 
and fresh at the farmer’s market. 

These days my best work in the 
kitchen tastefully happens in the  
halfway house between strict adher-
ence and disorderly bedlam, and when  
the bellies are full and the dishes  
are washed, I’m the one wrapping  
red circles. R

So, read the recipes. 
Learn them. Change 
them. Hug them.  
Share them. But learn  
to close the cookbook...
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APPLE AND ONION TURKEY BURGERS  
with STUFFED SQUASH BLOSSOMS AND BEET GREENS
SERVES 4

I grew up at the kitchen counter eating my mother’s apple and 
onion omelets. I loved the combination of sweet and pungent, 
especially when tied together with a sharp, gooey cheddar. As I 
got older, I looked for more ways to use those ingredients because 
chances were if I liked it, someone else might like it, too. After 
years of following recipes, I am just now beginning to understand 
how flavors are paired, and how important it is to consider what 
you like, what you think will taste good. That’s how these apple 
and onion turkey burgers were born. The only thing missing? A 
thick slab of melted cheddar. But that’s for you to decide. After all, 
some of us are still learning how to best hold a chef’s knife.

Beet Greens

 2  Tbsp olive oil

 1  bunch of beet 
leaves (removed 
from about 5-6 
beets) 

 3   cloves garlic, 
chopped

   Salt and pepper,  
to taste

1.  Heat the olive oil in a large sauté pan over  
medium heat.  

2.  Add the beet leaves and garlic to the pan and stir 
until the greens begin to wilt, 3-5 minutes.

3.   Remove from pan and season with salt and pepper.

Apple and Onion Turkey Burgers

 1 1/2  lbs ground turkey

 1/2  tsp dried thyme

 1/4  tsp garlic, grated

 1   Granny Smith 
apple, grated

 1   Sweet onion, thinly 
sliced

 3  Tbsp vegetable oil

   Salt and pepper,  
to taste

1.  Start by caramelizing the sliced onion in 2 Tbsp. 
of vegetable oil over medium heat in a heavy skil-
let. Season the onions with a dash of salt and 
pepper, then let them cook down for 20-25 min-
utes. Set them aside on a plate.

While the onions are cooking, get your turkey meat ready.

2.    Season the meat with the thyme, garlic, apple, 
plus more salt and pepper. Mix it all together, 
then form into 4 large turkey burger patties. 

3.  Using the same skillet you used for the onions, 
over medium heat, add the final tablespoon of 
vegetable oil and cook the patties for 5 minutes 
on each side, or until they’re nice and browned. 

Stuffed Squash Blossoms

 8  squash blossoms

 1   small log of goat 
cheese

 1  Tbsp olive oil

1.   Take a teaspoon of goat cheese and slip it into 
each flower. 

2.   Add the olive oil to a frying pan over medium heat.

3.  When the oil begins to shimmer, add the  
squash blossoms. When they start to shrivel, 
they’re done. 
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