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Yet this high-quality furniture is still
structurally sound and functional, and my
own nuclear family has outgrown our six-
person table. So just a month or so ago, my
wife and I agreed to accept my childhood
table and chairs into our home, and I find
that they have captured my imagination. As I
watch my eight-year-old slurp spaghetti at
the new-old table, I wonder how many times
I sat at that same spot and what my inner life
was like at each juncture. I try to fathom
what a time-lapse film of the table’s entire oc-
cupied history would look like. I picture all
the food ever served upon the table piled into
one enormous heap.

Just as my wife has done with the other
baggage I’ve brought into our marriage—a
previous marriage with two adopted chil-
dren, a taste for edgy Mormon culture—she
is now making the best of my childhood
table and chairs, painstakingly scrubbing
them clean, sanding them down, and
staining and lacquering them. She hasn’t
tried sanding off my brother’s name yet—if it
doesn’t come off, he’ll soon easily be able to
afford a brand-new table for us.

In the same way that the widow who lived
in our current house for thirty years before us
still haunts it—her perfume lingers deep in-
side certain upstairs closets, and when we go
on vacation this scent reclaims the entire
house—I imagine that the spirit of my child-
hood family will continue infusing this table,
hopefully bringing to my own kids the same

overall good karma that it brought us. All ten
siblings are alive, healthy, gainfully educated
and employed, and active Church mem-
bers—in fact, nine out of ten served mis-
sions.

It turns out that the dark chocolate table
and chairs of my youth somehow go unex-
pectedly well with this house’s moss-green
carpet. But where will we all sit now for big
family dinners up at Grandma and Grandpa’s
house? Oh, wait—now I get it. Honey, you
better buy a whole ham for Christmas! 

CHRISTOPHER KIMBALL BIGELOW
Provo, Utah

COMPETING WITH 
HIS PAST

A MORMON GIRL who couldn’t cook.
Seems impossible, but when he mar-

ried me, I had never dealt with raw meat
(other than hamburger fried on the stove), I
had never followed a recipe without some-
thing terrible happening (it is possible to
need stitches because the brownies-from-a-
mix are too tough to saw through), and I had
never cooked for anyone other than myself.
(Dessert items, while a personal necessity, do
not count.)

My husband was raised by a mother
whose meals were, according to him, culi-
nary masterpieces and were the measuring
stick by which he judges all food. Her
chicken turned up its nose at anything
Kentucky-fried, her mashed potatoes were
too good to abide lumps, and her casseroles
never kept company with the contents of a
red-and-white soup can. 

His first wife was Italian. Not Italian-
American. Italian. Lasagna, gnocchi, pasta
primavera. The genuine article. The real deal.

I burned chocolate chip cookies, made
lumpy mac and cheese from the blue box,
and occasionally misread T and t on the
recipe card.

He must have seen something in me,
though, that meant more to him than
gourmet food. And he told me that I was un-
der no obligation to cook for him. We were
partners to complement one another, not
square pegs futilely shoving their way into
round holes.

But there had to be a way for a square peg
to enter a world of well-roundedness. 

Our first dinners together were tests of his
acting ability: “Thank you for dinner,” he
would say every time.

But I wanted to earn more than “thank
you”; I wanted “that was good.” I wanted it
said in the same way that he said it when

TURNING THE TABLE

WHEN MY PARENTS first offered us
the table, we weren’t sure we wanted

it. For one thing, it is dark brown, similar to
the 1970s wood paneling in our upstairs
family room adjacent to our dining area. My
wife and I had been planning to eventually
cover or remove this dated paneling, not ac-
quire a big dining table to stylistically extend
the theme.

Further, this dark, hulking table and its
matching chairs are coated with calcified—
nearly fossilized—grime and goo from thirty
years of heavy use. This is the table at which,
as the oldest of ten children, I grew up eating
meals. My main memory of those meals is
wolfing down food while eyeing pots and
bowls and worrying about whether I’d get
seconds. We were such a large group that
most conversation was fragmented into
groups, with only occasional all-family bul-
letins shouted across the din. If you sat in the
middle of a long side, you did a lot of passing.

At some point, one of my brothers—the
one who’s now making me look lazy by com-
parison as he does his neurology residency at
Yale—carved his name not so much into the
table edge itself but into the layers of culinary
history that had formed over the wood.
Worse, in recent years, my family used the
chairs as painting stools without covering
them, so they are all splattered with various
colors. 
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we ate with his mother or when he remi-
nisced about the food he ate on his mission
in Italy.

I didn’t learn to cook because that’s what
good Mormon wives do. No, I learned to
cook because the gauntlet had been laid in
front of me, and my competitive side—the
side that had led to a master’s degree and my
teaching college students not much younger
than I—simmered like boiling water waiting
for the ingredients.

Funny thing, I can’t remember when he
first said it—was it for the chicken and broc-
coli stir fry or the marinated salmon?—but
he has told me “it was good” a number of
times. I guess memory fades when there are
four cooking magazines to read each month,
new recipes to experiment with, and exotic
ingredients to hunt down in Utah Valley gro-
cery stores. 

I don’t want “that was good” any more.
I’m aiming for “MMMmmmm, wow!”

MARY ELLEN GREENWOOD
American Fork, Utah

SILENCE AROUND 
THE HAM 

MY MOM WAS raised on a small
southern Idaho farm during the

Depression. Money was scarce, but food was
plentiful. The problem with the food was not
volume but variety. The family enjoyed occa-

sional roasts and vegetables and plenty of
potatoes, but bread and milk were still the
foundation of Mom’s diet during those lean,
formative years. And with dinner consisting
of the same basic meal, day after monoto-
nous day, there also wasn’t much to talk
about at the dinner table. Hence family din-
ners were generally consumed in silence
from the time of the “amen” until the last
slurp.

This gastronomical genealogy impacted
family meals as I grew up in two ways. First,
wasting food was a sin next to murder or
taking the sacrament with your left hand.
Second, dinner table conversation was regu-
lated with military exactness—a fact that was
impressed upon me each time I innocently
violated the culinary conversational com-
mandment. 

During my growing-up years, while other
young men were trading baseball cards,
watching The Lone Ranger on TV, or building
forts, I spent my time transfixed by the won-
ders of science. My best friend Bruce and I
scoured our California neighborhood cap-
turing unlucky lizards and frogs. With cold,
scientific precision, we dispatched them to
their eternal reward so we could dissect them
and identify their delicate inside parts. 

My parents encouraged this pursuit. I
think secretly my dad hoped that I would
learn enough biology on my own that he
could avoid the “birds and bees” talk, which
I’m sure he had been rehearsing and

dreading since I was born. And of course my
Mom was convinced I would be a famous
surgeon—which I suppose is still possible
should the demand for lizard surgery grow. 

So complete was my enthusiasm for sci-
entific exploration that I occasionally disre-
garded the mealtime code of silence. On one
fateful day, I was neatly slicing off a strip of
honey-roasted ham when I could hold my
tongue no longer.

“Dad, you should have seen it! It was
soooo cool! Bruce and I made an incision the
whole length of a lizard’s underbelly and
peeled back the skin and ribs so we could see
his heart. I took my forceps and gently
squeezed the heart and it started beating
again! We did heart massage on a lizard,
Dad!”

Instead of receiving the “atta boy” I had
hoped for, my mother leaped from the table
as if she’d been shot from a cannon. Napkin
pressed urgently against her mouth, she dis-
appeared down the hall and into the bath-
room. Minutes later she rejoined the family,
looking paler than before but lady-like and
perfectly composed.

My “science” phase lasted another two
years, during which I occasionally tested var-
ious topics and slowly compiled a mental list
of things that could never be mentioned at
the dinner table. Words like “dead mouse,”
“pollywog,” “maggots,” “lizard blood,” and
“stagnant water” were taboos. Even “dog
hair” and “mold” would cause my mother’s
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hasty exit from the table. No pre-teen scien-
tist could be expected to keep these words
out of normal conversation, so I eventually
learned to just keep silent.

Still I wondered why such talk would
upset my mother so. The only theory my
young mind could come up with took me
back to her youth. During those Depression
days, in the silence that surrounded her din-
ners, she must have developed an amazing
power of suggestion that allowed her to be-
lieve that her meal of bread and milk was ac-
tually an expensive steak or a flavorful pork
roast. So perfect was her mental manipula-
tion, I reasoned, that she must even now
imagine that any organic substance men-
tioned in dinner table conversation was actu-
ally clinging to her fork on its way to her
waiting mouth. 

I tested my hypothesis once at a
Thanksgiving dinner. With my mother’s rela-
tives firmly packed around the table, I stood
and, in a loud voice, said, “Please pass the
smelly frog guts and squirming maggots.”
The resulting stampede of aunts and uncles
was confirmation enough. I ate my re-
maining Thanksgiving dinner alone, ban-
ished to an adjoining room. But I wasn’t
bothered. Weren’t all great scientists called to
suffer in the cause of truth?

J. CRAIG MECHAM
Spokane, Washington

AN UNEXPECTED PARTY
“Hello?”
“Hello?”
Gabe was there. Acid welled up in Nettie’s

heart. She tried to keep it from infecting her
voice, tried to remember that she had a
reason for calling. Casual “how are you’s.”
Wondering if he would be leaving soon,
wondering what time she should have dinner
ready. 

He was apologetic, but it was a laid-back
apology; he knew he should have called, but
of course it wasn’t a big deal that he hadn’t
thought of calling. Was it? 

Behind her, the clock fell off of the
kitchen wall and smashed. Of course it
wasn’t a big deal. Of course, he had eaten at
school and needed to get a few things done
for the dean, run a few errands.

Nettie hung up and looked hard at the
floor. Not only was she a sentimentalist, she
was a clumsy sentimentalist. If she could lan-
guish, be willowy and pale, that would be
something. But when she gets mad, she usu-
ally throws things, and then she cries and her
eyes go purplish and puffy, and her nose
turns red and her freckles stand out. No, she
wasn’t going to go through all that this time.

Ross howled, not the full-blown howl of
hunger, but the warning signal that told her
he was awake, she was not there, and he
wasn’t going to let her get away with that
kind of neglect. Nettie toyed with the idea of
ignoring him. The cry rose half an octave.
There was nothing else to do but get up. 

Then the doorbell chimed. Nettie
groaned, hoisted Ross to her shoulder, clam-
bered down the stairs, opened the door.

Katy, her sister, still wearing the royal blue
Martmart vest. Nettie’s face became a mask of
unconcerned “pleased to see you,” but inside
her organs heaved a unified sigh that would
have liked to be a sob. “Take your kids and
go,” she shouted inside. “It’s nice to see you,
but take them and go!”

Katy was holding a Martmart bag. “I was

straightening clothes in the kids’ section and
I found something for Hyrum.” She pulled
out some baggy shorts that were exactly right
for Hyrum’s size and style. “They were on
clearance, 50 cents each. I got some really
cute stuff for the girls, too. I know I’m late,
but I had to fill out some extra employment
papers. I should be earlier in general.”

Of course, Katy would have an excuse for
being late on the first day Nettie had cared
for her children. Of course she would be
super nice about everything. 

Six elephants, three hippos, eight or ten
zebras, and a mass of ostriches clambered
down the stairs and charged into the hallway.
The two women’s collective offspring had de-
scended. The next few minutes sounded like
a thousand starlings at sunset.

“Looks like they had a good day,” was all
her sister said.

The quiche should be perfect exactly now.
“Would you like to have dinner?” Nettie

blurted, but then wondered if she really
wanted them to stay or if she just wanted to
be able to tell Gabe that there was no dinner
for him because someone else had come
when it was hot.

Nettie set the table quickly. Sitting in the
chairs, the same chairs the two women had
sat on as girls, exactly the same thick resin
that their father had put on when he was
young enough to bother refinishing an old
table rather than buy a new one. Except for a
small addition of glue in this or that joint,
everything was exactly as it had been for the
last twenty years. Nettie still wanted them to
leave, but she wanted more for them to stay.

The quiche had cooled so that the pie was
firm enough to withstand cutting, soft
enough for teeth to dissolve through the
crust and into a rich blend of eggs, butter,
and cheese, their flavor brought to the
heights of sensation by the touch of ham and
green onion. Katy ate two pieces, three. The
children sat to eat, quiche filling the void of
their mouths. Jell-O, with the extra lure of
miniature marshmallows, stilled all need for
further entertainment.

Nettie looked up and studied her sister.
Katy’s eyes didn’t seem preoccupied. Her
smile didn’t seem to be thinking of some-
thing else. Nettie saw that Katy was here only
because she wanted to be, and knowing that
someone wanted to be here was as warm,
smooth, and rich as fresh quiche.

Nettie lifted the fork to her lips without
thinking of yolks or butter or the crust. She
felt the bite spread in her mouth, filling it
with a taste that promised to last.

NOELLE CARTER
Lyman, Wyoming

OVERCAST AFTERNOON

I’m thinking about how the edge 
of this hand-hewn cup
reminds me of the waist of solitude.

How the handle rises from the top 
& flows down,
shaped like a woman’s torso.

Starlings peck at the cold rain 
beneath a chestnut tree,

The chestnut’s feathered cones 
fallen too early
during a false spring.

I am amazed when the young woman 
leaves my cup
to gather fallen chestnut burrs 
into the lap of her nightgown.

She glances back at me
with eyes of seawater
before turning to step
through a small hole in this poem.

—ALAN BRITT
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