February Is the Month for Lovers
February is the month for lovers. It's also the months for chocolate. More chocolate is sold in February than any other month of the year.  There are always ongoing studies about the effects of chocolate on people. Most of them agree that it's good for the soul, at least. I have friends who say they can't get through a day without chocolate. Fortunately for me, I'm not a choc-a-holic. I can take it or leave it.
I can remember getting my first box of chocolate from a boy (other than my Dad). I was in about the seventh grade. I was excited because it was Valentine's Day and I had a boyfriend (although an innocent one, remember times were much different then). Unfortunately, I wasn't at home when this terrified young man dropped by my house to bestow my Valentine prizes on me. He had to face my Mom and give them to her to pass along to me. According to my mother, he handed them to her, asked her to give them to me and then ran like the devil was after him. Ah, young love!
If you really want to touch someone's heart; however, you can do that by creating your own chocolate treat for them. It isn't difficult to make chocolate candy. Once melted, you can pour it, shape it or mold into whatever you want it to be. 

I am including three easy chocolate recipes. These are easy and are also favorites. If you are up to these, next try your hand as some of the more complicated chocolate creations. 

An interesting fact is that dark chocolate is also good for you. The antioxidants in dark chocolate help protect from some forms of cancer. It can also help control diabetes and high blood pressure. However, most commercially produced chocolate candy has so much added sugar and fat that it negates the health benefit of the flavanols. 
Chocolate covered Cherries & Strawberries


3 Dozen Bing Cherries, with Stems on OR a large box of ripe strawberries
1 Tbsp Canola Oil
6 Ounces of Bittersweet or Semisweet Chocolate
Use a cherry pitter to pit the cherries while leaving the stem on. Here's how: press the pitting device against the side of the cherry until it meets the seed, and then press more quickly to expel the seed. OR if you're using strawberries, take the tops (the greens) off of all of the strawberries before proceeding.
Melt the chocolate in a small glass bowl in the microwave for 1 1/2 to 2 minutes to melt completely (note: with some chocolates, it's better to heat it partially, stir, and then heat the rest of the way, to avoid burning the chocolate).
Stir in the vegetable oil completely.
Then dip the fruit, one at a time, in the melted chocolate-oil mixture, and place on a waxed-paper covered plate or tray. Refrigerate for at least one hour to harden the coating on the fruit.
Enjoy this wonderful summertime desert either alone or better yet with maple syrup sweetened whipped cream.

12 Paper Muffin Cups 
1 (9.7 Ounce) Bar Bittersweet Chocolate, chopped 
1 Cup Your Favorite Peanut Butter 
1/2 Cup Powdered Sugar 
Pinch Salt 


Cut the top half off of the muffin cups so that top make them more shallow. 

Reserve 1/4 cup of the chopped chocolate. Pour the rest into a glass bowl and melt them in the microwave.  (Microwave at 50 percent power for 1 minute.) Stir the chips gently, and let them sit for a minute or so. If the chocolate needs more melting, microwave again at half power for 30 seconds. Stir gently. Continue the process, stirring gently as you go, be careful not to overcook the chocolate, it will make it grainy.
Temper the melted chocolate by stirring in the reserved 1/4 cup of chopped chocolate chips as it cools. This will 're-emulsify' the chocolate and enable it to harden at room temperature. 

Using a teaspoon, spoon a portion of the chocolate into the middle of a muffin cup. Draw the chocolate up the edges of the cup with the back of the spoon (or you can paint the chocolate on with a small paintbrush). Coat the entire inside of the muffin cup with chocolate and place it into a muffin tin. Repeat with the remaining muffin cups and then put the whole muffin tin in the refrigerator so that the chocolate hardens. 

Combine the peanut butter, powdered sugar, and salt in a mixer. Pour the mixture into a resealable plastic bag and seal. 

When the chocolate in the muffin cups has hardened, place the peanut butter mixture into the microwave on full power for 1 minute. This will soften the peanut butter so that it easily flows into the cups. 
Cut a corner off the edge of the plastic bag. You can use this to pipe the peanut butter into each of the chocolate-coated cups. Put the candy in the refrigerator to harden the peanut butter. This should take 15 to 20 minutes.

CHOCOLATE FONDUE 


1 cups premium cocoa powder, sifted
1 1/4 cups spring water
1 1/2 cups granulated sugar
1/4 cup corn syrup
1/2 cup plus 5 tbsp heavy cream
5 ounces premium semi-sweet chocolate, chopped
Pound cake and fruit (such as bananas, apples, strawberries, and plums), cut into bite-sized pieces 

Sift the cocoa into mixing bowl and set aside. Place the water, sugar, and corn syrup into a pot and bring to a boil. Allow to simmer for 10-15 minutes until sugar solution has reduced by about 30%. 
Pour the cocoa powder into the solution and blend with a whisk until smooth. Return the chocolate mixture to the stove and continue cooking over medium heat. Add heavy cream, bring to boil and allow to simmer for five minutes. Remove from the heat and stir in chopped chocolate. Pour into fondue pot and keep warm. 

Did you Know?

Melting Chocolate
There are several methods for melting chocolate or candy melts. In any case, the important thing to keep in mind is to go slowly and don't heat the chocolate too much, or once again, it can burn and turn grainy. 

1. Oven - I love this method, although it does take a bit more time than other methods. Turn on your oven to the lowest setting (usually 200 °F.) Put chocolate into ramekins and place in the oven. Check and stir the chocolate after about 10 minutes. Return to the oven if needed, or start making chocolates if your chocolate is smooth and melted. 

2. Microwave - The microwave is another great way to melt chocolate, but you must watch it carefully. A few extra seconds and your chocolate can be ruined. Use the low or defrost setting on the micrawave -- zap for 1 minute, then check and stir. If you need more time, do it in 10-20 seconds intervals and check and stir after each addition of microwave time. 

3. Double Boiler - A double boiler is one pot set over another that has simmering water in the bottom. If you don't have a double boiler you can improvise one by placing a stainless steel bowl over a pot of simmering water. The only problem with this method is you risk getting water into the chocolate, which will make it seize, but if you're very careful the double boiler method works fine. Do not allow the simmering water to touch the bottom of the top pot (or bowl as the case may be). 
(http://www.fabulousfoods.com/school/cstech/candy/candymaking.html) 

