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Foreword





Show up and mean it. This is what Paola reminds me every time I see her curls, her curiosity, her flavor, her HER.


Dessert has a powerfully deep and long-standing connection in our lives. It is sacred, timeless, indulgent. It’s a special occasion. It’s the thing we use to show up for others, for ourselves. It’s the thing we turn to when we need help saying “congrats!” or “that stinks” and everything in between. Yet baking for a living can be a little—or a lot—challenging. A near impossible task, surviving and thriving as a baker can be tricky. It’s a passionate pursuit, perhaps even an optimistic one, where details are never-ending and margins are razor-thin. But you’ll never hear that from the people who do it, because we’re focused on the bigger prize. To do it well, to do it masterfully, it boils down to one’s ability to show up, time and time again, bull’s-eye on the why, center of the heart, right to the taste buds, as Paola Velez does.


My first introduction to the powerhouse that is Paola was within the walls of Milk Bar. We had just opened our bakery in Washington, DC, and Paola was a member of our new team: no easy task. Day after day, Paola showed up not just ready to do the work, but to do it with a brightness, curiosity, and sense of wonder. She was there to learn through doing, to form human connections, ensuring that the collection of talent yielded a team. She baked, she asked questions, she challenged the status quo, and she never stopped smiling. I knew she was destined for greatness.


To dine in a restaurant that Paola has her whisk in is to have a front seat to what makes Paola so singular. Bold flavors, playful combinations, skillful executions that could come from no one else. Paola has a tremendous ability to show up as herself, to express herself through dessert, and to bring a point of view that is hers and hers alone to the table. In a world of trends and copycats and influencers, it’s easy to get lost, but Paola always shines brightly as her strong and hilarious, wise and playful self, and she channels that into her dessert, continuously raising the bar on creativity.


But what really makes Paola the one-in-a-million person she is comes from her ability—or, perhaps better said, need—to show up for others. When restaurants were shuttered in the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, Paola sprang into action, putting her skills to work to raise money for the hospitality community—and she did so in her typical no muss, no fuss way. Her compulsion to run toward the problem is beyond admirable, and her generosity runs bone-deep. When the Black Lives Matter movement stirred a need in our country to bring change, she rallied our culinary community again, inspiring the entirety of us, giving our skills a voice and purpose during a time of need by forming Bakers Against Racism. Baking is an inherently altruistic act: You bake something to give it away. And so Paola tapped into professionals and home bakers alike, people who share that generosity of spirit, and gave them something to funnel their energy into: their baked goods. Millions of dollars later, the world BAR touched is certainly better, the true power of Paola, of bakers, of dessert resounds.


To know Paola Velez is to see the world in Technicolor. Paola walks a tightrope of exacting pastry technique meets Americana flair meets Afro-Dominican flavor—and she does so with astounding heart and oh-so-much style. Who else on this planet could dream up PB&J Pots de Crème with guava jelly? (I’ll take two.) She so naturally does what all great artists set out to do—create something that is uniquely an expression of true self—and the results are irresistible. This book will breathe energy into your life, teach you to view the ingredients around you in new and inspiring ways, and inspire you to wake up, show up, and make the world a better place. I know it has for me.


—Christina Tosi, chef/founder, Milk Bar
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Introduction





Before we start making magic together, allow me to introduce myself: My name is Paola, and I’m a Bronx-born Afro-Latina pastry chef and community organizer who did not plan on becoming either.


I was born at Montefiore Hospital on East 210th Street and went to PS/MS 95 on Hillman Avenue. I loved going to school, and I loved growing up in the Bronx, which has the highest percentage of Hispanic and Latino residents of any county in the entire American Northeast. But for me, the Bronx is even more special than that powerful fact. Growing up, it felt like everyone in the neighborhood knew and cared for each other. I had friends from all backgrounds—Nigerian friends, Dominican friends, Puerto Rican friends, Catholic, Jewish, and everything-in-between friends.


I was a total nerd. The first time I felt truly seen was when Steve Urkel, the lovably dorky neighbor on Family Matters, appeared on my television screen. I was big on chess club, math club, and slam poetry. Our house was always littered with science projects and Play-Doh.


As lovely as it sounds (and as lovely as so much of it was), this is the part where I tell you that my early years weren’t a total breeze. Like many first-generation Americans, I had the hardest time figuring out who I really was, how exactly I fit in. It seemed weird to me that I could love mofongo and anime at the same time. I hardly spoke any Spanish. And to be perfectly honest, like many first-generation Americans, I still have a hard time with it. (I like to say that both English and Spanish are my second languages.)


My mom, Lala, had me only two years after immigrating to the States. In the Dominican Republic, she had trained to become a biochemist. Here, in her adopted home country, she worked for our family’s local restaurant chain, Mary-Ann’s, doing everything from hostessing to accounting. There were nine Mary-Ann’s locations in and around Manhattan. Most days after school, I would ride the subway to one of the outposts, take a seat in a booth, and watch Mom do her job while I did my homework. My cousins once told me that I was almost born in a Mary-Ann’s because even through her pregnancy, my mom didn’t feel right taking time off. She had a work ethic like few people I’ve ever met, and an incredible skill for running a business. She sacrificed everything for me.


There were no American traditions for her to pass on to me, but she still tried her darndest to help me assimilate. While she watched Telemundo and Univision, she made sure her daughter’s eyes were glued to PBS, The Fresh Prince, and Martin (Mart-iiiiiiiiiiiin!). She and my stepdad, a Nuyorican, would take me on adventures to the Met and the Natural History museum. The three of us would visit Queens, Manhattan, and other parts of the Bronx, and eat at restaurants featuring cuisines from all around the world. This introduced me to different cultures in an authentic way. Chinatown was one of my favorite neighborhoods to explore with my family. Not just to feast on Peking duck on Canal Street, but also to indulge in the amazing bakeries. I still think about the walnut bars I used to buy—they seemed to me like a pecan pie condensed into a perfect three-inch rectangle. That was the first time I realized that “sweet” baked goods didn’t have to be overly sugary or cloying.


As much as I loved exploring every corner of New York City, my favorite place was always the bodega around the corner. Just hearing that word strikes a chord. Bodega. People in Paris might call it a tabac. Folks in Tokyo visit konbinis. For me, my family, and my friends, our local corner store and unofficial community anchor was the bodega: a densely inhabited mini market where Jarritos, Cap’n Crunch, shampoo, gossip, and chopped cheeses peacefully coexist—along with Joselito from the neighborhood holding court and shouting about the news. I never had to worry about being short a dollar—the bodega owner would always smile and say, “I got you, you can pay me back next time.” He knew that my mom and I didn’t always have the means to make ends meet, and the nicest part was, he never collected on those IOUs.


Up until my teens, my world mostly consisted of school, the neighborhood park, the local slice shop, C-Town supermarket, and the bodega—which gave me a window into places beyond the one I knew and became a source of great culinary inspiration.


My happy-place bodega will forever be the one across the street from my old middle school in Van Cortlandt Village. Sadly, it’s gone now, but I can still map every inch of those 400 square feet in my mind. Two things I loved about it were its open floor plan and super mellow and kind cat. (This is important. If the bodega cat doesn’t like you, to be honest, you should just find a new bodega, because it’s hella awkward.) People were always mingling and telling stories. The bodega provided a daily dose of adventure that fed my appetite for discovery.


I’ll start with the candy selection. In my youth, my bodega had so many options: traditional American classics like M&M’s, Latin American brands that no one else carried, and, most important, Warheads that only cost a nickel. For some reason, Dominicans have a thing for cough drops, which we refer to as “Menta Halls” and eat like candy. Those were in ample supply, too. Whenever I craved something savory, the answer was always Muenster on a toasted roll with a bottle of malta, a nonalcoholic soda made from hops and barley. This bold, dark brown refreshment is an acquired taste, even for folks in the Caribbean for whom it is a birthright.


I remember it all so fondly, but in retrospect, the bodega was so special to me because they sold Dominican and Puerto Rican pastries and desserts. I didn’t grow up eating johnnycakes; I picked up yaniqueques (Dominican fried dough). People went to Zabar’s for rice pudding; we hit the bodega for majarete (corn pudding). The flan there was outstanding. On hot days, it was easy to narrow down the options: I’d just make a beeline to the freezers to snatch an esquimalito, a colorful ice pop that came in a plastic tube.


As naturally connected as I felt to these foods, I couldn’t figure out if I fully belonged to the islands that produced them or to the place where I was born. My mom was pushing me toward America—which I understood, because it was for the sake of my own survival. It also didn’t help that I was an anxious kid. Very anxious. Depressed, in fact. And if you know something about Hispanic families, you know we don’t love to talk about mental health struggles. We also generally have a hard time accepting that younger generations who were born and raised in the States—and who didn’t go through the struggle of emigrating—often want to pursue more creative paths.


My mom wanted me to become an engineer, not to get paid seven dollars an hour and face rejection from almost every kitchen job I applied to. My mom didn’t want me to have to choose between feeding myself and paying rent, which ended up happening fairly regularly for several years. It didn’t matter to the restaurant industry that I finished culinary school in nine months when it was supposed to take two years. Or that during my externship at Mary-Ann’s, I wound up running all nine locations almost immediately, managing folks who’d been around long enough to remember when I was little. I even found time to lighten up Mary-Ann’s flan recipes.


Lala was supportive, but also worried about me. She knew what the culinary industry was like. But I couldn’t help myself. I needed to give it a try.


So what happened? How did I end up a pastry chef?


Culinary school was all about mastering savory techniques: French cuisine and the mother sauces. I learned how to be a prep cook and a line cook, but I didn’t start baking in earnest until I met Hector, my now-husband. As much as I love baking and pastry—it’s what I’m known for, and why you’re reading this book—the truth is, I got into this because I wanted a morning schedule so I could go on dates with Hector in the evening.


I taught myself how to bake mostly on my own, at home. I like to say I trained at YouTube University. At the beginning, I got the classics under my belt; I could give you a mean chocolate chip cookie and an absolutely jaw-dropping apple pie. But little by little, I started to play, drawing inspiration from all my lived experiences.


I learned how to trust my instincts. Instead of making a straightforward snickerdoodle, I infused the dough with the flavors of sorrel, the delightful Jamaican drink that’s beloved well beyond Jamaica. Instead of making a classic chocolate chip cookie, I baked a version with a gooey tres leches core, a subtle nod to molten lava cakes. Classic pinwheel cookies turned into delightful moringa-soursop swirls.


(By the way, if you’re wondering if Lala approves of my career path, this is what she has to say whenever I hand her a new batch of bakes: “Jyes, I like it!” Which in Lala means “I’m very proud of you.”)


Not every combination was a hit; not every reference point fit. But eventually I realized that I wasn’t robotically following someone else’s instructions anymore. I was coming to understand who I was, and that I didn’t want to tell anyone else’s story but my own. A story where plátanos maduros, sticky buns, and Cosmic Brownies all play leading roles.


He’s going to be embarrassed to read this, but I have to acknowledge that Hector has been a major influence guiding me toward this moment. Hector, the man who checked with my mom before asking me out. The guy who works crazy hours and would still go pick me up from work late every night (technically morning), even though our schedules couldn’t have been more different. The incredibly positive force who—at a point when I was ready to call it quits, having encountered far too many people in the industry who did not make me feel welcome—said go for it when I said I wanted to give professional cooking one last shot, as a pastry chef.
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Miss Daisy Lebron, owner of my favorite childhood bakery, Bizcocho de Colores.
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This book would not be possible without the love and support of Hector and people like him, and mentors like Jacques Torres and Christina Tosi, who showed me how wide, wonderful, and kind the world of pastry can be.


I’m not going to lie. There was a time, not very long ago, when the idea of writing a cookbook was the furthest possible thing from my mind. I almost threw in the towel a second time. It was 2020. I had spent three months on the phone every single day, trying to do something for my staff members who had lost their jobs due to the COVID-19 pandemic. By the end of those three months, it finally sank in for me: I was out of a job, too. I couldn’t even get unemployment benefits, as the system was completely overwhelmed by applicants.


Over the years, I had skipped out on so many birthday parties and family gatherings. Worked my butt off, day after day, night after night, sometimes for no pay at all. And then the pandemic ripped it all away. I was in a bad place. I didn’t touch flour or sugar for the longest time. It got dark. I had just earned a James Beard Award nomination, but I was convinced my career was over.


I don’t know what happened, but one day, something flipped. Despite everything that was going on, I realized how lucky I still was and decided to refocus my frustration—to try to help those more unfortunate than I was, in particular the undocumented workforce. They were hurting the same hurt, but to a far greater degree.


I looked for local organizations with missions that aligned with the causes near and dear to me. There were many worthy, wonderful organizations, and speaking to each one gave me hope. In the end, I was very taken by the people and practices of Ayuda, a nonprofit in DC that has spent more than fifty years caring for low-income immigrants as they make their lives in America.


That is the cause I endeavored to support with my first pandemic pop-up, Doña Dona. I made four types of doughnuts and made them available for preorder, with the idea that folks would come pick them up at a local restaurant. It helped me organize, keep costs under control, and maximize the amount I could donate to Ayuda. I hired a talented Dominican artist named Agustina to create an amazing graphic that cast me as a muñeca sin rostro, one of those famous Dominican dolls without faces. This was in May 2020, and I didn’t know if there would be much interest. When I launched the weekend pop-up, it sold out … five weeks in a row.


That fifth and final Saturday would have been a small moment of celebration. Instead, May 25, 2020, was a national tragedy—the day George Floyd was murdered. I can tell you exactly what I was thinking in the aftermath: It could happen to Hector. In the dizzying, sad, scary, and heavy days that followed, I fielded lots of calls from people who sounded like they wanted me to help them help others so they could feel better. I decided I was going to do something else.


I called up my friends and fellow chefs Rob Rubba and Willa Pelini. I created a new social media account, which I called Bakers Against Racism, and Rob designed a graphic. All three of us shared the account on our own accounts, along with a call to action. We asked our fellow bakers to join our activation. We had no idea if anyone would join us, but our goal was to get eighty chefs and bakers to raise $1,200 each in a sort of decentralized bake sale. I had identified organizations across the country fighting for social justice and equality that I knew would benefit from our support and shared my lists with all the participating chefs and bakers. I encouraged them to use my lists as a starting point, but to do their own research to learn about the unique issues and organizations in their local communities.


Drawing on my many years managing food costs and teams, as well as the experience I’d just had with the Doña Dona series, I also developed and shared detailed guides about how to make a successful pop-up (that are still available on the Bakers Against Racism website today, if you’re interested!). I knew folks would find them useful, especially those who’d been forced to pivot after the pandemic shut their businesses down.
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We had no expectations, only a need to do something, anything. Even so, there’s a small part of your brain that can try to trick you into thinking, It’s a bake sale, dude, how much do you really think this can do?


Hector and I answered nine hundred emails on the first official day. Turns out, there were more than two thousand people across the world interested in participating, way beyond what seemed at the time like a “lofty” goal of eighty in our vicinity. By June, we’d collectively raised $1.9 million for social justice causes. We, not me. Bakers Against Racism continues to grow bigger and bigger with each activation. Its success depends on the power of the collective. I feel so lucky to be part of something that has grown beyond the trio that started it into a global phenomenon, with participants on four continents, that now belongs to everyone. There’s a reason we chose the tagline “Baking the world a better place.”


I’m grateful for these experiences, and grateful to have the chance to tell you a whole lot more over the next few hundred pages.


So, what can you expect from this book?


It’s not in my nature to talk a big game, but I can tell you that Bodega Bakes is a collection of recipes that you can’t find elsewhere: a mix of my classical training and love of Americana filtered through the Bronx and the islands of the Caribbean. It’s filled with novel, accessible, irresistible flavor combinations. Because, as Ina would say, I like to turn the volume up. I’m talking about tropical opera cakes, guava and lemon bars, and dulce de leche babkas. A tamarind-and-pecan pie. My version of a sticky bun, featuring ripe plantains—which Guy Fieri says is the best sticky bun he’s ever tried.


If you’re wondering about the level of difficulty, this should all be a breeze. I mean that. I’m very serious when I say that I will make sure that anyone who tries to cook from this book will be successful. Over the course of my career, I’ve always been willing to hire anyone no matter their skill level, as long as they have a good attitude. I know that with a little time and care, I can bring them up to the same level as somebody who has been doing the job for ten years. This book is no different. I’m here to hold your hand. My one-bowl cakes, for example, prove that you don’t need to be a three-Michelin-star chef to prepare a mind-blowing dessert.


But this book isn’t just about baking and eating, bursts of vivid color, and heart-warming stories about my abuela. When you google “Dominican pastry chef” these days, you’ll only see one face. I hope that this work—these flavors and traditions, which may not be familiar to some of you reading this, as well as the way I use them to explore questions of family, diaspora, community, love, sacrifice, and change—marks a big step toward making sure that many more faces show up on that image search, and soon. Because more points of view mean more delicious recipes you haven’t already seen everywhere else.


Take my famous Thick’em (page 33), which combines all the good parts of a crispy cookie and the gooey parts of a softly baked cookie to create a big, beautiful delight. It’s a treat with crunchy edges and a molten center, and the most requested recipe in my repertoire—one which I’ve held off on sharing until now. I’ve been waiting for the right moment. (You can’t blame me. I first started dreaming this up all the way back in summer camp, where they served something called “The Big Cookie.” They made it in a cast-iron pan and topped it with ice cream. The edges were perfection. But the rest of the affair was trash, tbh. So I decided to fix the issue.)


Most people who try a Thick’em insist that there is a secret or trick that makes this chocolate chip cookie stand out. They beg me to tell them. The truth, which I can now reveal, is that I stick to pantry staples: vanilla, dark and milk chocolates, salt.


You know, stuff you can pick up at the bodega.













Paola’s Pantry





No matter where you come from, something tells me you’ll encounter ingredients you’ve never tried before while baking from this book. Nothing could make me happier.


One thing I should call out right from the top is that not all my inspirations come from the bodega, even though I wouldn’t blame you for expecting as much, given the book’s title. Some of my fondest memories are of my abuela’s home in the Dominican countryside, where my family raised chickens for their eggs and grew all sorts of fruits, vegetables, cacao, and even coffee beans. Every morning I’d put on my long-sleeve shirt and little booties to avoid getting stung by bees (I’m allergic) as I grabbed fresh fruits and avocados from the fields. The only foods we had to venture elsewhere to get were pork from my cousin’s pork stand, roasted chicken from my other cousin’s chicken stand, and ice cream from Helados Bon.


I hope some of the magic of these memories comes through for you in the pages and recipes in this book, because they’re just so special to me.




DULCE DE LECHE


Dulce de leche has always been essential to my baking—and my life. By now, it’s a staple well beyond South America and the Caribbean. I’m not gonna lie, dulce de leche is the sweetest of the sweet. But that doesn’t stop me from eating it by the spoonful. Look for dulce de leche in the baking aisle of your supermarket, or make it following the recipe on page 281.







BROWNED BUTTER


I like to use browned butter to provide depth of flavor—especially for my Thick’ems (see pages 33–39). But in addition to that, browning butter reduces the butter’s liquid content and provides a more stabilized fat for your dessert. I like to brown a few cups of butter at a time and keep it stored airtight in the refrigerator—see page 277 for my technique. Of course you should use it in your baked goods—cakes and cookies—but just imagine a browned butter cacio e pepe. (You’re welcome!)







BLACK PEPPER


One of my signature moves is to incorporate black pepper into sweets that would otherwise be too cloying. This comes in very handy when you’re the type of person who loves caramel and sweetened condensed milk and wishes they could consume more of it without experiencing palate fatigue.







VANILLA BEAN PASTE, PURE VANILLA EXTRACT, AND DOMINICAN IMITATION VANILLA EXTRACT


Thick vanilla bean paste gives you the concentrated flavor of vanilla without having to spend on a pod. I love using it because of that lovely flavor, but also for aesthetic reasons—sometimes you just want to see those beautiful vanilla freckles, and this is how you get there. Well-stocked supermarkets should sell vanilla bean paste, but if you can’t find it there, look online. Pure vanilla extract is made by steeping whole vanilla beans in a mixture of alcohol and water. Feel free to use it, if that’s your preference, but I’m not about to frown upon imitation vanilla—especially not Dominican imitation vanilla, which is a little sweeter and more fragrant and helps make our desserts distinct. It can be found at well-stocked international markets, but your best bet is probably buying it online. If you can’t find a Dominican brand of imitation vanilla, look for Mexican brands, which I support as well!




UNPOPULAR OPINIONS ABOUT


Vanilla


Listen, I need you to sit down, because I’m about to drop some truth bombs on you.


Unpopular opinion: I think vanilla is awesome. Vanilla is NOT boring. It is not sad. It’s not plain. So stop disrespecting it so much!


Unpopular-unpopular opinion: Imitation vanilla sometimes tastes better than real vanilla. Wait, why are you walking away? IMITATION VANILLA SOMETIMES TASTES BETTER THAN REAL VANILLA! Don’t @ me, just try it. If you still have a problem with this statement, then your complaint is with God. It’s above me.










IMITATION LEMON EXTRACT


If you don’t have fresh lemons or regular lemon extract, go right ahead and use an imitation lemon extract, such as McCormick brand. Look for it in the baking aisle of most grocery stores.







ROSE WATER


Rose water appears in just one recipe in this book—Rose Water & Coconut Macaroons—but I want to shine a light on this ingredient, which Hispanic cultures appreciate for the quiet, floral quality it lends to baked goods, balancing out acidity and bringing focus to sweet elements. It’s also a lovely example of the Middle Eastern influence in Dominican cuisine.







MALTA


Rich, hoppy, and intense, malta is a nonalcoholic soda made from hops and barley. It’s also an acquired taste, one that a lot of folks never come around to acquiring. I love drinking the stuff, and the unique depth it brings to my Chocolate Malta Cake.







MARIA COOKIES


The best damn biscuity cookies, these subtly sweet treats have been a part of my life since as far back as I can remember. They’re a constant presence in Latin households, enjoyed alone and in abundance; to accompany coffee or tea, and, in my case, to dazzle as part of two of my favorite cakes (pages 139 and 153). Maria cookies are available in the international aisle of many supermarkets, and in markets specializing in Latin American ingredients.







LADYFINGERS


As you’ll learn when you read about my Black & White Cookie Charlotte, I grew up very close to the Stella d’Oro factory in the Bronx. Ladyfingers trigger something warm and nostalgic for me, and I can put down an entire box of them in one sitting.







BAKER’S ANGEL FLAKE COCONUT FLAKES


Very finely ground coconut makes all the difference when you want the bits to disperse evenly in a mixture or batter, keeping the texture as smooth and elegant as possible. You can find Baker’s Angel Flake coconut in the baking aisle of most grocery stores. If you can’t find them, use regular unsweetened coconut flakes and pulse them in a food processor with a bit of powdered sugar to help break them up.









BLACK (NOIR) COCOA POWDER


In recipes like my Triple Chocolate Noir Thick’ems, I call for noir cocoa powder, so you can access peak chocolaty richness. To me, its rich chocolate flavor and color are reminiscent of Oreos. Try adding a pinch to a braise or a stew, and watch the flavor become more complex. A beautiful ingredient. You might have to buy this online or at a specialty chocolate shop. If you don’t have noir cocoa powder, you can most certainly use a Dutch-process cocoa powder, such as Hershey’s.







COFFEE LEAVES


I grew up drinking coffee-leaf tea because we grew coffee plants in our backyard in the Dominican Republic. So of course I like to utilize the whole plant. You’ll see coffee leaves featured in the Té de Hoja de Café Madeleines. The best place to find these is the internet. If you can’t find them there, check out an Ethiopian market. So much amazing coffee is cultivated in Ethiopia, and Ethiopian cooking uses coffee leaves in delicious ways.







NASTURTIUM LEAVES


A lot of restaurants these days will garnish with nasturtium leaves to give dishes a natural feel. I blend them and add them to desserts like the Nasturtium Coconut Cream Pie so you get not only a green burst of color but also peppery notes that help balance out the richness in the dessert. If you can’t find any (or don’t grow them on your balcony like I do), use peppercress or arugula (which won’t have quite the same peppery zing) instead.







HIBISCUS


Hibiscus, or sorrel, as it’s known in Jamaica and other parts of the Caribbean (it’s called jamaica in Mexico and other Spanish-speaking countries) tastes as good as it looks and imparts a lot of flavor, brightness, and vitamin C. I roll my Sorrel Snickerdoodles into a sugar mixed with hibiscus powder, use the ground leaves to bring sweet-sour notes to donut icing (see page 203), and celebrate the flowers’ bright and brilliant red hue as a garnish for Hibiscus-Pineapple Sorbet. Look for dried edible hibiscus flowers in the tea aisle of your supermarket, or at international markets. You can make hibiscus powder by pulsing the dried flowers in your blender or in a clean coffee grinder.







GUAVA PASTE


If it’s not part of your rotation already, you are about to become very well acquainted with guava paste, which is a birthright for most people of Caribbean descent. We keep it in the pantry at all times to enjoy with sliced cheese and crackers, and we love what happens when it’s paired with cream cheese in a turnover (see page 110). It’s essential in my Beginner’s Guide to Dominican Cake and Passion Fruit & Guava Mascarpone Tart. Unopened guava paste can be stored in a cool, dark place like your pantry cabinet, but once opened, you should move it to the fridge. Look for it at international markets, especially those specializing in Latin American ingredients.







WARMING SPICES


This is a big one for me: I wholeheartedly embrace the liberal use of warming spices in Dominican desserts—I’m talking about cinnamon, ginger, allspice, and cloves, which provide a magnificently cozy effect in my Majarete, Bulla Snickerdoodles, and Tres Leches Thick’ems.







MORINGA


A fruit packed with antioxidants and other nutrients, moringa in powdered form looks similar to matcha—and makes the Moringa-Soursop Swirl Cookies such a joy to behold (and consume). Look for culinary moringa powder online.
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SOURSOP


This is a tropical fruit that we used to grow in my backyard in DR, whose flavor will remind you of strawberries and citrus. The pureed variety is showcased in both the Peach, Cinnamon & Soursop Cobbler and the Moringa-Soursop Swirl Cookies. Buy frozen soursop puree in Latin markets or international markets specializing in subtropic cuisines.







PLANTAINS


When you get to chapter five, you’re in plantain city. Plantains are an essential ingredient in my sticky buns (see pages 169–180) and many other recipes throughout the book. You can find fresh plantains pretty much anywhere in the country … but for baking, I actually prefer to work with frozen plantains. If you do use fresh plantains, you’re going to have to let them get suuuper ripe, almost blackened, and that takes time. Worse, it might attract fruit flies. Nobody wants that. Look for frozen plantains, which will already be peeled and chopped into pieces, alongside the other frozen fruit at the supermarket. I don’t even defrost the plantain pieces when I use them in my sticky buns—I just let them thaw in the saucepan and add a couple of minutes to the cooking time.







PUFF PASTRY


If you’ll be using store-bought puff pastry, a high-quality brand like Dufour is preferred, but any puff pastry will work in a pinch. Or you can make your own following the recipe on page 277, which is the BEST option.







SANDING SUGAR


Sanding sugar is a little coarser than granulated sugar, so when you bake it, it doesn’t dissolve into the pastry. Think of it as a finishing sugar.







SUPERFINE SUGAR


Superfine sugar (known as caster sugar in the UK) is finer than granulated sugar, but not as fine as powdered sugar. If you don’t have it and don’t want to buy it, you can sub granulated sugar, which shouldn’t affect the recipe too much.







GELATIN


I typically make pastries with gelatin leaves or sheets, but they’re a bit harder to source than unflavored gelatin powder. So for the recipes in this book, I call for gelatin powder from packets; each packet typically contains ¼ ounce (7 g) of gelatin, or roughly 2½ teaspoons. Use any brand—Knox is one widely available example.
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and Other Notes About These Recipes




Notes About Ingredients


All eggs are large eggs unless otherwise specified. All salt is kosher unless otherwise specified. You can use any kosher salt you like, but if your favorite is Morton’s, you should halve the amount called for in these recipes. I do all my baking with Diamond Crystal kosher salt, which is less dense and therefore seems less salty than Morton’s. All lime juice and lemon juice is fresh.







Notes About Equipment




BAKING SHEET SIZES


All baking sheets are 9 by 13-inch rimmed baking sheets, except when I call for a rimmed eighth sheet pan, which is roughly 6 by 9 inches, or a half sheet pan, which is 13 by 18 inches.







LINING BAKING SHEETS AND GREASING BAKING PANS


I line baking sheets with parchment paper to make cleanup easier. I line 9 by 13-inch baking pans and the pans I use to form frozen desserts (like you’ll find on pages 247–274) with enough overhanging parchment to make lifting bars/semifrios/etc. out of the pan easier. Snip the corners so the parchment perfectly lines the walls of the baking pan, then trim away any excess.


Sometimes I will tell you to line a baking pan with parchment and grease it. I do this when something is super sticky and I want you to play it safe. You can definitely use cooking sprays—I sometimes call for a spray-style cooking oil—or you can butter or oil the pan the old-fashioned way, if that feels right.







STAND MIXER


Ideally, if a recipe calls for a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, that’s what you should use. But you certainly don’t have to miss out on the fun if you don’t have one. You can use a hand mixer instead, especially for softer cookie doughs, cake batter, meringues, and icings. If you’re making something with a very firm dough, such as brioche or my Thick’ems, you’ll have better luck using your hands than a hand mixer. (Sometimes the batter is just so thick and abundant, those poor lil electric beaters can’t handle it. It’s sad to see them struggling.)


As long as your butter is super soft, it shouldn’t take much longer to cream butter with a hand mixer than with a stand mixer. If your butter is cold, it might need a bit more time—a hand mixer is simply less powerful than a stand mixer.


And if you want to do it all by hand, I’m here to tell you that you can. My mom doesn’t have a mixer at home, so sometimes even I do it manually. Here’s what I do: I get the butter really soft, and then I put on a glove (sometimes, if I’m feeling very unhinged, I’ll do it without a glove). I mash the butter and sugar together with my gloved hand, using my body heat to really warm it up further and help it incorporate with the sugar. It won’t look creamed at this point. Then I get a firm rubber spatula (not one with a flippy-floppy tip) and use that to really press the butter into the sides of the bowl. I stir vigorously like that for 10 to 15 minutes and eventually the color changes, becoming paler, and there it is—creamed butter and sugar. I’m not gonna lie to you: It’s an awful process, so difficult, 0 out of 10 stars. I am not meant for it. But if you are, God bless you.







COOKIE-SCOOP SIZES


You’ll notice a range of cookie-scoop sizes in this book. Don’t sweat it if you need to eyeball the measurement with a spoon, tablespoon, or even a cup measure, then portion the dough to the correct size and roll it into a ball with your hands.







PIPING BAGS


For ease and control, I highly recommend using piping bags. They are the best, and once you buy one or two, you’ll never look back. Personally, I would avoid using a zip-top bag, particularly for firm frosting, because they’re messy and harder to control. You don’t want your plastic bag bursting on you—that would be sad. In a pinch, you can use parchment paper to make a cornet instead, a technique we learn in culinary school. I’m not going to lie, it can be pretty difficult at first—but with practice, you can learn anything! I suggest going to YouTube (you know how much I love YouTube University) and searching for “pastry cornet tutorials.” Soon you’ll be like me, making cornets lightning-quick and with any shape of triangle. (Making good parchment paper cornets might actually be my superpower.) You can use your cornet for royal icing, chocolate work, or any other delicate touches, like writing “Happy Birthday,” or “I Quit” on your resignation cake.







THERMOMETERS


A deep-fry or candy thermometer is the best way to ensure your cooking oil is at the perfect temperature to fry the donas on pages 181–194. And a standard instant-read thermometer is great for checking if doughy pastries like sticky buns are fully cooked.










Notes About My Cup Measurement


To state the very obvious, I want you to make these recipes effortlessly—and correctly—so I made something for you: The chart opposite shows what 1 cup of all-purpose flour means for me compared to what 1 cup of all-purpose flour means for some of my baking heroes. It may also help explain why certain recipes you’ve made in the past haven’t worked out, even though you’ve followed the measurements with the greatest care.


For my 1 cup, you have to pack with firmness and consistency, and use a butter knife, offset spatula, or anything with a straight edge to make sure the flour and the edge of the measuring cup are completely level. The surface should look like pristine, very flat sand. Each of my cups of flour weighs 140 g.


Do I encourage you to buy a kitchen scale? I’m a professional chef and baker, so you know the answer is yes, because it lowers the margin for error. But I’m also the person who likes to say things like “Pastry is often referred to as a science, but I see it more as a séance”—which means I am equally fond of keeping things loose and leaning on intuition. This is why I’ve included volume measures in my recipes for those of you who are not yet willing to join the kitchen scale club.







Notes About Techniques & Storage




BEATING EGG WHITES


Grease is the enemy, at least when you’re beating egg whites, and laziness in this matter will be the end of you. So listen closely: Keep the bowl very, very clean before dropping your egg whites in and whipping them. If you feel like your bowl is a little greasy, add a bit of vinegar or lemon juice and wipe with a paper towel. Same goes for your stand mixer’s whisk attachment or your hand mixer’s beaters.
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There are two types of meringue: Egg whites without sugar are used as a stabilizer. When you whip them to soft peaks, which takes about 5 minutes, they will be fluffy and soft, and very airy, like a sponge. Egg whites with sugar are different—they’ll become glossier and more compact or dense as you whip. When you stop whipping and pull up your whisk attachment or beaters, the egg whites will billow down, creating a layered-on-itself shape that looks like soft-serve ice cream. Medium peaks take about 7 minutes and will be stiffer than what’s described above. Firm peaks take about 10 minutes, and when you lift up the whisk, the peak should stand straight up—not collapse on itself like with soft peaks.


When I use a stand mixer to whip egg whites, I generally start on low speed and gradually increase the speed every minute or two until I get to high. This reduces the risk of mess. No stand mixer? Use a hand mixer (but again, make sure your beaters and bowl are degreased!) or, if you’re brave, a whisk and some old-fashioned elbow grease.
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