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My hands were crumbling, falling apart, disintegrating, turning to dust.


It was the summer of 1994, and I was experiencing an unfamiliar sensation—failure.


My hands had finally met their match, something that had previously been unthinkable to me. From the time I was a kid, my hands had been able to master anything related to baking. Anything. Forming pasticiotti (small, custard-filled pastries), rolling taralles (vanilla cookies), icing a cake.


The lobster tails were something else altogether. They begin with a clam-shaped shell made from sfogliatelle dough. Sfogliatelle means “many layers,” and is the Italian answer to puff pastry. It’s the hardest Italian dough to make, and is used in a few classic desserts. The original Neapolitan pastry, also called sfogliatelle, is filled with orange-infused ricotta cheese and baked. The lobster tails created in the United States are filled with cream puff dough before baking, then the finished shells are piped full of a rich pastry cream. Lobster tails are one of the signature offerings of my family’s business, Carlo’s Bake Shop.


Making sfogliatelle is like going for your PhD in pastry. You may have other degrees, but this will take it to a whole new level. There are guys who have been baking for thirty or forty years who can’t do it. It’s not their fault. Baking is like any other craft; you either have it or you don’t. Really, when it comes to sfogliatelle, it’s not you that’s doing the hard work. It’s your fingers. Once the dough is rolled out—and we’re talking a lot of dough, about sixteen feet long by three feet wide—you massage it from beneath, stretching it until it’s almost transparent. Then, you roll the sheet up tightly, greasing it with shortening and pulling it taut after each turn, until it’s coiled into a thick spool that we call the salami. You cut cross sections of it, then it’s up to your fingers to push the layers out into a cone, opening it up, to give them room to breathe, so that when the pastry is baked, it’ll unfurl, each layer as thin and delicate as parchment. Doing all of this requires incredible finesse, as the dough can tear, or the salami can be uneven or too loosely packed. It’s not just a matter of understanding this; the bottom line is that some fingers can do it and some can’t. Simple as that.


The only thing was that I didn’t have the luxury of being one of those who couldn’t do it. I should have been able to make that sfogliatelle. Because I had my father’s hands. And his name. And his bakery.


Day after day, I’d tussle with the dough, trying to get it to come out right, but it was hopeless. Every attempt ended the same way, with me standing over the bench, looking down at a mound of mangled dough, ready to put my fist through a wall. My Uncle Dominic, a stocky hard worker in his mid-forties then, with an echo of Italy in his voice, would be standing over me.


“You should be able to do this,” he would say, shaking his head, confounded. “You’re Buddy’s son.”


I’d be thinking the exact same thing: I’m Buddy’s son. And that had always been enough. I was born for baking, but my crisis with the sfogliatelle left me doubtful.


Did I have what it took?


Would I be able to succeed?


Could I ever, truly, be the Boss?





Introduction



THE DECORATING ROOM on the second floor of Carlo’s Bake Shop, my family’s business in Hoboken, New Jersey, is like heaven on Earth to me. It’s where my comrades in arms and I work our magic, turning out wedding cakes, birthday cakes, and theme cakes for every occasion imaginable.


Every day is a new adventure in that decorating room: On Monday, the big challenge might be a ten-tier wedding cake draped with rolled fondant and showered with delicate, lifelike sugar flowers; on Tuesday, it could be a birthday cake shaped like a soccer field, complete with figurines of the players; by Wednesday, we might be replicating a pop star’s new CD cover in icing and gum paste for a television show; and Thursday and Friday … well, we’ll cross those bridges when we get to them.


I used to spend all my time in the decorating room, but now I have other responsibilities as well, because I’m not just a decorator; I’m the Boss. A portion of each day is spent in my office, down the hall from that grownup playpen. When I’m in my office, the hallway outside its door is always crowded. It’s a narrow passageway on the second floor, and half of its width is taken up with steel utility shelving. On a normal day, there’s a line outside made up of family and other employees waiting to come in and see me. Some of them need me to sign off on something, like the design and baking of a cake for fifty people for a special event by tomorrow, even though our production schedule is maxed out. Others have a question that only I can answer, like what we should charge a local rock band for a sheet cake with modeling-chocolate figurines of themselves on top, accurate right down to their facial hair and earrings. Billing issues, vendor screwups, Web site glitches … it all comes to my door.
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Mia famiglia.


On a normal day, inside my office, there’s no telling what I might be up to. I might be having a consultation with a couple planning their wedding, describing the cake they dreamed up the night they got engaged, and wondering if I can bring it to life for them. The look in the eyes of a bride as she describes her dream cake is like nothing you’ve ever seen, a constant reminder that although I may be just a baker, my responsibility is awesome. Our customers entrust their dreams to us, and we have the power to make or break memories. That might not be the same as being a surgeon or a fireman, but you feel the weight of expectations every time somebody new walks through that door.


If I’m not immersed in a consultation, I might be meeting with my assistants, going over phone calls and meetings, or with one of my four sisters—Grace, Madeline, Mary, and Lisa—talking through a problem that’s cropped up with the pastry counter they manage downstairs.


My life isn’t just about baking, decorating, and consultations: We’re a family business, so, sometimes, there are family squabbles. It’s just as likely that a voice that comes crackling through the intercom will shout out, “Buddy, where do you want the new mixer installed?” as it is, “Buddy, Mary and Grace are fighting again.” I hear that, and it’s a code-blue situation because it means that two of my sisters are going at it. I drop whatever I’m doing and hustle downstairs, because breaking up those arguments is part of my job, too.


Just like the counter is run by my sisters, the top dogs in the back are my brothers-in-law. Upstairs in the decorating room is Mauro Castano, my right-hand man, husband to my sister Madeline, and one of my best decorators. There’s also Little Frankie Amato, the son of my Uncle Frankie and my father’s godson, who’s been around the bakery since he started hanging around there as a kid, and has been working with us since he left Wall Street in 2006. There’s Danny Dragone, a mustachioed Italian who we call “the Mule,” a jack of all trades who helps out wherever he’s needed—the baking equivalent of a utility player. And, of course, there are the designers, our own little team of magical elves, like Stephanie “Sunshine” Fernandez, who was the first woman to ever work in the back with the bakers, in 2004, which was no small thing, because in addition to the long, grueling days, it can get a little bit like a frat house back there. She and the other designers can make anything at all out of fondant, modeling chocolate, and gum paste: people, animals, palm trees, cars, boats, footballs … you name it, they can sculpt it.
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I love to meet our customers. These people came all the way from Canada!


Downstairs, in the bakery, there’s Joey Faugno, another brother-in-law, who’s married to my sister Grace, and is one of our top bakers and another utility player; in addition to being a champion mixer and oven guy, he’s a fine decorator. And there’s Sal Picinich, who’s been with the bakery since the 1960s, and is my most trusted baker because, beyond baking, he’s somebody who I can go to for fatherly advice.


Whether we’re related by blood or marriage or not at all, these people are my family, and most of them have been at Carlo’s for years. They are also my co-stars, because, starting in 2009, our family and our bakery became the subject of a television show, Cake Boss. The show depicts who we are and how we do what we do and how sometimes things get a little crazy at Carlo’s. The funny thing is that the show itself has made things crazier than ever: A team of producers and directors and camera people and sound technicians and production assistants have practically moved in with us. I spend the day doing everything I just described, but I do it wearing a microphone, like the informant in a crime movie. There’s a camera and light aimed down at my desk from the ceiling, and my every move and conversation in the bakery and decorating room is tracked. That hallway outside my office is twice as crowded as usual, with as many people wearing walkie talkies as wearing aprons.


Since the show hit TLC, whenever I visit the retail floor, the customers burst into applause, and I stop and pose for pictures with them. I’m flattered by the attention, but it’s also a little funny to me, because all I do on television is what I’ve been doing since I was a teenager.


That same attention has made the bakery busier than it’s ever been before. There’s a line out the door most days, filled with people who have come from all over the country just to pay us a visit and taste the pastries they’ve seen on television. It’s been quite a ride, and it just gets more exciting and more gratifying all the time. My only regret is that sometimes things move so quickly that we don’t have time to stop and take them in. But, at the end of the day, before I change into my street clothes and pull my black, varsity-style Carlo’s Bake Shop jacket on, I sometimes stop and savor the silence. I look out the window of my office onto Washington Street, one of Hoboken’s main thoroughfares, and I remember.


I remember all the things that brought my family and me to this moment.





1
Coming to America



MY STORY ISN’T just my own. No real baker’s is.


I am the fourth generation of baker in the Valastro family, and all that I am, personally and professionally, can be traced back to the homes and bakeries that my ancestors lived and worked in, both in the United States, and back in Italy. Baking is one of the last great artisanal culinary pursuits and, with all the technology that’s come into my profession in the last twenty-five years, I am an endangered species—the pure-bred baker, one who can do it all, armed with nothing but his hands, a rolling pin, a mixer, and the knowledge passed down to him by patient, nurturing elders.


Most people like me are the sons of bakers and the grandsons of bakers, and it’s not just knowledge that we inherited from them; it’s their hands. Ask a second- or third-generation baker if he thinks he has his father’s hands and he’ll tell you that there’s no doubt. When you visit an authentic Italian bakery and look across the shelves of pastries behind the glass—cannoli, cream puffs, napoleons, lobster tails, and on down the line—you are looking at a direct link to the past, to recipes that were likely first taught by one generation to another somewhere back in Italy.
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More than anything, I am my father’s son, and so I need to begin telling my story by telling his story, and the story of my mother, and of their romance, and of the family bakery they ran together, because it’s the world my sisters and I, and our families, continue to inhabit today. It’s where we spend our days, and how we make our living.
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Carlo’s on Adams Street. We actually don’t know the date of this old photo as a kind fan gave me this as a gift.


My father was born on December 31, 1939, in the town of Lipari, Sicily. His father, Antonio, had been born in America, but relocated to his ancestral home, where his father owned a bakery. Antonio married a woman named Grace, and they had three daughters: Franny, Josie, and Anna. Times were hard. It was the dawn of World War II and poverty was an epidemic in Italy, and particularly rampant in Sicily. So, while Grace was pregnant with a fourth child, Antonio, familiar with the prosperity and possibility there in America, returned, going to work as a baker in Hoboken. He said he was going for the family, and would send them money regularly, but they scarcely heard from him, and the money never came.


Grace was hurt, incensed, but life went on. She gave birth to a son, my father, Bartolo Valastro. There’s a faded, tattered, sepia-toned, naked picture of my father when he was a baby that my grandmother mailed to America to show her husband that she had delivered a boy. It sounds like something out of the movies, but it’s still an important thing in many Italian families to have a boy in the mix; it ensures that the family name will survive for at least another generation. I think she sent him that picture mostly for spite, so he’d know that he’d miss out on raising the heir to his name.


I don’t know much about the old days in Sicily, but there’s a story that’s become mythic in my family: When he was just a year old, a helpless infant born to an impoverished, fatherless family, my father became very, very ill. Nobody can remember quite what was wrong with him, but it had to do with an extremely delicate digestive system that required him to drink goat’s milk. Something made him lapse into a frighteningly deep sleep, almost a coma.


A doctor was summoned, who determined that the end was near, and a priest was called to the house to say the last rites and prepare a death certificate.


Grace, normally a strong, proud woman, cracked under this news. She dropped to her knees and began sobbing and tearing her hair out in a spectacle of anguish.


“Please!” she cried to the heavens. “Please, Saint Anthony, give me my son back. If you bring him back, I will make a novena for you every year.” Saint Anthony is the saint to whom we pray for help recovering lost things; according to a Paduan legend, the mother of a drowned child once promised Saint Anthony the boy’s weight in grain, to be given to the poor, if he would bring her child back to life. Of course, the legend continues, the boy soon revived, and that’s what happened in the Valastro family, as well. Moments after Grace’s fervent prayer, she heard a cry from the table where her son lay: “Mama?”


My grandmother took her baby in her arms and squeezed him tight, still sobbing. She made good on her promise: To honor Saint Anthony, she had a special brown Franciscan-style robe made and, every year, on June 13, Saint Anthony’s feast day, she wore it to church and prayed in his name. (As an adult, my father honored the legend of Saint Anthony in his own way: Though he wasn’t a bread baker, every year, on June 13, he baked bread for a local church. I carry on his tradition: I bake two hundred pounds of dough to make 1,000 loaves, and we deliver them to Saint Francis Church, where the priest blesses them and distributes them to people in need.)


That story might sound incredible, but it’s accepted as fact in our family. We’re religious, and we believe in miracles and that God does things for a reason. We believe that our ancestors are looking over us from heaven, and we believe that if you’re a good person, goodness will come back to you. We believe in all of those things as surely as we believe the sun will rise in the east and set in the west.


Things were tough for my grandmother and her children. They’d often go to bed hungry, or turn to other people’s garbage for sustenance; as an adult, my dad occasionally ate fish heads, because he’d developed a taste for them as a little boy.


By the time he was seven, my father had become the bread earner for his family, literally. He went to work as a delivery boy for his grandfather’s bakery, and his daily compensation was a loaf of the family product. Sometimes, he’d sneak extra loaves out the door to feed his mother and sisters, before my grandmother, realizing she couldn’t take care of the entire family, made the painful decision to send her two oldest daughters, Franny and Josie, to live with their grandparents, keeping her youngest daughter, Anna, and her son, Bartolo, at home.


When Antonio realized that his two eldest daughters, Franny and Josie, were old enough to work, he sent for them to come to America, finding them jobs at the bakery where he worked. The girls discovered that he had become a playboy, a womanizer, and had a main squeeze whom he introduced them to as “your new mother.” The girls were horrified, not just because they didn’t like this strange young woman, but because the house they shared was a pigsty. Grace may have been poor, but she had never lost the pride she took in keeping an immaculate home.


For a year, Franny and Josie chipped away at their father, begging him to send for Grace, Anna, and Bartolo. They appealed to Antonio’s selfishness, pointing out that his girlfriend didn’t cook and clean the way their real mommy did. Finally, their dad relented and invited Grace and the kids to come to America, to Hoboken.


Young Bartolo, as the baby of the bunch, had a tough time settling in, largely because of the language difference. In school, as if it wasn’t enough that my dad didn’t speak English, the other kids couldn’t even pronounce his name. They’d butcher it, Americanize it, strip it of its accents and poetry. Eventually, they said, “We are going to give you an American name. We are going to call you Buddy.”


I wasn’t there, of course, but I’m quite sure that those kids didn’t just call him Buddy because it started with a B, like Bartolo. I’m positive that even though he was just learning the language, they had picked up on something that everybody who knew him came to realize about my father: that despite everything he’d been through at such a young age, he had an absolutely winning disposition, a warm and genuine smile, and a generous soul. In other words, he was a buddy, everybody’s buddy.


My paternal grandfather may have been a ne’er-do-well in his personal life, but he had the opposite standing in his profession and was reputed to be a talented bread baker. “One of the best,” the old timers still say. Despite all that he didn’t do for my dad, he did give him what the men of the Valastro family think of as the Gift: hands touched by God, made for massaging dough and getting it to do what you want it to. Once the family was reconstituted in America, Antonio also gave my father some advice: Bread bakers work the graveyard shift because their product is delivered to restaurants and shops at the crack of dawn, so he urged him to go another route, to apprentice in cakes and pastries.


It was some of the last advice he’d ever give his son, because Grace simply couldn’t get over what he’d done to them by leaving Sicily. “I will never forgive you,” she promised him. They lived together for about a year, then split up. Grace and the kids stayed in Hoboken and my grandfather deserted them again, crossing a river this time instead of an ocean, and settling in the Coney Island section of Brooklyn.


Although Grace had found work in a skirt factory, once again, it was up to my father to help provide for the family, and so he did what a great many Sicilian boys of that era did and followed in the professional footsteps of his father and grandfather, starting at age thirteen. Throughout his teenage years, my father apprenticed around different bakeries in Hoboken, Jersey City, and the surrounding area, learning both the art and the craft of pastry and cake making.


At one of those bakeries he met a young woman named Mary Tubito, who began working there as a countergirl one month before her thirteenth birthday. Buddy was taken with Mary, who had an incredible, uninhibited personality: She was a confident, outgoing, little firecracker. Like Buddy’s family, Mary’s had immigrated to the United States, hers from the town of Altamura in the southern Italian province of Bari.


Although Mary was just barely a teenager, Buddy liked her free-spirited-ness, especially the way she’d break into pop songs spontaneously whenever it struck her fancy.


“Mom,” he told my Grandma Grace. “You have to see this girl. She is something else.”


He brought his mother around to the bakery to meet Mary, and Grace was also impressed with the young girl, but troubled by her son’s interest. “Everything you said is true,” she told him. “But, Buddy, are you crazy? She’s too young.”


“I don’t care if I have to wait ten years,” he told her. “I’m going to marry that girl.”


Young life hadn’t been easy for either of these two. Like Buddy, Mary had begun working in her teens because, in a poor immigrant family, everybody had to do his or her share. They both had an ability to take it in stride, and were eternally grateful that they had made it to the United States, which to them had made good on its social contract known the world over: Keep your nose clean, work hard, and success will follow. Like Buddy, Mary had a deep and abiding love of her adopted home of America. “If I bleed, I bleed red, white, and blue,” became her motto.


Despite the difference in their ages, there was something magic between Buddy and Mary from the start. Just as he was taken with her, she responded to his big-heartedness, the way everybody did. “To know him is to love him,” she remembers today. “Even at that age, I just liked him.”


There were also some similarities in their background. Mary didn’t come from a family of bakers, but Altamura was famous for its bread, and her father, Nicola, had also been born in America, in New York City, moved to Italy, started a family, then returned to the United States for a better life. Only he had made good on family obligations.


It wasn’t easy for Nicolas, as he became known here in America. When he first arrived, he stayed with an aunt in Bayonne, New Jersey, until some friends from the same area of Italy helped him get a job and an apartment in Hoboken, where he found work as a longshoreman. Because he had started working as a young man, he never finished school, so couldn’t read or write, not even in Italian. So that he could track his way along the bus route he took to work, he marked telephone poles and other objects with symbols etched in chalk. If a strong rain came, it would wash away his handiwork and he’d have to do it all over again. Whenever possible, however, he walked to save the fare, sending what he could to his wife and children. What he really wanted was to sock away enough dough to bring the family over to live with him. One day, his barber, who was also a leader of a local Protestant church, was cutting his hair and, noting a sadness, asked him, “What’s wrong, Nicholas?”


He told the man that he hadn’t yet been able to save enough money to bring his family over from Bari. The next Sunday, the man took up a collection on his behalf, raising enough funds to cover the transatlantic travel for his wife, Maddalena (who, in time, would go by the name Madeline in the States) and their five children, including my mother. It wasn’t a Catholic church, but Nicolas was so overwhelmed that he began attending service there. Only in America.


Arriving in the United States, Mary loved the church her father had adopted, especially the social component, when the parishioners would gather in the basement after services and chat. Her mother resisted. “I was born a Catholic and that’s how I’m going to die,” she told Nicholas. He was fine with that, although he continued to attend church there until the day he died.


Once in the States, the couple had another three kids. Nicholas worked hard and the family thrived. He saved enough to buy a multifamily house and was incredibly generous to people who came over from Italy, putting them up in one of the apartments until they could get on their feet. “It was like Grand Central Station,” remembers Mary.
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When he was in his early twenties, Buddy went to work for Carlo’s Bakery on Adams Street in Hoboken. Founded in 1910, it was a small shop and catered to a niche clientele of transplanted Italians and their offspring. It sold only Italian pastries, cookies, and cakes; its only nods to American tastes were a chocolate cream pie, and a pumpkin pie it offered in the fall.


In 1963, Carlo Guastaffero decided to retire and, since his son had no interest in taking over the family business, he sold it to my dad. They didn’t involve the banks; they made a deal the old-fashioned way, between themselves. My father began running the store and paying rent to Mr. Guastaffero, and in time, my father bought the building, and the Carlo’s Bakery name, from him.


Buddy enlisted young Mary, then aged fifteen, right away. Not only was this young lady almost outlandishly confident, she was also a terrific student at school, and a math wiz. It was quickly clear that she was going to be doing the books at the shop. (In hindsight, my mother believes this was one of the reasons my father was so taken with her as a little girl; he always had planned to open his own place, and knew she’d be a great partner in business, as well as in life.) As Old Man Carlo helped Buddy get the lay of the land, he, too, gleaned where things were headed, and told the accountant who managed his affairs, “Anything that has to do with the books, you talk to the little girl,” a line that has become legendary in my family.


One thing led to another, and as Mary and Buddy worked together and she matured, they fell in love, and were married in 1965, when she was seventeen. They made the bakery their life, assisted by Buddy’s mother, Grace, who left her work in the factory to help out her son, and watched over the business like a hawk. Not only did she retain a Depression-era mentality from their days in Italy, but she also wanted to get my father’s back, to make sure that nobody was costing him money. Accordingly, she’d yell at people to not leave the water running, or to turn off the ceiling lights, which were activated by strings hanging down from the switch. (Some of the bakers used to delight in snipping the strings so that they’d be just beyond her reach.) She also had the quintessential old-world distrust of employees and was always on the lookout for thieves in the family’s midst: She’d monitor the counter helpers’ every move, and count every cent in the register at the end of the night, right down to the last penny. If things didn’t add up, she’d launch a full-scale investigation. She also had a strict policy against anybody eating the profits; nobody was permitted to take cake home. My mother was even afraid to do it … and she owned the joint!
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Mama and Buddy Sr. at a nightclub, The Copacabana, celebrating their engagement.


As she did at home, Grace kept a clean store; after the counter girls were done cleaning at night, she’d follow behind them with a butter knife and scrape any lingering gunk out of the corners of the room. Her standards were so high that parents of young girls sent them to work there so they could learn how to keep a good house for their future families.


Grace lived in one of my father’s buildings on Garden Street. (He owned a few investment properties around town by then.) Buddy and Mary lived above the bakery and, although they had counter people to run the store, there was also a bell in the home that let them know when customers came in. If it rang enough times, they knew the store was busy, and Mary would run down and lend a hand.


It was an invigorating time for the young couple, and they were aided in their work by colleagues who would become fixtures in their lives, even though they didn’t know it at the time. There was Sal Picinich, an accomplished Italian baker, and Frankie Amato, a college student who worked there as pot washer when Old Man Carlo still owned the shop. Frankie would go on to work on Wall Street, but continued to come in on weekends to help out as a finish-up guy, filling pastries and cakes. My father, displaying a gift for matchmaking that would become legendary, paired Frankie up with Nickie Clemente, who was working as a counter girl at the shop, and also introduced Sal to his future wife, Lucille.
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Buddy and Mary began a family in 1966, when their daughter Grace was born. The family grew quickly, with another three daughters following: Maddalena (Madeline) in 1967, Mary in 1969, and Lisa, who was born on December 31, 1974, prompting Buddy to call her his birthday present. In addition to their actual children, the bakery team was becoming like a family: There was a kitchen in the back and Mary would make dinner there, often including Danny and Sal in the meal. Just as her son had as a child, Grandma Grace had a delicate constitution—her stomach and gall bladder would often act up—so my mother made special allowances for her. For example, when she made meatballs, she made a special one that didn’t have all the extra ingredients in it; to recognize it in the sauce, she made it extra-large, and the kids all knew not to touch it, because that was Grandma Grace’s meatball.
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Mama and Dad holding Grace; Madeline is on the way.


The bakery was becoming known, and so was my father. He became a popular member of the community. He might not have graduated high school, but his instincts for people and business were known to one and all. If you lived in Hoboken in those days, and, say, you needed to buy a house, or a car, you would ask Buddy Valastro to come along with you, to help you make a decision, and then to negotiate the deal. My mother attributes my dad’s willingness to do this to the fact that he had grown up essentially fatherless, so he wanted to play a paternal role to as many people in the community as he could.
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From the top, Madeline, Grace, and Mary with Mama and Dad at the beach.


My mother had a similar sense of generosity. For a period of time, they took an annual trip to Acapulco with my father’s best friend, Mario, and his wife, Nina, and always took along a suitcase full of clothes to hand out to underprivileged kids on the beach. One time, my mother gave away my father’s shirt to a man who needed it. “Do you have the matching shorts?” the beneficiary asked. It just so happened that my father was wearing the shorts at the time, so my mother sent him up to their hotel room to change out of them and give them to the man, so that he could have a matching set.
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And my sisters before I arrived, Madeline, Mary, Lisa, and Grace.


My mother and Grace got along great; my mother was in awe of her mother-in-law’s optimism, and the fact that she still had such a life force after all she’d been through. She also understood that, while Grace could be set in her ways, everything she did was to help ensure the best for her only son, who was her entire world. One Christmas, my mother gave a box of cookies to each of her daughters’ teachers. Grace, who made no exceptions to her no-taking-cake policy, said something to my father about it. Mary decided that the next year, rather than “pulling rank” and upsetting the family matriarch, she would sneak the cookies out earlier in the day and stash them in the car.


My parents hadn’t planned on having any more children, but in 1976, shortly after moving into a house in Little Ferry, New Jersey, they learned that Mary was pregnant with a fifth child, and on March 3, 1977, I was born, christened Bartolo Valastro Jr.


My mother strongly believed that I came along for a reason, that it was part of God’s plan. At the time, she thought it was because, unless the two of them produced a son, the Valastro family name would have ended with my father.
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My birth photo.





2
The Prince of Pastry



FROM AS FAR BACK as I can remember, I was aware that my dad was a baker. As a little kid, I remember him leaving in the morning in his whites, and often coming home at night with flour still caked on his forearms. And coming home sometimes smelling like a street fair—all grease and powdered sugar—because he’d been making zeppole for an annual church fundraiser.
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My favorite sign of his profession was that we had a steady supply of tarelles (vanilla cookies) at home that he’d bring with him from the bakery, in a glossy white box that never failed to mesmerize me.


Even though I knew that Dad was a baker, I was never sure exactly what he did at his bakery. I did know that it must have been very hard work, because he looked exhausted when he walked through the door at the end of the day. It was hard to reconcile the physical exertion he’d clearly put forth with the fragile little cookies in that gleaming white box. How hard could it be to make those? I wondered.


No matter how tired Dad was, it was very important to him that we all have dinner together every night. No matter how busy things were at the bakery, or what each of us had going on in our personal lives; be it homework, sports, boyfriends, or girlfriends, dinnertime was sacred, the cornerstone of our daily lives. The television was turned off and everybody’s focus was on the family. I think it’s because he came from an incomplete family himself that it was so important to celebrate ours, and to make sure that we were a tight unit. We also followed that great Italian-American tradition of Sunday dinner, the entire clan gathering at our home, or at my maternal grandmother’s, Grandma Maddalena’s, a ritual that continued until many of us were grown up with our own families.






Grandma Maddalena


My Grandma Maddalena (also known as Grandma Madeline) was the acknowledged greatest cook of my parents’ combined families. In addition to Sunday dinner, she was the relative to whose house we would go on all the major holidays, from big religious occasions like Easter and Christmas Eve to American celebrations like Thanksgiving. She had quite a repertoire: eggplant parmigiana, baked macaroni, stuffed chicken, stuffed turkey, and roast beef, to name a few. One of my favorite Grandma Madeline food memories was when she made the stuffing for Thanksgiving every year, then sewed it up in the bird; we’d cook it in one of the big ovens at the bakery. (We also started a family tradition at the homeless shelter on 3rd Street, around the corner from her home, taking baked goods there on Thanksgiving and Christmas.)


Maddalena didn’t work at Carlo’s, but she had a little circle of friends—her coffee klatch—who would often congregate at Carlo’s, especially in the ten years between when her husband died in 1995 and when she passed away.


I always admired my mother’s relationship with her mother. Though Mama worked at the bakery, and spent a great deal of time and energy on keeping our home, she always had time for her mom, shuttling her around to do her shopping and other errands. My sisters also pitched in, driving her home after her coffee gatherings.


We were a very tight family. In fact, although it was Grandma Grace who so worshiped Saint Anthony, it was Grandma Maddalena who gave my father a gold medallion with the image of Saint Anthony engraved on it, which he put on a chain and wore around his neck his entire life.
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This might sound antiquated, but our house was run after a very traditional Italian fashion, and the women essentially waited on the men. From the beginning of the meal to the end, my father and I sat, and the women did all the work. Mama cooked, and my sisters served and cleared the table. Even during the meal, if I just muttered, under my breath, “Where’s the salt?” one of my sisters would get up and bring me the shaker. That’s just the way it was.


After dinner, my dad and I would sit and eat fruit as the girls cleared the table and cleaned the kitchen. Then, I’d go to my room, and he’d sit in his recliner, which was his favorite chair, where he’d think about things, or watch a Yankee game, often until he fell asleep. Just as I never understood what could make him so tired at work, I used to sometimes steal a look at him, almost melting into that recliner, and wonder, how many things could there be to think about in a bakery?
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I began to get a look at what actually went on at the bakery when I started coming around with him, when I was six years old. He’d be leaving the house on a Saturday afternoon and I’d stop him, saying, “Daddy, I want to come to work with you.”


And so, he brought me to Carlo’s.


I still remember my first visits as though they were yesterday. Being able to go into the back, where all those delicious foods were made, was a real treat to a young boy, and the setting was fascinating and memorable. There were two prep rooms: In the first, just beyond the retail area, there was an enormous oven that radiated sunlike heat, and a wooden bench at the end of which there was always a case of eggs. They called that end the egg-cracking station. There was an industrial Hobart mixer that dated back to the 1930s, and a smaller mixer for less taxing jobs. In the back of the back, there was a longer wooden bench that seemed to stretch on forever, where cakes were filled and decorated on the weekends, and a marble bench where cannoli were filled.


I loved the bakery from the first time I set eyes on it. Loved the equipment racked up on the wall like pool cues, or samurai swords, ready to be deployed, especially the jury-rigged implements, like the old pot tied to the end of a broomstick with wire that was used to pour filling into pies as they baked in the heat of the oven. I even loved the old, warped, wooden floors underfoot.


I’d put on an apron and stand on an inverted bucket and watch my father work. There was a beautiful rhythm to the bakery, each of the guys lost in his task. My dad would make pasticiotti (small, custard-filled pastries) at the other end of the egg-station bench, while across from him, Danny Dragone, a mustachioed and multitalented baker who’d come on a few years earlier as a pot washer and been trained as a baker by Dad, would be filling cakes and pastries, and behind them Sal would be loading trays in and out of that beast of an oven.


All of this gave me an idea of what could make a man so tired at the bakery; it was physical work. Dad’s job wasn’t just making cakes and pastries. It was also dealing with the customers and the purveyors, and pulling his weight in the kitchen. He led by example. I still remember seeing him kneel down one day, steel wool in hand, and scrubbing all around the base of the big Hobart mixer until it was spotless. No job was beneath him and, because he acted that way, the guys who worked for him did, too.
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