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Introduction

Let me ask you a question: Have you ever had a celebration that didn’t involve food?

I haven’t. As far as I’m concerned, a party just wouldn’t be a party without something to eat and drink, and that’s extra-true when it comes to family celebrations. My family, the Valastros, come together around food every day—whether around a table in the lunchroom at the Carlo’s Bake Shop factory in Jersey City, spontaneously gathering for dinner at one of our homes scattered among the nearby towns of New Jersey, or getting together on the weekend so the cousins can play together while the adults catch up over a glass (or three) of wine and some antipasti.

Like so many Italian-American families, we have a heightened sense of food and its place in life—to us, certain beloved ingredients and dishes are a connection to our ancestral home of Italy, and also to relatives and friends, many of whom are no longer with us. And so, certain occasions inspire us to go all out, preparing and serving a number of dishes that are traditions in their own right, such as the lamb chops with pistachio crust we serve at Easter or the family’s signature stuffing on Thanksgiving or the marinated seafood that we look forward to each Christmas Eve. And it’s not just holidays that bring out the nostalgia in us: We also have traditions around birthday parties, tailgate parties, and even things we bake and eat with the kids on bad-weather days every winter.

That’s all pretty typical of families that come from similar backgrounds. But when the Valastros get together for a special occasion, there’s another dimension to the celebration, one that’s uniquely us: These events in our lives are always punctuated by a special cake, cupcake, or dessert that captures the essence of the day with an unforgettable visual and—of course—a taste that all in attendance won’t soon forget. These desserts are to our celebrations what the halftime show is to the Super Bowl: a spectacle that makes an already special moment extra special.

Sometimes the cakes we make are simple, like the Fourth of July Flag Cake we serve on the nation’s birthday, with the stars and stripes made with blueberries and raspberries. Other times, they are over the top, such as the Easter Basket Cake. Sometimes we go for individual items such as the glitzy little cupcakes with top hats we put out or pass on New Year’s Day.

In this book, I’m delighted to give you a look inside the Valastro family and how we mark the moments in each year with special food and unforgettable desserts. As always, my fondest wish is that my family’s traditions and recipes help inspire good times for yours.
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How to Use This Book

This book takes you through a delicious year in the life of the Valastro family, starting with New Year’s Day and running right through New Year’s Eve.

Along the way, it presents recipes for dishes that can be served at many special occasions including the big holidays such as Valentine’s Day, Easter, Memorial Day, the Fourth of July, and Thanksgiving. It also shares my family’s favorite go-to crowd-pleasers for birthday parties, cocktail parties, tailgate parties, and other celebrations.

And, of course, at the end of each chapter there is a recipe and decorating instructions for the main event: a theme cake or dessert.

A few notes before we dig in and start cooking and baking.

Use the Recipes as You Like

The recipes in each chapter were gathered together to complement one another—after all, we’ve been serving many of them together in my family for generations. But that doesn’t mean that you have to serve all of them at the same time. In most cases, you should think of what’s presented for each occasion as options, rather than a set menu. You can also weave these dishes into your own menus, blending my family’s favorites with your own. Most of the dishes can be served at any time of year, or even as everyday lunches or dinners.

Make the Recipes Your Own

The recipes in this book are simple, because I believe that cooking at home should be easy and fun, allowing you to enjoy your time and the company of friends and family. So, when cooking from this book, please don’t stress if you don’t have the exact ingredients I call for: One type of herb can often be replaced with another, and the same goes for mushrooms, vinegars, and other ingredients. By the same token, if you’re a comfortable and confident home cook, by all means improvise a little and bring your own flair to the recipes.

Cake Basics

Although they look dramatically different, most of the theme cakes and cupcakes in this book are made with the same basic cake recipes, fillings, frostings, and decorating tools and techniques—all of that information is included at the back of the book, starting here. I suggest you read the basics there before making any of the individual cake recipes or doing any of the decorating.
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NEW YEAR’S DAY BRUNCH


New Year’s Day used to be pretty funny at Carlo’s Bake Shop: The family business was open, as it was on so many holidays, but the employees, beat from celebrating the night before, were good for nothing, but it didn’t matter, because the customers—who’d been doing their own thing on New Year’s Eve—mostly stayed home. Finally, in the mid-1990s, we decided to keep the bakery closed on January 1, and I’m glad we did because it’s really a day to be with the family and think about the year that just ended, and the one ahead. Ever since Lisa and I married, we have celebrated New Year’s Day at her Aunt Enza’s house in Sayreville, New Jersey. Most of my mother-in-law Gloria’s family attends, and my favorite part of the afternoon is that everybody gets in the kitchen to help out with the cooking, or pitches in by bringing a dish of their own. In the following pages, you’ll find some of my favorite recipes for welcoming the New Year.
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ASPARAGUS FRITTATA


{ SERVES 6 TO 8 }

Among my mother-in-law Gloria’s many specialties is frittatas, which she makes throughout the year, and always serves on New Year’s Day. A frittata is an Italian omelet, and it’s about a million times easier to make than the French version, which involves folding the cooked egg over the filling, then sliding the whole delicate thing out of the pan without breaking it. In making a frittata, you simply bake the filling right into the eggs; getting it out of the pan couldn’t be easier because it’s so sturdy. Frittatas are wonderful for entertaining because they can be set out as part of a buffet, and are delicious at room temperature.

2 teaspoons olive oil

1 pound thin asparagus, washed, woody stems removed

Kosher salt

8 large eggs

2 tablespoons half-and-half or milk

Finely grated zest of 1/2 lemon

Freshly ground black pepper

Fresh flat-leaf parsley (leaves and stems), coarsely chopped, for garnish

1. Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat to 400°F.

2. Heat a large, nonstick, ovenproof skillet over medium-high heat. Add the olive oil and tip and tilt the pan to coat it, letting the oil heat. Add the asparagus and season with salt. Cook, shaking the pan occasionally to ensure even cooking, until the asparagus is al dente and lightly browned in some places, about 4 minutes.

3. Meanwhile, put the eggs, half-and-half, lemon zest, and a generous pinch of salt and pepper in a medium bowl, and whisk together.

4. Lower the heat to medium. Pour the egg mixture into the skillet. Using tongs or a fork (taking care not to scrape the nonstick surface), arrange the asparagus spears so that none are sticking out over the top of the egg mixture. Cook until the eggs look set around the sides of the pan, about 5 minutes, and the vegetables on the bottom are slightly browned (it’s fine if the eggs brown a little as well); if the bottom starts to brown too quickly, lower the heat slightly.

5. Transfer the pan to the oven and cook until eggs are fully set and no longer look runny, 6 to 8 minutes. Remove the pan from the oven and season lightly with salt and pepper, if desired. Let cool a few minutes in the pan, then transfer to a large serving platter by sliding it out of the pan, keeping the upward-facing side up. Garnish with parsley, if desired, slice into 6 or 8 portions and serve.



ORZO WITH HAM, PEAS, & GOAT CHEESE


{ SERVES 4 TO 6 }

I’ve been eating pasta with ham, peas, and Parmesan all my life. The combination works because the fresh, green flavor of the peas is a perfect contrast to the salty ham and cheese. I’m used to enjoying those flavors with orecchiette (ear-shaped pasta) or mezze (half ) rigatoni. But one day, left alone in the house to fend for myself, I whipped up this version with on-hand ingredients such as orzo and goat cheese, which melts into a quick sauce, coating the pasta and other ingredients. Now it’s a dish we have in our repertoire, serving it at home, and bringing it to family get-togethers like the one we throw on New Year’s Day.

Kosher salt

11/4 cups dried orzo

1 cup defrosted frozen peas (see note)

4 ounces soft fresh goat cheese, crumbled

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Freshly squeezed juice of 1 large lemon (3 to 4 tablespoons)

1/3 pound country ham (about 2/3 cup), trimmed of excess fat, sliced about 1/4 -inch thick

1/3 cup (loosely packed) fresh mint, chopped

1. Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil. Add the orzo and cook until it is al dente, about 8 minutes. Meanwhile, place the peas in a colander and set it in the sink.

2. When the orzo is done cooking, use a Pyrex measuring cup or other heatproof vessel to scoop out and reserve about 1/4 cup of the cooking liquid, then drain the orzo in the colander over the peas (this will quickly cook the peas).

3. Immediately transfer the pasta and peas to a heatproof mixing bowl. Add the goat cheese and stir, gently mashing the cheese with a wooden spoon to help it incorporate into the hot orzo. Add the olive oil, lemon juice, and some of the reserved pasta water to help the cheese emulsify to a saucelike consistency (start with 1 tablespoon and add more as needed). Stir in the ham and the mint.

4. Transfer the pasta to a serving bowl; serve warm.

Frozen Peas: I don’t usually use frozen vegetables, but frozen peas are an exception: when fresh peas are picked, their sugar turns into starch almost right away. Frozen peas, on the other hand, still have all that sweetness locked in, so they are usually a better choice. On top of that, it’s a real pain to remove fresh peas from the pod, so I use frozen peas all year long.
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ANTIPASTO SALAD


{ SERVES 4 TO 6 }

Two of the iconic New Jersey catering halls of my youth were the Park Casino and Macaluso’s. In fact, to this day, we still celebrate family milestones, such as my daughter Sofia’s First Communion, at Macaluso’s. A version of this salad has been a part of the cocktail hour at both of those venues since I was a little kid: It’s a can’t-miss proposition that brings together a bunch of the most popular flavors and ingredients from the Italian-American pantry: olives, marinated mushrooms, roasted peppers, mozzarella, and salami. It’s a very versatile recipe: You can leave out the ingredients you don’t like, or replace them with other antipasti staples, such as jarred, marinated artichokes.

In addition to being perfect for an open house, this salad makes a quick and easy lunch that can be pulled together at the last second from on-hand ingredients.

1 tablespoon plus 2 teaspoons balsamic vinegar

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

3 cups (loosely packed) salad greens, such as arugula or baby spinach

Kosher salt

Freshly ground black pepper

1/2 cup jarred marinated mushrooms, drained

6 ounces jarred roasted peppers, drained and sliced into bite-sized pieces

1/2 cup marinated or jarred olives, preferably pitted, drained

1/2 pound fresh mozzarella, thinly sliced

4 ounces dried salami, thinly sliced

1. Put the vinegar in a large mixing bowl. Whisk in the olive oil, a few drops at a time at first, and then in a slow, steady stream until it emulsifies with the vinegar. Add the salad greens to the bowl, season with salt and pepper, and toss gently with tongs to coat.

2. Transfer the salad greens to a serving bowl. Add the mushrooms, peppers, olives, mozzarella, and salami in small piles atop the greens. (Do not toss.) Serve family style.

What’s In a Name? Many people think that “antipasto” means “before the pasta” but it actually means “before the meal.”
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PECAN CINNAMON BUNS


{ MAKES 8 }

Shown with Chocolate Pots de Crème.

Carlo’s Bake Shop doesn’t make or sell cinnamon buns. I wish we could, but the only way to enjoy this classic breakfast indulgence is right from the oven when they’re warm and gooey, and we don’t bake anything to order. The only problem is that my kids all love cinnamon buns with their dense pastry and sugary glaze. Once in a while we let them order these decadent concoctions from another bakery or even a chain shop, but on New Year’s Day, we bake our own homemade cinnamon buns as a special treat at home before heading out to see the rest of the family. These are easier than they might seem, and produce a sweet, cinnamon aroma that fills the entire house, the perfect way to begin the first morning of the year. Be sure to start these ahead of time, so the dough has time to rise.

FOR THE DOUGH:

3/4 cup half-and-half

1/4 cup granulated sugar

One packet active dry yeast (about 21/4 teaspoons)

1 large egg

1/2 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

23/4 cups all-purpose flour, plus more for rolling

3/4 teaspoon kosher salt

1/4 cup unsalted butter, plus more for greasing the bowl

FOR THE FILLING:

7 tablespoons unsalted butter

1/2 cup granulated sugar

2 tablespoons ground cinnamon

1/2 cup pecans, toasted and chopped (see note)

FOR THE GLAZE:

1/2 stick (4 tablespoons) unsalted butter, melted

11/2 cups confectioners’ sugar

1/4 cup plus 1 tablespoon half-and-half

Kosher salt

1. To make the dough: Put the half-and-half, 1/4 cup water, and 1 tablespoon of the sugar in a small, heavy saucepan and set it over medium heat. Cook until the temperature is slightly above lukewarm to the touch, 1 to 2 minutes.

2. Transfer the mixture to the bowl of a stand mixer and sprinkle the yeast over the top. Agitate the bowl gently to help it incorporate, then let rest, undisturbed, until the mixture appears foamy, about 5 minutes. Whisk in the butter, egg, vanilla extract, and the remaining 3 tablespoons of sugar.

3. Put the flour and salt in a small bowl. Set the stand mixer on low speed with the dough attachment. Add the dry ingredients in 2 batches, stopping to scrape down the sides of the bowl with a rubber spatula as necessary, until a dough begins to form, 2 to 3 minutes. If the dough is sticking to the sides of the bowl, add an additional tablespoon of flour to help it form a smooth ball.

4. Lightly grease a mixing bowl with butter. Transfer the dough to the bowl. Cover tightly with plastic wrap and a towel, and set in a warm place to rise until the dough is doubled in size, about 1 hour 20 minutes.

5. To make the filling: Melt the 7 tablespoons butter in a small, heavy saucepan set over low heat. Use 1 tablespoon to grease a 9-by-13-inch by 2 inches (high) glass baking dish. Put the sugar, cinnamon, pecans, and 2 tablespoons of the melted butter in a medium mixing bowl. Stir together with a fork.

6. Roll out the dough onto a lightly floured work surface and, using a rolling pin, roll into a 12-by-18 inch rectangle with a long side facing you. Brush the dough with the remaining 5 tablespoons melted butter, leaving a 1/2-inch border on the long end farthest from you. Sprinkle the cinnamon-sugar mixture evenly over the dough, leaving the far border uncovered. Wet the border lightly with water. Then, starting with the end of the dough closest to you, roll the dough tightly around the filling. Continue rolling the dough away from you (like you would roll a carpet), pressing lightly on the dough to help seal the end. Trim away 1 inch of dough from each end of the roll, then slice the remaining dough into 8 equal (2-inch-long) buns.

7. Transfer the buns to the prepared baking dish. Cover tightly with plastic wrap and towels and let rise in a warm spot until doubled again in thickness, about 2 1/2 hours (alternatively, you can let this rise overnight in the refrigerator; remove it one hour before baking). Preheat the oven to 325°F and set a rack in the center of the oven. Bake until the buns are lightly golden on the outside and no longer gooey in the center, about 35 minutes. Remove and let cool slightly, about 10 minutes.

8. Meanwhile, make the glaze: Melt 4 more tablespoons butter in a small saucepan. In a mixing bowl, whisk together the confectioners’ sugar, 1/4 cup half-and-half (you can use water or milk here, too), and a pinch of salt. Whisk in the melted butter. Drizzle each of the rolls with some of the confectioners’ sugar glaze. Serve warm.

Toasting and Chopping Nuts: Toasting nuts before using them in baking, or in any kind of cooking, really, is a great way to unlock their flavor. Put the nuts in a dry pan and set the pan over medium heat. Toast the nuts, shaking the pan constantly to keep them from scorching, and continue to toast them until they are fragrant, 2 to 3 minutes. Transfer the nuts to a bowl to cool. If the nuts need to be chopped, pulse them a few times in a food processor fitted with the steel blade, or put them on your cutting board and crush them lightly with the bottom of a clean, heavy pan, then chop them with a chef’s knife.



CHOCOLATE POTS DE CRÈME


{ SERVES 8 }

Photograph here.

If there will be chocoholics present at your New Year’s Day celebration, make this dessert! These decadent little potted cooked creams are rich and luscious and ridiculously easy to make. To really drive the chocolate flavor home, top each serving with a light dusting of cocoa powder or a shower of chocolate shavings.

2 pints heavy cream

1 vanilla bean, split down the center, seeds scraped and reserved, pod discarded

1/2 teaspoon instant espresso powder

1/4 cup granulated sugar

1/8 teaspoon kosher salt

3 ounces semisweet chocolate, coarsely chopped

3 ounces bittersweet chocolate, coarsely chopped

8 large egg yolks

1. Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F.

2. Put 23/4 cups of the heavy cream, the vanilla seeds, instant espresso powder, sugar, and salt in a small, heavy saucepan and bring to a boil over medium heat. Turn off the heat and add the chocolate, stirring until melted, returning the pot to the stovetop over medium heat for a few seconds, if needed, to fully melt it.

3. Beat the eggs in a large bowl. Starting with a small amount (to avoid scrambling the eggs), slowly whisk the chocolate mixture into the egg mixture.

4. Evenly fill eight 6-ounce ramekins or custard cups with some of chocolate mixture; place them in a roasting pan and fill the pan with warm water until it reaches three-quarters up the side of the ramekins. Carefully transfer to the oven. Bake until the sides of the pots de crème are set and the centers are only slightly jiggly, 20 to 25 minutes. Remove from the oven and carefully take the cups out of the water bath using oven mitts or tongs. Let cool slightly, or chill if making ahead (can be served warm or chilled).

5. Whip the remaining 11/3 cups cream and serve the pots dolloped with whipped cream.
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STRAWBERRY NAPOLEONS


{ SERVES 4 }

Classic, custard-filled napoleons with black and white icing have been a regular offering at Carlo’s Bake Shop for generations, but when it comes to a special occasion like New Year’s Day, we like to change it up at home with a colorful strawberry variation. This is a vibrant, celebratory dessert, perfect for ringing in the New Year. We use our own homemade dough, but to make this recipe as foolproof as possible, it calls for store-bought puff pastry.

1 sheet frozen puff pastry, thawed

2 cups heavy cream

2 tablespoons seedless strawberry jam

1 quart fresh strawberries, washed, stemmed, and thinly sliced

Confectioners’ sugar, for dusting

1. Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat to 350°F.

2. Unfold the puff pastry onto a clean work surface and cut into 12 equal rectangles. Transfer to a parchment-paper–lined baking sheet and bake until golden and puffed, 13 to 15 minutes. Remove the sheet from the oven and let the puff pastry cool completely.

3. Meanwhile, whip the cream until stiff peaks form. Then, using a spatula, fold the jam into the whipped cream until incorporated.

4. To assemble the napoleons, lay out four pieces of puff pastry. Top each with a thin layer of strawberry slices, then add a generous dollop of whipped cream; spread slightly to coat the strawberries. Dust with confectioners’ sugar. Repeat the layering once, then top each stack with a final third piece of puff pastry. Dust once more with confectioners’ sugar and serve.
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NEW YEAR’S DAY TOP HAT CUPCAKES


{ MAKES 24 CUPCAKES }
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These elegant little cupcakes are the perfect way to usher in the New Year, with a fondant top hat and glittery crystal sugar that capture the energy of the occasion. They actually look much more difficult to produce than they are because the top hats are a breeze to make: You just punch out two different sized pieces of fondant and attach them with the help of a little water. Some variety of black and white frosting and cake is the way to go here, to reflect the formality of the occasion.

These are ideal for a New Year’s Day buffet because they are single-serving portions, but you can also make them for New Year’s Eve instead of the New Year’s Eve Cake, and vice versa.

1 pound black fondant

6 cups white Decorator’s Buttercream in a bag fitted with #6 star tip

About 1/3 cup gold crystal sugar

About 1/3 cup silver crystal sugar

About 1/3 cup candy dragées

24 cupcakes, make with Vanilla Cake, Chocolate Cake, or other cake of your choosing

TOOLS & EQUIPMENT

Water pen

11/4-inch and 11/2-inch and round punches

1. To make the top hats, roll about half of the fondant out to a sheet, 1/8-inch thick. Use the 11/2-inch punch (a) to punch out 24 circles and set aside. Roll the other half of the fondant into a 1-inch-thick sheet. Use the 11/4-inch punch to punch out 24 circles.
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2. Use a water pen (b) to fix the narrower, taller pieces in the center of the wider, thinner pieces to make 24 top hats (c).
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3. Using the buttercream bag, pipe a swirl of buttercream about 11/2 inches high on top of each cupcake (d).
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4. Sprinkle a little gold sugar on top of each cake, then a little silver (e), then a few dragées. (See tip.)
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5. Set a top hat on top of the icing on each cupcake (f).
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Tip: When working with the crystal sugar and dragées, have each in its own bowl and work over the bowl so that any extra falls into the bowl and doesn’t go to waste.
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VALENTINE’S DAY DINNER FOR TWO


The recipes in this chapter are extra special to me because Lisa and I don’t celebrate Valentine’s Day the way we used to. In years past, we sent the kids to relatives’ homes and Lisa cooked me a feast of lobster (or, sometimes, king crab), risotto, and creamed spinach, and then I’d make dessert, or desserts, with a chocolate semifreddo and a version of the heart-shaped cake we’ve been selling at Carlo’s Bake Shop for generations. It was a special, candle-lit evening for two, and some of the most treasured time we’ve ever spent together. So, if it was so special, why don’t we celebrate the way we used to? Because our fourth child, Carlo, was born on February 14, so that’s his day now. We wouldn’t have it any other way, although I do still make Lisa the heart cake, and we enjoy it together late at night, after the rest of the family has gone to bed.

Note: The desserts in this chapter are scaled to serve more than two people to make it easy for you to use them for any occasion you like, or perhaps for a Valentine’s Day dinner party. The savory recipes can also be multiplied easily.
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SMOKED SALMON RISOTTO


{ SERVES 2 TO 4 }

When I eat seafood, such as lobster, for a main course, I like to double down and complement it with another seafood dish, such as this risotto. It’s an unusual risotto in which smoked salmon and soft, tart cheese are combined, as they would be in a tea sandwich or on a bagel. This is another dish inspired by memories of my favorite catering halls—it was a specialty of the Park Casino and its owner, Joe, a dear friend of my father and my family.

To make this especially creamy, stir in two egg yolks at the end; just be sure to do it off the heat to keep them from scrambling.

4 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 shallot, finely chopped

Kosher salt

11/2 cups risotto rice, such as arborio rice (see note)

1/2 cup dry white wine

5 cups seafood stock or chicken stock, simmering on a back burner

1/4 cup half-and-half

1/2 cup fresh goat cheese, or Philadelphia Cream Cheese

2 egg yolks

1/2 pound smoked salmon, diced

Lemon wedges

Black pepper

Fresh dill

1. Heat 2 tablespoons of the butter and the oil in a Dutch oven or heavy-bottomed saucepan. Add the shallot and season with a pinch of salt. Cook, stirring occasionally, until softened but not browned, about 2 minutes. Add the rice and cook, stirring, to coat it with the fat, 1 to 2 minutes. Pour in the white wine (it should hiss on contact) and, cook, stirring, until just absorbed.

2. Start adding the simmering stock slowly, ladling in 1/2 cup at a time, and stirring constantly until it is almost completely absorbed by the rice. Continue adding the liquid in batches until it is almost fully absorbed, about 15 minutes, then add it in small increments until the risotto is al dente and creamy.

3. Remove the Dutch oven from the heat and stir in the remaining 2 tablespoons butter, the half-and-half, cheese and egg yolks. Fold in the salmon, and season with salt. Finish by stirring in a squeeze of lemon, the black pepper, and dill. Serve.

The Rice Stuff: Don’t torture yourself when selecting the rice for risotto—the three main types are arborio, vialone nano, and carnaroli. Although some believe certain types are better for certain kinds of risotto, I find that they all work well. Use whatever’s convenient and put your time and energy into cooking the actual dish.
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WHOLE STEAMED LOBSTERS WITH GARLIC BUTTER


{ SERVES 2 }

Lobster is, hands down, one of my favorite special occasion foods. Fortunately, Lisa loves it, too. Along with king crab claws, this is our favorite dish from the sea and we always eat one or the other (or both) on Valentine’s Day. For me, the only way to dress lobster is with hot, melted garlic butter, dipping the succulent meat into it.
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