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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.
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