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			To the old folks who keep me longing to become a wise and weathered soul and to the young’uns who remind me to never grow up.
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		INTRODUCTION

		I’m not your average gal. I never wanted a pony, or to be a pretty princess when I was little. Instead, I dreamed of Cookies, Cookies, Cookies (working name), a bakery of my own that would leave me happily covered in flour and sugar, morning to midnight, and, if I played my cards right, an unconscionable amount of raw cookie dough. Chubby and sporting the finest bowl cut the local cuttery could trim, I would turn cardboard boxes into cash registers and bakery cases, practice making change with Monopoly money (you gotta know how to make the sale!), and concoct gluey batters and sprinkle-ridden doughs to feed to my stuffed animals (they were BIG fans). As I got a little older, my legs grew longer, and my dreams stretched too. I imagined a fun but simple place that brought people happiness and anchored their morning commute or evening stroll, a place where anyone could stop by, say hi, and eat cookies.

		And, by some stroke of insane luck, universes aligning, honest-to-goodness hard work, and practical kitchen experience, that’s exactly what happened. I opened Momofuku Milk Bar when I was twenty-seven, nearly six years ago. And in barely enough time to blink (and still not yet enough time to sleep) it has grown from one tiny bakery to a bigger thing than I ever imagined, all anchored by an 11,000-square-foot kitchen that sends cookies around the world and stocks six shops in New York where people stop by, say hi, and eat cookies.

		I can never quite put my finger on exactly how or why it all happened. All I remember is a onetime admission into the school of hard knocks, bakery edition. Dave Chang pushing me out of the nest and more or less tricking me into opening the first Milk Bar was also probably a big help too.

		Funny thing is, when asked just how I got to where I am, I know the answer is pretty simple: I. Have. No. Clue.

		When did it all begin? Shrugging my shoulders, I’ll tell you it’s always existed—I’ve always been working up to this moment. My entire life, all I have ever tried to do was to be me and stay me, Cookies, Cookies, Cookies and all.

		Now I’m in it deep! There are more than ninety of us at Milk Bar, and it seems like there are more with every new batch of cookies that comes out of the oven. And, as the dream has grown, Milk Bar has turned into a huge family (that frequently drives each other crazy, just like any close family should). We blast bad music. We circle up overturned milk crates at 1 p.m. every day to sit together and eat family meal. We will all stop, drop, and roll whenever someone needs help, whether it’s scrubbing down a station or nursing a broken heart. But it doesn’t stop there.

		This book is not just about food. It’s impossible to separate the food and the stories behind Kitchen-Sink Quiche or Mixed Nut Turtles. Each recipe exists in the smallest way because it’s food and in the biggest way because eccentricities, camaraderie, and a don’t-take-yourself-so-seriously mentality are the only way to approach anything and everything in life, including time spent in the kitchen. At least if you’re living it on our terms.

		Every moment we spend in the wild world outside the green double doors of our work is about the intersection of family, food, creativity, compassion, and simple acts of silliness and/or kindness. Cooking together, gathering for meals (even if it’s sharing a candy bar for breakfast), and swapping food stories in the funniest scenarios are an important part of what keeps us full of smiles and innovation. We take road trips and have off-the-clock cookie swaps, beach days, and bingo nights; we even have a couple dozen beanbags hidden away for movie marathons, when we feast on nachos and snacks and act like we’re thirteen again.

		I think quirks are what make the world go ’round, just like dogs, dessert, quilting, jumping rope, bad movies, and great music. I love junk food. I play the ukulele. (More honestly: I take ukulele lessons.) I’d never sleep if that were possible. I would run for miles and miles every day just to be at peace if I had the free time. If I didn’t live in New York City, I’d live in the middle of nowhere on a farm or a ranch. But I love what I do and I know how lucky I am. I get to choose to make a difference. Every. Darn. Day.

		I am a dreamer. I want to create a world where cookies let people know it’s going to be okay and remind them to let their imaginations run free.

		These pages are my attempt to share that world, the Milk Bar world—the culture, community, and all-out sprint toward life through the food that surrounds and powers and guides our bakery and our lives.

		Now let’s get down to it: Despite the fact that many of us are formally trained and have worked in great restaurants, we also crave and embrace food with a more down-home, lowbrow approach. We long for FLAVOR, not fuss. There’s no shame in saying I work fourteen hours a day and by the time I get home at 11 p.m., all I want is a SpaghettiOs Sammy or something that incorporates eggs, cheese, and onions, the triumvirate that rules my hungry heart. Milk Bar Life is about celebrating it and not hiding it. (That said, I will take a meal at Eleven Madison Park any day of the week if you’re buying.)

		So I’m not trying to sell you a “got rocks,” high-class, glossy magazine version of Milk Bar. We don’t play that. This is how we really cook and eat—and with gusto because this food is just so damn tasty. I can teach fancy techniques as easily as I can teach simple techniques. It’s about reading the situation and knowing what tastes good.

		You’ll find that the chapters are organized by my favorite occasions and inspirations rather than by course. That’s how the day to day really goes, complete with Hand-Me-Downs, the dishes and desserts that I was raised on; Freakin’ Weekend, when there’s actually time to cook a big meal at home; Craft Night/Sleepover, when I need to feed my crafty mind with hijinks and freezer jams, complete with silly pajamas, Die Hard action scenes, and giggles; and Going Out, the days we wrap early, let our hair out of our colorful head scarves, put on something cute, and decide that hitting the town is the best way to shake off the workday and pay respect to our chef friends. Every chapter opens with a dessert, because, let’s get real, behind every good savory dish, there’s something else you really want to eat. I figured I’d make it easy for you, so you wouldn’t have to go digging.

		The lovely people who play any role, large or small, ALL inspire and enrich my approach to life, and so, I hope, I do yours. There is no end to this hilariously human, never tiring, wild ride. We are in charge and while curveballs are inevitable (well, not in T-ball), we get to choose our bat and then knock them out of the park. If you ever need a boost or a batch of Cornbake, or a Weak Night dining companion, you know where to find me.

		CT 2015
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		If the human body is 60 percent water, I’m certain that nearly another 25 percent of me is made up, bound together, and kept running by the recipes in this chapter.

		For at least the first twenty years of life, my “culinary upbringing” was very honest and very delicious—and very not fancy.

		I was raised by a gaggle of women who cooked and baked every meal for their families. Through food, they shared life lessons, hot gossip, and family histories. This was how knowledge and skill were passed down in the kitchen; no one ever considered honing her skills with culinary school or cookbooks—that wasn’t what preparing a meal was about. Spending time in the kitchen was about feeding your family a warm, delicious meal (we’re a picky, opinionated clan too), and just one of many things that has to happen in a day, so fussiness and complexity in a recipe never won a spot in the kitchen.

		Cooking serves a specific purpose in any home. In my family, it’s a rite of passage, but it’s also a competition. We’re show-offs, so not only do we want to make the most delicious recipe for our loved ones, we also want it to be the easiest (how else are we going to be superwomen the rest of the day?) and cheapest (frugality rules!), and have the best backstory (gotta have something to brag about when you’re trying to stay humble).

		Some people collect friends, or sweater sets, or fine art, or Beanie Babies. In my family, we collect honorary family members and we collect recipes—from in-laws, old friends, new friends, church folk, firehouse cookbooks, PTA potluck dinners, and eccentric neighbors. This is where you get the best stuff.

		My family’s culinary repertoire expands when a community gathering, new spouse, or cookie swap brings a new dish, a new recipe, into our orbit. I learned to cook and bake by making each of the recipes in this chapter as it was handed down and added to the recipe Rolodex.

		The most honest, loving people make the most honest, loving food. It’s not about fuss, it’s not about exotic ingredients—it’s about being resourceful with what’s in the pantry. To this day, this is still what I home in on when cooking in my own kitchen, and the food I like to prepare, eat, and share most often.

		In my “family,” we cook and bake together, giggle, share, nurture, and feed others. Through these recipes, we teach new generations to cook and bake, to give more than just food. We make the tried-and-true dishes that decades of home cooks have made, the ones that are expected at any gathering. We hand these recipes down on index cards, or, more often than not these days, via e-mail, and so their legacy lives on. We remember where we got a recipe, who gave it to us, when we first made it, and how we may have tweaked it to make it our own.

		Each of the recipes in this chapter is a staple in my life and in my extended, disjointed, glued-together loving family. Every recipe was handed down to me—and, now, to you. Share them freely.
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		MY GRANDMA’S OATMEAL COOKIES

		MAKES 1½ DOZEN COOKIES

		
			This cookie is the reason I learned to bake. There was always an ill-fitting lid on a beat-up plastic storage container in the fridge full of this dough, or a plate of oatmeal cookies wrapped in thrice-used aluminum foil on the table.

			With great care, my grandma rolled every ball of dough in confectioners’ sugar for a perfectly crackled finish, but she could never figure out why these cookies inspired the crazy in people. When he was away at college, my Uncle Dan would lie to his roommates and tell them the white stuff on top was mold, just to hoard a few more for himself. That was my grandma’s favorite story to tell when she handed the recipe over to everyone who asked for it.

			Though she would never go for this (it would probably get stuck in her dentures), I like to sneak some shredded coconut into the dough when no one is looking.

		

		
			14 tablespoons (1¾ sticks) unsalted butter, at room temperature

			¾ cup packed light brown sugar

			⅔ cup granulated sugar

			2 large eggs

			2 teaspoons vanilla extract

			1½ cups all-purpose flour

			2¼ cups old-fashioned oats

			1¼ teaspoons ground cinnamon

			1¼ teaspoons kosher salt

			1 teaspoon baking soda

			½ cup sweetened shredded coconut (optional)

			1 cup confectioners’ sugar

		

		1. Heat the oven to 375°F.

		2. Combine the butter, brown sugar, and granulated sugar in the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment on high and cream together until light and fluffy, about 3 minutes. Add the eggs and vanilla and mix until incorporated, about 1 minute. Add the flour, oats, cinnamon, salt, baking soda, and coconut, if using, and mix until just combined, about 30 seconds.

		3. Put the confectioners’ sugar in a small bowl. Scoop and roll the dough between your palms into golf-ball-sized balls. Toss in the bowl of confectioners’ sugar until completely covered and arrange the cookies 2 to 3 inches apart on a greased or parchment-lined baking sheet.

		4. Bake the cookies for 9 to 10 minutes, until golden brown and crackled. Let cool completely on the pan. See Cookie Storage for storage instructions.

		
			
			[image: ]
		

		ROSEMARY NUTS

		MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS

		
			Back when I was a kid, I don’t think anybody would have guessed that I’d end up a chef.

			I was an infamously and annoyingly picky eater. I was more interested in arts and crafts and playing hide-and-seek than in food. Meanwhile, my older sister, Angela, was expertly adorning birthday cakes using a piping set she’d bought. She mastered a chocolate-orange ganache that she made into truffles, and she perfected these addictive rosemary nuts. She is now a stone-cold killer in the tech industry and, for some odd reason, calls me for cooking and baking advice.

			I quadruple the recipe and bring it to work as a snack for our team, but there is rarely any left by lunchtime. Packed up in 2- or 4-ounce jars, these make a nice gift.

			Before you get started, let me share a little nut know-how with you:

			
				1. Invest in good nuts; please don’t bring Planters anywhere near this recipe—preroasted, presalted nuts are absolutely not allowed here. (I have nothing against Planters; this just isn’t the time or the place.) If that is all you can find, you’re next to the popcorn and in the wrong aisle—look closer to the fresh produce!

				2. I use a mixture of walnuts, pecans, almonds (whole or slivered), and pistachios. I typically steer clear of peanuts and hazelnuts because their flavor overpowers the rest of the mix, and cashews are hard to find these days at your standard grocery store.

				3. Nuts do go bad! Store them in an airtight container in a dark, dry place, or refrigerate or freeze them. Taste-test your nuts before using them; if they taste “off” (trust me, you’ll know if that’s the case) compost them, give them to your pigs or chickens, or just plain get rid of them.

			

			Now go forth and herb up the nuts.

		

		
			1 pound raw unsalted nuts of your choice

			2 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted

			⅓ cup packed light brown sugar

			3 tablespoons chopped fresh rosemary

			2 teaspoons kosher salt

		

		1. Heat the oven to 350°F.

		2. Spread the nuts evenly on a baking sheet and roast for 10 minutes, or until fragrant and beginning to brown. Transfer the nuts to a large bowl (set the baking sheet aside).

		3. Mix the butter with the sugar, rosemary, and salt, pour it over the warm nuts, and toss with a wooden spoon. Spread the nuts back on the baking sheet and let them cool on the counter for 30 minutes, or until all elements have solidified and cooled. Serve at room temperature. (They’re not as good if you try to eat them while they’re still warm.)
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		COCKTAIL MEATBALLS

		MAKES 2 TO 2½ DOZEN MINI MEATBALLS

		
			If you don’t know, you better ask somebody.

			These sassy little sweet-and-savory nuggets are nothing fancy until you stick a bedazzled toothpick in them. The totally ’80s recipe is an easy share with anyone who has a Crock-Pot or a heart. My grandmother used to make these meatballs for the men at my mother’s accounting firm during tax season, because they really “needed protein,” and she would hand out the recipe to their wives once everyone was hooked.

		

		
			1 pound ground beef

			1 tablespoon kosher salt

			½ teaspoon black pepper

			1 tablespoon dried minced onions

			2 teaspoons Worcestershire sauce

			1 tablespoon whole milk

			1 large egg

			¼ cup plain dried bread crumbs

			1 tablespoon grapeseed or other neutral oil

			1 (12-ounce) jar or can cranberry sauce

			1 (12-ounce) bottle Heinz chili sauce (don’t worry, it’s not so spicy)

		

		1. Put the meat into a large bowl, add the salt, pepper, onions, Worcestershire sauce, milk, egg, and bread crumbs, and mush together until completely incorporated. Roll the meat into roughly 1-inch balls, about 2 tablespoons each, slightly smaller than a Ping-Pong ball.

		2. Heat the oil in a medium skillet over medium heat. Depending on the size of your skillet, you may need to cook the balls in batches so as not to crowd the pan. Brown the meatballs, turning occasionally, until they begin to develop a crust, 3 to 5 minutes. You’re not looking to cook them all the way through at this point, just to get color on all sides.

		3. Transfer the browned meatballs, and any residual liquid or fat, to a slow cooker. Dump the cranberry sauce and chili sauce over them, cover, and cook on low for 3 to 5 hours—the longer the better—until the liquid has reduced to a sweet beefy glaze. (Alternatively, you can cook these in a covered saucepan over very low heat, but the Crock-Pot is how my clan does it.)

		4. Put the meatballs in a bowl and skewer them before serving, or put a cup of frilly toothpicks to the side of the Crock-Pot for self-service. No matter what, serve warm.

		
			Note that grape jelly, apricot jelly (a personal favorite), or any other jelly you might pair with beef works great as a cranberry substitution. And if beef isn’t your speed, you can substitute another ground meat. Ground lamb and pomegranate jelly would make for a very modish and classy crock of balls. No matter which way you go, frilly toothpicks are a must.
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		SEVEN-LAYER SALAD

		SERVES 4 TO 6

		
			There’s no better news than, when arriving at a lunch or dinner, hearing that seven-layer salad will be served. I ask for the recipe for every seven-layer salad I come across out of sheer curiosity. The best part about this kind of salad is that there are no rules as long as there are seven layers and the dressing involves mayo. In this regard, it’s actually more of a seven-layer coleslaw. But in my neck of the woods, anything tossed in mayo is a “salad”: ham salad, tuna salad, fruit salad…

		

		
			1 cup frozen peas, defrosted

			½ red onion, sliced

			½ head iceberg lettuce, shredded

			½ pound ham, sliced or cubed

			1 cup shredded Swiss cheese

			½ pound bacon, cooked and crumbled

			1 ear corn, kernels cut off the cob

			½ cup mayonnaise (Hellmann’s, Miracle Whip, or Kewpie)

			1 lemon, juiced

			2 teaspoons kosher salt

			⅛ teaspoon black pepper

		

		1. Layer up the first 7 items, one at a time, in a bowl. Refrigerate.

		2. Right before serving, after you have presented the salad to your guests in all its seven-layered glory, stir in the mayonnaise, lemon juice, salt, and pepper. Serve cold.
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		CHICKEN PUFFS

		MAKES 8 PUFFS; SERVES 2 TO 4

		
			While I like digging through cookbook collections, I live for rifling through people’s recipe card indexes. That is how I discovered this gem in my Aunt Sylvia’s stash. Somehow this light and airy lunchtime favorite had fallen off my family’s greatest hits list, and I can’t for the life of me figure out why. I include it here to restore it to its lost glory.

		

		
			Pam or other nonstick baking spray

			¾ cup (about ½ pound) chopped cooked chicken

			4 ounces cream cheese, at room temperature

			¼ cup diced onion, scallions, or shallots

			1 teaspoon kosher salt

			¼ teaspoon black pepper

			1 (8-ounce) tube refrigerated crescent rolls

			1 cup Italian seasoned bread crumbs

		

		1. Heat the oven to 350°F. Grease a baking sheet with the baking spray.

		2. Mix the chicken, cream cheese, onion, salt, and pepper in a medium bowl.

		3. Unroll the crescent rolls and lay out on the counter. Divide the chicken mixture evenly among the 8 pieces of dough, spooning it into little clumps in the center of each unfurled roll. Wrap the dough up around the chicken, pinching the sides to seal the seams. Roll the puffs in the bread crumbs and put on the prepared baking sheet.

		4. Bake the puffs for 15 minutes, or until golden brown. Serve hot out of the oven.

		
			Rotisserie or grilled chicken works best and packs the biggest punch of flavor!
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		HANKY-PANKIES

		SERVES 4

		
			These misters are another retro offering that dates back to when my mother and aunts were the age I am now. I first loved them because of (1) their name and (2) the surplus of cheese in every bite.

			They are more or less party-sized open-faced sammies crossed with meaty, gooey grilled cheese sandwiches. What more could you want?

		

		
			½ pound ground beef

			¼ pound bulk breakfast sausage

			1½ teaspoons kosher salt

			¼ teaspoon black pepper

			¼ pound Velveeta cheese, chopped

			¼ pound Swiss cheese, chopped

			1 teaspoon dried oregano

			½ onion, diced

			16 slices party rye (such as Pepperidge Farm)

		

		1. Heat the oven to 400°F.

		2. Mix the beef, sausage, salt, and pepper in a bowl.

		3. Heat a large skillet over medium heat. After a minute, add the meat mixture. Brown the meat, stabbing at it with the edge of a spoon to break it up, until no longer pink, about 3 minutes.

		4. Meanwhile, melt the Velveeta and Swiss in a small saucepan over medium heat. Stir in the oregano and onion.

		5. Add the browned meat to the cheese and stir until combined.

		6. Put the slices of rye bread on a baking sheet. Assemble your hanky-pankies by spooning the cheesy meat mixture evenly over the bread.

		7. Toast in the oven for 4 minutes, then broil on high for a minute to crisp up the tops. Be careful not to burn them! Serve hot.

		SAUCE, WITH PENNE

		SERVES 4 TO 6, WITH LEFTOVER SAUCE

		
			I had a great childhood, not in a cookie cutter way, but because no matter which way my family went, we always lived in a house we called home, and we were lucky enough to have awesome neighbors with every move. I grew up with honorary grandparents and siblings and I added aunts and uncles every time I had a new address to memorize.

			One of my favorite neighbors, in my tween and teenage years, was a Southern Italian family I routinely visited to play hide-and-seek and Super Mario Brothers, watch Rocky I, II, III, IV, and V, and, most important, to eat a second dinner. At home, we had fast food after softball practice, fish sticks on Fridays, or occasionally stuffed peppers (yuck! sorry, Mom), but my neighbors ate the same thing every night: bread and olive oil, then penne in red sauce, then beef braised in red sauce, and then salad. Their house always smelled of garlic caramelizing, beef browning, and tomatoes simmering to perfection.

			Every day a fresh batch of sauce was begun again. The recipe had been handed down through generations on the husband’s side to the wife, and when we were wise enough to realize we might not live across the street forever, my mom, my sister, and I begged her to teach us.

			Whether you make this to freeze in batches and defrost, or make it fresh every night, I promise you will fall in love with its simplicity and that it will become a family recipe of yours too.

			
				Cool leftover sauce before storing in a lidded container in the fridge for up to 1 week or the freezer for up to 1 month.

			

		

		
			3 tablespoons olive oil

			½ pound beef brisket

			8 garlic cloves, lightly crushed

			2 (28-ounce) cans crushed tomatoes

			2 (28-ounce) cans whole plum tomatoes

			kosher salt

			2 pounds penne

			½ cup grated Parmesan cheese, or more to taste

			
				This recipe is correct! There is no salt and pepper, or any aromatic additives in the sauce, because they’re not needed. Penne cooked al dente in salted water, with a garnish of grated good Parmesan cheese, will lend all the salt you need. You can, though, add crushed red pepper flakes as a sidekick to the Parmesan to add heat and depth.

			

		

		1. Heat the olive oil in a Dutch oven or other heavy-bottomed pot over medium-high heat. After a minute, add the brisket and brown it on all sides: This will take 10 or so minutes; do not rush it.

		2. Throw in the garlic cloves and cook until golden brown, a few minutes. Add the crushed tomatoes. Crush the whole tomatoes by hand (wear an apron or a tie-dyed shirt for this task) as you add them to the pot, along with all of the corresponding juices from the can. Bring to a simmer and simmer gently over low heat, with the lid slightly ajar, for at least 3, and up to 8, hours. See note.

		3. Fish out the braised meat and put it on a platter to serve separately, keeping the sauce over low heat. Put a large pot of water on to boil and salt it like the Mediterranean. Add the penne and cook 1 minute shy of the package directions. Drain it well but not too well and add it to the pot with the warm sauce.

		4. Season and garnish the sauce with grated Parmesan. Serve the braised meat after the pasta, with a little sauce, if you please. Make sure there’s enough for that neighbor girl.

		
			Time, temperature, and lid positioning are the secrets to this sauce. Medium-to-high heat, a time crunch, or too much moisture evaporation can lead to a mediocre, instead of awesome, sauce.

		

		
			In place of beef brisket, any other fatty cut of pork or beef will do; boneless beef short ribs or pork sausages are a great

		

		
		
		ACORN SQUASH WITH CINNAMON BUTTER AND BREAKFAST SAUSAGE

		
		
			
			
			
			
				
			

		

		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
			
		

		
		CORNBAKE

		
		
			
			
			
				
			

		

		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		AUNT MARY’S BREAD

		
		
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
			
			
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
				
			

			
		

		CORNMEAL MUSH

		
		
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		CHEESY ONIONS

		
		
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
			
		

		
			
		

		
			
		

		
		APPLE DUMPLINGS

		
		
			
			
			
				
			

		

		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
			

		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		SOUR CREAM COOKIES

		
		
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
				
			

			
				
				
			

			
		

		
		
		BUCKEYES
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