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PRELUDE TO A KISS (OF SALT)
My favorite sweets are the ones that excite the palate and stimulate a whole bunch of taste buds. What's the point of indulging in a sweet treat if it's not going to knock your socks off? Disappointing desserts are so ... disappointing. I don't want to have to eat a whole plate of cookies or a ginormous piece of cake to feel satisfied. I like sweets that are so darn good that a little goes a long wayâ€”as long as I can resist the temptation to sneak an extra bite. That kind of temptation, mind you, is quite different from one that leads you mindlessly and repeatedly to eat spoonfuls of flavorless ice cream from the carton or handfuls of bland cookies that aren't really doing it for you. (Um, not that I've ever done that.)

A few years ago I realized that the most satisfying and rewarding sweets are the ones that have something going on other than straight-up sweetness. Sweet is sweet, but it can be kind of one-dimensional. But when you add a
salty
element to said sweetâ€”even if the result is not an overtly salty flavorâ€”the treat in question gets seriously amped up.

I'm not the only one who thinks so. Salty-sweet desserts are showing up more and more often on menus at outstanding restaurants all over the country. When friends rave about a caramel they just tried or gush about a new ice cream flavor, it almost always has some kind of salty component. At one of the trendy gourmet cupcake shops in San Francisco, when
fleur de sel
chocolate cupcakes are that day's special, they always sell out. Grownups love salty sweets, and so do kids (hello, PB & J sandwiches)â€”and they will devour the Chocolate Chip Cookies that you'll find on
[>]
.

Of course, salt has always been an important part of baking. Many recipes use it as a leavening agent, and the recipes in this book do, too. But salt is also important to the flavor of a dessert, beyond its pure chemical function. Making salty sweets isn't about dumping a little extra salt into every dessert you make, though. If something is too salty, it won't taste good.

When I was growing up, I loved to experiment in the kitchen, and I was very lucky to have a mom who let me do that. One day when I was about eight years old, I wanted to make chocolate chip cookies. I read the recipe and told my mom I didn't think cookies needed any salt. She tried to explain, but I didn't want to listen. "Okay," she said. "Try them without salt and see what you think." Not so good.

Salt, when used judiciously, heightens the flavors of foods and stimulates the palateâ€”sometimes sending it into ecstatic excitement when combined with the right other ingredients. It brings out the complexities of chocolate, highlights the subtleties of fruit, and makes the flavor of nuts pop. It transforms traditional sweet flavors like caramel and butterscotch into something truly special. To me, there's nothing as mouthwatering and delicious as a good salty sweet.

Salty sweets don't have to be complicated to taste good. Most of the recipes in this book are pretty simple, in fact. They can even be as simple as a recipe that my husband, Will, came up with when he was in second grade. Will's mother, Lee, gave it to me when we got engagedâ€”it's written in very careful handwriting on lined school paper (the teacher graded him with a smiley face), and I love it. Here's what he wrote: "Make some peanut butter candy. You need 1 cup peanut butter, 1 cup corn syrup, 1Â¼ cups powdered milk, 1Â¼ cups powdered sugar. First mix it. Roll it into little balls. Then ea it." (He forgot the "t" in eat.) The peanut butter is the salty-sweet element, and you might add Â¼ teaspoon of fine sea salt, too. There you have itâ€”a simple salty sweet. I hope you enjoy itâ€”and the other recipes in this book, too.

A Few Random Thoughts On Making Sweets
Though I've spent countless hours in restaurant and bakery kitchens working with chefs on their cookbooks, I am first and foremost a home cook and baker. But I've learned a lot from watching chefs in action. The key thing that they all seem to do: Hire a staff of eager young cooks and dishwashers. If you do that, your baking life will quickly get easier. No? Your kitchen staff isn't arriving anytime soon? Mine isn't either. So keep a few of these concepts in mind.

Mise en place!
This translates from the French to "set in place," and it means getting all your ducks in a row before you begin a recipe (or at least getting all your ingredients in a row). It's the reason Food Network chefs always look like they're breezing through the kitchen effortlessly: Everything is ready already. Ingredients are measured, mixer attachments are located, and bowls are cleaned and dried. Taking time to get set up before you start a recipe makes life so much easier, and it saves you time and frustration throughout the process. This is especially important in baking, because precise measurements matter and timing is often crucial.
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