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Cleo Coyle’s  

Secret Ingredient 

Meatballs  

Photos (c) by Alice Alfonsi who writes   

The Coffeehouse Mysteries as Cleo Coyle 

with her husband, Marc Cerasini. 

In our bestselling Coffeehouse Mystery,  

Dead Cold Brew, there are twists and 

surprises, family secrets, deadly 

dangers, and charming jewel thieves. 

Because it’s a culinary mystery, there 

are also mouthwatering recipes. This is 

a bonus recipe from the book, which includes over 25 more in  

its appendix. Our amateur sleuth (single mom and coffeehouse 

manager Clare Cosi) cooks these up to conjure a little comfort 

after a harrowing day. Meatballs truly are a comfort food, and the 

basics of this recipe will get you great results. You can certainly 

adjust the spices to your own taste. More garlic? Less oregano? 

Go for it! Just be sure to check out my 4 Secrets to Good 

Meatballs at the end of this recipe, where I’ll tell you more about 

my secret ingredient; my optional ingredient (fennel seeds); and 

my sources. Now let’s get our meatballs on! ~ Cleo 

Makes 20 meatballs (3-oz size before cooking; 2-oz after) 

Ingredients: 

1 small onion (or 1/2 large onion) 

3 large eggs, lightly beaten  

1 tablespoon Italian seasoning mix + 

1 to 2 teaspoons dried oregano + 

1 heaping Tablespoon dried minced garlic (See substitution notes on pg. 5) 

(optional) 1 teaspoon fennel seeds (See my note on page 5) 

1 heaping teaspoon Kosher salt (or ½ teaspoon table salt) 

1/2 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper 

Secret Ingredient: 1 cup crushed Special K cereal (crush before measuring) 

1/4 cup grated Pecorino Romano cheese  

2 pounds ground beef (must be 85% lean, fat brings flavor and tenderness) 

Free Recipe Guide to  

Cleo’s new culinary mystery 

Honey Roasted:  

click here. 

 

https://www.coffeehousemystery.com/userfiles/file/Honey-Roasted-Recipe-Guide-Cleo-Coyle.pdf
http://www.coffeehousemystery.com/about_coffeehouse_mystery_books.cfm
http://www.cleocoylerecipes.com/p/about_7.html
https://cleocoylebooks.com/2015/09/01/16-dead-cold-brew/
https://www.coffeehousemystery.com/userfiles/file/DeadColdBrew-Recipes-CleoCoyle.pdf
https://www.coffeehousemystery.com/userfiles/file/DeadColdBrew-Recipes-CleoCoyle.pdf
https://www.coffeehousemystery.com/userfiles/file/Honey-Roasted-Recipe-Guide-Cleo-Coyle.pdf
https://www.coffeehousemystery.com/userfiles/file/Honey-Roasted-Recipe-Guide-Cleo-Coyle.pdf
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Step 1 – Prep oven and pan: First preheat your oven to 350° F. 

Line a rimmed sheet pan or baking pan with aluminum foil. Use olive 

oil to generously grease the foil, which will prevent your meatballs 

from sticking. Set aside. 

Step 2 – Mix the meat: Grate the onion into a large bowl—the 

grating will produce onion juice, and that’s good. The juice will  

add flavor and moisture. Mix in the beaten eggs, spices, salt, and 

pepper. Stir in 1 cup of the crushed Special K and allow it to soak 

for 5 minutes in the liquid. Stir in the grated Pecorino Romano 

cheese. Finally add the meat. Mix gently with clean hands. Make  

sure everything is well blended, but do not over-work the meat.  

Step 3 – Form balls gently: Don’t be too aggressive when forming 

the meatballs. If they’re pressed too tightly, you may get rubbery 

results. Size them about 1-1/2 inches in diameter (about the size of a 

golf ball). Place the balls on the foil-lined pan (make sure the foil is 

greased or the meatballs may stick). 
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  Brewed Awakening            Shot in the Dark                                                                                  New! > Honey Roasted    

       5 Best of Year Lists!      *Starred Review –Library Journal                                                  “A honey of a tale” ~ Kirkus  

     Free Recipe Guide here.       Free Recipe Guide here.                                                                      Free Recipe Guide here. 

 

The Coffeehouse Mysteries are 

bestselling culinary mysteries, set  

in a landmark Greenwich Village 

coffeehouse. Each includes the 

added bonus of recipes.  

To learn more and see more  

recipes, visit Cleo Coyle’s 

 online coffeehouse at 

www.CoffeehouseMystery.com  

And her recipe blog at 

www.CleoCoyleRecipes.com 

Step 4 – Bake: Cover the pan loosely with aluminum foil (do not seal). 

Place pan in center of preheated 350° F. oven and bake for 15 

minutes. Remove foil. Flip meatballs over for even cooking (use two 

spoons and be gentle to prevent crushing). Return pan to oven (with 

no foil on top) for another 20 to 30 minutes. Test a meatball for 

doneness. It should be cooked well through the middle: The USDA 

warns “bacteria are killed by cooking, which for ground beef is an 

internal temperature of 160 °F as measured by a food thermometer.” 

Step 5 – Rest and serve: Remove pan from oven & allow meatballs  

to sit for 10 minutes. This resting allows juices to be reabsorbed into the 

meat. As a pasta side: Simmer meatballs for 5 to 10 minutes in a pan of 

tomato sauce. As a sandwich: Place on a crusty roll with a splash of 

tomato sauce, top with slices of mozzarella, and melt under broiler.  

STORING RAW MEATBALLS: After completing Step 3, cover pan with plastic 

and slide into refrigerator for up to 1 day. To store longer, place meatballs  

on pan covered with wax or parchment paper and place in the freezer. Once 

frozen, move them into a freezer-safe container or plastic bag. Meatballs will 

keep in freezer for up to 1 month. To cook, thaw in fridge before baking.  

 

STORING COOKED MEATBALLS: Allow meatballs to cool. Transfer to a 

freezer-safe plastic bag. Store up to two months. Re-warm frozen meatballs  

in your microwave or oven, or simmer in tomato sauce, and… 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

 

 

  

Eat with joy! ~ Cleo   

 

https://cleocoylebooks.com/2015/09/01/18-brewed-awakening/
https://cleocoylebooks.com/2015/09/01/17-shot-in-the-dark/
https://cleocoylebooks.com/2021/06/07/19-honey-roasted/
https://www.coffeehousemystery.com/userfiles/file/Brewed-Awakening-Recipes-Cleo-Coyle.pdf
https://www.coffeehousemystery.com/userfiles/file/Shot-in-the-Dark-Recipes-CleoCoyle.pdf
https://www.coffeehousemystery.com/userfiles/file/Honey-Roasted-Recipe-Guide-Cleo-Coyle.pdf
http://www.coffeehousemystery.com/about_coffeehouse_mystery_books.cfm
http://www.coffeehousemystery.com/
http://www.cleocoylerecipes.com/
https://cleocoylebooks.com/2021/06/07/19-honey-roasted/
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/portal/fsis/topics/food-safety-education/get-answers/food-safety-fact-sheets/meat-preparation/ground-beef-and-food-safety/CT_Index
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/portal/fsis/topics/food-safety-education/get-answers/food-safety-fact-sheets/meat-preparation/ground-beef-and-food-safety/CT_Index
https://cleocoylebooks.com/2015/09/01/17-shot-in-the-dark/
https://cleocoylebooks.com/2015/09/01/18-brewed-awakening/
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Cleo Coyle’s Tips & Notes 

The basic ingredients and cooking method (baking not frying)  

for this recipe came from my late mother Rose Capaccio Alfonsi.  

She was born in Italy but discovered the “Secret Ingredient” for 

her meatballs in the USA. Of course, this “secret” ingredient is  

not so secret to housewives of the 1960s. Special K was 

introduced in 1955, and I’m guessing Mom got the idea of using  

it in her meatballs from the Kellogg’s company, which likely 

published recipes to encourage purchases. That said, this final 

recipe is my own, adapted from Mom’s, and I can testify that it 

makes a mound of juicy, light, and fluffy meatballs. My husband 

(and partner in culinary crime-writing) and I both hope you have 

fun making this recipe; and, of course, we hope the results bring 

you foodie comfort and heartfelt joy. And now, my…  

 

 

FOUR SECRETS TO GOOD MEATBALLS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 – CHOICE OF MEAT: Chefs have a saying, “Fat equals flavor.” It also equals tenderness and juiciness in your 

meatballs. If you don’t use the recommended 85% lean beef in this recipe and instead choose (say) 95% lean beef 

mixed with ground turkey or ground pork, you will create a meatball that is drier and tougher than it should be. For 

those who prefer to use a mix of meats, then include the fattier ground beef in your ratio for best results—and that  

ratio should favor the fattier meat. For example: 1-1/2 pounds 85% ground beef and ½ pound ground pork. 

2 – HANDLE WITH GENTLENESS: The meat mixture must not be overworked and the balls must be formed well 

but gently. Overworked meat or meatballs that are formed too tightly and too compactly may turn out rubbery instead of 

light, fluffy, and appealing in texture. 
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3 – DON’T SKIP THE BINDERS: Meat shrinks as it cooks but the eggs and Special K work to prevent your 

meatballs from shrinking so much that they become tough and rubbery. Never skip the binders for good meatballs. 

4 – BAKING IS BETTER: Baking meatballs (instead of frying) is the way my Italian family has cooked all of its 

meatballs for as long as I can remember. Using your oven allows for much easier and even cooking. Just be sure to 

cook at the temperature recommended in this recipe (350° F.), cover with foil for the first 15 minutes, and gently turn 

the meatballs for even cooking. Also be sure to check the internal temperature with a meat thermometer. Pull out the 

oven rack and quickly slip the thermometer into the center of a test meatball: 160° F. is the internal temperature you 

need in order to be certain the meat has been safely cooked.  

INGREDIENT TIPS 

 

TIPS ON MY (“OPTIONAL”) FENNEL SEEDS 

Fennel is a popular (even beloved) ingredient among 

Italians. It aids in digestion and carries wonderful health 

benefits and minerals. Italians also love the flavor, which 

is close to anise. If you enjoy sweet Italian sausage, you 

have likely tasted the flavor note of fennel. My husband 

and I enjoy this flavor in our meatballs, although it may 

be too exotic a flavor for you. If you’re curious but wary, 

here’s a tip. Do what pro chefs do when testing recipes. 

Make the meatball mixture without the fennel, take a little 

of the meat mixture, mix in a small amount of fennel 

seeds, form a few meatballs, bake them, and do a taste 

test to see if you like the flavor enough to add it to the 

rest of your meat mixture. If you don’t like it, leave it out. 

If you do, you may have discovered a lifelong love of a 

new ingredient! 

 

TIPS ON DRIED GARLIC 

Instead of fresh garlic, I prefer dried minced garlic 

(or dried garlic flakes) for a few reasons. The flavor 

will distribute more evenly through the meatballs.  

It’s convenient—and dried herbs in general are  

a better choice for high-temperature cooking.  

  

                               SUBSTITUTIONS: 

  

                 1 tablespoon dried minced garlic 

                = 1-1/2 teaspoons garlic powder 

                                           OR 

                        = 12 cloves fresh garlic 


