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Candy Construction


How to Build Edible Race Cars, Castles, and Other Cool Stuff Out of Store-Bought Candy!
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INTRODUCTION:
BUILDING PERMITS


BABIES ARE BORN LIKING SWEETNESS, and that natural taste predilection only seems to intensify throughout childhood (and doesn’t always disappear in adulthood). No matter how much you may try to avoid giving your kids sugar, there’s no way to avoid their passion for it. Like a lot of parents who try to be careful with their kids’ sugar intake, I hardly ever gave my first child a cookie till he was two, so eager was I to avoid a sweet tooth. Now, at six, he dreams of running a candy store and adores the movie Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. With my second child, I simply shrugged and let him share in whatever loot came my children’s way, and he’s no more or less obsessed with it than his brother. What’s the lesson here? That candy continues to be a big part of childhood. From birthday goodie bags, Valentine and Halloween parties, trips to the general store, and visits to the grand-parents, candy is the signal to kids of something festive and special.


And candy is fabulously fun. Most children would choose a candy ring or a chocolate bar or a pair of wax lips over a fresh, homemade cookie any day. I’m not so old that I don’t remember the thrill myself. As a child, I worshiped candy: the scent, the look, the wrappings, the endless fascinating color and variety — taste was a secondary consideration at best. I spent my first dime ever at a candy store, buying a chewy bar of Bit-O-Honey, and that early transaction remains one of the most fully satisfying purchases I’ve ever made.


But there has to be a better way to enjoy candy than unlimited consumption. How can a responsible parent let a kid enjoy candy without letting him stuff himself with the junk? The trick is not to eat it but to make something with it. That’s where the projects in this book come in! Kids’ eyes light up at a cool and stylish Chocolate Race Car. Their joy is unparalleled when they sport a sassy Arm Candy wristwatch or bracelet. And a whole pyramid, pirate ship, or castle built out of it will be met with oohs and ahs. With a candy construction project, kids can have their candy — and eat a little bit of it, too.


The best part of candy construction is that the fun begins right away for both parent and child. When I was testing and refining the recipes for my first book, Ghoulish Goodies, my young sons wouldn’t get out of the kitchen. “What are we making next?” they asked continually, which was very gratifying, of course … and yet kind of annoying, too. Because, while I was happy to have them participate, and I wanted each recipe to be child-friendly, there were lots of times when I needed to make the cupcakes or the cookies or bake some component before we could start the “fun part” of building and decorating. Before long, I realized that the most consistently enjoyable projects for both parents and kids rarely involved turning on the oven at all. The goodies that were instantly satisfying had ready-made components that let us get straight down to business. And they were the goodies mostly based on store-bought candy.


So I decided to experiment a little. We made a trip to the store for assorted chocolates and candy shapes, mixed up some frosting, and a little bit later: Boom! We had a race car. The resulting confection, complete with a chocolate-bar spoiler, extra-wide cookie wheels that turned on pretzel-stick axels, and a tiny driver in a helmet, was a cross between a Formula One car and Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.


My sons were thrilled — and I had tapped my inner engineer. I started plotting my next move: a fairy-tale castle made from wafer cookies, with battlements, sugar-cone towers, and a drawbridge (my boys are currently into medieval knights, but I found the concept works just as well for girls who like princesses).


“What can’t we build from candy?” I wondered a few days later, swallowing my pride as I approached the cashier at a drugstore while carrying a basket so laden with chocolates, cookies, and sweets that I felt the need to mutter an embarrassed explanation: “It’s for a kids’ party.” She laughed and said, “Wow, that looks like fun.”


She was right. Talk about your childhood wishes! Welcome to the Candy Construction Company, where you can even eat the dump trucks.



Really, What About All That Candy?



Like any responsible parent, I try to limit sugar and get plenty of fruits and vegetables into my kids, so what gives with plunking them down at a table full of candy and inviting them to go nuts? When I began designing the projects for this book, I felt very apprehensive as my children hung about my legs whining to help. I was certain they merely wanted to stuff their faces with sweets. So it was with great reluctance that I set them up with a workspace.


To my astonishment, what they did with all that candy was build — really original, creative stuff, too, since they were so inspired by the materials. They took the project at face value: we’re building things out of this stuff. The candy became like so much play dough. (And let me hasten to add that I’m not one of those parents who says things like, “No, really, he hates fries but binges on red pepper strips.” My kids love candy.) Candy construction is so exciting, however, and so novel to most children, that their primary focus is to create, not eat. And once my kids made their own train or rocket, they were often too proud of their artwork to even consider breaking off parts for a snack. Also, I set a few on-site rules for everyday construction that may work at your house, too.



ON-SITE RULES






1. Absolutely no eating while building. What construction worker snacks on the job?


2. One item can be chosen from among the supplies, or one piece of what was built, but it’s to be eaten after cleanup.


3. Candy construction workers always brush their teeth after work.
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The world of candy is a big place, and things have changed a lot since I was ten. Now there’s a much more bedazzling variety of sugary shapes, from rolls and sticks, to ropes and strips, to rings and cubes. You’ll find squares and drops of luxury chocolates of all sizes, with different cocoa percentages (and thus different colors), and more cookies and candy bars than you could ever possibly use, much less eat.


There are marshmallows, taffy, and marzipan to shape, cut, and mold, and hard candies in a jewel-like range of colors, shapes, and sizes. And you can buy practically anything in its “gummy” form, from old-fashioned bears and worms, to spiders, sharks, frogs, hippos, turtles, and soda bottles! Finding enough shaped candies to work with is not a problem — selecting among the huge variety of options might be.



Building Supplies



Your best bet for laying in supplies without breaking the bank is to hit the local dollar store. That’s the place to find all the candy you need at the best possible prices. And it helps to have a lot of candy when you’re building, because you never know when peach-flavored gummy rings or chocolate drops with nonpareils will serve as inspiration. You can simply buy the few items you need to complete a project. But the thrill of candy construction is that it extends an open invitation to explore. More often than not, you’ll be halfway through a project when you suddenly get a much more exciting idea for how to decorate and personalize your version. For that, you’ll want to have a goodly stash of candy in your cupboard.


You’ll be glad you shopped at the dollar store, not only because the expense of an inspiring supply drops significantly when everything is a buck, but also because every dollar store carries something different and more exciting than the stuff you’ll find at the big-box stores. A Charleston Chew that’s 18 inches long? Got it, and for only a dollar. When viewed like any other craft material, candy from the dollar store is much less expensive than buying, say, scrapbook materials. And your kids will be much more excited about it.


On-Site Storage


Leftover candy can be used again and again for different projects, so you don’t have to worry about the waste of buying a bag of gumdrops when you need only a handful for the item you’re currently building. Let’s face it: Most candy is made to hang around for a long time. Seal the bags up tightly when you’re done. If that’s not possible, transfer leftovers to ziplock bags, and keep them in a cool, dry cabinet. Stored this way, most candy will stay fresh, usable, and edible for months.


What’s more, each candy-construction project is designed with flexibility in mind. If you can’t find sour tape strips, for example, to drape over the hood of your race car, try strips of chewing-gum “tape,” which are sold in inch-wide, 6-foot lengths. And if you turn up any unusually shaped or colored candy at a store, perhaps some regional specialty from your area, your inner contractor will soon find a way to put it to good use on your own personal candy-building site.



Mortar and Glue



Even with all this store-bought candy, I’m still a fan of homemade frostings and icings to be used as both glue and coating. (Peanut-butter play dough that’s homemade can also be used to form some items, and there’s the option to bake your own brownies, if you prefer.) The reason to make your own simple butter-cream and royal icing is not because store-bought frosting tastes heavily of chemicals (hardly a persuasive argument when you’re eating a “gummy” anything) but because all those emulsifiers and hydrogenated oils make store-bought frosting especially slick and greasy — not at all what you want for sticking things together. Homemade butter-cream can vary in thickness depending on the project, and you can color it intensely with paste colors, which have become inexpensive and widely available in the craft section of any big-box store.


Nothing here requires such elaborate frosting piping that you’d need a special bag or piping tips. I remain a big fan of what I think of as “the busy parent’s piping bag,” better known as a ziplock bag with a tiny hole cut in the corner.


Recipes for basic frosting “mortars” follow, but if you really want to skip all the prep and get right down to the building, you can certainly purchase ready-made frosting. A can of store-bought “butter-cream” won’t have any butter or cream in it, but it may have a squeeze nozzle that might sometimes be easier to wield than a frosting-laden knife, depending on what you’re building. And royal icing often comes in tubes with little nozzles that are just right for decorating tiny items and narrow spaces. If you don’t want to blend peanut butter and confectioners’ sugar, you can purchase ready-made marzipan and use that for shaping tiny creatures. Whether you buy or make the putty, mortar, and paint at your own job site is your management decision, according to your time and budget!
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Vanilla Mortar



This basic butter-cream is useful for nearly every project. You can make it thicker by adding less, or no, liquid. Store extra frosting (tightly covered) in the fridge for up to two weeks.


MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS


What You’ll Need


½ cup (1 stick) butter, at room temperature


4 cups confectioners’ sugar (a 1-pound box)


1 teaspoon vanilla


2–3 tablespoons whole milk or cream


What to Do


Beat the butter with an electric mixer until smooth. Gradually add the sugar, beating until absorbed, then beat in the vanilla. If the frosting is too thick, add the milk or cream, a few teaspoons at a time, until it reaches the consistency you prefer.


Cream Cheese Mortar


Don’t use light cream cheese or Neufchâtel: the full-fat kind, slightly chilled, is much denser and has better sticking power. Cream cheese adds a pleasant tang and can help undercut the sweetness in projects that use a lot of frosting. You can substitute this recipe whenever vanilla mortar is called for.


MAKES ABOUT 3 CUPS


What You’ll Need


1 (3-ounce) package cream cheese, at room temperature


¼ cup (½ stick) butter, at room temperature


1 teaspoon vanilla


4 cups confectioners’ sugar (a 1-pound box)


What to Do


With an electric mixer, beat together the cream cheese, butter, and vanilla until fluffy and smooth. Gradually beat in the sugar until fully absorbed and fluffy.
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