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A Note to the Reader




You can’t have everything. Where would you put it?


—Steven Wright, comedian








Lots of writers I know tend to keep their projects a secret, as if someone will steal the idea right out from under them. But it takes a long time to write a book. This one has been three years in the making, and something noteworthy about cake—a funny quote, a stand-up routine, a new snack cake—seems to unfold daily, like the coat of a serial flasher. You know it’s freaky, but you just can’t look away.


News finds me because I’ve told everyone about it.


Sometimes the responses go the way they did on a trip to New York. I duck into Desmond’s, a seedy pub on Park Avenue near Twenty-ninth Street, to hide from the rain. Brian, the bartender, is celebrating his forty-second birthday without beer, cigarettes, or cake. Poor guy. If I had met him before this late afternoon, I’d swear he had aged from the stress of it. I order a Smithwicks properly (Smiddicks) and take out my notebook. A few guys want to buy Brian a drink, but that would weaken his resolve to quit smoking for good.


Brian moves from one customer to the next, switching places holding an empty, used pint glass, setting it on the bar ledge in front of me while he talks with the guy next to me, putting it in front of that guy while he talks to me. He does this several times before I ask. “It’s an idiosyncrasy,” he tells me, blaming it on the nicotine withdrawal. He looks like a movie star. He’s smart. He has a good vocabulary. He knows more facts about politics and history than any of the twentysomething businesspeople he sets straight about them at the bar. I don’t know why this surprises me. Bartenders often know more.


At least two guys near me are British, and the one beside me is on a Christmas-shopping holiday. He is in his forties, too, it seems, and wears a knit cap pulled down to his eyebrows; I have no idea if he has hair. He’s just finished describing how his forklift flipped over while he was driving it, how he got back into the seat, how he was subsequently ejected, how the forklift kept going, and how it ran over three of his toes, which had to be amputated. He’s having trouble getting around.


Because I asked him, he wants to know what I’m doing in New York, and I tell him I’m working on a book. In order to hear this properly in your head, imagine the bloke is folksinger Billy Bragg or some Bob Hoskins character—or whatever you think is Cockney.


“About what?” he asks.


“Cake,” I say.


“Cake?” he asks.


“Cake,” I say again.


“C-A-K-E cake?” He almost cocks his head like a puppy.


“Yes, cake!”


“About making it?”


“No, about eating it!”


“Well, all right then!” And with that, he offers to buy me a beer. Both he and a gentleman at the end of the bar start laughing about someone they and the bartender know as “Mr. Kipling.” By way of explanation, they say, in unison, “Exceedingly good cakes!”


“Are they?” I ask.




It’s the company’s tagline (and, I discover, the name of a now-defunct band). They agree that the cakes are pretty good, but the pie! I’m a sucker for those mincemeat pies, the little ones that look like cookies, but I’d still choose cake.


My seven-toed English friend and I move on to other subjects, amputation among them. I show him where I chopped off my thumb tip a few years ago with a mat knife, and he shows me a similarly damaged finger.


Back at home in Baltimore, I visit their site on the Web and learn that Mr. Kipling’s cakes are the “benchmark of quality and innovation in the ambient cake market place.”


It is ambient, isn’t it? Oh, how I long for some cake ambience right now!


My e-mails to the forty-year-old Kipling, a man who’s as fake as Betty Crocker, yield little more than a lovely chat with a woman named Elinor about their pretty Battenberg cakes. I never even learn whether Rank Hovis McDougall, Mr. Kipling’s parent company, has a Crying Room, like General Mills does for all the ladies who are reduced to crumbs when they discover that their beloved Betty was a marketing mirage.


So you won’t find a visit to Mr. Kipling’s in this book about eating cake. There’s no appendix of every cake ever made, all the best cake blogs, or any cake supply companies. I don’t even speak much of carrot cake, our household favorite. I hardly utter one of the biggest names in cake: Martha Stewart. I neglect to mention a late 2007 bobblehead cake topper recall (it contained lead), Eddie Izzard’s “Cake or Death” sketch (cake, of course!), and when to use baking soda instead of powder. (Since you asked, for recipes with sour ingredients—sour cream, vinegar, buttermilk—use soda.) And though all of those ingredients are often found in cake, they aren’t essential and wouldn’t have fit on the cover anyway.


I set out to write a layered cake full of a little bit of this and that: some history for those who need to know, some folklore for flavor, some narrative. Every bite has a little bit of something, including nuts. And like cake, this book is light and fluffy. Don’t look here for answers to poverty (and don’t look at Marie Antoinette anymore, either) or a cure for heartache or ennui, though you may laugh a bit and forget your pain or boredom briefly. But I would be lying if I told you that everything about cake is here. It can’t be here. Cake is just too big.


Even as I finish the last words, friends and acquaintances are calling me with cake news or e-mail links, or they show up at school dismissal with a newspaper article they’ve clipped for me. The other day, over coffee and a delicious breakfast muffin from the Red Canoe, a bookstore and café in my neighborhood, my friend Kim told me about moving her grandmother to a nursing home. She took a few things home with her, including her grandmother’s cool old cake pan, and I was coveting it, remembering my grandmother’s silver and black one. Talk of grandmothers usually turns to cake eventually.


“My uncle, Chris, always had a birthday cake from Fenwick’s,” Kim told me, “always the same cake from the same bakery—yellow pound cake with chocolate icing, a ring cake with a cardboard tube in the center—and she actually shipped that same cake to him through the mail when he was in the Marines, including once when he was aboard ship in the Mediterranean.”


Kim reminisces about her grandmother’s cigarette dangling, the kitchen fan swishing, and the cake she made from scratch each weekend, then sliced and kept in that square 1950s cake keeper, from which it diminished, a slice or two at a time, throughout the week.


The stories of cake are such important ones! Now that I have finished collecting all these hunks and slices and have carved something new out of them, I am loath to waste a crumb. I’d like to wrap them up in foil and stick them in here somewhere, like little surprises. It’s actually considered bad luck to throw away scraps of bread or cake, so perhaps the rest of it will have to be baked into a second book someday. Or fed to the birds.















All the world is a birthday cake, so take a piece but not too much.


—George Harrison, musician, songwriter, Beatle, “It’s All Too Much”














LET ME EAT CAKE
















Introduction






One morning, I was driving to the University of Baltimore, planning a lecture for my two composition classes about punctuation, not thinking at all about, you know, it, when I stopped at a traffic light behind a truck bearing a blue and gold logo and phone number. I stared at it for a few minutes, contemplating commas, before I realized what it said: Capitol Cake Co., 1-800-EAT CAKE. A cake company—in Baltimore—that I don’t know about? And because I am, in addition to a cake junkie, a chronic chronicler, I took the truck’s picture.


Before I discovered the truck, I hadn’t noticed the brand name of the unglamorously packaged one-dollar pound cakes stacked in a freestanding display at the end of the bread aisle at Shoppers food market: Capitol Cake Company. The three Cs have been around since 1922, when Harry A. Kunkel (a cake name if ever there was one) and Edward J. Leonard realized their snack cake dream, just as Tastykake’s Philip J. Baur and Herbert C. Morris did before them in 1914, and Little Debbie’s O. D. McKee would do in 1960. (Whether initials are a requirement or a coincidence, I’m in!) But Capitol’s Shirley Jean fruitcake, named for Harry Kunkel’s daughter-in-law, would boldly go where no other cake—not even those of the imaginary Betty Crocker—had gone before: to the moon. Literally and not once, mind you, but several times.


“It’s Out of This World,” says the CCC Web site, quotation marks and all. The Web page displays photographs from a 1999 Hubble mission of the space shuttle Discovery (STS-103). Right there, on the dashboard, with a view of home out the window, sits the pink-and-green-wrapped traditional Christmas treat. Another photo shows the package by the joystick, “drivin’ the bus.” The last picture shows a smiling Commander Curt Brown with the fruitcake by his face. Each caption calls the snack “Old Fruity,” a name I’d not be too keen on were I Shirley Jean.


An astronaut picked up the fruitcake at a Florida convenience store just before his 1994 Christmas mission. It’s not clear whether he bought it to eat the traditional holiday treat while not home for Christmas, or whether it would simply provide the comic relief of a fruitcake in space. But, like most fruitcakes, it remained uneaten. At some point in the trip, the astronauts on the mission signed it. And then it went up again the following Christmas. Eventually, the package became so full of signatures that it was retired. It’s now on display at the Cake—Cape Canaveral museum.


By the time Ted Kunkel, the founder’s grandson, heard about his product’s space exploration, it already had orbited the moon a few times, and NASA was on the phone wondering where they could get another one to continue the tradition.


 


I’m a bit of a fruitcake myself. There aren’t too many things I’d rather have on my plate than something sweet and bready, preferably with frosting. Even the much-maligned fruitcake could make my heart flutter, though I confess that I haven’t actually bought or baked one. My passion has taken me far beyond my own taste buds and deep into the moist white underbelly of the cake world, visiting pastry chefs, collecting trivia, and frequently tasting. Like a good cake, the folklore and history, the traditions and secret ingredients, beg to be celebrated and shared. (As long as I get the piece with the most frosting.)


Cake has an ancient and rich tradition, but it has never been more popular—as a hobby, a spectator sport, and a curiosity—than it is right now in the United States. Martha Stewart Living has a Cake of the Month; the Food Network hosts regular cake competitions, and two East Coast chefs—Duff Goldman and Warren Brown—have had their own weekly cake series, Sugar Rush and Ace of Cakes; decorating classes, in both the blue states and the red ones, are full; and books like Rose Levy Beranbaum’s The Cake Bible and Anne Byrn’s The Cake Mix Doctor sell like hotcakes.


Where did cake come from, and where, besides the moon, is it going? Who’s using it, and who’s abusing it? Who’s credited with its rise, and who’s going to make it fall? It’s time we heard cake’s story and learned who bakes it best.


Put on some elastic-waist pants and grab a fork.



















Shrek: Onions have layers. Ogres have layers. Onions have layers. You get it? We both have layers.


Donkey: Oh! You both have layers. You know, not everybody likes onions. Cakes! Everybody loves cakes!


Shrek: I don’t care what everyone likes. Ogres are not like cakes!


—Shrek





Cakelure & Cakelore
 FIRST TIER
















LAYER ONE


Lure






Cake is a close approximation of God. Isn’t there something holy about the trinity of flour, sugar, and eggs (and butter, some salt, and vanilla)? Nothing earthly comes as close to being supreme. In that respect, it’s Gahhhd.*


Cake is omnipresent around the globe, except in Asia, where the oven is only now appearing on the residential kitchen appliance landscape, which explains why you get no bread and butter at a Chinese joint. Cake is part of every major celebration, secular and religious, even where it may not seem appropriate, like the bris.


Nearly every victory is celebrated with cake. The 131st running of the Preakness was commemorated with a fifty-pound cake. Super Bowl XLI (Forty-one) VIP attendees (including Jamal Anderson, a former Atlanta Falcon) could eat a slice of football field—with bleachers and benches, players and coaches, giant 3-D helmets, and team logos—or choose a bite from the giant Lombardi trophy on top of this cake, which stood nearly as tall as a short adult.


But those are nothing compared with the current Guinness record holder for world’s largest cake: a 130,000-pounder made from 30,000 half sheets and 40,000 pounds of frosting.* The cake, for the Las Vegas centennial celebration, had to be edible and safe and contain the normal ingredients found in birthday cake. It had to look like one, too. When cake happens in Vegas, it probably doesn’t stay there. It probably comes back in a bigger pair of jeans.


It’s hard to think of an event since the signing of the Declaration of Independence that wouldn’t have involved a cake. It’s probably not too far-fetched to imagine a July 3, 1863, cake declaring, “Yea, Union! Congratulations on Gettysburg,” blue plastic army men along the perimeter. After all, one of the first specialty cakes was invented before the American Revolution and was dubbed Muster Cake, because it was served to farmers called by the English for military training (mustering). They ate the cake at night, while not mustering, and it was hearty stuff, full of heavy nourishment for potential soldiers. By 1771, colonial women had begun baking these in their brick ovens, in fierce competition with each other, as offerings to those in town for the Hartford elections. These were yeast-leavened cakes, English cakes, filled with things that many feel ought not to be in cake, like spices and molasses and currants, and washed down with flagons of ale or mulled wine.


So cake is more than the just dessert at birthdays and graduations, retirements, showers, baby namings, confirmations, bar and bat mitzvahs, and funerals—petits fours, usually, but one time a shivah houseguest brought a Carvel ice cream cake, decorated with black balloons and inscribed with “Deepest sympathies on your loss.” The heavenly angel food cake is a traditional postfuneral food in the black community. Historians have even suggested that early 1800s African slaves had to create it, because making it required such arm strength, which few delicate plantation ladies possessed. It makes a richly symbolic story that they would expend excess energy to really whip and beat those whites stiff. This revenge is sweet, and it makes just deserts (or desserts) more delicious.


If cake is everywhere, it is because few things are more associated with joy or more emblematic of the sweet life. Even pie, which so many claim to prefer (hot apple with ice cream is a favorite of my daughter and husband), cannot hold a candle to cake, probably, literally, because it cannot hold a candle! And it would be hard to get excited about a birthday tomato or a wedding latke. It’s cake that is always a beloved and invited guest; sometimes it even seems as though it’s a prominent member of the family. What photo album doesn’t contain that picture of baby’s first cake—all over baby’s face, in baby’s hair, on baby’s clothing well beyond that tiny thumbnail of a bib? What wedding album doesn’t glorify the many-tiered masterpiece before it is cut? Cake cutting offers a second photo opportunity; the ritual feeding, a third. Some of your guests aren’t recorded anywhere, but your cake is in three shots.


My own wedding cake, a stack of fancifully wrapped packages of different flavors (maybe carrot, chocolate something, white something—just because it’s in the couple’s photo album doesn’t mean they actually got to taste it), is in my album six times, at the photographer’s whim. One is a solo portrait, centered, alone on a page. In my favorite picture, my father is bending over the cake, as if he is about to bite the heads off the cake topper. Another page shows three stages of the cake-cutting ceremony. In the first, I daintily cut a corner from the bottom package. In the second, my husband helps cut, as I am inept, while my grandmother’s hand pushes aside the flowers I am about to hack. In the third, Marty and I feed each other, while my grandfather reaches for something. It’s no secret what he’s about to do, because his act is worthy of a giant solo shot. My grandfather can wait for cake no longer and slices himself a piece off our ceremonial plate with the enormous knife. While it was happening, I was oblivious, but all eyes were on the crazy, cake-deprived (hence, cake-depraved) old man. My uncle, our videographer, should have dubbed Bernard Herrmann’s Psycho theme in the background.


 


For most people, the love affair with sugar begins at the first birthday. We spend the first year of our lives sucking down breast milk or formula, gumming whirled peas and puréed carrots—the green vegetables and then the orange and then the fruits last, so their comparative sweetness doesn’t spoil us too early. And after a year of those tiny jars of bland, which we learn to polish off like pros, our prize arrives, laid before us on the high chair tray, while a family member waits, poised for shutter release, to capture the moment. Our mothers coat their index fingers with frosting and poke it in our mouths. Someone with a camera is nearby (unless you’re the second or subsequent child), and if he is adept, the click will come between that moment and the next, when our faces bow to meet the treat, our mouths agape to receive the wonder that is cake. White sheet cake. With white, buttercream frosting.


Michael Pollan, author of Botany of Desire, captured that moment in his son Isaac’s face: “Between bites Isaac gazed up at me in amazement…as if to exclaim, ‘Your world contains this? From this day forward I shall dedicate my life to it.’ (Which he basically has done.)”


My love affair with cake was inherited from my mother and began in the womb, where my daughter’s also began. I have worshiped it from afar; I have knelt at the altar of birthday cake; I have put it on a pedestal. I’ve eaten it in bed, in other people’s kitchens, in my car, and bent over in the refrigerator. Recently, in a girlfriend’s kitchen, I pulled over a corner of the foil covering the remains of her husband’s birthday cake and helped myself to a bit while she was in another room. I’ve put gentle forkfuls in my mouth in public and then made off to a private corner to shovel in more of it. I have eaten it stale from a box filled with party trash, and I’ve scarfed it down frozen a year later. Frozen.


I probably spend an inordinate amount of time thinking about cake: when I’ll eat it next, when I’ll have to work hard to avoid it, when someone may need me to make it—an occasion that comes more often than one might think. We are about to get new neighbors, and my daughter suggested I bake them a cake to welcome them to the neighborhood. I don’t think of cake all the time, but I’m thinking of it now. And when you live in a city whose major celebrity is Duff Goldman, the Ace of Cakes reality show baker whose mug is blossoming like buttercream roses all over Baltimore billboards, it’s always a peripheral thought. If you’re me, anyway. I have a cake jones. It’s that edge you get about the one thing you can’t resist, be it potato chips or fancy cars or basketball, as portrayed in the famous Cheech and Chong sketch Basketball Jones, an animated video about a kid whose life revolves around basketball. “I need help, ladies and gennlemuns,” cries the fanatic. (Peter Sellers watches this video in the limo in Being There.)


[image: image]


I imagine I eat birthday cake much like some people have sex, grunting like a baboon, squealing like a leaky balloon, writhing, as if the methamphetamine were beginning to take effect. Though I am silent, these are the sounds I hear in my head. Though I am still, this is how I feel beneath my skin.


I eat cake mostly for the icing. When no one’s looking, I snatch a taste before a cake is cut. I choose corners—hunks, not slices. I get there first, nudging the greedy fifth graders out of my rightful spot. I slide my fingers along the waxed cardboard, mounding the piped, sugary fluff, picking it up with my fingers, savoring the stickiness on the drive home.


I even judge people by the way they eat—or don’t eat—cake. I cannot abide the skinny girls who stop after a bite or two, or leave a heap of frosting behind on the plate, frosting that I want to rescue and warm inside my mouth. “Too sweet for me,” they say, the remark cloying. Children can be forgiven, their bellies often too full of pizza and pop to appreciate the purity of refined sugar versus high-fructose corn syrup.


Cake calls to me. It speaks my name in a smoky voice. I can smell its cologne. It goads me in Italian: “Leslie, amore mio. Vieni da me. Voglio entrarti dentro.” (Leslie, my love. Come to me. I want to be inside you.)


Unlike the addict, I do not go in search of a cake fix. I don’t steal quarters from my husband’s change jar and hide on the side porch with my works, waiting for him to leave, like I used to do with cigarettes. But like the addict, I have a constant craving. I mark cake events on the calendar and plan my weeks around them. But it’s under control. I can stop at just one—or two. And an extra blop of icing.




When cake makes a surprise appearance on a conference room table or someone’s desk, I can sometimes overcome the temptation. On the day I decide a book can be written about cake, a partial cake has appeared, unexpected, in Towson University’s faculty mailroom, just two doors from my office. Most of it having been devoured by the English department a few days earlier, all that’s left of “Thank You, Clarinda” is a T. And two corners.


“Leslie, amore mio,” it calls. I close my office door.
















LAYER TWO


Qu’est-ce que c’est Cake?






All manner of sweet stuff arose concurrent with the invention of baking powder in the mid-nineteenth century. Fruitcakes, pound cakes, all that Victorian-era prim and proper goodness notwithstanding, how far back must one go for the history of cake? Does the history of man begin with an ape or a bang or a deity? Or does it begin with the first civilization? Is a cake the glimmer in a husk of wheat? Or is it cake the moment the flour, sugar, eggs, and butter are mixed to a perfect richness?


If we were to bake a cake to celebrate the birth of cake, it’s hard to say how many candles would go on top. You can trace the notion of it, at least the desire for something sweet and doughy, back as far as you can trace agriculture, some 13,000 years. Syrian farmers grew wheat and rye, so cake back then meant flat bread with honey, the same kind made by ancient Greeks and Romans. Egyptians were the first culture to bake breads, and these breads were unleavened, resembling a “cake” of matzo, which the Jews eat on Passover to remind themselves of the time when, in their hasty departure to escape their enslavement in Egypt, they could not wait for their bread to rise. Unleavened bread and humility are kindred, while leavened bread is prideful. (Never mind how puffed up my Grammy Ruth’s Jewish sponge cake got with all those eggs—and how puffed up my Peepop Marcus got when you refused a slice!)


John Ayto says, in his A–Z of Food and Drink—a small book with tiny type that is full of goodies about food—“The original dividing line between cake and bread was fairly thin.” Romans added eggs and butter to puff up their honey-sweetened cakes, while the English distinguished cakes by their shapes. Ayto gives a 1398 definition from John de Trevisa, “Some brede is bake and tornyd and wende [turned] at fyre and is called…a cake.”


Some say the birthday cake tradition began by example, Caesar Augustus enjoying birthdays so much that he celebrated his own life once every month. Others believe the tradition began after the custom of placing a round cake with candles, symbolic of a glowing moon, in the temple of Artemis to celebrate her birthday. And still others say the first cake was a Germanic custom in the Middle Ages. Cakes of sweet bread dough were shaped like the swaddled baby Jesus (baby Jesus cake pans being hard to come by, perhaps the swaddling helped to create an amorphous shape). The Kinderfest grew out of this, and candles—added not to the cake itself but to a plate, encircling the cake—burned until dinner. Geburtstagorten, a cake closer to our modern celebratory kind, was sweeter than other cakes and baked in layers.


Cake is an Old Norse word, used first around 1230, when it meant “something round, lump of something”; it became a loaf of bread in 1420.


In the middle of the 1600s, those round lumps were constrained with wood or metal cake hoops and baked on a pan set upon a hearthstone. Without the refined flour, though, they were still pretty much lumps of “something,” rather than cake. The boiled sugar-and-egg-white concoction poured over the top glazed and sweetened it a little further, but it still wasn’t cake. It was more like a sugary biscuit. Eventually, the word evolved to mean small bread, but, according to Alice Ross, an upstate New York food historian who gives classes on historical baking, what was called cake was made with much better ingredients. The more dough you had, the more cake you were likely to eat.


So cake is not cake because the word was used thousands of years ago to describe something we know now as bread. Cake is not bread, risen or unleavened—definitely not matzo!—any more than a bar or cake of soap is. Cake is not crumpets or muffins or scones like the kind you’d find at high tea; it’s not any other hard, dry, breaded thing with, perhaps, a few sprinklings of raisins or alternate dried fruit (druit, I like to call it, because once it’s wrinkled and baked in a bread, it seems so medieval). Cake is not a bun or a pastry, but it’s pretty darn close to a doughnut, despite the deep-frying.
















LAYER THREE


Let Them Eat It






Who said, “Let them eat cake”? Was it:




	A. Marie Antoinette, who married Louis XVI in 1770;


	B. a Spanish princess named Marie-Thérèse d’Autriche, who married Louis XIV in 1660;


	C. Madame Victoire, Louis XV’s fourth daughter;


	D. Victoire’s younger sister, Sophie;


	E. Madame de Pompadour, their father’s mistress; or


	F. an unnamed Tuscan duchess?





The French connection seems to be the only sure bet, though there’s plenty of evidence that Marie Antoinette would not—and could not—have said such a thing. “It was a callous and ignorant statement,” said Antoinette’s biographer, Antonia Fraser, at Edinburgh’s book fair in 2002, “and she was neither.”


Proof of the queen’s sympathy with the plight of the poor can be found in Memoirs of Louis XV. [sic] and XVI, which has the breathless subtitle and byline, Being Secret Memoirs of Madame du Hausset, Lady’s Maid to Madame de Pompadour, and of an Unknown English Girl and the Princess Lamballe. The London Magazine called these memoirs “the only perfectly sincere ones amongst all those we know.”




Even at the moment of the abominable masquerade, in which Her Majesty’s agents were made to appear the enemies who were starving the French people, out of revenge for the checks imposed by them on the royal authority, it was well known to all the Court that both Her Majesty and the King were grieved to the soul at their piteous want, and distributed immense sums for the relief of the poor sufferers…





Forget the character witnesses; we hear every day how perfectly lovely people can do monstrous things. Definitive proof that the headless queen could not have uttered those words is found in Book VI of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s autobiography, Confessions. It is a captivating piece of work that chronicles Rousseau’s reading, drinking, and cake searching, among other things. In the evidentiary scene, he has just confessed to having stolen some bottles of wine—white Arbois—which he “took…into [his] head to covet,” and now laments his predicament: The French philosopher cannot drink without having something to eat.




…[T]he difficulty lay, therefore, in procuring bread. It was impossible to make a reserve of this article, and to have it brought by the footman was discovering myself, and insulting the master of the house; I could not bear to purchase it myself; how could a fine gentleman, with a sword by his side, enter a baker’s shop to buy a small loaf of bread? it [sic] was utterly impossible. At length I recollected the thoughtless saying of a great princess, who, on being informed that the country people had no bread, replied, “Then let them eat pastry!”




The book was published in 1770, when the fifteen-year-old king and his fourteen-year-old bride were only just getting hitched.


Who actually said of bread-starved peasants that they should eat, well, fancy bread? Jean-Baptiste Alphonse Karr, an acerbic French critic and novelist born in 1808, attributed the comment to some unnamed duchess of Tuscany. Other writers blamed Madame de Pompadour, mistress of both Louis XV and the memoir writer with the endless byline. Antonia Fraser says Madame Sophie, a royal aunt, could have said it “in 1751, when reacting to the news that her brother, the Dauphin Louis Ferdinand, had been pestered with cries of ‘Bread, bread’ on a visit to Paris.” She also indicted Madame Victoire, another aunt. “But the most convincing proof of Marie Antoinette’s innocence” (and someone else’s guilt), Fraser continues,




came from the memoirs of the Comte de Provence [later Louis XVIII], published in 1823. No gallant guardian of his sister-in-law’s reputation, he remarked that eating pâté en croûte always reminded him of the saying of his own ancestress, Queen Maria Thérèse.





He thought of her, he says in Relation d’un voyage à Bruxelles et à Coblentz, when he left France in 1791 and stopped for a drink of Bordeaux and a bite of pâté en croûte. The meal made him think of Marie-Thérèse’s comment, upon learning that some peasants didn’t have any bread: “Mais, mon Dieu, que ne mangent-ils de la croûte de pâté?” (Good God, why can’t they just eat the crust from a meat pie?) Some say this was a sign of Marie’s “naïveté and her good heart.”


Why, then, has it been so easy to believe the legend? For one thing, Marie Antoinette’s beheaded-ness is often seen as a sign of guilt. For another, she was unpopular, which some attribute to her having taken so long to put some of her own buns in the oven (this was the result of her husband’s medical condition, not her frigidity). But the fast answer lies in the timing. In 1775 France, peasants were, indeed, rioting in the streets because they had no bread, a condition that could have been blamed on economist Jacques Turgot, whose slogan was, “No bankruptcy. No new taxes. No loans.” (Sound familiar?) Turgot “lifted the controls on the internal trade of grain” at a time when crops were already failing. The result was rioting in the streets and the aforementioned cries for bread, a time dubbed the Flour Wars, which precipitated the French Revolution. A phrase, an appropriate era, an unpopular queen—the perfect ingredients for a wicked historical myth.


Now even the word cake is under scrutiny. In the 1700s, the phrase would have been “Qu’ils mangent de la brioche,” let them eat brioche, not gâteau. (And was the dauphin hearing cries of “Brioche, brioche”?) Was it the crust of pâté? Was it Rousseau’s pastry?


And then there is the brioche debate. We know the bread as a fancy round bun with a silly little topknot—something not altogether different from white bread. But some believe the word, which seems to have been making the rounds since 1404, came from the early practice of kneading it with Brie cheese. Others believe the bread simply originated in Brie, France. And still others insist that the word comes from a German verb meaning to knead, and those who subscribe to this view have the bread originating in Normandy. The most far-fetched of the brioche etymologies suggests that the word referred to a paste inside the ovens of bakers and that Marie Antoinette’s—or whoever’s—words were not so much callous as they were good advice: beggars should eat the oven scrapings if they couldn’t afford bread.


So one of the few bits of cakelore we Americans have (though it belongs to the French) has been debunked, rebunked, redebunked, and finally rewritten completely. The person who said it didn’t, the saying wasn’t ever said, and none of the words mean what they meant. But the crummiest thing about it is that it has nothing at all to do with cake. And so we leave eighteenth-century France and its unlikely hero, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the only man who has his priorities in order—at least for my purposes.




I sometimes went out alone for this very purpose, running over the whole city, and passing thirty pastry [cooks’] shops without daring to enter any one of them. In the first place, it was necessary there should be only one person in the shop, and that person’s physiognomy must be so encouraging as to give me confidence to pass the threshold; but when once the dear little cake was procured, and I shut up in my chamber with that and a bottle of wine, taken cautiously from the bottom of a cupboard, how much did I enjoy drinking my wine, and reading a few pages of a novel; for when I have no company I always wish to read while eating; it seems a substitute for society, and I dispatch alternately a page and a morsel; ’tis indeed as if my book dined with me.



















LAYER FOUR


True Cake






One of the earliest wedding cakes in literature comes from Jane Austen, in her 1815 book, Emma. Linda Wolfe, in The Literary Gourmet, writes: “Nowadays hardly anyone makes wedding cakes at home, begging off because the procedure is so laborious. But it was in Jane Austen’s time too. ‘Beat in your sugar a quarter of an hour,’ says the nonelectrically equipped author of this recipe, and ‘beat your yolks half an hour at least.’” The recipe that follows, from The Young Woman’s Companion, in 1813, calls for four pounds each of butter, flour, and currants, two pounds of “loaf” sugar (the kind you have to scrape into granules), thirty-two eggs, some brandy, and a pound each of candied fruits. The cake is baked in a hoop inside a moderate oven for three hours. It was customary, then, for unmarried wedding guests to put their slices under their pillows that night, so they might dream of their future spouses.


With brandy and currants, it’s not the wedding cake of our dreams. But fruitcake is probably where the story of cake begins. Linda Stradley, a cookbook author and culinary historian who has operated the What’s Cooking America Web site since 1997, says that ancient Romans made a concoction of pomegranate seeds, nuts, and barley mash. The heavy food helped hunters and crusaders stave off hunger. When England imported dried fruit from the Mediterranean in the 1400s, the British began adding it to their breads. In Europe in the 1700s, fruitcakes were a major part of the harvest ceremony. Nuts were baked into a cake that was saved for the following year, when it was eaten as good luck, to kick off a successful harvest.


The fruitcake has seen more than its fair share of derision and controversy. The very qualities that make it nutritious and satisfying contribute to legends of its use as a doorstop and more, as Marjorie Dorfman, a food writer with a site called Eat, Drink and Really Be Merry, writes in “Et Tu, Fruitcake!”:




One theory presented by an historian who couldn’t quite locate his credentials dates back to the days of the American Revolutionary War. Commander-in-Chief George Washington asked Benjamin Franklin to come up with an easy to use barricade material to guard against incoming British cannon fire. Benjamin Franklin thought about it, went to bed early and rose early, healthy, wealthy and wise enough to tell the waiting general about his mother-in-law’s fruitloaf. Her attempt at some kind of bread had been so hard that his uncle had broken a tooth while biting into it at the previous year’s holiday dinner!





Some believe it was outlawed in Europe in the early 1700s; others say its consumption was made illegal at times other than Christmas. Its connection to that holiday is also fuzzy, but there was an English tradition of unloading fruitcakes on poor (in the financial way) carolers, as thanks for spreading their harmony door-to-door. There’s also a popular story about Queen Victoria being presented with a fruitcake for her birthday, and, because it was the right thing to do not to make a glutton of oneself, she didn’t touch it for an entire year. (After which time, she probably devoured it at once, hunched over a trash can and making grunting noises.)


At least two cakes were named for the queen, the first of them being the Victoria Sponge, which, before her reign, was made with lots of eggs (as many as ten in one cake) and no butter. The Victoria Sponge, which includes butter, is similar to a génoise, a French sponge cake. According to Patricia Bunning Stevens, author of Rare Bits: Unusual Origins of Popular Recipes, Victoria was so popular that “more places on the face of the earth than for any other single person” were named for her, “and this even included cakes.” The Victoria Cake, a fruitcake, replaces raisins with cherries, her favorite fruit.


The Puritans, who once banned Christmas and birthday celebrations and were blamed, at least by one chocolatier, for calling chocolate “the devil’s food,” were never enamored of the fruitcake,* and even Cotton Mather, as noted by Harper’s writer Lewis Lapham, led a charge to ban public commencement ceremonies at Yale on the grounds that they necessitated the “consumption of plum cake, which was ‘very expensive and an occasion for much sin.’”


How does something so sinfully delicious through the nineteenth century become the object of ridicule in the twentieth? With butter, sugar, flour, nuts, fruit, and liquor, few things sound more delicious. Perhaps it’s the long baking time, the color, the heft of the ring or loaf, or the bad jokes that keep people from enjoying—or admitting to enjoying—a fruitcake.




The fruitcake catapult is a main event at Santacon, an ironic condemnation of the commercialization of Christmas begun in 1994 and held annually around the country in December. Manitou Springs, Colorado, held its twelfth annual Great Fruitcake Toss on January 20, 2007. Comedian Jim Gaffigan jokes that the stuff is made with Skittles and everything except fruit. He rates the ingredients: “Fruit? Good. Cake? Great! Fruitcake? Nasty crap!” In 2003, Canada Transport banned fruitcakes from flights because their X-rays arouse suspicion. (“What the hell is that?” is often asked after tasting it, too.) And let’s not forget about that fruitcake that went to the moon.
















LAYER FIVE


Eatymology






Some etymologists believe the term cakewalk (and piece of cake and takes the cake) came about when contest winners in rural areas of the United States were given cakes as prizes, for just about any competition. The winners would strut around the room holding the cake, much as Miss America takes her famous walk.


But most attribute the cakewalk to American blacks. One source finds that it emerged in Florida in the late 1850s as the Chalk Line Walk, a dignified style of walking in pairs, similar to that practiced by the Seminole Indians; the most graceful pair, the one that cut a perfect figure, was rewarded with a prize.


The most likely origin, however, is the satirical strut done by slaves to lampoon the stiff ballroom dance steps of white plantation owners. At the behest of their owners, slaves often competed against each other in Sunday contests, embellishing their walk with some traditional African dance steps, the winners receiving slices of cake.


Eventually, the cakewalk became a jazz dance step, a kind of diagonal strut, and contests were held in jazz clubs. In 1906, Claude Debussy composed “Golliwogg’s Cakewalk,” an early European introduction to American jazz.


When you do something really well, you take the cake—that is, you win the prize. It’s most often used ironically. For example, my thirty-fifth birthday takes the cake for worst birthday (with the thirty-fourth running a close second). Some would say it takes the biscuit (it appeared at the beginning of the twentieth century). Or maybe the brioche.
















LAYER SIX


If I Knew You Were Locked Up, I’d Have Baked a Cake






In the summer of 2007, in honor of Paris Hilton’s incarceration, Los Angeles’s City Bakery concocted the Paris Hilton Visitor Cake, spice cupcakes—cinnamon and ginger—baked with an emery board inside each. That’s right, the ol’ cake with a file in it, albeit a nail file. Owner Maury Rubin sold up to seventy-five a day during Hilton’s stint in stir at five bucks a pop. Clever as it is, you couldn’t pay me to eat a spice cake—especially this one, which was not even frosted!


We’ve all heard of the prisoner who escaped from jail using a file smuggled inside a birthday cake, but few know the story’s origin. To my surprise, this is no urban legend, nor is it, as I had suspected, from an episode of The Andy Griffith Show.*




According to Harry Boland’s Irish Revolution, by David Fitzpatrick, cake was instrumental in the prison break of Sean Milroy, Sean McGarry, and Éamon (or Éamonn) de Valera. De Valera—or Dev, as he was called—was considered the principal author of the Constitution of Ireland and was Ireland’s president from 1959 to 1973. But in his rebellious youth, he was imprisoned in London’s Lincoln Jail for his leadership of the failed 1916 Easter Uprising.


As luck—mine and the prisoners’—would have it, Dev was in charge of the rebels based at Boland’s Flour Mill.


Since he served mass in the jail, Dev had access to plenty of candles, enough that he could steal a few, melt them, and make an impression of the chaplain’s master key. Dubliner Gerard Boland, who owned the flour mill, was the recipient of one of those impressions. He made a key and hid it in a Christmas cake, which was delivered to the prisoners. It didn’t work, nor did a second key, hidden in a second cake.


Fellow inmate Peter De Loughry was not only the mayor of Kilkenny, he was also a locksmith. Through coded messages in Christmas cards, he suggested blanks and files, so he could make the key himself.


Gerard’s brother, Harry (played by Aidan Quinn in the movie Michael Collins; Collins is, in fact, credited as the mastermind behind this prison break), delivered the third cake himself, but the baked-in blank had a slot in the center and was unusable. Fitzpatrick says, “The Irish reputation for a sweet tooth was confirmed in the arrival of a fourth cake, laced with files and a slot-less blank.” Peter De Loughry cut a usable key on the last day of January 1920, and the group escaped a few days later.


More recently in Denmark, cake was used as a weapon against four prison guards. At Nyborg State Prison, a few of the most hardened inmates—members of vicious motorcycle gangs—added something a little worse than polysorbate 60 to a cake they baked themselves. The “unnamed narcotic” made two male and two female jailers sick, and a new prison rule was enacted: “Guards are now banned from accepting cakes, sweets or other prisoner-made treats.”


As nuts as I am for cake, I’m not sure I’d eat anything baked by members of a gang called the Black Cobras. Call me silly, but I’m not sure a Bloods bake sale would go over big, especially with the Crips selling their cakes on another corner. But in Denmark, it’s fairly common for prisoners and guards to share both affections and confections. According to Danish prison spokesman Lars Erik Siegumfeldt, “Normally the guards and the inmates are very close in the Danish system…. Inmates bake cakes every day.”
















LAYER SEVEN


Birthdays from Hell






Just before my thirty-fifth birthday, even though there was no sugar in my urine, I was made to go for the five-hour gestational diabetes test. My doctor had good reason: I’d gained forty pounds in the first six months of my pregnancy.


Carrying my daughter gave me some pretty intense cravings. They weren’t for weird foods like pickles and ice cream or chocolate-covered salami, but they were specific and severe. In the first trimester, I ate a ham, egg, and cheese biscuit for breakfast every day for weeks. I had to drive across town to get to the nearest Hardee’s until the McDonald’s around the corner started making them my way. Then, beginning in my fourth month, almost every day at lunchtime, I drove myself across town again, to the Giant, our closest grocery store with a bakery, where I would buy a single square of white cake with white icing. I’d sift through the plastic boxes, tossing them willy-nilly in my search for the corner slice. If there was none, I’d hold the other pieces up to be sure I had the biggest with the most frosting. I’d buy one slice. I knew that eventually I’d get tired of driving five miles for a single slice of cake, but I promised myself I would never buy two. That second slice would not see the next day because I’d wander the house with a fork, trying to stay out of the kitchen but failing, returning to the countertop to open the plastic box, take a bite, close the lid, leave. I know. Because, at some point, I did buy two slices, and it went like that until the second piece was half gone. Then I put both elbows on the kitchen counter and ate the rest standing, mad at myself, cursing a belly that I knew was only half baby. I told anyone who asked that my daughter would be named Serena Cake Miller, a tribute to what she made me do every day.


[image: image]


So I spent Wednesday, October 8, my thirty-fifth birthday, in the blood lab, having my veins drained, one test tube at a time, every half hour. I had a book with me but couldn’t focus and instead glanced up at what everyone else was watching: an episode of Springer, a few of the wrong (not my channel) soap operas. After drinking the bottle of orange pop, filled with as many calories as in a Thanksgiving dinner but all of them pure sugar, I squirmed and fidgeted on the hard chair, wanting nothing more than to nap. I fretted, too, hoping that my inability to sit still, coupled with my overwhelming and conflicting urge to sleep, was the normal reaction to the test. I was worried about the consequences—not of having gestational diabetes, which I thought, wrongly, would go away once the baby was born—but about whether I would be able to enjoy my birthday cake, planned for Friday-night consumption, whether I’d ever be able to eat cake again, whether I should just stock up on the experience and eat as much of it as possible.


I looked down at my sore arm and remembered how far I’d come in just a year. I was the skinniest I’d ever been at the same time the previous year, with the help of phentermine and running. And while I didn’t eat much then, I could always down a Peppermint Pattie or a slice of cake. On my birthday, my husband, Marty, loaded up the Vanagon with me, my two best girlfriends, and my sister, Beth, and drove us out to Crownsville, Maryland, home of the annual Renaissance Festival. I’d been begging him to join us for years, but he was convinced it was little more than a “Period Mall.” I wanted him to see what a great time it was, so I talked up the draws: the museum of torture; the live jousting; the Shakespearean theater; the comic routines like Danger Dan and Johnny Fox, Sword Swallower; the singing; the street theater; the women running around with their boobs pushed up to their own lips, nipples peeking out above the elastic of their period dresses—all of it held in a shady forest. And, oh, the food! My birthday cake would be Cheesecake on a Stake or perhaps Chocolate Suicide Cake or Thy Queen’s Carrot Cake. Maybe I’d have all three. I could, at 132 toned pounds. I think the promise of cake is what eventually got my husband to agree to take us. (He still asks for a slice of each when I make my annual birthday trek.)


But the line on the Beltway just to get to the parking lot of the fairgrounds was backed up, and it took an hour to go less than six miles. By the time we’d arrived, the parking lot was full. So we turned around and drove the forty minutes back to our house while I cried.


I was disconsolate. One girlfriend whipped me up a blender drink with Ben & Jerry’s Cherry Garcia ice cream and whatever she could find in the kitchen. The other went home. But Beth said, “We’ll be right back,” and left with Marty in a cloud of mystery. When she returned, it was with a perfectly inscribed cake. The handwriting wasn’t the neatest, but that’s because the store’s cake decorator wouldn’t write my sister’s wishes. “Why don’t you come behind the counter, hon,” she told Beth, who did.


In the picture hanging on my refrigerator, I am nearly crying with melancholic delight, my hair pulled back to reveal my smeared tears and my widow’s peak. The white cake, adorned with a sloppy shell border in peony pink, with painted-on flowers, says, “Happy Fucking Birthday Les.” I shared that cake with everyone but ate most of the rest by myself the next day.


In the blood lab one year later, I was terrified that cake and I would soon be parted. The phlebotomist took pity on me for having to spend my birthday with her and put a RUSH on my test, so that I’d have the results by Friday. If I couldn’t have cake, no one else could either. No sense in ordering something.


The verdict hangs on my refrigerator just below the previous year’s photograph. I am hugely fat in a large black shirt that I seem to be wearing as a dress. What was I thinking? My hair is pulled back, and my smile shows relief, as I hold the cake out for display. It’s similar to my last cake, a fancy orange border and a nest of orange and yellow flowers. The inscription reads: “Happy Motherfucking Birthday!”
















LAYER EIGHT


Many Happy Returns of the Day, Cake!






We know about the births of nations. Our records never fail us when treaties are signed or bills become laws. And we can check the patents on the cotton gin and the spinning jenny. But food is a little trickier. We can find the first mention of a lollipop in 1784, but, just as cake didn’t mean two-layer, sweet, flour concoction with filling and fluffy frosting, lollipop didn’t mean hard sugar ball on a white stick. Foods, with ingredients, evolve.


Even if we talk about the introduction of leavening agents (baking soda and powder) in the mid-1800s, we’ve still not quite arrived at the most modern of cake’s incarnations. It wasn’t until the end of that era that the middle-class kitchen was equipped with a cast-iron stove that had an oven.


In the early 1900s, the standard cake looked similar to what we have now, filled and frosted with sweet, white fluff. When we speak of “the icing on the cake,” it’s to say that we’re adding something even sweeter to an already sweet deal. But some of us think that it’s not quite a celebration without a thick smear of buttercream on top. Frosting began as a cooked, sweetened egg white glaze in England in the 1700s, and it was called icing because it was supposed to look like ice. Or was it called frosting because it looked like frost? There’s a bit of a chicken-egg debate on which came first, but The Encyclopedia of American Food and Drink, by John F. Mariani, says frosting preceded icing in print (1670 to 1710). Which word you say was once considered a regional thing—like using bubbler for water fountain—but the terms are interchangeable, with frosting being a more American term. (It’s also what my mom called what she used to do to her hair.)


So is 1908 the magic year for birthday cake because the earliest recipe for buttercream (though it’s not even called buttercream) was published then, in a recipe book from Rumford, the baking powder company?


Or is it determined by the inscription? When writing on cakes first appeared, according to the Food Timeline, it was done by “professional bakers and caterers, who were proliferating in growing cities” in the late 1800s. Cakes were inscribed with “Many Happy Returns of the Day” and the name of the birthday boy or girl. That is, until the melody of “Good Morning to You,” a classroom song written by Patty and Mildred J. Hill, was paired with alternate lyrics, probably in the 1920s, and became the world’s most popular song, according to The Guinness Book of World Records.


And what of those candles, that tradition evolving out of the worship of the moon? Once a German superstition meant to ward off evil spirits (children were thought to be extra susceptible to them), candles were believed to work double magic. The fire would keep evil away, and the smoke from a snuffed candle would send a wish to God. (The lighting of incense is one of those ancient religious customs. Even the early Chinese, who didn’t celebrate birthdays with cakes or candles, believed fire would forestall evil, while fragrant smoke sent prayers to heaven.)


It wasn’t until the late 1800s that American cookbooks and style guides suggested that parents use a number of candles around the cake’s perimeter to represent the child’s age. So, while many of our birthday customs have evolved from ancient traditions, most modern practices are just about a century old. And that’s a lot of candles.


BUTTERCREAM FROSTING




The best frosting I’ve ever had, anywhere, is actually a meringue buttercream, which means it is made with lots of egg whites. And it’s cooked. I stumbled on it by accident while messing up a recipe by America’s Test Kitchen and mixing it with a recipe by Martha Stewart. The mistake came from not recognizing a yucky meringue frosting in the first place and having to add butter to it afterward in order to make it taste like frosting is supposed to taste.




4 large egg whites


1 cup sugar


1/8 teaspoon salt


¾ pound unsalted butter, softened


2 teaspoons vanilla extract




Whisk the egg whites, sugar, and salt continuously in the heatproof bowl of an electric mixer set over a pan of simmering water (double boiler) for about 3 minutes to 160°F, until the sugar is dissolved.


With the whisk attachment, beat the mixture on medium-high until it’s cool, about 10 minutes. Reduce the mixer speed to medium, and using the paddle attachment, add the butter a little at a time. Beat until it’s pale and fluffy. Very fluffy. Mix for a long time. Longer. The frosting will be cool. Add the vanilla, and mix for a few seconds more.




Buttercream can be refrigerated in an airtight container for up to 3 days, but it will harden like the butter it once was. Let it come to room temperature and beat well before using. Frosting can sometimes break. Whip it a little longer, and it’ll eventually come back.



















LAYER NINE


Beefcake






Though you can find hundreds of Internet references to dressing like Marilyn Monroe and emerging from a cake for someone’s birthday, not one suggests that Marilyn herself had ever, in movies or in public, jumped, climbed, or popped out of a cake. She did, however, have her portrait shot for a cheesecake promotion for which she wore a one-piece bathing suit, a baker’s toque, and very high heels, in which she stood and attempted to cut the cake with a sword. This pose should make you want cheesecake very, very much, in the same way you want a Ferrari when there’s a bikini-clad bimbo stretched across its hood. (Okay, maybe you’d want a Ferrari anyway, like I’d want a piece of that cheesecake anyway.)


Roland Winbeckler took the cheesecake-beefcake icon to ironic proportions. A cake sculptor from Redmond, Washington, Winbeckler won two gold medals and a crystal goblet in the World Culinary Olympics for feats less impressive than his life-size Marilyn, in her famous Seven-Year Itch pose, carved out of pound cake and frosted with buttercream icing. It was 125,000 calories and served 500 people.




The sculptures are created with baked pound cake, which is carved and glued together with frosting. It’s not a freestanding tower of flour; everything is on an armature or a base, which is constructed out of whatever materials will work best for individual projects. Nearly all of Winbeckler’s structures use buttercream glue, but for a life-size Christopher Columbus, when he knew the cake wasn’t going to be served, he used royal icing, which “hardens like concrete!” (Another of his sculptures using royal icing is one of George Washington, currently preserved in the Ripley’s Believe It or Not Museum in Hollywood, California.) Otherwise, cakes must be assembled on-site; delivery of gigantic finished cake statues is impossible. A life-size Winbeckler sells for somewhere near $7,000, including lodging and transportation.


I am thinking, of course, about having a cake fashioned into my own likeness—a nice little gift to myself upon garnering a cake book contract. Imagine all the photo opportunities—the cover photo, even—when I eat myself. I’d nibble first at my too-thick ankles and give my right breast a slight reduction to even out the set. I’d save my hair for last because I like it. It’s my head’s personal frosting.
















LAYER TEN


Expensive Cakes






A Seinfeld episode called “The Frogger” makes astute observations about society’s fascination with cake. The show opens in Elaine’s office; everyone is gathered around a cake singing “Happy Birthday,” while Elaine laments the fact that it’s a special day for someone at this office of two hundred every day. In fact, she becomes so sick of her coworkers trying to socialize with cake parties that she takes a sick day. It backfires: when she returns to the office, four people walk in with a cake and begin singing a little “Get Well” ditty.


Elaine screams at them. A male worker says he thinks it’s nice.


“What is nice? Trying to fill the void in your life with flour and sugar and egg and vanilla? I mean, we are all unhappy. Do we have to be fat, too?”


Later, Elaine enters the office of her boss, Mr. Peterman, visibly shaking, jonesing for some cake (but too ashamed to admit it after what she did to her coworkers), and she finds a slice in his mini-fridge and has some. So Peterman won’t notice, she replaces it with something from Entenmann’s. Turns out the thing was his “latest acquisition. A slice of cake from the wedding of King Edward VIII to Wallis Simpson, circa 1937, price—$29,000.”


But even the art of Seinfeld doesn’t come close to gross reality. One of the most expensive cakes ever was a bejeweled fruitcake created for a diamond exhibition. The 223 diamonds earned the red Christmas cake, made in Tokyo, a price tag of $1.65 million in December of 2005.


Another Tokyo cake the following year, created for Mozart’s 250th birthday, was covered with gold coins and priced at $2.16 million.


America will not be outdone, especially not by Japan. In October 2006, the most expensive birthday cake in the world, made by Nahid La Patisserie Artistique and covered with diamonds from Mimi So Jewelers, was brought into a Beverly Hills bridal show by security guards. More like a marshmallow display case for some large glittery brooches, the $20 million cake was never eaten.


But these are really just cakes for show. They are centerpieces, decorations, props. For an overpriced birthday cake, you’ll want to check your own phone book. While a fancy half sheet from the grocery store might run about $30—double that for a slightly fancier cake from a small grocer in an upscale neighborhood—you can’t get a novelty cake for under $200. Some places even have a $500 minimum! And judging by their flavor, these are for show, too.


But that didn’t stop some New York socialite from shelling out $1,500 to Elisa Strauss’s Confetti Cakes for a pink cake shaped like a Coach bag and stuffed with a dog, sandals, and a People magazine, beside a sculpted pink iPod mini. For her daughter’s tenth birthday! Okay, my daughter had a blue iPod mini when she was nine, but—hello, you could give every kid on the guest list a real iPod to take home for the cost of that cake. Wouldn’t that be something?
















LAYER ELEVEN


May As Well Face It: You’re Addicted to Cake






Comedian Jim Gaffigan loves cake so much that he devotes a stand-up routine to it. He calls it the “true symbol of gluttony” and offers an analogy: “If you eat a whole pizza, people are like, ‘Wow, you were hungry,’ but if you eat a whole cake, people are like, ‘You’ve got a problem! Addicted to cake!’” Enough friends have regaled us with tales of drinking derring-do, so we recognize the truth of this. But, as Gaffigan rightly observes, “You never hear someone brag, ‘Yeah, last night I had four pieces of cake!’” His tiny alter-ego voice asks, “Why are you telling us?” His manly voice answers, “Just want you to know I partied.”


Cake addiction is surely a notion that elicits snickers. You can’t help but chuckle at the idea that someone would sit down, with a fork, to a 9-inch-by-9-inch sheet of frosted cake and consume this 4,000-calorie meal solo. A person who does so is not likely to brag about it; on the contrary, she is probably sitting in the dark with the blinds drawn. I say “she” because more women than men are affected with binge disorder. (Some say adolescent and young women make up 90 percent of those suffering from eating disorders.)
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