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Dedication


To my parents,

Rita and Joseph Lombardo,

for telling me

I could do anything
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Baking It Big
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It was go time. Time to seal the deal and claim my rightful victory.

Time to bake the biggest, bestest birthday cake ever.

That’s right. I was on the hit reality TV show Celebrity Birthday Cake Wars, where famous cats show off their mad pastry skills. And it was the seven-layer-cake round.

I know what you’re thinking: Mr. Puffball, what are you doing on reality television? Your dream, as established in your first two Hollywood memoirs, is to be a movie star.

True. But let’s face it. Reality television can turn an ordinary cat into a famous cat. And famous cats become movie stars. Especially if they star in movies after being discovered on a reality TV show.

So there I was, baking my heart out. I had made up the following recipe, digging deep into my culinary powers:
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And that’s just the cake part! I’d love to tell you what’s in Mom’s Secret Recipe for Delicious Yellow Icing, but, as you may have guessed, it’s a secret. Let’s just say sugar and cheddar whip and yellow.

Focus, Mr. Puffball!

I wiped my brow with the side of my paw as I hunkered down for round three. In round one, I’d beaten Jennifer Pawprints as thoroughly as I’d beaten the eggs. In round two, I’d whipped Chris Purr-att as completely as I’d whipped cream.

Now it was down to me and Benedict Cumbercat. And his seven-layer Victoria sponge cake with salmon flakes was well on its way to amazing. I breathed in the salmon-y aroma. Mmmm.

Focus, Mr. Puffball! I forged ahead, knee-deep in flour and all those other ingredients. I combined, blended, and mixed like crazy until I was covered in a coating of powdery, sugary stuff.

And I smelled delicious.

Oh, how the studio audience cheered! They wanted me to win. I could feel their winning wishes in the very fiber of my being. Plus they kept yelling things like “You’re the best!” and “USA!” and “You should totally win!”

And here’s where I should mention the less-than-wonderful thing. There was a reason why, even if I, Mr. Puffball, successfully baked the world’s best seven-layer birthday cake with the world’s cheesiest, yellowest icing, I was not about to become famous. Can you see why?
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Yes, I was on Celebrity Birthday Cake Wars not as myself, but disguised as my BFF, the mega movie star El Gato. Why? Because El Gato was the one who had gotten this gig, not me.

But yesterday, as I was congratulating him for his upcoming appearance on Celebrity Birthday Cake Wars, El Gato surprised me with a surprising question:
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Shocking, I know. Of course, there was an important reason El Gato couldn’t appear on Celebrity Birthday Cake Wars: he had to work a benefit to raise money for cats in need. Evidently, a volcano had erupted in downtown Beverly Hills, leaving many cats covered in volcanic ash and in need of a good scrubbing.

I agreed right away. If a volcano disaster had happened right in our hometown, and El Gato was helping those poor cats, even if I hadn’t heard anything about a volcano, of course I’d go on Celebrity Birthday Cake Wars in his place.

Thus was I removing the fluffy cake layers from the steaming oven with oven mitts, dressed as El Gato. So was I ladling cheddar-y buttercream between said layers to stick them together, and icing like a maniac, disguised as El Gato. Hence was yellow-on-yellow piping generously applied, the ladder to the top of the ten-foot cake climbed, the finishing florets set in place.

And voilà!

I leapt from the ladder like a true stunt cat, did a double flip on the way down, and landed on my feet.

The three judges rushed over to Benedict. I held my breath as they stuffed their faces with his seven-layer Victoria sponge cake with salmon flakes and made yummy noises. Finally, one of the judges said, “Delicious!”

Uh-oh!

“Mmm,” said another judge, licking his paws. But the third held up a dissatisfied claw. “The salmon flakes,” he said drily, “are rather dry.”

I let out my breath. The judges came over. “Looks wonderful, El Gato!” Three paws reached out and scooped up some anchovy birthday cake with cheddar-y frosting, followed by more happy lip-smacking.

The judges formed a brief huddle, then turned back to Benedict and me. “Both of you have made exceptional birthday cakes,” said the biggest judge. “But there can only be one winner. One of you will go home with the trophy. The other will just go home.”
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She gestured toward a stage cat. He picked up the Golden Birthday Cake trophy and walked straight to Benedict Cumbercat. My heart sank. Bummer.

But wait. Just as Benedict was happily reaching out for the trophy, the stage cat veered sharply to the right and handed the trophy to moi.

The crowd went wild. But not for me, my friend. Not for me.

[image: image]

It was bittersweet. Sweet because I’d won. Sweet because I licked icing off my fur. Bitter because nobody knew it was me in that cape.

Yes, I smiled. But it was the kind of smile where your mouth goes up on one side only.

At least I knew I was in some small way helping the victims of that volcano eruption I hadn’t heard about until El Gato told me about it. Surprising that I hadn’t seen it on TV, but El Gato explained that the cats involved were camera shy.

Later, while waiting for the bus home and thinking about how my dreams of stardom would have to wait for another day, something caught my eye. A newspaper, lying in the street, looking as dejected as I felt.

I snatched it up. That volcano eruption was sure to be front-page news.
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Perhaps it was second-page news.
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No article about the volcano. Not even in the Happenings about Town section, all the way in the back. If a volcano wasn’t a happening about town, nothing was.

I lowered the newspaper and stood at the bus stop on that hot, windy street, thinking and thinking. I thought about how rain in Hollywood is big news. I thought of how the snow dusting we got in Hollywood last year led to the biggest headline I’d ever seen:
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And yet this volcano El Gato told me about was suspiciously absent from the news.

There were only two possible explanations:




	The Hollywood Times thought a devastating volcano in downtown Hollywood was too terrible to report.

	There was no volcano eruption, meaning El Gato had lied to me.





Which is more believable?

Sometimes it’s hard to face the truth, even when it’s staring you right in the furry face. But now I had to face it. El Gato was a liar. And I was the fool who trusted him.

Until now.
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Good-bye, Old Friend. Hello, Opportunity!


As I stomped over to Purramount Studios the next morning to give El Gato a piece of my mind, memories of his outrageous lies came flooding back.
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And what kind of friend had I been to El Gato? Simply the best. When El Gato needed me to do a thing, I didn’t make up a lie to weasel out of it (my apologies to weasels everywhere). I did the thing. I was there for him. Even if it meant posing as him on Celebrity Birthday Cake Wars and getting covered in pastry flour, which was very hard to wash out!

I marched into Purramount and knocked on El Gato’s door, wondering what excuse he’d give for tricking me. Maybe he’d say he was allergic to flour. Maybe he’d claim he was giving an inspiring TED Talk. Or maybe he thought a baking show was beneath him, because he was so rich and famous.

I knocked harder. No answer. He probably knew I was onto him and was hiding under the covers.

“I know you’re in there,” I growled. Because I could just picture him inside, peeking over his bedsheets, conjuring another lie.

“I’m coming in!” I rammed the door like the stunt cat I am, and it flew open and I fell into the room. Then I popped back up, slammed the door shut, and held forth an accusatory claw.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve . . .,” I
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