
		
			LET’S BAKE CAKE!

			Why a Cake Mix?

			As much as I love baking a scratch cake—and I do have favorites—baking from scratch isn’t for everyone. You’ve got to buy the right kind of flour and know how to measure it, which can be tricky. And you need ingredients at the right temperature. To seasoned bakers, this is second nature, but to the inexperienced, baking scratch cakes is stressful.

			Not to mention the fact that the reason the cake is being baked—a birthday, special anniversary, significant homecoming—hangs on the precipice until that cake emerges from the oven. So much pressure! You can see why people bake with a mix to avert culinary mishaps, cope in a small kitchen, and survive a busy life. And it’s why cake mixes have been sold for more than half a century to great success. To paraphrase what my friend Corabel’s mother once said, “Why on Earth would I want to bake a scratch cake when Mr. Hines and Mrs. Crocker have been doing it so well for years?”

			That sentiment was echoed in a letter I received from a reader who thanked me for penning what she called a “feminist cookbook.” The Cake Mix Doctor allowed her to bake and enjoy the “tangible events of life” but not spend the entire day doing it. That’s why a cake mix.

			When culinary historian and author Laura Shapiro researched the cultural phenomenon of cake mixes she found that home cooks realized how creative they could be with a box cake and they didn’t have to sift flour or cream butter. “What’s important about mixes, I’ve come to believe, isn’t the cakes they produce but the cooks they produce.”

			Those cooks often turn to cake mixes not only to be creative but to economize. Cookbook author Von Diaz calls a box cake “a marker of true skill” in her Puerto Rican family. “Growing up, our finances were really tight. My mother would thank people who helped us out by baking a rum cake. Rum was cheap, and the cake mixes she would get on sale. Then she would turn them into something meaningful.” That’s why a cake mix.

			But clearly it is what you do with a cake mix that makes a great cake. On their own and baked by package directions, these smaller mixes often cannot hold up to the weight of frosting. Plus, the flavor of most mixes is average at best. I don’t blame you for being frustrated at what’s on the grocer’s shelves. I’m frustrated, too, and that’s why I decided to write this book.

			Choosing a Cake Mix

			In The Cake Mix Doctor, the biggest difference between brands of mixes was whether they contained pudding in the mix or not (plain cake mix). The pudding mixes were moister, but if you added a lot of additional ingredients to them, like eggs and sour cream, they got soggy and shrank while cooling in the pan. The plain mixes, on the other hand, were more successful to doctor up.

			Today, cake mixes come in all sorts of flavors; they may be gluten-free or not, natural, organic, or even single-serve. The pudding in the mix feature is no longer advertised on the package like it once was, and it’s a little murky to figure out if mixes contain pudding—you really can’t tell from the ingredient list. So for this go-around, my recipes don’t call for them. Nowadays, I begin with just a simple mix—like white or butter or yellow or chocolate. For example, I turn white cake mix into an impressive Pink Champagne Cake (this page); or butter cake mix into the much-adored Almond Cream Cheese Pound Cake (this page); or a yellow mix into my sister Susan’s Lemon Cake (this page). The same goes for chocolate in the Darn Good Chocolate Cake (this page) or Texas Sheet Cake (this page). Shop the national brands, the store brands, and the “natural” brands of mixes. For many, the shortcoming of a cake mix is the use of artificial color and flavor. If these ingredients bother you, look for a mix without them.

			All the recipes in this book begin with the 15.25-, 16-, and 16.25-ounce cake mixes. I add ingredients, like extra egg whites, cream cheese, ricotta, coconut milk, or half a package of pudding mix, to these smaller mixes to transform them into big layers, bountiful Bundts, even a sheet cake that rivals (dare I say is even better than!) the one at Costco. You don’t need to worry about making any “upsizers,” which are special mixtures of flour, sugar, and leavening popular with cake decorators to boost the size of a small mix. Every recipe in this book has upsizing built right into it.
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				Vegan Chocolate Cake with Creamy Nutella Frosting (this page)

			

			New Strategies and More Secrets for Beautifully Doable Cakes

			Since I first shared secrets on how to bake cakes that don’t look and taste like they started with a mix, I’ve come up with new ways you can improve on and fancy up a cake mix. Some of my most recent strategies are rediscovering the pantry and stocking it for easy cake baking. I’ve found new plant-based ingredients I really love and use them in recipes throughout this book. I have dialed up flavor since I wrote that first book, and I have dialed down sweet, reducing the sugar in many recipes. I also bake in new shapes of pans, which keeps baking interesting.

			I’m expanding my taste for spices to include more than just the same old cinnamon and find myself turning to cardamom, turmeric, and crystallized ginger more often. And I stash coconut milk in my pantry. It’s a plant-based ingredient that works just as well and often better than whole milk to create moist cakes and velvety frostings. Other new ingredients I am playing with include nondairy butters based on olive oil or avocado oil, which make lighter—and whiter—frostings. And Nutella. It’s indispensable to the vegan baker and pretty darned delicious, too.

			When it comes to more flavor, I think beyond adding water as a liquid ingredient and open the fridge instead. There I find orange juice, apple cider, seltzer, and coffee just to name a few. To economize, in lieu of expensive vanilla I look for other flavorings like lemon zest, almond extract, or espresso power. And I explore botanicals by introducing herbal flavors to cake. Some of my favorite pairings are rosemary with lemon, basil with lime, mint with chocolate, lavender with blueberries, even Earl Grey tea with vanilla.

			It’s also fun to introduce flavor partners in cakes and icings, like strawberry-lemon, pear-cardamom, and cinnamon-plum. I enjoy how caramel-chocolate, or lemon-caramel, as well as browned butter–vanilla and orange-ginger just seem to go naturally together.

			And if I’m in a rut and out of recipe ideas, I look to smoothies and cocktails for flavor inspiration. A raspberry mojito, for example, inspired a loaf cake flavored with rum, lime, and fresh raspberries.

			I’ve learned how to bring out more flavor of one ingredient by roasting and toasting. I roast bananas, strawberries, and peaches first so their sugars caramelize and flavors concentrate before adding them to a cake. I toast nuts and coconut—it’s second nature.

			And when it comes to sugar, there are ways to make the cake taste less sweet by adding ricotta, tahini, or cream cheese to a batter or frosting. Bitter, I’ve learned, can be a delicious surprise, so I use citrus or Campari to balance the sugar in a glaze. I think now before adding so much sugar and have updated some older recipes: For example I transformed the BTSC (Better Than Sex Cake) on this page into a bolder and more interesting cake with less sugar by making a scratch caramel sauce and topping. All the frostings in this book taste less sweet because they contain less confectioners’ sugar—and a pinch of kosher or sea salt, a secret. And I frost less. Or not at all! We don’t need so much icing anymore.

			Thinking outside the box, you can turn heads simply by baking the same cake in a new pan. So instead of a Bundt, pour batter into a 10-inch loaf. Or bake a cake in a springform and then slice it horizontally into layers. Or just leave it whole. Or make baby cakes for smaller gatherings. Strive to be distinct and unusual. Anyone can make a lemon pound cake—why not make yours with Meyer lemon or clementines?

			In essence, I want you to bake cakes so fabulous that no one knows they started with a mix. And I welcome scratch bakers who want to glean my tips and ideas while never opening a box!
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				Rosemary-Lemon Syrup Loaf (this page)

			

			Mixing the Cake Batter

			Beating a cake mix batter is different than mixing a scratch cake. You don’t cream sugar and butter to help the cake rise. Your cake rises because of leavening agents like baking powder already in the mix. In fact, you can do more harm by overbeating a cake mix than underbeating it because the overworking of the batter creates tunnels in the cake. So, follow the mixing times in the recipes. Have a light hand with the big powerful mixers. Use a hand mixer if you have one. But should you beat too long or too little, no worries. Cake-mix cakes nearly always rise!

			And should you want to make a cake by hand without a mixer, it’s quite simple. Stir for 15 to 20 soft strokes with a wooden spoon, followed by 35 to 50 stronger strokes to make a smooth batter. Should you want to use a food processor, pulse 15 times to combine the ingredients, then blend 1 minute for a smooth batter.

			And what if there are still lumps in your batter in spite of mixing because the butter was too cold? Fill the kitchen sink to a 2-inch depth with very warm water. Place the mixing bowl of batter in the sink and leave it for 10 to 15 minutes. Remove the bowl from the sink, dry off the bottom of the bowl, and beat the batter until smooth.
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			Cake Pans: Layers, Bundts, Loaves, and More

			Always invest in good pans. Choose metal instead of silicone or glass. Shiny and not dark, which darken the sides of your cake. And don’t put baking pans in the dishwasher, which ruins their finish. Soak them in warm, soapy water in the sink and then hand-wash and dry. I avoid cooking sprays like Pam on dark pans because they contain propellants, which are alcohols, and cause the cake edges to bake hotter and darker. Instead, I fill a mister with my own vegetable oil.

			LAYER PANS: Choose two 9-inch round shiny metal pans, possibly three. Love a taller cake on the stand? Bake in 8-inch pans. And if you need smaller cakes, use 6-inch.

			THE BUNDT: Start simple with just the original fluted 12-cup Bundt. The lightweight aluminum Bundts are easy to prep, clean, and unmold. Graduate to heavier cast-iron Bundts if you want a crunchier exterior, to the smaller Bundt pans for mini-cakes, or to decorative Bundts like the Heritage pan to make a statement.

			TUBE PAN: It screams pound cake and measures 10 inches across, holding slightly more batter than the 12-cup Bundt. The pan is named for its inner tube that brings heat to the center of the cake and allows dense cakes to bake evenly. Unlike the Bundt, which you invert so the bottom becomes the top of the finished cake, this cake is served the same way it goes into the oven.

			THE 10-INCH LOAF PAN: Not only for making bread, this classic pan can bake beautiful cakes that don’t need frosting. If you don’t own a 10-inch loaf pan, you can pour the batter into the loaf pans you have, filling the pans about three-quarters full.

			THE 13 × 9-INCH PAN: The most practical pan of all because you bake the cake, frost it, and serve it straight from the pan. And if you need layer cake, just cut the cake in half and stack.

			AN 18 × 13-INCH HALF-SHEET PAN: Well known to the restaurant world, this workhorse of an aluminum pan will bake beautiful slab cakes.

			SPRINGFORM PAN: Cakes (especially cheesecakes) are so easy to get out of the 9-inch pan with removable sides, and you can even slice it into layers. Tres leches cakes can soak up the milk syrup right in the pan.

			CAST-IRON SKILLET: Famous for the Pineapple Upside-Down Cake (this page), this old pan is new again. Recipes in this book call for a 12-inch skillet.

			CUPCAKE/MUFFIN PANS: Two metal pans that each hold a dozen 2½-inch cupcakes or muffins are all you really need. If you want larger cupcakes, use Lotus-shape paper liners that fit into the standard pan but hold more batter.

			
				Favorite Baking Tools from A to Z

				Beyond pans, this equipment helps me bake beautiful cakes
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				□ACETATE: rigid plastic used  by pastry chefs to wrap around cakes to build taller cakes with smooth sides. You’ll find it where professional baking supplies are sold.

				□BOWLS: stainless steel and glass

				□CAKE ROUNDS: made of cardboard for moving, storing, and freezing cakes

				□CAKE SAVERS: for toting

				□CAKE STANDS: because cakes look more beautiful on them!

				□CHEF’S KNIFE: for cutting chocolate into shavings

				□CHOPSTICKS: for poking holes so glaze can seep into the cake

				□CUPCAKE LINERS: for dressing up a simple cupcake

				□MICROPLANE: for grating citrus zest and chocolate

				□PARCHMENT PAPER: for lining pans so cakes don’t stick

				□RULER: for measuring pans, lengths of dough, and squares of cake

				□SCALE: for measuring ingredients; also for weighing layer cakes before baking to make sure the same amount of batter is in each pan, creating equal layers to stack and frost

				□SCOOP: like you use for ice cream; it evenly portions cupcake and muffin batter

				□SERRATED KNIFE: for slicing cake layers in half

				□SPATULAS: both rubber and silicone (heat tolerant) for mixing as well as metal icing spatulas, small and large, for frosting

				□SPRINKLES: lots of them

				□THERMOMETER: for icings and fillings and determining if a large cake is done

				□VEGETABLE PEELER: for dragging across chocolate to make curls

				□WIRE RACKS, SMALL AND LARGE: for cooling baked goods

				□WOODEN SPOONS: for mixing everything

				□ZESTER: to pull long thin strands off citrus
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			Ready, Set, Bake…

			Well, wait just a minute. Read the recipe before you begin. Place the oven rack in the center of the oven and give your oven time to preheat—about 15 minutes. And keep the oven light on so you’ll be able to see when the cake is done. Now we can begin.

			Prep the Pan

			Cakes can stick to a pan while baking, so you want to grease the sides of the pan with fat and flour to create a barrier to prevent this. Depending on how you prep the pan, you will get a slight difference in the outside texture. Brushing the pan with vegetable shortening and then dusting with flour creates a tender crust on cake layers that is easy to release from the pan and frost. This is super important when baking a cake like the red velvet because you want the crumbs to stay on the cake and not drag into the white frosting and turn it pink. And it is the preferred method for prepping a Bundt pan, especially one of those fancy Bundts with lots of crevices and detail. For gluten-free cakes, use rice flour or cornstarch in lieu of flour to dust the pans. Or dust a pan with cocoa for chocolate cakes.

			Misting a pan with vegetable oil spray is fine for sheet and snack cakes that stay in the pan. It is sufficient for cakes baked in springform pans because of their removeable sides. And it works for muffins baked without paper liners. When to use butter to grease a pan? When you want a crumbly crust and a buttery flavor, wonderful for snack cakes, but not my choice on layers because it makes the frosting process messy. When to use cooking sprays like Pam? Never. They contain propellants, which are alcohols and create dark, tough cake edges.
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			Oven Temp…and When Is the Cake Done?

			Most of the cakes in this book bake at 350°F. A rare exception is a larger cake baking more slowly at 325°F and a vegan or high-altitude cake baking more quickly at 375°F. Cookies and muffins also bake in a hotter oven.

			After your oven preheats, take its temperature by placing an oven thermometer inside. If it registers lower than the preheated temp, your oven bakes cool, and if it’s higher, your oven bakes hot. Calculate the difference between the thermometer reading and the temperature you set, and adjust the temperature on the oven up or down as needed to get the thermometer to reach the desired recipe temp.

			Once your pans are in the oven, begin to time them. Look for visual signs of doneness—browning on a white or yellow cake, and possibly a chocolate cake that begins to pull away from the sides of the pan. Open the oven door briefly and carefully place a fingertip on the top of the center of the cake. Press down lightly. If it springs back, the cake is done. If not, give it a few more minutes.

			The suggested baking times are just that—good suggestions. Set a kitchen timer with the minimum baking time. But when all else fails, know your oven!

			Cool First, Then Frost

			The best way to cool a cake is gradually. A cake needs to stay in the pan anywhere from 5 to 15 minutes, Bundts for 20 minutes, and a springform 15 minutes before unmolding. (An exception is a vegan layer cake that benefits from staying in the pan for 30 minutes before turning out.) After it has cooled in the pan per the recipe instructions, cool on a wire rack so air can circulate under the bottom and speed cooling. Once you turn them out of the pan and onto the rack, layers need to cool at least 30 minutes before frosting, but some Bundts can be glazed while warm. Cast-iron skillet cakes can be inverted onto a plate soon after they come out of the oven. It really depends on the pan and the recipe.

			But sometimes you don’t have the luxury of time. Sometimes you are in a mad rush to get the cake baked and frosted. And that is when you should stick the cake in the fridge or freezer.

			
				Years ago, when I was on book tour with my first book, I visited St. Paul, Minnesota, and was baking cakes in the newspaper food writer’s kitchen. It was bitterly cold outside and had been snowing all day. I was concerned because I had a cake in the oven and a plane to catch and needed to frost the cake in a hurry so I could get to the airport. I looked outside and there was this soft mound of snow on the deck—probably a foot deep. I nestled the yellow layers still in their pans right into that snow, and they cooled down in no time. Meanwhile I was beating chocolate frosting, which spread on that cooled cake like soft butter. And I made my plane.
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				New-Fashioned Yellow Cake with Chocolate Buttercream (this page)

			

			Frosting the Cake

			While the cake bakes is a good time to either make the frosting or get all the ingredients at room temperature for frosting assembly. To bring butter and cream cheese to room temp in a hurry, microwave it on high power in 5- to 10-second intervals until soft. If you are making ganache, chop the chocolate and heat the cream to pour over. The ganache will come to the right spreading consistency by the time the cake is baked and has cooled. And if there are recipes that require a syrup or filling, you will be asked to make those first before you make the cake. Remember, too, that you can always use your refrigerator—and often the freezer—to speed up the process of making fillings, frostings, and other flourishes.

			How to Frost Layers

			Stacking and frosting layers isn’t as difficult as it seems. If you have equal layers and they are baked and cooled, you are ready to frost. It is easier to frost flat cake layers, so to achieve this, slice the domed top off layers with a long serrated knife. (You can also press down on cake layers when they come out of the oven to flatten them. Or, flip the top layer upside down when frosting so the flat side is up.) Gently rub off any crumbs on the sides of the layers with your hands.

			Place one layer—the larger one if your layers are not equal in size—on a serving plate or cake stand. And if you are a neat freak, place strips of wax or parchment paper—3 × 12 inches—under the bottom layer to form a square around the cake and catch frosting run-offs. (You will gently pull the paper out from underneath after the cake is frosted.) But no worries if you don’t have time for this, because even if you make a mess on the cake plate, you can always wipe it off with damp paper towels after frosting!

			Spoon anywhere from ½ to 1 cup frosting onto the bottom layer, depending on the recipe (see photo 1). If the bottom layer is lopsided, this is a good time to build it up with frosting.
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			Place the second layer on top (see photo 2).
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			Spread a modest amount of frosting on top (see photo 3).
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			I like to make a “crumb” coat of frosting first—this captures any crumbs so when you spread on the second layer of frosting, it’s bakery-perfect. To do this, spread a modest amount of frosting on the sides of the cake by holding a long metal spatula right against the cake with one hand and turning the cake plate with the other (see photo 4).
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			You want the sides frosted thin enough to essentially see the cake peeking through. Once the sides are frosted, thinly frost the top of the cake and, if you have the time, place it in the fridge uncovered for 15 to 20 minutes (see photo 5).
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			This sets the frosting and hardens it, making the cake easier to frost with a thicker final layer—especially when you are working in a hot kitchen or are baking in a humid climate.

			Remove the cake from the fridge and finish frosting the top and sides to get the look you want. I use a small metal spatula and the back of a soupspoon to create drama, swirls, and dips on the top and use a long metal spatula to create either a sleek and smooth look or a patchy sort of layered look for the sides. You can also run a cake comb around the sides of the cake to create ridges and lines if you like.

			
				CREATE A BARELY NAKED LOOK: Forget the first thin frosting coat. Spread frosting around the sides one way with a long metal spatula, then pull off half of it by running the spatula the other way, leaving some exposed cake edges. Frost the top of the cake.

				FOR A NAKED LOOK: Don’t frost the sides—just spread frosting between the layers and on top.
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				Simple Pleasures…Frost a Cupcake

				Spread a couple of tablespoons of frosting onto a cooled cupcake with a short metal spatula or the back of a small spoon, just to the edge of the cupcake, still allowing a little bit of cake to peek out. Add something interesting on top, such as a chocolate curl, a few well chosen sprinkles, a small raspberry, or a toasted walnut. Peel back the paper liner and take a bite.
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				Wedding Cake Cupcakes (this page)

			

			Easy Cake Decorations

			I’ve never professed to be a cake decorator, and I have so much respect for people who do. It is an art and a craft that takes patience and practice. Bravo! My style of decorating a cake is a blend of homespun and modern. I follow the “less is more” mantra, and use ingredients on top of the cake to reflect what’s inside. That’s the way I baked and decorated most all the cakes photographed for this book. The challenge was to keep the adornment simple—no pastry bag allowed—so that anyone could attempt them.

			Sometimes I suggest a garnish or decoration in the recipe. If I don’t, it might be because the cake doesn’t need it! And I think you’ll find many of the cake garnishes right at your fingertips—nuts and candies, berries, citrus, chocolate shavings and curls, even sprinkles. Make sure you add the garnish immediately after frosting so the garnish sticks. If you’ve waited too long, and the berries on top of the cake roll off, just glue them back on with a dab of soft frosting.

			Freezing Cake

			The best cakes for freezing are unfrosted layers and Bundts, as well as unfrosted cookies and sheet cakes. First wrap a cooled cake in parchment or wax paper, then in foil, and then in a plastic resealable bag. Label the bag of cake and note the date you freeze it. Try to thaw—at room temp with the wrapping peeled back for a couple of hours—and use frozen cake within three months, the sooner the better.

			Really Fast Cake Garnishes

			□Sprinkles

			□Berries or pomegranate seeds

			□Finely chopped and toasted nuts—on the top or sides

			□Chocolate shavings you make by slicing a chocolate bar with a heavy knife

			□Edible flowers and herbs like rosemary flowers, nasturtiums, or violets, or mint leaves

			□Toasted coconut

			□Citrus zest—either grated or long strands of zest

			□A dusting of confectioners’ sugar, cocoa, or cinnamon. Get fancy and dust it over a stencil or a wire cooling rack to create a pattern
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				Strawberry Smash Cake (this page)

			

			
				New Ways to Frost…or Not

				If your frostings and garnishes need a refresh, here are some simple changes to make:

				□Switch from white sugar to brown when making chocolate frosting.

				□Add a pinch of sea or kosher salt to frostings to make them taste less sweet.

				□Push a handful of fresh berries through a sieve and fold into vanilla buttercream frosting.

				□Make homemade curd from citrus and fill cake layers.

				□Or fill layers with whipped cream and fresh fruit.

				□Make half a recipe of a different frosting and use it as a filling between cake layers.

				□Add interest to the top of a cake with a praline, crumble, meringue, or streusel.

				□Garnish with chocolate shavings, crumbled chocolate wafers, or cake crumbs so things don’t look so plain. (Pulse cake—the dome you might have cut off—in a food processor to make these crumbs, and if you freeze the cake first it makes it easier to pulse.)

				□Frost then drip. Stack and spread a thin layer of buttercream frosting on the top and sides of the cake and chill until firm. Then pour a caramel, white chocolate, or chocolate glaze over the top and return to the refrigerator until it sets.

				□Or just frost less for barely or fully naked cakes.
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			How to Make Cake Work for You

			More so now than ever, I realize we all need to bake differently. I tested many recipes for gluten-free, sugar-free, and vegan diets, and they are shared throughout this book. Here is a little more information on how to bake better when you have special situations:

			Sugar-Reduced and Sugar-Free Cakes

			For this book, I revisited frostings and glazes looking for ways to reduce sugar. I no longer add a box—about 4 cups—confectioners’ sugar to a frosting recipe just because a recipe says so. Most of my buttercreams and cream cheese frostings call for 2 to 3 cups sugar, a significant reduction.

			You will notice I suggest you forgo frosting on many cakes in this book because I feel the cake doesn’t need it.

			I also took a look at the sugar-free cake mixes to find out ways that those of you on a sugar-free diet can use them and bake well. I baked the Sugar-Free Darn Good Chocolate Cake (this page) and the Sugar-Free Sock-It-to-Me Cake (this page) using sugar-free versions of Pillsbury cake mixes, instant pudding mix, and chocolate chips. You could easily turn these recipes into cupcakes or a sheet cake. Enjoy these cakes warm, when they taste best and the chocolate is melted and the cinnamon more fragrant. And get creative with substitutes that are allowed on your diet. In the Sugar-Free Sock-It-to-Me Cake, for example, I replaced brown sugar in the streusel with finely chopped apple.

			Vegan Cakes

			When I wrote The Cake Mix Doctor, the two options for vegan baking were Egg Beaters and Crisco, and that’s about it. Now, coconut milk and nondairy plant butters made with avocado and olive oil have revolutionized how we can bake and frost a cake mix cake without dairy. But finding a suitable egg replacement involves trial and error. For someone accustomed to baking with eggs who wants vegan cakes to perform like a cake with eggs, it is less than perfect.

			My favorite substitute for eggs is unsweetened applesauce (¼ cup per egg). I’ve tried whipping aquafaba, the liquid found in a can of chickpeas or white beans, with a little cream of tartar. And I folded it into various cakes in lieu of eggs hopeful that the cake would rise to high heights like a chiffon. But it would rise and dip, and then I’d cover up the shortcomings with frosting. Vegan cakes can benefit from a slightly hotter oven.
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				Vegan Cinnamon Applesauce Cake (this page)

			

			High-Altitude Cakes

			I’ve experienced baking in mile-high cities on book tours and have heard from many of you. Thank you for your suggestions on making high-altitude baking more successful.

			An area with an altitude over 3,500 feet is considered high altitude. There is less air pressure as elevation increases, which creates chaos for cakes. The leavening in the mix causes the cake to rise more rapidly, and so cakes bake up and overflow into the oven or rise up and fall flat. To counter this, set your oven 25°F hotter than the recipe suggests to help the cake create shape. And forgo pudding mixes and gelatin that contain sugar, which tenderizes and reduces the cake’s structure. Look for recipes in this book where I add some all-purpose flour to the cake mix—these are good candidates for high-altitude baking.

			As for the size of pans that bake the best, choose 9-inch layers, Bundt and tube pans, or 9-inch squares instead of the 13 × 9-inch pan (which can yield a concave cake). Always grease and flour pans, because cakes tend to stick when baked in the clouds. And above all, embrace frosting!

			Gluten-Free Cakes

			Baking gluten-free has never been easier, and yet it is still a mystery. There are mixes, more ingredients at our fingertips, and better labeling. And yet everyone seems to search for a cake that doesn’t taste “gluten-free,” meaning gritty and with odd flavors from alternative flours. On top of that, because many gluten-free people follow a dairy-free diet, using dairy-free replacements presents challenges, too.

			My advice is to experiment with gluten-free cake mixes and come up with ways to make them better using the recipes in this book. Rice flour is a main ingredient in most mixes and it is gritty, but I have found that acidic ingredients like orange juice tenderize it. Sugar, too, improves the cake’s texture, and that’s the reason I have success adding instant pudding mix to a gluten-free batter. Eggs help also. In fact, eggs are one of the most important ingredients in a gluten-free cake because they add structure in the absence of gluten. If you are baking gluten-free at a high altitude, add an extra egg white to the recipe for moisture and structure. Bake with cocoa and ground almonds because they both act like a “flour,” and turn smaller mixes into a bigger cake.

			Be aware that gluten-free cake batter is thicker than regular batter. You may need to beat it longer, and gluten-free cakes often take longer to bake. So be patient.

			Cakes on a Budget

			Thrift is a good reason people turn to cake mixes. The mixes are frequently on sale, and you can stock up. Compare brands and see how less expensive ones work with the recipes in this book.

			Also stock up on staple ingredients like oil that are less expensive by unit—read the store shelf tag. Watch out for sales on chocolate chips and nuts and keep the nuts in the freezer to stay fresh longer. Right now one of the most basic ingredients—vanilla—is priced sky-high. With a clear conscience you can bake without it until the price comes down. Get creative with other flavorings, or look for markets that sell less expensive Mexican vanilla.

			Bake ahead and freeze cakes for gifts or split a recipe into two pans and serve one now and freeze another for later. These are ways to reduce the amount of time you spend baking and also the amount of cake you consume. Both, in their own way, will save you money.

			And lastly, don’t buy one pricey ingredient like cardamom that sits in your pantry and is seldom used. When you look at a recipe, think of it as a blueprint. Think of what you have on hand. All of a sudden your baking will take on a new simplicity that works beautifully on a budget.

			Cakes for Small Households

			The easiest way to bake for one or two is to slice a whole cake into pieces and freeze it in portions. If you want to go one step further, make a half recipe of cake batter and bake it in a 6-inch round layer pan that is 3 inches deep.

			How to do this? Invest in a kitchen scale. Combine the dry ingredients for your favorite recipe from this book in a bowl and with the help of the scale, divide the mixture in half. Place both halves in plastic resealable bags. When you are ready to bake a cake, pour the contents of one bag into a mixing bowl and add half the liquid called for in the recipe. If the recipe calls for 3 eggs, this is about 6 ounces. You can crack and lightly beat 2 eggs, then weigh 3 ounces of it on the kitchen scale. Or, you can use one whole egg and one egg yolk, which also weighs about 3 ounces. For frosting? Dust with confectioners’ sugar or pour glaze over the top. Your smaller mixes will keep for several months, or until you feel like baking cake!
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				Banana Lime Baby Cake (this page)
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		Layers of vanilla, chocolate, coconut, even clementine, are what we bake for birthdays and weddings, anniversaries and homecomings, all of life’s sweet events. Their attraction is their classic architecture, the big statement they make on a cake stand (even if they’re a baby cake), all the possibilities of intriguing fillings and frostings, and just before slicing, the photo-perfect garnishes.
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			Gluten-Free Vanilla Cake with Cherry Buttercream (this page)

		

		Basic Butter Cake

		

		This is the recipe for making layer cakes, cupcakes, sheet cake, you name it. It’s a blank canvas and comes to life in various and delicious ways. If I have whole milk, I’ll use it; if not, then there’s probably some buttermilk in the fridge or coconut milk in the pantry that’s an easy enough swap.

		
			SERVES 12

			PREP: 10 MINUTES

			BAKE: 20 TO 25 MINUTES FOR 9-INCH LAYERS, 35 TO 40 MINUTES FOR A 13 × 9-INCH SHEET CAKE, 18 TO 22 MINUTES FOR CUPCAKES

			

			CAKE

			Vegetable oil spray or vegetable shortening, for greasing the pans

			All-purpose flour, for dusting the pans

			1 (15.25-ounce) package yellow or butter cake mix

			4 tablespoons (half a 3.4-ounce package) vanilla instant pudding mix

			3 large eggs

			1 cup milk (whole, evaporated, coconut, or buttermilk)

			8 tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter, melted and cooled

			1 teaspoon vanilla extract

			FROSTING CHOICES

			Whipped Chocolate Ganache (this page), Clementine frosting (from Clementine Cake, this page), Coffee Buttercream (this page)

		

		
				
				Make the cake: Place a rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F. Grease and flour two 9-inch round cake pans. Set the pans aside.

			

				
				In a large mixing bowl, stir together the cake mix and pudding mix. Add the eggs, milk, melted butter, and vanilla. Beat with an electric mixer on low speed until blended, about 30 seconds. Stop the machine and scrape down the sides of the bowl with a rubber spatula. Beat on medium speed until the batter is well blended, about 1 minute. Divide the batter evenly between the prepared pans, smoothing it out with a rubber spatula.

			

				
				Place the pans in the oven and bake until the cakes spring back when gently pressed in the middle and are golden brown, 20 to 25 minutes.

			

				
				Let the cakes cool in the pans on wire racks for 10 to 15 minutes. Run a dinner knife around the edge of each pan, then invert each layer onto a rack. Invert the layers again so they are right-side up and allow the layers to cool completely, about 20 minutes longer.

			

				
				Frost the cake: Place one cake layer right-side up on a cake plate. Spread some of the frosting over the top. Place the second layer on top of the first, right-side up. Spread some of the frosting over the top. Frost the sides of the cake with the remaining frosting. Slice and serve. Store, lightly covered, at room temperature for up to 4 days.

			

		

		
			How to Make a Peaches and Cream Cake

			Preheat the oven as directed. Grease a 9-inch springform pan and line the bottom with a round of parchment paper. Make the Basic Butter Cake batter, pour into the pan, and bake for 42 to 47 minutes. Cool in the pan, then slice horizontally into three layers. Place the bottom layer back in the reassembled springform pan. Fill and frost the layers with Homemade Cool Whip (this page) and 2½ cups sliced fresh peaches. Chill until time to serve, then unsnap and remove the sides of the pan, slice, and serve.
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		New-Fashioned Yellow Cake 
with Chocolate Buttercream
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		Yellow cake with chocolate frosting is the classic birthday cake. And in this update of an old favorite, canned coconut milk is the surprising and new addition. While it doesn’t impart coconut flavor, boy, does it improve the texture of the cake!

		
			SERVES 12

			PREP: 35 TO 40 MINUTES

			BAKE: 20 TO 25 MINUTES

			

			Vegetable oil spray or vegetable shortening, for greasing the pans

			All-purpose flour, for dusting the pans

			1 (15.25-ounce) package yellow or butter cake mix

			3 large eggs

			1 cup full-fat or light canned coconut milk (see Cook’s Note)

			⅓ cup vegetable oil

			2 teaspoons vanilla extract

			Chocolate Buttercream Frosting (this page)

			COOK’S NOTE:

			Buy a can of coconut milk that yields at least 10 ounces: 8 ounces (1 cup) for the cake and some for the frosting. Or omit the coconut milk and use whole milk instead.

		

		
				
				Place a rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F. Grease and flour two 9-inch round cake pans. Set the pans aside.

			

				
				In a large mixing bowl, combine the cake mix, eggs, coconut milk, oil, and vanilla. Beat with an electric mixer on low speed until blended, about 30 seconds. Stop the machine and scrape down the sides of the bowl with a rubber spatula. Increase the mixer speed to medium and beat for 1 minute. The batter will be thick. Divide the batter evenly between the prepared pans, smoothing it out with a rubber spatula.

			

				
				Place the pans in the oven and bake until the cakes are light golden brown and beginning to pull away from the sides of the pans, 20 to 25 minutes.

			

				
				Let the cakes cool in the pans on wire racks for 10 to 15 minutes. Run a dinner knife around the edge of each pan, then invert each layer onto a rack. Invert the layers again so they are right-side up and allow the cakes to cool completely, about 20 minutes longer.

			

				
				To assemble the cake, place one cake layer right-side up on a cake plate and spread some frosting over the top. Place the second layer on top of the first, right-side up. Spread some frosting over the top. Frost the sides of the cake with the remaining frosting, or for a barely naked look, spread with frosting and then pull half of it back off with a long metal icing spatula. Slice and serve. Store, lightly covered, at room temperature for up to 4 days.

			

		

		Buttermilk Devil’s Food Cake

		

		In spite of the name, there’s nothing evil about this cake. Devil’s food cake was named because of the reddish hue caused by the cocoa, baking soda, and buttermilk.

		
			SERVES 12

			PREP: 20 TO 25 MINUTES

			BAKE: 22 TO 27 MINUTES

			

			CAKE

			Vegetable oil spray or shortening, for greasing the pans

			All-purpose flour or unsweetened cocoa powder, for dusting the pans

			1 (15.25-ounce) package chocolate cake mix

			2 tablespoons unsweetened cocoa powder

			3 large eggs

			1¼ cups buttermilk, preferably whole milk (see Cook’s Note)

			½ cup vegetable oil

			1 teaspoon vanilla extract

			ASSEMBLY

			Cream Cheese Frosting (this page) or Chocolate Buttercream Frosting (this page)

			White chocolate shavings, for garnish

		

		
				
				Make the cake: Place a rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F. Grease and flour two 9-inch round cake pans. Set the pans aside.

			

				
				In a large mixing bowl, stir together the cake mix and cocoa. Add the eggs, buttermilk, oil, and vanilla. Beat with an electric mixer on low speed until blended, about 30 seconds. Stop the machine and scrape down the sides of the bowl with a rubber spatula. Increase the mixer speed to medium and beat for 40 seconds longer. The batter should be smooth, but it doesn’t need a lot of beating time. Divide the batter evenly between the prepared pans, smoothing it out with a rubber spatula.

			

				
				Place the pans in the oven and bake until the cakes spring back when gently pressed in the middle, 22 to 27 minutes.

			

				
				Let the cakes cool in the pans on wire racks for 10 to 15 minutes. Run a dinner knife around the edge of each pan, then invert onto the rack. Invert the layers again so they are right-side up and allow the cakes to cool completely, about 20 minutes longer.

			

				
				Assemble the cake: Place one cake layer right-side up on a cake plate and spread nearly 1 cup of frosting over the top. Place the second layer on top of the first, right-side up. Spread the rest of the frosting over the top and around the sides of the cake. Sprinkle the white chocolate shavings on the top.

			

		

		COOK’S NOTE:

		If you don’t have buttermilk, make your own by adding 4 teaspoons distilled white vinegar or lemon juice to 1¼ cups whole milk. Let the mixture stand at room temperature for 10 minutes to thicken. Or you can substitute whole-milk kefir or plain full-fat yogurt.

		Vegan Seltzer Cake

		

		Sparkling water gives cake mix a boost, making it possible to create a cake without eggs. Be forewarned that while any flavored seltzer can be used since the flavor usually doesn’t come through, the color of the seltzer can bake into some pretty “interesting” hues. For example, a reddish-purple pomegranate sparkling water will turn a cake gray! So watch those seltzers with colorings added to them!

		
			SERVES 12

			PREP: 25 TO 30 MINUTES

			BAKE: 25 TO 30 MINUTES

			

			Vegetable oil spray or shortening, for greasing the pans

			1 (15.25- or 16.25-ounce) package yellow or white cake mix

			½ cup all-purpose flour

			1 cup (8 ounces) unflavored or vanilla seltzer or sparkling water

			⅔ cup vegetable oil

			¼ cup unsweetened applesauce

			1 teaspoon vanilla extract or grated lemon zest

			Vegan Chocolate Buttercream (this page)

		

		
				
				Place a rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F. Grease two 8-inch round cake pans. Line the bottoms
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			The Cake Pantry

			Old Favorites and Some New Flavors

			Whether it’s a last-minute batch of cupcakes or a special birthday cake, it’s much easier to bake when you open the pantry and everything you need is there. Here are my must-haves in alphabetical order. Many of these have been a mainstay in my pantry, and some others are new favorites I especially enjoy baking with today.

			BUTTER All my cakes, bars, and cookies call for unsalted butter because cake mixes have salt in them. If you have salted butter, go ahead and use it, but don’t add salt to the frosting. If you like the rich European butters, save them for the frosting.

			(PLANT) BUTTER Nondairy plant butters made from avocado and olive oil are white in color, softer in texture, and come to room temperature more quickly than dairy butter. Feel free to substitute them whenever I call for butter, but as they are more watery, you need a bit more confectioners’ sugar to pull a frosting together.

			BUTTERMILK Buttermilk adds flavor and moistness to a cake—use whole-milk buttermilk if you can find it. To make 1 cup of homemade buttermilk, pour 1 cup whole milk into a glass measuring cup and stir in 1 tablespoon lemon juice or white vinegar. Let the mixture rest about 10 minutes until it begins to curdle.

			CAKE MIXES I always have a couple of packages of yellow, butter, chocolate, white cake, and brownie mix on hand. I prefer butter over yellow in most recipes because it has less food coloring. Chocolate comes in various forms—devil’s food, chocolate fudge, etc.—but they’re all chocolate to me!

			CHOCOLATE Can’t imagine a day without chocolate! Here is what I keep on hand:

			
					
					UNSWEETENED CHOCOLATE Also called “baking” or “bitter” chocolate, it contains no sugar and has big flavor. It’s how I swirl marble cake with the deep, dark chocolate color and flavor.

				

					
					SEMISWEET AND BITTERSWEET CHOCOLATE They do it all in cakes and frostings and can be used interchangeably. Bittersweet is, as the name suggests, less sweet.

				

					
					SEMISWEET CHOCOLATE CHIPS When I don’t want to chop semisweet chocolate, I use the chips. One cup weighs about 6 ounces, and the chips melt easily into glazes and sauces. The mini chips are invaluable for folding into batter—they don’t sink!—or to scatter on top. There is a difference between brands, so do some taste-testing. I like Ghirardelli 60% cacao chips. No chocolate chips? Chop semisweet chocolate into small pieces.

				

					
					GERMAN’S SWEET CHOCOLATE A mild chocolate needed for Favorite German Chocolate Cake (this page) and Stacy’s Chocolate Chip Cake (this page).

				

					
					MILK CHOCOLATE You need it for the Hershey’s Bar Pound Cake (this page).

				

					
					WHITE CHOCOLATE Make sure the label says “cocoa butter” or “milk solids,” which indicate cocoa butter and flavor. If the bar is called “confectionery coating,” it has no cocoa butter but works for Cake Pops (this page). Buy real white chocolate for White Cake with White Frosting (this page).

				

			

			CITRUS I love all citrus fruit in baking—lemons, limes, Cara Cara oranges, blood oranges, clementines, and grapefruit. I use the zest and juice extensively throughout this book, from cakes to fillings to frostings and glazes. For citrus to last longer, store it in the refrigerator.

			COCOA I like regular unsweetened cocoa because of the warm brown color and pleasant flavor it gives to cakes and frostings. The Dutch process cocoas make a darker frosting with a deeper flavor.

			COCONUT MILK You can use full-fat or light canned coconut milk in baking my cakes. In testing these recipes I found both worked really well. When you want the recipe to be richer, use full-fat. But I am not talking about the coconut milk beverage, by the way. If you open a can of coconut milk and find fat collected at the top of the can, turn the contents into a small bowl and whisk until smooth.

			CREAM CHEESE, MASCARPONE, AND RICOTTA All are wonderful ways to add density, structure, and moistness to cake. Because of the salt in cream cheese, frostings tend to taste less sweet. Mascarpone is loaded with fat, and that’s why it is so delicious in a frosting. Whole-milk ricotta substitutes for sour cream if you need one and adds moistness and rich texture to cakes. And ricotta makes a wonderful frosting when added to an equal part of whipped cream.

			EGGS Buy large eggs for baking these cakes. If you are in doubt about what size your eggs are—perhaps they are fresh eggs from a farmers’ market or a neighbor’s hen—put them on a scale. Large eggs weigh about 2 ounces in the shell.

			EGG SUBSTITUTES My favorite substitute for an egg is unsweetened applesauce—about ¼ cup per large egg called for in the recipe. But you can also use whipped aquafaba—the liquid drained from a can of beans—or egg substitutes found on the baking aisle. Cake mixes have leavening built into them, so they will rise a bit on their own but not enough without some help!

			EXTRACTS AND FLAVORINGS Choose pure extracts of vanilla, almond, and peppermint. While maple and coconut extracts are artificial flavorings, I use them often but am careful not to add too much.

			FLOUR To ensure cakes release easily, I dust the pans with all-purpose flour after greasing. In some recipes, I call for a little flour to bulk up smaller mixes and make a more substantial cake.

			GELATINS I keep lemon Jell-O on hand for lemon cake and strawberry Jell-O for strawberry cake. And I use unflavored, unsweetened gelatin in making a stabilized whipped cream that holds up like store-bought whipped topping.

			HONEY As a shortcut, spread creamed or whipped honey over cupcakes instead of frosting.

			INSTANT PUDDING MIX This is a key ingredient for improving the smaller cake mixes. It gives the Bundt cake a dense and moist texture, helps sheet cakes and layers slice without crumbling, and suspends raisins and chocolate chips in batters. I use half of a box of vanilla or chocolate—and sometimes lemon or white chocolate—pudding mix for one package of cake mix.

			MILK AND CREAM I use whole milk, half-and-half, and cream for baking because you need the fat to make a richer cake and frosting. Fat-free milk works, but whole is better.

			MILK SUBSTITUTES Unsweetened plain almond, coconut, and other nut milks, as well as soy, oat, and rice milk work instead of cow’s milk. Canned coconut is the clear stand-out because of its higher fat content. These alternatives also work in buttercream frostings.

			NUTS Pecans, almonds, walnuts, cashews, pistachios, and hazelnuts keep best in the freezer. (They will oxidize and turn rancid if left at room temp too long.) Buy nuts in as large pieces as possible because they freeze better and you can always chop them into smaller pieces.

			OIL AND VEGETABLE SHORTENING Oil adds richness and plays nicely with chocolate, giving cake a dense and moist texture. I use canola and light olive oil. Vegetable shortening is my go-to for greasing layer and Bundt pans.

			SALT It’s not in my cake recipes because it’s already in cake mixes. But I find it is essential in frostings where it balances sweetness (the exception being cream cheese frosting because cream cheese is salty). I love kosher and sea salt, especially with chocolate.

			SOUR CREAM AND GREEK YOGURT Use both and use them interchangeably. They add acidity and richness to everything.

			SUGAR Cake mixes have sugar in them, but for frostings and glazes I use granulated sugar, light brown, dark brown, and confectioners’—aka powdered—sugar.

		

	
		
			With Gratitude/Acknowledgments

			Writing a cookbook in 2020 gave me focus during one of our country’s most unsettling times. Like many of you, I couldn’t visit family and missed seeing my friends, but I could bake and write this book. Groceries for testing filled my dining room, and I am thankful to my husband, John, for buying eggs and butter whenever he was out. My friend Martha Bowden helped me test these recipes, and we would meet on my porch or hers to share cake and conversation about baking, the news, our children, and how many miles we had to walk to burn off the calories from this project! I am grateful for her enthusiasm and steadfastness. I am also grateful for my agent, David Black, who understood why I wanted to write this book. And thank you to Clarkson Potter and my editor, Raquel Pelzel, for welcoming me with open arms.

			We all learned during the pandemic how important a pantry is and how nice it is to be able to bake a cake. Baking is a skill, something we get better at through life, and finally we had time to bake. And we realized, too, how important family is. I can tell you that in my years of being published, family members have been my best cheerleaders. I am grateful to John, Kathleen, Hugh, Litton, and John, as well as Susan and Mark, Ginger, Flowerree and Steve, Lawson, and cousins in Nashville and across the country. I am also grateful to Martha’s husband, Rusty, who became like family during this project. He and my husband share the good trait of eating anything and offering critique afterward!

			I don’t know what I’d do without my friends who make life a lot more fun, and you know who you are. I encourage you to show up very soon on my porch for a glass of wine and a slice of cake. Thank you also to all the readers out there whom I have met, emailed with, and spoken to via social media. Or even if we haven’t made contact, thank you for buying my books—and now this new book—for your kitchen shelf. I hope my recipes have brought you enjoyment and my words have made you a more confident cook.

			Lastly, thanks to the team of people who, in spite of social distancing and working from home, got this book photographed, styled, designed, and edited in such a beautiful way—Marysarah Quinn, Catherine Casalino, Danielle Atkins, Teresa Blackburn, Patricia Shaw, Jessica Heim, Merri Ann Morrell, Kate Slate, Elizabeth T. Parson, Kristin Casemore, Samantha Simon, and Bianca Cruz. We’ll never forget this year, and I won’t forget the people who made this new book possible. Love to all, and happy baking!
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