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This story has a point. I promise. And it 
has the additional benefit of being true.  
Mostly.

I live in a quaint little neighborhood in Fort Worth, Texas (not Dallas). 
Young people jog in the street, parents push fancy strollers down 
the sidewalks, and old people sit on their front porches and silently 
judge us all. I literally have a white picket fence. With climbing 
roses. And an old gas lamppost.

We used to have a Starbucks on the edge of our neighborhood, 
right off Camp Bowie Boulevard, a main thoroughfare famous for 
its red bricks. But back in 2008 they shut the Starbucks down (the 
same year that Starbucks closed nearly 600 locations across the 
country). It was kind of a big deal. 



3

#CakeAndIceCream

Fort Worth is currently at the epicenter of a hipster explosion. We’re kind of an 
overflow hipster camp for places like Austin where the scene has become too 
crowded and predictable for a certain brand of hipster. Along with hipsters come 
a lot of petty annoyances for people of a certain age and disposition (like knitting 
and mustache wax), but hipsters also bring great independent coffee shops. I’m 
all about good coffee. Just keep your waxed mustache out of my mug.

Before hipsters and good coffee came to Fort Worth, there were only 
cowboys and Starbucks. I won’t pretend that I loitered or even mingled at my 
neighborhood Starbucks, but I did linger there on occasion. And when I did, I 
always recognized the same faces and sometimes even had the pleasure of 
chatting with a neighbor. So when they shuttered the doors, I was a little sad. Not 
about the chitchat. Who cares about that? I was pissed that I had to go across the 
highway to get a cup of coffee!

Now when corporate shuts down a Starbucks, it happens pretty fast. One day it’s 
there, the next day it isn’t. I bet they have a special ops team trained to dismantle 
stores under the cloak of darkness. If it disappears in the night, it was like it was 
never there at all. And if it was never there at all, it certainly can’t be said to have 
failed, right? I’m surprised they don’t go door to door with mind erasers. 

Or maybe they do.
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Anyway. I drove by that damn building every day for a year waiting for some sign of what 
was to come. And finally I got one. It was an actual sign: Nothing Bundt Cakes. Holy shit! 
And I promise this is true. There was a tagline: “So good you’ll wish they didn’t have a 
hole.” Are you fucking kidding me? Bundt cakes? Why not coffee? Coffee works here! It’s a 
no-brainer!

So we had something to talk about in the neighborhood for a while. “Have you been to 
that new Bundt cake place yet?” 

“Nah. Can’t bring myself to do it. I’m not really into Bundts.”

“Yeah. Me neither.”

So obviously Nothing Bundt Cakes had to beat the bushes to drum up some business. I 
returned home one day to find a door hanger on my gate. I hate door hangers. And the 
neighborhood frowns upon them (as I’ve been told). But the marketing geek in me always 
has to read the door hanger before I throw it away, so I can criticize the amateurish art 
and copy. 

The headline stated in bold Comic Sans: “New Cake and Ice Cream Shop.” Wait a minute. 
Hold on. Ice cream? No one said anything about ice cream. I thought this was strictly a 
cake deal. Jesus, I hate Comic Sans. What’d they make this thing on? Their laptop? Print it 
at Kinko’s or whatever the hell it’s called now? Prolly. But ice cream? And there’s a coupon? 
With dashed lines and the little scissors icon and everything, so I know exactly where to cut?
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The more I thought about it, the more I realized I had been thinking about this thing 
all wrong. I have kids. They like cake and ice cream. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad 
development in the neighborhood after all. I slowly began to look past the poor marketing 
execution on the door hanger and my heart started to make room for cake and ice cream. 
I imagined weekend walks to the little shop, holding hands with my daughter as she 
skipped, stopping occasionally to play with a stick or pick up acorns. What a hero I would 
be! What a great dad! The old people sitting on their porches would see me, and for once 
their silent judgment would give way to benevolent words of praise. “There goes a caring 
father and a pillar of our community,” the old woman would whisper to her husband. OK, 
dammit. I’m doing this. Cake and ice cream, here I come.

I jumped in my truck and headed straight to Nothing Bundt Cakes. Coupon in hand, I threw 
open the doors and marched proudly to the counter. I left home for cake and ice cream. I 
would return a legend. 

“What would you like, honey?”

Oh, sweet lady. You are just as I imagined. “Whatcha got?”

“Well, we have more than 30 different cakes today. Here is a list on the counter.”
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It was only then that the smell hit me. I had been so wrapped up in 
the mission that I had forgotten to take in my surroundings. The air 
was perfumed with smells both sweet and warm. I could taste the 
frosting on the air. And in long glass cases against every wall was 
the most impressive lineup of tiny gourmet Bundt cakes I had ever 
seen. There they were — the Bundt cakes I had ridiculed for the last 
several weeks. Look at them. I feel so unworthy in their presence. 
How could I have been so cynical? There is nothing but pure 
goodness here. I am a bad man.

I’m telling you, these cakes were small works of art. Each one was 
unique in some way. Even cakes of the same flavor had perfect 
imperfections that made them even that much more adorable 
and desirable. 

“What do you recommend?”

“Well, my favorites are the German chocolate and the red velvet.”

“Sounds good to me! I’ll take one of each. And could you throw in a 
coconut? My daughter loves coconut.”

“Oh, how sweet.” Yes. That’s right. Keep going. “How old is your 
daughter?”

“She’s two and a half.”

“Isn’t that just the perfect age?” Yes. Yes, it is. And I’m the perfect 
father. Obviously. “What’s her name?”
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“Bonnie Bee.”

“No, it isn’t! That’s just the sweetest little name ever. I can’t wait to meet her!”

“She’s certainly going to love your shop. Cake and ice cream are her favorite things in the 
world!”

“Well, speaking of ice cream, would you like chocolate or vanilla?”

Wait a minute. Wait just a goddamn minute. Chocolate or vanilla? What do you mean 
chocolate or vanilla? This is a cake and ice cream shop. You better be pulling my leg not-
as-sweet-as-I-thought old lady.

“Errrrrr — what else ya got?”

“Just chocolate and vanilla.”

I stared at her blankly for a little too long. I think it was awkward. “Nothing else in the 
back? No rocky road? No pistachio?”

“Just chocolate and vanilla, honey. Sorry about that.”



8

#CakeAndIceCream

You better be good and goddamn sorry, you old tire iron. No one becomes a legend on the back of chocolate or vanilla ice cream. My whole 
plan just fell to shit. There’s a better selection of ice cream at Walgreens. But now I have to go across the street to the drug store because you 
dared me to dream of ice cream. You said you were a cake and ice cream shop. Cake and ice cream. Ice cream, goddammit. 

“Uhhhh, I’ll just take the cakes, please.” No tip for you.

Those three blocks home where the longest I had ever driven. I parked in the driveway 
and slid out of my truck. I grabbed the would-be signature pink-and-white striped 
bag emblazoned with Nothing Bundt Cakes and commenced my walk of shame up 
the sidewalk to my front door. My neighbor to the south was out working in the yard 
and he spotted me before I could get inside. “So you broke down, huh?”

“What’s that?”

“Went to the cake and ice cream place. What’d you think?”

“Well, the cakes are awesome. But it’s not much of an ice cream shop. Just chocolate 
and vanilla.”

“No kidding.”

“Yup.”

 “Well, that’s a disappointment.”

“I’ll say. Anyway, gotta get to dinner.”
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I love coming home. I love seeing my wife sitting at her desk. I love it when my 
daughter runs from the back of the house to hug me. I love seeing the joy in my  
son’s face, the kind of joy that only belongs to babies when they see their mommy  
or daddy. So here I was.

“Daddy, Daddy! What’s in the bag?”

“Cake, honey. I brought you some teeny-tiny cakes from the new place on the corner.”

“Did you bring ice cream?”

Goddammit.

“No, baby. I didn’t bring ice cream. They only had chocolate and vanilla.”

“Chocolate and vanilla? That’s complete bullshit!”

“I know, sweetie — they — wait a minute! Don’t use those words. Those are bad words.”

“Chocolate and vanilla? What about peach?”

“No peach.”

My wife walked into the room. “Well that’s some bullshit.” 

“Goddammit!”



10

#CakeAndIceCream

This was not the movie I had seen in my mind. On that day, I vowed to avenge my family 
against Nothing Bundt Cakes. Those dirty, homewrecking sons of bitches.

But time heals all wounds. And over the course of the next several months, I forgot about 
Nothing Bundt Cakes. I’ll daresay I even forgave them. Maybe. Until the day I drove home 
to find another damn door hanger on my gate. Only one shop would be brazen enough to 
litter my gate with another flyer. I ran to my little white gate and ripped the door hanger from 
the black iron latch. I was about to crumple it up and throw it in the street when the headline 
caught my eye: New Cake Shop.

What’s this? New Cake Shop? What about the ice cream? What about the fucking ice cream?

The universe works in mysterious ways undreamed of in our philosophies and sciences. And 
so it happened that at the very moment I was reading the door hanger, my other neighbor 
(the one to the north) came walking up his driveway with that damned pink-and-white bag.

“Hey, Bill. How’s it goin’?”

“Goin’ great! Beautiful day! Thought I would finally give that cake place a try. With the 
coupon and all.”

“Oh, yeah? Whatcha think?”

“Oh, man. That place is amazing. Not only do they have a million different amazing little 
cakes — they even have chocolate and vanilla ice cream!”

Goddammit.
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You’re probably on to me by now. Even though this is a true story 
(mostly), it’s also a parable about marketing messages. Where 
you place claims in a marketing message is very important. If you 
claim to be a cake and ice cream shop, you’re expected to meet a 
certain standard for both cake and ice cream. But if you claim to 
be only a cake shop, ice cream is a nice additional benefit — and 
maybe even a differentiator. I see this cake and ice cream scenario 
play out over and over in B2B marketing. Companies overshoot the 
mark by promoting a feature to a full-blown value proposition or 

even solution category. Doing so can only create an expectation 
with the buyer that’s impossible to fulfill. If you’re going to claim 
something as a primary benefit of your solution, you’d better have 
every inch of it and then some. If you don’t, use it as a supporting 
claim instead.  

Or don’t even mention it and watch the delight on your customer’s 
face when they find out you actually have it. Even lame features 
can be awesome when you weren’t expecting them.
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The Starr Conspiracy is an integrated business-to-business marketing agency that helps 
HCM industry innovators propel brand awareness, drive leads, and eat market share like 
nobody’s business. We’re not your typical agency — we meld digital advertising, brand 
innovation, and industry insights to change categories, industries, and — yes — even the 
entire notion of B2B marketing as we know it. Revolutionaries hell-bent on shaking things 
up are welcome. Conformists, please stay home (you’ll hate working with us, anyway).

About The Starr Conspiracy

It’s Time to Get Your Message Right 
We could write about message forever, but we’d rather have a conversation. If you want to 
talk to us about your messaging problems and how to make sure you’re positioning yourself 
the right way, just holler. We’re happy to help.

Let’s Talk About Your Cake

LET’S TALK

https://hubs.ly/H0bfFps0
https://hubs.ly/H0bfFps0
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