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A Wedding Cake the Color of a Field of Wheat
First he made the bread. The flour, still flecked with bran and germ, had been stoneground from hard winter wheat, and the yeast he had cultured himself, in a dish of molasses. As he kneaded it into the flour, along with sprinkles of water and sea salt, he recalled, as if through his fingers, the stiff doughs he had worked with his father, sometimes leavened only with sour milk and once with a handful of snow. By the time the dough was ready to be dropped into the trough for rising, he could barely wrap his fingers around a glass of water.

After the loaves had been baked, he exposed them to the sun and air for three days, wiping them dry mornings and evenings to protect them from mold.

When they were hard -- the crumb as brittle as old, yellowed parchment -- he ground them against the edge of a grater, reducing them into mounds of dusty, brown powder, almost as fine as the flour from which they had been made.

The following morning, the day before the wedding, he drove into Wisconsin to buy a quart of unpasteurized milk, a block of butter churned from the richest cream in the state, and several dozen eggs from a farmer who let his chickens roam free. He also returned with a jar of honey from bees who ranged over fields of clover similar to those that carpeted the low northern slopes of the mountains that had once been his home.

These were the ingredients, and he remembered them clearly. But what about the proportions? It had, after all, been baked in a shallow tin bread pan, large enough for only a dozen small squares. But almost fifty guests would be attending his granddaughter's wedding, and although he had designed festive cakes for celebrations many times larger, he intended now not so much to create a memorable pastry as to recapture an experience so remote, so foreign, he seemed to have passed through it in another life.

He began with two dozen eggs, separating them and then beating twelve of the whites by hand until they stiffened into snowy peaks. The yolks he folded in one at a time, and then, in a thin stream, he added the milk, which had been scalded together with the butter. Finally, after stirring in the warmed honey, he poured the mixture into a large copper kettle, which he placed over a low flame. Standing on a chair, he sifted the bread powder into the custard, periodically testing it by rubbing it between his fingers, seeking again to stir his memory through touch. As soon as the texture seemed thick enough, he poured the batter into his broadest sheet-cake pan, which he had previously larded and dusted with bread crumbs.

He would have preferred to bake it in bricks, but there was no time now to transport the cake to another shop, and he used his own drawplate oven, checking the pastry occasionally as it rose and browned. When the height and color seemed right, he removed it from the oven and set it aside to cool. But upon his return, he saw that the cake had settled, sloping downward toward the middle, leaving a slight depression there. "Too much liquid," he thought and regretted that he could not mask this imperfection with a layer of royal icing or a dusting of confectioner's sugar and cinnamon.

Black fragments of carbonized sugar also speckled the surface, but he remembered these from before, and as he continued to admire the cake's golden bloom, he was reminded of the light sifting through the morning mists that often blanketed the valleys below his family's farm.

After reversing the cake onto the enormous wooden cutting board he had bought for the purpose, he carefully slipped rows of lace doilies beneath its edges, and then he surrounded it with the flowers -- phlox, forget-me-nots, wild columbine -- he had collected the day before on his return from the Wisconsin countryside.

"For all the time you spent on that sheetcake," said his wife, Amelia, as she watched him and an assistant maneuver it into his van, "You could've built a Taj Mahal."

"It was worth it," he said.

"You're a fool," she said, and before he could reply, she disappeared back into the shop, through the service entrance.

He had never fashioned a Taj Mahal, but he had once made a miniature Water Tower for a customer whose son had just graduated from architectural school. There were better bakers of bread on the North Side -- Heinz, for one, with his racks of deep brown Vienna rolls, crusty pumpernickel, and Bohemian rye -- and there were pastry chefs with a more delicate touch and a wider repertoire -- Frenchmen and Austrians, for the most part. But there was no one in Chicago who could top his festive cakes for color, richness, and ornament -- festooned, mullioned, medallioned, tiered, and turreted cakes, adorned with floral scrolls, gothic inscriptions, lace-work piping, and wreaths of buttercream. He was adept at sculpting marzipan, which he made on the premises, and as far as he knew, his bakery was the only one in the city equipped with an almond sifter, an almond blancher, and a grinder tooled with calibrated granite rollers. His most festive cakes were often pageants of marzipan fruits and flowers set within intricate fittings of crystallized blossoms and filagreed angelica, and rarely did anyone in the neighborhood -- a ward saturated with restaurants, delicatessens, fishmongers, butchers, and coffee, tea, and spice merchants -- celebrate a wedding without a centerpiece from Stefan's bakery.

His was a skill that was usually handed down and nurtured by generations of artisans, in-bred. But Stefan's family were farmers, his father having inherited a few acres of wheat, a vineyard, a plum orchard, and some livestock. But he baked bread almost every day, and before war devastated their country, he and his son spent many hours together kneading dough on an oaken table in front of the hivelike oven attached to the main house. If eggs and butter were plentiful, they also baked biscuits and custard tarts for sale at the markets below, and whenever they arrived in a city or village, shortly after dawn, Stefan could rarely resist following to its source the aroma of flour and butter crisping together. In fact, only a day after he arrived in Newark, he found a job in a large industrial bakery, as a pan greaser and swabber. A year later, having migrated to Chicago, he became an oven man and peeler in a family firm on the West Side, and then a pie crimper and trimmer, and finally a chocolate temperer and cake decorator. Once having accumulated enough skill and money to open a retail store of his own, he sent for his wife and daughter, and even though his shop was narrow and dingy, with only a few loaves of bread, penny rolls, stollen, and streusel cakes on the open shelves, Amelia fell to her knees and wept to see so much belonging to them after so many years of loss and deprivation.

Now his bakery was large enough to accommodate a tea salon which, in the summer, opened onto a garden court with its wrought-iron tables and chairs beneath red-and-white striped parasols spiraling around a central fountain and terraced flower beds. In the front window, unless he had arranged a seasonal display, he featured his wedding and anniversary cakes surrounded by pyramids of eclairs and nougat baskets filled with marzipan fruits. Inside his store, glass, tile, and stainless steel shimmered with reflected light, and illuminated cases presented in rows cream slices and crescents, bouches and bateaux, darioles and mirlitons, Napoleons and Bismarcks, brioches and kougloffs, babas and savarins, and always a tray of the simple but rich custard tarts he had once baked with his father. Macaroons, wafers, buttersnaps, nut drops, fruit bars, tuiles, florentines, and shortbreads, some already packaged in his own stylized gift boxes, were offered in a separate case, and aligned along the countertops, in ranks like palace guards, were his gateaux. Slices from each were displayed in a revolving glass booth at the entrance to the tea salon, and the placards with their names engraved in script -- marquise, marcelline, imperial, suprême, St. Honoré, le Grandi -- always reminded Stefan of the world of privilege and gentility, long since vanished, depicted in the history books he had read in school.

Behind the counters and the attendants in their starched white uniforms were the racks of breads he now bought from Heinz and the chocolates from Belgium and Switzerland, and adorning the opposite walls were shelves of jams and jellies, syrups and extracts, preserved fruits and marrons glacés, and the liqueurs with which he often doused the layers of his cakes -- benedictine, chartreuse, maraschino, curaçao.

It was an abundance that astonished him every morning he opened his store, and he was proud that such sumptuous products of the fattest eggs and cream, the purest sugar and spices, the softest flour were in his power to create and sell. But it was a pride mixed, too, with a shiver of dread at the regal excess now at his disposal in a city, in a world where want and hunger had by no means disappeared, and perhaps for that reason he refused to construct the baroque extravagance he had envisioned for his granddaughter's wedding, the only wedding cake he was likely to produce for anyone of his family. Pride and craft as empty of weight as the spun sugar that would have crowned his creation were all that he could read in his first elaborate designs, and he decided to prepare a simpler confection instead, one that would resonate with meaning for both him and the granddaughter who reminded him so much of his wife's dead sister.

"Eva was just about your age when she died," he had told Laura three years before, the day she would be traveling to Champaign and the university. He had rarely spoken about his past to her, but in this last week as she was preparing to leave their home, perhaps forever, he was overwhelmed by the desire to remind her of their heritage, and he could not refrain from relating one tale after another about his parents and the generations before them, as if this were his final chance to replenish a history that had lain fallow for too long. Eva's story was for him the most difficult, and he waited until the last frenzied hours before her departure to tell it.

"The last years of the war were terrible," he said. "everybody killing everybody else and the mountains filled with fascists and Communists and republicans and royalists and deserters and escaped prisoners from one side or the other, and the regulars always patrolling and picking up anyone they suspected of anything and taking everything they could carry away with them. I stayed with the farm as long as I could, using what crops I had and the animals to buy everyone off and burying the rest and still keeping enough to feed the freedom fighters active just north of us. Your grandmother's sister, Eva, was one of them almost from the start. A real firebrand, and a beauty, too, like a movie star. I wanted to make her my wife myself, one time, but she had so many admirers like me, and then after living in the forests for so long, and in the caves, with Tomas. . . . He was university, an intellectual, and soon they were living like man and wife. But Eva was a good girl, and she wanted things done right. A proper ceremony with a priest and in church, and she asked me to make her a cake.

"There was no flour. All confiscated. We had wheat walled into the granary, but the mill in the valley had been bombed. But before that we'd baked bread. Hundreds of loaves, stacked up like cords of wood. Hard like rocks, but they made good soup. And I had eggs, buried in lime water, as good as gold nuggets in those days. And there was butter cooling in the bottoms of wells and there was always honey since the regulars knew we used it for the liquor they bought from us. So, the stale bread I ground into a fine powder, and with the eggs -- oh, I could've doubled the size of the farm with the eggs I used that day -- and some butter, milk, and honey I made a golden wedding cake that we placed on the lace of her mother's wedding dress which she would never wear and between the wild flowers I picked from the hills. When Eva saw the cake I made, she was so pleased she threw herself into my arms and kissed me on both my cheeks, and when she tasted it, she said it was the most exquisite thing she ever ate. 'Exquisite,' like it had been baked in one of the great city shops before the wars. I'm sure she told the truth, too, since none of us had eaten anything like it for so long. Myself, I never tasted any of it. I couldn't bear to." He paused for a moment. There were tears in his eyes.

"I guess it was one of the last pleasures given to her," he continued. "Both she and Tomas, you see, were well known, and the wrong person must've seen them in the church, or when they were leaving. The priest was arrested the next day, and two days later Eva and Tomas, their bodies found together, trapped in the roots of the willow trees where the river runs into the valley." He paused again, this time to wipe his eyes with his handkerchief.

"You must've loved her very much," said Laura.

"That summer I married your grandmother, but by then all the eggs and all the loaves were gone. We had a priest and a sip of wine and then I went into a labor brigade. When the war was over, I returned. But there was no peace. The bodies were still found in the roots of the trees and on the banks of the river after the spring floods. The next year your mother was born, and I left for the United States to earn some money. . . . You know, you're very much like her."

"My mother?"

"No."

###

Laura wanted a simple ceremony in one of the small suburban churches, and a short, modest reception, and since hardly any relatives would be attending, her grandparents did not object. In fact, Amelia's younger brother was the only other member of their immediate families to have emigrated, and he was too ill to travel from his home in Buenos Aires. Laura's natural father, of course, had not been invited. Neither Stefan nor Amelia had communicated with him since he had abandoned Laura to their custody at the age of three after the death of her mother.

The groom, David, was from a small farming community downstate, and only two aunts, an uncle, and a pair of cousins accompanied his parents to the wedding. Some neighbors and acquaintances appeared, but most of the guests were friends of the bride and groom, from college or work. During the long ceremony, these younger members of the congregation (Stefan sensed from the stirrings and whispers in the pews behind him) were restless and inattentive, as if they had been invited to observe some exotic ritual which had quickly ceased to be of interest to them.

The reception was held in a large conference room in the church's basement. Champagne chilling in buckets awaited the guests as they arrived, and Stefan's cake, on its bed of lace doilies and flowers, was displayed in the center of a long table against the far wall. Unknown to him and certainly against his wishes, Amelia had transported trays of petit fours, eclairs, and tartlets from the bakery, positioning them at the sides and in front of the cake.

The pastries seemed to draw the guests across the room, and as they nibbled at them and sipped champagne, Stefan listened to them comment on the centerpiece. Most were only vaguely curious, although some expressed surprise or puzzlement, but several of Laura's friends admired its natural simplicity and the appropriateness of the wild flowers.

"I thought you said Laura's grandfather was a prizewinning baker?" he overheard David's mother ask her son while he was conversing with Heinz, his back toward them.

"He is," said David. "I must've put on five pounds just from the spectacular desserts they fed me."

"But such a peculiar wedding cake."

"What's wrong with it? You miss the little bride and groom on the top?"

"Oh, it's nice enough, I guess. But it won't win any blue ribbons at the state fair, and it's certainly not very traditional."

"Not our traditions, anyway."

"It's something Old World then?"

"Laura's not sure. She says it probably has something to do with the harvest. Her grandfather's people were all farmers, you know. Like Dad's. Besides, she prefers simple and natural things. . . . Did you try the eclairs? Some day we'll drive up to the bakery, and you'll see what he can really do."

"Well, I suppose it's better than all that sugar and foam you get with most wedding cakes, and it certainly looks natural enough with all those wild flowers around it. Like a field of summer wheat near the end of the season."

Stefan wanted to hear no more. He had been on the verge of reminding Laura that it was time to cut the cake, but now he wished only to distance himself from the circulating rounds of guests. Ending his conversation with Heinz, he headed resolutely toward an open corner, indifferent to the congratulations and the festive noises surrounding him, as if the entire room were empty and nothing existed there but the blank wall in front of him.

He leaned against the wall for some time, silent, acknowledging an occasional familiar face or a greeting with a nod of the head until Laura joined him there to inform him that the limousine had arrived to take them to the airport hotel where she and her new husband would be spending the night. "And Father Lazio asked me to remind you that the room's been reserved for another party this evening, so we'd better cut the cake right away, ok? Everyone's really wondering about it, anyway. They think it must be filled with blackbirds or something."

"Blackbirds," he said, and without further comment he maneuvered back through the crowd, and as soon as he reached the table, he snatched the silver knife from the cutting board and began methodically to slice the cake into squares. The texture, he noticed, was far looser than expected, almost grainy, and he had to take care to prevent the slices from crumbling apart as he deposited them one-by-one on the paper plates stacked nearby

"Aren't you going to offer the bride a piece?" asked Laura, who had followed him across the room.

"I made it for you," said Stefan, handing her a plate, "just for you."

"I know you didn't make it for grandma! She's awfully angry, you know. I think she expected an exhibition piece. Something grand."

"That would've been too easy," said Stefan.

She took a bite. Having worked for many summers in the bakery, Laura had learned to appreciate fine pastry, easily distinguishing the pure from the adulterated, the fresh ingredient from the stale, and she was especially adept at identifying the component parts of a confection, down to the sprinkling of kirsch and the pinch of saffron added for color. But now there was bewilderment on her face, and she continued to chew and swallow slowly, as if expecting to find a diamond or something equally small and precious in the crumb of the cake.

"This cake?" she asked, taking another bite, tentatively, as if still anticipating something special from it or new. "It's something traditional, right?"

"Yes," said Stefan. "From the dead past. Something to do with the harvest."

She smiled at him, but her eyes were dry, and as others began to join them, she returned the remnants of her piece to the table, placed both hands on Stefan's shoulders, and kissed him lightly on the cheek. "I've got to find David," she said. "We've got to be going," and she retreated into the crowd to search for her husband.

Amelia was lingering at the far end of the table, as if she, too, were eager to witness her granddaughter's reaction to Stefan's cake. "Would you like some?" he asked, approaching her, another serving in his outstretched hand. "There's plenty left." She continued to stare at him stonily as if he had raised his hand to strike her rather than to offer her a slice of cake.

"That's not for me," she replied. "That cake."

"You know why I made it this way, don't you?" he asked. "Why I worked so hard to make it just like this?"

"Yes," she said. "I know just why you made it like that, and who you made it for," and she turned abruptly away, joining the other guests who had begun to drift up the stairs, toward the first floor exit, and out onto the sidewalk.

Left alone at the table, Stefan, almost without thinking, lifted the slice from the plate and bit into it. Maybe his mouth was parched from too much champagne or maybe the oven had been too hot or the cake in too long or too much honey had risen to the surface or the bread crumbs had been too coarse. But all he could taste was the bitter residue of carbonized sugar and the faint but distinct flavor of ash.

He returned the plate to the table and almost as if he needed an antidote to the acrid taste in his mouth, he picked up one of the petit fours and bit into it, letting it disintegrate and melt against his tongue. For a moment, he gazed at the morsel remaining in his hand, a small square of genoise, layered with almond paste and a thin coating of apricot jam, all masked with a chocolate fondant. It was a confection he made almost every day, but one he hadn't tasted for years.

"An honest piece of pastry," he said, and he slipped the second half into his mouth as he hurried to follow the other guests out to the street, hoping to find the limousine still parked alongside the curb.
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