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The Baker’s Novel

  For seventy years Old Tom Deane had promised himself that one day he’d write a novel. Being a baker he knew exactly what was required. The characters would be the ingredients: the flour, salt, honey and oil. And the yeast? Ah, the smell of it! The yeast was the inspiration from within, the fire that would give the characters lives and a plot and make the dough rise … and his soul was the oven. It’s where the novel would be cooked, where the dough would magically become bread. It had taken all those years for that oven inside him to get to the correct heat, and at last the temperature was right. Wait another year and it might get overheated, the novel burnt. As all bakers know, perfect timing is essential. Besides, the characters had already waited for seventy of his eighty-seven years and were eager to be set free … to live a life at last.
  The old man sat at the table by the window overlooking the very meadow where the story would begin. His daughter knew nothing about the novel. Neither did his two grandsons, nor his three great grandchildren. They only knew not to disturb him that day. Or the next … or the one after that. Indeed, for as long as it would take him, he’d said, but no one else had the faintest idea what ‘it’ was. He would, of course, write in long hand. Bakers can’t type. That is, old bakers who know nothing about type-writers or computers. 
  He looked up from the blank page and out of the window. He was there, just where he was supposed to be, sitting on an upturned bucket at the edge of the meadow … a lad of seventeen. And he hadn’t changed one bit in all those years. Old Tom smiled to himself. Just think, if he’d been put into the oven straight away for that novel he’d now be eighty-seven. The same age as himself!
  Young Tom (the flour … same name … and why not?), he was lithe and quick-witted, 
and through his veins flowed pure testosterone. He’d been sent by his mother to pick field 
mushrooms for a stew. He knew there were no mushrooms to be found in that particular field, but it was where a certain young Priscilla Braithwaite (the honey) always rode her pony at the same time every evening. 
  Old Tom began to write. In careful copperplate, as they’d taught him at school seventy-nine years back. He wrote about the young Tom’s frustrations with life, about his widowed mother, who knew nothing about Priscilla, and about his old grandma (the oil) who knew more than she wanted to know about her grandson and the pretty sixteen year-old daughter of the local squire. 
  He scratched his head. Do they still have squires, he asked himself? What the hell! Land-owner, squire … same thing … that bastard on the other side of the divide. He wrote ‘squire’, and he took three pages to describe Priscilla when she showed up because she was even more ravishing than he’d remembered her. And, oh, that girlish laugh of hers, when she and young Tom swapped places, and she stood and watched whilst he did his circus riding trick cantering around the field, one foot in the stirrup, the other leg extended behind him, his arms hugging the neck of the animal. 
  Priscilla adored young Tom as he loved her, and Old Tom took great pains to make this absolutely clear. And when he came to the girl’s father, the squire (the salt), he took equal pains to paint the man as black as death itself, for, like death would surely also be, the evil man was determined to separate the teenage lovers. The boy’s granny knew about Priscilla because she worked below stairs at the big mansion where gossip bubbled and boiled: gossip about the blazing row between Priscilla and her father after he forbad her ever again to speak to that ‘common urchin’ from the village.
  It was getting dark outside, but Old Tom carried on writing. He didn’t even have a break 
for supper. He took more than ten pages over the row, for it wasn’t just about Priscilla and her father. There was the girl’s dead mother, too. When the man suggested that Priscilla’s mother in heaven would be horrified to see her daughter consorting with a mere farm hand, Priscilla flew into a rage.
  There’d been a closeness between mother and daughter that the squire would never understand, and she told the man that, and then she told him it was all because of him that her mother had killed herself. He struck his daughter across the face in his fury, and she ran crying to her room. Below stairs the following day ears strained as they listened to murmured embellishments to the story, of which several versions were circulating. The old granny sent word to young Tom to visit her at once, and Old Tom allowed the woman several pages to give vent to her anger, for their family would become the laughing stock if he didn’t stop seeing the girl, and heaven forbid should his poor mum find out for she had a world of worries to cope with already. 

  It was late at night when Old Tom finally added the yeast to the bread mix, and as the bread rose in his soul he lived in his novel ... 
  In a disused barn, with the pony safely tied up outside, young Tom and Priscilla are lying folded in each others arms on a bed of straw, and the smell of the straw reminds the boy of freedom and of the freshness of spring. Priscilla tells him what her father said: that he’s sending her to a finishing school in Switzerland (Old Tom scratched his head again … do they still send posh girls to finishing schools in Switzerland, he asked himself?), and young Tom says, ‘no, no, I won’t let it happen,’ and they kiss … and then they kiss some more and remove their clothes (Old Tom blushed) and make love and it’s 
pure, pure bliss and they make love again, and together they weep, each for the sheer joy 
of discovering the other. 

  Old Tom grinned to himself. Ready for the oven, eh? It was past midnight. No one had 
called, thank God, and he set his alarm for six the following morning. 

  Young Tom and Priscilla are up at six as well. He in his dead father’s old suit, Priscilla in her white confirmation dress (do teenage girls still do that ‘confirmation’ thing, the old man wondered?). It’s the closest she has to a wedding dress. She arrives at the old barn riding side saddle on her pony. He wants to make love to her again, there and then, but the sun’s already up, and they have a long journey ahead of them.
  All the folk downstairs at the mansion clubbed together on getting wind of the girl’s plan. All except the old granny who is too upset to know what to do. One hundred pounds in notes were handed to Priscilla the previous night because, like the girl, they all love her mother and not one of them wants to see the pretty young thing go the same way. 
  “And hurry!” they’d said to her. “Before his granny tells his mum, and his mum tells your dad.”
  Young Tom leaps up behind her, and together they gallop to the nearest town.

  Old Tom rubbed his head. One saddle? Yes, only one saddle, I’m sure! And she was side saddle. So young Tom would be … no, it wasn’t like that. Of course! He lifted her down, gently, because he was that sort of person, then he got up into the saddle and she sat sideways across his lap. And off they galloped. 

  It’ll be the yeast, Old Tom thought, looking at what he’d just written. All this galloping about! The yeast must be doing something. 

  Of course, the elopement to Gretna Green doesn’t go as smoothly. There’s a train strike. 
The station’s closed. The boy realizes the police will be out in full force as soon as her 
father discovers she’s missing. For several chapters the young couple play hide and seek with the authorities as they lie low wherever they can, travelling only under the cover of darkness, zig-zagging slowly northwards, meeting many characters, both angels and devils … some who help them on their way and others that block their paths and threaten to turn them in. And in quiet places, in dark places, they make love until they know every square inch of each other, every sweet hillock, every curve and every eager fibre of their inner souls … and still they yearn for more … for a life together. 
  Too much yeast, Old Tom wondered? Need to prove a bit longer? No time!
  They reach Liverpool. It’s raining, and they find a room for the night. The landlady, a sympathetic woman, already knows about them. The whole country does. They’re splashed all over the newspapers, and Priscilla’s photograph is posted everywhere.

  “Gretna Green? It’s just too far away!” the landlady says. “You’ll never make it. All the stations will be blocked. And the roads. No way, my little love-birds!”

  Priscilla would be in tears. Old Tom spent much time writing about the young girl’s tears, for he could think of nothing sadder. You see, Priscilla, by now, knows she’s pregnant, but she’s managed to keep it from young Tom.
  “There’s a cargo boat leaving for Panama in the morning,” the landlady suggests. Rather, she tells the couple it’s their only way out. If Priscilla were to give her fifty pounds (it’s all that’s left of their money after paying for the room), then she can fix it for them. Young Tom is uncertain. He’s a canny lad, and has little trust for a world that treats him like dirt because his mother is poor … and treats Priscilla like dirt because she’s dared to fall in love with him.
  Then Priscilla tells him about the baby. 
  “Are you sure?” he asks. 

  She nods, and they fall into each others arms and weep (are they weeping too much, Old Tom asked himself? No, no, they’re not … because that’s how it was.).
  “Three of us, now! We’ll have to get as far away as possible,” young Tom says.

  They give the landlady the money. Her tongue protrudes as she carefully counts every note, and it’s arranged that the young lovers meet the cargo boat skipper down by the dockside that very evening.

  On waking up the following day Old Tom still felt exhausted. He’d hardly slept the whole night as the bread of his novel baked in the oven of his soul. And now, as he sat once more at that table, tears streaming down his age-contoured cheeks, he just wondered how he could ever write the next chapter. He picked up his pen and stared at it. If only the pen could do the job itself, he thought. Like bread.

  There were three men at the dockside, not one. Three brutes the size of cart horses. Two had sticks like clubs and the third held a knife. 

  “Looks like she’ll earn us a pretty penny, Bill,” one of the men with sticks said, a leer stretched across his ugly face. 
  ‘We’re going to Panama by boat,” insisted young Tom. “That’s what this is all about. Our landlady arranged it. We gave her all our money.”

  Bill, the man with the knife, laughed. Young Tom had never before heard such a cruel laugh. 
  “Panama? Ha-ha-ha! Too far away, I’m afraid! Manchester more likely. For her, any road!”

  Bill was clearly the boss. He grabbed Priscilla by the arm. She screamed. Young Tom 
lunged a punch, but one of the other thugs, cackling like a fiend from hell, swung his stick at him. It cracked across Tom’s skull, sending him sprawling onto the filthy wharf. He lay there, concussed, for nearly half an hour. When he came to and looked up, Priscilla and the three men were gone.
  Old Tom wiped away the tears. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be with his novel. This time he was supposed to have control. He’d meant young Tom to take Priscilla to Panama, and thence on to South America, where he would look after her and their unborn child; where he would grow rich and one day own a great ranch with a thousand head of cattle. He stared at the tear-stained pieces of paper − all that remained of his bread − and mopped at the damp patches with his hanky. He felt shattered. Maybe the change in the story would come after another sleep, for he suddenly felt an overwhelming desire to close his eyes again. Yes, he would create a new life for Tom and Priscilla when he’d woken up. Folding his arms across the table, he rested his head. 
  After three days without any answer to her phone calls she decided to pay her father a visit. Okay, he had said he didn’t want to be disturbed, but this was ridiculous. After all, she only wished to check he was okay. She got one of her sons to drive her down.

  She rang the bell. No reply. She banged on the door. Nothing. 

  “There’s only one thing for it! Are you up to it?” she asked her son. 

  The large man ran at the door several times, crashing against it with his shoulder until it burst open. They rushed into the flat. The old man’s head was sideways on the table by the window, his eyes closed. She touched his hand, and, as she feared, the skin was cold. She felt for a pulse. There was none. 
  “Call the doctor,” she said quietly to her son.

  Whilst he was on the phone, she pulled out crumpled sheets of paper from under her father’s stiff arms.

  “So this is what he was up to!” she murmured. “Writing a novel, of all things, at his age!”

  Then she noticed, at the foot of the last page, what must have been the final words he wrote. Strangely, it was in a different script. Neat, rounded, feminine writing, like that of a young girl: 

  ‘Please don’t blame yourself, my darling. I love you for ever. Priscilla.  XXX’.
