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‘Gaston Gets His Just Desserts’

Gaston Gets His Just Desserts 

Gaston was dreaming, as usual, of pastry people and swimming pools filled with cream cheese. He woke up and began to prepare breakfast, with an eye on the clock. For this morning, as well as taking out the fresh bread from the oven, Gaston was putting the finishing touches to his masterpiece. Lo! in the display window stood a life-size bust of the President, carved out of crusty white bread and sporting a blazer of pastry rectangles (pastel-coloured macarons doubling as buttons). He had been working on it without pause for the previous four days - not daring to start earlier in case the skull grew mouldy or the jacket crumbled into dust. Now Gaston leaned against his broom handle in raptures, picturing the President’s spellbound reaction: ‘Incredible handiwork!’, ‘Goodness, you are the equal of any sculptor!’ or ‘Should I eat it, or place it in a gallery?’

Before long, the Presidential party had arrived in town. Gaston ambled out of his bakery and pushed his way through the crowd for a better view. He was just able to make out the podgy figure he had recently immortalised in dough.

‘Well Gaston, what will you give the President for his breakfast?’ chuckled an old woman.

‘Madame, our guest shall not leave with an empty stomach. Madeleines, pastries, a warm loaf...’ ‘Though lucky for you he will not be visiting Monsieur Tortoni, eh?’

‘Tortoni?’ snorted Gaston. ‘I have nothing to fear from that fat idiot. Unless you are proposing to hold an eating competition, in which case he would greatly outshine me.’

‘Oh, I know that you two are rivals, Gaston. But he is an excellent baker. Each week I buy half a dozen millefeuilles for my grandchildren. Such a treat for them.’ 

She held up a paper bag. 

 ‘I want to conduct an experiment, madame. Please, come inside for a moment. And take out the cakes so well-regarded by those little food critics of yours’.

Gaston produced a silver tray. His millefeuilles were identical to Tortoni’s, except for their monstrous ornamentation. Thick wedges of chantilly and jam had been squeezed between quadruple pastry stacks, garnished with chocolate shavings, raspberries and edible sequins. The fondant topping had also been coloured red, white and blue. 

‘Well?’

‘Very lavish.’

‘Ah!’

Two silver trays were now placed on the counter in front of the old woman, and the rival delicacies laid side by side. 

‘Well?’

But before she could reply, a gunshot rang out in the street.

‘The President!’ 

______________________________ 

Twenty minutes later, Gaston’s shop was stuffed with dignitaries, photographers, and last of all the President himself. The old woman was lying down in the bedroom above Gaston’s shop, still shaken by the backfiring car. Introductions were made, and an enormous, hairy hand shot towards Gaston. The silence which breathes over every such exchange was eventually relieved by the President’s appetite (it had been swelling all morning, following a most unsatisfactory breakfast at the hands of the new cook.) 

‘These millefeuilles look rather spectacular, if I may say so.’

______________________________ 

Over the next few days, Gaston appeared to have swapped brains with a debonair society gent. ‘Tell us again, Gaston, what the President said to you?’ ‘Annie - we shook hands and, instantly, I felt something of the warmth and fondness that only comes after a long friendship. ‘My dear Gaston’, he said…’ The baker would continue like this for several hours, until even the usually attentive Annie began looking around for a stale baguette with which to bludgeon him to death. Word quickly spread (much to the old woman’s disapproval, for she could not stand arrogance in young men) that Gaston had proclaimed himself the best baker in France. A preposterous photograph of the President (shaking hands with Gaston next to the baked sculpture of his head) was published in the local newspaper. 

Of the millefeuilles, Gaston kept very quiet. In truth, the President had been enraptured with the taste, and was fervent in his congratulations. But Gaston’s horror, at the moment the President made for the millefeuille tray, was observed by the old woman, who had wandered back into the shop. Not wishing to embarrass the poor boy, she crept back into the bedroom, unseen. 

One week after the Presidential visit, a motorcycle pulled up outside the bakery. The courier passed a handwritten note to Gaston:

Monsieur, I cannot get those millefeuilles out of my mind. A pastry which resists the bite just long enough to be tantalising, before finally giving way to the luxury and smoothness of the cream - which is utter velvet! This filling of yours - so original in taste! What lightness! I want to place an order for a dozen each week. The courier will collect them every Wednesday, starting today. One other matter. Let this remain a secret indulgence, for now, as Marie is being very strict after that nonsense with my heart. Yours, J. B. 

‘Have I not been right to imagine that my life would not be conducted in this grimy backwater?’ thought Gaston, tying a ribbon around the box of cakes and handing them to the courier, who sped off without a word. ‘My career is beginning!’ The next day, however, he received another note: 

Monsieur, did I not make clear that the other millefeuilles in your shop were much more to my taste than those absurd monsters which you sent me yesterday? The taste of the cream was much different, and not to my liking. My courier will return tomorrow. No more mistakes.

Gaston stayed in the bakery all that night, struggling to breathe through an upwelling of sobs and nausea. He had not tasted Tortoni’s creations. But how could they be so different? More vanilla? Less vanilla? A swig of grape liqueur? By morning, Gaston had resolved to refuse the commission. One thing he could not decide. Had his mother died, or had the shop burnt down? He would actually have to set fire to the place. No. Kill his mother? Ideally, no. Then what was the excuse? Ah, such a simple dish! At this moment of anguish, Gaston looked up to see a gangly youth loping past the shop. This Jean-Paul was known all over town as a reliable sort, good at running errands for the shopkeepers. Gaston slipped a banknote into the boy’s hand and sent him off to Tortoni’s for a dozen millefeuilles. The following Wednesday, the courier returned: 

Delighted with recent delivery. Yours, J. 

After this, Jean-Paul’s errand became a weekly mission. The millefeuilles from Tortoni were placed in Gaston’s own boxes, then dispatched to the President. As weeks passed, and the President’s notes became ever more rapturous, Gaston began to find his deception extremely gratifying. ‘Soon the President will reward my talent. I shall move to Paris and live in a house made of bread! Yes, I am going to be famous.’ But on the eighth Wednesday, Gaston’s make-believe mansion was torn down, by Presidential edict: 

Palace reception in two weeks. Need three hundred of the usual. Don’t disappoint. Wonderful things are due. J.

Gaston marched down to the river, with every intention of drowning himself. ‘What does it matter that I have been not been truthful? I deserve my commission! I deserve palaces and sports cars and statues in my honour and a chain of bakeries and television adverts. But Tortoni has stolen these things from me. Tortoni has drowned me! Tortoni has murdered me!’ He sobbed until he thought his eyes would bleed, and bellowed until he thought his throat would close up with choking. Rushing down the hill, he passed the town’s other bakery, and swivelled to see the two architects of his ruin, staring back at him with open mouths. He shook his fist and let out a roar of impotent rage - ‘MURDERER!’ - before burying his face in his hands once again, and continuing along the sorrowful road which Tragedy had paved for him.

The old woman turned to her companion. ‘Oh, Monsieur Tortoni, don’t you think we should fetch the poor boy? He is in a wretched state.’ 

‘Yes, madame. But please,’ laughed the baker, ‘just a few minutes more.’ 

Also watching the scene were the gangly errand boy, Jean-Paul, and a dark-haired girl he was working up the courage to ask over for supper. 

‘It is the strangest thing, Virginie. Every Wednesday morning, Gaston pays me to bring him a dozen millefeuilles from Tortoni’s bakery, with instructions not to breathe a word to anyone. Then at midday, Monsieur Tortoni pays me to pick up the same millefeuilles from Gaston’s, drive my motorbike two miles out of town and deliver them back to him again, on the condition that I am not allowed to remove my helmet or speak while I am in Gaston’s shop. What do you make of it? Strange, is it not?’

‘Some practical joke at your expense, no doubt, Jean-Paul. Now kiss me, you silly boy, before I die waiting’.

