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This novel is dedicated to Madame Germaine and her husband, owners of the bistro located at 9 Rue de la Clé, which students at Paris III University called "Café Germaine". It was a "historic" place, if only because this lady, who had been involved in the Resistance during the occupation of Paris, had stories to tell. And we listened to her willingly, gathered around the counter between classes at Censier.




 Many of us still have unforgettable memories of it. It was a special place for us. That's why we preferred Café Germaine to dozens of other bistros in the neighbourhood.




 While editing this novel, I couldn't help thinking back to Madame Germaine and her bistro, where we deconstructed and reconstructed the world several times over and where literature flowed freely. I regret that it has remained closed, as no one has taken it over since...
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The Storm and the Stranger







Wet cobblestones: Amélie prepares cannelés while secretly listening to a couple's break-up through the confession boxes.

The rain fell quietly, transforming Montmartre into a smooth canvas full of reflections and soft colours. At Café de L'Étrange, the sweet smell of caramel and vanilla wafted through the air as Amélie Robert carefully measured the flour and sugar for her favourite cannels. Each measurement was a dance of precision, a soothing rhythm in her bustling kitchen. Outside, the world faded away as raindrops streamed down the window, whispering the secrets of this stormy evening. Yet even amid this quiet chaos, her attention turned to the wall of confession jars, their glass surfaces glimmering faintly in the soft light of the café.

It was a familiar ritual for her: listening to the stories hidden in those jars – the confessions of people who came seeking comfort or courage, their truths capturing the pulse of life on the cobblestones. Today, a couple stood outside, indifferent to the cold rain, locked in an embrace that smelt of tension. Their voices were muffled but clearly resonated with grief.

Amélie stood still, her hands resting gently on the counter, straining to hear their words.

"We can't keep pretending," said the woman, her voice trembling. "You've changed. You don't even seem to notice me anymore."

The man lowered his eyes, overwhelmed by her insistent gaze. A heavy silence fell, laden with unspoken truths. Amélie felt a pang of familiarity: her heart had already experienced such disappointment, its bitter taste lingering like unsweetened chocolate. As the couple's argument hung over her like a dark cloud, she immersed herself in her cannelés, her emotions protected behind the flour-dusted fortress she had built around herself.

"What about our love?" he asked, his voice full of despair. "You said love was worth fighting for!"

Amélie's hands moved on their own, mixing the dough carefully, as if it were porcelain rather than dough. The conversation revolved around her, a haunting melody that echoed her own past choices, the bitterness of a trust once betrayed. She remembered the evening when she had found herself in a similar situation, when the vibrant voice of love had turned into a distant whisper, leaving her wary of vulnerability.

As the commotion outside intensified, she saw Mrs Rousseau entering, her usual energy overshadowed by the storm.

"Ah, Amélie! "Is that the smell of your cannelés, or is it just my imagination running wild in the rain?" she exclaimed, shaking the raindrops from her soaked coat.

Agitated, Amélie managed to smile, but her heart remained attached to the couple, whose words echoed like an old scratched record.

"You should try them when they're ready," replied Amélie, shaping the dough into perfect moulds, each promising sweet goodness. "They could brighten up a gloomy day."

"Like a warm hug, I suppose! But watch out for that dough! I remember when you were little and you were baking your first cakes with your grandmother. You had flour all over your face!"

Madame Rousseau's laughter was like a soothing balm, reminding us that laughter can lighten heavy hearts. Yet even though she was surrounded by familiar warmth, Amélie was still immersed in a world of unexpressed emotions and broken hearts, beyond the walls of the café.

"It's funny, isn't it?" said the woman outside, her voice trembling. "How many times do we pour our hearts into jars, hoping that someone will understand the depth of our confessions?"

Amélie looked at the jars, each secret containing fragments of souls, and crystallised stories waiting to be released. The thought troubled her, an invitation to embrace the stories of others while she remained locked away, refusing even to touch her own. Each jar was a piece of someone, but today it seemed to her to be a mirror reflecting her reluctance to face the shadows of her past.

"I thought you understood," replied the man, brimming with frustration. "But all you seem to see is a life you imagine from your perch."

A spark lit up in Amélie's chest; she recognised the bitterness, which she had buried under layers of flour and sugar. Taking a deep breath, she encouraged herself to listen without judging. She wanted to understand what paths had led them to such a painful impasse. With each press of her cannélé mould, the night grew heavier under the weight of the grief common to tangled love affairs.

"You know how I feel about you," replied the woman. "And yet here we are, standing in the rain, pretending that everything is fine."

Amélie could feel the tremors in her voice, the cracked façade that was barely holding together. Wasn't that the truth everyone was facing? She added the finishing touch to her pastries, a hint of spice – an idea borrowed from her grandmother's recipes – in the hope of creating something that would linger longer than the mundane taste. Outside, the rain was pouring down, and the couple stood exposed beneath the clouds, their truths raw and electric.

As the tension mounted, Amélie's heart was racing, torn between the security of her routine and the dangerous allure of a connection. What would it take to break through her shell? To find a place where she could feel at home? Deciding to seize the moment, she took a chance, whispering a prayer to the universe as she stirred her mixture once more. Maybe, just maybe, magic would happen right here, on these slippery cobblestones, transforming the ordinary into something extraordinary.



Leaking leather bag: Leo enters, shaking rainwater onto the counter. The espresso machine makes a small warning noise.



The quiet creak of the wooden door opening almost drowned out the sound of rain falling on the café windows. Amélie looked up from the counter, wiping the flour from her hands with her apron. A man entered, his silhouette framed by a swirl of mist and the dim glow of the streetlights. His curls, bleached by the sun and damp, stuck to his forehead, and his worn leather bag was covered in blackened stains from the snow. A few raindrops slid from its worn edges, falling onto the cherry wood counter like cold whispers.

He gently shook the bag, water sliding off the polished surface as Amélie narrowed her eyes, cautious but curious. The café's old espresso machine, a brass relic from a bygone era, emitted a soft hum that resonated like a heartbeat beneath the surface of the silent steam and rich aroma of roasted coffee beans. The machine's gears whispered old secrets, as if sensing something invisible entering the room.

"Good evening," said the man in a voice hoarse from travelling but with a familiar tone. "A hot chocolate, please. With the storm outside, I need something warm."

He opened his bag with practiced ease, the leather creaking softly. His hands, calloused and scarred, rested for a moment on the counter, like a silent anchor in the storm.

Amélie nodded and slipped behind the counter with the precision of someone who had spent years transforming ingredients into comfort and routine. Yet her eyes kept returning to the strange visitor. There was something about him that disturbed the atmosphere, like a slight chill creeping under the heat. As she reached for a cup, the espresso machine emitted a deeper hum, a subtle vibration that made her pause just long enough to catch its faint warning song. It was as if the machine recognised him, or perhaps what he was carrying with him.

She put down the cup and asked, "Are you from around here?"

His voice was soft but cautious, crossing the space between them like a careful dance. The man smiled faintly, a hint of weariness softening his features.

"Not really," he replied. "I travel a lot, mainly to restore old buildings and bring them back to life."

His gaze swept around the café with the affection of someone searching for lost stories hidden beneath cracked plaster and faded paint.

Amélie crossed her arms, their conversation barely warmed by the sound of rain behind the window.

"This café has seen enough renewal," she said softly. "It now belongs to my grandmother."

Yet there was a tremor in his words that did not go unnoticed, even by her. The man's gaze met hers with a spark of hesitation, a bridge built from shared echoes of history and loss.

Suddenly, the espresso machine let out a long groan, like a mechanical sigh that echoed through the air like a whispered warning. Amélie looked at it with concern. The machine rarely made that kind of noise, especially when everything was quiet. A slight twinge of anxiety knotted in Amélie's stomach.

Leo's fingers brushed the edge of his bag, as if he were trying to steady himself in the face of a memory or an invisible weight.

"Perhaps," he said softly, "some places and people are more connected than they realise."

The storm raging outside seemed to agree, the rain beating harder against the windows, making the outside world blurry, unrecognisable, and fragile.

Amélie's eyes scanned his face, trying to decipher the story behind this rain-soaked traveler— the traces of loss softened by the promise of reparation. For a moment, the café held its breath, caught between the familiar and a fragile new dawn. Then, with a decisive squeak, she returned to the espresso machine, letting the faint hum mingle with the storm, unsure whether it was a warning or a welcome to the stranger in her carefully guarded sanctuary.




      ***

The cardamom incident: Leo's spice jar tips over into Amélie's dough, creating the first "magic pastry.".

The afternoon light streamed through the rain-streaked windows of Café de L'Étrange, casting pale reflections on the flour-dusted counters. Amélie kneaded her dough carefully, her fingers transforming the soft, cool mixture into a smooth ball. She glanced at the clock, listening to the soft hum of the vintage espresso machine behind her, and felt a quiet contentment in her routine. Today was one of those days when everything seemed to fall into a rhythm, the kind that invites you to forget your worries in the hypnotic act of baking.

Suddenly, the bell above the door tinkled softly, and Leo entered, huddled against the rain, water dripping from his leather bag onto the floor. A smell of damp earth and worn leather followed him as he shook his coat to remove the drops of water, which scattered across the counter. His face once again wore that vague, distant expression, suggesting deep thoughts beneath his relaxed smile. Amélie looked at him with cautious curiosity, knowing that behind his mysterious appearance lay stories darker than the storm outside. She thought, 'He's back.'

Leo approached, nodding politely.

"A Viennese hot chocolate, please," he asked in a deep, hoarse voice due to the damp cold.

As he leaned over the counter, his hand reaching for the spice bottle next to him – a small glass container filled with a bright green hue – Amélie glanced cautiously at it. Her fingers hovered over her dough as she watched, unaware that her routine was about to change in an unexpected way. In one sudden movement, Leo's hand tipped, and the bottle slipped from his grasp, falling into his bowl of dough with a soft but undeniably dramatic clink. A shower of spices spilt out, scattering grains across the pale surface, mixing into the uncooked dough like a secret ingredient, an ingredient that would change everything.

Amélie's breath caught in her throat. Her heart skipped a beat, not out of irritation, but surprise. Her hands remained steady as she watched the spice dissolve into the dough. She felt a strange tingling warmth, as if an invisible current had passed through her fingertips. Her senses sharpened, and the warm, pungent aroma of cardamom filled the air, rich and intoxicating. It was a scent that transcended the ordinary, hinting at something more, something alive. Leo's eyes widened apologetically. However, there was something else behind them, a concern, perhaps guilt or regret, that she couldn't quite decipher.

She hesitated for a moment, torn between frustration and curiosity. The dough beneath her fingers seemed to emit a slight hum, vibrating with an unknown energy, as if reacting to the spillage. Her mind was flooded with memories of her grandmother Clementine's recipes, where every ingredient and every method was always precise and predictable. But now, this accidental intrusion of spices awakened a deeper magic, a whisper telling her that perhaps her baking was never entirely under her control.

Amélie's voice was calm, but you could sense a hint of mistrust.

"You should be more careful," she said softly, looking at him. "Spices have no place in my dough, unless they're supposed to be there." She didn't even realise that she had just addressed him informally, as if she had known him for a long time.

Leo looked at her, a hint of vulnerability passing over his face.

"It was an accident," he murmured, rubbing his neck. "I didn't want it to happen, but maybe... maybe it's fate."

Her words hung in the air, strange and sweet, like a secret shared between them. Amélie watched as the dough, usually dull and pale, began to sparkle faintly, as if an invisible glow had settled on it, delicate and luminous. Even though she knew very well that pastries couldn't shine, her instinct told her that the sparkle was no ordinary mistake. It was something more: an opening, a door to the magic she thought was long lost.

As she slowly kneaded the dough again, she felt a strange warmth emanating from it, like a subtle promise hidden beneath the surface. Leo's presence seemed different now: less like a passing stranger, more like someone who had a secret that could change everything she thought she knew about her grandmother's legacy.

Outside, the rain continued to fall, tapping softly against the windows, while inside, a single crack of magic opened, hinting that this afternoon's storm was only the beginning.
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Whispers of the Past







Cracks in the plaster: Leo notices that the café's façade is in poor condition and offers to repair it. Amélie says no.



The soft patter of rain against the café windows created a soothing melody, which contrasted with the turmoil in Amélie's heart. She carefully arranged her assortment of colourful pastries behind the display case, a daily ritual she clung to amid the chaos of her thoughts. As she wiped down the counter with a cloth, her gaze fell on the door, and she felt that familiar sense of anxiety when the bell above it jingled, signalling that someone had just entered. She saw Leo, still dripping wet after braving the storm, shaking his leather bag like a dog. Their eyes met for a brief moment, and Amélie quickly turned her attention back to the pastries, a shield against the vulnerability of contact.

Leo looked around, his sun-bleached curls glistening under the raindrops splashing on them, and his gaze fell on the dilapidated façade of the Café de L'Étrange.

"You know, your coffee could use a little love," he said in a soft, deep voice as he sat down on one of the worn stools. Amélie suppressed a sigh, knowing that he wasn't just looking at the pastries. She glanced briefly at the peeling paint and exposed brickwork, where ivy had found its way through the cracks, a striking reminder of the history associated with this place.

"He has character," she replied, trying to hide her defensive tone with a forced smile.

"Character?" Leo chuckled softly and shook his head as he looked at a piece of plaster in a dire condition. "Or is it just crumbling?" He ran his finger over a damp patch that was dripping a little. "I could help you with that. You know, fix it up a bit?"

His frankness unsettled her. The weight of her grandmother's legacy weighed on Amélie's shoulders like a heavy coat, and she wasn't ready to let anyone in, especially not a stranger who made her heart beat faster.

"I don't need any help," she replied, almost too quickly. The words hung in the air, heavy with tension.

Leo raised an eyebrow, looking at her curiously.

Not even a little bit? A small touch-up here, a small repair there? You want to keep this place as it is, don't you?

His question touched her. Amélie wanted to run away, the walls she had built around her heart growing even stronger.

"This coffee is fine just the way it is," she said, even though doubt gnawed at her. "It has stories to tell, just as it is."

"But what about the new stories waiting to be created?"

Leo's gaze was piercing, an irresistible invitation to reflect, but it felt more like a challenge than anything else. Amélie's breath caught in her throat. She clenched her fists on the counter, hiding the trembling of her hands. Her heart was pounding in her chest as she straightened her shoulders, determined to stand her ground.

"I can take care of my grandmother's inheritance without help," she said in a deliberately cold tone. She turned her back on him and busied herself in the kitchen so that he would not see the emotion shining in her stormy grey eyes.

The hissing of the espresso machine broke the ensuing silence. She was building a façade as solid as the coffee itself, her thoughts rooted in fear. Would she let anyone, even someone like Leo, destroy the legacy of love and struggle that had been woven within these walls? As she turned around, her gaze fell on him. His expression was a mixture of sympathy and understanding, and it disarmed her.

"Amélie, I just want to help you," he said softly.

She felt the weight of his words bearing down on her, an unwanted revelation about the walls she had built over the years. With every beat of her heart, cracks appeared, revealing the vulnerability she was desperately trying to hide. But admitting that the façade needed repair seemed too daunting.

"It's not just about repairing the walls," she murmured, her voice barely louder than the soft patter of raindrops. "This café is my home."

His eyes sparkled, betraying his stoic attitude.

Leo paused for a moment, letting his words float in the air like the sweet scent of pastries.

"Then let me help you. Let me help you rebuild, inside and out," he insisted with conviction.

The warmth of his sincerity enveloped her like a soft blanket, momentarily soothing the turmoil in her heart. Amélie felt the urge to reveal her guarded soul to this stranger, but her protective instincts were far too strong.

"Thank you, but I can't accept your offer. I already have enough to do," she replied curtly, despite her inner turmoil.

His usually courageous attitude began to crumble as the rain continued to drum against the windows, echoing his inner turmoil. Leo lowered his shoulders slightly, defeated, but his eyes shone with a persistent kindness.

"All right," he said slowly, the weight of his refusal hanging heavily between them. "But know this: that doesn't mean you have to go through this alone." She could hear the disappointment in his voice when he added, "We all need help sometimes."

His words hung in the air, opening the door to his carefully guarded heart just enough to let in conflicting emotions. Amélie turned away, not ready to face the turmoil he had stirred up inside her.









