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Midnight Gingerbread

The sea wind bit at Charlotte Müller’s cheeks as she stepped through the warped door of her grandmother’s long-shuttered Swakopmund cottage. The air inside was stale, scented with molasses, cardamom, and a faint trace of rust. Dust hung like ghost-light in the glow of her lantern, settling across every surface: flour-scuffed tiles, cobwebbed ramekins, rusted tins. Time had kneaded itself into the bones of this kitchen.

She set her tools on the oak table—digital scale, steel bowls, a single flickering candle—then stood still, listening. Beneath the silence, she almost imagined footsteps from long ago. Her grandmother's, soft-soled and midnight-bound.

The journal was where she remembered it: on a high shelf above the spice cupboard, half-concealed behind a chipped ramekin. Bound in cracked leather, its brass clasp cold under her fingers. Embossed across the spine:

FISCHER’S KITCHEN TALES

Beneath that, in spidery Gothic script—annotations not written in Helena’s hand.

Charlotte eased onto the stool at the table and opened it, pages dry and delicate as parchment. Recipes filled the margins: butter-laminated croissants, sugared cardamom buns, notes scribbled like conversations with time.

One recipe was bound with black ribbon.

Midnight Gingerbread

(When the dunes are quiet and the moon is high, bake for the spirits you cannot see.)

Her pulse stuttered.

She read aloud, voice quivering in the dust-heavy air:

Ingredients

2 cups all-purpose flour
½ cup blackstrap molasses
¼ cup dark brown sugar
2 tsp ground ginger
1 tsp cinnamon
½ tsp cloves
¼ tsp smoked sea salt
1 tsp baking soda
¾ cup buttermilk
1 large egg

Instructions

Preheat to 180 °C. Line baking sheet with parchment.

Whisk dry ingredients. In a second bowl, mix molasses, sugar, buttermilk, egg. Combine. Drop tablespoon-sized mounds 5 cm apart.

Bake 10–12 minutes, until edges firm, centres tender.

Cool. Serve at midnight.

Listen.

She lit the candle beside the journal, set a steel bowl before her, and began to measure. Each motion slowed by memory. The cardamom scent had always clung to Nana’s apron. Now it clung to the walls like something unfinished.

The kitchen grew colder. Her breath fogged in the candlelight.

She sifted ginger and cinnamon, stirred molasses into buttermilk until it glistened like syruped obsidian. At 11:20 PM, she placed spoonfulls of batter on parchment and slid the tray into the oven—wincing at the screech of warped metal.

Behind her, something creaked.

She turned. No one.

Just a shadow moving too quickly across the far wall.

Her fingers trembled as she lit another candle.

The scent of baking filled the air—sweet, hot, a touch of smoke. Charlotte leaned forward, breath held as the edges cracked, just like they had when she was six, sneaking cookies while her grandmother’s back was turned.

The timer chimed. Midnight.

As she reached into the oven, a whisper grazed her ear:

“Just a touch more cinnamon...”

She froze.

The candle’s flame surged, then fell still.

Charlotte lifted the first cookie, heart hammering. She tasted it—molasses-warm, spiced, soft-centred. Perfect.

And then: every candle in the room extinguished at once.

Darkness.

Her breath shook as she struck a match. In its glow stood a tall woman in a 1930s dress, her powdered hair pinned in coils, eyes alight with mischief and moonlight.

“Charlotte,” the ghost whispered. Her voice was sand over salt. “You’ve baked the first spell.”

Charlotte swallowed. “Nana?”

Helena Fischer’s ghost smiled—not kindly, but knowingly.

“There are more recipes,” she said. “And more to reveal.”

Candle flames sparked back to life. The kitchen seemed smaller now, thick with warmth and silence. Charlotte clutched the journal. Something in her had shifted. She wasn’t just a chef chasing stars. She was the keeper of a haunted kitchen.

And the ghosts were hungry.
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The Inheritance

Three days ago, Charlotte Müller had stood in her rented test kitchen in Stellenbosch, scraping the burnt sugar from a failed custard tart. Now, she was parked outside a weathered cottage in Swakopmund, holding a key that felt more like a question than an answer.

Number 42 Lüderitz Street: her grandmother’s home. The "For Sale" sign leaned against the gate like it had given up waiting. Wind tangled her curls as she stepped out of the car, eyes sweeping across the peeling whitewash, the shuttered windows, the garden surrendered to sand.

She hadn't been here since she was a child.

She never thought she’d come back.

Mr. van Heerden’s Office

The lawyer’s office smelled of old paper and coastal damp. Mr. van Heerden, a stooped man in a charcoal suit, passed her a heavy envelope.

“Per the will of Helena Fischer,” he said, “you inherit the cottage, all its contents, and intellectual property—her journals, recipes, and any undisclosed documentation.”

Charlotte’s fingers twitched. “Any conditions?”

“Only one—” he said, and her stomach dropped, “—that you take nothing lightly. Her words, not mine.”

She blinked. “I... planned to reopen it as a small supper club. A residency kitchen. Maybe host a few workshops.”

Mr. van Heerden smiled faintly. “Your grandmother said you’d try something bold. She hoped the house would help you remember your roots.”

Roots. Charlotte had spent years outrunning them. Starched chef whites, failed pop-ups, Michelin obsessions. But something in this coastal air unspooled her defences.

The Cottage

The caretaker was waiting. Mr. Kleinschmidt—thin, spectral, fingers like kitchen tongs.

“She always wanted you to come back,” he said, handing her the rusted key. “Said the house would speak to you, if you let it.”

Charlotte stepped inside.

Dust. Sand. Silence.

The air was thick with molasses and old cardamom. On the table, under a shroud of linen, lay the leatherbound journal. She reached for it slowly, as if disturbing a slumber.

“FISCHER’S KITCHEN TALES,” the cover read.

A second line, faint in the leather:

For Charlotte. With love—and unfinished business.

First Steps

She rolled up her sleeves.

Flicked the breaker.

Tested the pilot light on the stove—dead. Flicked again. A low click, then a flare.

Charlotte exhaled.

Crates of pans and tins lined the hall. She unpacked slowly, reverently: measuring cups stamped "HF," tart pans with edges worn by decades of dough. Everything smelled of spice, smoke, and memory.

She spread the journal open. The first entry—a croissant recipe in tight Gothic script. But further in, the handwriting changed. Grew looser. Urgent. Recipes scratched into the margins like spells.

In one corner, an annotation in faded ink:

“Some ingredients must be stolen. Others... confessed.”

Charlotte laughed softly—then froze.

In the hallway, a door creaked open.

She stepped forward, journal pressed to her chest.

There would be no simple re-opening of this kitchen. No neat pop-up. No escape from the family secrets baked into these walls.

But beneath the fear, something deeper rose.

Curiosity.

Hunger.

Purpose.

She lit a candle. The kitchen warmed.

“Let’s begin,” she whispered.
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