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        For everyone who believed in me… Thank you!
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        “I am a great admirer of mystery and magic. Look at this life - all mystery and magic.”

        — Harry Houdini
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      These stories contain many foreign words/terms, the explanations of which can be found in the glossary at the end of the book. This is purely for the purposes of clarity. However, if it mars the flow of the narrative for you, you can go ahead and read the book without flipping backwards and forwards. The context should make the meaning abundantly clear.

      Happy reading!
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            THE INVISIBLE SUITCASE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Alors1! This is it, Minou. The exact spot I’ve been looking for. Oh, you need not turn up your nose that way, you have yet to see what I will do to it.” 

      The woman and the cat looked at each other; the woman looked away first. They were, at first glance, an odd couple. She was large and messy, with several bracelets jangling on her wrists, her red hair pinned in a careless up-do, curls escaping down her back, and the mauves and pinks of her outfit clashing terribly with the red lipstick she’d put on in a slapdash manner. Her bag had seen better days; nearly all the tiny mirrors having fallen away, the glint of the gold embroidery long tarnished, the straps frayed to almost nothing. A battered suitcase sat by her side, filled with the memorabilia of a long and adventurous life. Long chains hung from her neck, nestling comfortably on her large bosom. The handkerchief hem of her skirt trailed on the floor, picking up the dirt and dust of her journey. In fact, the brown leather sandals on her feet were the only sensible item on her person.

      The cat, on the other hand, was a sleek, black example of feline beauty; her coat glossy and smooth, her eyes a liquid amber that glowed green at night and never ever missed a thing. Minou was not a name she would have chosen for herself, but she put up with it because she had a passing affection for the woman. As she eyed the dusty alley and the broken windows on the shop, she despaired internally of the woman’s wilfulness. If she had words, she would have said, “Merde2!” 

      “Alors, Minou, nothing a lick of paint couldn’t solve. A few hours, and some — what do they call it — elbow grease? That should do it! Come now, ma choupette3, you have seen me do it before, and you know I am more than capable of it.”

      Minou had been witness to the woman’s many forays into the business of love, and frankly, could understand none of it. She herself was of the opinion that mating of any kind was an unnecessary pastime that provided momentary pleasure and little else. Therefore, she abstained. She had seen many an alley cat fall foul of the disease called amour and had long decided to side-step the entire business altogether. 

      On this dusty road, close to midnight, the woman and the cat looked at the little shop with varying degrees of interest. 

      Ottilie, the woman, only saw potential, while Minou, the cat, saw another month or two of dodging the pesky human species once again. “Magnifique4,” thought one. “Terrible,” thought the other. 

      And so the adventure began.

      
      “Elodie, regarde5! Is this a new place? I have never seen it before.”

      The two friends stood before the pink confection of a café, rather unimaginatively named Café L’amour. The red hearts that surrounded the name left no doubt as to the intent of the enterprise.

      “Nor have I,” the gamine girl named Elodie commented softly, astonishment tingeing the edges of her words. Her large blue eyes took in the pink walls, the white heart-shaped chairs and tables, the entire backdrop of pink and white roses, and the smell of baking that emanated from within.

      “I walked past just the other day,” Charlotte, the long-limbed brunette said, “I could’ve sworn this did not exist then.”

      “You couldn’t possibly have missed this!” Elodie agreed.

      “Let’s go in. We were planning to get our café au lait6 at Francois’s anyway.”

      “Oui7, something smells wonderful, and my stomach has just growled.”

      “I heard it, cherie8!” Charlotte laughed, opening the door to the establishment.

      Inside, a cloud of vanilla engulfed them. Couples sat at tables sipping on their coffees, eating heart-shaped cakes and gazing lovingly into each other’s eyes.

      “Mon Dieu9! Have we wandered onto a film shoot?” Charlotte looked around in disbelief. “Mais non10, it is Valentine’s Day today. I had completely forgotten!” Then she looked at Elodie’s face and took her hand. “I am so sorry! I do not know what I was thinking… Perhaps we go somewhere else?”

      Elodie shook her head, walking towards the display of cakes and pastries.

      “It is okay,” she smiled sadly, “I am okay.”

      The large woman behind the counter was busy serving another man, so they waited their turn. Suddenly a cat jumped down from the ledge which housed multiple red heart-shaped boxes of chocolate, and rubbed itself against Elodie’s leg.

      “Ah, what a beautiful cat!” She bent down to stroke its back.

      “Her name is Minou, and I am Ottilie.” The large lady smiled at Elodie, her gaze piercing. “Welcome to Café L’amour.”

      “We have never seen you here before?” Charlotte enquired.

      “That is because we were never here before. I go where my services are required.”

      “Your services?”

      “My cakes, my bakes.” Ottilie kept looking at Elodie while addressing Charlotte. Uncomfortable, Elodie focussed on the cat purring at her feet.

      “Then what would you recommend to two friends meeting up after a long time?”

      “Aha! For that, two chocolat chaud11 and my special pistachio financiers12.”

      “Bon! That is what we will have then. And no, Elodie, I am paying this time. Like we agreed, ça va13?”

      Once seated at the table with their drinks and cakes, Charlotte reached over and took Elodie’s hand in hers.

      “You have been avoiding me!”

      “No, no, that is not true.”

      “Did you think I would not remember?”

      Elodie looked down at her lap.

      “Not that. Too many people remember, and it hurts me more that they do.”

      “Cherie, it has been two years. Perhaps it is time to move on?”

      Elodie’s big blue eyes filled with tears. 

      “How?” She whispered. 

      
      “So that is the one then, Minou?” 

      The cat licked its paw in response while the woman contemplated the sunset from the window of her café. The two girls had been striking in different ways. Charlotte had the brittle confidence of one who had bounced back from the many punches life had thrown at her, but it was Elodie that Minou had picked. What anguish lay behind those beautiful eyes and that heart-shaped face?

      They had left just a few crumbs of the financiers on their plates, Ottilie observed as she cleared up after them. The cups were nearly empty too. Those two would be back, of that she was sure. 

      
      Barely twenty-four hours prior, Ottilie and Minou had walked the streets of Paris, looking for the ideal spot. There was sadness that lingered in many places, but there was also laughter, joy and acceptance.

      “Non14,” Ottilie would mouth, and Minou would move on, sighing internally. 

      At nearly midnight, they’d chanced upon a cobble-stoned street lined by a wall of ivy just off Boulevard Saint-Germain. Minou had led the way, with Ottilie following closely on her heels.

      From grocery stores, food stalls, cheese shops and gelato stands, the street had everything, except a café. There was an aura of disrepair and brokenness, neglect and afterthought that hung in the air. The paint was peeling on the facades, the stands more than just a little worse for the wear.

      “It is perfect, Minou!” Ottilie had clapped her hands together, standing in front of the locked shop.

      Minou had watched the woman, unblinking, as she’d cogitated over her decision, pacing back and forth, back and forth.

      At one point, a drunk had knocked into her.

      “Pardon!” He’d apologised to the lamppost, staggering away, spotting neither the woman nor the cat. They were invisible, of course.

      “Think,” said Ottilie, recovering from the drunken bump, “Think of what we could do here!”

      Yes, thought Minou, think of the giant meringue you will create once again. All that pink.

      “You mock me, Minou! Pink is the colour of romance, and it has never failed me before…”

      That much was true. In all their travels, in whichever part of France they found themselves in, Ottilie’s pink cafés had done what not even the perfect champagne and caviar could.

      “Now, if we are in agreement, I will place my spell upon the place. For the next month or so, this shop will appear as this to those who do not require my services. But, for those who do, alors! They will be enchanted, drawn in by the lure of my incomparable bakes, by the promise of healing leurs coeurs15.”

      Not to mention the vanity of the endeavour, thought Minou, flicking her tail from side to side.

      “Tu es une cynique16, Minou!”

      Having slipped in noiselessly, the pair of them navigated the interior of the dusty shop. Broken furniture was stacked in a corner, a single lightbulb illuminating the acres of dust that covered everything. A barber-shop in its previous life, the mirrors that lined one wall had dark and blotchy spots on their surfaces. Faded linoleum on the floor and a cracked washbasin on the back wall completed the inventory.

      “This had many happy customers once, Minou! You may not believe that looking at it now, but presque certainement17. It will once again be a cheerful place. Now, to work.”

      With that, Ottilie set about transforming the interior of the shop into the café that Elodie and Charlotte would visit the following day.

      
      Meanwhile, in a different part of the city, not too far away from the café, Elodie woke up to the sound of coughing. Slipping out of her bed, she made her way into the next bedroom. Picking up the glass of water on the bedside table, she brought it to the lips of the old man even as she propped him against the headboard.

      “Oh, Papa!” She looked at the gaunt face of her once handsome and full-of-life father, and allowed herself the luxury of a few tears. How difficult it was still to accept the reality of his decline. Slurred speech, incontinence, and incomprehension were the remnants of a stroke that had felled her Papa. Today, he was a mere shadow of himself. So, she wept softly for a bit, and then taking her handkerchief wiped his mouth and her own tears. 

      Settling him back into the pillows, she pulled the covers up to his chin and kissed him softly, before making her way back to bed. But sleep, ah, that was an elusive thing. 

      Lying in the night's stillness, Elodie contemplated her future. She was nearly thirty, self-employed and a carer for her father. Her choices had left her with very few friends, and her responsibilities with very little time to communicate with the ones that remained. Perhaps it was time to reach out to the few that still kept in touch. How long could she grieve for a beautiful past, and a never-to-be future?

      Picking up her phone, she texted Charlotte.

      “Yes, let us meet at Francois’s tomorrow. Same time as before.”

      How was she to know that this would be the beginning of something special?

      
      The people that sat in the café as Charlotte and Elodie peered in were not merely for effect. They had wandered in, just as Ottilie had predicted, enchanted by the promise of something that could not be articulated. Couples who were halfway to falling in love or halfway to falling out of love, singletons with a sweet tooth, an elderly widower, a group of spinsters - all needing or missing love from their lives.

      Now, of course, they had love of other sorts. Whether that was the love of a child or a sibling, or even that of a pet. What they did not have was romantic love. That which love stories are made of. The sort of love that had a dashing suitor or a beautiful maiden in need of rescuing. Or just a person who might love them for themselves.

      For most people who wandered into this bright and pretty cakery, a little longing still lingered in a corner of their hearts, even while life had taken the sheen off the tales they had grown up listening to. In actual fact, many of them were jaded, cynical even. Fairy tales? Pah! Quelle stupidité!18

      Yet, even under those harsh exteriors, there still beat the tiniest tremor of hope. One that signalled that love might just come their way once, or once again.

      Ottilie wove her way through them, her large person surprisingly light on her feet, glancing at Minou from time to time. 

      A young man held onto his lover’s hands, beseeching her not to leave.

      Ottilie raised her eyebrows at Minou, even as she placed the delicate macarons19 in front of them. The cat stared down from her perch, unblinking.

      Not them, then.

      An elderly gentleman sat sipping on his coffee, taking a small bite of his mille-feuille20.

      Not him either.

      The group of women who sat gossiping together, not a wedding ring between them. Aha! Here she espied a chance.

      But no, Minou remained fixed in her place.

      From one table to the next, she glided like a ship, each time hoping that Minou would choose the one. But it was not to be.

      Hence, she retreated to the kitchen mid-morning, disappointed. Maybe today was not the day, even though it was the one day that had never failed her. A day of love, when the most deserving hearts presented themselves, ready for her ministrations.

      Then she heard the two girls approach the display of cakes. Almost immediately Minou jumped down gracefully, weaving herself between the legs of the little one, a petite blonde with big blue eyes and the skittishness of a colt. As always, Minou had chosen well.

      
      “And it is quite a ridiculous place, Papa. You would not believe how pink it is! But the cakes are so delicious. I have never eaten a better financier in my entire life.” Elodie rhapsodised while spooning the soup into her father’s mouth, wiping the edges of his mouth with the napkin. She chatted on, not sure how much he understood or retained, but that had never been the point, anyway.

      After lunch, she wheeled his chair to the south-west window of their apartment, where the afternoon rays would lull him into a nap, while she worked alongside on her illustrations. Placing him in the exact same spot where he could view the goings-on of the street below, she covered his knees with a blanket and returned to her chair.

      The publisher’s secretary had been extremely rude to her the last time, pushing to bring forward the initial deadline. If it were not for the books themselves, she would have quit this job. But the stories, ah! They were mesmerising. If she had had any children, it would be these books she would have bought them. G.G. Boucher had the knack of speaking to the young, and the fact that the publisher wanted Elodie’s illustrations to accompany these wonderful tales gladdened her heart.

      As she bent over her work, her fingers brought alive the characters of the book, filling in the details of the children’s outfits, adding colour to the initial sketches, painting the backgrounds of the fictional world. She had the brief from the publisher’s art director, but here and there, she veered off, adding her own little touches, hoping that the writer would appreciate her vision just as much as Elodie appreciated the stories. 

      Soon, the first few sketches were complete, and Elodie realised that the afternoon light had softened to an evening glow. Her father sat in his wheelchair watching her.

      “Je suis désolée21, Papa! I lost track of time.” She jumped up, taking hold of the handles of the wheelchair and rushing him towards the bathroom.

      That night, after dinner and putting her father to bed, Elodie stood by the same window, a glass of wine in her hand. The pink café floated into her mind again. It made her smile. Tomorrow she would pay it another visit and bring home a pistachio financier for Papa too.

      
      Two years ago, a few streets away, there had been a catastrophic accident that had robbed Elodie of a wonderful fiancé, a man by the name of André. Annoyed at being stood up on Valentine’s Day, furious that all her texts and calls had gone unanswered, she had stomped home from the restaurant in a rage. Papa had answered the door, enveloping her in a hug before she could understand the stricken look on his face. How soon after had he suffered the stroke? The details of that time blurred in her mind. It just seemed to be a saga of pain and tears, hospitals and funerals, and a huge void where there had once been love and companionship.

      In the years since, Elodie had buried herself in work and in caring for her father. Occasionally she would venture out to meet a friend, but the guilt of leaving her poor father alone at home tainted those few stolen hours. As for dating, who would want her and her responsibilities? That is, if her heart ever mended enough for her to give it to anyone else. André had been everything, and when he died, everything had ended.

      
      Elodie blew on her coffee. This time, the large lady (Ottilie, was that the name?) had insisted that she try the chocolate eclair. The choux 22pastry was exactly right, with the perfect softness and bite, the crème pâtissière 23oozing out ever so slightly as she used her fork to cut another bite, the glaze of chocolate sticking to the fingers of her fork even as she deposited the delicious mouthful between her lips. She closed her eyes to appreciate the confluence of flavours - the bitterness of the coffee, the sweetness of the chocolate and the silkiness of the pastry.

      “It is good, non?”

      “Mmmm…” Elodie agreed, her mouth still full.

      “Another café?”

      “Pourquoi pas24?” Why not indeed, thought Elodie as she smiled up at Ottilie. It had been a while since she’d been in a place as unabashedly happy as this. And once one looked past the over-the-top décor, there was a sweet charm and an unaffected joy to be sitting in the centre of a pink marshmallow.

      “Your friend did not come this time?”

      “Ah, no. This time I wanted to enjoy this place by myself. Your cakes and pastries are really extremely delicious. I would like to buy some to take back home.”

      “Bien sûr!25  But they are best enjoyed fresh, and in here.” With that, Ottilie moved away to wait on another table.

      Elodie looked around her with interest. Who would have thought such a place could exist on a street like this? And just what sorts of people stumbled across it like she had? They were not tourists, that was certain. More like Parisiens unexpectedly finding themselves in a strange part of town.

      A grande dame26 who held a cigarette holder with an unlit cigarette in it, one eye on the newspaper and another on the goings-on around her. The newly married couple who sulked in a corner after their first marital spat. Two giddy teenagers who repeatedly kissed, devouring each other with an intensity and hunger that was the domain of youth. Single women who sat at tables, scrolling through their phones or flicking through magazines while nursing their umpteenth cup of coffee, while single men who eyed them from their own tables wondered just how to make the first move.

      Elodie absorbed it all, knowing she would transfer this tableau to a sketch as soon as she got home. Just then her phone buzzed. 

      “Mademoiselle Aubert?”

      “Oui?27” 

      “It’s Jeanine Durand. How are you getting on with the illustrations? The deadline is only a week away.”

      The infuriating secretary! Elodie had completely forgotten about the call, pushing it to the back of her mind as an unpleasant chore that one procrastinated on indefinitely.

      “I have the first few chapters ready.”

      “First few? Then you are not even halfway there?”

      Elodie exhaled, all joy from her surroundings, the coffee and the pastry evaporating instantly.

      “Like I explained Madame Durand, I cannot rush this work. After your art director signed off on the initial sketches, we agreed that I would have a minimum of four weeks. Now, you are intent on bringing forward the deadline, but I can only work as fast as I can.”

      There was complete silence for a minute, and then the line disconnected.

      “Allo?” Elodie spoke into her phone, perplexed.

      “Your café,” Ottilie placed the cup in front of Elodie. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, I’m… it’s… just work…”

      “But it’s never ‘just work’, is it? Our work is so much a part of our lives, non? For you, for me, and for so many people, it is never ‘just work’. Tell me, what is bothering you?”

      And suddenly Elodie found herself confiding in the older woman, all her concerns spilling out of her in a rush. Her love of her work that was being barrelled over for some odd reason by a woman she’d never met.

      “So, this Madame Durand has been calling you repeatedly and moving the deadline all the time?”

      Ottilie had seated herself on the other chair and was regarding her with a serious expression.

      “Oui.”

      “And you have not spoken to the publisher, the art director, or even the author in the past few weeks?”

      “No, I have not.” Elodie’s brow furrowed. “Nearly all my communication has been through Madame Durand.”

      “Well,” Ottilie looked at her, “Perhaps it is time for you to go straight to… la source ?”

      “You mean, go to the office?”

      “Pourquoi pas?” Ottilie beamed at her, and all at once, it became clear to Elodie that that was exactly what she would do. Why ever not?

      
      A little after Elodie had left, and Ottilie sat behind the counter taking a nibble out of her croissant during a lull in the café’s busy morning, Minou appeared out of nowhere, and sat right in front of her.

      “Now, do not regard me in that fashion. I have left a bowl of milk for you in the corner, but all you want is pâté!28 You will get fat, Minou.”

      The cat almost smirked at that, and stung, Ottilie retorted, “I am not twenty anymore! How can you expect me to be as slim as a ballerina, eh?”

      In response, Minou took a few steps towards the bowl, and lapped up all the milk, not a drop lingering on her black whiskers.

      “Bonne fille29!” Ottilie smiled. “Now listen to what I have done…”
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        * * *

      

       After the split of the famous Houy publishing house, Bernard Dubois, maverick co-founder and former editor of Houy, launched Le Fauteuil in the summer of 2018. Dubois was interested in the sensibility of the artist and published any text that touched him enough. For him, publishing a book meant defending it in all its strangeness and uniqueness. It was no wonder that under the auspices of his publishing house, categories such as French fiction, foreign fiction and illustrated books flourished like nowhere else.

        Many publishing houses had rejected G.G. Boucher’s strange tales for children before they found a refuge at Le Fauteuil. The first book had become such a household name that Dubois himself had declared that Boucher’s sweet but amateurish illustrations would no longer suffice. In a search that had seen thousands of submissions from many talented illustrators, Dubois and Boucher had settled on Mademoiselle Aubert’s fanciful sketches. Where others had been too potent, hers were quiet to the point of being nearly invisible, until you found yourself in their thrall. Where other colours screamed for notice, her pale watercolours wove a silent magical spell on the reader; where other more distinctive styles nearly overpowered the dream-like text of the stories, Aubert’s ethereal drawings pulled one in deeper, complementing the surreal chimerical writings of Boucher. It was a match made in Heaven, except for one tiny detail.

      Madame Durand. 

        For nearly two years, Madame Durand had been trying to get her autistic nephew employed. Having promised her late sister that she would always look out for him, she had tried getting him many a job. But his personality traits rendered him all but unemployable. Pierre had no desire to work with other humans. His only interest lay in sketching the birds that frequented his windowsill at the apartment he shared with his aunt. Those he drew beautifully, each feather sketched with such precision that the bird seemed to come alive on the page. When Madame Durand realised her nephew was unusually talented in this arena, she made it her mission to have him commissioned the illustrator for the new author making waves: G.G. Boucher. 

        She was all but certain that with a little manipulation and a lot of direction, Pierre could turn his attention to creating artwork for Boucher’s new book. She had seen both Dubois and Boucher pause at his drawings (the ones she’d slipped into the pile without their knowledge) amongst the many they had perused, commenting on the use of colour and light. If it hadn’t been for that damned girl, she would have had that contract signed, sealed and delivered to Pierre by now!

        Anyhow, all was not lost. If she pressured her enough, Mademoiselle Aubert was bound to chuck it all in. Just the result she was hoping for. After all, a reclusive illustrator, clearly anti-social (for she refused to come in person to sign the contract) could only be pushed so far before she snapped. People like her would always get more chances in life. People like her poor Pierre hardly would. 

       

       “The thing is Minou, that every single personne 30is deserving of love,” Ottilie said, as she waved her hands around the kitchen, creating more culinary delights out of thin air. “To live a life without it, why, that is a crime and a punishment!”

      Minou licked her paw.

        “So, why not give everyone love? Well, if it was in my power, of course I would! But you see, Minou, we all carry invisible suitcases around with us. They are filled with the weight of our experiences — hurt, betrayal, anger and sadness are far heavier than hope and joy. We drag these cases around, unknowingly weighing ourselves down and allowing so many opportunities for love to pass us by because we are burdened. Oui, burdened!”

      Ottilie contemplated the room.

       “Our minds are full, so full of all the négatif31, that we cannot contemplate the good without believing it to be untrue. In such an atmosphere, my powers are limited to those who will still allow their hearts to be opened, despite all the sadness that lives within them. It is these that we seek, is it not, my Minou? And when we find them, ah! What a sense of discovery, of potential…” She smiled. “Then I come into my own, using the one thing I’m good at…”

      Minou sniffed the air.

       “No, not baking! Although je suis trop talentueuse32. But if I have to use my talent for anything, it is most heartening to use it in bringing love into someone’s life. So, to that end, I have sent Elodie on a mission with a box of pistachio financiers. There is a separate one for her Papa. But first, she must sweeten the opposition.”

      
      The petite girl who was struggling with the door and a large box looked like she would get blown away by the wind any minute. Gérard stepped forward to pull the door open for her. With a sweet smile, she  thanked him politely before stepping into the small lobby of the offices of Le Fauteuil. Something in the enormous pink heart-shaped box she was carrying smelled delicious.

      “Excusez-moi,33 but what is that you have in your hands?”

      “This?” She looked startled. “Oh, just some cakes from a new café near my house. Délicieux34!”

      Gérard made a mental note to visit this new café, internally filing away the name he’d spotted on the box as he walked into the elevator with the pretty young woman. He wondered whom she was visiting here. Perhaps her father? 

      Since the desk at the lobby had been unmanned, neither of them had needed to declare whom they were here to see. So when they both alighted at the same floor, Gérard laughed and held the door open once again, letting her exit the elevator first.

      Something about this gamine girl was intriguing. She was pretty, no doubt, but it was those big, blue eyes that seemed to hold many secrets which had caught his attention. In the two-minute ride up, he’d tried to think of conversational gambits and come up short. She had been content with the silence. 

      As he walked behind her now, he observed the little grey jacket and red knee-length kick-flare skirt she wore. Her legs were shapely and slim, but the ankles, dainty in their black stockings, seemed particularly beautiful to him. Her perfume reminded him of a delicate rose, only just coming into bloom. That, mixed with whatever she was carrying in the box, pulled him magnetically behind her. Had she been walking through the doorway to Hell, he would have followed her in.

      It may not have been Hell, but the harridan that sat behind the desk could have burnt them both alive with the look she directed at them.

      “Who sent you up?” She growled.

      The girl wilted visibly.

      “I… uh…”

      “Is Bernard in?” Gérard deflected quickly, hoping to turn the harridan’s ire towards himself and away from the girl.

      “Is Madame Durand in?” The girl said at the same time.

      They both stopped and looked at each
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