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Monsieur Aries
Mrs Potts doesn’t breathe as she watches the moustached man spreading frosty icing over the cake. The quaint little shop is thick with a heady scent of sugary icing and sweet butter cream. 
‘You see, Madame Potts,’ the man says quietly, ‘baking is not a skill. It is an art. Creating the perfect cake requires more than time and effort. It needs care … it needs love.’

For a moment, their middle-aged eyes meet. Then Monsieur Aries turns his attention back to the cake. ‘There, c'est fini.’

‘C’est parfait,’ breathes Mrs Potts.

‘Your French is becoming very good.’

She blushes and examines her manicured fingernails. ‘Thank you.’

‘So, your friend’s birthday. She is excited about it, yes?’

‘Oh, very much so.’

Six of Mrs Potts’ friends had had birthdays over the past two months, and for each occasion Mrs Potts had ordered a special cake from Le Gâteau,  Monsieur Aries’ famous shop. But if Monsieur Aries had found the sheer volume of orders he was receiving from Mrs Potts peculiar, he did not mention it.

Mrs Potts stares at the slanting rain hammering against the pâtisserie window, and then looks back at Monsieur Aries. She pauses for a second, then opens her mouth as if to speak.
‘Yes?’

She shakes her head. ‘Nothing, nothing.’

An uncomfortable silence reigns for a few seconds, before Mrs Potts speaks again. ‘That cake is absolutely splendid. Jennifer will be so pleased.’

‘I’m glad you approve. And, as a token of your regular custom, I will give it to you for half the price.’

Mrs Potts stops for a second, searching through her list of recently memorised phrases from A Total Beginner’s Guide to French.

‘C'est gentil à vous!’

Monsieur Aries smiles. ‘De rien, madame. De rien.’

The lady surveys the little shop through her circular glasses. The illuminated glass cabinets are filled with sweet-smelling flans and framboises. Monsieur Aries stands over the counter, fingers tucked into the pockets of his elegant waistcoat.

‘I shall pick it up tomorrow morning,’ says Mrs Potts. ‘And thank you again.’

After a brief moment of hesitation, she opens her umbrella and sweeps out of the shop into the whirling rainstorm. The bell tinkles to mark her exit.
The shop falls silent, and Monsieur Aries stares pensively out at the rain.

‘Ah, love,’ he says reflectively. ‘Amour.’
It strikes him as he shapes the words with his mouth how inadequate and fragile they seem. How could a single word like ‘love’ or ‘passion’ or ‘euphorie’ describe the intricate feelings crashing like waves against the shore of his mind? No word, neither in English nor in his mother tongue, could not possibly encapsulate the complexity of the actual sensation. Words, by their very nature, seemed doomed forever to be blunt instruments when describing the sensitivity of the human soul.
All his life, Monsieur Aries had loved books. He had taken immense pleasure in losing himself in another place, another time, somebody else’s story. But now he was experiencing his own story. He had read countless romances, countless descriptions of other people falling in love. And yet, they had never quite prepared him for how exhilarating it would feel.
*

‘Damn you, Mrs Potts!’
A young girl, passing along the street, is somewhat startled by the lady’s outburst.

‘I’m sorry,’ says Mrs Potts, reddening. The girl just grins and walks by.

Curse you, Mrs Potts! she thinks furiously to herself. You made yourself look like a complete fool back there in the shop! You know how you feel about him. Why didn’t you say something?
The truth is that Mrs Potts hadn’t  been able to find the right words. For the two months she had known Monsieur Aries, a spark of passion had grown within her until it burned like a violent, raging fire. How could she possibly condense those endless weeks of beautiful agony into a few short sentences?
You see, Monsieur Aries … Frédéric. Is it okay if I call you Frédéric? I know I’ve only known you for a couple of months but …

Mrs Potts thrusts her key angrily into the front door and steps over the porch. A purring greets her from the living room; a cat with flaming red fur leaps into her lap and she strokes him absent-mindedly.
For a few minutes, Mrs Potts thinks sadly about her lonesome life. She thinks about her mother and father, who died when she was thirteen. Then she thinks about her string of failed romances. Steve Roberts, Adam King, Steven Walsh. It was not like she hadn’t tried. She had. But she just hadn’t been able to relate to the men she had dated. They had seemed utterly strange to her, like beings from another galaxy. But now there was one man that she did understand …
‘How should I tell him how I feel, Harris? What would you say in a situation like mine?’

The cat simply purrs contentedly.

‘Oh, how silly of me. You’re just a cat, of course. You can’t speak. What must it be like to have no words, no language, no way of expressing … never mind, Harris. Let’s get you a tin of tuna.’
*

Monsieur Aries lies back on his leather couch and picks up a newspaper. He reads about famines and wars and weddings as a spinning Ravel record sings like a wild Cardinal. But his mind refuses to focus on the headlines; instead, it drifts back to Mrs Potts. That friendly, flustered face, constantly chatting about everything and nothing – the weather (inclement or otherwise), taxes, television programmes, chewing gum on the pavement – anything to fill the silent world with words. And Monsieur Aries would always stand and smile. He was convinced that his love for her was mutual. There were so many signs. The reddening of her ears when she talked to him, her constant fidgeting with her lapel brooch, the never-ending orders of cakes for her friends’ parties.
Monsieur Aries had never actually been one for relationships. He had preferred to read about others experiencing affection and companionship, sometimes even believing that he was incapable of such feelings himself. He had moved to England from Montpellier as a young man, and had forgone such worldly pleasures, instead concentrating on carving out a life for himself, working himself to the limit until finally he had created the most highly regarded pâtisserie in the United Kingdom.
Monsieur Aries’ life had been interesting, varied and satisfying, but it had also been lonely. A young man in a foreign land, speaking a foreign language … He had managed to cope, certainly, but he had always felt somewhat isolated from the rest of the country, even after mastering the language. He had often felt that something was missing from his life, like the piece of some huge jigsaw puzzle that has fallen out of the box. Mrs Potts was that final piece of the jigsaw, he was certain of it; she would complete him.
He sighs, and resolves in his heart to tell Mrs Potts his true feelings about her.
‘I love you, Mrs Potts,’ he mutters to himself, and turns off the lamp, plunging the room into darkness.

*

The bell tinkles as Mrs Potts brushes into the store. Monsieur Aries, taken by surprise, jumps to his feet.
‘Mrs Potts – greetings!’

‘Bonjour!’ Her face reddens, right on cue.

‘You are here for the cake?’
She nods distractedly. Words and sentences charge around her mind like crude, clumsy animals; none seem suitable for use.
As usual, a short silence falls, and Mrs Potts breaks it with her normal banter.

‘It’s beautiful weather outside. Absolutely gorgeous.’

‘Indeed. The rain, fortunately, seems to be giving us a respite.’

The two hearts beat rapidly and in synchronicity. Nobody speaks. They both grasp and fumble and grope for the right words, but none spring to mind. They stare into each other’s eyes. At that instant, they recognise each other’s expression. They know they are both trying to say the same thing. But neither one of them can express the feeling in words.

Mrs Potts cannot bear to look at him any longer, so she glances out of the window. Her cat, Harris, is sitting on the opposite pavement, tenderly preening a female cat. The two animals are silent. And yet – such love … 
Mrs Potts grabs Monsieur Aries by the lapel and kisses him. He kisses her. Tears are shared. And all without a single word.

As the couple embrace, silence falls. But for once, Mrs Potts does not mind.
