

[image: Vianne by Joanne Harris. Against a red-tiled backdrop, a hand with red nailpolish holds up a chocolate bar with gingham wrapping.]




Praise for Joanne Harris


‘So wise, so atmospheric, so beautifully written’


MARIAN KEYES


‘I sobbed at the end because I couldn’t bear to leave … One of the world’s finest storytellers’


JOANNA CANNON


‘Haunting, obsessive and just a little nutty, like a freshly-made praline’


ELISABETH LUARD


‘Mouthwatering … your senses are left reeling’


OBSERVER


‘Sheer pleasure from start to finish’


JAMES RUNCIE


‘Sensuous and thought-provoking’


DAILY TELEGRAPH


‘I devoured it in one go’


CHRISTOPHER FOWLER


‘A place of magic and mysteries’


MONICA ALI


‘A novel that shimmers with brilliance and truth’


KATE WILLIAMS


‘Is this the best book ever written? Truly excellent’


LITERARY REVIEW




To you.
Yes. You know who you are.






Vianne


JOANNE HARRIS


[image: Orion publisher logo]




This book contains references to infertility, miscarriage, bereavement, homelessness, implicit racism and homophobia





Bouillabaisse






1



22 July 1993


I scattered my mother’s ashes in New York on the night of 4 July. I remember the scent of the harbour, and the warm wind over the sun-baked stone, and the sweet nostalgic trace in the air of pretzels, and doughboys, and garbage, and smoke, and the hot, sharp, dangerous scent of fireworks from the booming sky.


After that I was done with New York. That had been her dream, not mine. I spent our last dollars on a cheap flight to Marseille, and found myself three days later on a very different harbour front, looking out over the Mediterranean. The heat was the same, but there was a breeze, and a scent of salt and ozone coming from the water. I had the clothes I stood in and a single canvas travel bag, containing my papers, my wallet, a change of clothes, my mother’s ring and the little toiletries kit they hand out in economy class. A battered pocket-sized map book of France and my mother’s Tarot cards in their sandalwood box. I had barely five hundred francs, no family and nowhere to go. The name on my passport said Sylviane Rochas. Time for a change of scenery.


My mother and I have always kept largely to the cities. It’s easier to disappear in a city, she used to say. Easier to be no one. Easier to pass unseen. I never asked her why she longed so much for oblivion. But cities are crowded; impersonal; filled with people passing through. Cities are pockets to be picked; cheap hotels left without paying the bill; cheap food; second-hand clothes; no one asking questions. A child alone in a city provokes no curiosity unless she is clearly in distress. And I was a resourceful child who knew where to go; how to find things; how to source free food in markets; how to trade work for necessities. But now, for the first time, I was truly alone. My mother was gone, and so were her fears; the fear of staying too long in one place; of putting down roots; of the shadow. Of the shadow most of all – the Man in Black that pursued us. All gone now; all scattered into the breeze of the Hudson on that fourth of July. I was free.


Except it didn’t feel that way. Total freedom sometimes feels like a kind of paralysis. So many choices. So many doors all clamouring to be opened. But with every choice we make, so many more must be put aside. Discarded futures, unknown friends; lives unlived and paths uncrossed. My mother had always been the one who had decided where to go. So many plans – and in the end, so little time to pursue them. And here was I at twenty-one, with nothing but choices ahead of me. I felt like something blown on the wind; disposable as litter.


That wind. Oh yes, I can feel it now. It changes its name as we always have: Tramontane; Santa Ana; Sirocco; Levant; Ostria, Mistral. I can feel it pulling me – to Italy, perhaps, or Spain; or along the coast to Montpellier, or inland, to Toulouse or Armagnac.


Which will it be, ’Viane, which will it be? Bordeaux, or Montpellier, or Nice? Rome, or Venice, or Milan? London, Oporto, Strasbourg, Berlin? But never a place we have been before. And never Paris. Never there.


I open the map book at random. Sometimes she used to do that, just to see what synchronicities might emerge. Spread before me, the pages reveal a section of the river Baïse, with a handful of little bastides clinging to it like leaves on a vine. It is a part of France that I do not know well, but to which I have returned at last, as if almost by instinct.


One of the bastides has a woman’s name. Vianne. I like the sound of that. It’s almost my name, but not quite; a name like a shoot growing out of a tree. A sign, perhaps, of things to come. A place of reinvention. It sounds like a good place to head for, at least until something better occurs. Yes, maybe I will head for Vianne, and find myself along the way.


For now, though, there are the questions of where to sleep tonight; what to eat; how to find my place in this city where I am a stranger. And there’s something else, too. A kind of space inside me. Not grief – grief is not an absence. Grief is the weight of memories. The things you did together that you now must do alone. The knowledge that, even now, those memories are blurring like a chalked outline on a wall, and that soon – not today perhaps, but maybe next week, or next month, even next year – I will forget the shape of her face, the exact colour of her eyes.


I can see no trace of her when I look in the mirror. Only the shared things that come with a lifetime of companionship; the things that are etched on the body. Skin tanned by the same sun; the same laughter-lines around the eyes. We laughed a lot, my mother and I. I hope that my body remembers.


But there’s a space. It feels like a space. Something waiting to be filled. A living potential, even in death; an echo of voices and laughter. If I were alone, I would read the cards to find out what the feeling means. The cards know better than you do, ’Viane. Listen to what they have to say. And now, at noon, by the water’s edge, with the scent of diesel and salt and fried fish drifting over the harbour, it feels as if the answer is here, right here in the trembling air, waiting to reveal itself.


Looking up, I see a sky of perfect Virgin’s-mantle blue, except for a double contrail, scratched against the summer sky. Its shape is almost like a rune, forking a path across the sky. It seems to point to the top of the hill that dominates the old quarter of the city; a hill topped by a blunt, square tower, like a fortress, crowned in gold. Sunlight heliographs from the tip. A cathedral? Where there is gold in a city like this, it always seems to belong to the Church. I know nothing about Marseille – though I will come to know it well – and so, for want of a better plan, I turn my face towards that gold splinter in the summer sky, and make my way up through the narrow streets, the many stumbling sets of stone steps, towards what I will soon come to know as Notre-Dame de la Garde, or to the locals, the Good Mother – Bonne Mère.


It feels like a long, long walk to the top. There must be a thousand steps to climb, linking the many cobbled streets. The cobbles are hot. I can feel them through the thin soles of my shoes. My legs ache, and suddenly I feel close to tears. I’ve felt that way a lot recently. I suppose it’s only natural. My pregnancy is still in the very early stages, but I can already feel it. Something has changed. No nausea, but a sense of something building, like the edge of a storm cloud. I see serious trouble ahead. Not just because I am alone, or because I am too young, but because a child will anchor me. A child will force me to put down roots. I never learnt how to do that. She never allowed me to think that way. We were creatures of the air, nourished on light, on rainwater. The thought of responsibilities, of having possessions – even so much as a change of clothes – was dangerous. A precedent.


Stuff weighs you down, she used to say. It makes you think you’re special. It tells you that this piece of earth could be yours, instead of reminding you that we’re insects on the skin of the world, dancing on a volcano.


My mother talked like that a lot, especially in her last year, when the cancer had taken hold. We bought her medication from black-market sources in New York; strong opiates that dulled the pain, but which made her confused and volatile.


Why did I bring you? she used to say. Why did I think you could save me?


Of course, she wasn’t herself at those times. But her changing moods had been a part of my earliest childhood. I remember the good days; the laughter, her delight at the smallest of things; and on her bad days, her growing fear of the thing that shadowed her. Later I came to understand. The Man in Black was a symbol of the future as well as the past. He was the reason we never stayed for more than a week or so anywhere; the reason she threw away my toys – the elephant, the old brown bear; Molfetta, dear Molfetta – whenever I got too attached.


He smells it on you, she used to say. He knows when you begin to care. The only way to escape him is not to rely on anything, not to believe in anyone.


I often wondered if that meant she would leave me behind some day. Some days I almost wanted her to. This is my secret shame, the fact that I sometimes wanted my mother to leave me behind. And now that I am soon to become a mother myself, I wonder if my child will ever think that of me, and dream of digging up the roots that I will have put down for her? Because I already know that this child will be the centre of my world. I feel that already, even though they are no more than a heartbeat. Just as I know that they will need a place to grow away from me.


That’s what children do, ’Viane, my mother used to say to me. They learn to grow away from you. Your job is to love them. Theirs is to escape from you. And you have to let them go, because that’s what you owe to the universe.


That was the lesson I had to learn, she told me, with Molfetta. Molfetta was a rabbit, the last and dearest of the toys of my early childhood. She was a kind of grubby pink, with a piece of ribbon around her neck, and I kept her with me for years. Even after I lost her, I whispered to her in the dark of innumerable motel rooms. I bathed her in the sinks of innumerable roadside cafés. She smelt of whatever passed for home in the furtive life we led, and when I was eight, my mother left her on a bench by a railway in Syracuse, to teach me not to get attached. Because travelling light is easier.


I don’t know your name, I tell the child that is only a space in my future. And yet I already know that, in time, you will leave me. Travelling light. I try to banish the unhappy thought with a flick of the fingers. Tsk-tsk, begone! But the sadness endures. It always will. It’s the price we must pay. It’s a strangely adult thought for the girl I used to be; that girl who collected recipes and stolen menus from restaurants, and dreamed of meals she would never eat in places she would never stay. That girl who would creep back when my mother had fled without paying the bill in some cheap café, leaving the cash for the waitress to find in case she took the blame for our theft. I wonder how much of my mother remains now buried in my subconscious; how much of her has managed to cross over into this pregnancy. I wonder how much of my mother’s debt to the world I will be expected to pay, so I can earn my happiness.


I promise, you’ll keep your Molfetta, I tell the child inside me. You’ll keep her forever. We won’t travel light. We’ll weigh so heavy that the wind will blow right over us, into the hills.


But my mother’s voice is strong. There is no gift without a loss. The world demands its balance. Be careful what you dream of, ’Viane. Be careful what you promise. Take what you can from the world, and move on before it knows what you’ve taken. Remember that, and you’ll be safe. The Man in Black won’t find you.


The sun is hot. It burns my eyes. But looking up to the top of the Butte, I can see that the gleam of gold at the top of the tower is a statue of the Virgin Mary, holding the infant Christ in her arms. I don’t know too much about churches. For many reasons, I don’t attend. But this building – this basilica – has something attractive about it. Maybe it’s the long cool slice of shadow that abuts it. Maybe it’s the history ground into every cobblestone. Or maybe it’s that mother, poised so high above the town, holding her child very tightly, in case the wind blows him from her arms.


Bonne Mère. Here in Marseille, it’s a prayer, an oath, a profanity, an invocation. The Good Mother is here for all of us; in every part of our daily lives. She gives this orphan city hope; a memory of motherhood.


What makes a good mother, Maman? I don’t know. No one sheltered me from the wind. Instead, you taught me to ride the storm, skimming the waters like a stone. Lose momentum, and you drown. Survival means never stop moving. I know what she would tell me now: that I should not try to keep this child. A child is a stone around your heart. A child is a debt that must be repaid. Best give it back to the world, she says, before it changes who you are. Give it back to the universe before it drags you under.


Too late, Maman. This child is mine. I cannot, will not give her away. It may be hard, I understand. It may mean difficult choices. But this is my decision, Maman; my first independent decision from you. It feels a little dangerous: almost like a rejection of you, and of everything we were. But who was I really? And who am I now? These are all things that will take time to learn. But one thing I already know, Maman. I am no longer a satellite moving in your orbit. I am a mother. Bonne Mère. I hope I’ll be a good one.


I reached the top of the hill at last. The door to the basilica stood open. Inside it was cool and smelt of incense and candle smoke. The ceiling was heavily gilded, and the arches were built in contrasting stones in dark-red and white, absurdly festive, like candy canes. The result was a bewildering harlequinade of colour and light, with sunlight reflecting the ceiling and with darker patches of shadow in the alcoves at each side.


A scatter of votive candles lights the entrance to the sanctum. I sit on a wooden bench by the door. Churches are cool in summer, and provide some shelter in winter. For a moment it feels good to sit there in the shadows, with no sound but the occasional soft shuffle of feet against the stones. I rest my aching head in my hands. It feels good to think of nothing. But gradually, I become aware that there’s something beside me on the bench. It’s some kind of fluffy toy, its fur worn to a peachy nap. In the semi-darkness, I cannot quite make out the colour, but there’s a ribbon around its neck, and it seems somehow familiar, and when I lift it to my face, it smells of darkened rooms, and sweat, and hitch-hiking on dusty lanes, and fried food by the roadside, and the scent of library books. I know it’s not, and yet I am sure that this is Molfetta, my childhood toy, veteran of so many roads, so many passing-places.


A sign. My mother saw omens everywhere. But why would Molfetta come back to me now? For a moment I feel the urge to slip her into my pocket. To have her as a touchstone. To whisper to her in the dark. And yet, perhaps there is a child looking for her somewhere. A child whose need is greater, and who needs to find a friend. And so I leave the toy behind on the bench for someone else. Someone who is lonely. And, with a flick of my fingers, I light an invisible votary at the feet of the Virgin of La Garde, and tell her, in the silent tongue that speaks more potently than words: Hold onto your child, Bonne Mère. Make sure not to let him fall.


And then I stand up, and leave the cool and dark of the basilica, and walk back out into the Marseille heat, where the dog days are just beginning.
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22 July 1993


Marseille is a city of extremes. Church and cobbles; gold and stone; food and famine; charity and the everyday cruelty of folk in a rush. It is the oldest city in France, dating back six hundred years before Christ, with all the human contradictions that entails.


Wealth comes from tourism, history, trade – and, of course, the Catholic Church, dominating the city in all its gold and gilding. Poverty lives in the bidonvilles, those shanty towns of corrugated iron and plastic containers, and plastic sheeting, and discarded doors. People here are both gaudily rude and unexpectedly warm and kind, much like the people we used to know when we lived in Naples. Poor people are like that sometimes; cold outside, warm inside. Maybe it’s because the poor have to look after each other.


After leaving Notre-Dame de la Garde, I found an old-fashioned bistrot unsurprisingly called La Bonne Mère and ordered the set menu – bouillabaisse, with lots of bread, and a carafe of tap water. I realized I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast on the plane – a piece of fruit, a dry croissant, a cup of tepid coffee. The owner saw the way I ate and refilled my bowl without asking: the stew was rich with saffron and oil, and green anise, and orange. It’s a cheap dish to make in Marseille: rockfish costs almost nothing. Mussels, too, are cheap, and squid, and the rock crabs that cost so much in elegant Paris restaurants are vermin here, good for nothing but stew. Food has a strange way of leaving home as a beggar and coming back a rich man, so the things we used to forage for free – wild greens, razor clams, wild garlic, herbs, shellfish, rock crabs, even snails – have been made into elegant dishes by chefs attempting to pique the jaded palates of those who lack nothing.


I still remember seeing the price of a dozen escargots on a menu in New York. How we laughed, my mother and I. Those snails must have gold shells, she said. Who knew we were so fancy? Grief hits me again. She’s gone. No more laughing at menus. No more of her extravagant plans; no more of her fanciful stories.


‘Un p’tit pastis?’


‘No thanks, monsieur. I’m pregnant.’ How strange, that I should need to tell my secret to this stranger. But secrets, too, are burdensome. Suddenly, I felt lighter. The bistrot owner, a stocky, stern-looking, grey-haired man in his fifties, gave me a smile.


‘Congratulations. Here for a while? Maybe you’re on holiday?’


I shook my head. ‘Just passing through.’


I saw him look at my hands and note the absence of a wedding ring. ‘Heading where?’


‘I might follow the coast. I haven’t lived by the sea for years. Or maybe I’ll follow a river until I find a place to settle down.’


He frowned. His eyebrows were thick and forbidding, but underneath, his eyes were kind. ‘You’re very young to be alone. Do you have a place to stay?’


I thought of my five hundred francs, now reduced to three hundred and eighty-five. ‘Do you know a good place? Clean? Not too expensive?’


He shrugged. ‘Here in the centre, everything’s twice as expensive as anywhere else. But out there, beyond the 14ème arrondissement, the sleep-sellers will eat you alive.’


I know those sleep-sellers. I’ve met them before. Men in baseball caps and flares, with faces like the edge of a knife, and low, insinuating voices. Their hands are greasy from handling cash. Their eyes are like beads of frantic sweat. Room for the night, miss? Room for the night? And they lead you to a vertical slum, with cardboard homes on the landings, and shanty-buildings clinging to the roofs and balconies, where you will share a room with two other families, and where it stinks of urine and smoke, and where perhaps that night, or maybe the next, another man will drag you from your thin cocoon of sleep and throw you out into the rain because someone else paid a higher price for the space you occupied.


The bistrot owner brought me a cup of coffee with navettes, those little boat-shaped biscuits flavoured with orange blossom. ‘I have a room above the bistrot that I sometimes let out to guests. A hundred and ninety. With breakfast. It’s clean, and there’s a lock on the door. I’m Louis Martin.’


‘Vianne Rochas.’ The name – not quite a lie – was out before I had time to think where it had come from.


‘Unusual name. Is that short for something?’


‘No.’


‘Finish your coffee. I’ll show you the room.’


It was a small and narrow room, high in the eaves of the building. From the south-facing window, I could see across the bay. A single bed with a yellow candlewick bedspread; a wardrobe. A basin. A porcelain jug. A pair of faded curtains with a floral pattern. It was good. It was perfect. I was aware that Louis had offered it to me because I was young, and pretty, and because I had said I was pregnant. But he was right: a woman alone is vulnerable in a place like this. Of course I had resources: skills I’d picked up on the road. But at some point in the next eight months, I would need to put down roots. I would need a home; a job. Somewhere permanent to stay. Right now, I had enough money for another night at the bistrot, and maybe another meal or two. After that, there was nothing left. Only the wind, the wall, and me.


‘You can leave your things in there,’ said Louis. ‘They will be perfectly safe.’


I didn’t have many possessions. My mother’s box, with her Tarot cards. My toothbrush by the basin. My jacket in the wardrobe. I’ve always been good at making a place mine, for just a night or two. A handful of flowers in a vase. The pillows arranged how I like them. It’s all just an illusion, I know – and yet, it makes it all seem less impersonal. As if there’s a chance that I might one day find a place where I can say, yes, this is home.


I looked around the little room. Opened the tiny window to let in the scent of the ocean. I locked the door and put the key in the pocket of my canvas bag with my wallet and my mother’s ring. The ring was gold; fourteen carats. A wedding ring, even though she was unmarried, because a woman alone, with a child, can sometimes attract attention. She’d bought it when I was a child, saying: It’s easier when people think you’re married. Was it easier? I thought. Should I keep it – wear it – so that people wouldn’t judge me? But it wasn’t judgement she feared. She was afraid to lose me. Perhaps someone had said something – suggested she was unfit to be a mother. Maybe even suggested that she was not my mother at all. I have a distant memory of a man in black – a priest – saying: It’s a sin, Jeanne. For the sake of the child, confess. And afterwards, that night, she’d cried, and held me very close, and then, in the morning, we moved on, and she bought the ring from a pawnshop in Nantes, for the price of six nights at a hostel, and when I asked why, she told me: This is how we go unseen. How we fool the Man in Black. Because he wants to take you, ’Viane. Because he’s always hungry.


I sold the ring. I found a place that offered cash for jewellery. A thin man with a jeweller’s glass weighed the ring and gave me a price. Eight hundred and fifty francs, a little more than I’d hoped, but still not much. Enough to buy a few more nights, a few more meals. Enough for now. Of course, I thought, when my child is born, people will know that she has no father. But why should I care? Her father is gone. He was no one, nothing to me. Just a kind face and a bed when I was lost and grieving. I don’t even remember his name – just the warmth of his brown skin and the scent of him, like smoke and sweat and cinnamon, and the way he slept with his arms around me for the rest of the night, and the way I fitted into his arms like a stone inside a peach.


I moved on after that one night. I’ve never needed longer. But for one night, I made him my own, just like those empty hotel rooms, and moved on into the world again as light as thistledown on the breeze.


Baggage only slows you down. Baggage, people, feelings. That was my mother’s mantra, and it served us all these years, but now I needed to slow down. The space inside me told me that: the space that was the shape of a child, growing into the heart of me. I used some of my money to buy a pair of crocheted bootees from an old woman selling her work on the corner of Rue du Panier. They are shell-pink, and beautifully made, as intricate as antique lace. I shall carry them in the pocket of the canvas bag that has been my constant companion for all these years, so that by the time my daughter is born they will smell of the sea, and the lavender that I picked by the roadside in Puglia, and all the roads we trod, and the times the two of us laughed until we cried. By the time she is born, she will know. She will know her. She will know me.


‘When’s she due?’ said the woman with the basket of crocheted things. She was old, eighty at least, brown-skinned, with bright little silvery flecks in her eyes and white hair under a shady straw hat. Her hands were like olive-roots, twisted and brown. In one she held a half-finished piece of work, a little white cap so intricate that fairies could have made it.


I told her. I noticed she did not question how I knew my child would be a daughter. The old woman smiled. ‘A summer child.’ Her voice was curiously accented, not with the harshness of Marseille, but with a bright, North African lilt. ‘Summer children are filled with light. Here, take this.’ She handed me a sachet, filled with scented herbs. ‘Hang this in your wardrobe,’ she said. ‘In winter, your clothes will remember.’


I smiled and thanked her. With some of the rest of my cash, I bought underwear and some sandals. Then, in a tiny second-hand shop. I bought a white embroidered blouse, a silk scarf, a skirt with bells on the hem. An indulgence, I suppose, but the old woman of Rue du Panier had given me a sudden desire for my own things, in my own space.


In winter, your clothes will remember. I like that. I like even more the idea that perhaps I might still be here then. But I do not want Marseille for my child. My child will be born in a quiet place; a place in which she can thrive and grow. Perhaps even that little bastide, by the side of the river. Still, that’s for later, I told myself as I headed back to La Bonne Mère, where I slept without dreams and in comfort, and awoke to the sound of bells ringing from the summit of the Butte.
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23 July 1993


It was half past eight when I went downstairs. A group of men – half a dozen of them, in sailcloth trousers, linen shirts and the flat caps of the region – were already sitting at the bar and at the two little tables that were set up outside on the street, drinking coffee and eating boiled eggs from a basket topped with a napkin. Flies were buzzing around the room: I saw that several were already caught on the long, yellow rolls of flypaper that hung from a rail above the bar. The radio was playing a pop song, something bright and American. Suddenly I missed New York, with its chrome, its diners, its talk, its greasy, enormous breakfasts; its pretzels by the roadside.


Everyone looked at me as I came down. It was silent. Uncomfortable. I greeted the men with a smile and a nod. Some nodded back; others stared.


‘Breakfast’s here, if you want it,’ said Louis.


‘Thank you.’ I was hungry. There were eggs, and fresh baguette, and butter, and coffee, and apricot jam. I ate a lot of everything. We never take meals for granted, we who follow the wind. We welcome every meal as a gift; every night in a bed with blankets as a blessing.


‘What’s today?’ said Louis. ‘The beach? Sightseeing? Shopping? The Château d’If? The Canebière?’


I shrugged. ‘I thought I’d walk a bit. Maybe get lost a little. I’ve always found that the best way to know a city is to get lost in it.’


A man with a narrow face and sharp eyes made a little, contemptuous sound. ‘Only a tourist would say that.’


‘Don’t be a wet blanket, Emile.’ Louis looked at me. ‘You staying tonight?’


‘If I can?’


‘Of course. Lunch today is pissaladière, and a crème caramel. I make my own, so you know it’s good.’


I finished my breakfast and picked up my bag. The regulars – all older men, with broad sunburnt faces and bright dark eyes – watched me with that mixture of curiosity and hostility I’ve seen so many times before. I smiled and drew a finger-sign across the palm of my left hand. A pretty, Maman would have called it. A pretty opens up the air. I flicked up a ripple of brightness, and saw the answering gleam in their eyes, as if I’d used a tiny prism to dance light onto their faces.


‘Nice to meet you all, messieurs. I’m Vianne.’


‘Haven’t heard that name before,’ said a man in a black beret. That’s Rodolphe, a retired ex-primary teacher from Cassis. Married. Widowed. Three children. The dancing prism relays it to me in a series of rainbow images.


‘You’re not from here.’ That was Emile: whip-thin, suspicious, angry. A painter and decorator by trade, anger shines out like a gas flame from the top of his bald head – anger, not at me, but the world, and at strangers in general. There’s a secret sadness there, which the prism cannot relay. Something about a woman, maybe. Maybe something about a child.


Once more I smiled. ‘No, not from here. I’ve lived in a lot of places.’


That close, suspicious look was for all the places that were not this place. I could feel him checking my clothes, my skin, my accent. Was my hair too curly, too dark? Was my skin the brown of the sun, or the brown of foreign shores? Once more I looked around the circle of sunburnt. I saw no active hostility there – except perhaps in the angry Emile – but for some people, anything new or different can be an attack. And I am very different and new, in ways that are not always visible. I felt it in New York, but here I feel it still more keenly. This circle of men is bound by time, and custom, and proximity. A very small circle, within which have played a number of dramas and comedies. I can feel their resistance to me, to the stranger from elsewhere, to the young woman in their space, with all her unknown quantities. And I can feel the need in them – the hope that someday, a stranger will come to change their lives forever.


You owe them nothing. My mother’s voice. No explanations, no concerns. No miracles. Not even a smile. Besides, these things are dangerous. Change summons the Man in Black. The more changes we make, the closer he gets.


I banished the prism. My mother was right. These people were no business of mine. Other people’s problems – their needs – were a distraction I could not afford.


I smiled. ‘I’ll see you at lunch,’ I said. ‘Have a pleasant day, messieurs.’
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23 July 1993


In a city like Marseille, people are always looking for work. People like me, unofficial residents, with no address or bank account. Homeless people, eking out a tiny living from occasional jobs. People sleeping in tents by night, and by day holding down a poorly paid job in an office or by the docks, ever fearful of being exposed to their colleagues as destitute. All of us looking for cash-in-hand employment; some of us immigrants; some living in the bidonvilles, those sprawling satellite cities of plastic and corrugated iron that stretch like octopus tentacles from the body of Marseille, to escape the marchands de sommeil and their promises of sleep.


I needed a job. Any job. Something to give me security. Maman and I did so many casual jobs over the years. Cleaning houses. Working tills. Waitressing in roadside cafés. Sometimes we picked fruit on farms, or gutted fish, painted houses, or walked dogs for ladies too rich to walk. Sometimes, when things were hard, we begged. More than once, my mother ran contraband over borders – a woman with a child is more likely to pass scrutiny. But as I reached adolescence, that stopped. I was glad. The money was good, and so were the forged documents that came with the job, but the risks were too high, and I hated the way she was in the weeks before our trips.


They’ll take you away if I’m caught, she would say, frowning over her Tarot cards. The Two of Cups. A good card. That’s the kind of card we want. But here’s the Chariot, reversed. That means trouble at Customs. Three of Swords. That means deceit. They’ll try to cheat us of our cut. And Death. The Man in Black. A bad sign. It means he’s catching up with us. One more run, then time to go.


But now she was gone, and I was alone. Of course, I’d been alone before in the months before her death, when she was in no state to work. In New York, I’d worked for tips in a diner in Brooklyn, as well as cleaning a lady’s house on a shady street in the Heights. Sometimes, I would wake in the night, and check to see if she was still breathing. Sometimes, I would leave early just to get away from her. Sometimes I prayed to the Man in Black, blasphemous prayers that revolted me. I was exhausted all the time. I was always empty inside.


Today, I thought, I will go out and search for opportunities. But my options are limited to those that do not need a paper trail. To make money, you need money, or at least, the trappings of it. A fixed address; a bank account; all the things we never had. We are not respectable, she used to say. She liked it that way. I am beginning to wonder whether I do. I am different. I do not need to reflect her. The thought of living in one place – for months, maybe for years – is like a reflection on water. A mirage, perhaps. A forlorn hope. And yet I feel it’s possible.


I have not read the cards since New York. This makes me feel strange and untethered. All my life, I have followed them. Now, they are the only thing that links me to my mother. I feel I should have consulted them before heading out this morning. And yet it never occurred to me. It feels as if I am losing her. The thought is both liberating, and sad. I keep thinking about that village, Vianne. A tiny place on the river Baïse, a hundred kilometres north-west of Toulouse. Goose-fat country, she would have said, with all the contempt of the city-born for the regional backwaters. And yet the thought of it draws me, and not just because it shares my name. A little walled village on the Baïse, that offshoot of the great Garonne, with its orchards and vineyards and little farms and castles on the river. Maybe I will find myself there, after so many years of striving to be lost. And maybe that’s where my child will be born, my daughter, my little stranger.


But first, I need work. I need money. I do not know if I could find work in Vianne. The trip would eat all my savings, leaving nothing in reserve. And it’s easier to find work in Marseille, where no one asks questions. And so I spend all the morning visiting restaurants, asking for work. I’ve always enjoyed restaurants. The money is often cash in hand. Washing dishes; waitressing. Sometimes, the bonus of food snatched in haste, leftovers from someone’s plate. My mother never cooked a meal. She saw food as a source of anxiety, not a source of pleasure. We lived off what was cheapest.


Secretly I collected menus, stolen from tables. Recipes, clipped from magazines, dishes I would never make. As we travelled, the dishes changed. I whispered their names like magic spells. Milan was mondeghili, served in a twist of paper, and machetes, those puffy rolls that look like blowsy roses. Naples was pasta alla Genovese, and pizza with olives and anchovies, and Rome was artichokes in oil, and cicoria, with garlic and chilli, and twenty kinds of pasta. Berlin was Currywurst and beer, and blueberry pancakes, and sauerkraut. And New York was pieces of everything, brought over by generations of immigrants to remind themselves of home.


I look at the sun. I have no watch. The shadows show that it’s long past noon. I try a café-restaurant in a courtyard, just off the Canebière. All syrupy with sunshine, with a crooked fig tree that casts its shade on the cobbles. I ask – perhaps for the twentieth time today – if there is an opening. Anything. Washing dishes. Waiting tables. Sweeping up.


The woman at the reception area is middle-aged; perhaps more polished than beautiful. I flash her a smile, but she only blinks. ‘We don’t engage our staff that way,’ she says. ‘We use an agency.’


It’s the answer I have received all day, from every place I have approached. I know these agencies of old. They deal in desperation. Forty per cent of a person’s wage goes to placate these monopolies. There are people eating at the shady terrasse, under the tree. The food must be good. The tables are full. The couple closest to me are sharing a bowl of tapenade. I realize now how hungry I am. I know that I have a meal waiting at La Bonne Mère, and run back towards Rue du Panier, getting lost several times on the way. By the time I arrive, the bistrot is empty, and Louis is wiping the tables. The outer door is shut, and the place looks dark and uninviting.


He gives me a look. ‘Lunch is finished.’


‘I’m sorry. I lost track of time.’


‘Did you eat?’ His voice is gruff.


I shake my head.


‘I saved you a slice of pissaladière. I think it’s better cold, anyway.’


The tart was good – sweet with onions and salty-rich with anchovies – and so was the little tomato salad that came with it, and the crème caramel to follow. The coffee came without my having to ask, once more with navettes on the side. Louis watched me eat with a look of oddly reluctant sympathy.


‘This is really good,’ I said. ‘You say you make it all yourself?’


He nodded. ‘My wife was a good cook. I still use all her recipes.’


His wife, he tells me, was Marguerite – Margot. She died nearly twenty years ago. She used to help him run the bistrot, and in cooking he respects her memory. I like that. I wish I had the same for myself. But I have never really cooked anything. Packet noodles. Boiled eggs. Toast. Things that can be prepared in haste in a hotel room, or a hostel, with only a kettle or gas fire. No pans. No cupboard. No ovens. No knives. No simple country recipes, handed down from my mother or my grandmother. I felt a sudden fierce desire for something beyond my mother’s cards, my mother’s incantations. To be, not the witch in the gingerbread house, but the harmless baker of gingerbread.


‘Do you run the bistrot alone? No son or daughter to help you out?’


He gave me a look. ‘We were never blessed.’


‘I could help out, if you taught me,’ I said. ‘I’m a quick learner. And I need a job.’


Louis looked at me, surprised. I sensed his hesitation. I also sensed the grief in him, the memories he was keeping alive. Looking at myself through his eyes, I saw the young woman; her second-hand clothes. The promise of her. The danger of her.


I told him, very gently: ‘Try me. You could use some help. I’m strong. I’ve worked in kitchens before. I’m not afraid of hard work. And if you taught me, I’d always be respectful of your wife’s recipes.’ And then I used my mother’s trick; a pretty, in the palm of my hand, to shine a little light on his face; like the sun from a piece of mirror.


Louis has a fleeting smile that only comes out when his guard slips. It makes him softer, more vulnerable; it glances from his buried grief like the sun on a piece of mica. And in the reflections, I can see the fragments of her precious life. Marguerite at seventeen: carefree and girlish, giddy with dreams. Marguerite at twenty-three, after the first miscarriage, hoping next time would be different. Marguerite at thirty-five, those first silver hairs just beginning to show, twined in among her chestnut curls like filaments of angel hair – ‘Heh.’ It is a percussive sound, as if the man is clearing his throat. I have already learnt that it can mean anything from approval to contempt. ‘I suppose you could help with a few things. Shopping. Preparation. It wouldn’t pay much. Food and board. I’m barely breaking even as it is.’


It was a start. I felt my heart beat a little faster. I nodded, sensing that a smile would feel too much like cajolery. ‘That’s good,’ I said. ‘When can I start?’


He gave me a look of suspicion. ‘Not yet. We’ll go to the market tomorrow.’


He goes to the market early, before the bistrot opens. The Marché aux Poissons opens as soon as the fishermen come in with their catch. For Louis, working on his own, it makes for a long and wearing day.


‘Give me the list. I’ll go,’ I said.


‘You don’t know anyone,’ he said. ‘The traders will see you coming.’


‘I’m used to market-traders,’ I said. ‘I promise, they won’t short-change me. What are we making first?’


He made the dismissive sound again. ‘You’ll have to look at the recipes. Start with something simple enough for a complete beginner to try. But first, you need to get to know the kitchen. The utensils. The pans. The knives. The spoons. To understand a recipe you need far more than words on a page. You need to know how everything combines to make a recipe. So first, the kitchen.’ He glared at me. ‘Don’t touch anything I don’t tell you to.’
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23 July 1993


The kitchen of La Bonne Mère was tiny, cramped and crammed with junk. An old-fashioned range, which must have dated from sometime between the wars. A big, square sink, all yellowed with time, and scarred with vicious scratches and nicks. A dresser, which must once have been nice, with stacks of cups and crockery. A big pestle and mortar in heavy, dull ceramic. And there were pots and pans everywhere; some dirty, some clean; some hanging from hooks on the walls, or from the rack on the ceiling. Everything was chaos and grime; the kind of ingrained, sepia grime that comes from decades of fat-laden smoke. It gave everything in the tiny room a patina like ancient bronze; and it smelt of sadness, and the ghosts of summer days all gone to dust.


I forked a sign behind my back. Tsk-tsk, begone! My mother’s trick; to banish the ghosts.


Louis gave me a suspicious look. ‘Did you say something?’


I shook my head.


‘Heh. We’ll start with the basics. Bouillabaisse. Everyone knows that. You’ll be using these utensils. This wooden spoon. The mortar. The deep pot. And the mouli.’ He handed me the spoon; it was made from some kind of fine-grained wood, nibbled almost shapeless with time. It looked hand-made. I thought perhaps Louis himself had made it. People sometimes did, in those days. I wondered what it would be like to own such a thing. To use it. To know the history of every scratch, every burn mark, every scar. I ran my fingers gently along the well-worn wood.


‘Never soak a wooden spoon,’ said Louis. ‘Just wipe it with a cloth. Otherwise the water gets into the wood and warps it.’


I nodded. I think I understand. He wants to keep her kitchen untouched. He wants to keep the marks of her hands on the kitchenware; the air she breathed; the fragments of her skin, her hair incorporated into the dust. He pulled down a big aluminium pot from the wall. Too large to be considered a pan, this too was old and blackened with age.


‘Here’s the pot we use,’ he said. ‘And then you’ll have the mouli.’ Louis indicated a large, chrome-plated utensil that looked as old and disreputable as the rest of the kitchen. A wooden handle, a series of discs, a metal sieve inside a pan the size of a washing-up bowl. ‘We use this to sieve the fish bones out, and to purée the tomatoes.’


I touched the side of the mouli. It felt slightly greasy, as if he’d washed it in lukewarm water. I tried to imagine using it, turning the wooden handle. All these utensils are old, I thought. All of them have history. I wondered what it would be like to have history. To know the stories of everything – the tools, the pans, the recipes.


‘Don’t,’ said Louis. ‘Don’t move things about. I need to know where everything is.’


I nodded. Yes, I understand. This kitchen is what’s left of her. To him, the chaos is part of that, a darkness that must be maintained. It will be hard to work here. His grief is on everything like rust. I flashed him a little suggestion that maybe it would be nice to open the window, but he simply growled at me and opened a drawer in the dresser. There was a kind of bundle inside, tied with a grubby pink ribbon around a hand-stitched binder. As he opened it, I saw a series of handwritten pages, all in the same inelegant hand, some headed with what seemed to be quotations, some marked with coffee-cup rings, or wine, or grubby fingerprints. Louis, however, handled it with the reverence of a believer with a piece of the Cross.


‘This was her cookbook. Don’t touch it,’ he said. ‘These are all her recipes. I’ll talk you through the recipes, but you mustn’t change a thing. Not a thing, you understand?’


I nodded again. ‘I understand.’


That sound again. ‘Heh. You’d better. Now. Bouillabaisse.’


His method of teaching is not unlike that of a master of martial arts, explaining the way of the sword to a pupil from the provinces. He lets me hold the wooden spoon. The rest, for the moment, is out of bounds. ‘Just listen,’ he says. ‘And feel it. Cooking is feeling, not knowing.’


Margot’s shapeless handwriting sprawled across the ragged page. Bouillabaisse de Marseille, it says. One of Cyrano’s favourites.


Louis saw me noticing, and swept away the recipe. ‘First, the aromatics. There’s onion, garlic, fennel, thyme, saffron, cayenne and fresh orange rind. Sauté them all in olive oil, until the scents combine and begin to deepen. You still with me?’


I nodded.


‘Fresh fennel, and some seeds, too. You’ll need them both for this recipe.’ He keeps his spices on a shelf by the side of the old black range. The fennel seeds are in a yellow tin that used to hold Banania drinking chocolate. The saffron is in a glass jar that once contained Andros cherry jam. He demonstrates how much I need; a big pinch of the fennel seeds; a little pinch of the saffron. He leaves the folder open, and once more I notice that odd little note, straggling down the side of the page.


One of Cyrano’s favourites.


‘Who’s Cyrano?’


Louis dismissed the question with an impatient gesture. ‘Never mind. Pay attention. Now for the tomato paste, and fresh tomatoes for sweetness. Go for the Marmande variety. It doesn’t have as many seeds.’ I must have looked a little blank. ‘You do know what a Marmande is?’


‘I’ll learn,’ I said. As a matter of fact, I was starting to feel a little overwhelmed. This was an easy recipe?


‘Next, the fish,’ Louis went on. ‘You’ll need a selection of rockfish. Conger eel, whiting, scorpionfish, sea bream, John Dory, red mullet. Get a selection. Get them cheap. See what they have most of. Buy the ugly ones. This is a soup for making the most of ugly fish, the fish that no one else can love.’


I nodded again. I had no idea what any of these fish looked like.


‘Now add the fish in layers. You’ll need to fillet the good ones, and keep the fillets for later. But heads and bones are good for this. Layer them all around the pot. Next, a baptism of white wine and a dash of pastis. Season everything as you go. Cover the fish with water and boil them till the fat comes out. This isn’t a clear bouillon we’re going for; we want it to look cloudy as sin. Then, cover the pot. Turn down the heat and let it simmer for an hour while you make the rouille. You’ll need to blend garlic, egg yolk, cayenne and saffron with breadcrumbs in the mortar, and add olive oil, and pound it until it’s all combined. You’ll serve that with toasted slices of bread when the soup is finished.’ He looked at me. ‘Are you still with me?’


‘Yes.’


‘Heh. Now for the mouli. You’ll use that to blend and separate the big bones and fish scales from your soup. Use the fine disc, and work it well – you’ll need to use plenty of muscle. Then, you’ll put your blended soup back into the big pot and poach the rest of the fish you kept by. Take them out as soon as they’re cooked. You’ll be serving them separately. You’ll keep the soup warm on the range, and the fish in the warming-pan. Bring them out for people to help themselves. Serve the rouille in this flowered dish, next to the toasted bread slices. We usually get maybe half a dozen people in for the plat du jour: but everyone knows when it’s gone, it’s gone.’


Once more I nodded.


‘Understood?’


‘I’ll get the hang of it. You’ll see.’


It wasn’t a lie – well, not quite. I am a very quick learner. The life I led with my mother meant I had to be adaptable. I have never been to school, although I have read a great deal – books bought from bargain bins, borrowed from libraries, found abandoned at bus stops and in railway stations. I can calculate the price of a basket of shopping in ten seconds flat. I speak four languages fluently, and can get by in several more. And I have so many maps in my head, so many passing-places, so many towns we loved, or fled, or sometimes settled in for a while, and I have absorbed so much history, so much culture on the way. But this is a new skill entirely. This is a different language. I cannot help but feel daunted at the many things I do not know, the instincts I have never learnt.


I try to imagine Marguerite working in this kitchen. I try to imagine her at my side, gently guiding my movements. Louis’ teaching style is abrupt. Hers would have been gentler. She would have laughed at his gruff ways. She would have opened the window. She would have sung to herself as she worked, heedless of who was listening. She would have been a good mother, although there are no signs in La Bonne Mère that any child was ever here. With Margot at my side, I can learn to be a different person. Someone who cooks, who listens, who cares; who does not hear the call of the wind, or follow when it changes.
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24 July 1993


The Marché aux Poissons is by the old port, Quai de la Fraternité. A chaotic jumble of stands and stalls, some covered with umbrellas, some open to the morning sun. Some fishermen sell directly from their fishing boats; others from buckets and baskets and pots covered in layers of seaweed.


I’d expected something more organized. Labels, at least, with the names of the fish. But nothing here was labelled, and I knew hardly anything about fishing. I recognized oysters and lobsters, although I’d never eaten any myself, but what were those hideous spiny things, and the fish that was mostly head and teeth, and the sleek opalescent creatures with no eyes and feathery tentacles?


No one seemed to be queuing here. There were already plenty of customers in front of the stalls, all of them apparently certain of what they wanted. I lingered by a display of fish for long enough to provoke annoyance, both from a woman behind me and from the fishmonger himself, a man in a yellow waterproof and a sour expression.


‘Are you buying fish, or what?’


‘I – I need to make bouillabaisse.’


The woman behind me pushed to my side, and said: ‘Six red mullet. Even size.’


The fishmonger reached over and took six fish from a pile. They were sleek and colourful, the shade of an autumn sunset, with eyes like glazed opals. I stood aside while the woman paid, holding my basket at arm’s length. Then I repeated, a little more loudly: ‘I have to make bouillabaisse. Louis sent me. From La Bonne Mère?’


The man looked up. ‘Louis Martin?’


I nodded. ‘He says I should get whiting, scorpionfish, John Dory—’


A woman from another stall said: ‘Too fatty. Spiny lobsters. That’s what you need. It’ll make the broth nice and rich.’


Another said: ‘Shellfish. Mussels. Crabs.’


Soon, everyone was shouting out the names of whatever they had on their stand, and I was there with my basket, feeling foolish and out of my depth, hearing their voices like clattering pans and suddenly wanting my mother so badly that I could almost cry –


‘Don’t listen to them. I know what you need.’ The voice came from a stand to my left. Looking across, I saw an untidy-looking blondish man, aged between thirty or thirty-five, in cut-off jeans and a Hawaiian shirt, watching me from under the brim of a battered woven-straw hat. He picked up a piece of newspaper and rapidly selected fish from the display in front of him. ‘Mullet. Rockfish. Sea hen. Wrasse. Eel. A couple of scorpionfish.’ The man wrapped the fish in the paper and handed it to me with a smile. ‘There. That should do it.’ The smile broadened at my doubtful expression. ‘Trust me. That’s what you need for bouillabaisse.’


My mother used to say that a lot. It’s what you need – while handing me one of her herbal charms. Sandalwood, to sweeten your dreams. Rosemary, to remember. Trust me. It’s what you need.


I put the fish into my basket. ‘Thank you. How much do I owe you?’


The man grinned. ‘Oh, it’s not my stall. I’m just waiting for my friend.’ He indicated a battered grey VW van idling on the far side of the street. ‘Hop in, won’t you? We’ll drop you off.’


I frowned at him and paid for the fish, remembering all the times I’d paid for something my mother had taken by stealth. Then I followed him to the van, lured by the thought of avoiding the long climb uphill to the bistrot. The passenger door made a terrible grating sound as I opened it. Another man was sitting at the wheel. Tall; mid-forties; short beard; greying hair tied carelessly back from a pleasant, expressive face.


‘This is Mahmed,’ said the man in the Hawaiian shirt. ‘I’m Guy. You can sit in the middle.’


I climbed into the ancient van, which smelt of something unexpectedly sweet. A glass charm shaped like a round blue eye was hanging from the rear-view mirror. I used to have one of those, when Maman and I were travelling through Greece. A charm, to ward off the evil eye; a charm to make us invisible.


‘Are you Greek?’ I said to Guy, as he climbed in behind me.


‘Not that I’m aware of. Are you?’


‘I’m a little of everywhere.’ That’s what my mother taught me to say when people asked me where we were from. A little of everywhere, like seeds awaiting their season to flourish. Guy said something to Mahmed. Too low for me to understand, but I caught the name of La Bonne Mère, and saw something pass between them, a gleam that was warmer than friendship.
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