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  ONE




  ‘Simone, the lavender is waiting for you!’




  Honk! Honk!




  ‘Simone! Simone!’




  I don’t know which woke me first: the horn on Bernard’s new car or my father calling me from the kitchen. I lifted my head from the pillow and frowned. The room was full of the smell

  of scorched cotton. The morning sun streaming through the open shutters was white with heat.




  ‘Simone, the lavender is waiting for you!’




  There was mirth in my father’s voice. It sounded like there was mirth in Bernard’s car horn too. Sitting up, I saw the maroon touring car through the window, its top down, rolling

  along the road past the pine trees. Bernard was beaming at the wheel. The spokes on the tyres matched the brilliant white of his suit and panama hat. I wondered if Bernard chose his outfits to

  coordinate with his automobiles. The previous year, when British cars had been fashionable to drive, he had arrived in a black suit and bowler hat. He brought the car to a stop in the yard near the

  wisteria and looked over his shoulder. Further down the road a wagon trundled along. The driver was a swarthy-faced man and the passengers on board were as dark as aubergines.




  I rolled out of bed and scurried around the room searching for my work dress. None of my clothes were hanging in the armoire; they were scattered under the bed or overflowing from the drawers of

  my dresser. I brushed my hair and tried to remember where I had left my dress.




  ‘Simone!’ my father called out again. ‘It would be nice to see you while it is still 1922.’




  ‘Coming, Papa!’




  ‘Oh! Did I disturb our Sleeping Beauty?’




  I smiled. In my mind’s eye he was sitting at the kitchen table, a mug of coffee in one hand and a piece of sausage perched on the end of a fork in the other. His walking cane was propped

  against his leg and his good eye was staring patiently at the landing for a sign of life.




  I spotted my dress hanging on the back of the door and remembered that I had put it there the night before. I slipped it on over my arms and managed to fasten it without catching my long hair in

  the hooks.




  Bernard’s car horn blasted again. I thought it strange that no one had invited him inside and looked out the window to see what was going on. But it wasn’t Bernard blowing the horn;

  it was a boy standing on the running board. His eyes were as round as plums. A woman with her hair tied under a scarf pulled him off and scolded him. But her displeasure was only for show. The boy

  smiled and his mother covered his forehead with kisses. The three male passengers unloaded trunks and sacks from the wagon. I watched the tallest one take down a guitar, cradling the neck and body

  as gently as a mother holds a child.




  Uncle Gerome, his work hat pulled over his grey hair, spoke to the driver. From the way Uncle Gerome’s moustache turned down at the corners, I knew they were talking about money. He

  pointed towards the forest and the driver shrugged. The gesticulating went on for some minutes before the driver nodded. Uncle Gerome reached into his pocket and produced a pouch, counting each

  coin he placed in the other man’s palm. Satisfied, the driver shook hands with Uncle Gerome and waved farewell to the others before climbing back on the wagon and setting out on his way.

  Uncle Gerome plucked a notebook from his pocket and a pencil from behind his ear and scribbled the amount he had paid in his record book — the same book that kept account of the debts my

  father had to repay.




  I kissed the crucifix near the door and rushed out. I was halfway down the hall before I remembered my good luck charm. I ran back to my room, picked up the sachet of lavender from the dresser

  and secreted it in my pocket.




  My father was exactly where I’d expected, coffee and sausage in hand. Bernard sat next to him, nursing a glass of wine. Bernard had fought with my father in the trenches during the war.

  They were two men who would never have met if it had not been for those circumstances, and who had become the most loyal of friends. My father welcomed Bernard into our family, because he knew his

  friend had been rejected by his own. Bernard’s blond hair seemed even paler than it had the last time I saw him. He sniffed the wine before drinking it, as he smelled everything in life

  before trying it. The first time Bernard came to visit, I found him standing in the yard and testing the air with his nose like a dog. ‘Tell me, Simone, down that hill and near those juniper

  trees, is there a stream?’ He was right, only you couldn’t see the juniper trees from where we were standing and the stream was no more than a trickle.




  My mother and Aunt Yvette darted about the kitchen, cleaning up the remains of breakfast: sausage, goat’s cheese, boiled eggs and bread soaked in oil. Aunt Yvette felt in her apron pocket

  for her glasses and slipped them on so she could see if there was anything worth saving among the clutter on the table.




  ‘What about me?’ I cried, grabbing some bread off a plate before my mother snatched it away. She smiled at me. Her black hair was pinned in a roll on top of her head. My father

  called her his señorita because of her colouring, which I had inherited. My mother’s skin was lighter than the complexions of the workers outside but dark compared to the

  Fleuriers, who, apart from me, had always been fair-haired and blue-eyed. Aunt Yvette’s white eyebrows and pigmentless skin put her at the other extreme of colouring; she was salt and my

  mother was pepper.




  My father held out his arms and feigned a hurt expression. ‘Ah, thinking about food before the men in your life,’ he said. I kissed him on each cheek and then again on the scar where

  his left eye had been. Then I leaned over and kissed Bernard too.




  ‘Careful of Bernard’s suit,’ Aunt Yvette warned.




  ‘Nothing to be careful about,’ answered Bernard. He turned to me and said, ‘You’ve grown even taller, Simone! How old are you now?’




  ‘I turn fourteen next month.’ I sat down next to my father and flicked my hair over my shoulders. My mother and aunt exchanged a smile. My father pushed his plate over to me.




  ‘I took two portions this morning,’ he said. ‘One for myself and one for you.’




  I kissed him again.




  There was a bowl of dried rosemary on the table and I sprinkled some on the bread. ‘Why didn’t you wake me up earlier?’




  Aunt Yvette ran her fingers over my shoulders. ‘We thought sleep might be more important to you.’ Her wrist smelt of roses and I knew she had tried some of the perfume that Bernard

  always brought with him from Grasse. Aunt Yvette and Bernard were the civilising influences in our lives; although Uncle Gerome was the richest farmer in our region, we wouldn’t have known

  what a bidet or a croissant was without them.




  My mother poured a glass of wine for my father and refilled Bernard’s half-full one. On her way back to the cupboard she cast a glance at my espadrilles. ‘Bernard is right,’

  she said to me. ‘You are growing so fast! When the shoe pedlar comes by next month we must get you proper boots. You’ll lose your toes if you continue to wear those.’




  We shared a smile. I didn’t have my mother’s gift for reading people’s thoughts, but when I looked at her face — calm, reserved, proud — I always sensed her love

  for me, her only child.




  ‘By next year she will have more pairs of shoes than she knows what to do with,’ declared my father. He and Bernard clinked glasses.




  Uncle Gerome caught my father’s words as he came through the door. ‘Not if we don’t get to work on the lavender now,’ he said.




  ‘Ah, yes,’ said Bernard, standing. ‘I’d better be off. I have to visit two more farms before the morning is over.’




  ‘Shall I take the gypsies some food?’ I asked. ‘They might be hungry after the journey.’




  My father ruffled my hair, even though I had just brushed it. ‘They’re not gypsies, Simone. They’re Spanish. And, unlike you, they’re early risers. They’ve eaten

  already.’




  I turned to my mother who nodded. I slipped a piece of bread into my pocket anyway. She had told me that the gypsies did that for good luck.




  Outside, the workers waited with their sickles and rakes. Aunt Yvette tied on her bonnet, pulled down her sleeves and slipped on her gloves against the sun. Chocolat, her cocker spaniel, picked

  his way through the grass, followed by my tabby, Olly, only his ginger ears and tail visible above the tall stalks.




  ‘Come here, boys!’ I called.




  The two balls of fur scampered towards me. Olly rubbed himself against my legs. I had rescued him from a bird snare when he was a kitten. Uncle Gerome said I could keep him if he caught mice and

  we didn’t feed him. But my parents, my aunt and myself, we all fed him, slipping cheese and meat under the table whenever he brushed past our feet. As a consequence, Olly was as big as a

  melon and not much good for catching mice.




  ‘I’ll be back tomorrow for the distilling, Pierre,’ Bernard said to my father. He kissed my mother, aunt and me. ‘All the best for the harvest,’ he said, stepping

  into his car. He gave a farewell wave to my uncle although Uncle Gerome had little time for our lavender-broker. No sooner had Bernard and his car disappeared beyond the almond trees than Uncle

  Gerome began an imitation of Bernard’s mincing walk. Everyone ignored him. It was Bernard who had run through the gunfire and mud to the military hospital with my father on his back. A shell

  had exploded in their trench, killing their commanding officer and everyone else within ten metres. And now, without Bernard’s devotion to my father, and no thanks to Uncle Gerome, our side

  of the family would be without a sou.




  We crossed the narrow stream. The lavender fields were oceans of purple before us. The plant never looked more arresting nor smelt sweeter than when it was about to be harvested. The summer heat

  brought out the rich essence and the colour was at its deepest, having changed from the mauve spikes of spring into sprays of violet florets. I was sad knowing that in a few days the fields would

  be reduced to clumps of butchered shrubs.




  My father leaned on his walking stick and assigned each of the workers a section while Uncle Gerome brought the cart and mule down to the field. The workers took a truss each from my father,

  knotting it at the corners and turning it into a belt bag in which they could gather the cut stalks.




  The boy went to sit under a tree. I picked up Olly and called over Chocolat. ‘Would you like to pat them?’ I asked him, placing Olly by his side.




  He reached out and stroked their heads. Chocolat licked the boy’s fingers and Olly put his chin on his lap. The boy giggled and smiled at me. I pointed to my chest and said,

  ‘Simone’, but he either didn’t understand what I was saying or was too shy to tell me his name. I looked at his large eyes and decided to call him Goya, because I thought he

  seemed sensitive, like an artist.




  I sat down next to him and we watched the workers spread out in the fields. I didn’t know how to speak Spanish to ask Goya the workers’ real names, so I made some up for them from

  the few Spanish names I knew. The lanky Spaniard I called Rafael. He was the youngest and had a strong chin, straight eyebrows and good teeth. He was handsome and strutted about as if he knew all

  about lavender cutting, but every so often he would turn to look at Rosa — the name I had given to the woman — to see what she was doing. The stocky man I called Fernandez. He could

  have been Uncle Gerome’s twin. Both men lunged at the shrubs the way a bull charges a matador. The other Spaniard was the father of Goya, a gentle giant who followed his own path and

  approached the harvest without fuss. He was the one who had so lovingly held the guitar. I called him José.




  Aunt Yvette stepped back through the lavender and towards us. ‘We’d better get started on the food,’ she said.




  I stood up and brushed the grass off my dress. ‘Do you think he would like to come?’ I asked, pointing to Goya. Chocolat was nestled against the boy’s shoulder and Olly was

  asleep in his lap. Goya stared at the wisps of platinum hair sticking out from under my aunt’s hat. I was so used to her appearance that I forgot people were surprised the first time they saw

  an albino.




  ‘He thinks you’re a fairy,’ I told her.




  Aunt Yvette smiled at Goya and patted his head. ‘He looks happy where he is, and I think it pleases his mother to be able to see him.’
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  In the evening, we ate dinner in the yard that separated our two farmhouses, and stayed there after darkness fell. The air was thick with the essence of lavender. I swallowed

  and tasted it at the back of my throat.




  My mother was stitching one of my father’s shirts, her handiwork illuminated by a hurricane lamp. For some reason known only to herself, she always made repairs to clothes with red thread,

  as if the snags and tears were wounds in the fabric. My mother’s hands were laced with cuts, but harvesters never bothered about minor wounds. The essential oil was a natural disinfectant and

  cuts healed within days.




  Aunt Yvette read Les Misérables with me. The village school had closed two years earlier, when the railway was extended and many people moved to the towns, and without her

  interest in my education I might have ended up as illiterate as the rest of my family. Uncle Gerome could read ledger books and fertiliser instructions but my mother couldn’t read at all,

  although her knowledge of herbs and plants was as extensive as a pharmacist’s. Only my father could read the newspaper. It was because of what he’d read in it in 1914 that he went to

  fight in the Great War.




  ‘The revellers continued to sing their songs,’ I read out loud, ‘and the child, under the table, also sang hers —’




  ‘Bof!’ scoffed Uncle Gerome, picking at his teeth with a knife blade. ‘All right for some to read useless books, especially when they don’t break their backs in

  a field all day.’




  My mother’s hands stopped moving and our eyes met. The muscles in her neck tensed. My aunt and I leaned closer to her, picking up the end of the cloth and pretending to study it. Although

  none of us could confront Uncle Gerome, we always came to each other’s aid when one of us was mocked. Aunt Yvette couldn’t work in the fields because of her skin condition. An hour in

  the southern sun and she would have had third-degree burns. She was from the town of Sault, and the superstition surrounding albinos was the only reason I could see why a bright, attractive woman

  would have been married off to Uncle Gerome. He was shrewd enough to know that what she didn’t contribute as a farm worker she more than made up for as a cook and a housekeeper, but I had

  never heard him acknowledge her merits. As for me, I was simply unsuited to harvesting. They called me ‘the flamingo’ because my skinny legs were twice as long as my body, and even my

  father, with his one eye and lame leg, could clear a field faster than I could.




  Laughter burst from the barn. I wondered where the Spaniards found the energy for joviality after a day in the fields. The sound of a guitar floated across the yard. I imagined José

  strumming the instrument, his eyes full of passion. The others kept the beat, clapping their hands and keening in flamenco style.




  Aunt Yvette glanced up then turned back to the novel. Uncle Gerome reached for a blanket and tucked it around his head, play-acting his dislike of the music. My father stared at the sky, lost in

  his own thoughts. My mother kept her eyes focused on her handiwork, as if she were deaf to the sounds of celebration. Her posture from the waist up was so erect that she resembled a statue. My eyes

  drifted to under the table. She had slipped her feet out of her shoes and one foot was tapping out a sensual rhythm, rising and falling in a dance of its own. Her deception reminded me that my

  mother was a woman full of secrets.




  While photographs of Grand-père and Grand-mère Fleurier were displayed on our mantelpiece, there were no pictures of my maternal grandparents anywhere in the house. When I was a

  child, my mother showed me the hut where they had lived at the base of a hill. It was a simple stone and wood structure that had lasted until a forest fire and a violent mistral swept through the

  gorge in the same year. Florette, the postmistress from the village, told me that my grandmother was so famous for her remedies that even the mayor’s wife and the old curé

  used to turn to her when conventional medicine or prayer failed. She said that one day my grandparents, who were then middle-aged, appeared in the village with my mother. The enchanting girl, who

  they named Marguerite, was already three years old the first time the villagers saw her. Although the couple swore that the child was theirs, there were many who believed my mother was the

  abandoned child of gypsies.




  The mystery surrounding her origins and the rumours of her own healing ability did not endear my mother to the strict Catholic household of the Fleuriers, who had opposed the marriage of their

  favourite son. Yet no one could deny that it was my mother who had nursed my father back to health when all the army doctors had given him up for dead.




  The Spaniards continued their singing long after Uncle Gerome and Aunt Yvette had returned to their house and my parents and I had retired to our beds. I lay awake, staring at the ceiling beams

  and feeling the sweat run down the hollows of my ribs. The moonlight through the cypress trees created wave-like shadows on my wall. I imagined the shapes were dancers moving to the sensual

  music.




  I must have fallen asleep because I sat up with a start some time later and realised that the music had stopped. I heard Chocolat bark. I slid out of bed and looked out the window into the yard.

  A breeze had cooled the air and the silvery light splashed over the roof tiles and buildings. I glanced towards the wall at the end of the garden and blinked. A ring of people danced there. They

  moved silently, without music or singing, their arms sweeping over their heads and their feet stamping to an unheard rhythm. I peered into the night and recognised José dancing with Goya on

  his shoulders, the boy’s white-toothed smile a gash in his dark face. My own heels lifted from the floor. I had the urge to run downstairs and join them. I gripped the window frame, not sure

  if the dancers were really the Spaniards or evil spirits disguising themselves to trick me to my death. The old women in the village spoke of such things.




  My heart skipped a beat.




  Apart from Goya, there were five dancers: three men and two women. My mouth fell open when I glimpsed the long dark hair and fine limbs of the second woman. Fire smouldered under her skin and

  sparks flew from her feet where they touched the ground. Her dress flowed around her like a stream. My mother. I opened my mouth to call to her but found myself stumbling back towards my bed,

  overcome by sleep again.




  When I opened my eyes, the first light of day was breaking. My throat was dry. I squeezed my palms over my face, unsure if what I had seen had been real or a dream.




  I pulled on my dress and tiptoed down the stairs and past my parents’ room. My mother and father were asleep. I may not have inherited my mother’s powers but I did have her

  curiosity. I crept to the edge of the yard, near the wall where the almond trees grew. The grass was tall with summer and undisturbed. I glanced over the trees and plants for evidence of intrusion,

  but found none. There were no tied twigs, no fragments of bone, no sacred stones. No signs of magic at all. I shrugged and turned to go, but as I did something flashed in the corner of my eye. I

  reached out and touched the lower branch of a tree. Caught over one of the leaves was a single red thread.
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  My aunt’s pale skin and my long legs did not spare us the work involved in distilling. My father and Uncle Gerome, their faces twisted with exertion, winched a steaming

  tube of compacted lavender stalks out of the still. My mother and I rushed forward to poke the mound with our pitchforks. We spread the stalks out on mats before dragging them into the sunshine to

  dry.




  ‘There’s no time to lose,’ my father told us. ‘With the new still we can use those stalks for fuel when they are dry.’




  My mother and I turned the cut lavender to prevent it from fermenting, while Aunt Yvette helped the men pack the next load into the still. When it was full my father told me to jump on top of it

  to compress the stalks and ‘bring us good luck!’




  ‘She’s too skinny to make a difference,’ Uncle Gerome scoffed, but reached out his arms to help me into the still anyway. ‘Mind the sides,’ he warned, ‘they

  are burning hot.’




  They say lavender is a mood enhancer; I wondered if the delicious scent wafting through the air had managed to improve even Uncle Gerome’s disposition.




  I stomped down the lavender, not minding the scratches on my legs or the heat. If my father and Bernard’s plan to harvest and distil lavender commercially worked out, my father would be

  able to reclaim his part of the farm. With each stamp of my foot, I imagined that I was helping him take a step closer to his dream.




  After Uncle Gerome had helped me out of the still and sealed the lid, my father pulled himself down the ladder to the lower floor. I heard him stoke up the fire. ‘I can tell from the first

  load that the oil is good,’ he beamed when he returned.




  Uncle Gerome rubbed his moustache. ‘Good or not, we’ll see if it sells.’




  At midday, after the fourth load, my father called a break. We dropped onto the damp straw or sank to our haunches. My mother soaked pieces of cloth in water and we pressed them against our

  burning faces and palms.




  A motorcar sounded outside and we went into the yard to greet Bernard. In the passenger seat was Monsieur Poulet, the village mayor and manager of the local café. In the rear sat Monsieur

  Poulet’s sister, Odile, with her husband, Jules Fournier.




  ‘Bonjour! Bonjour!’ Monsieur Poulet called, stepping out of the car and wiping his face with a handkerchief. He was wearing the black suit he kept for official occasions. It

  was a size too small and pinched his shoulders, making him look like a shirt pegged on a line.




  Odile and Jules stepped out of the car and everyone moved inside the distillery. Monsieur Poulet and the Fourniers studied the still which was much larger than the ones that had been used in the

  region for years. Although they were not farmers, they had an interest in the success of our venture. With so many people leaving Pays de Sault for the towns, they hoped that the lavender would

  bring back business to our village.




  ‘I’ll get a bottle of wine,’ said Aunt Yvette, turning towards the house. Bernard said that he would help her with the glasses. I watched them walk up the path, their heads

  close together. Bernard said something and Aunt Yvette laughed. My father had explained to me that Bernard was a good person who wasn’t interested in women in the usual way, but he was so

  gentle with Aunt Yvette that sometimes I wondered if he was in love with her. I glanced at Uncle Gerome, but he was too busy boasting about the new still’s capacity to notice.




  ‘It is the type of still that is being used by the large distilleries in Grasse,’ he said. ‘It’s more efficient than the portable ones we’ve been using.’




  From the way he was talking, anyone would have thought the still had been his idea. But he was the financier, not the dreamer: he had provided the money for the expensive still and would take

  half the profits. But my father and Bernard had calculated that if three successive lavender crops were good, the still would be paid off in two years and the farm in another three.




  Odile sniffed the air and sidled up to me. ‘The oil smells good,’ she whispered. ‘I hope it makes us all rich and gets your father out of debt.’




  I nodded but said nothing. I knew too well the shame of my family situation. The land had been divided between the two brothers on the death of my grandfather. When my father was away at war,

  Uncle Gerome lent my mother money to keep our farm going. But when my father returned maimed, and the meagre war pension was not enough to pay off the debts, Uncle Gerome reclaimed my

  father’s half. After my father recovered, Uncle Gerome said he could buy his farm back in instalments with interest each year. It was a shameful thing to do within the family, when even the

  poorest in our village had left baskets of vegetables on our doorstep while my father was sick. But you could never say a word about his older brother to my father. ‘If you had seen how our

  parents treated him, you would understand,’ he always said. ‘I can’t remember either of them giving him one word of kindness. He reminded our father too much of his own father.

  From the time Gerome was a boy, he only had to look at our father to get a boxing around the ears. By rights, the entire farm should have been his, yet for some reason our parents always favoured

  me. Don’t worry, we will buy our share back.’




  ‘Who else will be bringing you their lavender to distil?’ Jules asked my father.




  ‘The Bousquets, the Nègres, the Tourbillons,’ he answered.




  ‘The others will come too when they see how profitable it is,’ said Uncle Gerome, sticking out his chin as if he were imagining himself a successful distiller-broker. Monsieur Poulet

  raised his eyebrows. Perhaps he thought Uncle Gerome was imagining himself as the new mayor.




  My mother’s face pinched into a scowl and I could guess what she was thinking. It was the first time Uncle Gerome had sounded positive about the success of the project. While he would be

  taking half the profits, my father was taking all the risks. Our farm had been turned over almost entirely to lavender while Uncle Gerome was still planting oats and potatoes. ‘In case it

  doesn’t work out and I end up having to feed you all,’ he’d told us.
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  When the lavender harvest was over, the driver returned with the wagon to take the workers to another farm. I stood in the yard and watched the Spaniards load their belongings.

  It was the same process as the morning they had arrived, only in reverse. Rafael hoisted up sacks and trunks to Fernandez and José, who crammed them towards the front of the wagon so they

  could sit at the back and keep the load balanced. When all was packed, José picked up his guitar and strummed a melody while the driver finished the wine my aunt had poured out for him in a

  tall glass.




  Goya danced around his mother’s legs. I took the lavender sachet I had kept in my pocket during the harvest and gave it to him. He seemed to understand that the gift was to bring him luck

  and pulled a piece of string from his own pocket and looped it through the ribbon. When he was lifted on top of the wagon to sit with his mother, I saw that he was wearing the sachet around his

  neck.
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  If Uncle Gerome had had any doubts about the profitability of the oil, they were dispelled a few days later when, on Bernard’s recommendation, a company in Grasse bought

  the entire yield.




  ‘It’s certainly the best-quality oil I’ve come across in years,’ Bernard said, laying the bill of sale on the kitchen table. My father, mother, aunt and I gasped when we

  saw the amount scrawled at the bottom of the note. Unfortunately Uncle Gerome was out in the fields and we didn’t have the pleasure of seeing his surprise.




  ‘Papa!’ I cried, throwing my arms around his neck. ‘Soon we will have the farm back and then we will be rich!’




  ‘Goodness,’ said Bernard, covering his ears. ‘I never knew that Simone had such a loud voice.’




  ‘Didn’t you?’ said my mother, her eyes twinkling with laughter. ‘The night she was born, her grandmother declared she had an extraordinary lung capacity and predicted

  that she would be a singer.’




  Everybody laughed. Underneath her reserve my mother had a mischievous sense of humour. And just to give her back what she was handing out, I stood on my chair and sang ‘À la

  claire fontaine’ at the top of my voice.
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  Every month my father made a trip to Sault to buy supplies that we couldn’t get in the village and to sell some of our produce. My father handled the mule and cart well on

  the farm, despite his missing eye, but the road to Sault was slippery limestone rock and ran alongside the precipices of the Gorges de la Nesque. Any error of perspective could be fatal. In

  October, Uncle Gerome was busy with his flock of sheep so our neighbour, Jean Grimaud, agreed to accompany my father. He needed to buy some harnesses and rope in town.




  The morning mist was disintegrating when I helped my father load the almonds he would sell in town into the cart. Jean called out to us from the road and we watched his giant figure make its way

  towards us. ‘If Jean were a tree he would be an oak,’ my father always said. Indeed, Jean’s arms were thicker than most people’s legs and his hands were so large that I was

  sure he could crush a rock between his palms if he wanted to.




  Jean pointed to the sky. ‘Do you think there might be a storm?’




  My father considered the few wispy clouds floating overhead. ‘If anything, I think it might be hot. But you can never tell this time of year.’




  I stroked the mule while my mother and aunt gave my father a list of supplies to buy for the house. Aunt Yvette pointed to something on the list and whispered in his ear. I turned towards the

  hills, pretending that I hadn’t noticed. But I knew what they were talking about; I’d listened in on a conversation between Aunt Yvette and my mother the previous night. My aunt wanted

  to buy material to make me a good dress for going to church and for trips into town. I knew that she wanted me to have a different life to hers. ‘A man who truly loves a woman respects her

  mind,’ she often told me. ‘You are intelligent. Never marry beneath yourself. And don’t marry a farmer if you can help it.’ While my father always said that I could choose a

  husband for myself whenever I thought the time was right, I suspected that Aunt Yvette had the sons of the doctor or notaries in Sault in mind for me. I wasn’t at all interested in boys, but

  I was interested in a new dress.




  Uncle Gerome appeared in the yard in his leather leggings with a hunting gun over his shoulder. ‘Careful on the road,’ he warned my father. ‘The rains have washed some of it

  away.’




  ‘We’ll take it slow all right,’ my father promised him. ‘If we think we won’t get back before dark, we’ll stay overnight.’




  Autumn in Provence was as beautiful as spring and summer. I imagined my father and Jean travelling past the jade pine forests and the flames of Virginia creeper. I would have liked to go with

  them but there wasn’t enough room. The men waved us farewell and we watched the cart bump and sway down the road. My father’s voice rang out in the air:




  

    

      Those mountains, high mountains




      That fill the skies




      Stand up to hide her




      From my longing eyes.


    


  




  My mother and aunt headed back towards Aunt Yvette’s kitchen, which we used more than our own because it was bigger and had a wood-fired stove. I followed them, completing

  the last verse of my father’s song:




  

    

      The mountains are moving




      And I see her clear




      And I’ll soon be with her




      When my ship draws near.


    


  




  I thought about what my mother had said about my grandmother’s prediction that I would be a singer. If that were true, then I could only have inherited my talent from my

  father. His voice was as pure as an angel’s. Bernard said that when they were knee-deep in mud in the trenches, with the smell of death all around them, the men used to ask my father to sing.

  ‘It was the only thing that gave us hope.’




  I scraped my boots and pushed open the kitchen door. My mother and aunt were setting out porcelain bowls on the workbench. There was a basket of potatoes near the table and I sat down and began

  to peel them. My mother grated a block of cheese while my aunt chopped garlic. They were going to make my favourite dish, aligot: puréed potatoes, cheese, sour cream, garlic and

  pepper, all stirred into a savoury mash.




  With Uncle Gerome out hunting, we were free to be ourselves. While we cooked my aunt told stories from books and magazines she’d read and my mother recounted village legends. My favourite

  one was the story about the curé who became senile and arrived at church naked one morning. I sang for them and they applauded. I loved my aunt’s kitchen, with its mixture of

  orderliness and clutter. The woodwork was imbued with the scents of olive oil and garlic. Cast-iron pots and copper saucepans of every size hung from beams above the fireplace, which was blackened

  from years of use. A convent table stood in the middle of the room, its benches laid with cushions that sent up puffs of flour whenever somebody sat on one. Mortars and pestles, water jugs and

  straw baskets lined with muslin were scattered on every spare shelf or bench.




  As my father had predicted, by midday the weather was hot and we sat at the table in the yard to enjoy our little feast. But in the afternoon, when I went to collect water from the well, the

  clouds were beginning to cast grim shadows over the valley.




  ‘Just as well they took wet-weather clothes with them,’ observed Aunt Yvette, throwing the potato skins to the chickens. ‘They must be on their way back by now. If the storm

  breaks they will be soaked through.’




  A light rain began to drizzle but the clouds in the direction of Sault were more sinister. I sat by the kitchen window, willing my father and Jean a safe journey home. There had been a sudden

  downpour the day I went with my father and Uncle Gerome to the Lavender Fair in August, and one of the wheels of our cart had become embedded in mud. It took us three hours to free it and get

  moving again.




  A flash of lightning buckled across the sky. The clap of thunder that followed made me jump.




  ‘Come away from the window,’ said Aunt Yvette, reaching out to close the shutters. ‘Watching the road won’t bring them here any faster.’




  I did as she said and took a seat at the table. My mother was slumped in her chair, staring at something. I looked over my shoulder and saw that the clock on the mantelpiece had stopped. My

  mother was as pale as a sheet.




  ‘Are you all right, Maman?’




  She didn’t hear me. Sometimes I thought she was like a cat, vanishing into the shadows, able to see but not be seen, only reappearing from the darkness when she willed it.




  ‘Maman?’ I whispered. I wanted her to speak, to offer me some word of hope, but she was as silent as the moon.




  At dinner Uncle Gerome stabbed his vegetables and tore his meat. ‘They must have decided to stay in town,’ he muttered.




  Aunt Yvette assured me that Uncle Gerome was right, and the men had decided to stay the night in the cartwright’s barn or the blacksmith’s shed. She made me a bed in one of the

  upstairs rooms so I wouldn’t have to run out in the rain to get to my own house. My mother and Uncle Gerome sat by the fire. I could tell by Uncle Gerome’s gritted teeth that he

  didn’t entirely believe in his own supposition.




  I lay in bed listening to the rain on the roof tiles and softly sang to myself. I must have fallen asleep soon afterwards because the next thing I knew there was a loud banging on the kitchen

  door. I jumped out of bed and ran to the window. The mule was there in the rain but there was no sign of the cart. I heard voices downstairs and hurriedly dressed.




  Jean Grimaud was standing near the door, dripping water onto the flagstones. There was a gash across his forehead and blood was oozing into his eyes. Uncle Gerome was as grey as a stone.




  ‘Speak!’ he said to Jean. ‘Say something.’




  Jean looked at my mother with tortured eyes. When he opened his mouth to speak and nothing came out, I knew. There was nothing to be said. Father was gone.




  





  TWO




  ‘There will be no arguments,’ shouted Uncle Gerome, slamming his palm on the kitchen table. ‘Simone goes

  to work for Aunt Augustine in Marseilles.’




  My mother, Aunt Yvette and I jumped from the force of his anger. Was this the same man who had stood over my father’s grave the week before, his face contorted with grief? He seemed to

  have recovered from the shock of his brother’s death the way another man might have got over influenza. For the past two days he had been studying his ledger books and tallying up

  figures.




  ‘I don’t need two housekeepers,’ he said, turning towards the fire and poking at it with a stick. The flame rose and died, turning the room darker. ‘If Simone can’t

  manage farm work then she needs to make her living elsewhere. She is not a child any more and I have enough mouths to feed. Perhaps if Pierre had not left so many debts . . . ’




  Uncle Gerome rattled off the cost of lavender cultivation, the price of the still, the money owing on the farm. My mother and I exchanged glances. Uncle Gerome was going to profit from the

  project my father’s imagination had conceived. What did those costs matter now?




  A picture flashed into my mind. It wasn’t something that I’d seen but an image that had haunted me for a week: my father, lying on his back on a rock ledge in the Gorges de la

  Nesque. He and Jean had waited in Sault until the afternoon storm had passed before guiding the mule down the slopes. After negotiating the most difficult stretches of road, they had stopped to

  give the mule a rest and to eat some bread. But no sooner had Jean unhitched the mule and led it to a grassy patch than he heard a crack. Scree, loosened by the rain, rushed down the

  slope. A tree branch knocked Jean and the mule sideways. My father and the cart were washed over the side.




  ‘Bernard will help,’ said Aunt Yvette. ‘If you are going to send Simone to Marseilles, at least send her there to get an education. Not to be some sort of slave to your

  aunt.’




  It was the first time I’d heard Aunt Yvette stand up to my uncle and I feared for her. Although he had never struck any of us, I couldn’t help wondering if things would change now

  that my father was gone. As head of both our households, Uncle Gerome’s position was powerful and we had no recourse against him. But he only sneered, ‘Education is wasted on a woman

  even more than it is on a man. And as for Bernard, don’t fool yourself that he has any money. Anything he’s made in his life has already been spent on cars and the Côte

  d’Azur.’




  That night, my mother and I lay in each other’s arms, as we had every night since the day of the accident. We listened to the mistral howl. The wind started as a draught under the door,

  then turned into a fitful ghost that bent the cypress trees and wailed across the fields. We had both wept so much since my father’s death that I thought I would go blind from the tears. I

  squinted at the outline of the crucified Christ near the door then turned away. It was cruel that my father should have survived the injuries from shrapnel only to be struck down by nature.

  ‘It was so quick, he wouldn’t even have known what happened,’ was the only comfort the curé could offer us. It had been so quick I still couldn’t believe it

  was true. I saw my father everywhere: his outline bent over the well or sitting in his chair, waiting for me to join him for breakfast. For a few joyous seconds I would be convinced that his death

  was merely a nightmare, until the image faded and I realised that I had seen nothing more than the shadow of a tree or the outline of a broom.




  My mother, always quiet, retreated further into her silence. I think she wondered why her powers had failed her, why she had not been able to foresee my father’s death and warn him. But

  even she had said there were things that we were not meant to know, things that could not be read or prevented. I touched her arm, her skin was like ice; I closed my eyes and fought back more

  painful tears, fearing the day when I would lose her too.




  At least my mother would have Aunt Yvette. Who was Aunt Augustine? My father had never mentioned her. All Uncle Gerome would tell us was that she was the sister of their father and had married a

  sailor, who died soon afterwards at sea. Aunt Augustine ran a boarding house, but now that she was old and arthritic she needed a maid and cook. In return I would be given food but no money. I

  wondered where my father’s open heart and hand had come from. All the other Fleuriers seemed to have descended from Judas: prepared to sell their relatives for thirteen pieces of silver.
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  Bernard arrived a week later to drive me to Carpentras, from where I would catch a train to Marseilles. Aunt Yvette cried and kissed me. ‘Don’t worry about

  Olly,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll take care of him.’ I could barely bring myself to look at my cat, who was spraying on Bernard’s car tyres, let alone my mother. She was

  standing by the kitchen door, her mouth turned down and grief in her eyes. I squeezed my nails into my palms. I’d promised myself that, for her sake, I wouldn’t cry.




  All I had to take with me was a bundle of clothes tied in a cloth. Bernard took it from me and put it in the car. My mother stepped forward and pressed my hand. Something sharp pricked my palm.

  When she withdrew her fingers I saw that she had given me a locket and a few coins. I slipped them into my pocket and kissed her. We lingered in our embrace, but neither of us could bring ourselves

  to say anything.




  Bernard opened the car door and helped me into the passenger seat. Uncle Gerome stood in the yard watching us. His expression was severe but there was something odd about the way he was

  standing. His shoulders were hunched and his mouth was twisted, as if he were in pain. Was there some sort of demon inside him that made him act so spitefully? Perhaps he wished he could be a man

  more like my father and less like himself? The illusion was shattered when he called out, ‘Work hard, Simone. Because Aunt Augustine won’t tolerate any nonsense, and I won’t have

  you back here if she throws you out.’
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  The station at Carpentras was a moving market. The first- and second-class passengers boarded the train in a civilised manner, but the third-class passengers squabbled over

  where to sit and where to put their chickens and rabbits and whatever else they planned to take with them. Noah’s Ark, I thought, stepping around a pig.




  Bernard showed the conductor my ticket. ‘She is travelling alone,’ he told him. ‘She’s never been on a train before. If I pay the difference in the fare, can you put her

  in a second-class carriage with some ladies?’




  The conductor nodded. ‘She’ll have to travel third class to Sorgues,’ he said. ‘But after that I can get her a seat to Marseilles in second class.’




  Why was it that Bernard thought of my comfort and safety, when my own uncle was happy to send me third class to who knew where?




  Bernard slipped the conductor some money and the man helped me up the stairs and into a seat near the front of the carriage. The train whistle sounded and the pig screeched and the chickens

  clucked. Bernard waved to me from the platform. ‘I’ll find a way to help you, Simone,’ he said through the open window. ‘Next time I make some extra money, I’ll send

  it to you.’




  A billow of soot and smoke wafted across the station. The train shunted forward. I didn’t take my eyes off Bernard until we had passed out of the station. When I sat down I remembered the

  locket my mother had given me. I pulled it from my pocket and flicked it open. Inside was a picture of my parents on their wedding day. I had been five years old when my father left for the Great

  War and I could barely remember what he had looked like before his injuries. The handsome, alert face that stared back at me from the photograph brought tears to my eyes. I turned towards the

  window, watching the farms and forests flicker by. After a while, overcome by the heat inside the carriage, the smell of unwashed bodies, and grief, I nodded off to sleep. The train clacked over

  the rails in a steady rhythm, the descent so gradual that I barely perceived it.




  We arrived in Marseilles in the early evening. The journey in third class had been more enjoyable, despite the noise and animal smells, than the time I had spent in second class. When we reached

  Sorgues, the conductor accompanied me to the omnibus train travelling to Marseilles and told the conductor there to give me a seat in a compartment. He put me with two women who were returning from

  Paris.




  ‘She is on her own,’ he explained to them. ‘Please keep an eye on her.’




  I couldn’t help staring at the women’s clothes. Their dresses were silk with V-necklines instead of round ones. Rather than pinching in at their waists, their belts were loose and

  dropped to their hips. Their skirts were so short I could see their shins when they crossed their legs. But their hats were plain and floppy, and made me think of convolvulus flowers. When I asked

  the women if they could tell me something about Marseilles, they pretended not to understand me. And I saw them roll their eyes when I pulled out the garlic sausage Aunt Yvette had packed for my

  lunch.




  ‘Let’s hope she doesn’t give us lice,’ one woman whispered to the other.




  I stared at my lap, my cheeks burning with shame. I was a poor girl but I had scrubbed myself and put on my best dress for the journey. But I forgot about the women’s nastiness when the

  train pulled into Gare Saint Charles; I had never seen so many people gathered in one place. Surely that was the entire population of my district bustling about on the station? I watched women

  hurrying back and forth, identifying their luggage; pedlars selling flowers and cigarettes; sailors lugging canvas bags on their shoulders; children and dogs perched on top of suitcases. But it was

  the array of languages babbling around me when I stepped onto the platform that most surprised me. The Spanish and Italian accents were familiar, but not those of the Greeks, the Armenians and

  Turks. I opened the map Uncle Gerome had given me and tried to figure out how long it would take to walk to the Vieux Port, where Aunt Augustine lived. It wasn’t long until sunset and I

  didn’t fancy tramping through a strange town at night.




  ‘It’s too far to walk,’ a sailor with a cigarette slung in the corner of his mouth told me when I showed him the map. ‘You’d better get a taxi.’




  ‘But I can’t afford a taxi,’ I said.




  He edged closer to me and smiled with teeth like a shark. I could smell the whisky on his breath. A shudder ran through me and I slipped back into the crowd. There was a woman near the station

  entrance peddling miniatures of the Basilique Notre Dame de la Garde, the domed basilica whose bell tower was topped by a gilded statue of the Virgin. I knew that the Christ mother was supposed to

  watch over those lost at sea. If I’d had the money, I would have bought one of the miniatures in the hope that she would watch over me.




  ‘Take the streetcar,’ the woman told me when I asked her how to get to the old port.




  I made my way to the spot outside the station where she had said to wait. A noise as loud as a thunderclap made me jump and I looked up to see a streetcar hurtling towards the stop. Clinging to

  the sides and running boards were dozens of bare-footed children with dirty faces. The car came to a stop and the children jumped off. I handed the conductor one of the coins my mother had given me

  and took a seat behind the driver. More people piled into the car, and new children — and some adults too — climbed up onto the sides. I later learned that you could travel for free

  that way. The streetcar took off, gradually gathering speed and rocking and bucking from side to side. I clung to the windowsill with one hand and the edge of my seat with the other. Marseilles was

  a place I had never seen before and I was sure that I could never have imagined it. It was a patchwork of grand buildings with tiled roofs and elegant balconies alongside houses with shabby wooden

  shutters and water stains down their walls. It was as if an earthquake had squashed together a jigsaw of different villages.




  There was no glass in the windscreen of the streetcar and a cool breeze prickled my scalp and cheeks. It was just as well the ventilation was good because the man sitting next to me reeked of

  onions and stale tobacco. ‘Did you just arrive?’ he asked, observing the worried expression on my face when the streetcar squealed and lurched around a corner. I nodded.

  ‘Well,’ he said, his sickly breath in my face, ‘welcome to Marseilles — home of thieves, cutthroats and whores.’




  I was glad when I finally arrived at the Vieux Port. My legs trembled as if I had been at sea for months. I slung my bundle of clothes over my shoulder. The last rays of the sun glittered on the

  Mediterranean and the sky was aquamarine. I had never seen the ocean before and the sight of it and the seagulls screeching overhead made my toes tingle.




  I walked along the Quai des Belges, past Africans selling gold and ochre-coloured spices and brass trinkets. I knew of black people from the books Aunt Yvette had given me to read, but had never

  seen them in real life. I was fascinated by their white fingernails and pale palms, but I remembered how the two women on the train had treated me and was careful not to stare this time. I followed

  the port around to the Quai de Rive Neuve. Cafés and bistros were opening for the night and the air smelt of grilled sardines, thyme and tomatoes. The aroma made me hungry and homesick at

  once. My mother and aunt would be preparing the evening meal now, and I stopped for a moment to imagine them laying the table. I had left them only that morning and already they were beginning to

  seem like people in a dream. Tears filled my eyes again and I could barely see my way through the maze of crooked streets. The gutters were littered with fish bones and the cobblestones reeked of

  human waste. A rat scurried out of a crevice to feast on the garbage.




  ‘Don’t walk here!’ a gruff female voice called out behind me. ‘This is my corner!’




  I turned to see a woman lurking in a doorway. Only her torn stockings and the red glow of her cigarette were visible in the gloom. I quickened my pace.




  The Rue Sainte, where Aunt Augustine had her boarding house, was the same eclectic mix of architecture as the rest of the city. It consisted of grand houses from Marseilles’ prosperous

  maritime days and squat terraces. My aunt’s house was one of the latter, and was joined to another house from which a blend of incense and laundry soap wafted. Three scantily dressed women

  leaned out of one of the windows, but thankfully none of them shouted at me.




  I stepped up to the door and lifted the knocker, letting it go with a timid thud. I looked up at the salt-encrusted windows but there were no lights in any of them.




  ‘Try again,’ suggested one of the women. ‘She’s half deaf.’




  I was too shy to look at the woman but I took her advice. I grabbed the knocker and swung it. It hit the wood with a bang so forceful that it rattled the window frames and ricocheted along the

  street. The women laughed.




  This time I heard a door opening inside the house and feet clumping down stairs. The latch clicked and the door swung open. An old woman stood in front of me. Her face was all angles with a

  beaky nose and a chin so sharp I could have tilled the vegetable garden with it.




  ‘There’s no need for such noise,’ she scowled. ‘I’m not deaf.’




  I stepped back, almost tripping. ‘Aunt Augustine?’




  The woman examined me from the part of my hair to my feet and seemed to come to a displeasing conclusion. ‘Yes, I am your Great-Aunt Augustine,’ she said, folding her meaty arms over

  her bosom. ‘Wipe your boots before you come in.’




  I followed her through the parlour, which contained a worn rug, two chairs and a dusty piano, to the dining room. A table, a glass cupboard and a sideboard were crammed into the space. Paintings

  of seafaring adventures clashed with the striped wallpaper. The only natural light came from the adjoining kitchen’s window. There was a fringed lampshade dangling over the table and I

  expected Aunt Augustine to turn the light on for us. But she didn’t and we sat down at the table in the gloom.




  ‘Tea?’ she offered, pointing to the pot and the mismatched cups next to it.




  ‘Yes, please.’




  My throat was parched and my taste buds sprang to life at the thought of a soothing tisane. I could almost taste silky chamomile gliding over my throat or the refreshing snap of rosemary against

  my tongue.




  Aunt Augustine grabbed the pot handle with her gnarled fingers and poured. ‘Here,’ she said, pushing a cup and saucer towards me. I eyed the dark liquid. It had no aroma and when I

  sipped it I found that it was cold and tasted like stale water. It must have been left over from the morning or even earlier. I drank the tea because I was thirsty, but tears pricked my eyes.

  Couldn’t Aunt Augustine even make me a fresh pot for me? Part of me had dared to hope that she might be more like my father and less like Uncle Gerome.




  Aunt Augustine sank back in her chair and tugged at a hair on her chin. I squared my shoulders and sat up straight, determined to give her another try. Surely she understood that we were both

  Fleuriers, each other’s flesh and blood. But before I could open my mouth, she announced, ‘Three meals a day. And watch what you eat, you’re not a guest.’




  She pointed to a piece of paper nailed to the doorframe. ‘The others leave their names on that to let you know if they will be in for their meals. Monsieur Roulin is always in, and

  that one upstairs is never in. But I wouldn’t have such a person to the table anyway.’




  ‘That one?’ I asked.




  Aunt Augustine rolled her eyes to the ceiling and I followed her gaze. But whereas I saw only cobwebs, the scowl on her face gave me the impression she was referring to something evil. The

  ominous ring of ‘that one’ lingered in the air.




  ‘Now,’ said Aunt Augustine, snatching my empty cup away and placing it upturned on its saucer, ‘I’ll show you to your room. I want you up at five o’clock tomorrow

  to go to the fish markets.’




  I hadn’t eaten anything since my sausage on the train, but I was too afraid to say that I was hungry.




  My room was at the back of the house and directly off the kitchen. The door was warped, and when I pushed it open the trim scraped the floor. I could see by the semicircular scratch on the

  boards that this was its usual pattern of movement. My heart sank at the sight of the cement walls. The only furniture was a rickety-looking chair in the corner, an armoire and a bed, the cover of

  which was spotted with mildew. Through the grime on the barred window I could make out a lavatory shed and a herb garden in need of weeding.




  ‘I’ll be back in an hour to explain your duties,’ said Aunt Augustine, closing the door behind her. She was not like a relative at all. She was nothing more than an

  employer.




  On the back of the door was a list of chores. The paper it was scribbled on had turned yellow with age. Clean tiles with linseed oil and beeswax. Beat bed linen. Mop floor . . . I

  wondered how long it had been since anyone had done those things or a maid had occupied this dingy room. I lowered myself into the chair and stared out the window, tears rolling down my cheeks when

  I compared the warmth of my father to the coldness of my great-aunt. I glanced at the sagging mattress. The simple bed I’d had at home suddenly seemed like a divan fit for a queen. I closed

  my eyes and imagined myself lying in it, curling my knees to my chest and disappearing into a foetal ball.
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  The first meal I had to prepare was lunch the following day. The kitchen was as depressing as my bedroom. The flagstones and the walls held in the chill, which was made worse by

  the draught blowing through a cracked window pane. Aunt Augustine squeezed herself into a straw chair to supervise me, her swollen feet submerged in a pail of warm water. I poured in a few drops of

  lavender oil, telling her that it would soothe the inflammation. The scent wafted up and fought against the mouldy dishcloth stink of the kitchen. I imagined the lavender fields rippling in the

  breeze, their layers of purple swishing in the dappled sunlight. I could hear my father softly singing ‘Se Canto’, and was about to join him for the chorus when Aunt Augustine

  broke the spell: ‘Pay attention, girl!’




  I lifted a pan off its hook. The handle was greasy and inside the bottom was encrusted with food. I swiped it with the dishcloth when Aunt Augustine wasn’t looking. I’d hated it when

  she’d sent me to the cellar earlier to fetch some wine. The door to the cave creaked open and all I could see was a web with a black spider hanging in it. I removed the spider with a

  broom and crept into the airless space with only a lamp to guide me. The cellar reeked of mud and there were rat droppings on the floor. My skin crawled and I jumped from imagined nips. I was

  terrified of being bitten by a rat because Marseilles was legendary for its diseases, a hazard for any port city since the days of the plague. I had grabbed the first two dusty bottles I saw

  without even bothering to check the contents.




  I collected water from the pump outside the kitchen door then peered into the basket of vegetables on the bench. I was surprised by the quality of the produce. The tomatoes were still firm and

  red for so late in the season, the aubergines were weighty in my hands, the leeks were fresh and the black olives looked succulent. In the dirty kitchen, the fragrance of good produce was as

  welcome as an oasis in a desert.




  Aunt Augustine sensed my admiration. ‘We have always eaten well here. I was famous for it. Of course, I am not the cook I once was,’ she said, holding up her clawed hands.




  I studied her, trying to find the woman behind that grim face, the fiery young girl who had disobeyed her parents and run away with a sailor. It lingered in the set of her broad shoulders and

  her manly chin, but in her eyes I saw only bitterness.




  Once I had assembled the ingredients, Aunt Augustine shouted her instructions above the sounds of the steaming pots and hissing pans. At each step I had to bring the food to her for inspection:

  the fish to show her that the skin was cleanly off; the potatoes to prove that I had mashed them properly; the olives to demonstrate that they had been finely chopped despite the bluntness of the

  knife; even the garlic to show that it had been crushed to her specifications.




  As the cooking progressed, Aunt Augustine’s face became flushed. At first I thought it was because nothing I did seemed right. Take that back, you’ve shredded those leaves just

  like a peasant. Too much oil, go and wipe it for goodness sake. How much mint did you put in this? Did you think I was asking you to make mouthwash? I thought it was a lot of fuss from a woman

  who couldn’t be bothered to serve fresh tea. But as the temperature of the room rose, and her instructions became more frenzied, I saw that the blush in her cheeks was the inner passion I had

  searched for earlier. She was a conductor whipping her notes of fried fish, butter and rosemary into a gastronomic symphony. And the aromatic vapours seemed to draw the lodgers from their rooms. I

  heard voices and footsteps coming down the stairs almost half an hour earlier than the specified time for lunch.




  When the table was set there were five of us in all. Besides Aunt Augustine and myself there was Ghislaine, a middle-aged woman who worked as a fish vendor, and two male boarders: Monsieur

  Roulin, a retired sailor; and Monsieur Bellot, a junior teacher at the boys’ lycée. Monsieur Roulin had a gap where his two front teeth should have been, his hair had

  retreated to a few wisps on the back of his sunspotted neck and his left forearm was missing, sliced off at the elbow joint. He waved the puckered end of his stump, speaking in a voice that sounded

  like an engine in need of oil. ‘It’s nice to have a young lady at the table. She is as dark as a berry, but pretty nonetheless.’




  I smiled politely, understanding from my position at the lower corner of the table, near the kitchen door, that I was a servant and should not put myself forward in the conversation.




  Monsieur Bellot pulled at his earlobe and said nothing beyond ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. During the meal, which Monsieur Roulin declared was the best they had eaten in

  months, Monsieur Bellot’s face changed from puzzled to dreamy to stern, as if he were carrying on some animated inner dialogue. Whatever Monsieur Roulin lacked, Monsieur Bellot seemed to have

  double in quantity: his teeth were long like a donkey’s, his hair was a wild halo around his head, and his limbs were so long that he didn’t need to stretch to pick up the water jug

  even when it was at my end of the table.




  Ghislaine was seated next to me. I was surprised that someone who worked at the fish markets could smell so clean. Her skin gave off the mild scent of a fresh peach and her hair smelt like the

  rich olive oil used in Marseilles soap. Her eyes crinkled into a smile when Monsieur Roulin caught me looking at his stump and cried out, ‘A shark as big as a cruise ship off the coast of

  Madagascar!’




  I sensed from the laughter and exchanged glances of the others at the table that the story wasn’t true. The angle of the amputation was too clean and had either been the result of an

  accident with a machine or surgery performed by a doctor. I hadn’t been looking at his stump with repugnance, just interest. The gnarled scar of my father’s eye had taught me that a

  warm heart was not changed by outer disfigurement.




  After I had washed the dishes Aunt Augustine set me to the other daily chores, including emptying the bucket upstairs with the lid on it into the lavatory in the courtyard. Then she ran her

  finger along the sideboard in the dining room and examined the streak of dust collected on the tip. ‘Dust from the ground floor up,’ she said, as if I were somehow to blame for the

  slovenly state of the house. ‘Do Monsieur Bellot’s room first, then sweep Ghislaine’s floor once she leaves for work. Monsieur Roulin’s room is cleaned by his daughter.

  Don’t worry about the fourth floor. She doesn’t want her things “interfered with”.’




  She? So I could put a sex to the mysterious being on the fourth floor, the mere mention of whom seemed to cause Aunt Augustine discomfort, although she didn’t mind taking her

  money for rent.




  ‘I rest in the afternoons but I’ll be back down to supervise supper,’ Aunt Augustine said, grabbing the banister and inching her way up the stairs.




  The kitchen floor was gritty under my feet when I went to fetch the broom. I cringed at the thought of cooking another meal in that unsanitary room. Despite Aunt Augustine’s instructions

  to start with the dusting, I cleaned the kitchen first. I filled a bucket with water and heated it over the stove, then scrubbed the table and benches with soapy water, trying to picture the secret

  guest upstairs as I worked. At first I imagined a shrivelled woman my aunt’s age, bedridden and with a hollow, ailing face. She was a former rival, either in love or gastronomy, who had

  fallen on bad times and Aunt Augustine was leaving her to languish in dirt and starvation. As I progressed to cleaning the floor, the old woman’s face softened and the wrinkles disappeared.

  One of her legs withered and she transformed into a crippled woman from a rich family who was ashamed of her affliction and paid Aunt Augustine to keep her. My mind ticked over. Perhaps she was a

  relative — an unknown Fleurier — whom Aunt Augustine kept hidden away and refused to acknowledge as her own flesh and blood.




  I was so rapt in my fanciful scenarios and the chhh! chhh! chhh! sound my scrubbing brush made on the flagstones that at first I didn’t register a door creaking open, then

  slamming shut. Then I heard someone humming. My hand stopped mid-motion and I looked up. The voice was light and hopped from note to note like a butterfly flitting from flower to flower. It was the

  kind of rolling tune that an accordion man would play at a fair. In rhythm with the humming, footsteps skipped down the stairs. Tap! Click! Tap! Click! The steps of a woman but too light

  to be Aunt Augustine or Ghislaine. The footsteps reached the landing. I could make out the tinkle of jewels and a rattle like rice being shaken in a canister.




  I leapt up and brushed down my hair and skirt. My apron and hem were soaked through, but I couldn’t resist the chance to see who it was. I squeezed the water out of my apron and wiped my

  shoes on the rag that I had been using to mop up, and ran towards the front room. But as I crossed the dining room my heel snagged on the carpet. I tripped and crashed into the sideboard,

  scattering the cups and saucers but luckily not breaking any. I righted myself and straightened the china, but reached the parlour a second too late. All I caught was a glimpse of an ivory beaded

  dress swinging out the door. A hint of ylang-ylang lingered in the air.
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  The breeze off the ocean was reddening raw in December, as were my fingers from sloughing the layers of dust and grime off the shelves, cupboards and floorboards of Aunt

  Augustine’s house. My muscles were stiff and my shoulders ached from dragging heavy furniture to reach dust balls and swiping at cobwebs that had hung from the cornices for years. Ghislaine

  nodded her approval at the polished parlour and the gleaming bathroom tiles, still reeking of the bleach I had used to kill the mildew wedged in the grout. Aunt Augustine merely jutted out her chin

  and said, ‘The door knobs are tarnished and I can still see the scum stain in the bath.’ I tugged up the frayed cuffs of my winter dress and knelt to scrub, polish and soap all over

  again, too afraid of my aunt to tell her that parts of her house were so dilapidated that no amount of sponging and sprucing could fix them up.




  My grief over my father’s death healed slowly, but more from being exhausted by hard work than from acceptance. At night I huddled under my thin blanket, listening to the radiator spit and

  hiss erratic heat into the air. My hair stank of salt and linseed oil lingered on my fingertips. I scraped the muck from under my nails and combed the dirt out of my hair each night, but the bath I

  was allowed once a week didn’t rid me of the salt and linseed smells. They seemed to be seeping out of my pores.




  There must be more than this, I would tell myself. The few minutes before I drifted into slumber were the only time I had to think and make plans. Aunt Augustine said that I cost her ‘an

  arm and a leg’ in board and that was why she didn’t pay me anything. I didn’t even have money for soap or to send a letter to my family. It occurred to me that I was under no

  obligation to stay with Aunt Augustine, except that my mother and aunt had begged me to make the best of it. ‘I’ve heard that terrible things can happen to girls who are alone in

  Marseilles,’ Aunt Yvette had warned me. ‘Wait until Bernard can send you some money.’




  I longed for beauty but all around me was drabness. The first things I saw on awakening each morning were the bars in the window, the cracks creeping down the walls, the stains on the

  floorboards. On the farm I had opened my eyes to a view of fields and been caressed awake by breezes scented with wisteria and lavender. In Aunt Augustine’s house, the reek of seawater rose

  up through the floor so that I sometimes dreamed I was trapped in the hull of a ship. On the farm I had been careless about housework because natural beauty could not be marred by scattered clothes

  and a lumpily made bed. But in Marseilles my surroundings were so ugly that I became obsessed with order, although my attempts at beautifying the house were frustrated at each turn. It seemed that

  no matter how much I plumped and straightened, the furniture still looked shabby, and because Aunt Augustine insisted that the shutters remain closed even in winter, everything was depressingly

  dark. Ghislaine was respectful of my efforts, but even though Monsieur Bellot looked about him in admiration, it didn’t stop him from treading muddy boots on the carpets or Monsieur Roulin

  from spitting his olive pips onto the steps I had just swept.




  In all the weeks I had been with Aunt Augustine, I had not seen the mysterious guest from the fourth floor. I often smelt her: a hint of patchouli in the bathroom; a drift of woody-sweet incense

  seeping from under her door. And sometimes I heard her: feet tapping across the floorboards when I cleaned Aunt Augustine’s room; the faint strains of a voice crooning from a gramophone,

  ‘Je ne peux pas vivre sans amour’. But I never saw her. She seemed to follow a timetable of her own. When we sat down to lunch, I heard the bathroom taps groan. When I was

  washing the dishes in the kitchen, her stealthy tread slinked down the stairs and evaporated with the bang of the front door. Sometimes, if I was still awake in the early hours of the morning, I

  would hear a car pull up outside the house and a chorus of excited voices. Her laughter rose above them all. It was a light, airy laugh that tickled your skin like a spring breeze.




  Ghislaine filled me in with what information she could: the boarder’s name was Camille Casal, she was twenty years old and worked as a showgirl in a local music hall. But I failed so many

  times to catch a glimpse of her that I simply gave up.




  





  THREE




  Spring arrived early the next year and by late March the air was already tinged with warmth. I examined the herb and vegetable garden, fingering

  the tangled tomato vines and pulling up the grass runners that had strangled the lettuce heads. There were twigs of fennel, rosemary and thyme, badly dehydrated but perhaps salvagable. If the

  leaves turned out to be too tough for eating, I could dry them and make sachets. I tugged a rusty spade from the clutches of the clematis, which had climbed the fence from the garden behind us, and

  braved the cellar to find a pitchfork. After supper, when the air was cooler, I jabbed at the compacted ground and mixed in vegetable scraps to enrich the soil. Ghislaine brought me seeds for

  coriander, basil and mint. I sowed them in raised mounds, thinking how my father would have laughed to see his ‘flamingo’ toiling in the dirt. Every morning I watered my garden and

  remembered one of his favourite sayings: ‘Good things come to those who sow and wait patiently.’




  By the end of April it seemed that all my days had rolled into a depressing monotony of cleaning, sweeping, digging and sleeping, until one afternoon when I was rehanging the curtains in the

  front room after airing them. I was despairing at the moth holes and faded spots in the fabric when I heard a yap and then Aunt Augustine’s shrill scream. I fell off the stool and landed with

  a thud on my bottom.




  ‘Who does this monster belong to?’




  Whatever Aunt Augustine was referring to, it yapped again. I stood up and righted the stool, then hurried to the landing to find out what was going on. Someone was laughing. The sound sent pins

  and needles over my skin and I knew instantly who it was.




  ‘You grumpy old bag! It’s my puppy,’ Camille said. ‘Monsieur Gosling gave it to me after I received five curtain calls.’




  ‘For showing off your fanny and titties,’ scowled Aunt Augustine over the yaps. ‘I told you no pets!’




  I blushed to hear an old lady use such words. But my embarrassment didn’t curb my curiosity. Prepared to face my aunt’s wrath for eavesdropping, I advanced up the stairs.




  ‘He’s so small he’s more like a plant than a dog. You’re being a cow because he frightened you.’




  ‘I don’t want any mess!’




  ‘You seemed quite content to live with it until your niece came along.’




  This was followed by silence and I stopped on the first-floor landing, straining my ears to listen for what would be said next. It occurred to me how bold Camille was to speak to Aunt Augustine

  like that, and how greedy Aunt Augustine was to keep someone she loathed. But I knew from the ledger book my aunt had left open on her desk one day that Camille paid twice as much board as the

  others, even though she never took her meals at the house.




  ‘He won’t make any noise when I’m not here,’ Camille said. ‘That girl of yours can take him for a walk in the evenings. He’ll sleep after that.’




  ‘She’ll do nothing of the sort! She’s busy enough as it is,’ Aunt Augustine snapped.




  ‘I’m sure she will . . . if I pay her. And I’m sure that you will take half of it.’




  The conversation paused again. I guessed that Aunt Augustine was thinking the issue over. She’d prefer money over the house being clean. But would she give in to someone she despised? I

  itched at the idea of getting paid for something, even if Aunt Augustine did take half of it. It seemed to me that some money would herald the beginning of better things. I sucked in a breath and

  crept up the next flight of stairs. But the sound of footsteps heading towards me stopped me in my tracks. It wasn’t Aunt Augustine’s clumsy gait but the strut of a lioness. My first

  instinct was to turn and run. Instead, I found myself with feet as immovable as lead. The most I could do was to stare down at them. The footsteps came to a halt above me.




  ‘There you are!’




  I looked up. For a moment I thought I was experiencing a vision. Leaning over the balustrade of the landing above was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Her blonde hair fell in waves

  across her crown, her eyes were crystal blue and her nose was as sculptured as those of the statues in Palais Longchamp, which I had stopped to admire one day when I passed it on an errand. She

  looked like a rose in her pale mint dress with a corsage of scarlet petals. Her long fingers held an animal to her throat. From the size of it, I thought it was a honey-coloured rat, but when it

  turned to me and blinked bulging eyes and stuck out its pink tongue I realised it was the tiniest dog I had ever seen.




  Camille stepped down towards me and placed the wriggly animal in my arms. ‘His name is Bonbon. He’s a chihuahua. Which I guess means that he cost a fortune.’




  The dog licked my face and wagged his plume-like tail so vigorously that his whole body shook. I stroked his silky coat and let him nibble my fingers, forgetting for a moment that Camille was

  watching me.




  ‘And see,’ she said, ‘he likes you better than me already.’




  I looked up at her. ‘You want me to take him for walks?’




  ‘God, yes,’ she replied, stroking her chin and studying me from head to foot. ‘I’m no good with animals.’




  I cradled Bonbon in my arms, rolling him onto his back and tickling his tummy. It was then I realised that Bonbon was a girl, not a boy.
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  Aunt Augustine took half of the fifty centimes Camille Casal paid me to walk Bonbon for an hour. But I didn’t care because of the chance it gave me to be out of

  the grim house. Each time I stepped out the door and Bonbon pranced ahead of me, leading me through the crooked streets and out on to the quays, I felt that I was living again. We listened to

  restaurant hawkers plying their dishes and the gypsies playing violins. Bonbon and I strolled along Marseilles’ main boulevard, the Canebière, stopping to sniff the roses bursting from

  buckets in the doorway of a florist or to ‘window lick’ outside the chocolaterie, where we watched pralines being packed into boxes tied with gold bows. Whether we passed the

  men drinking apéritifs in the sidewalk cafés or the women in their hats and pearls, sipping their cafés crèmes, they all lifted their eyebrows to see a

  girl in a faded dress walking a dog with a diamanté collar.




  One afternoon when Bonbon and I returned home, the prostitutes from the house next door were standing on their doorstep, waiting for the evening trade. They shrieked when they saw me with

  Bonbon.




  ‘What’s that you’ve got on the end of your string? A rat?’ the one closest to us laughed.




  Although Aunt Augustine had told me not to speak to our neighbours, I couldn’t help smiling at the women. I picked up Bonbon and held her out to them. They scratched her under the chin and

  stroked her fur. ‘She’s a cute one. Look at those ears — bigger than she is,’ they said.




  It was only close up that I realised the women were much older than they appeared at a distance. Their wrinkles and blotched skin showed through the layers of powder and rouge, and the rose

  water scent that wafted from their hair and clothes could not hide the musty smell of their skin. Although the women were smiling and laughing, they made me sad. When I looked into their eyes, I

  saw broken dreams and thwarted chances.




  As soon as Bonbon reached the doorstep of Aunt Augustine’s house her tail drooped, and I was sure that if I’d had a tail it would have been drooping too. I bent down and scratched

  the ruff around her neck and tickled her ears.




  ‘I’ll have her as a boarder,’ I heard Aunt Augustine say as I stepped into the front room, ‘but I won’t have such a woman wandering about the house or bringing home

  men.’




  I closed the door as quietly as I could. Bonbon’s claws scratched on the floorboards and she plunked herself down, staring at me with her intelligent eyes. I swept her up and tucked her

  into my pocket, then crept towards the kitchen to hear more of what Aunt Augustine was saying. There was a tilted mirror on the picture rail in the dining room and reflected in it was my aunt

  sitting at the kitchen table with her feet in a bucket. Ghislaine was cleaning some mussels, tossing the empty shells into a basket. Aunt Augustine lowered her voice and I had to strain my ears to

  hear her.




  ‘They wear practically nothing. Nothing!’ she hissed. ‘The women stick a piece of material over themselves with spirit gum and the men put padding . . . well . . . you

  know where.’




  I clamped my hand over my mouth to suppress a giggle. How did Aunt Augustine know all this?




  Ghislaine waited until she had shelled her last mussel before she answered. ‘I don’t think Simone will be corrupted just by walking Camille’s dog.’
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  Although Marseilles had frightened me at first, I came to like the city on my walks with Bonbon. The Vieux Port was picturesque in the long Provençal twilight. At that

  time of day there was none of the harried toing and froing that there was at dawn when the fish market opened. The evening walkers promenaded at their leisure. The barkers were out in force, luring

  people into their restaurants from which the smells of garlic and fish stew wafted in spicy currents. Gypsies gathered on the quays, selling woven baskets and tinware or enticing passers-by to have

  their palms read and fortunes told. Ghislaine had told me they were arriving from all over Europe for the annual festival of Les Saintes Maries de la Mer and would spend most of the summer in

  southern France. The air was alive with violin music and singing. The yellow and red skirts the dancers wore made me think of the wildflowers that dotted the hillsides in Pays de Sault, and

  reminded me that now I had a bit of money I could reply to Aunt Yvette’s letter and tell her and my mother how I was keeping.




  I passed one stall with what I thought were plucked birds strung up between two posts. The meat smelt gamy and I asked the seller what it was. He scratched his head and tried to draw the

  creature in the air with his finger before he remembered the French term: le hérisson. Hedgehog. I recoiled and scurried away. The bodies resembled Bonbon too much for my

  liking.




  A seagull squawked overhead. I followed its path through the sky and watched it land on the dock. At the same time I noticed Camille standing at a fruit wagon on the corner of Rue Breteuil. She

  held a bunch of irises wrapped in newspaper in one arm, and pointed out some grapes to the grocer with the other. Her blondeness stood out amongst all the dark faces like a streetlamp in a dim

  alley. She was wearing her green dress with an Indian shawl draped over her shoulders and her hair swept back from her face with a ribbon. After collecting her purchase, she glanced in my

  direction. But if she saw me, she gave no indication of it and turned in the direction of the Canebière.




  She must be on her way to the music hall, I thought. Bonbon wriggled in my arms and I set her down on the ground. She scampered her way through the tangle of legs, running towards Camille and

  tugging me after her. It was a strange thing for Bonbon to do, for she was much more attached to me than to her mistress. I wondered if she understood how much Camille stimulated my curiosity and

  was giving me a chance to talk to her away from the house.




  The Canebière was crowded at the best of times but it was especially so that night because of the gypsies. For once I was thankful for my unfeminine height because I could just make out

  Camille’s blonde head bobbing among the sea of others in front of us. She turned into an avenue shaded by plane trees; Bonbon and I followed behind. The street was crowded with

  well-turned-out women walking arm in arm with their sophisticated companions. Food vendors lined up their carts against the gutters and ripe melons and peaches scented the air. Bonbon pranced on,

  ignoring the bejewelled poodles and fox terriers that wagged their tails and sent her longing glances. Had she travelled this way before? I wondered. Was she remembering her way home?




  It seemed devious to be following Camille but I couldn’t get close enough to her to call out. At each corner I hoped that she would turn around and see me, but she never did. She marched

  on, fixed on her destination. After a while, she turned into a narrow street whose houses blocked the last rays of sun. The cobblestones reeked of alcohol and vomit. The façades of the

  houses — those that weren’t covered with ivy — were eyesores of peeling paint. Prostitutes, much scrawnier than those who lived next door to us, peered from the doorways,

  beckoning to the groups of sailors loitering on the streets. I picked up Bonbon and glanced over my shoulder, wary of going any further into the side streets but too scared to turn back either.




  Camille disappeared around a corner and I broke into a run to keep up with her. I found myself in a square with a fountain in the centre. At the end of it was an enormous stone building with

  four columns and a carved panel of dancing nymphs on either side of its double doors. Le Chat Espiègle, the sign above it read. The building was grand in size but dilapidated in

  detail. The columns were cracked and stained and the reliefs, probably once white, were black with grime. I reached the fountain in time to see Camille enter an alley at the side of the building. I

  bolted across the square in pursuit, and was about to call out to her when she ran up some stairs and disappeared through a door. I hesitated a moment, wondering if I should follow her. I climbed

  the steps and turned the latch, but the door was locked. The faint strains of piano chords and a tappety-tap sound drifted out through an open window on the second floor. Bonbon pricked up

  her ears and I stopped to listen.




  Footsteps echoed on the cobblestones and I jumped down the stairs and hid behind some crates of rubbish. I was just in time to miss being seen by a procession of women coming towards us. They

  were young and slender with short hair and pretty faces. I eased myself further back into the scrunched newspapers and empty bottles. The air smelt of gin and fish. Bonbon lowered her ears and

  pressed her head close to my chest.




  A redheaded girl strode up the stairs and rapped on the door. The others slouched on the railing or sat down. They wore fashionable dresses, cut just below the knee, but even from where I

  crouched I could see that the lace was stiff and the dull beads were cheap.




  A girl with peroxide-blonde hair took a comb out of her bag and ran it through her fringe. ‘I’m hungry,’ she moaned, bending forward and wrapping one hand around her

  stomach.




  ‘That’s what happens when you don’t eat,’ the girl next to her said. Her accent was stilted, and although she had elegant features she spoke ‘washerwoman’

  French.




  ‘I can’t eat,’ replied the first girl, looking over her shoulder at the redhead who was banging on the door again. ‘The rent’s due tomorrow.’




  ‘Mon Dieu! The heat!’ complained a dark-haired girl, dabbing at her florid face with a handkerchief. ‘I’m wilting like a flower.’




  ‘It’s died down a bit,’ said the hungry girl. ‘It was worse this afternoon. I was dripping greasepaint. They won’t turn on the fans for rehearsals.’




  The redheaded girl turned around. ‘Marcel dropped me during the Arabian dance.’




  ‘I saw!’ exclaimed another girl. ‘You fell right into the puddle of sweat at his feet.’




  ‘Lucky I didn’t drown!’ the redhead roared.




  The other girls giggled.




  The latch clicked and they sprang up into a line, as if by force of habit. The door swung open. ‘Bonsoir, Albert!’ they sang out one by one before disappearing into the

  darkness.




  Bonbon wriggled and licked my fingers. I was about to stand up when I heard more footsteps on the cobblestones and ducked down again. I peeped between the piles of rubbish to see a matronly

  woman heading towards us with a stack of hatboxes in her arms. The boxes were so high that she had to peer around them to see where she was going. Two swarthy-looking men with instrument cases

  tucked under their arms followed not far behind. The threesome came to a stop at the door and one of the men knocked. As with the girls, they waited a few minutes for it to open before disappearing

  inside. Although my calves and feet were aching, and Bonbon was squirming in my arms, I was mesmerised by the parade of people passing by. Compared to my life of drudgery, they possessed

  mystery.




  The door opened and I jumped. A man stepped out and cast an eye over the street. I was sure that he would see me, but his gaze stopped short of my hiding place. Despite the heat he was wearing

  an overcoat that reached to his heels and the collar of his shirt was turned up. The man propped the door open with a brick and leaned on the railing for a moment before reaching into his pocket

  and assembling a cigarette. My right ankle was burning from crouching and I shifted my foot to ease the cramp. My shoe knocked a wine bottle and sent it rolling into the gutter where it came to a

  stop with a clink. The man wheeled around and our eyes met. My breath caught in my throat. ‘Well, hello there,’ he said, scratching the stubble on his chin.




  ‘Hello,’ I replied, standing up and straightening my dress. Then, unable to think of a reason to be hiding in the rubbish, I said, ‘Good evening’ and ran off down the

  alley.
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  Intrigued by what I had seen, and having no other entertainment, I returned to the theatre the following night. But when I reached the alleyway it was deserted. I thought that

  perhaps Le Chat Espiègle didn’t have a show on Saturday nights and raced around to the cashier, who assured me that they did and pointed to the ticket prices. I returned to the alley.

  There were strains of a violin warming up and I was reassured that I would be entertained again by the arriving performers. I found an empty crate amongst the rubbish and set it under the awning of

  the junk shop opposite the stage door. I sat down on the box with Bonbon in my lap, clasped my arms around my knees and stared expectantly at the corner. I didn’t have to wait long before the

  chorus girls showed up, giggling and parading like a line of ducklings on their way to the pond. The redheaded girl spotted me first. ‘Bonsoir!’ she called out, not in the

  least surprised to see a girl sitting on a box with a dog on her knee. The other girls nodded or smiled as they passed. They knocked on the door, it opened and they disappeared into the

  darkness.




  A while later, three men and two women appeared from around the corner. I was struck by the way they marched rather than walked, their broad shoulders pushed back and their chins pointing

  skyward. The men’s arms were as thick as tree trunks while the women’s limbs were sinewy and their faces taut. Two of the men carried a trunk between them. When they were closer I could

  see the words ‘The Zo-Zo Family’ painted on the side along with a picture of six trapeze artists balanced on a tightrope. The rope was strung over a river of crocodiles and in the

  background I could see mountains and prehistoric-looking trees. There were six acrobats in the picture and five people in the group. I wondered what had happened to the sixth performer.




  One of the women knocked on the door. It opened and this time I could see the figure of the doorman lurking in the shadows. After the acrobats had entered, he stepped out on the landing.




  ‘I thought it was you,’ he said. ‘You’re early. Usually we don’t let fans in until after the performance. And then only if they’ve paid to see the

  show.’




  My heart pounded. I had a terrible feeling that he was going to send me away. I stammered that I only wanted to see the performers arriving, and that I didn’t have money to see the show

  itself, but that if I did have the money I would certainly pay to enter his fine establishment. The doorman’s eyes twinkled and the corner of his mouth twitched.




  A man wearing a battered suit with worn knees and a white shirt with a grey tinge to it walked towards us. His eyes were fixed on a crumpled piece of paper he was holding. His other hand was

  jammed into his pocket.




  ‘Bonsoir, Georges,’ the doorman called out. The man stopped for a moment and glanced up but didn’t return the greeting. He mumbled something to himself and climbed the

  stairs. The doorman raised his voice and repeated, ‘Bonsoir, Georges.’ When the other man still didn’t respond, the doorman blocked the passageway with his body and

  crossed his arms over his chest. ‘It’s bad manners enough to not greet me,’ he said. ‘But can’t you at least say “Bonsoir” to the young lady and

  her dog over there? They’ve been waiting to see you.’




  The man lifted his eyes to the doorman, then turned around and threw me a fearsome glance. Bonbon recoiled and yapped.




  The man’s brow wrinkled as if he had just woken from a dream. ‘Bonsoir,’ he nodded sternly at us before slipping past the doorman into the darkness. His pock-marked

  complexion and hollow eyes made a macabre impression on me. I wondered if he was one of those black magicians I had read about, the ones who cut pretty girls in half with a saw.




  The doorman watched the man disappear. ‘That’s the comic,’ he grinned.




  The sound of heels echoed on the cobblestones. Tap! Click! Tap! Click! All three of us looked up. Camille was walking down the alley, her legs stockingless because of the heat. She was

  wearing a red dress and her hair was swept to the side with a comb. Perched behind one ear was an orchid. She picked grapes from the bunch she carried in her hand and slipped them into her mouth

  one by one, chewing each globe thoughtfully while staring into the distance. Heavier footsteps followed behind her. I saw a man in top hat and tails turn the corner, a bunch of roses tucked under

  his arm. I was wondering what his line of entertainment was when he let out a moan of pain: ‘Caaamiiille!’




  I shivered with the sound of it. But if he was hoping for a reaction from Camille, he didn’t get one. She strolled on with her eyes fixed on the stage door, not even seeing me. The

  man’s face reddened and he bit his lip. He was about thirty years old but his puffy cheeks and weak chin made him look like a baby.




  ‘Camille,’ he pleaded, running up behind her.




  Her brow pinched and she turned to face her pursuer. ‘Can’t you leave me alone for even a minute?’ she snarled.




  The man paused and swallowed, then took a step forward. ‘But you promised.’




  ‘You’re boring me. Go away,’ she said, her voice rising. The man stiffened. He shot a glance at the doorman who returned the look with an expression of sympathy.




  ‘You’ll meet me after the show, won’t you?’




  ‘What for?’ Camille shrugged. ‘So you can give me another dog? I gave the first one away.’




  Bonbon pricked up her ears. I assumed that the man must be Monsieur Gosling, the admirer who had given Bonbon to Camille after she received five curtain calls. He looked out of place in the

  surroundings.




  ‘Listen to me,’ said Camille, jabbing her finger into his chest. ‘I don’t let people treat me like a toy. I don’t have time for anyone who’s not

  serious.’




  She pushed him out of her way and was halfway up the stairs when Monsieur Gosling let out another groan and dipped at the knees. I thought he was either going to faint or crawl after her. He

  pulled out the roses, which he had been holding under his arm. I was sure that it was the wrong time to make the gesture to Camille. Her mouth formed into a cruel smile. She looked as though she

  was about to spit out a scalding remark, when she paused and stared at the flowers. Something she saw in them made her change her mind. Her face softened like a bud opening to the rain.




  ‘Monsieur Gosling,’ she purred, brushing her fingers over her neck before sinking her hand into the petals and pulling something out. It glinted in the sunlight. A diamond

  bracelet.




  Monsieur Gosling’s confidence lifted when he saw the delight on Camille’s face. Her voice turned from cool to husky when she said, ‘That’s better,’ and kissed him

  on the cheek. He was like a puppy who had pleased his mistress by peeing in the right place.




  ‘After the show . . . ?’ he said, trying to sound manly and demanding, but it was still a question.




  ‘After the show,’ replied Camille, before slinking past the doorman and into the darkness. The doorman rolled his eyes. Monsieur Gosling skipped down the stairs but started when he

  saw me or, more precisely, Bonbon.




  ‘Is that . . . ? I must ask . . . Is that . . . ?’ he stammered, edging towards me.




  ‘Yes,’ I told him. ‘This is the puppy you gave to Mademoiselle Casal. I walk her every day.’




  His eyes opened and he started to laugh, showing his crooked teeth. I would have run away if the doorman hadn’t been standing there. Monsieur Gosling slapped his hands together and turned

  his face to heaven, his mouth breaking into a beaming smile. ‘She loves me after all!’ he shouted, loud enough for the whole of Marseilles to hear. ‘She loves me!’




  [image: ]




  I missed going to the theatre the following night. I had Bonbon at the door, ready to go, when Aunt Augustine called down the stairs to say she had an urgent note for me to take

  to her lawyer. ‘You can combine the two trips,’ she said. Not really, I thought, knowing that I couldn’t walk all the way to her lawyer on Rue Paradis and go to the theatre.




  The next day, as I was fitting Bonbon’s lead for our walk, Aunt Augustine called out that she had a letter she wanted me to deliver to the pharmacist. I hoped that she wasn’t going

  to make a habit of these combined errand/dog walks. After dropping the letter into the pharmacy, I ran all the way to Le Chat Espiègle. When I reached the alley, my heart leapt with joy to

  see that my crate had been set up for me, along with a jar of water for Bonbon. I took my seat and poured some water into my palm, which Bonbon lapped up. But after waiting a quarter of an hour

  still no one had arrived. I leaned back against the wall, trying to contain my disappointment. I was half an hour later than I had been the first couple of nights and had missed them all. I was

  about to get up and leave when the stage door swung open and a familiar voice called out, ‘I thought you weren’t going to show up.’




  I looked up and saw the doorman smiling at me.




  ‘Have I missed them?’




  He nodded and my heart sank.




  ‘That being the case, Mademoiselle,’ he said, ‘I suggest that you come inside and watch from the wings.’




  I jumped up, scarcely able to believe my ears. My legs trembled so much I could barely move.




  ‘Come on,’ the doorman laughed.




  I needed no further encouragement. I ran up the stairs and plunged through the doorway where I had seen the others pass before me. At first I was dazed from the contrast of the sunshine outside

  and the darkness within, but after a few seconds my eyes adjusted and I saw that we were standing in a stairwell crowded with stuffed armchairs and panels painted with scenes of a Turkish bath.




  ‘My name is Albert,’ said the doorman. ‘And you are . . . ?’




  ‘Simone. And this is Bonbon,’ I said, holding her up to him.




  ‘I’m pleased to meet you both,’ he said, gesturing for me to follow him up the stairs then down a narrow hallway. ‘Now, Simone and Bonbon, it’s very important that

  you be quiet otherwise the management will not be impressed.’




  He pulled aside a curtain and pointed to a stool sitting under some stairs. I edged my way past more panels of scenery, a chandelier lying on a broken sofa and a bucket of sand, then eased

  myself into the space and perched Bonbon in my lap. My nose itched from the smell of dust and paint but I didn’t care. Albert pressed his finger to his lips and I nodded my promise to be

  quiet. He smiled and disappeared.




  I peered through a crack in the curtain and squinted at the bright lights that shone like four suns towards me. I discovered that I was in the wing closest to the backdrop, which was a painting

  of buffaloes stampeding across a plain. In the distance a wagon train was weaving its way alongside a river. I had a view down the stage into the orchestra pit and beyond to the first three rows of

  seats. In the middle of the stage was a towering wooden pole with primitive faces carved into its sides. The band was warming up and a man with spindly legs and a moustache with the ends waxed into

  curlicues darted about, yelling at someone in the front wings to close the curtains.




  ‘We’re about to let the audience in,’ he shouted, running his fingers through his slicked-down hair. ‘What do you mean the cord is tangled?’




  He was answered by several grunts and a scraping sound. The curtains jerked from the wings but came to an abrupt halt a metre from each other. Further grunts sounded from the front wing,

  followed by a string of curses.




  The tall man stared at a spot on the backdrop for a moment before sighing. ‘What do you mean they won’t close any further? I told you to check them at rehearsal. It’s too late

  to oil the runners now.’




  There was a bang and the scenery wobbled. Bonbon yelped but luckily the sound had been so loud that its echo drowned her out. I rubbed her back and squinted through the crack. The totem pole was

  lying on its side. Two men in overalls with hammers in their back pockets rushed onto the stage and righted it, fixing a support at its base. The curlicue man’s eyes bulged and his hands

  clenched into fists by his sides. He seemed to be on the verge of exploding, but after the totem pole had been secured and the two stagehands returned to the wings, he let out a slow, whistling

  breath, threw his arms in the air and shouted, ‘On with the show!’




  The stage went black and I wondered what was going to happen next. I could make out a row of lights around the orchestra pit and a circle of light shining from a lamp in the front wing.




  After a while, there were voices. The sound grew louder. My nose twitched: tobacco smoke drifted in the air. I peered beyond the gap in the curtains and made out the silhouettes of people

  pouring down the aisles and filling the seats. A few minutes later, a man’s voice echoed around the hall and the chatter abruptly ceased. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Le Chat

  Espiègle . . . ’




  A shiver ran all the way down my spine to the backs of my legs. Bonbon pressed herself against me and pricked up her ears. A circle of light flashed on the stage in front of the curtains. The

  audience clapped. The vibration of the applause shook the floorboards under my feet and made the chandelier tinkle. The band struck up a romantic melody and a man in a striped shirt and beret

  stepped into the spotlight. He turned and I caught his profile. His face was covered in white make-up and his eyes and lips were circled in black. He held out his hand, pretending to smell a

  flower. After admiring it, he offered the bloom to imaginary people passing by. I had seen mime artists at the Sault fair, but this one was more convincing. Each time his offer of the flower was

  rejected, his shoulders drooped and he bowed his head in a way that made me feel his disillusionment. I couldn’t see his facial expressions but the audience burst into laughter and stamped

  their feet at his performance, which ended when someone accepted his flower and he skipped down the stage steps towards them.




  The percussion instruments burst out with an explosion of drums and rattles. The curtains flew open and light flooded the stage. A stampede rumbled on the stairs above me and the stage filled

  with chorus girls dressed as American Indians. Their tan stockings shimmered under the lights and their plaited hairpieces swung around their faces as they bucked and stomped around the totem pole,

  singing out their war cry. The audience stood up and cheered. Some whistled and others made catcalls. With the brighter lights I could see them more clearly than before. They were nearly all men in

  dark suits and caps, or sailors, but dotted among the crowd were showy women in sequins and feathers and about half a dozen out-of-place men dressed like Monsieur Gosling. On stage, the dancing

  turned wilder. Indian braves arrived with a canoe, but were overrun by the squaws who wrestled them to the ground and stole their moccasins.




  Then, as quickly as they had appeared, the girls departed like ants before a storm, fleeing into the wings or up the stairs. The sound of their fading voices ricocheted around me. The lights

  blacked out again. Bonbon quivered in my arms. My own heart thumped in my chest. Seeing the performance was like being hit by lightning. My skin burned and my temples throbbed. I had never

  experienced anything like it before.




  I peered through the curtain again and blinked. Ghostly beings were scuffling around on the stage. They hoisted something over the backdrop; it unfurled with the thump of a sail opening

  into the wind. They pushed the totem pole into the wings and in its place set out objects that looked like trees. A few minutes later their shadowy shapes retreated, like assassins slinking away. I

  became aware of a muffled voice and saw that another act was taking place in front of the curtain. The rounded shoulders and grim posture were familiar and I realised that it was the sullen

  comedian. I couldn’t hear what he was saying because he was projecting his voice towards the audience, but whatever it was they didn’t like it. They were booing and banging the sides of

  their chairs with their fists.




  ‘Bring on the girls!’ a surly voice shouted above the riot.




  Whether the comedian had finished his act or not I didn’t know, but a few moments later a harp began a lilting melody. A flute joined in and weaved around the notes like a serpent. Golden

  light spread over the stage. The audience gasped and so did I. The scene was ancient Egypt with a backdrop of sand, pyramids and palm trees. The chorus girls stood or knelt before a staircase that

  disappeared into the rafters. They were dressed in white robes fastened at the shoulder with a silver clasp and all looked alike in ebony wigs and with eyes elongated with black liner. Eunuchs

  stood on either side of the stage, waving fans of peacock feathers. The chorus girls chanted and their voices were answered by a warbling one from up in the flies.




  Feet bejewelled in silver anklets appeared at the top of the staircase and began to descend. They were followed by slim legs and a torso. When the woman came fully into sight a breathless hush

  fell over the audience. Draped over her hips was a swirl of muslin fastened at the waist with a clasp in the form of a cobra. She shimmered with jewels. They glistened at her ears and wrists and on

  each upper arm she wore a gold band. Over her chest dangled strings of beads which scarcely hid her pert breasts. One foot in front of the other she glided down the stairs. It was only because of

  her elegant walk that I recognised her. Camille. She had transformed from a pretty woman into an exotic temptress. Suddenly I understood Monsieur Gosling’s fever.




  Camille reached the bottom of the stairs and moved towards the footlights where she began snaking her arms and gyrating her hips in time to the music. A man in the front row clamped his hand

  over his mouth but couldn’t take his eyes off her. The rest of the audience didn’t move at all. They sat clutching their seats. Camille rolled her shoulders and hips and turned in a

  circle. I caught the flash of her eyes, her haughty expression. Everyone else on stage faded into insignificance. Her voice was thin but her stage presence was formidable. A boat with a purple sail

  slid out from the wings and stopped at the foot of the staircase. Flanked by the chorus girls, Camille stepped into it. She turned and gave the audience a last cheeky swing of her hips before being

  spirited away. The lights went out. The dance was over. The audience stood up and roared, their applause louder than a thunderstorm. I clutched Bonbon to me, both of us quivering.




  After several encores, for none of which Camille appeared, I realised that it must be getting late and I would have to miss the second act. I stood up to go home.




  Albert was smoking on the landing and I thanked him for letting me see the show, but I barely heard my own words, so fresh was the memory of music and applause in my ears. I wandered down the

  Canebière in a dream, Bonbon’s paws pattering on the cobblestones beside me. Camille’s act played before my eyes again; it had impressed me more than anything I had ever seen. It

  wasn’t lewd or vulgar, as Aunt Augustine had described. It was spellbinding. And in comparison to it, my life seemed even more dreary.




  I reached the front door as the sun was setting and lifted the latch. But the girl who had left the house that evening was not the same girl who returned to it. I knew then that my life would

  have to be the stage, or it would be nothing at all.




  





  FOUR




  Le Chat Espiègle was not a high-class music hall with a large production budget and an audience that included dukes and princes. But it was

  a place of magic to me. I thought that the lights and music, the bright costumes and the chorus girls, were the height of glamour and excitement. I had nothing to compare it with. I was blind to

  the tattered curtains, the shabby seats, the near starved faces of the performers. I lived for those evenings when Bonbon and I walked to the theatre and Albert sneaked us into our secret place in

  the wings.




  Sometimes acts were changed from the second to the first half of the program, and once I saw the Sunday matinée when Aunt Augustine was down with a migraine and told me not to disturb her

  or make any noise around the house. In this way, I had a chance to see the other performers. The artists and the impresario, Monsieur Dargent, discovered me from time to time but said nothing. Even

  Camille turned a blind eye to my presence, remaining aloof but not giving me away to Aunt Augustine and continuing to pay me to walk Bonbon.




  The mime’s name was Gerard Chalou. Although I only saw his back during his performance, I often stumbled across him backstage, practising a shoulder stand against a wall or lying flat on

  his back, contracting and relaxing his stomach muscles. He would sometimes warm up in the wing where I sat, and often spent four or five minutes just rolling his eyes.




  ‘They convey everything,’ he replied to my puzzled expression. ‘They must be limbered up too.’




  During the interval Chalou gave me and Albert a performance of his sketch about a poodle who would not behave. To emphasise the comedy he froze in some of his positions. I scrutinised his lips

  and chest, searching for some telltale sign of breathing, but couldn’t find any. Madeleine and Rosalie, two chorus girls who appeared nude in the show except for jewel-studded

  cache-sexes, begged Gerard to teach them his special ‘immobilisation’ technique.




  ‘Practise by running around,’ he said. ‘Then stop in a pose. You must not move a muscle. But you must not look dead either. Your eyes should convey inner life.’




  Madeleine and Rosalie pranced around like ponies. When Gerard shouted ‘Freeze!’ they came to a stop, doing their best not to teeter on their high heels and holding their feather boas

  out behind them like wings. But for all their earnestness, each time they tried something would give them away. An earring would rattle against a headdress; a bracelet would slip down an arm; or

  their breasts would continue to bounce. For women who were supposed to be nude, their ‘costumes’ were often heavier than those of the chorus girls who appeared clothed.




  Monsieur Dargent, passing by, watched their attempts with interest. ‘It will never do even if they manage to freeze,’ he said. ‘Not with all that running around.’




  Albert explained to me that, according to the law, nude showgirls could appear in the program as long as they only paraded and posed. If they danced or moved too much, they would be considered

  strippers and the police could close down the production.




  Claude Contet, the magician, was dazzling. He had the luminous skin and pale eyes of a mystical conjurer. When he paraded across the stage, his cape glittered and sparked with electricity. I

  watched him sweep his wand over the bird cage three times and tug away the purple scarf. The canary was nowhere to be seen. The audience clapped. Claude held out his palms to their enthralled

  faces. ‘You see, my hands are empty.’




  When the Zo-Zo Family appeared everyone backstage came out to watch, their painted faces, and my unpainted one, turned towards the spotlights while Alfredo, Enrico, Peppino, Vincenzo, Violetta

  and Luisa dusted their hands in chalk and scaled the rope ladder to take their positions on the platforms.




  ‘Oh my! Oh my!’ Madame Tarasova, the wardrobe mistress, would mutter into her handkerchief.




  Violetta and Luisa leapt for their swings and swept over us like spangled birds, moving back and forth to gather momentum. The Zo-Zos performed their act without a net and the groan of the

  trapeze under their weight added to the tension. Often there were gasps and the occasional scream from the audience. Sometimes when the strain was too much, I’d have to look down at the

  musicians in the pit. There was no music for the act: the wrong beat could be fatal. The conductor would have his eyes squeezed shut. The violinists sat with their heads bowed, like monks at

  prayer. Only the brass section was brave enough to keep watching. I’d lose my breath the second before the transition and my heart lurched in my throat. Suddenly the women were spinning,

  somersaulting through the air like silver dolphins. A sensation in my stomach made it seem as if they were falling, swooning towards the deadly edges of the stage. But with a slap! their

  hands clutched those of their catchers with such split-second timing that for a moment the audience remained dazed. Then the sound of applause roared through the hall. Those whose legs

  weren’t still trembling stood up to shout their admiration. Somehow, from that point on, I knew that the Zo-Zo Family would be safe even though their pirouetting and passages became

  increasingly complicated as the act progressed.
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