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WEDNESDAY






ONE


LATE ON THE morning of November 18, 2015, there was a blackout throughout the Canton of Fayence, department of Var, region of Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur, with repercussions affecting the entire public transit system, telecommunications, radio and television broadcasting, food preservation, security systems, computer networks, and various types of businesses, including La Merveille Imparfaite, the gelateria at the top of the stepped cobblestone lane that slopes down from Rue Saint-Clair toward the market square in front of the church.


Just a few minutes earlier Milena Migliari, the gelato maker, was looking out the doorway of her shop and thinking that you didn’t need a calendar to see that tourist season was long over. You only needed to feel the stillness of the air, in which the echoes of the laughter, the revelry of voices, the exchange of looks, the rustling of fabric, the shuffling of footsteps, and the clicking of cell phones of late summer still seemed to hang suspended. You only needed to look around the corner at the main road to see how few cars passed beneath the town hall with the words Hôtel de Ville painted in flowing script, the pale blue shutters, the French and EU flags, the vases of drooping geraniums long past their prime; how few continued past the storefronts of the restaurants, bakeries, and real estate agencies and then on, toward Mons or Tourrettes or Callian or who knows where. The cold was uncertain, confounded by an undercurrent of enduring warmth; the sky was a faded blue that couldn’t seem to make up its mind to yield to gray. Standing out amid the general silence was the staccato hammering of a construction worker in one of the lanes below, and the music from the radio in the laboratory.


When the lights in the gelateria dim completely and the radio goes quiet, the only sound left is that of the distant hammering. Milena Migliari looked around, went back inside, exchanged a puzzled look with her assistant, Guadalupe, behind the counter, before going into the lab: even the hypnotic and reassuring hums of the refrigerators had stopped. She went back outside, turned the corner onto the main road, needed only a few steps to realize that the power was out in the entire town.


Gelato’s equilibrium is unstable by definition, though it takes some time before it becomes unsalvageable. And Milena Migliari has always felt a mix of anxiety and fascination for unstable equilibriums: it might depend on her own personal history, as Viviane claims, on her never having had a solid familial framework, never having put down roots anywhere. And now the fruits of her labor are in jeopardy: the ingredients sought out with infinite care, the procedures honed over time, expensive equipment to pay off, a budget to respect.


She makes a conscious effort not to get upset, to wait patiently for the power to be restored. She looks at the wall clock, which luckily runs on batteries, makes a few calculations: in the counter’s refrigerated pans the gelato can resist for two hours for sure, even three with this outside temperature. She chats with Guadalupe, goes back to the lab every so often to look at the batch freezer, the maturation vats, the blast chiller, the positive-temperature refrigerator for fresh ingredients: off, off, off, off. Not a pilot light on, not a fan humming. Her anxiety grows, pushes her to pick up the phone, call the electric company and the city to get some information; but the only responses are from voice-mail systems or incredibly uninformed, vague, and uncaring human beings. They don’t reassure her one bit, quite the opposite.


Milena Migliari goes back out to the main road, talks to the bakery owner who knows as much as she does and is just as worried, shakes her head. Then she goes into the real estate agency next door: two of the employees are staring fixedly at their cell-phone screens, a third is vainly calling for information. She returns to the gelateria and tries to calm down, listens to Guadalupe’s account of her cousin’s birthday party in Quetzaltenango that she joined via Skype. Every few minutes she looks at the wall clock, goes to check the lab. She tries calling the electric company again, the city: nothing. She paces back and forth, from the counter to the lab, the lab to the counter, her cell phone pressed to her ear, her heart beating faster at the thought of the power returning who-knows-when and the temperature in the pans rising to the point of no return. Still nothing happens, so before the situation gets any worse she makes a decision: she tells Guadalupe to help her fill up cones and cups, to distribute them to anyone passing by outside.


But tourist season is indeed long over: on the streets of the old town are only a few elderly ladies with grocery bags, a few slightly furtive North African laborers, a few northern European tourist couples looking lost, a few worried storeowners trying to figure out how the situation is going to pan out. If the blackout had occurred in July or August, or even September, she and Guadalupe would have been able to give away all their gelato in half an hour, and it would have been great publicity for the store. As things stand, they practically have to beg the rare passersby to accept a free cone or cup. Baffled faces, distracted expressions, raised chins, hurried steps: it’s incredible how offering anything for free arouses suspicion. To convince people. they smile profusely, make reassuring gestures with their head and arms, explain that they’re not asking them to give blood or join a religious sect. But progress is so slow that after a while Milena goes back inside and starts filling up the one-pound containers, starts taking them to the real estate agencies and faux-Provençal handicraft stores, to the restaurants. It’s ironic, because in summer she is inundated with requests she’s unable to satisfy, having to explain time and again that her production is limited, her preparation slow and complex, that she can only satisfy a limited number of people at a time. But now, between the blackout and the lack of tourists, no one seems excited about the enchanting yellow-red of Maquis arbutus berry, the golden brown of Montauroux jujube, the vibrant green of Mons gooseberry. Sure, a couple of people thank her, but mostly it seems like they’re doing her a favor by accepting for free a container that a couple of months earlier they would have fought to pay for. And when she explains with a hint of urgency in her voice that the gelato needs to be eaten soon, to avoid it losing its ideal consistency, they look at her like she’s an obsessive freak, whose concerns are totally inappropriate given the situation in which they all find themselves.


Milena Migliari goes back inside, makes more useless phone calls, gets more useless answers. She checks the temperature in the counter pans with the infrared thermometer, which also luckily runs on batteries: 14°F. Still okay, but it keeps rising, naturally. She already pictures herself poking around dejectedly with the spatula in little puddles of various colors. She and Guadalupe look at each other in despair. It’s not just the imminent loss of the gelato; it’s a much vaster feeling of decay, extending to the very confines of her life.


When the telephone rings, she jumps up to get it, surprised that one of the unfeeling bureaucrats she reached out to has taken the initiative to update her on the situation. She presses the receiver to her ear, her hand trembling slightly with agitation. “Hello?”


“Is this La Merveille Imparfaite in Fayence? The gelateria?” The woman’s voice on the other end of the line sounds slightly harsh, over the background noise of a moving car.


“Yes, what can I do for you?” Milena Migliari tries to sound professional, but given the circumstances, she isn’t very successful.


“I’ve just read some amazing things about your gelato.” The voice has a slight foreign inflection, but her command of French is absolute.


“Well, thank you.” Milena Migliari doesn’t know whether to feel more reassured that her work is appreciated or pained that soon it’s going to melt right in front of her.


“Milena Migliari, an Italian living on French soil, captures with miraculous sensitivity and perspicacity the quintessence of ingredients that are rigorously natural, rigorously local, and rigorously in-season, and offers it to the palate of the refined connoisseur in incomparable cups and cones of the most delicate and vivid colors. . . .” The woman is clearly referring to the write-up by Liam Bradford, the fine-foods blogger who happened to pass through in July and was blown away by her Saint-Paul red apricot, her Tourrettes midnight-blue plum, as well as by her Montauroux fior di latte.


“Well, I do my best.” Milena Migliari says so because she thinks she has to say something, but immediately feels stupid. She recalls reading the review on her home computer, seeing the photo of herself and Guadalupe behind the counter, looking like a couple of fugitives from justice; how she felt gratified but also destabilized at seeing the fruits of her long research, born of instinct and experimentation, translated into these slightly alien words.


“We said tomorrow, that was the bloody agreement! No, no, no, Friday is too late, for God’s sake!” The voice on the phone is speaking English to someone else in the car, in a tone so suddenly aggressive that it almost seems like a different person.


Milena Migliari makes a face at Guadalupe, as if to say that she has no idea who’s on the other end of the line.


“I’m terribly sorry.” The voice turns back to her, once more in French, once more in an amiable tone, though not quite as much as before. “Do you deliver?”


“That depends.” Milena Migliari is taken aback, and a bit distracted by Guadalupe, who continues to stare at her questioningly.


“Depends on what?” The voice seems on the verge of losing patience with her, too.


“On how much you want, where, and when.” Milena Migliari thinks that in all honesty, right now, she would be willing to drive dozens of miles just to deliver a single one-pound container: it would give her the sense of having saved at least something from the general disintegration.


“I want twenty pounds. In Callian. Immediately.” Yes, there’s a substantial dose of hardness just beneath the surface.


“Sorry, how many pounds did you say?” Milena Migliari is sure that the woman has gotten her French numbers mixed up: in the three years since she opened her gelateria the largest orders have been for two two-pound containers; and those in the middle of August.


“Twenty. Two-zero. Half of forty. Every flavor you have.” Zero doubts, zero hesitation; now she is growing impatient. “Is it possible?”


“Of course it’s possible.” Milena Migliari struggles to shake off her disbelief.


“Wonderful, I’m so happy!” The enthusiasm in the voice is disconcerting, as much as the recent shift from amiability to impatience.


“So am I!” Milena Migliari can’t help but be excited, though the doubt does surface that this could be some sort of prank. “Would you give me the address?”


“Chemin de la Forêt, Les Vieux Oliviers.” The voice enunciates each word, to make them stand out with the greatest possible clarity over the background noise. “The name is engraved into the tree stump, to the right of the front gate. You can’t miss it.”


“All right.” Milena Migliari would like to ask something else, but doesn’t know exactly what. “Then I’ll see you soon.”


“See you soon!” The person at the other end of the line seems content to have reached a satisfactory conclusion and hangs up.


Milena Migliari puts the receiver back in the cradle, stares at Guadalupe for a second or two, and then recovers, her movements regaining their normal speed. “Help me fill up ten two-pound containers. Every flavor.”


“Ten?” Guadalupe looks stunned.


“Yes, ten! Ten!” Milena Migliari takes the Styrofoam containers off the shelf, lines them up on the counter.


Guadalupe recovers as well; in no time they’re both scooping frantically.





TWO


NICK CRUICKSHANK DRIVES his white Piaggio Ape Calessino, with its soft-top roof and white fabric seats, along the sienna-colored asphalt path that cuts between the rows of olive trees. The sky is a pale blue and it wouldn’t be a bad morning given the season, but he has a headache and a touch of nausea from all the whiskey he drank last night with that idiot Wally, despite the Bloody Mary antidote he had Madame Jeanne prepare for him when he got up. This motorized tricycle looks ridiculous, but it’s pretty fun to use; the manufacturer sent it to him as a gift from Italy, probably hoping it would appear sooner or later in some photo shoot or music video of his. Come to think of it, for a long time now people have been giving him things as gifts that he would be more than happy to buy, while he has to keep paying for those he’d gladly do without. For example, it’s been decades since he was able to spend a cent on a guitar or an amplifier, or a leather jacket (when he was still allowed to wear them), or even a silk scarf, and meanwhile he has to continue coughing up money for his two ex-wives and their five children, and all their endless requests. Yes, it’s a paradox, but then his life is made of paradoxes, really. Like drinking a Bloody Mary to remedy the consequences of a hangover. But years ago his personal doctor, James Knowles, confirmed that there is something to it, the properties of the tomato combining with the ethanol of the new drink to drive out the toxic methanol in the blood, or something like that. Anyway it’s not much of a problem anymore; for a few years now his life has been all too healthy, with a few rare exceptions when someone shows up to tempt him, like last night.


His discomfort is, at any rate, far more generalized, and now this electrical blackout is piling on a feeling of imminent catastrophe. Aldino discovered that the power is out in the whole area: How do you manage not to think, at least in passing, that someone has blown up the power plant to carry out a well-planned massacre? It’s not a question of being paranoid; the world is simply becoming a pretty nerve-racking little place, where it’s better to keep your guard up if you want to give yourself a slightly better chance of avoiding a bad end. Consider the precautions they now have to take at the Bebonkers’ concerts: metal detectors at the entrances, security guys outside the dressing rooms, armed guards beneath the stage, bulletproof vehicles. And just the same you know that it might not be of any use, that two or three imbeciles brainwashed in a madrasa financed by those Saudi bastards could still slip through the cracks without anyone knowing the first thing about it.


It’s reflections like these that make him want to accelerate, even if this contraption can only get up to around thirty miles an hour at most. Nick Cruickshank gives it full throttle, tries to milk the 200cc motor for all it’s worth. The result is that the Ape follows an uncertain trajectory, rocking violently at the path’s slightest undulation. Now and then one of the back tires scrapes on a lump of dirt in the grove, sending bits of reddish earth shooting up in the air; he has to jerk the wheel forcefully to get back on course.


Amid the olive trees are three workers intent on sorting out the orange and yellow and green nets that have become tangled up, thanks to the alpacas that for some reason decide to chase each other here of all places, despite all the open areas they have on the lawns and in the woods. Nick Cruickshank takes one hand off the handlebars to wave hello, though the workers are far away and their expressions seem more diffident than cordial. But as a foreign proprietor who got rich from what to them might not even seem like work, and with this large villa and dozens of hectares of land right in their own backyard, he feels obliged to be gracious. Assuming this really is their own backyard, because when he gets a better look at them, despite the vehicle’s bouncing around, their faces seem more Middle Eastern than French. Come to think of it, they could easily be Islamic terrorists hiding their AK-47s among the olive nets and waiting for the right moment to riddle with bullets a symbol of the pagan and corrupting West. Aldino told him that he verified the identity of all those working on the property with the local police, but these guys could easily have arranged false documents, or killed three real workers and taken their place.


Nick Cruickshank feels a preconcert tension rising inside him, sufficient to drive the methanol from his blood more effectively than Madame Jeanne’s Bloody Mary. It occurs to him that his morning pick-me-up could become one of those ridiculous and tragic details that the media dig up when they go rummaging through the life or, even better, the death of people like him. He can already envision the headlines in the Sun or the Mirror: THE LAST BLOODY MARY OF NICK CRUICKSHANK. The more he thinks about it, the more his arm and stomach muscles contract, the less he’s able to look away from the worker-terrorists entangled in the orange and yellow and green nets. Then the back right wheel scrapes again on the dirt, and the single front wheel skids; the Ape swerves irresistibly toward the olive grove. He tries to yank on the handlebars to regain control, but he can’t: the motorized tricycle will have to go it alone. It bumps across a patch of dirt, drags the olive nets in its wheels, banging and rattling, miraculously avoiding tree after tree, but it’s clear that it’s going to crash somewhere, sooner or later. In fact, it heads straight for a gnarled and wrinkled trunk, thick as an elephant’s leg: the front wheel slams into it, the entire ridiculous metal structure reverberates.


The impact is much less violent than he expected, probably because of the nets caught in the wheels, and because the tricycle certainly wasn’t going very fast. But nonetheless it is an episode of stupid mechanical violence: it flings him against the handlebars, and though he tries to soften the blow with his arms, it knocks the wind out of him.


It’s worse when he gets out, doubled over and breathless, and sees the three Middle Eastern guys in the distance immediately shed their workers’ disguises and transform into terrorists. They come running toward him, a ferocious light in their eyes, a brutal eagerness to complete their mission. They certainly weren’t expecting to see their task facilitated this way, to find their target within their grasp, immobilized and stunned, instead of having to hit him on the move and from a distance. They’ll see it as confirmation that their mission is holy and just, guided directly by the hand of Allah.


Nick Cruickshank thinks for a moment that he could try to escape; despite the shock of impact and the lingering hangover he’s in far better shape than many of his colleagues, ruined by a life of excess. He left that life behind a good ten years ago; he does at least an hour of exercise a day, a five-mile run, a long swim, a horseback ride, eats well, has totally eliminated meat from his diet. Furthermore, the three terrorists are still about forty yards away, impeded by the nets they were pretending to rearrange; if he started zigzagging between the olive trees he might have a chance. But the fact is that the idea of being mowed down while running away like a coward after crashing an Ape Calessino just seems so undignified, so uncool. It’s not a question of keeping up appearances to the very end. But there is undeniably an image to uphold, and it’s an issue that doesn’t regard him alone, but also all his fans, and even those nonfans who consider him a behavioral benchmark. Looking back at his life since the Bebonkers became famous, you won’t find a single occasion on which he has started running to get somewhere, or away from something. He once blew off a concert in Birmingham (and infuriated the other band members) just to avoid rushing to catch a train, even though it was still on the platform and he was only a few dozen yards away, with a determined sprint he’d certainly have made it. Another time he skipped out on a ceremony with the queen at Buckingham Palace simply because he couldn’t be bothered to set his alarm at an unpleasant hour (back when he was still waking up late). But there too it was a question of style: on his résumé there isn’t a trace of nervousness, hastiness, anxiety, insistence, breathlessness, struggling against the current. Excess, yes; anger, even of the destructive variety, yes, he certainly won’t deny it, but always in the service of asserting a principle, or of artistic and existential exploration. This is why for years now he has come to be known (among his fans, in the media, even in certain jokes) as the incarnation of cool: for the combination of elegance and natural nonchalance with which he does or doesn’t do things. On the other hand, it isn’t an act; it’s how he is. Always has been, ever since he was an unhappy and restless child in Manchester and didn’t seem to have the slightest thing in common with what he saw and heard and felt around him. It’s not coldness, it’s not emotional neutrality: you only need to listen to one of his songs to know that he’s the opposite of emotionally neutral. The fifty percent of Irish blood in his veins should suffice. If an explanation were absolutely necessary, you could say it’s a tendency to see things in a far-off perspective, which inevitably reduces their relevance significantly. It would also be tough to find cowardice among the character flaws he’s been attributed over time (by journalists, ex-wives, other members of the band). If anything, they’ve all rebuked him constantly for being too willing to take risks, with drugs (in the past), with women (in the past), with aggressive fans, with powerful cars, with spirited horses, with ocean waves, and so on. At least there’s some truth to this: ever since as a scrawny third-grader with stick legs he floored that fifth-grade bully with a totally unexpected uppercut and then kicked him senseless, he’s known how to look fear in the face and tell it to fuck off.


So instead of slaloming desperately through the olive trees, Nick Cruickshank turns toward his future killers with an expression of extreme casualness; he raises a hand in a tired and ironic replica of the greeting he made from the Ape, when he still thought they were actual workers, maybe even fans. He’s slightly crooked and a little shaky on his legs, but in general he doesn’t think he’s giving off a shabby image of himself; he straightens up, adjusts the foulard rolled up over his forehead, even manages to don a provocative smile, before they start shooting. It occurs to him that an end like this might even make sense; that it might even be a sort of crowning achievement. It’s certainly no less than he deserves: no one ever forced him to become a global catalyst of love and hate, aspirations and frustrations, admiration and jealousy. Over the course of his career he could easily have died in dozens of more stupid ways: from an overdose like several of his colleagues, suffocating in his own vomit like Jimi, drowning in the swimming pool like Brian or in the bathtub like Jim, crashing in a helicopter right after a concert like Stevie Ray. All in all, this might be a noble end, which could turn him into even more of a symbol, like what happened to John, who in life might not have been a great guy but in death turned into a beautiful martyr. Of course it will be necessary to wait and see just what he becomes a symbol of: unfiltered and uncompromising creativity transferred from art to life? The freedom of Western culture attacked by Islamic fanaticism? The fans and media will have to find the answer; personally, he couldn’t care less at this point.


His three soon-to-be killers are now only a few yards away, but though they’re clearly out of breath and look at him with extreme intensity, strangely they hold neither Kalashnikovs nor pistols nor knives, nor do they seem intent on attacking him physically in any way. In fact, one of them points to the Ape that crashed into the tree, then points at his legs. “Okay?”


Nick Cruickshank needs a couple of seconds to transition from being about to die in an extremely cool way to feeling extremely stupid. He nods. “Okay, okay.”


The three look at him with inquisitive faces, look at one another; they might not be terrorists, but they’re certainly not fans, either. In truth they don’t seem to have the slightest idea who he is, what to think of him, or what’s just happened.


Nick Cruickshank gives another decidedly self-deprecating smile, though he’s none too sure that’s how they’ll interpret it. Relieved? No. Embarrassed? That neither. More than anything he’s fed up: a damn fine morning this is turning out to be. He nods good-bye to the three workers, crosses the olive grove with all the nonchalance he can muster, reaches the driveway, sets off in the direction of the house. Now that he knows he’s being followed by a collective stare, albeit limited in number and not particularly invested emotionally, he emerges from his dazed state of shock and his movements gradually regain their elasticity: he sets his toes down before his heel, in that undulating gait that years ago some moron, later imitated by many other morons, called the “Nickwalk,” and which at any rate makes him feel more in possession of his faculties with every step.


“Monsieur!” There’s a voice coming from behind him, over a mix of rustling and squeaking.


Nick Cruickshank turns around calmly, thinking that maybe the three men are terrorists after all, though quite tentative, or maybe just waiting for the best moment to do him in.


But they’ve just finished pushing the Ape out of the olive grove, and with great difficulty: they present it to him, panting, with the same perplexed expressions as before.


Nick Cruickshank shakes his head, at himself and at them, smiles again, opens his arms out wide; he goes back to reclaim his stupid motorized tricycle, only slightly the worse for wear.





THREE


MILENA MIGLIARI GETS Guadalupe to help her attach the rolled-up little messages to the containers, already filled and taped shut. The idea came to her when she was still making gelato at home and selling it to local restaurants. She has always enjoyed finding the short phrases inside Chinese fortune cookies, or on the little tabs of the herbal tea she and Viviane drink in the evening: discovering tiny revelations, possible connections to her current state of mind or activity. So she began looking for phrases in the books she loves, and transcribing them with a fountain pen on little pieces of straw-colored paper, which she then tightly rolls up and binds with a little red string. Whoever buys a container receives one. It is a little time-consuming, especially in the summer, when the gelateria is working at full capacity, but she likes to dedicate an hour each night to finding the phrases and copying them down; likes to imagine people’s faces at home when they unroll her tiny messages, before tasting the gelato or after tasting it, or best of all, while they’re tasting it.


Guadalupe helps her put the first five containers in a cooler and properly seal the cover, then helps her fill up the other five, working determinedly with the spatula. Fortunately the consistency is still good, and should stay that way until delivery. It would certainly benefit from a few minutes in the blast chiller, but oh well. Every so often Milena Migliari looks at Guadalupe, they both laugh: this monster order at such a desperate moment is a sort of miracle, difficult to believe. But the truth is that to her it seems like a miracle every time someone comes into the store; she still hasn’t completely gotten used to the idea that there are people who like her gelato to the point of coming here even from far away, and returning several times in the course of a week or month to taste new flavors or enjoy the ones they’ve already tried, knowing full well they’ll never be quite the same. She even wrote as much in light-blue marker on a sign hanging on the wall: Every flavor changes, from one time to the next; don’t be upset when you don’t find the exact replica of what you liked, but try to appreciate the differences. One of the things she figured out right from the start is that she gets no satisfaction from repeating the same identical recipe over and over again, even when it’s particularly good: the true joy is in the experimentation, the implicit risk, the possible surprises. Naturally this leads her to make mistakes, to follow a hunch that seemed promising and instead leads to disappointing results; but she allows for it, it’s part of the game.


The choice to use only local and seasonal raw materials also means that they can run out, sometimes in a few days, and that it takes a whole year to get them again. This is probably the aspect of her work that’s most difficult for others to understand: even the customers who know her best sometimes get upset when they discover, for example, that the Châteaudouble elderberry of the previous week is no longer available, or that they’ll have to wait until the following November to savor Bargemon pomegranate again. Viviane often tells her that this is just purist fanaticism, that there’d be nothing wrong with freezing local ingredients to be able to use them for a longer period of time, or even buying outside the local area, as long as the products are of the necessary quality. But to her it would seem like cheating, and anyway she’s convinced that the magic of her gelato lies in the variability of her flavors according to the season, place, outside temperature, the mood of the person tasting them. Considerations like these are what led her to the name of her gelateria. (“Philosophically intriguing, but wouldn’t simply ‘La Merveille’ be better? Or ‘Gelato Italiano’? Or, I don’t know, ‘Le Bon Goût’? Or maybe ‘Soleil de Provence’? Since it is supposed to be a business, aiming for the most part at tourists?” as Viviane commented three years ago, when it was time to decide. And of course she was saying it for her own good, and for their common good, with the practicality that Milena usually finds so reassuring.)


But the fact is that she simply isn’t interested in making good gelato for tourists; she wants to explore the mysterious nuances of each flavor, discover the connections between sensations and images and memories, traverse complexity to reach a maximum of simplicity. She spends hours each week talking with small farmers and sellers at the local markets, taking note, reflecting, experimenting; and more time on the Internet and at the library, reading up on everything she’s been able to find about the science and mechanics of taste, from the writings of Theophrastus to illustrated children’s books to new and old cookbooks to treatises on biochemistry and nutritional science. The research is thrilling, though it’s painstaking and not very profitable, except in the middle of the summer. She invests all the physical and mental energy she has, but if she didn’t enjoy herself immensely as well and wasn’t at least able to make someone happy, she’d rather quit right away, find herself another job.


Now the other five two-pound containers are ready, their little messages all attached. Guadalupe helps her place them in the second cooler, take both into the shop. Milena Migliari takes off the gloves, hairnet, and overshoes she always wears in the lab, puts on her coat and cap, grabs the two coolers by the handles, reassures Guadalupe that she can manage fine on her own, turns the corner, and walks quickly up the main road, toward the public parking lot where she left her van.





FOUR


IN THE KITCHEN Madame Jeanne looks at him with a worried expression. “Ça va, Nick?”


“Ça va, ça va.” Nick Cruickshank takes a bottle of unfiltered organic apple juice out of the refrigerator, pours some into a thick glass cup, drains it in a few swallows. His body has an intense need for restorative liquids: he immediately pours himself a second glass, empties that one too, pours himself a third. If one thing has stayed with him from his drug period, it’s the tendency to indulge his body’s needs as quickly as possible, never to leave them wanting.


Madame Jeanne continues observing him: rotund and soft in her striped apron, a wide face, skin like milk, small, alert blue eyes, the manner of a good country mother always slightly apprehensive for her child, indulgent but also severe when it comes to protecting him or bringing him to his senses for his own good.


Nick Cruickshank goes toward one of the windows, with the tickle of pleasure and annoyance he feels every time he’s observed with insistence. If he thinks about it, ever since he’s had the means he’s managed to find a series of women to take care of his domestic existence, and thus, at least in part, of his emotional balance. There have been at least four or five of them, of different origins, languages, and skin colors, with the common trait of being credible, substitute, albeit paid mothers. But Jeanne is by far the best of all of them: the one who has invested the most naturalness and authoritativeness in her role, the most sincere feelings. The paradox (here’s another) is that his real mother didn’t have any of the characteristics he has sought out in these surrogates; she was a thin and nervous woman, intelligent and restless, much more interested in painting and writing poems than in taking care of him or his brother. When it came to urging them to read a book or listen to classical music or visit a museum she was all too insistent, but he can’t remember ever having seen her bake a cake, or produce one of those displays of feminine generosity and sweetness that even back then he so desperately needed. Try as he might, he can’t recall a single enveloping and comforting hug, a single kiss of comprehension or encouragement. Sure, a few caresses on the forehead when he got sick, but so rare as to be almost baffling. And yes, she did get him a little gray cat that time he came down with the measles and became delirious with fever and was nearly on his deathbed; but as soon as he recovered she gave it away to his cousin Rae in Yorkshire, because she had neither the time nor the patience for cats. What he remembers most about his mother are her ironic expressions, her sarcastic comments, her biting observations, her critiques dictated by an aesthetic sense so evolved that practically nothing was up to her expectations, her lack of indulgence for the mediocre or trite. It was probably (in fact, certainly) a privilege for him to have to measure himself against such a demanding mind during his formative years, and much of what he’s been able to accomplish in later years likely derives from it, but his childhood was certainly no barrel of laughs. Even after, with him now grown up and famous, it’s not as if he ever received much gratification from his mother; unless you consider gratifying a comment such as “Well done, with this rock business you’ve found yourself a job that not only doesn’t force you to leave adolescence behind but requires you to stay there indefinitely.”


But as a child he also discovered the existence of a brand of femininity completely different from his mother’s high-strung and elusive variety, thanks to the rare, precious visits of his father’s sister, Aunt Maeve. Every now and then she would bring him chocolates, or a picture book that she’d read to him while holding him on her knee, caressing his hair, smothering his head in kisses. When he grew older she would take him to the movies, to see the Westerns or war films he liked so much; after the film they’d go to a tearoom, to drink Darjeeling black and eat scones with whipped cream. Aunt Maeve didn’t give any credence to his mother’s implacable division between highbrow and lowbrow discussion topics, noble and ignoble subjects: she liked telling him even about frivolous episodes concerning relatives or acquaintances, movie or music stars, members of the royal family. She was always ready to laugh, in a marvelously earthy and luminous way; even now he remembers her perfume, the whiteness of her skin, the softness of her hugs. He wrote “My Wondrous Enveloper” thinking of her, though everyone’s convinced he was inspired by some amorous girl with whom he had had a fling. It certainly wasn’t by chance that his mother treated Aunt Maeve with the impatient condescendence of refined culture for raw instinct, mixed with a dose of English haughtiness for the Irish; she was almost certainly jealous of her, for everything she meant to him. Anyhow, after his father ran off to Ireland, Aunt Maeve’s visits became rarer still, ceasing completely when she left for Australia with a man from Sydney she had met at a dance hall. From there she sent him cheerful and humorous postcards, with pictures of emus and kangaroos, people in bathing suits on endless beaches; then she died. It was a terrible loss for him, but the seed of desire for a warm, caring femininity had long since sprouted inside him, become a part of who he was.


“Tu es pâle.” Madame Jeanne comes closer to get a better look at his face, turned as he is toward the window. She has this visual, audio, olfactory, tactile way of monitoring his physical and mental well-being: she might make him stick out his tongue to see what color it is, use two fingers to stretch his eyelids open to check that his eyes are nice and clear, stick a hand under one of his armpits to be sure he doesn’t have a fever.


“Je vais bien, merci.” Nick Cruickshank now tries to wriggle free from this excess of maternal attention because he still hasn’t completely recovered from what happened out there in the olive grove. Come to think of it, the other paradox (once more) is that he’s been able to find that warm and caring femininity more in the women who take care of him as a job than in the women with whom he’s had serious relationships. Really: almost all of the latter have been from his mother’s category, rather than Aunt Maeve’s. Intellectually acute, maybe artistically gifted, but emotionally unstable and limited in their affections, if not frigid. And to think that, from the age of twenty on, he certainly hasn’t lacked for choice: he must have met thousands of them on tour alone, on three or four different continents. But he’s never been drawn to idolizing fans, or the poor, damaged mannequins always hanging around the postconcert parties or record industry events, or the models or actresses his colleagues like so much, drugged out of their minds by the transient gleam of fame and its connected material advantages. Okay, maybe he has been attracted a few times, but the attraction has lasted a few hours or days at most, and inevitably left him in a state of desperate solitude, staring down into the abyss. Sure, he’s met a couple of women capable of bringing a little serenity into his life, but by some perverse mechanism he’s always ended up ruining things with them: just look at how it went with his first wife. It’s like he’s condemned to rediscovering in his life partners the same characteristics that made him miserable with his mother: it’s crazy, really. Several years ago he read a book by an American psychologist that talked about this very thing, the unconscious return to the causes of primary distress; but being conscious of the problem obviously hasn’t been of much use, judging by his sentimental choices before Aileen. With her it’s as if for the first time he’s discovered the existence of an intelligent, energetic, and creative woman who also wants and is able to take care of him, and it’s seemed like a sort of miracle. Not that she has ever baked a cake for him either (with the diet he’s been on for years, he wouldn’t eat it anyway), but she’s dedicated herself with the utmost intensity to every aspect of his life, from his stage attire to his song lyrics, to his houses; she’s even established good relationships with his kids, even with his ex-wives. Intuitive, reactive, ready to offer advice and suggestions anytime they’re needed, helping him and when necessary urging him on, convincing him, for example, to rid himself of the objects and people keeping him chained to his previous lives with the shackles of nostalgia and guilt.


Fortunately, the substitution of Madame Jeanne has not been among the many changes that Aileen has demanded here at Les Vieux Oliviers. Not that she hasn’t broached the subject, truth be told, but she eventually realized how important she is to him, and decided to put up with her at least temporarily, despite the territorial tensions and questions of form that arise between them at regular intervals.


“Est-ce que tu veux deux oeufs battus?” Madame Jeanne is firmly convinced that a well-fed man is a happy man: her first reaction when she sees him a little out of sorts is to offer him a couple of scrambled eggs, maybe with a little drop of rum.


“Non, merci.” With one long swallow he drains the third glass of apple juice, goes to set it in the sink. He’s always liked thick glass; this too must be something he gets from his childhood, from the memory of the bottles the milkman used to leave on the doorstep in Manchester. Is it possible that he’s repeatedly gotten himself into situations of emotional unhappiness for fear that serenity and stability would make him lose his inspiration? Has it been the emotional equivalent of limiting himself to a diet of rice cakes and water for days on end to try to revive the desperate creative energy of the early days?


“Un peu de guacamole, peut-être?” Madame Jeanne continues scrutinizing him protectively. When he hired her ten years ago she had a marked mistrust of avocados, almost didn’t consider them edible; it’s wonderful how in order to make him happy she’s been able to overcome her own preconceptions, expand her repertoire.


“Can I have a fucking pint of coffee, now?” Wally Thompson has entered the kitchen: thinning grizzled-blond hair scattered across his head, eyelids swollen from last night’s drinking and smoking, tattoos on his arms and legs revealed by gray gym shorts and a black cutoff T-shirt with the Guinness logo, white terrycloth slippers with the golden initials of the Paris Ritz.


Madame Jeanne glares at him: with the sole exception of the master of the house she doesn’t like having the sacred space of the kitchen violated, particularly by someone such as Wally, who represents the very type of rude and debauched friend she’d prefer to see him avoid.


“Madame Jeanne will make it for you now.” Nick Cruickshank heads him off, pushing him back out of the kitchen. He turns around to motion at Madame Jeanne. “Du café pour ce baudet, s’il vous plaît.”


She nods, the faintest hint of a smile: she understood perfectly, but her expression remains disapproving.


Wally reluctantly allows himself to be pushed out into the hallway, dragging the rubber soles of his slippers over the ceramic tiles; he stinks of alcohol, smoke, sweat, the expensive cologne that on him still smells out of place, even after decades. Wally looks at him, with those annoying eyes of his. “Already up and about from the break of day, eh?”


“It’s almost half past noon, Mr. Thompson,” Nick Cruickshank responds drily, because it’s how things have always been between them, and because he considers him largely responsible for the earlier accident among the olive trees: if he hadn’t made him drink so much last night and hadn’t given him that supercharged weed it’s almost certain he would have been able to see the three workers for what they were.


“Oh, my apologies, Mr. Clean.” Wally gives him a couple of jabs in the ribs, tries to rile him up. He has always been the jackass of the band, ever since the beginning, and certainly hasn’t improved with age: he’s merely become less funny, greedier for money, more bitter that in all these years the Bebonkers have only recorded three of his songs, thus depriving him of the constant flow of royalties that Nick Cruickshank and Rodney Ainsworth enjoy. But between records and concerts he has still earned infinitely more than if he had ended up in any other band or done any other type of work within his capabilities. And it isn’t true that they’ve all ganged up on him, as he claims: he simply doesn’t have any real talent as a composer. He’s a good bassist and that’s it. An amazing bassist, they might as well admit it, who never misses a beat, never lets their rhythm slacken. If he were capable of writing good songs, they would have taken them on the fly, at least in leaner years. But all he’s been able to come up with are some good bass lines (even some memorable ones, sure): that’s his comfort zone, his natural limit. When he tried to put together a band of his own in the nineties, that embarrassing calamity known as the Blues Angels, it was plain to see just what type of masterpieces he was capable of. But try telling him that: they’ve nearly come to blows several times, because of the veiled hostility he carries inside him. How many times has he wanted to get rid of Wally, substitute him with a session man to call in for recording and tours, as the Stones did, eliminate once and for all the torture of having to deal with someone convinced that their amazing talent is being thwarted.


But Wally Thompson is also one of the people whom Nick Cruickshank has known the longest, with whom he’s spent the most time. Adding together rehearsals, recording sessions, concerts, car, bus, and plane rides, days in hotels, lunches, dinners, smoking, drinking, waiting in dressing rooms, they’ve spent decades together, and this creates the same type of inevitable familiarity you have with a relative. But a relative whom you’ve gone to battle with, with whom you’ve been through the best and worst adventures imaginable, from being completely down in the dumps to being over the moon to plummeting back down to earth again, and so on. This is why it was simply unthinkable not to invite him here; just like it would make no sense to expect him to behave any differently than usual.


“So?” Wally scratches his rear end, looks blearily around the living room: slovenly, the protruding belly of a beer drinker (and any other alcoholic substance he can get his hands on). “What’s the program for this afternoon?”


“The program is that everyone does whatever the hell they want.” Nick Cruickshank thinks that inevitable familiarity at least has the advantage of not needing to be overly concerned with politeness. If he’d had the choice he would have much preferred to take it easy for an extra day, maybe read a book or watch a few episodes of one of his favorite television series, but oh well. The fact is that after decades of chaos and continuous noise, in the studio, at home, onstage, offstage, he’s developed an immense appreciation for silence and solitude, for not having anyone around to disturb his thoughts and bombard his eardrums.


“Ah.” Wally looks at him with the expression of someone who, for lack of his own resources, is always hunting for invitations, suggestions, instructions, which he’s likely to bitch about later.


“Where’s Kimberly?” Nick Cruickshank gestures toward the room he and Aileen assigned to the Thompsons.


Wally’s expression conveys a generalized neglect; he scratches himself between the legs. “Fuck do I know. In the can, or on the phone, or rubbing some shit on her face.”


Nick Cruickshank would like to tell him to try to make an effort to better himself, even a small one, even for five minutes, just to surprise other people, if not himself; but it would be like asking a donkey to run the Kentucky Derby, so terribly useless. And then you might as well be up front about it: it’s not like the world of rock music is populated by people of extraordinary intelligence, let alone culture. The most widespread characteristic is a lack of precise thinking due to the lifestyle, the continuous interaction with a fundamentally infantile public, the use of immature attitudes and language as authentic tools of the trade. Wally Thompson doesn’t particularly stand out among their colleagues for stupidity or ignorance; in fact, he falls more or less in the norm. Indeed, it’s those who have aspirations of betterment that are looked on with suspicion, if not open hostility; getting caught reading a novel that isn’t pure trash can be sufficient to be branded a pretentious know-it-all. He still remembers Rodney’s reaction on seeing him reading Madame Bovary on an airplane, or Joyce’s Ulysses in a hotel suite (“Oh, pardon me, Mr. Professor!”). He has to admit that in this regard, his mother was right: the world of rock is founded on permanent regression. Better to conceal any attempt at personal growth, if there is one, or at least compensate for it with the occasional relapse into vulgarity and mental haziness.


Suddenly the stereo, the floor lamps, the signal on the modem all turn on simultaneously. They hear Aldino’s voice coming from the hallway. “The power’s back on!”


“So no plans?” Wally doesn’t register the information: it’s absolutely possible that in his state of morning opacity he wasn’t even aware of the blackout. He stares at him with those watery irises, his lips in that ugly half smile. “You make people come here from halfway around the world and you can’t be bothered to organize fucking anything?”


Nick Cruickshank feels the urge to tell him that he should be grateful he was invited to stay in this house with that slutty wife of his, but he restrains himself, for hospitality’s sake. He gestures toward the windows, quite brusquely. “If you want, maybe tomorrow we can take a little horseback ride.”


Wally looks at him as though he’s extremely disappointed by the proposal, but emits a grunt, nods.


Nick Cruickshank rotates his index finger in the air to say catch you later, heads for the door. He thinks that maybe he should call Aileen to see how her photographic expedition with the local derelicts in Lorgues is going, or alert René to prepare the horses for tomorrow morning, or find any occupation that keeps him away from useless attempts at nontrivial conversation with Wally “The Wall” Thompson.





FIVE


MILENA MIGLIARI DRIVES her orange Renault Kangoo on the road that runs through the plain beneath the foothills where the villages are perched, past construction material depots and swimming pool retailers and parking lots for diggers and so-called Neo-Provençal-style houses built on every available lot. Every so often she has doubts about having coming here of all places to live and work; but then she thinks that all she has done is to follow an inescapable current, beginning when she met Viviane at the yoga center in the hills of Le Marche, and continuing with her decision to come join her in France, their increasingly structured living arrangement, the purchase at rock-bottom price of the house with the glass-covered patio from the eccentric notary/amateur painter, the leasing of the ex-bar for the gelateria when it no longer seemed possible to find a suitable space. She has never been one to make long-term plans; not even medium-term ones; not even short-term. She has always lived in the here and now, with the idea of leaving room for things to happen when they have to happen, adapting in consequence. She’s always had a pretty fatalistic attitude toward events, and a tendency not to give either too little or too much weight to them based on preconceived scales of importance. For example, this story of the phone call from the super-nice and super-agitated English lady who wants twenty pounds of gelato today, of all days: it doesn’t radically change her economic situation, but it is a message from the universe telling her to keep her chin up, that pleasant surprises are always possible. Unless of course it’s a terrible joke by someone who enjoys toying with other people’s lives. It will be clear soon enough; she’s already rounding the curves that lead up to Callian, and the plateau just above the village where Chemin de la Forêt is located.


The roads in this area are mostly narrow, and you have to be careful because the locals drive as if they’re absolutely convinced no one will ever be coming in the other direction. She frequently has to slam on the brakes at the last second or veer off to one side, to avoid a frontal collision with some recklessly speeding idiot. And with each passing curve her anxiety grows, as it does before every appointment. It doesn’t matter if it’s with the dentist, a friend, or a client, as in this case: the idea of having to meet a specific person in a specific place for a specific reason makes her nervous, there’s nothing she can do. And this road is even narrower than the others, with a low stone wall on one side and the woods on the other, and longer than it first appeared.


But then the road suddenly ends, in front of an unduly imposing gate: on the right is a section of tree trunk with Les Vieux Oliviers burned into it, like the lady on the phone said. Visible through the dark-green iron bars are meticulously kept lawns and hedges and trees, for the enjoyment of the rich owners who almost certainly come here very rarely. Around here the use of houses is inversely proportional to their dimensions: the smaller ones are used intensively during the summer and on every holiday, the larger ones remain empty the vast majority of the time. It’s not even clear who the owners of the bigger houses are, surrounded as they are by quasi-legendary rumors about tycoons of finance, and soccer, music and movie stars. Some of the names are probably circulated intentionally by restaurateurs and real estate agents, trying to extend to these small towns the mystique of the Côte d’Azur and the more authentic Provence to the west. To avoid them being seen for what they are: completely parceled out, frequented by the Germans and Dutch who like the artificial lake, and by a few wealthy oddballs hoping for some privacy.
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