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Bouillabaisse
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22 July 1993

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Un p’tit pastis?’

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

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

I shook my head. ‘Just passing through.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Unusual name. Is that short for something?’

‘No.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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