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			Bonjour. Je m’appelle Fanny et j’ai neuf ans. That means, “Hi. I’m Fanny and I’m nine years old,” in French. I know how to speak French because, even though I live in California, I go to a school where everyone speaks French most of the day. At first it was horrible! On the first day of school I didn’t know any French words, and all the teachers talked to us only in French!

			“Bienvenue, les enfants! Avez-vous passé un bon été?”

			I didn’t know what they were saying or what they wanted us to do! It was like being on another planet.

			“S’il vous plaît, asseyez-vous! Ouvrez vos cahiers et prenez vos crayons!”

			Some of the kids could already speak French, so they knew what was going on—but not me. Even if we just wanted a little graham cracker at snack time we had to ask for it in French or we wouldn’t get one. I had to ask my friends how to say “S’il vous plaît, madame, est-ce que je peux avoir un biscuit?” Or I just went hungry. Which is funny, because I grew up at a restaurant and I know lots of things about cooking and food.

			Luckily, every day my mom packed me a really good lunch. There were always special things like little containers filled with salad leaves, with pansy and marigold petals mixed in. And a separate container for the vinaigrette so the salad wouldn’t get soggy. Sometimes there were strawberries sliced in orange juice. And, of course, garlic toast! The other kids—and even some of the teachers—couldn’t help but notice. We started sharing and trading things from each other’s lunch boxes. It was really fun. And that was how I started to learn French—by asking other kids around the table what was in their lunch boxes and giving them a little bite of what was in mine.
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			Now I can speak French better than either of my parents! And I can talk to all the cooks at Chez Panisse who come from France to cook. Sometimes I even help my mom find the perfect French word for a menu she’s writing.

			Chez Panisse is the name of the restaurant run by my mom and a bunch of her friends. It feels like another home to me. Maybe that’s because before it became a restaurant, it actually was a house! Lots of times I go there after school to play or try to help out or just wait for my mom to take me home. There’s a huge poster on the upstairs café wall that has a big picture of a pretty girl on it and my name. When people ask me about it, I tell them, “That’s the original Fanny—the one my mom named me after.”

			It’s true! That poster is from an old French movie that my mom loves. The movie is called Fanny and it’s about a girl much older than me who lived in France almost a hundred years ago. The French Fanny lived in a city by the sea that’s still there, called Marseille. She sold fish down by the harbor and fell in love with her handsome next-door neighbor, whose name was Marius. But Marius went on a long voyage and was gone for so long that Fanny thought he would never return. So, after crying a lot, Fanny decided to marry another man who also loved her. That man, who had a store that sold sails for ships and sailboats, was named Panisse. So my mom named her restaurant Chez Panisse to remind her of the man who loved and took care of Fanny.

			My mom loves old French movies—especially if they’re in black and white. And especially if they’re made by Marcel Pagnol, a famous French film director. I always want to watch something else, but my mom is always saying, “Oh, Fanny, let’s watch Harvest!” Or, “We haven’t seen César in a while.” I think I’m the only kid in Berkeley who’s seen The Baker’s Wife more times than The Little Mermaid.

			She always laughs and cries when she watches these movies. I don’t really know why. But, no matter what, after she’s done, she starts cooking. She puts on some French music and asks me to help her peel garlic or pick some lettuce out back in the garden. Sometimes she gets on the phone and calls one of her friends in France, like Martine or Lulu, because those movies have reminded her of them so much. And, if we’re really lucky, my mom starts to plan a trip.
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			I’m always so happy when she does this, because I know my dad and I get to go with her. We’ve been to France lots of times—even when I was a baby—and every time we go, I have great adventures and see lots of friends and make lots of new ones.

			Sometimes when we go, I pretend we’re going on an old sailing ship, just like the one Marius sailed away on when he left Fanny in the harbor of Marseille. I pack my suitcase like it’s a big trunk, and when we’re on the plane, I pretend it’s a big floating boat traveling through the sky. And all I think about is who we’re going to see when we get there, what we’re going to do, and where we’re going to go. I pretend all our friends will be waiting at a dock, cheering, “Bienvenue!”
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			Every time we go to France, we visit Lulu and Lucien. Lulu and Lucien live in a big old house near Marseille that’s right in the middle of the vineyards. We call their house the Domaine, and there are pine trees all around it that look like huge umbrellas. You can almost see the Mediterranean Sea from their front garden.

			My mom says Lulu and Lucien—whose last name is Peyraud—are like her French parents, so I guess that means they’re like my French grandparents. Lulu and I always give each other presents when we first see each other. One time, Lulu gave me an old necklace with a painted bird on it. I always give her drawings I made in school. And then we give each other a big hug. I love hugging Lulu, because she’s almost my size. Lucien pours drinks—a glass of rosé for my mom and dad and, for me, some sparkling water with a little wine in it. And there’s always a little something Lulu’s made to eat, like tapenade on toast.
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			Lulu and Lucien have a big family, and most of them live nearby. Their oldest son, Jean-Marie, comes out of the wine cellar where he’s been making wine all day to say hello. And Catherine, his wife, pops out of the office where she’s been working. Their other son, François, and his wife, Paule, hear we’re around and come down from their house on the other side of the vineyards—usually bringing figs they’ve picked or olives that François has made with wild fennel. Their daughter Véronique, comes up from her café in Bandol and brings her daughter Manon, who is exactly my age and my absolute best friend in France. And, if we’re lucky, their other daughter, Laurence, will be visiting from Paris, and some of Lulu and Lucien’s other grandkids, too—like Valérie and Jérôme. There are a lot of Peyrauds! It’s just like the sign on the driveway says: Attention! Un Peyraud peut en cacher un autre! which means “Careful! One Peyraud may be hiding behind another!”

			When everyone’s together, Lucien toasts to “notre famille américaine,” which means “our American family.” And everybody clinks glasses.

			Then, after a while, Lulu takes my hand and leads me into the house. We climb up the winding stairs to my special bedroom on the top floor. This room always feels like magic to me because the ceiling is so low. Anyone who’s not a kid has to hunch over to walk around inside it. There are little beds just my size and a million places to crawl into and hide. I always think hobbits live there when I’m not around.

			I always have good dreams when I stay at Lulu and Lucien’s house.
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			Lulu loves fish. I think it’s because she swims every day in the Bay of Bandol. She must see them out there when she’s swimming and then get hungry for them.

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			You have to get up really early if you’re going to the fish market with Lulu. She likes to be the first one there, because that’s when she can find the fish that were just caught and that come from nearby. Lulu knows all the fish sellers by name and says “Bonjour” and “Ça va?” to them. She looks at what’s on everyone’s tables and sees if any fish catch her eye. The eyes of the fish tell Lulu if they’re good or not—if the fish’s eyes are shiny and clear and they look right back at her, then she knows it’s good to eat.

			Lulu likes the little red fish best—they’re called rougets. I found some pretty ones once and tried to point them out to her, but when I turned around, Lulu was gone!

			“I know where you can find Lulu,” one of the fish sellers said. And she pointed toward the water.

			And, sure enough, there she was—down on the dock, buying some rougets from a fisherman right off his boat. I guess that way Lulu knew for sure that those fish were the most alive.

		

	
		
			I still remember the first time I was at the Domaine when they made bouillabaisse. I could tell right away when I woke up that something special was going on. The fire that François had started outside smelled so good. He’d used dried grape vines as wood, so the air everywhere smelled just like grapes.

			Lulu had invited the whole family and some friends over, and everybody was going to help cook. It took all day. Lulu cut up the pretty fish she’d bought at the market and put all the bones into a big copper pot. Then she hung the pot over the fire. Jean-Marie found some white wine to put in the pot, and Manon and I picked herbs from the garden. We gave the herbs to Lulu, and she sprinkled them in the pot. I got to put in the saffron—my favorite thing! You have to put in just the tiniest bit. Lulu stirred it all around and sniffed it to make sure it smelled just right. I could tell it did when she kissed her fingers.

			Then we helped Paule peel garlic. She smashed it in the mortar for a rouille. After that, we helped Catherine cut up plums for a tart. My friend Tonio’s dad, Kermit, always wants to open a bottle of wine, so Jean-Marie and Lucien went to the cellar and came up with some rosé. My dad is always hungry, so he grilled some bread, and Valérie rubbed garlic and olive oil on it, and we all had a little snack. I asked Lulu if she wanted some of my water because she’d been working so hard in the kitchen, and she said, “No thanks, ma petite chérie—I only drink wine. If I drink water, I’ll rust!” I think she’s kidding when she says this—but maybe not?
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			Tonio’s mom, Gail, and Jérôme washed the salad that my mom picked. Jérôme did most of the work, because Gail couldn’t stop taking pictures with her camera—even of the cat!

			 “Now it’s time to put the fish in,” Lulu said, and she dropped them one by one into the bubbling soup. Paule dipped a big spoon into the pot to taste. She licked her lips because it was tasting good.
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			Tonio and his sister, Marley, helped Laurence set the big table. They had to use three tablecloths to cover the whole thing, and stacks and stacks of plates and tons of silverware. I asked, “Why so many places?” and Lucien told me, “It’s the end of the grape harvest, Fanny. All the workers who helped take care of the vines are coming to celebrate together. It’s an old tradition.”

			He was right, because soon after that, even more people started to arrive, and that was good because the bouillabaisse was almost done.

			When no one was looking, Manon and I snuck up the stairs to my magic bedroom. We opened a huge trunk that’s filled with old clothes and costumes and we tried lots of things on and dressed up just like gypsies. We came down and everyone asked, “Where are Manon et Fanny?” We shrugged and said we didn’t know. But we asked if we could eat some bouillabaisse anyway.

			Laurence asked “the gypsies” to get some flowers for the table. We went into the garden and decided to pick only flowers you could eat. So we picked pea-plant flowers and basil-plant flowers and some blue borage flowers and some yellow mustard flowers and even some purple chive flowers. We put them all together and my mom said, “Regardez! Edible bouquets!”
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			“Magnifique!” Lucien said. We put the bouquets on the table and told Lucien he could only look at them and smell them. He had to wait until after dinner if he wanted to eat them with the salad.

			“I don’t know if I can wait,” he replied, laughing.

			Everyone sat down at the table. Lulu and François spooned the bouillabaisse into big bowls. Manon and I put a grilled croûton spread with rouille in each one and helped pass them around. Jean-Marie opened a special wine that had been made right there. He tipped the wine carefully into each glass so everyone could have a taste—he even poured a little for me. Lucien made a toast thanking everyone for making the harvest a good one. We all said, “Santé!” and then Lulu took her seat and everyone started to eat. The bouillabaisse was so good!

			After dinner everyone was happy and full. And when the sun went down, a vendangeur pulled out an accordion, and pretty soon everyone was singing and dancing to the music.
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			When François goes swimming, he snorkels around and brings up lots of different things to eat. One time, he pulled up a huge octopus. It was scary. He got it from under a rock. It was all brown and slippery and inky. He said we should eat it, so we took it back to Lulu and Lucien’s house and made a kind of octopus stew. I had the hardest job—washing the octopus. Every time I tried to scrub it, the tentacle suckers sucked onto my hand. Yuck! The stew didn’t look so good—it was all black and slimy—but it tasted delicious. And luckily those tentacles didn’t suck onto the insides of anyone’s mouth as we ate.
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			Another time, François came out of the water holding a spiny purple sea urchin. It was so weird—it looked like a sea porcupine.
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			He cut a hole in the sea urchin’s shell with his knife and offered everyone bites of the creamy orange insides—right there on the beach. Tonio loves sea urchins. He took a bite right away, but I gagged and backed off. “Don’t worry, Fanny,” Tonio said. “Just try it. It tastes sort of sweet, like peaches with a little salt.” I didn’t believe him, but I finally took a really little bite. And you know what? Tonio was right.
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