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Day 1

The blossom came three weeks early that year, and Bellhaven, which had built an entire civic personality out of rain, did not know what to do with itself.

The pear trees along Marrow and Ash had gone off all at once, white and slightly too much of it, and the gutters were full of petals where they were meant to be full of the other thing. It was sixty-eight degrees on the first of March. Men were sitting outside the coffee place on Vane with their coats over the backs of the chairs, holding their faces up at the sky like something was going to be handed to them, and every second person Vivi passed said lovely, isn't it, in the flat, hopeful, slightly accusing tone Bellhaven normally reserved for a wrong number.

It wasn't lovely. It was wrong. Fruit came in when it came in, and Vivi had spent nine years learning the calendar of that with her hands, and the calendar had shifted under her without asking.

She had gone in to Halloway's at half past one that morning, come off service a little after ten, and had not gone to bed.

There was flour in the band of her watch. There was flour in the band of her watch most days, worked down into the little steel links where a brush couldn't get, and she had stopped noticing it the way you stop noticing a filling. Her forearms had the standard marks on the inside, four of them, thin and shiny and a shade paler than the rest of her, from oven racks at seventeen, nineteen, twenty-two, and last October, when she had known better and done it anyway. Her hands smelled like butter and cold metal. They always did. She had rubbed lemon on them once, years ago, for a date, and it had made the butter smell worse.

A woman named Petra at somebody's birthday in January had said, over a plate of things Vivi had made and brought because she always brought something, you should go and see that matchmaker on Cobble Street.

And Vivi had said, "Yeah, okay."

That was the whole story. Six weeks later here she was, walking uphill into the Old Quarter at eleven in the morning on four hours of no sleep, because she had said the words out loud and to a person.

Cobble Street had been laid out for handcarts and had never apologized for it. There was no sign on the building, only a brass plaque the size of a playing card, polished thin at the edges, and a door that had been painted so many times it had lost its corners.

The stairs went up narrow between two bare walls. On the fourth one the wood let go under her with a long dry crack, like a chair leg going, and Vivi said, "Sorry," out loud, to a stair, and then stood there for a second with her hand on the wall, being twenty-seven years old.

The room at the top was cold, which she was grateful for. It smelled like paper and beeswax and, faintly, under it, like the inside of an old cutlery drawer. One window, a filing cabinet, and a desk with a green blotter and a great deal of correspondence on it in no arrangement Vivi could see, and behind the desk a woman in a suit the color of old moss, cut sometime around 1961, wearing amber-tinted glasses in thin gold frames.

Indoors. On a bright day, but indoors.

"Sit down," said the woman. "Not that one. The leg's gone."

Vivi sat in the good one and put her bag on her knees and started talking, which was what she did.

"So I should say up front that I'm not really — I don't know if I'm a proper client, exactly? Somebody mentioned you at a party, and I said I'd come, and I've been meaning to for six weeks, and then I thought it was rude to just not, after saying. Which is a stupid reason. Sorry. That came out like I don't want to be here, and I do, I think, it's more that I don't want to take up a slot that somebody else — if there's a waiting list. Is there a waiting list?"

"No."

"Right. Okay. Sorry."

"Stop apologizing to my furniture and my stairs and me," said Odile Vance, "and we'll get through this before your feet hurt. Four rules."

On the desk, a small dark snake had come out from under the cuff of the moss-green sleeve and was making its way toward a glass paperweight with the deliberate air of something that had a plan for it. Odile did not look at it. Odile was looking at her own pen.

"Rule one, the intake. I ask three questions, you answer, I make the match. There's no browsing, no profile, no photograph. Rule two, one match. One, ever. It doesn't matter how it goes. I don't do seconds, and the fee doesn't come back, and I won't discuss the fee. Rule three, you sign for thirty days of good-faith courtship before you're allowed to decline him. Rule four is the card. You get a name. No species, no description, no explanation. You find out what he is standing in front of him, same as everybody."

"That's fine," Vivi said.

"You haven't heard what the fee is."

"Oh." She heard it land about a second after it left her. "Sorry. What's the fee?"

"Four hundred."

"That's fine," said Vivi, and closed her eyes briefly, and Odile made a mark on the blotter that Vivi did not think was a word.

The agreement was two pages. Vivi signed it at the bottom of the second one in the small legible hand she used on labels, and then Odile said, "Now read it," and waited, so she read it, and it said exactly what the woman had said it said.

Thirty days. From signature. Today's date at the top in copperplate, the first of March.

"Question one." The pen came up. "What do you do when no one is watching?"

"Sleep," said Vivi. "Sorry, that's — that's not an answer, that's just a thing that happens. I clean. That sounds bad. I mean I like a clean bench, I like the twenty minutes at the end when everything's down and wiped and there's nobody in the room, that's probably the best part of the day for me, which I know is depressing." She stopped. Started again. "I read the trade stuff. Recipes, other people's. In bed, on my phone, which is a terrible habit. And I — "

She heard the shape of the next sentence coming and turned it around before it got out.

"— and I sleep," she said. "Sorry. I've said that."

The pen went on for a while after she stopped talking.

"Question two. Who was the last person who disappointed you, and have you forgiven them?"

"Oh — nobody, really. Sorry. That's not — nobody." Vivi turned her hands over on the bag. "There's a supplier who's been sending me stone fruit that's been in a truck too long, but that's not disappointment, that's just a truck. Honestly I've been lucky. I've had one person in my whole career who could have chewed me up and didn't. Bruno Sacchi. He put me on pastry when I was seventeen and I'd never touched a lamination in my life, and he's never once taken credit for anything I've done, and he































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
MONSTER MATCH AGENCY






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





