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AGNÈS DESARTHE was born in Paris in 1966 and has written many books for children and teenagers, as well as adult fiction. She has had two previous novels translated into English: Five Photos of My Wife (2001), short-listed for the Independent Foreign Fiction Prize and the Jewish Quarterly Fiction Prize, and Good Intentions (2002).
ADRIANA HUNTER has been working as a literary translator since 1998, and has now translated over thirty books from the French, including two other novels by Agnès Desarthe. She lives in Norfolk with her husband and their three children.

Praise for Chez Moi
“Chez Moi is a delectable confection of renewal and hope, peppered by surprises and sweetened by friendship, set in a little restaurant in Paris. Agnès Desarthe’s mouthwatering novel, like an innovative menu, introduces scenes and sorrows and characters in unexpected flavors; culinary ingredients rush in by flurries of musical aromas. The pages beg to be licked!”
—Cynthia Ozick, author of Dictation: A Quartet
“Thank you, Agnès Desarthe, for letting us into the imaginative mind of this wacky, philosophic, good-hearted, and altogether brave woman. I loved her from the piquant start to the satisfying finish, like an inventive meal with a deliciously perfect dessert.”
—Susan Vreeland, author of Luncheon of the Boating Party
“Sometimes—very rarely—a book comes your way that is so deceptively approachable and sastifying, it is only when you are finished that you realize it has offered profound human wisdom and a refreshing new way of looking at life. This is such a book.”
—Linda Olsson, author of Astrid & Veronika
“Chez Moi is full of surprises and delights. Myriam is the sort of friend we’d all like to have—smart and determined, eccentric and brave—a person who will serve you fine coffee and praline raspberry mousse while she listens to your story. Her own story, with its pleasures of discovery and piercing losses and errors of the past, will catch your attention and make you want to linger in her restaurant over yet another cup of coffee, and then one more.”
—Kim Edwards, author of The Memory Keeper’s Daughter
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To DanteTo my friends, for whom I love to cook, and to Claude, at Le Passage.
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		Am I a liar? Yes, because I told the man at the bank I’d been on a hotel and catering course and done an eighteen-month work placement at the Ritz. I showed him the diplomas and contracts I’d made the day before. I also brandished a management training certificate, a really good fake. I like living dangerously: that’s how I lost my way in the past, and why I’m on a winning streak now. The banker was completely taken in, and gave me the loan. I thanked him without turning a hair. The medical check? No problem. My blood, my precious blood is clean, nice and clean, as if I hadn’t been through anything.

		Am I a liar? No, because I can actually do everything I claim I can. I can wield spatulas like a juggler with his batons. Like a contortionist, I can supplely activate several different parts of my body independently: thickening a sauce with one hand while separating eggs and tying filou pastry parcels with the other. True, teenagers with fuzz on their lips, spots on their foreheads and greasy hair under their kitchen boys’ caps can master the amber colour of an impossibly unctuous caramel, they can fillet a mullet without losing one milligram of flesh, and stitch their crepinette sausages with all the dedication of Penelope. But. BUT! Stick them in a kitchen with five starving bawling children who keep getting under their feet and need to be back at school within half an hour (one’s allergic to dairy products and another won’t eat anything), throw our splendid young apprentice chefs into that lion cub’s den with an empty fridge, pans that everything sticks to and a desire to give the little darlings a balanced meal, and watch them cope. Watch those chubby-faced boys toil away and fall apart. Everything they’ve learned in cooking school I’ve learned from my different lives: the first one, in those far off days, when I was a housewife and mother, and the second, more recently, when I earned my crust in the kitchens of the Santo Salto circus.

		My restaurant will be small and inexpensive. I don’t like frills. It will be called Chez moi because it really will be my home, I’ll be sleeping there; I don’t have enough money to pay for the lease and a rent.

		It will serve all the recipes I’ve invented, the ones I’ve transformed and the ones I’ve worked out for myself. There won’t be any music - I’m too emotional - and the light bulbs hanging from the ceiling will be orange-tinted. I’ve already bought a giant fridge on the Avenue de la République. They’ve promised me an oven and a hob at a good price. Does it matter if it’s scratched? It doesn’t matter at all, I’m pretty scratched myself! The salesman doesn’t laugh, he doesn’t even smile. Men don’t like it when women do themselves down. I also order a fifteen-setting dishwasher, the smallest model they have. It won’t be big enough, the man says. It’s all I can afford, it’ll have to do to start with. He promises he’ll send me some customers. He promises he’ll come for supper one evening himself, without any warning: as a surprise. Now he is lying, that’s for sure, but I don’t mind, I wouldn’t exactly have loved cooking for him.

		I cook with and out of love. How am I going to manage to love my customers? The sheer luxury of that question makes me think of prostitutes because that’s precisely what they don’t have - that luxury.

	






I didn’t let my friends or family know about the day of the opening. I gave them the wrong date. This time, there’s no denying it, I lied too. The shopping’s done. I’ve written my menus. I’ve prepared everything that could be prepared. The rest is last minute work. But there is no last minute. I’m still waiting. And there’s no one coming through the door. No one knows my restaurant exists. I shake with anticipation from quarter to twelve till half past three. It’s very tiring and my navel, which is the epicentre of frequent nervous spasms, is sorely tested.


When someone stops outside my door or hovers at the window I mentally shoo them away. A restaurant should be either full or empty. A single customer is worse than no customers at all. I’ve decided I’ll be open at lunchtime and in the evenings. Maybe that’s too much to start with. But I don’t see how I can avoid mistakes. I’ve never run a restaurant. I don’t know how it’s done. I’ve thought at length about stocks and leftovers. How much should I buy? What should I cook? How long should I keep it? I’ve thought about it and found an answer: do what you would for a large family. With fish: raw on the first day, cooked the next if it hasn’t been eaten, made into terrine on the third and soup on the fourth. That’s what my grandmother does. That’s what most women do and no one’s ever died from it. How do I know? It would have been in the paper. With meat it’s the same, except I think tartar is a bit vulgar, so I cook my meat the day I buy it, then it becomes meatballs, soft little meatballs with coriander and cumin, celery tops, fronds of chervil, cream, lemon and tomatoes, roasted in garlic. There’s no third chance for meat. Well there is and there isn’t. I’m not allowed to write about it. With vegetables it’s even more straightforward: raw, cooked, puréed, in soup, as stock. It’s the same for fruits. Dairy products are such a help: they hold up well. I have a particular weakness for them. I trust them completely. Juices, of every sort, are kept separately in glass jugs. Very important, glass jugs. That’s something else I got from my grandmother.


The first sitting hasn’t happened. I’m exhausted. I hope this evening I’ll see the chock-full tables of my dreams. Mind you, I’m even more frightened of streams of customers arriving than none at all. I’m not ready. Will I ever be? I have a nap from four o’clock to six o’clock. The banquette I got from a charity shop proves a very good bed. I sleep without really sleeping, my eyelids fluttering like butterfly wings. I keep going over things, checking through everything I have to do. The moves and the words: ‘Have you reserved a table? What would you like to drink? The bill? Certainly, I’ll bring it straight away. Go on, give in to temptation, the desserts are all home-made.’ Impossible. I’ll never be able to say things like that. Luckily, there are no more punters in the evening than there were at lunchtime. I close at twenty-five to eleven without clearing the tables and with no washing-up to do. I lie down on the banquette again, this new life is so draining - and it’s only day one! I think about bills, working out everything I’ve got to pay when I haven’t earned a thing. I feel I’ve been abandoned by everyone. Punished. At five o’clock in the morning I’m woken by the dustbin lorry. So I must have slept. Good news. I’d better get up, have a shower in my huge sink - I shouldn’t write about that either - and get to work. Today’s the real first day, the launch.









My friends think the food is delicious. They’ve brought champagne. My parents think the tables are too cramped and the chairs not comfortable enough. I feel like telling them it’s not a restaurant for old people and they don’t know what they’re talking about. But they’re right. I don’t like my tables; I don’t like my chairs either. It was the man on the Avenue de la République who gave them to me. He took pity on me, he was going to throw them out. ‘They’re all wonky,’ he said, ‘uneven. But just ask your husband to put a few bolts in them, tighten the odd screw here and there.’ A bolt and a screw, me and my husband. Oy oh-yoy. Just the thought is embarrassing. I change the subject, asking when the dishwasher will arrive. ‘Soon enough, soon enough,’ he assures me; this time, he’s not lying. The day he comes to deliver the furniture he brings the machine too.


‘What’s that?’ he asks scornfully, pointing at my nice green banquette from the charity shop, soft moleskin set off with gold piping.


‘It’s a banquette. For the ladies!’ I add to shut him up.


He shrugs and starts methodically filling
 Chez moi
 with furniture so that it suddenly looks very cramped to me. That’s worrying, I think. Has it got smaller? Have we got bigger?


‘It’s nice,’ he says when he’s finished. ‘It’s cosy.’


‘What can I offer you to eat?’ I ask, hoping he won’t want anything too specific.


‘The best you’ve got,’ he replies.


I think: me, eat me, but I don’t say that because it all comes down to the same thing anyway. I serve him a portion of chocolate, pear and pepper tart with a glass of chilled rosé. I watch him eat, and think that, in the end, he didn’t lie: he is eating in my restaurant. Except it’s not supper time, so he did lie. I look at him and think he’s feeding off me because I put all of myself into that first tart, that inaugural dessert. I kneaded gently, melted patiently, saved the juice as I sliced, then incorporated it into the pastry, with the Massai-black chocolate, my brown pastry in my hands, rolling it out and shaping it, rolling it out and shaping it, the pepper over the pears because I believe - in the kitchen as in other areas - in the mysterious power of alliteration. The peppercorns are dark on the outside and pale yellow on the inside, not crushed or ground. Sliced. My pepper-mill is a grater, creating tiny slices of spice. The man eats and I can see it has an effect on him. It breaks my heart. Why? I have no idea. Neither of us is worthy of the exchange.


My friends think my chairs and tables are fine as they are. ‘Why’s the pavement on this chard tart all green?’ my mother asks. She’s never trusted me and probably thinks I’ve let it go mouldy. ‘Because I’ve put chopped dill and chives in it. It looks better and it makes it lighter too.’ My father spits it out. He doesn’t like herbs. He thinks they’re for girls and for cattle. My mother’s the only person I know who calls a pie crust a pavement. I think it’s sweet and can pardon her the offence. Has she forgiven me mine? The raw tuna marinated in cébette onions is a success I regret. It cost a fortune and it’s so easy to do it’s soulless. It’s the sea they should be thanking, not me. My own vanity is intoxicating. I’ve made the decision: no more raw fish.









My first two customers are schoolgirls. They come through the door at quarter past twelve.
 Chez moi
 has been open for several days. I’ve had a visit from the florist next door who has bad breath and claims to be very
 persnickety
. He announces the fact proudly, as if it were some sort of prestigious pedigree. I think he chose the flower trade in the hope of masking the wafting bile that creates such a stench on his palate. If you were really so
 persnickety
, I feel like telling him, you would make up your mind to be a bit less so. If it goes too far it just makes you grumpy and generates black bile. A hair on the television screen provokes stomach cramps, a paper plate for a salade niçoise and the vice squeezes tighter and your oesophagus flares up, a customer who confuses ranunculus for anemones is enough to taint your saliva. If you weren’t so
 persnickety
, you would smell better and the world would be cleansed as a result. But I don’t say anything.


The silence makes him uncomfortable and he feels he has to offer me something. ‘To decorate the place,’ he says, ‘I could keep my unsold flowers. With a reputation like mine, I can only sell flowers that will last a week, I can’t keep them in the shop more than four days…’. He expects gushing gratitude, but I don’t say anything, don’t show anything. I don’t even manage a smile. It’s because of the smell, as if a tiny corpse were rotting inside him. ‘They won’t be wilted,’ he assures me. Perhaps he read the disgust in my eyes.


When I close the door behind him I can finally breathe through my nose, and I think of Leslie, the tight-rope walker who used to wind me up with her constant complaining, languid mutterings melted into the bland sauce of her American accent: ‘Meat again!’ she would moan. If there were vegetables she would complain they gave her wind. When I cooked pasta she snivelled, saying it all went straight to her thighs. I explained that pasta didn’t make you fat. She laughed her funny laugh like a sheep with melancholia and shook her head, casting her eyes to the heavens.


My first two clients aren’t like her. They’re schoolgirls. Their trousers hang from their well-padded hips. My little poppets, I think secretly. I find their bodies charming, like giant apricots. I can’t help wanting to prod the perfect flesh of their stomachs, offered so openly, bulging under their gleaming skin. Of course, I do nothing of the sort.


When they order only a first course I don’t try to hide my surprise.


‘It’s too expensive,’ they explain.


‘But you’ll be hungry, afterwards. Have you got lessons this afternoon?’


‘Yes, philosophy.’


‘You need to eat before philosophy. I’ll cut all my prices in half. Let’s say it’s my contribution to the future of world philosophy. What if one of you becomes the greatest thinker of the century?’


I’ve said too much, they’re bored. They think I’m mad, but that doesn’t mean they won’t make the most of my generosity. As I watch them drinking their avocado and grapefruit soup I wonder whether I like them or loathe them. I notice I’ve left a bra drying on the gas tap. That’s the drawback with an open kitchen. I put it in my pocket and open the fridge to get out my old steak aiguillette - a waste that would break many a house-wife’s heart - because it’s meatball day. But with me it’s different. I run a restaurant. I can do what I like with expensive cuts of meat. It’s not a waste, it’s a sign of quality. I mince the luxury meat and, so as not to disturb my two young philosophers’ chat, I take the processor into the toilets. That’s the other drawback with an open kitchen. For a moment I picture a full restaurant, twenty-five covers, orders piling up, and customers using the toilets stopping me from taking refuge in there to do the noisier jobs. I could always just close, I tell myself, reeling at the thought.


When I come back out, I notice they’ve taken out a packet of cigarettes. I am gripped with an irresistible urge to announce that
 Chez moi
 is a non-smoking establishment, but that would be stupid: I smoke myself and it would be unbelievably bad for business. The gluttons have already finished their first course. Didn’t their mummies teach them to eat slowly, putting the spoon down between each mouthful? The scrolls of Camel smoke merge with the clouds of steam from the saucepan. We become ghost-like figures, lost in thick mist. They don’t seem to mind and I congratulate myself that my first two customers aren’t persnickety. Passers-by have started gathering, intrigued by the mysterious fog. This is the beginning of my glory. A man rushes in to save us, looming out of the mists yelling ‘do you want me to call the fire brigade?’ Startled, we burst out laughing. You know, there’s a wonderful atmosphere here.


After reassuring him that everything is all right, I suggest he sits down. I open the door to create a draught, and offer him an ice-cold beer. ‘While I’m here, I’ll have a bite to eat,’ he says, loosening his tie. I catch him eyeing the girls’ amber-coloured hips, and make up my mind to give them their desserts on the house.


‘This is too good!’ one of them exclaims, dipping a piece of bread in her sauce when I go over to clear their plates. I do like them, actually. I make a mental note that they’re my lucky mascots. I think I can picture a particular way of running the business: I could attract pretty women by offering them certain advantages and privileges. Crowds would converge on my restaurant to feast their eyes and my profits would be guaranteed. Any kind of sale, as a matter of principle, eventually reminds us of the slave trade or immoral earnings. I try to think of a counter-example but cannot find one. I’m not ashamed: I knew all that when I opened
 Chez moi
. It’s fine with me. Absolutely fine.









Last night I dreamed the Beatles came and had supper in my restaurant. All four of them. Paul McCartney, John Lennon, Ringo Starr and the other one, the one whose name I can never remember. I was really pleased when I saw them coming in but worried too, because of this recurring memory lapse. What if I have to introduce them to someone? Just as I am about to name the fourth Beatle, bang, I go blank, nothing comes to me, or actually it does, but it’s worse than nothing: Jim Morrison, Jimi Hendrix, Lou Reed. Luckily there aren’t any other customers so I don’t need to worry about being caught out like that. I tell them how much I like them, and they answer with touching modesty and sit down at the table closest to the kitchen. We’re instantly immersed in a radiant familiarity, with me at my oven and them at their table but all in it together as if they chose those seats specially, so they could talk to me. I feel honoured, but at the same time I think their consideration for me is quite natural; this is a dream, remember.


I take their order and that brings on more worrying: Paul McCartney wants fish fingers (I forgot to say they all speak very good French, without a trace of an accent). Fish fingers don’t feature on my menu and I immediately hate myself for the arrogant way I put my menus together. What makes so-called serious food, dishes that are meant to be refined - cod loin in blackberry jus with wild mushrooms, millefeuilles of lamb and aubergines, torte of mascarpone with grapes and cognac - what makes them any more worthy of being served at
 Chez moi
? I find my own elitism repulsive. To crown my embarrassment, Yoko Ono, who I hadn’t even noticed until then (she probably wasn’t there at the beginning of the dream: that’s the problem with dreams, people come in and out at the wrong time), stares at me sternly. She’s right. I’ve slavishly followed bourgeois notions of cooking when, when… stammering won’t get you anywhere, come on! Get into your kitchen! I go to the fridge and take out a beautiful slab of monkfish. Armed with my thinnest knife I cut into its rich dense meat, well away from the central bone, which is too bloody for my liking, and the stomach where the flesh becomes softer, floppier, thinner, like wide ears on some washed-out sea monster. I cut out a rectangular piece which reminds me of those little blocks of wood I used to buy in loads of five hundred for my son so that he could build wonderful fortresses. It shouldn’t be allowed for real memories to get mixed up in the flimsy structure of dreams because the pain it causes is unbearable. This fish ‘block’ is perfect: smooth, white and supple. I make a thick coating for it, browning some breadcrumbs in butter. The crumbs aren’t quite rounded enough for my liking, not as rounded as on the fish fingers I remember from the days when I used to fry them up for my son, who loved them, secretly congratulating himself for living in a world where shapes were governed with such stupefying coherence: building blocks were followed by fish blocks and, at bath time (he liked having his bath after tea), blocks of soap. What am I talking about? I’ve no idea what went through my son’s head. That’s the other drawback with dreams, the propensity to hallucinate, the illusion of intellectual omnipotence. My golden breadcrumbs are ready. I dip the fish in a touch of egg-white and roll it in them, and it works: when I’ve run over the plate of tiny nuggets four times it is perfectly disguised, perfectly unrecognizable as a monkfish fillet and perfectly recognizable as fish fingers. When I lay it on Paul McCartney’s plate, he shrieks with joy and, probably by way of thanking me, starts singing ‘Norwegian Wood’. They all sing along with him. Even Yoko Ono. Guitars and other instruments join in, somewhere in the wings. It’s wonderful. It makes me cry. It makes me cry because that’s the record that was playing the first time I made love.


I remember it very well. I was on the floor on my back. The urge had been getting stronger for months and months. I kept laughing, not because it was so strange, not because I felt ashamed (I didn’t at all) and not because I was embarrassed. I wanted to laugh because it made me so happy, that discovery, the intoxicating belief that I was inventing something. I thought of Archimedes and Copernicus. I thought of Newton and Einstein. I thought of Galileo. In the depths of me, just like in the universe, this untapped seam, like gravitational force, in me, just like the earth, this inexhaustible source of energy. Why hadn’t anyone told me about it before? How could I not have guessed? And was it for free? And could everyone have it? And was it really that easy? So easy? I didn’t think about not being on the pill, or that the boy hadn’t used a condom, that I might get pregnant or catch God knows what. I just thought this is crazy. And while all this was going on the Beatles sang ‘Norwegian Wood’.






How come we live several different lives? Maybe I’m generalizing a bit. Maybe I’m the only one who feels like this. I will only die once and yet, during the time I’m allotted, I will have lived a series of related but clearly distinct existences.


At thirty, I wasn’t the same person I am now. At eight, I was a very individual little thing. I see my adolescence as quite autonomous in relation to what followed. The woman I am now is rootless, unattached, incomprehensibly alone. I used to have lots of people round me. I had become very sociable. Initially I was shy, then reserved, then sensible… finally mad.


It’s a quarter to midnight and I run a tiny bath in the giant sink. Only newborns are given baths in basins. Newborns and me. I put in the plug and let the warm water fill up till it’s twenty-five centimetres deep. There are another thirty centimetres to the edge. I climb onto the work surface. The metal shutters are closed. I am standing here naked on my draining board and I’d like someone to see me because it’s an unusual situation and it deserves an audience. I sit down with my back against the smooth steel, and it doesn’t overflow. I like the arithmetical precision of the thing. Being quite incapable of calculating anything, I used guesswork and it didn’t let me down. In order to take up less space I put my arms under my bent knees, ending up - more or less - in what’s called the crow position. In the days of the Santo Salto circus I used to warm up with the performers. We did a sort of yoga, stretching and pushing exercises. My limbs, which had never been subjected to any form of discipline, made cracking noises and my muscles trembled but I didn’t let it put me off and no one made fun of me. Pretty much all of us had some previous conviction, had gone astray, and not one of us would have dreamed of commenting on someone else’s behaviour. We had no choice but to tolerate each other. It was a world within a world, oblivious to the rules governing the rest of society and indifferent to its conventions. You could become a mother at fourteen or forty-eight. Stay single or have three husbands. You might be an aunt of the children you were bringing up, and you could work in the kitchens one day and on the till the next; and that never stopped anyone pampering the horses or feeding the dogs. Our animals were particularly intelligent. We liked to take in a great variety of species and didn’t believe tigers necessarily made for a better performance than dogs or cats. The frontier between the domesticated and the wild was unclear. We constantly blurred it, allowing some to be wild while firmly believing in our own ability to subdue the untameable. No one spoke, we all shouted, rarely using verbs or adjectives but relying heavily on names, nicknames and onomatopoeia. Hup. Bang. Woah. Half an hour before going into the ring we were a bit like stick insects, motionless, alert, subsumed into our ropes, batons, poles, nets and barres, indistinguishable from our own accessories, camouflaged. Our animals fell silent and we all exchanged looks exhaustively: men and dogs, goats and young girls, snakes and women. It was a cold world but not chillingly so. We didn’t have time for feelings, but physical contact compensated for the shortcoming. There was always a hand on your back, your shoulder, your elbow, an instep on the inside of your thigh, a head against your stomach, a knee wedged in your groin. We formed a collective Karma Sutra peculiarly devoid of eroticism. Skin is a platform, a flat surface but, like the earth, it is also rounded and self-contained and made up of interdependent elements. We take a long time to understand our own skin, the paradoxical way it’s both a surface and an envelope, its singularity and multiplicity: the skin on our feet, the skin on our necks, our chins, genitals, ribs, the sole same organ keeping itself constantly informed. I thought I knew my skin but one day a hand on the back of my neck - an unexpected, or should I say un-hoped for, hand - showed me I was wrong: there was a whole
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