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You try calling someone “Daddy” whom you’ve never met in your life.

Rat has this pad of pink bubble gum–scented stationery with mice on it that’s all the rage at her school. Kids will trade a mammoth marble or a jawbreaker just for one page. Rat’s got a whole damn pad of it she’s just bought with the money her English father’s sent her for her birthday. And now she’s already wrecked three pages trying to write this damn letter thanking him for the twenty francs he’s sent her. First she’s ever heard from her father. More money than she’s ever had in her life. Chr papa, mrsi … cher Papa, mersi. cher ppa …

You can see Rat’s difficulty in the monkish elaborateness with which she is transmogrifying her capital letters, turning the C into a snake with a hissing tongue, the P into an archer with a bow, the whole set-piece of greeting and gratitude grinding to a halt, firstly, because Rat doesn’t know how to write a letter, and secondly, because never having met her father or heard from him before, she hasn’t a clue what sort of child he would like her to be.

“Can I see the card again?” Rat asks, hoping for guidance. A picture of a clown sitting on a cake, and on the inside, in English, “To Celia, Happy Birthday, love Daddy” in an anonymously cursive script.

“Where’s the envelope? Can I keep the stamp?”

“It came with something else, some bank business. I threw it away,” says Vanessa.

“I didn’t even know he knew when my birthday was,” Rat says, wondering.

“Get back to your letter, girl.”

Rat groans. Looks up again, after a moment. “Are you sure it’s okay to write him in French?” She knows the answer already.

“Sure, sweetheart, your daddy speaks good French. He went to boarding school in Switzerland.”

Rat considers other options, diversionary tactics. “Maybe I should send him a photo, so he knows what I look like.” There’s a snapshot of herself Rat likes that’s tacked up on the living room wall. She’s on the boardwalk at Canet Plage, in her Rollerblades, wearing a denim skirt which their neighbor Cristel helped her make from an old pair of jeans. She is unsmiling. She looks tough, challenging, but pretty.

“Sure, sweetheart. Why not?”

“Why don’t I just send him the photo and skip the letter?”

Her mother makes as if to swat her on the side of the head, play-angry. “Go on, lazy brat, write.”

No need to feel sorry for Rat for having a father she’s never met, who only gave up denying she was his when the DNA test proved it. Lots of kids Rat knows are way worse off. There was a story on TV about a man who didn’t feed the dogs when his wife went away on vacation, so the dogs ate their toddler.

Besides, hard to see how there’d be room for a man in their lives. Rat and her mother are close as sisters, sometimes twins. Vanessa is so small—child-size, really—they can wear each other’s clothes. When one of them has nightmares or there are people staying over or they just happen to feel like snuggling, Vanessa comes to sleep in Rat’s bed.

“How’re you coming along?” Vanessa asks now.

Rat grimaces, clutches the letter close. “Don’t look.”

Her mother pushes aside Rat’s sheltering hands, and examines the mangled cross-outs.

“You’re a real case,” she says, fondly. “Here.” Vanessa writes out three lines for Rat to copy. “Dear Daddy, Thank you for the birthday money. Love, Celia.” Easy-peasy.

Rat tries to summon up the diligence to replicate these lines, but her concentration’s shot. She hunches her shoulders, stretches, picks her nose, yawns.

“You finished, sweetheart?”

“I can’t do it,” Rat grumbles. “I hate writing.”

“Just get it done with, Ratkin.”

“I can’t.”

Vanessa reads the letter, folds it, and stashes it in her big patchwork carryall. “Okay? You’re finished.”

But Rat is hunched, sulky with failure.

Vanessa rumples her daughter’s hair, bends down to blow into her ear, to tickle her. No reaction.

“You’re done,” she repeats. Waves a hand in front of Rat’s eyes. “What are you going to do with the money?”

Rat shrugs.

“Come on, grump. Let’s go to the beach,” Vanessa says. “You can buy me an ice cream. A Magnum.”

“No way,” says Rat. “I’m not spending my birthday money on an ice cream.” But already she’s on her feet, searching for her sweatshirt, the bucket in which she collects sea glass and shells.

The thank-you letter that Rat was obliged to write to her father sticks in her mind as an unsettling anomaly in a life otherwise devoid of any such old-fashioned rites of good manners. Or, indeed, of any communications from her English relatives.

Some years later, when it strikes her that a father might come in handy, Rat asks her mother why they’ve never heard from him again.

And Vanessa, who is in a lousy temper, feeling unappreciated by her now teenage daughter, laughs shortly and says, “Did you really believe that?” There never was any birthday money from Rat’s daddy, she explains. It was Vanessa who in the fullness of her heart invented this offering the year Rat moved from preschool to primary and was getting bullied by older kids at recess. “I did it to cheer you up,” she says.

Rat is so shocked her normally sharp tongue momentarily fails her. She feels made a fool of. She feels tampered-with, defiled in her innermost sanctuary, the place where she dreams about people who to her waking life are marginal.

“You made me write a letter you were never going to send?”

Vanessa shrugs. “I thought it might help you. You had things you needed to say to your father.”

“Like thank you?”

It’ll be years before Rat discovers that although her English father doesn’t send her birthday presents, he does pay Vanessa child support—a monthly sum which by London standards is probably pretty basic, but which, for the Pyrénées-Orientales, where they live, is royal.

Vanessa is a rich woman, but nobody knows, least of all her daughter. The monthly payments which are intended for Rat’s maintenance pile up in a Crédit Agricole account, separate from their regular account, which is always bumping on empty. And meanwhile, Vanessa and Rat live hand to mouth like everybody else they know, off a combination of welfare benefits, undeclared earnings, and gleaning.

To her friends, Vanessa is wide-open generous. The generosity is genuine. Vanessa would give you her only winter coat, and it wouldn’t be a game. It’s as if she’s unconscious of the fact that, unlike her friends and neighbors, she’s got serious money in the bank—if she knew, she would buy a new car, instead of rattling around in a broken-down Renault 5. Poverty is also something mental, and Vanessa honestly feels skint.

And Rat, later on when she learns about the child support and thinks it over, doesn’t begrudge her mother the money that should logically have been spent switching her to private school after she flunks out of eighth grade because the public high school at Canet is so big and rough that you spend all your mental energy figuring out how not to get beaten up. Or even just taking them on vacation somewhere nice.

Rat doesn’t mind, because thanks to Vanessa’s teaching, she’s learned to fend for herself. Later on, when she meets people who’ve been born rich, they will seem to her like dogs without a sense of smell. Bank accounts belong to the realm of the unreal. What’s real is your quick wits.

Vanessa is a brocanteuse: she buys and sells old goods. A natural-born forager, says she. The walls of their apartment are plastered with the kind of things she loves: printed cocktail napkins from a bar in Spain, a leopard-skin carnival mask with gold whiskers, photo spreads from old magazines.

Many of these photographs, laser copied and blown up, are of Rat’s English granny, her unknown father’s mother, whose name was Celia Kidd. Rat’s real name, too, is Celia. She was named after her granny, but everybody except for teachers calls her Rat.

Celia Kidd was a top model in London in the 1960s. There is a black-and-white blowup of her on the kitchen wall from British Vogue, a tall slinky girl, slim as an otter, with white skin and enormous eyes, wearing a poncho made of white feathers, and seemingly nothing else. Her gaze is merry and slightly mocking.

Rat’s father, Gillem McKane, was her only child.

Rat’s favorite photograph is of Celia and Gillem together, when he was a little boy not much older than Rat. It’s a two-page color spread, and it comes from a time when Celia Kidd was married to a British film director.

Celia, older than in her modeling days but still ferociously beautiful, is wearing a brocade fur-trimmed tunic. She is stretched out on the sofa, her long legs dangling over the armrest. Gillem is sprawled on the floor at her feet, drawing a picture. You can’t see his face, because he’s looking down. But he’s got long black hair, and he’s wearing a shirt with a frilly collar. In big letters printed along the side of the photograph, it says in English: “Mrs. Harbison’s drawing-room is midnight blue, a favorite Empire sofa is upholstered in hot-pink velvet.”

Celia and Gillem’s lives were so star-studded you would never have thought they would cross with Rat’s mother’s.

But later on, when Gillem was in his twenties, there was a period when he and his mother used to spend their summers in the Pyrénées-Orientales. They rented a big house on the cliffs above Collioure, which was the village where Vanessa and her parents lived. Celia Kidd would pack the house with her glamorous friends. And for a month in August, Collioure, otherwise rather sedate, would suddenly look as glitzy as Saint-Tropez.

Rat loves hearing the story of how her parents met.

One Saturday night, according to Vanessa, Gillem walked into the nightclub where she and her girlfriends hung out.

“Did you know who he was?” Rat asked.

“Of course. Everybody knew him. Celia’s son. He used to ride around town on his motorbike, usually with some drop-dead blonde hanging off the back, who me and my friends’d be doing hexes on—shrivel up and die, you old witch. He was gorgeous. And then that night, it was like, Oh my God, there’s Gillem. And he’s all by himself!”

“So you asked him to dance …?”

“We danced, we talked. He had this really cute English accent. I asked him where his girlfriend was, he said she’d gone back to London. I said, Oh, so my voodoo spells worked.”

“What did he say?”

“He laughed. Then we danced some more, and he asked me if I’d like to go for a walk on the cliffs.”

“What did you say?”

“I said I’d had so much to drink I was scared I’d fall over. And he was like, Don’t worry, we’ll fall together.”

That remark Vanessa thought dead-romantic, but Rat found it a bit too weird, as if her parents might just as easily have died that night, instead of producing her.

“And after that summer, you never saw him again?”

“They stopped coming to Collioure.”

“So you never saw him again?”

“Never.”

“Wouldn’t you like to go find him someday?”

“What for? We do pretty well on our own, don’t you think?”

When Rat tries to picture her father, it’s never as a grown man, but always as a boy her age, like her friend Jérôme who lives next door, or the Gypsy kids she plays with in the market at Brix. She pictures him the way he looks in the photograph: a boy in a white lace shirt with a mass of tangled black hair falling in his eyes.

Rat imagines showing this boy the treasures she keeps in an old tin lozenge box: bits of sea glass, the china favors she’s collected from previous years’ Twelfth Night cakes. When she climbs a tree, Gillem is on the branch next to her. She can imagine her father as being this eight-year-old child, but she can’t picture him as a grown man. Can’t picture him eating supper at Vanessa’s kitchen table, or driving Rat to school in the morning, or coming to kiss her goodnight. Can’t imagine him doing any of the things fathers do on a Sunday afternoon: trimming the hedge, or tinkering with the car, or playing pétanque with the neighbors, or yelling at you to clean up your room.
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The first time she is conscious of seeing her mother—whom she’d thought as much a part of herself as the scar on her forehead or her broken front tooth—judged by a stranger’s eyes.

Vanessa is taking Rat and the neighbors’ kids to the beach. To get to the beach from their place, you have to cross a highway. It’s not a megahighway—there are only two lanes—but it’s the kind of dead-straight, flat-as-a-pancake, five-kilometer stretch where drivers like to pretend they’re practicing for the Paris–Dakar. There’s a culvert that runs under the highway, which is where you are supposed to cross, but after it’s rained, the tunnel goes knee-deep in black mud. So Vanessa has made the kids scramble up the embankment, and now is urging them across the road.

There’s nothing hurried about Rat’s mother’s approach: she is strolling right into the threat of fast traffic, willing any oncoming cars to halt. Solenne, who is little more than a toddler, Vanessa is gripping firmly by the hand. Rat and Solenne’s big sister, Emilie, are following closely, like chicks with the mother hen, hesitant, then scrambling in jerky moves to safety.

Only Jérôme is left behind. Vanessa yells at Jérôme to move his butt, but he has frozen. Remains stock-still by the far side of the road, seemingly unable to budge. It’s obvious neither he nor Vanessa is going to make a move, so finally Rat goes darting back and grabs him. Jérôme’s a year older than she is, but sometimes he just spazzes out. On the near lane, there’s a gap in the traffic, but on the far side, as they cross, there’s a van heading right for them.

You’d never think a machine could be sarcastic, but the lordly last-minuteness with which this van grinds to a halt exudes contempt. When they are safely across, Rat’s mama smacks Jérôme’s skinny butt. “When I say come, you come.”

The driver’s window’s down. He’s watching the spectacle with an air of disbelief. Then he leans out his window and says, “Lady, it isn’t your son who deserves the spanking.”

Vanessa’s eggshell skin stains red with anger. “Connard!” she shouts back. Her words are lost in the engine’s departing roar.

Rat picks up Jérôme’s towel and bathing suit, but her head’s on fire. She’s burning from the shock of seeing her mother as others might see her. Vanessa has done something demonstrably dangerous, and she’s been scolded like a child for it!

“What an asshole,” Vanessa says, once they reach the beach. “What is it about people they can’t mind their own business, they have to stand over you, nya nya nya all the time?”

Rat doesn’t answer.

Vanessa takes her own sweet time choosing the perfect patch of sand, not too far from the water, not too damp, unrolling their mats and securing them with rocks. Jérôme and his sisters are already waist-deep in the sea.

When she’s done, she strips down to her bikini bottom and stretches out delicately on her mat. And only then notices that her daughter is still standing.

“What’s wrong?”

“What?!”

“What’s biting you?”

Finally Rat says it. “Mama, that was dangerous what you made us do. And why did you have to spank Jérôme?”

There’s an unspoken etiquette that’s been breached: unless you’re a teacher, you don’t smack other people’s children.

Vanessa sits up, bare tits bobbling, instantly furious. “Look, whose side are you on, anyway? All my life people have been standing over me, telling me what to do, snipping at me for even breathing. You think it’s easy, lugging four sniveling brats to the beach? Would you rather be back at the house, broiling? Enjoy yourself. Relax, have a swim, live it up a little. And leave me the fuck alone. Okay?”

Rat sits down beside her, chastened. “You’re going to get burnt on your shoulders.”

She rubs the suntan lotion across her mother’s back, all the way down to the butterfly tattoo nestled at the base of her spine, just above the two dimples on her buttocks.

She braids her mother’s hair, which is henna-red, but she has nothing to tie it with, and little coils and tendrils keep escaping. She tries to fasten it with a strand of seaweed, but the seaweed breaks.

“Yuck,” says Vanessa. “Horrible kid. Vile brat,” but her tone is affectionate now, and she rolls over and rubs her nose against Rat’s in an Eskimo kiss.

“Do you love your little Vanilla-do? Tell me you love me.”

“Yes, I love you, Mama.”

“I love you too, my little Ratkin. Don’t you forget that, I love you, love you, love you.”

Rat’s mother is exquisite. She has a tiny heart-shaped freckled face with a pointed chin, and huge eyes like a cat’s. Beside her, Rat feels raw-boned, gawky. She lies down beside her mother, so that she can peek into Vanessa’s eyes which are deep-river dappled. Her cat’s eyes change color, from green-brown-gray to brown to green again, depending on her mood.

Rat knows the language of those eyes. Brown when Vanessa’s sad (worried about a friend who’s sick, or a boyfriend she’s broken up with). Gray when she’s angry (a fight with Mémé Catherine, Rat’s French granny, or with the landlord who won’t fix the drain). Green when her favorite song comes on the radio, or when she’s dancing around the house, parading some crushed-velvet scarf or feather boa she’s found for nothing in the market.

“You’re so beautiful; you should have been an actress,” Rat says. “You’d have been a superstar.”

“Yeah,” says her mother drily. “Story of my life, one long string of should-have-beens.”

And Rat feels doubly bad, because she knows if it weren’t for her, Vanessa could have been any one of those things she dreamed of—artist, actress, singer, fashion designer.

Because Vanessa’s missed so many chances on Rat’s account, she feels extra guilty for giving her mother a hard time. When Rat grows up, she’s going to buy the two of them a big house with a walk-in closet, and a bathroom with a full-size bathtub and mirror walls and vanity lights with a dimmer. She’s going to take Vanessa to Venice and Africa and the Greek Islands, all the places she loves to read about, and she’s going to bring her breakfast in bed every morning.

Rat isn’t easy. That’s what Vanessa tells her friends, she isn’t easy. Other times, she says, “You’re the love of my life.”
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Summer evening. The sky is pale blue, but already an egg-yolk moon is hovering above the still, mirrored sea. The rising moon is orange with harvest dust.

Rat and Jérôme have been building a fort in the long dune grass of Saint Féliu Plage. Rat wishes they could spend the night, but Jérôme’s supposed to be home by nine.

Their fort is an observation post, positioned to spy on the tourists having dinner at Chez Ernest. It’s Saturday evening, and the beachside restaurant’s terrace is flush with elegant blonde women, glittering with makeup and jewelry. Tanned men. Vacationers who speak in the hard clipped accents of the North. Jérôme calls them all “Parisians.” “Parisien, tête de chien, Parigot, tête de veau.” Behind the restaurant, big cars with out-of-state license plates—Bordeaux, Toulouse. There is even a Mercedes-Benz with a Belgian plate.

Some of the grown-ups Rat recognizes as local—pals of Ernest and his wife—the local men are beefier than the “Parisians.” They talk about rugby and boats and how much things cost. I paid deux mille balles for this, he paid dix mille balles for that. Normal things—the grown-up’s equivalent of the way kids boast at school.

The “Parisians” are a race apart. It grates on Rat, how cosset-ted their children are. In the day, they are slathered in suntan lotion and made to wear hats so their skin won’t burn. On the beach, they wear sandals so their feet won’t get cut by broken glass. As soon the sun goes down, their mothers ease them into hooded sweaters, knitted cardigans.

Sometimes one of the bolder kids will approach Rat and Jérôme and ask, “Do you want to play?” but they have evidently been trained to stay within their parents’ eyeshot, and if you suggest venturing further—into the dunes, or up on the bunker—they get nervous. Once she and Jérôme played with a boy who started teasing them about the way they spoke—“Why do you say ‘de-meng’ for ‘demain’?”—and only shut up when Rat pinned him to the ground and threatened to pour sand down his throat.

Tonight Rat and Jérôme find themselves spying on two kids who are swinging in Chez Ernest’s hammock. The little girl is trying forcibly to eject her big brother. She pushes at his low-swinging bottom, encased in hammock netting, but she can’t budge him. Failing, she runs back to the restaurant, bawling for their mother.

The mother intervenes.

The boy, sighing theatrically, surrenders his place to the little girl. Swings her as high as the hammock will go, and, as soon as their mother is out of sight, turns it upside down, depositing his sister hard in the sand. “You go running to Mama once more, and I’m going to take the biggest hairiest spider I can find, and put it in your bed tonight.”

Rat and Jérôme by now are losing interest.

“We should go home,” says Jérôme, reluctantly.

“Not yet. We need to check first that the enemy’s not approaching by sea.” That’s their signal to head for the bunker.

The bunker is a cement block, just out of sight of Chez Ernest, built by the Germans towards the end of the war in readiness for an Allied landing on this stretch of Mediterranean. There are hundreds of bunkers up and down the coast. Originally this one was sand-colored, but now it is so solidly spray-painted in graffiti—dark blue, red, yellow—that it looks like one big tattoo.

There’s a room inside where the German gunners would have hidden, and where today older kids go to smoke pot and kiss, but it’s dank and dark, and it gives Rat the creeps. Even when her friends dare her to crawl inside, she goes only with reluctance. Later on, after a girl from Fitou is raped in it, the municipality cements the entrance shut, and it becomes like a Pharaonic pyramid that holds a curse.

The bunker is oddly configured, shaped like a turnover, with one side not sheer but sharply slanting. Rat and Jérôme like to scale its cliff face. When you get to the top, you can see the entire coast, from the white limestone crags of the Corbières down south to the dark-green wall of the Albères, the Pyrenean foothills that mark the Spanish frontier. In between, is a harsh blazing Mediterranean flatland of marsh, delta, bulrushes, sandy plain.

This plain is Rat’s home. Its blistering sun is her sun, its thistles and parched hummocks and reeds are the only vegetation she knows. Occasionally she’s been up into the mountains—to the market at Brix, or camping in the Cerdagne. But for the most part, Rat’s world is flat and tricornered, bound by three markers: the beach, where they also buy their groceries; the village, where she goes to school; and home.

Rat’s territory isn’t big—it’s one kilometer from her house to the sea, and another kilometer to the village—but within it, she has abounding freedom.

A gang of children from Chez Ernest have followed her and Jérôme to the bunker. A man calls, and three of them disappear, leaving only a tall towheaded boy. A boy without brothers or sisters, who belongs to nobody visible.

“What are you doing?” the boy wants to know.

Neither she nor Jérôme bothers to reply.

“How did you get up there?”

Jérôme and Rat slide down the bunker and scramble up again, down and up, heedless, just to show him how easy it is. He watches them. “Should I take my sandals off?” They don’t answer.

He starts to climb, but his jellies get in his way. He stops to unfasten them. Holds them in his hand, as if he intends to carry his sandals with him. Finally drops them back down as timorously as if they might explode.

Crawls higher, clumsily, painfully. Then stops, spread-eagled, just where the angle gets sheer and there are no more bumps in the cement for finger-or toe-holds.

Jérôme and Rat peer down at him.

The kid’s trying to make it look as if he’s just taking a leisurely break in his climb, pausing to enjoy the view, but they can see he’s paralyzed with fright.

“I’m stuck,” he says, finally. “What do I do now?”

“What do you want to do, go up or down? You might as well come up, you’re almost here.”

“I can’t. I’m scared.”

They watch with genuine puzzlement. Jérôme’s sister Solenne’s only three years old, and she can scamper up the side of the bunker like a monkey. This kid’s way bigger than they are. They’ve never heard of anybody’s getting stuck. Either you’re too little to do it, or you do it.

Jérôme climbs down, and helps him back to the bottom. The boy’s legs are trembling so hard he can hardly stand. They wait for him to go away but instead, he stays. Sits himself down in the thistly sand, looking up at them. Rat lobs a piece of loose rubble at him to make him go away.

“Leave him alone,” says Jérôme.

“Is he a moron or what?”

“Leave him.”

Rat hates what happens to her coast in the summer. All her secret places that are empty year-round are suddenly overrun by tourists. For two, three months you can’t move because the roads are bumper-to-bumper with trailers driven by Scandinavians who don’t know where they’re going. Her favorite beach becomes a nudist camp. And every weekend there are brawls between the Parisians and the local boys, usually over some girl.

“Did you hear what happened to Enzo and Marina?”

“What?”

Enzo and Marina’s mother’s having a romance with a Dutch windsurfer she met at the Sol y Mar. An older guy with a dog. Rich, apparently.

“She’s gone off with him. Just disappeared. Marina came home the other day, nobody there, no note, nothing. She’d disappeared with him, like that,” says Rat.

Jérôme whistles. “So who’s looking after them?”

“I don’t know. Their dad’s handicapped. He had some horrible accident that’s left him practically a vegetable.”

“So what’s gonna happen?”

“I dunno. I guess they’re gonna go into Care. That’s what Cristel says. They’re waiting to see if their grandmother will take ’em, but if not, it’s Care.”

“Putain,” says Jérôme, sobered.

“Care” is the menace that hangs over the more precarious players in Rat’s world. Every kid who isn’t actually stuck to some family unit with Super Glue can in theory be taken into Care. If the teacher notices you’re coming to school with no socks in the winter and hungry as a wolf by lunchtime, if her requests for a meeting with your parents go unanswered too long, it’s Care that sooner or later is going to come knocking at the door, wondering, Who actually is this child’s legal guardian?

Of all the kids she knows in what the teachers call “fragile situations,” only Florian is brazen enough to say, “Fine, let them put me in a Home. That way at least I’d get three square meals.”

“That boy’s still down there. Why don’t I chuck another rock at him?”

“Nah. Let him be.”

“I don’t like him spying on us.”

The fairy lights strung along the trellises of Chez Ernest are twinkling red-green-white. The sky has turned a dark neon blue.

A lady in a sarong comes out onto the patio of Chez Ernest. She calls, “César! Cou-cou! César!”

“She’s lost her dog,” guesses Jérôme. But Rat knows from the way the blond boy below them goes invisible, sinking down into himself, that it’s him she’s calling. The lady’s beautiful, but her son isn’t.

“Is that your name, César?”

The boy doesn’t answer.

“César, isn’t that a dog’s name? I thought she was calling her dog.”

The lady has been joined on the beach by a man. Together they look around, and finally spot the boy. The man heads over towards his son, then catches sight of Rat and Jérôme, who are peering over the edge of the bunker.

“Tiens,” the man says, laughing. He is wearing a black shirt and white jeans. “Come eat. Didn’t you hear your mother calling?”

He flicks his chin up at the bunker. “What’s that?”

“It’s a German bunker,” says Rat.

“Oh really?”

“The Nazis built them during the war.”

Her desire to impress is so fierce it’s like a pain in her chest. “Do you want to see me jump from the top?”

“No, I don’t, thank you.”

“Your son doesn’t climb very well,” she says.

“He’s a city kid.”

“Paris?”

“No, actually we live in London.”

Rat’s heart pounds. For one crazy moment, she thinks, This is my father. He’s come back to find me. “You speak good French,” she says, testing.

He laughs. “I am French; I just work in London.”

Rat still stares, reluctant to give up. Maybe he just doesn’t want to say it. “I’ve been to London. Lots of times. My daddy lives there,” she pursues. “He’s a city kid, too.”

“Oh really?”

“My daddy’s English.”

The man smiles condescendingly. “Do you speak English?”

“Yes. Very much. His name’s Gillem McKane. Do you know him?”

“It’s a big city. César, dinnertime.”

“When I go to stay with him, he drives me around in his red Ferrari. He lives in a great big house next to Buckingham Palace. You don’t know him?”

“Sorry … It’s a big city. César, dinner.”

“Everybody knows him. My granny was a top model,” she insists. “I go to stay with them every vacation.”

“Really? Come on, César. We’re eating. When your mother calls, you come the first time.”

“Why did you name him César? Isn’t that a dog’s name?”

“Not really. It’s the name of a man who built bunkers on this coast long before the Germans.”

Rat rolls her eyes at him for thinking she’s so moronic she’s never heard of the Romans, but he’s not looking at her anymore. César shakes himself as if awoken from a dream and crouches down to fasten his jellies.

“Say good-bye to your pals,” says the man. César casts them a glance of unexpectedly intense hatred and says nothing.

“You got the time, mister?” Jérôme shouts, when they’re almost out of hearing.

The answer’s inaudible. Rat and Jérôme watch the man and boy saunter through the long grass back to the restaurant. The man slings a casually proprietary arm around César’s shoulder. Rat feels hungry just thinking about the dinner that’s waiting for them. They serve good food at Chez Ernest, though not good enough to warrant the prices.

“We should be heading home,” says Jérôme. “It must be way past nine.”

It’s late enough so even Vanessa will start worrying, but Rat’s not ready yet to tear herself away from the night sea, the flamenco music coming from the restaurant, the sound of laughter. The sky is navy blue and the moon’s casting a pale yellow moon-path across the water.

Between here and home, there’s the highway underpass to cross, which is spooky even in the daytime. You never know who you might meet in there, or whether your bicycle’s going to get mired midway in mud, a double nuisance for Rat, who is barefoot.

“I still think César’s a stupid name,” she says.

“It’s a good thing he didn’t want to see you jump off the top, you would have broke your fucking leg,” says Jérôme.

They both laugh. Rat leans over the straight side and spits. “Don’t you find it a bit stupid, César?”

“Is it true your daddy has a Ferrari?”

“Yeah. Like Michel’s.” Michel owns the catamaran company where Jérôme’s father is manager. “A red convertible Ferrari. That’s the kind my daddy has.”

“That’s not a Ferrari, jerk-head, that’s a BMW,” says Jérôme, affectionately.

That night, safely home, Vanessa says Rat can come sleep in her bed.

Rat, drifting off to sleep to the sound of the television, pictures the man in white trousers being her father, his loose lordly arm around her shoulder. But it’s too strange to imagine herself on the other side of the looking glass. If she too became a “city kid,” would she forget how to climb the bunker, would she fight over whose turn it was to swing in the hammock, would she suddenly get scared of spiders?

“Vanessa,” she says.

“What, sweetie?”

“Do you think someday we could go meet my dad?”

No answer.

“Why don’t we call him up and ask if we could go see him?”

“In London?”

“Why not?”

Her mother laughs.

“Why don’t we?” Rat insists.

“Your father’s an odd guy. He’s kind of a hermit,” Vanessa says finally.

“What’s that?”

“He doesn’t see anybody. He doesn’t answer the phone, he doesn’t answer his letters.”

“That’s pretty weird.”

“Oh, I guess he got sick of people swarming around him just because his mother was famous.”

“That sounds nutty,” says Rat, grumpily. A father who doesn’t answer the phone doesn’t sound half as good as a father who drives a red Ferrari.
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Rat and her mother, and Jérôme’s family, too, live at Mas Cargol, just outside Saint Féliu.

Fifty years ago, Mas Cargol would have been a working farm with orchards, arable land, pasturage for sheep. Today, the farmhouse and its outbuildings have all been converted into apartments, and the surrounding fields into an industrial zone of garages and warehouses. All that’s left of the Mas’s agricultural past is a garden and some cherry trees gone wild.

There are six households living at Mas Cargol. Certain neighbors Rat leaves alone—an elderly couple who have a gift shop at Canet Plage and a Yorkshire terrier called Cuddles who likes to bite your ankles; an ambulance driver who works the night shift and yells if you make too much noise in the daytime. Most of them, though, are her friends—Cristel, who works at the town hall; Laurent, who has his carpentry workshop in the courtyard.

The Cabreras, Jérôme’s family, live in half of the farmhouse. The other half belongs to Monsieur Bordon, an elderly doctor from Toulouse who only comes there in the summer, and who owns a couple more apartments in the Mas, including Rat and Vanessa’s.

Rat and Vanessa’s apartment is in the old cave where they used to make wine. It’s small but cozy. There’s a living room, with a kitchenette at one end, two tiny bedrooms, and a shower. They have a backyard where you can sit and eat when the Tramontane isn’t blowing, and a shed where Vanessa stores her flea-market goods.

Vanessa dreams of one day living in a house big enough for a bathtub and a proper closet; she complains about how whenever it rains, the living room floods, and the toilet backs up. But Rat wouldn’t want to live anywhere else in the world.

Nine months a year, Rat and Jérôme and the littler kids run wild, making themselves amusement-park rides out of the rusty threshers, rotting cart wheels, and old wine barrels that still sit in the courtyard. They build tree houses in the cedar tree at the bottom of the garden, they collect pinecones and smash them open to extract the tiny yellow pine nuts, they hunt for frogs in the irrigation canal that runs down to the sea.

In the short winter months, or when the Tramontane’s too bitter, life moves indoors. They watch cartoons, they play on Jérôme’s father’s computer, Rat pesters Vanessa to take her to the library to get more comic books. She hunts for kindling for the stove, stealing fruit crates from the back of the superette at Saint Féliu Plage. At night, when it’s cold, she climbs into her mother’s bed and the two of them cuddle under Vanessa’s quilt, and fall asleep watching old movies on TV.

Then when the days begin to get longer, Rat and the other kids are back outside again, stealing cherries from the orchard, collecting snails, hunting for wild asparagus, reclaiming their old forts and hiding places.

If it weren’t for school, Rat’s life would be close to perfect. But once she goes through those gates each morning—pried away from her mother’s wiry arms—she enters this alien universe where people call her “Celia” and she doesn’t understand what’s expected of her, how to draw a spiral or distinguish a verb from a noun.

In this world, Jérôme can’t help her. They overlap in the playground or the cafeteria, but the tacit understanding is that at school they don’t fraternize: at recess, Jérôme plays football with the boys, and she plays hopscotch or skip-rope with the girls.

As soon as Rat’s old enough, she will leave school and then she’ll do as she likes. Maybe she’ll work with animals. She saw this woman on television who ran a shelter for birds of prey that had been burnt by perching on electrical wires. That wouldn’t be such bad work, as work goes.
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Rat loves to hear the story of how Celia Kidd, her father’s mother, got discovered. According to Vanessa, who read it in a magazine, it all began one afternooon, when Rat’s granny, then eighteen years old and fresh from an expensive boarding school, was strolling along Kensington High Street.

Suddenly this small dark man with a face like a water rat tapped her on the shoulder, all out of breath—he’d been chasing her for miles—and said, “Excuse me, darling, I’d like to take your picture.”

“What did she say?”

“She said, ‘Tell me another one.’”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, that’s a line nasty older men tend to feed girls when they want to get up their skirts. If anybody ever comes up to you and says he’d like to take your picture, well, you say, You’ll have to discuss it with my agent.”

“So what’d Celia say?”

“She said, ‘Sorry, I can’t. I’m late for lunch with my aunt.’”

“And what’d he say?”

“He said, ‘How about after lunch, then?’”

“And?”

“And that was that. In no time flat, your granny’s picture was appearing in every glossy magazine in the United Kingdom. And perfume-makers were saying, I want her to be a spokesman for my perfume, and movie directors were saying, Can she act, I think she’d be just brilliant in the next James Bond, and music producers were saying, Can she dance, I think she might do a number with the Rolling Stones …”

“Cool.”

“That’s not what her parents thought.”

“What did they think?”

“Well, they were upper-class snobs who thought it was a disgrace to have their daughter’s picture in the papers, especially in miniskirts up to her crotch.”

“So what did they do?”

“What could they do? It was a bit too late, because by that time she’d left home, and was living with the photographer, who was teaching her how to eat with chopsticks and not cough when you smoke a joint, and fashion magazines were flying them all around the world so he could photograph her on the Pyramids or on beaches in Tahiti.”

Rat chuckled. “Did she marry the photographer?”

“No, she never married the photographer. She married Gillem’s daddy—your grandfather—who was this megarich Canadian, and later on she married this gay filmmaker, but she never married the photographer. They stayed good friends, though.”

“Did she ever meet me?”

“You? No. Your own daddy never met you.”

“Do you think she’d like me if she met me?”

Vanessa flicks the briefest of glances sideways at Rat. “Not if you had chocolate smeared all over your face.”

“No, seriously.”

“Seriously? Sure. You’re gorgeous. You’re a gorgeous girl. One gorgeous girl likes another. Besides, you’ve got her long, long legs. Those Kidd legs.”

“I do?”

“Well, you don’t get ’em from your half-pint mama, that’s for sure.”
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They are rattling along the coastal road, on their way to the flea market at Brix.

It’s not yet dawn, with a crescent moon and a couple of silver-bright stars in the sky. You have to get to the market early—five thirty, six—to make sure you get a good place.

The Tramontane is hurtling their van from side to side. It feels like a hurricane. The Pyrénées-Orientales is the Command Center of winds. Here they all congregate, quarrel, barter, and rule. There are said to be 119 different winds in the Pyrénées-Orientales. (If you could sell wind we’d be rich, people used to say in the days before the foothills got sown with rows of gigantic new wind turbines, without bringing a marked improvement to anybody’s fortunes.)

Rat knows the names of only a few of them. There’s the Narbonnaise from the north, there’s the Vent d’Espagne from the south, the Marin, a clammy east wind from the sea that encloses you in a gray-white fog for weeks on end. And then there’s the infamous Tramontane, a harsh howling broom from the northwest that sweeps the clouds from the sky and turns their courtyard into a dust-bowl cyclone, their apartment into a sandpit. When the Tramontane’s blowing, you eat, breathe, pee dust, you go to bed with dust up your nose, and awaken with your head screaming. Other people hate it, but Rat doesn’t mind.

The Tramontane is Rat’s wind. When Rat first started school and didn’t have any friends, Vanessa used to ask her whom she’d played with that day. And Rat would reply, “I played with the wind.”

“Which wind?” asked Vanessa, laughing.

“Ours.” Ours was the Tramontane.

Looking out the back window, as you rise onto the plateau of Château-Roussillon, you catch a last glimpse of the sea and the gray lagoon of Saint-Cyprien, chopped and churning with white-caps. Out Rat’s window, there are fields of artichoke, their long coarse serrated leaves olive-gray. Underneath, the fruits are purplish bruise–colored.

Approaching Perpignan, artichoke fields and vineyards give way to malls. The shops have grills over their windows.

Mist clings in the hollows of land, dark gray clouds engulf the Albères.

Vanessa takes the low road through Perpignan, alongside the river Têt. There’s a tiny shantytown of cardboard boxes and fruit-crate shelters down by the river. A trio of homeless men are huddled by a campfire, and another one fishing, and just below the waste-treatment plant, a blue heron stands lonely in the middle of the river.

As they head up into the hills, the land gets drier. Nurseries, greenhouses, market gardens give way to limestone crags. Garrigues. The only vegetation in these hills is stunted live oaks and yellow broom. Bandit-land. Wild West.

It was Vanessa’s old boyfriend Max who started Vanessa on the brocantes. Max had a Volkswagen van that he’d take door-to-door, asking people if they had anything to get rid of—burnt-out pots, stacks of LPs, sofas with the springs gone. On Wednesdays, he and Rat would go to the town dump to see what they could salvage. People throw away wonderful things: one time Rat found an old-fashioned manual typewriter in mint condition, once you got the e unstuck. On weekends, they’d work the yard sales. Then they’d resell what they’d found at the bigger markets.

Rat loved Max. He was Swiss, but he hated Switzerland. He was the most generous person Rat ever met. Once he gave her a little gold heart that was a locket, and another time, he brought her back from Switzerland an old horn penknife with a folding fork and spoon.

Last summer, he took them all on a trip to Morocco, along with Vanessa’s friend Souad and Souad’s son, Morgan. They went in Max’s van. They drove down to the southern tip of Spain and then they took a ferry across the Strait of Gibraltar, and camped on a beach outside Tangier.

It was the most fun Rat had ever had in her life.

At first she hadn’t been too pleased about Souad and Morgan’s horning in on their adventure, but Max had explained to her that Souad was sick and when you’re sick, you need cheering up even more than at normal times. Which was typical of Max: he had the saddest face you ever saw, but he wanted everybody else to be happy.

Vanessa was pretty sweet on Max, too, but his indecisiveness drove her nuts. When he spent the night, sometimes the next morning Rat would find him in Vanessa’s bed, sometimes he’d be sleeping on the sofa, and sometimes in the van. Eventually, Max decided he was definitely the gay end of bisexual. He’d fallen in love with a doctor who was home on leave from Réunion, and when the doctor’s vacation was over, Max moved to Réunion with him.

When he left France, Max sold Vanessa his van for almost nothing. She’d been working the brocantes with him for a couple of years by then, and she had a knack for it, Max said: it was a good way of life for someone who was resourceful and independent-minded. Way better than waitressing. Besides, it was one of the few jobs where a single mother could bring along her kid: bung Rat in the van with a lollipop and a stack of old comics, and she’d be happy all day.

As brocante country went, the Pyrénées-Orientales had good pickings. Not for antiques, but for the almost-new. The coast was full of condo developments, where people were always moving in and out. End of June, when lots of landlords kicked out their year-round tenants to cash in on summer rentals, it was a gold mine. Suddenly, faced with a car trunk
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