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For everyone who left too quickly,

and for those who kept the light on.






Prologue


Juliette

The television studio smells of hairspray and cold coffee.

From the wings, between two lights, I watch Arnaud Vasseur set my egg down on the plate. He does it well, I’ll give him that. Slow movements, precise, almost tender, the kind of movements the camera adores. The lentil cream slides into a perfect circle. The cep jus falls in three drops. The hazelnut powder snows gently onto the still-trembling yolk.

My egg. My cream. My jus, which I reduced for six hours the first time, in the tiny kitchen of my studio flat, at three in the morning, because I couldn’t sleep and the smell of ceps reminded me of the woods above my grandmother’s house.

“It’s a very personal dish,” Arnaud tells the presenter, laying a hand on his heart. “A childhood memory. My grandmother, you see, had a farm in the Cantal—”

Arnaud Vasseur’s grandmother ran a perfumery in Neuilly. I know, because he’s told us a hundred times, on closing nights, when he’d had one glass too many and wanted us to believe he’d come from nowhere.

The presenter tastes. She closes her eyes. She very nearly moans.

“That’s… extraordinary. What’s it called, chef?”

“The Egg from the Spring,” Arnaud smiles.

Something splits in my chest. Not a great crash. More the small dry sound of a plate cracking in an oven that’s too hot, which you go on using anyway, knowing it will give.

Beside me Théo, the pastry chef, nudges me discreetly.

“Juju. That’s your egg.”

“I know.”

“Are you going to say something?”

I don’t answer. What would I say? That I put that dish forward at a menu meeting eight months ago, that Arnaud pulled a face, that he said “too rustic”, that he put it on the tasting menu anyway without asking me, and that today he’s presenting it to two million viewers as his farming grandmother’s memory? Nobody would believe me. In this trade, the dish belongs to whoever’s name is on the door.

I turn on my heel before the end of the broadcast.

In the corridor outside the dressing rooms I take off my white jacket, the one with my name embroidered in small blue letters under the Célestin’s logo. Juliette D. I fold it carefully. I lay it on a chair. I don’t know yet that I will never put it on again.

My phone buzzes in the pocket of my jeans. A number I don’t recognise, with the Puy-de-Dôme code. My heart gives an odd jump, a child’s jump.

“Hello?”

“Juliette? It’s Nadège. Nadège, from the Kiosque. You remember me, sweetheart?”

Of course I remember. The hot chocolate that was always too sweet. The hair dyed mahogany. The laugh that rattled the café windows. My grandmother’s best friend for forty years.

“Nadège… has something happened to Mamie?”

A silence. One of those silences that already contains the whole sentence.

“She went in the night, darling. In her sleep. She didn’t suffer.”

I lean back against the corridor wall. Somewhere behind the partition, the audience applauds Arnaud Vasseur.

“Juliette? Are you still there?”

“I’m here.”

“The funeral’s Thursday. At Saint-Aurèle. Will you come?”

I close my eyes. I see the oak staircase of the Hôtel des Thermes, the glass roof where the rain made a sound like marbles, the kitchen where Mamie Rose taught me to crack an egg one-handed. And I see, in spite of myself, a boy with grey eyes sitting on the garden wall one August evening, fifteen years ago. The last evening.

“I’ll come,” I say.

And for the first time in a very long while, I have no idea at all what I’ll find when I get there.





Chapter 1


Juliette

The road up to Saint-Aurèle hasn’t changed. It still winds between the firs as though it can’t quite decide to arrive anywhere, and then, at the last bend, it throws itself into the light all at once and the valley appears whole: the slate roofs, the squat bell tower, the verdigris dome of the bandstand and, right at the back, set against the mountain like an old beached liner, the Hôtel des Thermes.

I pull the hire car onto the verge and cut the engine.

I’d forgotten the smell. Resin, wet earth, and that mineral, almost sulphurous note that rises off the hot spring when the air is cool. The smell of my summers. The smell of before.

The April sky is a hard blue. In the distance the summits still hold runs of snow in their hollows, like trails of icing sugar left on a tart. I sit there for five minutes, hands on the wheel, breathing. Then ten. I tell myself it’s tiredness, the six-hour drive, the funeral in an hour. I know perfectly well it isn’t.

Fifteen years.

Fifteen years since I came back. I sent postcards, I rang Mamie every Sunday, I brought her up to Paris three times, I took her to restaurants where she found everything “pretty, but not salty enough”. But I never came back here. Every summer I had a good reason. Work. A placement. An opening. A chef who didn’t believe in holidays. The truth is that I was afraid of that bend. Afraid of that light. Afraid of everything I had left behind without looking back.

I start the engine again.



The church is full.

I wasn’t expecting that. People standing out onto the square, old women in black coats, men in shooting jackets holding their caps in both hands, children already bored. The whole of Saint-Aurèle is here. And a good part of the villages round about.

“Juliette! Oh, darling, come here.”

Nadège cuts through the crowd and has me against her before I can say anything at all. She smells of sweet perfume and cold tobacco, exactly as she used to. Her hair is still mahogany. Her eyes are red.

“You’re thin,” she says, holding me at arm’s length. “Don’t you eat, in Paris? You, a cook!”

“Cooks never eat, Nadège. We taste.”

“Well, you’ll taste my bilberry tart after the service and you’ll finish it. Your sister’s already here, down the front.”

Camille. Of course she’s already here. Camille is always on time. Camille is always down the front.

I walk up the central aisle under the eyes of the village. I can feel the whispering at my back like light fingers. That’s the eldest. The cook. The one who left. I keep my chin up. I learned that in kitchens: never let anyone see it hurts, especially when you’ve burned yourself.

My sister stands up when she sees me. Immaculate black suit, perfect chignon, fine-rimmed glasses. She’s twenty-nine and looks thirty-five, in the good way: the sort of person you’d trust with your savings.

“You’re late,” she murmurs, kissing me.

“The service hasn’t started.”

“You’re late by my standards.”

She holds my hand a little longer than necessary. That’s her way of saying she’s glad to see me. In the Delorme family we don’t pour our hearts out. We hold hands slightly too long.

“And Lou?”

“Corsica. She’s guiding a group through a canyon, she had no signal until last night. She can’t get back in time. She cried on the phone for twenty minutes.”

That sounds like Lou. Our little sister cries the way she laughs: entirely, without reserve, and then she moves on.

I sit. In front of us the pale oak coffin is covered in old roses, pale roses with almost coppery hearts. The roses from the hotel garden. Someone cut them this morning. Someone knew.

I stare at the flowers so as not to cry.

That’s when I feel it.

I don’t know how else to put it. A warmth on the back of my neck, a pressure, the physical certainty of being looked at. I turn my head, slowly, to the left, towards the side aisle where the bearers are standing.

He’s there.

Mathis Roche.

He’s taller than I remember. Or else I’ve shrunk from years of bending over worktops. His shoulders strain a dark jacket that is clearly not used to being worn. His hair, once too long, is cut short. A neat brown beard underlines a jaw I’d known softer. And his eyes. His grey eyes, the colour of cooled lava, which do not let go of me.

He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t look away either. He watches me the way you watch a storm coming in, with the calm attention of someone who has already decided not to be caught out.

My heart does exactly what I was afraid it would do. It bolts, stupidly, the way it did at seventeen.

I turn back towards the altar.

“Is that Mathis Roche over there?” Camille whispers.

“I didn’t notice.”

“You’ve gone the colour of a boiled crayfish.”

“It’s warm.”

“It’s eleven degrees in this church, Juliette.”

The priest begins. I hear almost none of it.



After the service, the cemetery. After the cemetery, the Café du Kiosque, where Nadège has laid on enough to feed a regiment. Bilberry tarts, pounti, cheeses, cured ham, potato pie, and gallons of coffee. People file past to shake my hand, to tell me something about Mamie Rose, to ask whether I’m staying, what I do, whether it’s true that I work for “the chef off the telly”.

“Not any more,” I say, each time.

I haven’t told anyone yet, not even Camille. I emailed my resignation the night of the broadcast. Arnaud replied with a single word: Shame. I spent the night staring at the ceiling.

I go out onto the terrace to breathe. The sun has begun its descent, the light is golden and slanting, and the bandstand throws a round shadow across the lava cobbles. From here you can see the hotel, up there. The shutters are closed. The glass roof shines like a half-lidded eye.

“It’s still standing,” says a voice behind me. “No thanks to everyone.”

I turn.

Mathis is three metres away, hands in his pockets. He’s taken off the jacket. The sleeves of his white shirt are rolled over tanned forearms marked with small pale scars. A joiner’s hands. I remember those hands. I remember everything they knew how to do.

I push the thought away.

“Hello, Mathis.”

“Juliette.”

My name in his mouth. Still that slight accent that rolls the consonants. Fifteen years away, and two syllables are enough to put me back on the garden wall, barefoot, on an August evening.

“I’m sorry about Rose,” he says. “She was somebody.”

“Thank you. Yes. She was somebody.”

A silence. He looks at the hotel. I look at his profile. There’s a new line at the corner of his eye. The line of someone who squints into the sun, not of someone who laughs.

“What did you mean?” I ask. “No thanks to everyone?”

He lifts a shoulder.

“Nothing.”

“Mathis.”

“Rose was eighty-six years old with a thirty-two-room hotel letting in water. Her granddaughters lived in Paris, in Lyon, and God knows where. You do the arithmetic.”

The sentence slaps me. It’s fair, that’s the worst of it.

“I rang every Sunday,” I say, and I hate the sound of my voice, too high, too defensive.

“I know. She told me. ‘My Juliette rang.’ Every Monday, she told me.”

At last he looks at me. There’s no anger in his eyes. It’s worse than anger. It’s a kind of very old tiredness.

“Every Monday,” he says again. “For fifteen years.”

There are a thousand things I could answer. I could tell him why I left. I could tell him I didn’t have a choice, not really, that I was seventeen and the world was coming down. I could tell him I wrote ten letters that autumn and tore up every one.

I say nothing. The way I said nothing fifteen years ago.

He nods, as though he expected that.

“Welcome back, Juliette.”

He turns and walks off down the main street, unhurried. A shaggy little dog the colour of a doormat shoots out from under a table on the terrace and trots after him.

I stay on the terrace until Nadège comes to find me, a slice of tart in her hand.

“So you saw him,” she says simply.

“I saw him.”

“Eat your tart, sweetheart. You’re going to need your strength.”

I don’t ask her
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