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NOVEL
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I have homelands without name

in a time foreign to me,

like a clock that cannot tell the instant,

the eternity,

or the hour of return.

I tread an unjust land,

imploring the Kingdom yet to come.

Tessa Corvino

The scent of sand and dazzling light. A single moment of this present, clear and alive, is enough to feel a state of grace. It is a white silence, like the space that anticipates dreams and waking. It has to do with existence, in some way, but is worth more.

I rented a car at the airport. I’ll leave it in Milan before returning to Guernsey. I drive, breathing in the salt air. Marseille has sugary sunshine, ochre walls with crumbling plaster, and cargo ships at the quays. The Phocaean city is the least French of all. It has the colours of Tangier, the scents of the south, Greek words and Arabic faces. Steeped in light and wind, it is boisterous and bold. In the mingling of faces, humanity reveals itself fully, devoid of scruple but generous, in the jarring disharmony between libertarian spirit and identity traditions. Contradictory and hybrid, where everyone is a foreigner.

A message from the shipping company informs me that embarkation for Ajaccio, scheduled for ten this evening, is postponed until midday tomorrow. The reason is a breakdown in the engine room. They say they’ll reimburse the overnight stay, but I don’t intend to waste time looking for a hotel. Stopping at the port is unwise; fatigue makes me vulnerable, and I never take unnecessary risks. A busy parking lot would be better, perhaps in front of the beach. I’ll sleep in the car. I have one of those lightweight sleeping bags in my suitcase; it’ll do.

I stop at a service station. While sipping coffee, I absent-mindedly scan the newspaper headlines. I buy a couple of magazines, a mesh bag of oranges, and some water. Dark clouds are gathering in the distance; I’d better head off again.

From the main road, I reach La Vesse, then take the coastal road to Lave beach, where I’ll stop. Despite the late afternoon, there’s still plenty of light.
The city is changeable, familiar and unknown. It stirs, excites, and intimidates. The sea is the only thing that lets itself be gazed at in silence. Islands give me this feverish tension too. It’s the eager longing captured by Neruda in the youth of the bee, in the intoxication of the wave, and in the strength of the spike, beneath the sun that makes fruit for a brown and nimble little girl. I burn for the kindred word, grateful to those who create it.
I arrive in time. I park between two camper vans in the parking lot by the beach. Inside, their lights are on; they’re families with small children. In any case, the gendarmerie station is not far away. The wind has picked up, and bathers are hurrying to leave. I recline the seats and prepare my makeshift bed. I lock the doors, put my suitcase on the front seat, and slip the keys into my jeans pocket. I take off my shoes and sit watching the sea from the window. Seagulls peck at scraps near the deckchairs, a woman folds up the outdoor tables of a bar, others close shops by securing the awnings.
I absorb the colours before the storm; thin lines in a sequence of yellow, purple, and blue. I eat an orange, and little by little, I fall asleep, without knowing what time it is.
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*

The phone alarm rings at seven; in an hour, I’ll be queuing for boarding. The rain pelting the car’s bodywork isn’t ideal when I need a bathroom. I take a brush and deodorant from my bag, tie my hair in a tight ponytail, and slip out of the sleeping bag. Yesterday’s heat was stifling; today it’s almost chilly. I tidy up, raise the seats, and put on my shoes. The rain has stopped, and I decide to have breakfast in Le Panier. I leave the car near the port, hide my suitcase on the back seat, and grab a light jacket. I hurry, driven by hunger and a full bladder.  

The alleys carry a faint whiff of sour cream, a buttermilk scent that reminds me of Vienna. On the waterfront, men unload their catch, while others chat behind stalls selling soap and souvenirs. I enter a café with a window brimming with brioches and baci di dama. I eat a croissant stuffed with salmon and avocado, and before leaving, I buy half a kilo of navettes and a packet of calissons.  

I return through the bazaar street, a true souk where stalls of fruit and dates alternate with woven straw hats and bags, and jute sacks overflow with spices and olives. Shop windows are stacked with boxes of buttery sweets and jars of tapenade. I purchase a bottle of Pastis, some panisse, a bar of soap, and lavender cream.  

Voices of women and children spill from the houses, while at the corners, men sell smuggled cigarettes. On handwritten signs, every restaurant claims to serve the best bouillabaisse. Men meet my gaze insistently; I lower my eyes, creating distance.  

I get back in the car. Boarding takes over three hours; thankfully, the storm has cooled the air. To pass the time, I flip through the magazines I bought yesterday, call home, and try to ration the panisse. Once on board, I find myself in unchanged surroundings. The slippery, damp floor of the car compartments, the blue iron stairs, the azure carpet of the corridors, the formica of the dining hall, the smell of the canteen, and the tremor of the engines.  

I head to the top deck and walk along the side facing the city. In the midday light, Marseille is arab and solemn, like a nineteenth-century painting, with the wind rippling the waves and the sun falling straight on the cathedral. The clear sky reflects off the domes of Notre Dame de la Garde, casting a greenish hue over the dark silhouette of the calanques.  

When the ship sets sail, I feel a pang of melancholy. I stay on the deck until the city becomes a distant horizon. Voices, sirens, the lapping of water. Beauty, at times, has the power to wound. “Face à la mer, le bonheur est une idée simple.” ​[i] 

I retreat to my cabin. The journey will last twelve hours, and I intend to sleep as much as possible. I left my suitcase in the car; with me, I have only my bag, some water, and the food I bought at the port.  

The sheets are clean, the bunk comfortable. I gaze at the sea through the porthole, finish the oranges, and leaf through the magazines again. On the last page, there’s a perfume sample.

I peel off the sticker and rub it on my wrists, but the fragrance is too sweet, and I try to remove it by scraping my skin against the sheet. Two hours later, I step back onto the deck, find shelter from the wind, and lean against the railing.  

I smile at my colonial life. Every year, I grant myself two months of productive leisure. I abandon the northern lands to pursue other forms of sustenance, mostly between Italy and the south of France. From glass skyscrapers to farmhouses among olive groves. I crave contrasts, opposites, and contradictions.  

I love the cold, the heath, the towering mountains, the air that stings the chest, the autumn countryside, the scent of firewood and stew. I seek places where the sun dries the lungs, where the air is steeped in salt and oleanders. I hurry to indulge in boredom, and if I accept company, it’s to share solitude. I detest parties but frequent high society. I abhor gossip and shun idle chatter, yet the clamor of children delights me. I don’t care for guests, but when I host, I offer a regal etiquette no one forgets. I have no regard for others’ opinions; I answer only to my conscience. That is the sole principle guiding my conduct.  

I am a paradox, yet there is a coherence in the unfolding of my existence. Every detail, even the most absurd, every situation, even the most unthinkable, fits into a design that, at the right moment, reveals itself fully to my understanding. What manifests fills me with such joy that I suffer immensely for all that remains beyond it.  

I sift through places untouched by tourists, seeking lightness. I thirst for the unexpected, for self-contained homelands, for pleasures that belong only to those who confess them. I am sensitive to beauty, wherever I might glimpse it.  

I love and attract things out of place, misunderstandings, irreparable melancholies, aimless pleasures, and those intense ones that graze pain. I surrender to passions with an incurable vocation and see the world as a wound devoid of nobility.
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Shortly after midnight, as a siren blares through the corridors, a man knocks on the cabins, announcing the arrival at the port.  

I head to the bathroom, toss the empty panisse bag and fruit peels into the bin, gather my belongings, slip on my shoes, and step out.  

As the ship docks, I watch the city lights from the deck. My mind is clear, craving dawn and a bitter coffee.  

The house is a twenty-minute drive away. Upon entering, I disarm the alarm, open the windows, and check that everything is as I left it. I’m not sleepy, and a strange unease stirs in my stomach. I’d like to go out, but at this hour, there’s only a desert of lowered shutters.  

Luckily, I find coffee in the pantry. I prepare the moka and mentally note what I’ll need to buy later.  

I unpack the suitcase and tidy the house, checking for insects or cobwebs. I detest them; I can’t sleep knowing they’re nearby.  

I turn on the water heater and wash the floors with bleach. When I come here, I like to find everything as if I’d never left. I organize myself, keeping things in order and the essentials within reach: salt, sugar, oil, and coffee, if any remains. While I’m here, I prefer to buy fresh food daily. I can’t stand clutter; I’m a minimalist, drawn to quality things.  

At the markets, I lose myself observing pyramids of
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