Five Quarters of the Orange by Joanne Harris                            (St. Gregory the Great book club March 2009)
When Framboise Simon returns to a small village on the banks of the Loire, the locals do not recognize her as the daughter of the infamous woman they hold responsible for a tragedy during the German occupation years ago. But the past and present are inextricably entwined, particularly in a scrapbook of recipes and memories that Framboise has inherited from her mother. And soon Framboise will realize that the journal also contains the key to the tragedy that indelibly marked that summer of her ninth year. . . .        http://www.amazon.com
About Author Joanne Harris

Joanne Harris was born in Barnsley in 1964, of a French mother and an English father in her grandparents' sweet shop, her family life was filled with food and folklore. Her great-grandmother was a known witch and healer.  All of this was an environment that would play a key role as an adult in the development of her novels. 
She studied Modern and Mediaeval Languages at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge and was a teacher for fifteen years, during which time she published three novels; The Evil Seed (1989), Sleep, Pale Sister (1993) and Chocolat (1999), which was made into an Oscar-nominated film starring Juliette Binoche and Johnny Depp. 

Since then, she has written seven more novels; Blackberry Wine, Five Quarters of the Orange, Coastliners, Holy Fools, Gentlemen and Players, and, most recently, The Lollipop Shoes and Runemarks, plus; Jigs & Reels, a collection of short stories and, with cookery writer Fran Warde, two cookbooks; The French Kitchen and The French Market. Her books are now published in over 40 countries and have won a number of British and international awards. 
Her hobbies are listed in Who’s Who as: “mooching, lounging, strutting, strumming, priest-baiting and quiet subversion of the system”, although she also enjoys obfuscation, sleaze, rebellion, witchcraft, armed robbery, tea and biscuits.   She is not above bribery and would not necessarily refuse an offer involving exotic travel, champagne or yellow diamonds from Graff.  She plays bass guitar in a band first formed when she was 16, is currently studying Old Norse and lives with her husband Kevin and her daughter Anouchka, about 15 miles from the place she was born.
http://www.joanne-harris.co.uk/    &     http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joanne_Harris
From Author Joanne Harris
This completes the "food trilogy" (Chocolat, Blackberry Wine) and explores some of the same themes, although this third book is much darker than the previous two.
If Blackberry Wine is about my paternal grandfather, then Five Quarters of the Orange is about my mother's father (portrayed in uniform on the back cover). He was in the army during the war, and was decorated twice with the Légion d'Honneur, and during the Occupation he and his family lived in the local schoolhouse (he was a teacher). Later, he was denounced to the Gestapo by the wife of a friend who was in the Resistance, and he and his family were forced to go on the run and hide out on a relative's farm in the country. When I was little my grandfather told me hundreds of stories about his experiences of the war and the Occupation, and I was fascinated at the idea that this old man who smoked a pipe and liked fishing had once been a real hero. His anecdotes were very different from the "official" version of events, and that's why the book is so subjective; it's not a historical perspective but one person's story. My mother, who translates my books into French, likes this one best of all, which is a relief, as I don't want to upset anyone in the family.

Five Quarters is a novel about betrayal; intimate betrayals, unspoken betrayals, betrayals within the family, the wider community and out into war-torn France. An appropriate image in a story where the symbolic presence of Old Mother, the terrible, quasi-mythic old river pike, is never far away. For me she represents the unspeakable fears of childhood; the fear of death and sexuality, the twin Freudian monsters of the subconscious. 

For although Five Quarters is bleak in parts, I think it remains a hopeful and optimistic story. It's about love, and how love can save us, and how it's never too late to put the past behind us and to move on. From being a weapon, food becomes a link between past and present, reconciles opposing forces, and provides an element of continuity between the generations. Through the recipe book, Framboise and her mother find common ground and a kind of affection; it aids the reconciliation between Framboise and her own daughters; it closes the circle.
http://www.joanne-harris.co.uk/pages/bookpages/fivequarters.html
Interview with Author Joanne Harris by K. P.  Mahoney
KPM: In all your novels, there seem to be continuous themes, such as magic, chocolate, and wasps. Why have you written so much about these horrid insects? 

Joanne Harris: I hate them, and I find them fascinating. Unlike bees they have a measure of independence from the swarm; they can sting repeatedly, often out of what seems like sheer bad temper; they are carnivores and can kill live prey for food. They are also very beautiful and disciplined in the single-minded way they build and multiply. I have no problem with bees but I feel a quite irrational terror of wasps. Like all irrational terrors, this has no real foundation or explanation that I can discover. Perhaps I need more psychoanalysis ;-)
KPM: 'Chocolat' mentions the sins of the Catholic Church, for which the Pope has recently apologised. Henry Chester is also a repressed Catholic. Why is the church so demonized in your work? 

Joanne Harris: I have nothing against the Catholic church or any other. What I find offensive is intolerance of other beliefs. I also find it difficult to accept any belief system based on self-hatred and self-blame, the demonizing of pleasure, or the persecution of people of other faiths. However I don't think that in any of my books I am making a point against the Church itself. Instead I am criticizing particular individuals who use the church as an excuse to pursue their own agenda of cruelty or dominance. Any religion can be a tool for good or for evil. Catholicism has been both, in spades, throughout history, as have many other "crusading" religions. I think people should find their own way, and let others do the same.

KPM: The Victorians are often claimed to have invented childhood, and it's a theme on which you seem to write a great deal. How important is childhood to you? 

Joanne Harris: I often feel as if I have never left my childhood, and that I never will. Certainly I have more vivid recollections of that time than of any other, and I am aware that most of what I am now was formed very early, and is at present pretty immovable. I think that there are a lot of misconceptions about childhood - the Victorian ideal of childhood as "a state of innocent bliss" being one of them. It can be a very confusing time, when unhappiness is felt more deeply than at any other, when all emotions are enhanced. I think that many writers are able to access these early feelings and memories as part of the creative process, which is why so many of them are so preoccupied with childhood in all its aspects. preoccupied with childhood in all its aspects.
http://www.joanne-harris.co.uk/pages/articlespages/general/interview_joanne.htm

READER REVIEWS (Customer reviews: 84, Average 4.0 stars – 5 stars:40, 4 stars:20, 3 stars:16, 2 stars:3, 1 star:5)
more than a story of the Occupation..., (5 STARS)
Harris' newest novel is darker and more complex than either Chocolat or Blackberry Wine. The story--the reminiscences of elderly, embittered Framboise Dartigan--explores the events that shaped her childhood and her village during the German occupation of France. 

On one level it's about the naive wartime collaboration of children and its consequences, but more importantly it's an exploration of mother-daughter relationships and how they shape the lives of multiple generations. This is a theme Harris first dipped into in Chocolat, but here the events and the emotions are sharper and more raw, and ultimately more revealing. 

As with her two most recent novels, food and wine are woven into the story. The discovery by Framboise of her mother's cookbook, with its secrets and emotions never revealed during her mother's life, is the vehicle that forces her to confront and to put to rest the events that have dominated her life. 

Harris continues to amaze, and Five Quarters is clearly her most fully realized writing. Though I found myself disliking Framboise more than a few times, the story has a depth and feeling that is hugely satisfying. Don't miss it. 
This berry is a little sour  (3 STARS)
What to say about a well written, interesting novel, full of compelling subject matter, evocative passages, genuine emotion and thoroughly dislikeable characters? The themes of wartime occupation as seen through the eyes of children is unique and moving. 

My problem lies with the characters themselves, it was difficult to sympathize with any of them even through their times of hardship and tragedy. Mirabelle the cruel, migraine prone mother was a bitter shell of a woman. Framboise, far too calculating and spiteful even in light of the harsh treatment meted out to her by her mother. The siblings never held my interest and were left rather underdeveloped. I did think the plot twist near the end was well done, although again reinforced my lack of affection for the siblings. 

As a small aside, another reviewer commented on the silly names of the characters and I would have to agree. It also seemed odd that someone with the strange name of Framboise would then name her own children with goofy food names (after nuts no less), when she was so desperate to remain anonymous. Not a bad book, but for me it's hard to love a book and not care about the characters

 http://www.amazon.com
