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À mon pirate et mes trois princesses, je ne peux pas imaginer cette aventure sans vous.


“Tous pour un, un pour tous.”


–ALEXANDRE DUMAS


chapter one



“Are they going to survive?” I asked Franck.

I clutched the metal gate as I watched our two daughters make their way through the preschool playground. I had never seen such a place of utter lawlessness.

Despite the larger-than-life statue of the Virgin Mary that loomed over the courtyard, French children punched and taunted each other. Here was the laissez-faire philosophy in action. A cluster of teachers stood well off to the side of the mayhem. They chatted and sipped espressos out of china cups. It would have been entertaining to watch if not for the fact that Franck and I had just jettisoned our daughters into the deep end of it all.

Two-and-a-half-year-old Camille, in her yellow sundress and white sandals, glanced back at us and furrowed her eyebrows. She lowered her head and marched straight to her classroom door, making eye contact with no one. She disappeared inside. I couldn’t take it; I had to make sure. I opened the gate and winced as the rusty metal screeched.

“Non, Madame Germain!” One of the teachers in the cluster shook her finger at me. “No parents allowed in the courtyard during school hours!”

“How did she see me?” I turned to Franck. “She didn’t even turn around when that red-haired kid beat that other little boy to a pulp.”

“They see what they want to see,” Franck said, putting his hand over mine as he closed the gate. There was more metallic squealing, and the teachers’ heads all snapped in our direction.

“I bet they don’t oil the gate on purpose,” I muttered. I glanced down at Franck’s hand over mine. His knuckles were white.

“Allez,” he said. “We must leave them.”

I caught sight of four-and-a-half-year-old Charlotte walking to her classroom located at the far end of the schoolyard. Her blond hair was pulled up with two ladybug barrettes, and she rolled a cartable—her French school bag—behind her. She smiled at a little boy wearing a chic, little, mint green Lacoste polo shirt who was running toward her. He shoved her as he ran past, knocking over both her and her cartable. Charlotte picked herself up. She looked stricken for a moment and then continued to walk to her class again with a brave smile plastered on her face. A girl with angelic blond braids had the temerity to stick her tongue out at my precious eldest daughter. Charlotte blinked back tears and, when she reached the classroom door, gave us a small wave that was so courageous it splintered my heart in two.

Franck dragged me back up the path and out the heavy wooden doors of the school. The doors were promptly locked behind us.

Once we were in the parking lot, I threw myself against his chest. “We’ve made a terrible mistake,” I mumbled into his T-shirt.

The girls weren’t even supposed to be going to Saint Coeur, or “Sainted Heart,” in Beaune. They had been signed up to attend the village schools in Magny-les-Villers and Villers-la-Faye. Three days earlier, a teacher friend of Franck’s had phoned to tell him they couldn’t take Charlotte. There were simply too many children in her year. We scrambled to find a school for the girls so we could have time to work. Franck thought of Saint Coeur because it was where I had gone to school during my year as a Rotary exchange student in Burgundy when I was seventeen. They luckily—or so I thought at the time—had spots for both of our daughters. Now I knew the truth: Saint Coeur wasn’t full like other schools because this place was where Burgundian society put all the hardened future criminals.

Franck kissed the top of my head. “We just need to give it time, Laura. We all have to adapt. I went to preschool in France, and regardez! I’m still here.”

I stared at the locked doors. “I can’t stand the thought of my girls trapped in there with all those horrible French children and the teachers who don’t care if they get kill—”

“We had good reasons for moving back to France,” Franck interrupted. “Not just for us, but for them.”

Maybe we had, but my daydreams of familial bonding at Beaune’s Saturday market, introducing the girls to pain au chocolat and escargots, and becoming fluent in French had shriveled up in the previous ten minutes.

“I can’t remember why those reasons were so compelling, can you?” I asked Franck.

“Not at the moment, to be honest.” Franck glanced at the closed doors and frowned. “I do know one thing though.”

“What?”

“Stéphanie told me about a Judo class that Tom takes. I’m going to sign our girls up right away.”

“I never thought self-defense was something the girls would have to learn over here,” I said.

Franck pulled me toward the car. “It may be the most important thing,” he said.


chapter two



After we dropped off the girls, Franck and I made a beeline for the cottage in Franck’s village of Villers-la-Faye that we had purchased several months previously. It was nestled right across a quiet lane along the back wall of Chez Germain—the house where Franck’s grandfather and great-grandfather had been born, the house where Franck had grown up, and the house where Franck’s parents still lived.

The cottage had a massive old grapevine growing up one corner and along the side of the roofline. The cottage, as a consequence, had always been known in the village as La Maison de la Vieille Vigne or “The House of the Old Vine.” The wall behind it was stained green where the local winemakers had sprayed copper on it to empty their tanks on the way back from the vineyards.

Luc, a local guy who had done a fabulous and dirt-cheap renovation of the upstairs of Franck’s sister Stéphanie’s house in the neighbouring village of Magny-les-Villers, was waiting for us in a white camionnette when we pulled up. He was almost as white as his vehicle, covered from head to toe in a fine white powder that I recognized, even from a distance, as drywall dust. He smoked a cigarette and looked dubiously at the poorly shingled roof of the cottage.

Franck and I had had our eye on La Maison de la Vieille Vigne ever since we realized a year or two into renting out our first house in the nearby village of Magny-les-Villers as a vacation rental that this lark of ours had the potential to turn into a fulltime gig.

“That would be the perfect vacation rental,” I often commented to Franck as we walked past the closed-up cottage on our way from his family home to the vineyards.

Six years before, Franck and I had bought our first house opposite the Roman church in Magny-les-Villers. I had been tormented by panic attacks brought on by two stressful years of studying law at Oxford and had begun to admit to myself that if I continued with a legal career, it might make us financially comfortable, but it would also kill my soul. Neither of us had a source of income, but the house was cheap and we both welcomed a project—any project—while we attempted to figure out how we were going to embark on our new life as a married couple.

After four months of frenzied renovations, we welcomed our first paying guests in the home we had baptized La Maison des Deux Clochers. Managing a vacation rental in France turned out to be not only successful but also perfectly suited to our combined talents. On every vacation back to Burgundy we searched for a second property, but none intrigued us as much as the little cottage behind Franck’s family home.

Through the village gossip network, i.e., the boulangerie across from Chez Germain, Franck quickly found out about the owner, a man from Dijon who was friendly with local winemakers and who decamped to Villers-la-Faye with his wife every summer. Franck contacted him, but he had no interest in selling. We kept calling, however, on every visit to France—the time we came for Charlotte’s baptism when I had just found out I was pregnant with Camille and when Camille was five months old and we had to cancel her baptism because she had caught the measles.

Over time, Franck and the cottage owner became friendly. During their phone calls, they would reminisce about the village characters and those lazy, indolent, wine-soaked summers of the past. Finally, just when we were used to making the phone call more out of habit than anything else, he surprised us by saying he was ready to sell. His wife had passed away that winter, and he wanted to move south to be with his daughter. He had suggested a price and Franck had accepted.

So, here we were, late for meeting with the handyman who we hoped would help us create a charming vacation rental out of a ramshackle sixteenth-century ruin.

“Luc?” Franck inquired.

Luc stuck out his hand. “That’s me. Nice to meet you.” He shook my hand and smiled. I wasn’t expecting to like him, mainly because I couldn’t imagine anyone helping us except our friend Gégé, who had been our partner in crime throughout the four-month renovation of La Maison des Deux Clochers.

Franck fished a large metal key out of his pocket. “Do you want to come in?” he asked Luc.

Gégé didn’t have any spare time to help friends do renovations anymore. He had found the love of his life, a chain-smoking travel agent named Audrey, with a voice like Edith Piaf’s. They had moved in together, and last I had heard were traveling in Morocco. Gégé had sent us a postcard of teetering piles of djellabas at the souk in Marrakesh, and on it he’d scribbled, “Looks like a bigger mess than your new project! Glad I’m in Morocco!” I was overjoyed that Gégé had found his soul mate, but that didn’t stop me from missing him terribly.

Luc picked a thread of tobacco off his lip. “Oh yes. Even from the outside it looks like quite a project.” He had a trustworthy face and kind brown eyes that crinkled at the corners. At least he had a sense of humour. Merci Dieu. That was essential.

Franck opened the long shutters over the front door, which were locked.

Franck and Luc went inside first, and I followed, treading cautiously. Strange things could spring out of closed-up houses in France. I’d heard stories of bats and feral cats, and I had seen for myself a nest of albino spiders.

Thankfully, there was no overpowering stench of mothballs as there had been in La Maison des Deux Clochers. Still, the dust and mustiness were enough to make me sneeze. I went to every window and opened each one as well as all the shutters.

“Dis-donc…,” Luc murmured, taking in the hideous and poorly laid tile on the floor and the strange mezzanine above us, which looked as though it was mainly constructed out of particle-board. “Looks like there was a handyman that lived here.”

“Or a not-so-handyman,” Franck said.

We toured the house, and Luc pointed out everything that needed to be changed. The roof needed to be replaced, the floor needed to be ripped up, the mezzanine and several interior walls needed to be removed, and the kitchen and bathroom, which sported a bright yellow toilet and matching bidet, needed to be gutted. For no discernible reason, the oil furnace was located in the middle of the house in a hallway between the main room and the bedroom. That had to go, if only for esthetic reasons.

“New windows, roof, floor, fixtures, doors, and shutters.” Luc made copious notes on the piece of paper clipped on his clipboard.

“Do you mean to tell me we basically need to rebuild this cottage from the ground up?” Franck asked when we had finally worked our way back to the front door.

Luc read over his notes. “Pretty much, except for the oak beams and the stone walls.”

Franck and I exchanged worried looks. Somehow, even though we had gone over the list of work, neither of us had realized until that second that the renovations of La Maison de la Vieille Vigne amounted more or less to building an entire new house.

“Do you think it’s possible to complete all that by July?” Franck ventured.

It was September now. That gave us just over ten months. It seemed like a luxury compared to the four months we’d had to renovate La Maison des Deux Clochers. Franck and I had embarked on that adventure with no renovation experience, very little money, and no one to help us but the disaster-loving Gégé. Despite being newly married, Franck and I had grown apart during my two stressful years at Oxford law school. Being thrown together in such an epic project would either make or break us. Luckily, it not only drew us closer, but it made our lives take a completely new and unexpected turn. French vacation rentals became our future, and even though neither of us had ever contemplated such a career before, it was perfect for both of us.

Things were different this time. Not only was the magnitude of work at La Maison de la Vieille Vigne four or five times that of our vacation rental in Magny, but we were parents now—even though neither Franck nor I had completely adjusted to that reality yet.

Luc stared at Franck, incredulously. “July? Non, ce n’est pas possible… I mean, maybe if the trades worked day and night and you already had your building permits…”

“We don’t.” Franck couldn’t lie to save his life.

“Then, non, I don’t think it’s at all possible,” Luc said, clearly possessor of the same trait.

“It has to be,” I said. “I’ve already rented out this cottage starting on July twelfth. The first guests have already paid us their deposit.”

Luc stared at me, as though trying to divine if I was joking. His eyes widened when he realized I was serious. “How can you possibly rent it out when the renovations haven’t even begun? That is crazy. A million things could go wrong.”

I shrugged. I had always had the tendency, for better or for worse, of going through life in what my father called a “Ready. Fire. Aim.” fashion.

“My wife is very forward thinking,” Franck said, apologetic. “Can you help us?”

Luc drew his eyebrows together and scanned the main room once more. “I can try, but I refuse to make any promises.”

“We don’t need promises,” Franck said. “Try is enough for us.”

“All right then.” Luc began scribbling more notes. “First we’ll need to line up a roofer.”

[image: * * *]

That evening, Franck and I were waiting at the doors of Saint Coeur by four thirty. School wasn’t over until almost five. Even preschoolers went for a full day, although every school child enjoyed a full two-hour lunch break. When we’d picked up Charlotte and Camille for lunch, they didn’t want to go back. I entertained the wildly optimistic hope that their afternoon had been better.

After our fruitful morning with Luc at the cottage, we had not wiled away the afternoon making love or tasting the newest vintage of Volnay or doing anything one might expect newcomers to do. Instead, we’d spent the hours between lunch and picking up the girls trolling the used car lots of Beaune in the wilting heat of early September.

We finally decided to buy not a French car but a roughed-up Ford Mondeo the same color as an avocado left in the open air for too long. Franck took it for a test drive and assured me the gears were comme du beurre. More than anything else, we bought it because it was cheap, and we were overheated and eager to check “get a car” off our ever-growing to-do list.

As for the gears changing “like butter,” I had to take Franck’s word. Even though I had been driving since I was sixteen, I had never learned to drive standard. That was another item on our to-do list for the following week, once the girls were settled in at school.

Franck checked his watch. “When are they going to open the door?”

I eyed the thick stone walls that encircled the school. Why did schools in France resemble maximum security prisons? Had they ever considered that maybe that was why most of the children inside behaved as though they belonged in one? Charlotte’s preschool in Canada had been wide open, and parents could wander in and out on a whim. The walls of Saint Coeur were at least twelve feet tall—too high for a desperate parent to scale, at least without a ninja suit and a set of ropes.

“When I went to school here, there was a terrifying woman who manned the doors,” I reminisced. “We all called her le Dragon.” She never opened the door a millisecond before she had to, especially for me.”

“Maybe le Dragon is still the one on door duty,” Franck said.

“No way,” I said, quaking at the thought nevertheless. “That was fourteen years ago. She was ancient then. She must be dead by now.” I remembered her hair, which was iron colored and shellacked to her skull like a helmet.

When I arrived freshly off the plane with my high school diploma as a Rotary Exchange student representing Canada in Beaune, I had been dumbfounded to discover that my new school was in fact an old nunnery. The first time I saw a nun wandering around the school’s hallways in a full habit with a massive wooden cross around her neck, I could hardly believe my eyes. Even more shocking than the nuns, though, was The Dragon and her insistence that I was not to be allowed out of the medieval school enclosure during the school day.

I cracked my knuckles with my thumb. “Whoever is not opening up the door is going to die if I can’t get to my girls in the next few minutes.”

Back when I was seventeen, I had been as eager to escape the school walls as I now was to get inside. I earned my driver’s license the day I turned sixteen, even though I almost failed because I had nearly run over a woman. I suspect the instructor only gave it to me because I cried. I was used to roaming around my Canadian hometown in one of my parents’ beat up old cars. I refused to spend my exchange year cooped up behind massive walls with a bunch of nuns.

My stubbornness pitted against The Dragon’s tenacity. It wasn’t until I had gotten a letter from my family in Canada, a letter from my host family in France, and finally a letter from the president of the Rotary Club of Beaune that she capitulated. She signed my permission card with such a look of hatred in her eye, however, that I knew I had acquired an enemy for life.

Franck knocked against the door, but the wood was so thick it made little more than a faint thud sound. “Allô!” he yelled. “Allô, Allô, Allô! Can you please open the door?”

“So, you are as worried as I am,” I said, a statement rather than a question.

“Of course. This afternoon it all came back to me.”

“What came back to you?”

“The preschool experience in France. I remember in kindergarten the teacher gave a boy in my class a minus twenty on a test and made him walk around all day with it taped to his back.”

Aghast, I pressed my ear up against the door. The gaggles of waiting mothers in chic linen outfits and leather sandals, with expensive sunglasses perched on their perfectly disheveled up-dos, looked at us askance.

A bead of sweat rolled down my forehead. I had dressed for our day of renovation planning and car shopping in a pair of jeans that were far too hot and a black concert T-shirt with “Rolling Stones—Steel Wheels Tour” emblazoned on the front.

Franck leaned against the door beside me.

Without warning, it gave way, opened from the other side by a woman with a pinched mouth and daggers in her eyes.

“Monsieur?” She confronted my husband who had almost toppled onto her. “Do you have a problem?”

Before Franck could answer, her gaze shifted to me. It had been almost fifteen years; there was no way she would—

“Vous!” she gasped.

Le Dragon. She did not appear to have aged a day.

“La Canadienne! What are you doing back here, begging to get back inside my door? If I remember correctly—and I’m sure I do—all you ever wanted was to get out.”

“I’m a mother now,” I said.

She narrowed her eyes at me in disbelief.

“My daughters are inside there, in the preschool. It’s their first day.”

“You came back?”

“Yes,” I said. “With my husband.” I gestured to Franck, who graced her with his most charming smile. Instead of melting, she sneered. Actually sneered.

More than anything, I wanted to tell her off. I wanted to tell her how much she had terrified me when I was only seventeen and newly arrived in Burgundy and unable to speak a word of French. I might have done so too, except I couldn’t slay this dragon; she held my children hostage.

“I missed Saint Coeur when I was in Canada,” I said, instead.

The scowl didn’t leave her face, but she stood aside to let us pass.

[image: * * *]

“Camille is a darling little girl,” the young teacher named Sévérine told me. She had a gamine haircut that suited her delicate bone structure and wore a metal cross around her neck that looked weighty enough to give her lumbago. “She did very well.”

“Did she speak any French?” I asked.

We had divided to conquer—Franck had run to get Charlotte, while I fetched Camille. We couldn’t bear thinking that either of our girls would think we abandoned them in the Gaza Strip of the Saint Coeur preschool playground.

“Well no…”

“I suppose it’s normal that she speaks English at first.”

“Actually, I didn’t hear the sound of her voice all day. Have you ever had her hearing tested?”

I almost dropped the thick sheaf of forms in my hand. Camille had never in her life been described as quiet. She screamed from the time she was born until she turned two, at which point she switched to talking non-stop.

Sévérine patted me on the shoulder. “I’m sure she will begin to talk soon. This is an enormous change for her. Children need time.”

I clasped Camille’s little hand in mine. Before having children, I had begun to feel as though I was getting a handle on this “life” thing. From the minute I’d had Charlotte, I felt like a newborn again myself. I had no idea how to be a mother or if I was doing it well. Most of the time, like right then, for instance, I was certain that I was doing this whole parenthood thing badly. I needed to be a better mother. I needed to be more patient, less impulsive, more domestic, less messy, more devoted and far-seeing…less egocentric.

Camille tugged my hand, and I looked down to see utter exhaustion in her big hazel eyes. Charlotte and Franck came up behind us. Charlotte was crying silently and had blood trickling down her leg from a skinned knee. I wanted more than anything to make my girls happy but had no idea how to do that.

The last time Franck and I had begun renovations on a vacation rental, we were newlyweds. I had an Oxford law degree but yearned to escape the legal career that was traced out in front of me. In these past few months of packing boxes and filling out tax forms and saying our good-byes, neither Franck nor I ever considered that we were embarking on this adventure with just the two of us—we were dragging our innocent children behind us in our wake.

I had hoped this move to France would somehow allow us not only to renovate an ancient winemaker’s cottage but to renovate our family life as well. We had experienced a lot of joy since the girls were born, but I felt as though we hadn’t yet found our groove as a family of four. I held my little girls’ hands as they stumbled, exhausted, through the parking lot, and marveled at our folly.


chapter three



I thought we were heading directly to sign the girls up for Judo, but Franck squealed out of the parking lot in the opposite direction. “Where are we going?” I asked.

“I phoned Stéphanie after lunch. The sign-up isn’t until Thursday of next week, and Mémé will want to hear about the girls’ first day at school.” Franck honked and made a rude arm gesture at the driver of the red Peugeot in front of us, who couldn’t seem to decide on a lane.

When we left the newly renovated La Maison des Deux Clochers to return to Canada six years previously, Mémé, Franck’s ninety-three-year-old grandmother, had declared that she would surely be dead by the time we moved back to Burgundy. As it turned out, she was still very much alive and had just moved into a chic, little studio apartment in a luxurious retirement home in Beaune called Les Primevères or “The Primroses.”

She had, however, come close to fulfilling her prophecy a few months before our arrival. She suffered a massive heart attack but, like a phoenix, had resurrected herself from the edge of death.

We parked, and once we were inside Les Primevères, we stopped in front of the elevators while the girls weighed themselves on an old-fashioned scale. A local pharmacy had donated it to the retirement community, and it probably weighed as much as a baby elephant. Only then did we walk up the three flights of stairs to Mémé’s apartment.

Mémé swung her door open and, after swooping her elegant gray-and-blue shawl over her shoulder, gave us each a resounding kiss, as fresh as a proverbial primrose. “I knew you would come!” She clapped her hands. “I was thinking about the girls all day today. How did they like their first day at school?”

Camille was busy rubbing Mémé’s kiss off her cheek, but Charlotte gave a quivering smile and an equivocal “ça va.”

“Aren’t you brave!” Mémé swept them over to the round table, ideally placed for entertaining in the center of her room. “I think you’ve both earned a treat, don’t you?” She grabbed a package of Prince brand chocolate biscuits—a package always resided in her kitchen cabinet.

While the girls happily munched on their snack, Mémé served Franck and I glasses of kir and proceeded to instruct Franck on exactly how to hang several framed sunflower photos on her wall.

“They go perfectly with the rest of my décor,” she said. The studio was decorated in cheerful tones of yellow and blue, and the bright sunflower photos were the perfect final touch.

Mémé was a formidable maternal presence in Franck’s family, as my own mother was in mine. From the time Charlotte was born, my mother had been helping us with everything from childcare to grocery shopping to cooking to soothing crying babies. To me, she still seemed very much the mother, and I still felt very much the child. I wondered if Franck’s mother had ever wondered, as I did, how to own one’s own identity as a mother when your mother had you trumped on pretty much every domestic front.

“Just think!” Mémé said. “Everyone was ready to bury me a few months ago.” She laughed.

“How do you feel now?” Franck asked.

“Wonderful.” Mémé tossed her head, not unlike a frisky foal. “I did almost die though. They weren’t wrong about that.”

“Vraiment?” Franck said.

“Oh yes. I was giving up, you know. The night I was admitted to the hospital, the doctors told the family I was slipping away. It is strangely easy to give up—that surprised me. The doctors instructed Jacqueline and your mother and Renée to go back home and collect my clothes to be buried in and to return early in the morning to say good-bye.”

“What happened?” Franck asked.

“I was lying in bed in the morning, feeling so old and tired that I was eager for death to come and claim me. Then the door to my room opened and I could hear the click of heels, and the curtains were whisked back. I blinked in the sunlight, wondering who would dare disturb an old woman on her deathbed. It was my nurse. She was perfectly coiffed, you know, with an elegant chignon.”

Mémé threw her shoulders back and imitated the confident stature of her nurse. “She was a large woman, neat as a pin in her uniform. There I was in bed, my hair like a bird’s nest and wearing only a stained hospital gown. Something about her made me feel embarrassed about being so unkempt, even though I was, vous savez, dying.” She shrugged.

“The nurse turned from the window and said to me, ‘Alors, Madame Menneveau, what is this laissez-aller? Have you decided to give up on yourself? Look at your coiffure; it’s a disgrace! If you have made up your mind to go and die—even though I think that is lamentably weak-spirited—the least you can do is make yourself élégante for your passing.’”

“Did you tell her off?” Franck asked.

“Heavens no!” Mémé declared. “I got angry, first at her, then at myself. She saved my life.”

“What did you do?” I asked, spellbound as always by Mémé’s stories.

“I sat up in my hospital bed and demanded she find a comb and do up my hair properly, as well as fetch a bit of rouge for my cheeks and lips. I told her to pass me my dressing gown and my scarf, and I put those on—there wasn’t much I could do about my hospital gown, but at least I could cover it up. When that was done and I was looking respectable once again, I ordered a large breakfast and polished off the entire thing. That nurse reminded me that I was Germaine Menneveau, and I was not someone who let myself go!”

“When the family arrived, my daughters were carrying my funeral outfit and all hunched over and clinging to each other, sniveling. I told them that they had chosen the completely wrong outfit and that, besides, I wasn’t dead yet, so they would have to wait a while to put it to use.”

Franck burst out laughing. “My mother left out that part of the story.”

Mémé shrugged. “I think they were all embarrassed that they had taken me for dead. Although, truth be told, it could have easily gone that way if not for that nurse. Anyway, when I die is already écrit dans le grand livre—written in the Big Book. No point in any of us fretting about it. Our job is to live, not to worry about when we’re going to die.”

“Is that why you decided to move in here?” I asked.

Mémé gave another one of her evocative shrugs. “When I was released from the hospital, and Renée told me about the lovely apartment she had rented here, I was intrigued. I had never had a home that was completely my own to decorate just the way I wanted. I knew this would be the right choice for the next chapter in my life. Nobody is ever too old for a new adventure you know—even at ninety-three.”

I let that sink in. No “laissez-aller.” We all had to at least try to do our best to make a new life in Burgundy, despite dragons at school gates, miniature delinquents in my daughters’ schoolyard, and the fact that I had to learn how to drive a stick shift. Maybe this was my chance to become formidable like Mémé and my mom.

We chatted with Mémé a few minutes more and invited her to Sunday lunch two weeks from then. If she could change her life in her ninth decade, we had no excuse.
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We found a house to rent in the village of Savigny-les-Beaune until Christmas. We didn’t have much, but luckily the house (more of a mini château, actually) was furnished, albeit in a highly eccentric fashion.

“The estate agent is meeting us here in ten minutes to do the inventory.” Franck maneuvered the car like a Formula 1 driver through the unbelievably narrow stone gates that led into the courtyard of our temporary abode.

Inventory? At our vacation rental in Magny we never did inventory. I couldn’t imagine the administrative nightmare of trying to go through our house’s contents with every guest. Also, I trusted people. Franck was always getting mad at me for leaving our car doors unlocked and windows wide open in Canada, but nothing could shake my belief that most people were good and that those who wanted to rob me were few and far between.

Franck was always amazed at things in Canada, such as the roadside stands that popped up in the spring with beautiful bouquets of wildflowers or freshly picked vegetables and a little tin where people could put money for what they took. “In France,” he said, “within an hour, somebody would have stolen the flowers, the vegetables, the money can, and the stand.”

“The house is so huge and full of stuff,” I said to Franck as we got out of the car. “It’s going to take days to do a complete inventory.”

Franck shrugged as he unbuckled Camille from her car seat. “I’m hoping this guy knows what he’s doing. He must do these all the time.”

Charlotte ran around to Camille’s side of the car. “Let’s go play in the upstairs. We can find the loose tiles!”

The girls felt that our rental was the lap of luxury, not because it was most likely over two hundred years old and had about eight bedrooms but because it had an upstairs. Our house back in Canada was a little 1950s beachside bungalow that measured about one thousand square feet, so they had never had the heady experience of living in a house with an upstairs.

Their favorite pastime, besides exploring all the nooks and crannies, was jumping from one loose tile to another on the landing of the third floor. These tiles, called tomettes, were the ancient, hand-fired, hexagonal terra-cotta tiles that were found in old houses all over Burgundy. This game, happily for us, seemed to keep the girls busy for hours.

I was in the kitchen when, half an hour later, I heard a clamor of honking outside our pillars. “I think the estate agent is here,” I called to Franck.

The house was situated on one of the narrowest streets of Savigny-les-Beaune, a village known in the area for its extremely narrow streets and fast drivers. As we found out on our first foray out of the house, maneuvering to get in the gates resulted in an immediate line of twenty irate drivers, all honking their horns and gesticulating wildly to get past.

I not only had to learn how to drive standard but sooner or later would have to squeeze our car through those gates. Better not to think of that right now.

A green Renault rumbled across the gravel. I went out through the kitchen and watched as the red-faced estate agent, young and wearing a stylish thin-lapeled suit, climbed out of the car and tried to regain his composure.

“I hate driving in Savigny-les-Beaune,” he said. “What idiot made such narrow streets that all run into one another? And your gates! How are you actually expected to squeeze in here?”

Franck fought back a smile. “You’ll have to ask the owner. You’re the one who communicates with her, remember?”

Normally we couldn’t afford a rental such as this, but the owner was apparently desperate. It was a family home on her husband’s side, and he had passed away a few months before. She was mired deep in the horrendous muck of French succession law and needed to earn a little extra money to buy herself some time. She wanted to rent it to us for a year, but Franck was adamant—we had to find another place to live before Christmas. “Can you even imagine what the heating bills for this place would be in the winter?” he had explained when I argued for staying until at least after Christmas. “We’d put ourselves in the poorhouse within a week.”

We had never planned to live in the cottage we had moved over to France for to renovate. It was too small for our family of four, not to mention the fact that it would be ripped apart over the next several months. Our vacation rental in Magny-les-Villers was renting so well that we didn’t want to give up our rental income to live there either. The plan was to buy another place of our own, something cheap but livable that we could eventually turn into a third vacation rental. Truth be told, the chief proponent of this particular plan was moi.

“The owner is a vieille folle.” The estate agent straightened his tie. I wasn’t that conversant in the manners of estate agents in France, but I wondered about the ethics of calling your client a crazy old woman.

“Would you like a café?” Franck asked when our visitor put his briefcase down on the kitchen table and removed an imposing wad of paper from it. The estate agent hesitated. “A kir?” Franck asked.

“That would be most welcome,” the estate agent agreed.

Franck poured one for each of us. “Where should we start?” he asked once we had done the obligatory cheer of santé and clinked our glasses together.

The estate agent began rifling through his papers with a growing look of despair. “Mon Dieu. She wants me to inventory every fork and glass in this place. You are her first renters, vous savez. She is convinced you’re going to steal everything.”

Ah. So my husband isn’t the only French person who secretly believes everyone is a thief at heart.

“We weren’t planning on it,” I said. “But now that you mention—”

Franck stepped meaningfully on my foot.

“It’s not even like she knows what she has in here,” the man said. “Usually the inventory is a checklist. She actually expects me to go through the entire house and mark down everything inside?” I assumed this was a rhetorical question.

I could hear Charlotte and Camille as they clattered down the servants’ staircase. “We’d better get started,” I said. “Our daughters are going to want dinner soon.”

The estate agent gave one look at the papers and with a sigh said, “D’accord. I guess we could start with the cutlery.”

I led him to the mammoth wooden buffet that sat to one side of the kitchen and contained four enormous drawers. I pulled open the drawer where I had discovered the cutlery. It contained about two hundred mismatched forks, spoons, and knives, and even some escargot tongs.

“Ce n’est pas vrai,” the estate agent gasped. “How are we supposed to count all that?”

Franck appeared to be the only one of us who wasn’t overwhelmed by a sudden wave of despair.

Forty-five minutes later, we had counted all the cutlery in the drawer, although we had given up early on trying to sort them into sets. There didn’t appear to be a complete set of anything.

The estate agent went outside for a cigarette while Franck refreshed our glasses.

“Maybe we should do inventory for our rentals every time a new guest arrives,” Franck mused.

“What?!”

“Kidding.”

The estate agent came back in, fortified by nicotine. “All right,” he said, “let’s see what is in these other drawers.” He pulled one open, only to reveal that it was filled with about twice as much cutlery as the one we had just inventoried. Panic in his eyes, he pulled out the third drawer, and then the fourth—all were full of silverware, some of it solid silver, all mismatched and jumbled. He appeared too stunned to speak.

“What about this?” Franck finally suggested. “How about we promise to take care of everything in the house, and you promise to come back at the end of our tenancy and sign your papers saying that we haven’t damaged or stolen a thing?”

The estate agent turned to Franck, gratitude in his eyes. “That is an excellent suggestion.”

“Shall we drink on it?” I asked and raised my glass. We all clinked to our secret and exhaled.

[image: * * *]

I woke up the next morning with a minor problem—I was unable to breathe. Since we moved there two days before, my sleep had been fractured and almost non-existent. What felt like needles poked me through the mattress, which was lumpy and hard.

Franck, who had never been known to have an allergy in his life, sneezed. “What the hell is going on with these beds?” He leapt up and stripped the mattress cover off his side of the mattress, releasing a cloud of noxious, brown dust. I began to wheeze and stumbled toward the bathroom in search of my inhaler.

“Put the mattress cover back on!” I shouted out to him, invigorated by a few hits of Ventolin. “What in God’s name is under there?”

Franck was inspecting the mattress. “You’re not going to believe what this is made out of,” he said, without looking up.

I stayed at a safe distance. The mattress was covered with gray, brown, and yellow stains. “Desiccated cats?”

“Close.” He held up a very dusty clump of hairs that had been poking out a hole on his side of the bed. “Horsehair.”

I drew closer and sneezed again. “So, that’s what was poking me all night long? Revolting.”

We both stared down at our bed, repelled yet fascinated.

“Just think of all the people who have had sex on this mattress,” I said. “Maybe some babies were even born here. Maybe some people even died on here… I’d definitely bet some people died here.”

“I don’t care so much about that, but it must be crawling with dust mites and bed bugs and who knows what other little beasts. Can you imagine having a beautiful house like this and then sleeping on such godawful—”

I interrupted him with an uncontrollable sneezing fit. “We have to get new mattresses,” I said once I had caught my breath.

“Agreed,” he said grimly. “But first we have to get the girls off to school.”

[image: * * *]

When he returned from Beaune, Franck found me in the cellar, wrestling with the laundry machine. The drum was a top loader and mounted sideways, compared to a North American machine. It had to be unlatched at the end of the cycle, but this one wouldn’t budge.

“Did the girls do OK?” I asked Franck as he picked his way over to me, past teetering piles of terra-cotta roof tiles and bicycle wheels. Guilt about not going along for drop-off sat uncomfortably in my stomach, but I honestly hadn’t been sure I could leave my girls at that place a second time.

“They got into their classrooms without suffering bodily harm. I consider that a success.”

I grimaced. Our definition of parenting success had been drastically downgraded since moving to France.

Franck stood close to me, and I caught his familiar whiff of savon de Marseille and apples. I felt strangely shy at his proximity. We had barely shared a minute alone in the past two months. We had worked fiendishly to move ourselves and Camille and Charlotte out of our little beach bungalow in Victoria and over to France. Since arriving in Burgundy, we had dragged Charlotte and Camille around with us as we obtained medical cards for the family, bought cell phones, and set up school insurance. Our downtime was mainly spent bribing the girls with merry-go-round rides in the place Carnot. For the thousandth time since Charlotte was born, I wondered how Franck and I were supposed to pull off the magic trick of being both a romantic couple and the parents of two young children.

I pushed and pulled at the latch of the metal drum inside the laundry machine. It didn’t open. Not only did I not feel like a grown woman or competent mother in France, but I actually felt like a child again most of the time, unable to accomplish the most basic tasks. I couldn’t drive until I learned to drive a stick shift, that morning I couldn’t figure out how to light the gas elements to heat up the milk, and now I couldn’t even open the washing machine to do a load of laundry. I kicked the machine and swore in English, then in French for good measure.

“Here, let me.” Franck clicked the latch open with a flick of his fingers.

“How did you do that?” I demanded.

“You have to press it in before pulling to unlatch it.”

With Franck and me, there was always a certain element of inequality in our relationship. When we were back in Canada, I was the one who knew how everything worked, from things such as avoiding conflict at dinner parties to applying for a Visa card. In the previous few years, I hadn’t always been overly sympathetic to Franck’s feelings of isolation and alienation in a foreign culture. Were things such as this washing machine in fact karma giving me a long overdue slice of humble pie?

“We have a lot to do today.” I kicked the machine one last time. “What should we start with?” The list went on and on—starting to search for a house to move into before Christmas, getting the tradesmen to come by the cottage we were renovating to begin giving us quotes, signing me up for driving lessons, buying new mattresses…

Franck pushed me against the washing machine for a deep kiss. “We haven’t explored the house yet,” he murmured against my lips after some time. “There must be at least a dozen beds.”

I felt as though we should talk first to reconnect after so much business. As usual, though, there was no time for that. “Do you think any of them have better mattresses than the ones we slept on last night?”

Franck began to stuff the pile of clothes on the floor into the washing machine. “Let’s find out.”

[image: * * *]

By the time we got to the eighth bedroom in the house—under the eaves and with a wet patch on the ceiling but with a spectacular view out to Savigny’s vineyards—we had to conclude that our mattress was, tragically, the best of the lot.

We couldn’t lie down on any of them for more than five seconds before we both fell into a violent sneezing fit.

Franck checked his watch. “I hate to admit defeat, unless… There’s the pool table down in the games room…”

“It looked ancient and not very sturdy,” I said, regretfully.

Franck sighed deeply. “Let’s go down to Beaune and try to find some new mattresses. We have to pick the girls up in about an hour anyway.”

[image: * * *]

We found four cheap mattresses at a discount store, which briefly buoyed our spirits. I tried not to be disturbed about what constituted fun for Franck and me those days. However, when we picked up the girls for lunch at school, Camille’s teacher informed us that our previously talkative daughter had still not said a word. “At recess,” Sévérine said, “Camille sat at the base of the Virgin Mary statue, singing to herself until the children were called back into the classroom.”

Charlotte’s teacher said that our daughter was speaking, but the maîtresse confessed to me that she had grave concerns about my eldest daughter’s hand-eye coordination.

“What do you mean?” I asked, confused.

“Charlotte doesn’t hold her scissors properly. It means she will not be able to handwrite properly when she is older.”

“She’ll just get the hang of it. It doesn’t worry me too much.” I had a nostalgic thought of Charlotte’s “learn through play” preschool back in Canada, where not cutting off your own fingers or your best friend’s hair qualified as superlative scissor skills.

Charlotte’s teacher looked at me, astonished. “Her cursive writing may never be as it should be, you know. I have seen this scissor problem with other students in the past.”

“Is there anything we can do about it?”

“I can try to teach her better scissor skills at school, and you can reinforce them at home, but this problem is usually impossible to fix.”

“Luckily we live in the Computer Age!” I laughed.

The teacher looked at me askance and then turned her attention to a child named Maxance who had not buttoned up his cardigan properly.

We hustled off our scissor-challenged and mute daughters back to our house, where I had the temerity to suggest to my husband that we whip up the girls a couple of ham sandwiches on baguettes.

Franck took a casserole out of the large pine armoire in the kitchen pantry. “Laura, this is not North America. We must have a hot lunch.”

I sneezed a few more times and searched in vain for a tissue or paper towel to blow my nose. “Look, Franck, we’re both exhausted and…ah…”—I took note of Charlotte and Camille looking up at me, listening to every word that came out of my mouth like a couple of attentive owls—“frustrated,” I finished euphemistically. “We have to get the girls back to school in another hour and a half. Let’s cut ourselves some slack.”

Franck cast me a horrified look. “We are back in France now.”

“So?”

“That means we can stop living like demented North Americans grazing a few scraps of food at lunch. The girls are given a two-hour lunch break because we are supposed to sit down and eat a proper meal as a family.”

“Can’t we just start doing the hot lunch thing tomorrow?”

“I’m going to make us some chicken in mustard sauce with green beans, and maybe a salad.” Franck began clanking the pots, and with a lot more noise than was necessary. “I refuse to eat like a savage.”

I rolled my eyes and shooed Camille and Charlotte up to the landing to play their game with the tomettes.

I threw the baguette back down on the kitchen counter. “Fine. Knock yourself out. I’m going to hang up the laundry.”

“You do that.”

I tripped over a pile of empty wine bottles on my way back to the machine. When I was running on empty, all I wanted to do was stop everything and rest. When Franck was out of gas, his way of coping was to just keep pushing himself harder.

I’d had a difficult few months—wondering if we were making a huge mistake and saying emotional good-byes to everyone, plus coping with the sheer logistical nightmare of packing up a house and two young children. By the time I had gotten on that airplane seat to fly to Burgundy, I was literally vibrating with anxiety.

A hot lunch? Of course I am too damn tired to make a hot lunch. I took soggy clothes out of the washer and hung them on the drying rack that stood beside the washing machine. Why can’t people in France just have dryers? The clothes were so wet that I had to wring them dry before hanging them. Nothing in France worked the way it should, including Franck and me.

I wiped the tears pouring from my eyes. Even though I was away from the horsehair mattresses, my allergies were getting worse. My nostrils were completely plugged up and I could only breath out of my mouth. There was something about these old houses—I loved them, but they didn’t always love me back.

Franck opened the door. “Come on, Lolo,” he said. “À table.”

I sneezed for an answer.


chapter four



I was such a mess by the time we dropped the girls back at school that all I wanted to do was go back home, snort nasal spray, take some heavy-duty allergy medication, and collapse on our new mattress. Another appealing option was surgically detaching my nose from my face.

“Can you take them to their classrooms?” I asked when Franck parked on the curb. “I think I’m better off staying in the car.”

My eyes were beginning to stream and puff up, so Franck didn’t argue. I gave the girls a kiss then rested my head on the back of the car seat and closed my eyes. Maybe if I just stay like this for a few minutes without moving, my nose will unplug.

That hope proved futile. By the time Franck returned to the car, I was even more stuffed up.

Franck started the engine. “We must go to the bank. We need to start meeting with bankers about the mortgage—”

“I don’t want to go to the bank!” I burst into tears. “I’m a complete mess. Look at me.”

“Where do you want to go then?”

“Not anywhere around people.”

“Home?”

“My allergies will just get worse.” That day, for some reason, everything seemed impossible.

Franck thought for a moment. “I have an idea.”

“Good,” I said and rested my head back on the car seat and closed my eyes again. “Wake me up when we get there.”
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I didn’t fall asleep. My plugged nose and itchy throat wouldn’t let me do that. Also, Franck’s driving, with all its sudden bursts of speed and abrupt braking, could not exactly be described as conducive to slumber.

After about ten minutes, we turned a sharp left and then squealed to a stop.

Franck touched my shoulder. “Lolo? Here we are.”

I opened my eyes. We were parked in front of a café in a village that I didn’t recognize. “Where are we?”

Franck reached over and undid my seatbelt. “The Alps, or the closest thing to it around here. I figured if there was anywhere you would be able to breathe better, it would be here.”

Still sniffling, I got out of the car.

Before I left Canada, everyone had raved about how I was living out their dream by moving back to France. The bones of my story sounded idyllic indeed—French husband, rolling vineyards, a seventeenth-century ruin to bring back to its former glory. Somehow, nobody, especially not me, imagined allergies as part of that picture.

“Are we going for a café?” I asked.

“Later.” Franck took my hand and we strolled into the village.

“What village is this?” I admired a late-blooming rose that was a color somewhere between fuchsia and orange climbing up the stone wall of a house.

“Bouilland. It’s completely unlike any other village around here. Look up.”

Towering above the village on both sides were soaring cliffs of green trees giving way to white rock. I tried to take a deep breath, but my nostrils were still completely closed up.

“Come on.” Franck led me to a covered stone structure that cleaved the main road of the village in two.

We walked up a mossy stone step, and then another, and reached a rectangle of water in the middle, set into the well-worn stone. It was the old village washing house.

I bent over and began to cough uncontrollably, disturbing the timeless tranquility of the spot.

“Franck!” I heard a male voice call my husband’s name. I straightened to see a tall man in a navy business suit and tie with a cell phone glued to his ear.

“Martial!” Franck went over and shook his hand. “I don’t believe it. What are you doing loitering about Bouilland?”

I recognized the man now. It was the suit that had thrown me. Martial had grown up in Magny-les-Villers and had formed part of Franck’s pack of village boys who’d spent their youth making slingshots and riding around on Mobylettes—the noisier the better.

Martial leaned forward to give me les bises, and I held my breath so as not to sneeze on him. “I heard you were coming back to Burgundy.” His blue eyes had a way of laughing for him. I was going to answer but was waylaid by another coughing jag. I dug into my pockets for a tissue but came up empty. “How are you finding being back in Burgundy so far?” Martial asked as I contemplated my sleeve.

“Laura has allergies,” Franck explained. “She’s miserable today.”

Martial studied me. “Allergic to Burgundy?”

“I feel like it at the moment.”

“Why are you looking like you’re running for political office?” Franck asked Martial.

“I’m not fixing church bells anymore.” Martial pointedly dusted off his impeccable lapel. “I have a new job.”

“Modeling menswear?” Franck guessed.

“Non, although I am certainly handsome enough. I sell street signs to the mayors of France. Monsieur le Maire of Bouilland needs new ones. You can hardly read those old Michelin ones anymore.”

“Can we buy you a café and catch up?” Franck asked.

“Normally I would love to, but I’m already running a bit late and, as it happens, Monsieur le Maire of Bouilland does not like to be kept waiting. How about dinner soon?”

“Definitely. Good luck with your signs. We’re going to go up to the cliffs.”

“Don’t fall off like I did,” Martial said, holding up his arm. “Twelve metal pins. They’ll be there permanently. I’m a bionic man now.”

I remembered something else endearing about Martial. He was as accident-prone as he was addicted to extreme sports.

With that, Martial rushed off to his rendezvous, and Franck dragged me up the winding roads of the village of Bouilland to the cliffs.

We finally made it up to the top. I was gasping for breath, whereas Franck was not even breathing heavier than usual. I plopped down on an outcropping of rock that overlooked the spectacular valley carved in the rocks toward Beaune. I could actually inhale a thread of air through my nose now.

We soaked up the cooler air and sweet smell of wild grasses while admiring a buse—a large local bird—soaring over the tree-tops and then over the rooftops of the village.

“It’s not easy,” Franck said, out of the blue.

“The hike up here? Try it with a plugged nose.”

“Non. That’s not what I meant. Moving back here. It’s not as easy as I thought it would be.”

I turned and watched his pensive hazel eyes. “Even for you? I thought it was just me.”

He reached his arms back and stretched out his legs. “Even for me. Those years back in Canada, I built up this ideal vision of what life back here would be like. It’s not turning out how I had imagined. I mean, of course my family is glad to see us, but the reality is that they are all busy with their own lives. Also, I realize how much work we have ahead of us if we are going to build anything even remotely like the dream we had in our minds. It’s going to take time.”

I lay back beside him, relief washing through my bones. “I can’t drive. I can’t understand the cultural undercurrents of what is going on most of the time. I can’t even do anything concrete to help us get in and start renovating the cottage quickly. I hate feeling so useless.”

Franck picked a long stalk of dried yellow grass from the ground and stuck it between his teeth. “You’ve been renting out the cottage for us,” he reminded me.

I gazed up at the sky. “Is that really a help?” I wondered aloud. “Or does it just add more stress to our lives that we have an absolute deadline?”

“I guess that remains to be seen.”

The clouds floated above us, small fluffy dots in an azure sky. How peaceful and far away from everything I felt up there on the cliffs.

“I feel like just another extra burden for you,” I finally admitted. “I think I hate that the most of all.”

Franck tickled my ear with his stalk of grass. “You could never be a burden to me.”

I batted the grass away and found the perfect spot to nestle my head in the crook between his shoulder and his neck. “Camille not talking is worrying me. It’s so unlike her. Do you think the other kids are bullying her? Not knowing what is going on makes her vulnerable.”

“I think she understands more than she lets on.”

I didn’t agree. If Camille did understand the French spoken at school, what was she waiting for? Before moving to France, I had never worried about the girls’ integration into French life. Maybe the fact that I didn’t meant I was a negligent parent.

Charlotte had been an easy baby who basically just smiled and gurgled at the world. Franck and I had done a significant amount of patting ourselves on the back about that, quickly concluding that our firstborn was so easy because we were such amazing parents.

Camille’s arrival rid us of that illusion. She had emerged from my body hollering, and didn’t stop. She screamed during the day. She screamed during the night. She screamed as though she was being stabbed to death. The doctors said it would pass, but it didn’t.

Franck and I were catatonic with exhaustion. My panic attacks came back with a vengeance. Then, magically, as soon as she could start forming short sentences, Camille stopped screaming. It only dawned on me then that she had been discontented not because she was colicky or had a dislocated shoulder but rather because she hated being a baby. When she began talking, she transformed into the most competent, independent child I had ever known, sort of like a mini Martha Stewart.

The wheaty smell of grasses wafted around us. The sun touched the treetops on the opposite clifftop. In the few months before we moved to Burgundy, Camille had been contented for the first time in her life. Had we upset that balance in moving to France? Had we traumatized our daughter for life? Now that she had stopped talking at school, would the screaming begin again?

Franck and I spent the entire afternoon on the cliffs, descending to real life just in time to have a strong, black espresso under the tilleuls of the village café before going to pick up the girls from school. It was strange how there could be moments that were idyllic in the midst of the chaos and confusion of creating a new life in France. When we imagined all the ideal images before we moved from Canada, we had been seeing just a sliver of the whole picture.

When we arrived at Saint Coeur, Franck went to Charlotte’s classroom, while I made my way to Camille’s, dreading to see my traumatized little, raven-haired girl.

Camille sat at the end of a row of children on a bench by the door of the classroom. She was looking pensive and clutching her bag of school slippers to take home for the weekend. My heart contracted with guilt. I heard Franck and Charlotte arrive behind me.

Camille’s teacher was helping a crying child do up her zipper and had her back turned. A blond-headed boy who didn’t have a coveted spot on the bench took advantage of this fact and squeezed himself between Camille and the child beside her on the bench. I watched as he, with a strategically placed elbow, shoved Camille off the bench and sent her tumbling to the ground.

Before I could surge forward past the crowd of parents to pick my daughter up off the floor and dry her tears, Camille sprang up and dusted off her denim jumper. She narrowed her hazel eyes, casting the little boy a look of calculated vengeance. She inserted herself beside him again. He now risked teetering off the end of the bench.

The little boy began to whine to the teacher that Camille was pushing him. Camille took a cursory glance at her maîtresse, who was still preoccupied with the other child’s zipper dilemma. She pivoted herself, raised one leg, and gave the whinging boy such a decisive kick in his ribs that she sent him airborne.

By the time the maîtresse turned to discover why the little boy was sprawled on the floor, sniveling, Camille was sitting with her knees together and her hands folded in her lap, the perfect angel.

I felt Franck’s hand on my shoulder. “I think Camille is going to be just fine,” he murmured in my ear.


chapter five



The next week’s to-do list was daunting to say the least:

1.   Find a house to buy for ourselves.

2.   Meet with our banker to get a mortgage for La Maison de la Vieille Vigne.

3.   Figure out what we need to do as far as renovations to ready the cottage by July 12 and start doing it. Fast.

4.   Teach Laura to drive stick shift.

Of all the items on the list, the last one intimidated me the most. Unfortunately, it was the first item we tackled. I was booked in on Monday morning for my first driving lesson.

We dropped the girls off at school under a rumbling sky. The humidity of the previous few days was fast blossoming into a thunderstorm. By the time Franck turned into the école de conduite, ABC Auto-École, off the ring road in Beaune, fork lightning was flashing overhead.

Franck glanced at the sky. “This could get interesting.”
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