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This book is dedicated to Robert, the honest-to-God wine cellar whisperer.


Le meilleur vin n’est pas nécessairement le plus cher, mais celui qu’on partage.


—Georges Brassens


chapter one



NOVEMBER 2005

The pen I held was poised to sign on the dotted line to seal the purchase of an eighteenth-century apartment within the medieval walls of Beaune. It was a Mont Blanc fountain pen, of course, lent to me by the notary overseeing the sale. These seemed to be de rigeur for notaries everywhere in France.

The notary in question—not our usual soused specimen, who worked out of Nuits-Saint-Georges, but a chic one in Dijon who represented the sellers—raised a long pale finger and said, “Attendez.”

Wait? Wait for what? I glanced at Franck. His almond eyes were narrowed. He looked as baffled as I felt.

We had agreed with the sellers on a price. We wanted to buy this apartment to turn it into our third vacation rental in Burgundy. I couldn’t imagine what we needed to wait for. I breathed deeply to curb my impatience, and my nostrils filled with the scent of ink that permeated the study.

“What’s the problem?” I asked finally.

The maître pointed at a piece of paper, one among hundreds, on the desk in front of him. He looked at his client, the seller. “We forgot about the cellar.”

“Cellar?” Franck echoed. In Burgundy, the most prestigious winemaking region in the world, according to Burgundians anyway, a cellar could mean only one thing: a wine cellar.

The notary inhaled sharply. “Yes. The cellar is offered with the apartment, but I see here it is not included in the sale price.”

That made no sense. “I don’t remember seeing any cellar,” I said.

“We definitely didn’t,” Franck agreed. “I would have remembered. I never forget a wine cellar.”

It was meant as a joke, but it flew right over le maître’s head, which was capped with a meticulously trimmed fringe of white hair.

“There is a cellar?” Our realtor, sitting to my left, twisted the heavy gold bangle on her wrist and eyed the seller. “What is this? Why was I never informed about a cellar? This is most irregular.”

It was no wonder she didn’t take the surprise well. She was seconds away from earning her commission.

“To be honest, I forgot all about it,” the seller said, a sheepish look fleeting across his features. Our apartment-to-be was the last holding in this man’s venture into property development. He had bought a grand old house in the medieval heart of Beaune and converted it into seven apartments. I got the distinct impression, however, that he wanted nothing more than to wash his hands of the entire business and return to the leisurely life of a civil servant.

“It’s filled with coal,” he said. “I didn’t even go all the way down the stairs, but I suppose I must sell it.” He sighed. “I want out of this building.”

“Maybe you can just throw it in with the sale price,” our realtor suggested. Franck and I eyed her with respect. It was a ballsy suggestion. Nobody gave away a wine cellar in the center of Beaune for free.

Beneath the cobblestone streets was a second town—a honeycomb of wine cellars several stories underground. It was an entirely parallel system of real estate and, because no one made vaulted cellars anymore, one that had increasing value.

The notary shook his head slightly at the seller. If he was trying to convey his objection with subtlety, he failed. Our realtor had warned us a few days earlier that the seller worked for the much-despised tax department of the French government. This meant there could be no under-the-table dealing, as there usually was in French real estate transactions. It also made me surmise that as much as he wanted out of the building, the seller was a pragmatic, money-loving man to his core.

He frowned. “I can’t do that. It would be insanity.” It seemed to me that one thing this man could use in his life was a bit of insanity.

“You do want to walk away from this building after today, don’t you?” Our realtor was a born negotiator.

“Yes, but free? I just can’t in good conscience do that… I just can’t.”

Our realtor licked her lips. “How much then?” She didn’t even look at Franck or me to see if we were on board.

The seller chewed his lip.

“I suggest five thousand Euro,” she said, then finally glanced to us with a question in her eyes.

Franck and I exchanged a look, then nodded back.

“It’s worth far more than that.” The seller frowned.

“Then keep it.” Our realtor smoothed a strand of dyed blonde hair into her chignon.

“How about ten thousand?” he asked.

I shook my head. “We can’t pay any more than five thousand.” It wasn’t that I didn’t want the cellar; it was that we had no budget for a cellar, not even the five thousand we had just recklessly agreed to. “We hadn’t exactly planned on buying a wine cellar today.”

“Even that…” Franck pursed his lips. His eyes flicked to mine for a second. He thought I was negotiating and joining in what he considered to be prime sport. In reality I was just being blunt.

Our realtor gave us a wink behind the seller’s head.

“What do you think?” the seller asked his notary. It wasn’t a very sensible thing to do as the notary had a vested interest in completing the sale and getting his percentage of the transaction, tout de suite.

“I want you to walk out of here today with no weight on your shoulders,” the notary said, adopting an expression of concern. “I think you should sell it for five thousand. After all, what are you going to do with a moldy old cellar full of coal?”

The seller shuddered. “Nothing.”

Maybe he didn’t know what to do with it, but I fancied Franck and I would. The fact that we hadn’t actually seen it, and that the mere idea of it made the seller shrink in disgust, flitted through my mind, only to be dismissed. In minutes we would own some of that prized real estate under the streets of Beaune, real estate I had never imagined could be mine.

The notary took the document in front of me, scribbled something on it, wrote his initials, and slid it back. I signed, then passed it to Franck.

And just like that, we owned a wine cellar.


chapter two



The next day Franck and I went to our new apartment after we dropped off Charlotte and Camille at their Catholic school in Beaune.

It had taken only a year at Saint-Coeur for them to become perfect little French Catholics. They spoke French entirely without accents and knew the Hail Mary backward and forward.

The seller had bequeathed an enormous fistful of keys to Franck. When asked which ones opened our apartment and the cellar, he told us impatiently, “I haven’t a clue. Just try them all.” From the tapping of his right foot on the notary’s oak floor, it was clear he couldn’t get out of that office and toward his freedom fast enough.

However, having lived in Burgundy for over a year, I was growing used to the more chaotic course of business here compared to in Canada.

We climbed the polished wooden stairs to our apartment, my hand sliding over the smooth banister. On the landing above, Franck tried several keys from the wad before finding one that opened the door.

He grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze before we went inside. “Are you ready for this?”

“When am I not ready to start something new?” I grinned. I loved beginning things—having big ideas and setting them in motion was my strength.

We stepped into the dark space. I opened the huge white shutters in the kitchen, bathing the empty quarters in silver winter light. I examined the rooftops across the courtyard, a mishmash of centuries-old buildings that fit into one another like a difficult puzzle. The twitching tail of a cat snoozing on the tiled peak across the courtyard caught my eye. I hadn’t noticed him at first because he was the same metal gray as the sky.

Franck slid the apartment key off the ring so we could distinguish it from the rest. “We probably have the double of everyone’s key from this building,” he said, his lips quirking. “We could go on quite the crime spree if we were so inclined.”

I laughed, knowing full well that neither of us was so inclined. We preferred working hard and making our money by sharing this region of France with people from around the world.

I looked around, trying to evaluate how much it would cost to do up the kitchen. For the moment it was completely bare—no fridge, oven, counter, or anything. In Canada, houses and apartments are generally sold with appliances. Not so in France. We were starting from scratch. It was a bare room with an exposed stone wall on one side that boasted enormous old French windows.

The wiring and plumbing outlets stuck out here and there from the drywall. This blank slate was not necessarily a bad thing. After renovating a sixteenth-century winemaker’s cottage in the village where Franck’s family had lived for generations, we had looked long and hard for a second property to turn into another vacation rental in Beaune, the picturesque medieval town that was the heart of winemaking in Burgundy.

We had toured many apartments with beautiful bones but truly heinous renovations—like a pony wall of glass blocks in the middle of a room with massive oak beams. Ironically, many young French people chased after super modern decor, whereas North Americans like me usually couldn’t get enough of the authentically ancient.

We explored the space, opening the shutters as we went. In the living room, we stood in mute disgust as we observed its cheap textured wallpaper emblazoned with Japanese characters. Let’s just say it was not a harmonious pairing with the original marble fireplace and detailed plaster moldings.

“Why?” I said to myself as much as my husband. “All I can think when I look at this wallpaper is ‘Why?’”

“I kinda like it.” From the mischievous glint in his eyes, I knew he was trying to get a rise out of me—his preferred pastime.

I pinched his arm. “Mark my words. This wallpaper will be the first thing to go, even if I have to scrape it off with my fingernails. It’s heinous.”

The seller had thankfully left the bones of the bourgeois house intact. This included huge windows that flooded every room in natural light and wooden plank floors with a patina that could have come only with the passage of time.

I wandered into the first bedroom as Franck inspected the wiring and plumbing rough-ins in the bathroom. I glanced up at the lofty ceiling, where intricate plaster cornices took my breath away. Thank God the seller had had the good sense to paint the ceilings matte white. Small mercies.

I leaned out of the now-open window. It was cold outside, but the fresh air was welcome. The music of bells drifted down the narrow cobblestone street. They sounded different from the booming peal associated with the church bells in the village of Villers-la-Faye, where we lived. These bells were far more delicate.

Franck came up behind me and slid his hands around my waist. He leaned forward and kissed the nape of my neck. I shivered.

“Where are those bells coming from?” I asked as he wrapped his arms around my torso.

He didn’t answer for a few seconds. “I think there’s a convent up the street. It must be time for the nuns to pray.”

It made total sense. Somehow their tune was more feminine than most church bells I knew.

“Do you think people will want to rent this place?” Franck murmured in my ear.

I leaned my head back against his shoulder. He’d asked this question about every property we had considered converting into a vacation rental. Because he’d grown up in Burgundy, he somehow failed to perceive the magic and beauty that drew tourists from all over the world. For Franck, Burgundy was just home. Plain, unglamorous home. He always needed the reassurance that only I, as a foreigner to France, could give him.

“I know they will. Beaune is ridiculously charming, like walking into a fairy tale or something. Don’t forget the famous vineyards all around us, and the incredible food that goes with them, and all the stunning winemaking villages, and the fact that UNESCO wants to make this whole area a World Heritage Site—”

Franck spun me around and cut me off with a kiss. “Nice job,” he said. “You’re very convincing.”

From our adventure renovating the cottage the year before, I knew I would have to reassure him on this point again. Just like with La Maison de la Vieille Vigne—what we now called the cottage behind Franck’s family home in Villers-la-Faye—I would have to do it throughout the project.

Reassuring was easy now, at the beginning of this Beaune apartment project.

“It’s perfect,” I said. “Truly.”

“I’m trying to estimate how long it will be before it’s ready to rent. Even with the kitchen installation, this shouldn’t take nearly as long as the cottage.”

I nodded in agreement. “This place is in way better shape.”

The cottage had been a real ruin, and we’d had to redo everything, including the electricity, plumbing, and roof, from scratch. I thought about it for a second. “I think for this apartment all we need is five months.”

“You think we can start taking bookings for March?”

“End of March.” I gave myself a little leeway. “Let’s say beginning of April.”

Franck nodded. “Okay.”

“Now, let’s see this mysterious cellar of ours,” I said, giving him a little peck. I dragged him out of the room to the kitchen, then into the hall. “We haven’t finished getting ourselves into trouble yet.”

“Buying a cellar sight unseen? Laura, our second name is Trouble.”


chapter three



I stood on the sidewalk outside the apartment building as Franck kneeled on the ground and tried key after key in the metal panel that was set into the sidewalk.

Every few minutes a car bumped along on the cobblestones, the driver slowing down and eyeing us narrowly as though we were trying to execute some sort of heist. I felt like shouting at them, “We bought this cellar fair and square!”

“Everyone’s so suspicious here,” I said.

Franck kept trying the keys as he muttered a constant stream of swear words, known in French as les gros mots or literally “the big words.” Having mastered the metal panel in the narrow sidewalk, Franck was working to unlock two wooden doors only a few feet high and recessed into the side of the building.

“That’s the Burgundian stare,” Franck reminded me, not even glancing up. “Living here, you can’t let it bother you. Remember?”

I did, but at times like this I couldn’t help but be exasperated at the general mood of suspicion that reined. On the whole Burgundian people were incredibly nice and welcoming, but only after they knew who you were and what you were up to.

“Stare back at them in the same way,” Franck said. “Look even more suspicious if you can manage it.”

That’s exactly what I did to the next few drivers that passed. With my arms across my chest, I met their beady, narrowed stares with an aggressive glare of my own. Without exception they all turned their heads away.

“It’s working!” I crowed in triumph.

“You see?” Franck said, still unable to unlock the wooden doors. “Now, if only I could find the right key for this cellar.”

“This is ridiculous.” I leaned against the building. “He could have at least gone through the keys and given you only the ones we needed. I would bet there are keys in that wad that are completely useless.”

“I would bet most of them are useless,” Franck said. “He just couldn’t be bothered.”

“Did you consider,” I said slowly as an idea dawned, “that maybe the cellar key isn’t even on there?”

“Bordel.” Franck looked up with a grimace. “No, I hadn’t, and I was better off before considering that, thank you very much, chérie.”

Ignoring his harassed tone, I said simply, “De rien.” He was most welcome.

A few seconds later Franck shouted “Ouais!” I watched in disbelief as the metal doors fell open. The scent of mildew and confined space wafted up.

“Yay!” I coughed. “But going down there will be murder for my allergies.”

“I’ll go first.” Franck opened the wooden doors above the metal doors in the sidewalk.

At times like this my overactive imagination was my worst enemy. I began to envision what lurked in the dark at the bottom of the stone steps. “Yes, please.”

Luckily, Franck had thought to bring a flashlight. He flipped on the beam as he bent over and began to feel out the first step.

I decided to wait and see if he arrived safely at the bottom before I began to venture down.

I peered inside, trying to make out what Franck’s flashlight was illuminating. From the smell of the cellar, I wouldn’t have been surprised to find a pack of dragons hibernating down there.

Franck’s head disappeared into the obscurity.

“What do you see?” I called.

“Not much.” Franck’s voice drifted up from below, followed by a muffled expletive.

“What?” My imagination started to get the better of me.

“Nothing to worry about,” he called. “I think I just found the old piles of coal…by tripping over and falling into them.”

I was starting to rethink going into the cellar at all until it had been checked out. Why had the seller wanted to get rid of it so urgently? Were there bodies down there? Surely it was enough if Franck had a look.

“I think it’s safe for you to come down,” he said. “You should see this.”

“You think it’s safe?”

“Well…it’s pretty dark down here. I can’t be one hundred percent sure.”

“Not reassuring, Franck.”

“Come on. We own a cellar now. You have to see it.”

“You really think so?”

“Viens!” He laughed. “It’s completely fine.”

Despite that, I was not feeling particularly confident.

“Don’t worry,” he added. “I’m at the bottom of the stairs, so if you fall, I’ll catch you.”

With all the cheese and fresh baguettes I’d been enjoying since moving to France, this felt like an optimistic promise, but I couldn’t chicken out.

Franck was right. This wine cellar was ours now. I tended to be the visionary in our relationship. We were a team, and I would be letting us down if I didn’t brave the dark below. I needed to see it to know what we were going to do with it.

“Here goes,” I muttered and ducked my head under the huge stone plinth at our entrance to the subterranean city beneath the sidewalks of Beaune.

“Just go slowly, and feel your way down with your feet,” Franck advised.

He pointed the flashlight beam on the steps in front of me so I could make out where I was going. I could see a drop-off on either side of the massive stone slabs. If I fell, I had no idea where I would land—or on what.

Maybe it was better to have no idea, because in the light of the beam I could make out the network of spider webs that carpeted the stairs. I’d never been afraid of spiders, but at the same time I didn’t particularly relish the idea of meeting the specimens that had made this cellar their home.

I felt something crunch under my foot and tried very hard not to think about what it was.

I arrived at the bottom with an ouf against Franck’s chest.

The mustiness was even more overwhelming down here, and it competed with the bitter smell of what I assumed was the coal. I shuffled a bit on the ground. It felt dirty underfoot.

Franck reached for me and gave me a kiss, missing my mouth by a few centimeters in the dark. “A new adventure!” He sounded happy.

He took a step away, and for a second I lost him in the pitch-blackness. Then his face appeared in front of me, illuminated by the flashlight under his chin so the sharp planes of his cheekbones made him look like a ghoul. “Woo-hoo,” he hooted.

“That’s not a very good ghost sound.”

“Is so.”

I tugged the flashlight away from him and made a ghostly noise of my own. “Woo-hoo.”

“That sounded exactly the same as mine,” Franck protested.

“Mine was far more convincing. It’s not your fault. Don’t forget I had years of practicing at Halloween.” Franck, having grown up in France where Halloween wasn’t a thing, could never hope to compete with me.

I returned the flashlight. “Anyway, we really don’t need to do that,” I said. “It’s plenty frightening down here without pretending we’re ghouls.”

“True,” he said. He illuminated the space with the flashlight, but its feeble beam didn’t penetrate far.

“The first thing we need down here is some decent light.”

“Agreed, but there’s only one problem.”

“No electricity?” I guessed.

“Right.” As he moved the flashlight around, still exploring, I caught a glimpse of stones above us that were black with soot and covered with spider webs.
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