

[image: e9781466813113_cover.jpg]







[image: e9781466813113_i0001.jpg]





Table of Contents


Title Page


Acknowledgments


One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven


Praise

Also by Katherine Hall Page

Copyright Page







For Ruth Cavin, editor nonpareil


[image: e9781466813113_i0002.jpg]





Acknowledgments

My thanks to the following friends and their families, who introduced me to their own particular Lyon and who keep bringing me back for more: especially François, Michele, Barbara, and Renaud Vital-Durand, our first guides and champion correspondents; Christine Baladier and François Mougiere; Marie-Annick Billioud; Anne, Gérard, Amélie, Marine, Alexis, and Anouck Champsaur; Madeleine and Michel Deborde; Pierre-Louis Giannetti and Chantal and Leonard Caliendo; Marc and Jacqueline Jeannerod; Françoise, Henry, and Maud Kennedy; Michele and Michel Magnin. And to Alan and Nicholas, who are always ready to go anywhere and eat anything.





“Le mauvais goût mène au crime.” “Bad taste leads to crime.”

—An early French proverb or the Baron Adolphe de Mareste (1784-1867), depending on whom you believe.

 


“Three men, one from Paris, one from Marseille, and one from Lyon, are standing by the side of the road watching a girl ride by on a horse. The Parisian says, ‘Look at that horse!’ The Marseillais says, ‘Look at that girl!’ and the Lyonnais says, ‘Whose daughter is she?’

—Anonymous




One
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There are many ghosts in the city of Lyon. Some appear at twilight—on the Place Bellecour when a couple strolling across the large, open square may find the shadows suddenly deepened, the breeze cooled by the memory of the guillotine that once filled the gardens with cries for blood.

Other ghosts wait until the city is dark and different noises fill the traboules, the long, ancient passageways snaking down from the Croix Rousse colline to the quais below. These are the sounds of the silk workers, hungry, exhausted, leaving the clatter of the looms to carry the richly glowing brocades to the waiting ships.

Sometimes, the night watchman at the Musée des Beaux-Arts thinks he hears nuns chanting, looks out the window into the ancient cloister, notes the rustling leaves in the birch trees, and quickly crosses himself.


Then there are the ghosts that are not ghosts, the shadows that move rapidly up the steep stairs from the Place des Terreaux and vanish into the traboules. The next day, a child hastening to school may kick aside an empty syringe, stumble across some broken glass, smell the night smells, and emerge gratefully into the morning air.

To know the city is to know all the ghosts.

 


Faith Sibley Fairchild waited impatiently for the light to change on the Quai St. Antoine so she could get to the open-air market on the other side of the street. Several times, she was tempted to dart across the traffic, yet after a week in Lyon, she had not only learned which baker had the best bread but that French drivers would not hesitate to mow you down if you put so much as a toe in the way of their Renaults and Peugeots—respectable-looking individuals hurling quite unrespectable phrases out the window in the process. It was just like Boston, in fact.

She swung her empty straw market basket, her panier, idly back and forth. Despite the delay, she felt a lovely sense of well-being. Her husband, the Reverend Thomas Fairchild, was happily engaged in work; her three-year-old son, Benjamin, was happily playing at nursery school; she’d happily made it through four enervating months of pregnancy and still wanted to have a baby; and—most important of all—she was in France for a month. It had been a wonderful incentive for getting over morning sickness, which in Faith’s case came like clockwork at dinnertime. The idea of passing up the fabled food of Lyon was unthinkable. Whatever the reason, this pregnancy had been better than the first, or rather less worse, and now all her appetites were back.

And at four months, she did not have the sensation of two bodies occupying the same and equal amount of space at one time, which was contrary to somebody’s law, and, recalling the experience now, Faith felt, should surely be
against whoever’s it was. Four months was a little gift from nature, a hiatus of sorts, to allow prospective parents to paint the nursery, read thirty or forty books of baby names, and, if so gifted or inclined—Faith was neither—knit a bootie or two before settling in for the long stretch. It was a time when you thought of soft little bottoms and tiny kissable fingers, not dirty diapers or sleepless nights. Well-being was exactly right. She felt well right down to her toenails and even slightly mellow, edges blurred. This was a very different Faith from the one normally known to her near and dear. That Faith’s crisp judgments about the world and its inhabitants were swiftly uttered more often than not. Now they were hidden in some warm, fluffy corner of her brain. She was enjoying this kinder, gentler state for the moment, secure in the knowledge that it wouldn’t last long and soon she’d be back in full form.

It was a long light and the traffic continued to stream by. Faith’s mind wandered back to the February afternoon when Tom had come home with the news that he had an opportunity to spend a month in France working on his dissertation. She’d been huddled on the living room sofa, wrapped in a down comforter, trying to convince herself that she had made a wise choice when she left a glittering career as one of Manhattan’s most successful caterers to be a parson’s wife and mother of one and two-ninths children in the small (and at present very cold) village of Aleford, Massachusetts. Tom, rosy-cheeked from the frosty air, his thick reddish brown hair hatless, his coat unbuttoned, had come bounding through the front door, lustily singing “La Marseillaise” at the top of his voice. The sight of all that energy was so galling, Faith had wanted to throw something at him. But there had been nothing at hand and it would have required too much effort to get up.

He’d grabbed her and cried, “Faith, ma chérie, we’re going to France! Soon! April, if I can swing it!”

Tom had spent an undergraduate year in Paris, developing
a fluency in the language and a permanent love affair with the country. He’d also acquired a number of friends, and if he was currently no longer in touch with a certain Simone, he was with Paul Leblanc, a graduate student who’d lived in the same pension. It was a letter from Paul, now in the history department at the Université de Lyon, that Tom was waving ecstatically as he told Faith of the proposal. Paul had learned he could bring in visiting scholars to give a lecture or two, offering them a small honorarium and the chance to do research at the university in return. He’d known Tom had been struggling to finish his work on the effects of the Albigensian heresy in twelfth-century France on subsequent Christian practice and he thought his old friend might want to make use of the university’s famous library. Tom most certainly did.

“I’ve checked the calendar and you know Easter is early this year. I’d have to be here then, of course, but we could leave by the middle of April. I can get people to cover the pulpit for a month. Lord knows, I’ve done it often enough myself for others.”

“I’m sure He does,” Faith agreed, her mind—and body—in a whirl. “But, darling, what about the rest—all the meetings, the hand-holdings, not to mention the serious stuff?”

Tom had been momentarily perturbed. “I’ve been wrestling with that all afternoon. The opportunity to finish my doctoral work is important to the parish, certainly, except I know I want to go just for the fun of it, too. Maybe even mostly. I’m sure First Parish could survive for a month without me, probably a whole lot longer, but—”

Faith had interrupted him there. Lyon was in the southern part of France. It would be warm. Her way was clear.

As it turned out, the congregation was unanimous in its support and in typical Yankee fashion seemed to be looking forward to coping on its own in novel and ingenious
ways. The lone nay-sayer was Millicent Revere McKinley, better known in the Fairchild household as a strong contender for the world semiprofessional meddler title. Millicent kept an eye on things from her strategically located clapboard house across from the village green, as well as an ear firmly directed toward whatever ground she happened to be treading. And Millicent covered a lot of territory. The sole reason Faith characterized her as “semiprofessional” was because of Millicent’s oft-stated aversion to paid employment as being, well, slightly déclassé. There was no question that she was a pro.

“We’ve always been Congregationalists, of course,” Millicent would announce to all and sundry in the checkout line at the Shop and Save, or wherever else she could find a captive audience. Her tone clearly indicated that none of the men of her cloth would do such a quixotic thing. The only legitimate reason for a minister to abandon his flock was missionary work, and although she believed the French were no better than they should be, and might well qualify, she doubted that was what the Fairchilds—especially Faith, she’d added to a select few—had planned. “Mind you,” she’d told Hattie Johnston, the ex-postmistress, whose former position and generous attitude toward what someone wrote on a postcard—if it was meant to be private, they’d have written a letter—had cemented the friendship between the two women. “Mind you, I’m not criticizing Faith, but you know she’s only going there to buy more clothes, and somehow she’s convinced poor Tom to go along. Research, my eye. Doesn’t he have the Boston Public Library right here?”

For once in her life, Millicent was wrong. Faith was also going to eat French food.

But everything had worked out and the plane had left Logan Airport as a light snow was falling. Faith had contentedly watched the lights of Boston harbor and the expressways grow dimmer and dimmer until they disappeared
altogether. “Good-bye Boston. Good-bye Aleford.” Ben and she had waved out the tiny window, filled with a swirl of snowflakes. “Good-bye goldfish-bowl life,” Faith had added in a whisper. As the date for departure had drawn closer, she’d been filled with an even greater than usual longing for anonymity.

Faith was no stranger to parish life. Her grandfather and father had both been ministers, and despite having lived in a parsonage that was a duplex on New York’s Upper East Side and enjoying relative privacy, she’d decided by the time she was twelve there was no way she’d ever marry a minister. But at twelve, she hadn’t yet met Tom.

Brakes were squealing. She was jerked back into sun-drenched Lyon—miles and worlds away. She looked at the people on either side of her. The wonderful thing about travel was that on a certain level you ceased to exist. Nobody knew her name—or that she hated baked beans, and sometimes took a Judith Krantz out of the library, or directed meaningful glances at her abdomen, or …

It was great.

The light changed and Faith crossed the street. She’d been to le marché St. Antoine almost every day since she’d arrived and still got excited when she looked down the seemingly endless array of stalls that stretched along the river Saône. She started walking, passing the flower sellers first, who called out, “Bonjour, Madame Fairsheeld” to her. She’d be back later. It was a pleasure, almost an honor, not to be anonymous here. Then past the old lady sitting behind a small card table with her cartons of fresh eggs, a few onions, some herbs, and today some bunches of flowers stuck into ancient tin cans of water. As usual, she was wearing two sweaters under her apron and a black kerchief on her head. She sat quietly, patiently, in contrast to the noise and crowds around her—the cries of other vendors
piercing through the din—“Un kilo, dix francs! Super! Un kilo, un kilo …”

Faith squeezed by an elegant Lyonnaise ruthlessly bargaining at a fruit stall for a flat of clementines, her chunky gold bracelets glittering as brightly as the shiny fruit. The lettuce man was next. He had a large beet-red face and wore bright blue workers’ overalls. He’d been the first to tell Faith the old chestnut about there being three rivers running through Lyon: the Rhône, the Saône, and the Beaujolais. The veins on his nose attested to his familiarity with the latter at least. He greeted her warmly. ‘Ah, mon chou, what will it be today?” Then he deftly mixed the varieties she indicated, weighed them, and wrapped them in a square of brown paper.

Most of the vendors had umbrellas over their tables, which rested on trestles, or, in the case of the larger motorized stalls stocked inside with goods, the side of the truck lifted up to shade the wares. The rows of platane trees lining the river on both sides arched into another awning higher up. Through them all, the strong April sun still managed to find an opening and shone in bright spots on the asphalt strewn with debris—vegetable peel, flower stems, crusts of bread, stubs of the yellow cigarettes favored by the farmers.

Faith headed for the cheeses. She didn’t have time to go over to Fromagerie Richard in Les Halles de Lyon, the large indoor market on the other side of the Rhône. There was no question, mother and daughter Richard, both attractive blondes with unfailing smiles, were the queen and crown princess of cheesemongers. Still, Faith’s mouth watered as she looked at the array before her at the quai. If she could get St. Marcellin, perfectly runny as it was today, back in Aleford, she’d never complain about living there again.

She tucked the package into her panier and moved on. It was too late for the sport of chef-spotting. Other days, she’d been delighted by the regal procession of the area’s
famous cuisiniers—Bocuse, Lacombe, Chavent—usually in spotless, starched white jackets with names discreetly embroidered over the pocket, selecting just the right melon or string bean. They caressed the fruit, snapped the vegetables for freshness, and moved on with an entourage of kitchen help trailing along to load the purchases into large carts and settle the accounts.

On the way back through the market, she was distracted by a display of mushrooms. There were so many varieties, it took several minutes to decide—cèpes, chanterelles, mousserons, pleurotes, on and on. They had names with music in them. She’d make an omelet for a first course tonight, or pile them up on a sliver of toasted pain de campagne, a dense, crusty, chewy loaf.

With a final hasty stop for flowers, she walked quickly back toward the apartment the Leblancs had found for them, pausing at the bakery on Place d’Albon to pick up bread for dinner and a baguette that Ben and she would probably finish for lunch. Staff of life, she told herself, and looked down at her rounded abdomen. She could see her shoes, and would for some months—unless they stayed in Lyon. The pregnant French women she saw did not look any different from their American counterparts, except for the style of maternity garb that proudly emphasized with belts and sashes what still tended to be kept under wraps in the States. But with all this food, why didn’t they gain a ton? she wondered.

And with that thought clearly in place, she headed for her butcher, Monsieur Veaux, to buy some of the incomparable chicken from Bresse. Monsieur and Madame Veaux’s establishment was located a few steps from the apartment and seemed to function as the information center for the neighborhood. It wasn’t just the little three-by-five cards that covered one wall, offering apartments for louer or university étudiants to tutor the garçons and jeune filles of the district. Several chairs had also been thoughtfully
placed against the wall for weary customers and were usually occupied by one or more of the local residents. They had stopped talking at her approach when Faith first started going there, but now after a week of observation during which it became clear that here was a young woman who knew her côtelettes, she was hailed with great familiarity whenever she passed by, and Benjamin had become a favorite.

“I don’t understand!” Clement Veaux had exclaimed as he stood in front of a cheerful poster issued by the butchers association of France, proclaiming: MON BOUCHER —IL EST UN ARTISTE ! His white apron with the red streaks from the day’s work stretched tightly across his round body. “You Americans throw away all the parts we like best.”

“Not this American,” Faith had assured him as she scooped up brains, boudin—blood sausage—and even tête de veau—although she still had not acquired a taste for the calf’s eyeballs.

Veaux’s wife, Delphine, sat at the cash register all day. She was less round than her husband and wore her dark black hair in a neat Dutch bob, the thick fringe of her bangs reaching the top of the frames of her glasses. The whole effect was of une femme sérieuse—until she smiled. She asked Faith endless questions. What did they eat for dinner? Was it true they sold ice cream for dogs in the United States? It was tempting to answer nettles and peanut butter to the first query—Delphine would not have blinked. It would also have been nice to say, “No, of course not!” to the second. But she stuck to the truth.

After finishing at the Veaux’s, Faith walked quickly to the small square in front of her venerable building and went into the dark, cool, sometimes pungent vestibule. The huge dumpsters, poubelles, for the building were at the rear of the narrow hallway.

The apartment had been a surprise. It belonged to a
relative of the Leblancs, both of whom were from old Lyonnais families, and the cousin—a generic term for all kin outside the immediate family—was willing to let the Fairchilds use it because he did not dare to rent it. Since the Napoleonic Code, a sitting tenant has had such inalienable rights that it often took years to get rid of one, no matter what the lease said. Paul’s cousin planned to move to this apartment in another year; until then, it was virtually empty. There were a bed, two tables, a few lamps, and some chairs. There was also a phone, since to disconnect service could mean never getting it restored. The Leblancs had produced a child’s cot for Ben, some plates, cutlery, and kitchen equipment, and it would suffice for a month.

When Faith and Tom had struggled with Ben and their suitcases up the five flights of dizzying circular stone stairs to open the heavy oak door, using three separate keys, they had walked into an immense apartment with high ceilings adorned with intricate plaster bas reliefs and moldings, the walls beautifully painted and papered, ornate fireplaces with carved marble mantels in most rooms, and small balconies outside the almost floor-to-ceiling windows. The windows were tied shut now after Ben had exuberantly flung one open and managed to take a heart-stopping step outside onto the balcony.

Tom had walked about slowly, then let out a whoop. “Pinch me, Faith—it’s like camping out in some corner of Fontainebleau!” he’d exclaimed.

The room with the bed in it faced the immense fifteenth-century church of St. Nizier directly across the square, and the clock face on one of the steeples seemed close enough to touch, especially at night when it loomed through the windows they were loath to cover with the inside shutters. The statuary on the façade seemed to come alive when illuminated at dusk, the babe in the Madonna’s arms wriggling slightly, high above the street.

After their first enthusiastic impressions, the Fairchilds
began to take note of the antique plumbing—the toilet in a closet so tiny that one’s knees grazed the shut door once enthroned, and with a chain pull so high that Faith, not a small woman, had to stretch to reach it, producing a cascade of water that threatened never to stop. The bathtub—at the far end of the apartment from the w.c.—had lion’s-paw feet and was large enough for all three of them. Faith found it handy for laundry.

The kitchen had a stone slab of a sink and a doll-sized refrigerator and stove. To get hot water, there were two Victorian contraptions, one in the kitchen, one in the bath, that required a great many pressings of buttons, lightings of matches, and prayers.

Faith loved the apartment more than any place she had ever lived.

They’d immediately gone to Mammouth, a sort of combination supermarket, department store, and hardware store in a building the size of an airplane hangar, and bought a tricycle for Ben and other essentials. He careened recklessly from room to room. There was nothing to worry about: no furniture, no heirlooms, hardly any possessions at all. Faith filled the rooms with flowers from the market, arranged in some pitchers and vases from Mammouth. She covered the table in the dining room with a few yards of paisley fabric, from the Monday nonfood market, the marché d’affaires, and that was the extent of her decorating. She didn’t miss her home, the parsonage with all their things. The feelings possessions bring seemed to depend on immediacy. Or, as she put it to herself in her current euphoria, the whole place could sink into the earth and she’d merely say, “Too bad.”

The first night, savoring the cheese course, still suffering from décalage horaire, jet lag, and feeling slightly drunk—Tom on the excellent Côte du Rhône he’d discovered he could buy in bulk at the vinoteque nearby and Faith on the grape juice she’d found at Malleval, a fancy épicerie
—they’d watched the sun set and asked themselves how they were ever going to be able to leave.

And now after she put the food from the market away, this was how Faith started a long-overdue letter to her younger sister and only sibling, Hope. Their parents had stopped short at Charity. Hope was a newlywed, living and working in New York City with her husband, Quentin, and their yours, mine, and ours Filofaxes.


I can’t remember ever being so happy. Tom says it’s my hormones, but he’s grinning, too. Even the job of switching from winter to summer clothes early—you know how boring that is, and in New England, you no sooner drag all the stuff out than the season has changed again. This year it was easy, because nothing fit Ben or me and I decided to wait to get things here. You must be wondering what it’s like in Lyon. Very different from Paris. No place is like Paris, but I think it’s more livable here. The Leblancs have been sweethearts. I liked them immediately. We’ve been there twice for meals en famille and sit and laugh and talk for hours. They have two children: Stéphanie, who’s thirteen and can seem thirty, as well as seven when she plays with Ben, and her nine-year-old brother, Pierre. He’s very solemn and like all these French children, so perfect in their long Bermudas and polo shirts, Chipie, the hot brand and very branché, of course. The small children in Benjamin’s school, the garderie, look as if they are going to a birthday party every day. But the marque with the greatest cachet for the preschool set is—Oshkosh! Very expensive and treated like gold.

We’ve also met some of the other people in our building. The d’Amberts live directly below us and their apartment stretches from Place d’Albon to Place St. Nizier, so they look out at the church on one end and the river on the other. The Saône, that is. I’ve
finally gotten them straight. We’re in Presqu’île, the center of the city, which extends like a finger between the Saône and the Rhône. Lyon is a very walkable city and Ben and I go exploring every day. He’s changing so fast. You won’t recognize your grown-up nephew when you see him next, and I miss my little two-year-old. I think this is how kids get their parents to produce siblings for them to play with.

It’s hard to describe our apartment’s location. Two buildings back onto and around a kind of courtyard, except no court—more like a large, open elevator shaft. Everyone uses the deep sills for plants, small laundry lines, and for cooling pots. The windows are all discreetly curtained, of course, but not always closed, and I’m becoming dangerously voyeuristic—or whatever it is when you eavesdrop, too. I can see the Saône if the windows in the apartment across from us are open and at the right angle. I can also see the photos of their ancestors hanging on the wall—Grand-père looks remarkably like Lenin, or maybe it isn’t Grand-père at all. It’s a bit strange to know so much about your neighbors—what they’re having to eat, the state of their lingerie—without knowing who they are or what they look like in some cases. By the way, the French really do say “ooh la la” or “ooh la” for short. They also say merde a lot, and I don’t think it’s as bad as saying “shit” at home. Anyway, back to the travelogue.

Vieux Lyon, the medieval part of the city, is on the other side of the Saône and I haven’t been there much yet. The best cheese, cakes, chocolate, and sausages are all on the other side of the Rhône. I know this may not fascinate you as much as it does me, but it tells you how I’m spending my days. (Citibank, you’ll be happy to hear, has an office on the next block. So we are not totally devoid of amenities.)


Not getting much done on Have Faith in Your Kitchen, but I plan to incorporate lots of Lyonnais recipes into it and so this all falls under the category of research.



Faith looked up from the letter and out the window to the square below. Another thing that was making it difficult to work on the cookbook she was writing was the noise. Not the traffic, or occasional siren, but the music from the clochard’s radio. Clochard was the word for “tramp,” she’d learned, and the literal translation did not take into account the kind of romanticism these men—and a few women—of the roads had been invested with by their more prosaic compatriots. She wouldn’t have minded a little Edith Piaf or Charles Aznavour for atmosphere, but this clochard had other tastes—the French equivalent of elevator music and loud.

He arrived each morning quite punctually, spread out a small tattered blanket, took a couple of bottles of wine from the battered attache case he carried like a proper homme d’affaires, then positioned his animals—an old mutt and a rabbit in a cage—and sat down. Just in time for the first mass. He took a small brass bowl from his case, set it down, and placed a ten-franc piece dead center. By the end of the day when he reversed the proceedings, his bowl runneth over. Faith wasn’t too sure what the animals were intended to convey—a latent sense of responsibility or simply colorful window dressing. He was often joined by other clochards and frequently by non-clochards, especially teenagers, all of whom appeared to invest him with some special kind of wisdom. The court of the bearded philosopher beggar. The large, greasy-looking cap, casquette, he always wore—his crown. She resumed writing.


So, there are the d’Amberts. They need a big apartment because they have five children. I see them on the
stairs, very polite, very BCBG, “bon chic, bon genre,” Stéphanie Leblanc told me. It’s some sort of French version of a well-born Yuppie. Stéphanie did not seem to be all that impressed. Tom told me the other version he’d heard from Paul, “bon cul, bon genre,”considerably cruder and roughly translates as “nice ass, may be underused.” I don’t know the d’Amberts well enough yet to know to which, if any, category they belong. They do have a very elegant card on their mailbox and a fancy, highly polished brass nameplate on their door, though.

Then above us are the Joliets. He’s also at the university and always to be found at the forefront of whatever anyone is protesting, Paul told us. Madame is Italian, Valentina, and owns a small art gallery a few blocks away. She has invited us to a vernissage, an opening, Saturday night. She’s very lively, very pretty. No kids. She told me her husband was enough.

On the top floor, there are some students and, in a closet-sized apartment, Madame Yvette Vincent, the widow of another professeur—it’s quite an academic building. Madame is over eighty and climbs up and down the stairs several times a day to do her marketing or take her little dog out. (Everybody seems to have dogs here, if the streets are any evidence. We even saw a couple bring their dog into a restaurant we ate at the other night, and order for him. When the food came, it was garnished with parsley, just like ours. Bonne préparation, as if FiFi would notice!) Back to Madame Vincent. Besides being agile, she’s extremely elegant—well coiffed and very à la mode suits. I had a chance to see her apartment when she invited me for a cup of tea. The main room was filled with armoires, commodes, tables, fragile little chairs all from Louis somethingth. Her bed was behind a silk drape, which she proudly pulled to one side. Ben’s crib was bigger. We drank
from Sèvres cups, of course, or I should say, bien sûr. My French is improving dramatically, but not as fast as Ben’s. He rattles on about le petit lapin—named Peter Rabbit!—at school and his bon ami Léonard.”



Faith looked at her watch. She’d have to finish the letter later. It was time to get said child. She glanced in the tiny mirror over the bathroom sink and put on some lip gloss and blush. French mothers, at least in Lyon, never appeared in the streets in untidy clothes or without makeup. They didn’t have the kind of style Faith saw in Paris or even elsewhere in Lyon, on rues Victor Hugo or Emile Zola, where skirts were very short, and agnés b. or Clementine supplied them, yet the mothers still had that seemingly unconscious ability of most French women to look good—no matter how homely they were. She thought of her neighbors back in Aleford in their ubiquitous jogging suits, jeans, or, in the case of the older women, ensembles from Johnny Appleseed’s. Informality was easier, but it didn’t look as chic.

She raced down the stairs, paused almost at the bottom until the walls stopped spinning around, then opened a door and took Ben’s stroller out. She’d been lugging this up and down the stairs with Ben and usually a full panier in tow until, happily, Madame d’Ambert pointed out that one of Faith’s keys opened up what had formerly been living space for a concierge and was now a storage area for bicycles, etc. As she grabbed the stroller, she was struck as always that the good old days hadn’t been so lovely for all concerned. The Belle Epoque in this case meant a low ceiling, a single interior round window, so dirty that little light passed through, and narrow rooms extending the length of the building. She locked the closet again and went out the door into the square, hoping Ben would consent to be pushed in his poussette and not demand to push it, as usual.

It was close to noon and everything in Lyon had come
to a halt for the sacred hour, sometimes longer, for lunch—or almost everything.

Faith and Tom had been amused to discover that St. Nizier and the small, narrow surrounding streets composed one of Lyon’s red-light districts. At lunchtime, the prostitutes were out in full force, as men put aside work for the pleasures of the table, and perhaps the bed, as well. Every day to and from school, Faith passed the same three women who stood casually a half block down from the butcher’s. One had a small, fluffy dog that Ben adored and it wasn’t long before they had entered into conversation. The dog’s name was Whiskey, she told them. Faith realized that as an outsider, and a transient one, as well, she had the freedom to break the conventions people like the d’Amberts, and even the Leblancs, followed whether they wanted to or not. So she was fast becoming close friends with her butcher and his wife and could stop and shoot the breeze with the ladies at the corner. Their names were Marilyn, Monique, and Marie. Marilyn appeared considerably younger than the other two and wore glasses, which she pulled off whenever a car slowed at the curb, then called discreetly, “Tu viens mon minet?” The little dog was hers.

Monique appeared to be about Faith’s mother’s age and had the largest bust Faith had ever seen. She favored tube tops in a variety of neon colors, miniskirts in black, and patent leather go-go boots—a kind of universal outfit, as much at home over the years in Boston’s Combat Zone or Paris’s Pigalle as here.

Marie could have been twenty or forty. She smoked constantly—how constantly was a question that crossed Faith’s mind—and had a mane of bright red hair to her waist. It was when Marie had told Faith one day last week to hurry upstairs, her husband had come home for lunch, that she’d begun to suspect Lyon was a village, too.

It was always difficult to get Ben to leave school, especially when he’d been playing with the riding toys in the big
room, and today was no exception. It ended the same way as usual, too. The teacher, Jeanne, watched Faith cajole, speak firmly, start to leave in the blind hope he would follow; then, with a smile, she stepped in and said firmly, “À demain, Benjamin. Dit ‘au revoir.’” And Ben kissed her, said good-bye, and left. Of course, it was one of life’s perverse truths that children will always behave better for anyone else than a parent, but Faith was convinced Jeanne possessed some hidden powers. Mesmerism, or something she sprinkled in their milk.

The garderie was a godsend. Faith was afraid she might get a little boring about how wonderfully the French arranged their lives when she got back to Aleford, but the government-sponsored child care was truly wonderful. And the public transportation. And the health care. And the …

Benjamin was in high spirits and raced out to the street with Faith in swift pursuit, awkwardly lugging his stroller. She called, “Stop” at the top of her voice, then switched to “Arrêt,” and he did. Miraculously, he also allowed himself to be strapped into the stroller. Ben’s blond hair was losing its curls with each haircut, although hot weather and exercise produced the damp that restored them and his face was framed with tendrils. He gave her an angelic smile. It didn’t fool her for a moment, but it was a nice moment.

They made their way slowly back to the apartment. Ben was fascinated by a barge on the river, crying, to Faith’s delight, “Bateau! Mom! Bateau!” They crossed the street to the bridge to stand and watch it pass underneath. It was a houseboat, a péniche, with a small, bright green square of AstroTurf, complete with lawn chairs, on the deck. From the bridge they were standing on, they could look down the river to the other spans arching gracefully across the Saône. On one side, old Lyon sloped from the medieval cathedral of St. Jean and the Palais de Justice up the mountain to Fourvière, a nineteenth-century cathedral with Byzantine leanings that dominated the skyline. Then,
on the other side, the shops and apartments of Presqu’île crowded close to the quais, row upon row of brightly painted exteriors—rose, ocher, yellow—their balconies filled with pots of flowers. Once, Paul Leblanc had told her, Lyon was completely gray, matching the rains that fell for weeks in the winter. Louis Pradel, the mayor during the sixties and early seventies, had started the restoration back to the original colors. Paul was convinced this was when the city began to shed some of its reputation for bourgeois correctness and provincial snobbishness. He swore it began to rain less, too. Faith looked up at the brilliant sun. For whatever reason, the weather had been perfect so far.

When they got back to their block, Ben saw Marilyn and ran to her. As Faith drew near, she noticed the dog was cradled in Marilyn’s arms, instead of at her feet as usual, and she had buried her face in its fur. Her stiff, slightly pink blond hair contrasted oddly with the puppy’s fluffy brown fur. The other two women were nowhere in sight. Ben was trying to pet the puppy. Marilyn lifted her head toward them and Faith said, “Another time, Ben,” and pulled him away.

Marilyn did not look like une fille de joie. She was crying her eyes out.




Two
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Faith and Tom had been to two French dinner parties, not counting the familial gatherings at the Leblancs, and on the basis of these experiences, Faith, never one to shy away from sweeping generalizations, declared that they were the easiest parties in the world to give. And naturally, she was giving one, too.

“You don’t have to worry about the food,” she’d explained to Tom. “If you don’t have the time or inclination to cook, you simply go to Chorliet the traiteur, pick up say some blinis and smoked salmon for the first course, maybe a nice duck with green peppercorns for the next or veal stuffed with sweetbreads, a few hundred of those yummy puffed-up soufflé potatoes, salad, cheese. Then off to Tourtillier for some incredible gateaux. Light a candle or two,
pour a great deal of wine, and you’re in business. Plus, you never have to worry about people not going with other people or a lack of conversation. Even if they don’t like each other, the French will always talk. Then, of course, they look so nice and come prepared to have a good time.”

“I think your sample is a bit small and contaminated by bias, but I agree with you. There is that tendency in Aleford to view a dinner invitation with fear and loathing.”

Faith laughed. “That’s because of two things. One is the weather. In the winter—roughly October to May—once you’re in your own warm house, you don’t want to go anywhere. The rest of the year, you don’t want to go inside, because you’d miss those few fleeting moments of heat.”

“And what’s the other?”

“That if you go, you’ll have to invite your host and hostess back to your house someday, and since I’m not back in business yet, this means cooking your own mess o’porridge.”

“So that’s what I had at the Forbeses’ when I first arrived in Aleford! You can’t imagine what I had to eat before I met you, darling.”

“Poor thing, but let’s not give ourselves nightmares.”

As minister’s spouse, Faith had herself consumed enough portions of mystery meats and chicken drenched with every Campbell soup sauce known to woman to want to push these memories back into her dark unconscious.

Tom was getting in the mood. “I think a party is a great idea. Who should we invite? And what’ll we do about chairs? We can’t ask people to stand around balancing plates for hours. Speaking of which, what will we do about plates? We only have four.”

“All this is true, but the people in the building can bring their own chairs and maybe one or two extra. We’ll ask the Leblancs for some more plates and accoutrements. Ghislaine keeps telling me to let her know if we need anything.
It may not be the usual kind of dinner party, but we’re Americans. We can be as eccentric as we please.”

They settled on the Leblancs, d’Amberts, Joliets, Madame Vincent, the Veaux, and the Duclos, one of the couples from the university who had invited them last week. The Duclos couldn’t make it, nor could the Picots, the other couple. Faith figured she’d be doing another party soon. She might have to invest in some plates. It left a guest list of eleven, and by putting in the leaves she’d found in one of the closets, they could all sit around the table.

Thursday, Faith was busy getting ready. She bought a roll of gift wrap that looked like malachite to cover the table, paper napkins, candles, and inexpensive holders, all at Monoprix, her favorite store in Lyon. It was even better than an old-fashioned five-and-ten, because it had great clothes for Ben, turned out to be the most reasonably priced place for sexy underwear for herself—she’d tried to seduce Tom into the brief briefs Frenchmen wore, but he was stolidly clinging to his boxer shorts—and sold food upstairs, but not marché or Chorliet food. She rarely bought anything from the shelves of canned cassoulet and a frigo section complete with frozen pommes frites, the original French fries, yet she liked knowing it was there.

She returned to the apartment with a full basket, which she set down while she opened the mailbox in the vestibule. She heard someone come in behind her, and looked up, expecting the pharmacist’s wife from the shop located on the street floor of the building.

Madame Boiron was, curiously enough, an Anglophile, unlike most of the French Faith had met, who seemed to regard their hereditary enemies as ready to pull the same kind of fast one Wellington had at Waterloo. Then there was that distressing tendency the British had of referring to their friends Jacques and Marie across the water as “frogs.” That the embers still smoldered and the water was wide was dramatically illustrated one morning in the marché when
Faith heard a large, pink English lady say loudly to her companion, “Mind your purse, Daphne.” Shoppers around her froze for a moment, then moved conspicuously away. It was a wonder the Channel tunnel had ever been approved.

But it was not Madame Boiron calling, “Good morning, Mrs. Fairsheeld” in her beautifully accented English, hastening over for a practice chat. It was Christophe, the eldest d’Ambert, who nodded his head and said, “Bonjour, madame. Ça va?” Christophe was at lycée, high school, and probably returning home for lunch, although usually students this age filled the bars and small bistros near their schools during the hour or more break.

“Yes, thank you. And you?” Faith answered, still chary of her accent. Christophe spoke excellent English, due, he had told her, to his parents’ desire for reducing the numbers in the apartment whenever possible. Faith knew that, in fact, his parents were doing what all the other parents of their class did, which was to send their children off at a tender age to another country to perfect their language skills during the vacances.

Christophe picked up her basket and gave a small courtly wave of the hand. “After you, please.” Like the other French teenagers she’d observed, he seemed impossibly grown-up. Maybe it was that impossible exam, le bac, the baccalauréat, looming up at the end of their schooling that made them so somber. They sat at small sidewalk tables, chain-smoking Gauloises, or American cigarettes when they could afford them, and drinking cup after cup of cafe noir. But then she would also see them chasing each other over the playground equipment at Place Lyautey, eating cakes like happy preschoolers.

Christophe, however, at eighteen did seem to have taken a final giant step across the line between childhood and early adulthood. Somehow she couldn’t picture him climbing a jungle gym. He was very good-looking—thick dark blond hair that waved conveniently back from his
brow, deep blue eyes. He wore his 501 jeans with shirts and cashmere sweaters from Façonnable, a fashionable men’s store whose prices left Faith gasping. She’d seen sale signs in store windows advertising, PRIX CHOC! and she’d told Tom that “Price Shock” was a more apt description for the physical condition you felt when looking at the tags. She’d ventured into one children’s clothing store and realized an outfit for Ben was more than her new winter coat had cost last year. And this from a woman who walked fearlessly into Barney’s, New York.

She knew Monsieur d’Ambert was a lawyer—his offices were on the floor above the pharmacy—and he must be doing very well, indeed. To be sure, all those clothes could be passed down to the younger d’Amberts, but still. Faith thanked Christophe for his help and said good-bye. He leaned over and casually kissed her on either cheek. All this kissing was becoming such a reflex with Faith that she was sure she’d find it hard to stop in Aleford and would stun the community by kissing everyone from the beggar at Shop and Save to Charley MacIsaac, the chief of police. Maybe even Millicent. And maybe not.

Faith turned to open the door and had the distinct impression that Christophe was lingering on the stairs. When she looked over her shoulder, he was gazing with appreciation at what Tom called her “bon cul,” accentuated today by a short checked skirt. Christophe did not appear at all embarrassed, nodded, and clattered down the stairs to his déjeuner. Faith was amused—and pleased. But teenage boys, even one who had obviously been shaving for years, did not attract her. Except, of course, in the purely aesthetic sense, she told herself.

She unloaded the panier and decided to finish her letter to Hope. She’d mail it on her way to get Ben.

Municipal workers were planting begonias in symmetrical circles around the lamppost in the middle of the square. She felt a little sad she wouldn’t be here gazing
down on them when they came into full bloom and covered the bare earth.

The clochard had been joined by two others. One was the man Ben called the “party man,” after watching Faith, Tom, and others in the building repeatedly chase him from his refuge behind the poubelles in the vestibule with cries of “Va-t’en, parti, parti!” The other was younger, dressed in a long woolen coat tied around the waist with string. He had long hair that might be blond when washed but was a curious gray color and matted close to his head. The three were companionably sharing a bottle of wine and calling out to passersby to join them. The radio was blessedly silent.

Faith had almost finished the letter when she heard the sound of crashing glass and loud shouts through the open window. The younger man was running across the square toward the river, the clochard of St. Nizier in pursuit. He stopped and menacingly waved the broken bottle by the neck at the departing figure, shouting “Ta gueule, salaud!” followed by a gesture that made the meaning clear in any language. Then he stumbled unsteadily back to the church, still shouting. The “party man” was creeping slowly away, his back pressed against the stone façade of the church, holding his bright yellow Prisunic shopping bag close to his chest with both hands. His eyes were filled with fear. The clochard whirled around, saw him, and in one swift motion slashed his cheek with the bottle. Blood poured down his face and he collapsed on the ground.

A group of people had gathered outside the pharmacy, avoiding the normally crowded walk outside the church. No one moved for an instant, then as the clochard viciously began to kick the fallen man, who feebly tried to protect his head with the bag, several people ran across the square to stop him. Faith, like the crowd, had also stood motionless, stunned by the swift change from conviviality to violence. But when he started to kick the helpless figure, she yelled
from the window, “Arrêtez! Arrêtez! Je telephonerai la police!” The clochard looked confusedly toward the sky and appeared not to know where the voice was coming from. He dropped the neck of the bottle and returned to his spot by the door to the church. Two men grabbed him. There was a wail of sirens, yet he did not appear to notice, nor did he offer any resistance. Three police cars screeched to a stop. Several gardiens de la paix jumped out, pulled notebooks from their pockets, spoke to a few people, then dispersed the crowd and took both clochards and the animals away.

Five minutes later, all that was left was the broken glass, spilled wine, and a large boodstain on the empty sidewalk.

Faith realized she was shaking. It was time to get Ben and she had to force herself to walk past the church.

The next morning, the clochard was back, looking slightly cleaner. Same animals, same radio, same casquette.

 


“Ah, Tom, you have put your finger exactly on the problem. What will happen to us poor French in 1992 when all Europe will be homogenized into one community? We will be flooded with Spanish and Italian wines and, quelle horreur, perhaps English cheeses.” Everyone laughed at Georges Joliet’s gloomy prognostications, then proceeded to all talk at once. It remained for Madame Vincent’s softer, yet more pronounced voice to rise above the rest as, slightly flushed from the white Côtes du Rhône, she declared, “France will always be France. It has nothing to do with wine or cheese, but who we are. Whether you live in Paris, Lyon, the countryside—‘la France profonde,’ we French share something that politics and economics cannot destroy. It is our destiny to be French.” The rest cheered. It was a wonderful party.

The room was filled with a glow produced by the warmth of the food, the people crowded around the table, and the candles Faith had placed wherever she could find
room. Everyone had brought flowers and she’d had to put the last bunch—beautiful arum lilies—in the teakettle and prop them up on the mantel. They looked perfectly at home.

They’d started with champagne and feuilletés salés—assorted small crunchy bits of puff pastry wrapped around an olive, flavored with cheese, or forming the base for a bite-sized pizza—the French answer to cocktail peanuts. At the table, she’d served the first asparagus of the season from the Luberon in Provence, delicate pale green stalks, steamed with a lemony mousseline sauce. Then bouillabaisse. She’d toyed with the idea of trying to create a real American meal—fried chicken and dumplings, baked country ham, but she had neither the ingredients nor the batteries de cuisine. With only one rather small frying pan, it would have taken a long time to fry chicken for eleven. She did have a big pot, though, and having walked past the seafood, artfully displayed on crushed ice day after day in the market, she’d longed for the chance to cook as many varieties as possible—which meant bouillabaisse. The only departure from her usual recipe—more a fish stew than a soup—was to remove the meat from the lobster and shrimp shells before serving. There wasn’t enough elbow room at the table for the guests to do the dissections themselves, nor space for a bowl for the shells. There was room for a platter of slightly toasted bread liberally spread with rouille—the garlic and saffron mayonnaise, which is so delectable when dipped in the jus.

She’d been a bit worried that no one would want cheese after the first courses, but when she’d produced the platter from Richard, where admittedly she’d gone a little wild—charollais, epoisses, picodon, bleu de Bresse, reblochon, and more St. Marcellin, there was a murmur of appreciation. Paul Leblanc had eyed the fromages with delight. “Cheese. You can always find room for cheese. It’s like salad.”


Now they were all finding room for the cold compote of blood oranges with crème anglaise Faith had made the day before and the assortment of dark chocolates Tom had picked up at Bernachon—the correct answer on the analogy section of the SATs to the question “Richard is to cheese as ____is to chocolate.”

Faith gazed happily at Tom, who was busy pouring a Sauterne to go with the dessert. He was a good host back in Aleford, yet France seemed to inspire him to new heights. He was off the leash—or rather without the collar—and enjoying every minute of it. She knew his sense of humor and general joie de vivre were a surprise to some of the people they were meeting. Protestants, correctly or incorrectly, were regarded as a solemn, rather dour bunch, and Tom behaved more like a priest.

Throughout the meal, the talk had ranged from new movies to politics to gardens. Paul Leblanc and Clément Veaux had discovered they shared a passion for growing things, waxing lyrical about the taste of a certain pear, poire William, plucked straight from the tree.

They were continuing to talk quietly to each other about pruning, while Georges Joliet again bemoaned the creation of the European Community.

“But you are a Communist, Georges,” Ghislaine Leblanc said. “Surely you are in favor of doing away with these artificial borders created by capitalistic wars?” Ghislaine wore her dark hair pulled back from her face, which emphasized her high cheekbones and the large full mouth that punctuated her question with a slightly mocking smile.

“Yes, it is true I am a Communist, but I am a Frenchman first—” he started to elaborate.

Valentina interrupted him. “You just don’t want to be under the same flag as your Italiano in-laws.”

She addressed the group, “Georges is a Communist, but he draws the line at my family.”

Georges’s face, under an untidy beard in classic anarchistic
style, was crossed by an expression of intense irritation. Then he apparently decided to treat his wife’s remarks as a joke and forced a laugh.

The talk ambled on. Solange d’Ambert—a feminine and very slightly older-looking version of Christophe, despite five children—lit a cigarette. Her hair was shorter on one side than the other, and when she swept the chin-length side back across her head, only to have it tumble back in a silken curtain, the gesture looked so sexy and so fashionable that Faith instantly decided to find a coiffeur to duplicate the cut with her own thick blond hair.

“Were you here during the fight between the clochards yesterday?” she asked Faith.

“Yes, I watched from the window. Do you know what it was about?”

She shrugged. “Not really. I was watching from the street and the old one was shouting about money. I think the young one had taken some coins from the bowl to get more wine and the old one thought he was stealing them. Or maybe he was stealing.”

“Does this happen often?” Tom asked.

“Oh no,” Solange reassured him. “This is a very safe area.”

“Except for cars,” Delphine Veaux interjected. “Lyon is noted for car theft, but with our Renault Five, we don’t worry. Now if we could afford a BMW or Peugeot Six-oh-five, that would be something else. We would be lucky to have it a week.”

“Cars and jewels, which we also do not have in abundance and so have been spared,” her husband added. “There has been a rash of burglaries around here, in Ainay, and a few across the river in the Brotteaux area. However, the thieves are not greedy. They leave stereos, TV, even cash and take only jewelry and occasionally a small and valuable bibelot.”

“Perhaps it’s not greed but good taste,” Solange offered.
“In the Brotteaux, they find expensive new toys, in Ainay, all the valuables tout Lyon has passed down from generation to generation, and here—perhaps a mélange.”

“This is a serious matter, chérie.”Jean-François d’Ambert appeared surprised at his wife’s flippancy. “I can’t understand why the flics have not been able to be a stop to it. What are we paying them for? To put tickets on our cars? Yes, they are very proficient at that, but when it comes to real crime, they have not a clue. Just last week, our friends the Fateuils were out of town for her mother’s funeral and when they came back, pouf! All their good silver—disparu!”

Faith was happy to have the opportunity to use one of her favorite French words: “Do you think it is the work of one cambrioleur—or cambrioleuse—or a gang?” Immediately, her mind was filled with scenes from To Catch a Thief—the female cat burglar being chased across the roof tiles of Monte Carlo by Cary Grant, roof tiles like the ones she could see from the apartment windows.

“There has been some speculation on both sides in the press. I myself think it is a well-organized gang, probably operating outside our borders. Are you interested in things of this nature, Faith? I would imagine you have a great deal of crime in your area. You are near to New York City, yes?”

The French whom Faith had met so far, unless they had traveled to the United States, had a very sketchy idea of distance. “I have a cousin in Milwaukee. Perhaps you know the family?” someone at the Duclos’ last week had asked her in all seriousness. But everyone knew two things—the location of Disney World and New York. They also assumed one had to have the equivalent of the Croix de Guerre to venture a visit to the latter and it was close to achieving such a dream to visit the former. Faith was beginning to think she should get the key to the Big Apple for all the public-relations work she
was doing. She was about to answer Jean-François when Tom beat her to it.

“The place we live, Aleford, is a petit village near Boston, about four hours’ drive from New York City and, oui, my wife does seem to have an interest in crime, in addition to a particular knack for discovering dead bodies.”

Everyone laughed, assuming it was some sort of American joke, a blague, très drôle. Faith did not correct them and shot Tom a look to fermer his bouche. Yes, she had been involved in some investigations—a bit difficult to explain, especially in the midst of a dinner party and in a language for which she had a large vocabulary but unreliable grammatical skills. Jean-François seemed to find the joke particularly funny. Like the rest of his family, he was good-looking, but perhaps on the verge of carrying too much weight.

“Since you are interested in crime, you will enjoy meeting our friend, Inspector Michel Ravier. He will be at the vernissage tomorrow night, unless he is called away. I will introduce you. You can ask him about the break-ins, but”—Valentina Joliet’s piercing dark eyes swept the room—“I do not think you have to worry.”

“Could the clochards be responsible?” Faith asked, thinking to steer the conversation away from her own personal history.

There was more laughter. “A clochard would take the wine and maybe the TV or something like that—if he could figure out how to get into an apartment,” Paul said. “These men have been drinking so long, their mental state is not very clear. Additionally, in some cases they are schizophrenic or have some other form of mental or physical illness.”

“But you seem to admire them so much. I see well-dressed people sit and talk with this clochard all the time.”

“Of course, we admire them. They are free. We envy them their lack of responsibilities. They never have to stand at the guichet at the post office and arrive at the front of the
line, only to be told by the cretin in power to go to another window. Or produce the birth certificate of their grandmother’s second cousin once removed in order to get permission to buy a car. They don’t mail letters, pay bills. They don’t care about birth certificates, or passing the bac, or any other worries.”

It did not make a whole lot of sense to Faith, but she supposed it was all part of the incredibly complex nature of the French, which was even now being vividly illustrated at her dinner table. Envy of the clochards was part and parcel of the same impulses compelling the French to drive like maniacs when set free on the autoroutes. Tom had told her highway deaths were twice the kilometer rate as those in the United States. All that pent-up frustration had to go somewhere.

“I do not admire these clochards,” Madame Vincent said. “They are filthy and disgusting. They prey on people to get money for drink. You see them sitting so pathetically with little signs, J’ai faim. Bien, just try to give them food instead of money. I offered the one in front of the church a sandwich from the baker one day and he threw it at me! They are sick people, perhaps. I am sure this one is not so old. The drink has aged him, but he has no business on this earth. As far as I’m concerned, Lyon would be a better place if he and his friends were eliminated.”

Faith was a bit surprised at the vehemence of Madame Vincent’s remarks.

Jean-François agreed. “I am with you, madame. It does not do to become sentimental about these people. The police should round them up and make them go to the shelters. They cost us precious tax money better spent on things like catching criminals.”

It was yet again time to turn the conversation in another direction and Faith hastily searched her mind for a topic. She needn’t have worried. Tom stretched his arms back and said, “I need a little exercise after all this. Why
don’t we walk into the next room and have some cognac.” The somewhat askance looks that had greeted the first part of his statement—Americans were known to jog at unseemly hours—gave way to laughter and general movement. There were offers to help Faith clean up—offers from the women, she observed—but she refused, saying she would do it later.

The party drifted into different parts of the apartment. Ben was sound asleep in his small room. Amélie d’Ambert, age fourteen, had come to take care of him during the earlier part of the evening and also put him to bed before going back downstairs to her own apartment. She was very shy, very dark, unlike the others in her family, and Faith hoped to enlist her as a baby-sitter for the duration of their visit.

Faith joined the Leblancs, who were gazing at the Eglise St. Nizier, which was illuminated at night, the steeples and statuary silhouetted against the dark sky. The bright lights shone only on the front of the church, flattening it in a curious way that suggested one might walk around to the side and see wooden props holding up a stage set, rather than the ancient, massive stones of the church.

“I prefer the Gothic brick steeple,” Paul said, pushing away the strands of light brown hair continually falling across his forehead. He was losing hair from the top of his head and seemed to want to keep whatever was left, however inconvenient. “The new one is an atrocity. So much damage was done in the nineteenth century by all the Viollet-le-Duc fanatics seeking to harmonize and restore what was best left alone.”

“Here we go,” Ghislaine said, laughing. “Paul is a fanatic himself on the subject.”

But Faith was interested, and Paul promised to take the Fairchilds on a tour of his Lyon, “le vrai Lyon,” he added. She liked both of them so much and understood why Tom had become friends with these newlyweds, and newly
parents, years ago. Ghislaine worked at a travel agency on rue de la République and seemed happy to take time off to shop or just to meet Faith for a coffee. Faith felt as if she had known her for years.

Clément Veaux came up behind them. “Everyone has a different Lyon. I will show you mine someday. Not, as you may suspect, the abattoirs, but the gardens and greenhouses in Parc de la Tête d’Or.”

“We took Ben to ride the carousel there last weekend and didn’t have time to explore any further. We’d love to go.”

“Bien, it’s done. We can go on a Sunday after we close the shop at noon and eat pommes frites and saucisson while we stroll. Benjamin can bring his vélo and join all the other children who ride like madmen on the paths—as I did at his age.”

So that’s where it starts, Faith reflected. Vélos in the park, then Renault 5’s on the autoroutes. She looked down into the Place St. Nizier. It was late, but there was still a great deal of activity and noise. Cars were parked everywhere—on the sidewalks, in small streets—in total disregard of regulations and, in fact, they wouldn’t be ticketed. It was after six o’clock and anything went. She saw someone enter the building and wondered who it was. It seemed everyone in residence was here. The door was locked after the pharmacy closed each night, so it must be someone who lived here, someone with a key—probably one of the students from the top floor. She saw Marilyn walk by, arm in arm with a young man, her hair iridescent in the orange haze of the sodium vapor streetlight. Something about the way she was looking up at him suggested he wasn’t a client, but a boyfriend—or her pimp? Ghislaine had told her the French word was macquereau, mac for short—so much slang seemed to involve food, she’d noticed—the national passion. Ghislaine had also told her the penalties for pimping were extremely severe—lengthy prison terms—whereas,
although against the law, prostitutes were viewed as victims and rarely arrested. Faith sighed. Marilyn looked about eighteen. She hoped it was a boyfriend and they were off to the cinema.

She went into the next room. People had brought in the chairs from the dining room. Valentina was sitting on her husband’s lap and whatever she was whispering in his ear was evidently promising. His face was raptly expectant and he was stroking her long black hair. It was hard to imagine him at the barricades. Now he looked like a rumpled, slightly balding middle-aged man whose sole concern was whether to take another sip of cognac and possibly impair his projected performance—or not.

Solange d’Ambert had lit another cigarette and was talking to Delphine Veaux about children. The surgeon general or whatever the equivalent was in France had not made much headway in changing the smoking habits of the French, and Faith worried about the effects of secondary smoke on the baby. The baby! She was feeling so well these days and was so busy, she occasionally forgot she was pregnant—sometimes for as long as ten minutes.

Tom came over and put his arms around her. “Tired, sweetheart?”

“A little, but it’s such a nice party.”

It was Madame Vincent who decided that nice as it was, it was time to go, and her departure started a general exodus. The d’Amberts and Joliets took their chairs. The Leblancs insisted on taking home their hastily rinsed plates, glasses, and cutlery over Faith’s protestations. “We have a machine à laver, chérie.” There were many kisses and Tom went down with the Veaux and Leblancs to unlock the door to let them out.

By the time he came back, Faith had cleaned up what remained, bundled it into several garbage bags, and was ready for bed.


Tom joined her and they spent a happy half hour or so discussing the party—the food, the people.

“I’m not too sure about Jean-François. Seems a little too sure of himself and très conservative.”

“Well, you could say that about Madame Vincent, too,” Tom said.

“Different packaging and more to my taste. Besides, he seems a little too willing to let Solange carry all the domestic burdens. Did you notice when anything about the kids came up, he laughed and said it was her department? I’ll bet Jean-Francois never changed a diaper in his life.”

Tom held his nose. “Lucky man. It’s not the part of fatherhood one rejoices in, Faith. Or the spitup on my cassock, either.”

Ben the infant had had an uncanny ability to recognize newly washed and ironed or expensive, fragile clothes and preferred these as targets for his projectile vomiting—the baby-book name for the phenomenon—which always suggested to Faith and Tom that NASA was monitoring the stage. In Ben’s case, the agency might have been surprised by the data. He never seemed to be in the mood when his parents were in jeans and old shirts—and his range and accuracy were amazing. Faith figured with this second baby, it would now be close to the turn of the century before she could safely wear white or silk again in the presence of said offspring. After spitup came sticky fingers, then muddy sneakers, climbing into your lap—on and on until college.

“Imagine having five children,” Faith said, yawning. “Think of the dry-cleaning bills. And how could you talk to that many people in a day?”

“Maybe you don’t, and how about not talking ourselves for a while, ma poule?” Tom liked these culinary French endearments. Calling your wife a “hen” or a “little cabbage” in English could kill the moment.

Faith, very much alive, wrapped her arms around Tom’s neck. “But of course, Monsieur Fairsheeld.”


 


 



Despite the relaxing nature of the night’s final events and her fatigue, Faith couldn’t sleep.

It wasn’t Tom’s slight snoring, although she had rolled him over twice to stop it and did so again with success.

It wasn’t Ben. She’d already slipped out of bed once to check him. He’d kicked off the blanket, but the night was warm and he didn’t really need it. Still, she tucked it firmly back around him. It felt like the maternal thing to do.

It wasn’t that she needed to pee, though this month had seen a drastic increase in her number of trips to the w.c., revealing aspects of Lyon few visitors, fortunately, were forced to encounter.

She punched her pillow into a more comfortable shape, pulled the covers up around her shoulders, and listened to the darkness—an old trick for putting herself to sleep. It was completely quiet. She closed her eyes and prepared to drift off.

Maybe she should go to the bathroom one more time and then when she did get to sleep, she wouldn’t be awakened. It was a good idea.

She got up, went down the hall, and afterward decided since she was so near the kitchen, she might as well have a little piece of the pain aux noix, walnut bread, she’d gotten to go with the fresh chèvre. Maybe she’d have a little of the cheese, too. She cut a slice of bread and spread it with the soft white cheese. As she sank her teeth into it, she realized the kitchen smelled like the lobsterman Sonny Prescott’s bait shack back home up in Maine. It was the bouillabaisse debris. She wrinkled her nose and went back to the bedroom. The smell followed her, but she finished her bread and climbed back into bed, determined to sleep.

Pillow plumped, covers up, eyes closed.

And her brain promptly resumed its feverish activity. She would have been in France two weeks on Monday. It seemed both that she had been here forever and not long at
all. They’d met so many people, eaten so much good food, and things happened every day. Not like Aleford, where one dawn blended effortlessly into the next and suddenly it was Sunday again, time for church. She patted her stomach. Whoever was waiting there was going to be going to work with Mommy. Lyon had put the final seal on her decision to go back into catering. Infants were delightful to cuddle and watch for varying amounts of time, but as companions they tended to pall rapidly, and this time Faith had no intention of remaining parsonage-bound. She was beginning to get sleepy. Coming to Lyon had been such a good idea. Think of the wonderful diet this little person was getting. He or she would have a head start in the gourmet department. There would be no cries of “Do I have to eat this?” but instead, “Mom, what great spinach soufflé.” It was a soothing image. Ben had been developing a scary preference for macaroni and cheese lately.

Outside, a car horn sounded. Combative even in the middle of the night, she thought. Combative. That reminded her of the clochard. She tried to erase the image from her mind. He was nothing but an old drunk in need of help, like the man he had attacked. There must be organizations working with the clochards. Paul would know. He knew everything about Lyon. Le Tout Lyon, no, that was the group that put out the Who’s Who list—everyone who mattered, supposedly. Paul had told her he did not care to be in it. Faith bet the d’Amberts were, though. Marilyn, Marie, and Monique were probably not. Maybe that’s why Marilyn had been crying. She would never be a member of Le Tout Lyon, or Tout Paris, for that matter. But really, why had she been crying? Faith turned over on her other side to try to get more comfortable. As soon as she did, the odor from the kitchen assailed her again. Dégueulasse, disgusting. It would stink to high heaven by morning. She should have had Tom take it down when he went to let everyone out. He was breathing quietly now, deeply asleep.


Suddenly, she knew she’d never get to sleep if she didn’t get rid of the smell. It might be three o’clock in the morning, but she had to take out the trash.

She put on her bathrobe and dropped the keys into the pocket, then slipped on a pair of espadrilles. She didn’t want to make any noise going down the stairs and possibly awaken someone. Footsteps on the stone sounded like a cannon barrage. She took the two plastic sacks, bright blue and tied shut with an orange plastic cord—even in matters of debris, the French were chic—and let herself out. Peering over the edge of the railing, she wished she could just drop them. If the poubelle had been open, she might seriously have considered it, but there was nothing to do but go down—and then back up again: 121 steps. She and Ben had counted them. She pushed the switch in the stairwell. The lights were on timers and you had to be pretty nimble going from floor to floor or the dim light from the naked bulb would go out before you reached the next one. Whether this originated from ecological or economical motives, Faith did not know, but she suspected the latter in a country that regarded nuclear power as the best thing since sliced pain. She spun her way rapidly down the spiral stairs, praying the bags would not break and send their contents flying all over.

She was close to the bottom now. As far as she was concerned, she had no fear of heights, but when she was with Ben, it was another matter—she held on to his hand like Super Glue when they made the ascent or descent. She’d been plagued with visions of his climbing over the railing to see the bottom—he had begged to do that the first day—and then plummeting to the stone floor below. She gulped. She was at the bottom.

She pushed the light switch hastily as the one above her went out and then went back up a few stairs to reach the top of the large dumpster, which, with its twin, was wheeled in and out of the building every other day with great rapidity
by men in bright coveralls—the Departement de Propreté, literally, the Department of Cleanliness. The container was so large, it was difficult to stand next to it and reach the lid. You couldn’t even see into it unless you were on the stairs. Faith had noted that both Solange and Madame Vincent used her method. She’d never seen anyone else put out trash.

She put the bags down, then leaned over and flung the lid back.

Someone had been getting rid of some old clothes, she noted. Anything reusable was left to the side of the trash bin. These looked very worn. She picked up her bags and started to drop them in, and drop them she did, but not in the trash. Fish heads, bones, lobster and shrimp shells, orange rinds splayed out on the stairs as Faith screamed. She screamed again.

It wasn’t old clothes. It was the clochard.

And he was dead.

The clochard of St. Nizier—his mouth hideously slack, eyes rolled back, and one hand grasping the filthy casquette, still in place on his head.

The lights went out. Faith was alone with the corpse.
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