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      Some say that Saint-Rémy-de-Provence is the most beautiful village in all of France. That’s especially true at Christmastime when the scent of baked gingerbread mingles with the fragrance of evergreen boughs and wafts deliciously through the village’s quaint cobblestone lanes. It’s hard to believe anything sinister could be waiting in any of its many charming streets and alleyways.

      But when American expat Maggie Newberry finds a pregnant, homeless teenager there she’s thrust into a whirling maelstrom of enmity and treachery that quickly reveals in devastating clarity that not all families are created equal.

      In fact, some are so badly damaged nothing can fix them.

      Except possibly murder.
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      Maggie cupped her steaming hot chocolate with her hands as she sat by the window of Le Tulip café and gazed out onto the cobblestone street.

      Few things say “Christmas” better than a dusting of snow in a picturesque French village, she thought.

      And when that village is Saint-Rémy-de-Provence, winner of France’s Most Charming Villages list eight years out of ten, it made for an even more exquisite experience.

      Maggie craned her neck to see if the woman she was meeting was coming down the sidewalk yet. Fiona was fifteen minutes late, which for her wasn’t bad.

      Fiona Bellemont-Surrey was a British expat who’d moved to Provence twenty years earlier and written a string of romance books that had catapulted her to fame and prominence in the UK. The France that she evoked in her books could virtually make readers taste the croissants and smell the lavender—and feel their hearts beating faster for that one true love always to be discovered in Fiona’s books.

      Unfortunately, Fiona herself was a little harder to take.

      Maggie made a face at the thought of her first meeting with the author two years earlier.

      If you’d have told me then that I’d end up being friends with her I’d never have believed it.

      Maggie still wasn’t sure they were friends. Except for being expats in France, they had little in common.

      Fiona was a bitter, divorced, wealthy, and world-famous author.

      Maggie was happily married to a Frenchman and had two children. They lived on a vineyard and life was anything but lonely.

      “Maggie! There you are, my darling!” a raspy voice barked out.

      Maggie turned to see Fiona and another woman walking across the café toward her. Fiona was tall and bone-thin. Her hair was tied back in a severe bun that accentuated the harsh lines in her face. She was sixty. She looked older.

      Maggie half stood at the table and greeted Fiona with the traditional French double kiss on both cheeks.

      “This is my agent Cressida Harris,” Fiona said, waving to the other woman as she took her seat.

      Maggie shook hands with Cressida. Cressida was blonde, in her fifties but well-kept. Maggie could see her clothes were designer and her shoes Italian. If she’d had a little work done, well, that was to be expected in the business Cressida was in.

      Appearances were important in publishing. A book by its cover and all that.

      “I thought this was supposed to be the South of France,” Cressida said, seating herself at Maggie’s table. “It’s colder here than London!”

      “The snow helps get you in the Christmas spirit,” Maggie said.

      “If you say so,” Fiona said. She waved to the waiter who scurried over to the table.

      Scurrying was highly unusual behavior for most waiters in France, Maggie thought. But then, this was Saint-Rémy—home to British movie stars and acclaimed romance authors. The rules got changed when that kind of money was involved.

      Fiona spoke quickly in French to the man and ordered for all of them. Maggie was used to that, and she could see by the look on Cressida’s face that she was too.

      “So, Maggie,” Cressida said. “Fiona tells me you’re a writer.”

      “Well, nowhere near Fiona’s level,” Maggie said.

      “Needless to say,” Fiona said with a snort.

      “What is it you’ve written?” Cressida asked.

      “It’s a mystery of sorts,” Maggie said.

      “Of sorts?”

      “Well, no, it’s a mystery. It’s about a murder that happened in my house seventy years ago.”

      “But it’s fiction?”

      Fiona lit up a cigarette although the signs reading Ne pas fumer were everywhere in the café.

      “Well, it really happened,” Maggie said, “but I recreated it as fiction.”

      “I’d love to see a few chapters,” Cressida said.

      Fiona had set up this meeting with Cressida after reading the first chapters of Murder in the Village, the manuscript Maggie had been writing on and off for the last few years.

      Cressida produced a business card and handed it to Maggie.

      Cressida Harris, Literary Agent, UK. On the back she’d scrawled her email address.

      “Email the manuscript to me when you get home tonight,” Cressida said. “I’m staying with Fiona for the holidays. I’ll have plenty of time to read it.”

      “I can’t thank you enough for this,” Maggie said. “I really appreciate it.”

      “If it’s as good as Fiona says it is, it’s me who will be thanking you.”

      “All right,” Fiona said abruptly. “Business over. How’s the family?”

      “Good,” Maggie said. “We’re going to Atlanta the day after Christmas.”

      “Is that where you’re from?” Cressida asked in her clipped English accent. “I suppose it’s lovely and warm in Atlanta at the moment?”

      “Wet and cold, honestly,” Maggie said with a grin.

      “Oh, dear.”

      “You should have gone to Turks and Caicos if you wanted sun, Cressida,” Fiona said tartly. “I’m sorry not to be able to conjure up the proper climate for you during your visit with me in what the world considers the singular most charming village on the planet.”

      “Oh, settle down, Fi,” Cressida said with a laugh. “I’m just talking.”

      “Well, you certainly are doing that,” Fiona said, dashing out her cigarette in Maggie’s cocoa cup saucer as the waiter arrived with their food.

      Fiona had ordered cheese omelets for everyone with side orders of pommes frites and green salads glazed in oil. The waiter added a basket of fresh bread to the table and disappeared.

      Maggie thought about asking Cressida about her stay in Saint-Rémy but decided that anyone not spending the Christmas holidays with family might not want to talk about why. She noted that Cressida wore a wedding band.

      “Have you met Nuala yet?” Cressida asked Maggie as she cut into her omelet.

      “Nuala?” Maggie said and looked at Fiona who made a face.

      “My niece,” Fiona said sourly. “She’s staying with me too. It’s been unendurable. Absolutely and completely.”

      Already Maggie was ready to go home. Fiona was a perpetual complainer at the best of times. Burdened as she obviously was with house guests she clearly didn’t want, Maggie imagined their one-hour meetup would soon disintegrate into a two-hour acrimonious rant.

      Besides that, Saint-Rémy was a good two-hour drive over twisting back-country roads to Maggie’s home in Saint-Buvard. And while it had been a while since she’d spent much time with Fiona, it was starting to come back to her just how dissatisfied with the world the woman tended to be.

      Maggie felt a nagging ache forming between her shoulder blades.

      “Oh, it’s not that bad,” Cressida said.

      “Said the woman who can hop in her rental car and leave any time she wants,” Fiona said. “I can’t believe I let my sister talk me into this.”

      “Why is your niece with you?” Maggie asked. She knew she was feeding Fiona’s tendency to complain but she was curious.

      “Because she’s fourteen and knocked well up the spout,” Fiona said. “I always told Ruth this would happen. Frankly, it happened to her when she wasn’t much older than Nuala.”

      Fiona lit another cigarette and blew the smoke around the café.

      “How far along is she?” Maggie asked.

      “Ready to pop any time. I assume she’ll break her waters over my Isfahan Persian rug any time now. That would be par for the course.”

      “Why is she here anyway?” Cressida said.

      “My sister is head of her neighborhood bridge club or some such idiocy,” Fiona said. “She needed to get evidence of her massive failure as a parent out of sight.”

      “Ah.”

      “I didn’t think anyone cared about that sort of thing anymore,” Maggie said. “I read somewhere that marriages in the UK are thirty percent less than what they were twenty years ago.”

      “I have no doubt that’s true,” Fiona said. “Everybody is shacking up and spewing out bastards like it’s no big deal. It’s only the ruin of a once great civilization that’s all.”

      Cressida gave Maggie a rueful smile.

      “I saw that, Cressida,” Fiona said. “And you know it’s true.”

      “Well, I know the girl’s miserable,” Cressida said.

      “Good,” Fiona said. “And on top of all this, I have a neighbor who is trying to make my life totally miserable. You heard him last night, didn’t you, darling?” She glared at Cressida as if daring her to deny it.

      “He was playing his music awfully loud,” Cressida said.

      “Loud? It was a personal attack on me is what it was. I’m going to have to do something about him. And don’t blame me if it’s not pretty.”

      Fiona pushed her omelet plate away without eating a bite and snapped her fingers at the waiter.

      “Trois cafés,” she said, not looking at him.

      “What are the plans for the baby?” Maggie asked, wishing she dared look at her watch. It had started snowing again which, if it didn’t stop soon, would make the drive home positively perilous. Plus, although it was only one o’clock in the afternoon, the light had already started to dim as if it were early evening.

      “Give it to the first unsuspecting fool who wants it, I imagine,” Fiona said.

      “So it’s to be adopted?”

      Fiona gave Maggie an incredulous look. “The girl is fourteen.”

      “Right, right,” Maggie said hurriedly. “So sure, she’d want to adopt it out.”

      “I have no idea what she wants,” Fiona said. “But I’m under strict orders from her parents to make sure the baby is in the hands of social services as soon as it pops out.”

      “Oh, Fi,” Cressida said, “not to change the subject, but is it true Charles is dropping by this week?” She turned to Maggie. “Charles Hemingway is Fiona’s publisher.”

      Maggie nodded and then turned to focus on her meal as Fiona and Cressida talked. She remembered Fiona once referred to her publisher as more ruthless than Stalin although that could have been Fiona’s natural inclination for hyperbole.

      Now that she thought of it, Maggie also remembered Fiona saying she had recently started to wonder if her agent was cheating her. Maggie glanced at Cressida.

      Of course that could also just be all in Fiona’s mind.

      Maggie looked back out the window at the snow, falling faster and faster, as Fiona and Cressida chatted away. She felt her heart sink at the thought of the drive she had ahead of her—but also at the thought of the young English girl in a strange village probably scared to death about giving birth. And not a friend in the world.
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      Grace stood in the kitchen of Dormir, the gîte she managed, with the delectable scent of the cherry clafoutis wafting up and through the high wooden rafters of the cuisine.

      Dormir had once been a fine mas situated beside a vineyard, the stately home for generations of vignerons that only a few in Saint-Buvard could even remember now. After being acquired by Maggie’s husband Laurent, the property was renovated to create six bedrooms between the mas and two small detached cottages.

      Her face a studious mask of concentration, Grace’s fourteen-year-old daughter Zouzou had the radio on in the kitchen where she was beating the batter for a batch of macarons to be made later. Philippe, Grace’s three-year-old grandson, sat on a nearby chair, swinging his legs.

      “Me get the good bits, Zou!” he called to her.

      “I always give you the good bits, Philly,” Zouzou said over her shoulder and Grace saw her smile.

      The little boy had turned their home upside down when he was dropped off with them by Grace’s oldest daughter Taylor two years ago Christmas Day. There had been many days when Grace hadn’t been sure she’d be able to manage Dormir, the bed and breakfast business she ran for Laurent, and raise a toddler. But somehow she was doing it. And while it had been hard in many ways, it also had felt like it was the best thing that had ever happened to her.

      “Mom,” Zouzou said, blowing a tendril of hair out of her face. “Mamère just pulled up.”

      “Me help!” Philippe said, jumping off the chair.

      Grace caught him in her arms. “Just wait, young man. Let Mamère turn the car off first.”

      She watched the child’s face as he attempted to harness his impatience.

      Was there ever a sweeter child?

      “Okay,” Grace said, releasing him. “Off you go.”

      The toddler ran to the front door and struggled to pull it open. Grace forced herself not to do it for him. Laurent was continually urging her to let the child do more for himself.

      When Philippe got it free, he bolted outside and Grace could hear Danielle’s voice as she greeted him. Danielle had once told Grace that half the pleasure of going out nowadays was the delight in being welcomed back home by little Philippe.

      How did we ever manage without him?

      “Finish up, Zouzou,” Grace said. “We need to pack up the clafoutis once it’s cooled a bit.”

      They were due at Maggie and Laurent’s place at Domaine Saint-Buvard tonight for a birthday celebration for Danielle. As usual, Laurent had insisted they not bring anything. But of course Danielle—a French woman to the core—could not bear to arrive empty-handed.

      “I’m almost done,” Zouzou said. “Does Mamère need help?”

      Grace glanced out the window to see Danielle hand Philippe a small basket of winter tangerines.

      “I think Philippe has it covered,” Grace said.

      “He is so smart, Mom!” Zouzou said. “Did I tell you how he’s started pointing at words in his picture books and asking me what they spell?”

      “As I recall,” Grace said, brushing a lock of hair from the girl’s face, “you were a little like that too.”

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      No, you weren’t.

      “But that’s okay,” Zouzou added. “It doesn’t bother me to have a genius nephew.” She wiped her hands and put the bowl of batter on a high shelf before going to help Danielle bring in the groceries.

      Grace heard an insistent vibrating sound and turned to see her cell phone on the wooden kitchen table. She frowned. She must have turned it off when Philippe was taking his nap and forgotten to turn the volume back up.

      She looked at the phone screen. It wasn’t a number she recognized but because of all the foreign bookings for her bed and breakfast, most of the calls that showed up on her phone these days weren’t known to her.

      Last year she’d booked the gîte straight through the holidays and learned the hard way that she wasn’t able to put on a passable family Christmas and keep fussy Americans and Brits happy at the same time.

      This year she’d stopped taking bookings after the second week in December. It was just as well. Most people weren’t interested in coming to the South of France in the wintertime anyway.

      “Hello?” she said as she answered the phone. Danielle and Zouzou came into the kitchen with Philippe right behind them, carefully carrying the tangerines.

      “Mom?” Taylor’s voice said over the line.

      Grace was so surprised to hear her daughter’s voice that for a moment she said nothing.

      “Hello? You still there?”

      “Yes, of course. Darling, what a surprise! Are you okay?”

      Always a good thing to ask when it was Taylor calling.

      “I’m coming to France for Christmas. Dad already bought my ticket. He said I should call and let you know.”

      Grace’s immediate reaction to hearing from Taylor was a wave of queasiness.

      “Well, that’s great,” she said.

      Zouzou frowned and stared at her. “Who is it? Is that Taylor?”

      Danielle turned to look at Grace, her eyes wide with alarm.

      “That’s right,” Grace said with a broad, artificial smile to both Danielle and Zouzou. “Taylor is coming to Dormir for Christmas.”
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      The snow was really starting to pile up.

      Maggie saw two texts from Laurent asking if she was on the road yet.

      “Do you need to get that?” Fiona asked stonily as Maggie glanced at her phone.

      “We’re having a special family dinner tonight,” Maggie said. “I probably need to go.”

      “Where do you live?” Cressida asked.

      “Near a village called Saint-Buvard. It’s about two hours south of here.”

      “Good Lord! You’re driving two hours in this mess?” Cressida asked.

      More like four at the rate the snow is coming down, Maggie thought unhappily.

      “Well, I really wanted to meet you,” Maggie said as she gathered up her purse. “It was well worth it. Thank you for lunch, Fiona.”

      Fiona sat with her arms crossed, not looking at Maggie. She was pouting. But it couldn’t be helped.

      “Aunt Fi!” a shrill voice called out. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you!”

      A hugely pregnant teenager stood in the doorway of the café. She was covered in sweaters, shawls, wraps and a heavy winter coat. Her face was nearly hidden by a knitted cap pulled down past her eyebrows.

      “Oh, God. Can’t I even have a single hour to myself?” Fiona said.

      “There’s nothing to eat in the house,” Nuala said, moving to the table and stomping small clods of snow onto the floor. “That wanker Eugene said the food in your fridge wasn’t for me.”

      “At least he gets some things right,” Fiona muttered. “Fine. You can order something but you’ll have to walk yourself home. I’m not your nanny.”

      “God, what a nightmare that would be!” Nuala said. “Do you mind?” she said querulously to Maggie who had yet to move away from the table. Nuala sat down and picked up a menu.

      “Right,” Cressida said. “That’s me gone then.” She stood up and patted Maggie’s shoulder. “Email that book to me so I’ll have an excuse to hole up in my bedroom for the next few days.”

      “I will,” Maggie said, hurrying toward the door. “And thank you again, Fiona. I’ll call you!”

      Fiona just flapped a hand at Maggie and turned to address the waiter.

      Maggie glanced at Nuala who was chewing a nail and staring at the menu even though Fiona was already ordering for her.

      Then she turned and escaped out the café door, feeling the bite of the wind as it hit her full in the face.
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      The snow and the fading light—combined with frequent texts from Laurent—made the drive home as harrowing as Maggie had feared. It also added an additional ninety minutes to the trip.

      What hadn’t helped—and was of course her own fault—was the fact that at the last minute she’d given in to the impulse to check out the dress boutique across the street from the café.

      She’d noticed it when she parked the car a couple of hours earlier and was reminded that she had wanted to go in and look around for ages. And since Saint-Rémy was such a distance from Saint-Buvard, she rationalized that the fifteen minutes the visit to the boutique would delay her would be well worth it.

      By the time she got back to her car with the pale pink pashmina shawl she’d found for a last minute Christmas gift for Danielle, she wasn’t so sure about that.

      It was nearly dark now and the snow was coming down even harder. She tossed the shopping bag in the seat beside her and eased the car away from the curb.

      Once on the road, she kept the car radio music blaring to counter the soporific effects of her car’s heater, but by the time she pulled into the front drive of Domaine Saint-Buvard it was nearly six in the evening and the stress of the long trip had worn her almost to a frazzle.

      From Laurent’s texts she knew that Grace and Danielle were already there but she nonetheless felt a boost of joy when she saw their car in the driveway.

      She’d had a full three and a half hours on the drive home to sort out how she felt about her lunch with Fiona. In the end she decided that even the benefit of using Fiona’s literary contacts wasn’t worth having to endure Fiona and her bad temper. The woman was basically unhappy and getting worse with each creeping year.

      Stay away from toxic people. Isn’t that the first rule of how to have a pleasant life?

      Fiona Bellemont-Surrey—regardless of how she might be able to help Maggie get her book published—had taken a major bite out of Maggie’s serenity today.

      As a result, before she even pulled into the driveway at Domaine Saint-Buvard, Maggie resolved not to go back to Saint-Rémy again unless it was with out-of-town friends who wanted to see the famously charming village—and had nothing to do with Fiona.

      Maggie parked in front of her house and regarded her home with pleasure and relief.

      Domaine Saint-Buvard was a classic farmhouse built with materials from the rough surrounding landscape. Cherry-colored roof tiles hung over bright blue shutters handmade in the village decades ago.

      The house was flanked by a line of towering Italian cypress and Tatarian dogwood. In summer colorful hollyhocks would push out of the tangle of bushes lining the driveway.

      Maggie smiled when she saw the Christmas lights strung up on the Juliette balcony over the front door by Laurent and Luc, the seventeen-year-old boy they’d unofficially adopted the year before. When Maggie and Laurent were first married, Laurent had been adamant that he would never decorate any home of his with the traditionally garish—i.e. American—reflection of the season. But that was before kids.

      A lot of rules go by the wayside once kids are in the picture.

      The massive oaken front door swung open and her twelve-year-old son Jemmy stood silhouetted in the entrance. Behind him, the glow from the Christmas tree in the living room seemed to create a glimmering halo around him.

      The snow had finally stopped but there was a thick dusting on the doorstep. Jemmy stepped out onto the threshold and Maggie could see he was carrying Grace’s grandson Philippe.

      “You’re finally here!” Jemmy said. “Papa said we were going to have to send out the cavalry.”

      Maggie stepped carefully across the snowy gravel drive, her cheeks flushed with the cold. She gave both Jemmy and Philippe quick cheek kisses.

      “Hello, little man,” she said to Philippe. “Whose birthday is it today?”

      “Mamère!” Philippe crowed, his eyes bright with excitement.

      “Papa says we’ll never get him to go down tonight,” Jemmy said as Maggie entered the house. “He’s eaten nearly a pound of canelés.”

      Both family dogs, large standard poodles named Buddy and Izzy, bounded briefly over to Maggie to greet her before circling back to the kitchen.

      “Maggie, darling!” Grace called out. “You’re finally here!”

      Maggie shrugged out of her coat and hung it up in the foyer and turned to greet her dearest friend where she sat in the living room next to Danielle. She sat down as her ten-year-old daughter Mila came into the room.

      “Papa just uncorked the champagne,” Mila announced.

      “Good timing,” Maggie said with a laugh.

      “That’s just what he said!” Mila said before turning and hurrying back to the kitchen.

      The scents and sounds from the kitchen were delectable and Maggie tried to remember what Laurent had planned for tonight’s special occasion dinner. From where she stood she could see the birthday cake in pride of place on the dining room table.

      “Oh, chérie, what a terrible drive from Saint-Rémy!” Danielle said. She held a glass of Sancerre and Maggie saw there was a plate of gougères on the coffee table.

      Danielle was slim and elegant in spite of her sixty-plus years. She’d been a vintner’s wife for most of her life and knew the land and the customs that went with that life as well as anyone. Widowed now, she lived with Grace at Dormir and helped her run the bed and breakfast and raise both Zouzou and Phillippe.

      “Yes, well, this is my last trip to Saint-Rémy,” Maggie said firmly. “I don’t care how damn charming it is.”

      “So you met with the literary agent?” Grace asked. She stood up from the couch and Maggie saw she was wearing a breathtaking Loden green cashmere midi dress that clung to every curve on her perfect body. With her new life as manager of a gîte, Grace didn’t have the opportunities she once did for dressing up.

      There was a time when fashion and expensive clothes had meant literally the world to her.

      “Oh my God, you look gorgeous,” Maggie said to her. “I love the color. And yes, I did. I’m supposed to send her my manuscript.”

      “That is so exciting, chérie,” Danielle said. “Whatever possessed you to write it?”

      “And how did you ever find the time?” Grace asked.

      “Now that Luc has his driver’s license,” Maggie said, “there’s a lot less running around for me to do.”

      “So you are finally here,” a strong male voice entered the room.

      Maggie looked up to see her husband as he approached with a tray of champagne glasses and a bottle tucked under one arm.

      Laurent was handsome in a way that wasn’t unusual for most Frenchmen, Maggie thought. He was dark-haired with eyes so brown his pupils were lost in their depths. But what was singular about Laurent was that he was six feet four. And he moved with a grace and a lightness that belied his size.

      He set the tray of glasses down, leaned down and kissed her.

      “Dinner in thirty minutes,” he said as he poured the glasses. Zouzou appeared at his shoulder.

      “Oncle Laurent?” she asked tentatively.

      “Ah oui,” Laurent said, handing glasses first to Danielle, Grace and Maggie before turning and handing one to Zouzou.

      Then he held up his glass and turned to Danielle. “Bonne anniversaire, chére Danielle. Et nous te souhaitons tout le meilleur pour ton avenir.”

      “Bonne anniversaire!” they all said, lifting their glasses to Danielle.

      “Dad! Hurry!” Jemmy yelled. “The soup is bubbling over!”

      “Ach,” Laurent said, finishing off his champagne in a gulp and setting his glass on the table before walking away with Zouzou at his heels.

      Maggie turned back to Danielle.

      “Did you have a special day today, I hope?” Maggie asked.

      “Oui,” Danielle said. “First I got my hair done in Aix…”

      “It looks great.”

      “Merci. And then I shopped for a little bit. I stopped at a café and watched the people go by and I anticipated the pleasure of tonight, being with my loved ones.”

      Widowed and childless, Danielle would normally have had no reason to expect that she would spend her later years in the bosom of a rambunctious and loving family. Maggie was glad to be a part of that.

      Danielle’s wisdom and cheerfulness was a boon to all of them.

      “And then I received perhaps some unsettling news.”

      Maggie felt her heartbeat speed up uncomfortably. Danielle had had breast cancer and although she’d been clear for several years now, for those who loved her the fear of losing her could not ever truly go away.

      Danielle must have seen the fear in Maggie’s eyes because she put a hand on Maggie’s knee.

      “Non, chérie. My health is good.”

      “She means the news about Taylor,” Grace said, glancing in the direction of the kitchen as if afraid one of the children might overhear.

      “Taylor?” Maggie said. “Has something happened?”

      “She’s coming for Christmas,” Grace said.

      Maggie wasn’t at all surprised at Grace’s flat demeanor. A visit from Taylor could only bring havoc.

      “Why?” Maggie asked.

      “That is a very good question,” Grace said. “She said Windsor paid for her ticket.”

      Grace’s ex-husband had been a good man for the many years that Maggie and Laurent had known him, but in the last few years he’d remarried and things had changed.

      “Grace worries that she is coming to take Philippe away,” Danielle stated.

      Maggie looked at her and then at Grace. “That’s ridiculous,” she said. “Taylor doesn’t want Philippe.”

      “Why else would she be coming?” Grace said rubbing her hands up and down her arms nervously. “I have no money.”

      “It’s only because you fear it that you think it’s a possibility,” Maggie said. “The last thing Taylor wants is to be saddled with a three-year-old. I don’t suppose you could feed him a steady diet of sugar while she’s here? That should do the trick.”

      “Très amusant,” Danielle said, her eyes crinkling with mirth.

      “I seem to be the only one who thinks Taylor is a problem for us,” Grace said.

      “She may well be a problem,” Maggie said. “I don’t doubt that at all. But she isn’t coming to take Philippe away. Guaranteed.”

      “I agree, chérie,” Danielle said. “I don’t like it either but I cannot see her wanting him back.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Grace said still rubbing her arms in agitation.
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        * * *

      

      The birthday dinner was enchanting. More than a few times Maggie found herself looking down the long table in their dining room at everyone and rejoicing that all these dear people—her family—were all together under one roof.

      With Luc poised to go off to university next year and Danielle getting older, she knew this wonderful moment wasn’t something she could take for granted.

      Laurent had made Danielle’s favorite parmesan soup along with duck breasts grilled over dried grapevines. In a true group effort, Luc had manned the duck on the outdoor grill while Jemmy fed the fire with the vineyard’s dead and discarded vines. Mila and Zouzou helped Laurent with the roasted potatoes with herbs and garlic and a simple green salad for a little jolt of something fresh and raw.

      Danielle sat at the head of the table, her eyes glistening with tears and laughter as she opened her presents, kissed the children and enjoyed her moment in the sun.

      Laurent sat to Maggie’s right in order to be nearest to the kitchen, although he had so many helpers, he only had to murmur his request to any one of the children near him and they would jump up and do whatever needed doing.

      Zouzou had made the birthday cake and it was a huge success. She had become very skilled in cake decorating and was hoping to take the Patisserie à la Carte class next summer in Aix which would help position her for entering Le Cordon Bleu when she graduated from high school in a few years.

      Luc sat on the other side of Laurent. Handsome, his features were sharp and his expression closed. He vaguely resembled Laurent, but had auburn hair instead of brown. Like Laurent, Luc spoke very little but he was a loving and generous young man as well as a big help to Laurent in the vineyard and around the house with the other children.

      He and Laurent were finishing up the construction of an additional four mini-houses on the perimeter of Laurent’s vineyard to help house the seasonal workers that came into the area every summer through the nearby monastery, l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité.

      “Open up mine next, Mamère!” Mila called as she passed down a gaily wrapped package from her seat between Jemmy and Grace.

      Maggie caught Laurent’s eye. He was in his element, Maggie thought with a smile as she watched him. He turned and caught her looking at him and raised an eyebrow in question. She heard her phone ringing in the other room and stood up.

      “Really, chérie?” Laurent said.

      “I’ll just look to see who it is,” she said as she hurried into the foyer.

      A wave of laughter erupted behind her and she knew Mila’s gift—a hand embroidered sleep mask—was getting the loving accolade it was due. She smiled. Mila had spent some time thinking of what to get Mamère.

      Maggie felt a small wave of sadness as she thought of her own mother living alone in a condo in Atlanta. She wondered, not for the first time, why she didn’t move to France to be near them all.

      She fished her phone out of her purse and saw the incoming call was from Fiona. Her first impulse was to let it go to voicemail but she noticed that Fiona had also sent her a couple of texts. Her curiosity made her take the call.

      “Hey, Fiona,” Maggie said. “Calling to see if I got home okay?”

      “Have you seen Nuala?” Fiona snapped.

      Maggie frowned. “No. Not since this afternoon. What’s happened?”

      “She’s run off!” Fiona said, her anger snaking down the phone wire into Maggie’s ear.
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      “The ungrateful little cow stole the foie gras in my fridge and then buggered off!”

      Maggie couldn’t help but think that Fiona was considerably more upset about the missing foie gras than the fact that Nuala had run away.

      “You’re sure you didn’t see her on your way out of town?” Fiona asked.

      Maggie was about to remind Fiona that the last time she had seen Nuala she was at the café.

      “The ungrateful wretch threw a fit over an innocent comment I made and stormed out of the café,” Fiona said. “I was hoping you might have seen her.”

      Maggie ran her memory tapes back to see if she could remember seeing anyone on the road or sidewalks as she’d driven out of the village. But it had already gotten dark and with the snowfall the lanes had been deserted.

      “Sorry, no,” Maggie said. “Are you sure she isn’t holed up somewhere? I mean, nobody in their right mind would go walking in all this snow.”

      “This is the worst possible time for her to pull something like this!” Fiona said. “When I came back Eugene was packing his bag saying he had to leave for some stupid funeral or something. No notice whatsoever!”

      “Who died?” Maggie asked. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Laurent was standing, hands on his hips, staring in her direction.

      “How would I know? His mother or something. He was just going to leave me a note! UN-believable! And on top of that, Charles is due in any time. So now I have to change bedsheets and try to track down that idiot Nuala too? Merry effing Christmas is all I can say!”

      “Well, I’m sorry. I definitely didn’t see her,” Maggie said as she began to walk back toward the dining room.

      The laughter had gotten louder and she could see Luc had strung a lei of garlic bulbs around Danielle’s neck to everyone’s delight. Mila and Zouzou were dishing up ice cream from a large carton on the table.

      “Plus I don’t even want to tell you what my neighbor did,” Fiona hissed. “Turns out he’s been tossing his disgusting dog’s poo over the fence into my garden! Can you believe it?”

      “I think we’re breaking up, Fiona,” Maggie said as she disconnected.

      She would’ve loved to have reassured Fiona that she would keep a look-out for Nuala or even offer to do something to help track her down but there was no way Nuala would be this far from Saint-Rémy.

      Besides, it was pretty clear that Nuala’s whereabouts were not Fiona’s primary concern.

      “Everything all right, darling?” Grace said as she moved to stand next to Maggie, her coffee cup in her hand.

      “Just Fiona Bellemont-Surrey calling to wish us a Merry Christmas,” Maggie said with a laugh.

      Grace arched a questioning eyebrow but Maggie just shook her head.

      “Never mind. She called with a so-called crisis but I have no idea how much of it is true. Most of Fiona’s life is one crisis after another and almost always one she’s caused herself.”

      “I know the type.”

      “Danielle seems to be having a good time,” Maggie remarked as the two watched the dining room scene.

      “She really is,” Grace said.

      Laurent had disappeared into the kitchen but Maggie could hear that he was directing the children to feed the dogs, clear the table, pour the coffee and cut more cake slices.

      Maggie turned back to Grace. “Look, don’t worry about Taylor. I’m sure the last thing she wants is to take Philippe away.”

      Grace bit her lip. “I know. I think. I guess. I hope.”

      They turned to the dining room scene and Maggie got eye contact with Danielle. The older woman looked happy but tired and Maggie felt a sudden pinch of anxiety that Danielle might not be around for next year’s birthday.

      Laurent appeared in the doorway of the kitchen, his eyes scanning the dinner table before coming to rest on Maggie. She had become quite good at reading his silent messages to her but tonight his possible meanings remained veiled and indecipherable.

      He set down four brandy snifters on the table and then produced a bottle of cognac.  She and Grace returned to the table as Danielle watched them approach with love and pleasure in her eyes.

      

      That night it was nearly four in the morning when a sound woke Maggie. She turned to see that Laurent’s place in bed beside her was empty. She sat up and tried to orient herself. Both dogs—who normally slept on the floor by Laurent’s side of the bed—were gone.

      Her stomach suddenly roiling with dread, she swung her legs out of bed and found her slippers as she grabbed her robe. She stepped out into the hall. All the bedroom doors were closed. That told her there wasn’t a problem with the children or with Grace or Danielle who were spending the night.

      The evening hadn’t ended particularly late but it was still too snowy for a comfortable drive home in the dark.

      As Maggie walked to the end of the hall where the stairs led down to the foyer and the front door, she was about to call Laurent’s name when she heard a sound.

      It was the same sound that had awakened her.

      Like the soft mewling of a sick cat.

      A needle of anxiety pierced her as she hurried down the wide, slick staircase. Halfway down she felt a burst of cold air and realized the front door was open.

      Maggie felt a tightening in her chest. As she descended the curving stairs, the first thing she saw was Laurent standing in the open front door, his back to her, blocking most of the cold air. The scent of the night air and the snow was metallic and clean.

      Both dogs sat by Laurent’s feet. The male dog, Buddy, whined softly.

      “Laurent, what is it?” Maggie asked in a loud whisper.

      He turned and shut the front door. Before she could press him any further, she saw he held something in his arms.

      Not in his hands, in his arms.

      And then the noise again. Not a mewling cat.

      A baby.
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      The dining room at Domaine Saint-Buvard was a large terra cotta tiled space off the kitchen with several comfortable easy chairs in the corners. The scent of brewed coffee hung in the air as Maggie sat in one of the big chairs closest to the kitchen holding the infant.

      They didn’t have baby formula but the baby didn’t appear particularly hungry in any case. Laurent soaked a corner of a clean dishtowel with milk and the baby sucked contentedly on that.

      Maggie still couldn’t believe it. The first thing she’d done was to carefully bathe the baby girl in the kitchen sink and wrap her in a clean soft blanket.

      There was no doubt that she had been born within the last few hours.

      Now as Maggie held the baby, her mind whirling, Laurent stood facing her, his arms crossed and his back to the sink.

      “It’s got to be Nuala’s,” Maggie said. “Fiona’s niece. That was her on the phone tonight telling me she’d run off.”

      Laurent didn’t answer.

      “We’re going to have to call the police, aren’t we? I mean, I don’t want to get Nuala in trouble but it’s an abandoned baby. How in the world did she get to Saint-Buvard? In a snowstorm?”

      Again, Laurent didn’t respond. With his history of dubious dealings and outright criminal activity, Maggie knew the idea of calling the police for any reason did not instantly settle with him.

      The baby yawned and fell asleep.

      Maggie glanced at the note that had been tucked into the cardboard box in which Laurent had found the baby on the doorstep. It was written in English and not in the distinctive French cursive that immediately identified the writer as French.

      Her name is Bindy. Please don’t let them take her.

      “What do you think it means?” Maggie asked. Laurent glanced at the note. “Who do you think she means? Don’t let them take her.”

      “I do not know, chérie,” Laurent said. He turned and left the kitchen. Maggie struggled to her feet with the baby in her arms and watched him pull on his jacket.

      “Where are you going?” she asked in a loud whisper, glancing up the stairs. “Are you going to try to find her?”

      “Sit back down, chérie,” Laurent said. “I will return shortly.”

      Clearly he was going out to look for the mother. Maggie went back to the kitchen and, moving the baby to one arm in order to pick up her coffee mug she was amazed at how quickly her body remembered how to hold a baby. It had been ten years. But her body reacted as if it were yesterday.

      Maggie sat back down and found herself humming to the baby who continued to sleep peacefully. She knew she should call Fiona. More importantly, she needed to call the police so the mother could be found.

      What if she’s hurt? Bleeding out somewhere?

      “Where’s your mommy, little one?” Maggie kissed the baby’s cheek.

      Fifteen minutes later, Laurent was back. Maggie waited for him to come to her in the kitchen.

      “She gave birth in the garden shed,” Laurent said and even though that made perfect sense, Maggie gasped. She tried to imagine the poor girl, afraid and cold and in pain, giving birth all by herself in a drafty shed while Maggie and her family drank wine and ate birthday cake not fifty yards away.

      “I am getting Luc up,” Laurent said. “We will take the dogs and search the vineyard.”

      Maggie nodded but her stomach clenched at the thought of them finding the mother, hurt—or worse. Within moments, she heard Laurent and Luc coming down the stairs. They went straight outside.

      Maggie went to stand in front of the French doors in the dining room that led out onto the terrace and the vineyards beyond.

      Laurent’s vineyard was sectioned into fourths and divided down the middle by a wide dirt tractor road. A platoon of olive and fig trees lined a pebbled path from the terrace leading to the fields.

      She watched Laurent and Luc’s shadowy shapes as they made their way down the terrace and into the vineyards where they quickly disappeared.

      “Darling? What’s going on?”

      Maggie turned to see Grace standing in her robe in the dining room. Instantly, Grace’s eyes went to the bundle in Maggie’s arms and she clapped a hand to her mouth.

      “Laurent found her on our doorstep,” Maggie said as Grace slowly approached, her mouth open in shock, her eyes wide.

      “Abandoned?” Grace said as she gently touched the blanket swaddling the baby.

      “She left a note,” Maggie said. “Asking us not to give her away.”

      “Who can it be? Have you heard anything about an unwed mother in the village?”

      “I’m almost positive it’s Fiona’s niece, Nuala. Fiona called last night to say she’d run off.”

      “Dear God. And she made it all the way to Saint-Buvard? How?”

      Maggie gazed down at the baby. “I don’t know. A miracle, maybe?”

      “Is she okay? The baby?”

      “I think so. Laurent doesn’t want us to call the authorities just yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know Laurent.”

      In truth the snow had blocked all the cars in the driveway. They would be shoveled out by noon but even an ambulance would be unable to get close to Domaine Saint-Buvard at the moment.

      “Maybe we could get Danielle to take a look at her?” Grace asked.

      Danielle had been trained as a midwife many years ago. Maggie held the back of her hand to Bindy’s forehead. It was cool and the baby slept easily but Grace was right. Danielle would be able to tell them if there was a problem.

      “Laurent found evidence in the garden shed that that’s where she gave birth.”

      “Dear God,” Grace said again.

      “He and Luc are out looking to see if she’s still out there.”

      “I don’t understand why she would choose to have her baby in a shed,” Grace said as she and Maggie moved into the kitchen. “Surely her aunt has a birthing program set up for her?”

      “I think it was the adoption part of that birthing program that Nuala was concerned about. She’s only fourteen. They were putting the baby up for adoption as soon as it was born.”

      “Can I hold her?”

      Grace sat in the kitchen chair and Maggie transferred the baby to her and then turned to pour her a cup of coffee.

      “Her name’s Bindy,” Maggie said.

      “Hello, wee Bindy,” Grace murmured to the baby. “Welcome to the world, sweet pea.”

      “We can’t keep her, Grace.”

      “Don’t be silly, darling. I know that.” But Grace gave Maggie a wry look. “Have you ever thought about how many precious kiddies there are in the world who just need a chance? Or a little love?”

      “Listen, I’m going upstairs to find some of Mila’s old baby clothes and I’ll wake up Danielle while I’m there.”

      “All right, darling. No hurry.”

      Maggie hesitated and briefly cupped Bindy’s head before turning toward the stairs.

      Twenty minutes later, the baby was dressed in a pair of brushed cotton sleeper pajamas with an embroidered cashmere pullover and was nestled in Danielle’s arms in the kitchen. Danielle had declared her—to the best of her ability—perfectly healthy.

      “I am not sure what that would be on the Apgar scale,” Danielle said with a smile. “But on the Danielle Alexandre scale she is totally parfait.”

      Maggie went to look out the French doors again, straining for a glimpse of Laurent or Luc. Even though the grounds were lighter with wavering streaks of the rising sun beginning to illuminate the naked rows of vines, there was still no sign of them.

      Maggie made another pot of coffee and pulled out a tray of cinnamon rolls from the oven and arranged them on a plate. The children would sleep for another hour if they weren’t lured down by the scent of frying bacon or cinnamon rolls.

      “What are we going to do with you, little one?” Danielle said to the baby who was awake now but still seemingly content.

      “We’re going to have to hand her in,” Maggie said.

      Both Danielle and Grace looked at her but said nothing.

      “We have to,” Maggie said. “We can’t just go around keeping every adorable baby that gets left on our doorstep. How would we explain it when it came time to register her for kindergarten with no birth certificate?”

      “There is plenty of time to think of all of that,” Danielle said.

      “There’s no way you two could handle taking on a baby,” Maggie said, sitting down next to Danielle. “Life is hard enough with a three-year-old who can now
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