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      Maggie and Grace's plan to work out their differences at a charming ski resort in Grenoble takes a deadly nose-dive when they become trapped by an avalanche with ten people–one of whom is a cold-blooded murderer. Will the two of them make up in time to uncover who the killer is before the he or she systematically makes it through the guest roster, one murder at a time?
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            THE NIGHTS GROW COLDER

          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie snuggled down under the duvet, resisting the moment when she would have to face the world—starting with the assault of a nasty spate of February weather. Opening one eye, she saw what she knew by scent and habit would be there: a steaming bowl of café au lait on her bedside table placed there by Laurent who of course had been up for hours.

      The aroma of the coffee did its work and she pushed herself up to a sitting position and reached for the bowl. Knowing how she enjoyed the view first thing in the morning—and how the creeping sunlight would help wake her—Laurent had pulled back the drapes in the bedroom.

      Through the steam rising from the bowl she could see the outline of the antique Juliette balcony outside the window and the dramatic sweep of the vineyard beyond. She took a sip of her coffee, relishing its rich flavor as well as the warmth of her bed. From this distance the pruned vines were just black stumps sticking out of the ground.  After seven years and seven harvests, Maggie knew there was life in what looked like a field of devastation. There was in fact the beginning of next August’s harvest although its merit would depend on sunshine and the spring and summer rains.

      Maggie could also see the distant truffle oaks and cypresses that framed the borders of the vineyard, and the rows of olive and fig trees leading from the back garden along a pebbled path to the vineyard.

      “Maman!” a child’s voice cried out. It was immediately followed by the low, rumble of Laurent’s voice.

      Maggie sighed. Her peace was coming to an end. Not that she didn’t adore the moment when her children flung open her bedroom door and climbed onto the bed to greet her as they often did. But there was something about this morning that made Maggie want to linger.

      Want to put off getting out of bed to face the day.

      And she knew very well why.

      She looked up as her bedroom door swung open. Laurent stood in the opening, their daughter Mila in his arms. His light brown hair hung to his shoulders. His eyes were dark, nearly pupilless. Maggie always found them sexy but a little disconcerting too because she could never read them. His eyes were a lot like Laurent, himself. Mysterious.

      A big man, Laurent stood over six foot five, with broad shoulders and even edging toward his mid-forties carried not an ounce of fat. It always amazed Maggie how Laurent seemed to effortlessly manage that—especially since he was such an amazing cook.

      “See?” Laurent said to the child as he stepped into the room. “Maman is alive and well. Now it is time for everyone to get dressed.” He raised an eyebrow at Maggie to underscore his statement.

      “I’m up. I’m up,” Maggie said, pushing back the warm covers. “Race you downstairs for pancakes?”

      The child kicked her feet to be let down. Laurent put her down and Mila quickly disappeared out the door. Maggie’s little dog Petit-Four jumped out of her dog bed and followed the child downstairs.

      “Is everybody up?” Maggie asked as she put on her slippers. Her parents had come to France for Christmas and never left—unusual for them. Maggie’s niece Nicole had spent three weeks with them at Domaine St-Buvard, Maggie and Laurent’s mas, but had recently flown back to Atlanta to go skiing with school friends.

      Nicole was seventeen now with no apparent memory of the traumatic first few years of her life. She excelled in school and was a loving cousin to Maggie’s children Jemmy and Mila.

      “Of course,” Laurent said wryly as if to imply that only Maggie could still be asleep with so much noise going on in the house.

      Maggie’s friend Grace Van Sant and her ten-year old daughter Zouzou had gotten in late last night.

      Maggie and Grace had been the best of friends when Maggie first came to France over nine years ago. But their friendship had taken a serious hit two years ago—one that Maggie was sure they would never come back from.

      “Zouzou is a problem,” Laurent said flatly. His comment surprised Maggie first because there were very few things that Laurent ever admitted were a problem for him, and secondly because all children everywhere routinely adored him. As gruff and bearish as he was—or perhaps because he was so gruff—children tended to gyrate toward him. And problem children? There was no such thing as far as Laurent was concerned.

      “Seriously?” Maggie said. “You can tell that already? She’s been here, what, eight hours and asleep for most of them?”

      Laurent shrugged. As usual, his response was enigmatic. But if Laurent said Zouzou was a problem, that meant something.

      Maggie sighed. “Are you going to be okay with her?” Maggie and Grace were scheduled to leave that afternoon for a five day retreat at a ski resort in Grenoble where they would try to work out their problems and find their way back to a friendship again. The plan was for Zouzou to stay at Domaine St-Buvard with Laurent.

      Laurent only snorted.

      “What is it with Grace and children?” Maggie said with annoyance as she slipped into her robe. “First Taylor and now Zouzou.”

      Grace’s oldest child Taylor had always been a trial but Zouzou had been the cheerier and more docile of the two. Any way you looked at it, Maggie thought, it looked like Grace had taken a perfectly sweet kid and somehow turned Zouzou into a horror show just like her big sister.

      Or maybe Maggie was just feeling down on Grace these days.

      Eighteen months ago Grace had been living with Maggie and Laurent while the rest of Grace’s life was falling apart around her. Correction, Maggie thought—while Grace was singlehandedly dismantling her life around her. Grace had gone on a spending spree with money she didn’t have for a business that gave every sign of failing from the beginning, while ignoring both her daughters and leaving the care of them to Laurent and Maggie or anybody else who’d take them.

      In the end Grace’s bad judgment had led to Mila’s being abducted at a public fête providing Maggie with the worst nine hours of her life.

      So, yes. Grace had a long way to go to prove she was a friend to Maggie.

      “People don’t change,” Maggie said.

      “I think what we have been saying is the exact opposite of that,” Laurent said.

      “Yes, well, I’m talking about Grace now,” Maggie said. “Not Zouzou.”

      “Get dressed, chérie,” Laurent said ominously as he turned to leave. “And dress warmly. It is cold inside and out today.”
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            WASH, RINSE, REPEAT

          

        

      

    

    
      Laurent was right about Zouzou.

      Maggie was standing next to her mother Elspeth Newberry in the kitchen and watched as the truculent preteen sat apart from the group, her iPad in her hands, a permanent scowl on her face. Zouzou was short for her age with long blonde hair down her back. She had a heart-shaped face and bow lips with lively blue eyes. She had been chubby the last time Maggie had seen her. She was bordering on fat now.

      Was she stress eating? Was it genetic? Grace was willow slim and Taylor was as skinny as a wire. It was true Zouzou’s biological father had not been skinny but nothing like this.

      “Are you going to be all right, darling?” Elspeth asked her.

      Maggie looked at her mother in surprise.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Ever since she’d arrived at Domaine St-Buvard five weeks ago Maggie’s mother had  hinted at how tired she was and how busy and overwhelmed her schedule was given all of Nicole’s school activities and Elspeth’s own daily round of bridge parties and country club luncheons with friends.

      And then of course there was Maggie’s father. John Newberry, on the surface, often appeared to be his old jolly self during the holidays—only half listening to what anyone said and responding to even serious inquiries with a laugh and a good natured shrug.  But there had been a few instances of temper that Maggie had never seen from him before.

      And then there was his memory. Not just short term. There were moments when he would look at the children and Maggie would swear he wasn’t sure who they were.

      Was that what was bothering her mother?

      Has there been a diagnosis that she’s trying to bring herself to tell me about?

      Maggie knew her parents had had a rough last couple of years, mostly because of Maggie’s older brother Ben. Their granddaughter Nicole who they were raising had been nothing but a joy to them but Nicole would be going away to college soon.

      “You just seem a little tense, is all,” Elspeth said and looked away.

      I could say the same of you, Maggie thought. But she’d long since given up trying to get her mother to tell her what was on her mind before she was ready. Elspeth was a lot like Laurent in that way.

      “Laurent’s concerned about Zouzou,” Maggie said.

      “Zouzou is fine and Laurent knows it,” Elspeth said. “It’s you he’s worried about.”

      Maggie nearly laughed. “That’s ridiculous. He’s the one on the front lines this week. I’m going on vacation. ”

      “Are you, darling?” Elspeth said, raising an eyebrow before glancing across the room where Grace sat with a cup of coffee.

      Except for a brief greeting last night when Grace and Zouzou got in, Maggie hadn’t said much to Grace. She figured they’d have plenty of time to hash all that out during their five days at the ski resort—although Maggie was really hoping to get some skiing in. She hadn’t skied in years and she’d so loved it when she was in college and used to make the weekend jaunts up to Sugar Mountain in North Carolina from Atlanta.

      “I’m fine,” Maggie said firmly. “Danielle will come over if you need anything and otherwise Laurent has everything under control.”

      “As he always does.”

      “That’s right. As he always does. You are acting so strange,” Maggie said with exasperation. She looked around the room. Laurent had finished making the last plate of pancakes and was handing them out to Jemmy and Maggie’s father. Her father smiled dotingly at his grandson.

      “We’ll be fine here,” her mother said, following Maggie’s eye to where John Newberry sat next to Jemmy. “Your father comes alive when he’s with Jemmy.”

      Maggie was startled to hear her mother say that although she knew it was true. Is it because of the whole mess with Ben? Was her father so discouraged by all that had happened with his only son that he’d jumped a generation to pin all his hopes and dreams on the next one?

      All through the holidays, her father had spent much more time with Jemmy than with Mila. It was true her father was a man’s man—down to the hunting dogs, the cigars, the glass of bourbon in the library at night and the expectation that the women in his life would honor him and his decisions no matter how misguided they might be.

      The quintessential Southern gent, Maggie thought as she watched her father. She’d always loved that about him.

      But she didn’t want it for her son.

      “Your father thinks Jemmy will make an amazing lawyer some day,” Elspeth said. “When you move back to the US.”

      And there it was.

      Maggie bit her lip to ensure she didn’t over react. This wasn’t the first time this visit that her mother had mentioned how she hoped Maggie and Laurent would move back to the States. Maggie didn’t know which she was more upset about—the fact that her parents were already pushing their own preferences for Jemmy’s future—or that they believed Maggie would come back to the US.

      But now was not the time to respond.

      “Laurent hopes Jemmy will become a vigneron like him,” Maggie said and then cursed the fact that she’d responded in spite of her best intentions.

      “Oh, not seriously, surely?” Elspeth said. “Jemmy is so smart.”

      Are you saying Laurent isn’t? But this time Maggie managed not to say it out loud.

      Laurent looked over at Maggie and frowned. She knew he couldn’t hear their conversation from where he stood—no matter how acute his hearing was—but he seemed to be able to tell things from the vibrations in the air.

      She forced herself to smile at him as if to say No problem. All is well.

      He probably can read the lie in that too, she thought

      “After all, our children are who they will be,” Elspeth said, blithely continuing the conversation. “Remember that, darling. You and Laurent are just along for the ride.”

      “Yep,” Maggie said, biting her lip hard. “Good to know.”

      

      An hour later, Maggie stood by the taxi parked in the front drive of Domaine St-Buvard. Laurent stood beside her, a leather Louis Vuitton train case on the ground in front of them.

      Grace was having a last minute tête-a-tête with Zouzou on the front steps of the house. Their words were muted but the intense expressions on both their faces left little doubt that a warning was being issued and not received well at all.

      “Promise me you won’t wallop her while we’re gone,” Maggie said to him, only half joking.

      “I make no promises.”

      Maggie shivered and Laurent automatically put an arm around her. It was cold with a light dusting of snow already on the ground. The strong scent of roasting grapevines filled the air. Laurent had been pruning and burning the vinestocks already this morning. She could smell the woodsmoke in his jacket as she leaned into him.

      For a moment, she was sorry he wasn’t going with her. It had been ages since the two of them had gotten away—before Mila was born four years ago.

      She looked up at the façade of their home. Sometimes she indulged herself by trying to remember how it felt to see Domaine St-Buvard for the first time. How seeing it nine years ago had filled her with hope and longing and delight. And a little fear.

      A large stone terrace splayed out from the front door in three stepped tiers to the curving gravel drive. Oleander and ivy clustered against the fieldstone walls of the house in thick tangles of dark green. A black wrought-iron railing framed the second-story balcony that jutted out over the front door. The three sets of bedroom windows on the second floor were tall and mullioned and framed with bright blue shutters.

      As a country mas, the house was bigger and older than most in the area. After years of renovations and gradual design additions it was now a stylish and comfortable family home for the family of four.

      “You think this is a bad idea, don’t you?” she said. “Me and Grace going off like this.”

      “Pas du tout,” he said with a shrug.

      Which meant, in Laurent-speak, very probably yes.

      Maggie blew lightly on her hands and stamped her feet. A thick band of clouds overhead had sunk the front terrace steps into deep shadow and she felt the chill.

      As Grace turned away from Zouzou, who turned and stomped into the house, pushing past Jemmy and Mila as they came outside, Maggie squeezed Laurent’s hand. He leaned over and kissed her.

      “Keep your cellphone on,” he said.

      “You’re one to talk.”

      Laurent was notorious for forgetting to carry his phone or letting the battery die.

      Jemmy and Mila ran over to hug Maggie goodbye. She kissed them both.

      “Be good for Papa, okay?” Maggie said, smoothing down Jemmy’s wild hair, so very like what Maggie imagined Laurent’s must have looked like as a boy. The two were so similar in so many ways. Just maybe not in the important ones?

      “Of course,” Jemmy said. He’d taken to speaking only English since his grandparents had arrived—another point of contention, Maggie knew, with Laurent. Her ears still rang with Laurent’s comment last night after dinner when her father had announced how proud he would be when Jemmy joined his Uncle Ben’s old law firm.

      "I would rather he join the flic than become un avocat," Laurent had said as he and Maggie got ready for bed last night. I’d rather he be a cop than a lawyer. And in light of Laurent’s past life as a criminal on the Côte d’Azur, that spoke volumes as to how much he did not want his son to take the law as his vocation.

      Maggie hugged both children again and gave Laurent one last kiss before getting into the taxi beside Grace.

      Grace was wearing a Burberry quilted parka that hugged her every curve that Maggie knew couldn’t have cost less than a thousand US dollars. Maggie wasn’t sure how Grace was doing for money these days but clearly she wasn’t shopping the sales bin at Macy’s.

      “Are you ready for this?” Grace asked lightly as she smoothed the nonexistent creases from her coal black wool slacks.

      “Of course,” Maggie said, waving to her family as the car drove away. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
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      Laurent watched the taxi creep down the long curving drive of Domaine St-Buvard. The snow had turned into brown sludge that now clumped down the center of the gravel drive.

      When Laurent had inherited the mas and surrounding hectares of vineyard from his Uncle Nicolas nine years ago he’d merely hoped that some day he might be able to bring the ancient vineyard back. At the time he’d wanted only to be able to produce a simple vin de pays. Something he could put the Dernier name on. Maybe pass on to his children.

      At the thought of Jemmy, Laurent turned toward the house.

      Towering Italian cypress trees and Tatarian dogwoods flanked the massive front door. In summer hollyhocks would push out in a riot of bushes by the front steps. But now there was just the stone lion—its head bowed, one ear chipped as it had been for a century—standing guard on the stone threshold that led into Domaine St-Buvard.

      “She’ll be fine, Laurent,” his mother-in-law Elspeth said to him as he stepped into the ancient mas. She was a beautiful woman, Elspeth. Laurent had no doubt that her lifelong wealth had helped preserve the affect. But he had to admit she was essentially good-humored. Born that way if he had to guess.

      “I am not worried about Maggie,” he said, his full lips curving into a smile. “Only what there is for dinner tonight.”

      “Well, I can hardly believe that,” Elspeth said. “I’m sure you have everything in the kitchen under control.”

      Laurent was known for many things in the family but his ability dans la cuisine was the most prominent.

      “Where are the children?” he asked as he scanned the foyer and hall leading to the living room.

      “I am here, Papa!” Little Mila piped up from the kitchen. “Waiting for you!”

      Laurent smiled at the sound of his daughter’s voice. If someone had told him a decade ago that he would receive an immediate jolt of warmth and joy in response to a little girl’s voice, he would simply not have believed it.

      “I believe they are all waiting for you,” Elspeth said as she moved ahead of him into the kitchen.

      The kitchen was painted a pale ochre yellow with sporadic persimmon touches. The window over the sink was wide and faced the front driveway. Most days it brought in the Mediterranean sun that infused the kitchen with a yellow glow. The floors were terracotta and featured a matching backsplash. Maggie would have preferred something a little more feminine—perhaps something with hand-painted flowers—but this was Laurent’s space and it was designed for utilitarian use. The resulting look was clean, airy, and masculine.

      As Laurent entered the kitchen he saw their neighbor Danielle Alexandre sitting at the counter with a cup of coffee before her. She was flanked by both Mila and Jemmy. In the absence of their American grandparents who normally resided in Atlanta, Danielle and her husband Jean-Luc had taken up the challenge of being acting grandparents to the children.

      “Bonjour, Laurent,” Danielle said. Her eyes looked hollow and her face gaunt. The chemotherapy had taken its toll on her but all agreed it was for the best. She was in remission now. As Laurent came into the room and kissed her on both cheeks, he immediately sensed that there was something wrong.

      “I did not want to distract from your goodbyes,” Danielle said, smiling wanly. Her brown hair heavily streaked with grey was twisted into an attractive but unfashionable bun at the nape of her neck “So I came in the back.”

      “I saw her first, Papa!” Mila said excitedly. Mila was a beautiful child, blonde with dark blue eyes and a rosebud mouth. Except for Maggie’s dark hair, Laurent always thought Mila looked like her mother.

      “Did you, ma petite?” Laurent said, cupping the child’s cheek lightly before moving into the center of his kitchen. He had been in the process of making a tagine for lunch and went to his mortar and pestle to begin creating the spice mixture he’d use in the African dish.

      Elspeth sat down next to Danielle. A large potted lavender plant perched on the breakfast counter.

      “Danielle was telling me that Jean-Luc isn’t feeling well,” Elspeth said, her eyes too bright as she spoke.

      “Ah oui?” Laurent said noncommittally as he shook out equal amounts of ginger and cardamom into the heavy marble bowl.

      “It is nothing,” Danielle said. “The flu I’m sure.”

      “Jemmy,” Laurent said, “go find Zouzou and tell her to come down.”

      “She wants to be alone,” Jemmy said.

      Laurent turned and glanced at him, one eyebrow shooting high into his brown fringe. Jemmy got down from his stool with a sigh and went to walk upstairs to the bedrooms.

      From where Laurent stood he could see through the main salon past the back terrace and to the sweeping fields of his vineyard.

      The vineyard was cut by two narrow dirt and gravel roads into quadrants. Last year’s harvest had been a good one, easily the best of all seven so far. But the spring rains had bleached the sweetness from the grapes and the Mistral had destroyed nearly a quarter of the vines—whisking them away back to Morocco or wherever the hell the demon winds came from.

      Next year will be better, Laurent thought and then grimaced at the thought.

      “Papa? Can I cut some rosemary sprigs from the potager?” Mila said, jumping down from her stool and snatching up the shears from a hook by the stove. Laurent’s potager was through the dining room and off the back terrace.

      “You must not run with those,” he remarked to the child before glancing at the two older women at the counter. “You will stay for lunch, Danielle?” he asked.

      “Mais non, Laurent. Merci,” Danielle said. “I just came by to say hello.”

      And to tell me about Jean-Luc.

      “Tell Jean-Luc I will come by later,” he said as he turned back to his stove. Through the window over the sink he caught a glimpse of movement in the front drive and saw that it was Zouzou. The child moved sluggishly, trudging up the drive and then turning and walking back down. Was she doing it for exercise?

      Jemmy returned to the kitchen. “I couldn’t find her. What do you want me to do now?”

      “Supervise your sister,” Laurent said without taking his eyes off Zouzou. What was the girl doing?

      As Danielle got up to leave, his cellphone rang

      “I will tell Jean-Luc you will come,” she said to Laurent as she and Elspeth moved through the salon and out the back terrace door.

      “D’accord,” Laurent said and then accepted the call.

      “I have not yet decided,” he said curtly into the phone and then hung up.

      His emotions juddered through him as he held the phone in his hand and waited for his feelings to settle. He could see Zouzou again and he watched her as she went to the end of the drive where it connected with the road that led to the village.

      Laurent’s eyes were good. Very good. But he didn’t need to see that well to recognize the motions of what Zouzou was doing as she pulled something out of her coat pocket and stuffed it into her mouth.
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      The temperature had fallen rapidly with the late afternoon by the time Maggie and Grace’s taxi arrived at the front door of the Chalet Savoir Faire. The fog that had accompanied their drive from the Gare de Grenoble was thinner now having evolved into faint wisps that hovered close to the cobblestone pavement in front of the ski chalet.

      As Grace got out of the taxicab the brief arctic bite of breeze gave her a rush of memory of happier times. She pushed the memories of Kitzbuhl and St-Moritz from her mind. Those places were from a time long ago.

      A time when I had money and a family.

      She immediately performed a mental exercise that her therapist Ruth back in Atlanta had taught her called thought-stopping. Whenever Grace found herself thinking of how she’d sabotaged her life—her friendships, her relationships with her children, not to mention her marriage to Windsor—she would mentally pinch herself and say “ouch” as softly as possible to bring it to her attention.

      You manage what you monitor, Ruth would say and, as tiresome and ultimately annoying as Grace always found the woman, she knew she was right.

      Maggie hadn’t said three words on the train ride to the village. That was so unlike Maggie that Grace figured it had to be deliberate.

      Or who knows? Maybe Maggie really doesn’t have anything to say to me.

      A prick of melancholy pierced Grace at the thought and she pinched herself. It didn’t help to go there. She’d learned that if nothing else.

      “Ouch,” she murmured.

      “Did you say something?” Maggie asked politely, looking around as if to find the reason for Grace’s utterance.

      “Not really, darling,” Grace said with a smile. “Just excited about our retreat.”

      She could see a wince of emotion flit across Maggie’s face. Grace had had to seriously talk her into this trip and she knew it was only the prospect of being able to ski that ultimately had gotten Maggie on board.

      Maggie doesn’t want to be friends again.

      Grace swallowed hard and pushed the thought away, mentally pinching herself for all she was worth.

      Don’t think that. It doesn’t help.

      This time she voiced the ouch only in her mind.

      
      As she stepped out of the taxi, Maggie observed the front of the ski lodge. It was made of brick and stone—unusual for the area—and featured a small bay window showcasing a pair of posed mannequins wearing colorful ski resort clothing. Each mannequin was leaning on a pair of skis, their pom-pom knit hats perched jauntily on their heads to give an almost macabre sense of premonition to the place.

      While the chalet was clearly very old, it did appear as if it had been recently renovated, which Maggie could tell from the tacked-on modern additions on either side. But the main section of the building—ancient soot-stained yellow brick—looked as if dated back to the time of the French Revolution. One look at its ancient beams and the elaborately carved front lintel that hung over the front door made Maggie believe that guess was entirely possible.

      As long as they had Wi-Fi and decent coffee—and what resort mountain chalet didn’t?—it was perfectly fine as far as Maggie was concerned. A fissure of pleasurable spite stung her when she thought how differently Grace must be viewing all of this.

      Instantly, Maggie scolded herself. Envisioning—and then reveling—in the thought of Grace’s reaction to staying at a one-star hotel was beneath her.

      Satisfying, but beneath her.

      Once through the front door Maggie didn’t wait for the handsome-if-aging bellhop or Grace for that matter—but strode purposefully to the front desk.

      It had freshly snowed in Grenoble that morning but her phone’s weather app had accurately predicted the sun would be out all afternoon—making for amazing weather for downhill. Clear, cold, very little wind. She only hoped the next five days would be as nice.

      Grace trailed behind Maggie as she stood at the registration desk and hit the front desk bell. The lobby was full of people dressed for the slopes or for travel. It had been Maggie’s idea to book the trip for after the weekend so that they might take advantage of lower rates and fewer people. If even only half the people in the lobby were leaving, it bode well for having a pleasant uncrowded experience on the slopes.

      “Oui, Madame?” A woman wearing the nametag Alys Chaix hurried around the counter. In her early thirties, she had curly chestnut-colored hair that framed large brown eyes and the bowed lips of a Botticelli angel. She brought with her a wafting of floral fragrance. Maggie was instantly reminded of her grandmother.

      “Welcome to Chalet Savoir Faire,” the concierge said.

      “Merci,” Maggie said. “We have two rooms reserved through February 27.”

      “Great minds,” a male voice in an English accent bellowed over Maggie’s shoulder. She turned to see a man with ruddy cheeks and a bulbous nose standing behind Grace. He grinned at Maggie. “I’m staying through the twenty-seventh as well.”

      Before Maggie could respond, Grace turned to address the man.

      “How nice for you,” she said sweetly.

      That was classic Grace. Polite on the surface but a slow burn when you thought about it. It was clear that the guy hadn’t really looked at Grace—which he definitely did now—because he reacted the way most mortal men did when they laid eyes on a goddess incarnate.

      Grace was a beauty and there was no mistake about that. She was Grace Kelly with all the poise and style you’d expect from a mythical creature.

      In Grace’s case however, Maggie knew exactly how much myth was involved.

      “I…I…well, I…” the man stuttered as he gazed dumbfounded at Grace.

      Grace turned from him and gave Maggie a small conspiratorial smile and for just a moment Maggie was tempted to return the smile. But she didn’t. She turned back to the concierge who was pushing two room keys across the counter at her.

      “The Wi-Fi code is on the back of the resort brochure,” Madame Chaix said with a smile and then looked past Maggie and Grace at the Englishman. “Monsieur?”

      Maggie stepped away from the desk and spotted the bellhop standing with their luggage. He looked too old to be a proper bellhop but he was still quite handsome. His nametag read Max Fountainbleu. Behind him was a table with a series of stacked glossy brochures and a sign that read in English “Ski Lesson Signup.” A picture of Max from years earlier was on the sign.

      “I guess he does double duty,” Grace commented as she and Maggie approached the man and handed him their room keys.

      Before they reached the stairs, Maggie saw a set of French doors that opened onto what looked to be the dining room. She tapped Max on the shoulder to indicate he should wait.

      “I just want to see the view from here,” Maggie said to Grace. “TripAdvisor said it was magnificent.”

      “Of course, darling,” Grace said as the two stepped into the dining room.

      The entrance to the dining room featured an open entryway with a vaulted ceiling supported on rows of squat ornate pillars and a large crystal chandelier. A massive display window immediately afforded a dramatic view of Peak Etendard—the major summit of the French Alps’ Grandes Rousses—soaring three thousand meters above sea level.

      As Maggie gazed at the stunning view, she felt a ping of excitement race through her at the thought of skiing the mountain tomorrow.

      Branching off from the dining room was a hallway that opened up on the other side of the kitchen. From where they stood Maggie could see a massive aquarium built into the wall that made up nearly one whole side of the hall wall.

      It occurred to Maggie that a narrow passageway en route to the restrooms was an odd place to put such an enormous fish tank. While it was true that guests would be able to see the pretty fish on their way to and from the restrooms, the hall was too narrow to afford more than an extremely truncated view.

      Scanning the rest  of the dining room, Maggie was surprised to see that there were still people eating. It was late afternoon and she would have expected lunch to be long over. A tall man wearing a toque and chef’s jacket stood next to a table positioned closest to the window and the view of the mountain. A young Indian couple sat at the table. The Indian man was not happy.

      The chef leaned over the young Indian man to say a few words that Maggie couldn’t hear which prompted the young man to fling down his napkin and jump to his feet.

      “I say! That is total rubbish! I’ll have the management know immediately, you racist cretin!” the young Indian man said hotly, his face shoved close to the chef’s.

      “Pardonez-moi,” Max said politely and pushed past Grace and Maggie. He strode to the table and spoke to the chef in a low voice. Maggie saw the chef turn on Max as if he would transfer his ire to him but when he saw that he was being observed by her and Grace his face flushed and he stormed out of the room.

      Max quickly delivered his apologies to the young couple and then rejoined Grace and Maggie.  He collected their bags and carried them upstairs to the first two rooms on the second floor. He set the bags down on the carpet to manage the keys. As he did, the door to the room across the hall opened and a man in his mid-forties stepped out followed by a woman of about the same age with a thin, sharp-boned face and a severe pixie cut.

      “Attends, Max!” the man called out. “Glad we caught you! Can you fit us in for a lesson tomorrow morning, say about ten?”

      Max nodded. “Oui, Monsieur Toureille,” he said. “No problem.” He nodded at the woman. “Madame Toureille.”

      At his words the couple giggled and, holding hands, retreated down the hall toward the stairs.

      “If they’re married to each other,” Grace said, “I’m Katy Perry.”

      Max opened the door to Maggie’s room but she noticed a sly smile from him at Grace’s words.

      So he understands English, Maggie thought. Good to know.

      “I take it you are the ski instructor?” Maggie asked, knowing perfectly well he was.

      “If you are interested in lessons,” he said, “I should warn you that weather conditions are thought to be worsening.”

      Maggie pressed her lips together.

      “Do you mean there won’t be enough snow?” she asked. “Or that high temps are coming to melt the snow on the ground?”

      He shook his head. “A front is coming through.”

      “So that would mean more snow, wouldn’t it?” Grace asked helpfully.

      “Oui, Madame. Too much snow. Very dangerous conditions.”

      Maggie sighed, tipped him and went into her room tossing a cavalier, “see you in the dining room” over her shoulder to Grace who stood expectantly in the hallway.

      Maggie closed her door.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa settled into the worn but grand luxury of the velvet banquette bench and smiled at Serge as he made his way to the hotel bar for their midday drinkies. The moment his back was turned, she relaxed her smile muscles, stifling a sigh when she did.

      Being a tireless sex goddess was exhausting, she thought. Especially at forty. No wonder women marry, she thought. No one can keep this charade up twenty-four seven.

      As she waited for Serge to return with their drinks she glanced around the chalet’s lobby.

      Shabby chic, indeed. A tired looking grouping of a dozen or so armchairs upholstered in the matching burgundy brocade of the wallpaper faced the banquette where she sat, a scuffed wooden coffee table in front of her. The lobby looked like it had come straight out of the pages of some post-war novella. How had this place ever managed to get recommended on any of the online travel sites by anyone with any kind of taste or style?

      And she’d so been looking forward to this week! Serge had insisted on keeping the name of the resort a secret—one of his little surprises he’d said—but Lisa was sure it was to prevent her from looking it up online.

      After weeks of hushed phone conversations and sexy texts back and forth from Brighton to Paris, this week was all Lisa had been able to think of. She shook herself out of her negative thoughts.

      I’m with Serge and that’s all that matters. Not the lobby or how well the hotel is rated.

      She watched the ski instructor as he leaned on the registration counter to talk to the pretty concierge. The man’s shoes were scuffed, his clothes worn and dated.

      Lisa shifted uncomfortably on the banquette and realized there was a spring loose that was poking her from within the upholstery.

      Somehow, in her fantasies about this week, everything had been a bit different.

      She heard Serge laughing from the bar and she scolded herself again, reminding herself what this week was all about.

      What
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