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      A series of malicious poison pen letters leads Maggie into a snakepit of revenge, spitefulness, and murder. When the village cheese seller is shot to death, an easy scapegoat is found on the strength of the vicious lies in the letters.  Maggie knows what small-minded villagers are capable of--especially when a decades-old grievance is at the heart of the bitterness. If she doesn't work fast, the festering resentment could very well send an innocent woman to prison for a murder she didn't commit.
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      Maggie brushed away a few leaves off the table that had fallen from the Cork Oak that leaned over the terrace. She shivered in the unusually cold April air and rubbed her arms. Grace had one of the outdoor heat lamps on full blast but it was proving woefully inadequate to the task.

      Maggie and Laurent were dining with their dear friends Grace, Windsor and Danielle at Dormir, the gîte that Laurent owned, but Grace ran in the south of France.

      Dormir, once a fine mas rising among a field of vineyards, had been for generations the home of Provençal vignerons. Renovated now with five holiday mini-cottages added to the property, with updated plumbing, a new kitchen and a swimming pool, Dormir today was a trendy and popular bed and breakfast.

      Maggie flicked another leaf from the table. From her seat a few yards off the terrace where the long wooden farm table had been set for their dinner she could smell the fragrance of brewing coffee wafting through the open door of the kitchen. And a magnificent dinner it had been too—cherry-glazed duck breast with sautéed Brussels sprouts cooked by Danielle, the beloved family friend who ran Dormir with Grace.

      “I was hoping we were done with the cold weather,” Grace said with a frown from her seat beside Maggie. “I know my guests this week won’t be expecting it.”

      “If they wanted a guarantee of warm weather,” Maggie said, “they should’ve booked in summer.”

      The fairy lights that Grace’s handyman had strung on the pagoda over the terrace twinkled in the evening fog and Maggie took a moment to wonder if the drive home would be treacherous. They didn’t live far—not quite fifteen miles. But it would be on dark country roads and most of them twisty.

      Maggie looked at her husband Laurent at the end of the table. He appeared to be seriously considering something that Windsor, Grace’s ex-husband was saying. Laurent wouldn’t be worried about the fog, she knew. He wouldn’t even be thinking of the fog.

      Danielle, who’d once owned Dormir, stepped out of the kitchen, a pashmina wrapped tightly around her shoulders. In her early seventies, Danielle was slim, elegant, and very active.

      “Coffee is ready,” she said to everyone at the table. “But I am having mine inside. Brrr! Bonne nuit, les tous!”

      Laurent stood up and strode to the older woman in the doorway.

      “You are all right, Danielle?”

      “Yes, of course, Laurent,” Danielle said, putting a hand on his arm. “It is only too cold outside for old bones.”

      Maggie watched the two disappear inside and then turned to Grace.

      “How’s Danielle doing?” she asked.

      “Oh, she’s fine. I should be so spry when I’m her age. She’s not wrong about the cold though. Do you want to move the party inside?”

      Before Maggie could respond, high-pitched voices came from the interior of the garden that bordered the rectangle of pea gravel where the table was set. Grace’s daughter Zouzou and Maggie and Laurent’s youngest, Mila, emerged from the garden, each holding an armful of kindling for the Franklin stove in the house. Grace’s grandson Philippe walked between them with his new golden retriever puppy bounding at his heels.

      Maggie had been astonished that Grace had the energy—on top of running a bed and breakfast and raising a seven-year-old—to take on a puppy too. But Philippe had risen to the task, taking full responsibility for the puppy’s care and astounding everyone by his maturity. Maggie smiled at the memory of Philippe’s happy chatter at dinner, his good humor and animation making him as usual the center of attention.

      Seven years ago, Philippe had been the catastrophic mistake of Grace and Windsor’s oldest daughter Taylor. He’d never met his father—a drunken one-night stand. The child had spent almost as little time with his mother.

      Maggie gazed at Grace who sat flushed and cheerful at the head of the table, her ex-husband Windsor to her right. The notion of the two of them getting back together after eight years apart had been just about the last thing Maggie would have guessed could happen. Since divorcing Grace, Windsor had gone on to marry two more times and had another child while Grace on the other hand hit a rough patch that nearly killed her.

      And yet, here we are.

      Laurent reappeared from the kitchen with a tray loaded with coffee cups and a French press coffee pot which he set on the table and began to pour.

      Maggie watched her husband and as usual marveled at the grace of his movements, especially considering his size. In fact there were few things the man did not do smoothly or perfectly.

      “Penny for your thoughts, darling?” Grace said. “Or did I not dilute the wine enough tonight?”

      Maggie grinned at her best friend.

      “I’m perfectly sober, thank you. Just counting my blessings.”

      “Mom,” Mila said as she came to the table. At seventeen, Mila was stunningly beautiful with thick blonde hair to her waist, a porcelain complexion and blue eyes.

      “Zouzou wants to go into the village, okay?” she asked.

      Maggie instantly felt a tenseness in her stomach.

      “Where’s Philippe?” Maggie asked.

      “He’s inside doing video games,” Mila said. “He doesn’t want to go.”

      “It’s a little late,” Maggie said. She glanced at Laurent, but he was involved in another conversation with Windsor. She realized how much she counted on him to be the voice of reason or, in Mila’s case, the voice of no.

      “Oh, come on, Mom,” Mila said. “We’ll be careful. There’s not even any traffic on the road!”

      Maggie had noticed that Mila had been hanging out with Zouzou more and more lately, even going with her to the library in Aix as they had the night before.

      “Why do you need to go?” Maggie asked.

      “We don’t need to go. We want to go.”

      “Oh, let them,” Grace said mildly. “Zouzou is a good driver. But be back before ten,” she said to her daughter as she joined Mila at the table.

      “We’re just going to the tabac to pick up smokes,” Zouzou said.

      Zouzou was not tall or blonde like her mother, but she shared Grace’s perfect bow mouth and her father’s hazel eyes. Also, and unlike Grace, she struggled with her weight which Maggie thought had to be especially challenging considering her life’s work was making pastries.

      “That’s not funny, Zouzou,” Grace said with a frown.

      “Chill out,” Zouzou said, tossing the car keys in the air and catching them before turning to walk toward the gravel lot where the cars were parked.

      Mila quickly turned and followed behind her.

      “They’ll be fine,” Grace said as she put a hand on the puppy’s collar to prevent him from following the girls.

      “Sure. I know,” Maggie said with a sigh.

      Earlier that day Maggie had caught herself wistfully watching Mila as the girl was brushing the fur of one of their older hunting dogs when she noticed that Laurent was watching her watching Mila.

      He’d raised an eyebrow at her and, after twenty-one years of marriage, Maggie knew very well what his comment to her was: yes, she’s leaving and yes, deep down it’s what you want.

      Maggie found herself smiling at the memory of Laurent’s accurate assessment of her mood. She found it a comfort that someone knew her so well.

      Laurent was an enigma, himself. After all their years together, Maggie still never really knew what he was thinking at any given time. With a mysterious history of nefarious—almost certainly criminal—activity behind him and an equally secretive past in Paris that Maggie still had only the sketchiest idea about, he remained a mystery to her in so many ways.

      “Besides, it might improve Zouzou’s mood,” Grace said. “She’s been in a funk lately.”

      “Something happen in Paris?”

      Zouzou lived in Paris where she worked at a small restaurant. The dream of being a pastry chef had been her passion since she was a child but moving to Paris two years ago—first for training and then for work—had brought more problems and heartache for her than any of them had expected.

      “I’d tell you if I knew, but she’s not talking,” Grace said in a flat, monotone voice.

      A sudden eruption of laughter from Windsor made both Grace and Maggie look over at him and Laurent.

      Windsor was handsome and wore his thick brown hair cropped short. Tonight, his hazel eyes twinkled.

      “I was telling Laurent about my run-in with the old goat who runs the tabac in the village,” Windsor said. “I’d forgotten how aloof these villagers can be.”

      Grace turned to Maggie.

      “We haven’t been embraced by the village nearest us,” she said.

      “Which village is that?”

      “Chamborde. They hate us all, Zouzou included.”

      “Oh, come on, Grace. You know how village folk can be. Just give them time.”

      “I’ve lived at Dormir five years, darling.”

      “That’s nothing to people who count their friends by generations.”

      “That reminds me. How’s the book coming?”

      Maggie deliberately did not look at Laurent who she knew would also be interested in her answer. She’d begun writing a novel set in the village of St-Buvard which was the closest village to where she and Laurent lived.

      Maggie believed that she and Laurent had a fairly friendly relationship with the villagers of St-Buvard. But they’d lived in the area for over two decades. Even so, they were outsiders—even Laurent to a certain extent. Maggie, because she was American, and Laurent because he was from Paris and married to an American.

      “The book is going good,” she lied. “But I think St-Buvard has less colorful characters than the average French village. It’s hard to get inspired.”

      “Well, that is something we do not have a problem with in Chamborde,” Grace said. “Between all the gossip and the nosy old biddies—”

      “Plus, everyone in town is sleeping with everyone else,” Windsor interjected. He looked at Laurent and shrugged. “Or so I assume.”

      “Windsor is convinced that Chamborde is a veritable French Peyton Place,” Grace said, smiling fondly at him.

      “In that case maybe I should set my novel there,” Maggie said, finally glancing at Laurent whose enigmatic smile was so subtle as to be invisible to the non-wifely eye.

      Was he responding to her assessment of the progress of her book? Or was something up with him?  Maggie wondered, sighing over her inability once more to interpret his expression.

      On the other hand, there was a long-shot possibility—just barely imaginable she realized with surprise, after two decades of living with him—that she actually might have picked up on something in his affect that he hadn’t wanted her to see.
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      The rest of the evening unfolded uneventfully. As promised, Zouzou and Mila were back from their drive to the village within the hour, still deep in conversation as they slipped into the house to settle down in the living room to watch television.

      Danielle was making herself a brandy toddy in the kitchen when Grace and Maggie came in from the outdoor dining area.

      “Danielle,” Maggie said as she carried dinner plates into the kitchen while Grace made the more coffee, “I have to tell you again how amazing that duck was tonight. And you seriously made it for the first time tonight?”

      “It is good to try new things at my age,” Danielle said with a smile.

      “You’ll outlive us all, Danielle,” Grace said as she filled the kettle.

      “Well, enjoy,” Danielle said as she turned to go upstairs to her room. “And mind you drive carefully going home, Maggie. The fog is getting worse.”

      “We will,” Maggie assured her.

      A peal of laughter from the living room made Grace go in to tell the girls to lower the volume on the TV and themselves. Phillipe’s bedroom was right above the living room. When she returned to the kitchen she was shaking her head.

      “Everything okay?” Maggie asked.

      “I thought the snottiness was supposed to be gone once they were no longer teenagers,” Grace said.

      Maggie wanted to argue with that but frankly both she and Laurent had noticed Zouzou’s behavior had been reserved at best lately. She’d come home for the holidays and not gone back to Paris after her last disastrous restaurant job. Then Windsor had moved in.

      “Is it because of Windsor?” Maggie asked, dropping her voice.

      “I’m wondering the same thing,” Grace said with frustration as she turned up the heat on the kettle on the stove. “I mean, have I been watching the wrong movies? I thought all children of divorced parents want their folks to get back together. Zouzou acts as if Win and I have betrayed her in some way.”

      “Maybe she’s afraid it won’t last and she’s afraid of getting her hopes up?”

      “Maybe. Poor Windsor is hurt and confused. He thought she’d be delighted we’re back together.”

      “I’m sure she will be in time,” Maggie said. “Everything else okay?”

      Grace opened her mouth to speak but appeared to think better of it.

      “What is it?” Maggie said. “Is something going on?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Well, it’s clearly not nothing. So, what is it?”

      Grace sighed and poured the boiling water over the ground beans in the French press.

      “I’m actually surprised to hear Windsor make a joke about the villagers today,” she said. “We’ve had a bit of trouble in that regard.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “It’s no big deal but it sort of upset Windsor.”

      “Grace, if you don’t tell me—”

      “I’ve been getting poison pen letters.”

      Maggie frowned.

      “Seriously?”

      “I know, right? In the age of emails and Tik-Tok, a letter shoved in your mail slot is downright prehistoric.”

      “They hand-delivered them to your house?” Maggie asked with a rise in her voice.

      Grace set the timer on the kitchen stove for the press and turned to Maggie.

      “In the middle of the night, actually. There have been four. One every few days.”

      Grace glanced nervously toward the living room and then turned to the bookcase over the counter and pulled out a cookbook. She withdrew a piece of paper from between its pages and handed it to Maggie.

      The sheet was folded once and then once again. Maggie looked at Grace.

      “It came in an envelope,” Grace said. “But there was nothing written on it so I didn’t keep it.”

      Maggie unfolded the sheet.

      The message was typewritten in French. There was no heading or mast and only the faintest impression of a silver watermark.

      Why don’t you go back to where you came from? You think you are better than us. Your daughter is a whore just like you.

      Maggie looked at Grace. “Grace, this is awful.”

      “It’s malicious,” Grace agreed with a sigh. “But they’re not really threatening. Or at least that’s what the cops said.”

      “You showed this to the police?”

      “Windsor insisted,” Grace said.

      The timer went off and Grace turned and plunged the press.

      “Get the sherry glasses, will you, darling?”

      “And the police wouldn’t do anything?” Maggie said as she took down four antique aperitif glasses from the open shelving in the kitchen. She and Grace had found them at a brocante outside Arles a few years ago.

      “They said it’s not really a crime,” Grace said as she filled a small ewer with cream and put a dish of sugar cubes on a tray.

      “Windsor was pretty upset about it,” she continued. “Which is why I was surprised that he was even remotely interested in joking about the village at the moment.”

      “Who would send you such a thing?”

      “I have no idea. As I said, the villagers of Chamborde have never exactly welcomed me with open arms.”

      “Well, they’re French,” Maggie said. “And you know how villages are.”

      “Yes, but St-Buvard doesn’t treat you that way. You actually have friends in the village.”

      “But we’ve been here forever too. And you know Laurent. He practically subsidizes every small business in St-Buvard in one way or the other.”

      “There’s a cherry clafoutis in the bread box,” Grace said, settling the glasses on the tray and reaching for a small stack of dessert plates.

      “And the cops really said they could do nothing?” Maggie persisted.

      Grace sighed and looked over her shoulder toward the living room again but Maggie could hear the laugh track of the show the girls were watching confirming that they wouldn’t be able to hear conversation from the kitchen.

      “I may have had a brief run-in with the detective who watches over this area of Chamborde.”

      “A run-in,” Maggie said, frowning. “You mean like he pulled you over for speeding?”

      Grace grimaced. “It was two years ago,” she said. “He came out because a vandal spray painted one of the cottage doors. This was way before Windsor and I ever thought about getting back together.”

      “You slept with him?” Maggie whispered, horrified.

      “Shhh!” Grace said.  She looked around the room as if someone might be listening and then fiddled with the cuffs on her blouse. “I was lonely. What can I say?”

      “Does Windsor know?”

      “He does. We swore there would be no more secrets.”

      Grace picked up the tray and nodded to the French Press.

      “Can you bring it, darling? As usual, I have my hands full.”

      “You can say that again,” Maggie said as she followed her outside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      After coffee and Calvados, the spring evening temperature dropped even further such that Grace’s lone patio lamp was not sufficient to prevent a premature end to the evening.

      Refusing help in the kitchen, Grace and Windsor walked Maggie, Laurent and Mila to their car. Maggie enjoyed the sight of Windsor’s arm around Grace and reminded herself that it had been eight long years since Grace had had a loving partner to lean on.

      She was grateful for Grace and Windsor’s second chance together. A worm of concern drilled into her gut as she thought of Zouzou who had chosen to go upstairs to bed rather than see them off.

      Something had happened in Paris. While Maggie’s first guess was that it was probably a romantic provocation—Zouzou had been unceremoniously dumped by no fewer than two boyfriends in the last year—Maggie had to admit that the girl’s usual policy of consuming vast amounts of ice cream combined with long hours holed up in her bedroom listening to sad music didn’t appear to be doing the trick this time around.

      Zouzou had been so happy in Paris and she’d learned a lot from her patisserie internships. But the subsequent restaurant jobs she’d gotten had ended in heartbreak when Zouzou had inevitably fallen in love with someone in the kitchen. Both times she’d been terminated for, literally, crying in the crème brûlée. It was hardly mature behavior, but then Zouzou was only twenty-two and in many ways very sheltered. Perhaps Paris wasn’t right for her. Maggie made a mental note to suggest to Grace that maybe Zouzou would be happier back in the States for a bit.

      Lacy snowflakes drifted down onto the windshield as Laurent drove and Maggie could see bare trees that lined the road whitening with the light dusting.

      Mila fell asleep in the backseat in complete confidence of her father’s ability to safely navigate the dark country backroads as the snow began to pour from the sky. Maggie glanced at Laurent as he drove through the curtain of fluff. She wasn’t worried either. For a consummate worrywart such as herself, that was a nice change from how she usually steered through life.

      “I got a text from Jemmy today,” she said.

      Their son was in his final semester of his junior year at Georgia Tech in Atlanta. Maggie’s mother had been living there when Jemmy started school, but Maggie still had an older brother, Ben—as useless as he generally tended to be in family matters—and a niece, Nikki—in case Jemmy needed to turn to family closer than five thousand miles away.

      “Ah, yes?” Laurent said, his eyes peering into the heavy mists that swamped the front of the car and the road.

      “I think he’s got a girlfriend,” Maggie said.

      “That would not be astonishing,” Laurent said.

      “He said he’s going skiing this weekend with someone named Janine.”

      Laurent didn’t answer.

      “So that’s good,” Maggie said.

      “You do want our son to marry someday, yes?” Laurent asked.

      “I said it was good, didn’t I?” Maggie said, miffed.

      Why did Laurent always cut to the chase like that? Of course she wanted Jemmy to be happy and to have a loving relationship! Nothing about what she’d said hinted that she didn’t want that! Laurent could be so vexing sometimes. He really thought he knew more about how she was feeling than she did herself.

      So annoying.

      Maggie double checked that Mila was indeed asleep before turning to Laurent and dropping her voice.

      “About Luc,” she said. “When he gets here next month, you’re really going to tell him the truth?”

      “As we have already discussed,” Laurent said.

      “Are you worried?”

      “About what?”

      Maggie felt a slight headache coming on.

      “You know,” she said. “About how he might react.”

      “Non.”

      “Really? Why not?”

      “He will react as he does. I can do nothing about that.”

      Maggie gave up and sank back into her seat to watch the windshield wipers push the snow flurries around the windscreen.

      Boy, life must be so much easier, she thought, if you don’t spend half of it trying to interpret how people received your messages or how you then intended to react once they reacted.
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        * * *

      

      That night when they got home, Laurent opened the French doors that led to the back garden to let their two big hunting dogs, Buddy and Iggy, out for the final time for the night. He walked into the vineyard facing the garden. It was cold—colder than normal for April but the weather reports didn’t indicate anything out of the ordinary.

      The Domaine St-Buvard vineyard was sectioned into quadrants by two tractor roads that carved rutted tire tracks out of the dirt. One road stretched a kilometer from the side of their mas across the width of the vineyard to a dividing wall. The other road scored the vineyard down its center.

      Laurent could see that the thousands of little brown buds on the bare wooden stems of the vines had in many cases had already burst open, forming tiny green shoots—not unlike the trees and bushes in any park or garden in springtime. Once it got a little warmer, the shoots would form a canopy of leaves. He could see many vines already had grapes forming—small but grapes nonetheless.

      It had stopped snowing before they got home and he was gratified to see that what had fallen had melted when it hit the ground. Even so, there was snow clumping on the rosemary bushes and the stone walls that enclosed the back garden. And temperatures were still falling.

      He crossed his arms and fought down annoyance with himself for not ordering more of the biofueled candles to set out between the rows. He didn’t have nearly enough if things went bad with the weather. Although none of the forecasts suggested it would get that cold, it would’ve eased his mind to have had them ready.

      Three years ago, France lost nearly twenty percent of its vineyards to a combination of black frost and hail. They’d been lucky that year at Domaine St-Buvard and the temperatures had stayed above zero. Now, if the unthinkable happened, he was screwed.

      He blamed himself for relying on luck again this year. Other things had taken precedence. There’d been a threat of drought two years ago and a serious incidence of grapevine trunk disease last year—not at Domaine St-Buvard but at many of the surrounding vineyards. He’d been lucky last year. So often he was lucky.

      This year he’d been busy training the latest batch of refugees from the l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité monastery to prune and then burn the old vines to prevent the wind-carried spores that had infected vines in Burgundy last year. Perhaps he’d been too focused on that. Clearly, he’d ignored the possibility of plunging spring temperatures.

      Instead he’d decided to keep the monastery’s refugees employed through the winter while safeguarding his fields against the possibility of the trunk disease. It had made sense at the time. The winter had been so mild.

      Dead leaves scuttled across the terrace pavers and Laurent felt the bite of the wind through his jacket. He turned his collar up against the harsh onslaught and called the dogs. The elder one, Iggy, had already retreated through the garden and was waiting at the back door of the house.

      Laurent prayed the forecasters were right. And if they weren’t, he hoped he still had time to prepare for any unexpected problems with the weather.

      But mostly, he hated thinking hope or prayers had a real place in his overall plan for a good harvest.
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      That night, after Mila went upstairs to her bedroom and Laurent had gone outside to check the vineyard for the night, Maggie took out a package of chicken thighs from the freezer and put it in the refrigerator. Laurent was the main cook of the household and he’d announced his intention to make Chicken Chasseur the next day.

      Tomorrow was market day in Aix—a day Laurent never missed. He would be in town early, nearly an hour’s drive away, selecting the produce and cheese, olives and bread for their lunch and evening meals for the week.

      After that he would attend to his work in the vineyard which, at this time of year, as she recalled, involved very little—mostly raking or maybe a little pruning. In addition to Luc who would be home to help, Laurent had hired two men from the monastery to help plough and debud his fields.

      By the time the harvest came around four or five months from now, he would have no fewer than twenty people working the fields—all transients, either from the monastery or those men and women who had worked for him in the past and had settled into a stable life in the area. Laurent had built a series of mini-houses where he housed the temporary workers as well as two families he had allowed to stay for reasons of his own.

      Maggie was well aware that Laurent’s vineyard was his passion. The fact that two of his three children—although technically Luc was his nephew—had decided to follow him into the wine business was a source of constant joy for him—even if Luc did occasionally have some disconcerting opinions about how things were managed.

      Or was the disconcerting part because Luc had opinions that differed from Laurent’s?

      Yet, the fact that Jemmy stubbornly refused to join the family business continued to be a painful font of disappointment for him. Maggie had tried over and over to encourage Laurent to take satisfaction in what he had and not long for what could not be.

      But Laurent was a force unto himself. Rarely if ever had Maggie been able to talk him out of a thing that he felt as strongly as he did about Jemmy’s rejection of the family business.

      After she brushed her teeth and pulled on her nightgown, Maggie climbed into bed. When she heard Laurent come in, both dogs had rushed up the stairs and settled into their dog beds on the floor nearby.

      Watching both animals circle their way to finally settling down in the age-old behavior of canine self-preservation, Maggie’s heart flinched as she remembered the little dog Petit-Four she had loved for fifteen long years.

      Do you ever really get over the loss of your best dog?

      Laurent came into the bedroom and opened the window. It was very cold outside but Maggie knew the open window would make snuggling next to her husband under the duvet cover all the more delightful. She was surprised when he closed the window after all.

      “Is Mila asleep?” she asked him as he pulled off his shirt.

      “Her light is off,” he replied as he climbed into bed and drew her to him.

      Maggie settled against his chest, hearing the reassuring thumping of his heart against her cheek.

      “Isn’t it great seeing Grace and Windsor back together?” she murmured.

      “Mmmm,” he said.

      “You and Windsor seemed to have a lot to talk about.”

      Laurent kissed her and then twisted in bed to turn off his bedside lamp. Maggie’s lamp was still on.

      “Did he tell you about the letters Grace has been getting?” she asked.

      “It’s late, chérie,” Laurent said, plumping his pillow and resettling next to her.

      “You’re not going to believe what they said,” Maggie said, sitting up in bed. “They were so evil. They even went after poor Zouzou.”

      “That is what villages do. The light, chérie?”

      “Our village never did anything like that,” Maggie said as she leaned over and snapped off her bedside lamp.

      “Goodnight chérie,” Laurent murmured. “Je t’aime.”

      Maggie knew he would be asleep within seconds. She leaned over and kissed his cheek and before she’d settled back into her pillows she heard gentle snores coming from his side of the bed.

      Sleep would take longer for her. It always did. She burrowed under the covers, her hip touching her husband’s and enjoyed the security of knowing everyone was in bed and safe.

      Everyone of course except for Jemmy and Luc who were in totally different time zones. She frowned as she thought about the fact that one in the morning here meant it was only seven in the evening in Atlanta where Jemmy was—meaning he was likely still up and about—and four in the afternoon for Luc in California. Just thinking about that gave her a sense of helplessness.

      Gone were the days when she could fall asleep with the knowledge that all her chicks were safe and sound in her house, snug in their beds.

      She felt an uncomfortable tingling in her arms and legs.

      And this time next year, Mila would be gone too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Maggie was up early but, as usual, not before Laurent. Usually, both dogs were with Laurent, but this morning she noticed that the older dog, Iggy, was still in his bed.

      “Just once,” she said to him as she swung her legs out of bed, “I’d like to beat him out of bed.”

      She glanced out the window and saw with surprise that not only could she pick out Laurent’s form in the vineyard but he had several people with him. She glanced at the clock on her bedside table. It was only a little after seven. That was early even for Laurent to already be elbow-deep into his day job.

      She dressed hurriedly and went downstairs with Iggy at her heels.

      Mila was sitting at the counter sipping coffee and writing in a notebook. The aroma of the coffee was tantalizing, so much so that Maggie didn’t have the heart to fuss at her daughter for having a cup. It was a lost cause anyway. At seventeen, Mila was too much her father’s daughter not to drink coffee.

      “Dad’s up and at ‘em early,” Maggie said as she pulled down the kibble from the open shelving in the kitchen and filled Iggy’s bowl. The old dog sniffed his bowl and then went to lay down in his bed in the corner of the room.

      Maggie poured herself a cup of coffee from the French press that she knew Mila must have made. Laurent would have made the first pot an hour earlier. She doctored it the way she liked with cream and sugar and added a sprinkle of cinnamon before walking to the French doors to look out into the back garden.

      On impulse, she grabbed a jacket from the peg by the door and called to Iggy who slowly joined her outside on the back terrace.

      Instantly her breath fogged the air and she saw a scattering of hungry birds pecking the ground for seeds. She shivered and moved through the garden—the springtime signs of rosemary hedges, lavender and blooming hollyhocks bordering the walkway, as she made her way toward the vineyard.

      In April, the vineyard too, was already green at a distance. If she squinted, she could just see the buds from her bedroom window. She cupped her coffee in her hands and walked to the end of the garden where the stone wall stopped, and the sweeping curve of the hill and the edge of where the vineyard began.

      A platoon of olive and fig trees lined the pebbled path that led from the terrace to the fields. From the garden, the truffle oaks, thyme bushes and cypresses created a virtual park, framing the forty hectares of grape fields.

      When Laurent had bought Danielle and Jean-Luc’s property—the lands surrounding what was now Dormir—he’d added another one hundred and sixty hectares to his own vineyard.

      The snow of last night was gone, melted from the ground, but it had left a patina of glistening wetness on the gravel walkways and stone walls.

      Standing at the foot of the garden she could see the white clustering of tiny flowers on the vines. Not really pretty enough to stick in a vase, she mused, but a yearly herald that spring was here. She knew from a walk she’d taken in the vineyard last week with Laurent that there were even tiny grapes already formed. It would take several months more for them to swell and ripen into the sweet jewels that would later be plucked and crushed to create the wine of Domaine St-Buvard.

      She narrowed her focus and tried to catch Laurent’s form in the vineyard. He was always the easiest one to pick out in a crowd. In a country of average-sized men, he was head and shoulders taller, his brown hair that used to hang to his shoulders today was still thick at forty-five.

      She caught a glimpse of him and smiled as she sipped her coffee. She felt a ripple of well-being, the rare sensation that everything was right in the world and everything was in its place.

      A soft whine made her look down and she saw Iggy looking up at her, his gaze milky and vague. He was trembling in the cold.

      “I’m sorry, boy,” she said, putting her hand on his head. “Let’s get you back inside where it’s warm.”

      She turned and hurried back to the house, the old dog behind her.
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      Maggie was long past marveling at Roman ruins in Provence since they were everywhere but even she was impressed with the vestiges of stone walls interspersed through the vineyards that surrounded Chamborde. The village, which was considerably larger than St-Buvard, was somehow more primitive in appearance.

      As she drove into the village Maggie noted the fourteenth century walls and archways that marked where the village began. She followed the main cobbled lane past ancient stone houses to a single beautiful, if nonfunctioning, fountain in the center of the village.

      As soon as she stepped out of her car, Maggie was reminded once again of the unseasonably cold temperatures. She pulled her knit cap further down over her ears and hurried to the restaurant.

      She also noted that St-Buvard could not have afforded a restaurant of this size. Even with just a dozen small tables inside, the brasserie was more fashionable and polished than anything that St-Buvard had to offer in the way of dining options.

      When Grace had suggested they meet for lunch in Chamborde today it had sounded like a great idea. It would allow Maggie to get a more intimate sense of another French village—one she wasn’t so familiar with—to see if it might not be a better fit than St-Buvard for the setting of her novel.

      Maggie stepped into the restaurant and was instantly impressed by the charm of its interior.

      The restaurant itself was nicer than Maggie would’ve expected for a village of its size. It featured polished wooden floors, deeply recessed paneling and lace café curtains. There were even gilded mirrors on the walls opposite the front window, and ornate sconces on the other walls.

      She spotted Grace and Danielle and hurried over to their table. Grace looked stunning—as always. Blonde, slim and elegant, she wore a pale turquoise cashmere coat with matching scarf and small gold hoop earrings that twinkled when she moved her head.

      Maggie often found herself a little awestruck when she came upon Grace out in public like this. She was so used to seeing her friend, that she tended to forget how truly breathtaking she was.

      “You look gorgeous as usual,” Maggie said as she double kissed both Grace and Danielle although she’d seen both of them just the night before.

      As she settled into her chair she glanced around the room.

      “You’re right, Grace. This place is adorable. I thought Zouzou was joining us?”

      “I don’t know what my daughter’s problem is,” Grace said with a sour look as she picked up her water glass. “These days she acts as if an invitation to lunch is a personal attack.”

      “She is going through something,” Danielle said. “Of the heart, I am sure.”

      “I have half a mind to forbid her from going back to Paris,” Grace said.

      “Except she behaves as if Paris is the last place she wants to go,” Danielle pointed out.

      “Mila hasn’t said anything, has she?” Grace asked Maggie. “About Zouzou? I know they talk.”

      Maggie shook her head.

      “Mila is nearly as noncommunicative as Zouzou is,” Maggie said. “And I know for a fact that there is no crise de coeur as her reason.”

      “Give her time, chérie,” Danielle said.

      “Bite your tongue,” Maggie said with a grin.

      “Windsor is very troubled about it,” Grace said with a sigh. “I hate to see him so hurt.”

      “But otherwise,” Maggie said, “everything is going good between you two?”

      Grace smiled at her.

      “It’s nothing short of wonderful,” she said. “I’m still in the pinch-me-I’m-dreaming stage.”

      “You deserve some joy,” Danielle said. “It has been a long time coming.”

      Grace leaned across the table and clasped the older woman’s hand.

      Danielle had moved in with Grace three years earlier when her husband Jean-Luc had passed away. Jean-Luc had been a beloved fixture in the hearts and lives of the Dernier and Van Sant families and a good friend and advisor to Laurent. While Danielle and Jean-Luc had no children themselves, they’d filled the role of doting grandparents for both families’ children, from Luc to little Philippe.

      “I understand Luc is coming home soon?” Danielle said to Maggie.

      “He is,” Maggie said. “He’s coming to help Laurent with the harvest. Laurent’s pretty excited about it.”

      What Laurent was less excited about, and which Maggie was not inclined to share with her friends, was the bombshell that he intended to hit Luc with when he landed.

      He and Maggie had agreed last summer to tell Luc the truth about who he was but one thing or another had always intervened—and then Luc had not come home for Christmas. It was now nearly eight months after they’d decided to tell him that he was not some foundling who Laurent had decided to adopt but his actual blood nephew, the son of Laurent’s black sheep brother Gerard.

      Maggie honestly had no idea how that conversation was going to go or how Luc was going to receive it.

      “And where is Mademoiselle Mila going to school next fall?” Danielle asked, breaking into Maggie’s thoughts.

      “Well, she wants to go to the University of Florida,” Maggie said. “But we’ve forced her to apply to a few other places as well.”

      “By chance are those other places in France?” Danielle asked innocently.

      “Trust me, they are,” Grace said. “We’re all supposed to pray Mila doesn’t get accepted to Florida.  Although I must say I’m not sure that’s an appropriate use of prayer.”

      “It’s easy for you, Grace,” Maggie said. “Zouzou has only ever wanted to be in France.”

      “It’s true, darling. I’m very lucky in that way.”

      Maggie felt instantly chagrined. It was true that Zouzou was happy to stay within a four-hour train ride of her mother, but Grace’s other daughter Taylor was currently living in parts unknown and, in so many ways, always had been. The girl had been the source of endless heartache for both Grace and Windsor. She’d been in and out of rehab facilities and even jail. Her only remotely positive contribution to the world had been giving birth to Philippe who had turned out to be the greatest blessing of all.

      Maggie felt embarrassed to whine about Mila going to school abroad when Grace would’ve gladly traded that situation for knowing her older daughter’s whereabouts. Or even that she was alive and well.

      “And Jemmy?” Danielle asked, clearly attempting to move the topic forward.

      “I’m hoping he’ll be home for the summer, too,” Maggie said. “But he did an internship last summer at Lockheed Martin in Atlanta and he’s hoping for another one this summer.”

      While Maggie was hopeful that all her children would be home for the summer, she knew only too well that, regardless of whether or not he got the internship he wanted, Jemmy would be back at school in the fall for his last year—and Luc headed for wherever the fancy took him once the harvest was over.

      “And Laurent still thinks he can talk Jemmy out of becoming an engineer?” Grace asked.

      “I don’t know what Laurent thinks he can do,” Maggie said with a sigh. “My main fear is that he’s going to bully him to the point where he stops coming home.”

      “I’m sure that won’t happen,” Danielle said.

      “Bonjour, Mesdames!” a cheery voice said as a slim woman approached the table. She held a stack of menus in one hand.

      Sylvie Germand was a classic French beauty, Maggie thought. With flawless skin and hair that looked as if she never had to fight with it. Her eyes were a deep blue, fringed with dark lashes.

      “Sylvie,” Grace said, rising to kiss the newcomer. “I want you to meet my friends.”

      “I know Madame Alexandre, of course,” Sylvie said, shaking hands with Danielle before turning to Maggie.

      “Maggie Dernier,” Maggie said as she shook hands with the restaurant owner. “Grace has told us wonderful things about your place here.”

      Sylvie handed out the menus and smiled at Grace.

      “Grace is always too kind.”

      “Not at all,” Grace said. She turned to Danielle and Maggie. “Sylvie has been a friend to me when a lot of people in this village weren’t. I don’t forget my friends. Especially those who own restaurants famous for their tapenade!”

      They all laughed.

      “In spite of that,” Sylvie said, her eyes crinkling with pleasure at Grace’s compliment, “I will suggest the chef’s specialty today. I had it myself this morning and it is magnifique!” she kissed her fingers to emphasize the recommendation before turning to leave them to peruse their menus.

      After she’d left, Maggie turned her attention to the menu and the description of the chef’s specialty
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