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      Remote. Mysterious. Deadly.

      Situated off the Normandy coast, Mont Saint-Michel has been many things in its history: a prison, a siege fortress and an abbey. When Maggie and Laurent—who are struggling with the revelation of a family secret that threatens their marriage—take part in a couples’ counseling weekend on the island, they are thrust head first into the setting for a brutal double murder. Because a once-in-a-century storm is bearing down on the island preventing communication with the outside world, their small group of six is trapped on the island—with a murderer. And the clock is ticking. Maggie has only one night to find the killer and elicit a confession before the police arrive and go with the obvious evidence—all of which points directly at Laurent.
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      There was something about Paris in the rain that always made Maggie wistful.

      She was sure it was the unique combination of emotions unimaginable in any other city in the world.

      Unfortunately, tonight that balance was undeniably and painfully skewed toward the negative.

      As she and her husband Laurent walked to the trendy little brasserie in the Latin Quarter where they were to meet Zouzou, Maggie felt the fog on her skin as it rolled in off the Seine, cold and damp and smelling of fish and garbage.

      The brasserie was located down a quaint little alley not far from the famous St-Michel fountain, but obscure enough that Maggie didn’t think it would be easily discovered by the average tourist. It had been twenty years since Laurent had lived in Paris, and Maggie found herself wondering how he knew of the brasserie.

      The décor inside was typical of the kind of homespun Parisian brasseries that Maggie knew her husband preferred. Silver candelabras perched on white starched tablecloths while patrons sat nearly elbow to elbow at long dining tables.

      Laurent was leaning back in his chair, appearing more interested in the pedestrians huddling in their winter coats outside the huge Palladian window than he was their dinner companions, the young couple seated opposite them. Maggie picked at her Chicken Basquaise although it was one of her favorite dishes

      The knot in Maggie’s stomach had grown steadily since they’d arrived in Paris last night. And tonight it felt big enough to swallow her whole.

      She’d been wrong about Paris and that was a worry. She’d thought it would be the first step to getting back to where she and Laurent had always been—on an even keel, on the same page, reading out of the same playbook. But that mutual playbook reading was nowhere in sight.

      “Uncle Laurent has known me since I was a baby,” Zouzou said as she reached over to clasp her boyfriend’s hand.

      Maggie saw Laurent’s eyes flicker at the movement and she wondered if Zouzou really knew her Uncle Laurent at all. If she did, she’d know that he did not approve of her choice of male companions.

      Maggie glanced at her husband. Even in the dim lighting of the brasserie, he stood out. A ruggedly handsome man, with a wide mouth and full lips, he was taller than the average Frenchman and sat with the erect bearing of someone who’d served in the military. Maggie knew for a fact that he had not. Not at all.

      Maggie and Laurent had indeed known Zouzou Van Sant since she was a baby—in fact, even before she was born, Maggie mused. The second and youngest child of Maggie’s best friend Grace Van Sant, Zouzou had lived the last eight of her eighteen years in France helping her mother run the Provençal bed and breakfast that Laurent owned.

      Maggie and Laurent had come up to Paris from their mas in Provence where they lived on a vineyard that Laurent had inherited a year before he and Maggie married—twenty years ago now.

      Zouzou was living in Paris while she apprenticed with Alice Van Dubron, France’s current premier master pâtisserie chef.  Zouzou was living her dream, Maggie thought as she smiled fondly at the girl. She was training to do what she’d dreamed of doing ever since she was small—becoming the finest American pâtisserie chef in all of France.

      Maggie smiled at Zouzou’s boyfriend Anzar, a slim, shaggy-haired young man with sharp eyes and a thin cruel mouth.

      Of course Grace probably didn’t expect Zouzou to live celibate while she was in Paris, Maggie reasoned. But then, being the mother of a young girl herself, it was very possible she absolutely did.

      Worse, there was every indication from things Anzar and Zouzou had said that the two weren’t just dating but actually living together.

      That, as Maggie well knew, was a whole different kettle of poissons.

      “What part of the country are you from?” Laurent asked Anzar, his voice low and deceptively smooth.

      Maggie glanced at Anzar to see if he had any indication that Laurent meant more than what he appeared to be asking. The boy’s face broke open into a smirk and he shrugged before answering, which told Maggie that he had no clue that Laurent’s question was anything but innocent.

      “I consider myself a citizen of the world,” Anzar said, preening. “Here a little, there a little.”

      Zouzou giggled, equally unaware that Laurent was anything but enjoying her boyfriend.

      “How did you two meet?” Maggie said quickly, hoping to delay the inevitable moment when everyone became all too aware that Laurent was not a fan.

      Zouzou giggled again.

      “You tell the story, Anzar,” she said, her eyes going to her boyfriend as she let out an appreciative sigh.

      “Okay,” he said hesitantly, reaching for his wine.

      Maggie felt her stomach clench in disappointment at his reaction. Clearly their meeting had been written in the stars as far as Zouzou was concerned. But Anzar hadn’t been paying attention. And now he was stalling for time.

      He sipped his wine, smacking his lips and then turned to Zouzou.

      “Why don’t you tell it, chérie? You tell it better than I.”

      Maggie thought she could detect the slightest hint of a wobble in Zouzou’s up-to-now consistently adoring gaze but it was quickly erased by the girl’s obvious desire to tell the joyous beginning of their story. In fact Maggie saw the exact moment when Zouzou decided to ignore the obvious fact that Anzar had no recollection at all of their first meeting.

      “I was making a delivery in the Latin Quarter,” Zouzou said, turning to Maggie and Laurent. “My bike hit a stone and I went flying. I was carrying a flat box of two dozen chocolate mousse and they went everywhere!”

      She laughed and glanced again at Anzar as if hoping he might pick up the tale from this point, but he only buried his face once more in his wineglass.

      Laurent snapped his fingers at the waiter but otherwise gave no clue that he wasn’t listening to Zouzou’s story. Still, the gesture bothered Maggie. She turned to Zouzou and affected an intensely interested mien of concentration to make up for Laurent’s clear lack of attention.

      “So Anzar was standing right there,” Zouzou said, looking once more to Anzar. “With a big dollop of mousse on his boot!”

      “It is a wonder he wasn’t able to recall such a memorable moment,” Laurent said, turning his hooded gaze at Anzar.

      Now Anzar was starting to get a clearer view of the full picture. He cleared his throat and pulled his collar from his neck in a quickly developing look of extreme discomfort.

      The waiter came into view and Laurent indicated he wanted the bill.

      “Well, Anzar has an incredibly demanding job,” Zouzou said, now looking from Laurent to Maggie as if finally twigging that everyone was not in love with her boyfriend.

      “What is it you said you did?” Laurent asked Anzar.

      “I write a blog for a very popular night club in Le Marais,” Anzar said stiffly, his eyes going to Zouzou as if for support. She squeezed his arm.

      “You didn’t tell me you were doing that!” she said.

      “It just happened.”

      Sure it did, Maggie thought.

      A part of her didn’t blame Laurent for his cynicism about this young man. Anzar was clearly treating Zouzou as an afterthought and had likely only showed up tonight for a free meal. She hated seeing Zouzou with someone like this, but until she knew more about him beyond the fact that he appeared louche and ill-mannered, she wasn’t going to worry Grace with a bad report.

      Unless they really were living together?

      The waiter came with the check and Laurent handed his credit card to him. The waiter processed the bill at the table, gave a short bow and departed.

      “Thank you so much, Oncle Laurent,” Zouzou said. “I was so glad you and Aunt Maggie were able to come and meet Anzar. How long will you be in Paris?”

      Maggie smoothed out the creases in her napkin.

      “We’re actually going to spend the weekend on Mont St-Michel,” she said. “Have you been?”

      “Mom and Dad took us there once, I think,” Zouzou said. “When Taylor and I were little. But I don’t remember much.” She turned to Anzar. “It would make a fun day trip. We should go sometime.”

      “Sure,” he said, draining his wine and scooting his chair back.

      “Well, I haven’t been in years either,” Maggie said. “But this time we’re there as part of a retreat.”

      “Oh, cool,” Zouzou said shrugging into her wool bomber jacket from the back of her chair.

      The part about the retreat was true as far as it went, Maggie thought. They were going to the island as part of an arranged group retreat. But what Maggie hadn’t revealed even to Grace was the fact that this particular retreat was one designed to address marital discord.

      She glanced at Laurent who had said no more than a dozen words during the whole dinner. His face, normally unreadable, seemed to loudly broadcast his irritation in a radius that encompassed the whole restaurant.

      Maggie had thought, since Laurent was so fond of Zouzou, that he’d be different in Paris. But the steely resistance and shuttered eyes she’d endured for the last week had stayed firmly in place. After two months of a slowly burgeoning bewilderment as to what could possibly be troubling him, Laurent’s affect had taken a dramatic turn for the worse a week ago.

      At first Maggie thought his sour mood had to do with the fact that their foster son Luc had decided to remain in the States another year after finishing his studies instead of coming home to work the vineyard alongside Laurent.

      Maggie knew Laurent was disappointed but when she tried to draw him out about it, he shut down.

      A year ago she would’ve thought nothing of it since at that time their daughter Mila had been behaving like a true enfant terrible, turning on any and all at the slightest provocation. But in the past six months Mila and done a head-spinning turnaround. She’d not only reversed course to become the epitome of sweetness and light as she had once been, but to everyone’s astonishment she’d actually become passionate about—of all things—wine. Her dream now was to become a sommelier.

      Normally this unexpected change would have delighted Laurent beyond measure.  It was his greatest hope that his children would share his life’s work in the vineyard. But even Mila’s metamorphosis had only nominally affected the glowering disposition of the man Maggie had lived with for the past three months.

      A man who, frankly, had become a stranger to her.
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      After saying goodnight to Zouzou and her young man Laurent and Maggie walked back to their hotel on rue de Seine. Maggie slipped her hand into his as they walked but she could tell his mind was elsewhere.

      “I wonder if Grace knows about Zouzou’s living situation,” she said, hoping to prod him out of his dour thoughts.

      “You will not tell her,” he said.

      Maggie hesitated. On the one hand she felt it was a good sign that Laurent was pulling out of his funk long enough to have an opinion about Zouzou’s situation. On the other hand, it was frustrating that he seemed to have so much trouble with the concept of talking things over as a couple. His usual my-way-or-the-highway edicts had once been almost charming—especially since Maggie could usually tease him out of his position or ignore them altogether. But lately they had become less amusing as he became more intractable and contrary.

      “I would want to know if it was Mila,” Maggie said.

      “Mila would never do something like this.”

      Maggie nearly laughed out loud until she saw that Laurent was not joking. A year ago there was virtually nothing that either of them would have put past Mila as far as bad behavior went. She’d been a snarling, sullen source of exasperation for the entire family.

      “Well, as outrageous as that notion is,” Maggie said dryly, “I would still want my best friend to tell me if my eighteen-year-old daughter was living with someone.”

      “La crapule,” Laurent said, using a colorful and very unflattering reference for Zouzou’s young man. “She can do better.”

      “I agree,” Maggie said as they stopped at a cross walk. “And she probably will in time.”

      “It will do no good to tell Grace,” Laurent continued. “It will only anger Zouzou and make her latch on to this salaud all the harder.”

      Maggie admitted that Laurent might have a point, but in itself that was not an argument against telling Grace. It was simply an argument in favor of telling her and then advising her on how to handle the situation. But Maggie held her tongue. She could tell Laurent wasn’t in the mood to debate the point.

      They walked along the Seine, past the forest-green bouquinistes’ sheds, each locked for the night, the fog thick on the water, the Bateaux-Mouches visible only as ghostly floating hulks in the dim light.

      The rain had stopped for now but the air was cold and felt ominous and troubling—as if something was coming.

      “It’s nice to be back in Paris, isn’t it?” she asked.

      Laurent only snorted.

      Maggie knew that Laurent was a Parisian born and raised. She also knew he had no love or fascination for the magical town. And even after all these years together she wasn’t sure why.

      The remainder of the walk back to the hotel was a quiet one. Maggie was left feeling even worse than before they’d come to Paris about the state of her marriage. But she reminded herself that that was largely because she’d stupidly had an expectation that seeing Zouzou might jolt Laurent out of his malaise.

      She glanced at him as he collected their room key from the hotel night desk. As usual his face gave nothing away.  He’d received a few mysterious phone calls on the train trip up from Aix-en-Provence that he’d left their train compartment to take in private. When she’d asked about them, he said they were just business.

      For reasons she couldn’t put her finger on she knew the phone calls had nothing to do with business. With anyone else, she might be tempted to imagine his estranged behavior, combined with lying about the phone calls, was because there was another woman.

      Maggie felt a squeeze of pain in her stomach. Who was she kidding? Just because it had always been inconceivable before didn’t mean it wasn’t conceivable.

      Then this evening, before they left for dinner, Laurent had a brief conversation with Luc.  Luc’s request to stay longer in the States hadn’t been a total shock. He’d been hinting at it all year. But it hadn’t made the reality of it any less disappointing.

      Jemmy would start the fall semester at Georgia Tech in Atlanta and had spent the summer with Luc working the Salvador vineyard with him in Napa. At the time that Laurent had green-lighted that trip, he thought it might instill an interest in Jemmy for the wine business. Up to now, he’d shown little interest in Domaine St-Buvard, the family vineyard.

      Maggie knew Luc’s request to stay longer in California troubled Laurent—although he insisted that it didn’t. Had Luc said something else in his latest phone call to upset Laurent?

      Maggie loved Luc dearly and knew what an unhappy start he’d had in life. But as much as Luc adored Laurent and worked so hard to fit into the family, she couldn’t help but think there was an artificiality or awkwardness that seemed to hold him back from truly belonging.

      “Are the boys enjoying their time in Atlanta?” she asked as they walked up the stairs to their room.

      Mila was visiting Maggie’s mother for a few weeks.  Luc and Jemmy had recently flown to Atlanta to see Mila,  their grandmother,  and their cousin Nicole.

      “They are fine,” Laurent said. “Jemmy said he’ll call us later.”

      “I think we’re supposed to be incommunicado on this retreat,” Maggie said, frowning. “Hopefully he’ll call before they take our phones away.”

      Laurent didn’t answer.

      “Did Luc say anything more about his plans for next year?”

      “You know what I know,” Laurent said.

      “I got a text from Nicole today. She has a whole week of activities planned for them. The Coca-Cola museum, the aquarium, Stone Mountain.”

      Nicole was Maggie’s niece, raised by Maggie’s parents after Maggie’s sister Elise had died under mysterious circumstances in the South of France eighteen years ago. Nicole, who now went by Nikki, lived in Atlanta and worked as a social media manager for a marketing company.

      It was essentially because of Nicole that Maggie and Laurent had met.

      As they walked Maggie couldn’t but notice that Laurent seemed to trudge, his shoulders rounded as if carrying a heavy weight. Laurent was usually indefatigable. The things—both emotional and physical—that might fell a normal man had little effect on him. She’d seen him working for hours in the fields with the pickers in their two-hundred-hectare vineyard until well after dark, then come in and put together a meal for the family that would impress an accomplished chef.

      Not to mention have plenty of energy later for extracurricular activities with his wife.

      Tonight she watched him as he dropped his keys and cellphone on the hotel room dresser and stepped into the bathroom to turn on the shower. When he came out, she stopped in front of him and slipped into his arms.

      “I can’t believe we’re back in Paris after so long,” she said softly, standing on tip toe to kiss him.

      “Maggie, non,” Laurent said, easing out of her embrace. “It has been a long day and I am tired.”

      Maggie released him, her arms falling to her sides.

      “Sure,” she said as she watched him pull his shirt off over his head and turn back to the bathroom and the sounds of the streaming shower. “We should get a good night’s sleep for tomorrow.”

      After he shut the door between them, Maggie sat on the bed and slowly took off her earrings and watch.

      It was cool for October, or perhaps she had just forgotten how much further north Paris was from her home in Provence. They had to shut the windows in their hotel room but the night sounds came through even so. The sounds of Paris at night, she thought wistfully.

      As she slipped out of her dress and reached for her night gown, it occurred to her that this was the first time in their whole married life that Laurent had been too tired to make love.
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      The strong scent of rosemary, woodsmoke and lavender filled the air in the back garden of the bed-and-breakfast and wafted over to where Grace stood at the open kitchen window. She could hear her grandson’s laughter coming from the pool area although it was much too cold for swimming.

      She turned to refill her mug of morning coffee and her eye fell on the plate of palmiers on the counter which Danielle had made the day before. They’d gotten in the habit of giving their guests fresh pastries and holding the day-old ones for family.

      Grace smiled when her eyes went to the mudroom hooks, barely visible from the kitchen, where Danielle’s garden shears and flower basket normally hung. Just seeing their empty hooks meant that Danielle was out in the garden and gave Grace a burst of pleasure, reminding her once again that life would be so much harder without Danielle.

      After her husband died, Danielle, then seventy-four years old, had moved in with Grace to help run the bed and breakfast and raise Zouzou and Philippe. Now that Zouzou had absconded from the nest, Grace was surprised that there was still so much work for the two of them to keep Dormir humming.

      Once a fine mas rising tall on the horizon in a field of vineyards, Dormir had been the stately home for generations of vignerons that today only a few in St-Buvard remembered.

      When Laurent bought the property a few years ago, he renovated it to include three smaller mini-cottages on the property, updated plumbing and a new kitchen in the main house where Grace and Danielle lived, along with a small swimming pool under the plane trees. And of course the garden which Laurent personally installed.

      Danielle had lived in this house, now called Dormir, with her first husband until their divorce—when Eduard went to prison. The place had remained vacant after Danielle moved into her second husband Jean-Luc’s house. When Jean-Luc died, Laurent bought the property from Danielle—mostly for its surrounding vineyards. And then Danielle, Grace and Zouzou moved in.

      Which changed everything.

      Grace smiled as she remembered the day Laurent made the offer to her: Come back to France and work the gîte.

      She had literally lost everything at that point. Her marriage, her children and her friends—even Maggie. If it hadn’t been for Laurent, she might never have come up for air again, never dared to believe in herself long enough for a second act.

      Laurent would own the place, he’d said, but she would run it. It would allow her to support herself and Zouzou and remain in the country where she’d discovered she was happiest.

      It was the saving of her. No doubt about it.

      As she sat now at the kitchen table and heard the happy chatter of her grandson Philippe as he played outside in the garden, her thoughts warm with her gratitude for the life she now had, her eye fell on the flowers Gregor had given her last night.

      She tilted her head and rubbed the back of her neck as she felt a headache coming on. Gregor was a handsome, stubbornly sexist—in a good way—Frenchman who had made it clear he was mad about her. She enjoyed his company and his romantic attentions. It was nice being told she was beautiful. She’d lost count of how long it had been before Gregor since she’d had a real date. He was easy on the eyes and she found she was comfortable with him.

      On the other hand, at sixty-two, he was eighteen years her senior and did tend to complain about his arthritis from time to time.

      Not that that’s a deal breaker, she thought as she got up to put the palmiers away. Not at all. She would hope she wasn’t that shallow. Anymore.

      Maggie and Danielle both felt she was with Gregor because she was lonely, to which Grace responded, well, duh!

      But as she well knew—and certainly didn’t need it pointed out to her as relentlessly as her friends tended to—there was a big difference between enjoying someone’s company and settling—which was what both Maggie and Danielle thought she was doing.

      She wasn’t!

      Was she?

      She grimaced and resisted the urge to jump up and clean something. Instead she cupped her coffee mug in her hands and felt the warmth radiate up into her hands as she stood to look out the window again.

      Last week over lunch with Maggie, Grace had cut her off when Maggie started in with her “you can do better” line. Grace felt a sliver of annoyance. She’d told Maggie, “Well, we can’t all have Laurent.” That had shut her up. But the problem was, it was true.

      Years ago, Grace had believed that her own version of Laurent—tall, handsome, loyal and sexy as hell—would come along. But that was a long time ago and a lot of bad decisions and disastrous repercussions ago.

      These days she knew there wasn’t a Laurent for everyone. That was just the reality of life. And she had missed her chance. She felt a sour taste in her mouth and felt heat form behind her eyelids as she forced back tears of self-pity.

      The buzz from her phone on the counter interrupted the gloomy trajectory of her thoughts and she shook herself out of them and reached for it. A picture of Maggie appeared on the screen, making her smile.

      “Bonjour, darling!” Grace said, wiping away a tear that had escaped down her cheek. “Oh, I envy you to be in Paris! Have you done any shopping yet?”

      “No,” Maggie said. “This is really just a pitstop on our way to Mont Saint-Michel.”

      “Did you see Zouzou?”

      “Yes, she looks wonderful. Rocking a new pixy haircut. Very French.”

      “She sent me a snapshot of it,” Grace said. “Honestly I like her hair longer but it’ll grow. Any news?”

      “I imagine you know more about the details of her life in Paris than I do. But tell me about your night. You went out with Gregor, right?”

      Grace caught a glimpse of movement out the kitchen window and leaned forward to see Philippe. He appeared to be helping their handyman Gabriel do something with the climbing rose bush. Then again, at seven, Philippe’s version of helping probably involved trapping a lizard or turtle as opposed to any real gardening. She hoped Gabriel was being mindful of the thorns with him.

      “I did,” Grace said with a sigh. “I really like him so much. It was so pleasant.”

      “Pleasant,” Maggie murmured as if the word were damning.

      “I know how you feel about him,” Grace said, definitely feeling that headache forming now. “Let’s don’t get into it again.”

      “Look, if you like him, Grace, that’s all that matters.”

      That was a new tack, Grace thought. Was Maggie really relenting or was this another ploy to get Grace to ease away from Gregor? Or was Maggie giving up on her?

      “Enough about me and my nonexistent love life,” Grace said lightly. “Are you excited about your upcoming visit to Mont St-Michel?”

      “I would be if we were going for a romantic weekend. Now that we’re actually doing this couples counseling thing, I’m a little nervous.”

      Grace frowned. While Maggie had shared with her that the trip was more of a structured tour she thought it was a sort of spa trip to deepen her engagement with Laurent. She hadn’t been aware that it was actually a couples counseling retreat.

      Were Maggie and Laurent having problems?

      “Well, I’m sure there’s nothing to be nervous about,” Grace said. “Mont St-Michel is known for its mystical beauty and restorative powers.”

      “What if it makes things worse?”

      So there was something going on with Maggie and Laurent.

      Grace felt a splinter of unease. Why hadn’t Maggie shared this before?

      But she knew why. She’d been there herself. Maggie hadn’t shared that there might be a problem because that made it real.

      “Darling,” Grace said reassuringly, “I’m sure it will be a wonderful getaway that will allow both you and Laurent to step away from your routines and responsibilities and rediscover each other.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” Maggie said. “Laurent is really looking forward to it.”

      Grace nearly laughed out loud.  Like most Frenchmen, Laurent was taciturn and chronically autonomous. The very idea that darling Laurent would be looking forward to any kind of structured group tour—especially where he might be asked to reveal or talk about a personal issue—was just not believable.

      And Grace was pretty sure even Maggie didn’t believe it.

      “At the very least,” Maggie said, “I might get some ideas for a book, you know?”

      “Oh, I’m delighted to hear you’re thinking about writing again. You used to love writing. I don’t know why you ever stopped.”

      “Raising kids and juggling the busy life of a vintner’s wife is why,” Maggie said with a laugh. “Oh, Laurent is downstairs with the taxi. I need to go. I’ll call you when we’re on our way home. I told you they’re not letting us have our cellphones, didn’t I? I’m expecting a call from Jemmy or Mila. If I miss it, they might call you.”

      “No worries, darling. I’m sure everything will be fine. If it isn’t, you can probably manage two days without knowing about it.”

      “I’m a little worried about Luc,” Maggie said. “I don’t think he feels like he’s part of the family. Jem mentioned on the phone yesterday that he’s so polite with my mother, he doesn’t really treat her as a grandmother.”

      “I’m sure he sees respect and politeness as a way to honor your mother.”

      “And that’s fine. But I want him to act like he knows that Nicole and my mom are his family too.”

      “I’m sure he does.”

      “Okay. Now I really have to go!” Maggie said. “Give my love to Philippe and Danielle!”

      After disconnecting, Grace stood up and rinsed out her coffee mug. Through the window she saw Philippe was now sitting on the ground playing with something. Gabriel was nowhere visible but he was very good with the boy and Grace knew Philippe was fine. Just as she thought that, Gabriel appeared and walked over to Philippe. who jumped to his feet to follow the handy man deeper into the garden.

      As she watched her grandson trot after the older man, a flush of love filtered through Grace that was gently tweaked by a sudden splash of anxiety. Gregor was a grandfather himself, but he tended to joke about how pleasant it was not to live in the same village with his grandchildren.

      Could she imagine Gregor living here at Dormir?

      The sound of Danielle’s voice came to her from somewhere in the garden as the older woman called to Philippe telling him to be mindful of the thorns.

      It takes a village, Grace thought, feeling a comforting warmth spread into her chest.

      But as she listened to the cheerful babble of her grandson in the garden, Grace felt a ripple of anxiety grow and throb in a knot right below her heart.
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      The rain pounded the train all the way from Paris.

      Flashes of lightning lit up the clouds in the surrounding countryside and the old slate rooftops of the villages that they passed were shiny with the downpour. Maggie imagined that, had the train windows been open, they would have heard thunder rumbling in the distance.

      Maggie sat in their compartment, a cup of cocoa in her hands and a copy of Vogue magazine on the table in front of her. Laurent had stayed buried in his newspaper the entire four-and-a-half-hour trip, looking up only briefly to comment on the weather as if it mattered to what they would be doing this weekend.

      Maggie strained to catch a peek of the famous island from her seat, but she could see nothing yet. From what she’d read, she knew that when the tide came in, it flooded the road and walkway, making the island essentially inaccessible.

      Maggie glanced over at Laurent. She felt torn between the desire to engage with him and respect his obvious desire not to converse.

      She had tried to make it clear what this weekend was all about so that he wasn’t going in blind. And yet, he seemed oblivious to what they were about to do. But every time she tried to talk to him, he shut down. Her only hope was that the experience on the island would shake something loose.

      She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. Was he going to try?

      If he didn’t even want to talk to her, what hope did she have that he would open up in a group counseling session?

      When the train pulled into the Mont Saint-Michel tourism outpost in Pontorson, Laurent gathered up their luggage and followed Maggie to the stage platform.

      Maggie knew from watching YouTube videos that the thirty-minute walk to the island was an easy one with the enchanting view of the flat marshes and the currently waterless bay all around them. But it was still raining and she didn’t want to arrive soaked, or exhaust Laurent’s patience for the encounter before they even arrived. She called for a taxi to take them and their luggage to their final destination.

      The taxi arrived quickly, for which Maggie was grateful. The rain continued to come down as Laurent and the taxi driver transferred luggage to the car trunk. Maggie reminded herself that Laurent tended not to talk very much in any event. Perhaps lately he was a little less communicative than usual. Or maybe she’d exaggerated some of it. She well knew she had that tendency.

      As they settled into the taxi for the ten-minute ride to the island, Maggie found her nervousness heightened by her anticipation.

      She tried to imagine how he was going to behave in a group session with other couples.

      Would he play along? Would he answer the questions that the counselor—a Dr. Antoine Anders—put to him? Would he agree to engage in the exercises and joint interview sessions?

      When Maggie had registered them for the weekend a month ago, he’d seemed agreeable or at least not emphatically against the idea. But had he really given much thought to what he was in for?

      Regardless of the fact that Laurent was only forty-seven, he came from a decidedly different mindset when it came to how men and women behaved with each other. That different mindset, Maggie thought, tended to include his opinion on psychologists in general and marriage counselors specifically. In fact, in many ways, Maggie thought it had been her contrivance—her ruse really—to reframe this weekend as more of a retreat so he would agree to come.

      She hated thinking she had misrepresented the weekend.

      But in the end, it would be very clear exactly what it was.

      There was no doubt that the differences between her and Laurent were partly a cultural thing—or more specifically a French thing—but a lot of the width of the chasm between them had to do with the way Laurent was hardwired. He was old-fashioned, patriarchal, even chauvinistic, and while Maggie knew that that was tempered by his love for her—and his respect for women in general—it was still hardly a twenty-first century attitude. And there had definitely been times when it was a problem.

      So how is this going to work? Maggie wondered as she surreptitiously studied him in the taxi. With a sinking heart she realized that there really was no universe in which she could imagine Laurent faking involvement this weekend or participating in the group activities.

      She sank back into the taxi seat. The dark clouds roiling overhead had succeeded in blotting out the light from the setting sun. While the fog was thinner now, having evolved into wispy strands that hovered just above the cobblestone pavement, the temperature seemed to have fallen rapidly.

      “Bad weather’s coming,” the taxi driver said, more to himself than to them, Maggie thought.

      Laurent merely grunted, which as far as Maggie was concerned was a good fifty percent of how he communicated with his friends and acquaintances back home in Domaine St-Buvard. The taxi driver must have correctly interpreted the noise because he twisted around in his seat with one hand on the wheel as he drove.

      “We have the St-Michel bridge now,” he said. “Built just a few years ago. Before that, if the tide came in? Pftt!”

      Maggie assumed Pftt meant that before the bridge when the tide came in, everyone on the island was trapped.

      “The first year it was built?” the driver went on, “the bridge was completely submerged by the highest sea level. It was like the weather—or the gods—were saying ‘You foolish men are trying to change what I have created?’ You know what I am saying?” Then he laughed.

      “At the rate this storm is coming,” he continued, “it looks like it may happen again!”

      Maggie stole a look at Laurent to see if the driver’s words were disconcerting to him in any way.  As was typical with Laurent, she couldn’t interpret his expression.

      She watched him pull out his newspaper from his bag and pat his pockets for his phone and wallet. All the while she tried to tamp down a growing feeling that this whole weekend was going to be an unmitigated disaster.

      She turned away and watched the swirl of mist and fog huddled over the ground, obscuring the walkway and roadway except for the few meters directly in front of them.

      Just as she was about to tell the driver to turn around and take them back to the train station, the mist cleared and Maggie gasped as she beheld the Abbey of Mont Saint-Michel.
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      Majestic, magical, mysterious.

      Maggie stared up at the eighty towering meters of solid granite—topped by the famous abbey and its statue of Saint Michael. She felt her skin tingle at the sight.

      Mont St-Michel appeared like a floating mirage on the horizon, rising up in a heart-stopping manifestation of what the ancient monks had hoped to create—an abbey as close to heaven as possible.

      The base of the village loomed before them in a wall of broken rock that supported the lichen-covered eleventh-century Benedictine abbey. Maggie had done her homework on the island. But nothing had prepared her for the sheer enchantment of seeing it like this. Yes, she’d visited years ago. But she must have had blinders on at the time because she felt as if she were seeing it for the first time.

      “It’s magnificent,” Maggie said breathlessly.

      As far as hopeful beginnings went, just the sight of this breathtaking fortress was everything she could have dreamed of. Immediately she pushed away her doubts and thoughts of returning to the train station.

      A flood of tourists on foot streamed past them as their taxi edged to the front of the village base. The sightseers poured out of the village into a series of five tourist buses parked in the lot outside the base.

      “You are spending the night?” the driver asked dubiously, as they watched the horde move into the parking lots.

      Except for private events, most tourists to Mont St-Michel were required to leave the island at night. Dr. Anders had indicated in his welcome email that their staying the night would allow Maggie and the participants in her counseling group an opportunity to experience the magical healing properties of the island in a more intimate setting.

      “We’re a part of a group staying tonight and tomorrow,” Maggie said.

      “Ah,” the driver said as he drove past a squat gray tower flying a French Tricoloure.

      “La Tour du Roi,” he said pointing to it. The King’s Tower.

      Maggie knew the tower had been built in the fifteenth century to protect the entrance to the abbey. Mont Saint-Michel had stood as a stronghold during the Hundred Year’s war against the English when the French had suffered everything the English had thrown at them—and prevailed.

      It’s a place for survivors, Maggie told herself. It was the perfect place to pick up the raveling threads of whatever was coming apart with her and Laurent.

      By the time the taxi stopped at the front gate, the heavens were pouring, the rain pounding on the ancient stones, runnels of rainwater gushing down the center of the narrow village streets. Ancient soot-stained brick buildings loomed over them, their shutters shaking against the wind  that was now battering the island.

      Laurent and the driver pulled the luggage out of the trunk and stacked them on the stone curb of the village street under a timeworn and shaky overhang made of loose shingles.

      After paying the driver, Laurent collected both suitcases and hunched his shoulders in his jacket to bear the brunt of the onslaught of rain that pummeled them as they hurried up the steep, winding stone steps that led to the abbey. The narrow village street was hemmed in tight on both sides by closing souvenir shops featuring plaster gargoyles, Tricoloure flags, brass-bottomed omelet pans, as well as restaurants and snack bars.

      As Maggie hurried along behind Laurent, careful not to slip on the slick cobblestones, she passed alleys that were so narrow she was sure her hips would graze the sides if she passed through. Houses made of timber and wattle perched atop the roughly mortared stone walls, their dark shutters closed against the weather.

      Halfway up the Grande Rue Maggie spotted a statue of Joan of Arc poised at the doorway to a small chapel with a plain wooden door. The plaque over the door read Église St-Pierre.

      The small stone chapel looked modest and diminutive compared with the drama of the abbey towering directly above it.

      Maggie turned to Laurent. She wanted to say to him, “Isn’t it beautiful?” but between his fast pace, the relentless pounding of rain, and the occasional crack of thunder, any conversation was impossible.

      There were still a few stragglers hurrying to leave the village before closing time, but otherwise Maggie and Laurent were alone on the street.

      The temperature had dropped even since they’d left the train station and Maggie found herself shivering as she splashed through puddles behind Laurent. Her shoes were already wet through and she felt the dampness through her coat.

      She had no idea of the level of sleeping accommodations they would find tonight. If it was anything like she was seeing—an actual medieval stone castle—they’d be lucky to have a straw mattress and a wool blanket.

      She forced her misgivings away. For the price they’d paid for this weekend—if they didn’t have six-hundred thread count sheets, they would at least have proper beds. Wouldn’t they?

      The winding labyrinth of road finally stopped at a mammoth arch of crumbling stone that looked about to tumble down any minute—or last forever, depending on your mindset, Maggie thought.

      Laurent stopped at the entrance. Maggie blinked the rain out of her eyes and stared up at the looming structure. She was still shivering but not sure the rain and cold were the reasons why.

      As she stepped into the slick tiled vestibule of the Mont St-Michel tourist office and its respite from the deluge, she shook the rain from her jacket. A registration desk was straight ahead with signs directing tourists to the gift shop.

      The vestibule felt very modern, especially after the climb through antiquity that they’d just made from the entrance gate of the island.

      A man stood inside the tiled foyer, a broad smile on his face. He had close-cropped auburn hair framing a sharp-boned face and full lips with
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