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      It was a dark and spooky Halloween night in Provence...

      Maggie and Laurent embark on a chilling adventure when their car breaks down on their way to a village Halloween party. Dressed as French Resistance Fighters, the pair take refuge from the coming storm in an old villa set far back from the road where they meet an old woman who thinks the war is still going on. Believing them to be fellow Resistance fighters like herself, Valène Lavallière reveals her tragic story of forbidden love and a heart-stopping secret from nearly eighty ago. As the storm builds outside, Maggie and Laurent soon realize that not everything they are seeing is the truth and the secrets that the old woman harbors could very well make the morning after this Halloween night one they never live to see.
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        Something Old, Something New

      

      

      

      Maggie dabbed at her lips and squinted in the bathroom mirror. The lipstick was much redder than she normally wore. Her dark hair, usually worn straight to her shoulders, was caught up in a nineteen forties velvet snood.

      I should wear this thing more often, she thought as she tilted her head to get a good view from every side in the mirror. The snood helped tame her frizz while still framing her face. She stepped back from the mirror to eye her costume, a dress in a small floral pattern against a dark background that any woman in the forties might have worn. It clung to her curves and hit her just below the knee.

      “Did women really dress that sexy in the forties?”

      Maggie turned to glance at her husband Laurent who was eying her from the bedroom door. He wore the unmistakably rakish ensemble of a French Resistance fighter, complete with leather jacket and beret. He’d been grumpy about it, but Maggie had insisted that the costume party they were headed to tonight would be fun.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” she said, putting her hand coquettishly on one hip.

      “We could skip the party,” he suggested with an arched eyebrow.

      “After going to all the trouble of getting a sitter?” she responded with mock horror. “No way am I wasting an evening out.”

      “Perhaps it wouldn’t be wasted.”

      She walked over to him and raised up on tiptoe to kiss him on the cheek.

      “You just don’t want to go,” she said.

      “Exactement.”

      His hand clasped her by the waist and drew her to him.

      “No, now none of that,” she admonished as she slipped out of his embrace. “Grace says we’re always late and I mean to prove her wrong tonight.”

      He snorted in response. A handsome, broad-shouldered man with dark, nearly pupil-less eyes, Laurent stood well over six foot five—unusually tall for a Frenchman.

      “You do know that Halloween doesn’t exist in France,” he said as he followed her downstairs.

      “Of course it exists,” Maggie said. “You guys just don’t observe it.”

      Because she’d raised her children in rural France, trick or treating had been a non-issue for them growing up. But, Amelie—their granddaughter—was a different story. She had become well acquainted with the idea of children going door to door demanding candy. Maggie found herself more than a little relieved that trick or treating wasn’t a tradition in France since Amelie—a handful even at six—would no doubt be even more interested in the tricking part.

      Maggie stopped and collected her cardigan and purse from a wooden bench at the bottom of the stairs. She glanced around the foyer and into the living room. It was so quiet in the house without Amelie and the dogs rampaging through it that it felt surreal. When Danielle had come to collect Amelie for the night, she’d insisted on taking the two dogs too. It almost felt like the days before Maggie and Laurent had children.

      Outside the light had already faded to grey. Maggie thought it seemed to get dark sooner in Provence than just about any place else on the planet. She debated bringing a coat—it was chilly out—but decided against it. She didn’t want to ruin the effect of her outfit with a jacket from L. L. Bean. Just then her cellphone rang, and she pulled it out of her purse. She could see by the caller identification screen that it was her best friend Grace calling.

      “Hey,” Maggie said, answering. “We’re just leaving.”

      “What did you decide to go as?”

      Grace had been Maggie’s best friend since the two met well over twenty years ago in France. Today, Grace managed a bed and breakfast owned by Laurent, and lived there with her grandson Philippe, Danielle, and an assortment of dogs and cats.

      “Laurent is going as a Resistance fighter.” Maggie said.

      “How in the world did you talk him into that?”

      “It wasn’t easy. And I’m going as a typical forties housewife. So we match. How about you?”

      “I decided to go the scary route this year.”

      “Are we talking Martha Stewart in a bathing suit?”

      “Ha ha, darling. No, I’m going as a sexy witch.”

      “You always go as a sexy witch.”

      “That’s because it works for me.”

      Grace had recently become single again. With a full-time business to run, a grandson to raise in a foreign country, and turning fifty, she’d had to realize that the dating game was played differently now. Maggie had spent many an evening listening to her recent romantic laments. Even at fifty Grace was still stunningly beautiful. But age catches up with us all, Maggie noted. Even goddesses.

      As beautiful as Grace was, she wasn’t twenty. And even in France, twenty was better.

      “Maggie,” Laurent said impatiently from the front door where he stood tossing car keys in his hand.

      “Gotta go,” Maggie said to Grace. “My sexy French hero is calling me. See you there.”
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        A Dark & Stormy Night

      

      

      The night air was crisp and cool with a hint of frost.  As Maggie slid into the passenger’s seat, she couldn’t help but think that on this Halloween night more than any other, the world seemed rife with a sense of mystery that was almost tangible.

      Growing up back in Atlanta, she and her brother and sister would walk their upscale Buckhead neighborhood on Halloween night and return home with bulging sacks of candy. Passing her friends on the residential streets had always been an especially fun part of the night—a night where they were allowed to wander the streets without parental supervision.

      When Maggie became a parent herself, she remembered noting on more than one occasion how glad she was that allowing Jemmy and Mila to wander the streets to knock on strangers’ doors wasn’t something she had to worry about.

      Laurent drove down the long winding driveway of their mas, Domaine St-Buvard. Laurent had inherited the property twenty-five years ago from a bachelor uncle he never knew. Since then, he and Maggie had raised three children and created a prosperous vineyard property.

      Maggie had heard there was a possibility of rain tonight. The sky was dark and foreboding with heavy clouds overhead. As they drove, she watched the trees lining the road form a black tunnel. As usual this time of year, it felt as if the whole world was in a state of transition, preparing for the coming winter ahead.

      “Grace said she’s going as a sexy witch,” Maggie said as Laurent turned onto an access road heading in the direction of Aix—a good twenty-five kilometers away.

      “I will never understand any part of this tradition,” he said.

      “I guess you had to grow up with it. In the US, you grow up dressing as a Disney character to gradually being too old for trick-or- treating to finally going to Halloween parties dressed as a sexy hooker.”

      “I repeat.”

      Maggie leaned over and squeezed his arm.

      “Thanks for being a good sport. I’m really looking forward to tonight.”

      Laurent only snorted but Maggie knew he was pleased that his effort had made her happy.

      “You know this is supposed to be the spookiest night of the year,” she said as she watched the passing scenery. “Graves open up and ghosts and goblins come out to play.”

      He snorted again and this time she was able to interpret it as playful disdain.

      “Obviously I don’t believe in all that,” she said. “But it’s fun to get spooked, don’t you think? To tell ghost stories by the fire and get chills?”

      “I have never understood this desire to scare yourself.”

      Maggie knew that Laurent’s childhood had been a hard one with very few if any campfires to sit around. And later in his life, the idea of deliberately scaring himself would have seemed insane to him—not when his occupation as a professional thief

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

