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      Maggie Newberry is an advertising copywriter who’s fast on her feet and a little stunned that she’s in her thirties and hasn’t yet found “the one.” When her long missing sister is murdered, Maggie finds herself flying to Paris and Cannes to find the little niece no one in the family even knew existed—and trying to stop her sister’s murderer before it’s too late for any of them to have a happy ending.

      When handsome but very mysterious Laurent Dernier arrives upon the scene, it is not clear whether the sexy Frenchman will help or hinder the investigation into Maggie’s sister’s death. One thing is for sure, in every way that matters, he’s a beast.
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      Maggie looked at the draped body on the stainless steel gurney.

      She blew out a long breath to steady herself but there was no point in waiting any longer. She nodded at the medical examiner who pulled back the cover to reveal the upper portion of the body.

      Maggie gagged at the stench and covered her mouth and nose with both hands.

      She had been warned that after four days in the water there would be little to see in the way of identifiable features. Even so, she had been expecting to recognize her sister’s face.

      “Mademoiselle?”

      Maggie tore her eyes from the feature-less face, its cheeks bloated beyond anyone’s ability to discern identity. Only the shock of blonde hair looked remotely like Elise’s.

      She looked helplessly at the medical examiner. He gave a loud annoyed sigh, covered the body with a practiced flick of his wrist and turned to the counter behind him where he picked up a small dish.

      Nestled in the ceramic laboratory dish was a charm bracelet. Maggie recognized it as one of two she and Elise had been given by their grandmother when they turned ten. Maggie had lost hers on a Girl Scout camping trip the following year.

      Maggie stared at the bracelet and felt her breathing go perfectly still.

      How was it possible that Elise had kept the bracelet after all this time? Through crack houses, whorehouses, and slums. And something so bourgeois? Elise must have seen it as a blatant reminder of her conventionally civilized Southern girlhood and everything she despised.

      Maggie’s eyes filled with tears and she looked back at the form hidden under the laboratory drape.

      “It is only a formality,” the medical examiner said in a bored voice. “The DNA test has already ascertained your sister’s identity.”

      Maggie didn’t need a DNA test to tell her what she and her family had been expecting for the past several years.

      “It’s her,” Maggie said. “It’s my sister, Elise Newberry.”

      As she turned to leave the morgue, Maggie realized that while it was true she had been preparing for this moment for years…

      …she was still nowhere near ready for it.
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      Maggie sat in the terrace café of the Carlton Hotel in Cannes.

      The brilliant turquoise color of the Mediterranean was framed by a long strip of white beach and fringed by sporadic bursts of bright green palms and fronds.

      From the hotel patio, Maggie could see the Promenade de la Croisette, its grand royal palms lining the broad boulevard. The air smelled sweet yet citrusy.

      If her reason for being in Cannes had been different, this moment would have been magical.

      As it was, it felt like a nightmare she couldn’t awake from.

      She rubbed a hand across her face in an attempt to vanquish the last vestiges of jet lag and pulled out the business card with Roger Bentley’s name and number on it.

      Four days ago her father had received a call from the Cannes police department asking for a family identification on a body they had in their morgue. That phone call was followed immediately by one from Roger Bentley

      Roger Bentley—a disembodied voice starched with an Oxbridge accent over the telephone wire—told John Newberry that his daughter Elise was believed dead in Cannes and that a formal family identification was needed.

      Maggie gazed out across the hotel terrace to the sea beyond, the image of her dead sister’s body seared in her brain. It was hard to believe that she was sitting here now when just three days ago she’d been blithely preparing for a new client meeting. Until recently Maggie had worked as an advertising copywriter in an Atlanta agency and had done so since she left college ten years earlier.

      She pushed her cup of espresso away and felt a headache begin to form behind her eyes.

      Although the details of how Roger Bentley even knew how to contact the Newberry family in the first place were unclear, that fact had been eclipsed not just by the news that Elise was probably dead—something no one was surprised to hear—but that there was a child in the picture.

      Elise’s child.

      A child the family had had no idea existed.

      Bentley told Maggie’s father that he was in possession of information that could not only help the family locate Elise’s child but bring her to the US if that was what the family wanted to do.

      Maggie ran a hand across her face again, knowing she was hopelessly smearing her makeup in the process. She’d successfully forced herself to ignore her jetlag this morning in order to do the hard part of her trip—identify Elise in the French morgue.

      Now that that was done, she felt her strength flagging. She glanced at her purse on the seat next to her with the French certificate of death tucked inside. After confirming the identity of the body Maggie then spent the rest of the morning making arrangements to have Elise shipped back to Atlanta.

      Surely that will give Mom and Dad some peace? To have Elise finally back—even this way?

      Maggie shivered.

      The next part of her mission was less straightforward. And for all her brave talk with her father before she left, Maggie dreaded it nearly as much as looking down into the face of her dead sister.

      “Not been waiting long, I trust?”

      He appeared from behind her and was suddenly seating himself next to her, breathless yet cool in all this heat.

      “Snarl-up in Nice, sorry,” he continued brightly and then hesitated.  “Miss Newberry, right?”

      Roger Bentley had a straight English nose, a thin-lipped smile and sharp green eyes that missed nothing. He was actually quite handsome, Maggie realized with surprise.

      She felt relief sift through her. Bentley looked competent. He looked like he knew what he was doing. She hoped that wasn’t just the effect of the English accent.

      “Thank you so much for contacting us,” Maggie said. “I guess I’m a little nervous about all this.”

      “Naturally you are. But don’t worry a tick. Do you have my package?”

      Maggie reached into her bag and pulled out the envelope with the thirty thousand euros in it and pushed it across the table to him. His eyes never left hers and the smile never left his face as he tucked the envelope into his jacket breast pocket.

      It occurred to her that she should ask him to count it in front of her so he didn’t accuse them later of shortchanging him, but she bit her tongue. She needed to trust this man.

      He was the one who was going to find her niece and help her get the child out of the country. Maggie wasn’t sure why her father had paid for false papers instead of just going through the French system of getting custody of little Nicole, but she assumed his decision had to do with advice he had received from Bentley.

      A waiter came and set down a tray holding a china teapot, two cups and a plate of macarons. Bentley must have ordered it before joining her at the table. For some reason, the thought made Maggie uneasy.

      “Did you know my sister?”  she asked as Bentley picked up the teapot and poured her cup.

      “Met her once or twice. I’m sorry about your loss, by the way. You identified her this morning?”

      “Yes. I’ll make arrangements for her to be on the same flight with me and Nicole once I know...”

      Her voice trailed off. As of yet she didn’t know when she was returning to the States. That depended on when she was united with the child. And that depended on Bentley.

      “Very nice.” Bentley sugared his tea heavily.

      “My father said you told him Nicole had been taken from Elise several months ago?” Maggie prompted.

      “That is correct.”

      “He said you told him that the girl was abducted from my sister?”

      “By the child’s father. That is true.”

      Maggie pushed her teacup away and leaned in closer to him. She felt a throb of frustration form in her chest at Bentley’s apparent resistance to providing her with clear answers.

      “I’m just trying to find out where you fit into all this, Mr. Bentley. I mean, if you didn’t know my sister, what exactly is your connection? Did you get the license plate number of the car that snatched Nicole?”

      Roger leaned back in his chair, his smile firmly in place. He observed Maggie with calculating eyes.

      “No, Miss Newberry,” he said. “Actually, I was driving the car that snatched Nicole.”
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      “What do you mean you drove the car?” Maggie said, a knot of tension forming in her stomach.

      “It’s all very simple, Miss Newberry,” Bentley said, munching a cookie and nodding as if quite pleased with it. “And it will all be revealed to you in due time but for now, I must leave you.”

      “What?” Maggie said, her heart beginning to race. “But you just got here!”

      And took my money.

      “I’ll meet up with you later tonight at Petite Bouche. Say eight o’clock?”

      He signaled to the waiter and then turned back to Maggie. “Tonight’s not dressy but you might want to spiff up just a jot. It’s still the Riviera, you know.” He stood and gave her a curt half bow before turning and walking away.

      Maggie watched him go, fighting a feeling of utter disorientation.

      

      An hour later, Maggie stepped out onto the terrace of the Gray d’Albion Hotel where she was staying and called her parents. It was half past eight in the morning back in Atlanta and she knew they would be waiting for her call.

      “Hello?” her mother’s voice came on the line, frail and shaky.

      “Hey, Mom.”

      Maggie watched the brilliant blue of the ocean in its constantly moving panorama of color. It hadn’t taken her long to see why all the celebrities and the wealthy people were partial to the Côte d’Azur. The place was undeniably gorgeous.

      “Darling, is everything all right?”

      “Everything is fine. I met Roger Bentley.”

      “Are you sure he’s all right? This all seems so...”

      “No, it’s fine, Mom. He’s very nice. Please don’t worry, okay?”

      “Does he...did he tell you anything about Elise?”

      Maggie could hear the hope in her mother’s voice. “Not really, Mom.”

      A brief silence formed and Maggie imagined her mother painfully trying to form her next question.

      “It was her, Mom.” Maggie wanted to get the words out as fast as she could so her mother could begin processing them, begin mourning and begin getting over them. “But Bentley knows where Nicole is. That’s the important thing.”

      “Maggie, please promise me you’re being careful.”

      “Yes, of course. Bentley thinks I’ll have Nicole by tomorrow night.”

      That was a lie since Roger had said nothing of the kind but Maggie felt she had to tell her mother something.

      “I’m planning on being on a flight out of Nice either tomorrow night or first thing the following morning. I’ll call you to confirm.”

      “With Elise.”

      Maggie hesitated. “Yes, Mom. With Elise.” She felt a thickness in her throat.

      “Is the child’s father there?” her mother asked tentatively.

      “I’m not sure. Bentley said Gerard left Nicole with some friends or something. That part’s sort of hazy. I drove by Elise’s apartment, though. It was tucked away off this little cobblestone walkway and there were big pots of geraniums all over the place. You would’ve loved it, Mom. It was really beautiful.”

      That was another lie. Maggie didn’t know why she was saying all this to her mother. She had no idea where Elise had lived in Cannes.

      Maggie heard unsteadiness in her mother’s voice.

      “Just be careful, darling.”

      The loud-and-clear subtext Maggie heard was, I’ve lost one daughter, I can’t lose another.

      “I will, Mom.” She glanced out to sea. “Is Dad there?”

      “He’s walking the dog. He’ll hate that he missed your call.”

      Maggie felt an uncharacteristic flash of annoyance but she quickly shrugged it off.

      “Never mind. I’ll call again later. Try not to worry, Mom.”

      After Maggie disconnected she leaned against the balustrade that contained the majestic stone terrace overlooking the sea. It was still hot out, even with the afternoon sun slowly dropping. She needed a shower and a change of clothes before she met back up with Bentley.

      As she walked to her room, Maggie ran her hands through her hair and caught a glimpse of herself in one of the hallway mirrors. Her blue eyes were set in a heart-shaped face, with shoulder length dark hair, showcasing full lips and a strong resolute chin. It was a pretty face, but Elise had been the great beauty of the family. Everyone knew that.

      As Maggie made her way to her room she realized that she was upset that her father hadn’t been available when she called. After all he was the one who’d set this whole trip up. He was the one who’d decided to trust Bentley, who’d green-lighted the money exchange, and who’d opted not to tell Maggie’s mother how Elise’s child might need to be brought into the country illegally.

      If things went sideways bringing Nicole into the US Maggie was the one with her neck on the chopping block.
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      Two hours later, after a quick shower and a restorative nap, Maggie pulled on a pair of white capris and a singlet she knew showed her figure off to full advantage. Although she wasn’t one bit interested in Roger Bentley in that way, she still wanted to look good. If not for him, then for all the gorgeous people milling about this Mecca of wealth and beauty.

      Besides, in Maggie’s experience dealing with difficult clients—are there any other kind?—she’d discovered that the better she looked, the more pliable the client became—especially the male clients, of course. She tucked her purse under her arm and hurried through the Gray d’Albion lobby. If there ever was a time she needed to be in control, or at least appear to be, it was now.

      One among dozens of seafood restaurants studding the Rue Felix-Faire, Petite Bouche was tiny, no-frills, staffed with the prerequisite surly waiters and absolutely crammed with Mediterranean charm.

      Maggie quickly spotted Bentley at a table in the outdoor dining section of the restaurant. As she approached, she saw a bottle of wine was already being opened by the waiter.

      “I took the liberty of ordering the wine,” Bentley said, standing briefly as Maggie took her seat.

      “My mother doesn’t know what to make of all this,” Maggie said, waving her hand to encompass the street. “Me, here in Cannes, everything secret and under the table.” She looked directly at him. “You.”

      “I should think not.” He filled her wineglass. “Not the usual thing at all.”

      Maggie waited until the waiter had taken their orders and departed before turning to Bentley. He’d changed his clothes and she found herself wondering what his urgent appointment had been this afternoon when he’d left her so abruptly.

      The waiter deposited a crock of goose paté along with a platter of pommes frites, mushrooms Provençal, and a bottle of Evian followed soon after by their plates of salmon and pasta.

      “You will love their pasta,” Bentley said, rubbing his hands together as he surveyed his plate. “You must tell me what you think.”

      Just as Maggie was about to remind him that they were not on a date but were supposed to be putting together a plan to reunite with her niece, a man and two women approached their table.

      Roger instantly stood up and kissed the women on both cheeks and shook the man’s hand. The French flew fast and furiously. The man was darkly handsome, his mouth cruel and twisted into a perennial sneer. He watched everything—particularly Maggie—but said not a word.

      The women were both blonde and beautiful in different ways. One had blue eyes with a pixie nose. The other had clearly gotten her color from a bottle. Her eyes were gray and unreadable. They both turned to look at Maggie.

      “You are Elise’s sister, n’est-ce pas?” the gray-eyed one said. Her expression was sad and pitying. “I am Coco.”

      “You knew my sister?” Maggie glanced over at Roger to see if he had perhaps set up this unexpected meeting but his expression was unreadable.

      “Elise was a dear friend,” Coco said.

      “Are you sure it was her?” the other woman who’d introduced herself as Bijoux asked, her eyes clouded with doubt. “The police are terribly incompetent.”

      Maggie nodded. “It was her.”

      “I cannot believe it,” Coco said. She turned to the man they were with. “When did you see her last, Thierry?”

      The man snorted and didn’t answer.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Maggie asked Coco.

      The two women looked at each other. “Oh, perhaps two weeks ago?” Coco said. She glanced at Thierry as if for confirmation, but he merely shrugged.

      “We thought she and Gerard had gone to Paris,” Bijoux said.

      “I didn’t think she was with Gerard anymore.” Maggie looked at Roger who seemed to be examining the wine bottle label with great interest.

      “The heart is unpredictable, n’est-ce pas?” Bijoux said. “And Gerard is a charming, magnetic man, no? Have you met him?”

      Maggie shook her head. Nor did she want to. As far as she was concerned, Gerard was the bastard who’d lured her sister away from her family, got her hooked on drugs and then abandoned her—after kidnapping the child they’d made together. The idea that Elise might have gone back to him was abhorrent.

      She looked at Roger.

      “Do the police think Elise might have been with Gerard before she died?” Maggie asked. “Maybe that’s how she ended up drowned in the Mediterranean?”

      “Oh, chérie,” Bijoux said. “I am sorry! I do not know if Elise was with Gerard! I only know it is all very strange.”

      “Did the police talk with you?” Maggie asked.

      Both women shifted from foot to foot and Thierry put a hand on Coco’s arm. Even from where she sat Maggie could see the white marks his fingers were making on her skin.

      “We must go, chérie,” Coco said to Maggie. “We are very sorry for your loss.”

      “Wait!” Maggie said. “If you didn’t talk with the police could you at least—”

      But the three were already hurrying away from the table.

      “They don’t know anything about Nicole,” Roger said.

      Coco, Bijoux and Thierry had completely disappeared into the dark of the evening. Maggie had to literally force herself not to run after them.

      “But they might know what happened to Elise!”

      “You know what happened to Elise,” he said firmly, pouring her another glass of wine. “And nothing they can tell you will change that.”

      Maggie put her finger on the stem of her wineglass and scowled at Roger across the table.

      “You said you were involved in kidnapping my sister’s child. Would you mind telling me exactly how you know Gerard and where he is now?”

      “I’m told he is no longer on the Côte d’Azur.”

      Roger took a savoring sip of his wine and Maggie half expected him to smack his lips in satisfaction.

      “Look,” he said finally. “It’s all very straightforward. A friend of mine who knows Gerard Dubois had reason to believe that Gerard’s child needed rescuing from the mother, who he said was unfit. I’m just repeating what my friend said you understand.”

      “Yes, fine,” Maggie said, feeling a wave of irritation.  “Please, go on.”

      “My friend said the mother was a drug addict. I was asked to give assistance in rescuing the child so that she might live with her more responsible parent.”

      “Which would be Gerard?”

      “That is correct.” Roger squinted into the crowd, as if expecting to see someone else he knew. “In any case, my participation in the so-called abduction, amounted to driving a car to an address.”

      “My sister’s apartment here in Cannes?”

      “Correct again. I waited with the motor running and my friend came out with the child. He deposited l’enfant in the car and I departed.” Roger shrugged and took a sip of his wine.

      “Where did you take her?”

      “To an apartment near here. A jolly nice woman was waiting for us. She took the girl. That’s it.”

      “Were you paid?”

      “No. As I said, I was helping a friend.”

      “Will you take me to the address where you took her?”

      “If you like, Miss Newberry, but the child is no longer there.”

      “How do you know?”

      Roger sighed and motioned to the waiter hovering in the wings of the café. He turned and spoke briefly to the man, his French competent but abrupt. The man disappeared into the restaurant.

      “Look, she’s not there any longer but I know where to find her and isn’t that the point?”

      The waiter returned with another bottle of red wine and another bottle of Evian. He began to decant the wine. Bentley watched the man intently as if ready to jump in and do the job himself if necessary.

      “You told my father that Gerard was a very bad man,” Maggie said.

      “I did not know that at the time. But the child is, in my opinion, in some danger by remaining with Gerard.”

      “How long has Gerard had her?”

      “Nearly three months.”

      Maggie looked around the restaurant, as if expecting to see Gerard and little Nicole seated nearby.

      “Is she in Cannes?”

      “I’m told Monsieur Dubois has her somewhere in the country.”

      “And you think you’ll be able to find this place?”

      “I do.”

      “May I ask how?”

      “Why don’t we see how things go, shall we? I hate to tip my hand and get your hopes up if things go awry. Let me try a few avenues, knock on a few doors, and see where it all leads.”

      “I’d like to be a part of this process.”

      “I’m afraid that is impossible, Miss Newberry.”

      Roger pushed aside their collection of dishes and glasses and drew an ashtray toward him. “I would suggest instead that you try to enjoy what the South of France has to offer. Why not hire a car and see the palace at Monaco tomorrow?”

      He lit a cigarette and exhaled a cloud of gray-blue smoke into the air above their table.

      “There are some enchanting little villages along the way,” he said. “I personally recommend Villefranche—a charming little place. Do a little sightseeing and let me see what I can find. If I am successful, you will need to leave the country quickly with a person who has a fake American passport. It would be best if you were as uninvolved as possible until that time.”

      Maggie felt a wave of helplessness accompanied by another spasm of vexation at her father. But she knew Bentley was right.

      “Just leave it to me, Miss Newberry. If all goes well, by this time tomorrow you will have your niece and two tickets back to the US. Everything neat and tidy.”

      Maggie stared across the tables of diners into the happy nighttime streets of Cannes. Dark gypsies, bejangled and braided strolled past waving their wares of bracelets and beaded necklaces in hopes of attracting the diners’ attention.

      Some accompanied their selling with soft crooning, which caught on the warm Mediterranean breeze and drifted back to Maggie at her table. The music of the night mingled with the scent of olives and lemons and dusky perfumes that wafted in the air over the little restaurant.

      The music, the perfume and the sensation of being slightly drunk softened the edges of her terrible day. Plus, Bentley was right about one thing; it was time to let Elise go. Maggie had only one reason for being in Cannes: to find Elise’s daughter.

      Elise, herself, had been lost a long, long time ago.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, after Maggie had fallen into a fitful sleep that gave her no real rest, she awoke and climbed out of bed. She flipped on the light in the bathroom and stood on the cool tile as she waited for her heart to stop pounding.  She looked at her reflection in the mirror over the bathroom sink.

      She’d been dreaming of her sister.

      She and her parents hadn’t heard from Elise in four years.

      At the age of twenty-five, Elise had dropped out of sight with only the briefest snatches of information about her filtering back to them in Georgia.

      Elise dropped out of her art classes.

      Elise was arrested.

      Elise was doing drugs.

      Elise was married.

      Or maybe she wasn’t.

      The news was always vague and always bad.

      Maggie rubbed her eyes and turned out the bathroom light. She went back to bed, her head throbbing from the night’s indulgences.

      As she tried to drop off to sleep, her mind began to relentlessly review and catalog the day’s events. She groaned and attempted to block out the image of Elise on the cold gurney, the hideous, puffed mass of tissue masquerading as a face—unrecognizable as her sister.

      It was then, when Maggie was trying not to remember the sights and odors of that dreadful experience, that a single memory clawed its way through the rest and made her sit bolt upright in bed.

      Too distracted by the horror of what she was seeing at the time, Maggie only this minute remembered the thing she had seen but hadn’t really registered.

      There had been a discolored puckering half hidden by Elise’s hair just above her right ear.

      Very much like a bullet hole.
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      The next morning Maggie watched from her terrace breakfast table as the street cleaners crept the early morning streets wielding their large garden hoses like weapons, rinsing away the debris of last night’s parties. The Mediterranean sun had not yet had the chance to perform its mellow alchemy. The air was cool on her skin and she shivered in her sleeveless cotton sundress.

      Two bedraggled partygoers picked their way across the rough stones of the Rue des États-Unis to their hotel. The woman wore a gold lamé gown with a pointy, cone-cupped brassiere over the top of it. Her hair looked like she’d gone swimming at some point in the evening. Her makeup looked it, too.

      Maggie jabbed a sliver of toast into her soft-boiled egg. As soon as she’d awakened—her head pounding in ways she didn’t think people actually lived through—she thought back to last night and how Bentley had avoided most of her questions.

      She also remembered waking up with the memory of the hole above Elise’s right ear.

      How could I not have remembered seeing that? Was it a bullet hole? Why didn’t the police think it was strange? Was Elise murdered?

      Maggie looked up from her breakfast to see Roger approaching from across the terrace. He looked starched and smart in the morning swelter. He certainly didn’t look like he’d matched Maggie glass for glass for three bottles of rosé last night.

      He seated himself across the breakfast table.

      “I hope you slept well, Miss Newberry,” he said pleasantly, signaling to the waiter to bring coffee. “It’s a beautiful day on the Côte d’Azur. May I suggest a walking tour?”

      “I’m not in the mood to play tourist,” Maggie said tightly. “As I said last night I’d like to be involved in finding Nicole.”

      “And as I’m sure I mentioned last night I’m afraid that won’t be possible.” Bentley smiled at the waiter who set down a plate of croissants and a silver carafe of coffee.

      “It would be best for you not to be too openly involved. I am protecting you, Maggie.”

      Bentley attacked his breakfast with gusto, spreading the delicate French jellies onto his croissants.

      “Allo? Roger? I am here, yes?”

      The voice came from behind Maggie.

      “Laurent! Wonderful! Come, sit down, old chap,” Bentley motioned to the chair next to Maggie.

      For some reason, even without looking, Maggie got the impression that the man standing behind her was a big man.

      “Maggie, this is Laurent Dernier. Laurent, Maggie Newberry. He’s going to help us with our project. Coffee, Laurent?”

      Maggie felt her irritation with Bentley ignite. She did not turn to look at the newcomer.

      “Look, Roger...” she began.

      “Been doing a bit of a brain tease on an engineering project in Algeria, Laurent has,” Roger said blithely, ignoring Maggie’s attempts to speak.

      “What’s the name of it, old son? Rather like that Super Collider thing you Yanks were putting together, I think.” He turned to Maggie. “You know all about that, don’t you?” He didn’t wait for an answer but swiveled back to face the newcomer.

      “Sit down and tell us about it, Laurent. It’s measuring or subdividing molecules or some such thing, isn’t it?”

      “Look, I don’t mean to be rude, really,” Maggie said, turning briefly to Laurent, but still not looking at him. “It’s just that the nature of my business is extremely delicate.” She leaned close to Roger and hissed, “Possibly even illegal so the fewer people who know about it, the better.”

      “I believe I can help, Mademoiselle,” Laurent said.

      Maggie turned to look at him for the first time.  He was extraordinarily good-looking and she forced her mouth not to fall open in surprise.

      Broad chested and tall, he was easily six foot four which was unusual for a Frenchman. His face was calm, with a gentleness to it that seemed to belie his size. His eyes were piercing and dark, almost pupil-less. His brown hair was thick and nearly to his shoulders.

      He was looking at her with a kindness Maggie had never felt from a total stranger before. It was a look between friends.

      Good friends.

      “I....well, fine,” she said, feeling flustered as Laurent sat down next to her.  “Well, thank you, er, Monsieur.”

      Roger reached for another croissant. He winked at Laurent, making sure Maggie noticed.

      Shaken by Laurent’s effect on her, Maggie pushed her breakfast plate aside and reached for the champagne bottle on the table. Laurent leaned over and took the large flagon from her and poured the champagne into her orange juice glass.

      “Right. So let’s map out our day, shall we?” Bentley took a swig of his coffee and dropped his napkin onto the table. “First, I will head out to the place we discussed, Laurent, while you and Maggie proceed also as discussed and we’ll meet back up at the designated hour.”

      “Hold on, Roger,” Maggie said. “I accept you don’t want me with you but why can’t I just stay in my hotel room and wait for your call?”

      “It may not be a phone call, that’s why.”

      “What do you mean? I don’t understand—”

      “Must you understand everything?” Roger said in frustration. “Can’t you trust someone else to carry out the details without your input?”

      Laurent leaned toward Roger and said in a low voice. “Her sister is dead, Roger. Pull back.”

      Roger set his coffee cup down and looked at Maggie with chagrin.

      “I am so sorry, Maggie. I quite forgot myself and the situation. I know things are hard for you right now. Please forgive me.”

      Maggie knew she must look as tired as she felt. She nodded gratefully at Laurent and then looked into Roger’s canny green eyes.

      “Do it your way,” she said, all the energy and resistance draining out of her.

      Roger smiled at her and then at Laurent. “Well, then. Jolly good.”
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      Maggie wasn’t at all sure what to think of Laurent.

      He seemed nice and in spite of his bad English she could tell he was intelligent. But there was something about him that gave her the impression he held cards he wasn’t showing. Maybe he just had a mysterious affect.

      But whatever it was, she felt herself intuitively drawn to him.

      After Roger sprinted off after breakfast she and Laurent wandered around the alleys and narrow streets near her hotel.

      His was a rough handsomeness, Maggie decided. Weathered, been-there. She liked it, and she liked him. And she was sorry about that because the timing for anything deeper—if she dared to jump ahead that far—was  catastrophically wrong.

      If everything worked out, she would be getting on an airplane in just a few hours and whatever mysteries Laurent had would be left behind for some other lucky girl to decipher.

      As they walked, Maggie found herself thinking again about the hole in the body’s head—in Elise’s head—that she’d seen yesterday at the morgue.

      Again she found herself wondering if Elise had been shot? If it was a bullet hole why were the cops treating her death as accidental?

      Laurent touched her arm and Maggie jumped before she realized he was steering her around a large planter in the cobblestone street.

      “Oh, thanks. Sorry. Too much coffee.” She blushed darkly, way too aware of Laurent’s hand still on her arm.

      “Vas-y, Maggie,” Laurent said, guiding her down the street. “I have an automobile, this way, so.”

      A tremor of unease passed through Maggie as she walked next to him. Walking around Cannes was one thing. Was she really going to get into his car?

      While she was trying to decide, she allowed him to lead her to a dented yellow Citroën parked on the curb. He quickly unlocked her door and helped her in—all the while she kept wondering if she should stop him.

      By the time he tossed a small backpack in the back seat that she hadn’t noticed he’d been carrying and started the motor, Maggie knew she was not going to stop him from doing anything.

      She turned to glance at his profile as he pushed out into morning traffic. She edged closer to her window and watched the colorful striped awnings and tents of the city’s marketplace spin by. Her eyes caught a crazy-quilt of color—flowers, asparagus, strawberries, bananas, hanging sausages, live chickens caught by their feet and twisting at the ends of long ropes—and all of it flying by in a hectic panorama.

      Very quickly the gaily-colored tents of the morning market were gone and she realized they were on the outskirts of Cannes.

      Laurent pointed to a vista up ahead.

      “You see les Isles de Lerins? Là?”

      He pointed to a hill overlooking the water where a castle sat, tall and ominous. “Et le château? The castle, yes?”

      He lit a cigarette, shaking an unfiltered one from his Mediterranean-blue packet of Gaulouises, offering one first to her. She shook her head.

      “Where are we going?” Maggie asked, trying to keep the nervousness out of her voice.

      “Ah, you shall see.”

      Do the French say “Ah” before every sentence they utter? Maggie wondered. It was almost as if even a comment must be savored like a piece of tender fish smothered in Bernaise.

      “I am taking you to a place. Roger will come there with the little girl.”

      Thoughts of returning to Atlanta with a strange child in the seat next to her popped into Maggie’s head.

      Then she imagined flying back without the child and she felt a hard knot form in the pit of her stomach. What if she were to fail?

      Elise’s daughter, lost somewhere in France, in the custody of her brutish father.

      Maggie clenched her fists. She imagined the expression on her mother’s face if Maggie got off that airplane without Elise’s daughter.

      “Do you think it’ll be today?” she asked.

      “I do,” Laurent said turning his attention back to the road in front of them. His eyes looked suddenly hooded and careful.
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      Once they drove out of Cannes Maggie was surprised at how quickly they were in the countryside. Scruff brush and stunted trees dotted the gently undulating landscape. Weeds crowded the shoulder, clogging the ditches.

      “It’s weird to see vineyards so close to town,” Maggie said.

      They passed several villages, each one smaller and more dilapidated than the last until finally, Laurent pulled down a long driveway tightly fringed by densely packed pine trees. As the sounds of branches scratched against the sides of the car Maggie felt her apprehension escalate once more.

      I have voluntarily gone with a stranger to a remote part of the country where I don’t speak the language and where not a soul knows where I am.

      Back in Atlanta she wouldn’t walk to her car in the middle of the day without a can of pepper spray in her hand.

      I must be losing my mind.

      At the end of the road, Maggie saw a weathered and beaten wooden structure. Laurent drove until the driveway gave way to only bleached and sparse grass and then parked. Maggie listened to the pinging sounds of the engine as it died.

      Finally, Laurent turned to her.

      “Ready?” he said softly.

      Why resist now? Maggie thought. When they discover my body they’re going to ask how in the world did I end up here in this desolate spot and clearly never even tried to escape?

      “Is this where we’re meeting Roger?” she asked as she got out of the car.

      Why would Roger meet us out here in the middle of nowhere? Unless he’s worried about being followed? Or coming to the attention of the authorities?

      All perfectly good reasons, Maggie thought, her mouth suddenly dry, considering the illegal nature of what Dad has arranged with him.

      Laurent led the way toward the wooden house and then walked around it where Maggie saw a garden of tangled weeds and wayward shrubbery encased by a broken-down stone wall.

      Maggie gazed past the jumble of flowers and weeds. The garden looked as if it had been untended for years yet was somehow more beautiful for its neglect. Geraniums exploded in uncontrollable bushes of rich reds bordering the waist-high stonewalls. Roses grew wild everywhere in snaking vines along the ground and up an old rotted wooden trellis.

      Over the garden wall was a view of the Mediterranean Sea—just a patch of it, but enough to fill Maggie with delight at the sight. The air was fragrant with the scent of lemons and roses.

      “This is unbelievable,” she said as she stared at the breathtaking view. “This property must cost a fortune.”

      She waved in the direction of the dilapidated wooden house. “To just let it rot like this  makes no sense.”

      Laurent shrugged. “It is not a very good house.”

      “I don’t care if it’s the local crack house, you could tear it down and put up a double wide. I mean, look at that view!”

      “Magnifique, non?”

      “I’ve never been to the Riviera before,” Maggie said. “At least now I know what all the fuss is about. Mind you, the major fuss has to be the prices. A sandwich at the Hotel Splendid cost fifteen euros! A bottle of Perrier there cost eight.”

      She knew she was babbling but Laurent’s silence and the remote beauty of the place were working to unsettle her.

      “When did you say Roger would be coming with Nicole?” She turned to face Laurent, her back to the panoramic view.

      “In a little while.”

      “What does that mean? Hours?”

      “Oui. Hours.”

      “Couldn’t we have waited in Cannes? I mean, this is pretty, but there’s not even a decent table to sit at.”

      Laurent smiled. “We don’t need a table.”

      He turned, the small backpack looped over one shoulder and walked to the stonewall that enclosed the wild flower garden. Maggie followed him, her heart pounding.

      He leaned against the stonewall and opened the backpack and pulled out a bottle of wine, a package of cheese and a demi-baguette.

      A picnic. We’re going to have a picnic before he kills me.

      “Laurent?”

      “Oui?”

      He took out a small cloth and spread it ceremoniously across the weeds, buttercups and violets at the base of the stonewall.

      “Did you know my sister?”

      It occurred to Maggie that Laurent might have been the friend who took Nicole from Elise for Gerard and, if not, then perhaps he was one of Elise’s ex-boyfriends?

      “I met your sister once,” Laurent said as he took out a small paper bag of blood-red strawberries.

      “So you’re doing all this to help out Roger?”

      “He is a friend.” He looked at her and smiled. “But perhaps I am doing all this for someone I just met.”

      Maggie felt her cheeks grow warm in a blush.

      “Did you know Elise’s roommates? Coco and Bijoux?”

      “I don’t believe so.” He tilted his head as he answered, watching her.

      Maggie felt a fluttering feeling in her stomach when Laurent looked at her that way. His eyes were so probing she knew he had probably already figured out exactly how she looked in her bra and panties—if not less. Just the thought made her blush again.

      “What did Roger tell you about Elise?” she asked.

      She suddenly realized that she was stalling for time. This man obviously had a plan. A plan she could only guess at. A plan that was not necessarily good for her.

      “He said she was a woman who had troubles. Sit, Maggie.”

      Maggie sat down and picked up a pear from the tablecloth. It felt fat and juicy in her hand.

      “Roger didn’t know her either,” she said. Impulsively, she put a hand on Laurent’s sleeve and he seemed to freeze at her touch. “But you’ve heard things.”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Look, Laurent, I know my sister did drugs. I don’t think you can tell me anything that will surprise me. But if you know anything about her, I’d really appreciate it.”

      Laurent turned and put his large hand on top of her smaller one. When he did, Maggie felt an electric shock erupt where he touched her and begin to vibrate up her arm.

      His eyes were dark and inscrutable.

      “In my country,” he said, “to have the bébé with no father is not so terrible.” He shrugged.

      “Is that all you’ve heard about her?”

      “Perhaps she smoked cannabis and she was toujours a part of the folie à deux. You understand?”

      When Maggie frowned, he said, “Always choosing the wrong man.”

      Maggie picked up a jar of olives. She watched them bob and float in their oil.

      Laurent tore off a piece of bread and offered it to her. She took it absently.

      “You were close with her?” he asked.

      “When we were kids. After we got older, no. She dressed odd and hung around weirdos and wasn’t interested in college.”

      She looked at Laurent and suddenly wondered what it would be like to kiss those full lips. She quickly turned away.

      “In fact, she was nothing like me. I wanted to go to college and I liked outfits that matched. She scared me a little, and that’s funny because I just realized that. And if you knew her you’d think I was crazy because she was not at all intimidating. Beautiful, yes, but not formidable at all.”

      “Why did she come to France?”

      “She wanted to be an artist and our folks thought it would be good for her. Honestly, for them too, I guess. She was a pretty major embarrassment back home.” She looked at Laurent and found him watching her intently. “I loved my sister.”

      “Bien sûr.”

      “But I still can’t believe she wanted the life she chose.”

      “It was not a life you would have chosen.”

      “Having babies out of wedlock? Maybe y’all do that sort of thing over here and it’s no big deal, but it’s a definite faux pas where I come from.”

      “Perhaps that is why your sister preferred France, non? It was, for her, a world that understood her better.”

      “Maybe. I just couldn’t believe we could have the same childhood—going to the beach and the mountains, with our own ponies and private schools and stuff—and she could say, ‘No, thanks. Not for me.’”

      Laurent poured a glass of wine and handed it to her.

      “At first, she wrote home,” Maggie said. “But soon she stopped going to her art classes and then she stopped writing or calling. We didn’t even hear too many rumors after that. I mean, she got pregnant but never called to tell us? Can you believe that?”

      “Your mother and father were angry?”

      “No. They were worried. But I have to admit, I don’t know why more wasn’t done to bring her home.”

      Maggie pushed her long hair off her shoulder.

      “I hate thinking my parents didn’t go looking for her because they were afraid they might find her.”

      She looked into Laurent’s eyes, her own eyes misting. “Like maybe they were afraid that Elise would want to come home and be the crazy artist in their neighborhood and around their country club.” She shook her head angrily. “Why am I saying that? My parents adored Elise. They did.”

      “But they did not look for her?”

      Maggie didn’t answer. Her parents did look for Elise. Of course they did. But for the first time it occurred to her that perhaps they didn’t look very hard.

      “And you? Did you try to find her?” Laurent asked.

      Maggie looked at him in surprise. “Me? I was in college and then I got my first job. I had no money and I was busy starting out in my career. I’m in advertising.”

      “Ah.” He smiled politely and Maggie found herself feeling stupid as if she’d been trying to impress him.

      “I had a really great job. I’m an advertising copywriter. I write ads and television commercials.”

      Laurent nodded while he unscrewed a jar of tapenade and rummaged in the bag for a knife to spread the olive mixture.

      “I do not watch much television,” he said.

      Of course you don’t.

      “Anyway, I loved my job,” Maggie said, her eyes watching the blue horizon of the Mediterranean as it merged with the even bluer southern sky. “It was very fast-paced. Very exciting.”

      “And you are no longer at this job?”

      She was surprised he had picked up on that. But already she was beginning to see that Laurent understood more than he let on.

      “Nature of the business,” she said. “We lost a big account. Last hired, first fired.”

      From across the garden and far down the vineyard-studded hills, Maggie noticed a colorful, flapping line of laundered clothes starkly visible against the landscape of browns and muted greens. The clothesline bucked and twisted in the bright sky like the gay signal flags she’d seen on the yachts moored in the harbor at Cannes.

      She brushed a dusting of pollen from her cotton dress and Laurent reached over and took her hand in his. She looked up at him, her heart pounding with the thrill of what she knew was coming as the big Frenchman leaned over and kissed her. She felt the coarseness of his cheek stubble against her face.

      Slowly, she moved toward him, folding herself against his chest, smelling the soap and sunshine in his blue cotton pullover. A moment passed and he lifted her chin with his fingers and looked into her eyes. He kissed her again. His tongue pushed gently past her lips into her mouth and his arms tightened around her.

      Maggie was vaguely aware of the Mediterranean sun caressing her bare arms and legs, and of her cotton sundress pulling high across her thighs. She could smell the redolent mixture of olives and lemons and sun-sweetened grass and roses.

      And when he kissed her again, she thought nothing more about Elise or Nicole or Atlanta, or her own fears of what might happen next.
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      Seventeen hours later.

      Maggie had seventeen hours to roll that afternoon over and over in her mind and no matter how she looked at it, it refused to make sense.

      An indescribably sexy Frenchman brought me to a magic place by the sea and made me his own in every sense of the word.

      Twice.

      Every time she thought of it—thought of him, his large warm hands on her skin, his full lips nibbling at her ear lobe, his husky, whispered voice against her throat—she began to tingle and blush in a way that made it impossible to sit still.

      And then she had gotten on an airplane and left.

      Even now, Maggie found it difficult to believe she could have gone where Laurent took her, emotionally and physically, only to walk away at the end of it.

      Had she really not expected something like this to happen with him? With Laurent, whose every smile, every gesture was so damn sexy she nearly had to fan herself just sipping an espresso with him in broad daylight on the rue Meynardiers?

      Had he really taken her by surprise? Or hadn’t she been longing for it, for him, from the moment she looked up to see him standing next to her on the breakfast terrace of the Hotel d’Albion?

      From the warmth and exhilaration of their sweet union late that afternoon until this moment, where she sat on a Boeing 787 revving its engines for takeoff, it was clear that an amazing thing had happened. An extraordinary thing. An earth-shattering thing.

      She glanced over at the child sitting next to her.

      A nearly impossible thing.

      Roger had brought Nicole to the little dilapidated house by the sea not two hours after she and Laurent had made love on the grass. One brief hour to lay in each other’s arms and talk—or not—and enjoy their picnic feast…and make love again.

      One hour before the whole adventure concluded in the early evening with the sound of Bentley driving up the winding driveway and pushing Nicole and her fake passport into Maggie’s arms.

      The flight attendant walked down the aisle to double-check everyone’s seat back tray compliance and Maggie glanced at the blank-eyed child sitting next to her.

      Elise’s daughter. Maggie’s niece. John and Elspeth’s granddaughter. Nicole.

      Maggie spoke softly to the girl.

      “Ça va, Nicole?”

      The child lifted her head and looked at Maggie but her eyes held no expression. In spite of the seatbelt sign and the imminent departure, Maggie had an impulse to gather the girl in her arms and hold her, as if by doing so she could bring the child to animation.

      Roger had very little to say about the details of where he had found Nicole. He gave Maggie the fake passport—paid for by Maggie’s father—and after dropping Maggie and Nicole off at her hotel, he and Laurent disappeared into the night.

      Maggie had been so busy with the overnight care of the little waif she barely had time to process what had happened.

      Nicole hadn’t spoken a word all night. She was small—smaller at four than Maggie had imagined she’d be. All the Newberry women were tall, leggy creatures. All except Maggie, who was the recipient of the family’s good-natured teasing for her special petiteness.

      Special, it seemed, until now.

      Also like Maggie but unlike Elise, the girl’s hair was dark.  Her eyes were wide and fringed with thick lashes. Her full bottom lip quivered slightly.

      Now, as Maggie watched her, it occurred to her that Nicole wasn’t really frightened so much as she was…nothing. She didn’t flinch or cry or recoil at Maggie’s touch. She simply stared, her face a blank mask, her eyes dry.

      Maggie tried to imagine Nicole as a part of their family with a place at the Thanksgiving dinner table, her Christmas stocking at the hearth, familiar with her grandfather’s jokes and feeble puns as much as the rest of them.

      Was it possible this fragile collection of bones and tremors would someday be a laughing, happy, integral part of the Newberry clan? Maggie touched the little girl’s hair. Nicole did not twitch a muscle.

      Maggie had every confidence that her mother Elspeth would bring Nicole around—with love and chocolate chip cookies and relentless doting.

      She turned away to focus on the back of the chair seat in front of her, her heart twisting at the memory of Laurent at the Nice Airport departure lounge, his big hands shoved in his pockets, his feet planted solidly.

      He had surprised her by coming to see them off. While she had to admit their goodbye at the house had been heartbreakingly lacking as far as she was concerned, she had tried to accept that he probably viewed the liaison for what it was: two convenient ships connecting in the night.

      I mean, he’s French after all.

      She gazed out the airplane window and felt a needle of fear war with the excitement and warmth of the memory of Laurent’s arms around her, his kisses consuming her.

      Would she ever see him again?
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      Maggie scanned the crowd at Atlanta’s Hartsfield International Airport for her parents, Big John and auburn-haired Southern beauty queen Elspeth, the Newberry matriarch.

      She glanced down at her charge, huddled by her side. Nicole looked even less like a blood relation this morning. She was so dark—like Maggie. But unlike Maggie, Nicole’s features were blunt and full. Her eyes were round as an owl’s and bottomless.

      The child had spoken not a word the whole flight. She’d given no indication that she needed to go to the lavatory, wanted water, was hungry, was fatigued, or even fearful. Nothing. She had sat in her seat, her new, airport-bought outfit making her look like a refugee from Paris Disney, and stared out the window of the airplane. Maggie spoke to her in French and then English. No response.

      After sailing through immigration Maggie spotted her parents at the top of the escalator in the International Arrivals terminal. They looked fretful as their eyes searched the crowd of travelers for her. She watched them and her waving hand faltered a bit.

      In a flash, she could see they were not looking for Nicole. Or her. She could see the hunted desperate look in their eyes.

      In a strange, inexplicable way, they were looking for Elise.

      Maggie’s hand dropped to her side and she felt sick with the intensity of her parents’ longing. She looked down at Nicole, who stood motionless beside her.

      They won’t find Elise here.

      “Maggie! Darling! John, she’s over here.”

      Maggie looked up and smiled at them. She propelled the girl forward and Nicole walked robot-like into the arms of her maternal grandparents.

      Maggie felt her mother’s quick hug, noticed the familiar scent of Chanel No. 5, and then watched her mother envelop Nicole in her arms, ignoring Nicole’s blank expression and just hugging her tightly. Maggie saw Nicole stiffen but she did not resist.

      “Long flight, darling?” Maggie’s father leaned over and gave her shoulders a squeeze.

      “Not bad,” Maggie said.

      “It’s just going to take a little time,” Elspeth said as she knelt beside the child, the silken hem of her dress dusting the airport tile. “And we’ve got lots of that, don’t we, ma petite?” She touched the girl’s face and looked into her dark, expressionless eyes.

      Maggie’s father shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “The casket?”

      “Yeah, about that,” Maggie said. “There was a miscommunication or something. When I went to get the paperwork at the airport yesterday, they said there wasn’t a casket.”

      “You didn’t bring Elise home?”

      Maggie saw her father’s face contort into a grimace and he quickly looked at her mother who was still focused on Nicole.

      “No, I did, Dad,” Maggie said in a low voice.

      She tapped the hard leather shoebox strapped to her luggage. “They cremated her. I’m sorry. They were sorry about the misunderstanding.”

      Her father stared
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