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            A TURKEY AND SOME MISTLETOE

          

        

      

    

    
      The village roads leading to Domaine St-Buvard gave no hint of the looming feast day. No twinkling fairy lights, no gaudy outlines of neon Christmas trees hanging from lamp posts—nothing to hint at the coming holiday.

      And yet. There was a special undeniable feeling of Thanksgiving in the air for Maggie Newberry Dernier as she sat at the kitchen counter in her own French country kitchen in the mas she shared with her husband and two children on the outskirts of the French village of St-Buvard in Provence.

      In fact, she was pretty sure that her own kitchen was undeniably the best thing about any holiday held at Domaine St-Buvard.

      Especially since her husband Laurent was almost always in that kitchen.

      Maggie leaned across the counter and watched him now as he stood in front of his pride and joy, the massive La Cornue stove that anchored the east corner of the small room. The scent of garlic, rosemary and sautéed shallots filled the air.

      The kitchen counter around him was covered with bowls of sea scallops, Belgian endives, jumbo shrimp, garlic cloves and onions, fresh chives and a large block of butter—all ingredients for today’s lunch and the beginnings of what would be their dinner.

      It was the day before Thanksgiving with all the chaos and activity that that family holiday promised. But today that activity and expectation had been ratcheted up a notch.

      Maybe two.

      Today Maggie and Laurent were expecting overseas guests.

      Just the thought of it made Maggie’s stomach drop a little.

      “Hey, just so you know,” she said to Laurent, “Gambas Flambées with pastis is not traditional Thanksgiving fare.”

      Laurent glanced at his wife and gave a small smile. He was a man of few words at the best of times but when he was in his kitchen he was in a world that existed beyond words or idle conversation.

      “Where are the kids?” she asked looking around as Laurent poured her another mug of coffee from the French press.

      Their two children, Jemmy and Mila, ages ten and eight,  even with dual citizenship, had never celebrated the traditional North American holiday anywhere but in France. There were times that Maggie, who was born and raised in Atlanta, Georgia, would have loved for her children to experience a traditional Thanksgiving in the country that invented it, but what with the grape harvest usually only just finishing up most years the timing had never worked out.

      “They are collecting kindling,” Laurent said. “When do you expect Grace and Danielle to arrive?”

      Maggie’s best friend Grace Van Sant ran a bed and breakfast owned by Laurent and situated on the other side of Laurent’s vineyard. She lived there with her fourteen-year-old daughter Zouzou and their dear friend Danielle Alexandre who’d recently lost her husband.

      “Grace said she’d try to get here early,” Maggie said.

      “So she will be late.”

      “I know! Right? Today of all days she needs to be here when she said she would.”

      Laurent raised an eyebrow at his wife. A handsome man and at six foot four unusually tall for a Frenchman, he was broad chested, taciturn and in Maggie’s view, smoking hot.

      “You have had too much coffee,” he said.

      “I never thought I’d hear a Frenchman say that,” Maggie retorted. But she knew he was right. She was on her fourth cup and just the thought of who was about to walk through that front door was making agitated tremors shoot up both her arms.

      “I honestly can’t believe Windsor agreed to come,” Maggie said. “What was he thinking?”

      “He was probably thinking you invited him,” Laurent said, turning back to his stove.

      “I didn’t mean for him to bring half of Atlanta!” Maggie said as she pushed her coffee mug away.

      Windsor Van Sant—ex-husband of Grace—had responded with eagerness to Maggie’s spontaneous and now fully regretted invitation to spend Thanksgiving in France at Maggie and Laurent’s mas Domaine St-Buvard.

      Unfortunately he’d also announced his intention to bring his new wife along with his daughter Taylor  and her two-year old son.

      “You should not have asked him if you didn’t want him to come,” Laurent said as he rinsed a colander of jumbo shrimp with their heads still on.

      “How did I know he’d bring Taylor?”

      Taylor Van Sant had been a problem since the day she’d entered the world. Feisty, truculent, very probably bipolar and with no evidence of affection or regard for any person in or out of the family, she’d recently topped her usual life’s resumé of mayhem two years ago by getting pregnant from a one-night stand and then refusing to give the baby up for adoption—or agreeing to care for him herself.

      With Grace living in France, Windsor and his new wife Susie had stepped in to raise the child.

      “Remember the first time Taylor had Thanksgiving dinner with us?” Maggie asked.

      Laurent turned and raised his eyebrow in disapproval,

      “Chérie,” he said. “As bad as Taylor was as a child, even you cannot lay murder at her feet.”

      A horn honked outside and Laurent turned to look out the kitchen window at the circular gravel driveway situated just outside.

      “Please tell me that’s Grace and Danielle,” Maggie said.

      “Looks like a rental car,” Laurent said. “Ah yes. It is Windsor.”

      “Well, crap,” Maggie said. “I’m going to kill Grace for being late.”

      “Meanwhile, chérie,” Laurent said. “Let us go greet our guests.”
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            THE WEATHER OUTSIDE IS FRIGHTFUL

          

        

      

    

    
      I officially hate Windsor’s wife.

      Maggie sat across from Susie Van Sant with the coffee table between them in the salon at Domaine St-Buvard and smiled woodenly at her.

      Susie Van Sant had probably been adorably chubby when she wasn’t pregnant. But at six months, she was downright portly with a lumbering, swinging gait to go with it. She wore her dark hair cropped short which accented her double chin.

      Not to mention the frown that went with it.

      As soon as Windsor had hugged Laurent and Maggie and greeted Jemmy and Mila, he made the unnecessary announcement that Susie was pregnant.

      And very pregnant. Maggie could not imagine how the woman had gotten onto a transatlantic flight at six months along.

      As soon as Laurent had helped Windsor bring in all the luggage, Grace and Danielle pulled up behind Windsor’s rental car. More hugs and kisses ensued until everyone was ensconced in the living room, a festive gin and tonic in one hand—lime soda for Susie—and the children back outside frolicking with Maggie and Laurent’s large hunting dogs.

      Laurent and Windsor had immediately gone to walk Laurent’s vineyard—Laurent’s favorite thing to do no matter the season. And Taylor had promptly retreated with her iPad and cell phone to her assigned guest bedroom upstairs.

      Maggie hadn’t seen Taylor in five years. Except for a few basics, the girl hadn’t changed a bit.

      Maggie decided that physically Taylor looked like she was trying out for the part of the girl with the dragon tattoo but that wasn’t a surprise. Grace had brought back enough pictures of Taylor and the baby when she’d visited last summer so Maggie had known what to expect.

      Taylor had always loved shocking people—and was usually only content if it was an unpleasant shock—so the fact that her head was shaved, her lips tattooed and pierced and her breasts nearly hanging out of what looked like a leather corset was to be expected.

      Neither was it a surprise that Taylor paid absolutely no attention to her baby. Windsor and Susie alternated holding the boy until Grace showed up at which point they unceremoniously dumped him into her arms without bothering to hide their relief.

      Clearly biracial, Zircon was bright-eyed and winsome. Maggie couldn’t help feeling sorry for the little fellow—and not just for his terrible name. It was all well and good to be adopted by your biological family but if they were doing it largely for appearances sake, it was less than ideal.

      And now that there was a “real” child on the way for Windsor and Susie, poor little Zircon didn’t stand a chance.

      Maggie hoped she was wrong.

      “Maggie?”

      Maggie turned to Grace who had just spoken to her.

      “I’m sorry,” Maggie said, blushing as if her uncharitable thoughts could be discerned by the expression on her face. “What?”

      “Susie wants to know how much  Domaine St-Buvard cost to renovate,” Grace said sweetly.

      In all the years that she’d known her, Maggie thought Grace Van Sant was still the most beautiful creature she had ever met. A clone of Grace Kelly but with her wit and charisma palpable from the moment she stepped into a room, Grace was a heavenly creature in every way. Maggie considered it extraordinary that Grace was still single since divorcing Windsor nearly five years ago.

      “Sorry,” Maggie said. “I have no idea. Laurent handles all that.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Susie said, holding her hands primly in her lap. “Windsor told me you and Laurent have a traditional French marriage. I suppose that’s from living over here so far from the States.”

      “What are you talking about?” Maggie asked.

      “The gougères are superb, chérie,” Danielle said as she handed the plate of cheese puffs to Maggie. “Have you had one?”

      Knowing that Danielle was trying to forestall the line of questioning that Maggie now found herself determined to follow, Maggie took the plate and handed it to Grace.

      “What do you mean traditional?” Maggie asked Susie.

      “Just that you let your husband make all the important decisions,” Susie said. “I suppose that might be a relief in some ways although I’m sure I could never do it myself.”

      “Laurent doesn’t make all the decisions,” Maggie said indignantly as a vein over her eye began to twitch. “And we don’t have a traditional marriage. Why would Windsor say that?”

      She glanced at Grace who was frowning and giving her best silent message of will you chill out and stop rising to her bait?

      “Of course he’s very forceful. Even I can see that,” Susie said, picking nonexistent lint off her Betsy Johnson skirt. “And I suppose it’s important to blend in and behave as the other French women do.” She smiled condescendingly at Danielle.

      Wow. It takes some skill to insult one woman and a whole country in one breath.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Maggie said hotly.

      “Darling, you must take a turn with this precious cherub,” Grace said suddenly plopping little Zircon on Maggie’s lap. “What would the holidays be without babies?”

      Zircon turned to grab Maggie’s long hair and she came face to face with his serious little face. Instantly her heart began to melt. And when the baby grinned toothlessly at her, she let go of the rest of her irritation.

      She turned to Susie and smiled.

      “You must be so uncomfortable with all that extra weight, Susie. Can I get you another zero calorie soda?”
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