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      When Laurent gets word that his friend Antoine Dubois, head chef at a top culinary bistro in Toulouse was brutally murdered on the opening day of the city's famous Merguez Sausage Festival, he drives to Toulouse, determined to find the killer.

      As Laurent interrogates staff and rival chefs, it becomes clear that more than reputations are at stake. When Maggie joins her husband in Toulouse to help in any way she can, she quickly vanishes without a trace and Laurent is told to stop looking for his friend's killer or she will die.

      Maggie’s job now is to stay alive and try to leave a trail of breadcrumbs for Laurent to follow. Working with the Toulouse police, Laurent must find Maggie in the treacherous Pyrenees mountains before it's too late. To do that he will have to outwit two cunning killers--Antoine's killer and the ones who kidnapped Maggie and who will stop at nothing to keep their crimes buried—including killing her.

      In this edge-of-your-seat mystery infused with the rich culture and cuisine of southern France, Maggie will once more risk everything during a pulse-pounding game of cat and mouse high in the French alps.
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      There was something about the idea of a life well-lived that had always bothered Laurent.

      Mainly, it was the question of what decided the matter? And then there was the question of what defined well-lived? He imagined most people would hold that living in the South of France was the epitome of a life well-lived. Good weather, good food, plentiful wine. He’d been mulling over the idea of a life well-lived ever since he left Aix-en-Provence on his way to Toulouse. Maybe it was the purr of the road—the radio in the car didn’t work—or just the hum of his own overactive brain as he tried to decompress from a summer that had been more fizzle than sizzle.  

      It was three-and-a-half-hours to Toulouse from his home in St-Buvard. He’d been driving for a little over two hours, yet he felt as if he’d only been on the road a matter of minutes.  He glanced at the highway sign up ahead. Toulouse 12 kilometers.

      Before he left this morning, he’d attributed his malaise to the frustrating work on the vineyard this year. It hadn’t occurred to him that some of it might be connected to the actual place he was driving away from. The thought was startling.

      Does it take your whole body unspooling with every mile you put behind you before you to see how much you needed this?

      Laurent shook his head in bemusement as he took the exit ramp toward Toulouse. He’d have to mention that to Maggie when he called her tonight. She’d tease him that he was becoming more American, like her. The thought made him smile. He rolled down his window to let the crisp mountain air fill his lungs as he took in the beauty of the Pyrenees Mountain range in the distance.  She’d been right about this, too, he thought. He’d needed to get away.

      Minutes later after he’d turned a corner off the access road from the highway Toulouse seemed to abruptly present itself. Known as "La Ville Rose" due to its distinctive terracotta-brick architecture, Toulouse always felt to Laurent like a combination of history and modern life. It was a hub of aerospace innovation, the home to one of the oldest universities in Europe, and renowned for its arts and culinary scene. Truly a Renaissance city, Laurent mused. He followed the Garonne River, its banks dotted with wide paved promenades and parks.

      He tried to remember the last time he’d visited Toulouse. It wasn’t a long drive. He should have brought Maggie and Amelie with him. He quickly amended that thought. Amelie didn’t yet travel well, and Maggie intended this weekend to be one where Laurent truly relaxed. Amelie and relaxation didn’t exist together in the same galaxy. He smiled at the thought of Maggie and her determination that he take some time for himself. Nobody worked harder than she did, but she was always ready to pick up a load that didn’t belong to her.

      Within moments, he found himself maneuvering through crowds packing the Place du Capitole, a sprawling square dominated by the majestic Capitole de Toulouse, the town’s city hall and the epicenter this weekend for the opening day of Toulouse's famed Merguez sausage festival. The town was laid out in a series of streets emanating from the square and currently overflowing with a lively presentation of colors and energies as people of all nationalities milled about to celebrate the famous sausages or just to enjoy good food. Each street Laurent passed was decorated with bright banners and flags and lined with food stalls, themselves adorned with colorful signs and enticing displays of mouthwatering sausages. People swarmed the square holding plates piled high with sausages. Many were dressed in the colorful traditional Pyrenees costume with clogs and turbans or dressed in vestido de flamenco to honor Toulouse’s proximity to Spain.

       Laurent drove through the winding streets until he found the address of his bed and breakfast located just off the town center. He left his bags in the car, deciding he’d check in after he’d explored a bit first. Truth be told, the sizzling aroma of sausages, combined with the scent of frying garlic and onions had prompted a visceral reaction in Laurent as his stomach growled in anticipation. He’d already stopped for a snack on the way to Toulouse and had a table reserved at Antoine’s award-winning restaurant tonight at eight ‘o’clock, but he was still more than ready to eat.

      The air was thick with the rich and spicy aroma of the famous Merguez sausages as he made his way to the center of the festival. He stopped at the first kiosk he came to and watched the flames from open grills licking the sausages and lamb roasts, their smoky aromas mingling with the scent of exotic sauces. Fat links of the famous Merguez sausage lined the large grill—which was nearly four meters wide. He ordered two. They came on fluffy buns that had been baked that morning. Eschewing mustard since he knew the nuance of the sausages would be lost under its overpowering coating, he ate the first sausage in a few bites—each one bursting with flavor, a perfect balance of spiciness and savory meat. He imagined that every vendor would be offering their own recipes to provide a unique twist on the traditional sausage.

      He walked around the square, observing all the different kiosks and stands. Most were offering grilled sausages but there were also mulled wine stands, falafel kiosks, crêperie stalls, piroshki stands, and even steaming, fragrant paella sold by the individual pan. 

      Laurent finished his second sausage and bought another made of cured pork loin seasoned with cinnamon and garlic. He leaned against a stone pillar while he ate it. He looked around the square until he spotted a stand selling a selection of local artisan beers and headed in that direction. He had hours to kill before meeting up with Antoine at L’Étoile Gourmande—his friend’s restaurant and Toulouse’s crowning jewel in the city’s culinary offerings.

      He’d known Antoine Dubois from their days working the Côte d’Azur. They’d been close then but had lost touch in the intervening years. In the meantime, it was clear from what Laurent had read over the years that his old friend had done well for himself. It had been too long since the two of them had spoken. With his own work on the vineyard behind him for the year and only maintenance of the vines and an annoying melee of local politics to plague him for fall and winter, Laurent really needed to try to shake off his bad year. Normally, he would’ve refused the opportunity to walk away from his worries, but Maggie had been quite adamant that he take this weekend for himself. After all, they were raising his granddaughter, and Amelie wasn’t an easy child. Maggie’s insistence that he leave for the weekend was all the more generous because of that. But guilt aside for leaving her to deal with Amelie’s shenanigans on her own, Laurent had to admit her plan seemed to be working. Ever since he’d been in town, he felt better. In fact, there was a distinct possibility that he’d begun to feel relaxed the moment he’d pointed his Citroen away from St-Buvard.

      He wouldn’t bother trying to decipher that phenomenon. For once, he was just going to sit back and enjoy what was happening all around him. And perhaps check out the paella stand.
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      Maggie shivered as she watched the trees that lined the long drive to their mas tremble in the breeze, shedding many of their leaves even though it was barely September. She turned back to her kitchen and wiped up luncheon spills from the counter while keeping an eye on Amelie who was attempting to brush one of their two dogs. The child was very intent on making a proper job of it and the dog—a Cavalier King Charles mix and a poodle blend—were patient and long- suffering.

      From where Maggie stood a double set of French doors opened out onto a graveled courtyard with a heart-stopping view of the rolling vineyards beyond—over two hundred hectares of local grape and lovingly pruned and tended vines—and another fifteen hectares of sprawling lawn punctuated with olive, plum, fig, and cypress trees.

      Laurent’s vineyard was as neat and tidy as a hausfrau’s linen closet, she thought with a smile. Every row was weeded, every mound raked, every stripped bough of grapes was now staked as meticulously as a careful line of stitches in the earth. Maggie wasn’t surprised that Laurent gardened the way he cooked—with organized fervor. Their kitchen rarely had a spoon or sauce pan out of place.

      She couldn’t help but recall how she’d felt twenty-eight years ago about the vineyard and its surrounding grounds when she first moved to Domaine St-Buvard. The idea of moving in had been sold to her as a temporary situation until Laurent could sell the property he’d recently inherited. She and Laurent had only known each other barely a year and Maggie was eager to get back to the US to resume her career at one of Atlanta’s top advertising agencies. Things hadn’t quite worked out that way.

      She’d hated Domaine St-Buvard in the beginning. Of course, that had been before Laurent renovated the kitchen and the bathrooms. Back then, it had all been very primitive. That first year in Provence had been an eye-opening education. As had living with Laurent. But they’d traversed the highs and the lows of an ex-pat marriage. They’d battled the elements and each other. The children had come—first Jemmy and then Mila and then Luc although he was the oldest of all of them. And throughout it all, Maggie had forced herself to see what Laurent saw when he looked at this land. And when she did, she realized that nothing else back home could compete with its beauty or its history. From the dusty village roads to the endless fields of lavender to the dramatic evidence of Roman architecture that seemed to materialize at the oddest moments. Had she ever had her breath snatched away shopping for plums in Atlanta? (Had she ever even shopped for plums in Atlanta?) That happened daily here.

      After five years of living surrounded by all this natural beauty—not to mention what the Romans had brought to the table over a thousand years ago—Maggie had finally gotten to the point where she decided she was happy where she was. And all the losses she had tallied on her long list of things she had left behind seemed like nothing to her now when she saw all that she had.

      And at the very top of that list of course was Laurent.  

      She stepped through the dining room and opened the French doors and both dogs immediately shot outside and raced for the fields, Amelie right behind them. Maggie saw Amelie hesitate for a moment and then turn to look back at Maggie. The child knew her boundaries. Of course, she did. Otherwise, how would she constantly be able to test them?

      “They’ll come back,” Maggie told the child.

      She turned her attention to the state of the courtyard. There had been a storm last night and she’d yet to pick up the debris from the terrace. She walked down the gravel path to where a large stone dining table sat underneath a canopy of tall plane trees bordered by a full bed of marigolds and geraniums. Maggie had long since given up trying to grow azaleas and gardenias, which for years she had planted every spring and watched die every summer. Now she tended to pots of lemon trees and bougainvillea bushes that were offset by the shrubs of lavender and rosemary that grew wild around the property. On the north side of the courtyard Laurent had established his herb garden tucked neatly into a side corner against the house.  

      Laurent was the cook in the family and his potager was lovingly tended and designed for easy access. It was an endless source of thyme, basil, lemon verbena, and several different kinds of rosemary. Amelie stood at the edge of the terrace and shielded her eyes, looking for the dogs. A strong breeze set her dark hair flying around her face. Their home, a one-hundred-year-old mas, was solidly constructed of stone and made to withstand the powerful Mistral.

      Sometimes Maggie swore she could smell the Mistral, that icy-cold wind that came down the Rhône River Valley from the Alps to jolt the sun lovers of Provence back to their senses. As she sat on the stone knee wall that hemmed the terrace, she found herself pulling her cotton cardigan tighter around her shoulders. It was still warm these days. She wouldn’t really feel the chill for another month at least. But still, it was coming. The little poodle mix Fleur, raced back from the vineyard and jumped into Maggie’s lap. She had a few twigs and leaves in her fur which Maggie plucked out.

      From where she sat, she could see the silhouette of grape vines and imagined seeing the form of her husband—always the tallest figure in any grouping—walking his vineyard which he did most mornings and evenings. The harvest was done for the year, and everyone was ready to breathe a sigh of relief. The grapes were in and off to be processed.  Maggie always loved to watch Laurent when he was busy focused on his passions—the vineyard or cooking—especially during those moments when he was unaware of her.

      She smiled at the thought his natural grace of movement which belied his size—at just a tad over six foot five. He was like a large cat who knew exactly how much space he took up. Silent as a panther and depending on who he was dealing with, nearly as dangerous. Even as he aged—and she’d seen that, too—Laurent still appeared powerful to her. Or perhaps that was just his natural affect. A taciturn man, he embodied the principle of speak less and do more. One never really knew what he was thinking. Sometimes that drove her mad. Other times she found herself intrigued and seduced by it. After all these years.

      Amelie came over and sat down next to her. She reached over to pet Fleur.

      “When is Opa coming home?” she asked, a discontented tone in her voice.

      “Tomorrow night,” Maggie said. “I told you that.”

      Laurent’s nights out were rare and his days away even rarer. Maggie hated to begrudge him the few he did take. Besides his monthly co-op meetings in Aix where all the vignerons collaborated and exchanged notes for the area’s various grape harvests, and his one night a week at Le Canard, the local pub in St-Buvard, he almost never went out after dark.

      She’d checked her cellphone and hour ago but there were no text messages from Laurent. Not that that was unusual. Laurent, although not exactly anti-technology, was resistant to it. Half the time he left his cellphone behind at restaurants, or in taxicabs and public restrooms.

      “Can I swim, Mami?” Amelie asked.

      Amelie’s delicate features were framed by a cascade of chestnut brown hair, which fell in soft waves around her face. Her large, expressive eyes, the color of deep forest green, seemed to hold the weight of her thoughts, giving her a contemplative look that was unusual for someone so young.

      “Are your chores done?” Maggie asked her.

      Amelie energetically bobbed her head in the affirmative. Maggie knew she should check. Laurent would. Half the time Amelie fibbed. Perhaps more than half the time. The child claimed it was just easier, as if she were the sole arbitrator of proper behavior for any given situation and telling the truth was simply one tool in her arsenal with no moral judgement attached to it. Maggie understood the child’s logic. Telling the truth took longer. And it often got Amelie into trouble. But they were having such a nice afternoon, Maggie decided to let it go.

      She watched Amelie run into the house to get her swimsuit as if chasing the promise of childhood itself. And for that moment as she watched her go, Maggie couldn't help but feel that right at this moment in time, all was fairly perfect with her world.
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      The sun, still high in the sky, cast a soft, golden glow as Maggie sat half dozing in the pool chair. Looking up, she could see that golden glow infusing the surrounding vineyards with a radiant affect. She was nearly inspired to get her camera to photograph it. Instead, she watched Amelie race around the pool—regardless of how many times Maggie admonished her not to.

      “Amelie, don’t run!” Maggie said sharply. “We don’t have time for an emergency room visits today.”

      Amelie turned to look at her and grin. She was never deliberately disobedient. But she had her own internal engine driving her, her own compass of moral direction. Maggie had no doubt the child loved her and Laurent—but that didn’t mean she would mind them if minding them went counter to her plans. More than her own children, Maggie imagined that Amelie would either be a captain of industry or an artist. She didn’t like rules and she loved to lead. Laurent was besotted with her.

      Maggie often thought that if Laurent’s own childhood hadn’t been perverted in the way that it had with an abusive father and an absent mother then Amelie in boy form was who he might have been as a child. A male Amelie, intrigued by the world and not yet scarred by it, going forward led largely by his own compass, his own irrepressible confidence.

      “Watch me, Mami!” Amelie called as she scampered over to the diving board.

      Laurent had put the pool in eight years ago. It was surrounded by a mosaic tile terrace. Maggie was surprised to find that she used it nearly as much as the children. With their orderly rows of lush green vines, Laurent’s vineyards were the perfect background for the backyard garden pool—an omnipresent reminder of the region's rich winemaking traditions, adding to the sense of timelessness and connection to the land.

      Maggie frowned as she studied the vineyard and thought of how that very connection to the land had driven Laurent for so many years. Until now.    

      As she watched Amelie jump off the diving board, Maggie couldn’t help but remember when Mila was her age and what a proud papa Laurent had been. To both his children, of course, but especially when they were small. As they grew, his trademark stubbornness couldn’t withstand the preferences and individual dreams of his children. Jemmy was first, breaking Laurent’s heart by dismissing out of hand the idea of working with Laurent in the vineyard or running Domaine St-Buvard with him.  Instead, Jeremy had settled in Atlanta after college.

      In some ways, it was Luc’s rebellion that had been even harder for Laurent to accept. His nephew by blood, Luc had lived in foster homes and on the street until he was fourteen when he came to live with Maggie and Laurent. He and Laurent were close, and Luc’s passion for the vineyard at St-Buvard—something that Jemmy had never shown—had led Laurent to believe that Luc would come home after college to manage the vineyard with him. It had been seven years since Luc went to California for college. Afterward, he got an internship at a prominent American winery on the west coast, married the boss’s daughter, and simply stayed.

      That left Mila, the apple of Laurent’s eye. When she left for college, she promised to come back to work the marketing and promotional side of the business. She’d since graduated college before going on to receive a degree as a sommelier. That was five years ago, and still there was no mention of returning to Domaine St-Buvard except for holidays and a few weeks in the summer.

      Sometimes Maggie found herself marveling that the very man who had never expected or wanted children, had become so enrapt with his own that his case of empty nest syndrome had rivaled her own when they all finally left home. She knew how much Laurent missed them so that the opportunity to raise his granddaughter was more boon than burden. Yes, it was harder this time around—they were both older and they tired more easily. But they were also able to take it more slowly this time too. Instead of the frazzled balance of school and work with small children and their activities, this time there was more time to focus on Amelie. Which was good because Amelie needed more than the others had.

      Just then Maggie’s cellphone rang. She snatched it up, hoping it might be Laurent, but saw it was her best friend Grace who managed a gite a few miles away.

      "Hey,” Grace said when Maggie answered. “Any interest in coming over for a cookout in the garden tonight?”

      “Sure,” Maggie said. “Sounds like fun. What is Philippe up to?”

      Philippe was Grace’s thirteen-year-old grandson who she had raised from a toddler.

      “He’ll be here,” Grace said. “Bring the dogs. In fact, pack a bag and spend the night why don’t you?”

      Maggie glanced at Amelie who was standing under one of the ancient yews in the back garden examining a chrysalis. Amelie had trouble making friends in school for various reasons, but Philippe was always patient with her—even when the result was less than pleasant for him. Maggie still remembered the black eye Philippe had sported for a week last spring after being in the middle of one of Amelie’s not infrequent tantrums. But Maggie knew part of Amelie’s problem was that she was lonely. As much as she was capable of amusing herself, what she really needed was more people in her life.

      “That sounds like a great idea,” Maggie said. “What can I bring?”
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      Laurent pushed open the door to L’Étoile Gourmande. The tantalizing scent of sautéed garlic and onions and cooking wine enveloped him, instantly drawing him in.  Once inside he registered the cozy atmosphere, the warm lighting, and the murmur of animated conversations all around which instantly projected an ambiance that gave a feeling of refuge from the outside world.

      Well done, Antoine.

      The food would be good. Laurent knew that without doubt. But this feeling of safety, of respite from the crazy world outside the doors? This was why L’Étoile Gourmande was packed every night, why it was the most popular restaurant in Toulouse. Laurent gave his name to the hostess and was immediately led through a sea of linen-covered dining tables to his table. Immediately he felt as if he’d been here before such was the undefinable feeling of comfort in familiar surroundings that couldn’t really be familiar at all. Antoine's bistro felt like a sanctuary. That was quite a feat.

      Anyone can cook and some people can cook amazingly. But to make them feel at home? That is a gift.

      As he settled in at his table, Laurent turned his head to note that the restaurant was a melting pot of cultures, with locals and tourists intermingling, their conversations blending into a symphony of languages. All of it—the conversations blending harmoniously with the clinking of glasses and the melodious notes of soft jazz playing in the background, reminded Laurent of the simple pleasure of human connection. The bistro's reputation for exceptional cuisine had attracted a diverse clientele and not just tourists although there were plenty of them. Locals clearly reveled in the opportunity to savor innovative interpretations of classic regional dishes, while the tourists hungered to indulge in an authentic taste of Toulouse's gastronomic heritage.

      Laurent’s gaze wandered to the walls adorned with photographs that captured the spirit of Toulouse—its iconic landmarks, its festivals, as well as the faces of several of the city's residents.

      The attentive staff, whether male or female, wore crisp white shirts and black aprons, and moved gracefully between tables, ensuring that every guest felt welcomed and attended to.  Laurent himself felt a mix of gratitude and weariness. For a brief moment, he found himself forgetting the stresses and responsibilities of his life back in St-Buvard and found pleasure in the simple joy of anticipation and community within these walls.

      As he glanced at the menu, Laurent was impressed with its simplicity but also its depth in describing the culinary journey that showcased the chef's creativity and mastery. Each dish was made with the finest local and seasonal ingredients, from delicate amuse-bouches to the more famous and meticulously plated main courses that made every bite a revelation. Antoine was a genius at this, Laurent realized. This was his métier, the thing he’d been born to do. The thought gave Laurent a sudden pinch of wistfulness.

      

      Despite the constant buzz of activity all around. him, the restaurant managed to maintain an intimate and convivial atmosphere. Tables were arranged to allow for comfortable conversations and shared moments, fostering a sense of camaraderie among diners. It shouldn’t have worked. But it did.

      "Laurent, mon ami!" Antoine exclaimed as he made his way through the table groupings to Laurent’s table. "You are here!"

      As Antoine approached, Laurent caught the genuine warmth in his friend's eyes and felt viscerally moved. It had been too long—a decade at least—since they’d last seen each other. He returned Antoine’s smile and the two men shook hands.

      "Antoine, my friend," Laurent said. “You have done well. Your place is extraordinaire."

      Antoine beamed at Laurent’s praise. He’d aged since Laurent had known him, Laurent noted, but he’d done so gently. His dark hair was shot through with silver and his eyes sparkled amid the fine lines that told Laurent there had been much laughter in Antoine’s life.

      “Thank you, my friend. It was a labor of love, yes? A labor I enjoyed every minute of,” Antoine said.

      “It is the only kind to have. You have much to be proud of.”

      Antoine didn’t sit and Laurent hadn’t expected him to. He knew the man had a busy night in front of him. There would be time later to fully visit.

      “Order the veal, yes?” Antoine said. “And do not insist on the bill. I stand firm on this!”

      Laurent laughed.

      “Thank you, mon vieux,” Laurent said. “I will order the veal.”

      “We will talk later, yes? It will be late.”

      “Late is fine,” Laurent said.
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      The rustic wooden table, adorned with a vibrant floral tablecloth, was set at the center of the outdoor dining area in Grace’s back garden. The area was surrounded by fragrant lavender bushes, and Maggie always thought it was a scene straight from a postcard. The air was infused with the sweet aromas of grilled vegetables and freshly baked bread.

      Grace VanSant, pushing back an errant golden tendril from her face as she expertly tended the sizzling food on the grill. Philippe and Amelie, their laughter echoing through the air, played nearby with the dogs while Maggie and Danielle watched from their seats at the table. Maggie enjoyed seeing Amelie running around the yard carefree and happy. Grace’s grandson Philippe was careful not to overstimulate or trigger the girl—so easy to do, Maggie knew—but neither did he act as if he preferred to escape indoors to play with his electronic devices as almost any other boy his age might.

      Her silver hair catching the last rays of sunlight as she sat beside Maggie, Danielle Alexandre smiled as she watched the children play. In her seventies, Danielle was slim, elegant, and still very involved in helping Grace manage the property. She had come to live with Grace ten years earlier when Laurent first gave Dormir to Grace to run. When she arrived, Danielle had brought with her a strong sense of practicality and a level of stability that Grace’s little family desperately needed at the time. Grace often said she had no idea how she’d managed before Danielle came to Dormir.

      Grace turned off the grill and wiped her hands on a hand towel. Maggie always thought that Grace, who personified the elegance of her namesake Princess Grace of Monaco, was beautiful even when she was up to her elbows in one of the cottage toilets.   

      “Philippe! Amelie!” Grace called. “Wash your hands, please. Dinner’s ready.”

      Both children raced into the house, the dogs at their heels. Maggie was pleased to see that for once Amelie didn’t argue with an adult giving any kind of direction.

      "Amelie has come a long way, chérie,” Danielle said as she patted Maggie’s hand.

      Maggie knew it was true. Amelie was still half wild but when Maggie remembered how she’d been when she’d first come to live with them…in those moments, she was amazed at the power of love and regular meals.

      In less than a minute, both Philippe and Amelie were at the table and taking their seats, their eyes wide with anticipation of the feast that lay before them. Danielle said grace and smiled dotingly on Philippe once she finished. That was hardly a surprise, Maggie thought with a smile. Childless herself, Danielle had helped raise Philippe since he was two years old.

      “This looks superbe!” Philippe said to Grace. “I love lamb!”

      An expressive, intelligent boy, Philippe’s skin was light brown, heralding his mixed heritage. His eyes were large and expressive and his grin constant and infectious.

      “I know you do, angel,” Grace said. “You’re half the reason I made it tonight.”

      Maggie glanced at Philippe as he put his napkin in his lap and helped Amelie with hers. The boy knew he was adored. Not just by Danielle and Grace but also by his aunt Zouzou who lived in Paris. He hadn’t seen or heard from his mother Taylor, Grace’s older daughter, since she dropped him off with her mother ten years earlier. He’d never met his father either—a drunken one-night stand. Maggie knew that Grace watched him carefully, ready to help him understand his complicated history when he was ready to hear it and not pushing him in case he never was. She had to believe that the love they swamped him with at Dormir would someday protect him from the truth.

      The dinner was noisy but full of laughter as they ate the grilled lamb and roasted vegetables. Maggie watched Amelie slip morsels under the table to the three dogs but forced herself not to scold her.  Soon twilight descended, turning the sky into a tapestry of rich purples and oranges. Maggie eased back into her chair with her glass of wine. It was a beautiful garden and one that Grace had every right to be proud of.

      Laurent had bought the house and property from Danielle ten years ago when she first became widowed and wanted a smaller place. He had it in mind to turn the land back into a viable vineyard—there were twenty-five acres of good grapes—and the house and its outbuildings into a working bed and breakfast. Renovated now to include three holiday mini-cottages in addition to the main cottage, its plumbing updated and new kitchen and swimming pool added, Dormir today was a profitable and popular bed and breakfast. 

      Grace was recently divorced when Laurent offered the property to her to run as a business. She had desperately needed the income along with a place to raise her then ten-year-old daughter, Zouzou. Up until Laurent gave her Dormir to run, Grace had never worked a day in her life. Maggie always found that astonishing since today Grace was the hardest working person she knew besides Laurent himself.

      “Mami,” Amelie said breathlessly standing next to Maggie with her empty plate in her hands. “Can I bring out the tarte?”

      Maggie hesitated. Amelie had good intentions, but she did everything fast and often with little attention to care or detail. Danielle had made the lemon tarte—Grace didn’t bake—and the last thing Maggie wanted was to ruin the evening by seeing Danielle’s creation upside down on the slate terrace.

      “Oh, let her,” Grace said, nodding at Amelie who instantly ran to the kitchen. “If you don’t let her drop a few pies, how is she ever going to learn?”

      Maggie knew she was right but still, it had been many years since she’d had to worry about dropped pies. Before Amelie arrived, life had gotten very tidy.

      “Besides, darling,” Grace said with a laugh. “We always have ice cream if it ends up under the table.”

      “Good point,” Maggie said.

      Maggie admired Grace’s ability to pivot and shake off annoyances or sudden changes in plans. She and Grace were radically different people in that way. Maggie was the down-to-earth, practical one. She often paid little attention to her wardrobe, usually wearing the same clothes multiple days running. She barely noticed her hair, trusting it to do as it pleased. After living twenty-five years in a foreign country with villagers who always had an opinion and usually a negative one, she’d learned not to concern herself unduly with what other people thought of her.

      Grace, on the other hand, was always perfectly coifed, and generally focused on appearances—both hers and anybody else’s—including clothes, furnishings, her hair, and without doubt what people thought of her.

      And yet the things that bound the two of them together—their love for their children, their mutual respect for each other and their very differences—connected them to each other closer than sisters. In the early years they used to talk about what they missed about life in the States, but as they grew into their roles in France they talked less and less about that.

      Maggie watched as Amelie carefully walked out of the kitchen, her little face frowning with concentration as she carried the large tarte in her hands. Maggie revisited Grace’s words and forced herself to smile. If Amelie dropped it, a look of horror or woe from Maggie would do nothing to help Amelie learn the lesson to be more careful. It would only underscore in Amelie’s mind that she was not good enough.

      Philippe ran to the table with his dog Kip beside him, nearly jostling Amelie as she concentrated on not dropping the tarte. By the time she deposited it safely in front of Danielle for cutting, the first thing Amelie did was look at Maggie with pride. And Maggie was so glad she’d been smiling and not holding her breath when the child did.

      “Well done, darling,” Maggie said to her.

      “Can Kip have a piece?” Philippe asked Grace.

      Grace shook her head.

      “Give him a piece of bread if you need to,” she said. “I don’t think dogs and citrus mix well.”

      Maggie remembered four years ago when Philippe had begged Grace for the puppy and Grace had finally relented not at all sure she wouldn’t be taking care of Philippe, the bed and breakfast and a new puppy. But Philippe had risen to the task, taking full responsibility for the dog’s care and surprising everyone by his maturity. She remembered Grace commenting at one point: he’s nothing like his mother.

      Maggie looked at Grace who sat at the head of the table gazing at her grandson as he fed his dog a piece of bread. It was a good life here in Provence, Maggie found herself thinking out of the blue. For all of us. While Grace and her ex-husband had tried not long ago for a second chance, it hadn’t worked out.  Since then, Windsor had gone on to marry again back in the states and was once more expecting another child. The first time he’d moved on after Grace, gotten remarried and had a baby with his new wife, Grace had hit rock bottom. But she’d come back to Provence where she and Maggie had first met. Then, when Laurent held out a hand for her to get back on her feet, she’d taken it.

      These days, Maggie knew Grace dated men from time to time, but she also knew she’d never seen her friend as happy as these last months when she was clearly content just to run her business, raise her grandson and enjoy the wealth of her relationships with Maggie and Danielle.

      Maggie took in a sigh to fully relax into the moment. Danielle cut wedges of the tarte, chatting with the children as she fed bits of crust to the dogs, clearly happy to be surrounded by the people she loved. With the light fragrance of late-season lavender still drifting in the air and the scent of the dried rosemary branches Grace had used to grill the lamb, Maggie found herself thinking how marvelous it was that she and Grace had gotten so much more than they’d wished for all those years ago.
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      Antoine left Laurent’s table to greet and mingle with the other tables surrounding him. Most of them were full of tourists, but Antoine knew it was all part of the game to shake hands and smile. They were there to see the magic they’d read about. Antoine knew it wasn’t just what was on the plate.

      Seeing Laurent again had been almost physically painful. Antoine wasn’t surprised to see that Laurent looked and behaved much the same as he remembered him. But there was a difference. Subtle, but it was there. Laurent was a family man with a successful wine business. He wasn’t running from the law, or disguising himself from his enemies, or worried for his family’s safety. In fact, he looked as if he were a man at peace with the world.

      As Antoine headed back to the kitchen, he felt a prickling on the back of his neck. By the time he reached the swinging doors of the kitchen and stepped inside, he realized that he’d honestly felt joy at seeing Laurent. As prosperous and content as Laurent appeared to be, Antoine knew he wasn’t nearly as successful or famous as Antoine himself. That was something to hold close, to savor and enjoy.

      He stood behind the swinging door for a moment, shielded from the curious eyes of the crowded dining room, and peered through the small round porthole, his eyes settling on Laurent who was focused on the menu. Yes, there were many years distance between them. Physically, Laurent looked much the same. There was no stoop to his shoulders with the added years, his face was tanned from working outdoors, his eyes as sharp as ever. Perhaps there were a few more lines around his eyes. That surprised Antoine. Did he remember Laurent laughing in the old days? He’d obviously laughed since then. Antoine shook his heard. To imagine Laurent domesticated like this, being allowed out for the weekend—by his American wife! of all things—was nearly as satisfying as anything else Antoine had observed tonight.

      As he stood at the door with the bustle of his kitchen behind him, Antoine shifted his focus away from Laurent and found himself looking for someone else. There was that uncomfortable tingle again, like a feeling of misgiving or a premonition that someone was watching him. He scanned the dining area but saw only couples. Except for Laurent, everyone was with someone else. They were all laughing, drinking, talking, eating. Nobody was looking for him. Nobody was trying to find him. But how to explain this feeling of being watched?

      
      His eyes swept the dining area again, his gaze lingering on anyone who seemed out of place. His mind raced, weaving intricate narratives of conspiracy and danger as he scanned and rescanned every diner, individually and in pairs. A bead of sweat trickled down his temple, and he felt his palms becoming clammy. His chest tightened.
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