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			Chapter 1

			At the Bruxelles Midi station, people pressed in from all the ground-level tracks, funneling into a deep stairwell. A crush of bodies pushed me forward and downward, propelling me away from Alex, my seventy-two-year-old uncle. Halfway down, I looked back and caught sight of him struggling with his luggage. As I watched him maneuver his bright red duffel attached to his new rolling suitcase and his ancient leather briefcase hanging by a worn strap from his shoulder, the thought struck me: My own load was too light.

			“Alex! Where’s my suitcase?” I called out, catching the side railing. I managed to pull myself over and stand my ground. Alex looked baffled.

			I checked myself: Carry-on, purse, but no suitcase-on-wheels. “I’m going back to the train,” I wailed.

			Against the flow, I threaded my way back up the stairs. Alex was doing his best getting turned around with his unwieldy load. Though not exactly fit, he’s no tottery old man people can push around. “Excuse me, please, this is an emergency!” he said, sounding like the Georgia old-stock gentleman that he is. No one paid him any attention. “Ex-cuse me,” he said, with more authority. Now he was getting his elbows into it.

			I reached him and grabbed his briefcase and bulldozed ahead. At the top of the steps, I exhaled a noisy breath of relief. The train was still there. I ran toward the car that had been ours, toward the large window that gave me a good view inside. Another flutter of hope. My suitcase was in the bulkhead, exactly where I’d left it.

			

			I pulled at the doors. No! They were already locked, which meant the train would lurch forward any minute.

			A young man with olive skin and large, dark eyes occupied the seat next to the bulkhead. “Please help!” I shouted. His eyes grew even wider. I tried my bare-bones French: “Au secours! S’il vous plait!” No luck with English or French, but how could he fail to interpret the wild motions I was making toward the suitcase?

			Alex had caught up with me. He was breathing hard, his plump cheeks flushed. His glasses had slid down on his nose. “Raise the window! Pass the suitcase out!” he called. The young man made no move.

			“Hey, creep! Get the lady’s bag!” came a booming Texas drawl. Next to me, a big rugged cowboy-type struck the window with huge fists. He’d been on the train with us. His face had been hidden behind the French newspaper Le Monde, but I recognized the fancy boots, black shirt, and ten-gallon hat. I thought I remembered him from somewhere else, too. The plane, maybe? Or the airport?

			“Dammit! Get the bag, kid!” he yelled.

			The kid jerked down the window shade.

			The cowboy rushed to the other end of the car and shook those doors, as a low rumble came from the train. The cowboy slammed his fist into the door with a force that should’ve crushed his knuckles. “Son of a bitch!” he roared to no one in particular.

			The wheels were already turning. I stepped back. I was able to take one last sorrowful look at my suitcase as the train advanced on the track.

			*****

			We were supposed to be in Paris.

			A big round clock high above the platform displayed the time: 9:37 a.m. It was Monday morning. My watch still showed 3:37-in-the middle-of-the-night a.m. Eighteen hours since I had left Savannah, Georgia.

			First we’d missed the direct flight from Atlanta to Paris, and now my luggage had vanished, all my belongings for two weeks in Provence. Not a promising beginning to a trip I’d been a little skeptical about, all along. A trip to celebrate turning fifty ought to be taken with friends—a getaway with the girls—or a lover, assuming one had a lover. But here I was with my seventy-two-year-old uncle who had insisted his doctor would not let him travel alone, and his book deal hinged on this trip. I adored Alex, but at this moment I was wishing he had simply brought an assistant.

			Gravity pulled at the skin of my neck and around my eyes and mouth. I imagined my face sagging like a wax model set too close to a flame.

			“There’s nothing more we can do here,” Alex said, making sure his duffel was secured to his suitcase. “We need to report the loss. I guess we’ve missed the nine forty to Paris.”

			“So we’ll take the next one.” I confess I sounded testy. I was beyond tired. I felt as slow and heavy as wet concrete. Alex pursed his lips, but he didn’t scold me. Wise move. If Alexander Carlyle, travel writer who had visited countries on five continents, had not misplaced his passport in Atlanta, just long enough for us to miss our flight, we would already be checked into our Paris hotel, and I would already be checked into my bed.

			“Let’s find the Railtour office,” Alex said.

			As we turned from the tracks and headed to the stairwell, I looked around for the cowboy who had appeared so eager to help me retrieve my suitcase, but he was nowhere in sight.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Just a moment ago Alex had looked every day of his seventy-two years, a pudgy man struggling with his luggage. Now he was Alex-in-charge. “If we split up, I can get us some coffee while you report your loss.” He spoke kindly enough but the words “your loss” made me wince inwardly. My fault, my carelessness.

			“Fine,” I said.

			“I’ll be right over there,” Alex said. A coffee shop must have magically appeared in the distance. I hadn’t noticed until then, but Alex, the savvy traveler, had it all figured out. He motioned overhead. “Just follow the signs to the Railtour office.”

			Maybe I could handle that.

			It was no use replaying our last eighteen hours, but I couldn’t help myself. We should have stayed in Atlanta and waited for the flight to Paris on Monday. “Brussels is just an hour-and-a-half train trip from Paris,” Alex had said. “We won’t have to lose a day.” I didn’t resist. A little side trip to this charming European capital ought to be something an architect would enjoy. You’d think. The bowels of the train station were not what this architect had in mind.

			We should have taken a taxi to Bruxelles Midi instead of the commuter train. “The train is very easy!” the official at the airport declared. Yes, it was easy enough. Less than thirty minutes to Bruxelles Midi, dreary nineteenth-century buildings flying past us. Shirts flapping on sagging clothes lines. Graffiti spray-painted on walls. The train took us through a gray, cheerless part of the city. A glimpse of tall narrow houses, once elegant, with heavy-paneled, intricately-carved doors that would cost ten thousand dollars in the U.S. today, if you could even get them. All mostly a blur. I didn’t want to remember Brussels this way.

			The signs led me to the Railtour office, as Alex had promised. The official who took my report looked no older than my son Michael, just turned nineteen, but his English was fluent, the essential requirement. He listened with an attentive expression as I said, “I was so tired. I dozed off, and next thing I knew my uncle was nudging me, saying, ‘Get up, Jordan. This is our stop.’ I grabbed my carry-on and just walked off the train without my main piece of luggage.”

			The young man probably wouldn’t have believed that I used to have my five children and their belongings in tow everywhere I went, and nothing got by me. The young official insisted that certainly I would get the suitcase back. Just fill out a few forms.

			“Can’t you radio to the next stop?” I asked. “Can’t you call ahead now?”

			“We will do everything possible, Madame,” he said, making no move to do anything. He sounded much older, all at once, and resigned, as people tend to become when they hear complaints every day.

			“But you need to call now,” I said.

			“You will fill out this report of loss, please.” He tapped at a line on the paper. “Please write the address where we should send the suitcase.” I decided he was older than I’d thought. He’d had this job for a while, long enough to become jaded.

			By the time I’d filled out the forms, I was sure the train would have made half a dozen stops. My hopes of seeing my suitcase again were fading fast.

			*****

			I joined Alex at the coffee shop, where he had claimed a table. He’d brought back two croissants and two cups of dark brew that looked as thick as roofing tar.

			“Espresso?” I asked.

			“Just coffee. Europeans like it strong,” Alex said. “Probably too strong for you. You’d better take it with a little milk.” He set a small, decorative cream pitcher next to my cup.

			

			I gave a tight smile. OK, my worldly-wise uncle had traveled in Europe, even if it had been a long time ago. Best to listen to him, but my mind insisted: Just don’t push it, Alex.

			The potent coffee temporarily energized me. The croissant was fresh-baked, an unexpected delight at a train station. I began to plan ahead. “I’ll have to go shopping first thing in Paris,” I said, with resignation. My bag, my new traveling clothes, my old favorite jeans, my strappy evening shoes and a cocktail dress for Paris that I’d paid through the roof for—all gone. My sketch book and pen, too. I felt a stitch in my chest. How ridiculously sentimental I’d been to bring the leather-bound sketch book and Waterman pen, as if they might mean to me what they’d meant twenty-five years ago when a bright young med student in Atlanta had given them to me, making me promise that when I returned from Venice, I would marry him.

			“Things are expensive in Paris,” Alex said, with a woeful look.

			“What choice do I have?” I pointed to my carry-on case. “Toothbrush, cosmetics, one change of clothes. Nothing I could wear to a nice restaurant, and I’m assuming when Felicity and Barry said dinner, they didn’t mean McDonalds.”

			Alex put his fingertips to his temple and for the first time on this frustrating trip, he sighed. “Ah, yes, your friends,” he said with forced civility.

			Felicity and Barry Blake were already in Paris. Felicity and I had been sorority sisters at the University of Georgia, a hundred years ago. Barry was her relatively new husband. Relatively new in the music business in Nashville, and relatively successful, I gathered from Kyle Delaney’s reports. It’s funny how things work out. Felicity and I were not what you’d call close. If not for Kyle, she and I wouldn’t be getting together in Paris. If, if. If Kyle hadn’t gone to work for Barry Blake. If Holly, my oldest daughter, hadn’t gone to Nashville to live with Kyle.

			“You might have to cancel,” Alex said, with a bit too much optimism. There was no mistaking his coolness about this dinner, and for good reason. He’d met the Blakes last fall at the Georgia Homecoming alumni reception, when Barry was disgustingly drunk. Not that Barry was the only one at that gathering who was loud and obnoxious, but he was surely the only one who didn’t understand the significance of Uga, the bulldog. His suggestion that Uga needed to lose weight did not go over with loyal Georgia fans. Alex was not impressed.

			I shook my head. “Felicity would just say, ‘I’ll be right over with one of my dresses.’ She’ll have a dozen extra outfits.” One thing Felicity and I’d had in common in college was our size. No other sorority sisters were five-ten. Most of our sisters actually qualified as petite, a fact which had bothered Felicity much more than it bothered me.

			Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to borrow a dress from her for tonight, I was thinking, but then I remembered Felicity’s sculpted body at the Georgia game. She was a knockout. Give her trainer credit—she looked a lot more like a sweetheart of Sigma Chi than a candidate for AARP.

			Felicity might offer a dress, but I’d never get it zipped. I felt a sudden urge to suck in. Maybe we could get out of dinner with the Blakes.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			The train to Paris was quite comfy. Europeans know how to do trains. I thought I’d be able to nap, but the coffee was too stimulating or maybe the circumstances too nerve-racking. In the end, I was glad not to miss the scenery, especially after we left the environs of Brussels, and villages nestled beneath terraced hillsides began to crop up.

			This was the trip I’d been planning since spring. A celebration of that mid-century crossing, which had transpired without much fanfare in May, lost in a muddle of graduations. With five children, I always had one graduating from somewhere. This year the count was three. Two from high school, one from college. On the flight back from Julie’s graduation from Cornell, I was feeling a little blue or maybe just a little sentimental. Graduations do trigger nostalgia, and fifty is not a favorite birthday.

			Somewhere in the air between Ithaca and Savannah, I had promised myself a real vacation. I considered London, where I could speak the language, or Venice, where I’d spent a semester when I was twenty. I considered the little village in the Swiss Alps that was featured in the airline magazine. A few days later, when Alex was in town for a board meeting, one of his many boards, he treated my family to lunch in celebration of the three graduations. I might have asked his advice, since he’d been everywhere and now wrote for popular travel and leisure magazines, if he hadn’t been so excited about his new book deal and a trip of his own to Provence. Not to mention that we had photos and stories from the graduations to share.

			That evening, he called and said, “I have a brilliant idea!”

			

			Now, as the train snaked through the countryside toward Paris, I glanced at Alex. An impressive man, my uncle, with his full head of hair the color of gunmetal and strong, squarish facial bones, very Anglo-Saxon. He showed little sign of jet lag. Obviously, he had the knack for travel—except for the part about misplacing his passport. I tried to recall how he’d convinced me to travel with him to Provence. He would be writing a “how to travel in Provence” guide. Where to eat, what to see, the must-dos and what-you-should-avoid. A book like that by Alexander Carlyle was bound to be a success. He’d assured me, “I don’t need a nursemaid. You can pursue your own interests, as long as we keep the same travel schedule.”

			I said I’d think about it. He said, “Reuben tells me I shouldn’t make this trip alone.”

			Reuben Trauger was his doctor, an old classmate, too. “Are you sick?” I asked.

			“Sick? Certainly not,” Alex growled. “Nothing like that.”

			“But you always travel alone,” I said.

			He reminded me that although he’d traveled extensively in Europe as a younger man, it had been ten years since he’d been out of the United States. His recent trips were seldom longer than a few days, sufficient for an article, but not for this full-length travel guide. He needed two weeks in Provence, and considering the rigors of air travel these days, he’d simply be better off traveling with a companion.

			“Your nest will be empty in September,” he said.

			Maybe that was the clincher. I had believed my nest would be empty.

			The train slowed to pass through a small village. Church spires rose above red tiled roofs. A spotted dog ran along the railroad tracks, trying to keep up with the train. An old man hoeing in a small patch of garden gave us a broad wave.

			I reclined my seat and settled back to take it all in.

			*****

			I woke, startled, as I had done on the commuter train when it pulled into Bruxelles Midi. A thought zipped through my mind—must not forget my suitcase—and then reality struck me. My shoulders sagged. “Do you think I’ll ever get my suitcase back?” I asked Alex.

			“I wouldn’t worry so much about it, Jordan,” he said. “The crime rates in Europe are much lower than in the United States. In all probability, your suitcase will still be there when the train goes in to be serviced.”

			The scene replayed in my mind: the train doors locked, the wheels already beginning to turn. “You know that guy on the train, the one that looked Middle Eastern or Mediterranean? Why do you think he pulled the shade down? I’m sure he knew that I wanted my suitcase.”

			“Probably just didn’t want to get involved,” Alex said.

			I shook my head. “There was something peculiar about him. He seemed frightened.”

			Alex gave me a scolding look that didn’t please me—or deter me.

			“It might have nothing to do with my suitcase, but he was scared of something.” This time I said it with authority.

			“Hmmm.” Alex put his finger to his cheek. “A fugitive from justice? A terrorist, perhaps? International intrigue!” he said with mock gravity. He smiled, continuing in the tone I’ve used with my children when they were being unreasonable. “The young man was just a traveler who didn’t know the language. So he simply ignored what was happening.”

			“What about the American, then? Texan, probably.” I saw Alex’s wrinkled brow and raised my hand to ward off his scolding. “Why didn’t he go on to his destination when he got off the train? Instead, he returned to the platform with us when we came back for my suitcase. He tried to help but never said a word to me, and then he disappeared. And did you notice the newspaper he left in his seat? It was Le Monde. What do you want to bet that guy doesn’t speak a word of French?”

			Alex looked at me over the top of his reading glasses. “Jordan,” he said, his voice filled with infinite patience. “Lots of unusual things happen when you travel. Out in the world, you meet people who are simply unexplainable. It’s not like Savannah, where things are very predictable. Please don’t become obsessed with this, my dear. Try to relax.”

			He turned back to whatever he was doing. Checking and rechecking our schedules. Several file folders in his lap. That’s how he’d misplaced his passport. He’d put it in the wrong file folder.

			

			All the same, maybe he was right. I had walked off the train without my suitcase. No one had engineered that move. No international intrigue.

			In a short time we were in Paris, slowing at the sign: Gare du Nord. We stood up and waited for the aisle to clear. I had my belongings this time.

			“Alex, look,” I said, peering at the platform, and then I changed my mind. I wasn’t going to tell him.

			Alex screwed up his face. “Were you expecting them?”

			I did a double take. Felicity and Barry Blake were waiting on the platform. No, I wasn’t expecting them. Neither was I expecting the other face I’d seen, a face that disappeared the next moment under the cowboy hat. An American in cowboy boots, last seen on the platform in Brussels.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Felicity took me back thirty years with her squeal. She squealed a lot in those days. Nothing ordinary ever seemed to happen to Felicity Chandler. Everything was super! Or horrendous! Or vile! True to form, she met me with a hug and a shrill cry tempered by lazy, syrupy vowels. “Surprise! Oh, Jordan, honey, if you could only see the look on your face!”

			I struggled to get my breath. “What are you doing here, Felicity?”

			“Well, what do you think, honey?” she said.

			Her outfit was an all-white satiny jumpsuit that revealed every nice curve, thin gold belt at her small waist, white sandals with heels that added another two inches to her five-ten. That put her eye to eye with Barry, dressed in a light sweater, chinos, and sneakers, his brown hair streaked with gray, thin on top, pulled back in a ponytail.

			I glanced behind me, to the spot where I’d seen the Texan. I stretched my neck. Nothing.

			“Looking for somebody?” Barry’s words—his tone—jolted me, as if he knew exactly who I was looking for. But he couldn’t! I blinked, trying to rid myself of the fuzzy feeling that had to be jet lag. Could I have just imagined the cowboy in the crowd? No, I knew what I’d seen.

			I turned to Felicity, without answering Barry. “How did you know when we’d be here?”

			Barry and Alex had acknowledged each other, with much less animation than Felicity had exhibited. Now Barry pulled me against him, his hug more proprietary than it had any right to be. “We’ve got our ways, y’know. Ways of keeping up with you, pretty woman.”

			

			“It was Kyle,” Felicity said. “Barry talked to him early this morning. He said you were flying into Brussels and taking the train to Paris. We just checked the schedules.”

			“Here, let me get that.” Barry wrenched my carry-on case from me before I could protest. “This yours?” He reached for the rolling suitcase, which Alex promptly seized.

			“Mine,” Alex said, glaring.

			“Where’re your other bags?” Barry asked.

			“Long story,” I said.

			“Don’t tell me this is all you got.”

			“Afraid so.”

			He gave an uncertain laugh. “Hot damn! Felicity has a dozen bags!”

			“Don’t exaggerate, Barry,” she said.

			He ignored her. “C’mon. Y’all have got to have more than this.”

			“There was an unfortunate incident with Jordan’s luggage,” Alex said, strapping his duffel to his suitcase.

			“Lost?” Barry’s eyebrows shot up.

			“Misplaced,” I said.

			“You’d better try to find out about it,” Barry said, already turning toward the terminal.

			“Not this train,” I said. “The commuter system in Brussels.”

			“Oh, Jordan, what about your clothes?” Felicity put in. “Do you mean this is all you have for the whole trip, just this one little travel case?” She squeezed me again and spoke with gravity, as if my loss had been a human. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. But don’t you worry. I’ll fix you up.”

			“Shut up yapping about it,” Barry said. “Let’s get outta here.” What a moody guy! He headed through the terminal, threading through the crowd at a brisk pace. He might’ve given Alex a hand, I thought. I reached for Alex’s briefcase, but he held on to it, shaking his head. Matter of pride, no doubt.

			On the train, I had finally set my watch to Paris time. It was 12:55 p.m. Another train had arrived an hour earlier from Brussels, the one we’d missed because I was filling out forms. If the Texan had taken that one, why had he hung around on the platform for an hour? Had he met someone on our train? I didn’t think so. He had just vanished. He had a way of doing that.

			We exited the terminal and came to a tiny cream-colored Citroën parked on the street. Barry unlocked the doors and trunk. Our luggage filled the trunk. If I’d had my rolling suitcase, I would’ve had to hold it in my lap. Felicity insisted that Alex ride in the front. Sliding into the back seat beside me, she seemed to be revving up for another squeal, scrunching her shoulders, wrinkling her nose, but she restricted herself to a not-too-loud proclamation: “Oh, Paris is such fun! Fun, fun, fun!” So much like sorority girl Felicity from our UGA days.

			Barry pulled out into traffic, and soon we were in the thick of things. Parisians make New York cab drivers look like little old ladies, but Barry seemed unintimidated. Apparently he understood that the white lines were only for reference. “So what’s the story about the suitcase?” he asked.

			Alex glanced over his shoulder, cutting his eyes at me, as if to say, Your story. I made the story brief, omitting the young Middle-Eastern man and the cowboy.

			Both Barry and Felicity murmured astonishment. “You reported it, didn’t you?” Barry said.

			I explained that I’d left addresses of our hotels both in Paris and Provence, as well as my address in Savannah.

			“Any idea when they’ll get it back to you?” Barry asked.

			“I’m afraid the question is if, rather than when,” I said.

			There followed a discussion of whether I would get my suitcase back. I half-listened as we darted through the crowded Parisian streets. Paris! The ambiance! Fashionable shops. Sidewalk cafés. The abundant street life. More elegant old buildings, and so many! Towers and spires. Street after street of the nineteenth-century structures with all that exquisite detailing. Plenty to entice an architect, though nothing was as enticing at that moment as the thought of a bath and a bed.

			Barry shot into another lane. “You said your hotel’s on the Left Banque, right?”

			“Left Banque, right?” Felicity mimicked, giggling her silly giggle. Neither Barry nor Alex indicated he was amused. Felicity always tried too hard, but her efforts used to be rewarded. She demanded attention and received it in that other dreamworld of sorority functions, frat parties, and football games. No sign that Barry gave her the kind of attention she craved.

			“Correct,” said Alex. From the inside pocket of his jacket, he whisked the envelope that held our travel information. He unfolded a paper and began to read directions to our hotel, but Barry interrupted, assuring Alex that he knew the way, though he didn’t specifically remember Avenue Victoria or the Hôtel Britannique.

			“Our brochure says it’s a quiet street, and the hotel is small and quaint,” I said, thinking it might not be easy to find.

			“You never know about these small hotels,” Barry said, as another Citroën darted in front of him. Paris was full of Citroëns. He punched the brakes, swore at the driver, like a native Parisian. “Don’t worry. If it turns out to be a dump, we’ll get you into ours.”

			“Traveling abroad is an opportunity to submerge oneself in another culture.” Alex’s tone made me think of his years teaching history at the university. “I happen to have researched The Britannique, and I like what I’ve read. But thank you all the same.”

			“We’re at the Raphael. Now that’s a fine hotel,” Barry said, as if he hadn’t heard Alex. “Four-stars, over near the Arc de Triomphe, not far from the Champs-Elysées.” Notably, he slaughtered the French pronunciations.

			Alex had been less verbose than usual in the Blakes’ presence, but I sensed that was about to change. I seized the opportunity to take the conversation in a different direction. “After a nap, I’m going to get out and buy some proper clothes for dinner tonight,” I said. A sudden wave of relief washed over me as Barry slowed and pulled to a curb, stopping in front of a dark red awning with “Hôtel Britannique” written in gold letters.

			Felicity’s voice rang with surprising authority as she shook her finger at me. “Now listen to me, Jordan. No shopping today. A girl has to be in the right frame of mind to shop in Paris. I’ll send over some clothes, everything you’ll need for tonight. You get rested up for a big night out.”

			My gratitude was genuine. The prospect of shopping had suddenly made me ill. “I owe you,” I said as we all piled out of the car. Felicity reminded me that, after all, we were sisters.

			*****

			The Britannique was one of those distinctly European hotels that guests either love or hate. Barry would’ve hated it. He would never have made it to the room. The elevator would’ve sent him packing, the space just big enough for two people who know each other well. I departed on the second floor; Alex went on to the third. The lift would go back down for his luggage.

			My room was roughly the size of my bathroom in Savannah, not the tiny original bath, dating back to the early 1900s, but the renovated space, a luxury I had allowed myself a decade ago. A single mother since I was thirty-two, I was always frugal, but when the children were all teenagers, I desperately needed a sanctuary.

			Small as the hotel room was, the twelve-foot ceiling and nine-foot French doors were extraordinary by US standards. A twin bed had a little walking room on each side, but not much. The air-conditioning unit didn’t seem to work. The room was stuffy. I fooled with the mechanical unit and then gave up. I opened the heavy dark-red draperies that covered one whole side of the room. And I fell in love.

			A tiny, wrought-iron smoking balcony overlooked the Avenue Victoria, a sight so Parisian that my heart leaped. The narrow buildings were stone, six stories, maximum. Tall, nevertheless, considering that they were built without elevators. Structures that appeared to be upper-level apartments or offices above street-level shops. A well-dressed woman walking two of the largest poodles I’d ever seen. An elderly man on a bicycle, wearing a bow tie and jaunty little cap, his basket bulging with produce. He was munching on a baguette. Flower boxes in windows, arched doorways. Sidewalk café on the corner with a bustling lunchtime crowd, tables so close together that the brightly colored umbrellas almost touched each other. From somewhere on the street came the aroma of baking bread. I left the French doors open for the smells and sounds of Paris.

			

			I took a long soak in the claw-footed tub. I had one change of clothes. All cleaned up, I was ready for a much-needed nap. The room was splashed with sunshine, too bright for sleeping. As I was about to draw the draperies, I looked down at the street, letting my gaze travel diagonally to the corner café. My breath gave a little catch. At one of the tables the cowboy from the train was turning up a tall glass for the last drop, his long legs stretched out, fancy boots clearly visible.

			I jerked the draperies shut. This was too bizarre, too many sightings of this man to be coincidence. I hurried to call Alex, but I could just hear his patronizing tone—Jordan, please. He’d say there was a simple explanation. The Texan must be staying somewhere in the vicinity of our hotel. I didn’t pick up the phone.

			A moment later when I stole another glimpse from between the draperies, there was no sign of the man. Again, I could just hear Alex: Please don’t become obsessed with this. OK, I promised myself, I’d let it go this time. But if the Texan popped up one more time, I’d somehow convince Alex that something was in play besides coincidence. So—what would we do then? I flopped on the bed and curled up on top of the covers.

			I didn’t sleep immediately. The wheels of my brain kept turning. I was just about to drift off when a siren sounded. An emergency vehicle was approaching, by the escalating noise. Suddenly wide awake, I went to the balcony. There was a commotion where Victoria ended in a cross street, at the opposite end from the café. Too far away to make out details, I could see a small knot of people kneeling or bending over. Someone had to be on the ground. An ambulance arrived, its pulsing wail shutting off abruptly. A few other people hurried that way, but the street seemed at once too full of eerie quiet. A chill traveled down my spine. I came inside and closed the French doors against the air of tragedy that seemed so out of place on the peaceful street Victoria.

			*****

			Alex and I met that evening in an elegant little drawing room to wait for our taxi. Just a few steps from Reception, through an arched opening, the salon was delightfully cozy. Decorated in a traditional French style, with wall sconces that gave off a gentle up-light. Pale lemony-colored walls with exquisitely-detailed white trim. A built-in bookcase filled with hardbacks. Alex was examining the titles when I arrived.

			He looked scrubbed and rested. His tweed jacket was invigorated by a fresh blue shirt, a seventies-vintage paisley tie, and dark pants with a few wrinkles from packing.

			Felicity had called to say they were running late, and could we meet them at the restaurant? I didn’t mind. Being chauffeured by Barry put us too much at his mercy.

			“Tomorrow is museum day,” Alex said.

			“Tomorrow is shopping day,” I said, though a few minutes after the unnerving incident on the street, a rotund hotel employee had knocked on my door with a hang-up bag and a duffel, compliments of Felicity. She outfitted me for our dinner and for my shopping trip. Tonight I was wearing a little red silk number, far more expensive than anything I owned. Miraculously, the zipper had zipped. The red stilettos fit, as well. Felicity and I were both a perfect size nine.

			Reception was staffed by a small man with horn-rimmed glasses, one of those clerks who exudes efficiency, his movements swift and precise. When I came from the elevator, he’d been assisting a guest while intermittently answering the phone and tapping on his computer. Now, as Alex and I admired a painting of a matriarch with red cheeks, the clerk beckoned me from the arched opening. “Pardon, Madame. A moment, s’il vous plait?”

			I obliged, hoping there wasn’t a glitch with my credit card. The clerk took his position back behind the counter at Reception and leaned toward me. “Madame, I thought you should know that someone called this afternoon, asking for information about you,” he said. “Of course, I told the man that we do not give out information about our guests.”

			“A man was asking about me?” I said.

			“He did not know your name. He asked about the American woman who arrived with the elderly man, and he described you—tall, titian hair.” The clerk shrugged, clasping his hands. “He said ‘red hair’ but I would say ‘titian,’ like Botticelli’s Venus.”

			

			I couldn’t keep from giving him a smile, though I felt a shiver along my spine, goosebumps on my arms. “What else did he want to know?”

			“He asked how long you were staying. He suggested that he had spoken to you earlier but did not get your name. You can be sure, Madame, we do not give out the names of our guests.” The clerk lowered his voice as someone passed from the elevator to the front door. “And did I know if you were going out this afternoon. A very strange question—oui? He said, ‘I might catch up with her.’ At that point, I said, ‘I must go. I am busy.’ I thought I should tell you.”

			“Yes. Merci! Probably someone who was on the flight from Atlanta. Probably nothing. But thank you so much for letting me know,” I said, just as a dimpled young doorman announced that our taxi was waiting. Unlike the fastidious clerk, the young man wore a tired-looking white shirt, but he had a big smile for us. He held the door and then hurried to the curb ahead of us.

			“What was that?” Alex said, with a glance toward the clerk.

			I raised my finger to Alex, signaling Wait a minute. As the young man swung the car door open for me, I said, “Pardon, do you know what happened at the end of the street this afternoon?”

			“Oui! A man was struck by a car, and the car kept going!”

			“What are you talking about?” Alex asked.

			“Right there, at the end of Victoria. A hit-and-run,” I said. I turned back to our young doorman. “Did you see it happen?”

			“Non, but I heard the sirene and ran to see.” His voice slid to a low, compassionate note. “The man was dead.”

			“Dead,” I echoed, shivering at the thought, incredulous that this had happened under our noses, on our first day in Paris. This—and so much more!

			“How did it happen?”

			The young man raised his palms in helplessness. “Someone said he flew into the air.” His arms went up in an elaborate gesture. “That is all I know. I did not even see the poor man’s face, only his feet—his boots. Like the American cowboy movies,” he said. “The toes with the sharp points.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			Our taxi had turned onto the Champs-Elysées. The grand avenue sparkled with lights. The sidewalk cafés were packed.

			“You can’t assume that in all of Paris, there was only one man wearing cowboy boots,” Alex said, keeping his voice low, as if he thought our swarthy little cab driver wanted to eavesdrop. His tone was not convincing. Not like his earlier arguments.

			“But Alex, he called the hotel, asking about me. What could he possibly want with me?” I’d already related the clerk’s information about the phone call.

			“Yes, that is disconcerting.” Alex considered for a moment. “It’s not that I’m insensitive, but something had to be off with the man. He might have been a stalker. Now he’s dead. You can relax. Assuming the hit-and-run victim is the man from the train,” he just had to add.

			“Do you think we should go to the police?” I ventured.

			“No!” He lowered his voice again. “No, my dear. If we were in New York City, maybe. You could add your two cents, which is about all your information would be worth. You don’t know the man, don’t know anything about him. Here in Paris, where we’re unfamiliar with the language and the laws, we might be detained. And for what purpose? No, Jordan, I think you must accept that it’s not likely we’ll ever know who he was or why he was outside our hotel.”

			He was right. Right about all of it.

			More wild Parisian traffic, and our driver was as wild as the next guy. At last we turned onto a quieter, darker street. Our cab swerved to a stop in front of a modest building, dimly lit. The driver pointed to an inconspicuous sign. “Guy Savoy.”

			A minute later, I heard Felicity squeal my name. She came running toward us.

			“This must be the place,” Alex said

			*****

			A tall young hostess in a chic black dress took us up a level to the mâitre d’. As we threaded through the spacious room to our table, Felicity whispered, “Guy Savoy is the chef. He has several bistros but this is his luxury restaurant.”

			Luxury it was. The light bounced off the silver. The crystal sparkled. Every detail reflected impeccable taste, even the parchment card with the notice, Please turn off cell phones and beepers, engraved in fancy script in French and English. I’d left my phone in the room charging. I had let it die sometime during the past two days. Alex did not own a cell phone.

			“Pretty nice digs, huh?” said Barry. He was wearing a dark, expensive-looking suit, white shirt and white-on-white tie, clothes Felicity had probably chosen for him.

			A waiter came for our drink orders. “Now tonight is our treat,” Felicity said. “No argument.” Alex and I did argue, but Barry, with the loudest voice, silenced us. The drinks came, and we toasted all around.

			“You look stunning, Felicity,” I said, admiring her emerald green dress.

			“You look nice, too, Jordan,” she said. It struck me that both the cocktail dresses she’d sent over for me were red, a color my mother always told me I should avoid, with my auburn hair. Had Felicity forgotten that I never wore red? I didn’t think so.

			As we sipped our drinks, Felicity regaled us with accounts of celebrities and heads of state that frequented the restaurant. “Princess Di used to fly to Paris just for dessert at Guy Savoy,” she said. “Isn’t that awesome?”

			A few tables away, a swarm of waiters descended upon a man who had just been seated. I exchanged a glance with Felicity. “Dreamboat!” she whispered. I nodded. One quick glance told me that much. Thick salt-and-pepper hair, strong jawline, finely-tailored jacket. Was he a celebrity? Head of state? Probably not. He wasn’t surrounded by an entourage, only by groveling waiters.

			At that moment, our waiter—one of them—made eye contact. Crooking her finger, Felicity summoned him to our table. “Who is that man, over there, all by himself?” she asked.

			The waiter didn’t have to follow her gaze. “He is an important patron of the arts, Madame. He dines with us often.” Our guy kept his back straight and his words sharp.

			Though I did wonder what the important man’s name was, I was glad Felicity had the good grace not to ask. “Are you ready to see menus?” the waiter said, clearly annoyed at this table of crass Americans. Barry declared that we’d been ready.

			With a military turn, our waiter disappeared, and another promptly brought menus. He began to describe the elaborate dishes, in a gracious manner, more tolerant of Americans who didn’t read French than we had any right to expect. Barry interrupted. “Hey, can I get a decent steak here? I’ve been craving a New York strip. Just warm it on both sides.”

			“We have the tenderloin medallions, Monsieur,” said the waiter.

			“Are they good?” Barry asked.

			“Excellent, Monsieur.” Now there was no mistaking the ice in his tone.

			Mercifully, Barry waited until the waiter had departed to say, “Only bad thing about this place is the snob factor, you know? Why these guys think they can look down their noses at us, I sure as hell can’t figure.”

			“It’s just the French way, Barry,” Felicity said. She leaned toward me, pointing to an item on the menu. “Poached pigeon is a specialty here.”

			Alex took her recommendation. Felicity ordered oysters in aspic. I chose sea bass, and Barry had his beef.

			Food was the focus for most of the evening. I didn’t order dessert—I had challenged my zipper as far as I dared—but even the coffee was extraordinary. Alex seemed to warm up to the Blakes. Each time he embarked on a travelogue of one of his visits to Europe, decades ago, Felicity listened, wide-eyed. Alex probably didn’t notice Barry drumming his fingers.

			

			The topic of Alex’s book came up, and Barry perked up. “Someday I might write a book. The music business, now there’s a subject. All these artists that make it big—people think it’s luck, but stars get made. People like me make ’em what they are.”

			He talked through a mouthful of chocolate torte. “Like this artist I’ve signed. If you can imagine Carrie Underwood singing the blues, that’s her. Blues is real big in France. My girl’s perfect for the International Music Fest next spring, if we can come to terms with the promoters.”

			“That’s why we’re in France,” Felicity put in. “Barry likes to work out these performance contracts in person. Plus the trip is deductible, so why not?” She giggled.

			Barry ignored her. “Take Elvis. Elvis was all about packaging a product. Colonel Tom Parker made Elvis. Trust me—the kid was not a great musician, but Colonel Tom Parker saw he had a style. This old guy I knew recorded with Elvis before the boy let it all go to his head.” He drained the last drop of wine from his glass, snapped his finger, and called, “Garçon!” Sounding like gar-SAWN, and much too loud. Someone rushed to pour more wine.

			“I could tell you plenty,” Barry went on. “I’m talking big names on Music Row. Plenty of behind-the-scenes stuff. I’d change the names so I wouldn’t get sued, or maybe I wouldn’t. If you tell the truth, it’s not libel, right? Whaddya think, Alex?”

			Alex’s brow gave a little twitch. He’d often expressed his opinion of people who thought they’d just sit down and write a best seller, a little hobby they might take up, like paint-by-number. He managed a smile, but I caught the edge in his voice as he answered, “I’m afraid I’m not your best source for legal advice.”

			“But whaddya think about a book like that?”

			Felicity broke in. “Your coffee’s getting cold, sweetie.”

			“Well, let’s heat it up!” Barry snapped. “Gar-SAWN!”

			Another waiter hurried to our table.

			Alex took advantage of the moment to change the subject. “A terrible thing happened outside our hotel this afternoon. A man was killed.”

			“Killed?” Felicity gasped.

			“A hit-and-run, at the end of the street.”

			

			“Did you see it happen?” Barry asked.

			“I must have been in the shower, but Jordan said she heard the commotion.”

			“The strange thing,” I said, “is that the victim seems to have been an American that we’d seen in Brussels and at Gare du Nord. And there he was again, on our street.”

			Alex darted a glance that told me he hadn’t meant to say anything about that. He wiped his mouth with his napkin. Like a parent making excuses for an errant child, he said, “This business of the lost luggage has put Jordan in a suspicious frame of mind.”

			I would certainly not mention the caller who tried to get information about me from the hotel clerk.

			“I thought you left the suitcase on the train,” Barry said. “What’s that got to do with the guy who was killed?”

			“The two couldn’t possibly have anything to do with each other,” Alex said.

			A noise came from inside Barry’s jacket. Around us, heads turned, as if someone had started dancing on the table. Barry whisked out his cell phone and answered with a mumble, as I was processing the depth of the faux pas. A waiter approached, and he was not smiling. “Hold on,” Barry said into the phone, and he left the table, narrowly escaping the waiter, leaving us to offer profuse apologies.

			“It is not allowed, you understand.” The waiter was as unblinking as a palace guard. “Please make sure the gentleman understands our policy,” he said before whirling on his heels.

			“Stupid!” Felicity said through her teeth. “Why couldn’t he just turn the damn phone off. He’s always got a deal working.”

			I had considered finding a powder room, and now seemed like a fine time to excuse myself. I saw the discreet sign Toilettes et Téléphones and turned into a hallway. I heard Barry’s voice and assumed he was talking on his phone in the alcove.

			“Give me a little time,” he said, his voice hushed and irritable. “And don’t you ever call me again when you know I’m with my wife.”

			As I reached the door for Les Femmes, I heard a woman’s husky voice. “We don’t have time. What can I tell Antonio?”

			

			Barry was not on his cell phone.

			I hurried into the ladies’ room. Lucky for me, Barry hadn’t seen me. Lucky for him, Felicity hadn’t decided to visit la toilette. What a jerk! I thought about the woman’s accent. Not French. Don’t had sounded more like don’ta. Maybe Italian. How tempting it was to eavesdrop, but I was probably better off not knowing.

			As I washed my hands, the door opened, and a young woman came in. She stood at the vanity beside me, a counter with only one lavatory. I moved. She gave me a quick glance, ran a paper towel under the faucet, and patted her neck and shoulders. “Men!” she said. “You can’t trust them to do anything!” I recognized the husky voice as the one I’d heard in the hall.

			“Right,” I said. I had a hunch she didn’t mean workers on construction sites, but that was where my experience with incompetent men took me. She returned a quick smile. I reached behind her for a paper towel. “Excuse me,” I said.

			“It’s all right,” she said. Isa all right.

			Smooth brown skin, silky black hair, small-boned with sexy curves, late twenties at the most. An Italian beauty. One who knew Barry’s cell-phone number. Poor Felicity. All the personal training in the world couldn’t make her young again.

			The night had lost its glitter. A few minutes later, as we made our way down the stairs to the foyer, Barry stumbled. He grabbed Alex, who, to my uncle’s credit, didn’t let him fall. Barry gave a “Wo-oo-ee! Glad I’m not driving. I couldn’t even drive an elevator.”

			Felicity yawned. “Good thing we decided to take a taxi.”

			I squeezed her arm. “You don’t have to go shopping with me tomorrow, Felicity. You’ve done enough. Really.”

			I was surprised that she didn’t protest, shopper extraordinaire that she was. But she merely advised me that I could find everything I needed at the Galeries Lafayette in the Boulevard Haussman.

			In our cab, Alex said, “Reminds me of Homecoming, the first time I saw Mr. Blake play the fool.”

			Georgia Homecoming. Whatever had possessed Barry to say someone ought to put Uga on a diet?

			

			I said, “The good thing is, we don’t have to see him again.”

			Though it was late, I didn’t settle down to sleep for a while. I kept thinking about Felicity and this new, obnoxious husband of hers who was probably cheating on her. It hadn’t occurred to me to wonder what the young woman meant when she told Barry, We don’t have time. Time for what? And what was that about Antonio? Who was he? I began to think maybe her relationship with Barry was business, not personal. Felicity had said, “He’s always got a deal working.” A crooked deal, I’d bet. Comforted, somehow, by this other option, I finally drifted off to sleep.

			*****

			On Tuesday morning, here in the shopping capital of the universe, not optimistic that I’d ever get my suitcase back, I put way too many Euros on my credit card. I bought the least expensive rolling suitcase I could find, pretty much like my other one, and I filled it up. Our hotel arranged for a courier to return Felicity’s clothes to the Raphael.

			That afternoon, I joined Alex at the Louvre. We barely scratched the surface of the museum collection. Alex had to pull me away from Pei’s pyramid; I was so absorbed in the much-celebrated irony of the sterile glass skylight, there in the center of the plaza, surrounded by the expanse of early French Renaissance and seventeenth-century architecture. Brilliance or heresy? I didn’t bring up the debate, but Alex did. “What’s the saying: ‘The Louvre will satisfy all tastes—except bad ones’? Now some would say the Louvre will satisfy all tastes.” Another time, I might have argued in favor of Pei’s design, but this time I opted out. We had to hurry to Nôtre Dame. Too little time to give the landmark its due. Too little time in Paris. The little taste was like one square of a Hershey bar. But Provence beckoned me.

			*****

			Early Wednesday morning, Alex and I boarded the high-speed train, the TGV, for Marseilles. It was a fast four hours through the French countryside, a vast plain bathed in sunshine. Round hills with cliff outcroppings as rugged as the Rockies, where the ancient heavings of the earth had pushed them up and out from the plateaus with their horizontal bands of rock. Here and there an old abandoned farmhouse.

			In Marseilles we rented a car. Another hour westward, through less rugged terrain. The fertile plains appeared to be growing ochre-colored houses. Our hotel was easy to find because Fontvieille had only two main streets, one in and one out. Just past the town center, we came upon L’hôtel du Soleil, a stucco building that, on first glance, looked like hardly more than a pension. We parked in the gravel parking lot. Scrubby bushes flanked the entrance.

			“You must remember, now, this is not Paris,” Alex said.

			A moment later, I was delighted that it was not Paris.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			Shafts of sunlight fell across the hardwood floor. The ceiling was exposed wood beams. L’hôtel du Soleil was simply furnished, like a French country home, with wrought iron tables, sofas covered in floral chintz fabrics, ladder-back chairs, hooked rugs, baskets, and stoneware. In an instant, I took it all in and immediately felt at home.

			We had a glimpse of a blustery, red-faced man with a black handlebar mustache standing behind the reception desk, making elaborate gestures as he spoke in rapid-fire French to a young woman with dark hair spilling down her back. But seeing us, he turned into the hospitable host. He emerged from his station, his arms spread wide.

			“Monsieur Carlyle? Madame Mayfair? I am Jean-Claude! Bienvenue!” His accent was much thicker than we’d encountered in Paris, his presence so overpowering that we were reduced to nods and monosyllables as he checked us in. He had our credit card numbers from the travel agent, so check-in consisted mainly of presenting our passports. “A call came for you, Madame,” he said, as he turned to a pegboard behind the reception desk and seized two doll-sized yellow tennis shoes with keys attached.

			“Did the caller leave a message?” I asked.

			“She said she would call later.”

			“One of your daughters?” Alex suggested.

			I remembered that I’d promised to call Catherine, the daughter at Emory, when we reached our destination. Another daughter? No. “They’d call my cell,” I said.

			Jean-Claude handed the keys to the young woman. “My daughter will take you to your rooms,” he said. “S’il vous plait, you must tell Bettina if anything is not to your satisfaction.” Slim and graceful in form-fitting pants and loose shirt, Bettina looked about Catherine’s age. Very pretty. Were there any girls in France who weren’t pretty? This one, however, was blinking back tears. Her father spoke to her in French, a reprimand, I gathered from the tone. She ran her finger along dark, long lashes, managed a feeble smile, and led the way up the stairs, through an arched opening.

			“I bring your luggage bientôt,” Jean-Claude called.

			We followed Bettina down a dim hall. When we reached number seven, she said, “Yours, Madame.” She turned the key and opened the door on a spacious room. “Voilà,” she said, without enthusiasm. She pointed. “Télévision, téléphone, climatisation. Enjoy, Madame.” Pleasant enough but distracted.

			She was letting Alex into his room across the hall, number eight, when Jean-Claude arrived with my luggage. He hurried to whisk open the draperies, muttering what must have been a complaint that Bettina had left the draperies closed.

			The décor was simple, rustic, and pleasing, especially when the light washed into the room. I had read about the gauzy, golden light, the interplay of brightness and shade that inspired all those wonderful Impressionist artists. Now I saw for myself that the light in Provence truly was different. It was magical.

			“It is nice, oui?” Jean-Claude asked, his hand outstretched as if he had created the view of the distant hills especially for me.

			“Takes my breath away,” I said. Jean-Claude frowned, and I realized he didn’t understand the idiom. “It’s lovely,” I said.

			I shed my jacket. The outside temperature may have been a perfect seventy degrees, but the room was stuffy. I checked the mechanical unit and started to turn it on, but Jean-Claude rushed to unlatch the window. He flung it open, assuring me, “Soon the room is cool!”

			Coming from Savannah with our profusion of insects, I was intrigued that here, as well as in our Paris hotel, there were no screens on the windows. “No insects?” I asked.

			“Insects?” Jean-Claude considered the word. “Ah, les cigales! Cicadas, oui? Sometimes they sing the loud song, but not so much in Septembre. You know le cigale means good luck, oui?” He pointed to a ceramic cicada on the wall just inside my door.

			I’d have to be faster on the draw to communicate with Jean-Claude. He was so animated. Already he was showing off the other amenities. No closet, but a bright yellow armoire with four hangers, two small drawers. Tiny bathroom. One towel, no washcloths. No shower, but a deep tub. Europeans’ priorities were not the same as ours. Instead of a mini-bar, there was a bottle of red wine, along with two glasses, sitting on a low table. I had no problem with these priorities.

			Alex and I had to check out each other’s accommodations. Our rooms were as different as two bedrooms in a private home. Alex was delighted with the ornate writing desk in his. Mine had a small sitting area, wicker chairs padded with colorful cushions, bright Provençal print.

			Leaving my room, Alex asked, “How do you like L’hôtel du Soleil so far?”

			“I haven’t found anything not to like,” I said, stifling a yawn. “Sorry. I don’t know why I’m so tired.”

			“Traveling is tiring,” he said, though he looked as chipper as ever. “I think we should have dinner here in the hotel tonight. We should relax before we start sightseeing. Tomorrow I’d like to go to Les Baux de Provence. It’s a twelfth-century village perched eight hundred feet above two valleys. A fascinating way to start my book!”

			The book, yes. That’s why we were there. I would save my speech about overdosing on the sights. “The hotel restaurant sounds perfect,” I said.

			*****

			The noise woke me. It took a moment to realize where I was and that it wasn’t the middle of the night. The sun slanted across my bed. I fumbled for my cell phone, smiling when I heard, “Mom, hi! It’s your favorite daughter.”

			“Julie!”

			This was a game that dated back to a time when Holly, Claire, and Julie sounded exactly alike on the phone—to everyone except me. They must have been thirteen, twelve, and ten. I never could remember which one started the “favorite daughter” game. My part in the game was to always say another sister’s name, a tradition I had continued through the years, with those three and with my youngest, who was the caller today.

			“Where are you?” Catherine said.

			“At the hotel in Fontvieille. We haven’t been here long.” How easily I had put home out of my mind. I counted back six hours. “Don’t you have a class?”

			“I’m walking to class. You didn’t call.” I detected a pout.

			It had been just three days since Alex and I had lunched with Catherine at Emory University, but so much had happened that I hardly knew where to begin. I told her about missing our flight to Paris and rerouting through Brussels.

			“Michael didn’t get you to the airport on time?”

			Michael, Catherine’s twin, was keeping my Jeep Cherokee for these two weeks. Catherine wasn’t happy about it, but she didn’t have easy access to parking. Michael, a Georgia Tech student, did. “We were on time. The problem was Alex’s passport.” Now it seemed amusing, Alexander Carlyle misplacing his passport. “Kyle happened to be at the airport, too. I was about to have a fit when we missed our flight, but I don’t think I scared him too much.”

			“Right.” A pause. The kind of pause that made me brace myself.

			“Something wrong?” I asked.

			A longer
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