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      Make new friends. But kill the old.

      Reunions are great. Especially if everyone makes it home alive. After twenty years living in France, Maggie’s proud of her language skills and her ability to adapt to a foreign culture, so when four women from her Atlanta high school invite her to get together for a mini reunion in Paris, Maggie can’t wait to show them how she’s changed.

      Unfortunately, after two awkward days and a miserable Seine River tour Maggie realizes what she should have remembered—three of the four girls were never really nice to her in high school—and the fourth one didn’t know she existed. Everything changes dramatically however, when, on the morning that Maggie decides to leave early, one of her friends is found brutally murdered in her hotel room.

      The police suspect the killer is one of the four surviving friends with Maggie’s name topping the list. Determined to prove her innocence, Maggie plunged into the secret pockets and hidden quarters of Montmartre and the nontouristy parts around the Sacre Coeur to find out the truth. In the process she discovers that each of her friends had reasons for wanting Christy dead.

      As suspicions deepen and tensions rise, what started as a fun reunion in the City of Light, becomes an intense game of life-and-death as Maggie races to unmask the killer and the decades-old secret that drives her—before she kills again.

      Murder in Montmartre is a riveting international whodunit about the snarled perceptions of old friendships, and the treasures - and tragedies - that can arise when a terrible past that won’t die collides with the lies of the present.
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      Forget Lupin. Forget Ponzi. Forget Madoff.

      Life’s most relentless thief is time.

      That’s what Maggie was thinking when she caught her reflection in the train window, noting the lines that hadn't been there in high school and the silver streaks in her hair she’d chosen not to dye. The last time the “girls” had seen her, she’d worn her hair long and past her shoulders. It was shorter now. Easier to take care of. These days, that mattered.

      She felt the train begin to pull away from the Aix-en-Provence station and, as it gathered speed, she couldn’t help but feel as if she were rushing toward a moment that had already passed. Four women she’d known in high school when they’d all been starry-eyed girls. Four friends she hadn't seen in forever. A life time. Four lifetimes. Four friends who had each taken their own separate and very different paths. They were all bound to have changed.

      After all, haven’t I?

      Maggie looked out the train window, watching the buildings and landscape blur into a fast-moving panorama. The rattling hum of the train provided a rhythmic soundtrack as the fields of Provence spun by as she made her way towards Paris.  She felt a blend of anticipation and nostalgia. The memories of their school days filled with laughter, shared secrets, and dreams of the future brought a smile to her face.

       When Monica called last month to suggest they get together for a mini reunion in Paris, Maggie had been surprised but beyond delighted at the idea. So much had happened in the intervening thirty years. She felt a tingly sense of anticipation at the thought of seeing her friends again. She was fairly confident she would hold up in comparison. It was true, she’d gained weight. And her chin was a little softer. Now that she thought about it, Monica had probably had work done. Maggie was sure Monica would look amazing.

      But there were other hallmarks to reflect upon. Maggie spoke French fluently. She’d raised three children into three relatively happy adults and was instrumental in the running of a successful vineyard. For years she’d written an expat newsletter that had helped her connect with the surrounding villages and brought in a decent revenue. Not bad. But of course none of those world-shaking accomplishments. After all, Christie had been short listed for a Pulitzer. Beth had just retired from a career as an international human rights lawyer.  Maggie felt an unwelcome flinch of doubt that was interrupted by the sound of her cellphone vibrating on the train seat next to her.  A picture of her best friend Grace VanSant appeared on the screen.

      “Hey,” Maggie said, answering her phone.

      “Are you on board yet?” Grace asked.

      Maggie smiled. Her closest friend for over twenty years, Grace now ran a bed and breakfast just a few miles away from Maggie’s home in St-Buvard.

      “The train just left the station,” Maggie said.

      “I’m so glad you’re taking some time for yourself this weekend,” Grace said. “You deserve a break to let your hair down and indulge in a few Lemon Drops.”

      Maggie laughed. “Trust me, I intend to.”

      “I honestly didn’t even know you had such great pals back in high school. You never talk about them.”

      “Well, we weren’t really besties or anything,” Maggie said, glancing out the window as she watched the Aix suburbs recede from view. “We all belonged to different clubs and were on different tracks. One of us was hell-bent to get into an Ivy, another just wanted to get married.”

      “You know these reunions are all about regret and redemption, right?” Grace said.

      Maggie laughed. “If you say so.”

      “It’s true. The prom queen grows old trying to stay the belle of the ball only she’s always the one who ends up alone. The high school brainiac wishes she’d spent more time developing hobbies. The wallflower is always the one who found true love.”

      “You seem to have done some studying on this.”

      “It’s a basic trope,” Grace said. “But in any case, they are going to be blown away by you.” 

      Maggie felt a flush of love for Grace. Leave it to her best friend to zero in on the one tiny iota of insecurity that Maggie was feeling, then lock in and destroy it.

      “Don’t be silly,” Maggie said. “Why would they?”

      “Because you speak French like a native for one thing!” Grace said. “And you haven’t aged a day since high school for another.”

      “Okay, now I know you’ve broken into the cooking sherry,” Maggie said with a laugh. But she felt a warmth infuse her at her friend’s words. “Trust me, I can’t compete with these ladies. One almost won a Pulitzer, and another had a New York Times Bestselling novel sell like a bazillion copies worldwide.  Death Breeze?”

      “Never heard of it. Sounds ghoulish. Anyway, darling, I hope you have a wonderful visit. While you’re there, could you find a moment to check in on Zouzou?”

      Grace’s youngest daughter had moved to Paris four years ago to get her degree in French pastry arts. Since then, she’d found a job as sous pastry chef in various small restaurants. But at twenty-five, Zouzou was not settled. Or at least not in the way that Maggie knew Grace would prefer. She came home every few months to Dormir, Grace’s gîte, but of course the visits were never enough for Grace.

      “I’ve already texted her,” Maggie said. “We’re meeting for dinner this evening.”

      “Oh, thank you, darling. She’s been impossible to get a hold of lately, and when I do, she never has time to talk. Well, I won’t keep you. I know part of the therapy for this kind of respite begins the minute you get in your train seat. So just lean back and let the world go by. Don’t think about anything back here.”

      “I won’t, Grace.”

      “Don’t forget those Lemon Drops.”

      “I won’t. Talk soon.”

      “Ciao, darling.”

      After disconnecting with Grace, Maggie opened her bag and took out a travel pillow, a pashmina she always packed in case the air conditioning got too cold, and a pair of noise-cancelling headphones. She smiled when she saw the small bag of chouquettes tucked into her bag. That of course was Laurent’s doing. Like many French people, her husband had strong views about food and its powers to strengthen and cosset. This was his way of sending love and support on her trip north.

      Maggie plucked out a few chouquettes, careful not to get the powdered sugar onto her jacket. The explosion of sugar on her tongue was immediate and she quickly ate two more before putting the bag away. Then she pulled out the paperback book she’d brought for the trip and settled in for the next four hours. A few minutes later, when the catering cart came by, she bought a coffee and ate a few more chouquettes, surprising herself when she realized she’d eaten nearly the whole bag.

      Laurent will be so pleased, she thought with a smile. Instead of worrying about any extra pounds she might have gained in the last twenty years, he was only concerned with her enjoying food—usually those dishes he prepared himself.

      As she sipped her coffee, Maggie found herself looking away from her book to gaze out the window, taking in the changing landscape. She was well aware that a big part of the attraction of this reunion weekend was the unique perspective on the past it afforded. It was a dive back into her past—a past that over the years she had spent very little time thinking about. When she first moved to France with Laurent all those years ago she remembered how homesick she’d been for Atlanta. She’d only agreed to come for a year and after that Laurent promised he would settle in Atlanta with her. As the first glimpses of the Parisian skyline began to peak over the horizon, Maggie found herself smiling at the memory.

      After three children, one grandchild and a bustling family vineyard business, that was not how things turned out.

      It was true what she’d told Grace—she hadn’t been all that close to the women she was traveling to Paris to meet. But when Monica suggested the reunion Maggie hadn’t hesitated.  It was just the much needed break from the preparatory work of the coming harvest or her routines at home—caring for a feisty five-year-old was exhausting.

      Maggie gazed out at the undulating landscape. No, the main reason she’d decided to come was because of the curiosity she’d felt when Monica invited her. The more she thought of it, the more she found herself wondering how seeing her old friends after so many years might crystalize her reflection of her own life choices. Not that she was sorry for the road she’d taken. In fact, she was generally happy with the path she’d chosen—however she’d fought it at the time. But that didn’t mean she didn’t think of those other paths from time to time.

      When she was in school, Maggie had planned to be a world-renown journalist working for the New York Times or the Washington Post. Throughout her teen years, she’d revered the stories of those journalists who’d literally changed history by their dedication to uncovering the truth.

      Even when, after graduating, Maggie took a job in an ad agency—instead of accepting the low-paying internship when it was offered at the Atlanta Journal-Constitution—she always thought the agency job detour was just a stepping stone to her career as a famous writer. It wasn’t until that summer when she went to the south of France to find her sister Elise and her little niece Nicole and met Laurent that everything changed for her.

      Seeing these women again would remind her of the kind of person she’d aspired to be back then. Back when she was young and full of hope and brimming with excitement about the future.

      She didn’t believe she was doubting herself or regretful about how things had turned out—even without a Pulitzer. Not at all. Or at least not really. But she was hoping that the weekend might allow her a glimpse of the road not taken. And that having seen it, she would still be okay with her choice.
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      By the time Maggie’s Uber let her out in front of the hotel that she and the other women were staying at in Montmartre the rain was a soft drizzle, barely more than a mist. As she pulled her roller bag out of the car, she looked up at the façade of Hôtel Belle Vue. It was a carefully restored 19th-century building with ivy crawling up its stony exterior, which Maggie thought gave it a sense of timeless elegance.

      After dodging the raindrops into the lobby, Maggie checked in and went up to her room where she quickly unpacked. As she was leaving her room, she got a text from Monica saying that they were all in the hotel bar. Maggie hurried down the wide spiral staircase to the lobby.

      Situated opposite the lobby, the hotel bar was small and dark. It was decorated with several vintage chandeliers, each casting a warm, inviting glow over the room. The furniture was a mix of plush velvet armchairs and wooden bistro-style tables, creating an atmosphere that was both cozy and chic.

      “Maggie! Over here!” a voice called out.

      Maggie turned to see four women seated at one of the bar’s back tables. A tall woman with blonde hair wearing an elegant twinset of a cream cashmere stood up to greet her. Monica had been their school’s senior year prom queen and the undisputed leader of the group of girls back in school. And to Maggie she looked almost exactly the same.

      Maggie hurried over to the table.

      “Oh my God, you still look sixteen!” Monica gushed as she gave Maggie a quick hug.

      Maggie felt a flash of something undefinable as she suddenly remembered that Monica had always been the master of giving a compliment that could be taken two ways.

      “So do you,” Maggie said.

      That was nearly true as Monica’s skin was stretched tautly across her cheeks.

      Maggie turned to the others at the table. The first person she saw was Christie McCoy who, with her auburn hair and strident personality, had always been a stark contrast to Monica. Professionally, Christie was the one Maggie had always envied. Although she’d never married, she had succeeded in doing what Maggie had always dreamed of—excelling in a career as an investigative journalist. Maggie had followed Christie’s career through social media over the years. She had written for all the big papers and had been short listed for the Pulitzer. Smiling at her now, Maggie suddenly remembered that beneath Christie’s vivacious and confident exterior was a quick temper and a penchant for dramatics.

      Beside Christie was Beth. Unlike Christie and Monica, Beth was a picture of demure sophistication in a sleek black dress. Shot with threads of silver, her dark hair was pulled back into a neat chignon, her make-up subtle and elegant. She nodded in acknowledgement of Maggie but made no other gesture of welcome. That was fine. Maggie hadn’t been close to Beth.

      Lastly, there was Lisa, the one of the four of them who always exuded an easygoing charm and exuberance.  

      “You’re here!” Lisa exclaimed as she jumped up from the table and threw her arms around Maggie. “You look amazing!”

      Lisa was another friend who Maggie followed on social media. It was partly for that reason that Maggie knew about Lisa’s exciting round of acclaim from the novel she’d written a decade earlier. As Maggie recalled, the book had even been optioned to be turned into a movie from one of the big streaming giants, although she didn’t remember if was ever produced.

      “You look just the same,” Maggie said as she sat down next to Lisa. “What’s your secret?”

      Lisa snorted with humor.

      “Stay hungry, basically,” she said.

      “I hear you moved back to Atlanta,” Maggie said. “Tired of the big city life?”

      Lisa laughed.

      “Something like that. You remember my big book, Death Breeze?”

      “Of course. Congratulations, by the way. That was amazing.”

      “Yeah, well, much less amazing was the fact that the two other books I wrote after that never earned their advances back, so my publisher dropped me and then my agent did too.”

      Maggie felt instantly uncomfortable hearing Lisa relate her failure so bluntly and so quickly upon seeing each other. It was almost as if she wanted to get it over with. Or perhaps she thought Maggie already knew about it and she didn’t want to appear to be living in a golden moment of the past. The other women at the table must have heard the story before because they simply began chatting among themselves.

      “And then the divorce, you know?” Lisa said to Maggie. “So, after life royally dumped on me I came home to Atlanta. I have a daughter.”

      “I saw that on Facebook,” Maggie said, eager to latch onto something Lisa might be proud of. “How is she?”

      “Oh, fine. She graduated from Georgia and met this wonderful young man. I’m a grandma! Twice over!”

      Lisa pulled out her phone and began scrolling through it for photos.

      “Are you working?” Maggie asked as she took the phone to admire a series of pictures of the two adorable grandchildren.

      “If you can call it that,” Lisa said with a sigh, taking the phone back and gazing at her grandchildren. “I mean, it’s impossible to find any real work at our age, you know? My last job was as a communications specialist but trust me, Maggie, that title means something totally different from when you were in the game.”

      Maggie realized that Lisa didn’t know what Maggie had done after college.

       “In fact, I was laid off just before I came on this trip,” Lisa continued. “But I don’t blame them. I was so far behind the curve, I couldn’t figure out any of the tik-tokking insta-crap they needed me to know. That’s a young woman’s game. Or at least a millennial’s.”

      “I am so sorry,” Maggie said.

      “They said AI could do my job better.” Lisa laughed. “I wouldn’t mind if they said it could do it cheaper, you know? But they said better.”

      Christie leaned across the table and tapped Maggie’s wrist.

      “Give me a hint,” she said. “We were in fourth period Algebra class together?”

      Maggie saw Christie’s eyes dance with malicious delight. She found herself surprised to realize that in this way at least, Christie seemed not to have matured much since high school.

      “That’s probably it,” Maggie said mildly.

      “Oh, Christie, don’t be an ass,” Monica said, turning to Maggie. “Ignore her. She’s jet lagged.”

      “I’m serious!” Christie said with a laugh. The sound was abrupt and loud and, now that Maggie remembered, often inappropriate. 

      “I had to keep asking the other girls to remind me again who Maggie Newberry is?” Christie said, laughing again and looking around the table as if to invite the rest of them to enjoy the joke.

      “So I hear you’ve also come back to Atlanta?” Maggie asked her pointedly.

      “It’s temporary,” Christie said, her smile dissolving from her face. “Who knows where I’ll go from there?”

      “You’re not doing investigative journalism anymore?” Maggie asked.

      “What makes you say that? Just because I’m not attached to a newspaper, I’m still digging for a good story. In fact, I’ve got a couple of book ideas I’m pitching.”

      Maggie saw her glance around the table, and she wondered if Christie had already shared the specifics of those projects with the group.

      “But what have you been up to?” Lisa asked Maggie. “You’re not on Facebook?”

      “Not really,” Maggie said. “What with the vineyard and all…plus we’re raising a five-year-old and she keeps me pretty busy.”

      “In any case,” Monica interrupted, “we need to be thinking about dinner.” She turned to Maggie. “We held off on reservations until we had you here to speak French for us.”

      Maggie frowned.

      “It’s probably a little late for reservations,” she said, “but I do know of a—”

      “Look, there’s a great place right on this street,” Christie said. “I read about it on TripAdvisor. And you don’t need reservations.”

      “Honestly,” Maggie said. “No reservations on this street means it’s probably a tourist trap.”

      “Okay, Maggie,” Christie said sarcastically. “We know you’re the French expert and all, but I think we can manage going to a restaurant without you holding our hands.”

      “Suit yourself,” Maggie said, picking up her purse. “Unfortunately, whatever you do, I’ll have to hear about it tomorrow. I have an engagement with the daughter of a friend.”

      “Really trying to rub it in that you know people in Paris, aren’t you?” Christie said with another barking laugh.

      “Oh, stop it, Christie,” Lisa said. “Maggie’s lived in France for twenty years. Of course she knows people here!”

      “That’s the point she’s making, though, isn’t it?” Christie said.

      Maggie kept her smile nailed in place and stood up.

      “See you ladies at breakfast?” she said.

      As she turned to leave, she heard the conversation behind her fill up in her absence like a wave rushing in to cover the shore. A niggling memory in the back of her mind jostled its way to the forefront when she found herself recalling that these women hadn’t listened to what she had to say thirty-two years ago either.
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      Le Petit Paradis was an old-style brasserie located in a neighborhood between Montmartre and Pigalle, wedged between a dry cleaner and a small grocery store. At first glance, it looked like it was closed, but Maggie had known too many almost Michelin star eateries in France that looked abandoned. As soon as she stepped inside, she felt a warm, inviting ambiance engulf her—complete with rustic wooden tables, and cozy red velvet banquettes lining the walls.  

      She immediately spotted Zouzou at a corner window table. Next to her was a handsome young man, his hand resting casually on Zouzou's. Zouzou bounced out of her chair.

      “Aunt Maggie!” she squealed.

      Maggie felt a wave of delight at the young woman’s joyful affect, and she quickened her steps, reaching the table and pulling Zouzou into her arms. The girl’s hair was shaved on both sides forming a dyed green mohawk down the middle. Maggie couldn’t help but wonder if Grace had seen Zouzou’s hair.

      “You look adorable, mon vieux,” Maggie said, kissing her, and realizing with surprise that she actually did.

      “I was afraid you’d faint when you saw my hair!” Zouzou said. “Aunt Maggie, I want you to meet Pierre.”

      The young man had gotten to his feet and stood beside Zouzou now, smiling awkwardly. Maggie turned to him and smiled.

      “Hello, Pierre,” she said. “I’m so glad to finally meet you.”

      “Moi aussi,” he murmured bashfully.

       The two young people stepped back, their hands reaching for each other. Both of them were dressed casually yet stylishly, their youthful elegance fitting perfectly with the relaxed atmosphere of the restaurant. Maggie sat down since it was clear Pierre wouldn’t sit until she did.

      “So tell me everything,” she said to Zouzou. “It’s been ages since you’ve been home.”

      “Oh, I know,” Zouzou said. “I’m missing all of you so much. Oh, Aunt Maggie, can we speak French? Pierre doesn’t know any English.”

      Maggie turned to him and smiled.

      “Naturellement,” she said, switching to French. “What is it you do, Pierre?”

      She’d read somewhere that asking what one did for a living was a quintessentially American thing to do. The French tend to ask where you’re from instead. But the intense debriefing that awaited Maggie when she returned home would be from an American mother who would require employment facts rather than whatever area of France Pierre came from.

      “Pierre is an editor at Lumière,” Zouzou said, her eyes grinning with pride as she gazed at her boyfriend. “It’s a huge multinational publishing company in Montmartre. He got the job over about a hundred other applicants.”

      “Chérie,” Pierre admonished, blushing as he shook his head in embarrassment. He looked at Maggie.

      “I have always loved literature,” he said. “But I am not a good writer myself. This seemed the best way I could get paid to read.”

      “Sounds logical,” Maggie said with a smile.

      “Pierre is so clever,” Zouzou said. “He’s only been there a year and already they’re giving him big projects. Tell her, chérie.”

      “No, ma chère, it is boring for her, I am sure.” He turned to Maggie. “How are you liking Montmartre? Have you been before?”

      “Yes, a couple of times,” Maggie said. “But I’m with old friends this trip so it’ll be interesting seeing it through their eyes.”

      “They do not speak French?”

      “No. I’m sort of their default translator,” she said.

      “Oh, Aunt Maggie, you’ll need to take them to Sobo’s!” Zouzou said. “The tourists haven’t discovered it yet and it’s amazing. There are only six tables! We love it, don’t we, chéri?”

      Zouzou’s gaze drilled onto Pierre’s face with an intensity that surprised Maggie. As they waited for the waiter to take their orders, Maggie couldn’t help but be impressed by how the two of them seemed lost in their own private world. She found herself wondering how long it had been since she herself had felt swept away like that. She and Laurent had been married over twenty years. Rapt gazing had long since given away to grocery lists and mundane routines.

      Maggie couldn’t wait to report back to Grace that Zouzou seemed to have found a good one in this young man.

      Despite the tension lingering from her meeting with her schoolmates back at the Hôtel Belle Vue bar, Maggie couldn’t help but feel a sense of calm wash over her. It was partly the ambiance of the restaurant itself—nobody creates a better tableau for romance than the French—and partly just being on the front row of a love story unfolding before her eyes. The restaurant, the happy couple, and the feeling of her first evening in Paris all came together to create what felt to Maggie like a beautifully captured moment in time.

      Ah. To be young and in love in Paris.

      For a moment, Maggie felt an intense longing to be sitting in this charming little brasserie with Laurent. But as much as the fantasy wanted to develop in her brain, she knew the magic of this moment wouldn’t hold for him and so it wouldn’t for her either. Although born in Paris, Laurent had no love for the city. As a result, they rarely came here. On those rare times when they were able to get away from the vineyard, Laurent much preferred vacationing on the Côte d’Azur or even the States.

       “How long have you known each other?” Maggie asked, redirecting her attention back to the couple after the waiter had taken their orders.

      “I don’t know,” Zouzou said as she idly traced a finger along the rim of her wine glass, her mesmerized gaze focused on Pierre.

      “Perhaps six weeks?” Pierre suggested.

      Maggie smiled at the answer. Yes, she could see they were both infatuated and there was definitely a time for that in a young person’s life. It was a heady, intoxicating feeling and she was glad Zouzou was experiencing it.  On the other hand, whatever this was could easily flame out in another couple of weeks. The intensity of this stage of their relationship couldn’t possibly be maintained for long. Perhaps they would simply mellow out, slow down, and continue on.

      She liked the thought of that since Pierre seemed so stable and good natured. The fast-burning fires always snuffed out the quickest, she thought with sadness. She hoped that Zouzou didn’t get her heart broken again.

      Later, after the meal was winding up, Pierre excused himself to use the facilities and Zouzou leaned across the table brimming with excitement.

      “Well?” she said in English. “What do you think? He’s amazing, isn’t he?”

      Maggie hesitated.

      What would I want Grace to say to Mila if our positions were reversed?

      She didn’t want to throw water on Zouzou’s happiness, but she did want to suggest taking a breath.

      “You’ve got your whole life ahead of you,” Maggie said. “Enjoy getting to know each other.”

      Zouzou pulled back, a petulant frown on her face.

      “I already know him,” she said.

      Maggie smiled.

      “I’m sure you think you do, but there’s always more to learn. Why not enjoy the process? Take your time.”

      “We are taking our time,” she said. “I asked him to move in with me.”

      Maggie was surprised and tried not to let her face show it. She must have failed in the attempt by what Zouzou said next.

      “How long did you know Uncle Laurent before you moved in with him?” Zouzou asked.

      “Nearly a year,” Maggie said, outright lying.

      She glanced in the direction where Pierre had gone. She wasn’t sure how Grace felt about Zouzou living with a man before marriage as she and Laurent had done. The experience for her had given her the time she’d needed to be sure she wanted to marry not just Laurent but a man from another country with all the complications that would bring. Even then, after a year of living together, that first year of marriage had come very close to being their last.

      But of course everyone was different.

      “Look, Zouzou,” she said reasonably, “all I’m saying is take your time. You’re in no hurry.”

      “You’re right,” Zouzou said, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms in a close approximation to a sulk. “I guess I’m not in any hurry as long as it doesn’t matter if the baby is born in wedlock.”
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      The next morning, Maggie stood outside the hotel waiting for the rest of her group to assemble. The weather—overcast and raw—seemed to mirror her feelings.

      As she waited, she felt a swarm of emotions come over her. She had been stunned by Zouzou’s news last night, but also grateful that she’d gotten back to the hotel too late to fit in a phone call to Grace. As it was, she’d responded to an early morning text from her saying Zouzou was well, happy and in love and that she’d call later with a full report. But she wasn’t at all sure she should tell Grace what was really happening.

      “We’re here! We’re here!” Lisa called as she and Monica, Christie and Beth emerged from the hotel entrance.

      Maggie smiled at them as they joined her on the front steps.

      “You guys look like you had a late night last night,” Maggie said.

      “Oh, you missed a good one, Maggie,” Lisa said. “But you were right about the restaurant. We waited forever and the food was awful!”

      “Not as bad as the service,” Beth said. “They did their part to ensure the continued reputation of rude French waiters.”

      Christie wore sunglasses and carried a can of diet cola. Maggie remembered she’d been drinking one when they met yesterday too. She’d read that some people were addicted to diet sodas.

      The five of them moved off the steps and headed for the neighborhood’s historic center. Despite the years since Maggie had last visited Montmartre, she noticed that the neighborhood streets had retained their timeless charm. They were still lined with bohemian cafés, sidewalk art, and the iconic Sacré-Cœur Basilica ever present, visibly perched atop the hill of Montmartre.

      As they meandered through the streets, Maggie fell into step behind Monica who appeared to be attempting to make up for her hangover by walking quickly. Maggie was about to remind her that the cobblestones could be deadly if one chose to ignore them when Monica tripped and grabbed for Beth’s shoulder to stay upright.

      “Hey!” Beth said indignantly.

      “Sorry!” Monica said with a laugh. “I think I’m still drunk!”

      Maggie turned at the sound of wheels clattering against the ancient cobblestones to see a young teenager pushing a stroller toward them. She knew this must be Sophie, the teenager Monica had hired to accompany her to Paris to look after Monica’s granddaughter Emily. The baby, nearly two years old sat awkwardly in the stroller, her eyes glazed and drooping.

      “Hello, little one,” Maggie said to the child with a smile. “You don’t look quite awake yet.”

      “Ugh,” Monica said, turning to glower at Sophie. “She’s been up for hours as I can personally attest. I probably should’ve gotten Sophie her own room, but Jason didn’t want to spend the money.”

      Monica’s husband Jason had also come on the trip.

      “Hurry up, Maggie!” Lisa called from where she waited at the foot of a steep hill of stairs. Laughter from Beth and Christie who had walked on ahead seemed to echo off the ancient stone buildings. It was a familiar sound that seemed to transport Maggie back to their high school days.  

      Once Maggie, Sophie, and Monica had caught up with the others, they passed a patisserie doing a bustling business with a line of people snaking out the door. Instantly, all five women reacted to the enticing aroma of fresh pastries.

      “Oh, Maggie, darling,” Monica said. “Would you mind? The rest of us just end up pointing at the display case like a bunch of baboons. Can you get a pain au chocolat for me? Anybody else?”

      Lisa turned to Sophie who was leaning heavily on the handlebars of the stroller as if exhausted.

      “You should try one, Sophie,” she said. “It’s all a part of your Paris education.”

      “Okay,” Sophie said with a shrug.

      “Anyone else?” Monica asked. “Girls?”

      “I’ll take one, I guess,” Beth said squinting into the bakery window. “Is it filled with chocolate?”

      “You’ve never heard of pain au chocolat?” Lisa asked with a laugh.

      “I guess things got lost in my cultural education,” Beth said sharply, “while I was busy working for a living.”

      “Now, now, girls,” Monica admonished. “Christie? Although I can’t imagine eating one with a Diet Coke.”

      “Yeah, get me one,” Christie said. “But can she bring them to the church? I want to make the climb while the weather is not too hot.”

      “Maggie, darling?” Monica said to her. “Do you mind getting them and meeting us at the church.”

      “Not at all,” Maggie said, feeling a spasm of annoyance.

      “I’ll stay with you,” Lisa said. “Sophie? Want to stay with us?”

      “Sure,” Sophie said listlessly, pushing the stroller toward the patisserie while the others moved on ahead. She looked in the bakery window.

      “We’ll wait for you outside,” Lisa said to Maggie. “Need some euros?”

      “No, I’ve got it,” Maggie said.

      As soon as she turned to go inside, she opened her purse to pull out her wallet and was jostled from behind by an unmindful tourist. Her purse tumbled to the ground and its contents scattered across the cobblestones. Maggie watched in dismay as her hotel keycard skidded into a sewer grate before she could grab it.

      She quickly jammed everything back in her purse—nobody near her made any attempt to help—and then went to stand in line, wondering not for the first time that day why in the world she’d come on this trip.

      Twenty minutes later, pastries bought, Maggie rejoined Lisa and Sophie on the sidewalk. Lisa was now holding Emily who was squinting into the sun and looking around.

      “I think she’s looking for Monica,” Lisa said as she patted the baby’s back. “Are you looking for your mama?”

      “She never sees her mama
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