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      Somehow the line between dreams and ambition always got blurred the further Maggie traveled from home. Or perhaps that was just in her mind. She felt guilty even thinking of what she wanted as something she felt she might also need. She’d been given so much. It seemed ungrateful to want more.

      As she looked out her hotel window at the vista beyond the patter of rain droplets on the glass, she found herself wondering if it truly always rained the first day of every vacation. Or if it just seemed that way. Perhaps that too was a perception borne only of those times she traveled alone.

      She turned away from the soggy view to focus on her open suitcase on the bed. She gave herself an internal shake. There was no point in getting melancholy over something she couldn’t yet even put into words.

      She’d never been to Metz before. When she and Laurent had any time to themselves it was always necessary to either go to the coast or Paris or back to the States to see family. Maggie was sorry she hadn’t had the chance to explore the rest of France.

      In some ways that was what this weekend was about. That, and meeting the woman Maggie had been writing to all spring, Olivia Fontaine. Maggie’s eye fell on the colorful cover of Olivia’s latest book, Beneath a Fractured Sky. She’d known of Olivia’s work before they’d become online friends but had only really started reading her books in the last few months.

      Olivia was a historical romance writer who set most of her stories in Alsace-Lorraine at the end of the last world war. She wrote with a breezy, light style—her stories were romances after all. But she had confided to Maggie that going forward she wanted to add more depth to her stories.

      Maggie was thinking about writing an historical mystery herself and was hoping this weekend would be a good time to pick her new friend’s brain for ideas and tips on how to go about it. When Olivia suggested that Maggie visit her in Metz, it was Maggie’s husband Laurent who’d encouraged her to go. She hadn’t had a break just to herself all year and while there was a lot going on at home—they had a full house that included a six-year-old and a nine-month-old baby—Maggie had heard the wisdom in his proposal.  

      Just then her phone dinged and she turned to see she’d gotten a text message from her best friend Grace VanSant. Grace operated a bed and breakfast in Provence called Dormir, but had closed it for two weeks during her busiest months so she could go to Disney World with her grandson Philippe.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you in Metz?

      

      

      

      

      

      Maggie quickly texted her back.

      
        
          
            
              
        I am but I haven’t seen much of it yet. How’s Orlando?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        How do these people live in this heat?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I think they get used to it.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        And the humidity!

      

      

      

      

      

      Maggie laughed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Is Philippe having fun?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I should’ve brought him here when he was younger. Half the time I think he’s placating ME. How’s Amélie? How’s the harvest? Has it started yet? How’s Luc and the new baby? Is Charlotte any better?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Sounds like you’re homesick.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Everybody’s fine

      

      

      

      

      

      Grace had been dating an Englishman named Geoff for the last few months and Maggie wondered if she might be particularly missing him too. Just then she noted the time. She’d arranged to meet Olivia downstairs in the lobby at six o’clock, just moments away and she still needed to change clothes.

      
        
          
            
              
        gotta go

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        you 2 have fun with Mickey & crew. C U next week

      

      

      

      

      

      Maggie tacked a couple of heart emojis onto her text message and disconnected before going to pull her jewelry case and makeup bag out of her suitcase to get ready for meeting her new friend.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Even though Maggie had never met Olivia before, she instantly recognized her. An attractive woman in her mid-forties, the French woman seemed to radiate a quiet confidence—the kind Maggie assumed was evident in anyone who had dedicated her life to intellectual pursuits. Olivia’s face was angular, with high cheekbones and a sharp jawline which was softened by faint laugh lines around her mouth and eyes.

      Her pale complexion announced to the world that she spent more time indoors than out, which for an author, Maggie had to admit, was probably likely. Her dark brown hair, threaded with streaks of silver, was pulled back into a loose bun—functional rather than stylish, and her eyes were a piercing gray blue that seemed to radiate curiosity and intensity.

      “Maggie!” Olivia said with exuberance and threw her arms around her—an unusual greeting for a French person but one that Maggie appreciated.

      “I’m so glad to finally meet you in person,” Maggie said breathlessly. “You have no idea.”

      “I have some idea,” Olivia said with a laugh. “Nobody in this town gets me so I think I’m the one getting the bigger blessing.”

      “You flatter me,” Maggie said with a laugh. “But thank you.”

       “Not at all. Are you ready to hit the town?”

      “Metz is your neck of the woods,” Maggie said with a grin. “I’ll follow you.”

      “Okay, then! I have reservations at one of my very favorite places. I can’t wait to share it with you.”

      Olivia collected her laptop and saw Maggie’s eyebrows go up.

      “I know. I’m such a nerd,” Olivia said. “I bring it everywhere I go. You never know when you’ll get the next bit of inspiration. You know?”

      “That’s the difference between us,” Maggie said. “I’m always looking for a pen and you carry your whole desktop with you.”

      “Do not sell yourself short!” Olivia said. “You’re also a wife and mother and now a grandmother, with a successful blog.”

      She led Maggie out of the lobby and onto the street. Rue Marchant was largely pedestrian-friendly and wove among colorful storefronts, with the scent of the Moselle River hovering nearby—present but unseen, under the warm glow of the historic sandstone buildings.

      “Can you walk and talk?” Olivia said. “When I find someone who really understands me, I can’t shut up. Sorry about that!”

      Maggie laughed.

      “Do not apologize,” she said. “I’m the same way. But I’m surprised you’re not able to find like-minded souls here. How about the writers group you belong to?”

      Called Between the Lines, it was the online writers community where Maggie and Olivia had met.

      “Oh, they’re sweet people,” Olivia said. “But they’re not pro’s. They’re all happy to get their history through AI or Google.”

      Maggie felt a twinge of guilt when Olivia said that since she did most of her research that way, too.

      “Uh oh,” she said. “I guess Wikipedia doesn’t count?”

      “Oh, don’t listen to me,” Olivia said. “Wikipedia is a great starting point. I would never knock it. Plus, it’s correct a lot of the time too. Oh, here we are!”

      The restaurant sat tucked into the curve of a narrow cobblestone street, its façade a postcard-perfect blend of old-world charm and quiet elegance. The pale cream stucco walls were weathered just enough to suggest decades of history and had ivy weaving its way around the edges of the arched windows.

      A hand-painted sign above the door read Le Petit Cerisier in soft, curling script, its lettering framed by a sprig of painted cherry blossoms. Beneath it, a pair of potted lavender bushes flanked the doorway, their calming scent mingling with the faint aroma of garlic and herbs drifting from within.

      A small chalkboard menu rested on an easel by the door, listing the day’s specials in swirling French script: Soupe à l’oignon, poulet provençal, tarte tatin. Through the glass, Maggie could see the flicker of candlelight on polished wooden tables.  As they entered, Maggie paused to take it all in—the warm, welcoming details, the sense that time had slowed just enough here for everyone to enjoy a leisurely dinner and good conversation.

      As soon as they settled at their table and the waiter took their orders of pastilla d’agneau and legumes croquants, Maggie turned to Olivia.

      “Right away I have to tell you how much I love your books,” she said. “I’m pretty sure I’ve read them all.”

      “You’re very kind,” Olivia said.

      “I especially love your attention to historical detail,” Maggie said. “And so much of it feels authentic to the point that, you’re right, I don’t think a Google search could have gotten you there.”

      “It’s so true!” Olivia said. “To be a writer is to be a detective. I have always said this.”

      “Your books are set during WWII, right?” Maggie asked.

      “Or immediately afterward,” Olivia said. “It’s the time in history that is my biggest passion.”

      “Did you have relatives who fought?” Maggie asked.

      Olivia made a face.

      “That subject is a bit of a mystery,” she said. “Which is never a good thing when there is even a hint of the possibility of collaboration, you know?”

      Maggie nodded but she wasn’t quite sure what Olivia was saying.

      “You might not be aware,” Olivia said, leaning towards her conspiratorially, “but when Germany annexed France, they gathered up all the men in the country old enough to fight and shipped them to Germany.”

      Maggie was surprised.

      “I didn’t know that,” she said. “Shipped them to work camps?”

      “If they were lucky,” Olivia said mysteriously.

      “Is that what happened to your ancestors?” Maggie asked.

      Olivia gave a sound of disgust. “I wish,” she said.

      For the first time since they’d met, Maggie noticed that Olivia wasn’t too eager to talk. In Maggie’s experience, most French people she knew tended to brag that their ancestors fought for the Resistance. Laurent always joked that if all of them were telling the truth, France would never have needed the Allies to step in.

      “As you know,” Maggie said, “I’m hoping to do something along the lines of what you’re doing—write a historical mystery. Only in the Provence area.”

      “Ah,” Olivia said, regarding her with interest. “Southern France had a very different experience during the war. It was Vichy, you know.”

      “I do,” Maggie said, nodding. “They were the provisional French government set up to interface with the Germans, right?”

      Olivia smiled.

      “Interface is such a nice word for it,” Olivia said. “The truth is that Vichy was established to be the French-speaking branch of the Gestapo. Do you intend to present them honestly?”

      Maggie reached for the breadbasket.

      “I think so,” she said.

      “Well, you might not make yourself too popular in your village,” Olivia said. “Especially with you being American and all.”

      “I know,” Maggie said. “But I’m hoping to sell these books to a global audience—not just my French neighbors. So if I don’t tell the truth, what’s the point of what I’m doing?”

      Olivia smiled and Maggie saw her new friend’s shoulders relax for the first time since they’d met.

      “Exactement,” Olivia said. “I think we are going to be of the same mind, n’est-ce pas?”
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      The summer evening at Domaine St-Buvard was languid and golden, the kind of evening that seemed to stretch endlessly as if the sun were reluctant to let go of the day. Laurent thought this especially true from the vantage point where he stood on the back terrace of his mas with his vineyards rolled out before him in neat, endless rows.

        The fields seemed to glow in this light, the leaves on the vines shimmering with a golden-green vibrance, as though the light itself was caught in their veins. The air around Laurent was warm but soft, carrying the faint, sweet scent of the ripening grapes mingled with the earthy undertones of sunbaked soil and herbs.

      In the distance, he could see his eldest son Luc moving steadily through the rows of vines, his slim silhouette framed by the slanting light. Luc walked with purpose, his head bent slightly as he examined the vines and his hands brushing against the leaves and clusters of grapes as if reassuring himself of their readiness.

      Laurent’s gaze lingered on Luc, a mixture of pride and worry tightening in his chest. The more the boy matured, Laurent thought, the more he had begun to look like his biological father, Laurent’s brother Gerard. Laurent couldn’t help but see it and he knew that Maggie must see it too. But she never mentioned it. But because Luc didn’t have an evil bone in his body, the resemblance was hard to see unless you were looking for it.

      Like all their children, Luc had gone to study in the US to study winemaking. After university, he took an apprenticeship at a winery before being hired at Beaumont Wine tours in Napa in their marketing department.

      “Opa?” a small voice appeared at Laurent’s elbow, and he looked down to see his granddaughter standing there.

      Amélie was dressed for bed but her eyes were bright and inquisitive.

      “What’s Uncle Luc doing?” she asked.

      “You should be in bed,” Laurent said gruffly.

      “Aunt Charlotte says he’s looking for naughty little girls who don’t do what they’re told,” she said.

      Laurent grimaced. Luc’s wife Charlotte was having trouble adjusting to life in the French countryside. She and Luc had moved to St-Buvard six months ago. That adjustment, combined with being a brand-new mother, had made her querulous and fractious. But she was Luc’s wife and Laurent knew enough not to comment on how the young woman was acclimating. Plus, he was well aware that Amélie was a handful—noisy and disobedient and stubborn. But he still might have to insist that Charlotte control her natural inclination to scold the child.

      “Is he checking for bugs?” Amélie asked.

      “No,” Laurent said. “He’s testing the sweetness of the grapes.”

      “So we’ll know when to pick. Right, Opa?”

      Laurent smiled. Had his other children been this interested when they were small? He seemed to remember they were. And now look at them. Jemmy never came home, rarely called. Mila kept promising she would return but something always kept her away. Laurent’s eyes sought out Luc again. Even Luc, though he finally had come home, didn’t appear to be totally on board. His wife wasn’t happy here. And he and Laurent fought constantly about how things should be done.

      Laurent leaned over and scooped Amélie up in his arms, feeling her firm body relax against him.

      “C’est vrai,” he said. “So we will know when to begin the harvest.”

      The harvest was close now and with it came the weight of all their hopes for the season—the long hours, the battles with weather and pests, the endless decisions that had brought them to this point. Luc carried much of that weight now, just as Laurent had carried it in the years before. But if the harvest was poor this year, combined with all the other problems Luc and Charlotte were having, Laurent was afraid he would not stay.

      Of all the times he’d prayed for a good harvest, this was the first time those prayers had nothing to do with money or yields.

        The cicadas joined the crickets now, their rhythmic song rising and falling, a familiar soundtrack to these summer evenings. Laurent let his eyes drift across the vineyard, taking in the beauty of the place that he had devoted his life to.  

      He took a deep breath, the warm air filling his lungs, and turned his gaze back to Luc. The young man had stopped at the far end of a row, standing still for a moment as he looked out over the vineyard. His figure was outlined against the last burnished glow of the setting sun, the sky behind him streaked with deep orange and purple. Laurent wondered what Luc was thinking—if he was feeling the same mixture of hope and anxiety that always came with harvest time, the same quiet reverence for the land and its cycles.

      Laurent found himself wondering why it had taken Luc so long to come home. He found himself wondering, with pain slicing into his heart, why the other two still stayed away.

      As the light faded further and the stars grew bolder, Laurent remained on the terrace, with Amélie’s head now heavy against his shoulder, watching until Luc turned and began walking back toward the house, his pace slow and deliberate, the weight of the harvest season already heavy on his shoulders.
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      Le Petit Cerisier felt like stepping into another world—one where time slowed, and the outside noise of hurried footsteps and car engines melted away. Maggie took in the warm glow of soft, amber light that bathed the room from the wrought-iron sconces on the walls and the flickering candles nestled in glass jars on every table. The air in the restaurant was rich with the scent of roasting garlic, fresh herbs, and the faint sweetness of something caramelizing in the kitchen—an aroma that promised comfort and indulgence.

      There were no more than a dozen wooden tables in the brasserie, each topped with crisp white linens and small vases holding single sprigs of lavender or wildflowers. The walls were plastered in a creamy, uneven texture, hung with black-and-white photographs of the French countryside and a few delicate watercolors of cherry blossoms, a nod to the restaurant’s name. A low hum of conversation filled the space, soft and unhurried, blending with the clinking of glasses and the occasional laugh from a nearby table.

      There was an intimacy about the place, Maggie thought with satisfaction. As though it had been designed not just for eating, but for lingering—for savoring food, conversation, and the feeling of being tucked away in a space that felt both timeless and alive. Maggie found herself thinking of Laurent. This was exactly the kind of place he loved. She exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, her shoulders softening as she did, already feeling as though the world outside had grown a little smaller, a little less pressing.

      “I’ve never visited Metz before,” she said. “But I have a good friend whose family is from the area.”

      “Oh? What’s his name?” Olivia asked. “My family has been in Metz for generations. I probably know him.”

      “It’s a her,” Maggie said “And I’m ashamed to say I don’t know her maiden name. Danielle moved to Provence as a teenager more than sixty years ago.”

      “What about you?” Olivia said, “How did you come to make your home in France? It is unusual for an American.”

      “I met a man and fell in love,” Maggie said.

      Olivia’s eyebrows shot up.

      “And lived happily ever after?” she asked.

      “With a few rough patches along the way, yes.”

      Maggie knew that Olivia had not married and because of her passion for her writing and historical research—that wasn’t too surprising. Maggie wondered if one really did have to forgo personal happiness in order to attain the kind of success that Olivia had with her writing career. Maggie could tell from social media that her books were very popular and likely made her a comfortable income. That was unusual for most authors.

      Without thinking, she glanced at Olivia’s laptop where it sat on the chair between them. It was covered in stickers. Some reading: “So many books, so little time,” “Books give your imagination wings,” “Write more or die trying,” along with an artist’s rendering of a typewriter and a city sticker of the city of Metz. Maggie also noted that Olivia dressed with little apparent thought to her appearance.

      She wore yoga pants with a long tunic and sandals. The look suited her, Maggie thought. She looked like a blend of practicality and understated elegance—even down to her fingernails which were a pretty mauve shade except for a chip in the polish on her dominant hand as if she couldn’t be bothered to care about such things.

      The two of them were deep in conversation about story tropes and their uses when movement outside the restaurant’s large picture window caught Maggie’s eye. A giant municipal bus rumbled past, its engine churning as it navigated the narrow street. Emblazoned across the side of the bus was an enormous campaign banner, its vibrant colors and bold text immediately drawing her attention to it. The banner featured a smiling photograph of an attractive middle-aged woman with a steady, confident gaze. The headline proclaimed in French and English: "Jeanette Fontaine for the Future of Metz."

      “Oh, my goodness,” Maggie said, pointing to the bus as sit disappeared around the corner. “Is she any relation?”

      Olivia turned to glance at the bus and then turned back with an indifferent shrug.

      “My sister,” she said. “She’s the mayor of Metz running for re-election. My family has been involved in Metz politics for centuries.”

      “Seriously?”

      Olivia laughed.

      “I exaggerate. But for many decades anyway. My father before my sister and his father before him.”

      “But you have no interest in politics yourself?” Maggie asked.

      “I would rather cut my own throat,” Olivia said. “Don’t get me wrong. I love Metz but I’m more interested in its historical legacy. My sister would be happy to be mayor of Nantes or Dijon. The place doesn’t really matter to her.”

      “Are the two of you close?”

      She laughed.

      “Such an American thing to ask!” she said. “No, not really. We’re not enemies. We just have nothing in common. For example, Jeanette has never been interested in the history of Metz and to me it’s fascinating.”

      “Tell me more.”

      Olivia carefully spread a knife-full of tapenade on a piece of baguette.

      “I know everyone thinks their town is the best,” she said. “But Metz really is special. For starters, it’s so close to the German border, it’s literally been fought over for centuries. Half the time it’s German and half the time it’s French.”

      “That’s wild.”

      But now that Olivia mentioned it, Maggie remembered one of the housekeeping maids in the hotel where she was staying had a name tag that read Babette Schmidt.

      “Did you know,” Olivia said earnestly, “that during the war when the Nazis came in and annexed Metz, they banned the use of the French language? They made German the official language for our area. Can you believe that?”

      Maggie had to admit it was pretty outrageous.

      “They even changed our street names,” Olivia said. “And they shut down our French schools. Those young Frenchmen who went straight to the labor camps in the rest of France? Here, they were conscripted into the Wehrmacht to fight for the Germans. Excuse me for a moment, Maggie.”

      Olivia pulled out her laptop and opened it and quickly typed for a few moments. Maggie looked around nervously. French waiters were notoriously patient about a lot of things—smoking, overstaying at a table, even loud talking—but nothing could get them upset faster than setting up a laptop at a table meant for idle philosophizing and conversation. Olivia put her laptop away.

      “Sorry about that,” she said. “I hate doing that, but I’d hate more losing the thought I just had.”

      “No worries, I get it,” Maggie said.

      Then Olivia pulled out her phone and snapped a picture of the menu on the table.

      “I know you must think I’m mad,” she said. “But this is my method. I find that taking a picture of a thing is more definitive than making a note about it because a photo will suggest something totally different when you look at it at a different time.”

      Maggie thought that a little peculiar but again reminded herself that Olivia was a successful writer and researcher and so of course had developed methods specific to the way she worked. They might seem odd to Maggie, but she was impressed by them, too.

      “So tell me what you’re working on,” Olivia said. “A romance?”

      Maggie smiled.

      “No, it’s a mystery,” she said. “But like you, I think I’d like to set my story in the years right after the war.”

      “Good idea,” Olivia said. “Things got interesting in the south right after the war.”

      Maggie wanted to ask her what she meant by that, but Olivia didn’t give her the chance.

      “Do you write what you know?” Olivia asked. “Just like all the online writing workshops are always saying you should?”

      “I try to,” Maggie said. “It’s easier that way.”

      “Is easier what you’re aiming for?” Olivia asked pointedly.

      Maggie blushed.

      “Not necessarily,” she admitted. “But I wouldn’t shy away from it either.”

      “I find I’m always describing the people around me in real life,” Olivia said. “Do you do that, too?”

      Maggie laughed.

      “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve described my husband in the short stories I write,” Maggie said.

      “The perils of living with an author,” Olivia said with a grin. “If somebody in my life pisses me off, I give the antagonist in my next book their first name.”

      Maggie laughed.

      “I can see how that might be very therapeutic,” she said.

      “I’ll say,” Olivia said. “One of the few benefits of being an author—consequence-less payback!”

      They both laughed and Maggie suddenly realized that while it might have taken longer than she expected, she’d definitely felt a sense of connection with this woman who, even though she was unmarried and childless and otherwise not at all like her, Maggie actually felt she had so much more in common with her than anyone she’d met in a very long time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Unlike the warm evenings of Provence, where the heat clung to the earth long after sunset, here in Metz the air was sharpened by the proximity of the Moselle River and tended to cool quickly. Maggie crossed her arms against the slight nip in the air inside the restaurant and wished she’d thought to bring her pashmina shawl.

      “What are the chances your sister will win re-election?” she asked as she cut into her veal parmentier with its luscious fried potatoes.

      “I have no idea,” Olivia said with a shrug and Maggie could tell she honestly didn’t care.

      “Who is she running against?” Maggie asked.

      “Jacques Dado,” Olivia said. “He’s pretty old but he has Resistance ties through his father.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Olivia grinned and leaned back in her chair as if to regard Maggie with amusement.

      “It means he can trace his father’s involvement to the Resistance,” she said. “He has bonafide documents that corroborate his father’s contributions—making him a true hero of France.”

      “Do people still care about that sort of thing?” Maggie asked.

      “Oh, trust me, they do,” Olivia said. “Just between you and me, Jeanette will have a fight on her hands going up against the son of a veteran. Especially since our own family history isn’t exactly above board.”

      “Really?”

      Maggie was still very curious about this point, and it seemed the two glasses of wine that Olivia had with dinner took away a little of her reluctance to share the details.

      “Oh, there were no shorn heads or anything,” Olivia said. “But there were rumors and that’s never good. In fact, I have to say—although I probably shouldn’t…” She scooted her chair closer to where Maggie sat and lowered her voice. “I’ve actually discovered something more than a little disturbing. And it’s something that won’t exactly help Jeanette’s chances for re-election either. I can’t really say more just yet,” Olivia said, leaning back in her seat. “But trust me, it’s a bombshell. No pun intended.”

      “Goodness,” Maggie said. “And you ran across this tidbit in the course of your research for Letters from the Ashes?”

        That book, Olivia’s most recent release, had been a favorite of Maggie’s. She had been particularly impressed with the level of historical detail, especially since she was painfully aware of the scrupulous attention to accuracy necessary to write a successful historical novel. A lazy researcher would not last long as a writer of historical fiction. It was clear that Olivia took this part of her work very seriously.

       “Actually, I did,” Olivia said. “I don’t want to say anything more until I can confirm a few things. I’d hate to put something out there only to have to retract it later.”

      “Of course.”

       “How do you do your research?” Olivia asked as she reached for a piece of baguette from the breadbasket. “I know you don’t really rely solely on Wikipedia.”

      Maggie sighed.

      “You’re going to think I’m terrible,” she said. “I used to go to the library in Aix but now it’s easier to just Google for what I want to know.”

      “I have to tell you,” Olivia said. “The Internet is not always a great way to find the truth. Or facts. People can just post opinions and there’s no real way to verify what they write.”

      “How do you do it then?” Maggie asked.

      “Well, I do look on the Internet, too,” Olivia admitted, “but I also talk to people—especially librarians who are a goldmine of information. And I’m lucky because I’ve got a family friend who’s an actual WWII historian. He doesn’t do the research for me, but he’s been invaluable in directing me to various resources and helping me learn research techniques.”

      “A friend of the family?” Maggie asked as she sipped her wine, which was a good one.  She knew that Laurent would be interested in hearing any thoughts she had from her experiences of wine outside their part of Provence. They didn’t only drink wine from their own vineyard, but very nearly.

      “Yeah, well, I went to school with Bruno’s daughter, Eloise,” Olivia said. “And then my folks would get together with her parents. It was great until her folks got divorced. Eloise left Metz with her mother. I keep in touch but it’s hard. I do better than poor Bruno, though. He almost never sees his daughter.”

      Maggie knew that was often the unfortunate consequence of divorce.

      “But back to the subject at hand,” Olivia said. “Mostly I use the Internet to find people who might be experts in the area I’m interested in. For example, I met this one woman—her name is Sonia Bauer. She’s German and I met her in another online writers’ group for authors interested in the last world war. Just between us, she’s a little crazy. She came to Metz last month, so I’ve even met up with her a couple of times.”

      “Wow. You are so dedicated,” Maggie said.

      “Well, you have to be when you’re dealing with history,” Olivia said. “Readers of historical fiction are ruthless when it comes to detail and accuracy, you know?”

      “How do you know when you’ve got it right?”

      “That’s a good question,” Olivia said with a laugh. “I use Beta readers, of course, but lately I’ve started publishing my work-in-progress one chapter at a time on Reddit. Do you know it?”

      Maggie shook her head, feeling a total ignoramus and wondering if she should be taking notes.

      “Well, anyway,” Olivia said, “I put the chapters up as I write them one chapter at a time to get an initial response from readers. I started interacting with Sonia when she chimed in to say that I got the history all wrong.”

      “That must have been disconcerting,” Maggie said.

      “It would’ve been if I’d been wrong,” Olivia said. “Like I said, she’s a little crazy. I’m not saying she’s a Neo-Nazi, but she is determined that Germany’s role in the last war was exaggerated.”

      “How so?”

      “I’m pretty sure she’s a Holocaust denier,” Olivia said. “Or if she does think it happened, then it was the Russians who did it.”

      “Seriously?” Maggie shook her head in surprise. “Does she also think the moon landing was faked, too?”

      Olivia grinned.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised,” she said. “In this one chapter that I put up for people to comment on, I described a specific Gestapo interviewing method that’s been widely accepted as accurate—I mean it’s documented and some of the people who stood trial at Nuremberg even admitted to using it—but she took issue with it.”

      Maggie shook her head in disgust.

      “She was defending the Gestapo?” she said.

      “I’m sure she doesn’t see it that way,” Olivia said. “But essentially, yes.”

      “You have to be pretty dedicated to put up with these online crackpots,” Maggie observed.

      “Well, I want to get it right, you know?” Olivia said. “When you’re writing historical fiction, it’s so important.”

      “I agree that it makes the story more powerful when it’s entrenched in fact,” Maggie said. “But it’s so much harder when you’re trying to craft fiction that has to also pay attention to certain rules of historical accuracy.”

      “Exactly,” Olivia said before pouring the last of the wine into both their glasses. “So, tell me, is your husband at home watching the little ones while you’re having a girl’s weekend out?”

      Maggie laughed.

      “We don’t really have any little ones anymore,” she said. “We have a six-year-old granddaughter, and Laurent has the vineyard to run.”

      “Doesn’t sound like the two of you take too many vacations together,” Olivia said.

      “Honestly, we don’t,” Maggie said with a rueful shake of her head. “There’s always so much going on at home. And with a vineyard, you’re always in some important stage of preparation or harvest. But our eldest son has come home with his wife and baby, and he’s doing a lot to relieve Laurent of a big part of the work. That’s the hope anyway.”

      “That’s nice,” Olivia said. “It sounds as if you still have a busy family life.”

      “We do,” Maggie said. “But there were a couple of lonely empty nest years along the way. What about you? Are you dating anyone?”

      Olivia's expression shifted slightly, becoming a touch more guarded.

      "Oh, um, yes, I am, actually," she said.

      She paused, picking at the label on the empty wine bottle on the table.

      "His name is Gilbert," she said.

      Maggie didn't miss the subtle change in Olivia’s demeanor.

      “Is he an author, too?” she probed gently.

      Olivia let out a small laugh.

      “Heavens no,” she said. She offered Maggie a thin smile. “He’s a land developer. Or something like that. Honestly, I never listen when he talks about what he does. It’s pretty boring.”

      Maggie reached across the table and gave her hand a reassuring squeeze.

      "Sometimes relationships can be complicated," she said.

      “Honestly, I’m just really into my work,” Olivia said. “And Gilbert sees that work as a distraction when I could really be into him.”

      “Men,” Maggie said with a laugh which prompted Olivia to laugh too. Then Olivia signaled the waiter to bring another bottle of the luscious pinot noir from the Moselle region that they’d had with dinner. Maggie thought that just the right move for the rest of a lovely, enlightening evening.
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      That night after dinner with Olivia, Maggie’s head was buzzing with all the new ideas she’d learned. She walked back to her hotel by way of rue de la Paix and rue du Faisan, walking parallel to the Moselle which dissected the city. It was midsummer and, although Metz wasn’t a big tourist town like Paris, Marseilles or Lyons, it was still charming and full of breathtaking architecture. From where she stood at the crosswalk near her hotel, Maggie could see the peak of the Cathédrale Saint-Etienne de Metz and it reminded her of how the last world war had been historically imprinted on Metz.

      It had been fascinating listening to some of Olivia’s first-person testimonies that she’d uncovered about the war. Maggie and Laurent had both met many people in Provence whose grandparents had similar stories. Their dear family friend Danielle was just old enough to remember the war as a small child and she had stories that had been passed down to her. When Laurent and Maggie’s own children were small, Danielle would regale them with stories of bravery and heroism.

      Maggie made her way up to her hotel room, but she already knew she was going to have trouble getting to sleep—even after the two bottles of pinot noir that she and Olivia had shared. She checked her phone. She and Laurent had already exchanged goodnight texts before Maggie left the restaurant and she didn’t expect any more messages from him. She was sorry she hadn’t found time to say goodnight to Amélie, but she would make it up to her tomorrow.

      Once in her room, she quickly shed her clothes then folded them up before putting on her nightgown and brushing her teeth and settling down on the bed with her laptop. Olivia’s research methods—and her commitment—were so impressive. It was inspiring to hear how she was able to find the time for her research as well as the more creative aspects of crafting the plots of her books.

      Maggie ran her fingers across her laptop’s keyboard but couldn’t think of what to write. Just then she saw a window pop open on her desktop asking if she would accept a series of files being sent to her from Olivia Fontaine. Pleased and curious, Maggie quickly hit Accept and watched the files transfer to her Download folder. It wasn’t a total surprise, since Olivia had said she wanted to send some thoughts to Maggie about how she did her research and also how she organized it. Smiling, Maggie closed her laptop. With the files safely downloaded, she felt how she’d felt when she was a child trying to sleep the night before Christmas morning. And with that thought she went to bed and had no trouble at all falling right to sleep.

       

      The next morning, Maggie was up early. She had arranged another meeting with Olivia for lunch so decided she could spend some time this morning doing some of her own book work. Olivia had been open to seeing a chapter or two. Maggie ordered a room service breakfast of croissants and coffee, then showered and dressed before sitting down at the small desk in her room to look at the files that Olivia had sent the night before. Unsurprisingly, most of it was the research that Olivia had spoken about last night, research that Olivia hoped would lay the groundwork for her next novel which was once more set in the immediate aftermath of WWII.

      There were also a few chapters from Olivia's book in progress. Maggie set aside the fiction chapters to read later and spent a pleasant hour looking over the research material. She was surprised to see photographs of documents that looked as if they’d been written in the nineteen forties. Some were dated, confirming that. Maggie felt a shiver of excitement. This was the reason she’d been drawn to writing historical fiction in the first place.

      There was something intensely romantic about dipping a toe back into the past and looking at life through the lens that those people had—with no Internet or TV to distract from the experience. Maggie ate her croissant and sipped her noisette as she read the files, skimming over a lot of it since there was so much of it—and it was written in very tiny type or handwriting—so that she would be able to at least talk about the content at lunch. She and Olivia had planned to meet at L’Eveil, a new place near the river that Olivia had been wanting to try for weeks.

       As Maggie was getting ready to leave for her lunch date, she saw her phone was ringing and Laurent’s photograph appeared on the screen.

      “Hey,” she said, as she answered it. “I was just heading out. Is everything okay there?”

      “Ah, yes, of course, chérie,” Laurent said, his rumbling tone reaching out to her across the miles. “I am just calling as any dutiful husband would.”

      “Well, good,” Maggie said. “I can’t tell you how much I’m enjoying my weekend. Olivia is definitely someone who is walking the walk.”

      “I think this is an Americanism, oui?”

      Maggie laughed.

      “Probably,” she said. “But it’s been nothing short of inspiring to talk to her. I can’t wait to start on my own projects when I get home. I’m already making notes for it.”

      “I am glad, ma biche,” Laurent said. “I will let you go.”

      “We’ll talk tonight,” Maggie said. “And we can do a proper debrief then.”

      “C’est bon,” he said. “Je t’aime, chérie.”

      “Je t’aime, you too,” Maggie said.

       

      Maggie made her way through the charming, winding streets of the old town in Metz, her pace unhurried as she soaked in its historic ambiance. Quaint cafes and boutiques lined the cobblestone roads, their colorful facades and overflowing flower boxes adding to the picturesque scene. Turning a corner, she spotted the small, family-owned bistro where she was to meet Olivia for lunch. A wrought-iron sign swung gently in the breeze above the entrance, beckoning passersby inside.

      Maggie pushed open the heavy wooden door and stepped into the cozy, intimate space. The air was filled with the aroma of freshly baked bread and simmering French onion soup. She scanned the tables, but Olivia was nowhere to be seen. Giving the hostess a friendly smile, Maggie requested a table for two. The hostess led her to a small, two-top situated by the window, offering Maggie a menu and promising to send over a server momentarily.

      Settling into her chair, Maggie let her gaze wander. She smoothed the crisp white linen napkin across her lap, drumming her fingers lightly against the tabletop. As the minutes ticked by, a faint crease of worry began to form between her brows. She texted Olivia several times and each time her phone indicated that the message had been delivered. But there was no response.

      Eventually, the server arrived to take Maggie's order. Deciding not to wait any longer, she ordered a glass of the house red wine and a ham and cheese quiche—a specialty of the region— hoping that Olivia would arrive soon. But as she sipped her wine and took small, pensive bites of the savory quiche, Maggie couldn't shake her growing sense of unease.
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