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      With the wine harvest behind them, things had just started to calm down for Maggie and Laurent in their French village of Saint-Buvard when a team of food industry entrepreneurs and celebrity judges arrived to put on a contest to decide in a blind taste test which country makes the best chocolate éclairs—the Brits, the Americans, the Germans or the French.

      When one of the contestants ends up stabbed to death, the prime suspect is a close friend. Maggie will need to find a way past the woman's obvious motive and the damning circumstantial evidence to free her friend—without putting herself or Laurent in the hot seat in the process.
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      Everybody knows smoking can kill you.

      Maggie squinted through the French doors to the terrace where her best friend Grace stood with the glowing tip of her cigarette visible in the darkness. Maggie let out a huff of annoyance and slipped on her channel-quilted jacket and stepped outside. Instantly the cold January weather sliced through her and she shivered.

      Not only will smoking kill you, she thought peevishly as she hurried over to Grace, but it will freeze off all your important bits in the process.

      Grace huddled in a long black cashmere coat, a curl of cigarette smoke lazily looping over her head. Even in the dark, even with a cigarette held to her lips, Grace was stunningly beautiful. The absolute image of her namesake Grace Kelly, she fit the role perfectly in manner and style.

      “Don’t you worry about sending a bad message to Zouzou?” Maggie asked as she leaned against the stone wall of the potager next to Grace. “You told me you’d quit.”

      Grace exhaled a smoke ring and turned to Maggie.

      “Everything in time, darling,” she said. “Besides, Zouzou’s seen me do much worse than this.”

      “Well, that’s not much of an argument,” Maggie said, rubbing her arms through her jacket. “What did you want to tell me? It’s freezing out here.”

      Grace tossed down her cigarette and ground it out with the toe of her Jimmy Choo boot. Then she picked up the butt.

      Maggie was tempted to tell her not to bother. Her husband Laurent also smoked, and although she had recently ramped up her efforts to nag him into quitting, the evidence of his bad habit was littered throughout the garden.

      Grace tucked the cigarette butt into her coat pocket and looped her arm through Maggie’s.

      “Walk with me,” she said. “I don’t want Cheryl to be tempted to join us.”

      Cheryl Barker was an old college friend of Grace’s who was staying at Grace’s bed and breakfast. Maggie and Laurent were hosting a dinner for the contestants of the upcoming patisserie competition in which Cheryl was one of the contestants.

      “Oh?” Maggie said mildly. “Keeping secrets from your old college chum?”

      “Don’t be jealous, darling. We weren’t even that close in college. When’s dinner?”

      Maggie pushed back the sleeve of her jacket to look at her watch. “We’ve got thirty minutes. But Laurent will want me inside mingling with people before then.”

      Laurent happily handled all culinary chores for their family, especially any and all formal dinner parties like tonight’s, so much so that Maggie had been surprised when he hired the village baker and his wife to help with tonight’s dinner. Maggie was sure it had more to do with Laurent helping out the baker Antoine than Laurent actually needed any help.

      Six months ago Cheryl Barker had contacted Grace about a pastry competition that a professional contact of hers was putting together in order to launch his new culinary lifestyle magazine.  Grace had suggested that the somewhat remote but extremely picturesque village of Saint-Buvard where both she and Maggie lived would be the perfect venue. After much research it was finally decided to have the competition in nearby Aix-en-Provence, but the contestants would stay in Saint-Buvard, divided between Dormir, Grace’s gîte, and Domaine Saint-Buvard, Maggie and Laurent’s large country house.

      The three other contestants besides Cheryl, were Marie-France Babin of Le Coucou Paris, Geoff Fitzgerald from London, and Helga Richter from La Pomme in Bonn.

      Cheryl had driven to Domaine Saint-Buvard with Grace, Grace’s fifteen-year-old daughter Zouzou, and Danielle Alexandre, who lived with Grace and helped her run the bed and breakfast.

      Grace’s small grandson Philippe had been shipped off to Atlanta to visit his grandfather, Grace’s ex-husband Windsor, for two weeks. If not for that, Maggie knew Grace could not have managed any of this. Philippe was a dear little boy but at five he was also rambunctious and full of mischief.

      The German pastry chef Helga Richter had arrived at Domaine Saint-Buvard earlier in the day, then claimed exhaustion and retired to her room. Maggie still hadn’t seen her emerge.

      Marie-France, along with Geoff and his wife, Debbie, were expected any moment. They were staying at Dormir.

      “Okay,” Maggie said. “What’s up?”

      “You’re not going to believe this.”

      “Not until you tell me.”

      “Cheryl seems to think I live a charmed life.”

      “Why is that a problem?”

      “She told Zouzou if she really wanted to go to l’Academie de Patisserie she’s welcome to come to Paris and stay with her.”

      L’Academie de Patisserie was the premier patisserie school in Paris and the place Zouzou had her heart set on attending when she graduated from school in three years.

      “Did she run this by you first?” Maggie asked.

      Grace made a face. “She doesn’t have kids of her own.”

      “I don’t think that’s much of an excuse. She honestly didn’t think to ask you?”

      “I think it’s because Z looks so mature, you know? She looks more like nineteen than fifteen.”

      “What did Zouzou say?”

      “What do you think she said? She’s over the moon. So I get to play the bad guy again, if I pull the plug on this.”

      “If? You’re not seriously thinking of letting her go to Paris, are you?”

      “No, I didn’t mean if. I have to say no. I know I do. But she’s been on cloud nine all week.”

      “This so-called friend of yours has put you in a bad spot.”

      “It’s not her fault.”

      Maggie could see Laurent through the French doors standing in the dining room, his hands on his hips. He was a big man and six foot four, unusual for a Frenchman. He stood now in his kitchen facing away from the garden. Maggie knew he would be directing four children, their own three plus Zouzou, to help create tonight’s meal—from setting the table to passing the aperitifs and hors d’oevres.

      A tall gawky woman appeared beside Laurent and Maggie watched as he directed their adopted son Luc to pour her a glass of wine.

      “I need to go inside,” Maggie said. “I think the German pastry chef is finally awake.”

      Grace turned to look inside the house. “What is she like?”

      “I have no idea. Abrupt. Curt. German.”

      “Are you sorry I got you into this?”

      Maggie turned to her friend and smiled.

      “No, it’s fun. I’m just surprised at how much Laurent has gotten into it.”

      “Zouzou has been delirious with excitement for weeks,” Grace said, as she tried to pick her daughter out among the group of people moving about the dining room.

      “I think the other guests have arrived,” Maggie said. “I need to go in and do the hostess thing.”

      “Zouzou tells me Luc is looking at schools in the States,” Grace said.

      Maggie stopped. “Is that all she said he said?”

      Luc would graduate from high school in four months. Maggie had been working with him to send out college applications and had been surprised and dismayed to see his interest in going to school abroad.

      “Well, that and all the excitement over his Napa internship. Well done, Luc,” Grace said. “I imagine Laurent is very proud?”

      “I suppose,” Maggie said, biting her lip.

      “Darling, an internship at one of the most prestigious vineyards in Napa doesn’t automatically mean he’ll want to go to school out there.”

      “It won’t help,” Maggie said.

      “Have you mentioned to him how you feel?”

      “Would that be fair? I don’t want to hold him back. I just don’t want him to leave.”

      Grace laughed and stood up. “They all leave, darling, didn’t you know?”

      “I’m not sure I did,” Maggie said as the two turned and made their way back to the house.
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      Laurent stood in the doorway to his kitchen and counted the trays of gougères—crackers with tapenade and miniature tomato tarts.

      His kitchen was painted a pale ochre yellow. The floors were terra cotta that matched the kitchen backsplash. The kitchen was Laurent’s space and it was designed for utilitarian use. The look was clean, airy, and masculine.

      The window over the sink faced the front drive and—when it wasn’t in the middle of January or when the dreaded mistral wasn’t tormenting the front topiary—tended to bring in a ray of Mediterranean sunlight to infuse the kitchen.

      He turned to Luc who was leaning against one of the kitchen walls and craning his neck to watch the guests in the dining room.

      “Take the tarts out,” Laurent said to him before looking over at Zouzou who stood ready with the platter of gougères.

      “Follow Luc,” he said to her. “If they take a gougère, hand them a cocktail napkin. Comprends-tu?”

      She nodded, her face serious. Both Luc and Zouzou were passionate about the business of French food and wine—making it, cooking it, serving it. As far as they were concerned, dinner parties like tonight were a glittering manifestation of all the good things they worked toward—to make and present exemplary French food.

      One day Luc would be a vigneron and follow in Laurent’s footsteps, going even further with the family vineyard than Laurent had done. Zouzou would take her passion for pastries and baking and find a position somewhere in a hotel or restaurant that allowed her to bake to her heart’s content.

      Laurent glanced at his son Jemmy and daughter Mila. Those two were a bit more of a conundrum. At thirteen Jemmy had shown only a mild interest in the vineyard, certainly not to the extent he’d need were he to make a career of it. And Mila—his dreamy and quixotic daughter—had shown no real interest in anything yet.

      “What shall I do, Papa?” Mila asked him now.

      He bit his lip to refrain from saying just look beautiful. He’d never believed that women were only good for decoration or just to please the eye. But his feelings for his daughter were so protective—a feeling he’d never experienced to this degree—that a part of him wanted to wall her up in a tower and keep her safe and untouched from life and, of course, men.

      “Can you mingle and see that everyone has what they need?” he said with a smile.

      “Oui, Papa,” Mila said and hopped off the barstool. She followed Luc and Zouzou into the dining room.

      Laurent glanced out the kitchen window to see Jemmy directing the parking of another guest. Like the other cars, it was a rental from Aix, which he could see from the plates. He watched a tall man unfold his legs out of the car and pat his jacket as though thinking he should tip Jemmy. Laurent snorted.

      An American or a Brit.

      The man settled for patting Jemmy on the head before making his way to the front door.

      Since Laurent knew that two other contestants—Marie-France and Cheryl Barker—were currently in his living room drinking the wine harvested from grapes from his fields and eating gougères, and the other contestant was half of a couple,  he assumed that this new arrival was the competition organizer Bertrand Glenn, the one sponsoring the patisserie contest.

      Laurent’s past had been one largely lived in the shadows. Being able to size up someone on the fly had been essential to his livelihood—not to mention his survival. Even now, years later, his instincts rarely failed him.

      “Everything on schedule?” Maggie said breathlessly as she appeared in the doorway.

      He watched her scan the kitchen counters, her cheeks flushed from the cold outside, her eyes bright. Even after thirteen years of marriage, her beauty and vivaciousness still surprised and enchanted him. He smiled.

      “Bien sûr,” he said.

      She reached over to take a quick sip from his glass of Campari and soda on the counter before turning to go back to mingling with their guests.

      The man Laurent guessed to be Bertrand Glenn appeared from around the corner of the foyer, his coat still on. He locked eyes with Laurent and Laurent felt a sudden chill in spite of the man’s large and somewhat rubbery smile.

      “Welcome,” Laurent said, looking past him to see Jemmy ready to take his coat.

      “Quite a place you have here,” Bertrand said, wriggling out of his coat and extending a hand to shake hands with Laurent.

      Laurent was never sure what to say when people said that. It was only the truth but it always seemed like they expected him to thank them for noticing.

      Bertrand turned to make his way into the living room, effectively ending any further need to continue conversing with Laurent.

      Which was just fine with Laurent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      For such a small dinner party, things looked pretty chaotic. That’s what Maggie was thinking as she surveyed their guests, all of whom had congregated in the living room over drinks and nibbles. Luc, Zouzou and Mila moved among them like ghosts, collecting wadded up napkins, brushing crumbs into catchers and refreshing drinks.

      When she and Grace came in from outside, Grace went straight to her friend Cheryl, a long-legged California blonde in her early forties.

      Danielle, a beloved family friend and Grace’s business partner, sat at one end of the couch in the living room talking with Helga Richter and a petite dark-haired woman who Maggie guessed was Marie-France Babin.

      “Maggie,” Grace said, “I want to formally introduce my college gal pal, Cheryl Barker. Cheryl, this is the famous Maggie Newberry Dernier.”

      “Oh, my God,” Cheryl said dramatically holding her hand out to Maggie. “I have heard so much about you!”

      Maggie shook her hand but before she could say anything, Cheryl jumped up, nearly knocking over her drink on the coffee table and rushed past her.

      “Bertrand! You’re here!” she squealed as she embraced the tall man.

      Maggie smiled and held out her hand to Bertrand who took it eagerly.

      “Mister Glenn,” she said. “Welcome.”

      “Mrs. Dernier,” he said, his eyes disappearing into crinkles of mirth as he smiled. “Thank you so much for having us all. This is so generous of you.”

      “Please call me Maggie. Come sit down. Luc?”

      Luc was at her side with a tray of wine glasses.

      Maggie took a filled wine glass and then turned to Marie-France on the sofa.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you came,” Maggie said. “I’m delighted to meet you, Madame Babin.”

      “This is a wonderful old mas,” Marie-France said looking around the living room.

      The downstairs of Domaine Saint-Buvard was four very large rooms plus the kitchen. The living room was forty feet square and anchored by a massive fireplace on one wall, with French doors on the adjacent wall that led to the garden.

      A worn but regal Oriental rug stretched from the kitchen to the French doors. Over the years Maggie and Grace had scoured nearby brocantes and flea markets to find the four heavy chairs in damask and cotton fabrics of blue, rose and ochre beside the large couch that faced the fireplace.

      The chair pillows, which Maggie had found in Lyons, were braided and fringed with colorful tassels.  Every side table and the massive walnut coffee table held at least one vase of roses, petunias or peonies from the Aix flower market.

      “The mas was in my husband’s family,” Maggie said to Marie-France. “We believe it’s well over two hundred years old.

      “Americans always think that’s old,” Helga scoffed from where she sat next to Danielle.

      Maggie turned to her. “That’s true,” she said. “We are a young country.”

      Something about the way she said it must have stung Helga because the woman curled her lip but buried the sneer in her drink.

      “Please, sit down,” Maggie said to Bertrand. “I’m sure dinner won’t be long.” She turned back to Marie-France. “I thought you came with Mr. and Mrs. Fitzgerald?”

      “I did,” Marie-France said. “Your charming daughter is giving them a tour of the house.”

      “I’m here, Mom,” Mila said as she entered the room with a barrel-chested man and a mousey looking woman with light brown hair. “They wanted to see the house.”

      “So American,” Helga said.

      What the hell is her deal?

      Maggie forced herself not to react to her. After fourteen years living as an expat in France she had run across anti-American sentiment before. It wasn’t pleasant but it was never personal.

      “You have a beautiful home,” Debbie Fitzgerald said, glancing at Maggie and then down at her hands.

      “Thank you,” Maggie said. “You must be Mrs. Fitzgerald. Won’t you come sit and have a drink?”

      “Debbie, please,” the woman said and shook Maggie’s hand. Debbie’s hand was damp.

      “And I’m Geoff,” the man beside her said. “No need to stand on ceremony. What did this place set you back? If you don’t mind my asking?”

      “Geoff!” his wife said in horror.

      “What? It’s a perfectly civilized question.”

      “We inherited it,” Maggie said smoothly. “Can I get you a drink?”

      

      By the time Jemmy came into the living room to announce that dinner was ready, it was well past eight o’clock and Bertrand was already drunk.

      Maggie always worried when a guest became inebriated with children around. She wondered if Laurent would mind if she sent the children upstairs. Zouzou could bunk in for the night with Mila.

      Even Cheryl looked like she should have held back on the last couple of cocktails. When she stood up from the couch, she wobbled and made a quick grab for Luc as he was collecting empty wine glasses.

      “Oh, darling,” she gushed, not releasing him once she was steady on her feet, “you must work out or something. Are you sure you’re only eighteen?”

      Luc blushed and glanced at Maggie who smiled woodenly at her guest. She stepped over to them and nodded at Luc toward the kitchen while she peeled Cheryl’s hand from his arm.

      “We should go in,” Maggie said with a smile. “I think Bertrand wants to say a few words before the first course.”

      Cheryl allowed herself to be steered to the dining room but Maggie felt her stiffness under her hand. When she caught Grace’s eye, Maggie could see she wasn’t happy about her friend’s condition.

      It was going to be a long night.
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      The farm table in the dining room had been set for an elegant dinner for ten complete with crystal goblets, silverware, and matching china on a stark white linen tablecloth.

      Laurent directed everyone to their seats, shaking hands with anyone he hadn’t formally met yet. Over his shoulder Maggie saw that Antoine and Sybil from the village boulangerie had arrived. Antoine was a large man with a big belly and a nearly always serious expression on his face. His wife Sybil was slim as if she regularly eschewed the products of their shop and smiled only on command. Maggie had long ago stopped trying to decipher the differences in other people’s marriages, why they worked. If they did.

      She didn’t know the baker and his wife very well beyond the fact that they were essentially employees of Laurent’s. After twelve years with no bakery—an embarrassment for any self-respecting village in France—Laurent had bought a vacant space in Saint-Buvard which had been used as a bakery years before and hired Antoine and wife to run it.

      That had been nearly three years ago and the venture had worked out well for everyone. The couple’s teenage daughter Mireille also helped out in the bakery.

      Bertrand sat down heavily in his seat and immediately flapped out his napkin.

      “I can’t tell you how grateful I am to you, Madame and Monsieur Dernier,” he said loudly. “This is a memorable kickoff to what I hope will be an annual event and one that might well change the lives of everyone at this table.”

      Maggie she was pleased to notice that, drunk or not, Bertrand seemed in decent possession of himself.

      The children had already had their dinners and as soon as everyone was seated quickly retired to their rooms.

      Laurent poured the champagne for the first toast of the night and Bertrand got clumsily to his feet, his champagne flute in hand.

      “To our amazing contestants,” he said, nodding to each one around the table. Maggie noticed that Helga didn’t bother looking at him but just drank her champagne.

      “Zouzou will be in this contest one of these years,” Danielle whispered proudly to Geoff’s wife Debbie who sat on her left.

      “It is not an annual event,” Helga snorted, giving Danielle a condescending look.

      Maggie felt a blaze of indignation but before she could respond to Helga, Debbie said to Danielle, “You must be very proud of her. Is she your granddaughter?”

      Danielle smiled. “Yes,” she said. “In fact, she is.”

      That wasn’t technically true, at least not in the biological sense but certainly in all the ways that mattered. Danielle had been the grandmother-defacto to all of the children except Luc since the beginning.

      Antoine and Sybil entered the room holding trays of the first course which consisted of shallow bowls of mussels steamed in white wine.

      Geoff sat on the other side of Danielle. “So, at the risk of being called out again,” she said to him with a twinkle in her eye, “what exactly is this contest for which we are all gathered tonight?”

      “It’s none other than the new and definitive contest in order to determine the best pastry chef in all of Europe,” Geoff said.

      “Except the UK isn’t in Europe,” Debbie said with a smile.

      Geoff rolled his eyes. “Fine. Whatever.”

      “I see,” Danielle said, taking a bowl of mussels from the tray Sybil held out for her. “And why?”

      “Oh, that is a very good question!” Bertrand said from the head of the table.

      All heads turned in his direction.

      “Madame Alexandre, is it?” he said to Danielle.

      Maggie was impressed that Bertrand had bothered to remember Danielle’s name. Her opinion of him nudged up a bit.

      “We are gathered here tonight,” he said, watching his wine glass as Laurent poured the wine for the first course, “to get to know each other before the big competition tomorrow. A competition unlike any undertaken anywhere.”

      He took a swig of his drink and smacked his lips.

      “It is an international affair to be sure,” he continued. “Sponsored by LUSH Magazine and heralding the best pastry chef in the world—which will be discovered the day after tomorrow. We have three world-renowned judges coming in and twenty thousand euros as the cash prize.”

      “Goodness,” Danielle said.

      Maggie glanced around the table. Helga still didn’t seem interested in what was being said and Maggie wondered how good her English was. Everyone else seemed raptly attentive.

      Grace and Cheryl sat beside each other and managed to spend a good deal of their time whispering to each other behind their hands.

      Maggie felt a pain start up in her jaw like she was clenching it too tightly.

      Marie-France sat next to Bertrand. She must have tired of his monopolizing the spotlight because she tapped her water glass with her knife and waited for everyone to be quiet.

      “To better answer your question, Madame Alexander,” she said to Danielle, “I should mention that while it is true LUSH is sponsoring the winning purse and the contest, as well as paying for each of us to come to the south of France in January, the magazine itself does not yet exist. Is that not so, Bertrand?”

      Bertrand gave Marie-France an annoyed look.

      “What Madame Babin means to say,” he said, “is that this contest will be the making of LUSH. Our inaugural issue, anchored by the best of the best in the world of pastry.”

      Geoff turned to Danielle and said under his breath.

      “The main question is who is launching whom? Is LUSH launching the contest or vice versa?”

      “Did you say something down there, Geoff?” Bertrand asked.

      “Nothing, old man,” Geoff said, turning to the large dish of ratatouille that Antoine now held before him.

      “I should think not,” Bertrand said icily.

      Maggie glanced at the two men and wondered how well they knew each other before tonight. They were both British and both in the food industry. It stood to reason they might not be strangers.

      She made eye contact with Laurent from down the long table. As usual, he was impossible to read.

      On the other hand, she could probably guess as to his thoughts.
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      Thirty minutes into the dinner and Maggie was already kicking herself for planning a scavenger hunt for afterwards. Grace had suggested it weeks ago and then become extremely insistent about it. Now that Maggie had met Cheryl, she had a fairly good idea of who had really been driving the idea.

      Cheryl had gone from hissing whispers that only Grace could hear to making loud and snarky comments on just about everyone else’s conversation at the table.

      Maggie already knew that Cheryl was unmarried and had no children. But that didn’t stop her from advising Grace in a loud voice about everything from Zouzou’s schooling to her fashion choices.

      “You always were the best dressed girl at Ole Miss,” Cheryl said to Grace. “And in the South, that’s saying something. Why do you allow the child to wear those hideous leggings? She’s a pretty girl but I hardly recognize her as yours.”

      It annoyed Maggie to hear Cheryl talking about Zouzou and she worried that the girl might come downstairs and hear.

      “So, Maggie, I understand your oldest is going to school overseas?” Cheryl asked.

      “Well,” Maggie said. “That’s still up in the air.”

      “You did a semester in Germany, didn’t you, Cheryl?” Grace asked.

      “In high school,” Cheryl said, tapping her nails against the base of her wine glass. “One semester. Ghastly. No offense, Helga.”

      “Where in Germany?” Laurent asked.

      Cheryl turned her body to face Laurent as she answered. Maggie noticed she was playing with the rim of her wine glass as she spoke.

      “Heidelberg. Ever been there?”

      “Of course he’s been there,” Helga said disdainfully. “Europe is very small.”

      Maggie couldn’t help but notice that Cheryl gave Helga a scorching look before turning away.

      “You speak a little German, don’t you?” Bertrand asked Cheryl.

      “Me?” Cheryl said. “God, no.” She smiled at Helga. “Such a harsh language. Always sounds like you’re being arrested or asking for identity papers.”

      “That’s in the north,” Helga said defensively. “In the south we have a strongly melodic cadence. German is the language of the angels.”

      Marie-France laughed and then looked around the table.

      “Oh, sorry. I thought that was a joke.”

      “I speak it a little,” Debbie said. “I spent a summer there once.”

      “Hardly worth mentioning,” her husband said dismissively.

      God, this guy is a tool! I wonder how many foreign languages he speaks?

      “Americans and the English don’t bother to learn any language but their own,” Helga said. “So arrogant.”

      “Your English is very good,” Maggie forced herself to say to her.

      “Everyone should speak English,” Geoff said. “It’s the international language of business after all.”

      “Except it isn’t,” Helga said. “I have it on good authority that the job at Eatz2 required their staff to be able to communicate beyond English grunts.”

      Maggie frowned. She’d never heard of Eatz2 but from the look on Geoff’s face, he was familiar with it.

      “Eatz2 is an English establishment.” Geoff said. “What the hell language would the staff talk? You’re so full of shite.”

      “Ach. Another charming English expression, I believe,” Helga said drinking the rest of her wine and waving to Laurent for a refill.

      “I do not even know why you invited that woman,” Marie-France said in a loud whisper to Bertrand who worriedly glanced down the table at Helga. “She cannot even converse civilly at a dinner table.”

      “Well, we want to have a well-rounded competition, don’t we?” Bertrand said  in a low voice, trying to shush the French woman.

      “With a German pastry chef?” Marie-France said in astonishment. “Does the world really need more gingerbread men?”

      “I can hear you, Marie-France,” Helga called from the other end of the table.

      “And I don’t care, Frau Richter,” Marie-France said.

      “Hear, hear!” Geoff said, his face red as he glared at Helga.

      “This competition will be wonderful for everyone’s career,” Bertrand said loudly. “The public relations, the increased social media—”

      “The twenty thousand euros,” Geoff said.

      Bertrand shot him a look of frustration.

      Maggie looked at her watch. Just one more course and then dessert and coffee. She wondered if she could ask everyone to come back for dessert after the scavenger hunt. It was already getting late. At this rate it would be midnight before they served the clafoutis.

      She tried to catch Laurent’s eye but he had his hands full directing Antoine and Sybil who appeared to be willing but less than skilled as servers.

      Maggie felt a flash of annoyance. What had he been thinking? More of his charity projects, she thought as she watched Antoine drop the serving spoon from the ratatouille onto the dining room rug.

      But what had she been thinking to plan a scavenger hunt after dinner? She must have been out of her mind.

      Helga was standing now at the table and pointing a finger at Bertrand.

      “As if anything you have to say can be trusted!”

      Whoa! Where did that come from?

      The rest of the table conversation came to an abrupt stop as everyone turned to see what was happening between Bertrand and Helga.

      Bertrand blushed but responded to the table’s attention with an embarrassed shrug.

      “Everyone has an opinion,” he said and then laughed nervously.

      “You should have had a contest for the naming of your magazine,” Cheryl said as she reached for the wine bottle on the table. “The name’s idiotic.”

      “No, it’s not,” Bertrand said clearly hurt.

      “She has a point,” Marie-France said. “LUSH is grossly contrived. Like you are trying too hard.”

      “That’s not true,” Bertrand said. “It’s in the vein of le weekend or le blue jeans. It’s hip. You really must learn to think outside the proverbial tart pan.”

      “Oh, because I’m so renowned for being traditional?” Marie-France said sharply. “Wouldn’t that be more Geoff’s area of expertise?”

      “Hey, hold on now,” Geoff said as if suddenly waking up. “That’s not on. What did you mean by that?”

      “It’s pretty clear what she meant,” Cheryl said with a laugh. “The British are hardly known for their food.”

      “That was decades ago!” Geoff said with agitation. “Everyone knows that was decades ago.”

      “If you say so,” Marie-France said with a conspiratorial smile at Cheryl.

      “Well, the proof will be in the pudding,” Geoff said, sticking his chin out aggressively.

      “Another imbecilic British saying,” Helga said, reseating herself.

      “She’s only teasing, Geoff,” Debbie said softly.

      “That’s right,” Bertrand said loudly. “We’re all friends here.”

      “Oh, now that’s not at all true,” Cheryl said to giggles from Grace.

      The sound of a dish hitting the hard terrazzo floor in the kitchen made Maggie jump. Danielle knocked over her water glass at the sound.

      Zouzou popped her head out of the kitchen doorway. Maggie hadn’t noticed her come downstairs.

      “Oncle Laurent?” she said in a panicked voice.

      Laurent got up and went to the kitchen.

      “I have only been sitting here waiting for a cup of coffee for fifteen minutes,” Helga said loudly to Sybil who was standing with her back to the wall holding a coffee carafe. “Any time now, fräulein, or must I get up and serve myself?”

      Sybil’s face whitened when she realized Helga was talking to her and she quickly stepped toward the German. Her foot caught in a fold in the rug and she pitched forward, narrowly missing Danielle’s head with the coffee pot, which she then dropped on the table in front of Helga, splashing the woman with the hot coffee.

      Helga screeched and shot to her feet. Maggie could see that most of the damage was to the table, not Helga.

      The woman slapped Sybil soundly across the face.

      Sybil gasped and shot out a hand to steady herself against the dining room wall. Maggie was between them in seconds.

      “How dare you!” Maggie said to Helga.

      “Das ist mir scheissegal,” Helga said to Maggie, her lip curled, her eyes on Sybil.

      “It is okay, Madame Dernier,” Sybil said, her hand on her reddened cheek.

      Maggie was so frustrated she wanted to shake Helga. That this insufferable woman felt she could come into her home and assault people was beyond endurable!

      A part of her wanted to tell Helga there would be no dessert for her but she knew that sounded idiotic.

      “Sit down, Frau Richter,” Maggie said instead before turning to Sybil. “Sybil, are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine,” Sybil said as she gathered up the coffee pot and hurried out of the room. “But that boche should watch her step,” she muttered under her breath but loud enough to be heard.

      “Did you hear that?” Helga said indignantly.

      “All right,” Maggie said quickly. “Enough.”

      At that moment Laurent came from the kitchen. He’d missed all of it.

      “Okay,” Maggie said turning to everyone at the table, “if we’re all finished with our dinners, I suggest we move on to the next part of the evening.”

      Zouzou appeared in the dining room doorway with a large tray of crème brûlée ramekins. Maggie knew she’d been planning to serve the cherry clafoutis so that must have accounted for the loud crash earlier.

      “Just put them on the table, Zouzou,” Maggie said. “And go to bed. We’ll serve ourselves after the scavenger hunt.”
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      During the last month, Maggie had searched the Internet for details on how to plan and conduct a scavenger hunt. Grace and then Bertrand had explained to Maggie via a series of emails, that the point of the scavenger hunt was to place the pastry chefs in a playfully competitive arena.

      Maggie decided if they were lucky, they could have the whole thing over and done with and be sitting down to their custards and coffees after only an hour.

      While everyone got up to find their coats and gloves, Maggie found a moment to connect with Laurent in the kitchen.

      “It’s a disaster,” she said.

      He said nothing as he moved dirty dishes from the sink to the dishwasher.

      “I can’t believe Grace talked me into this,” Maggie said as she took one last swig from her wine glass. “I can’t talk you into coming?”

      He gave her a look and what could almost be interpreted as a smile.

      “Can I help clean up?” a voice behind them said.

      Maggie looked around to see Debbie standing in the doorway of the kitchen already rolling up her sleeves.

      “Oh, no,” Maggie said. “That’s not necessary. Besides, you’ll miss the scavenger hunt.”

      “Exactly!” Debbie said as she stepped into the kitchen.

      Laurent handed her a dishtowel.

      Maggie had to admit with Debbie in the kitchen it was one less person to worry about out in the vineyard on a freezing cold dark night.

      Laurent leaned over and kissed Maggie.

      “Go and enjoy your hunt,” he said. “We will have the kitchen spotless and the coffee hot when you return.”

      She gave one last longing look at the kitchen where Debbie was asking Laurent where the glasses were kept.

      All women fall in love with Laurent. You’d think I’d be used to it by now.

      

      Maggie stepped back into the dining room where Danielle stood with her coat on. Maggie went to her.

      “You don’t have to do the scavenger hunt,” Maggie said.

      “I know, chérie,” Danielle said. “But I am tired. It is late for an old lady.”

      Maggie tucked Danielle’s arm in hers to walk her to the front door.

      “I guess it was pretty wild tonight, huh?” Maggie said.

      “It always is, chérie,” Danielle said with a tired smile. “As long as I can go home to my own bed, it is always very amusing.” She turned to Grace who disengaged from Cheryl to join them. “You and Madame Barker will have no trouble getting home tonight?”

      “We’ll go home with Geoff and Debbie,” Grace said. “They’ve got plenty of room in their car.”

      “Is it weird I didn’t see those two say a single word to each other all night?” Maggie asked.

      The three stepped outside and closed the front door behind them shutting out the sounds of conversation in the living room. Maggie shivered. She hadn’t grabbed her coat.

      “They are a weird couple,” Grace said. “But Cheryl said they’ve been married for donkey’s years so maybe that’s all it is. And before you say anything, darling, I know you don’t like her.”

      Maggie’s mouth fell open. “I never said that!”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      Maggie shrugged. “It’s just that I would have thought that being childless gave her very little right to give advice on child rearing.”

      “Do you mean like I do?” Danielle said.

      “That’s different,” Maggie said. “You’re wise. And you love all the kids. To Cheryl, they’re just a problem to solve.”

      “That’s not true at all,” Grace said with a frown.

      “At least it’s Paris,” Maggie said. “That’s only a three-hour train ride from here. Luc wants to go six time zones away from us.”

      “I am sure that is not his motivation, chérie,” Danielle said pointedly to Maggie.

      “Does his motivation matter when the result is the same?” Maggie said.

      “I am surprised at you,” Danielle said and then looked at Grace too. “Both of you. Luc and Zouzou are well-grounded children who respect and honor their parents. Is that not enough?”

      “Of course it is,” Grace said but then looked at Maggie and they grinned and shook their heads.

      “I do not know very much about raising children,” Danielle said tiredly as she slipped into the driver seat before turning to address them again. “But I do know that to keep them you need to let them go.”

      Maggie leaned into the car and kissed Danielle on the cheek.

      “What would we do without you, Danielle?” she said and felt the tension in her shoulders ease for the first time in days.
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      Standing on the outside terrace, Maggie addressed the gathered group. She knew she should make Grace do this but she was the one who’d researched the rules. Besides, Grace was busy acting like an obnoxious fourteen-year-old with her BFF Cheryl as they giggled at the back of the gathering.

      Grace wore her favorite black cashmere coat and looked nearly invisible in the night. Cheryl wore a bright red Tyrolean jacket that shouted her presence even in the dark.

      “Okay,” Maggie said. “This is basically a classic team-building exercise where we break off into teams of two—”

      “I do not want to be paired with anyone,” Helga said loudly.

      Of course you don’t, Maggie thought, feeling a headache coming on.

      “No problem,” she said. Team building would likely be lost on her anyway. “You can do it on your own. Everyone else—”

      “I am not teaming up with anyone either,” Marie-France said.

      “Sort of defeats the purpose of team building,” Maggie said between gritted teeth, “if nobody wants to work in a team.”

      “Chefs are notoriously independent creatures,” Bertrand said with a laugh.

      “Fine,” Maggie said. “Everyone on their own then.”

      “Except me and Grace!” Cheryl said. “We want to do it together.”

      “Lovely,” Maggie said. “So. Here’s a map showing which section of the vineyard to stick to. I’ve made it a fairly small area. And there are three items to be found.”

      Originally there’d been five but Maggie had just made the executive decision to cut the number.  The sooner this night was over the better.

      She waved the map and pointed to a drawing on it. “You will be looking in this section of the vineyard and using the flashlights I handed out in order that you don’t trip and kill yourselves. You are looking for a basket of plastic grapes, a set of pastry tools—including piping tips, bags, spatulas, and so on—and a triple cake tier stand.”

      “Is that a triple cake, darling?” Grace called out. “Or a triple cake stand?”

      Cheryl giggled.

      “It’s whatever you find,” Maggie said. “When you locate one of these items, photograph it with your phone and leave it exactly where you found it for the next person to find. If the item is moved from where I placed it, the last person who photographed it—and we can tell because of the time stamp—will be disqualified.”

      “Is that fair?” Geoff asked peevishly.

      “Don’t move the items and you have nothing to worry about.”

      They’re worse than children!

      “What does the winner get?” Marie-France asked, rubbing her hands together, a cloud of vapor coming from her lips.

      “The same thing we all get,” Helga said. “The chance to go back inside where it is warm.”

      Bertrand laughed noisily at the joke but he was the only one who did.

      “The winner takes home a hundred euros,” Maggie said and glanced at Bertrand who nodded.

      “Right, so off you go,” Maggie said, looking at her watch. “Win or lose, we convene back here in the garden in forty-five minutes.”

      “I will freeze my arse off in forty-five minutes,” Geoff grumbled as he snapped on his flashlight and plunged down the garden path toward the vineyard.

      “This whole thing is ridiculous,” Marie-France said as she turned on her flashlight and followed.

      Helga pushed past Maggie, nearly knocking her over on the way down the broad flagstone steps of the terrace. What with the Sybil incident at dinner, Maggie was seriously thinking of asking the woman to leave Domaine St-Buvard in the morning.

      When Grace had originally approached her about hosting a welcome dinner for the contestants, Maggie had seen it as a way to boost her recently flagging newsletter subscription rate.

      After tonight she wasn’t at all sure another ten thousand subscribers was worth it.

      Grace and Cheryl headed off, arm in arm.

      “See you on the other side, darling,” Grace called to Maggie over her shoulder.

      Maggie watched them go and shook her head.

      “Except for those two, they basically all hate each other,” she said more to herself than anyone.

      “Oh, no,” Bertrand said, snapping his light on and off nervously. “They’re just animated. Chefs have big personalities.”

      Maggie turned to regard him. He seemed totally sober now.

      “Is everything ready for tomorrow?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I just got the last text from the third and final judge who has checked into the Hôtel Dauphin in Aix. My photographer was delayed but promises he’ll be here tomorrow so we’re good to go.”

      “I’m going to need you to find alternative arrangements for Helga,” Maggie said impulsively.

      “Mrs. Dernier,” Bertrand said with a groan. “Really? It’s just two more nights.”

      “I don’t want her around my kids,” Maggie said.

      And I don’t want her around me.

      “How about if I get her to apologize to the maid?”

      “She’s not a maid. She’s someone from the village who was doing us a favor,” Maggie said.

      Laurent was paying them. But still.

      “Let’s talk about it later,” he said expansively, offering his arm to Maggie. “Meanwhile, shall we monitor the results of our labors?”

      I just want this over with, Maggie thought, taking his arm and stepping down the steps and into the dark vineyard.
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      An hour later, Maggie burrowed deeper into her coat as she walked through the staked, depleted stalks and vines of their vineyard. Domaine Saint-Buvard was forty hectares of neatly groomed grape vines cut into fourths by a tractor road and a one-lane country road that led to the village.

      Maggie stamped her feet to keep warm. She understood calls of nature. She lived with three males, so of course she did. And she respected that a night spent drinking water and wine nonstop often resulted in people getting “caught short.”

      Should she have made everyone go to the toilet before they started? Like she used to do with the children when they were small?

      The bushes next to her rustled and she turned to see Bertrand emerge from the center of them, his face scratched and flushed.

      “No problems?” she asked and wished she hadn’t.

      “Sorry about that,” he said. “Sometimes French food is a little richer than I can handle. The spirit is willing, eh? But the IBS is infernal.”

      Dear God I’m sorry I asked.

      She glanced at her watch. They’d only been out in the field twenty minutes and already she was freezing.

      She could actually see ice crystals forming on the vine stakes jammed into the ground to indicate where the grape vines would be in the spring. With every step she took, Maggie heard the crunch that heralded the light crust of ice common in this part of France at this time of year.

      The occasional crisscrossing of flashlight beams was visible and Maggie could pick out Grace’s distinctive bell-like laugh rising up and over the dark skeleton-like rows of desiccated vine stocks.

      “I should have told them to text me their photos,” she said, looking at her phone. “I have no idea if anyone’s finding anything.”

      “Next time, you should send them out with flasks,” Bertrand said, blowing on his hands. “That would be jolly helpful.”

      “What kind of team-building exercise is this if nobody wants to work together?”

      “Oh, well, it’s just fun for what it is.”

      “No, Bertrand, it’s really cold and this has turned into one more way to pit each individual against the other. And isn’t that what the pastry contest is all about?”

      “Have I thanked you yet for your involvement in helping to make this happen?” Bertrand said. “My social media maven back in Brussels is estimating we’ll get no fewer than a hundred thousand hits from our very first e-issue.”

      Maggie turned away. “Yeah, that’s great,” she said.

      They walked in silence for a little longer.

      “How exactly did you choose these particular chefs for the contest?” she asked, trying to distract herself from the cold.

      “Ah! That is a fascinating story. I’m outlining the main points of it for the feature story I’m writing for the first issue. It’s a real human interest story.”

      “How so?”

      “You know: adversity, heartbreak. All the good stuff that makes a good winner-take-all story.”

      “So do you know who’ll win tomorrow?”

      “What? No. How would I? It’s not rigged, Mrs. Dernier,” he said, flustered. “Have you never watched The Voice or American Idol?”

      “I have done,” Maggie admitted, squinting in the dark to see if she could pick out any more  flashlight beams or tell if any searchers were nearby.

      “It’s like that. We chose competitors who had interesting backgrounds to begin with.”

      “You mean sad or challenging backgrounds.”

      “Precisely. So if they win, it’s gratifying for everyone.”

      “Except for the losers.”

      “Well, of course, except for the

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/image-1920alamode.jpg
MAGGIE
NEWBERRY
MYSTERY 16

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

SUSAN KIERNAN-LEWIS





