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      Once an arena for gladiators and wild beasts, the Arles amphitheatre today is a popular tourist attraction—except when it is a setting for murder.

      When an afternoon flea market held in the Roman ruin spells mortal ruin for one poor soul, the police have good reason not to care who killed him. But because Maggie’s small son was nearby when the murder occurred, Maggie can’t let it go—even if it means following and unraveling the tangle of lies and secrets to find the truth and forever upsetting the happy balance of life at Domaine St-Buvard in the process.
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      Maggie surveyed the crimson and bright yellow leaves scattered across the terra cotta pavers of the back terrace of Domaine St-Buvard.

      She knew if she opened the French doors that separated her from the terrace and garden she would smell wood smoke and with it the promise of the coming coziness of winter. As long as she had been living at Domaine St-Buvard, winter was always defined by long hours curled up in front of the fire, cashmere throws across her knees, a good book, and a steaming cup of tea at hand.

      Even with two children, a thriving Internet business, and an active social schedule, winter always tended to be a time to rest, rebuild, and rejuvenate.

      Even Maggie’s best friend Grace, who ran a bed and breakfast a few miles away, didn’t expect any more bookings for the next five months. Maggie knew Grace would use the time to ramp up renovations on her property. But even for Grace—and Danielle too who Grace now ran the gîte with—winter was a time to push the pause button and rest.

      Maggie stepped outside, her arms laden with the place settings for tonight’s dinner which they’d eat on the stone table that faced the vineyards. She was sure it would be one of the last meals they’d be able to eat outdoors this year.

      A few more leaves scuttled across the tiles of the terrace which was bordered on one side by a walled garden and on the other by their vineyard. The house that Maggie’s husband Laurent had inherited ten years earlier, known in the nearby village as Domaine St-Buvard, was a very old stone mas situated deep in the heart of Provence.

      Originally connected to a small but prime vineyard that Laurent had cultivated for the vin de pays he produced, now his land had grown to nearly three hundred hectares.

      “You should have Mila do this.”

      Maggie turned to see her husband standing in the doorway of their mas. He was frowning, a wooden spoon held loosely in one hand.

      Laurent was six foot five—unusual for a Frenchman—and he used his height alternatingly with moderation and to his advantage.

      “I enjoy doing it,” Maggie said, feeling a lightness in her limbs as she regarded him. It always surprised her, his effect on her.

      In spite of the ten years—and two children—behind them, Laurent could still set her pulse racing with just a glance. What surprised her even more was when she reminded herself that she’d met this mysterious, sexy man when she’d come to France to find the truth about her missing sister while he was in the middle of pulling a con.

      On her family.

      What Maggie had discovered on that fateful trip eleven years ago was a man who resonated with her on nearly every level and who offered her a life more exciting than she could ever have imagined in her wildest dreams.

      “Chérie?” Laurent said, a wry smile tugging at his full lips. His hair was brown, thick and he wore it nearly to his shoulders. He was broad shouldered, yet he moved with the grace of a cat.

      “I was just thinking,” Maggie said, blushing.

      He knew his effect on her and she knew enough to know how rare what they had together was.

      Not that it had always been easy.

      “I sent Mila and Jemmy off to find whatever flowers might be left in the lower garden for the centerpiece,” she said.

      “Did you remind Mila to feed the goat?”

      Two months ago their eight-year old daughter had begged them for the little goat and in a moment of weakness they’d relented on the condition that she take care of it.

      Meanwhile Maggie was becoming proficient in feeding and tending to an energetic and very naughty twenty-two-pound goat.

      “You are too indulgent with them,” Laurent said, joining her on the terrace.

      Maggie knew Laurent’s own childhood had not been a pleasant one, although in many respects it had been privileged. He’d lost his parents early and had been raised by a wealthy elderly grandmother who had too many ghosts to chase to give much thought to Laurent and his younger brother Gerard.

      In Gerard’s case, the old woman’s ambivalence had triggered the beginning of the end.

      “You’re only a child once,” Maggie said. She wasn’t the disciplinarian in the family. That would be Laurent. The kids knew it too. They moved easily around Maggie, manipulating her at will. But they were sweet children, compliant and unspoiled—largely thanks to Laurent.

      Laurent slipped an arm around Maggie’s waist and drew her to him. She turned on tiptoe to kiss him. He smelled like lemons and rosemary. A tinge of smoke clung to his hair and his lips were cool.

      “Will you set the braziers up?” Maggie said. “It’s getting colder.”

      Their dinner guest tonight was Danielle Alexandre, their neighbor and the widow of their beloved Jean-Luc who’d passed away the summer before.

      Laurent turned to regard the table as if seeing it for the first time.

      Maggie suddenly knew it was already too cold to be eating outdoors.

      “Should we move things inside?” she asked.

      “Non,” he said, running a hand down her back and then stepping over to where the braziers sat by the side of the house. “Danielle will prefer to eat on the terrace.”

      The sounds of childish laughter tumbled down the garden path and Maggie turned toward the vineyard. The light was just fading to a soft dark blue. She saw the dogs first, bounding up the pathway toward the house.

      “Mila?” Maggie called.

      Both children appeared from the bottom of the garden. Ten year old Jemmy was the eldest. He arrived with his face flushed, his eyes glittering with merriment in the aftermath of their footrace. Clutched in his fist were several stems of bedraggled zinnias. Mila hurried behind him. With her blonde hair, she looked like she was glowing in the dusk.

      Mila ran immediately to Laurent and although she was too old for it, he scooped her up and held her in one arm.

      Now who’s indulgent? Maggie thought with a smile.

      But the rules didn’t often apply to Mila. At least not where Laurent was concerned. He was much harder on Jemmy but there was little that Maggie could do about that. Laurent was chauvinistic and his expectations for his first-born son were different than for his princess. The fact that Mila was feminine as well as beautiful only underscored her irrefutable role to her father.

      “Jemmy,” Laurent said, kissing Mila and setting her down. “Position the braziers near the table.”

      Mila came to Maggie to show her the flowers she held—none of which had an intact stem to support it in a vase. Maggie took them from her and put a hand on her hair.

      “Go wash your hands, sweetie,” Maggie said before turning to Jemmy who was attempting to position one of the bulky braziers.

      “Laurent, he’s too small to do that,” she said.

      “No, I’m not!” Jemmy said hotly and tugged harder on the brazier. Laurent shot a hand out to keep the tall heater from crashing to the stone pavers of the terrace.

      That was my fault, Maggie thought as she bit her lip. I should have just let him get on with it especially since Laurent was clearly watching out for him.

      “Perhaps your mother is right,” Laurent said. “Go to the kitchen and start chopping the garlic.”

      Jemmy flushed angrily and turned to leave. Laurent’s hand came down firmly on his son’s shoulder and Jemmy froze. After the briefest of moments, Jemmy nodded.

      Laurent released him and watched him go inside.

      “Why didn’t you give him a second chance with the braziers?” Maggie asked.

      “Because this way he’ll remember what happened when he let his temper get the better of him.”

      “I don’t want him hiding his emotions, Laurent.”

      Laurent moved the two braziers into place and said nothing.

      “Laurent?”

      “I heard you, chérie. Don’t you think you should dress? Danielle will be here any minute.”

      Maggie knew Laurent was not going to discuss with her how to handle Jemmy. She’d learned that from long experience.

      And as for teaching the boy to hide his emotions, well, she also knew that that was something that Laurent frankly saw great merit in.
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      Dinner was coq au vin with individual artichoke soufflés. The meal was mostly quiet amidst the evening sounds of the vineyard and the garden—the far off barking of the neighbors’ dogs and the rush of the wind among the trees.

      Once the last course was served and eaten the children were excused to clear the table and go do their homework.

      Maggie couldn’t help but wonder if on her own she would have insisted on such perfect table manners. But for a traditional Frenchman—which in so many ways Laurent was— there was no other way. His children would be obedient, silent and well-behaved especially at the dining table.

      “Mila and Jemmy are perfection as usual,” Danielle said fondly as she watched the two children scamper into the house. “They will give you great comfort when you are my age.”

      A spasm of pain throbbed in Maggie’s heart. She’d always felt sorry for the fact that Danielle and her first husband Eduard had not had children. By the time Danielle had married Jean-Luc it was too late.

      Maggie leaned across the table and touched Danielle’s hand. The older woman looked tired tonight, Maggie realized. It had been a hard year for Danielle—not the least of which was trying to learn to live without Jean-Luc.

      While Danielle now kept busy working with Grace at Dormir, Grace’s gîte, she obviously had many a lonely night to remember and miss her soulmate.

      A chill breeze came down through the dogwoods that bordered the terrace, rattling the branches, the leaves long since gone, and flapped the cotton tablecloth. Maggie shivered as an image of the mistral darting through Provence formed in her head.

      Laurent had gone to oversee the children’s chores and activities and came back now with a tray holding three heavy cut crystal glasses and a decanter of Calvados.

      “You will stay the night, Danielle?” he said.

      Even though it was phrased as a question, Laurent didn’t look at Danielle for her answer. Maggie knew he would insist she stay.

      Maggie always marveled at how expertly Laurent was able to size up any given situation. It was probably what had made him such a good con artist, she thought wryly. He would know, of course, that—with the constant hum of children in the background—Danielle would naturally prefer to stay the night at Domaine St-Buvard than go back to her quiet room at Grace’s.

      “Oui, Laurent. Merci,” Danielle said.

      Maggie leaned back in her chair and surveyed the table—a pleasant tableau of glasses showing varying depths of wine or water, and flickering candles. She glanced at Laurent at the end of the table as he poured the drinks. He looked relaxed although Maggie, of all people, knew how deceptive that appearance could be.

      Laurent had lost a dear friend when he lost Jean-Luc—the closest thing to a father he’d ever known. And like Danielle, going on without Jean-Luc was often a struggle. Just thinking of Jean-Luc with his wool tweed cap set jauntily on the back of his head, his blue eyes twinkling and the delight he took in playing Papère to Jemmy and Mila brought tears to Maggie’s eyes.

      “How are your dear parents, chérie?” Danielle asked as she accepted the glass of brandy from Laurent.

      Assuming Danielle had mistaken her emotion for worry over her parents, Maggie smiled reassuringly at her.

      “They’re good,” Maggie said. “I talk to my mother nearly every day. And my dad is doing fine.”

      After six months of living at Domaine St-Buvard with Maggie’s increasingly deteriorating father, Elspeth Newberry gave in to Maggie’s brother Ben who insisted they return to Atlanta where he could be more involved.

      Naturally, Maggie thought, her back stiffening with resentment, Ben had been largely unavailable to her parents once they moved back—as she knew he would be—but her mother wouldn’t hear any criticism of her brother. With Ben’s marginal help they’d eventually sold the family house in Buckhead—long past time Maggie had to admit—and moved her mother and Maggie’s niece Nicole to a condo near Nicole’s high school. Maggie’s father moved into a nearby memory care facility.

      All neat and tidy.

      Maggie’s heart sank every time she thought of them all.

      “I’m sure you miss them very much,” Danielle said.

      Maggie smiled. “I do, of course.”

      And that was true. Except for the times when she felt a wave of relief not to have to be the one to try to solve her parents’ problems at any time of the day or night.

      It had been easier for Maggie when her parents came to live at Domaine St-Buvard last year. Laurent had a good relationship with her father. Foggy-headed or not—her dad tended to respond with more lucidity when Laurent was around directing things.

      Maggie smiled as she watched her husband as he frowned at the color of the brandy in his goblet.

      Directing things was by and large the very definition of Laurent. Whether in his kitchen, his vineyard, with his children, or at the nearby monastery l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité where he had created temporary housing for transient vineyard workers, Laurent was always a leader.

      He didn’t defer easily or often.

      Or ever.

      “And les enfants?” Danielle said relaxing into her chair with her brandy, her eyes closing contentedly.

      Maggie watched Laurent gather up dishes and disappear into the kitchen. It was hard for him to sit still. There was always something to do, something to arrange, people to sort out. When Laurent entered the house, she heard Jemmy’s voice in the kitchen as if in protest and she imagined Laurent had come upon the child doing something he shouldn’t.

      “They’re good,” Maggie said. “Mila’s goat is turning into a pain but I suppose that’s all part of raising kids. Hey, I made a joke! Might not translate, though.”

      “I understood it, chérie. Very amusing.”

      Ever since Danielle had moved to Dormir with Grace and Grace’s teenage daughter Zouzou, Maggie and Laurent had seen much less of her than when she had lived closer. But the extra work was good for Danielle and kept her occupied. As happy as Danielle had been with Jean-Luc, being productive and feeling useful wasn’t something that had been a big part of her life until now.

      Danielle had seamlessly integrated into the little family at Dormir and provided a level of stability and maturity that Grace desperately needed. Even Grace often remarked that she had no idea how she’d managed before Danielle came to live with them.

      Although the door to the house had closed, Jemmy’s voice was louder now and more insistent. That was surprising since Laurent rarely brooked disagreement with his various edicts.

      “Jemmy is growing up,” Danielle noted.

      She sees it too.

      “I feel like he’s a little ahead of schedule,” Maggie said, glancing through the French doors. She could see Laurent’s shadow—big and imposing—as he stood with his hands on hips looking down at his first-born who just as clearly was standing up to him.

      “How so?” Danielle asked.

      “He doesn’t seem as compliant as he was a few months ago. He argues with me now.”

      “Ah.”

      “And Laurent too.”

      Danielle glanced toward the house and sipped her drink.

      “He is his father’s son.”

      Maggie laughed. “I’ll tell Laurent you said so. I’m sure that’ll make him feel loads better.”

      “Grace tells me that Jemmy’s school wants to advance him an extra grade next year?”

      Maggie sighed. It certainly wasn’t a secret but she was sorry to be reminded of the issue on an evening when she’d nearly managed to ignore the stress and strains of the week.

      “We all knew he was smart,” Danielle said.

      “Too smart,” Maggie said. “I’m not sure putting him in classes with kids a whole year older is a good idea.”

      “Why not? Zouzou tells me Jemmy only plays with the older children as it is.”

      “That’s just what I’m talking about. I want him playing with kids his own age.”

      “Jemmy is the best judge of that, surely?”

      “He’s ten years old, Danielle. He’s not the best judge of what socks to put on in the morning. And yesterday he took the dogs to the village—and forgot them there!”

      “So what is the answer?”

      “I don’t know. I want to homeschool him. Laurent wants him advanced.”

      “What does Jemmy want?”

      “Danielle, I’m surprised to hear you even ask! I thought the French thought we Americans were too indulgent with our children. Would your parents have asked your vote on how you were schooled?”

      “I was not as clever as Jemmy.”

      “Again, I’m not convinced that’s a good thing.”

      

      That night as Maggie and Laurent were turning in for the night, Maggie leaned over in bed and touched his shoulder.

      “What was all that between you and Jemmy tonight?” she asked.

      “It was nothing. The light, chérie?”

      “It didn’t sound like nothing. Was he being disobedient?”

      “Non. He just had a …question.”

      “What was the question?”

      Laurent sighed heavily and turned to Maggie and pulled her toward him with one arm while with the other hand he reached over and turned out the bedside lamp.

      “It was just a question between fathers and sons,” he said enigmatically, kissing her on the forehead.

      Maggie knew she wouldn’t get anything more definitive out of him. And perhaps that was for the best.

      “It was a nice night,” Maggie said as she settled in his arms.

      Through the brief fluttering of the curtains at the window she could see the moon and imagined how it must be illuminating their vineyard below. She shivered for some reason.

      “Danielle seems happy,” Laurent said.

      “I really think she is.”

      The fact that Laurent hadn’t turned over to settle into sleep told Maggie that he was still thinking about something. She watched the moon and waited, enjoying the security of his arms.

      “You are worried about your papa?” he asked quietly.

      Maggie smiled in the darkness, feeling her heart fill with love for her husband. He had so much to do, so many people to worry about and care for.

      “Him and everyone else,” she said.

      “That is a lot of worrying,” Laurent said giving her a final kiss before turning away and falling almost immediately asleep.

      It always amazed Maggie that a man who’d lived so many years on the edge—barely out of the reach of the police at any given moment, hardly able to trust even his own compatriots and partners in crime, who constantly measured and weighed the odds of catastrophe against the risks necessary for possible gain, not to mention the nefarious things he’d done in his life that Maggie didn’t know about—that he could fall asleep so easily and sleep so soundly.

      She continued to watch the moon until a veil of dark clouds stole across its face, easing her and her world into darkness.
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      Grace watched the leaves scuttle across the back patio. She pulled her cashmere scarf tighter around her throat and set her mug of coffee down on the stone wall that separated the patio terrace from the flower garden.

      She made a mental note to make sure that Gabriel her handy man had put the manure in the proper places yesterday but decided she had a moment to indulge in a quick moment of peace and reflection.

      Danielle had texted the night before to say she would spend the night at Domaine St-Buvard, as Grace had assumed she would. It was the first time in nearly nine months since Danielle had come to live with them that she’d not spent the night at Dormir. Grace was surprised to realize how much she missed waking up to the older woman’s presence in the kitchen.

      Over the months they’d quickly gotten into the habit of enjoying their morning coffee together at the big farmhouse table in the kitchen, going over the things that needed to be done that day—who would run into Aix to pick up Zouzou after school—what groceries needed to be shopped for, what extra-special meals needed to be planned.

      Because make no mistake, people coming to a bed and breakfast in France expect amazing food.

      Ironically the one thing Grace hadn’t taken into account when she deliriously threw her arms around Laurent’s neck eighteen months ago when he’d told her about his idea for creating Dormir was that cooking sumptuous meals would reasonably be a part of the plan.

      Not a cook herself (she’d had maids and cooks her whole life until recently), Grace had simply focused on making Dormir the quintessential luxury vacation stay exemplifying the best of the south of France. She filled the gîte with original local artwork, six-hundred thread count sheets, fresh flowers in every room, aromatherapy of rosemary, roses, lavender and eucalyptus, and plate after hand-painted plate of fresh pastries from Bedard’s Patisserie in Aix.

      For the first three months she’d managed by buying takeout in Aix and arranging the meals on colorful faience and casseroles or badgering Laurent to make triple his usual amounts when he cooked at Domaine St-Buvard.

      But when Danielle moved in after Jean-Luc’s death, Dormir became what Grace had always envisioned it to be.

      Perfectly French in every perfect way.

      Grace left her coffee cup on the stone wall and moved to the end of the terrace walkway to get a better view of the vineyard that surrounded the property.

      Dormir had once been a fine mas rising among a field of vineyards, the stately home for generations of vignerons that only a few in St-Buvard even remembered now. After the last world war the owner of the house never returned from the German prisoner of war camp where he’d spent the war. His wife and two children moved to Paris where she had family. Eventually the son sold the house to Eduard Marceau from Dijon who envisioned becoming a major winegrower in the area.

      Thirty years after moving to the mas with Danielle, Eduard was childless and bitter about the fact. Never fully accepted by the villagers who viewed him as an outsider, Eduard decided that the answer to his problems might be the expansion of his grape empire. This had been a reasonable assumption since there were two large tracts of vineyard that abutted his own.

      One was seventy-five hectares and owned by Jean-Luc Alexandre, a bachelor and brother of the notorious Resistance hero Patrick Alexandre. Jean-Luc’s land had been owned by the Alexandre family for generations.

      The other piece of land was owned by Nicolas Dernier of Paris. Monsieur Dernier was unmarried and when he died, his land passed to his nephew Laurent Dernier.

      Unfortunately it was this event that would be the undoing of Eduard.

      Since there were no children from their union, when Eduard died last year his land passed to Danielle who had by then married Jean-Luc.  Danielle promptly sold both the house and land to Laurent.

      The property was renovated to include two small mini-cottages, updated plumping, a new kitchen and a small swimming pool under the plane trees that at one time shaded the empty terrace of an unhappy woman and her vitriolic husband.

      Sometimes when Grace was doing some endlessly tedious chore, like polishing the door knobs or beating bedroom rugs on the clothesline, she would catch sight of Danielle weeding the flower garden or raking the front gravel driveway and she would marvel at the fact that Danielle lived in this very house as its mistress for over thirty years.

      There was no doubt that they were thirty miserable years.

      Grace sometimes caught Danielle working in the kitchen—a kitchen that had been her own just a decade ago—making pâte à choux with Zouzou and Mila, their laughter spiraling up and throughout the house.

      During those years when Danielle had been virtually imprisoned in the house by Eduard’s pride and spite, had it been beyond imagining that someday she might create a life surrounded by people who loved her?

      Grace smiled as she remembered the day Laurent made the offer to her: Come back to France with Zouzou and work the gîte. He would own it but she would run it. It would allow her to support herself and Zouzou and to remain in the country where she’d discovered she was happiest.

      It was the saving of her. No doubt about it.

      Amongst the amalgamated scents of wood smoke and the crisp autumn air, Grace could smell the overripe scent of fallen apples from the two ancient trees in the southern corner of the flower garden. Danielle and Zouzou had collected those apples for weeks at the start of the season and made tartes Tatin, apple tarts, apple fritters, and apple chutney. From now on until the day she died, Grace was pretty sure autumn would always smell to her like the kitchen of Dormir in October with the scent of baking or caramelizing apples and cinnamon wafting through the house.

      More importantly, Grace thought with a smile, she had given the gift of that memory to Zouzou too,

      The wind whistled gently overhead and Grace looked up in time to see a squadron of geese making its way south. She watched for a moment and wondered when in her entire life she’d taken so much pleasure just from looking up at the sky.

      Her reverie was broken by the approaching purr of a motorbike. She glanced at her watch.

      They’d said goodbye to their last guests of the season last week and Grace was looking forward to months to retool, regroup, and refresh. So far, the few bookings Grace had managed were just enough to support the next bookings. Grace hated the fact that she had yet to break even on Dormir but Laurent wasn’t worried and so she tried not to be.

      The motorbike’s engine shut off abruptly at the front of the house. Brad was earlier than he’d said he’d come over but he’d been coming earlier and earlier. Grace knew he wanted to move in with her and God knows they had plenty of room, especially in the winter with six hand-curated, artfully designed and fastidiously furnished bedrooms among three cottages and only she, Zouzou and Danielle living there.

      She picked up her coffee mug and made her way across the terrace to the gate that led to the front of the house, hurrying to get to the front before he knocked on the door and woke Zouzou. It was Saturday and one of the few days Grace didn’t have to drag the child moaning and protesting from her bed to go to school.

      Grace shut the gate behind her and walked quickly around the house in time to see Brad pulling off his helmet and running his hands through his hair. He had thick auburn hair and a close-cut ginger beard that served to showcase his cheekbones and full lips.

      He was handsome of course. Grace hadn’t yet graduated to a point of maturity where she could date a homely man no matter how charming or witty. And as Maggie had once teased her: you know what you have to put up with to get a good-looking guy, right?

      All joking aside, there was some truth to that. A balding, pudgy man would not be as comfortable nagging her to let him move in. He’d be more inclined to be content.

      “Good morning!” Brad called to her, his face crinkling into a smile as she walked toward him.

      American, living in Aix at the Hotel Cezanne, he was supposedly writing a murder mystery although Grace had yet to see any evidence of any actual writing. She had not raised the question of where he got the money to allow him to live in Aix although Laurent had asked her about it no fewer than three times already.

      She knew Laurent was protective of her and he knew her track record—with the possible exception of Windsor—was less than reassuring. She still cringed at the memory of Laurent carrying her screaming over his shoulder out of a Paris bistro three years ago in order to prevent her from making a further fool of herself over a man she never should have trusted in the first place.

      She went to give Brad a quick kiss and then turned to let them in through the front door.

      “You’re early,” she said.

      “Well, I’m excited to see Arles. I’ve only been there once on a bus tour.”

      They were to pick up Maggie and Jemmy later that morning in order to attend a massive brocante taking place within the city’s famed amphitheater. Danielle would bring Mila home later this morning where they would spend the day baking with Zouzou—something both girls and Danielle loved to do.

      “You’ve probably already seen the best bits,” Grace said as they entered the house. She worked to tamp down a flash of annoyance. She’d been hoping to have time to dress and relax before her day began.

      “There’s coffee in the kitchen,” she said.

      “Are you cross with me, darling?” Brad asked, stopping in the foyer and affecting a small pout.

      Grace turned to him. “No, of course not.” She smiled and gave him another kiss. “I can make some eggs if you like?”

      He grinned. “That’d be great. I’m starving.”

      Grace went into the kitchen and pulled out the eggs from the refrigerator.

      Zouzou would probably love it if Brad moved in, Grace thought. He always made her laugh. And she was sure Danielle wouldn’t care. Ever since Jean-Luc died Danielle pretty much tended toward the philosophy of the more the merrier.

      So why was Grace hesitating?
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      Unlike anyone else’s family that Maggie  had ever heard of, Saturday mornings tended to be even more chaotic than weekdays at Domaine St-Buvard. She wasn’t sure why that was, since the kids were usually glued in front of cartoons on the TV set on Saturday mornings.

      Now that she thought of it, maybe it was the cartoon soundtrack that seemed to give most Saturdays their feeling of barely controlled frenzy.

      Laurent always went to the food markets on Saturday—the one in Aix was a given but he had a few others that were special to him in different ways. This one always had the best asparagus, that one had the best tomatoes, another could always be counted on for the first truffles of the season.

      Food was important to Laurent and while Maggie had to admit that that focus had succeeded in adding a ten-pound weight gain to her frame since she’d married him, the joy and satisfaction that cooking gave her husband was well worth the price of a slightly larger pants size.

      “How long will you be in Arles today?” Laurent asked as he stood in the kitchen glancing at the front page of the local newspaper. Maggie knew Laurent intended to cook something specific for tonight’s meal, but he never went out shopping with a list.

      “However long it takes Grace to find the perfect washstand for an antique pitcher and bowl she has.”

      Laurent frowned.

      “I’m joking. Sort of,” Maggie said. “I really don’t know what she’s looking for. Probably she doesn’t either until she sees it.”

      “Good morning, mes infants,” Danielle said as she stepped into the kitchen. Laurent turned to pour her coffee.

      “Did you sleep well, Danielle?” Maggie asked.

      Before Danielle could answer Mila ran into the room and hugged Danielle around the waist.

      “Good morning, Mamère!” she said. “What are we making today?”

      Mila loved spending her Saturdays baking with Zouzou and Danielle. Zouzou, who had had a weight problem two years ago was now—with Laurent’s counsel—not only at a normal weight for her age but had developed a passion for baking. At fourteen, she was already determined to go to the French culinary academy in Paris after high school.

      “I don’t know, chérie,” Danielle said, her eyes dancing with pleasure. “How about macarons? They are hard to make but I think we are up to the task.”

      Mila clapped her hands gleefully.

      “Well, we all know how our Mila loves macarons,” Maggie said, giving her daughter a kiss.

      A horn sounded out front. Maggie glanced out the kitchen window to see that Grace and Brad had arrived.

      Laurent kissed Maggie. “No candy for Jemmy. Or Cokes.”

      Maggie snorted. “Of course not. I am his mother after all.”

      “Which is why you spoil him,” Laurent said as he gathered up his cloth grocery bags for his day of shopping.

      The horn honked again and Jemmy appeared in the doorway of the kitchen.

      “Mom, let’s go,” he said.

      “Behave,” Laurent said to him, raising an eyebrow to underscore to his son that he meant it.

      Maggie kissed Mila and Danielle goodbye.

      “Everyone have a fun day,” she said as she grabbed her purse from the foyer sideboard.

      Jemmy hurried out the front door to the waiting car.

      

      The drive to Arles from St-Buvard was less than an hour and on a beautiful fall day like today felt even shorter. Since Laurent had set Grace up at Dormir Maggie and Grace had spent many Saturdays combing the roadside brocantes and village flea markets for just the right fabrics, pillow cushions, bed linens, artwork and faience to give any visitor to the gîte the most iconic South of France experience possible.

      Maggie had never been much interested in second-hand items or antiques, but Grace had managed to arouse in her a passion for the hunt. Every afternoon that they’d spent looking for something unique or beautiful to enhance one of the Dormir cottages had been one that had aided in further bonding the two of them after their rough patch a few years earlier.

      It helped that the scenes of the village brocantes were usually beautiful in themselves, typically medieval villages or cobblestone towns, often on the verge of golden sunflower or lavender fields.

      Since Brad was driving Grace’s car this morning, Maggie let Jemmy sit up front with him. Maggie had only seen Brad a few times since Grace had met him at an ex-pat party a few weeks back but she’d liked him instantly. He was easy going—something Maggie was convinced Grace needed. And he was American—again, something Maggie thought suited Grace better than a French lover, although she couldn’t put her finger on why.

      Laurent on the other hand was reserving judgment on the man.

      

      As they entered Arles from the north, Maggie noticed there seemed to be more pay lots for parking than she remembered before. She was sure that half the lots they’d passed had previously been free parking.

      “Just goes to show you how popular Arles is as a tourist destination,” she said as she directed Brad in his second circling of the main square in their search to find an available spot.

      “There must be a reason people love Arles so much,” Brad said cheerfully. He turned to Jemmy. “Right, Sport?”

      Jemmy was too interested in the scenery outside his window to answer and just as Maggie was about to reprimand him for not responding, Jemmy shouted and pointed.

      “Look! There it is!”

      The amphitheater rose around them like an ancient alien spaceship, its two-tiered stone walls a dramatic and pronounced hallmark of the ancient Roman city.

      Maggie shivered as she always did when she saw the amphitheater. The fact that it could last so long and be the site of so much misery and death always took her breath away every time she saw it.

      “Can we go in, Mom?” Jemmy turned in his seat to look excitedly at Maggie.

      “We’re meeting some people for lunch first,” Maggie reminded him. “Be patient. The amphitheater has been here a long time. It isn’t going anywhere.”

      “Wow,” Brad said as he drove toward the imposing structure. “It’s really something.”

      “Oh, there’s one!” Grace called out. “Grab it, Brad!”

      As Brad maneuvered the car into the spot, Grace and Maggie gathered up their shopping bags and baskets, optimistic that they would find treasures at the amphitheater brocante for Dormir and Domaine St-Buvard alike.

      

      After paying for the parking spot, the four of them hurried through the narrow stone streets in the general direction of the amphitheater. Grace had arranged for them to meet the event planner for today’s brocante at a restaurant across the street from the arena.

      For a special mention in Maggie’s popular Provençal newsletter, the event organizer had agreed to allow them into the brocante a full half hour before the rest of the public. It wasn’t an unusual arrangement—not since Maggie’s newsletter and blog had risen so high in subscription numbers to rate the kind of attention it now commanded.

      “Who is this guy we’re meeting?” Maggie asked Grace as they walked toward the restaurant.

      “His name is Claude Bouquille,” Grace said. “He does the organizing for all the main attractions and promotions not just in Arles but Aix and even some in Marseille. He’s really excited about being in your newsletter.”

      Maggie’s newsletter had been steadily growing from a simple blog about the ex-pat life in Provence to something that now had its own Etsy store and connections to vendors that covered the entire south of France with products from soaps and candles to handmade linens and faience. Her twenty thousand subscribers, although largely British, were growing to include a growing US audience too.

      “Oh, did I tell you, that Fiona Bellemont-Surrey agreed to an interview in my next newsletter?” Maggie said to Grace.

      Fiona Bellemont-Surrey was a British ex-pat who’d moved to Provence twenty years earlier and written a string of romance books that catapulted her to fame and prominence in the UK. She lived in the village of Saint-Rémy, about two hours from St-Buvard and Maggie had been trying to get her to talk to her for nearly a year.

      Unfortunately, Belmont-Surrey had a reputation for being a bit of a bitch.

      “I never heard of her,” Brad said over his shoulder. “Should I?”

      Maggie felt a sliver of annoyance.

      “Well, you’re probably not my audience, Brad,” she said. “Fiona Bellemont-Surrey is kind of a big deal for ex-pat Brits living the Provençal lifestyle. I figure her name alone will boost my subscribers by a thousand or more. Plus, she’s got her own blog of nearly seventy thousand subscribers she’s agreed to let me send my newsletter to.”

      “How much does that translate to money-wise?” Grace asked.

      “It could be a game changer.”

      “Like you need the money, darling.”

      “Well, everyone likes money,” Maggie said. “But money isn’t the point.”

      “What is?”

      “Never mind, Grace. You sound like Laurent. This is what I do. I want to create a newsletter that’s relevant. One that grows and evolves.”

      “Well, if it’s important to you, it’s important.”

      “Do you have any idea how condescending that sounds?”

      Grace laughed. “And I wasn’t even trying!”

      Maggie watched Jemmy step in front of Brad where she could no longer see him.

      “Jemmy, slow down,” Maggie said. “I told you, we’re going to the restaurant first.”

      “I heard you,” he called back, a hint of petulance in his voice.

      “He’s fine,” Brad said. “I’ve got him in sight.”

      Grace slipped her arm through Maggie’s.

      “Come on, darling,” she said cajolingly. “It’s going to be a fun day. Relax!”
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