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      Life in Provence was just settling down for American ex-pat Maggie Newberry when a dead body shows up in her vineyard…with a knife in its back. Curious to learn about who the victim is, Maggie’s motivation skyrockets when her husband Laurent is arrested for the murder.

      With the evidence piling up against Laurent and witness after witness coming forward to swear he is the killer, can Maggie find the real murderer and will she find the cabal behind the campaign to send Laurent to prison for life? And can she do it before her life and those of her dear ones come crashing down around her?
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            PARENTAL OBLIGATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie narrowed her eyes as she regarded the ancient elevator in the stairwell.

      It looked like some kind of medieval torture chamber—not something you’d willingly put yourself inside of with any hope of it taking you anywhere except maybe to an early grave.

      She sighed and turned back to the late eighteenth century building where her parents’ apartment was.

      She’d made a vow that she wouldn’t ask her mother how it was her father had gotten trapped in the elevator in the first place. Elspeth had enough on her plate without the burden of guilt at having allowed her beloved—albeit confused—husband to get into an ancient elevator where he promptly panicked once the wrought iron gate automatically closed on him. His hysterical screams had brought Maggie’s mother running but not before he’d broken his wrist trying to free himself.

      Maggie stepped back into the apartment and instantly felt a wave of exhaustion.

      Her mother was sitting at a small breakfast table next to the palladium window that overlooked rue Granet, a cooling cup of coffee in front of her.

      As soon as they’d gotten back from the hospital John Newberry and his new cast had retired to take a nap as if nothing had happened. As if his wife hadn’t lost ten years of her life when she saw him clawing at the interior of the elevator cage, his eyes wide with terror. As if his daughter hadn’t raced from her home twenty miles to the southwest—breaking every imaginable speed limit in the process—envisioning horrors beyond reckoning once she arrived in Aix.

      Maggie glanced around the apartment. After much coaxing, her parents had finally agreed the summer before to rent a two bedroom apartment in the square off the Place de l’Hôtel de Ville. Maggie’s father’s Alzheimer’s seemed to be worsening by the month and her mother could no longer handle him or his daily litany of crises on her own. Maggie had done everything she could to make their move from Atlanta to France as easy as possible.

      So far it had been a weekly disaster that had Maggie racing back and forth to Aix—all the while waiting for the other deadly shoe to drop.

      Elspeth was herself debilitating before Maggie’s eyes. Her French was rudimentary at best which made even simple matters like shopping or dealing with the electric company insurmountable. Added to the fact that John was so needy and unpredictable, it was no wonder Maggie’s mother looked like she was coming apart at the seams.

      “You okay?” Maggie asked as she shut the door quietly behind her.

      “No,” Elspeth said, looking into her coffee cup. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

      Maggie sat down with her. “Do you want me to stay?”

      She’d been with them since early that morning. Laurent had to take the children to school and pick them up and while he hadn’t complained, Maggie knew it hadn’t been convenient. He had no fewer than two hundred hectares of vineyard to manage now and twenty workers to oversee. Plus, he was in the process of building a series of small single-family dwellings on their property and was working with platoons of area subcontractors and builders on an hourly basis.

      On top of that Maggie had her own work. The newsletter she’d begun three years ago had grown to nearly twenty thousand subscribers. Maggie loved the work and she was proud that it brought in money—which it wouldn’t continue to do if she didn’t constantly create original content.  She could hardly do that at the rate she was burning up the asphalt between St-Buvard and Aix.

      “No, darling,” Elspeth said with a sigh. “You have your own life. I feel terrible calling you all the time.”

      “That’s what I’m here for, Mom.”

      “I just keep thinking it will get better.”

      “I know.”

      Elspeth took in a long breath and smiled bravely at her daughter. “I’m fine,” she said. “We’re fine.”

      “If you’re sure. Then I think I’ll head home.”

      “Yes, please, darling. Go. My love to Laurent and the children.”

      “Make sure Dad takes his pain meds for his wrist.”

      “I will.”

      “And I saw an ad on the bulletin board downstairs about a French conversation group that meets at the Uni Cafe. Did you see it?”

      Elspeth looked at her in confusion and Maggie was instantly sorry she’d mentioned it. Her mother couldn’t leave her father to go to some French language meet-up—not even if learning the language better and meeting people would do Elspeth a world of good. It just wasn’t manageable.

      “Never mind,” Maggie said, leaning over and kissing her mother. “Call me if you need me. Okay? Promise?”

      “I promise, darling,” her mother said, her smile tremulous and unsure.
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            FLAG ON THE PLAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Laurent watched the young people weave through the tight rows of vineyard. The wind was blowing in sharp angry gusts that flapped the young girls’ head scarves like colorful flags. The sun was fading and the temperature had fallen rapidly. It was edging toward late afternoon.

      There was little to do at this time of year. The harvest was done and it was too early for the pruning and general field maintenance that would busy him and his crew as winter ended and they got closer to spring. In spite of that, Laurent liked to have the young people from l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité monastery come over even if it was just to walk the fields.

      Loving the land—the terroir—and the treasures it produced came from knowing it in all seasons and all kinds of weather. It made the workers more in tune with the planting and growing, not just the harvest. They may not own this land but Laurent’s intention was to make sure they felt as if they belonged to it. Only then would they learn to love the work. Only then would they get the best possible product in the end. And only then would they truly know their new life’s work in their bones.

      Laurent enjoyed hearing their laughter and sounds of general merriment as the group walked the field. Most of the young people from l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité had lived as homeless refugees for months before coming to Frère Jean’s monastery and before Laurent hired them to work his fields. With few exceptions they had eagerly embraced farming and wine-making as vocations. The older refugees at the monastery—the unemployed artisans and day laborers—typically worked the monastery garden or hired out as contract workers to the surrounding villages.

      It was the young people who were the future of wine-growing in Provence, Laurent thought as he watched them amble through the manicured rows of Bourboulence and Grenache blanc, their voices rising and falling over the tidy, manicured rows.

      “Tais toi!” a harsh voice suddenly barked out from deep in the vineyard.

      Frowning, Laurent turned in the direction the voice had come from. He had already strongly suggested on more than one occasion that Henri Dupree—the owner of the voice—should no longer accompany the young people to the vineyard, although Laurent had yet to absolutely ban him.

      At fifty, the man was too old and too soft to endure the rigors of harvest time in the summer and he was too intractable to learn from Laurent the rest of the year.

      Labor in the vineyard was hard work. Hours spent bent over picking grapes for hours on end—usually in the punishing heat—made the work a better fit for the young with their abundance of exuberance and energy and their ability to recover from a grueling day’s work.

      As Laurent walked through the vineyard, he heard two of the younger men—teenagers really—yell out in dismay. Laurent quickened his pace.

      This part of the vineyard—the original hectares he’d inherited from his uncle—was divided by a wide tractor road. It was furthest from the monastery but abutted Domaine St-Buvard, Laurent’s imposing country mas that fronted the village road. This section wasn’t large and one could usually see down each row in just a few minutes.

      Laurent narrowed his eyes as he walked through the staked, depleted stalks and vines until he saw the heads of the young men and women gathered around the scuffle. Turning down the last corner of neatly staked vines, Laurent saw the man at the far end of the row.

      Herni Dupree was barrel-chested with a crooked nose and a powerful jaw shaded by several days’ growth of beard. He stood now holding his fists over a young boy who sat on the ground with a bloody nose.

      Instantly Laurent felt heat flushing through his body as he strode purposefully to the man.

      This wasn’t the first time Dupree had picked on one of the littlest in the group.

      But by God it would be the last.
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            BEST LAID PLANS

          

        

      

    

    
      As Maggie left her parents’ apartment, she couldn’t stop thinking about  her mother. She did not know when she’d seen her mother so vulnerable. Elspeth Newberry was hard as rocks. She was tough. She was the grand dame of Buckhead, all Southern lace and magnolia leaves on the outside and Stone Mountain granite inside through and through.

      Except that was not who Elspeth had been these last few months.

      Living with Maggie’s father as he descended bit by bit into dementia had taken its toll on Elspeth. She looked haunted and wary as if waiting for bad news to come any minute.

      After walking down rue Aude and then rue Nazareth past the tourist shops and expensive shoe shops of Aix-en-Provence, Maggie emerged onto Cours Mirabeau. She hesitated for a moment and checked the time on her phone before crossing the street and taking her place in the line snaking slowly into Bechard’s patisserie off the main drag.

      There were few things that could take the annoyance out of Maggie having to pull Laurent away from his vineyard, but a bag of glazed canelés from Bechard’s was definitely one of them. Maggie didn’t know what Laurent was making for dinner tonight but it was a reasonable assumption that canelés would finish up any meal, any time.

      Now that the village of St-Buvard had its own boulangerie again—after nine years of not—Maggie didn’t waste time thinking about bringing home a baguette for dinner. As good as the new St-Buvard bakery was, there was only one Bechard’s, she thought as she approached the display case with its dazzling array of pastries and other delectable baked treats.

      A few moments later, carrying a shopping bag full of amazing aromas—she couldn’t pass up the éclairs or the chouquettes, could she?—Maggie hurried down the street to where she’d parked the car.  As she walked, her phone rang and she saw it was Grace.

      Her best friend Grace Van Sant had moved to St-Buvard six months earlier with her twelve year old daughter Zouzou to run the gîte that Laurent had created when he bought Danielle and Eduard’s old mas. Most of the spring and a good deal of the summer had been taken up with renovations on the house and garden and Grace had only just now begun to have guests in the bed and breakfast she’d named Dormir.

      “Hey,” Maggie said, balancing the phone between her shoulder and ear as she used the keyless entry on her key fob to unlock the car. “I was just thinking of you.”

      “That must be because you’re at a bakery, am I right?” Grace said.

      “Bechard’s.”

      “Oh, my God, I hate you. What are you doing in Aix? Your parents?”

      “Yeah, my Dad got trapped in the apartment elevator and broke his wrist.”

      “Oh, darling, that’s terrible. Is he okay?”

      “As he’ll ever be. How about you?”

      “Losing my mind is all. Danielle and Jean-Luc are here scrubbing and running around like mad. Jean-Luc is working with Gabriel to fix the garden gate. I just know someone is going to fall through it and sue me.”

      “Oh, that’s right, you’ve got a group of Americans coming this week, don’t you?”

      “Exactly. It’s impossible to get Gabriel to work at the best of times but he’s positively somnolent this week. I’m truly losing my mind.”

      “It’ll all be fine, Grace,” Maggie said as she got in her car and maneuvered down the street crowded with pedestrians and onto the roundabout encircling the famous Dolphins fountain. “Can I do anything to help?”

      “As if you don’t have your own hands full. No, I just needed a break from all the mayhem to hear about someone else’s life. How’s Laurent doing with the houses? Any ready for flush toilets yet?”

      Maggie laughed as she turned onto the route heading toward the A7 and home.

      Laurent’s ongoing project to create housing for the people who worked his vineyard was a passion for him that Maggie had rarely seen in her husband.

      “He’s actually got a few done,” Maggie said. “They’re so tiny, Grace. They look like playhouses. Mila keeps begging to have one for her very own. But they’re fully equipped with kitchens, showers, toilets, the works.”

      “Where are they exactly?”

      “They’re pretty close to you. On the back twenty hectares of Eduard and Danielle’s old property.”

      When Danielle had been married to Eduard she’d lived in the old mansion, which was falling down even then, and she rarely came into the village. Since Eduard’s incarceration and the subsequent divorce  followed by her marriage to Jean-Luc, Danielle had blossomed.

      Although she had not kept in touch with Eduard during his imprisonment, he had left the house and vineyard to her when he died last spring.

      Laurent bought the house and property from Danielle with the intention of turning the land—long gone to seed—into a viable vineyard once more and the house into a working bed and breakfast.

      Grace needed the work and both she and Zouzou needed to come back to France. While Laurent was the owner of the gîte, Grace ran it and through it was able to support herself and Zouzou.

      “When I have five minutes to breathe you can take me out to look at them,” Grace said. “Gotta go now. Danielle is holding up something that looks like a dripping pipe. Oh, God. I hope not.”

      “Good luck,” Maggie said with a laugh and then disconnected.

      She put music on in the car and let the miles and the tension of the day—her parents, the emergency room—all just roll away.

      It was late October and the landscape was bleak and barren, the temperature downright cold. It was of course already dark even though it was only a little after six in the evening.

      When she was five miles from the exit that would take her home, she called Laurent. He picked up immediately. She could hear the noise of a TV on and children’s laughter in the background and her heart soared. It sounded so warm and cheery there.

      “Where are you?” he asked. She’d given him an app for his phone to enable him to track her but Laurent was seriously anti-tech and he never used it.

      “Five miles from St-Buvard then another two after that,” she said. “I got chouquettes.”

      “From Bechard’s?”

      She could hear the happy surprise in his voice.

      “Where else?” she said, feeling very proud of herself.

      “It was a hard day with your parents?”

      “Let’s just say I’ll be glad to be home.”

      “And when you are home I will tell you great news about the co-op asking to buy wine from the monastery.”

      “I think you just did.”

      Almost all the grapes grown on Domaine St-Buvard—now enlarged by the additional one hundred and sixty hectares—were fermented and aged in the cellars of l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité which had a medieval wine cellar. Laurent had invested in stainless steel fermentation vessels and oak barrels for the monastery and had hired several of the formerly homeless refugees living there to learn the art and skill of making wine. Getting the co-op to buy the wine was very good news for the credibility of Laurent’s label—and for the future employment prospects of the people now living at the monastery.

      “Maman is nearly home,” he said to one of the children. “Go set the table.”

      “What’s for dinner?” Maggie asked as she saw the exit off the A7.

      “Sole Meunière,” Laurent said.

      “That sounds amazing.”

      “And for you, ma chérie, a foot massage and a glass of champagne after your very difficult day.”

      “I love you, Laurent.” Maggie felt a lightness in her limbs as she said the words. Sometimes it was hard for her to believe that she’d met this mysterious, sexy man in the middle of a long con he was pulling in the south of France where she had gone to try to find her missing sister. That was ten years ago and amazingly the experience had turned into the greatest love of her life.

      Not to mention two darling children.

      Her phone buzzed indicating another call was coming in and instantly her stomach began to churn.

      “Let me call you back, Laurent,” she said. “My mother’s calling.”

      “Bon. See you in a few moments.”

      Maggie disconnected and then took the call. “Mom?”

      “Maggie, I need you to come back,” her mother said breathlessly.

      Maggie instinctively slowed the car even though there was no exit for at least another mile.

      “What’s happened?” Maggie said her shoulders tight with mounting fear.

      “Your father is having trouble breathing,” her mother said shrilly. “And I can’t get him to wake up!”

      “Hang up, Mom and call 999,” Maggie said.

      “I can’t!” her mother wailed. “I can’t speak French!”

      “Okay. Just stay calm. I’ll call them and meet you at the hospital.”

      “Yes, yes, thank you, thank you,” Elspeth said, relief filling her voice.

      Maggie disconnected and quickly called the emergency number, giving the problem and her parents’ address. When her exit came, she took the off ramp and immediately turned and climbed onto the return ramp heading back to Aix.
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            READY OR NOT

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was sinking low behind Cézanne’s Mountain—its light filtering through the leafy canopy of the plane trees to cast a dappled shade on the cobblestones in front of the main chapel of the monastery where Guy sat with Noelle.

      A handsome young man with prominent cheekbones and a wide mouth with full lips, Guy was used to girls being open to his offers—pretty much any of his offers. The fact that Noelle Dupree was without argument the most exquisite creature on the face of the earth and somehow immune to his charms made her all the more irresistible to him.

      He sat next to her now as they waited for the monastery bell that would announce dinner and wondered how she would react if he were to take her hand.

      Guy had come to the monastery from Spain three months ago where he’d gotten day work until it ran out. Noelle had arrived at about the same time.

      From the moment Guy had laid eyes on her, he knew she was the one—his amie de coeur.

      Now if he could just convince Noelle of that.

      A classic beauty, Noelle had smooth alabaster skin to set off the most luminous blue eyes. Her dark hair was long and draped around her shoulders like silk. When Guy knew she wasn’t aware of him, he loved to watch her walk across the monastery grounds or in the gardens—her hair swinging like a hypnotizing metronome.

      “Will you sit with me at dinner?” he asked her as he had nearly every evening since she’d arrived at the monastery.

      She giggled and stretched out her long legs in front of her.

      “You always ask me that,” she said. “I like to eat with my friends.”

      The monastery had given refuge to a family with two daughters near Noelle’s age. Guy had often seen them walk together to the vineyards. He couldn’t imagine her friends enjoyed being compared to Noelle. She was so beautiful she would make the Madonna look plain.

      “Am I not your friend?” he asked hopefully.

      “You are welcome to join us,” she said teasingly, knowing full well that dinner with three giggling girls would not be an offer most men would accept. Especially not someone as moonstruck as Guy. He didn’t trust Noelle’s friends not to tease him right to his face.

      He felt a stab of humiliation as he remembered Noelle’s father who had done exactly that the morning before. Guy had been caught staring at Noelle as she and the other girls gathered their baskets to go to the garden when the old bastard jumped out of nowhere.

      “See something you like?” Monsieur Dupree had sneered. And when Guy had answered with a fierce and crimson blush, it only made it worse.

      “Keep away from her,” Dupree had snarled. “Or I’ll tell Frère Jean you’ve been buggering the goats.”

      Guy had been so appalled by the threat—which he had every reason to believe Dupree would make good on—that he’d stalked off to the sounds of the old bastard’s raucous laughter behind him.

      Even now as he and Noelle sat on the stone bench—perfectly innocently!—he kept a sharp eye peeled for her father.

      “Maybe a walk after dinner then,” he said, knowing the dinner bell would ring at any moment and his time with Noelle would be finished for the day if he didn’t do something quickly.

      “Did you forget I’m moving into one of the petites maisons?” she asked, her face flushed with pleasure and anticipation.

      He had forgotten. Or he hadn’t wanted to remember. Laurent Dernier was building small huts to house the workers for his vineyard. Guy knew that the imposing vigneron was working with Frère Jean to ensure that families had enough room at the monastery and that meant the young people were going to live in the small hostel-like homes on the man’s property.

      When Guy had been asked if he would like to move into one of the small houses he’d immediately declined because Noelle was at the monastery.

      It hadn’t occurred to him that when she was asked the same thing she would jump at the chance.

      But why wouldn’t she? Her father wasn’t just a bastard to every living thing around him, he was also a wretch to his own daughter. Of course she would leave when the chance came.

      Tonight would be Noelle’s first night in her little cottage,  nearly two miles from the monastery. Much too far for any after-dinner walks.

      “It is so beautiful,” Noelle gushed happily. “It is small but there are three beds and a tiny cuisine and a bathroom, too.”

      “Sounds like it will be very crowded with two other people,” Guy grumbled.

      Noelle laughed, the sound like silver bells on the breeze. “It will be exactly perfect for me,” she said happily.

      Before Guy could think of any other reason that she might stay after dinner, the monastery meal bell rang—muffled but insistent.

      Noelle jumped to her feet at the same time that Guy—not knowing he was going to do it—grabbed her hand. She twisted around to look at him, a suddenly annoyed look on her face.

      “Stop it, Guy,” she said firmly.

      He dropped her hand.

      Her face cleared then and she turned to hurry toward the refectory.

      “Better hurry or all the wine will be gone,” she called out to him over her shoulder.

      He watched her go, his lips pressed tightly together as he fought the twin emotions of disappointment and longing.
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            A WING AND A PRAYER

          

        

      

    

    
      Winter in Provence arrived early wearing spikes and Brillo pads, Maggie thought as she used her shoulder to shove open the heavy wooden door to her parents’ apartment. As cold as it had felt at eight o’clock last night when she’d arrived at the hospital, it felt much worse at two a.m. arriving back at the apartment without her father.

      She felt her mother’s presence, stiff and numb behind her.

      The moment Maggie had arrived at the hospital her mother had immediately handed over all responsibility for her father’s care to her. Elspeth sat mute and childlike while Maggie spoke with the doctors and maneuvered the sometimes complicated pathways of the French health care system.

      Her father had rallied long enough to snarl at any and all who were attempting to make him more comfortable and in spite of the overall stress of the event, Maggie found herself swearing on everything she held dear that she would never devolve into the kind of cantankerous curmudgeon she was witnessing today.

      Her father—the man she loved who was buried deep under the layers of confusion and disorientation of the disease that gripped him—would never have behaved like this. Maggie knew how horrified John Newberry would be if he ever found out he’d treated these kind and well-meaning nurses and aides as he had.

      But of course he would never find out. Because even after he was released home from the hospital he was never really coming back to them.

      Maggie punched the button for the lift and turned to her mother.

      “Do you feel like a cup of tea?” she asked.

      “I just feel so helpless,” Elspeth said quietly.

      Maggie knew that was her fault. She’d insisted her parents come to France if they wanted to be near her—which of course meant them having to navigate the French health care system with this debilitating soul-sucking, heart-breaking disease without even knowing the language.

      Maggie had taken her mother’s helplessness over her father’s illness and magnified it a thousand fold by making her come to France to deal with it.

      They rode the antique elevator in silence. Maggie unlocked the apartment door, noting that even this task Elspeth had relegated to her. The burden not only of watching her dear Southern gentleman papa disintegrate into an ill-mannered churl and someone she didn’t know steamrolled Maggie and was joined by the pressure of the job she’d signed on for—taking care of both her father and her mother during the most stressful time in their lives.

      Once inside the apartment Maggie checked her phone to see if there were any more texts from Domaine St-Buvard but she knew everyone was long asleep.

      Her father—the cause of their dreadful day—was being kept overnight for observation and now slept soundly and at peace in his hospital bed.

      Maggie dropped the apartment keys on the kitchen table and went to turn on the electric kettle. She knew she should at least try to get some sleep or she would be useless tomorrow. But she also knew if she tried she would just lie in bed wide awake staring at the ceiling.

      She went to the refrigerator and pulled out a large wedge of Comté cheese that she’d bought the week before. She’d encouraged her mother to visit the local bakery for her daily bread but Elspeth never ventured out so Maggie had taken to hiring one of the neighbors to drop off a fresh baguette each day. She found it now—untouched and hard as a stone—still on the kitchen counter and wondered not for the first time if her parents were eating properly.

      Quickly preparing a plate for her and her mother, she decided to eschew the hot tea after all in favor of a glass of wine. She set out the cheese and some crackers on the table and poured two glasses of the local Côtes du Rhône.

      “He’ll be okay,” Maggie said as she placed a chunk of cheese with a dollop of tapenade and realized as she poised it in front of her mouth that she was suddenly starving.

      Elspeth smiled and reached for her wine. It was a sad smile, a smile that signaled an appreciation of Maggie’s attempts to console her.

      “Have you heard from Ben?” Maggie asked. Her brother had had some legal troubles in the past year and he’d lost his job at the Atlanta law firm he’d belonged to since he graduated from law school. But Maggie knew him to be a loving son—that is, when he remembered he had parents.

      “He has his own problems,” Elspeth said.

      Yeah, don’t we all? Maggie thought sourly. That doesn’t mean you don’t rise up when your loved ones need you. She banished the ungenerous thought and leaned back into her chair to savor her wine.

      “I know you’re annoyed with your brother,” Elspeth said. “But not everything is what it seems.”

      “What do you mean?” Maggie said, narrowing her eyes. “Is something going on with Ben that I don’t know about?”

      “You can’t know everything,” Elspeth said cryptically.

      “Are you keeping something from me?”

      “No, I mean one can’t know everything. Just because something looks a certain way, doesn’t mean it is.”

      “If you say so.” Maggie got up to retrieve the bag of chouquettes she’d bought earlier at Bechard’s and brought the bag to the table.

      “When you were a girl,” Elspeth said, extricating a croustade from the bag and slowly licking her fingers of the sugar flakes that scattered across the table top, “you were always impatient to size something up and move on.”

      Maggie wasn’t surprised to hear her mother say this. Even Laurent had mentioned more than once that Maggie tended to judge a book without bothering to read its title first.

      “Whenever you would take standardized tests in school,” Elspeth went on, “you did well on every part except the listening part. Did you know that?”

      Maggie shook her head.

      “Your teacher said that like many smart children, you had a habit of scanning the instructions and immediately jumping to an assumption before answering the question—basically without reading the instructions.”

      Maggie had to admit it did sound like something she’d do.

      “You’re always in such a hurry, darling.”

      "Maybe so, Mom, but you know what? I’ve learned that nine out of ten times if something looks like a duck and sounds like a duck, it’s almost always a duck.”

      "And that's fine,” Elspeth said, smiling sadly at her daughter, “unless you've gambled something valuable on that tenth time.”
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      The monk frowned as he looked at the paper in his hand. A Benedictine monk and head of the order at l’Abbaye de Sainte-Trinité, Frère Jean was slight, of less than medium stature, with a thick head of prematurely white hair.

      The young man standing in front of his desk in the rectory was large for his age—if the note the boy had handed him was to be believed—only seventeen. His hair was plaited in dreadlocks to his shoulders, his complexion olive and his eyes so dark they looked as if they had no pupils. Not attempting to hide his dubious heritage—even if he could—the idiot boy seemed intent in reveling in it.

      A good-looking boy, Frère Jean admitted, but there was something unsettling about him. The monk looked at the paper again. The handwriting was nearly illegible. Frère Jean could barely make out the words—most of which were actually misspelled.

      “You say this came from your last employer?” Frère Jean said.

      “Yes, mon frère,” the boy Pierre said with a smirk.

      Frère Jean looked up from the paper.

      Would he openly mock me? Frère Jean wondered. While it was true the core of his mission did not require referrals—all of course are welcome—even Frère Jean knew that some were a little more welcome than others.

      The boy was of Romani descent and while the monastery’s population of homeless was composed of refugees from all over—Spain, Morocco, Syria, as well as other areas of France—this boy would be discriminated against by all. About that Frère Jean had no doubt.

      And for better or worse—and Frère Jean would bet on worse—the boy didn’t look to be the kind who would take those insults well.

      “All must work here,” Frère Jean said.

      “I am not afraid of work.”

      Frère Jean tapped the soiled scrap of paper with a pen as if in thought.

      “There is no fraternization among unmarried people while you are with us,” Frère Jean said. “You may not leave the monastery without permission and that will not be given after seven in the evening. You will be required to attend mass. You will be required to help in any way you are asked—even if it is not your assigned job.”

      “Suits me,” Pierre said with a shrug.

      Frère Jean did not like him. The very thought prompted a spasm of guilt when the realization came to him. A foreboding sensation settled across his shoulders and he had to fight not to visibly shiver. In the two years since the monastery had opened its doors to the homeless and the refugees from the world’s wars and strife, there had been remarkably few altercations and even less of the kind of gut reaction he was picking up now from this boy.

      Evil.

      Suddenly loathe to touch it again. he pushed the scrap of paper away using his pencil.

      Pierre snorted and Frère Jean looked at him. The boy was clearly ridiculing his discomfort.

      “You will keep yourself clean here,” the monk said. He could smell the boy in wafts of rank odor from where he stood. “Frère Alponse will show you where to bathe.”

      “Is that it?” Pierre asked, his lips turned up in a cruel, mocking sneer.

      “You will work in the stables,” Frère Jean said. “Do you know anything about livestock?”

      “How much do I need to know to shovel shit?” Pierre said before turning and walking out of the room.

      Frère Jean heard the door to the rectory slam shut and he felt a swell of relief. As he glanced up at a religious relic on the mantle over his small fireplace, he felt the warmth and peace that he normally enjoyed in this room come rushing back to him.

      It made him realize with a small shock that that peace had been palpably missing for the whole time that the Devil had stood in the room with him.
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      The next afternoon Maggie finally arrived home from Aix, tired and achy. She’d ended up sleeping until late morning at her parents’ apartment and then went to bring her father home from the hospital. Because her father had gone straight to bed when he got home, Elspeth insisted Maggie go home to her family.

      After making sure there was enough food in the apartment to last her parents until she returned in a couple of days, Maggie made the hour-long drive back to Domaine St-Buvard. Unlike the last time, she did not put music on. If it weren’t for the fact that she was afraid to be out of touch with Laurent in case something happened to one of the kids, she would have turned her phone off, so suffused with dread was she that her mother would call her again.

      She pulled into the long gravel drive of Domaine St-Buvard, the mas she shared with Laurent. There were few times when she came home that she didn’t remember the first time she’d seen the large farmhouse.

      A two hundred year old country manor home, Domaine St-Buvard was built with materials from the rough landscape with stones of varying sizes stacked into sloping knee walls, corralling thick hedges of lavender and junipers.

      Cherry-colored roof tiles covered the entire roof and the bright blue shutters, handmade in the village over a hundred years ago, were latched with ironware forged in the seventeen hundreds. A black wrought-iron railing framed a second-story Juliette balcony jutting out over the front door.

      Maggie parked the car and hurried into the house. The afternoon sun had dropped and she shivered until she reached the house.

      She stepped into the foyer—almost severe in its simplicity except for the intricate Moroccan mosaic tiling underfoot. The living room directly off the foyer was covered almost the entire ground level of the farmhouse. It was anchored at one end by a massive fireplace.  French doors at the other end led to the garden.

      This afternoon a fire was in the hearth and a single glass of wine sat on the heavy hand-carved coffee table in front of the couch.

      “Maman!” a little girl’s voice called out and Maggie turned to see her six year old daughter scampering toward her from the kitchen.

      Maggie knelt on one knee and scooped the running child into her arms.

      “I missed you, Maman!” Mila said kissing Maggie’s cheek.

      “I missed you too, angel,” Maggie said, standing up as Laurent came into the room, a dishtowel over one broad shoulder.

       “Ça va?” he asked as she released Mila and moved to him. She slipped into his arms and instantly felt his strength like an infusion of courage and stability into her.

      “Now it is,” she said. “Where’s Jemmy?”

      “I am here, Maman!” the little boy called out from the kitchen. “Helping Papa make you a special dinner!”

      Laurent gave her arm a squeeze and nodded toward the stairs.

      “Go take your bath,” he said. “I will bring your wine up to you.”

      “Where’s Petit?” Maggie said, looking around. She’d had the little dog for the entire time she’d lived in France and there hadn’t been a day the dog hadn’t greeted her at the door.

      “She is napping,” Laurent said. “I will bring her to you when you come down to the fire.”

      

      An hour and a half later, Maggie was curled up in front of the fire, a glass of wine in her hand and her little dog Petit-Four in her lap. As Maggie combed her fingers through the dog’s curls, she felt her heart catch. Petit-Four was growing more frail by the day and tonight Laurent admitted she could not be enticed into eating her dinner.

      Don’t leave me, Petit. Maggie thought as she cupped the dog’s chin and looked into her sleepy dark brown eyes. Now of all times, I can’t bear it.

      Jemmy and Mila were playing with the two new puppies on the rug in front of the fireplace. Laurent had gotten the dogs—standard poodle mixes—the summer before but they didn’t show any sign of maturing or responding to training yet. Intended as guard dogs, they still slept in their crates in the alcove off the back of the living room where the south-facing French doors that led to the garden and the vineyard were.

      Laurent came in and sat down next to her.

      “Dinner was amazing,” Maggie said. She saw Jemmy turn his head to smile at her. “You’re getting to be as good in the kitchen as your Papa,” she said to him. She watched him beam before turning back to the dogs.

      “How is your father?” Laurent asked as he leaned back into the couch.

      She’d kept him abreast while she was in Aix so she knew he was interested in hearing the deeper tones of his father-in-law’s condition.

      “I don’t know who I’m more concerned about,” Maggie said with a sigh, “him or my mother. I’ve never seen her act so helpless before.”

      “It is time to move them to Domaine St-Buvard.”

      “Mom doesn’t want to be so far from the hospitals.”

      “It is time for you to tell her what she needs.”

      They were silent for a moment listening to the crackle and snapping of the fire and the murmurs and laughter of the two children with their puppies. Then with a sigh, Laurent tousled Petit-Four’s grey top-not and kissed Maggie.

      “Bath time,” he said loudly to the two children.

      The children knew better than to argue with their father but Maggie saw them cling to the puppies, reluctant to bring the evening to a close.

      “I’ll do it,” Maggie said to Laurent as she moved Petit-Four to a spot next to her on the couch.

      “You are sure?” Laurent said. “I am hoping you will catch your breath from your ordeal.”

      Maggie laughed and leaned over to give him a kiss. “I’m fully recovered. Come on, Mila and Jemmy. Upstairs.”

      Both children began to complain until Laurent cleared his throat at which point they both jumped to their feet.

      How does he do it? Maggie marveled as she followed the children upstairs. She knew for a fact he didn’t smack them. She shook her head in wonderment. Some people where just born to lead.

      “Are you putting the dogs in their crates?” she asked over her shoulder.

      “Not yet,” Laurent said. “They need a quick run around the vineyard first.”

      As she watched him release the dogs and disappear through the French doors into the garden Maggie felt her heart fill with joy. Through the good and the bad, the high and the low, and whatever it was she could sense was coming down the road with her parents, Maggie thanked God every day that she had Laurent by her side.
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      Even with a fire blazing in the central fireplace in the stone-lined refectory, Pierre could still feel the wind invading the cavernous dining room through the many cracks in the stone.

      A high arched ceiling of rock hung over the slate floors and made him shiver just to look up at it. He spotted the monk who’d interviewed him earlier today standing at the head of the line at the far end of the hall handing out food to all the pathetic people lined up to receive it. It was all Pierre could do not to snort in disgust.

      He stepped into the back of the line, hunching his shoulders against the chill in the hall. He felt uncomfortable in this place but didn’t bother wondering if it was due to its religiousness. He was a gitane. He would always be happier out of doors.

      Children ran laughing and screeching across the stone floor. The dining tables—crude metal folding affairs that jarred with the image of the ancient abbey—lined the center of the long hall. Groups of men and women sat at the tables with bowls of steaming soup before them. Everyone seemed to know everyone. The laughter teemed in the hall, the noise of it echoing and re-doubling in volume as it reverberated off the stone walls.

      As Pierre made his way up the line to the front of the room where the white-headed monk and a few old ladies were ladling out soup, he watched as the heads of the seated diners turned as he passed and their conversations ground to a halt.

      One old bitch glowered at him as she held her soupspoon in a fisted hand like she might fling it at him any moment. He winked at her as he passed and was rewarded by a startled gasp as her mouth fell open. He kept his smile in place and told himself that when the time was right her room would be the first one he’d hit.

      Pierre caught a snatch of guttural French, “…so they will now just let anyone in here? Disgusting!”

      His smile never wavered. Not a single person in this room wanted him here. Even the children had picked up on the tension from their parents and their giggling and playful shrieks had muted.

      And then he saw her.

      She had long black hair like an Indian princess but her eyes were as blue as a Cyprus sky. Pierre nearly stopped walking when he saw her, so incredibly beautiful was she.

      Like the others, she stared at him but with curiosity, not revulsion.

      Or at least that was what Pierre told himself.

      He didn’t know what made him look at the table behind where she sat. Perhaps there was something to the idea that if someone stared at you with enough hatred, you could feel it in your bones.

      Or between your shoulder blades.

      A man was sitting at the table looking fixedly at Pierre. He was about Pierre’s own age, handsome but soft where he should be angular. The man was staring at him with an intensity that felt different from the usual racial hostility. Pierre looked again at the girl and then back at the man.

      So that’s your girl?

      Pierre turned away, a smile on his face, and continued his way up the soup line.

      Well, we’ll just see, won’t we?
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        * * *

      

      Noelle had heard about the gitane before she saw him of course.

      He was the only thing she and her friends had talked about ever since Marie-France revealed that she saw Frère Alphonse showing the hot gypsy boy where he would sleep.

      Of course the adults were all very cross about it. Noelle heard that her friend Francoise’s mother even went to Frère Jean to complain but she should have saved her breath. Frère Jean was an angel on earth who would always do what was right. Even tonight, he was serving them with only the help of a few of the widows because the rest of the monks had gone to a retreat in Dijon.

      Only Frère Jean would insist that his Brothers go while he did their work in their absence.

      Noelle idly stirred her soup and nonchalantly gazed around the room, affecting to be looking for a friend. She continued the charade even after she’d located the gypsy boy. He sat alone of course. When she turned back to her friends Noelle could feel his eyes burning through her.

      That made her feel good but in the end it didn’t matter. Just as she’d told Guy before dinner the only thing she cared about was moving to her new cottage with Marie-France. It would be so wonderful to be away from her father, away from the nosy, relentless judgments of the women in the monastery with nothing better to do than gossip and create drama, away from the tiresome expressions of Guy’s oppressive infatuation.

      Her father hadn’t showed up for dinner tonight which wasn’t unusual but Noelle had heard there had been an incident at the vineyard with Laurent Dernier. Just thinking of her father making a fool of himself like that—she was sure he had been at fault —made Noelle want to slam a door or punch something.

      Monsieur Dernier—Laurent—was so handsome and so masterful. There wasn’t a woman in the monastery who didn’t fall asleep at night imagining those strong arms holding her. Noelle blushed.

      At least if they were anything like Noelle and her friends.

      For her father to have embarrassed her by provoking Laurent was just too embarrassing to be borne. If she weren’t in such a hurry to pack up and move into her new little house—the one Laurent had built for her—she would track her father down and let him know how seriously he had disappointed her.

      “Noelle?” Marie-France said. “Are you ready to go?” she leaned in and whispered. “Or do you want to follow the new boy back to his stable?”

      Rumor had it the brothers had given the gypsy a stall with hay as a bed for the night.

      Nicole and Marie-France giggled but after thoughts of Laurent, Noelle wasn’t in the mood to join in.

      “I am ready,” she said coolly.

      Making an effort not to glance around the dining hall to see if the gypsy was still watching her, Noelle picked up her soup bowl and followed her friends to the back of the refectory where they deposited them in a large rubber kitchen bin. Everyone in the monastery took turns washing the dishes but this week was not Noelle’s week for such menial work.

      This week was the beginning of the rest of her life, Noelle thought with a lightness in her chest as she and Marie-France looped arms and walked together down the long hall to the double wooden doors that led to the parking lot.

      The moment they pushed open the door Noelle’s mood dipped. She could see her father coming from the direction of the village. He stumbled and wove like the drunkard she had no doubt he presently was. Her stomach clenched as she watched him.

      “Is that your father, Noelle?” Marie-France said, squinting in the gloom.

      Noelle released her arm. “You go on,” she said. “I’ll follow later.”

      “Are you sure?” But Marie-France was already hurrying in the direction of the car park. The new little house was at least two miles from the monastery and the light was already fading.

      Noelle waited on the gravel half-circle drive in front of the main monastery building that housed the refectory until she was sure her father saw her. He stopped abruptly and then lumbered uncertainly in her direction.

      Why had he done this?

      But she knew why.

      “Papa,” she said when he came closer. “What happened to you?”

      She hadn’t meant it to come out so accusatory but the closer he got, the more clearly she could see his swollen lip reminding her of his run-in this afternoon with Laurent Dernier.

      He staggered over to her but stopped short of putting a hand on her shoulder to steady himself. He reeked of wine.

      “Do not address me in that…that tone,” he hiccoughed, his eyes glittering with hurt.

      His blatant lack of contrition inflamed the vexation Noelle had been trying to hide. Suddenly she saw her father as the reason for all their problems, all their heartaches, their homelessness, their poverty. She wanted to smash his drunken, unrepentant face with both fists.

      “How dare you offend Monsieur Dernier today?” she blurted out. “He is our benefactor! What is wrong with you?”

      He narrowed his eyes at her as he worked to understand what she was saying.

      “That bastard…!” he said indignantly. “He attacked me!”

      “He pulled you off a little boy is what I heard,” Noelle said angrily. “Which child was it this time? Which child today didn’t have the right to live because Fabrice and Marcel cannot?”

      She hadn’t even realized the thought was in her head until she formed them into words and spat them out at her father, because of course that’s why he’d done it. That’s why he’d always done it.

      He slapped a ten-year old boy just last week. And a month ago he’d been caught shaking a seven-year old. He’d been threatened by Frère Jean with immediate expulsion should there be another incident.

      Did he think it was safe to hurt children as long as it was not at the monastery?

      Noelle’s anger built up inside her but it was tempered by the squeeze of the terrible, bottomless agony of their shared loss.

      Fabrice and Marcel would never be in their lives again.

      As with Noelle’s mother, they were lost to them forever.

      But attacking all little boys lucky enough to still be alive wouldn’t bring them back.

      “We are homeless because of that bastard!” her father sputtered nonsensically.

      “You are drunk,” Noelle said in disgust.  Behind her she could hear the sounds of people coming out of the refectory. Dinnertime was ending. There would soon be a crowd gathered to witness the humiliating scene with her drunk father who wore the evidence on his face of this afternoon’s cowardice.

      Her father grabbed at her arm causing her to drop her purse on the ground.

      “You…you can’t speak to me like that,” he slurred.

      Noelle jerked her arm out of his grip and turned to pick up her bag. There were at least half a dozen people standing outside the refectory door now staring and listening to her and her father. Torn between the desire to run away and tell them all off, Noelle took a long breath as she angrily searched the ground for her purse before realizing it wasn’t on the ground.

      It was in the hand of the gypsy boy who stood before her now, a smile curling on his handsome lips, and a malicious gleam of delight at her discomfort in his eyes.

      “Drop something, Mademoiselle?” he said, holding out the purse.

      Noelle snatched the purse from him but before she could turn to leave with some vestige of dignity, her father pushed past her and jabbed his finger at the young man.

      “You stay away from her, do you hear?!” her father snarled. “Gypsy scum!”

      The sounds of snickering from the group of onlookers filled Noelle’s ears. Mortified, she turned and ran in the growing gloom to the dormitory behind the refectory.
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        * * *

      

      Pierre watched the girl run away and he felt his heart constrict as he did. She was even more beautiful up close. When he redirected his attention back to the old bastard who’d insulted him he saw that the crowd had parted and the man was making his way to the dining hall.

      He felt a hard jab of fury at the man’s words but forced it down as he turned toward the stables where he’d been assigned to sleep. Suddenly a figure separated from the assembled group and approached him.

      It was the girl’s boyfriend.

      It had been a long and humiliating day. Right now Pierre would love nothing more than a reason to smash this bastard’s teeth down his throat.

      “Whatever you’re thinking of,” the boyfriend said to him, his jaw muscles clenching and twitching as he spoke, “you can forget it.”

      “Oh?” Pierre said. “Why is that? Because she belongs to you?”

      The boy flushed with embarrassment and outrage.

      “No, because her father will never let Noelle be with a gitane.”

      “Noelle? Thanks. I didn’t know her name until now. But I think I’ll let her decide.”

      The boy facing him held himself rigidly, his neck corded with tension.

      “Noelle would never do anything against her father’s wishes,” the boy said. “And Monsieur Dupree would rather die than see her with someone like you.”

      Pierre watched him leave and tried to recapture the amusement he’d felt only moments before—instead of the steadily building anger and hate writhing in his chest.

      “I might be able to arrange that,” he said under his breath.
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      After supervising the children’s baths and reading two long stories to both Mila and Jemmy separately, Maggie collected Petit-Four from the couch and tucked her away in her dog bed in Maggie’s bedroom. It had been months since the little dog had managed the tall staircase on her own.

      Maggie brushed her teeth and slipped on a flannel nightgown before climbing into bed with a book, surprised that Laurent still wasn’t back yet. If she’d read his signals correctly—and she had no doubt she had—she expected him to join her in the bedroom as soon as physically possible. She glanced at the clock and noted with surprise that nearly an hour had passed since he’d gone out with the dogs.

      The rain had begun lightly tapping on the bedroom windows while she was reading to the children and now it was coming across the panes in waves. She shivered under her covers more at the idea of the bad weather than any actual discomfort. It was really storming outside. Maggie felt a flash of concern that Laurent still hadn’t come back.

      She tried to focus on her book again and just as she was feeling her eyes beginning to grow heavy, she heard the downstairs doors open and the sound of the dogs as they scurried over to their crates.

      Only Laurent could make that happen without uttering a word, she thought marveling.

      She listened as he moved into the kitchen—no
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