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      Is there a connection between the cat found napping in the flour barrel of the newest bistro and the dead American chef in the meat freezer?

      When it comes to Maggie Newberry and the cranky villagers of St-Buvard, how could there not be?

      Once more back in Provence, Maggie finds her hands full with village politics ratcheting up to nuclear level, her BFF back on her living room couch—this time with a snotty teenager in tow—and a full-blown riot developing over the brand new American-owned bistro.

      When the fractious American chef ends up dead, Maggie will need to find out who killed her—and fast—before the chef’s killer decides that two dead Americans in the village are better than one.
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      The tic in Hélène Roche’s cheek was very distracting.

      Maggie shifted the weight of the toddler she was holding to her other hip. Her shopping bag was dragging on her arm and right about then her four year old son began to tug at her skirt.

      “In a minute, Jemmy,” she said to the boy without taking her eyes off the stocky and very angry French woman blocking the sidewalk in front of the village square.

      “Leo says we are ruined!” Hélène said angrily. “And it is your fault!”

      Maggie had had her problems in the past with Hélène Roche but it appeared the woman was no longer content to glower noiselessly from the shadows. Maggie had been finishing up a produce shopping trip in the village when Madame Roche appeared from behind one of the parked cars to demand her attention.

      “I’m not sure how you can lay that at my feet,” Maggie said. She knew she should just shut up and get the kids in the car. The late August sun was already beating down and it was only a little after eleven. She felt a trickle of sweat on her forehead. She was sure it made her look all the more guilty.

      “This is what comes from trusting an American,” Hélène said, her face twisted into a gnarled grimace of disgust.

      “It always comes back to that with you, doesn’t it?” Maggie said.

      “Maman…” Jemmy pulled harder on her skirt.

      “In a minute, Jemmy. What makes you think you’re ruined by the loss of one ad? That’s…idiotic.”

      Madame Roche sucked in a breath as if Maggie had just challenged her to a duel.

      “How dare you,” Madame Roche sputtered. “The whole village knows it is your fault!” The woman’s eyes shifted down to the child at Maggie’s side but Maggie was too wound up to care.

      “It is not my fault,” Maggie said. “It was a technical glitch and I have no control over those sorts of—” Suddenly Maggie connected the focus of Madame Roche’s attention on Jemmy with the sound of water splattering on the sidewalk and turned to see her son peeing on the side of the building.

      “Oh, Jemmy!” she gasped.

      “I tried to tell you, Maman,” he said reasonably, as he zipped up his pants with a shrug.

      “Your whole family cares nothing for civility or doing what is proper!” Hélène said, pointing a long finger at Jemmy.

      Maggie whirled on her. “He’s four years old! What’s your excuse?”

      “You will be made to face up to what you have done, Madame! And then you will not be so haughty! Then I will see you begging for my forgiveness!”

      “You’re deranged,” Maggie said, furious with herself for descending into name calling in front of the children. She should never have stopped to listen to the old bat. She shook with rage as she grabbed Jemmy’s hand to pull him toward the car.

      At the same time she lost her grip on her shopping bag and yelped as it fell to the ground. Peaches and apples bounced on the cobblestones until they rolled neatly into the gutter.
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      Maggie pulled into the driveway of her home and opened the car door. Jemmy shot out of the car in order to run to their au pair, Mimi Dorset who was standing by the front door of the house. His quick action meant he’d taken his seatbelt off when they hit the driveway—something he’d been warned about. Perhaps he needed the warning to come from his papa.

      Mila squealed and pulled at her own seat restraints and Maggie was glad to see Mimi walking over to fetch her.

      She had had just about enough of confrontation and willfulness for one morning.

      “Bonjour, Madame Dernier!” Mimi called as she released Mila and pulled her from her seat. “A good shopping day?”

      “Good enough,” Maggie said, forcing a smile for the girl. Maggie had had the whole ten minute drive back from the village to get a grip on her temper. The last thing she wanted to do now was relive the encounter with Madame Roche.

      The fact was, to a certain extent, Madame Roche wasn’t completely wrong.

      Not that Maggie had ruined Hélène’s life. Maggie wouldn’t take credit for that. But the botch-up with the newsletter last month had been completely avoidable if Maggie had known the first thing about how her newsletter went out.

      For the last year she’d been blissfully unaware of the technical aspects of what she was doing. Back in the States when Maggie had written for ad agencies she always had a full IT department to “make the magic happen” behind the scenes. With her own blog here in Provence she’d been happily ignorant, content to gather the ad sponsors, write the colorful snippets and stories of “living the ex-pat life in Provence” and then just pushing the “Send” button.

      She still wasn’t sure exactly how the newsletter had gotten caught in the pipeline—or whatever techno-gibberish phrase her new online tech person, Aniruddh, from New Delhi, had called it.

      And it didn’t matter. The fact was, the newsletter—easily the most important one of the year—hadn’t gone out when it was supposed to. It hadn’t touted the upcoming St-Buvard village market fair—the annual September fête—and Maggie hadn’t realized it until it was too late.

      The newsletter had finally, belatedly, gone out to everyone on her large subscription list in the US, the UK and Paris. But what “opens” she got were almost immediately followed with an equal number of comments beginning with “If only I’d known about this event sooner!”

      People that far away needed time to plan, time to draw a circle on the calendar, and time to schedule a visit to a remote village in Provence that wasn’t on anybody’s map.

      Time that Maggie hadn’t given them.

      The fête was in less than two weeks.

      Clicks were up.

      RSVPs were down.

      Way down.

      It was nothing less than an unmitigated disaster.

      A disaster that everyone in the village was only too happy to lay at Maggie’s feet.

      She pulled the groceries out of the back seat and followed Mimi and the children into the house.  A large stone terrace splayed out from the front door in three tiers to the curving gravel drive. Oleander and ivy clustered against the fieldstone walls of the farmhouse in thick tangles of dark green. A black wrought iron railing framed a second-story balcony that jutted out over the front door. The three bedroom windows upstairs were tall and mullioned with bright blue shutters.

      It looked like Tara to a Southern girl—that is if Tara was a Mediterranean palace and the Southern girl squinted her eyes in just a certain way.

      The inside of the house was quiet. Her husband Laurent was either out in the vineyards—a safe bet with the harvest due to happen in just a day or so—or somewhere in the region rounding up pickers.

      Her best friend Grace Van Sant had come to live with them temporarily and was staying in an upstairs bedroom with her two children Taylor and Zouzou. Grace had mentioned at breakfast that she and the girls would be shopping in Aix today. Maggie knew Grace was hoping that Maggie would accompany them but with the harvest coming up—and the fête—Maggie just didn’t have the luxury.

      Maggie’s little poodle Petit-Four roused herself from the couch and trotted over to greet Maggie as Mimi settled the two children in kitchen chairs and began to make lunch. As Maggie tousled the little dog’s curly top, she realized she should have left the children home today with Mimi. They would have had a lot more fun and it probably would’ve ratcheted Maggie’s stress level down a notch when Hélène Roche blindsided her.

      That woman!

      Hélène had been a significant thorn in Maggie’s butt ever since she and her husband had come to town eight months earlier. A difficult person to get along with at the best of times, Madame Roche had made it her life’s work to aggravate Maggie—going so far at one point to spreading a rumor that Maggie was sleeping with an eighty-year old pensioner in the village. When that didn’t seem to get people agitated she had changed the rumor to involve her own husband Monsieur Roche, a sweaty, ruddy-faced man in his fifties with a handlebar mustache that displayed every meal he’d enjoyed in the last week.

      Someone had broken the man’s nose for that last stunt and it had taken a good deal of diplomacy and tongue-biting on Maggie’s part after that to keep peace in the village.

      But the idea of peace in the village was in the crapper now. With one failed newsletter, it wasn’t just Madame Roche who thought Maggie was on the wrong side of the angels these days.

      “You are hungry, Madame?” Mimi asked as she stood in the kitchen with a bread knife in one hand.

      “No, you go ahead, Mimi,” Maggie said as she put away the groceries. “I have a few things I need to do.” As she spoke, she saw her friend Danielle Alexandre’s ancient Mercedes coasting up the driveway. Maggie felt her spirits rise.

      Maggie realized she could really use a little of Danielle’s homespun French countrywoman wisdom. She went outside to greet her.

      Danielle was older than Maggie by about twenty years but she was a youthful fifty-five and due to having found her soulmate late in life had a bounce in her step that belied her years. She greeted Maggie warmly with a kiss and indicated the picnic basket next to her on the seat.

      “Can you come to the top of the vineyard?” she asked. “It is the last time to see it before all the grapes are stripped.”

      “You are such a vintner’s wife,” Maggie said, laughing as she got in the car.

      “So are you, chérie.”

      “I know, but you don’t seem to have to work at it like I do.”

      They drove to a low stone wall that divided Maggie and Laurent’s vineyard from Danielle and her husband Jean-Luc’s property. The Domaine St-Buvard fields were sectioned into quadrants by two tractor roads that carved rutted tire tracks out of the dirt. One road stretched a kilometer from the side of their mas across the width of the vineyard to the dividing wall. The other road scored the vineyard down its center.

      At the end of the first tractor road they got out to spread a tablecloth on the ground by the last row of grapes.

      “It’s been so long since I’ve done this,” Maggie said. “I feel guilty not bringing the kids.”

      “They are happy with Mademoiselle Mimi,” Danielle said as she set out their lunch. Maggie noticed she had brought a bottle of Laurent’s wine. She recognized his handwriting on the label.

      “Not drinking one of yours?” Maggie asked.

      “Do not tell my dearest husband,” Danielle said with a smile. “But I like Laurent’s best.”

      She pulled out a crock of tapenade, a long baguette, a wedge of duck paté and a small knob of goat cheese. The weather was hot but there was breeze and Maggie felt herself relaxing.

      “Oh my God this tapenade is amazing,” Maggie said. “I need to save some back for Laurent.”

      “No need,” Danielle said. “I’ll send some over tomorrow with Jean-Luc.”

      “Is Jean-Luc harvesting this week?”

      Danielle nodded. “He’ll do it whenever Laurent does it. They are looking for workers in the gypsy camp today, I believe.”

      Maggie remembered their first harvest six years ago. So much had happened since then. Good and bad.

      “I ran into Hélène Roche in the village today,” Maggie said.

      Danielle frowned. “You must ignore her, chérie. She only has snakes and crapauds coming from her lips.”

      Maggie laughed. “That’s actually a pretty accurate description of the run in. But I got to thinking, I really did let down the team with the newsletter this time.”

      Maggie had started the newsletter as a result of a blog she’d begun writing a year earlier about life as an ex-pat in Provence. Using her skills as a writer to paint a picture of rural village life, she quickly found a following from around the world.

      More importantly than the international subscribers was the fact that the blog was a hit in France and the UK—both of which were interested in ordering the many local products that Maggie had taken to advertising in her blog. Soon her blog had over twenty thousand subscribers and was connected to all the major travel websites. The local artisans in and around St-Buvard that advertised in Maggie’s blog quickly and dramatically increased their revenues.

      Everything worked great until it didn’t, Maggie thought sourly.

      “That wasn’t your fault,” Danielle said.

      “Whose fault was it? I sold the ad space. I dropped the ball.”

      “Didn’t you say you returned everyone’s money?”

      “It didn’t matter, Danielle. They all had euro-bill signs in their eyes. Breaking even was not a part of the plan.”

      “It will blow over.”

      “Not before the fête next weekend,” Maggie said with a sigh. “And then, when nobody shows up for it, they’ll blame me all over again.”

      “It is so unfair. If not for you, they wouldn’t have had their bump of success to begin with.”

      “It’s because I’m American. I’ll always be an outsider to them.”

      “I know this doesn’t make you feel better, chérie, but it has always been my belief that sometimes in order to be appreciated, you have to fail first.”

      “I have no idea what that means. I wasn’t trying to screw up. It basically happened because I’m a dunce when it comes to technology.”

      “Have you fixed the problem?”

      “It’ll never happen again if that’s what you mean. I have online tech support now.”

      “But you know there will just be something else next time, oui?”

      “Yeah, because the village hates me.”

      “Now, chérie, let’s don’t go down that road. It is beneath you. How are things with Madame Van Sant?”

      Maggie shrugged. “Okay, I guess.”

      Maggie’s brother Ben had spent a few months with her in the spring. He’d been going through a difficult time and three months of walking the vineyard, talking with Laurent and playing with his niece and nephew seemed to have given Ben a better view of his life back in Atlanta. He left just before summer and Maggie’s mother had reported that he came back a changed man.

      Because it had worked so well with Ben, Maggie had given in and invited Grace to come back to France at the beginning of the summer. She knew Laurent wasn’t thrilled with her decision but Grace was a dear friend who’d had a terrible last couple of years trying to get her life in order.

      Grace was Maggie’s best friend. That’s what best friends do.

      “You don’t sound convinced,” Danielle said.

      “No, she’s fine. Same old Grace in a lot of ways. She’s always in a good mood and she’s wonderful with the kids.”

      “But?”

      “Well, the Grace I knew always had her life set out for her. When she was married to Windsor she lived in a castle and spent her life shopping and wearing expensive clothes. She didn’t really do anything.”

      “And now?”

      “Well, now she’s trying to run her online children’s boutique. But I don’t think she knows what she’s doing. It’s so different from how it always used to be.”

      “I think it must be easier to plan your day when the only real decisions you must make are where to have lunch and what to wear.”

      “I guess so. But she always seemed so confident. I always looked at her as having all the answers.”

      “Nobody has all the answers.”

      “Laurent does.”

      “D’accord. Possibly Laurent.” They both laughed.

      “She talks a good game, you know what I mean? But I don’t see any selling or business management happening.”

      “I know nothing of business myself.”

      “Neither it seems does Grace.”

      Maggie willed herself not to think of how Grace was managing her life. She pushed thoughts of Madame Roche and the irate villagers from her mind and forced herself to concentrate only on the moment of pleasure she was experiencing. Sitting in the sun, an impromptu picnic in her lap and one of her dearest friends beside her.

      That lasted thirty seconds.

      To be honest, more like ten.

      Something was in the air. Maggie felt it.

      Something inevitable. As inevitable as the mistral in the fall and the sounds of pétanque in summer.

      Something bad.
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      The gypsy encampment looked like every other gypsy camp Laurent had ever had the misfortune to visit.

      The settlement was two kilometers from the village of St-Buvard. In addition to the usual mounds of garbage that defined its perimeter, there were crisscrossing lines of laundry festooned with colorful rags.

      One would think gypsies are fanatical about clean clothes, Laurent thought shaking his head.

      “Not as many this year as last,” Jean-Luc said from where he sat in the passenger’s seat of Laurent’s Renault.

      “No.”

      “I hear they can make more money as Uber drivers.”

      Laurent couldn’t suppress a laugh and he turned to Jean-Luc in astonishment. The old fellow was edging toward seventy. He wore his grey hair trim and his mustache short. His eyes were intelligent and sharp.

      “What do you know about Uber drivers?” Laurent asked.

      Jean-Luc shrugged. “I read the paper. Besides, Danielle explained it. They’re rioting in Paris over it, you know.”

      Laurent shook his head. The world was changing. When he first met Jean-Luc six years ago he would’ve sworn the old farmer would never change from his provincial ways. And now he was married, a happy grandfather figure to Laurent’s children, and attempting to understand the new world around him.

      “Whatever the reason is,” Laurent said, redirecting his gaze back to the gypsies, “it’s not good for us.”

      “Will they demand more, do you think?”

      The poverty of the gypsy camp seemed to make a mockery of Jean-Luc’s words but Laurent knew only too well how contrary the gypsies could be. And in the end it was the women and children who suffered.

      An elderly crone dressed in a bright red skirt with a foot wide hem of dried mud stepped out of one of the camper vans. She glared at the sight of Laurent’s Renault.

      She probably had a lifetime of knowing that a stranger did not bring good news to her people, Laurent thought.

      If the gypsy men did attempt to demand more money it would affect the numbers Laurent had budgeted for the harvest. He could be flexible within reason but he had no experience with gypsies being reasonable. They would rather starve or eat restaurant garbage than work for money if they thought for a minute they were being taken advantage of.

      You couldn’t imagine looking at this dump that here lives a proud people, Laurent thought.

      “Laurent?” Jean-Luc prompted.

      “I don’t know,” Laurent said.

      The smell of something cooking—to Laurent it smelled like a cross between garlic and a rubber tire—came wafting across the small clearing of the camp which was ringed with broken down caravans and a half dozen covered wagons.

      “Danielle says we should treat the gypsies as we would the poor,” Jean-Luc said.

      “Charity, you mean?” Laurent said. Maggie had suggested the same thing to him. He hadn’t totally dismissed the idea. A young boy, just a few years older than Jemmy, emerged from the woods. He was barefoot and cross-eyed. Laurent felt a brief tightness in his chest.

      “Leave it to me,” he said as he swung open his car door.

      “Shall I come?” Jean-Luc asked. He hadn’t opened his car door yet.

      It was bad enough for Laurent to approach them. His size alone would intimidate them—never a good negotiating stance.

      “Non. Stay here. We need pickers for the harvest. They know that. We’re not desperate yet. And they should know that.”

      “I’ll leave it to you then,” Jean-Luc said.

      Laurent knew the old fellow depended on him to hire the pickers for his own fields and that he would abide by whatever arrangement Laurent made.

      Laurent walked to the center of the camp. He imagined that everyone in the camp—except for the woman and the boy—was keeping out of sight. But they knew he was here. He felt their eyes on him as he strode to the small campfire where he stood, his hands on his hips, waiting.

      The boy approached tentatively. Laurent dug a small plastic-wrapped raspberry pastille from his pocket. He showed it to the boy. His first inclination was to toss it to him but as he watched the boy’s eyes try to lock onto it, he leaned over and held it out to him instead.

      “Merci!” the boy said snatching the candy. He turned and slipped between two caravans.

      The creak of rusty hinges alerted Laurent and he turned to watch a thin man step out of the caravan with a green door. He was dressed in ripped jeans and worn sandals; not the colorful array of a gypsy leader, but a beggar ready to do business on a city street. All he needed was the hat to hold the coins.

      “We are not moving,” the gypsy said as he approached Laurent.

      Laurent watched the man appraise him and had to give him credit. The man kept coming in spite of Laurent’s size and obvious confidence.

      “I am not here to ask you to move on,” Laurent said. “I need pickers.”

      The minute the words were out of his mouth, the camp came alive. The men and boys came from the bushes and from the other caravans. All were gaunt, their cheekbones sharp and dark under their olive skin tones. Their eyes were untrusting but eager.

      The first gypsy regarded him for a moment and then stepped forward, extending a hand. Black and purple tattoos crawled down his arms. Both ears were pierced under a cap of greasy dreadlocks.

      “Pierre Dumas,” he said.

      They shook hands.

      “Laurent Dernier. Domaine St-Buvard. I need ten men. Are you working?”

      Laurent watched Dumas’s eyes flick over to where Jean-Luc sat in the car.

      “How many fields?” he asked.

      “Does it matter?”

      Laurent knew Domaine St-Buvard was quickly coming to the point where hand harvesting would not be the most economical way to pick his grapes. He wanted to put that time off as long as possible. Right now he felt he was helping the local economy but he knew the time was coming when mechanical harvesting would be his only viable way forward. Although Maggie was largely uninterested in anything that happened with the vineyard, she had already made her feelings known about this inevitability.

      The gypsy shrugged. “How much then?”

      “Domaine St-Buvard will provide all workers with lunch and water each day,” Laurent said. “We pay by the ton picked. One hundred euros.”

      “Two hundred,” Dumas said quickly.

      Laurent shook his head. “One twenty-five.”

      Pierre studied the ground for a moment. Laurent was aware of a restlessness among the other gypsy men.

      They want the money, he thought. And they don’t trust their chief not to screw it up.

      “One fifty,” Dumas said.

      Laurent glanced back at the Renault to give the impression of wondering if that would be acceptable to his partner. He didn’t want to give in too soon. Or too happily.

      He’d been prepared to offer one seventy-five.

      “D’accord. One fifty,” he said. “We start in two days time. My place is—”

      “We know where you are, Monsieur,” Dumas said, his face sullen and pinched.

      Laurent nodded. He felt a foreboding premonition connected to this man. It was something he had never felt before and it surprised him. In his past he had met many dangerous men, intensely dishonest men even, murderous men.

      Which was why he was surprised to realize that for no other reason than his gut, he had the inescapable feeling that he had just made a deal with the devil.
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      Grace stepped into the kitchen at Domaine St-Buvard where Laurent and the children were making enough noise to wake the dead. Well, she thought as she watched them, in Laurent’s defense, it is mostly the little dears attempting to raise the recently deceased.

      Laurent stood in the kitchen, a dishtowel thrown over one shoulder, his two year old daughter Mila in one arm. His hair was thick and long to his collar. His face was flushed from the heat of the kitchen and the children’s antics. But his eyes were smiling.

      “Quite a party you’re having in here,” Grace said as she entered. Immediately her six-year old daughter Zouzou ran to her. The child was usually lively with a sunny attitude and a never ceasing smile. She was also a little chubby. For someone as intent on fashion as Grace was, it was always a surprise to see Zouzou and realize she was her daughter.

      Grace’s thirteen year old daughter Taylor, on the other hand, was rail thin and as uninterested in clothes or fashion as Zouzou was capable of wearing them with any grace. Taylor glowered at Grace as if she’d interrupted the good time they’d all been having.

      “You are just in time,” Laurent said, pouring her a glass of dark red wine. “Maggie is still in the shower.”

      Jemmy, Maggie and Laurent’s oldest child at four, carefully took the glass from his father and handed it to Grace, his eyes watching the glass as if it might explode in his hand.

      “Well done, Jemmy,” Grace said, accepting the glass from him. “Steady hands like your dad.”

      “He is my apprentice,” Laurent said, ruffling the boy’s hair.

      “Something smells wonderful,” Grace said, taking a healthy sip of the wine. Was it her imagination or had the room filled with tension the moment she’d stepped into it?

      Taylor turned away to refocus on Laurent and even Zouzou ran back to him.

      “We are making poulet Provençal,” Laurent said, shifting Mila to his other arm as he turned to face the stove.

      Mila was a true beauty and it startled Grace to realize that before this moment she hadn’t put her finger on the fact that she was a little bit jealous of Maggie to have produced such a child. Mila was dark blonde. She had Laurent’s full lips and Maggie’s deep blue eyes. In the four weeks since Grace had moved back to Provence—and into Maggie and Laurent’s house—there wasn’t a time she and Maggie were out in public with the child that some stranger didn’t stop them to comment on how beautiful Mila was.

      “I’m helping, Maman!” Zouzou said happily. Grace noticed the child was speaking only French again. When Grace had taken her back to the States eighteen months ago, Zouzou had spoken nothing but French and it had been a contentious point with Grace’s ex-husband, Windsor who claimed Grace wasn’t making an effort to keep her bilingual.

      It had been a long hard eighteen months back in the States. Grace glanced at Taylor.

      During that time, Zouzou had quickly reverted to speaking only English.

      Funny how now that she’s back here and speaking French again, nobody seems to think it’s a problem any more, Grace thought.

      Taylor no longer spoke a syllable of French and nobody thought a thing of it.

      “What do you think of the new American bistro opening up in the village?” Grace asked.

      An American chef had recently moved into St-Buvard with her family with the intention of opening up a bistro in the long-vacant village bakery.

      Laurent shrugged.

      “Come on, Laurent, surely you have an opinion?”

      “It is possibly a problem for the village,” he said finally.

      “A problem? Why?”

      “Because it is not an American bistro. It is a French bistro run by an American.”

      “Is there a difference?”

      “To anyone living this far from Paris or Lyons, I think, yes.”

      “Have you met the owners?”

      “This is my busy time.”

      “Right. The harvest. How could I forget?”

      Laurent turned to Grace and deposited Mila on her lap.

      “Taylor, you are the oldest,” he said sternly. “You may chop the shallots and garlic. Jemmy, you and Z go set the table.”

      While the children bustled about their separate tasks, Grace gazed at Mila. Not just beautiful but even tempered and sweet, too. It figured that Maggie—who’d already won the husband jackpot—would go on to win the perfect children lottery too.

      Laurent moved to the worktable that faced Grace and began seasoning and flouring a pan of chicken legs.

      “So,” he said, “how is the business coming?”

      “Oh, it’s good,” Grace said. “Did Maggie tell you I’m meeting with a very high-powered photographer? He’s going to overhaul my website and shoot my catalog for me.”

      Laurent nodded but in Grace’s experience that could mean many things and she wasn’t fooled into thinking it was necessarily an affirmative or even an acceptance of what she’d said.

      “Daddy says she’s just playing at running a business,” Taylor said.

      Grace felt her face flush. She deserved the comment. Two years ago when she was living in Paris with Zouzou, she’d done a bad job of reaching out to Taylor, and Windsor and his new wife had done a fine job of alienating Grace from the girl.

      Laurent placed a lemon on Taylor’s cutting board.

      “Thinly, if you can,” he said to her.

      Grace watched Taylor’s face take on the challenge. The girl snatched up the lemon and poised her knife over it.

      “Careful,” Grace said before she could stop herself.

      Taylor looked at her, her eyes blazing. Before she could snarl at Grace, the knife moved. Taylor squealed and dropped it on the cutting board. Laurent was by her side in an instant, holding her hand in his, his brows knit as he examined it.

      “Not too bad,” he said. “Bandages in the left hand drawer. All cooks have cuts. And burns.”

      He washed his hands and turned back to flouring the chicken pieces.

      Grace bit her lip as she watched Taylor wrench open the drawer to look for the bandages.

      She blames me. She’s right. I shouldn’t have spoken.

      “Quietly,” Laurent admonished Taylor. “Or you may help the little ones set the table.”

      Grace saw the battle play out on Taylor’s face. She adored Laurent. All the children did. To be banished to help the babies instead of acting as Laurent’s sous chef was a demotion Taylor couldn’t have endured. She forced her hands to close the drawer without slamming it. But she did spare a silent glare for her mother.

      “What’s all the noise down here?” Maggie said as she came down the stairs. She stopped in front of Grace and took Mila from her, instantly covering the child in kisses. “How’s Daddy’s little helper?”

      Mila giggled and wrapped her arms around Maggie’s neck.

      “I’m Daddy’s helper!” Jemmy said, running into the kitchen.

      “Me, too!” Zouzou said, still holding a napkin ring in her hand.

      “They are all my helpers,” Laurent said. “Dinner would be impossible without them.” He glanced at Taylor. “Can you still slice the lemon? If you get it in your cut, it will sting.”

      “I’m fine,” Taylor said, picking the knife back up.

      “Bonne fille.”

      It was such a warm and comforting family scene, Grace thought as Maggie went to Laurent and kissed him. Everyone was so happy, everyone knew their job, their place in the tribe.

      Why do I feel like I don’t belong?
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        * * *

      

      Kitty stared at the detailed etching on the bistro window that overlooked the main street. She’d paid ten thousand euros to have Le Petit Chat Bistro hand printed on the window, complete with a silhouette of a cat. The words were unreadable at the moment under the streaks of cow manure that had been smeared on the glass.

      Roland stood in front of the window as if admiring the vandal’s handiwork, a bucket of soapy water at his feet.

      “They hate us here,” he said matter of factly. He turned to Kitty as if to get her reaction. “Not a good look for us, Kit-Kat.”

      “Don’t call me that,” Kitty snarled. “And start scraping it off. If there’s any advance publicity someone might come by and see it.”

      The door of the bistro opened and Kitty’s daughter Monica stepped out. Kitty always cringed when she saw Monica. Her bulk was an open embarrassment to her. It screamed lack of discipline, self-absorption, excess.

      “Somebody already has,” Monica said, holding out her smart phone. “With a funny caption too.”

      “What?” Kitty snatched the phone from her. “Where?”

      It was Monica’s Facebook account showing the bistro window desecrated and Monica’s winsome comment below. Hope it wasn’t a food critic who did it!

      “You…are you mad?” Kitty sputtered.

      “Oh, chill, Mom,” Monica said with a bored voice as she took her phone back. “Haven’t you ever heard that even bad publicity is good publicity?”

      “Are you retarded?” Kitty shrieked. “This is not good publicity! This is one day before the opening of a restaurant that has cow crap smeared on it. How can you not see…take it down! Erase that post immediately!”

      Roland took the phone from his daughter and studied the picture before handing it back to her.

      “We should have lived here for awhile before trying to open the bistro,” he said. “Made friends. Gotten to know people.”

      Kitty bared her teeth, her posture stiff and unrelenting.

      “Just clean it up,” she said to her husband. “And you,” she snapped at her daughter, “delete that post!”  Kitty noticed Monica was distracted by something happening over Kitty’s shoulder. She turned to see a group of three village women standing on the square opposite the bistro.

      “Move along, you cows!” Kitty yelled. “Unless one of you did this, in which case, go screw yourselves!”

      “Kit-Kat! No!” Roland said. He put a hand out as if to physically stop the words from spewing from his wife’s mouth.

      Kitty whirled around and slapped her husband hard across the face. “Stop calling me that!” she screamed.

      “You’re out of control,” Monica said. “You’ve really lost it this time.”

      “Delete it!” Kitty shrieked, pointing at the phone. “Delete it this instant or I swear—”

      “What?” Monica said. “You swear what? That you’ll sleep with my boyfriend? Or pull me out of a school I loved? Or sprinkle rat poison on anything on my plate over a hundred calories? Check, check and check. You’ve got nothing left to threaten me with.”

      “Kitty,” Roland said, his cheek mottled with scarlet from her slap. “I’m begging both of you to go inside. This isn’t good for business.”

      “Like you would know anything about business! And as for you,” Kitty said to her daughter, “if you think I have nothing left in my arsenal then you don’t know me very well. Delete it or sleep in the gutter tonight. And if you think your father will save you, think again. One word from him and he’ll be in the gutter with you.”

      She stomped to the front of the bistro and turned to address Roland.

      “Clean it up! Now!” She entered the bistro, slamming the door behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Lena Dulcie, the butcher’s wife, stood with the postmistress and the ancient village schoolteacher and stared open-mouthed at the travesty unfolding across the street. The American’s husband waved weakly to them but of course they did not respond. Now the fat daughter was leaning against the peeling facade of Madame Renoir’s old bakery playing with her mobile phone and the husband was attempting to scrub off the offal.

      “What a horrible woman,” the postmistress, Madame Charpentier said, shaking her head. “How did this ever happen to us?”

      “I don’t know,” Lena said, her eyes catching the shadowy movement of the American woman as she moved within the old bakery.

      “But I know something needs to be done about it.”
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      Eric marveled at the majestic silliness of the pink Le Negresco hotel. A 1912 belle époque statement of grandeur and luxury, the hotel was everything he loved about France. The last time he’d been in Nice, he’d had a room on the fourth floor with a balcony facing the sea.

      This trip he was staying at some fleabag somewhere in the Vieux Nice.

      Not nice. Not nice at all.

      “It’s so pretty!” his girlfriend Sharon gushed as they stood on the walkway in front of the hotel. “Can we go in for a drink, Eric? Aren’t you parched? That flight was a killer. I hate coach, don’t you?’

      He turned away from the hotel to face the Mediterranean on the Promenade des Anglais.

      Why had he thought coming back here penniless would be a good thing? Why had he thought for a moment that he wouldn’t be haunted by the memories of better times?

      “Have you called Grace yet?” Sharon asked. She still stood staring up at Le Negresco.

      “You’ve been with me every second since our plane landed,” Eric said with irritation.

      “Isn’t she expecting to hear from you today?”

      “She can wait. Right now I’d like a drink. But not at Le Negresco.”

      He was rumpled and weary from their flight from Atlanta. Even if they’d been booked into the iconic pink hotel, he’d have wanted to shower and change first.

      For where they were staying he didn’t feel the compunction.

      He turned and led the way down the wide palm-lined avenue toward the old part of town and their hotel, dragging his rolling bag behind him.

      He’d spent nearly every dime he had on the flights. If something didn’t break soon—and by something he meant either his contact with Goody-Goo Baby Foods or at worst, Grace Van Sant—he’d be lucky to be photographing school kids at the local Olan Mills when he got back to the States.

      Who was he kidding? If something didn’t break, he could forget photography. He’d be lucky to find work with a pick and shovel.

      His phone buzzed and he stopped abruptly, forcing Sharon to quickly sidestep him.

      It was his contact at Goody-Goo.

      “Hey, Marty,” Eric said into the phone, trying to keep the eagerness out of his voice. “We just got in. What have you got for me?”

      “Sorry, man,” Marty said on the line. “I can’t help you this time. We’re cut to the bone.”

      Eric felt his stomach clench. “Are you sure?”

      “You know we’re hunting for the model for our new ad campaign, right? Two years old, preferably blonde? If you could send me some headshots, I might be able to put you back in the line up. No promises.”

      “Yeah, okay, Marty,” Eric said, his eyes squinting into the sunset that was even now transforming the beachfront into a dramatic watercolor.

      Too bad I don’t have my camera unpacked, he thought. So I can get the very same photo every other tourist is getting with their cellphone cameras.

      “Thanks anyway, man,” he said dejectedly.

      “Bad news?” Sharon asked.

      “It’s official,” Eric said. “It’s all on Grace now. Whatever she’s buying is what we’re selling.”

      Sharon giggled.

      Eric walked away from the avenue of tourists and high living, of forty euro steaks and twenty euro cocktails to wind his way into the narrow streets of Nice past the ubiquitous souvenir shops selling lavender sachets and chintz print tablecloths.

      He never would have imagined that Nice could let him down like this.
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        * * *

      

      Roland stood in the open doorway of the bistro. They would open in two days and nobody was more amazed than he that they would be ready. The space in the village they’d bought had been derelict for over five years. A boarded-up bakery, it hadn’t been updated since before the war. And while that gave it a certain charm, it also gave it more than its share of problems.

      He watched his wife walk among the dining tables, straightening the already precision straight tablecloths and adjusting the blinds to allow just the right amount of Provençal light to filter into the room.

      Her face was tense but he knew his wife well enough to see a hint of satisfaction too. They’d worked hard putting this restaurant together. And they’d paid top dollar to do it.

      If it was possible that it really could be a success for them—not just for Kitty and her career which was ostensibly the only reason for the existence of the bistro—but also for their family, well, that was accomplishment enough.

      We have all three of us pulled together to make this happen, he thought as he glimpsed Monica in the kitchen. Now if all three of us could work as hard to mend what’s broken in our family.

      If that was at all possible.

      “Do I have to do everything?” Kitty said harshly as she passed him in the door.

      “What is it you want me to do?” Roland asked.

      “Why do I always have to tell you? Why can’t you just look around and see?”

      Kitty was wearing her chef’s jacket. That was unusual. Roland knew she didn’t intend to cook today. She was probably trying to get into the feel of the opening, donning her costume and imagining her performance. It wasn’t all about the food, that was one thing Roland had learned in his ten years of marriage to Kitty. Half the business of cooking was style. Swagger. Attitude.

      And while in Roland’s experience you didn’t need to be evil to boot, it clearly didn’t hurt.

      “Where are the menus?” Monica called from the kitchen. “I thought they were delivered this morning.”

      “Don’t touch those!” Kitty said as she sat at one of the tables and opened her iPad. “I want them spotless for opening day.”

      “But I was hoping to use them to line a bird cage,” Monica said sarcastically.

      “What is her problem?” Kitty muttered as she scrolled through her emails.

      “She’s just excited about the opening,” Roland said, looking over Kitty’s shoulder. He saw she had a checklist of celebrity names. An email came through from the photographer they’d hired confirming that he would be there on the day.

      God forbid we should have any experience without recording it for the world to see, Roland thought with weariness. Monica wasn’t the only one focused on chronicling her every moment, but of course he could understand it in Kitty’s case.

      How did people run a restaurant before the days of Twitter and Facebook?

      “The kitchen is spotless,” Monica said. “And I’m starving.”

      “Clean it again,” Kitty said without looking up.

      “Mom, no!” Monica whined. “I’ve done it twice! There’s nothing more to clean!”

      A knock on the doorjamb of the open door startled Roland. His thoughts must have been elsewhere to be taken so completely by surprise.

      The man who ran the little village café Le Canard stood hesitantly in the doorway.

      For a moment, Roland just stared at him with his mouth open. The villagers had—to a man—been extremely unfriendly since the day he and Kitty and Monica had arrived four months earlier.

      You’d think we were opening up a crack house not a restaurant. It was true neither he nor Kitty nor Monica spoke French, but the villagers had made no overtures or attempts to get to know them at all.

      Seeing Monsieur Theroux on their threshold was almost as astounding to Roland as if it had been President Hollande himself.

      “Bonjour,” Theroux said, his face frozen in a stiff greeting.

      “Well, hello!” Roland said, grinning broadly. “Come in, won’t you?” He could literally feel Kitty stiffen but thankfully she had yet to open her mouth.

      “Non, merci,” Theroux said. “I am just wishing you…bonne chance demain.”

      “Well, I don’t speak French I’m sorry to say,” Roland said cheerfully, “but thank you for whatever it was you said. Can I offer you a cup of coffee?”

      “Don’t be an idiot,” Kitty said, standing now and glaring at the newcomer. “He owns the damn café across the street. Why would he want coffee from us?”

      “Momma! Please! I’m hungry!” Monica called from the kitchen.

      “Don’t you touch a morsel of food in there! I’m warning you, Monica!”

      “Kitty, dearest, please lower your—”

      “Unless this guy’s trying to determine if our coffee is better than his,” Kitty continued. “Is that what this is all about, Frenchie? Ignore us for four months and then show up to see how big a threat we are?”

      “Madame?” Theroux said, frowning.

      “Well, let me set your mind at ease. You can take it to the bank that nobody who hangs around your dump would have the money or the class to dream of being allowed into Le Petit Chat. You get me?”

      “Kitty! Please!”

      “So you can just head on back to that eyesore you call a restaurant—”

      “Kitty!”

      “Will you please shut up, Roland?” Kitty said in frustration. “I am getting sick and tired of you trying to edit my words. I am perfectly capable of speaking to the locals without your help.”

      “Vous êtes impossible,” Theroux said with disgust. He gave Roland the same look of revulsion he gave Kitty and then turned on his heel and walked back across the narrow cobblestone street to his café.

      For one mad moment, Roland nearly took a step after him.

      So desperately did he wish he could leave too.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner had been exhausting. Maggie knew it was the result of having Grace and the two girls come to stay. As soon as she thought of it she realized the problem was a little bit Taylor and a little bit Grace.

      Taylor was sullen and unhappy—only really held in check when Laurent was around. And Grace was constantly reacting to Taylor’s unhappiness. Clearly she blamed herself. And clearly she’d given up on having any effect on the girl herself.

      Laurent was in bed by the time Maggie finished brushing her teeth. It had taken forever to get the kids to sleep tonight. Again, Maggie laid that at Taylor’s feet. When she was acting up, the other children sensed it. It either upset them and they responded in the only way they knew how—badly—or it wired them.

      Either way, it made a long day much much longer.

      The bedside lamp next to Laurent’s side of the bed was still on. Maggie climbed into bed next to him. He was reading an article on his iPad but stretched out an arm to pull her close.

      “What are you reading?”

      “It is an article on machine harvesting,” he said.

      Maggie knew Laurent didn’t like the idea of moving from hand picking their grapes to a machine. Thankfully, because of a recent inheritance, they no longer had to make important decisions about the vineyard based solely on cost.

      “Are you having trouble getting pickers this year?”

      “Non.”

      “Then why are you reading about machine harvesting?”

      Laurent sighed and put the tablet down. “I am just reading, chérie.”

      Clearly he didn’t want to talk about it. That could either mean he’d already made a decision and didn’t want to share it with her just yet or he’d already booked the machines. But whichever it was, he wouldn’t talk about it until he was ready. That much Maggie knew well enough.

      “Taylor was a pill tonight,” Maggie said. At one point in an otherwise lovely meal, Laurent had scolded Taylor for insolence to Grace. Maggie noted that Laurent didn’t even question whether he had the right to do that. He didn’t look at Grace for permission or forgiveness.

      “Grace is not controlling her,” Laurent said. “She is afraid of her.”

      “You can’t be her father, Laurent.”

      “I don’t intend to be. But she will behave in my house.”

      “And you know you can’t smack her, right? Although I’ll admit it’s tempting. Grace and Windsor have a no-spank policy and besides Taylor’s too old for it.”

      “She’s not too old to spend the night locked in the tool shed.”

      Maggie was not completely sure he was joking.

      “I had a run in today with Hélène Roche,” she said.

      Laurent sighed. “Maggie…”

      “It wasn’t my fault!”

      “You sound like Taylor.”

      “I’m serious, Laurent. She waylaid me in the village. She blames me for all their ads not running in the newsletter on time for the fête.”

      “It is your fault.”

      “Yes, but she acts like I did it deliberately.”

      “That is ridicule.”

      “She says the whole village is angry with me.”

      When Laurent didn’t answer, Maggie sat up and leaned on one elbow. “Do you know anything? Have you heard something? Does the village hate me?”

      Laurent gave her a baleful look and turned off the lamp.

      “I don’t want to even show my face at the fête next weekend,” she said.

      “But you must.”

      “I’m not sure why. Everyone there will just be bitching about how I let them down and how they’re not selling anything and how nobody showed up for the fête and it’s all my fault.”

      “Have you forgotten the degustation?”

      Domaine St-Buvard was planning a mini-wine tasting at the fête. Some of Laurent’s wine from last year’s harvest would be sold. It wasn’t a major avenue for procuring new clients—or at least it certainly wouldn’t be this year, Maggie thought unhappily—but the village looked forward to it every year.

      Before the debacle with the bungled newsletter, Maggie was to have manned the wine table while Laurent worked the crowd.

      “Do I have to?”

      “Now you definitely sound like Taylor,” Laurent said. “And unlike the Van Sants I do not have a no-spank policy.”

      Maggie laughed and rolled over on top of him. “You make me laugh when I need a laugh.” She never failed to be surprised at how quickly Laurent was able to ease her out of a bad mood—even one that involved facing down a marketplace full of irate villagers.

      “Courage, mon ange,” he said, kissing her. “It will all be fine.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      His hand dropped to her hip and he deepened the kiss, just as they both heard the faint sounds of Mila calling to them from her bed.

      “Maybe she will go back to sleep,” Laurent said.

      Mila escalated the urgency of her call. “Maaaaaaaa-man!”

      Maggie got to her feet and grabbed her robe from the floor. Before she left she hesitated. “Laurent?”

      “Oui, ma chérie?”

      “Seriously. Is everything okay with the vineyard this year?”

      “Everything is fine, chérie. Je promets. Okay?”

      He turned to look at her in the dim light of their bedroom.

      “However, you will remember to keep the children inside while the pickers are here, oui?”

      “I always do.”

      “Especially this year,” he said.
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      The next morning, Laurent was gone before breakfast. Even so, he’d made a pot of French-pressed coffee and a casserole of scrambled eggs that was warming in the oven.

      Maggie set the children at the table and began pouring orange juice. Her children were not picky eaters. Laurent wouldn’t hear of it, of course, and so naturally they both approached the dinner hour with open minds.

      Zouzou and Taylor had spent enough time in the States to believe that they had the last word on what they would or wouldn’t eat. Laurent had warned Grace that he wouldn’t allow her to spoil the eating habits of his own two. Zouzou and Taylor wouldn’t dare turn food down when Laurent was present and as of yet he didn’t insist they eat with good humor about it. If Grace stayed much longer, there was no doubt he would.

      “I don’t eat eggs,” Taylor said, pushing her plate away when Maggie put it in front of her.

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Maggie said, taking the plate away and setting in front of her own place. “I’m afraid that’s all we have for today.”

      “I know Uncle Laurent has croissants in the freezer,” Taylor said with a scowl.

      “Well, let us hope they are on the menu tomorrow,” Maggie said cheerfully.

      “I am hungry!” Taylor said loudly.

      Maggie saw both Jemmy and Mila stop eating and stare at Taylor. Zouzou continued to eat her eggs.

      “Leave the table, Taylor,” Maggie said, feeling her heart pound in her throat. She hated disciplining Grace’s kids—well, honestly it was only ever Taylor. But Grace was not down yet and frankly, Taylor behaved even worse when she was around.

      “You’re going to make me leave without eating?” Taylor shouted.

      Maggie leaned over and collected Taylor’s unused napkin and silverware, and then turned back to the kitchen to give the girl a moment to either pull herself together and apologize or leave the table with what was left of her dignity. She heard the chair scraping back over the Italian tiles in the kitchen and guessed which one Taylor had opted for.

      “I hate this place!” Taylor yelled. “And I hate all of you.”

      Maggie turned around to catch Mila and Jemmy’s eye. Mila’s lip was trembling and her eyes brimming with tears.

      “Oh, no, darling, it’s all right,” Maggie said to her, using every distracting tactic she’d ever read about in the parenting books she had stacked by her bedside. “We’re going to have fun today when Mimi comes, aren’t we?”

      Zouzou stopped eating and stared at Maggie with wide eyes.

      “Moi, j’adore Mimi!” she said with awe.

      “Me, too, j’adore Mimi,” Jemmy said.

      Mila grabbed up her spoon and in lieu of language she hadn’t quite mastered, banged it on the counter, her smile back.

      Maggie laughed. “Of course, we all adore Mimi. Now finish your breakfast.”

      Maggie heard a bedroom door slam upstairs and found herself wondering if she could have handled it differently. How would Laurent have handled it? Taylor wouldn’t have dared to act up if he’d been here. Why was that? She knew for a fact that Laurent had never hit the child and she was pretty sure he’d never sent her to her room or taken her iPod away from her either.

      What was it about Laurent that most people just knew not to cross him?

      “Good morning, darling,” Grace said as she entered the kitchen. “Was that Taylor I heard greeting the day?”

      Maggie knew she didn’t mean it sarcastically but even so, Grace probably shouldn’t say such things in front of Zouzou.

      “I’m afraid Taylor declined breakfast this morning,” Maggie said, pouring Grace a cup of coffee. “We’ll hope she’s hungrier tomorrow.”

      “Yes, well, good luck with that.”

      “You sleep okay?”

      Grace always looked beautiful. Except for a bad patch a couple years back—and even then she looked better than most mortals—Grace could come off a sleepless night looking luminous and resplendent.

      “I did. But then I always do at Domaine St-Buvard. Laurent already gone?”

      Maggie nodded and turned back to the kitchen to scoop up the egg casserole for Grace. “They’ll start harvesting the fields tomorrow. Tonight it’ll be all hands on deck making the lunches for the first day’s work.”

      “Exciting.”

      Maggie looked at Grace to see if she was mocking her, but she didn’t seem to be.

      “It is,” Maggie said. “All year long Laurent works for these next few days. All the effort and worry and research and pruning—all of it comes down to choosing the exact right couple of days to take the grapes off the vine.”

      “Next year, I’m picking too!” Jemmy said.

      “And me!” Zouzou said.

      Grace laughed. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, darling,” she said to Zouzou, “but I really hope Mommy’s got her life sorted out enough by then that we have our own place.”

      “Are you thinking of finding a place in Provence?” Maggie asked.

      “Not really,” Grace said. “I’d still like to be in Paris.”

      “What’s the hold up?”

      “To be blunt? Money. Windsor’s child support isn’t enough.”

      “What does it look like for your business?”

      “Well, that’s the hope, isn’t it? And speaking of that, you know that photographer I told you about?”

      “The one coming to shoot your catalog?”

      “Yes. I’m really excited for you to meet him. He comes very highly recommended. He’s shot for NatGeo.”

      “Is that the kind of photographer you want shooting children’s clothing?”

      “Maggie, trust me, he’s amazing. I got a text from him last night that he flew into Nice yesterday and will be coming our way tomorrow.”

      “Where is he staying?” Maggie asked as she wiped Mila’s face. Mila and Jemmy scampered off to the living room. Within seconds the sounds of American cartoons came filtering back to them.

      “They have an hotel in Aix and will drive to St-Buvard as needed.”

      “But why are you meeting them here? You don’t have any inventory here. What’s there for him to shoot?”

      “Didn’t I say? It’s a location shoot. When I told him how glorious Domaine St-Buvard is, he thought it sounded perfect as the backdrop for the clothes.”

      “But the vines will all be stripped,” Maggie said, frowning. “It won’t be very glorious with a bunch of gnarly naked branches in the background.”

      “Well, he mainly wants to photograph the children,” Grace said carefully.

      Maggie watched Taylor stomp down the stairs, shooting a nasty look at her and Grace where they sat at the kitchen counter and then slip into the living room where the other children were watching TV.

      “You’re thinking of using Taylor and Zouzou as models?” Maggie asked.

      “And Jemmy and Mila, if it’s okay with you,” Grace said. “Nothing’s in concrete. He’s just coming to look around, take a few pictures, and help me get my business from a whole lot of nothing—where it is right now—to a little less than nothing. Baby steps, darling.”

      The slow climbing wail of Zouzou in tears came to them from the living room. Grace got to her feet but, Maggie noticed, not very quickly. When she
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