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      Situated in the rolling hills of England’s pastoral Cotswolds, the Abbey is a charming Bed & Breakfast allowing its guests to taste the pleasures of rank and prestige from a bygone era—until murder slams face first onto its welcome mat.

      When the victim turns out to be someone close to both Maggie and Laurent, they leave their vineyard in France to say goodbye—and to find out why.

      Once in England, they discover that the tranquil countryside of Shelley and Wadsworth can be every bit as treacherous as the most sinister souk in the backstreets of Marseilles. What Maggie also discovers is that if she ever hopes to be able to live with herself—or face Laurent with her own guilt—she’ll need to find the killer… preferably before she ends up face down in one of the Abbey’s bucolic fishing ponds.
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      Maggie put down the binoculars and sighed.

      “Is it her?” Danielle sat in the passenger’s seat of Maggie’s car.

      “It is,” Maggie said grimly. “Madame Roche.”

      Danielle took in a sharp intake of breath. “I would never have believed it!”

      “You’re nicer than I am, Danielle. I suspected her from the get-go.”

      “What do we do now? Surely you are not thinking of confronting her?”

      Maggie tore her eyes from the sight of Madame Roche standing on the corner of the village hardware store with her tablier pocket hiding the small mallet she’d just slipped into it.

      “I’d just as soon not,” Maggie admitted. “But in that case we need to come up with a good reason why we don’t let her into the guild.”

      In the years since Maggie had moved to the little Provençal village of St-Buvard she had come to know everyone fairly well. At first they tolerated her because of their affection for her husband Laurent Dernier, a well-known area vintner, but in the last year she had made inroads on her own account by offering to advertise area artists and shops on her popular blog.

      “Perhaps she will not ask to join,” Danielle ventured.

      Maggie’s neighbor and good friend, Danielle was the epitome of the refined country lady. Even now, she wore a fitted tweed jacket over a silk blouse with a choker of pearls at her throat.

      “She already has,” Maggie said with a sigh. “Or at least her husband has.”

      “They sell strawberries, do they not?”

      “They do.”

      “But surely strawberries are too fragile to sell to America?”

      “Yes, but he said he’d settle for just getting his name out locally. I tried to tell him most people around here don’t read my blog.”

      “What are you going to do? Maggie, you cannot confront her! It would be…” Danielle groped helplessly for the words.

      “Danielle, I can’t not confront her. Is it fair to the other people in the guild?”

      The St-Buvard Village Guild, comprised of a select group of farmers, artists and winemakers who advertised their wares on Maggie’s blog, had been created last year.

      Tucked away between Aix and Arles with no highway linking them, St-Buvard was not conveniently located so the online sales for the many crocks of olives and oil, jams, homemade linens, pottery and artwork of local artisans had made the village a small boom town. The amazing fact at least to Maggie was that, using her skills as a writer to paint a picture of life in a rural village in Provence, she had single-handedly given new life to the town.

      Because of the immediate bump in revenue that came from advertising on her blog, there was always a long line of people who wanted to be included. Madame Roche and her husband were no exception.

      “Must you give her a reason?” Danielle asked.

      “Wouldn’t you want one?”

      “I cannot believe she is stealing. Are they poor?”

      “Pretty hard to eat a hammer.”

      “Incroyable.”

      “The people in the Guild are my friends,” Maggie said, tapping the steering wheel with a finger as she thought. “It’s the first time I’ve been able to get some level of acceptance in the village.”

      “All of St-Buvard loves you, chérie.”

      Maggie laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t go that far.  But I only have so much room for product placement. Why would I bump a hand pressed olive oil for berries that can’t ship?”

      “Sais pas,” Danielle said with a shrug.

      “Plus, the first time we met, Madame Roche told me she hated Americans and found us all rude and overweight. Is that any way to make friends?”

      “Most certainly not.”

      “And now she’s stealing hammers from the village hardware store. Three strikes.”

      “I am not knowing this three strikes.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Laurent says I bend over backwards to get people to like me—especially French people because they’re all so prickly—no offense. But not this time.”

      “What will you do?”

      “The first thing I’ll do is tell her husband that I don’t do perishables.”

      “How will you explain the profiteroles you accepted from Madame Benet?”

      “Damn. I forgot about that. Well, I’ll tell him Madame Benet was grandfathered in. Don’t worry. I’m pretty sure I can do this without stepping on anyone’s toes.”

      “And without confronting Madame Roche?”

      Maggie grinned at her friend. “Yes, Danielle. Without creating World War III in St-Buvard.”
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        * * *

      

      After dropping Danielle at her house, Maggie drove up the long winding drive that led to Domaine St-Buvard, the hundred year old mas she shared with her husband and their two children. There was never a time when Maggie drove up to the ancient home that she didn’t find herself amazed by its history and its beauty. Especially now with fall breaking out all around them. A splash of vermilion leaves climbed up the entire eastern side of the house.

      Their au pair Mimi was outside on the front drive with three year old Jemmy and one year old Mila when Maggie drove up. Much to Maggie’s chagrin, Mila had started walking at eight months and was now running and jumping as easily as her older brother. When the children saw Maggie’s car pull into the driveway, they both began waving.

      “Maman! Maman!”

      Maggie got out of the car and dropped to one knee, spreading her arms out wide.

      As always Jemmy got to her first and she had a few seconds to hold him close before Mila was on them. Then she pulled the little girl into her arms and held and rocked them both.

      “Oh, I missed you so much! And I was only gone an hour!” Maggie said laughing.

      The sound of a yapping dog made her look over the shoulders of her children to see her scraggly terrier Petit-Four standing in the drive impatiently waiting her turn.

      “All right, come on,” Maggie said and Petit-Four leapt into her arms too.

      “No fair, Maman,” Jemmy said. “I want to jump too!”

      “No, you’ll break Mommy’s back if you do,” Maggie said, smiling at Mimi.

      Mimi was a village girl and quite pretty but didn’t seem to know it. It was unusual for teenagers to stay in the village after high school and Maggie and Laurent had been grateful she’d stayed. A grand niece of one of the villagers with whom Laurent did regular business, Mimi had proven a godsend for helping out with the children.

      The front door of the house swung open and for a moment Maggie only saw her husband back lit with the dropping sun visible through the house on the rear terrace. A big man of six foot five, Laurent stood only a moment on the threshold before stepping onto the drive to relieve Maggie of her welcoming committee.

      “You are late,” he said.

      “No, I’m not.” Maggie put the dog down and picked up Mila before the child could totter off.  “What’s for dinner?”  she asked.

      Laurent had always done the cooking for the family.

      “Papa is making coq au vin!” Jemmy crowed and jumped as if to cheer the fact.

      Laurent kissed both Maggie and Mila on the cheeks before going to the car to get the groceries.

      “Did Danielle get what she needed?” he asked.

      Maggie had driven Danielle to Aix for a doctor’s appointment and afterward they’d visited a favorite cheese shop.

      “Did she ever. We both spent about a hundred euros at the cheese store.”

      “Money well spent,” Laurent said.

      “I knew you’d say that.”

      

      Dinnertime was always hectic unless Maggie asked Mimi to stay and feed the children early. She felt like she’d been doing that a lot lately and so opted to send the girl home and put the children at the table. Laurent believed strongly that they would never learn to eat properly if they didn’t share the grown-ups’ table.

      Unfortunately there was usually not enough wine in the whole house to make it a stress free occasion for Maggie—and she lived on a vineyard.

      She and Laurent were able to exchange only a few non-child related comments at dinner. Maggie was organizing a wine tour for their label and trying to contact wine experts around the world to donate praise blurbs leading up to the event. She was using her travel blog to showcase the tour. Laurent knew they needed to start doing things like this but it was not his favorite part of owning and running a vineyard and so he left it largely to Maggie.

      After dinner Maggie was about to climb the stairs with Mila to begin bath time when Laurent came out of the kitchen and handed Maggie her cellphone.

      “Your mother,” he said with a raised eyebrow.

      Maggie had to laugh. It was his unspoken suspicion that Maggie arranged with her mother to call at certain times—like when it was time to do the dishes or put the kids to bed.

      She handed Mila over to Laurent and took the phone.

      “Hey, Mom. What time is it there? Two o’clock?”

      “Hello, darling,” her mother answered. “Yes, early afternoon. I didn’t catch you at a bad time, did I?”

      Maggie grinned at Laurent as he picked up Jemmy with his free arm and took both children squealing and laughing up the stairs to start their baths.

      “No, not at all. What’s up?”

      Maggie had spent the previous summer in Atlanta with her parents. Her niece Nicole was growing up before everyone’s eyes and aside from that nothing seemed to have changed in Maggie’s childhood home.

      Unless you counted what was happening with her brother.

      “It’s Ben,” her mother said.

      When Maggie had been home she’d made repeated efforts to get her older brother to open up to her. But Ben was seriously depressed.  He had taken a leave of absence from his law practice and now spent most of his days talking with his therapist or binging on Netflix marathons in his parents’ home.

      “He’s formally quit his job,” her mother said.

      “Oh, no. Is he talking about it?”

      “No, except to say he doesn’t want them to expect him back. He says he’d rather die than practice law again.”

      “Did he use those words?”

      “He did.”

      Maggie could hear the tremor in her mother’s voice. She knew it was agony for her mother to watch Ben at such close quarters as he stayed mired in his despondency. Their father was useless at this sort of thing, leaving anything that had to do with emotion or communication to Maggie’s mother.

      And Maggie’s mother was at her wit’s end.

      “I don’t know what to do any more,” Elspeth Newberry said.

      “It sounds like there’s nothing for you to do. The ball’s in Ben’s court.”

      “Honestly, Maggie, just wait until you see Jemmy go through something like this and then I’d like to hear you say there’s nothing for you to do.”

      “You’re right, Mom. I’m sorry.”

      “I guess I just needed to talk.”

      “I’m always here.”

      “I know, dear. Oh, your father’s just back from the club. Let me see if he needs anything. Everything all right?”

      “As rain.”

      “Good. That’s what a mother likes to hear. Hugs and kisses to everyone, darling.”

      “I will.”

      When Maggie hung up she sat for a moment holding the phone in her hand and looking out the huge plate glass window that looked out at the dramatic landscape of grapevines.

      The sounds of laughter from the children’s bath shook her from her thoughts. A smile found its way to Maggie’s lips and she got up to join her family upstairs.
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      Roger tried to remember the last time he’d driven through the countryside to get to the Abbey. Why was it he was always in a hurry these days?

      Especially now.

      The sun filtered through the colorful leaves on the trees that lined the English country lane and dappled the road. He glanced at his wife in the passenger seat and felt the pleasure of the splendid fall day begin to deteriorate.

      Anastasia was squinting at her smartphone. Her auburn hair was caught back in a long silk scarf. Dark glasses completed the whole Audrey Hepburn look—without doubt the effect she had been aiming for.

      Roger refocused on the road. The Daimler handled like butter. At the price the vehicle cost, that was the minimum of what one might expect of it, he thought drily.

      “We’re going to need to detour,” Anastasia said, her voice laced with impatience. “The protest group is staked out in front of the Primrose Inn again.”

      Roger wanted to ask her how she might know that. Surely they had yet to create an app for where the latest terrorist group waited huddled in ambush? Nigel must have said something to his mother.

      A needle of annoyance pierced Roger at the thought of his stepson. Resentful and bitter, the bloke had hated Roger from the moment he’d clapped eyes on him.

      Pity really. Roger had quite fancied the idea of having a son—even a stepson. But there were some stereotypes that really did hold their ground and the animosity between stepchild and step parent definitely was one of them.

      “Did you hear me, Roger?” Anastasia said, finally looking in Roger’s direction.

      “I did.”

      “It’ll make us an hour late at the least but you’ll need to turn off.”

      “Any chance you’re wrong?”

      “None, darling. You know what they’re like. Let’s don’t chance a strammish, shall we?”

      Roger glanced at the dashboard clock. Nearly teatime. He’d hoped to have a proper Devonshire when they got in. Madeline always made the clotted cream just thick enough and she knew he preferred his scones without sultanas. But the only way he was going to make it on time was if he hurried—and didn’t stop for a bloody protest against the local hunt.

      Personally he loved the idea of the hunt and enjoyed watching it from the broad front steps of the Abbey with a strong G and T in his hand. Madeline said nothing made the Abbey more real than watching people on horseback charging over hill and dale consuming large quantities of sherry as they went.

      Mind you, none of the Abbey’s guests ever actually rode in the hunt. He glanced at Anastasia. His dearest bride had once suggested they arrange for the dogs and riders to mill about the front of the Abbey in their scarlet coats and then go tallyho-ing off to the nearest Starbucks. No drama, no protests, no sky-high insurance premiums.

      No charm or imagination either. But then that was Anastasia.

      Thankfully, Anastasia wasn’t the one with the deciding vote and therefore there was nothing for it: the Abbey would have its hunt and there was an end to it. And for that simple fact, he could thank Madeline. A smile crossed Roger’s lips at the thought of Madeline and how stubborn she could be. They were much alike in that way.

      And always had been.

      “I don’t know why you insisted we go this weekend anyway,” Anastasia said. “I had a full roster in London, you know.”

      “You needn’t have come.”

      “Not come?” She looked at him in mock horror. “Go to the Abbey without me? Tongues would wag then, I say!”

      Roger forced himself not to roll his eyes. Anastasia had this fantasy that the minute she stepped across the threshold of the Abbey she really did ascend into the upper classes to become among other things fodder for talk and innuendo by the unfortunate underclasses who served her.

      No matter how many times Roger suggested that the employees at the Abbey were much more likely to care about the shenanigans at their local than what people with too much money prancing about in fancy dress costumes got up to, Anastasia couldn’t see it.

      She really only saw what she wanted to see.

      Frankly it would have been easier on several levels if she had stayed in London. Especially with the difficult conversation Roger anticipated having with Will. He hated that it had come to this. It was true he didn’t have all the facts yet and he prayed what few facts he did have didn’t add up to the result he feared.

      As CFO of Roger’s nonprofit, the Bentley Foundation Will had every advantage and position of trust. If it was true he’d abused that trust because he thought Roger was too stupid to notice—or too guilt-ridden as an indifferent wealthy relative to mind—he would find out otherwise in short order.

      “You can turn down Tarrow’s Lane, Roger. It’s just ahead.”

      “I could just barrel right on through, too. Claim I didn’t see them.”

      “Roger!”

      “No, you’re right. Would be hell getting the dings pounded out of the front bumper.”

      “I don’t enjoy your sense of humor, Roger. I have to say I never have.”

      In any case it was too late. Roger could see that now. Specifically from the fact that the last turn had revealed a crowd of pedestrians camped on the side of the road straight ahead, and more generally by the fact that he’d married the one person he’d been truly mad to marry.

      That’s what age will do to you, he thought as he downshifted in an attempt to inch past the group.

      No such luck. The crowd of ten surged to its feet and ran, hands joined, to stretch across the road.

      “Bugger,” Roger muttered.

      “Don’t hit them!” Anastasia squealed, thrusting her arms against the wood burl dashboard.

      Roger brought the car to a stop. He could see Nigel standing in the center of the group. A tall boy—a young man, really—he wore the jeans and tats of his generation—as if he’d never need to worry about interviewing for a job. Now that his mother had married money, that was probably true, Roger thought grimly.

      “Oh, there’s Nigel!” Anastasia said, pointing out her son. She waved and even threw him a kiss.

      “Do you think you might ask the lad to see if his friends will get the bloody hell out of our way?” Roger said between his teeth.

      “Roger, don’t be like that,” Anastasia said. “You know the hunt is very important to Nigel. I would never take a side.”

      Roger definitely knew that.

      A stout young man approached the car. As he neared, Roger could smell the alcohol wafting off of him. Stood to reason. Only the unemployed had the time to stand in the road and cause senseless diversions.

      “Got to go round, your worship,” the young man said.

      “We are not with the hunt, as you can see,” Roger said evenly.

      “No matter. We’re blocking everyone going to the Abbey. That’s where the hunt starts, ye see.”

      With visions of his high tea diminishing before his eyes—only another quarter of a kilometer down the road and he’d be able to see the Abbey—Roger put the car in reverse.

      As he backed up, the group started chanting.

      Anastasia waved again. “Goodbye, darling!” she called. “See you at dinner!”

      Roger didn’t have to look at Nigel’s sullen face to know he would be ignoring his mother.

      How Roger wished it were that easy.
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      Laurent turned the light out in the children’s room. Mila was more than capable of climbing out of her crib but Jemmy knew the word no and Laurent felt confident he would stay put.

      “Watch your sister,” he said in an admonishing voice to Jemmy. “If I find her in the hallway, you are in trouble too.”

      “Oui, Papa,” Jemmy said seriously, his eyes narrowing as he watched Mila kick her blankets around in her crib.

      It was never too soon to instill a sense of responsibility in him, Laurent thought. For his sister, himself, his family. He needed to know from the beginning that it was all connected. What he did, what Mila did—it all reflected on the family.

      Of course, if the little sprite did end up running down the hall after Jemmy dozed off, Laurent would return her to her bed—and of course stay with her to make sure she fell asleep. He closed the door and a feeling of satisfaction came over him.

      In a million years he would never have imagined how intensely he enjoyed being a father. Was that because of Maggie? Or because raising these two humans was the one thing he’d been waiting to do all this life and never realized it?

      Maggie appeared in the hallway in her robe. She was flushed from her bath and Laurent found himself sorry he’d missed that.

      “Are they asleep?” she whispered.

      “Non, they are waiting for you.”

      She slipped past him in the hall and then stopped and rose on tiptoe to kiss him on the mouth before opening the bedroom door and disappearing inside in a waft of perfume and bath powder.

      Laurent went downstairs to the kitchen. The mas was large and drafty. When they moved in the first thing his American wife had wanted to do was install central heating but they’d never gotten around to it.

      Who was he fooling? They couldn’t afford it. With trying to get the vineyard up and running—and every season bringing some disaster or setback over the next—money for such luxuries was not possible. Especially since trips to America—and even Paris—were always deemed more important. Now that they were more financially comfortable, he supposed he could revisit the heating question.

      True there was always something to spend the money on. Just today he’d received a group entreaty from the St-Buvard village elders asking Laurent to pay for a new bakery.

      He began to stack and wash the dinner dishes. Having to travel to Arles or Cabriès or even Aix was not a problem for Laurent. He was always out and about anyway. But the older members of the village keenly missed their daily baguette and their morning croissants. In the eyes of many in the village, the lack of a boulangerie was—if not a tragedy—then not far from it.

      He lifted his head at the sound of Jemmy’s laugh and although he knew the boy should be settling down and not squealing with glee, Laurent couldn’t help but smile at the sound.

      How did I get so lucky? Could I ever have imagined it would turn out like this? That I would find that rambunctious, maddening, wonderful woman and own my own vineyard?

      With children?

      He shook his head. Some blessings were undeserved. The mystery of that would always evade him. And perhaps it didn’t matter. He didn’t need to know why he had gotten more than he’d ever dared to dream when so many others hadn’t. He thought of the email he’d received from Roger two days earlier and his good humor began to fade.

      “Can’t we do this in the morning?” Maggie said as she joined him in the kitchen.

      Laurent couldn’t help but grin. “That is what you always say when you don’t want to see me cleaning the kitchen. But I am done.” He turned and brought her into a hug, kissing her quickly and pushing the hair off her forehead.

      “Hey, you’re frisky tonight,” Maggie said, laughing.

      Hating to ruin her mood but knowing it was the best opening he’d have with his news, Laurent kissed her again.

      “Sherry?” he asked.

      Maggie pulled a stool up to the kitchen counter. “Sure. Is something up?”

      She knew him too well. This was why his past life couldn’t have continued for long. He was already losing his touch by the time he met Maggie.

      Or maybe it was just with her. She’d ruined him.

      He poured her a sherry and pushed a small dish of cheese and fig jam toward her, then tore off a piece of bread and handed it to her.

      “I have heard from Roger Bentley recently,” he said. He forced himself not to watch her reaction.

      Finally, with no sound coming from her, he turned to look at her. She held the piece of bread halfway to her mouth, her eyes wide. Surely a little dramatic even for Maggie?

      “Bentley,” she said. “What does he want?”

      “You do remember he is a friend of mine, yes?” Laurent tried to keep the irritation out of his tone. It wouldn’t help.

      “How can I forget? Considering how we met. What does he want?”

      “Just to get together. He has married last year. He would like to come to St-Buvard—”

      “No.”

      “Maggie…”

      “No way. You can meet him in Paris.”

      “I do not want to go to Paris.”

      “Then you can meet him in Aix or Nice.”

      “Why is it I am not free to meet my friends in my own home?”

      “You know how I feel about him! Why can’t you respect that?”

      He watched her push the cheese dish aside, her face pinched with exasperation.

      It didn’t matter that she knew how he felt about Roger—that Roger was his only real friend in the world. It didn’t matter that he corresponded with Roger regularly—and didn’t feel comfortable mentioning the fact to Maggie—it only seemed to matter that in the idealized world she’d created for herself Roger didn’t exist. And up to now, it hadn’t been worth the aggravation to challenge that.

      “Laurent? After everything we’ve been through with Roger—”

      “Oui, cheri,” Laurent said, shoving his long hair out of his eyes with a frustrated hand. “Exactement. Roger has been the author of most of the joy in our life. You know this, yes?”

      “Oh, give me a break.”

      “From giving petite Nicole a family—and your parents a second chance at Elise’s daughter, to meeting me and to that end even the fact of Jemmy and Mila’s very existence.”

      “And the fact that he’s a lying con artist who’d just as soon cheat you as look at you?”

      “He is my friend, Maggie. I am wondering why you cannot respect that?”

      Maggie groaned and moved from the stool to where Laurent stood and pulled him into her arms.

      “Why did you have to put it like that?” she grumbled.

      He tilted her chin up and saw the annoyance in her eyes—but also the capitulation—and he couldn’t help but smile.

      “Is this what love looks like?” he said, kissing her. “Giving me what I want when it is so very much not what you want?”

      A corner of Maggie’s mouth twitched and he knew the problem spot had been traversed.

      “Fine. He can come. They can both come. God. I can’t imagine who would marry Roger Bentley. Is she a stripper?”

      Laurent grinned and picked her up in his arms.

      “Let us discuss the possibilities of that in another room of the house,” he said with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      The view from the east wing was breathtaking, there was no doubt about that, Anastasia thought with satisfaction but little pleasure.

      She sat at her dressing table, a strand of twinkling diamonds in her lap and her hair pinned up in the old way. The maid Violet stood behind her and sprayed the coif, gently patting it with her hands as if afraid it might explode.

      Anastasia had told Madeline to get experienced hairdressing staff but this was clearly the best she could manage.

      “You are not supposed to use hair spray,” Anastasia said to the girl as their eyes locked in the mirror. “They didn’t have hair spray in the twenties.”

      The maid’s eyes went from the can of spray in her hand and back to Anastasia’s reflection. She looked absolutely terrified. “Mum?” she said in a stutter.

      “And you are to call me Lady Bentley. Has Mrs. Mears not trained you?”

      “Yes, Mum, I mean, Lady Bentley. I’m sorry, Miladyship.”

      Anastasia waved her away and the girl literally fled the room, leaving the afternoon tea tray behind her.

      Unbelievable!

      Anastasia stood and went to the fireplace to yank on the cord that would alert the downstairs staff that she needed someone.

      Her dress was a patterned dark silk that flowed to the floor. It was sequined at the seams so that she literally glittered when she walked. Roger hadn’t seen the sense of the cost but she had soon convinced him.

      How was it possible to stay at the Abbey without proper dinner clothes?

      As she returned to her dressing table, patting her hair in begrudging satisfaction at the result, her cellphone began to vibrate on the bedside table. In the early days she’d insisted nobody bring their mobiles with them when they came to stay at the Abbey but they all ignored her anyway. Truth be told, a little modern convenience sprinkled here and there tended to make the weekend experience even more intense.

      She saw the number on the screen and flushed with annoyance and a glint of fear.

      Idiot! What is he doing calling me?

      She picked up the phone and glanced at the door to the hall. Roger was downstairs having cocktails but someone would come soon to take her tea tray away.

      “I thought you understood not to call me,” she hissed into the phone.

      He hesitated on the other line and then spoke. The deep resonance of his voice seemed to vibrate through the phone line and down into her very diaphragm.

      “I didn’t want to take the chance of missing it,” he said.

      “Tonight,” she said, walking to the door to hear if someone was coming yet. “You know it’s tonight.”

      “I wasn’t sure you still wanted to go through with it.”

      “Stop talking! Nothing’s changed! Tonight!”

      Anastasia disconnected and dropped the phone on the bed just as Madeline Mears, the manager of the Abbey knocked on the door and entered. Madeline was plump and rosy-cheeked. While she quite fit the part of a downstairs housekeeper it annoyed Anastasia that she had to spend so much time upstairs. There was absolutely no elegance or style about the woman.

      Anastasia walked to the mirror. Her face was flushed with agitation.

      “Yes, Anastasia?” Madeline said. “You rang?”

      “Do you think you could stay in character for five minutes?” Anastasia said coldly, forcing herself not to glance at the phone on the bed.

      “There’s no one here but the two of us.”

      “What does that matter? Take the tray away, Mrs. Mears and please have a word with the girl…”

      “Violet?”

      “She has no idea of how to address me. I thought you said you trained the staff.”

      Madeline picked up the tray and sighed.

      “It’s not like the old days,” she said. “They don’t live here full time so when they go back to their lives outside the Abbey, they forget.”

      “I require you to do what’s necessary to remind them such that I don’t have to instruct them myself,” Anastasia said. “Our guests do not come here to experience life as one of the privileged elite only to have to explain to the ones serving them how it’s done!”

      “I quite agree, Milady,” Madeline said, not bothering to hide her sarcasm. “Will that be all? Or would you like me to charge up your smartphone before I go?”

      Anastasia blushed furiously. “Just go,” she said.

      Madeline left the room and Anastasia went to the bed and snatched up the phone. She scrolled through the recent calls and deleted the call she’d just received before sagging onto the bed.

      Tonight was taken care of. There was that. But somehow she didn’t feel better.

      Not at all.
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      Maggie was relieved to see Madame Roche seemed to have opted not to appear at tonight’s guild meeting. Maggie and Danielle had arrived early so Maggie could go over some of the photographs scheduled in her upcoming blog post.

      The wine harvest was weeks past but she’d taken several pictures that were full of color and action. Maggie intended to use most of them in the promotional pieces she was creating for the upcoming wine tour, but there were also a few she could use for the village fete in early December. The fete was basically an outdoor Christmas market where everyone brought their butters, their lavender, their handmade crafts and their homemade brews and oils and soaps.

      The meeting was crowded tonight and Maggie wasn’t surprised. Everyone was vying for a top position in the blog leading up to the fete and if Maggie’s blog comments section could be relied upon there would be literally hundreds more visitors to the village this year from Paris and the UK.

      Madame Dulcie of the St-Buvard charcuterie waved to Maggie as she and Danielle walked in the door.

      “Madame Dernier! Maggie!” Madame Dulcie called. “Come! Come!”

      Maggie left Danielle and walked into Madame’s quick embrace.

      “Bonjour, Madame Dulcie,” Maggie said. “We’ve got quite a turnout tonight.”

      “Monsieur Dernier is not coming?” Madame Dulcie affected a sad expression but Maggie knew she didn’t really mind. While the whole village loved Laurent, these meetings had become more about Maggie and how she would represent what they had to sell to the outside world.

      “At home taking care of the babies,” Maggie said. “Like a good husband.”

      “Bien sûr!” Madam guffawed. “Now I must show you what my nephew has created, yes? I think you will want to put it front and center in your blog, eh? Front and center!”

      Maggie allowed herself to be led past the rows of folding chairs that had been set up in the only indoor public space there was in St-Buvard—the back room of the old bakery. Closed now for nearly five years, the bakery sat in the center of the village. All the equipment except for the ovens had been put into various storage rooms around the village—or usurped. There wasn’t a time that Maggie came into the space that she didn’t feel a twinge of pain for the first year she had lived in St-Buvard and what the bakery had meant to her.

      All gone now.

      She shook off her momentary melancholy as Madame Dulcie pulled out an oil canvas from a wide satchel. Maggie knew Madame Dulcie’s nephew’s work and it was always stellar.

      She was immensely grateful for that. It was impossible to say no to certain people in the village and Madame Dulcie was one of them. If her nephew’s art had been crap, Maggie would still have featured it in her blog—no question about it—but she wouldn’t have done it with nearly the enthusiasm.

      The painting was a landscape that could be anywhere in Provence. The burnt oranges and muted mustard yellows offset the dusky green hills. Maggie could see the faint black sticks of the omnipresent vineyards in the far background. It was just the thing that any Francophile American tourist would be eager to buy for her “great room” back home.

      “It’s beautiful, Madame Dulcie!” Maggie exclaimed. “But you know you don’t need to bring the actual piece to me. Have Eduardo send me a jpeg of it and the price he’s asking for it.”

      “I wanted you to see it, Maggie,” Madame Dulcie said, looking at the painting with pride.

      “Maggie! Over here!”

      “Well, it’s gorgeous and I’m sure Eduardo will sell it quick and it’ll lead people to all his other beautiful pieces. Excuse me, won’t you, Madame Dulcie? And tell Eduardo to email me. Deadline in three weeks!”

      Maggie turned to see Danielle standing with two men. One of them was her husband Jean-Luc. Maggie’s good mood began to falter. The other man was Madame Roche’s husband.

      Crap. It had been too good to be true, Maggie thought, trying unsuccessfully to assess the look on Danielle’s face.

      She joined them and greeted Jean-Luc. He was a rough old farmer with his share of dirty dealings in his past but he was Danielle’s cherished husband and a good friend to both Laurent and Maggie—not to mention a surprisingly excellent acting grandfather for the kids.

      “Monsieur Roche was just telling us that he would like to be considered for your blog,” Danielle said. “And I was telling him I thought you mentioned that you had a full roster for the next one?”

      Maggie turned to Monsieur Roche. He was forty-something with a long draggy mustached and flint-cold grey eyes that watched Maggie. She knew she needed to be careful. It was a small village and if at all possible she needed to try to get along with everyone.

      If at all possible.

      “Yes, Monsieur Roche,” she said shaking hands with him. “I’m glad to know you. But yes, as Madame Alexandre has said, I can only advertise a maximum of ten or twelve products per post and I—”

      “I am not asking you to ship my berries,” the man said abruptly, surprising Maggie with his high-pitched voice which did not match his appearance. “Simply to include my sales information and a picture of them.”

      “Well, as I’ve said I only have room for—”

      “I am told you are promoting your husband’s wine tour next month.”

      Maggie stared at him and then glanced at Jean-Luc who was frowning.

      “That’s right,” she said.

      “You could include the mention of my berries in that promotion.”

      Maggie felt a kernel of anger grow in her chest and she took a quiet, unobtrusive breath to keep calm.

      “I am not mentioning anything in that promotion,” she said, “except my husband’s winery.”

      “I am sure it will not be a problem to include my berries. I will send you my information.”

      “That won’t be necessary, Monsieur Roche,” Maggie said firmly. “But again, I’m glad to have met you.” She turned and took Danielle’s hand and pulled her toward their seats.

      “You handled that well, chérie,” Danielle whispered as they sat down.

      “You wouldn’t say that if you could see his face right now,” Maggie said. “He’s shooting me daggers.”

      “Ignore him. He said what he had to say and you answered him. That is the end of it.”

      Why is it that somehow, Maggie was pretty sure that wasn’t the case at all?
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        * * *

      

      Laurent threw the tennis ball to Jemmy but Petit-Four got there first. He couldn’t help chuckling over Jemmy’s howls of outrage as the little dog sped away with the ball.

      “Never mind, Jemmy,” Laurent said, waving his son over to him. As the sun dropped in the sky pushing the vineyard into shadows, Laurent turned to pick out the au pair with Mila in the distance.

      He’d been happy to hire Mimi. She needed the work, and he’d owed her parents a favor—not something that happened often. He’d been afraid Mimi wouldn’t stay but so far she seemed happy—and the children loved her.

      “Inside now,” he called to her.  She nodded and pulled Mila out of the baby swing Laurent had hung in the magnolia tree.

      “Not yet!” Jemmy whined as he presented himself in front of his father. “Petit-Four took the ball!”

      “We have others,” Laurent said as he lifted his son onto his shoulders, prompting wild squeals of joy from the boy. He waited until Mimi and Mila had stepped into the house before he brought up the rear with Jemmy, stopping briefly to take one quick look at the scene of his home and vineyard.

      He was proud of what he’d built here—and that included the three people he called his family. He knew he was looking forward to seeing Roger—it had been too long—and he knew a part of his anticipation was the fact that he wanted to show his friend how far he’d come.

      How far he’d come from what he’d been.

      And who more than the one who knew you then to appreciate that?

      He set Jemmy down inside the house, made sure the outdoor driveway light was on for Maggie’s return later from the village meeting, and then went to the kitchen to start dinner.

      After the children were down, fed, bathed and read to—and before his femme came home—he would email Roger to extend the invitation. Maggie’s jokes of strippers aside, it would be interesting indeed to see who it was Roger had chosen after all these years. While Roger had told Laurent that he’d married, he’d told him very little else about his bride.

      Perhaps that is the way of people like us who once made our living in the shadows, Laurent thought as he turned on the front burner to the stove.

      But still it was strange.

      “Monsieur Dernier?”

      Laurent looked over his shoulder. Little Mimi—sixteen years old but small for her age—stood in the doorway to the kitchen with Mila in her arms.

      “Oui?”

      “A phone call for you, Monsieur Dernier.”

      Laurent frowned. Nobody called the landline. He wasn’t even sure why they still had one. He touched his jeans pocket for his cellphone but it wasn’t there. He must’ve left it upstairs in the bedroom. Perhaps someone had tried reaching him there first.

      “Merci, Mimi,” he said, going into the living room and shooing Jemmy upstairs to watch his cartoons in the playroom up there. “Dinner in thirty minutes. Baths first, oui?”

      Jemmy, Mila and Mimi all three nodded and then turned and ran upstairs while Laurent picked up the receiver from where Mimi had left it on the couch.

      “Allo?” he said.

      “Laurent?” a female voice asked breathlessly.

      Laurent knew the voice and a thread of unease stung behind his eyes.

      “Jill?” he said.

      “I am so sorry to have to call you under these circumstances, Laurent,” she said, her voice wobbly with emotion.

      “What has happened?  Is Roger there?”

      “That’s just it, Laurent, he’s not,” Jill said. “I can’t believe I have to make this phone call to you. I am so sorry, but Roger’s dead.”
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      Except for a request to help clean up the village fountain and to ask for any suggestions on finding a way to finance a new bakery for the village, the only reason  most of the people at the guild meeting were present to discuss Maggie’s blog and what they might expect from their advertising in it.

      As soon as Madame Charpentier—the postmistress—opened the meeting up to discussion, most of the questions were directed at Maggie.

      How soon did Madame Dernier think they might see the benefits of being mentioned in her blog? When was Madame Dernier going to increase the number of products or services allowed in her blog? What did they have to do to be interviewed for it?

      Maggie answered them all with patience and good humor. Five years ago most of these people—with just a few exceptions—had considered her an outsider. Today, they were used to seeing her and the children out and about the village.  But more than that—they saw how her writing had helped benefit St-Buvard and everyone who lived there. With her blog now edging on twenty thousand subscribers and connected to all the major travel websites, most of the people advertising with her had increased their revenue fourfold.

      Within one year and one simple blog about her life in Provence, Maggie had opened up the villagers’ hearts to her and created a life in the village for herself that was fulfilling and satisfying. So they could ask all the questions they wanted. And she would do what she could to make sure she could say yes to all of them.

      Or almost all of them.

      She watched Monsieur Roche on the fringe of the group. He never took his eyes off her. And they were not happy eyes.

      As she and Danielle were packing up to leave, a few people came over to shake hands with Maggie and to ask about the children and Laurent. One or two even asked about Grace.

      Grace Van Sant was Maggie’s best friend.  For several years, she had lived not far from St-Buvard but the past year had been a rocky one for her and she hadn’t handled it well. Now Grace was home in the States trying to put her life back together. She and Maggie were still in contact, but barely.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Danielle said quietly when the last of the village women had left and she and Maggie were alone in the meeting hall. “How is Madame Van Sant?”

      “I’m not really sure,” Maggie said with a sigh. “I’ve reached out to her a bit but she’s not reaching back. If she’s trying to tell me she needs space, I want to respect that.”

      “A lifelong friendship goes through many stages, I think,” Danielle said.

      “That’s true.”

      “But I think sometimes if a friend is going through a particularly trying time in her life, they might need us to step out of character a little.”

      When it came to her friendship with Grace Maggie knew she was the one who always reacted emotionally and Grace who was the voice of reason.

      Last year that had all changed.

      “When our friends are in trouble we cannot always wait for an invitation,” Danielle said.

      Maggie leaned over and hugged the older woman. “How did you get to be so wise, Danielle?”

      “Old age mostly.”

      They both laughed.

      “Is this a private conversation?”

      Maggie looked up to see Madame Roche glowering in the doorway of the bakery.

      “What is your problem?” Maggie said with annoyance, aware that Danielle had put a firm hand on her arm as if to hold her back.

      “You have chosen to exclude my husband and me from membership in your precious guild.”

      “It’s not my place to exclude or not,” Maggie said, feeling her temper get the best of her. “It’s voted on by the members.”

      “Do you think I am stupid?” Madame Roche stormed into the room and Maggie had to force herself not to take a step backward.

      “Stop it this instant, Madame,” Danielle said to the woman. “There has been no exclusion—”

      “It is because we are Catholic!” Madame Roche shrieked. “This is racist in its purest form.”

      Was the woman mental? Half the people in the village were Catholic—Maggie included. In the back of her mind, Maggie saw three people file back into the room as if
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