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      Murder in Cannes. Book 10 of the Maggie Newberry Mysteries. Copyright © 2017 by Susan Kiernan-Lewis.   All rights reserved.

      

      Summer on the Côte d’Azur means tan bodies, wide beaches and glamorous nightclubs throbbing with the vitality of the rich and beautiful. So when Maggie Newberry arranges to meet an old boyfriend at the International Advertising Festival in Cannes, it’s no surprise she begins to feel the seduction of her old life.

      But amidst the glamor, beautiful clothes and brilliant creative work on display, there is also the side of the business Maggie had forgotten was always there too. The petty rivalries, the dirty deals, the betrayals, are all still front and center. When the back-stabbing turns literal and the wife of Maggie’s childhood friend is accused of the murder, Maggie knows she has to help.  

      Along the way, she needs to fight the police, Laurent, and even her own natural instincts about who she is now and the life she left behind.

      She learns the hard way that the treachery rife in her old industry has since ramped up to a whole new level—one that her quiet life as a vigneron’s wife has not at all prepared her for…and one that could very well get her killed.
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      Sometimes the crappiest moments in life happen in the prettiest places.

      Maggie sat at the Arrivals terminal of the Nice Côte d’Azur International Airport, her demitasse espresso on the table beside her.

      She’d told herself she would use this time to relax, to enjoy the feel of the sun on her face, to clear her mind and bask in a moment without a child tugging at her pant leg or an overflowing basket of laundry needing to be washed, hung or folded in her immediate future.

      And maybe along the way she would be able to wash away the memory of a time spent on the Côte d’Azur that she would very much like to forget.

      Unfortunately if that’s what she was hoping for, she was off to a bad start.

      First, it rained the whole way from St-Buvard and the minute it stopped, Maggie had to go inside the airport.

      Secondly, there’d already been two phone calls from her husband Laurent asking where the extra car keys were and how do you get blood out of Jemmy’s favorite t-shirt? Oh, and Mila’s blue Aurora dress, too? Then Danielle Alexandre, Maggie’s good friend and this year’s co-director of the upcoming lavender festival had texted Maggie three times to outline the most recent problems with the lavender vendors, the display space and her concern over the weather forecast for the event.

      Maggie paused to listen to the loudspeaker in the arrivals lounge. She was early. She was always early. It was one of the few habits she wasn’t consciously trying to break.

      Keeping an eye on her overnight bag, she stood up and walked to the arrivals board to see that Brownie’s flight was already on the ground. Maggie felt a sliver of excitement at the thought of seeing him again. Brownie had been her best friend growing up and her boyfriend all the way through college. And beyond.

      That role came to a screeching halt when Maggie met Laurent—a mysterious Frenchman who, at the time, had a dubious past.

      Come to think of it, Laurent’s past is still pretty dubious, Maggie thought.

      The loudspeaker blared again to formally announce the arrival of Brownie’s flight from Atlanta. Maggie went back to her seat.

      She felt edgy about seeing him again. Although she’d exchanged a few texts with him over the years and kept in touch on Facebook, the fact was, there had been a rift between them when Laurent came into her life.

      One minute, Brownie was her guy—as he more or less had been since she was six years old—and the next, he was history.

      A wave of guilt swept through her.

      And they’d never really talked about it.

      Brownie was too male and too Southern to confront her or demand closure. As the female in the equation—especially a Southern one—that would have been up to Maggie to orchestrate. And somehow life got busy and she never had.

      After she’d moved to France, married the sexy six foot five interloper and had two kids Brownie made the surprising jump from computer engineering into advertising—Maggie’s old business—and began to serial-date a long line of sexy vapid models and no-name actresses.

      Brownie had had no experience when he bought his way into his first ad agency. But then, that was advertising. It was a business that required more guts and originality than experience or diplomas. She once knew a creative director who bragged that he never hired a writer with a degree in advertising because it meant the writer had probably overthought things right out of the gate.

      In spite of her advertising degree from the University of Florida Maggie had done well for the six years she worked as an advertising copywriter in Atlanta—a role in which she’d earned her agencies’ highest creative honors year after year— before moving to France and giving it all up.

      Brownie was right in the thick of all that now. Owner of a brash young boutique, Pixel, that was making noise throughout the Southeast and even being heard in New York and Chicago, he’d been invited to be a lead juror at Cannes this year and would even take an award home for Top Ten Start-Ups to Watch.

      Brownie was smart. He made sure he gave his creative director her head and he didn’t get in the way of the account team either. Some things Brownie just knew without being told: When the magic is right, don’t want to stir the pot too much.

      Maggie slid her laptop into her carry-on bag and gathered up her trash. She’d told Brownie she’d meet him at baggage claim.

      He was traveling with his wife JoJo; his creative director, Bette Austin, who spent more time on the cover of Advertising Age than anyone in the business right now; and Pixel’s senior copywriter, Sasha Morrison, who was up for a creative award this year.

      Maggie knew she didn’t have the right to feel jealous about Brownie’s marriage. Especially since she was the one who’d dumped him.

      But she couldn’t deny that the thought of Brownie with someone else felt foreign and slightly nauseating to her. When he’d called her two weeks ago to ask if she’d be able to meet up with him at the International Advertising Festival in Cannes, Maggie had been delighted.

      She’d never been to the famous festival when she’d been in the business but she knew Cannes well. And her French language skills were finally solid. She was looking forward to impressing Brownie with what a polyglot she’d become since he’d known her back in Georgia.

      She hoisted her bag onto her shoulder. She’d only packed for two days and most of the weight of her bag was due to the laptop and assorted chargers. The bag was a basic canvas affair that she’d bought at a street market in Arles years ago. Danielle had surprised her one Christmas with an elaborate needlepoint that she’d added to the outside of an American flag and a French flag intertwined.

      Walking through the Nice Airport among all the seriously beautiful people with their Prada bags and Chanel satchels, Maggie couldn’t help feel a little shabby toting her flea market cloth bag with its garish bright colors and obviously homemade needlework.

      She wished she’d brought her vintage Vuitton instead, even if it was too big for this trip. She walked to the downward escalator and tugged on her cotton jacket, suddenly wishing she’d worn something that covered her hips better.

      She’d gained a few pounds since she’d last seen Brownie. Married to a man who was at the very least an amateur French chef, she was bound to. Even if Laurent didn’t cook all the time, just living in France would’ve piled the pounds on.

      How could anyone stay slim with all this amazing food, every meal of the day everywhere you looked?

      Still, Maggie knew what a sweet tooth Brownie had. Surely—with luck—his wife JoJo would be a chubby cheerful version of him?
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        * * *

      

      JoJo Morrison looked like her last job was as one of Victoria’s Secrets Angels.

      Maggie spotted her and the rest of Brownie’s group—from thirty yards away. They were milling about the baggage claim area and not acting at all as if they’d just slept in their clothes for past nine hours. A peal of laughter carried across the noisy concourse.

      Brownie’s wife was taller than Maggie but looked like she weighed at least twenty pounds less. She stood next to Brownie, her clothes draping off her in shimmers of gray silk like a runway model.

      Brownie turned as Maggie approached and she felt a stab of nostalgia to see his face again. It was a little fuller than the last time she’d seen him perhaps but everything else felt like coming home again.

      His blue eyes crinkled with delight at the sight of her and he flung his arms out wide to her.

      “Hey, Brownie,” Maggie said with a grin as he wrapped his arms around her. He held her a moment longer than she expected but Maggie thought she knew why. He’d felt it too. A moment of longing, of remembering, of being children together. Suddenly Maggie was filled with sorrow for all the years she’d missed having Brownie in her life.

      “Maggie, you look gorgeous,” Brownie said, breaking the spell and pulling back to regard her with pleasure.

      Maggie blushed, her eyes darting to the people watching them from the side of the baggage carousel.

      “I want you to meet JoJo,” Brownie said, slipping an arm around the slim goddess who stood patiently waiting for her cue. “My wife.”

      “I’ve heard so much about you,” JoJo said shaking Maggie’s hand firmly. “Brownie says you were the sister he never had.”

      Oh, is that what he said? Maggie thought, forcing down her pique.

      “And this is Bette Austin, Pixel’s Creative Director,” Brownie said turning to a tall thin woman with black spiky hair who nodded curtly at Maggie without the benefit of a smile. Maggie knew from all the Ad Age feature stories she’d read that Bette was a workaholic, lived with three cats and was independently wealthy. Bette turned to focus on the carousel as if that might help her bags appear quicker.

      “And Sasha Morrison, Pixel’s senior copywriter,” Brownie said.

      Sasha grimaced a facsimile of a smile in Maggie’s direction. She had thick blonde hair that fell to her shoulders. Sasha was beautiful in that just-woke-up sort of way that said she might not be totally aware of how beautiful she was. She looked very intense and Maggie wondered if that’s what she herself had been like when she worked in the business and thought of little else but advertising—and winning awards.

      “Sasha’s up for an award this week,” Brownie said. “We’re very proud of her.”

      “That’s great,” Maggie said. “What client?”

      “Sparks & Peter,” Sasha said. “Do you know them?”

      Maggie smiled apologetically. “We don’t get too many American products over here,” she said.

      “It’s British.”

      “Oh. Still don’t know it. Sorry.”

      Maggie noticed JoJo slide her arm around Brownie’s waist as if to claim him.

      “God, it’s so good to see you, Maggie,” Brownie said. “But you really didn’t need to pick us up. We could’ve taken the shuttle from the airport.”

      “No problem,” Maggie said, smiling and wishing to God she’d let them just take the shuttle. What had she been thinking? That time hadn’t passed? That his wife wouldn’t be an ice queen bitch goddess? That it would be like old times?

      Brownie reached over and dragged two brand-new Louis Vuitton bags off the carousel.

      “Everyone good to go?” he said cheerfully.
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        * * *

      

      It took less than forty minutes to drive to Cannes from Nice.

      Maggie thought the road itself was one of the prettiest drives in France. Maybe in the world.

      Going south from Nice and hugging the coast, the brilliant blue of the Mediterranean seemed to fill the sky with its relentless, unending beauty.

      Maggie had been intending to take the A8 which was more inland and a faster route to Cannes, but once she started driving she knew she wanted her guests to see the curve of the white sandy beach as it undulated toward Cannes and the nerve center of the world’s glamour and style.

      She needn’t have bothered.

      Right from the start, things got wobbly. While Laurent had moved Mila’s car seat out of the back there were still plenty of plastic dolls and toy army men along with a few melted crayons that Maggie had missed.

      Brownie sat in front with Maggie while the three women solemnly settled into the back.

      Sasha was glued to her smartphone and never once looked out at the magnificent view. The other two women—clearly furious at being relegated to the   back seat—sat grim and pinch-faced as they rode through the continuous onslaught of beauty that surrounded them.

      Originally, the thought of meeting Brownie and his crew and spending a day or so at the festival had seemed like such fun. As much as Maggie adored her role as mother to Mila and Jemmy, she had been looking forward to the time away.

      She hadn’t taken into account the thought that she might not fit in this world any more.

      As Brownie chattered away on the drive, even he seemed unimpressed with the view as they drove into Antibes and then Juan-les-Pins. The village had always been a favorite of hers—ever since Roger Bentley had told her about it all those years ago. He hadn’t lied either.

      Well, not about that at least.

      After Laurent had proposed to her, Maggie had made him take her to Juan-les-Pins and do it again properly.

      With its quaint fishing boats and ancient marina, the village looked as if it hadn’t been touched since the fifties.

      She and Laurent had spent the weekend in a cozy pensione by the water, rising late, walking hand in hand along the marina and enjoying candlelit dinners of fresh seafood and homemade pasta long into the night. And while it was true they hadn’t returned to Juan-les-Pins since then, she still counted it as one of the best days of her life.

      As she maneuvered down the D6007 and around the Golf de la Napoule Maggie tried to relax. But her nerves were ramping up the closer she got to Cannes.

      Cannes too had memories for Maggie.

      Unfortunately, none of them good.

      “I’m so glad you could meet us this trip,” Brownie said as he gazed out at the bland cement apartment buildings that lined the north side of the highway. “Did you ever go to the festival when you were in the business?”

      Maggie was sure she’d already told him she hadn’t but she couldn’t fault him for trying to keep a conversation going. Trapped in a car with three resolutely non-speaking women had been a little short of hell on everyone.

      “No, I never did,” Maggie said. “I’ve been to Cannes, of course, but I’m looking forward to staying at the Carlton.”

      The Hotel Carlton—now called the InterContinental Carlton Cannes—was an historic five-star Belle Époque luxury hotel built in 1911. With its Art Nouveau architecture and breathtaking views of the Mediterranean from nearly every room, the Carlton had long been considered the ultimate in elegance and glamor on the Riviera.

      Glancing in the rear view mirror as she drove into Cannes Maggie noted that Sasha still hadn’t looked up from her phone.

      How is it possible that anything on that phone can rival seeing Cannes for the first time? she thought in bewilderment. Was this new generation of creatives just so jaded or had they already experienced everything virtually and the reality couldn’t stack up?

      Maggie drove down the Boulevard de la Croisette with the glittering brightness of the Mediterranean on her left.

      Cannes had long ago stopped being a sleepy little fishing village. Even when there wasn’t a major international film or advertising festival going on there was always some major event happening that crammed the narrow roads with crowds and kept the lines long and snaking out the doors of Cartier, Hermés, Gucci, and Chanel.

      As Maggie drove, the Hotel Carlton loomed ahead like the prow of a gigantic white ship. The distinctive domes on both seaward corners of the hotel were reportedly designed to resemble breasts. Whether that was true or not, one thing was certain—the Carlton was absolutely iconic of the French Riviera.

      The minute Maggie pulled up in front of the hotel, Sasha and JoJo jumped out. They stood waiting for the Carlton doorman to unload the trunk while Bette unlocked her gangly legs and slowly got out of the car. Maggie saw her stare up at the majestic hotel as if unimpressed.

      “I’ll go with you to park the car,” Brownie said but Maggie could see he had his hand on the door handle.

      “No. You go on,” Maggie said. “Get everyone settled in. I won’t be long.”

      “Meet you in the lobby bar in an hour?” he said as he swung out of the car.

      “Sounds good.”

      Maggie waited until she could see everyone and their bags were moving up the front steps into the hotel before driving off. She felt a wash of relief immediately as she did.

      Had this been a good idea? The lavender fair in St-Buvard was coming up in four days and there was a lot to do before then. Plus Mila had scraped her knee last night. Laurent had laughed when Maggie offered that up as a reason why she might not come to Cannes.

      She parked in a garage several blocks from the beach and hurried back to the hotel on foot, carrying her overnight bag over her shoulder. She was wearing the wrong shoes and already had a blister on one foot. She was limping by the time she made it back to the Carlton.

      She took in a deliberate breath to slow herself down.

      Massive alabaster columns in the Carlton lobby provided a spacious and airy feel to the hotel’s entrance which was made even more elegant by the shimmering vintage chandeliers hanging every six feet throughout the lobby. The light from the chandeliers reflected onto the gleaming tetrazzini tile floors.

      Two gigantic Palladian windows soared thirty feet on each side of the hotel’s double entrance doors ushering in a tsunami of light that flooded the lobby with a cheerful, pristine brightness.

      The lobby itself was furnished with pale silk upholstered tub chairs and populated by waiters in black ties who carried silver platters of domed-covered dishes and sparkling martini glasses.

      It was when Maggie entered, gazing about in awe and delight at the famous lobby, that she caught a glimpse of herself in one of the colossal gilt-framed mirrors.

      She looked bedraggled, her hair in a snarling whirlwind around her head, her tummy straining against her cotton Capri pants and her heavy shoulder bag pressing into her neck which gave her a pronounced hunched back effect.

      Turning away from the mirrors, Maggie made her way with her head down through the gathering crowd of elegantly dressed people—each more sleek and tan, expensively dressed and shod and coifed than the next.

      What was I thinking? she thought in dismay.
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      With grand royal palms lining the broad boulevard, the Promenade de la Croisette was dramatically visible from the patio of the Carlton Hotel. The air on the Côte d’Azur smelled sweet yet citrusy.

      Maggie stood on the patio off the main bar with a white wine spritzer in one hand and found herself remembering the first time she’d ever visited the Carlton Hotel. She hadn’t stayed here then. Like now, it was just drinks on the patio bar.

      It was the first time she’d ever laid eyes on Roger Bentley.

      Maggie felt a spasm of sadness at the thought of Roger and forced the memory away.

      A quick shower in her hotel room had helped restore her optimism after the afternoon of less than pleasant surprises. That, plus a couple of phone calls from Mila and Jemmy.

      Maggie smiled at the memory of their high-pitched voices, both so excited about the rabbit Papa had helped them catch in the garden today.

      She’d felt a little unsure of herself when she came onto the patio where she was to meet Brownie. It was clear she’d brought all the wrong clothes for this trip. But then again she didn’t own the right clothes for this trip.

      As she entered the patio she spotted Brownie talking with two other advertising festival delegates. Something about the way he stood with them—hunched over and looking furtively around—bothered her.

      It almost looked as if he was doing something he shouldn’t be.

      Now as she stood with a drink in her hand Maggie shook the image away, chalking it up to nerves on her part. It had taken only a few sips of the bright regional rosé to remind her that life was good—even planted in the middle of a group of gorgeous women dressed in outfits that cost more than Laurent’s brand new mechanical crushing equipment he’d bought last winter.

      “You’ve been to Cannes before, right, Maggie?” Brownie said as he approached. She watched the two delegates he’d been talking with slide out the door as if they couldn’t leave fast enough.

      “Yes, but not that much,” she said. “Cannes is mostly a tourist trap. Laurent won’t put up with the traffic.”

      “No, I meant when you came nine years ago to find Elise.”

      Way to put a damper on the evening, Maggie thought as the memory of her dead sister rose up before her. Did Brownie really need to bring that up? Was Maggie’s murdered junkie sister really their only intersection point now?

      “That’s true,” she said. “I was here then. Oh, there’s JoJo.” Maggie smiled at Brownie’s wife as she glided across the tile patio toward them.

      Brownie turned and kissed JoJo.

      Maggie tried to remember how she and Laurent typically greeted each other. Laurent was very private and a public kiss on the patio of the Carlton Hotel would never have happened. Most likely, she’d have gotten a nod.

      “I told the others we’d meet them at the restaurant,” JoJo said as she took Brownie’s champagne glass and sipped demurely from it.

      “Excellent,” Brownie said, rubbing his hands together. “Seafood, right? That’s the one on…where is it?”

      “Rue Félix Faure,” Maggie said. When JoJo looked at her in surprise, Maggie shrugged. “All the good seafood restaurants are there.”

      “I forgot you know your way around here,” JoJo said coolly, placing Brownie’s champagne glass down on a nearby table and taking her husband’s arm. “Shall we go?”

      

      One of nine seafood restaurants lining the Rue Félix-Faire, Astoux et Brun was small with an outdoor dining area that oozed Mediterranean charm. Sasha and Bette were already seated when they arrived. Maggie assumed the Carlton Hotel concierge must have booked the table for them. Astoux et Brun was popular and reservations would have been necessary—at least a week in advance.

      Maggie scanned the crowd of diners and wasn’t surprised to hear mostly English spoken. It wasn’t just that the Brits and the Yanks dominated the international advertising scene—although they definitely did—but they were the noisiest, the brashest, the most grandstanding of their breed. It was only a little past eight in the evening and already the noise had risen to raucous levels.

      Surprisingly, their waiter claimed to speak no English. Maggie would have assumed that everybody in Cannes spoke English in order to support the massive Anglo tourist trade. She knew it was entirely possible the man was faking it. Listening to the obnoxious volume of the crowd rise and fall, Maggie wasn’t sure she could blame him.

      “Sure would be easier if there were pictures,” Brownie laughed as he looked at the menu.

      “You mean like Golden Corral?” Sasha asked teasingly. “Or Denny’s?”

      “Don’t knock Denny’s,” Brownie said. “You’d kill for that account.”

      “Oh! What I could do with their Pancake Supper!” Sasha said, looking dreamily off into space. “Stack ‘em, rack ‘em, pack ‘em. Any way you lack ‘em.”

      The table laughed good-naturedly

      Sasha explained to Maggie, “See I put the joke on the end with a Southern accent.”

      “Clever,” Maggie said biting her lip to keep from saying she’d gotten it without needing it spelled out for her. She turned and motioned for the waiter.

      “Any chance you could remember you speak English after all?” she said to him in French. “Or do we really have to do this the hard way?”

      The waiter shrugged, but he turned to Brownie and pointed to something on the menu and spoke in English. “Many of our American guests enjoy the cabillaud roti,” he said.

      After they all ordered their food and another two bottles of Côtes-du-Rhône, Brownie lifted his wineglass.

      “I’d like to make a toast to our own dear little Sasha Morrison whose pearls of slogan jewels have fallen from her mouth—”

      “Dear God, boss,” Bette said sourly. “Let Sasha handle the words from now on, will you? She does write toasts you know.” She glanced at Sasha. “Don’t you?”

      “I write anything anyone will pay me for,” Sasha said with a grin.

      “Okay, fine,” Brownie said good-naturedly. “Here’s to our amazing Sasha and the reason the board agreed to pay for the four of us to fly here to Cannes this week!”

      “Four?” Bette said glaring at JoJo. “The board paid for your wife’s flight?”

      “Which isn’t at all the point, Bette,” Brownie said, trying to keep his smile in place. “To Sasha!”

      They all toasted but Bette didn’t drink. Maggie turned to Sasha.

      “What was the winning entry that got everyone here?”

      “It’s a thirty second TVC,” Brownie said, “but we’re using the line on social media and print, too. The spot opens with a shot of a lone man standing in the—”

      “She just wants to know the line, dear,” JoJo said, scanning the crowd. “You can always send her the mp3 if she’s really that interested.”

      Sasha turned to Maggie. “The line is When it comes to financial security you can take it to the bank, because with Sparks and Peters, you’re done. Well and good!”

      “Nice,” Maggie said politely. Although it seemed to her that the line could be taken two ways. Especially after the recent financial skullduggery on Wall Street.

      “Well, it’s really just the last part that’s been picked up on social media,” Brownie said. “It’s turned into a meme in its own right, hasn’t it, Sasha? Like, ‘Looking for a great deal? You’re done! Well and good.’”

      “Frankly I’m at a loss to understand why it’s so popular,” JoJo said. “No offense, Sasha. Guess I’m not the target audience.”

      “Doesn’t hurt my feelings,” Sasha said with a shrug but her face said otherwise. The waiter arrived with the new bottles of wine effectively ending the line of conversation.

      Maggie stared across the patio of diners and into the nighttime streets of Cannes. In many ways it hadn’t changed at all since that first time she’d come here with Roger Bentley to a restaurant very like this one.

      On a nearby sidewalk vendors waved their wares of bracelets and bells, beaded necklaces and earrings. Some accompanied their sales attempts with soft crooning and guitar strumming. The music of the night mingled with the scent of olives and lemons and dusky perfumes that hovered in the air over the patio of happy diners.

      Two men, clearly American by their loud voices and blue jeans, approached the table and Brownie stood up to shake hands with them. Everyone in Cannes this week was in the advertising business in one way or the other. Maggie assumed these two were representing one of the larger agencies.

      Brownie’s shop aside, boutiques didn’t usually have the funds to make an appearance at the Cannes festival—even if they were up for an award.

      “Maggie, may I introduce Rick Wilson, President of Wilson, Brut and Lewis? And this is his Creative Director, Dennis Beaker.” Maggie noticed that neither man made an attempt to shake her hand.

      “Are you up for an award?” she asked.

      “No,” Rick Wilson said without looking at her. “Just delegates enjoying the show.”

      “And by that, he means schmoozing and boozing,” Beaker said.

      Brownie turned to Maggie. “Did I mention that JoJo used to be in the business too? She worked with Rick as his Media Director.”

      “About a century ago,” JoJo said, smiling at both Rick and Beaker.

      “Can’t believe you stole her away, Henderson,” Rick said to Brownie. “Still haven’t forgiven you for that.”

      “Oh, well,” Brownie said with a proud grin. “I just made her a better offer.”

      After the two men left, Maggie was surprised to realize she’d taken an instant dislike to both of them. That wasn’t unusual for her—making up her mind too quickly about people. The two men were cold, fatuous and full of themselves—not atypical at their level of advertising hierarchy.

      Still. It was a habit she was trying to break.

      “So you worked with them?” Maggie said to JoJo, still trying to find some level of small talk with the woman.

      “She did. And so did Bette,” Brownie said. “You remember how incestuous it all is, don’t you, Maggie? You’d open up a vein for one shop only to move to another one six months later and do everything you could to garrote the first shop at the One Show?”

      “I do,” Maggie said.

      “You know, guys,” Brownie said. “Maggie here was a pretty big deal in her day, too.”

      “Brownie, don’t,” Maggie said, feeling the creep of heat in her cheeks.

      “Oh, really?” Sasha said but she was looking around the patio for anything more interesting.

      “Absolutely,” Brownie said. “She was always on the short list for winning her agency either an Addy or a Clio. Weren’t you, Maggie?”

      “Back in the old days,” Maggie said, wishing he would shut up and go back to talking about how awesome JoJo was.

      “And now she writes this amazing blog about living in Provence. Don’t you, Maggie?”

      Kill me now, Maggie thought, trying to smile.

      “That’s so sweet,” JoJo said as she waved to someone she knew in another part of the restaurant.

      “JoJo was a killer Media director at one time,” Brownie said. “Every shop wanted her. But now she plays tennis every day and shops the hell out of Lenox Square.”

      Maggie glanced at JoJo. Since JoJo was clearly not listening, Maggie decided a response was probably not necessary.
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      An hour after arriving, Maggie’s table ordered raw oysters, boulots, and oursins to start. Then came the omnipresent and—at least in Cannes—de rigeur—soupe de poisson followed by the main dishes. For Maggie and JoJo that was a pan-seared steak au poivre that Maggie made a mental note to tell Laurent about. She was so focused on her meal that she forgot to see what anyone else got.

      In many ways it was just a typical night in the south of France, Maggie thought as she finally put her fork down and tried to stifle a groan as she pushed back from the table.

      Nonetheless, she hoped she’d still manage to do justice to the Soufflé au Grand Marnier that was coming.

      The weather tonight was exquisite—balmy and warm with a light breeze. Even though it was nearly ten o’clock, it was still light out and Maggie could see the tips of the yachts’ masts as they bobbed in the harbor nearby.

      She was however regretting wearing the shapewear that she’d thought she’d been so clever to pack for this trip. It felt like a straight jacket now, squeezing her guts out over the top of her slacks.

      Obviously she must have bought the stupid thing a size too small.

      As soon as everyone finished their main dishes, Brownie’s group began to talk shop. After the umpteenth reference to interactive pre-roll, brand lift, behavioral targeting, and data management platform, Maggie felt seriously out of touch. Could advertising really have changed that much in ten years? She thought she had kept her hand in pretty well—what with using newsletter subscription search phrases and key words for marketing her blog.

      Clearly, she’d been deluding herself.

      Not only was she grossly overweight in her size ten pants but everything she ever knew about the one thing she thought she was good at—advertising—was dated and irrelevant. Her industry—the one thing she’d excelled in—had moved on and left her behind.

      She glanced down at her phone to see a call coming in from Laurent and was surprised to realize how much time had flown by without her realizing it. She excused herself and hurried away from the patio.

      “Hey, Laurent,” she said as she leaned against an old stone wall that formed the bottom of the restaurant’s front façade.

      “Allo, chérie. All is good, oui?” His voice was low and familiar and sparked a flood of warmth in her chest to hear it.

      “It’s fine. How are the kids?”

      “I have managed to keep them both alive.”

      “Ha ha. Funny guy. I really wish you could’ve come.”

      “Not a good time of year.”

      “I know. Anything happening?”

      “Since you left eight hours ago? Non.”

      “Did Jean-Luc come over?” Jean-Luc was their vigneron neighbor and a dear friend. There was rarely a day since Maggie and Laurent had moved to St-Buvard that Jean-Luc had not come by. He and Danielle were godparents and faux grandparents to Maggie and Laurent’s children.

      “Of course.”

      “Am I keeping you from something, Laurent? It sounds like you’re struggling to keep up your end of the conversation.”

      “Pas du tout.”

      Maggie had known when she married Laurent that he was a taciturn kind of guy and trying to prod him into being something else only ever ended in frustration. Now if she could only remember to accept that.

      “I better get back,” she said. “Kiss the babies for me?”

      “Bien sûr.”

      “And keep one for yourself.”

      “Only one?”

      Maggie laughed. “I’ll be home day after tomorrow.”

      “Sleep well, chérie. Je t’aime.”

      “Je t’aime aussi, Laurent.”

      As she disconnected, she noticed another call was coming in.

      “Hey, Danielle,” Maggie said. “Everything okay?”

      “Oui, chérie. As long as you have ordered the tablecloths from Aix?”

      “Oh, crap. I forgot. I’m sorry, Danielle. Can you do it? I don’t know where my head is.”

      “It is not a problem. Are you having fun in Cannes?”

      Maggie looked around to make sure she wasn’t being overheard.

      “Not really.”

      “Oh, I am sorry, chérie! Et pourquoi pas?”

      “Well, honestly I think I’m feeling a little the-road-not-taken here, you know?”

      “Non, chérie. I am not understanding you.”

      “It’s just that I’m seeing my former self here in the shape of a really brilliant young copywriter and…it’s just very unsettling, that’s all.”

      “You are wishing you had stayed a career woman?” Danielle’s voice was abrupt with surprise.

      “No, of course not. I’m just a little tired is all. And I’ve had three glasses of wine.”

      “Ah, voila.”

      “Yeah, voila. You sound a little tired yourself. Everything okay? I tried to call you when I was at the airport.”

      “I had an appointment in Aix. I left my phone in the car.”

      “At least you carry it with you. Half the time Laurent leaves his at home.”

      “It is hard to imagine how we lived without them, is it not?”

      “That’s the truth. Listen, sorry again about the tablecloths, Danielle. But I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

      “You are excited for the lavender fête, chérie?”

      “Oh, yeah, of course.”

      Maggie disconnected and heard the sound of Sasha’s laughter ringing out over the rest. That was the flirty laugh, Maggie thought. The one you made when you knew every guy in the restaurant had already noticed you, was watching you, and—it went without saying—was really, really wanting you.

      That’s who I was ten years ago.

      Even though she’d said as much to Danielle not two minute earlier, the thought stunned her.

      That’s who I was then.

      So who would I have been if I’d stayed in the game? Would I have turned into Bette? All sharp edges and chips teetering on both shoulders? Maggie shivered. Surely not.

      I was at the top of my game when I was Sasha’s age, Maggie thought as she returned to the table.

      Now I’m a housewife with a blog.
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      As Maggie rejoined the group she saw a young man standing at their table, his hands on his hips. Even with the classic American stance, she knew before she heard him speak that he was not American. His shoes were too pointy and his shirt too blousy. Plus he wore a lime-green windbreaker.

      An American male would have thought it easier to carry a sign that said Gay or Alien than wear such consciously fashionable article of clothing in public. And while Maggie had never seen an outfit like that on anyone in St-Buvard, it was practically a uniform for young French men in St Tropez and Marseilles.

      The man looked at her as she approached and quickly assessed her. His expression dismissed her immediately.

      I seem to have that effect on everyone here, Maggie thought as she took her seat.

      “You can’t be serious,” Brownie was saying to the man.

      “Why?” the Frenchman said, “because you didn’t think of it?”

      “Do we have to ask the waiter to show you the way out?” Bette asked acidly, her face twisted in a grimace of distaste as she regarded him.

      “How would that be possible,” he sneered, “since you speak no language but English?”

      “I really think you should just move along,” Brownie said, but he looked at JoJo as if looking for approval.

      Pas de problème,” the man said before reaching out and tipping Brownie’s wineglass over and splashing the contents onto Bette’s lap. She shrieked and jumped up.

      “You bastard! Get out!”

      But the Frenchman had already left the table and was striding across the patio toward the street.

      “Can you believe he did that?” Bette said, baring her teeth. She remained standing and looked around as if expecting the waiter to come to her aid.

      “Who was he?” Maggie asked.

      “I am so sorry, Bette,” Brownie said, handing her his napkin. She snatched it from him and threw it back in his face.

      “A lot of good that is!” Bette snarled. “A real man would have taken care of it before it got to this!”

      “Don’t you talk to my husband like that,” JoJo said, her words like splinters of glass in the night air.

      “Your husband in name only,” Bette said with disgust as she eyed JoJo.

      “How dare you!” JoJo said, her hands gripping the table so that her knuckles were white. Maggie looked from Bette to JoJo and saw what she was surprised she hadn’t seen before.

      The two women hated each other.

      Bette wore a bright blue scarf at her throat and Maggie saw that the wine had stained it too.

      “Everybody calm down,” Brownie said, trying to pat his wife’s hand, but JoJo moved it away to avoid his touch. “Bette’s right. I should have defused the situation,” he said.

      “Defused?” Bette said, looking at Brownie in astonishment as she dabbed at her jeans with her napkin. “Did I just hear you say defused?”

      “Would you all just shut up? Please?” Sasha said, standing up. “The whole restaurant is staring at us.” She picked up her purse and turned toward the bar where there was a scrum of loud young men inside—largely American and British from what Maggie could tell.

      Maggie watched Sasha weaving more than a little as she left. Not surprising. They’d killed four bottles in three hours. Maggie hoped Sasha would be okay tonight. The hotel wasn’t far but it was getting late and Sasha was unfamiliar with her surroundings.

      “Well, thanks for a great night,” Bette said sarcastically, throwing down her wet napkin and snatching up her purse. “Where’s the friggin’ ladies room?”

      Although Maggie had never been to this restaurant before she was pretty sure the restroom was inside near the main dining area. She gave Bette directions inside and turned in time to see the waiter appear with five perfect soufflés. He stood and watched Bette leave.

      “They will fall before they return,” he said, his voice full of condemnation.

      “Well, the rest of us will enjoy them immensely,” Maggie said. “They’re beautiful.”

      The waiter caught her eye and nodded, slightly mollified, before setting down each of the desserts and leaving.

      Brownie threw down his napkin. “This is ridiculous. Bette, wait!”

      “You’re wasting your time,” JoJo said. “Once she gets like this…”

      But Brownie was already hurrying after Bette.

      “I can’t believe how he babies her,” JoJo said with disgust. “All his employees, in fact.”

      “Well, it’s his business,” Maggie said, watching Brownie go into the bar. He stopped as if speaking to someone.

      “Yeah, that’s always his excuse too,” JoJo said.

      “Well, you were in the business,” Maggie said, clenching her jaw. “You should know how it is.”

      “He’s changed since you knew him,” JoJo said, pulling out a cigarette and lighting it up.

      If you say so, Maggie thought, but held her tongue. She was surprised to see that JoJo smoked. Most Americans didn’t any more. Brownie was still standing in the bar, his shoulders slumped, his back to them. Clearly Bette wasn’t interested in talking with him.

      “You don’t think so?” JoJo said, blowing smoke over Maggie’s head. She smiled in a condescending manner.

      “I haven’t seen Brownie in nine years,” Maggie said, turning her attention to her soufflé. It had already fallen but she broke the sugar crust and spooned into the steaming center.

      “He has a gambling addiction,” JoJo said, pushing her own dessert away. “I’ll bet you didn’t know that.”

      Maggie felt a pang of unease. If that was true, she felt sick for poor Brownie. And if it was a lie—if it was just JoJo being jealous and wanting to upset Maggie—well, any way you looked at it, it was pretty crappy.

      Brownie came back to the table and sank into his chair.

      “Didn’t I tell you?” JoJo said, grinding out her cigarette. “She’s impossible.”

      “She’s upset, JoJo,” Brownie said with a frown as he pulled out his smartphone and squinted at the screen. “Have a little compassion, will you? She hasn’t been herself since the divorce.”

      “Well, you have all week to smooth her feathers,” JoJo said as she gathered up her cigarettes. “Although I don’t know why you bother.”

      “I just think it helps to try to be nice,” Brownie said, watching JoJo’s preparations to leave. “What’s the point of feeling bad if you don’t have to?”

      “Thank you for that Hallmark message,” JoJo said disdainfully and scooted her chair back.

      “Are you leaving?” Brownie’s eyes were wide with dismay.

      “I see my old supervisor from McCann,” JoJo said, picking up her wineglass as she left the table.

      Brownie and Maggie watched JoJo disappear into the interior of the restaurant. Except for the young men in the bar, the restaurant had largely cleared out. Maggie was surprised to see that they were one of only three tables still occupied on the patio.

      “What the hell happened?” Maggie asked. “Who was that guy who spilled your wine on Bette?”

      Brownie looked up from his phone screen and shoved his dessert plate away. “Just nobody.”

      “But you all knew him?”

      “Not until
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