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      Maggie held the champagne flute up to the light to check for water spots. Even the wedding of a casual acquaintance if it were held in the countryside of southern France would demand nothing less than perfection. But for Zouzou’s wedding, Grace’s daughter and someone Maggie had watched grow up to become a confident and secure young woman, the mandate was even clearer—every element must be carefully curated, every component meticulously planned, every detail perfect.

      Maggie stretched her back and set the champagne flute down on the dining room table. She’d been polishing, cleaning and cooking since yesterday and the big moment was coming up fast. The afternoon sunlight shone through the dining room window like a perennial golden hour. Maggie looked at the table crowded with all the crystal stemware in front of her—goblets, flutes, water glasses. Grace always said that just living in France made for so many opportunities to get out your best crystal. But a wedding!

      This week was so much more than the typical culinary display or extravaganza. It was a promise for the future—one made by the happy couple, and by their family and friends, seen through the eyes of the children. For Maggie, it was also the memory of her own wedding thirty years ago now.

        What had she dreamed of then? When Laurent had asked and she’d said yes. What had she expected? Had any of it come true? She smiled wistfully and glanced into the bright, airy kitchen, attached to the dining room. Danielle stood at the kitchen counter carefully arranging various fruit tarts on a large platter. Maggie smiled at the earnest expression on her friend’s face as she bent over the platter of pastries putting the final touches on them. Danielle had baked most of them herself—quite a feat when the bride was a highly awarded Paris pastry chef.

      Zouzou’s wedding wasn’t the first of their children—that would be Luc’s wedding two years ago in Sonoma, California. But for some reason it felt like the first to Maggie. Maybe that was because, unlike Luc, Maggie had known Zouzou since she was a baby. Scratch that, Maggie thought. She’d known Zouzou since before she was born, when Grace, struggling with infertility, had yearned so desperately to conceive.

      “Are those good to go?” Grace asked as she came into the room, a dusting rag in one hand as she cast a critical eye at the stemware on the table.

      “Kids nowadays drink champagne out of pop-top cans,” Maggie said with a smile.

      Grace snorted—somehow still managing to look ladylike.

      “Kids nowadays do all kinds of things,” she said. “You’re looking pensive, darling. Stop it.”

      Maggie sighed.

      “How is a person supposed to do all this and not look backward?” Maggie asked. “I’ve been in tears twice since I started polishing water spots.”

      Grace smiled and took a seat at the table. There wasn’t a time that Maggie looked at Grace that she didn’t think of her namesake Princess Grace of Monaco. Like the princess, Grace was blond, willowy and always chic.

      “You can’t look back,” Grace said firmly, picking up a glass and holding it up to the light. “That’s the secret.”

      “Even when so much of it was good?” Maggie asked.

      She knew that Grace was apprehensive about having her ex-husband here for the weekend. They’d divorced long ago but two years ago had tried again. They’d nearly made it too.

      “Good for you maybe,” Grace said, making a face.

      Maggie knew better than to try to talk Grace into remembering the good times. Maybe there really weren’t any for her.

      “I just can’t believe that little Zouzou is getting married,” Maggie said, deciding to change the subject

      “I can believe that a whole heck of a lot easier than the baby-on-the-way part,” Grace said.

      Zouzou was seven months pregnant.

      “But at least she’s getting married,” Grace said. “Taylor didn’t bother.”

      Maggie had known Grace’s older daughter since Taylor was a cantankerous four-year-old. In every way that mattered, she had never changed. Taylor’s son, Philippe, had lived with Grace for nearly the entirety of his thirteen years. In that time, Maggie knew he could count on one hand how many times he’d seen his mother.

      Even so, Maggie also knew that Grace was conflicted about Zouzou’s pregnancy. She thought Zouzou should have waited before starting a family. After years of culinary training, Zouzou had achieved a prestigious slot as pastry chef in a popular bistro in Paris. Her hours were long and arduous. The restaurant business was physically and mentally punishing. Did Zouzou intend to continue working? It was one of the many questions Maggie knew Grace was hoping to get answers to this weekend.

      “Is it perverse that in some way I feel as if Connor will be present this week?” Grace said as she picked up another of the fragile stemware and gazed at it.

      “Well,” Maggie said with a sad smile, “in a way, he’s always been present, hasn’t he?”

      A thoughtful silence developed as they both remembered Connor. Maggie reflected sadly how Connor had died before Zouzou was born and now here she was, thirty years old and about to start a family. It was always sad when people left a little piece of themselves behind, she thought ruefully.

      “With all the visits down memory lane,” Grace said with a laugh, “it’s a wonder we’re able to get anything done. But I have to admit Dormir has never looked better”  

      Dormir had once been the stately family home for generations of vignerons that only a few in the surrounding villages even remembered any more. Danielle had begun her own married life in this very house. After her first husband died, she re married, this time for love. And when Jean-Luc died, she sold the house and its surrounding vineyards to Maggie’s husband Laurent. He upgraded the main house and built an additional three small, detached cottages to create a holiday bed and breakfast or gîte. And then he handed the property over to Grace to run. Grace had come back to France with seven-year-old Zouzou after her divorce, broken in spirit and financially impoverished. Working and managing Dormir in those years had helped Grace get her life together.

      And now Zouzou was getting married, Maggie thought. She and Grace had spent the last thirty-six hours fluffing pillows, straightening and dusting artwork, and arranging flowers in vases in every bedroom and sitting area from the garden to get ready for a house full of guests for the wedding week. Grace’s boyfriend Geoff Martin, an Englishman who’d recently retired to the area, had moved in to Dormir two days ago where he along with Danielle had spent most of their time prepping the upcoming meals and seeing to it that the pantry and wine cellar were well-stocked with all the essentials. 

      And through it all, every few minutes Grace and Maggie would stop and sit. And remember.

      “Remember when you and Laurent got married in the St-Buvard village church?” Grace said. “And you surprised him by inviting Roger Bentley?”

      Maggie smiled.

      “It took everything in me to do that,” Maggie said. “But it meant a lot to Laurent.”

      Roger Bentley had introduced Maggie to Laurent. But he was also the man who bilked Maggie’s father out of thirty thousand euros trying to pass a homeless urchin off as Maggie’s missing niece. Maggie had forgiven Roger in time—and of course Nicole had become a beloved member of the Newberry family, but it had been impossible for Maggie to forget that, at his core, Roger was a con man who was always on the look-out for his next swindle.

      That moment in time—her own wedding—felt like centuries ago. Maggie and Laurent had just finished a year of living together in France—and hadn’t known each other much beyond that—when they decided to marry and live in France. At the time, France was still so foreign to Maggie. She struggled to learn the language. She struggled to live with Laurent and his very different ways.

      Even the love of your life can prove to be impossible to live with.

      Maggie looked ruefully out the window at the outline of the Dormir garden. Terracotta pots brimming with geraniums and trailing ivy lining weathered stone walls and climbing roses wound their way up wrought iron trellises, their blooms a riot of soft pinks and whites.  So much had happened since she and Laurent had tied their own knot. The children had come, her parents had left. She glanced at Grace who was now rubbing water spots off the champagne flutes with a linen napkin. Even she and Grace had taken a break of more than two years during which time they didn’t speak to each other—driven apart by anger and perceived betrayal.

      So much drama, Maggie thought. Always so much aggro when you’re young.

      And of course, there was Zouzou herself with all the hysterics that surrounded her birth—or more accurately, her conception. Grace and Windsor had been divorced for twenty-four years now and while they weren’t exactly friends, they’d at least managed a civility that worked for everyone—as much as divorce ever can work for everyone, Maggie thought sadly.

      “When is Windsor due in?” she asked.

      “Ugh. Don’t remind me,” Grace said. “Sometime this afternoon. He had the gall to ask me for a lift from the Marseille airport. Can you believe it?”

      “How’s he getting here?”

      “I told him to take an Uber like everyone else.”

      “I still can’t believe Zouzou’s getting married,” Maggie said with a sigh, sorry she’d brought up the topic of Windsor again.

      “I know,” Grace said. “But Pierre is a good guy. I don’t worry about her in that regard.”

      “That’s a blessing,” Maggie said.

      But Grace’s words prompted a vein of unease in Maggie. Her own two children—Mila and Jem, seemed as far from settling down as she’d ever seen them. Not that they had to marry and have kids any time soon, but honestly, in her mother’s heart, Maggie knew she would feel so much more at rest if they would find someone to love, to lean on, to trust—and yes, to start to build their own families. Preferably in Provence.

      “Besides,” Grace said. “Zouzou isn’t the first to settle down. Luc is married. And with a baby.”

      “I know,” Maggie said. “I’m not sure why this feels so much more significant.”

      Was it because Luc wasn’t biologically hers? Maggie hated to think that was the reason. She adored Luc. He was the son of Laurent’s brother Gerard. But he’d come late to the family since Laurent didn’t find him until Luc was in his teens. Since then, Maggie and Laurent had raised and loved him as their own.  But like Jem, Luc had practically sprinted out of the country after high school when the opportunity presented itself. He went to college in the States, and like Jem had stayed, opting to make a life in the US instead of returning to the family vineyard at Domaine St-Buvard as Laurent had expected him to.

      When Luc finally did return—with a wife and baby in tow—Maggie thought she could never wish for anything more. But that was a year ago and she daily found herself praying and wishing that Mila and Jem would also come back.   

      “Did you do the upstairs?” Grace asked.

      Maggie stood up and massaged the kinks out of the small of her back caused by sitting for so long. Upstairs, the guest rooms had been meticulously prepared, the crisp linens freshly laundered and the table surfaces polished until they shone.

      “I did,” she said, “but I still need to do the guest cottages.”

      “Let’s do them together,” Grace said, standing up. “Then I need to check with Danielle about dinner tonight.”

      As they picked up the stack of fluffy new towels and soaps that Danielle had set on the hall table in the foyer and made their way outside and down the gravel path that led to the little cottages, Maggie thought of how lost Laurent had been in those years after the children first left home. The empty nest syndrome that she had feared for herself had hit her husband the hardest. And while Luc returning with his little family had helped heal that feeling of loss—along with the unexpected addition of Laurent’s orphaned granddaughter—Maggie felt hesitant to share her dissatisfaction about Jem and Mila’s trajectories with Laurent. She knew he still longed for Jem to come back and she didn’t want to make it harder on him. But it was hard not to lean into him and share with him what was bothering her. She felt guilty for even wishing for it. 

      “Which cottage are you putting Windsor and Susie?” Maggie asked.

      “I thought Fraise,” Grace said with a sigh. “It’s the one with the best view of the garden.”

      Each of the three cottages had been named for fruit so that Grace could keep them straight in her mind when directing her handyman Gabriel—who spoke no English—for plumbing issues and other maintenance problems.

      “That’s big of you,” Maggie said.

      “Not really. It’s also the one with the dodgy toilet. What time is Laurent coming? And you never told me about the big homecoming last night with Jem and Mila! When did they get in?”

      “It was late,” Maggie said, knowing her voice sounded flat and hating herself for it. “I hadn’t seen Jem since Luc’s wedding.”

      “How did he look?”

      “Tired, actually,” Maggie said. “Like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders.”

      “Spoken like a worried Mama.”

      “Always.”

      “I imagine Laurent is a pig in mud surrounded by all three kids this week?” Grace asked. “Plus, the grandkiddies.”

      “He’s happy,” Maggie said as they paused at a fork in the gravel path. “Mila brought a boyfriend which was a surprise.”

      “Oh? A problem?”

      “No, it’s fine. Just a little surprise.”

      “You don’t think she’s brought him home to get parental approval?”

      “I don’t know,” Maggie said. “She hadn’t mentioned him before, so I don’t know how serious it is.”

      “Do you like him?”

      “I literally had five minutes with him before everybody went upstairs and fell into bed,” Maggie said.

      “Mila has good judgement,” Grace said. “But I hope you warned her that her father isn’t likely to be a soft touch.”  

      “Oh, she knows her dad,” Maggie said with a smile. “I’m sure Mila’s expectations are in line.”

      Maggie had not really had time to digest the fact of Mila’s guest before now. She felt her mood lift. Was it serious? Was this a beginning after all? Had Mila brought her young man home because she was expecting a proposal?

      “I’ll take Mirabelle and Prune and then meet you back at the house,” Grace said.

      Maggie nodded and headed toward Fraise cottage. She felt instantly cheered by the thought that Mila might be orchestrating her own happy ending this week. She only hoped that Laurent was open-minded about his darling baby girl. Thinking about Laurent reminded her that she wasn’t actually sure what was going on with her husband these days. She knew he appeared to be happier than he’d been in a while—ever since Luc and Charlotte had moved back to France with the baby. Granted, there had been a few rough patches in the beginning when it came to running the vineyard—Luc had after all graduated with a degree in Viticulture and Enology from a premier American university and helped run a vineyard in California. So understandably he had a few opinions of his own.

      She unlocked the door of the cottage and stepped inside, noting that the place had a light lavender scent because of all the fresh sachets tucked away in the bedding. She set the towels down in the bathroom and looked around with a discerning eye before switching off the light and shutting the door behind her.

      In the end, Luc and Laurent had worked through their beginning trials and had fallen into a good rhythm. Maggie knew that to make that happen, Laurent had had to let go of much of the control of the vineyard. While that had been difficult at first, she had actually seen signs since then that he was less stressed and anxious.

      She started back down the gravel path. In fact, since that time it would be accurate to say that Laurent had actually mellowed. She smiled at the thought of her Alpha male, dominant husband being anywhere near the word mellow. But it was true.
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      After spending the next hour tidying the flowerbeds around Fraise cottage, Maggie felt a definite boost in her mood. There was something about doing the hands-on, physical work of preparing for a big event that was almost as exciting as the actual event.   That filled her with pleasure and also the thought that perhaps Mila was finally ready to move her life forward.

      Reflecting on how the afternoon of work had lifted her spirits, Maggie was reminded that that had been part of the reason why Laurent had always tended to put the children to work even at a young age. He’d never given them more than they could handle, but every one of them knew what it was like to winter prune the vineyard, to clean debris from around the vines and how to detect vine diseases or insect infestation. Not to mention cooking. Laurent was a passionate home chef, and he’d made sure that all three of his children joined him in the kitchen. He was doing the same thing now with little Amélie . While Maggie couldn’t help but remember these times as mostly laugh-filled and noisy, it occurred to her with surprise that none of her children cooked as adults. She found herself wondering why not.

      Grace stood on the gravel path fork in front of Prune cottage, her arms full of trash and spent toilet rolls, waiting for Maggie.

      “Are you going to be okay with Windsor coming with Susie?” Maggie asked as she joined her.

      Grace groaned. She had not been expecting that her ex-husband would bring his wife and child to the wedding.  

      “Not great, honestly,” Grace said. “Windsor and I have had almost no contact since he left to go back to the States two years ago and not at any point did it ever occur to me that he’d try to get back together with her. I mean, I thought I knew him.”

      Maggie nodded sympathetically. She liked Windsor and it had broken all their hearts when he and Grace had decided to divorce all those years ago. But when he came back to France two years ago in an effort to get closer to Zouzou and his grandson Philippe, he and Grace had clicked back together as if they’d never been a part. All the grievances and wounds of the intervening years faded away. They’d both matured in the interim. They both knew what it took to be happy with another person. What it took to forgive. What to ignore, what to let go. And the magic that had aways been there reignited to the point that Grace had been made to believe that she and Windsor would soon re-wed.

      And then it all went to hell.

      Stepping into the main house, Grace dumped the bag of trash on a chair and checked her watch.

      “I guess it didn’t occur to me that Susie would even want to come to the wedding,” she said. “I mean, she’s never come to France for anything before.”

      After Windsor divorced Grace more than two decades ago, he married Susie—at the time barely out of her teens—and settled in Atlanta where he worked as a business development manager. Eight years ago, they had a child and then separated. That was when he came to France to try again with Grace. When that failed, he returned to Susie. 

      “Do you think there’s a reason?” Maggie asked.

      “I have no clue,” Grace said. “As I said, Windsor and I don’t talk.”

      “What about Zouzou? Laurent says Windsor periodically reaches out to her.”

      “If he does, she doesn’t mention it to me,” Grace said. “It’s such a mess. Do yourself a favor, darling. Never get divorced. Or at least don’t do it if you’ve been foolish enough to have children first. In that case the rotter is never out of your life.”

      Maggie detected the sound of crunching gravel and the low rumble of an engine outside.

      “I think someone’s here,” she said.

      “Are you serious?” Grace said snatching the garbage bag from the chair. “No one is supposed to come for another hour! I look a fright!”

      She ran to the hall mirror where she patted her perfect golden waves into place and pinched her cheeks. Maggie knew the excitement Grace must be feeling at the thought of seeing Zouzou. She had felt exactly the same last night when Mila and Jem had come home.

      “It’s Zouzou,” Maggie said, peering through the sidelight of the front door before pulling the door open.

      A delighted gasp escaped Grace’s lips.

      “Danielle! Philippe!” Grace called. “Our girl is home!” She turned to Maggie. “Go greet her, darling, while I get rid of this garbage bag!”

      Maggie laughed. She wanted to remind Grace that Zouzou had seen garbage bags before at Dormir, but she understood how Grace wanted everything to be perfect for her daughter’s big week. Maggie stepped out onto the front steps and watched Zouzou climb out of the taxi.

      "Zouzou!" she exclaimed, her eyes immediately drawn to the swell of Zouzou’s belly.  

      "Aunt Maggie!" Zouzou cried, as she turned and hurried toward the house before flinging her arms around Maggie. Maggie held her close before noticing a young woman emerging from the car behind Zouzou. Her dark, shoulder-length hair fell in soft, natural waves, with a tousled fringe that framed her sharp cheekbones and almond-shaped hazel eyes. She wore a tailored black blazer with slightly rolled-up sleeves over a crisp white linen blouse, half-tucked into high-waisted, cropped jeans. Maggie was impressed with how chic she looked. She knew that Grace would be, too.

      “I’m Chantal,” the young woman said with a grin. “The bridesmaid?”

      “Oh, yes, this is Chantal,” Zouzou said seconds before her mother hurried from the house and held out her arms to her.

      “Darling, you look amazing!” Grace said. “I still can’t believe my baby is having a baby!”

      She wrapped Zouzou in her arms and hugged her swaying. Maggie turned to greet Chantal at the same time Danielle and Philippe appeared behind Grace in the doorway. Danielle was wiping her hands with a kitchen towel while Philippe held back shyly. As soon as Zouzou broke away from her mother, she turned to Philippe and pulled him into her arms.

      “Oh, my gosh, you’ve gotten so big!” she said as she hugged her nephew. “Stop growing!”

      Philippe laughed self-consciously before relinquishing her to Danielle who embraced her and kissed her.

       "We've missed you so much, chérie!" Danielle exclaimed, cupping Zouzou's cheeks with both hands. "And just look at you, glowing like the angel you are!”

      "I've missed you so much," Zouzou murmured, her voice trembling with emotion. 

      “Come in, come in!” Grace said, herding everyone into the living room and giving Chantal a big hug, surprising the young woman but then, Grace was American and tonight her emotions were running high.

      “Are the groomsmen here yet?” Zouzou asked, looking around the living room.

      Maggie knew that Pierre’s groomsmen were driving down from Paris.

      “Not yet,” Grace said. “Are you hungry, darling? Oh, it’s so wonderful to see you I could just eat you!”

      Zouzou laughed and turned to Chantal.

      “Don’t worry,” she said to her friend. “It’s an American idiom and mostly harmless.” She looked around the room again as if memorizing every detail. “I love it when things don’t change. This place looks like it did when I was in the fifth grade. Where’s Geoff?”

      “He’s meeting Pierre’s train,” Grace said. “It turns out that Noémie is on the same train. Now let’s get you settled. Unless you want to freshen up first?”

      “I would love to lie down,” Chantal said, her eyes shadowed by faint smudges of weariness on her face. “Zouzou and I had a late one last night but I’m afraid I wasn’t abstaining from alcohol like she was.”

      “Of course, dear,” Grace said with a smile. “Philippe? Can you show Mademoiselle Chantal to her cottage? It’s Mirabelle cottage.”

      Philippe jumped up and grabbed Chantal’s luggage and began rolling it to the front door.

      “It was great to meet you all,” Chantal said. “Zouzou talks about her family a lot.” Then she disappeared out the door behind Philippe.

      Maggie had understood from Grace who’d heard it from Zouzou, that Chantal was not someone Zouzou knew well, but since Zouzou only had Mila and Noémie as her bridesmaids—and she’d yet to meet Noémie—Zouzou was happy enough to invite Chantal when Pierre asked her to. The more the merrier, indeed, Maggie thought happily.

      “You look radiant, darling,” Maggie said to Zouzou as she and Grace and Danielle all settled down on the couch around her.

      “I don’t feel it,” Zouzou said with a laugh. “I’m always tired. It takes me an hour just to shift positions at night in bed.”

      “It won’t be much longer,” Grace said with a knowing smile.

      Maggie got up and went into the kitchen to make glasses of Rosé Pamplemousse for them all and to check on the pan of gougères that Danielle had popped into the oven a few minutes earlier. When she came back with the cheese puffs and the drinks on a wide bamboo tray, Grace and Zouzou were deep into an intense conversation.

      “Ugh, why does he have to bring her?” Zouzou asked with a grimace.

      Maggie handed Zouzou a glass of the Pamplemousse minus the rosé and pushed the tray of gougères near her.

      “Well, she’s his wife,” Grace said in resignation.

      “He didn’t have to come,” Zouzou said. “I’d have survived.”

      “He’s your father,” Grace said, her eyes briefing catching Maggie’s.

      “Yeah, like that means something,” Zouzou said.

      For whatever reason, Zouzou had never been on board during the time when Grace and Windsor were attempting to rekindle their liaison. Maggie thought that perhaps it was because her parents broke up when she was so young that she didn’t really have a memory of them as a couple. Zouzou often spent summers with Windsor and Susie in the States, but she claimed she never felt truly welcome by either of them.

      “For shame, Zouzou,” Danielle said, lightly tapping Zouzou’s wrist with a forefinger. “Your father would do anything for you.”

      “Yeah, he’s proven that about a thousand times,” Zouzou said sarcastically.

      “You must not mock the power of family bonds,” Danielle scolded. “Your father is willing to travel a long distance and put up with your insults and your mother’s snubs to be here for your big day. It’s what family does. Do not make light of it.”

      Zouzou shrugged it off.

      “What about Taylor?” she asked looking at her mother. “She’s family, isn’t she?”

      Grace and Maggie exchanged a look. As a child, Taylor had always had trouble controlling her violent moods and negative impulses, and as an adult had become estranged from her family. Grace and Windsor had tried many times over the years to reach out to her, but Taylor’s substance abuse issues and an innate bitterness had prevented any hope of success.

      The first time anyone in the family even knew Taylor was pregnant was when she showed up one Thanksgiving and handed her mother the newborn before disappearing again. As Maggie watched Zouzou’s face, she knew that the young woman’s fantasy of having a sister she could love and tell secrets to and commiserate with over their parents’ disintegrating marriage, was one that would never be realized, but was one she wouldn’t give up easily either. Just then Philippe came into the living room through the front door, his eyes wide.

      “Somebody’s coming!” he said.

      “Is it Pierre?” Zouzou asked.

      “No, it’s someone with a kid,” he said.

      That could either be Laurent with Amélie or Windsor with Peoria, his child with Susie. Since Philippe obviously hadn’t recognized the car, it was more likely to be Windsor. Philippe went to the door and opened it wide to reveal a ride-share car idling near the rose bushes that lined the front drive.

      Through the open door, Maggie could see Windsor get out of the car and then turn to help his eight-year-old daughter out of the backseat. In Maggie’s mind, the serene atmosphere inside the house instantly shifted as everyone in the living room watched Windsor and his family disengage from the car.

      “Bonjour the house!” Windsor called as he waited for his wife to get out of the car before approaching the house.

      Susie was a small woman, her slim frame giving her an almost birdlike quality, though there was nothing delicate about her attitude. Her face was sharp, with high cheekbones and a pointed chin, but it was her mouth that drew Maggie’s eye—a perpetual frown etched deeply into her features. Her lips, thin and downturned, seemed to press together in silent disapproval, as if she were always poised to deliver a withering remark.

      Maggie felt a palpable tension permeate the room as they watched Windsor advance toward the house, his eyes hungrily looking for Philippe who had slipped away from the front door and now stood beside Danielle by the couch. An uneasy hush fell in the room; the earlier joyous chatter having given way to strained silence. Neither Grace nor Zouzou stood up to greet the newcomers, prompting Maggie to go to the door and give Windsor a hearty hug.

      “So glad you could make it,” she said breathlessly. “How was the trip?”

      “Good, good,” Windsor said, his eyes on Zouzou taking in her fully pregnant form. “Hello, sweetheart.”

      Zouzou got up then and went to him and embraced him half-heartedly, but Maggie saw Windsor’s body tense with joy when she did. He pulled back and kissed her on the cheek and then turned to his wife Susie.

      “You remember Susie, don’t you, Zouzou?” he said. “And your sister Peoria?”

      The child was held tightly in front of Susie, her face clearly showing the tension that everyone else was feeling. Her shoulders seemed to visibly stiffen as Windsor and Susie stood in the foyer, their forced smiles and curt nods betraying the simmering unrest. Maggie watched as Philippe reluctantly stepped forward so that Windsor could wrap his arms around the boy.

      “You’ve grown so much,” Windsor said. “You’ll be wanting to borrow the car soon!”

      It was a nonsensical thing to say and, from the grimace on Philippe’s face, he didn’t understand it. But Maggie knew that Windsor was nervous and trying too hard.

      “Windsor, welcome!” Danielle called from the living room where she still sat.

      Windsor hurried over to her and gave her a hug, clearly relieved that there was at least two people happy to see him. Two years ago, when he lived at Dormir, he’d become close to Danielle, depending on her good advice and her easy manner. Maggie found herself wondering if he’d stayed in touch with her. Windsor wasn’t a bad man, but he tended to take the easy way out. He turned now and introduced Danielle to his wife and daughter, both of whom merely winced at the elderly woman.   

      Grace got up to close the front door that the trio had left open behind them.

      “We’ll have dinner in an hour or so,” she said to Susie. “If you’d like to freshen up, Philippe will show you to your cottage.”

      “Peoria is starving,” Susie said bluntly. “I need to feed her now. There was absolutely nothing at the airport and Windsor wouldn’t stop to let us pick something up along the way.”

      Maggie could tell that Grace wasn’t feeling sympathetic to Susie’s problems, but she kept an impassive, inscrutable expression on her face.

      “I’ll see if I can find her something in the kitchen,” Grace said.

      “Not just something,” Susie stressed. “She has a delicate stomach.”

      Maggie was glad Laurent wasn’t here to hear that. He had very strong opinions about picky eaters—children or adults. She turned to Windsor who was nodding civilly at Grace. It broke her heart to see the two of them like this. Just two years ago when they’d gotten back together and vowed to try again, they’d been so happy together.

      Right up until the moment when Windsor killed a man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie was amazed at how chaotic things got so quickly just with the addition of three new people. She chalked up much of the sudden frenzy to the high emotion of all of the parties involved. She found herself longing for Laurent to hurry and come. He’d texted—or more likely Mila had texted for him—that they were on their way. Maggie watched Peoria who was literally glowering at anyone who dared make eye contact with her. Laurent was very good with children, especially naughty children. She wished he would hurry.

      A few minutes after they arrived, they were plied with cheese and baguette pieces and chocolate for Peoria. Windsor and Susie had allowed Philippe to take them to their cottage to freshen up before dinner. They had passed Chantal who was on her way back from her own cottage.  

      “I love your decor, Madame Van Sant,” Chantal said, stepping into the dining room where Maggie and Danielle were putting the finishing touches on the table setting. Chantal clasped her hands together as if overcome by the presentation.

      “Oh, please call me Grace,” Grace said from where she sat next to Zouzou. “You know us Americans. We don’t stand on ceremony.”

      “Told you,” Zouzou said to Chantal with a smile.

      Maggie stepped into the kitchen to get more napkins and once more heard car tires on the gravel drive and felt her hopes rise that it might be Laurent. She went to the window and was disappointed to see it was a rental car. She watched as the doors swung open and two young men climbed out.

      “I think the groomsmen have arrived,” she called over her shoulder.

      Zouzou joined her at the window.

      “Yep,” she said. “That’s Bernard Gagnon and Marcel. I’m afraid I don’t know Marcel’s surname. But Bernard is actually Chantal’s cousin.”

      Zouzou went to the front door and opened it, then stood there to greet the young men.

      “Welcome to Dormir,” she said. “Be sure and tell all your friends. My mother’s business depends on TripAdvisor reviews.”

      Both men came in and kissed Zouzou before quickly looking for Grace to greet her. As Maggie watched them, she couldn’t help but think them an odd contrast. Marcel’s short stature was accentuated by a hunched posture, as though he were bracing himself against the world. His face was pockmarked and sallow, and he was clearly losing his hair. Unfortunate, Maggie thought, for someone so young.

      Bernard, on the other hand, had thick dark hair swept back off his face which would have been handsome, Maggie noted, if it hadn’t come with a permanent sneer.  His deep-set and shadowed eyes carried a glint of derision, scanning people like a predator sizing up its prey. He carried himself with a swagger that bordered on arrogance, Maggie thought. While Marcel appeared to be quiet and restrained, Bernard was constantly talking, commenting, laughing or joking. Maggie had just finished shaking hands with them when she spotted the familiar headlights of Laurent’s Citroen pull into the driveway out of the corner of her eye.

      “Oncle Laurent is here!” Philippe called out.

      At last, Maggie thought as she stepped out onto the front steps.

      As the Citroen’s engine rumbled to a stop, the driver's side door swung open, and Maggie felt her breath catch in her throat. She watched as her husband unfolded his six-foot-five form from the car, his movements fluid and graceful despite his size. Dark hair, liberally threaded with silver, framed a chiseled, angular face marked by a strong, square jawline and piercing, molten brown eyes.

      Even from a distance, Maggie could see the alluring combination of rugged masculinity that radiated from him.  As the rest of the passengers emptied from the car, Laurent turned to approach the house and Maggie felt an flutter in her chest. There was probably not a moment in all the time she’d known him when she hadn’t reacted like this when she saw him after a separation, no matter how brief. His gaze locked with hers and she felt the familiar electricity pass between them.

      Jem walked behind him, and Maggie felt her happiness ratchet up even higher. Jem was tall, his height a clear inheritance from his six foot-five father, with long limbs and a lean, athletic build that gave him an easy, natural grace. But it was his mother’s Irish heritage that shaped the rest of him, with softened facial angles and a blunt Irish nose. His face was framed by a mop of thick, dark hair and his eyes were a deep, striking green. When he smiled, it was wide and genuine, lighting up his whole face.

      Maggie always thought that Jem carried himself with an understated confidence, the kind that didn’t need to announce itself. Or at least he had done before the DUI two years ago. She’d seen very little of him since then to know if he’d yet regained that calm aplomb.

      “Hey, Mom,” Jem said. “Standing there with your hair blowing like that, you look like a character out of a movie.”

      Maggie laughed.

      “Is that good or bad?” she asked.

      She’d not yet had much time to visit with her children—only last night briefly and not at all this morning since she’d left early before they were up. A part of her was hoping that the time that Laurent and Jem spent together at Domaine St-Buvard might help ameliorate the rough spots in their relationship. Even in just the short time that she’d seen him this trip, she’d watched Jem closely for any signs that he might be having problems back in Atlanta, but he appeared good humored and relaxed. That went a long way to soothing a mother’s always-worried heart.

      “It’s always good,” he said as he gave her a kiss on the cheek before entering the house.

      “I’m starving!” six-year-old Amélie said as she shot past Maggie on her way into the house.

      “Wash your hands!” Laurent called after her before turning to kiss Maggie. “All good?” he asked.

      “It is now,” she said.

      Mila and her friend Riff emerged from the car and joined them on the porch, rushing inside after Mila gave Maggie a quick peck on the cheek.

      “Where are you, Zouzou!?” Mila called as she ran into the house, followed by Riff who grinned apologetically at Maggie.

      Yes, Mila could definitely do worse than a golden retriever boyfriend, Maggie found herself thinking.  

      “It’s crazy in there,” Maggie said to Laurent.

      “These are the times you wish for, non?” he said with a raised eyebrow. “It is what all the planning is about, n’est-ce pas?”

      He had a point. Maggie made a mental note to remind herself of that when all the noise and frenetic socializing began to feel overwhelming.

      “Have you heard from Luc and Charlotte?” she asked.

      “They’re on their way,” Laurent said.

      She slipped her arm into his.

      “Shall we?” she said.

      The scene inside the house revealed most of the young people were greeting each other and making lots of noise in the process. Jem was just pulling away from hugging Zouzou when Mila tugged Riff over to meet Zouzou.   

      “Here he is, as promised,” Mila said as she hung on Riff’s arm. “Is he as cute as I said he was?”

      “Oh, my gosh,” Zouzou said as she flung her arms around Riff. “He’s a keeper, Mila, for sure!”

      Both girls giggled while Riff blushed and ran a hand down Mila’s back.

      Maggie had already determined in the few moments she’d known Riff that she liked him—especially how deferential he was to Mila. But she could also tell by the way Laurent largely ignored him that his particular jury was still out. But then Laurent still didn’t like Pierre! and Pierre had more than proved his worth over the last two years to everyone who had gotten to know him.

      “Bon soir, chérie,” Laurent said as he kissed Zouzou. “You are glowing.”

      “You don’t mean fat, Uncle Laurent?” Zouzou said with an impish grin.

      “Never, mon cher,” he said admonishing her and then made a show of looking around the room. “And where is the groom?”

      “He’ll be here,” Zouzou said. “He had some things to finish up in town before he could leave.”

      Laurent snorted and very subtly shook his head.

      “Settle down, darling Laurent,” Grace said with a laugh. “Geoff’s gone to the train station to pick him up as we speak. Relax. Have a glass of wine.”

      The whole household seemed to be bursting alive with the happy chaos of a family reunion, Maggie thought, with everyone talking over each other, exchanging handshakes, and happily embracing Zouzou and her baby bump. Maggie could physically feel the warm tide of love swelling and lapping in the room. Her heart felt full to bursting as she drank in the sight of this special family reunited under one roof, for this happiest of occasions.

      Maggie spotted Philippe standing in the corner, observing everyone, his eyes wide. The way he was reacting reminded Maggie that Philippe was a quiet boy and crowds made him nervous. Laurent leaned over to talk to him, and she saw Philippe nod. Maggie didn’t know what Laurent was saying, but he was the Pied Piper of unhappy children. Whatever it was, it would be just the right thing.

      “Laurent!” Windsor called from the front door as he and Susie entered.

      Windsor was carrying Peoria in his arms, but he quickly put her down and held his arms out to Laurent. Laurent came forward and clapped Windsor on the arm as his friend brought him in for a hearty embrace.

      “It has been a while,” Laurent said as they broke away.

      “Too long!” Windsor said. His words came out in a sloppy tumble, vowels stretched and consonants slurred, as though his tongue couldn’t quite keep up with his enthusiasm. Maggie was surprised that Windsor appeared to have been drinking. He must have started on the plane or perhaps in the Uber from the airport. She found it hard to blame him for trying to take the sharp edges off his reception when he arrived.

      “You remember Susie?” Windsor said, stepping back to reveal his pouting wife.

      “Of course,” Laurent said. He put his hand out to shake hands, but Susie easily slipped into his arms. She was dwarfed by his size and Maggie felt a moment of irritation that Windsor’s wife would presume such an immediate familiarity. She reminded herself that Susie was American. And a hug was de rigueur even with strangers.

      “Everybody sit down before the daube gets cold!” Grace said, waving to the dining room.

      The group all turned as one toward the dining room just as the front door opened once more, and Luc and Charlotte came in with their fourteen-month-old baby Daniel. Mila squealed and jumped up from her chair at the table to throw herself into Luc’s arms before turning to focus on Charlotte and the baby. It reminded Maggie that Mila hadn’t seen Luc since the wedding in California two years ago. This was the first time she was seeing the baby.

      Luc gave Zouzou a hug and then went to Danielle to give her a kiss as well as Grace. He’d lived with both of them as a teenager and loved them as his own grandmother and beloved auntie. Maggie found her heart warmed that she and Laurent had somehow created this big family of brothers and sisters, cousins and grandparents, aunts and uncles—even if most of them weren’t blood related.

      An abrupt crash was followed by a high-pitched scream. Susie and Windsor who had both settled into dining chairs jumped to their feet and ran to the kitchen. Maggie had already feared there was going to be a problem once Amélie showed up. While a kind child, Amélie was also willful and chronically disobedient. She had trouble making friends at school largely because she was blunt to the point of rudeness in her interactions with the other children and also her teachers. She didn’t suffer fools. And unfortunately, everyone looked like a fool in her eyes.

      “She hit me, Mommy!” Peoria squealed from where she sat on the floor, a broken ceramic honey bowl next to her.

      The child sat cross-legged on the floor, the shattered remnants of the glass bowl scattered around her in a sticky, golden pool. She glared unrepentant and defiant, daring anyone to blame her for the mess.  Maggie spotted Amélie a few feet away. She’d clearly stepped away from the scene of the crime but was watching with interest as if to see which way it would go.

      Maggie saw Windsor step in front of his wife who had turned toward Amélie with her hands in fists at her side.

      “I’ll handle this, Susie,” he said. “Go back to the table.”

      Susie hesitated and then turned and took a step back from Amélie while Windsor turned to face Laurent who had appeared and was glowering at Amélie. Maggie tried in vain to get Amélie’s eye, but she was clearly determined to pretend that the shards of the broken honey pot on the kitchen floor had nothing to do with her.

      “What’s going on here?” Windsor asked both girls.

      “She hit me!” Peoria repeated.

      “Did not,” Amélie said, her eyes finally going to Laurent.

      “I’ve got this, Laurent,” Windsor said in a voice that told Maggie he was way over his head.

      He leaned over and helped Peoria to her feet.

      “No harm done, pumpkin,” he said. “I think I saw cake on the menu. You like cake, right?”

      Amélie burst out laughing at Windsor’s attempts to mollify his child which prompted a growl from Laurent in her direction.

      “Amélie,” he said. “Come to me.”

      “It wasn’t my fault, Opa!” Amélie said. “The girl has big feet and she fell.”

      “Daddy!” Peoria wailed. “She is name-calling me!”

      “It’s all good!” Windsor said much too brightly to the room as he turned to see Susie watching him with her arms crossed.

      Peoria pushed past him to throw herself into Susie’s arms. Maggie watched the poor woman rock back on her heels as the child clutched at her hair with her sticky fingers mangling Susie’s silk scarf in the process. Maggie found herself actually feeling sorry for Susie.

      Honestly, she thought with a head shake, has the poor woman ever thought how much easier her life would be if she could just learn to say no to her child?
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      Dinner that night was nothing less than a madhouse. Maggie found herself on more than one occasion having to remember that having everyone together was literally the point of the evening. First there were the quintessential Provençal appetizers—bowls of several varieties of olives, as well as tapenade, a fougasse and different kinds of bread and crackers accompanying beignets de fleurs de courgettes with little dishes of aioli for dipping. The main meal was a Daube Provençale. Maggie had initially thought it unusual to serve a beef stew for a summer meal, but it was hearty and unfussy and that counted for a lot when you were serving so many people.

      The noise level in addition to multiple conversations tended to make cross table communication difficult which was one of the reasons she didn’t interject when Amélie asked Laurent if she could eat her dinner with Philippe upstairs in his room. Philippe was six years older than Amélie, but she was precocious and they got along well.

      Peoria on the other hand had knocked over her water glass twice and her whining could still be heard over the loud babel of conversation. Maggie noted that Windsor rarely glanced at the child, who sat pouting on her mother’s lap, and she wondered if he’d gotten in the habit of tuning her out.
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