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      Just married, American expat Jules DeBray is adjusting to life as the wife of the local police chief when the proprietor of the iconic village cheese shop goes missing, upsetting the entire village. When the inevitable body shows up, fingers start pointing and it will be up to Jules to solve the mystery.

      In this cozy mystery, the peaceful Provençal countryside hides secrets as rich as a dark chocolate mousse. Snarky, witty and thoroughly American, Jules picks up where she left off in Murder, Voila in this charming cozy mystery with all the flavor and delight of a fresh-baked baguette!
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      I know this might sound corny, but I’ve decided that newlywed life is not so different from a movie of the nineteen forties. I’ve discovered that this stage of one’s life is all studied glances, champagne coupes and blushes. Take now for instance. I was walking along a sunset-drenched vineyard, my hand entwined with my husband’s—not unlike the bursting grapevines all around us. The air was thick with the scent of lavender and ripening grapes.

      I sighed and stole a glance at Luc who seemed enthralled with the view of the aforementioned sunset-drenched fields. He was so gorgeous that I had to pinch myself to remind myself that I wasn’t dreaming and that he really was mine.

      Honestly, any minute now cartoon bluebirds were going to start flitting about my head. It was all so perfect, that it was almost impossible to grasp that this was really my life now.  Me, deliriously happy living in a place where every stone was steeped in history and every sunset was a brand-new revelation. With this sexy Frenchman.

      "Regarde," Luc said, pointing to the horizon where the sky was busy painting itself in hues of pink and orange to complete the picture of my perfect life. "C'est magnifique, n'est-ce pas?"

      I gave his hand a squeeze. It was magnificent. All of it. Especially when you added the fact that I was finally and completely married—two months now. And when you consider how I originally came to Provence—alone, heartbroken, and recently dumped by my boyfriend, mere seconds before a dirty bomb ignited over the Mediterranean Sea, throwing me and the rest of Europe back to the eighteen hundreds—well, my little sun-drenched walk in the park tonight is nothing short of a miracle.

      It sounds pretty romantic when I look at it in retrospect like that. But, at the time, it was the most traumatic thing that had ever happened to me. I didn’t speak French—still don’t if you ask my friends. I didn’t know anyone in this country, I didn’t have a permanent place to live, and I had no idea what was happening back in the States where I’m from.

      Fortunately, over the past three years most of that has gotten sorted. I found out that someone back in the US adopted my cat—my main worry. And I learned that I can handle just about anything that’s thrown at me. It had taken three long and painful years before my country began rounding up all of us expats stranded in various points of the world—and by then I was no longer in the mood to go home.

      By then I’d made a life for myself here. I’d made friends. I’d made a home and a business. I’d met Luc. I’d started to learn the language. If you’d have told me two years ago when the opportunity came to go home that I’d take a pass on it, I’d have never believed you. Make no mistake. Life is hard here. I have to collect firewood to make a cup of tea. After the EMP blitzed all electronics, I’ve had to live without cars, trains, planes, and telephones. And worse, the Internet. Can you imagine? Literally everything I do, I do the hard way.

      I have the occasional use of a horse to help me get from village to village when that’s necessary. Before I came to Provence and got stuck here in this foreign hinterland, clothing and fashion had been a major interest of mine. Now that washers and dry cleaners are a thing of the past, I wear the same thing day in and day out and cleanliness is no longer an assumed characteristic of my wardrobe. It’s just too much trouble when other things are more important.

      The bottom line to all this is to say that I’ve changed. After the EMP, we’ve all changed. But I’ve really changed.

      “We should get back,” Luc said, tugging me in the direction of his cottage.

      He had a smile in his voice when he said it, and I could tell his desire to return home had less to do with the darkening skies and wanting his dinner than it did his wanting to be alone with me behind a door that locked.  

      “I’ll race you,” I said with a laugh before we both took off in a mad rush back to our proverbial love nest.

      
        
         

      

      

       The next morning, I slipped out of bed and padded to the kitchen, intent on crafting a breakfast befitting a partner who was my anchor and sail in equal measure. (Have I mentioned how much I’m enjoying being married?) As I whisked eggs and sliced the tomatoes that I’d gathered the day before from a friend’s garden, it occurred to me that Luc was possibly more anchor than sail. Truth be told, an anchor was often what I needed most. I have a tendency to jump first and interpret the situation for signs of disaster later. That formula has not always worked out for me. In contrast, Luc is a much more analytical person and that’s been a good blend.

      Plus, I have to say the cultural divide between us has always been fascinating to me—and very sexy. Luc is French to the bone and it’s not just his accent that constantly reminds me of that. He regularly attempts to curb me from doing or saying things that any normal American boyfriend would simply have accepted. I find that tendency adorable and so different from what I’m used to. In some ways, being with him is like living with a real-life Regency Alpha male.

      As our village chief of police, Luc is definitely a study in contrasts. Stern and by-the-book. But also easygoing and susceptible. Of course, there are times when I find his strict adherence to the rule of the law a bit much. He does have a tendency to dictate rather than advise, but that was most present when we were just dating or hanging out. The real tenor of our marriage is early days yet.

      Now that we were joined at the hip, he couldn’t just slam a door and ghost me for a week if he was frustrated with me and my American ways. Now that we’d finally committed to each other, there was plenty of time to gently blend our styles and for me to learn how to corral his up-to-now sexy if dictatorial tendencies.  

      "Something smells wonderful,” Luc said from the doorway. I turned to see him leaning against the frame, tousled hair casting shadows over his green eyes. Have I mentioned that Luc is seriously handsome? Best of all, he doesn’t seem to know it.

      "Omelette aux herbes," I said, flipping the omelet before noticing that the fire had gone out on the stove.

      I’ve made omelets many times during the years I lived with les soeurs—the ninety-five-year-old twin sisters who’d been my roommates up until I married Luc two months ago. They tended to do most of the cooking but had always insisted that I have at least one dish under my belt in case they both came down with the flu at the same time. They taught me that there’s something sacred about preparing food for people you love. Until the twins, I’d never experienced that.     

      Luc came into the kitchen and slipped his arms around me, trapping me at the stove. I leaned into him, letting the omelet sputter in the pan for a moment.

      “Je t’aime, Jules,” he murmured into my hair.

      “Je t’aime you too,” I said turning in his arms. “But your breakfast will burn.”

      He kissed me then. I could tell he was struggling with whether to go to work hungry or happy. In the end, he released me. As he seated himself at the table so I could plate his omelet and pour his coffee, I felt so domesticated that I seriously regretted not being able to chronical the moment on Instagram.

      “C’est delicieux, Jules,” he said as he bit into his omelet. “Where is your breakfast?”

      “I’ll have mine when you leave,” I said as I fondly watched him eat.

      It’s true that Luc and I have had some serious ups and downs in the three years we’ve known each other. Because our attraction was so immediate, we’d had to walk away from the relationship at least twice before we finally put our mutually stubborn inclinations on a shelf and allowed ourselves to commit to each other. It’s been a long road but one I’m grateful beyond reason we finally allowed ourselves to go down.

      I sat next to him at the table. Truthfully, I wasn’t eating because there had only been enough eggs for one omelet. But I didn’t mind. I wasn’t hungry at the moment, and if I got hungry later, I’d just head over to La Fleurette, the twelfth-century carriage house where I used to live with les soeurs. There was always something on the stove there.

      “What’s your day look like?” I asked as I sipped my coffee—already cold and of course now that the fire had gone out, there was no easy way to reheat it.

      He cut into his omelet and shrugged.

      “No open cases,” he said. “Probably just paperwork. I might go over to the mayor’s office and talk with Katrine.”

      Katrine Pelletier was an old friend of mine—well, three years old. She’d won the mayoral election the year before. She was also a single mother of two small children. Between her job and her single mother status, she was stressed a lot.

      “Something going on there?” I asked.

      “No, no. When we have a slow period, I just like to hear any issues she might have. Keep ahead of it.”

      “Smart.”

      Luc is like a lot of men I know in that he doesn’t talk very much and certainly not at length. Me, I’m a talker. On top of that, I’ve got a reporter’s inclination—probably because that’s what I used to be back in Atlanta before I came to Provence. Since I don’t speak the language here well enough for journalism to be an occupational option for me, I have turned my natural curiosity to investigative and private detective work. I find the nature of the business suits me and the way my mind works. Plus, it’s never boring. I am painfully aware that Luc isn’t crazy about me doing investigative work, which is disappointing, but there you have it. Already two months old and already our marriage isn’t perfect.

      “And what does your day look like?” he asked as he finished his omelet with a swig of cold coffee and a quick expression of distaste he nearly managed to hide from me.

      “I’ll probably go over to La Fleurette,” I said. “And see if the twins need me for anything.”

      “Of course,” he said and then took a breath.

      It’s true that I haven’t been married to Luc long but I’ve known him long enough to know when something is on his mind. The intake of breath and then nothing was a tell that I was familiar with. I’ve learned to wait for it though. Asking him what’s on his mind only tends to slow down his process.

      “We probably should start weeding the garden,” he said finally. “It’s nearly summer.”

      “Good idea,” I said, although I knew very well that by we he meant me.

      After that he left the table to finish dressing for work and I picked up his dish and our mugs and put them in the sink. Because we don’t have hot water heaters anymore, I’ll have to heat up a container of water before cleaning the breakfast dishes. And to do that, I’ll have to first build a fire.

      A few minutes later, as I was coaxing a flame from the sticks jammed in the fire box on the stove in order to heat up the dishwashing water, Luc kissed me goodbye and set out for his day. Our cottage was only a half mile from the village of Chabanel where he works, but he always drove there in his 2013 Citroen Hatchback. He is one of only two people in the area who has a working car but of course as chief of police he needed one.

      As I watched him drive off, I found myself deliberately extinguishing the budding flame I’d created as the thought occurred to me that I could just head over to La Fleurette and get a cup of hot coffee which seemed an imminently more sensible way to start my day.
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      Luc entered the village police station, breathing in the familiar scents of old wood, stale coffee, and paperwork. Even in broad day light, the front office although neat and orderly, was dimly lit with only a few electric lamps providing illumination.

      The front reception area was empty. Madame Gabin was late coming in again. Luc had noticed that she had started coming in later and later ever since he’d married. He stepped down the hall leading to the holding cells in the back which were dark and forbidding, their metal bars glinting in the low light.

      Even Matteo wasn’t in yet. They’d had another detective, Eloise, but she’d had some long-brewing issues with Jules so that when she’d asked to transfer to Lyons Luc had been only too glad to see her go. Unfortunately, that meant he and Matteo were shorthanded until her replacement came.  

      As Luc made his way down the hall to his office, his stomach rumbled, reminding him he'd had only a meagre breakfast. Jules had been so proud of the omelet she’d made him this morning that he didn’t have the heart to tell her it wasn’t nearly enough for him. He glanced at the files stacked on his desk as he walked into his office. Things were quiet. He’d head out for an early lunch at the café to make up for the paltry breakfast.

      He knew Jules was doing her best. Just seeing the effort that she went to for him filled his heart with love for her. He was hoping to ask Madame Gabin if she would give Jules knitting lessons. He’d been astonished to hear that she didn’t know how to knit or sew. Probably the American in her didn’t consider either a viable skill worth learning. It was a surprise to him that les soeurs hadn’t taught her when they were living together. They probably figured it was more trouble than just doing it themselves.

      He sat down at his desk and picked up one of the files from a case that was essentially resolved but not quite closed. It was a property dispute that Luc had successfully arbitrated—after one neighbor had paid a fine for assaulting the other. The two men had agreed to Luc’s suggested terms and now all that was needed was the final closing report.

      A sound in the other room prompted Luc to look up. He could smell the aroma of strong coffee and he found his mouth watering. Madame Gabin often brought coffee and pastries into work. He walked down the hall to the waiting room where her desk was. Sure enough, she had set two large cups of coffee on her desk.

      “Good morning, Chief,” she said. “One of those is yours.”

      “Appreciate it,” Luc said, taking the coffee and realizing he couldn’t scold her now for coming in late.

      “And help yourself to the pains aux raisins,” she said, indicating the bag on her desk.

      Madame Gabin had worked as the village police station receptionist for over fifteen years. She was a gossipy woman in her late fifties, with a no-nonsense attitude but a veritable font of village information, some factual, some just mean-spirited. Her dark hair was shot through with silver and frown lines creased the downward tilt of her mouth.

      “And how is married life this morning, Chief?” she asked, her lip curled into a subtle sneer.

      Madame Gabin had never been a fan of Jules. Perhaps he’d rethink asking her to teach her how to knit.

      “Same as yesterday morning,” he said. “Perfection.”

      She snorted and began to sort out the files on her desktop as she got ready for her day. Luc fished out two pains aux raisins and returned to his office.

      “Matteo?” he asked over his shoulder.

      “I have no idea,” she said.

      Luc felt a shiver of annoyance. Their ongoing lack of cellphones was the main lingering consequence of the EMP which continued to negatively impact their lives in the village—and certainly his ability to do his job. There was a landline at Gabin’s desk and an ancient car phone in Luc’s car. Hardly ideal.

      He sat back down at his desk and quickly ate the pastry but took his time with the coffee. He frowned at the stack of administrative work on his desk and found his attention wandering to the view out his window.

      The sun's rays illuminated the golden hues of the ancient stone buildings of the village, casting shadows on the cobblestone street. A breeze carried the scent of the vineyards from the outskirts of town which mixed with the aroma of freshly baked bread from the nearby boulangerie.

      It had only been two months since their simple yet beautiful wedding, but already Luc could sense a hint of discord developing with Jules. Their paths no longer crossed during their daily rounds as they had when they were dating. At home, silences seemed to grow where once they’d shared confidences. Was he imagining it? Had married life changed the close bond they’d once had? They rarely talked about it, but often Jules came home after he did, exhausted and mentally immersed in whatever project she was working on—with no time to ask about his day.

      He knew he made the situation worse by becoming impatient with her so-called work. He’d made it clear before they married that he didn’t want her to continue to do private investigation work. He thought she’d understand without him having to come right out and tell her to quit. His few covert conversations with les soeurs about how to handle her had assured him that Jules was only stubborn and independent—the very traits he enjoyed about her. They urged him to believe that his continued patience was the best way around her.

      But with each passing day, she seemed more solidly entrenched in her ways than ever.

      And he was still eating herb omelets most evenings for dinner.

       Shaking his head to dismiss unwelcome thoughts, he turned again to the stack of reports.

      Where the hell is Matteo?

      He would need to have a conversation with him. Especially now that they were short staffed, Matteo needed to be told that he couldn’t take advantage of the changes at the station. And knowing Matteo, that’s exactly what he’d do. Now more than ever, Luc needed him on time and ready to go the extra mile. Probably hopeless, Luc thought with irritation.

      I have one detective and he is already trying to retire while collecting a full paycheck.

      Luc felt a stiffness developing in his neck. He stood up, suddenly too antsy to sit still. He was hungry. The pastries hadn’t filled him up. Maybe he’d do a walking circuit around the village square and try to walk off a little of the energy and restlessness that seemed to be vibrating through him. Then he’d go to lunch. Maybe even have a glass of wine.

      As he came to Madame Gabin’s desk he stopped when he saw she was on the phone.

      “He’s here right now,” she said into the phone. “It’s Matteo,” she said to Luc.

      Luc frowned and held out his hand for the phone.

      “Yes?” Luc said into the phone.

      “I’m at the boulangerie,” Matteo said. “I did my rounds this morning before coming in and had two people say there was something strange going on at the cheese seller’s shop.”

      “Strange how?”  

      “Nobody’s seen the owner Hélo Montrachet in two days. Hasn’t opened the shop.”

      “Maybe he’s away.”

      “Witnesses say he never goes anywhere. He has no family.”

      “Stay put. I’ll be right there.”

      He handed the phone back to Madame Gabin.

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      “That’s what I intend to find out,” he said as he turned toward the door and headed into the beautiful spring morning.
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      That morning, I decided to ride my bike to La Fleurette which is three miles from the village of Chabanel and two miles from Luc’s cottage.  The house sits on a small rise surrounded by fields, along with a manicured potager and an ancient stone wall encircling the property. Honeysuckle and lavender run riot on the perimeter of the small front porch that lines the half-moon drive in front of the house.

      When I was still about a quarter mile from the house, I could hear my dog Cocoa barking. I assumed the twins had her penned up inside or she would’ve come out in the road to greet me. When I pulled up to the house, I parked my bike on the front stoop and looked up at its presentation, amazed.

      Even though it was only mid-May, the twins had already crammed every window top and bottom—five in all—with boxes of red geraniums. The hedges of purple and blue hydrangea were in full bloom too, flanking the large double wooden door. Seeing all the flowers reminded me that I was way behind schedule for doing anything with the garden at Luc’s—I mean, at our place. Luc wasn’t the only one nagging me to do something with the garden. There hasn’t been a single time I’ve seen les soeurs that they haven’t asked me about my progress with it. Justine has even offered to come over to get me started. Ugh. I’m all for fresh spices and herbs at your fingertips but I suppose I’m still longing for the day that the stupid apocalypse is over and I am able to buy all that stuff at the grocery store like a normal person.

      As soon as I opened the front door, Cocoa launched herself into my arms and immediately covered my face with sloppy dog kisses. I missed having her with me and I could see she missed me, too.

      “Jules?” Justine called from the kitchen.

      I put Cocoa down and closed the door behind me. The rooms inside La Fleurette are large—which is unusual for such an old mas—with high ceilings. The floors are scuffed stone slabs that have been here for generations. There’s a massive fireplace mantel carved from a single stone that dominates the main hall. A wooden staircase leads to the upper floors, each of the steps wavy and uneven from hundreds of years of use.

      “It’s me,” I said. “Any coffee still hot?”

      Justine came out of the kitchen wiping her hands on a hand towel that was tucked into her belt. She had her white hair tied back off her face in a worn kerchief and was wearing an old apron or tablier over her day dress. I find Justine absolutely beautiful in spite of her age.  She had married many decades ago and her husband had been deceased for years. Her twin sister Lèa on the other hand had never married and, if you knew her like I do, you’d be incredibly impressed with her strength, her bravery and her natural intuition. But you would not be surprised that she’d never married. She’s prickly at the best of times.

      In any event, they were both single now, in their mid-nineties, and both veterans of the French Resistance during the last world war. The two of them hold a high place of honor in Chabanel for their bravery and their valorous actions during the war. There weren’t many of their kind left—even fewer as the years went by. 

      “Yes, chérie, there is coffee,” Justine said, grinning with obvious delight to see me. “You did not bring Luc?”   

      “He’s at work,” I said as I made my way toward her to give her a kiss before moving into the kitchen where I could smell the coffee on the stove. The kitchen at La Fleurette was typical for the time when it was built. This room was the center of the house since food was then as it is now the center of every Frenchman’s universe. The floor and walls were made of stone, great for keeping heat in, When the stove was hot it kept the whole house warm in winter and unbearable in summer. Our friend Thibault Theroux is incredibly handy cobbling together working electronics out of virtually nothing. He fashioned the large wood-fire oven at La Fleurette. There’s also a refrigerator in the kitchen although of course it no longer works. The twins use it to store pantry items.

      I brought down an earthenware mug and poured my coffee from the French press on the stove. A plate of croissants was on the kitchen table, and I helped myself to one. Just then Lèa came into the kitchen and cleared her throat.  

      “I don’t suppose you are here to clean out the horse’s stall,” she said with a frown. “After finding Roulette wandering the countryside without his halter, Monsieur Dellaux is not happy.”

      I borrowed Monsieur Dellaux’s horse Roulette when I needed to get from one place to another. We often kept him in a stall here at La Fleurette, but it had been over a week since I’d ridden him.

      “Bonjour, Lèa,” I said. “I thought Roulette was over at Monsieur Dellaux’s place.”

      “Jules has come to visit with us,” Justine said to Lèa as she poured herself a cup of coffee.

      “And obviously to drink coffee,” Lèa said pointedly.

      “I don’t know what you’ve been doing with your morning,” I said to Lèa, “but I’ve already weeded both the garden, the potager and cleaned the kitchen floor over at Luc’s.”

      All lies of course. But it pleased me to see Lèa’s eyebrows jump up in surprise. She went to the open shelving over the stove and brought down a mug for herself, deciding I suppose that a visit was merited after all.

      “I’m glad to see you are not embarrassing us by laying about and reading novels all day,” she said. “I was sure you would. Come sit and tell us the news.”

      I know it sounds like she hates me or at the very least doesn’t see the point of me, but Lèa Cazaly is actually quite fond of me. Dare I say, she loves me. But she’s a prickly old hen and I’ve learned that one needs to get past the thorns to get to the cuddles.

      Just kidding. There are no cuddles.

      “Well, I made my special omelette aux herbes for Luc this morning before he went to work,” I said.

      Lèa snorted.

      “You think you deserve praise for making your husband eggs for breakfast?”

      “Chérie, didn’t you make him that for dinner a few nights ago?” Justine asked gently.

      “He likes it,” I said defensively. “He said he can’t eat it enough.”

      “He is just saying that to be polite,” Justine said. “Chérie, you must learn to cook him something else.”

      “Why? If he wants something else, why can’t he learn to cook it?” I asked. “Why is that my job?”

      “I told you she would ruin this!” Lèa said to Justine, clucking her tongue and shaking her head at the same time.

      “I’m not ruining anything,” I said, feeling my face flush with annoyance. “Will you just butt out and let me and Luc do things our way?”

      “You realize that we are Catholic and divorce is out of the question?” Lèa asked.

      “Okay, I’m pretty sure even Catholics are allowed to divorce nowadays,” I said, feeling a headache forming. “And Luc and I are not in trouble.”

      “Not yet,” Justine said unhappily.

      “Not at all,” I stressed.

      “But chérie,” Justine said. “You did say you would try not to be so independent, didn’t you?”

      “I can’t imagine I said anything of the kind,” I said hotly. “And that’s rich coming from you, Justine. I’m looking at two people who single-handedly took on the German army. As teenagers.”

      “You have been reading too many novels,” Lèa said with a sniff.

      “I might be exaggerating but I’m not wrong about you both being the very definition of independent when you were my age.”

      “I was married at your age,” Justine reminded me. “And not at all independent.”

      “Well, I don’t believe that,” I said “You can’t have changed that much with one simple marriage ceremony. I have a job and Luc knows and respects that.”

      Again, another lie. Why do I bother coming here if I have to fib about everything?

      “Luc did not marry Hercules Poirot!” Lèa said. “He wants a wife!”

      "And he’s got one!” I said, raising my voice. “And trust me there are no complaints on his end!”

      “Do not be crude, chérie,” Justine admonished.

      I looked at her in bewilderment although I suppose when you’re her age and have lived your whole life communicating through euphemisms and metaphors instead of coming right out with what you mean, my he’s-got-no-complaints line probably sounded lewd.

      “Look,” I said. “Everything is great between me and Luc. We’re happy. It’s great.”

      “But still no baby?” Lèa asked with a raised eyebrow.

      Bracing myself in order not to throw my empty coffee mug at her, I set it down deliberately and forced myself to smile.

      “We’ve only been married two months,” I said slowly.

      “Are you using protection?” Justine asked. “Because that would explain it.”

      I began to sputter in frustration, my headache now full-blown, when Lèa saved me from saying something I would be sorry for later.

      “Enough,” she said, finishing off her coffee and standing up. “We don’t have all day for this.”

      Justine collected the coffee mugs and turned to the sink. I could see she already had a steaming pan of water on the stove for washing up.

      “You will let us know when Luc finds the missing cheese seller?” she said over her shoulder as if deliberately not returning to the conversation of my inadequacies as a bride.

      “The who?” I asked as I ruffled Cocoa’s ears, holding back the time when I would have to get back on my bike and head home to the cottage and its endless list of chores waiting for me.

      “Monsieur Montrachet,” Lèa said. “The man we buy our cheese from in Chabanel.”

      “He’s missing?” I asked.

      “Nobody has seen him,” Justine said. “But I’m sure Luc will get to the bottom of it.”

      I felt a flash of envy that Luc was going to have a proper case to investigate. And not one he’d have to hide or justify investigating. No one was giving him a hard time for doing his work. While it was true that missing persons cases in Chabanel typically tended to be people wandering off drunk and falling in a ditch, they were always interesting to unravel.

      “I’m sure he will,” I said, feeling the bite of my envy deep in my core.
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      I spent the rest of the day cleaning and weeding the impossible potager, mostly so I wouldn’t feel like such a liar after telling the twins that I’d done it. Fortunately, the garden patch wasn’t too large, but it was still an overwhelming task for me. Everywhere I looked rogue vines clung to whatever they could, snaking across the soil and intertwining with the stems of other plants.

      The once distinct borders of the plot were obscured by creeping ground cover, spilling onto the surrounding pavered pathway. Dandelions reared their yellow heads defiantly among the chaos making it at least easier to tell weed from possibly salvageable plant.

      By the end of the afternoon, I was sweaty, dirty, and unable to really see much progress. Justine had snuck me a couple of pork chops before I left that she’d gotten from Thibault who got them through the black market, as well as a bag of rocket lettuce from the garden at La Fleurette.

      By the time I’d washed and gotten the fire going for the chops, Luc was home from the station.

      “You’ve made a good start in the potager,” he said as he washed his hands in the sink.

      I felt an annoyed prickle that I was being patronized. I made an effort to push the thought away. I’d spent the day digging in the dirt and trying to keep the fire going. He’d spent a productive day looking at clues, talking to people, interviewing witnesses, and then having lunch at the village café, all while his staff kowtowed to him.

      He peered into the paper wrapping that held the two pork chops.

      “Where did you get these?” 

      From the way he asked, it was clear he already knew where I’d gotten them. I don’t know how. There was nothing obvious that shouted black market. At least not to me.

      “I didn’t get around to going to the charcuterie in town,” I said, wondering why I was feeling like I’d done something wrong when all I’d wanted was to give him a nice dinner tonight.

      “We cannot be taking food from les soeurs,” he said with a frown.

      I held my tongue. It’s not true what they say. You don’t get a big pat on the back when you stop yourself from snapping at an unappreciative spouse.

      “How about wine?” I said, trying to make him smile even though I really felt like throttling him.

      “Not wine, not pork chops,” he said seriously.

      When I didn’t respond, he continued.

      “You know that I cannot have my wife be seen to buy contraband from the black market. I know Thibault is a good friend of yours—”

      “I’d have said he was a good friend of yours too.”

      I turned to face him and crossed my arms.

      “Yes, of course,” he said impatiently. “I’m just saying that Thibault has a history of cutting corners on what he does, and as the wife of the village police chief—”

      “Look, as much as I’d love to hear the rest of that sentence,” I said, tossing down a dish towel, “and trust me, I’m dying to hear where it ends up, I’m afraid I’m working on a bit of a headache. Would you mind getting the grill going and putting the chops on? Thank you, chérie.”

      I turned and went to our bedroom, careful not to slam the door behind me.

       

      Not surprisingly, dinner that night was quiet. Luc put the chops on the grill and even cleaned the rocket lettuce since I hadn’t gotten around to doing it myself. I don’t know whether he thought we’d gotten the greens from our own garden—an impossibility if he had eyes to see—or if I’d bought them in town, but he was wise enough not to ask me about them. Although I’d been half-joking about the wine, I have to admit, we could’ve used a bottle that night to smooth the rough edges off our little skirmish.

      “Dinner was very good,” he commented, I suppose in an attempt to be conciliatory. But since I’d gotten the dinner from les soeurs and was not responsible for its procurement or its preparation in any way, I’m not sure how he thought he was complimenting me. Maybe he was just speaking out loud and praising himself?
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