
  
    [image: Croak, Monsieur!]
  


  
    
      CROAK, MONSIEUR!

      BOOK 5 OF THE STRANDED IN PROVENCE MYSTERIES

    

    
      
        SUSAN KIERNAN-LEWIS

      

    

    
      SAN MARCO PRESS

    

  


  
    
      For some people not even the apocalypse can ruin a nice day on the water.

      A spring boat ride with no motor, no GPS and no radio.

      What could possibly go wrong?

      When Jules goes to Marseille to run an errand for the twins, she meets an exotic new friend who offers her a day trip on a French yacht to wash away the gloom of the post-apocalyptic winter Jules has just endured.

      The trip promises everything Jules has been craving for the last six months…sunshine, rosé wine, exciting company, bracing sea air…and murder.

      What starts out as a pleasure cruise quickly turns into the sail of the damned as, trapped on a boat with a killer, Jules scrambles to find out who not to turn her back on—and fast.
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      I’m pretty sure the horse was on to me.

      It stood there in the farmer’s pasture looking at me through half-lidded eyes with a very definite oh-hell-no-you’re-not-climbing-on top-of-me vibe going on.

      I have a singular instinct about animals. I can read their most obvious intentions. Like when a dog is snarling and straining at the end of his chain in an effort to get to me? I’m pretty sure teeth will be involved if I don’t keep out of his reach. Or a goose that races up to me, hissing? Not wanting to be petted right now. Learned that one the hard way.

      My name is Jules Hooker and I have recently been forced to learn all manner of things the hard way since coming to the south of France eighteen months ago for an extended stay. And by extended I mean permanent since the day after I arrived a dirty bomb exploded over the Mediterranean prompting an electromagnetic pulse that ended all twenty-first century conveniences and communications across Europe and the United Kingdom.

      That’s right. No TV, no telephones, no trains, no cars. Oh, hell. I’m getting depressed just thinking about it.

      Anyway, the point I’m laboring to make is that as a result of this catastrophe and the resulting elimination of all working vehicles I am now standing in the French countryside on a beautiful spring day attempting to cajole a horse into letting me ride him so I don’t have to wear out my shoes walking everywhere.

      “You are sure you have ridden before?” said the horse’s owner, a corpulent farmer in his fifties. He frowned at me.

      I snorted and waved my hand nonchalantly at him.

      I was not going to let anything sour this deal for me. I don’t care if this horse went by the well-earned name of Diablo and was single-handedly responsible for creating paraplegics up and down the French coast, he was going to be my new mode of transportation from here on out.

      “Me ride good,” I said in my fractured French. My language skills had actually gotten much better in the last several months but since they were nonexistent when I first came to France, that’s not saying a whole lot.

      The farmer shrugged and pulled down the stirrups that had been threaded up into the saddle.

      I wiped my slightly damp palms against my jeans and approached the horse. He’d stopped looking at me—the horse that is—which made it easier for me to pretend I wasn’t more than a little nervous about all this.

      I grabbed the reins in my left hand, and put my right hand on the back of the saddle.

      “Bend your leg,” the farmer said gruffly.

      I did and he boosted me up into the saddle. As soon as I settled into place I felt better and the spasmodic butterflies that had started to gather in my stomach began to gently dissipate. The fact is I really do know how to ride. I’d ridden most of my girlhood at various stables all over Atlanta and the north Georgia mountains. I even rode in hunter-jumper competitions during high school, which actually is the root of my current problem.

      A routine fall in the ring during a lesson when I was eighteen resulted in a broken arm and prevented me from getting right back up on the horse as everyone knows you’re supposed to do. By the time my arm was out of a sling eight weeks later, I’d developed a healthy irrational fear of riding.

      And since the state of Georgia repealed that state law demanding all horse-mad teens ride under any circumstance, I did what any sane person would do when faced with a brand new fear: I quit.

      I took a deep breath and tried to let my body’s memory of how to sit a horse take over. I closed my eyes to feel the sun on my face and felt the horse’s muscles quivering between my legs. The horse—Roulette—stood perfectly still.

      “Bon,” the farmer said, clapping his hands in satisfaction. At the sudden sound both horse and rider shied violently. The horse went one way and unfortunately I was not lucky enough to go the other. The second I felt the animal jerk underneath me I squeezed my legs around him in a desperate bid not to fall off—an action which unfortunately is also the time-honored horse command to please go much faster.

      Roulette sped up his already frenzied bolt.

      “Hold on!” the farmer yelled needlessly.

      I badly wanted to wrap my arms around the horse’s neck but I was too terrified to unclench from the handful of mane I was clutching. I felt the horse’s muscles gather beneath me in a knot of energy. I didn’t know the pasture at all. I didn’t know where the field began or ended, whether there were water hazards or potholes, rings of fire or quicksand. And I’m pretty sure old Roulette here wasn’t thinking about any of those things either.

      As I watched the ground rush by beneath me, I thought of bailing out but the memory of my fall so many years ago came back to me in a nauseating surge. I couldn’t afford to break my arm—or worse. Not now when life was so hard just doing basic things.

      I had to stay on.

      Not that far ahead I saw what looked like a stone wall. From this distance I couldn’t tell how high it was.

      Fortunately that problem was resolving itself by the second since Roulette appeared to be intent on heading directly for it.

      Was the horse trained to jump? Or would he rush the wall only to slam on the brakes right before hitting it, sending me flying over his head? My fingers gripped for whatever bit of reins were flapping loose by his neck. In order to turn the horse—which would also slow him—I needed to let loose of his mane. I couldn’t hold onto the mane and steer him with the reins too. And yet I could not let go of the mane. I just couldn’t.

      I watched the wall come closer and closer and began to feel the familiar sensations of hyperventilation edge up on me.

      My natural instinct was to lean forward—back to my impulse to wrap my arms around his neck—but I knew I needed to do the opposite of that. Sitting bolt upright would help slow him. It went against the raging fear that now had me in its grip but the sight of the quickly advancing wall—now clearly way too high to jump—made me force my shoulders back and drill my seat bones down hard into the saddle.

      I felt him slow down. Just a bit.

      The wall was still approaching but Roulette was no longer wildly galloping toward it. Encouraged, I unclenched one hand from his mane and grabbed for the flapping rein.

      We were nearly to the wall. I either had to make up my mind to jump it—Dear God, don’t let that be what happens—or somehow direct the horse’s head away from it. I pulled on the reins and saw one of Roulette’s ears flick back at me as if he might listen to me.

      I pulled harder and he turned his head, slowing as he did just a little. His body followed. Now we were racing alongside the stonewall. But there was still the problem of potholes. Most farm pastures do not resemble a polo field. It would be easy for an out-of-control horse to turn an ankle in a hidden divot, thereby catapulting me into the world of broken backs and colostomy bags. (I could only imagine what might pass for one in post-apocalyptic France.)

      I continued to pull on the rein until we were heading back in the direction we came. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the farmer standing where I’d left him. As soon as I had the horse’s head pointed toward the farmer, Roulette slowed way down. It wasn’t a trot but it was manageable. I unclenched my other hand from his mane and now had both hands on the reins. As soon as I did, he dropped dejectedly down into a bone-rattling trot that made me lose a stirrup.

      I didn’t bother trying to find the stirrup. My only goal at this point was to get on the ground without breaking anything vital in the process. Like my neck.

      “How was the test drive?” the horrible farmer called out as we trotted up to him.

      I had no breath to answer him. My hands were shaking on the reins and I was pretty sure my legs would not hold me up when I finally dismounted.  As it happened, I didn’t have to worry about that.

      Someone in the gravel driveway of the farmer’s house slammed his car door just as Roulette came to a halt. Instantly, the animal shied again, swiveling out from underneath me and shooting away. In my mind I will always see the action as something out of a cartoon where Wyle E Coyote remains suspended in air for a few painful seconds before slamming to the ground.

      Basically, one minute I was about to swing my leg off in a dismount and the next minute I was face down in the grass—all air having been smashed out of me with what felt like a baseball bat.

      When I could breathe again, I peeled open my eyes to see that Luc DeBray was squatting next to me—grinning in his most annoying—although admittedly terribly sexy—way. Before he’d even helped me to a sitting position and began inspecting my limbs for any breakage, I realized it was likely his car door that had spooked Roulette the second time. So yeah, I was glad to see Luc all laughing it up and enjoying a situation that he’d caused.

      “I thought you said you could ride,” the farmer said.

      “Tell him,” I wheezed to Luc, still fighting for air, “that if he doesn’t give me the damn horse, he doesn’t get les soeurs’ pies.”

      The two ninety-plus year old sisters with whom I live are renowned throughout Provence for their tartes aux mirabelles. They’d struck the deal with Monsieur Obnoxious here to let us have temporary ownership of the horse in exchange for a weekly delivery of two pies. I know it seems odd that I’d still want the damn horse after it tried to kill me twice but you seriously have no idea how far two miles is on foot unless you’ve hoofed it a few times a week loaded down with groceries.

      Luc laughed, his hand resting on my shoulder. Seriously sexy and pretty much officially my boyfriend for the last month, Luc DeBray was also the chief of police of Chabanel the village where I now live. The fact that he’s the chief of police is the reason he has a car door to slam in order to be able to spook my horse. Except for my friend Thibault, Luc is the only one for a hundred miles with an operational vehicle.

      “Are you sure, chérie?” Luc asked, his golden brown eyes molten as he regarded me.

      Like a lot of people I’ve met over here, Luc thinks I’m basically helpless if not downright self-destructive. He’s madly chauvinistic. I think I missed the worst part of that sort of thing in my generation back in the States but I have to say, in little doses it’s kind of sexy and fun.

      Unfortunately, Luc goes way past little doses on an hourly basis.

      “Yes, I’m sure,” I said. “As long as you don’t sneak up behind me in your car when I’m on him and honk the horn I should be fine. Tell the farmer we have a deal or no pies.”

      As Luc helped me to my feet and told the farmer that all systems were still go, I was relieved to realize that last night’s rain had softened the ground enough such that the fall hadn’t been all that bad. I’d be bruised tomorrow but most of that was on my hips so wouldn’t show. Unfortunately my favorite denim crop pants looked to be a total loss.

      I walked with him back to his car after making arrangements with the farmer to come out and take possession of Roulette tomorrow.

      “You are limping, Jules,” he said, frowning at me.

      “I’m fine,” I said. “Are you still coming for dinner tonight?”

      “Don’t I every night?”

      Just before I got to his car I turned to get one last look at the demon-on-four-hooves who’d just tossed me in the dirt and who was now mine-all-mine. The farmer was leading him back to the barn. Roulette’s head was down but I could see grass sticking out of his bit. He seemed to have calmed down pretty quickly from the whole door-slamming trauma. I was glad.

      One way or the other, I was determined that he and I were going to make this work.

      Even if it killed me.
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      That evening the starry starry sky was nearly obliterated by the leafy branches of the plane trees that crowded our back garden. I walked out onto the terrace, my dog Cocoa at my heels, a flute of Prosecco in one hand, and sent a silent prayer skyward that the rumor I’d heard in town today that electricity was coming back soon was true.

      I had a fairly decent stack of firewood on the side of the house—covered with a moldy tarp against the rain— but I hadn’t given up hope that the electric oven sitting in the garden shed might one day be of use to us again.

      Sometimes I amaze myself at how my life has changed since the EMP. If I thought two years ago that I’d think nothing of rummaging around the countryside for wood to burn in an oven so I could eat a stew with not even any meat in it, well, I’d never have believed it.

      Luc was waiting for me by the outdoor fireplace.

      “Dinner was great,” he said as he shoved a piece of wood into the blackened maw of the fireplace.

      “I hope you told the twins that,” I said, although I knew he had. Luc always raved about their cooking which might be one reason why the old dears were so in love with him. In the last eighteen months, Luc and I had had a very bumpy start and during those times when we were not together, les soeurs had been very unhappy about it—and very vocal.

      Luc leaned down to tussle Cocoa’s ears. I don’t think there’s a time when I see him and the dog together that I don’t remember the incident that brought her into my life—or how close I came to losing that life. I wonder if Luc ever thinks of that.

      Knowing Luc, I’m sure he does.

      Chauvinistic and fiercely protective—like a man who’d stepped right out of the nineteen fifties—Luc was like nobody I’ve ever met before. Certainly not back in the US. I’d often thought about the similarities between how we’re all forced to live now—without the modern conveniences we’d become used to—and how my grandparents grew up in the fifties.

      Don’t get me wrong. I love all the moments in front of the fire and the long walks and the real food and the things we have now as a result of no more cars or iPads, electric blankets or constant social media.

      But I’d still kill for five minutes with the Internet.

      “You are pensive tonight,” Luc said, settling down on the outdoor settee. He held his arm out to indicate he was ready for me to cuddle up with him. Much to my amusement, Cocoa beat me to it and jumped up next to Luc and curled up by his hip.

      I laughed and sat down on the other side of her, pleased that while disappointed, Luc didn’t move her.

      “I was just thinking about how much better my life will be with a horse in it,” I said.

      He frowned. “Are you sure? He looked dangerous to me.”

      “Everything looks dangerous to you,” I teased. “As long as nobody shoots off a gun by his head while I’m on him, I’ll be fine.”

      Clearly not convinced, Luc just smiled and shook his head.

      “I heard a rumor that electricity is coming back to Chabanel,” I said.

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “It’s a rumor, Luc. The whole point of a rumor is that the source isn’t reliable. So? Is it true?”

      He lifted one shoulder—a very Gallic, very French gesture that I’ve seen him do only about a thousand times. It’s amazing how much detailed articulation a French person can deliver without uttering a word. Which, considering my less-than-solid ability to understand the French language, is a good thing.

      “Peut-être,” he said. Maybe.

      “So you know or you don’t know?”

      “There is no timeline for it.”

      “I won’t hold you to an exact timeline. Would you say by the end of the year? By this time next year? By summer?”

      “Not by summer I think.”

      I nodded. “So this time next year.”

      “And what will you do when you have electricity again? The laptops still won’t work. The car engines have all been fried.”

      “They’ll ship cars into the country that haven’t been fried,” I said. “And the Apple store in Aix will start selling laptops again.”

      “Which you will pay for with what, may I ask? Les soeurs’ pies?”

      “Very funny.”

      But he did have a point. It was all very well to cobble together a life when everyone around you was doing the same thing but as soon as France got around to rebooting, I’d need to be ready.

      Unspoken between me and Luc was the fact that when the electricity came back, so would my ability to go home. In fact, if a little podunk village like Chabanel was expecting electricity within the year, it meant that ships and airplanes would soon be running again to and from France.

      I felt a splinter of excitement—triggered by the idea of going home—but dulled by the pain of saying goodbye to this man whom I had grown to care so much for.

      Of course I would go home when I was able to. It never occurred to me that I wouldn’t.

      Did Luc think I’d stay?

      Like so many things between us, it was a subject I didn’t want to raise and I was pretty sure he didn’t either.

      The main schism between us happened six months ago when an opportunity came up for me to go back to the US and I found out that Luc had blocked it. Without asking me, without informing me. He’d just made it go away and hoped I’d never find out. But I did find out. Even now, with so much that had happened between us, and with the growing belief that what was developing between us was love, even now the fact that he’d done what he had but never admitted it was wrong—even now I felt the sting of that betrayal like a tiny burning nugget of fury that threatened to reignite at any time.

      
      Later that night after Luc left, I found the sisters in the main salon with the central fireplace blazing. While I was keenly aware that the old dears were almost always cold and I certainly didn’t begrudge them a cozy fire in the evening after all their hard work, I was also sharply aware of all the hours of finding, splitting, and stacking firewood that their evening of pleasure would cost me in the days to come.

      Mentally admonishing myself for my lack of charity, I joined them in the room. All three cats—Neige, Tiny Tim and Camille—were curled up by the hearth. Each one half feral, they watched me with hooded, untrusting eyes as I sat down. Did I mention I’m usually the one who feeds them every night? Ingrates.

      “Chief DeBray has gone home?” Madame Cazaly asked, not looking up from her knitting.

      “Yep,” I said. “Off to keep Chabanel safe and sound for one more day.”

      Madame Becque—Madame Cazaly’s sister—looked up from her knitting and smiled sweetly at me. She was as different from her twin as night was from day. Where Madame Cazaly was all hard edges and disapproving glances, Madame Becque was sweetness and light. I didn’t have the full resume on how they’d come to be living together, but one had married and one hadn’t. Madame Becquewas long widowed and both were veterans of the French Resistance during the last world war.

      One thing the old girls did have in common was a determined reticence about something that had happened in the war. I knew it was something big and I knew it would take all my powers of deduction and manipulation to get it out of them. But I would. One day I would find out what their big secret was.

      Meanwhile, when the lights went out all over Europe, the three of us had banded together and honestly it’s been a pretty good arrangement. They’re ancient, of course, so I’m their arms and legs. They generally order me about like one of Scarlett O’Hara’s field hands but truthfully they work even harder themselves.

      And they’re both amazing cooks.

      “You are okay, Jules?” Madame Becque asked, frowning. Remember? She’s the sweet one?

      Cocoa came and jumped on my lap, prompting hisses from two of the three cats even though she was nowhere near them. I tugged my fingers through the half-Labrador’s fur on her head.

      “Luc says we might get lights back by the end of the year,” I said.

      I noticed the twins exchange a look and as usual I had no idea what it might mean.

      “We are happy without electricity, yes?” Madame Becque said lightly, focusing back on her knitting. The unsteady flicker of the single kerosene lamp that illuminated both their needlework reminded me that it was a miracle neither of them had gone blind trying to work with such poor lighting.

      “Personally I miss Netflix.” When both sisters looked at me in confusion, I waved a hand at them. “Just kidding. But you seriously don’t care if the lights come back on? Seriously?”

      “What is it you think the electricity will give you, Jules?” Madame Cazaly said sharply. “Will Luc love you more? Will the cassoulet taste more flavorful? Will the grape harvest be sweeter?”

      I didn’t answer because on the tip of my tongue—and I’m forever grateful that it stayed there—was the retort that the coming electricity would allow me to go home. I guess I didn’t have to say it because both women looked at me with arched eyebrows as if daring me to say it out loud.

      “You are happy here, are you not, Jules?” Madame Becque said. “With us?”

      “Of course,” I said with mounting frustration. “You know I am.”

      “And yet you wish to leave,” Madame Cazaly said bitterly.

      “America is my home! How would you feel if you were stranded far from Chabanel?”

      “I would never leave Chabanel in the first place,” Madame Cazaly said tartly, her insult to me loud and clear: You left your home so it must not have meant that much to you.

      “People travel, Léa,” I said, feeling my frustration mount and not sure if that wasn’t because I knew that at least on some level she was right and I just hated to admit it. “People travel without it meaning they don’t care about their homeland.”

      “Si tu le dis,” Madame Cazaly said with a shrug as if that ended the conversation. Whatever you say.

      I clenched my jaw in frustration.

      Is that what was wrong with me? Is my problem that I want to go home but I also don’t want to leave the twins or Luc or the life I’ve created here? Is it because I know what I want is ultimately going to mess up everything I have?

      I looked past the tufted arm chair toward the kitchen where les soeurs had made our dinner tonight. The floor is tile, the countertops prehistoric stone and the refrigerator—which no longer works of course—is used only to store pantry items. My friend Thibault had built a large wood-fired oven for us shortly after we moved to La Fleurette. It’s almost impossible to get it hot enough to actually bake anything and pure torture trying to maintain it at any specific degree of heat.

      And yet we eat well every night with time left over for sitting by the fire, reading, musing, talking.

      It is a good life. I readily admit that. It’s just not the one I planned or wanted.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Madame Cazaly said as she stood up and eased the kinks out of her ninety-three year old back. “Jules can have everything in the world she thinks she wants and still she will look for more.”

      Don’t you love it when people talk about you in the third person right in front of you?

      “Non, Léa,” Madame Becque said. “Jules will be as happy as she decides to be.”

      “You guys know I’m still here, right?” I said.

      “Un petit malin,” Madame Cazaly said, shaking her head as she picked up the kerosene lantern. Smart ass.

      Madame Becque instantly started packing up her knitting and I watched with mounting horror as Madame Cazaly teetered toward the stairs, sloshing the liquid in the hurricane glass as she moved.

      We’d already had one fire here at La Fleurette and while it’s true the ancient mas was mostly stone, I wasn’t in a hurry to see how much of it would burn the second time.

      I stood up and took the lantern from her, waiting by the foot of the stairs to light the way upstairs to our bedrooms.

      Have I mentioned how badly I want electricity to come back
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