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      Some things can get a person very burned up.

      Take for example a rivalry crêpe business in a small village that can only handle one bakery. So when the newcomer's crêpe kiosk is burned and its owner killed, it stands to reason that the village baker would be the major suspect.

      That is exactly the situation Jules finds herself facing with her first murder case as acting village Chief of Police.

      With the usual  help from the elderly twins she lives with and an assortment of other quirky villagers, Jules knows she must find the crêpe maker’s killer before the village loses its only baker to a murder charge.

      A village without a baker? Zut alors! Now, that truly is the worst thing that could happen to any village in France!
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      I have to say my mission today was hardly the most pitiful conundrum I’d ever faced. But that wasn’t saying much since it was certainly in the running. I was currently crouching in the oleander bush by the back door of Madame Bernard’s cottage, my hands stinking of sardines as I pushed one of the little filets further out onto the cobblestone walkway before retreating back into my leafy hideaway.

      I have been Chabanel’s Chief of Police for exactly three months and in that time I’ve succeeded in regularly patrolling the village, mediating minor village disputes, and giving safety talks at the local community hall. I’m not saying there hasn’t been any crime to deal with. There’s always the odd trespass or theft and, trust me, in a village like Chabanel it’s always odd.

      But when the call came this morning from Madame Martin saying that her beloved Minou had been cat-napped, my first response had been an ungracious Who would steal a cat? Largely to redeem myself from that comment—heard unfortunately by at least two villagers loitering around the police station—I felt it only fair that I take on the case myself. Well, that and the fact that my lieutenant Adrien Matteo was presently not speaking to me and would likely ignore any order from me to take the case.

      I heard a weak meow and positioned myself on my knees so that I could pounce as soon as the errant feline showed itself. It occurred to me that I probably should have attached the sardine to a string, but I had judged that more Looney Tunes than something a respectable criminal investigator should be doing.

      It occurred to me that I could have made Lydia—my brand-new cadet and fresh-faced protégé—sit in a bush this morning instead of me. But she’s new and I’m enjoying her eager readiness to do anything I say. I don’t want to blow my credit with her with a measly cat rescue. There’s bound to be a much more revolting task ahead with her name on it.

      “Oh, look, mon chou,” an elderly voice cooed from outside my bush. “Someone’s left you a treat.”

      I watched as a big pudgy hand swooped down and snatched up the sardine. When I jumped out of the bush—complete with a totally unnecessary aha!—I saw that the pudgy hand was attached to Madame Bernard who was gripping the mewing Minou in her other hand. Her eyes widened in shock and she clutched her chest. 

      "Oh my!" she gasped.

      Within seconds, her knees buckled and down she went while Minou vaulted off into the bushes. I pitched forward to catch Madame Bernard before she hit the ground. Although I wasn’t able to totally manage that, I did succeed in cushioning her fall with my body.

      "I am so sorry, Madame Bernard,” I rasped from underneath her, “I didn't mean to scare you!"

      “Bougie! Bougie!” the old woman called as she sat up and began fanning herself.

      I looked around and saw that the cat Minou was cleaning her paws a few yards away from us as if she hadn’t been the root of the whole problem all along. At first, I didn’t know why Madame Bernard was calling Minou Bougie, but things became clearer when Madame Martin sprang from her house and scooped up the cat in her arms.

      “Bad Minou!” she exclaimed, ignoring both me and Madame Bernard sprawled out on her walkway. She went back into her house, the screen door slamming behind her.

       

      An hour later I was back at the police station, my jeans ripped and stained, my hands smelling like fish, and my hip bruised. Although technically I’d solved the case, I felt a little gutted. A sobbing old woman grieving for the cat she’d stolen will do that to you. As soon as I stepped into the station, I was greeted by Madame Gabin, our station receptionist. Madame Gabin has been in her position for literally decades and knows more about what’s going on in the village than anyone. Today she took one look at me and made a terrible face. To be fair, this is typically what she does when she sees me.

      “Where’s Lydia?” I asked her.

      My new sergeant appeared from around the corner, her eyes bright if a tad apprehensive as she took in my appearance.

      “Here I am, Jules,” she said.

      A pretty girl in her early twenties, Lydia had dark curls and large brown eyes.

      “Did you find Minou?” she asked.

      “I did,” I said, before turning back to Madame Gabin. “I need a list of all the people in the village who have cats about to have kittens or already have.”

      She frowned but pulled out a piece of paper and picked up a pen. I turned back to Lydia.

      “I want you to go to the people on Madame Gabin’s list,” I said. “Collect a single kitten and take it to Madame Bernard’s house. Do you know who she is?”

      Lydia looked at Madame Gabin who turned and wrote down her address too.

      “Was Madame Bernard the one who stole Minou?” Lydia asked as she took the slip of paper from Madame Gabin.

      “No charges are being made,” I said. “When you’re finished, I want the names of the people with kittens.”

      Madame Gabin’s eyebrows shot up. “Is Madame Cazaly ready?” she asked.

      I didn’t bother answering because I wasn’t sure of the answer. I was about to head to my office when I got an inexplicable flash of memory from an earlier time in my life. The flash was so powerful that for a moment I just stood in the middle of the office with both Madame Gabin and Lydia staring at me as if I’d lost my senses. Sometimes these moments happen because I just can’t believe how and where I live now. I can’t believe that I’m living in Provence with very poor language skills as the acting Chief of Police for a village of not quite six hundred people. I especially have trouble believing it because five years ago I was living in Atlanta, Georgia, enjoying the single girl’s life and working my way up the ladder at the Atlanta Journal-Constitution as a junior reporter.

      So how did I end up working here as Chief of Police in a rural village in France five years into an apocalypse that nobody saw coming?

      Oops, I think I just buried the lead.
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      The village of Chabanel is located roughly sixteen kilometers northwest of Aix. It has six hundred residents and was considered small even before the apocalypse. The buildings that make up the village which was founded in the fifth century are largely stone. Chabanel has a bakery, a pharmacy that also serves as a hairdresser’s, and post office, a police station, a good sized church and a town hall.

      We have a Sunday market which is generally mobbed and where most people get their produce, fish and meat. Like most French villages, Chabanel is the proud keeper of a war monument in its town square beside an ancient clocktower which is an astonishing fifteen meters high. The clock doesn’t work anymore, nor does the town square’s fountain below it, but the villagers are nonetheless inordinately proud of both.

      Chabanel is also approximately three miles from where I live. That’s not far unless you’re forced to walk or bike it which I have periodically and never happily have done. One of the major perks of my new job as almost Chief of Police is the car that came with the job. And not just any car, but one of only two cars for about fifty miles. This has to do with the fact that after the dirty bomb went off over the Riviera five years ago—the afore-mentioned apocalypse—it created an electromagnetic pulse that took out all the electricity in France and rendered useless all cars manufactured after nineteen-eighty.

      There are a lot of theories about what happened with the dirty bomb but most of them revolve around the United States having triggered a Middle Eastern retaliation attempt for something we did or said. The fact that I was on holiday in Provence at the time made me the unlucky American stranded in a land whose people blamed my people for the mess that we all now found ourselves in.

      So long story made only slightly shorter, here I am today, eternally grateful for a vintage clunker I’m driving that has no seatbelts, no airbag and no seat cushions. Yay, me! I’d decided that I’d done enough for one morning and opted to go home for lunch and a shower. On an impulse, I invited my new protégé along. Lydia was recently from Lyons where there were a lot more cars than we have here but probably not enough to have given her much opportunity to ride around in one.

      She was a welcome new hire—the one before her had tried to kill me twice which is another long story but definitely put a blot on the predecessor’s resume.

      “It’s so beautiful here,” Lydia said, looking out the car window.

      I glanced at the expanse of pasture. Provence in September is a tapestry of golden hues as the early autumn sun washes the countryside in a truly gorgeous light. You can easily see why it’s the reason all the famous Impressionists came to this area to paint.

      “Madame Gabin told me you live with the famous Resistance Hero sisters,” Lydia said. “I’ve heard so much about them—even as far away as Lyons.”

      It was true that I had unusual roommates. Justine Becque and Léa Cazaly had both fought in the World War II and were decorated heroes for their work. Justine was married at one point, but she’s now been widowed for longer than I’ve been alive. Léa never married and, once you get to know her, you’ll see why. She’s an acquired taste that most people don’t have enough time or forbearance to acquire. Me, I was pretty much forced to. 

      I ended up living with these two when all three of us became homeless at the same time after the apocalypse. I was staying in an Airbnb for what was supposed to be a ten-day vacation, and the sisters were living in an apartment in the same building where they’d lived for over thirty years. When it turned out I had no way to get back home to the US after the EMP, the owners of the Airbnb threw me out on the street. The twins—did I mention they were twins?—lost their apartment to a fire that took down their whole apartment building. And also the Airbnb. So, as it happened, even if the owners had let me stay, I’d still have ended up homeless.

      I’m actually a little fuzzy on the details of how the three of us ended up throwing in our lot together but my estranged husband Luc DeBray—the then police chief of Chabanel—found our current home La Fleurette and helped us move in. Since then, I learned that La Fleurette had been vacant for over twenty years, its owners either long dead or living elsewhere in the world and uninterested in moving into a wreck of a hovel in the middle of the French countryside. I knew a few Americans back home who’d pay a pretty penny to do just that.

      In any case, on the verge of Lydia’s gushing about les soeurs, I bit my tongue not to say don’t believe all you’ve heard. While their fame was deserved, they were also very colorful and hadn’t always played nice with people. But I just smiled knowingly at Lydia. She could make up her mind for herself when she met them.

      We turned off the main road—seriously rutted with potholes since any interest in repairing secondary roads for a nation that largely no longer traveled by car had dried up years ago along with the funds to fix them—and the house soon appeared in front of us.

      It’s called La Fleurette, but I don’t remember who named it or why.  It is a twelfth-century carriage house situated on a small rise surrounded by lots of fields and bordered on one side by a country road which separates it from a thick little forest of trees. That description sounds more picturesque than it actually is. Even before the EMP destroyed all electricity and most vehicular travel in Europe, this house would’ve made for some seriously rough living. Made mostly of stone inside and out, it has wooden stairs to the second floor that look like somebody knocked them together on their lunch hour. Let’s just say the place was rustic in the extreme.

      The driveway is long and unpaved with two deeply rutted tire tracks as if to show the pathway of centuries of horse-drawn wagons that, as I steered the car, I did my best to stay within.  

      “Whoa,” Lydia said in awe. “It’s like a castle.”

      A castle that’s mostly dungeon, I wanted to say, but again held off. I have a tendency toward cynicism or maybe downright negativity if you can believe les soeurs. It occurred to me that Lydia had only been about thirteen when the lights went out in Europe. Maybe that’s the reason she was so easily impressed. Me, I have the memory of hot water heaters and automatic dishwashers too deeply ingrained in my brain to get thrilled about a pile of rocks with windows.

      I parked the car and instantly heard the energetic yapping of my valiant guard dog Cocoa, a scraggly mostly black mixed breed dog, who came running up to the car wagging her whole back end. Lydia hopped out and instantly went down on one knee to properly greet Cocoa by tousling her ears, effectively proving that Cocoa was in fact the worst guard dog ever. It didn’t matter. She had protected me when it counted four years ago and, as far as I was concerned, she had nothing more to prove.

      “You are home!”

      I looked up to see that Justine had come out onto the stone threshold by the front door. She wore her stark-white hair tied back off her face and caught in a worn kerchief, and an old apron or tablier over her day dress.

      “Hey, Justine,” I said, giving her a kiss even though I’d just seen her at breakfast four hours earlier. “I brought home a colleague.”

      Lydia and Justine shook hands, and I could tell that Justine, although smiling, was giving Lydia the once-over. She and Léa both had a penchant for that and, honestly, so do most French people I’ve met. They can smile and greet you so sweetly but they’re totally sussing you out.

      “Come in, come in,” Justine said, patting Lydia’s arm. “Lunch is nearly ready.”

      We went inside and straightaway I caught the scent of garlic, onions and rosemary cooking. It was cooler inside, too, although it was hardly hot outside. Everyone said it was going to be a cold autumn and this year I think they got that right.

      “Your home is beautiful,” Lydia said as we followed Justine into the kitchen.

      I have to admit it was kind of amazing. The floors of La Fleurette are wide stone slabs that have echoed with the footsteps of generations—literally. A massive fireplace mantel that was carved from a single stone anchors the main sitting room. In the old days it would’ve been the place we’d all gather to watch television. Nowadays, I sit in there and read while the twins sew or knit.

      The place had been wired for electricity at one point—probably sometime after the World War II—although that didn’t matter now since there was no electricity for us out here in the hinterlands. The twins happily made do with kerosene lanterns, along with battery-operated lighting and cooking on the wood stove in the kitchen which was a gift from our friend Thibault Theroux who is very handy with odds and bits of things. I always think of it like having a perennial summer barbecue season except you do it indoors and it’s never not barbecue season. Note that this is me attempting to be less cynical.
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      Matteo walked through the village streets with a purposeful stride. The air was filled with the mingling scent of flowers, ripe fruit, and sizzling crêpes. There wasn’t much to his rounds at this time of day—no doors to test for security, no reason to be suspicious of people on the street. His rounds were really more to maintain a presence. The villagers of Chabanel needed to see him and what he represented—law and order. He was careful not to make eye contact with the people he passed. He wasn’t here to make friends. To reassure them yes, but also to be a step apart.  

      As he approached the square where the new crêpe maker’s kiosk was, he slowed his pace and his heart quickened slightly. The crêpe maker was busy making crêpes and serving customers. Matteo took up a position around the corner from the kiosk and out of her sightline, a  smile tugging at his lips. Tonight, he would make his move. Perhaps she had seen him walking around town. She would have noticed him. Certainly his uniform if nothing else. He would wait for the line to die down and then saunter over and introduce himself. He imagined the crêpe maker blushing with surprise that he had noticed her.

      “A drink, Madame Blondelle?” he would say oh-so casually.

      And she would have her answer rehearsed and ready for him, complete with blushes and dimples.

      “Bien sûr, l’Agent Matteo,” she would say.

      “Please, call me Adrien.”

      “Bonjour, L’Agent Matteo!” a woman called out, breaking into Matteo’s pleasant reverie.

      Matteo scowled and glanced at her but nodded curtly in recognition. The woman had lived in Chabanel for years. Her sister had taught French to Jules when she first came to the village. The very thought of the American instantly blackened Matteo’s mood. He clenched his jaw and felt the bitterness rising within him.

      The brazen arrogance of the woman! It should be me in the role of Chief of Police and she knows that with every guilty look she gives me!

      He shook his head, trying to dispel his anger. Sometimes his fury stretched to Luc, but Luc wasn’t here and it didn’t seem practical to be angry at a concept. He might as well be angry at Adolf Hitler for marching into Paris.

      Matteo crossed his arms angrily as an elderly couple strolled by.

      “Congratulations Matteo!” the old man said. “When is the big day?”

      “Keep moving,” Matteo snapped. “This is a thoroughfare, not a garden plaza.”

      Damn Madame Gabin for making up idiotic gossip about him and the crêpe maker and passing it about!

      “Well, give our best wishes to your fiancée,” the old man’s elderly wife said as they walked by.

      Matteo felt a flinch of fear.

      Dear Heavens! Were people offering Madame Blondelle the same false felicitations? Whatever must she think? I haven’t even had the chance to ask her out yet!

      He glanced back at the crêpe maker, who was now laughing with a customer. Were they talking about him?

      Were they laughing at him?

      Matteo swiveled in place and marched away from the sounds of the laugher, his face like thunder, his stomach roiling. He should have made his move before now. It was because of Jules that he hadn’t. He’d been so focused on trying to put her in her place, that he’d lost precious time with the crêpe maker.

      Damn her! Damn them all!
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      The kitchen in La Fleurette is typically filled with the comforting sounds of a crackling fire in the hearth in winter and the scent of fresh herbs, garlic, and baking bread any time of the year. I know I’m lucky to live with two people who love to cook, and I definitely reap the daily benefits of that.

      Two of our cats came sauntering into the kitchen. Tiny Tim and Neige were both foundlings. We’d recently lost Camille, the cat that Léa had owned for decades and who’d ruled the roost around here. Léa herself was a tough old bird but even though it had been three months since Camille’s passing, Léa was not over the loss. I’d been tempted to find and install a new kitten in our household, but Justine kept telling me to wait.

      Justine had Lydia sit at the kitchen table which had been set for lunch and a soon as she did, Tiny Tim, the least unfriendly of our two cats, jumped onto Lydia’s lap and nuzzled her. Lydia’s face shine with delight as she stroked the cat’s fur.

      “I see you are an animal person, Mademoiselle Esteban?” Léa said.

      “It’s Sergeant Esteban,” I corrected her, knowing she would likely ignore me anyway.

      “I love animals,” Lydia said, petting Tiny. “I’m hoping to get a cat once I’m settled.”

        She was staying on a cot in the back of the police station for the moment. Madame Gabin was deathly allergic to cats so Lydia would have to hold off on her dream of cat ownership until she found a place in town where Madame Gabin couldn’t smell cat dander.

      The kitchen table was set with mismatched but charmingly rustic dishware. Because money is essentially useless nowadays, everything we have is acquired through trade. There is a charming brocante on the other side of Aix where the twins had traded a case of their legendary blackberry wine for a whole set of earthenware plates and bowls. Not quite Amazon delivery, but it was still nice to get new things once in a while.

      Today, there was a vase of fresh wildflowers on the table, and the sunlight streamed through the window, casting a warm glow over the room. I wondered which sister had been picking flowers this morning. Justine went to the stove to stir a pot of soup, while Léa arranged a platter of cheese and fruit, with slices of freshly baked bread. She wiped her hands before coming over to shake hands with Lydia.

      “So you are the new sergeant?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Lydia said. “I came down from Lyons two weeks ago.”

      “She’s been a big help already,” I said as I took my place at the table.

      I could see that Léa was studying Lydia which wasn’t unusual for her. Léa found it hard to trust people at face value—even bright-eyed eager-bunny junior police officers.

      “Thank you so much for having me to lunch,” Lydia said, clearly unnerved by the old woman’s scrutiny.

      Justine returned to the table with the soup tureen in her hands.

      “We are happy to do it,” she said. “Especially young guests. They keep us young.”

      Léa snorted at that but reached for Lydia’s bowl to ladle the soup into it.

      “So did you find Madame Dupont’s cat?” she asked.

      “Lydia didn’t work that case,” I said. “But yes, we found her.” I turned to Lydia. “You’ll have to get used to small town villages with what they consider to be earth-shattering news.”

      “Do not condescend, chérie,” Justine admonished as she handed me the basket of bread.

      The bread felt a little harder than usual, and I wondered if it was yesterday’s. Both twins liked fresh bread of course—they were French after all—but if for whatever reason they hadn’t made it into town to buy it, they usually made a pretty decent loaf themselves.

      “Perhaps you have information on the new crêpe kiosk?” Léa asked as she handed me my soup bowl.

      What with all the lost cat drama, I’d nearly forgotten about the new crêpe maker in town. She’d shown up two days ago and set up her stall in the middle of main street. Since then, she’d been flipping and filling sweet and savory crêpes for at least five hours a day to a steady crowd of hungry customers. Or maybe they were just bored. Ever since the apocalypse there wasn’t a whole lot to do. In any case, I knew nothing about the woman—not even her name, which now that I thought about it, was kind of my job. As I reflected on this, I looked up in time to catch a disapproving glance from Léa that told me she was thinking the same thing.

      “I’ll have more to tell you tonight,” I assured her.

      “I should think so,” she said.

      Lydia was looking from Léa to me and back again like she was sure there was some kind of secret language going on between us. Justine, on the other hand, knew that Léa was admonishing me but as usual, since she was the sweet twin, she didn’t pile on to make it worse for me.

      “As I understand it,” Léa said, “Madame Fournier has already had a confrontation with the newcomer.”

      That didn’t surprise me. Madame Fournier was a very contentious woman who ended up having a confrontation with everyone eventually. And the crêpe maker was not only a stranger to town—tantamount to a criminal offence in most of the villagers’ eyes—but she could loosely be considered competition for Madame Fournier, who owned the village bakery.

      “How are you finding Chabanel so far, Sergeant Esteban?” Justine asked as she finally sat down herself and began to fill her own soup bowl.

      “I love it,” Lydia said with a happy smile. “It’s beautiful and everyone is so friendly.”

      Léa snorted and I briefly considered kicking her under the table. But honestly Lydia should probably get the full picture. Yes, the twins were decorated war heroes but sometimes they—and by they I mean Léa—could be serious pains in the derriere.

      After that, the conversation flowed pretty easily. There wasn’t much to say about Madame Dupont’s resolved cat situation and since I’d already admitted I didn’t know anything about the new crêpe maker, we talked about the weather and which of the garden produce would need to be harvested this weekend.

      While it’s true that my usual house and garden chores had been curtailed now that I was the Chief of Police, there was still much to do to keep La Fleurette running. On a typical day, before it was even light out, I’d already chopped a small mountain of wood for the kitchen stove so Justine could start the coffee. After that I cleaned the horse shed, brushed the horse, fed the horse, fed the goat and the chickens and stacked so much firewood that my shoulders were typically throbbing by the time I sat down with my morning coffee.

      And that was before I started my day in Chabanel as the village Chief of Police.  I turned to Lydia.

      “We have a horse,” I said to her look of sheer delight. “We’ll go feed it a carrot after lunch.”

      “Do you not have to get back to work?” Léa asked sharply.

      “Do I need to remind you that I am the boss?” I responded.

      “I think the boss should follow the rules before anyone,” she retorted.

      “And when you’re the boss you can do things your way,” I said tartly.

      Justine jumped in between us—as she’d often done over the years—but addressed her comment to Lydia.

      “I think it is a wonderful thing what you are doing, Sergeant Esteban,” she said. “Coming to a small village instead of staying in the city. But you are very lucky to have many experienced officers around you to learn from.”

      “I know,” Lydia said eagerly. “I’m super aware of that.”

      “In fact,” Léa added, her eyes on me. “Guidance can often come from the most unexpected places."

      “Madame Cazaly is right,” I said. “Lieutenant Matteo is a font of wisdom when he’s not being a…” I caught myself in time. Well, perhaps not quite in time, since it was clear I was about to say something snarky.

      “He scares me a little,” Lydia admitted.

      “Well, he’s a little cross about something just at the moment,” I said. “So that affects his demeanor, but he still knows a lot and can be a big help to you.”

      “That is true,” Léa said, her eyes on me. “In fact, sometimes we can be so focused on what we think we know, we forget to open ourselves to advice from those who have walked different paths."

      I forced myself not to roll my eyes since it was clear that Lydia was finding Léa’s contributions helpful.

      “I know,” Lydia said eagerly. “I’m really excited about all the opportunities.”

      “And staying open to learning,” Léa said. “Even if you think you already know all the answers.”

      Léa didn’t have to be looking at me for me to get that she was talking to me. Sometimes that woman can be so subtle I barely understand what she’s saying. Other times, talking with her is like being hit with a ball peen hammer right between the eyes.
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      The drive back to town was brief but pleasant. There are a few vineyards and even a few lavender fields near us, and although at the moment they’re past their peak bloom, they still exude a faint, soothing fragrance.

      Lydia was so honored to have met the twins and had lunch at my house that she was practically burbling with enthusiasm. I guess it was kind of like going to dinner at the boss’s house back in the nineteen fifties. I’d never been in a mentor type role before, but I think it suits me. At least with someone as eager and reverential as Lydia.

      “Have you tried the crêpes at the new kiosk yet?” I asked as I parked the car in front of the police station.

      “No,” Lydia said, “but Madame Gabin has, and she said they were amazing. Are you going there now?”

      “I am. But probably not to taste the wares. I’ll see you back at the office.”

      “Thanks again so much for bringing me to meet les soeurs,” Lydia gushed. “It was a real honor.”

      “I’m glad,” I said. “We’ll do it again as soon as you’re settled in.”

      After that, she went back to the office, and I headed up the cobblestone street toward the heart of Chabanel’s bustling village square. In fairness to Léa and her extremely unsubtle messages to me, I knew that I should have introduced myself to the newcomer before
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