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      Stranded in the South of France after an EMP wipes out all international travel, electricity and communications, Jules Hooker thinks life can’t get any worse…

      …Right up to the moment when France decides to move all stranded aliens to refugee camps.

      Add to her problems a murder in the local café that implicates a dear friend and the fact that she’s being forced to marry her arch nemesis in order to avoid the detention camp and you have a very tense summer for one very tense ex-pat.

      Will she have to marry Detective Matteo? Will her dearest pal end up paying for a murder he didn’t commit? And finally, will Jules really have to leave the twins to live behind barbed wire with no freshly brewed coffee or croissants?
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            ONE TOKE OVER THE LINE

          

        

      

    

    
      From where I stood in the front drive of my French country house I could see the heat haze on the village road and feel the sun bearing down between my shoulder blades.

      And it wasn’t even midday yet.

      I’m pretty sure my preoccupation with the weather had less to do with the actual weather and more to do with the stress I was feeling at the moment.

      “What is taking so long?” Léa barked out from the bench of the pony cart where she and Justine were sitting. “At this rate all the palmiers will be gone!”

      Léa and Justine are ninety-four year old twins with whom I live in the aforementioned French country house. We’d recently acquired the use of a horse—very helpful when you live in a place where all vehicular traffic has ceased to exist—and while I’d ridden Roulette several times since we’d gotten him I had no idea how to hook him up to the pony cart that Léa and Justine were now impatiently sitting in.

      I forced myself to ignore Léa’s command and focus on what I was doing.

      Gone of course were the days when I could just call up a schematic online of how to attach the damn harness to the thingamabobs that stuck out and connected to the whats-it. I’d watched Monsieur Dellaux—the farmer who owned the horse—when he put it all together last night but today I had two restless octogenarians breathing down my neck and the morning quickly slipping away.

      I’d already cinched the girth on Roulette but so far the breast collar just sat on his back in a snarl of straps and buckles with no obvious rhyme nor reason if how to connect them.

      Fortunately I’d very cleverly forgotten…er I mean deliberately decided not to unlace the reins from the breast collar from when Monsieur Dellaux had done it…so they at least were ready to go. I knew the bridle went on Roulette’s face pretty much as usual.

      After that I was winging it. I snaked the leather strap ends from the reins through the D rings on either side of the horse’s bit, praying it was somewhere in the ball park.

      We’d find out the hard way pretty quickly if it wasn’t.

      Roulette tossed his head impatiently and stomped his foot—narrowly missing my favorite Puma platforms in the process.

      Figuring we might as well get on with it, I backed him up into the wooden traces of the cart and buckled him in. A thin layer of sweat had formed on my top lip.

      When I turned toward the cart—expecting, oh I don’t know, maybe an atta girl for harnessing a horse for the first time?—Léa was sitting there holding out her hand for the reins. A diminutive woman, Léa reminded me of Granny Clampett—except without the winning personality.

      “You are not driving,” I said to her, trying to make myself believe it.

      Her hand stayed where it was until I begrudgingly handed over the reins.

      “Hurry, Jules,” Justine said, smiling brightly and straightening her straw hat to block the worst of the sun’s rays. “We don’t want to be late.”

      Resigned to my fate, I dragged a nearby wine crate over to the pony cart and stepped onto it before swinging my leg over the side just seconds before Léa put the horse into a walk. I settled down onto the two foot square wooden bed at the rear of the cart and gripped the sides of the wagon, glad I’d decided not to wear my nice jeans, and tried to relax.

      I’d never driven a pony cart before and while most of what I did these days landed squarely in the category of how hard can it be? I have to say I was glad not to have to deal with learning to drive a horse-drawn cart this morning.

      And not just this morning. I was officially at my limit for being open to any new experiences. Ever since that fateful night two weeks ago when Luc DeBray—the sexy and très hot village police chief—came into my garden and laid down a bomb of his own—metaphorically speaking—that rivaled the one that had gone off over the Mediterranean two years earlier throwing all of us functionally back to the nineteen fifties.

      I was reminded not for the first time of the similarities between what happened that night in the garden and the earlier and no less painful dissolution of my long time romantic relationship back home in the States. In fact it was as a result of my being dumped two years ago by Gilbert my almost-fiancé that I was even in the south of France in the first place.

      I’d bought the plane tickets as a surprise for Gilbert and when, instead, he surprised me by breaking up with me on the night I thought he was going to propose I decided to just use the tickets myself to balm my broken heart.

      So yeah, all kinds of similarities to that fiasco and the night that Luc—my boyfriend of three weeks—showed up with the one man on the planet I detest (and yes, yes, I remember Matteo saved my life once) with the recommendation that I marry him.

      Marry Matteo that is. Not Luc.

      Okay, I’m leaving some bits out but trust me they only make Luc look even worse. Like the fact that I’d recently had an epiphany and had decided to stay in France when my chance to go back to the US came around and how I had decided to commit to Luc as being the one.

      So yeah, pretty much worse timing ever and thanks for that, Luc.

      A bump in the road pitched me against the side of the cart and I yelped.

      “Are you still back there, chérie?” Justine sang out.

      Where else would I be? I thought with irritation, rubbing my elbow where it had whacked the side of the cart.

      “Monsieur Theroux mentioned to Madame LeGrand that he has a nephew who might marry you,” Justine said.

      I have to say that the question of whom I should marry had pretty much filled in any and all gaps in conversation between me and les soeurs ever since Luc told us about the Alien Detention Camps being constructed ten miles south of us.

      Oh, I haven’t mentioned that part yet, have I? It seems France got its Gallic nose out of whack because the US—who’s doing much better now after its brief brush with the same apocalypse that hit us—hadn’t done enough to help Europe get back on its feet.

      Puh-leeze. The French were just looking for a chance to toss a few obnoxious Yanks into a refugee camp. Too bad Sixty Minutes isn’t around anymore. (Or any news program for that matter.) I’m sure they’d love to have Anderson Cooper wander around with a microphone asking all of us American internees how we like the second-rate foie gras in the detention camp.

      In any case, the French government decided to lock up all of us who were unfortunate enough to have gotten caught in France during the time when the extremely inconvenient EMP obliterated all working communications and vehicles in the country. And the only way out of this unfortunate situation would be if said alien were to marry a French national.

      Cue Luc and his very considerate suggestion that I marry Adrien Matteo.

      “No, she cannot marry a friend of Monsieur Theroux!” Léa scoffed. “Can you imagine? Will you suggest next that she wed that dégénéré Diego?”

      Both sisters laughed good-naturedly. I was so glad to be able to bring joy and bonhomie into their lives.

      Oh, and the best part? I can’t believe I left this bit out.

      The reason Luc can’t solve all my problems and make this whole detention camp problem go away by just putting a ring on it?

      It’s because he’s already married!

      My stomach lurched on the next jolt and by now I was pretty sure Léa was doing it on purpose.

      I still hadn’t adjusted to the fact that Luc was married. Oh, he tried to tell me how it happened and how he forgot to mention it to me and it all sounded so logical and sane—except it didn’t. Not at all. Not to me.

      Luc is married. And he’s been married all this time.

      I can’t get over it. And I’m still really, really mad about it.

      “Madame Voclain says she has a cousin in Aix,” Justine said. “A ladder fell on his head so he is not too bright.”

      “He sounds perfect,” Léa said sagely.

      “I thought so too,” Justine said.

      “I can hear you guys, you know,” I said loudly. “I’m not marrying some clod with double vision.”

      “You will not like the food they serve in the camps,” Léa said imperiously. “Not if they are anything like in 1942.”

      “Do not say such things, Léa,” Justine admonished her. “We will find someone to marry Jules. And if worse comes to worse there is always Detective Matteo. He has at least asked her.”

      My mind swam again at the memory of that little rodent in my garden two weeks ago. His smile had been positively oily as he wiped his hands on his slacks and regarded me.

      I’d rather take my chances in the detention camp.
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      Chief of Police Luc DeBray sat in the chair opposite the mayor’s great mahogany desk. He remembered the day the mayor had moved it in. The whole village had been buzzing about the rumor that it had once belonged to Coco Chanel herself.

      Luc couldn’t imagine that iconic pillar of style and fashion owning something so ugly.

      The good mayor was presently standing across the room watering a potted geranium—something Luc was astonished to see she actually did herself. He raised his eyes to the window over Mayor Beaufait’s chair. There wasn’t a cloud in the azure sky.

      Or anything else besides birds.

      He often wondered when he looked at the sky when the time would come when he might once more see or hear a jet flying overhead.

      The second he thought of resumed air travel he felt a dull hollowness in his chest.

      Jules always said she’d leave France as soon as air travel became possible again.

      The thought of Jules filled him with a hopeless longing followed immediately by a pervasive emptiness.

      He’d mishandled everything. Badly. And not just with Jules—although that was bad enough—but with les soeurs too. Until his visit two weeks ago to La Fleurette, the ancient mas that the three women shared, he could do no wrong as far as the elderly sisters were concerned.

      Now he was no longer welcome to step foot in the place.

      The pain in his heart was almost physical as he remembered their faces when he’d had to tell them he was married. He squeezed his eyes shut as if that might help vanquish the memory.

      Since that day he’d slept in his office at the police municipale. It was comfortable enough, except for the looks of condemnation and disgust he received daily from his receptionist Madame Gabin. But even that was better than going home to his own apartment.

      Louise—his wife—lived in his apartment now.

      “She can’t stay here indefinitely,” the mayor said.

      Luc cleared his head and sat up straight. “Who?”

      “You know who,” she said.

      Luc wasn’t at all sure who the mayor was referring. Probably it was his wife who had already started showing up at the source of any trouble happening in the village. But it could just as easily be Jules who the mayor meant.

      “I’m working on it,” he said, figuring that would cover it regardless of which woman the mayor was referring to.

      “You can’t control her,” the mayor said.

      Ah. So she meant Louise. Although honestly that was just as true about Jules.

      The two women in my life do what they want regardless of my wishes or desires, he thought miserably. What does that say about me? Or the kind of women I’m drawn to?

      “Luc?” Mayor Beaufait pressed.

      He glanced at her as if seeing her for the first time since entering her office. A beautiful woman, Lola Beaufait was in her sixties but could pass for forty. Good genes. That and of course she was French. Hand in glove, it was a winning combination for an aging woman.

      “Yes, Madame Mayor,” he said stiffly, getting to his feet. “I have it under control.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true,” the mayor said, setting down her ceramic watering can on the desk blotter and seating herself. She drummed her perfectly manicured nails on the desk and narrowed her eyes at him. “But you’ll need to get it under control all the same. And soon.”

      Luc bowed and left the room.

      All the way back to the police station he heard the mayor’s not-so-veiled warning reverberating through his brain.
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      By the time we made it to the village—less than two miles but somehow it took us the better part of an hour—I was ready to jump out of my skin. The sisters had amused themselves for the full duration of the trip trying to think of people for me to marry and I spent most of that time trying to block out their voices.

      As I’ve mentioned Léa and Justine are twins. Justine had gotten married a few millennia ago while Léa—not surprisingly if you knew her—had stayed single. Neither of them had had children and when Justine lost her husband a few decades earlier, they moved in together.

      I met them when I first came to Chabanel on the aforementioned ill-fated trip that I took to get over being dumped by Gilbert. They lived in the apartment next door to the one I’d rented.

      Over the weeks of shared meals in my apartment by flickering candlelight I learned that they were both veterans of the French Resistance during the last world war.  There were also a few hints about something—something big—that had happened in the war that they didn’t talk about.

      Whatever it was I was sure it had to do with the occasional sadness that I saw in them from time to time, especially in Léa. And I of course was determined to uncover what it was.

      In any case the three of us got along very well and the more we knew each other, I have to say, something significant developed between us. I’ve never known any old people. Hell, I don’t really know my own mother. She moved to Canada with her latest boyfriend and we don’t keep in regular touch.

      But my relationship with les soeurs was something real right from the start. They’re revered in the village for what they did during the war but also for who they are now. They cook and bake like they should have their own cable cooking show—if cable still existed—and they can pretty much handle any situation that comes down the pike.

      Even if that situation includes an EMP which takes away all our electricity, electronics, vehicles and movies-on-demand.

      I’m grateful every day to call these two my family which I absolutely consider them to be.

      So now fast-forward to this morning when I couldn’t wait to get away from them after the ride from our mas. Our home, named La Fleurette, was given to us by Luc when relatives of the owners of my rented apartment showed up and kicked me out. I don’t know the specifics of how Luc came to have La Fleurette but it’s this amazing stone country home built nearly two hundred years ago. We live there with a dog, three cats, two goats and about twenty chickens. Oh, and one horse.

      “I’m supposed to meet Theo at the café,” I said.

      Theo Bardot owned Café Sucre, the village café in town and had recently bought the village pub too after its owner got into a little hot water that landed him in prison. I was hoping Theo would be agreeable to giving my new friend Marco a job at the café.

      Léa frowned. I know it annoyed her that I called the whole village—including them—by their first names instead of Monsieur or Madame So and So but it just wasn’t in my nature to be so formal. Or French.

      “We will pick you up there in one hour,” Léa said firmly.

      

      The fragrance in the air outside the village café was a delightful amalgam of the honeysuckle draped over the stone wall encasing the outdoor terrace and meat cooking—a surprisingly pleasant combination. The day was still quite warm but the terrace was nonetheless full of villagers happy to enjoy summer and a glass of refreshment.

      I saw Katrine before she saw me and that almost never happens. Katrine is sharp and misses very little. She’s about my age and used to sell cheese at the Chabanel Sunday market but when her husband came to a bad end not long ago, raising goats and making cheese became too hard so she and her mother and Katrine’s three kids—the human variety—moved in together and Katrine started selling nuts, leather goods and pretty much anything she could find to sell.

      It’s a hard life these days and nobody knows that better than I do since I have no marketable skills myself—at least not in post-apocalyptic France—and I speak French like a two year old.

      “Chérie!” Katrine called when she spotted me. I hurried to her table and we air-kissed. She already had a glass of kir in front of her that I’m sure was on the house since (a) Theo Bardot is, the owner of the café, is sweet on Katrine and (b) Katrine has no money.

      “Oh, mon cher,” she said wrinkling her nose. “You smell like a donkey.”

      “Must be a cultural thing,” I said, signaling to the waiter, an old guy with an apron around his waist. “Because in America that kind of greeting would be considered offensive.”

      She laughed and lightly slapped my arm. “You are so droll, Jules. I have missed you.”

      I hadn’t seen Katrine in a while since I’d been busy walking through Roman sewers, nearly dying on a yacht in the middle of the Balearic Sea and breaking up with my boyfriend.

      It had been quite a spring so I’d missed Katrine too. She was officially the closest thing I had to a girlfriend and if you’d told me three years ago when I was hanging with my posse at the Havana Club in Atlanta that my new BFF would be a retired goat-farmer with three little girls, I’d have urged you to cut back on the Sambuca.

      “It’s our new horse,” I said as the waiter nodded to let me know he’d seen me—which I knew from experience didn’t always mean he was coming over to take my order. “The twins made me hook him up to a cart this morning without the benefit of a YouTube video to show me how to do it.”

      The older gentleman with the apron appeared at our table.

      “Oui, Madame?” he said, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

      “Could I have a kir royale, s’il vous plait?”

      The waiter nodded and departed.

      “You know you spoke English and French together,” Katrine said, grinning.

      “He understood me. That’s all that matters.”

      “I see Theo already has Marco hard at work,” Katrine said as she nodded at something over my shoulder.

      I turned to see the adorable form of Marco Alaoui leaning over a terrace table as an elderly couple gave him their order. Marco was physically gorgeous with his dark hair and eyes and he had the sweetness of an angel on top of it. Too bad I don’t go for the good boys.

      Plus he was about ten years younger than me.

      “Oh, good,” I said when I saw him. “I asked Theo a few days ago. I didn’t think he’d hire him so quickly though.”

      “Are you kidding? Marco is gorgeous. I’m sure Theo knew it would be good for business.”

      “Well, I’m glad.” As the elderly waiter brought me my drink I turned to him. “Could you tell Monsieur Bardot thank you for me? I’m Jules Hooker.”

      “I know who you are, Mademoiselle,” the old fellow said with a smile. “You are thanking him for giving young Marco a job?”

      My French is pretty bad but fortunately the waiter spoke slowly.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’m sure Monsieur Bardot won’t be sorry. Marco’s a sweetheart.”

      “We like him already,” the man said with a bow and then disappeared.

      “Nice old guy,” I said as I watched him move into the kitchen.

      “His name’s Walter,” Katrine said. “He’s been a waiter at the café forever. Oh! Your boy is waving to you.”

      I turned to see that Marco had spotted me and I waved back at him. He had a big dopey grin on his face.

      “Now that you’ve got Marco sorted out,” Katrine said, “what about Luc? I hear he’s beside himself.”

      “Good.”

      “You do know none of this is his fault, right?”

      “I don’t know that at all. Can we talk about something else?”

      “Okay. Why don’t we discuss what half the village seems to be talking about?”

      When I frowned, she said, “The topic of who you are going to marry to stay out of the work camp. I hear Adrien Matteo is on the short list and, speaking of which, some think he looks very nice in shorts.”

      “You are going to make me throw up my kir.”

      “You have to do something, Jules.”

      “I’m pretty sure les soeurs have it all in hand.”

      “And then you’ll forgive Luc?”

      “I’m not sure you understand the severity of Luc’s crimes,” I said, sipping my drink primly. It had gotten slowly warmer over the last couple of weeks but now I could feel that summer would soon be on us full bore. I wondered if my friend Thibault could rig up a window air conditioner for me. He was so good with gadgets, he could create miracles out of twine and chewing gum.

      “He is only trying to keep you out of the detention camp.”

      “He is trying to get me to marry Adrien Matteo! Come on, Katrine. Give me a break. Matteo?”

      Katrine knew as well as I did what a little worm Matteo was. Officious, backbiting and spiteful. The man had actually arrested me twice. Was she seriously saying there was nobody else in town who could step up and save me but Matteo?

      But honestly I knew that wasn’t really the problem. What really frosted my cookies was that Matteo wasn’t Luc. And that somehow Luc had gotten himself in a situation that when I really needed him, he couldn’t help me. When I think of all the men in town—from eighteen to eighty—who I might have to consider for a husband it just infuriates me that I can’t put Luc in that group.

      Because he’s already married.

      To someone else.

      “Have you seen her yet?” I asked nonchalantly.

      Katrine frowned. “Who? Louise?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “You call her by her first name?”

      “I call her nothing since I don’t know her personally and am not likely to. What did you want me to call her? Madame DeBray?”

      The minute she said the words I felt the blow to my gut.

      Madame DeBray. Luc’s wife.

      Tears sprang to my eyes.

      “Oh, Jules, I’m so sorry! I’m an idiot. Forgive me.”

      I wiped my eyes. “No, don’t pay any attention to me. I need to get used to it. He’s married and that’s a fact.”

      “But she’s horrible!” Katrine said.

      “Really? You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?”

      “No, she’s vile, truly. My mother saw her a few days ago at the market and she was dressed like a scarecrow and looked old enough to be Luc’s mother.”

      “Now I know you’re making this up.”

      “I swear I am not,” Katrine said, shaking her head vehemently.

      “Luc married an older woman?” I frowned in confusion.

      “Non, chérie,” Katrine said. “I think she is not older than Luc. She just looks it.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter,” I said signaling for Walter to bring us two more drinks. “Whether she’s Angelina Jolie or the crypt-keeper, she’s his now and that’s all there is to it.”

      “Is it?”

      I looked at her. “What are you saying?”

      “From what I heard from Eloise, Luc is living at the police municipale. His wife lives in his apartment alone.”

      Eloise was Luc’s sergeant at the police station. She’d know if anybody would.

      “Really?”

      “I’m surprised you hadn’t heard the same thing. Clearly it is a marriage on paper only.”

      That did make me feel better but not loads better. Luc still wasn’t able to help me avoid being dragged off to the detention center and every time I thought of his version of helping me—Adrien Matteo—I wanted to slap him.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said as the waiter deposited our fresh drinks. “It is what it is.”

      “That’s just it, cher,” Katrine said. “It can be whatever you want it to be. Luc is not married to Louise in the spirit of marriage. I am sure he would still be willing to be with you.”

      I snorted but I was listening.

      “Who cares what the village thinks?” Katrine said. “If it’s not a real marriage and what you have with Luc is real, then you should not give him up.”

      “Even if we’re both married to someone else?”

      “Of course.”

      “There’s no way we could both be married to other people and carry on together as if nothing had happened. The sisters flipped out when I suggested Marco spend one night with us at La Fleurette just until he found a more permanent place. You’d think it was the eighteen hundreds. ‘Sacré bleu! An unmarried man and woman sleeping under the same roof?”

      “I’m telling you, Jules, you have to stop caring what other people think.”

      “The day I stop caring what les soeurs think is the day I’ll be living in the root cellar.”

      “I’m just telling you how to be happy,” Katrine said with a shrug.

      I reached for my drink and waited until she’d taken a sip of hers before I spoke.

      “Heard from Gaultier?” I asked.

      Gaultier was her no-good rotten husband doing serious time at a prison somewhere up north where it was cold all the time. He’d not only tried to kill me but he took a shot at killing Katrine too.

      I noticed she was weirdly focused on her drink.

      “He writes,” she said evasively.

      That means she writes him back, I thought with budding disgust.

      Officially off the hook from having to pay attention to any advice from a woman still writing to the man she shot in the spleen last year, I closed my eyes and let the late spring afternoon and all my problems fade into the background for just a few sun-drenched moments.
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      The morning was turning into a hot one, Luc thought as he gazed out his office window onto the village square. From this vantage point he had a good view of the village café, the mayor’s office and the World War II war memorial in the center of the cobblestoned square.

      His briefing with the mayor this morning had been as miserable as he’d expected. Thankfully Lola Beaufait tended to be fairly subtle in her censures. To be sure the message was always succinctly delivered—as this morning’s had been—but Luc could usually escape the broad strokes of her ire.

      What the hell was he going to do about Louise? Because the mayor was right about that. This couldn’t go on. Louise had only been in Chabanel for two weeks and already she’d hooked up with Diego Bré, one of Chabanel’s scuzzier drug-soaked denizens.

      She was obviously getting the drugs she needed to support her habit through Diego’s connections. Sooner or later Luc knew he’d have to deal with that. Although he usually considered Diego essentially harmless—or at least he had up to now—there was no telling what he might be capable of under Louise’s influence.

      Looking up from his desk, Luc saw Adrien Matteo standing in his doorway. At the sight of his second-in-command Luc’s stomach roiled.

      Desperate for a solution two weeks ago to what had looked like an insurmountable problem at the time, Luc had reached out to Matteo and asked him to marry Jules in exchange for a promotion that Luc knew he wanted. While Luc had felt confident that Matteo would agree to be a husband to Jules in name only—thereby saving her from being sent to one of the alien refugee camps being set up around the country—he still hated that he’d had to ask the man in the first place.

      “What is it, Detective?” Luc asked.

      “Nothing, Chief.” Matteo smirked before turning and leaving.

      Luc ground his teeth and focused on the file on his desk. Not only had he placed himself in a position of degradation with Matteo—hardly the ideal position for a superior officer—but he’d succeeded in totally alienating Jules as well.

      How can she not see I’m only doing this to protect her? he thought in frustration.

      “Chief?”

      He looked up

      Eloise was another person in whose eyes Luc was sure he’d been dramatically diminished. As his sergeant, she’d been the one to bring Louise in four days ago when she caused a drunken scene outside the Chabanel Catholic church.

      Losing face with Matteo was one thing, but it hurt to see Eloise avoid his eyes.

      “Yes, Sergeant?” he said.

      Eloise’s uniform was a navy blue jacket over crisp slacks and a white shirt with a dark tie. She held herself rigidly in his doorway, not entering into his office, something she would have done a few weeks earlier.

      Before he’d brought his travesty of a wife home to Chabanel.

      “I wanted to ask you about the dog competition coming up next week,” Eloise said, flipping back a long strand of blonde hair from her face.

      Luc frowned. “Remind me?”

      “It’s the annual contest for canine obedience and training. The awards are free croissants for a week from the village boulangerie and a set of solar panels for the owner of the dog who wins Best in Show.”

      “Do we really have that many pure-bred dogs in Chabanel?”

      “It’s for all dogs, all breeds, all ages,” Eloise said hurriedly. “The competition is for demonstrations of obedience and comportment. Everyone’s excited about it.”

      “And did I remember that your brother is the judge?”

      “Yes, he’s visiting with me for the week. He is a certified canine judge. He hasn’t judged the Chabanel competition for over three years now.”

      Luc nodded. The mayor had been encouraging the villagers to have as many festivals and fêtes as possible to help cushion the sting for all the things they’d lost after the EMP. A dog competition definitely sounded like it fit the bill.

      “I look forward to meeting your brother,” Luc said. He watched Eloise let out a sigh of relief.

      “Good,” she said, finally smiling. “I’ve been wanting you to meet Henri for a while now.”

      Once Eloise ducked out of his office, Luc felt his attention drawn back out the window. The competition would be held in the village square. He’d have to talk to Lola about erecting the stage they used for the baking contests and other village gatherings.

      As he scanned the square, his attention was snagged by a flash of pink and instantly his stomach tingled.

      Only Jules wore such bright colors.

      He stood up and leaned out the window to see better. Sure enough, he saw Jules seated at one of the outer café terrace tables talking to her friend Katrine.

      As soon as he saw Jules, her face animated and sparkling, Luc felt a creeping heaviness begin in his arms and legs as the sadness—the overwhelming anguish—once more began to settle in his heart.
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      After leaving Katrine with promises to get together later in the week, I motioned to Marco to meet me at the front of the café and then I made my way there. I’d used up most of my free hour chatting with Katrine, and les soeurs would be coming soon to collect me so I could finish my slave labors back at the plantation.

      A part of me was a little self-conscious standing out in front of the café. As I said it’s been two weeks since Luc thoroughly and completely blotted his copybook with me and I wasn’t eager to run into him in the village which was only too likely since this is where he lives and works.

      But if I was honest, it wasn’t really Luc I was worried about running in to.

      I’d played coy with Katrine when I asked about Louise because the fact was the twins had done their own reconnaissance on her—and trust me they are totally qualified to do it—and had reported back much the same as Katrine.

      Luc’s wife was a gorgon. Addicted to drugs and with a criminal background, the woman was nothing less than a huge embarrassment to Luc.

      I knew there had to be a story behind how Luc happened to have married to her—maybe he lost a bet?—but while it soothed my ego to know that Louise DeBray was no competition for me, she still had Luc and I had…Matteo.

      I felt my pulse speed up. Just thinking about Luc’s so-called solution for saving me from the detention camp made my blood boil. And the image of the twins methodically going through the Chabanel village census roster to find me someone else to marry wasn’t much better. We’d already heard that the National Police would be doing surprise home inspections to catch people who had married “for convenience.” They threatened to throw both parties into the detention camp if they discovered a false marriage.

      Talk about letting the apocalypse throw out all sense of law and order, I thought with annoyance. The French cops these days were literally making it up as they went along—with no one to tell them otherwise.

      “Bonjour, Jules!” Marco said as he hurried over to me and kissed me on the cheek. “I am working now!”

      The thing I have to say about Marco is that he’s like a big puppy. You just can’t help grinning when he’s around.

      “So I see,” I said. “Theo is giving you a try-out, is he?”

      “Oui! He is very nice. And oh! Have you met Monsieur Monet?”

      I turned to see he was gesturing in the direction of the older waiter, Walter.

      “I did. He seems like a very sweet guy. Is he friendly to you?”

      “Like a father! And he has invited me to stay at his house tonight!” Marco said. “With his wife and dog
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