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      Care for a Little Murder with that Sweet Roll?

      Jules Hooker is doing her best to adjust to the new normal of a world without electricity, electronics, cars or the chance to return home. Stranded in the charming but provincial village of Chabanel wasn’t terrible until Jules discovers Aix-en-Provence and decides that the big city lights—even when they’ve gone out in the apocalypse—are much preferable to the countryside.

      Of course with a big city comes big city crimes and when a fellow American is accused of murdering a popular pastry chef in Aix, Jules knows she has to help.

      Unfortunately tracking a dangerous killer when you don’t know the language—or the French people themselves—soon has Jules bumbling into one dangerous situation after another.

      All the wonderful pastries aside, will this be lights out for Jules too?
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        Once More into the Fray

      

      

      

      Whoever invented cobblestone streets obviously never wore kitten heels.

      This thought ran through my mind every time I stepped outside my twelfth century apartment building in the French village where I now live. I probably should rethink my footwear choices accordingly, but I’m determined not to go into the new apocalypse looking like a homeless person.

      I exaggerate only slightly because the two old ladies, Madames Cazaly and Becque who are my building neighbors and self-imposed authority of what Jules—that’s me—should and shouldn’t wear are constantly telling me I’m overdressed.

      Naturally I tell them that I doubt they’re truly French. Can you imagine? In the land of the fashion capital of the world? Someone telling you to dress down?

      Fortunately, the language barrier prevents any and all hurt feelings.

      In any event I’m yet again wobbling my way down the street to Chabanel’s single and only village bar, Bar á GoGo, to meet with my cheese-selling friend Katrine Pelletier for a French lesson.

      I have to say in the five weeks since I landed in this medieval French village in the south of France things have not gotten any easier.

      For one thing, most of our batteries have now worn out, all the shelves of the Casino grocery stores have long since been stripped bare, our candles are gone and what few are left are selling on the black market road that rings the village as if they were made of platinum, and I am officially sick of eating cheese—just about the only thing that’s still in abundance these days. Mind you, I say that last complaint only at whisper level since such a statement is considered high treason in France, cheese being the demigod and the holy grail all in one over here.

      “Jules!” Katrine waved to me from one of the café tables outside the bar.

      This bar is truly the nastiest looking dive I’d ever seen. It has an abandoned-looking front with worn painted words that are unintelligible even to the French. I’m sure this place was serving grog to the Romans when it first opened, and the service and the alcohol hasn’t changed or improved since.

      Katrine and I air-kissed cheeks before I sat down.

      “You look flushed,” Katrine said, signaling to the waiter to bring our kirs.

      “How do people walk on these stupid roads?” I said, rubbing my heel, convinced I twisted my ankle on the last chunk of projecting mortar as I hurried down the home stretch to the village square.

      Katrine answered me in French as the waiter brought our drinks.

      “I have no idea what you said,” I said.

      “We do not wear dress shoes in Chabanel,” Katrine said with a shrug, pointing to her own very sensible flats.

      “All I packed were dress shoes.”

      That wasn’t true of course but if I had my way it would be. I love shoes—especially Italian ones—and any opportunity to wear them. I had to admit that since the dirty bomb exploded over the Mediterranean the month before, those opportunities were becoming fewer and fewer.

      Actually, those opportunities were virtually nonexistent in Chabanel even before the bomb dropped.

      “You should go shopping,” Katrine said in French.

      I waved away her words. “Speak English. You want me to spend my last few euros—with no hope of getting any more ever—and go shopping for shoes? Bonne idée, Katrine!” I said sarcastically.

      She corrected my pronunciation.

      “I’m not sure why I bother trying to learn French,” I said with a sigh. “I’m hopeless at it. Besides, you people have too many words.”

      “In fact we have much fewer than English.”

      “All the more reason why you should all speak English instead. We have the more complete language.”

      “And yet it is French that you will speak until the day you die.”

      “Jeez, you’re a real mood lifter, Katrine.”

      “I just think you ought to start thinking of Chabanel as your home now.”

      “America is my home. ”

      “You do know your home is where your friends are, do you not?”

      “No offense, Katrine, but I’ve known you about five minutes and I have dozens of friends back in Atlanta. Hundreds.”

      I have to say she was really starting to annoy me. Just because her life was a hash doesn’t mean everyone else’s is. I knew Katrine was unhappy and that her weekly outing with me was one of her rare escapes from three small children and a largely clueless husband.

      “Si tu dis,” she said with a shrug before leaning over and whispering loudly, “Do not turn around, but there goes Chief DeBray. He’s so handsome. And he’s looking this way!”

      I forced myself not to turn around. I hadn’t seen much of Luc in the last few weeks and assumed it was because he’d either tired of my relentless neediness—I always had a problem these days—or he simply had his hands full trying to keep the village from going to wrack and ruin during the apocalypse.

      I’m sure I wasn’t the only one running out of supplies. What had begun as an interesting occurrence of the summer—Wow! So this is what it’s like to live in the eighteen hundreds!—had quickly turned into a major pain in the butt for everyone.

      “Is he coming over?” I whispered.

      “No, someone grabbed him. Juliette Bombre. Do you know her?”

      With a name like that I had to look. Luc was standing across the street, one hand on his hip but his head was down and an inscrutable look on his face as he listened intently.

      Juliette Bombre, who I instantly recognized as the woman who used to sell flowers at the market but had now started selling nuts, was speaking very animatedly to him. She was beautiful in that very French way, meaning effortless and perfect all at once.

      I’m not sure why I took an instant dislike to her.

      “Jules?”

      I turned to Katrine. “What?”

      “Another drink?”

      I sighed. These informal French lessons with Katrine were getting expensive. I was either going to become fluent at the end of them or an alcoholic. Probably a little of both.

      “Sure,” I said, not at all sure how I would pay for it.

      That seemed to be a recurring theme these days.
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        * * *

      

      Katrine and I had spent the rest of the afternoon gossiping about the rest of the village or anybody who was hapless enough to walk by our table.

      Afterward, I slipped off my shoes and walked barefooted back up the road to my apartment. After three drinks and no lunch, this was one of my brighter decisions.

      The slick and very cold marble steps on the winding staircase were worn and slippery and, not for the first time, I wondered how the old ladies made it up and down without killing themselves.

      Probably aren’t usually snockered for one thing.

      “Jules, es t’il tu?” one of the old dears sang out from the direction of her apartment.

      Madame C and Madame B were twins. One of them had married a few centuries earlier and I had yet to sort out which one that was. In any case they were both single now, in their early nineties, and both veterans of the French Resistance during the last world war.

      They had some very interesting stories that they weren’t usually in the mood to tell. Even so, over the weeks of shared meals in my apartment over flickering candlelight a few hints had come out and I knew there was 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 singular sadness that I saw in them from time to time, especially in Madame Cazaly.

      “Yep, c’est moi,” I called up. What with the sudden elimination of a few of our neighbors in the last few weeks, the Madame Twins and I were the only ones left on this side of the apartment building. I know they felt safer with me next door.

      Like I’d be able to do squat if we were attacked.

      In fact, the two sisters—or les soeurs as they were generally known—were a lot better equipped to kick zombie butt than I was should the need arise.

      “Did you learn good?” the other sister, Madame Becque, I think, chimed in right about the time I realized these two were learning English a whole lot faster than I was learning French. Maybe we’d meet somewhere in the middle.

      “Me very much good,” I said in French which made them burst out laughing.

      Or maybe not.

      As I pushed my apartment door open, both old ladies toddled down the hall toward me. Madame C had a bag of something in her hands. I have no idea where they got half the food they came up with but I’d definitely have starved to death without them by now.

      Amazingly, Katrine told me that the two old biddies told her the same thing about me. Weird.

      Right now I was officially subsisting on handouts. Sometimes a bag of food would mysteriously appear on my doorstep—which was probably Luc’s doing. When he used to come over more regularly a few weeks back he always brought food. The Madame Twins got a kind of care package from the village because of their age and there was not a moment I didn’t feel guilty sharing it with them.

      But what else was I going to do?

      I have no money over here, an apartment that isn’t really mine since I’d swapped my own condo in Atlanta for it and no prospects for being able to support myself.

      Usually, I tried not to think about where this was all leading.

      I’m from the South and trust me when I say the Scarlett O’Hara approach to life is alive and well. I find it works well most of the time. Case in point: I haven’t starved yet.

      As the old ladies made themselves comfortable in my apartment, I dropped my shoes on the floor and settled onto the couch with my feet on the coffee table. Instantly, the cat Neige jumped up out of nowhere and curled up next to my hip.

      He was a strange little cat and not terribly friendly. He definitely considered this apartment his home. I’m not sure what he made of me—the person who more often than not found something for him to eat. But I can say with real satisfaction that he did largely tolerate my presence.

      The Poupards—his real owners—were living in my Buckhead condo in Atlanta with my own cat Hamish. I had no idea how they were faring there. Most of the time I thought that I got the raw end of the stick with the whole EMP going off and throwing us functionally back to the 1950’s but sometimes at night when I can’t sleep, I have a nagging suspicion that I am way better off than they are.

      “Jules, la porte!” Madame C shouted, making me jump. I knew la porte meant door, but I couldn’t for the life of me see how she knew there was someone at the door when as far as I knew nobody had knocked. But sure enough, when I went to the door, I had a visitor.

      Thibault Theroux is an acquired taste, I’ll say that right off the bat. I’ve known him five weeks now and he’s always been a perfect gentleman and very sweet and yet I still flinch when I first see him. Unctuous, gangly, unkempt, with food usually parked in some part of his straggling beard, he is physically the opposite of his personality which is neat, succinct, good-humored and generous.

      We air kissed and I invited him in.

      “Non, Jules,” he said, “I am only coming to tell you a little information and to see if you want to deliver a message to anyone in Aix tomorrow? I am going in the morning.”

      Thibault had one of the few working vehicles in Chabanel—probably in all of Provence—and the only working ham radio. Aside from those two miracles, he was also very clever with his hands and could put together a contraption to siphon impurities out of your drinking water using bobby pins and old chewing gum.

      “I don’t know anyone in Aix,” I said. The other American in the village, Jim Anderson, had urged me to join the expat community there but so far I hadn’t seen the point. “But what’s your news?”

      I pulled him into the living room and sat him down. Franco social norms dictated that I give him a drink and ask after his health and his family before getting down to business. What I really wanted to do was grab him by the throat and shriek, tell me what you know!

      Madame B—knowing the proper etiquette of such things as of course she would—set down a glass of wine in front of him. A raised eyebrow in my direction told me in that universal language of all disproving mothers that she believed I had had quite enough wine myself.

      “I have talked to someone in Atlanta,” Thibault said.

      My stomach muscles tightened. “How bad is it?”

      He took a sip of his wine and it was all I could do to sit still.

      “Is bad,” he said finally. “The outer neighborhoods...”

      “The suburbs?”

      “Oui, the suburbs have created factions.”

      “They’ve organized?”

      He nodded.

      “Is there law enforcement?”

      He shook his head. “Not right now.”

      “I see.” I tried to imagine how terrified the Poupards must be in my condo in Buckhead. How were they managing? What were they doing for food?

      They’re French. Dear God. Do they not have wine?

      “But it is not all terrible, I think.”

      “Really?” I must have looked pathetically hopeful because he patted my hand like I was an old lady asking about specials on laxatives.

      “My contact said there is a black market for the necessities.”

      “Like here.”

      Thibault waggled his hand as if to say not quite.

      I think I knew what he meant. In Chabanel, the black-market necessities were truffles, foie gras and any wine that wasn’t made in Provence.

      Hey, even in the apocalypse we get tired of drinking rosé all the time!

      In Atlanta it was probably more like insulin or clean drinking water. I tried to remember exactly how polluted the Chattahoochee or Lake Lanier were.

      “I am sorry, Jules,” Thibault said as he finished off his wine and stood up.

      I sat for a moment, my thoughts in a swirl. I wondered about my best friend CeCe. Was she okay? Was she alone?

      Madame C came out of the kitchen with a tray of food in her hands and spoke quickly to Thibault. I assumed she was inviting him to dinner. He gave his apologies before turning toward the door.

      “Thibault?” I said impulsively before he left.

      “Si?”

      “May I go with you to Aix tomorrow?”

      He grinned. “Bien sûr. I will be back at nine tomorrow morning.”

      When he left, I took my seat at the small dining room table and waited as the old ladies took their places.  It was a kind of pasta that looked like hats but had the most divine garlic and tomato sauce and had quickly become one of my most favorite things that the sisters made.

      The sisters were devout Catholics and solemnly said grace and crossed themselves before smiling at me.

      “Is good, Jules?” Madame Becque said.

      “Oui, Madame Becque,” I said with a sad smile. “Everything considered.”
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t anywhere near consciousness when the pounding on my door roused me that night. There must be something in the walls or in the air or maybe it was the stories that Madame B had been telling last night because I got a vivid image of a Gestapo agent standing on the other side of my door, doing all the pounding.

      My basic rule about any kind of knocking on any kind of door that I’m on the other side of in the middle of the night is always oh hell no.  There was no question of my opening the door.

      If it were Luc, he’d say so. Same with anybody else I knew in Chabanel. No, whoever was knocking at my door at three in the morning was not a friend. I stared at the door and held my breath, waiting for the giant axe to come crashing into it or maybe just the sudden emergence of big-ass storm trooper boot as the door erupted into splinters.

      A note was shoved underneath.

      I didn’t touch it at first. When several seconds had passed with no more pounding, I put my ear to the door and listened. It was totally quiet in the hallway. Either whoever was out there had walked away or they were able to wait without breathing. I picked up the note and my hand shook.

      The last note I’d had shoved under my door had threatened me with my life.

      This time not nearly so bad.

      Quickly scanning the note, written in bad English, it seemed that cousins of Sabine and Jacques Poupard were claiming that my apartment was now legally theirs.

      I was officially evicted.
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        Where Everybody Knows Your Name

      

      

      
      Aix rocks.

      I’ll tell you that right now.

      Having never been to France before and only seeing the south of France in news clips during the Cannes Film Festival, I have to say I didn’t really know what to expect.

      The trip to Aix with Thibault gave me no clue as to the wonders that would await. First, it was a fairly drab drive—all warehouses and brown grass with a few more nondescript exits leading to more nondescript villages.

      Thibault chattered on about some deal he was doing in Aix with some other gizmo gadget kind of guy but unless it involved making the lights go back on this afternoon I wasn’t really interested.

      I’d had some time to put together my thoughts about my three o’clock mail delivery and I still wasn’t sure it wasn’t some kind of joke. Although granted it was not at all funny, I’ve learned during my time here that most jokes in France are not at all funny. In any case, whether it was a gag, or these people really were intent on taking my apartment, I made sure the place was securely locked before I left this morning. If these “cousins” were the real deal, I’d work something out with them later. Tomorrow. Or next month.

      I have mentioned my Scarlett O’Hara tendencies, haven’t I?

      Anyway, as I said, I wasn’t at all sure what to expect in Aix. The streets were vacant for the most part. Some people had set up booths and kiosks in an impromptu market on the ring road around Aix and there were several cars and trucks stranded at various spots on the D7N which Thibault had to maneuver around, but for the most part it was as I’d expected.

      Until we got to the town itself and then...wow.

      It was so much bigger and lusher and more...everything than little Chabanel. There were massive plane trees lining both sides of the main avenue that dappled the whole street with golden light.

      I could totally see why famous artists would want to live and die here.

      Thibault had to be mindful of where he parked his car—as in he really couldn’t. Owning a working vehicle in post-apocalyptic France was like owning a flying carpet or the last bottle of vodka in Russia. Thibault was a big guy and unless he was rushed by a mob—not unimaginable in Tampa or Charlotte but not likely in Provence—nobody was wrestling the car keys away from him. Even so he certainly couldn’t leave me to watch the car while he ran errands on foot.

      As I jotted down all the places and things he wanted me to do while he circled the city it did occur to me that perhaps Thibault had had this in mind all along. After all, if I hadn’t asked to come, how in the world would he have done it alone?

      Stowing my less than generous thoughts, I took Thibault’s shopping list and the mail pouch he had stuffed full of correspondence and got out of the car. Since he would have to more or less keep on the move, we made plans to meet in front of the Apple store at three o’clock or as the French perversely insist on referring to it, fifteen hundred hours.

      The Apple store was right at the beginning of this gorgeous main pedestrian drag called the Cours Mirabeau which was punctuated with ancient and weird fountains. One looked like a giant fur ball with no discernable spouting water that I could detect.

      Since I didn’t see the Apple store when it was actually selling laptops and cellphones, I can’t tell you how amazing it must have been before the EMP but it was still extremely cool now. It was a huge building that was glass on all sides and not a single crack in any of it. It stood as testimony to how civilized the French truly are.

      Can you imagine an all-glass monument to consumer elitism surviving one night of the apocalypse in Atlanta, Georgia? Seriously?

      Anyway, the store was now filled with long tables loaded with nonedible goods in a sort of indoor market protected from the elements.

      Thibault let me out and I have to say there were so many people strolling along with their dogs, or lovers walking hand in hand, smiling and relaxing, that it was difficult to imagine that the EMP had hit here too. The ambience was relaxed and congenial.

      The outdoor cafés that lined the Cours Mirabeau were full of people drinking coffee and eating pastries. Obviously, the mayor of Aix had given its population the same inspiring nationalistic speech that the Chabanel mayor had delivered to us.

      Everyone appeared to be working very hard to behave like it was business-as-usual which, in France, means enjoying life to the fullest.

      And the people in Aix obviously knew exactly how to do that.

      Once I’d walked the length of the Cours Mirabeau I resolved to come back and sit at one of these cafés before I had to meet Thibault. One of the cafés boasted it had been open since 1792! Certainly one dirty bomb over the Mediterranean wasn’t going to stop it from serving its patrons foie gras and beer!

      Thibault had several things on the list he’d given me. Many tasks just involved delivering notes and letters to various addresses, but the bulk of the “mail” went to one address which it turned out was an ad hock post office housed in what used to be the natural history museum. I’m not sure if the so-called post office was government run, sanctioned or just a pal of Thibault’s, but the guy—chain-smoking and ogling me as he took my packet of mail seemed
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