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PREFACE:

This book is a fictional mystery story. Some of the locations, museums, galleries, and other places are real; others are made up for the purpose of this novel. The vast majority of the events are fictional, having been developed in the mind of the author to be used in the story. The characters in the story are fictional, and I’ve tried to use names that might be typical for the story’s intended purpose.

Paris, France, is one of my [many] favorite places to visit. As America's International Travel Expert®, I am frequently asked to name my favorite place in the world. I’m never able to answer that question with a single location – I like so many of the places I’ve been. Admittedly, there are a few I’ve been to and don’t have a desire to return, but those are in the small minority. Paris is always in my list of top places; there is so much to do there, to see there, and to enjoy there. 

My wife and I were able to enjoy a wonderful two-month stay in the City of Light where I developed the basis for this story. By living as locals as much as we could, we saw Paris in the way that most Parisians do – a large city where one lives, works, eats, and enjoys life. We made friends with some of the locals, and we took part in some of the local activities; we weren’t going to allow our limited French-speaking ability to hold us back. Our early summer stay meant that the number of tourists was at its peak for the year, but it also meant that we were able to see people outside when the weather was beautiful and there were many community events taking place. I then took another three-week journey on my own to fully immerse as a local Parisian. 

If you’ve never been to Paris – what are you waiting for? If you’ve been there, but didn’t feel that special charm – go back without expectations and let the city envelop you.

The dialog and descriptions in this book are primarily written in English even though the conversations among the Parisian characters would naturally be in French. This convention was chosen to make it easier to read without having to suffer translation interruptions as well as dealing with conversions from meters to feet, Euros to Dollars, etc. Some of the more common French words and phrases are occasionally used in French (and are shown in italics) to add to the authenticity of the action and the flow of the dialog. 

Maybe we can meet up in Paris someday, whether it’s on a cruise, a land tour, a leisurely stroll down any one of the fantastic rues, avenues, or boulevards, or just sitting at a sidewalk café. Until then . . . Au Revoir! 

Stuart Gustafson

Boise, Idaho
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Main Characters


[image: image]



Claudette Bouchet. Art Director. Single, age 37; born in Paris, France. Studied art in New York City, in Florence, and in Paris. Lives in the Montmartre section of Paris just below Basilica Sacré-Cœur.
Alfred Dunningham, PhD. Mathematics Professor. Married, age 65; from Napa, California. Grows shiraz grapes; loves red wine and art. Conducts seminars on “Making Detective Work Easier Through Mathematics,” and he helps police departments around the world.


Robert Gilot. Writer and painter (at least that’s what he calls himself). Single, age 42; born in San Francisco, California. Took on French name to fit in; hasn’t sold any stories or major art projects. Supports himself through internet activities, most of them legal.


Marie Laurent. Police Detective. Single, age 29; born in Paris, France. Claims to be a distant relative of a famous French actor. Recently living beyond her apparent means; no steady boyfriend despite her natural beauty.


Henri LeBlanc. Chief Inspector for French National Police. Married, age 54; has lived in Paris for most of his life. Born in Lyon, France, where his family still has a home and he visits there occasionally. He considers art collectors “foolish boors.”
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French Words and Phrases 

[image: image]


The following is not meant as an exhaustive listing of common words and phrases used in common French communication. I’ve found that books that bounce between languages are difficult to read, and I feel that flow is more important than trying to be “too local.” Here are some of the common words and phrases used in this book.


Bonjour - customary greeting meaning “Good morning” or “Good day”

Bonsoir - “Good evening,” usually said later in the day as the sun is setting or has already gone down

Entrez – “Come,” as in “Come in”

Je suis Charlie - “I am Charlie” referring to the people who were killed at the “Charlie Hebdo” magazine in January 2015

Madame - “Mrs. or Madam”

Merci - “Thank you”

Mon Dieu- “My God”

Monsieur - “Mister”

Non - “No”

Oui - “Yes”

Santé – “Cheers,” as in toasting with a glass of wine

S’il vous plaît - “Please”; it is sometimes abbreviated as SVP
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“Okay, this is where you’ll need your Museum Pass,” the tour guide said as her small group approached the entrance to one of Paris’s small, yet extremely popular, museums – Musée de l’Orangerie. “Make sure your name is on it and that you’ve properly entered the date. Remember, we use the European form here, meaning we go day, month, year.” Elyse had been leading tours for years, both here in Paris where she did her graduate art studies, and in the Provence region in the southeastern portion of France. She wasn’t born in France, but she re-located from upstate New York when she wanted to advance her art studies. It came down to a choice between Italy and France, and when she compared all that France had to offer, it was an easy decision for her. She was now fluent in French, even down to the little gestures that made her seem home-grown.

Elyse showed her tour guide license and the guard waved her through. He then looked at each Museum Pass as it was held up for him, and he waved each member of the group to go inside. Closed on Tuesdays, the Orangerie was normally quite busy on Wednesdays, but she managed to get the group going early today so they could get there before the larger crowds arrived. “Let’s meet over there by the counter after everyone’s been through the scanner. Small bags are fine, but the large backpacks will have to be checked.” She watched as each of her eight tourists went through the scanner and retrieved their metal items. She was leading a group two years earlier when one of the men forgot to retrieve his new Rolex watch, a recent present from his wife, and when they went back the next day, no one knew anything about it, or so said the low-paid security guards. Although it wasn’t her fault, Elyse felt really bad for the man so she now made sure that nothing was left behind.

She handed a brochure to each person and quickly explained the history of the building that was originally constructed as a place for storing trees during the winter. Thus, its name of Orangerie – it housed orange trees. When Claude Monet offered to donate eight large canvases of water lilies to the city of Paris, he directed that they be placed in such a manner that they could be “studied” in a flowing manner – not just hung flat against the walls as in the Louvre and most other art museums and galleries. The layout of the ground floor was re-designed with its oval rooms to accommodate the artist’s wishes, while later renovations created space below ground for other impressionistic paintings.

“Most people,” Elyse continued as she led her group toward a quiet corner, “think that the Orsay is the only museum with Impressionist paintings, but you’ll see some nice works downstairs by Renoir, Cézanne, and Picasso. Make sure to use the toilets downstairs because they’re clean and they’re free, and then let’s meet back up here in one hour.” Most people looked at their watches, mentally noting the time.

There was a buzzing in Elyse’s purse as she walked to the glassed wall on the right to enjoy the sunshine. She unzipped her Kate Spade purse and pulled out her iPhone to read the message. “Great,” she mumbled out loud as she re-read the email, realizing she’d have to make some adjustments in the tour schedule. Her Wednesday wasn’t off to the best start, but she was used to interruptions like this.
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The television news reporter was standing outside the famous pyramid entrance at Musée du Louvre. “You can see the long line of people waiting to get inside the Louvre here on a beautiful Wednesday right at twelve noon.” As the camera panned away from the reporter to show hundreds of people queued up to buy tickets for the world’s largest art museum, the reporter turned to her left and squinted as the sun’s rays bounced off the pyramid’s glass triangles and hit her squarely in the eyes. Normally she would be wearing her Michael Koss sunglasses – they were in her purse – but she had to keep her soft green eyes available to the camera when she was out on a shoot. The cameraman worked the focus back to her, and the young talent spoke confidently into the round eye of the expensive lens.

“There are quite a few groups waiting in line, including some school groups, and it seems that taking your own photo using the selfie stick is quite the thing to do. The big news right now, however, is that we just received word that the National Museum Workers Union has declared that they will be holding a work stoppage tomorrow – they didn’t call it a strike, but that’s essentially what it is – to protest the security conditions inside many of the city’s museums. And it appears that the Louvre just might be impacted the most.”

The reporter looked down at a paper and read, “According to a representative from the union, and I quote, ‘The conditions under which these young hoodlums enter the museum at no charge and are able to then harass and commit acts of thievery and disrespect to French citizens and tourists alike are not acceptable.’ The representative went on to say that ‘the National Police should photograph everyone who commits a crime and then make those available to the museums’ who can add them to their facial recognition databases. We’ll have a full report on this story and the impact of the stoppage during our six o’clock news. We’re back with more news after this message,” the reporter continued as the camera faded out.

As the news of tomorrow’s strike was heard around the city, mobile phones were ringing as the leaders of a small group of rebels recognized the opportunity that was just handed to them. There was the one who was called their Commandant, a title normally given to a male leader. But she’d earned the title through surreptitious acts that went unnoticed by most citizens. She was sharp, and her talents went far and wide throughout all of Paris.

A simple text message, begin operation repatriate, was sent to a group listing, but not by the Commandant because she was at her full-time job. But she felt her phone vibrate as the message was received and she pulled the phone from her pocket to read it. She quickly hit the Delete button and returned the phone to her pocket. The look from her co-workers invited a response. “Somehow my mobile number got on a junk messaging list and I get offered a free trip or something else ridiculous almost every day,” she said.

“You know we have the resources to find out where it’s coming from and who’s sending them,” one of the men responded. “Want us to look into it? All we need is access to one of the messages.”

“I just delete them,” she said. “They’re really not that big of a deal. But, thanks.” The team continued its discussion as the Commandant’s brain began to process the series of events that would now be underway. Her eyes subconsciously began to float in counter-clockwise oval patterns.

“Speaking of messages,” the team leader replied, “I just got a message that the National Museum Workers Union has called a strike for tomorrow. They’re complaining again about the security conditions in the museums and they’re pointing the finger at us. They think we should provide digital photographs of everyone we arrest so they can use facial recognition to monitor who’s entering the museums and keep tabs on them.”

“Well, that will be a heyday for invasion of privacy lawsuits, especially when most of those hoodlums don’t have a permanent address and they’re under age,” Marie said as she re-focused on the group discussion. “Many of those museums don’t even have security cameras that work most of the time, and yet they want to add more work. These museums are to be enjoyed, not secured like some Las Vegas casino where everyone is being watched all the time.” 

In addition to her role as a rising star in the detective ranks of the French National Police, Marie was a strong advocate for personal rights. Her ancestors had fought for theirs, and many of them had paid the ultimate sacrifice, and she was determined to continue that fight even though she knew she was walking a thin line, a most thin line indeed.

Marie was energized; was it the text message she’d received, or was it the arrogance of the union throwing the blame of rude behavior and petty crimes from those committing the crimes to the police? She continued, “The union should focus its efforts on the alliances it has with the national museum department and get them to update their security systems. They’re so antiquated that it’s surprising there hasn’t been another major theft from those museums.”
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The nine were seated around three long tables outside a restaurant in a little hidden plaza. Elyse had taken her group of eight for a strolling discussion through the Tuileries Garden after their time in the Orangerie. Because the oval rooms with Monet’s water lilies were designed to be contemplative, she didn’t give any narration about the paintings. But now as they sat and were enjoying some refreshing beverages – some with beer; some, wine; most with water – she told them how Monet realized he was losing his eyesight and so he created the scenes to capture the different plays of light.

After the waiter took their orders, Elyse continued with her descriptions of art, gardens, and Paris. “The main difference between French and Italian gardens is the presence of statues in the French gardens. That might be why there are more well-known Italian sculptors than French because the Italian works were primarily for benefactors or placed into museums. Rodin is probably the most famous French sculptor, and he’s primarily known for two of his works, three at most. But when we go to the Rodin Museum, you’ll see a lot of really good pieces by him in the gardens.”

“You had mentioned how Paris spirals out from the center,” one of her group started. “Would you explain that a little more?”

“Of course,” Elyse replied. “When you look at a map of Paris, you see the numbered areas – they’re called arrondissements in French; they’re like your ZIP codes in the States – they start with number one at the center of the city just north of the Seine. Then they go in a clockwise fashion like the spirals of a snail shell until they get out to twenty, which is on the outskirts of the eastern edge of the city. And then as if to put its arms around the city, there is a major road, called the Périphérique that envelops the edges of the outer arrondissements. Paris wasn’t always as large as it is today; the central areas, the first through the eight arrondissements, were the original extent of Paris; and then as the city grew, the outer areas became more residential, which is also why they’re the bigger ones. 

“One interesting point of each arrondissement is that the residents elect a mayor for their district, and then all of the city’s residents vote for the overall mayor of Paris. So as you wander around the city, you’ll see that many of the services are provided locally within the district itself. Ah, some food,” Elyse remarked as the waiter began delivering plates to the hungry travelers. It had been a busy morning with lots of walking, taking the bus, combined with the unusually warm weather. It felt good to sit down in the shade.

“I’ve noticed a lot of one-way streets; any particular reason for all of them?”

Elyse set down her fork. “I think it’s just a holdover from when most of the smaller streets that we see today were routes taken by horses and buggies. As motorized cars came into use, they couldn’t widen the streets since the buildings were already there, and so it really wasn’t practical to have cars going both ways on them. It does make it difficult for emergency vehicles trying to make their way through traffic as the cars don’t have any place to move.”

“Merci,” the inquisitive traveler said as he returned to his lunch plate.

“Oh,” Elyse interjected. “I received an email while we were in the Orangerie that there’s going to be a strike tomorrow and all the national museums will be closed. That’s one thing you have to get used to here in France. Strikes are fairly common, but the good news is that they’re usually announced so you do have some advance notice. What this means is for us is that we’ll have to make some adjustments to our schedules for tomorrow and Friday. I’ll take a look at our plans once we’re back at the hotel, and then we can discuss them later at dinner tonight. The good news is that the Louvre is open at night on Fridays, so maybe we’ll pick that up since we won’t be able to go in it tomorrow.” Elyse paused as she thought about the upside to the situation. “You know what,” she said in an upbeat tone. “That’s actually good though as it’s not as busy on Friday night as it is during any regular day.” She returned to her meal, washing it down with some bottled sparkling water.

The other travelers didn’t seem to be fazed by the news of tomorrow’s strike. One of the many reasons they’d given for going on a tour was so they didn’t have to worry about the scheduling and re-scheduling of activities. As they sat in the shade of the large umbrella tree, the eight of them quietly consumed their meals; nine if you counted Elyse.
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Wednesday afternoon continued as most days do on the Châtelet to Gambetta bus in Paris, bus line 69. Its eastern ending point was also the terminus for a few other lines, but most tourists took the line because of its interesting route. With its western endpoint at Châtelet, the line actually continued further west, through the Louvre, crossing the Seine River, passing in front of the Hôtel national des Invalides and making a U-turn in Champ de Mars, a perfect spot for those wanting to go to the Eiffel Tower. The bus then goes back across the Seine and runs alongside the river until it angles left into Place de la Bastille. This famous area, the former location of the infamous prison where the 1789 French Revolution began, now contains the July Column commemorating the Revolution of 1830, atop which sits a golden winged statue of Mercury facing west. Restaurants abound in this area along with the new opera house.

Many visitors have been known to hop on the bus and just ride around and see the sights as it travels through many of the city’s landmark areas. The last stop near the Père Lachaise Cemetery provides a convenient entrance to the final resting place for many notables, French and otherwise. The cemetery was originally outside the city walls, and no one wanted to be buried there even though Napoleon had closed other cemeteries inside the city due to their unsanitary conditions. But when he had the remains of famed lovers Abélard and Héloise moved there, it all of a sudden became the place to be. Well, the final place to be.

Visitors today flock to see more recent decedents than the famed early-resident couple who were moved there over six hundred years after their deaths. Among the most visited graves are those of Oscar Wilde, Jim Morrison, Molière, Edith Piaf, Frédéric Chopin, Maria Callas, Sarah Bernhardt, and more. The cemetery also contains numerous war and holocaust memorials, plus there’s a wall that will always remind the French people of the atrocities that had been brought against its own citizens. The Communards’ Wall along an outer edge of the cemetery is the location where one hundred forty-seven members of the Paris Commune – the remaining few of the once-stalwart resistance – were lined up, shot, and thrown into an open trench at the foot of the wall. The date of 28 May 1871 would never be forgotten by the French. 

And definitely not by descendants of the Communards.
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The text message, begin operation repatriate, generated a lot of activity. The members of the group knew that the signal to start would probably be sent without any other advance notice, yet it still came as a surprise when the message was received. Preparations had begun months earlier with the precision and caution of a stealth attack. No more than two members could ever be seen together outside of their secret meeting locations. Everything that was bought was purchased in small quantities with cash using small denomination bills. No store was visited more than once, and each person wore a pair of glasses with nondescript frames. Those who didn’t normally wear glasses had clear lenses in place; it was nice having an optometrist who also believed in the cause.

Louis clocked out of his job at the Sorbonne Library and calmly walked out into the bright sun. He walked up the street to his apartment and entered as he did every day. This time, however, he quickly changed clothes into an outfit that looked like many other male twenty-somethings in Paris – solid, dark colors with no identifying names or patches. He then quietly pulled the short book case aside to reveal a small square opening in the wall, roughly three feet on a side. He balled up his pants with his identification and put them inside as he removed a large duffel bag. He looked at his phone, checked for any last minute messages and, seeing none, powered it off. He set the phone on top of his pants, knowing that he was cutting off any outside contact; it was time to enter stealth mode.

The dust on the bag made him sneeze, and he stood up and carried the bag into the bathroom where he brushed off the dust and the cobwebs into the wash sink. His allergies were getting the best of him and he sneezed a couple more times. He turned on the faucet to wash the dirt down the drain as he set the bag down on the closed toilet lid. “Let’s just hope it’s all here,” he said quietly as he pulled the zipper open. It had been several months since he’d assembled the bag, and there’d not been any changes to the operational plans, so he expected that all the contents would still be okay. He opened the bag and took out a “new” pair of glasses, two Metro T+ tickets, and four Ten Euro notes. He’d be out for the evening without carrying any identification, but he knew he’d need some extra tissues. He opened the cabinet and took the bottle of antihistamine tablets out and set it on the counter. He opened the bottle and took one tablet, popping it into his mouth and swallowing it without any water. He’d take some more later, but first things first.

His nerves were racing madly; he knew this was going to be a monumental evening – success or failure. He looked at his watch and realized he needed to get moving, so he scanned through his bag one more time. He went through his mental checklist and it was all there. Louis crossed himself as he closed his eyes and thought about his mom; would she ever understand? Probably not was the answer he always had for that question. 

Picking up the bag, Louis went back into his bedroom and pulled the black backpack from under his bed, one of several packs that he’d bought last month at one of the flea markets. He took the items, one by one, from the duffel bag and strategically placed them inside the backpack; he didn’t want the contents to set off any alarms when he went through the museum’s security.

Once he was certain that he had everything in place, Louis returned the now-empty duffel bag to its hiding place, pushed the bookcase back into its position, slipped on the backpack, and headed out the front door. “Bonjour,” he said to one of the ladies who also lived there as she was entering the apartment building. She was carrying a small sack of groceries; it was common for Parisians to shop for some items daily.

“Bonjour, Louis. You’re home early today,” the lady replied as she smiled at the nice young man who held the door open for her, the same as he did for anyone entering through a door he was using. Louis was that type of gentleman. His mother had raised him properly to show respect to everyone, not just to the elders. His mother wondered why a smart young girl had not snagged him yet; some of his friends wondered if there was another reason he’d not yet married. Louis was definitely straight; he was just too devoted to a cause that couldn’t be compromised with someone else who might not feel the same way he did. Louis just smiled at the nice old lady and continued on his way to the stop for bus number 91.

He waited patiently at the bus stop as he knew he had a long night ahead of him, a very long night. The bus appeared and he blended in with the other passengers as he inserted the Metro T+ ticket into the machine and it beeped as it validated and stamped the ticket. One hurdle passed.

He rode the bus for four stops and he got off, one stop short of his actual transfer point. He could have ridden a little farther, but the instructions were to not go on the exact route that would make the most sense. So he got off and walked the short distance down to the busy Gare d’Austerlitz. There was always so much activity around this train station, as there was around most of the stations in Paris.

Louis had lived in Paris for most of his adult life so he knew the bus routes, the Metro routes and the RER train routes. The 24 bus would be coming by soon, and if he missed that one, it would only be another five minutes until the next one came along. He wasn’t in a hurry, and he was doing his best to remain calm as if it were any normal day in beautiful Paris.

The bus arrived and Louis boarded, using his second Metro T+ ticket. He’d already discarded the previous one, and this ticket would also soon find its way into the trash. He could’ve used the previous ticket to transfer, but he didn’t want any possible connection. This part of the route wasn’t very crowded so he was able to move toward the back of the bus. He didn’t expect to see Vladimir on this bus; he should have been coming from another direction – was something wrong? The two made eye contact and then looked away from each other.

As the bus passed Île Saint-Louis, several passengers, obviously tourists, poked each other and pulled out their cameras as the Notre Dame Cathedral started to come into view on the right side of the bus. Realizing the opportunity to blend in with the crowd, Louis looked to the right and seemed to gaze at the magnificent structure that he’d seen thousands of times. “Just another building,” he thought.

The bus seemed to crawl along next to the Seine River as it made its way down the busy road that changed its name every couple hundred yards. Stop after stop after stop. Louis couldn’t help himself; he had to look at Vladimir with a look that asked, “Are we ever going to get there?”

They did; the bus made its stop just past Musée D’Orsay before it would continue its route, crossing the Seine to Place de la Concorde and beyond. Louis and Vladimir exited the bus along with others and looked around as if they were some of the many tourists taking in the views of the area. Vladimir tore his ticket into four pieces and just dropped them to the ground, while Louis walked over to a trash receptacle and put his ripped ticket into the bag. Vladimir had taken the lead and so he was the first one to walk toward the museum entrance; Louis just continued to look toward the Seine while glancing around to the museum. He eventually turned around and slowly wandered over to the former train station, trailing slightly behind a group of ten.

Vladimir and Louis approached the museum separately, keeping their heads tilted down as they approached the ticket booth and smiling at the attendants as if they didn’t speak any French. They each paid the 11 Euro entrance fee with a ten and a five, took their change and tickets, and entered the museum that’s been heralded as the finest collection of Impressionistic paintings in the entire word.

Louis and Vladimir knew that, of course, and that was one the reasons they were there today. That and the three-word text message they’d each received a few hours earlier. Concerned as his bag was sent through the X-Ray machine, Louis breathed a sigh of relief as he saw it coming toward him. He calmly retrieved his bag and walked toward the large bag check area. He then saw the sign, paused, and politely asked the guard, “Est-ce sac d'accord?” (“Is this bag okay?”)

“Oui, monsieur,” was the reply. That was a relief; now they didn’t have to worry about retrieving their bags later in the evening. Louis didn’t know if it was the time of day or if it was a new policy that they didn’t care about the size of backpacks. It really didn’t matter to him; there was just one question left in his mind. The museum closed at six; where was he going to hide when the museum closed and all the security personnel were gone for the evening? 

Vladimir was nowhere to be seen; he’d already made his way into the museum and was mixing in with the crowds. Louis looked around; it was beautiful museum. He thought it only fitting that he’d take one final look at the artwork as the visitors would view them. 

No one else in the museum realized they were seeing many of the pieces of art for the very last time. It was sad in a way, but they were doing what they knew they had to do. As Louis walked around he made sure he didn’t look up at the security cameras. Thousands of people visited the museum every day, so it wouldn’t be unusual for him to be there; he just didn’t want to look too obvious by having many shots of him looking directly into the cameras. That would be unusual and would be a good reason to put his face high on the list of possible suspects after the thievery.

Louis spotted Vladimir on the escalator and he went to catch up with him. He didn’t walk faster than any others; he just headed directly to the escalator. “Pardon moi,” he said to the man who’d turned and bumped into him. The man just smiled and continued chatting with his family. Tourists.
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Five thousand miles to the east of Paris was six time zones away and a completely different culture. Earlier in the day, Alfred Dunningham, PhD, was enjoying a delightful visit to the Beijing Mathematical Society headquarters. Not many Americans were allowed full access inside the halls where significant mathematical research was being conducted by China’s top mathematicians. The Chinese clearly wanted to keep their research and discoveries secret until they were ready to reveal them to the world. And then they’d reveal only what they wanted the world to know.

But the leadership of the BMS didn’t regard Dunningham as “any other American.” He had earned their utmost respect the previous year in Paris when he openly shared his McLandish Award with the Chinese delegation which he felt was more deserving of the award than he was. Even in mathematics, politics apparently still played a role, something that he considered completely ludicrous.

The professor didn’t understand most of the research the Chinese were conducting even though it was explained in perfect English by his translator-guide. Dunningham’s work was primarily in Number Theory, but he was mostly known around the world because of his use of mathematics to solve mysteries. It was that ability that solved a series of murders in Sydney, Australia, thus earning him the award last year. And it was at the awards ceremony where he became endeared to the Chinese, and a few other delegations, with his selfless acknowledgement of the progress and contributions from the Chinese. Not surprisingly, the French weren’t among those who applauded him.

“Professor,” one of the Chinese mathematicians began, “You left Paris quite suddenly last year, and we never heard if something was wrong or if your wife was ill.”

“Thank you for your concern,” the always kind and mild-mannered professor responded. “There was a cruise ship in the Mediterranean that had passengers disappearing each day the ship was in port. They’d brought this Interpol agent on board, and he thought he saw a number pattern that was similar to the one that was the basis of solving those murders down in Sydney.”

“Ah, yes,” sighed a few of the men. They were all natives of China and they had a decent command of the English language, although many times they‘d just smile and nod. It was a polite way of participating in a conversation that they didn’t really understand.

Dunningham continued with his story. “The Interpol agent had part of the number pattern correct, but it was even more complicated than that. We were eventually able to figure it out, and it was just in time as the ship was pulling into port the following morning.” He paused as he thought about explaining all the logic but figured that might make it even more confusing for them. “It all worked out, even though it did cut down on our time in Paris.”

“Did your wife enjoy the cruise at all, even though it was work for you?” The curious local raised his eyebrows as he asked his question. He’d been practicing the question in his head so he could ask it in perfect English, and he succeeded.

Dunningham turned to the man to acknowledge him. “Yes, she did. They gave us a beautiful cabin with a nice verandah that she sat on and read her magazines almost every day. As I recall now we did have one day, maybe it was two, that it was quite stormy. But overall it was pleasant and I can see why people like to go on cruises.”

The men continued their tour of the facilities. While there had been much advancement in the People’s Republic of China, the inclusion of women in many areas was still lacking. This was especially true in the sciences, ranging from mathematics to chemistry to medicine. The women who wanted to purse an education in those fields typically moved to more open countries, such as Australia, the United States, and to several places in Western Europe.

Courtesy prevailed as the five men walked down the long corridor. The Chinese mathematicians would normally be chatting away and puffing on cigarettes, but in deference to their distinguished visitor, the cigarettes were left in their offices and the only speaking they did amongst themselves was in English. They would acknowledge their peers in Chinese as they passed by, but they knew that speaking in a language that Dunningham didn’t understand would be rude.

“Professor,” one of them began as they stopped before entering a lab that was secured with a cipher lock. “Do you think you’ll be going back to Paris? Does your wife like to shop there?”

“Oh, she’s not really a shopper,” Dunningham replied as he looked directly at the inquisitive man. “She likes Paris a lot, but then she likes almost any place where she can sit and enjoy reading a good book or one of her many magazines. But I can’t recall the last time she bought anything for herself on one of our trips.”

“I see,” the young man said as he smiled and nodded. He didn’t really, but he knew that was the proper response.

The man leading the tour entered the code on the lock and they all stepped into a room where some of China’s most advanced mathematical research was being done. Very few people were ever allowed in here; this area was as secure and held secrets just like some of the rooms in the White House. Stealing a quick glance around the room, the professor made a mental note of how empty it seemed to be. It appeared that even those with access to the area still weren’t allowed to know anything about any work other than their own.
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Traffic seemed busier on Paris’s main roads on Thursday morning as the museum strikes had many visitors desperately trying to adjust their plans for the day. The Metro lines were also busier along with heightened levels of frustration. “I told you we shouldn’t have waited so long before we went to the museum,” was overhead in many conversations throughout most of Paris. Tensions seemed to be running at full pitch at the Louvre, not unusual as it received the most visitors on any given day.

Not everyone, however, was aware of the strike. A family of four crossed the street after walking along the Seine River. As they went through the archway leading into the open area near the Pyramid, the young boy poked his sister in the arm. “I win,” he exclaimed. “You said the lines would be a mile long, and there’s hardly anyone there!”

“Ow,” the older sister replied, feigning injury from her slightly built sibling. “Mom, he hit me.”

“What did we tell you two?” the father intervened. “We only have a couple days left here, so let’s keep hands off each other. Come here, Bobby,” the dad said as the outstretched hand told the young boy to move over to his dad’s side.

“I wonder why all the people are leaving so early,” the mom said as the four of them seemed to be swimming against the tide as so many people were heading away from the museum’s entrance.

“Perhaps there was an early opening that we didn’t know about,” the dad replied. “But it sure looks a lot better than what the guide books say. And with our museum pass, we can skip right past that short line.”

“Can we go to the swords and axes first?” Billy asked as he was now on his best behavior.

“He got to pick first the last time,” his sister entreated. “I want to see the Mona Lisa.” Taylor knew they would be seeing the Mona Lisa anyway, but she was tired of her little brother always being able to be first. She could have pulled her pre-teen pouting act, the one that usually worked in her favor, but she knew her mom would give into Billy’s whining first. She decided to try a different approach. “The books say the crowds around the Mona Lisa get bigger in the afternoon, and I need to get up close so I can describe the painting’s brush strokes in my diary for school.”

“We’ll go see the swords and axes, Billy,” their mom said. “But your sister is right about the crowds and even you said you wanted to see the Mona Lisa. So we’ll go to it first and then work our way to whatever you want to see.”

Billy yanked his hand out of his dad’s grasp as they continued to walk toward the Pyramid. “That’s enough,” his dad said sternly. “Now let’s go” he continued as he held his hand back out as Billy, reluctantly and with a forced tear rolling down his saddened face, clutched his dad’s hand.

The line they’d seen was being kept back from the stairway by a theater-style velvet rope. “How come they’re not letting anyone in?” the dad asked as approached the small group that they’d thought was the short line.

“The sign,” said a man with his German accent. “It says they’re closed today,” he finished as he pointed to the sign that was attached to the roping.

The dad read aloud the sign, “Le Louvre is closed today to protest the security conditions inside the museums that endanger the health, safety, and enjoyment of our visitors.” He looked at some of the others who were standing there looking equally bewildered. “What does that mean? Will they be open tomorrow?” he asked the small crowd.

“The strikes are very common here in Paris, monsieur,” one young lady said in a decidedly French accent. “Since the sign says they are closed for today rather than until future notice, they should be open tomorrow. But,” and she paused, “they might strike again tomorrow just to show the power of the unions here in Paris.”

“So does that mean that only the Louvre is closed today?” asked the mom.

“Oh no, madame. All the national museums are closed down today. It was announced yesterday by the union that all the museums would be closed today, just like the sign says.”

“If you knew they were closed,” the mom continued with a puzzled look on her face, “why did you come?”

“It does seem out of place doesn’t it?” the French woman replied. “I had made plans to meet some friends here who were coming from Germany, and I had no way to contact them to tell them of the situation. So we’re just now trying to figure out what we’re going to do today.”

“Do you have any suggestions for us since we fly home on Saturday?” The mom was hoping that this woman, who appeared to be a local, could help them come up with a new plan for the day.

A few suggestions later, along with some hastily scribbled notes on a map, the family of four headed to the nearby bus stop to make their way toward Sacré-Cœur.

Meanwhile, around town, and unknown to most everyone else in Paris, groups of brazen thieves had used the advance warning of a strike to their advantage. Though no guests would be coming into the national museums, there were still a few staff members inside who were doing routine chores. There were also some areas inside the museums that were visible to the outside world. This meant the thieves had to maintain a quiet and invisible presence until it got dark outside.

Each team was well prepared for its specific assignment; it was the waiting and lying low that
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