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  An Undercover Tryst

  
  




It was the sharp click-clack of heels tapping on the stone floor of the antechamber where she was posted and the overpowering aroma of Chanel No 5 that assailed her nostrils that alerted Sophie to the presence of visitors. 

She raised her head from her keyboard—she’d been typing up the Commandant’s schedule for the following week—to see Cousin Pierre striding in, an unhappy expression on his lean, handsome features. 

The woman who swept in behind him was resplendent in a brightly colored silk poncho, which she wore over stylish black pants flared at the ankles. Her silver-colored hair was wound into a medium-sized topknot on her head and she wore black-framed glasses. 

Sophie struggled to rise to her feet as Cousin Pierre came to a halt at her desk.

“Cous—er—Capitaine Poisson,” she stammered. “Is there anything you need?”

She stole a look at the newcomer. The woman looked oddly familiar but Sophie couldn’t place her. 

“We wish to see the Commandant, Jeanne,” her cousin explained. “Immediately.” 

He gestured toward the woman who stood near, an indulgent smile on her face as she gazed fondly at Sophie.

Sophie wondered yet again if they’d met before. Was she supposed to know who this person was?

“You remember Madame Perrin, don’t you?” Cousin Pierre went on. “Madame Iseult Perrin.”

“From the Musée d’Orsay!” The name had struck a chord. “Of course.”

She had met the General Curator of Painting at the Paris museum about six months ago when she’d traveled there with Uncle Arthur to return Degas’s Les Choristes, stolen years ago from the Musée Cantini where it had been on loan.

At the time, Sophie’s best friend, Nicole, had only recently begun working at the d’Orsay as Madame Perrin’s personal assistant. And, although Madame Perrin looked like a shriveled old maid, appearing to be nothing like the free-spirited Nicole, the two evidently got along quite well, seeing eye-to-eye more often than not. 

So Nicole had been as good as her word then, Sophie thought wonderingly as she warmly shook Madame Perrin’s outstretched hand. How good of the woman to come—in person, no less—to arrange . . . Well, at least so Sophie thought: that the good lady had been persuaded to come and help in the small matter of . . . 

But it was best not to count one’s chickens before they’d hatched. 

“I will let the Commandant know you’re here,” she said eagerly, letting go of Madame’s hand and sitting back down.

Her superior was fortunately free to receive visitors. But even if he hadn’t been, Sophie would’ve rearranged his schedule to ensure he had a good fifteen minutes to spare for Madame. 

To her disappointment, Sophie wasn’t invited in. 

“It isn’t fair. It isn’t fair at all,” she muttered under her breath, watching Madame Perrin sashay into the Commandant’s office after Cousin Pierre. After all, the matter concerned her, didn’t it?

She scowled as an elegant hand reached out from under Madame’s colorful poncho to close the door. 

But Madame had evidently misjudged the force of her push, for the door didn’t close all the way. Sophie grinned.

It wasn’t exactly eavesdropping, was it, if sounds and words drifted out of the office into her ears?

She busied herself with her typing, one ear inclined toward the open door. 

The Commandant’s deep voice sounded. 

“The Cantini? Again? Is that wise?”

Madame Perrin’s softer more sophisticated tones floated out.

“… relations must be preserved . . . nevertheless, the history . . .”

Sophie could guess at what was being said. The Musée d’Orsay had once again loaned a work to the Cantini in Marseille for an exhibit. Given that the d’Orsay had only recently recovered a Degas that had been stolen while on loan to the Cantini, the Commandant was no doubt questioning the wisdom of sending out yet another work to that ill-fated museum. 

It was unlikely anything would happen to the Matisse while it was in Marseille. But Nicole must’ve inserted the idea into Madame Perrin’s head that having a museum employee—Nicole herself—and a personal assistant with the Calais Police who doubled as an undercover art sleuth—Sophie—in the city would go a long way toward establishing the Matisse’s safety, ensuring it didn’t suffer the same fate as the Degas before it.

Although from the way Madame Perrin’s eyes had twinkled at her, Sophie could’ve sworn Nicole had confided the entire matter to the old prune.

Well, now, Sophie chided herself. She’s hardly an old prune, is she, seeing that she sees no harm in a little tryst and is even encouraging it?

If Madame Perrin managed to persuade the Commandant to grant Sophie a leave of absence for a few days, Sophie would be able to see Joe Wright, the FBI agent she’d encountered in Sleepy Hollow on her last undercover mission with Uncle Arthur—aka Superintendent Ben Norris of Scotland Yard. 

They’d started a promising romance, but it was difficult to hold hands much less steal a kiss under Cousin Pierre’s watchful, suspicious gaze. But Joe had a conference on art theft in Marseille and if Sophie could get away as well . . .

“You’re owed a vacation,” Nicole had insisted. “The last one could hardly be called that, ma cherie. It was more like a working vacation.”

But Sophie hadn’t been so sure the Commandant would see it that way. 

“Maybe Madame Perrin can help,” Nicole had declared. “I’ll speak with her. Under the circumstances, she’s not averse to my going to Marseille. I’m sure I can persuade her that it would be in our best interests to have you in the city as well.” 

Sophie inclined her ear toward the door again. Cousin Pierre’s well-modulated tenor was intermingling with the Commandant’s deeper bass. There seemed to be some debate of sorts. She could only hope the Commandant wouldn’t give in to Cousin Pierre’s misgivings. 

Between her strict cousin and the parish priest, Sophie was unlikely to enjoy anything resembling pleasure in this life. And marriage would bring no respite either. Cousin Pierre would make sure she was married to a stick-in-the-mud like himself. 

But then at last Madame Perrin’s voice rang out.

“Well, then, that’s settled. Let me have a word with the girl and explain matters to her.”

Cousin Pierre walked out of the office, his features puckered into a sour expression. Madame Perrin, beaming expansively, followed close behind. They stood before her desk. 

“The Commandant wishes you to take the rest of the day off, Jeanne,” Cousin Pierre informed Sophie. “You are to lunch with Madame Perrin and then get ready to leave for Marseille in the next day or two.”

“Marseille?” Sophie nearly squealed, her excitement threatening to get the better of her. She restrained the emotion lest Cousin Pierre suspect something was amiss. She could hardly wait to call her darling Joe—FBI Joe as Nicole called him. 

“Yes, my dear,” Madame said. “I shall explain everything over lunch. But we must hurry.”She glanced at her gold wristwatch. “Time’s a-wasting.” 

“You may take the car,” Cousin Pierre said. “Lucien can drive you.” 








  
  
  Instructions for Marseille

  
  




Madame Perrin had left the choice of eatery to Lucien, Cousin Pierre’s chauffeur.

“I always take the advice of the locals,” she loftily told Sophie as she gathered her poncho around her before closing the door of Cousin Pierre’s bright yellow citröen. “I find it much the best way to survive in a foreign land.”

Not knowing how to respond, Sophie merely nodded. Calais—as French as Paris—was hardly a foreign land. Not quite as sophisticated or as large as the capital perhaps, but it had its charms.

“You will find Le Chill most charming,” Lucien assured them as he steered the car toward Place de Lorraine. 

Sophie had heard of the brasserie Lucien was suggesting, although she’d never had the pleasure of eating there.

“And Place d’Armes is quite picturesque,” Lucien continued, making the turn onto Place de Lorraine. “It has a fine touch of history,” he added proudly.

“Then that is all I ask for,” Madame said graciously. 

Fortunately, she said nothing more about the upcoming trip to Marseille and the rest of the drive was spent in silence. 

Lucien—a most excellent man in every respect—was loyal to Cousin Pierre and had strict instructions to keep an eye on Sophie and to report on her doings. If Madame were to let out so much as a breath of their true plans, Sophie could say goodbye to her tryst with Joe. 

But Madame seemed content to simply enjoy the short drive, relishing the clean streets of Calais and the buildings devoid of graffiti. 

“You will find Marseille somewhat different,” she said as they coasted past the beautifully laid out grounds of the Church of Notre Dame. “Narrow streets, festooned with street art.” She turned to Sophie and smiled. “If you can call it art. But exhilarating and invigorating, nonetheless.”

Her gaze returned to the scene outside. 

Sophie murmured a response, her eyes on Madame’s elegant, beringed fingers loosely intertwined on her lap. Madame seemed to have grown younger in the six months since Sophie had first met her.

There was an enviable elasticity to her hands. Even her face seemed less wrinkled and certainly her form—hitherto shriveled and scrawny—seemed to have filled out rather pleasantly. Had she undergone some kind of procedure? Or taken a lover?

The latter, perhaps, Sophie thought. Madame had once been married. That was years ago and no one quite knew what had become of the hapless husband. Rumor had it that Madame’s formidable nature had sent him to an early grave. Although some malicious tongues suggested he’d fled the marriage—in too much of a hurry to even wait for a divorce to go through.

“No, it’s a lover,” Sophie told herself, hoping she looked just as good at Madame’s age. What else could’ve breathed fresh life into her withered old form?

“Here’s the Tour du Guet,” Lucien suddenly announced. They were on Rue de la Paix, about to make their turn on Place d’Armes. 

Madame dutifully gazed out the window at the enormous stone structure looming over them as Lucien expounded on its history. 

“It was built in the thirteenth century by Philip I, Count of Boulogne,” Lucien said. “It became a watchtower in 1848. Before that it was a lighthouse.”

“Fascinating,” Madame said coolly, sounding about as interested in the history of the tower as Nicole.

Sophie bit her cheek to prevent herself from grinning. They were really quite similar—Nicole and Madame Perrin. Stylish, fashionable women more interested in men and trysts than in history. 

“And where is Le Chill?” Madame continued. “I find myself quite famished.”

“That must be it.” Sophie pointed to the brasserie with its blue awning, glass-paneled walls, and wide outdoor seating area spread out on the broad sidewalk. “It’s right across the street from the tower.”

***

“You have instructions for me?” 

It was curiosity that drove Sophie to ask the question.

They’d placed their order and Madame, other than frequently beaming at Sophie, had been sitting in silence, basking in the bright afternoon sunlight. 

“Instructions?” Madame seemed momentarily puzzled. Then her face cleared. She reached down into her voluminous tote—in a shade of coral that matched some of the swirling colors on her poncho—and removed a thin manila folder. “This is the Matisse on loan to the Cantini.”

She passed the folder across the table to Sophie. 

Sophie was about to open it, but Madame placed her elegant hand on top of hers.

“That can wait, my dear. Let us enjoy our lunch first. There’s a time for work and a time for pleasure.”

“That’s what Nicole always says,” Sophie said, amazed at how much her friend and Madame had in common. 

Madame’s smile widened. “She’s a wise girl, that friend of yours.” She bobbed her head to emphasize the remark.

It was as she was lifting her head up that Sophie caught sight of a glint of gold. Madame had blonde roots under her—

Her eyes widened as the truth hit her.

“Nicole!” she squealed. “Is that you?”

Nicole—it was her all right—stretched her lips into a delighted grin.

“I was wondering when you’d figure it out, ma cherie!”

“But Madame Perrin—?” Sophie began.

“Has no idea I’m here impersonating her. And really I thought it was much the best way to do it. The Commandant has no reason now to call Madame Perrin to confirm that she’s asked you to accompany me. After all, Madame made the request in person.”

“That’s true enough,” Sophie agreed, amazed. 

Her friend had quite the flair for drama, and to think she’d never known it. 

“But what instructions did you have for me? I thought you told the Commandant . . .”

Nicole was smiling like a Cheshire cat now.

“Only to be sure to pack your bikinis—the most revealing ones you can find. We’re spending our time sunbathing in the Calanques. Your FBI Joe will join us there after his conference.” 








  
  
  Trouble at the Cantini

  
  




The windows of the tour bus were up and the air conditioning turned on, but Sophie could feel and smell the fresh sea breeze coming off the waters in the Old Port. It stirred the sea water into rolling waves. 

“It’s lovely, isn’t it?” Nicole sighed next to her. 

“I suppose it is,” Sophie conceded. Marseille, a bustling port city in Provence wasn’t quite what she’d expected.

Sleepy Hollow, which she’d visited last year, had been serene and scenic. London, the scene of her first undercover mission, was a thriving metropolis where old blended with new in a charming harmonious whole. That had been an exhilarating trip as well!

But Marseille was different. It was—from the little Sophie had seen of it since their arrival last afternoon—what travel writers called “vibrant.” An American travel writer had in fact used that very word to rave about the city.

It wasn’t a word Sophie liked. Vibrant meant neighborhoods with a high crime rate, dirt and filth in the streets, and colorful graffiti as far as the eye could see. Sophie could do without vibrant. 

Then again, it was only here in Marseille that she had an opportunity to steal a few blissful moments with Joe—away from Cousin Pierre’s prying eyes and the alarmed dronings of their parish priest ringing in her ear. 

“Occasions of near sin can be temptations as well, my dear,” he’d warbled when, prodded by Cousin Pierre to go to confession, she’d mentioned her undercover work, the wigs, and the necessity of the occasional seduction.

Sophie rolled her eyes again as the memory pushed itself into her mind. Surely, God was pragmatic and knew an omelet couldn’t be made without breaking a few eggs. 

“I wish Joe were here,” she said. Her FBI agent boyfriend had been sent to Aix. As part of the conference on art theft, he’d regretfully informed her when she’d called him the previous evening. 

“It’ll only be a day or two, sweetheart, and then I’m all yours,” he’d said. 

“The tour will be just as much fun without him,” Nicole assured her. “You’ll see. Marseille is a city rich in history. And you do love history, don’t you, Sophie?” 

Sophie had to admit she did as she glanced down at the travel brochure Nicole was holding out toward her. 

“We’re in the oldest city in France. Imagine that, ma cherie!”

Sophie ran her eye over the few lines in the brochure. According to it, Marseille had been founded by the Greeks in 600 B.C. 

“How incredible!” she said. 

Nicole nodded.  “If only we were visiting the Calanques as well.”

She let out a longing sigh as she turned the page to a gorgeous photo of the rocky limestone formations that formed steep-walled inlets along the Mediterranean coast.

“I was so looking forward to a dip in one of those fjords along the coast.”

But the ferry had been fully booked. All that was available that morning was a tour of some of the historic landmarks and a couple of the many museums Marseille boasted. 

Sophie looked out the window as the bus trundled forward.

The sea breeze carried a strong whiff of fish—all the way from the Quai des Belges where the fish market was set up every morning. Buildings curved around the wide harbor paved with cobblestones, aging and yellow

Shivering, she drew the silk scarf she was wearing tighter around her throat. At ten in the morning, Marseille was pleasantly chilly. Large fishing boats in vivid shades of blue and red lined the quay, making a picturesque scene against the brilliant turquoise waters of the Mediterranean Sea. 

It was incredibly beautiful. Sophie was even looking forward to the exhibition at the Musée Cantini. Matisse: His Peers & Influences promised to be a treat to remember. She clutched the program, looking forward to seeing the colorful Cézannes, Matisses, and other Fauvist artists on display. The rest of the tour promised to be quite interesting as well. 

Their first stop, in fact, was at the Cantini—and since they were ostensibly here to protect a Matisse, what could be more fortuitous? Sophie stifled a grin, recalling Nicole’s devise to get her out of Calais. 

Here they were, having fun, when everyone in Calais and even Madame Perrin in Paris presumed them to be hard at work. 

She had to admit she felt a tad guilty about that. 

The tour bus—it was small, about the size of a large shuttle bus—turned and then made another turn. The wide harbor had given way to narrow streets with buildings looming over them on either side. 

Rather like Calais, Sophie thought as she surveyed her travel companions. There were only five other passengers on board. A few more would join them while the group visited the Cantini. 

The bus made a wide turn from Rue Breteuil onto Rue Grignan. The driver’s voice crackled over the microphone.

“Mesdames et messieurs, we are approaching the Musée Cantini. As you can see, there is no place to park on Rue Grignan. You will, therefore, disembark at the museum. You have three-quarters of an hour to enjoy the Matisse Exhibit. It is on the second floor. At the end of that time, please rejoin the bus at Square du Juge Pierre Michel.”

Sophie and Nicole peered eagerly out the window. In addition to the Cantini, Rue Grignan, a narrow cobblestone street, also boasted a Louis Vuitton. They’d been planning to shop there after looking in on the Matisse exhibit. 

The new “OnTheGo” totes were simply perfect—large enough for a small paperback novel and snack; small enough to be fashionable. Sophie and Nicole had been dying to get their hands on one ever since the bags had been advertised in Version Femina, the trendiest magazine in France. 

But it wasn’t the showroom that caught their eyes as their bus inched along the narrow road behind a large white truck. It was the yellow crime scene tape that blocked off the entrance to the Cantini just across the narrow road. The museum’s wrought iron gates were partially open, but there was no entering its premises. 

“My goodness! What can have happened?” Sophie’s eyes widened as she pressed her nose against the window. She reached out for Nicole’s hand.

Two white police vans and a police car—each with their characteristic blue stripe—were crowded into the tiny museum courtyard, and a uniformed gendarme stood guard by the gate. 

“Don’t tell me someone took the Matisse?” Nicole whispered into her ear. “Our Matisse?” 

Her slender fingers closed around Sophie’s hands. 

***

“Que s’est-il passé ici—what happened here?” Sophie heard the bus driver call out to the young gendarme, who stood lazily by the gate. 

“Stolen painting,” the gendarme replied laconically. “Move along.” 

He swiveled his head, anticipating a rebuke from one of his superiors.

“Move along!” he repeated more sternly. “The museum is closed. No visitors.”

Sophie’s heart sank. A stolen painting? The prospect hadn’t entered her mind at all. Not even after Uncle Arthur had readily agreed—too readily, now that she thought about it—that it wouldn’t hurt to keep an eye on affairs at the Cantini. 

He’d called shortly before they’d left Calais. Not wanting to jeopardize her tryst with


























