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The envelope on the floor was sealed with red wax and addressed to “La jeune fille,” elegantly written in fountain pen. There was no stamp or even an apartment number: it had been slipped under the door overnight.

Bea put aside her dog-eared copy of 101 Brain-Bending Puzzles and crouched down to inspect the envelope. Although she was still a beginner at French, she knew enough to understand that it said “The young girl.” She opened the door and swiveled her head both ways to check the landing, but there was no one to be seen.

Back inside she thumbed the ridges of the embossed seal. Why would someone send her a letter? She had been in Paris for only a week, and apart from her aunt and grandmother, she didn’t know anyone in the city. Her parents were both away at a conference, so Bea had been shipped off to stay with family in France. And the only other person in the apartment was Aunt Juliette. The note definitely wasn’t meant for her aunt. Aunt Juliette was a femme not a fille.

Maybe someone had slid it under the wrong door by accident.

“Coucou!” Aunt Juliette called out just then, as she swept into the hallway in her blue cotton pajamas. Even though Aunt Juliette was fluent in English, she liked to sprinkle her sentences with French words to help widen Bea’s vocabulary. She had already explained that coucou was a cross between “hi” and “peekaboo,” which seemed like a pretty childish thing for adults to be saying to one another.

Before her aunt had the chance to ask any questions, Bea shoved the envelope into her pocket—she didn’t want to get in trouble for snooping before she’d even found out anything snoopworthy—and greeted her aunt the way she always did in the morning: “Salut.”

“Can you grab us some pastries for breakfast from La Boulangerie Beaumarchais?” Aunt Juliette pressed a five-euro bill into her palm. “The usual, please.” That meant a chocolate croissant with sliced almonds on top.

“And can you drop this off at your grandmother’s for me?” Aunt Juliette passed her a heavy book with a pastry chef posing next to a pyramid of brightly colored macarons on the cover. “Tell her I’m sorry I’ve kept it so long. Anyway, I need to hop in the shower. I’m late for work.”

Work—that was all Aunt Juliette ever seemed to do. As a journalist at a weekly news magazine, she had been too busy to do anything even remotely fun since Bea had arrived in France. Every morning Bea would gaze out the kitchen window at all the people going about their day, knowing that she’d be stuck inside until her aunt came home at night. Sometimes, she would visit Mamie, her grandmother, and keep her company in the antique store for a few hours, though there was only so much she could do to help since she barely spoke French. She mostly felt like she was taking up space.

What was Bea going to tell everyone back home when they asked about her trip? They probably wouldn’t want to hear about the opera singer across the street who belted out arias from her balcony every morning, or the tone-deaf boy in the apartment next door who screeched his way through violin lessons every afternoon, or the elderly woman with the wheezing pug who shuffled along the street together so sluggishly every evening it looked as though they were competing to see who could move the slowest.

When Bea’s mom and dad first told her they were sending her to France, they’d made it sound like some kind of amazing adventure. Aunt Juliette was going to take her up the Eiffel Tower, she was going to go horseback riding in the Bois de Vincennes, and maybe they would even take a cruise along the River Seine. Now here Bea was, stuck in her aunt’s apartment for another week. So much for an adventure.

Just as she was about to leave the apartment, Bea thought about the mysterious envelope in her pocket. With the faint sound of the shower running in the bathroom, she saw her chance. She put the heavy book and the five-euro bill on the table, took out the envelope, and grabbed a knife from the kitchen, which she used to carefully slice the squiggly symbol on the wax seal in two.

Peering inside the envelope, she found a small padlock key and a handwritten note:


La chasse au trésor

(La date limite : 17h00, jeudi, le 29 juillet)



She had no idea what that meant, except she was pretty sure juillet meant “July.” She flipped the piece of paper over and read the rest:


(1/5)

In eastern Paris, a rock star’s life is not forgotten,

as the path to his grave remains well-trodden.

As for me, my wit is legendary.

I draw a crowd, even in a cemetery.

Loyal fans show their appreciation with a kiss,

and if you follow their footsteps, you’ll find something amiss.

But now, the first order of the day.

Rearrange these letters and you’ll be well on your way:

I, Earl Peaches



Earl Peaches? Who? Was it a riddle?

Bea was used to figuring out puzzles. Logic puzzles, brainteasers, math problems—they were kind of her thing, or at least they used to be. But the bigger puzzle here was why she had received the note in the first place.

At least now she had something that would keep her mind busy during the long day ahead. But Aunt Juliette would be expecting her back from the bakery soon, so she stuffed the note and key back into her pocket, picked up the cookbook and the money, and headed out the door.

After the elevator dinged, Bea pulled the heavy iron door open, moved the crisscrossing gate to one side so that it folded into itself, and entered. The elevator had a birdcage design; its antique metal frame was made up of ornate swirls, allowing passengers to see through the gaps in the metal while traveling between floors. One of her aunt’s neighbors, Monsieur Bertrand from the floor above, was standing inside, wearing a flat cap and a miserable frown. They’d met only once, in the building’s lobby the night before, but she remembered his name from a piece of mail he had dropped. She had chased after him to give it back, and when he turned around, Bea was struck by his resemblance to a cartoon villain, with his twirling black mustache and devilish grin.

Bea turned to face the front. From behind, she heard a voice in a scolding tone: “Bonjour, mademoiselle.” She knew that you had to always say hello and goodbye to people in France, otherwise they would think you were being rude. And they would be rude in retaliation.

“Bonjour,” she replied as quickly as she could, in the best accent she could manage. She cringed, hearing herself. They shared an awkward silence until the elevator reached the first floor.

After the bing Bea stepped out and made sure she was the first one to say “Bonne journée” to wish him a good day as she left the building. He mumbled something in response, but by then she was already out the door.

Outside, Bea was hit with the smell of freshly baked bread wafting down the street from La Boulangerie Beaumarchais on the corner. Everything about Rue Saint-Claude felt so, well, French. A woman passed by, holding a baguette under her arm and pushing a bicycle with a wicker basket piled high with groceries, and opposite the bakery there was a café with the name CHEZ GEORGES printed in gold letters on the window. On the sidewalk, chairs faced out toward the street so customers could watch the passing crowds as they sipped their morning coffee. The Parisians strolling by the storefront didn’t seem to mind. From what she could tell, they liked putting on a show.

As Bea descended the steps to her grandmother’s store in the basement level of the building, she saw a mannequin in the window being pecked at by Mamie’s pet parakeet. Though it was a slightly odd sight, it was nothing that unusual, if her dad’s stories were anything to go by. Since as far back as she could remember, she’d heard about the mischief he and his siblings had got up to in this strange town house full of seemingly never-ending nooks and cubbyholes.

There was the time Aunt Juliette hid so well during a game of hide-and-seek that their mother, Mamie, panicked and called the police, who eventually found her in the attic, wrapped in an old roll of carpet. Or the time Bea’s dad convinced Aunt Juliette that the house was haunted, and he borrowed a vintage dress, pearls, and high heels, then put on some white makeup and snuck into her room in the middle of the night to give her the shock of her life. Or the time as teenagers when her dad, Aunt Juliette, and their brother Marc were all grounded and they made a rope ladder out of women’s scarves to escape from the second floor to the courtyard to join in Bastille Day celebrations.

That was a long time ago now. These days the House of Found Objects, which had once been a multilevel antique store containing everything from precious collectibles to worthless trinkets, was all crammed into a single room in the basement, with a tiny side office and an adjoining studio apartment in the back of the store. Mamie had lived in the studio for the past ten years, as she was no longer able to afford to rent the whole town house. Still, even after the downsizing, and after new tenants had moved in upstairs, the store kept its original name because the Basement of Found Objects didn’t have quite the same ring to it.

As Bea approached the glass, the bird startled and flew away, leaving a dime-sized gouge in the side of the mannequin’s head. Bea rang the bell. While she waited, she read the golden plaque above the door, La maison des objets trouvés, and practiced sounding out the words in her head, the way her dad had taught her to: la may-zaw daze ob-zjay troo-vay.

The door opened and Mamie appeared.

“Bea!” Mamie leaned in and kissed Bea on both cheeks, filling her nostrils with the distinctive scent of lavender mixed with baby powder. “I am sorry I am so messy,” she said in her thick French accent. She wiped her mouth. “I am just having the breakfast with your cousin.”

The last time Mamie had visited Bea and her parents in Passaic, New Jersey, Bea was only nine years old and barely reached her grandmother’s shoulder. Now, three years later, they were the same height, give or take an inch. Mamie, on the other hand, hadn’t changed one bit. She had the same huge mop of gray-white hair and the same pair of gold dangle earrings she always wore.

“That’s okay, Mamie,” Bea said. “Aunt Juliette asked me to give this to you.” Bea held out the cookbook.

“Ah, my book! Merci.” Mamie shook her head. “Did you know that my daughter has this book since almost two years? She is always busy, busy, busy at that magazine. There is no time left for fun. It is no wonder that she split up with Victor. They have never seen each other!”

Mamie often made little mistakes when speaking in English, but Bea could usually figure out what she meant. And Bea already knew that Aunt Juliette and Uncle Victor had finally gotten divorced the year before, after being separated for years.

“Anyway, since you are here, you will meet Céline, no?” Mamie beckoned her to come inside. “Yesterday she returned from her vacations.”

“Sorry, I have to run to La Boulangerie Beaumarchais to get something for Auntie,” Bea replied.

“It will only take a minute, dear. Come.”

Bea followed down the steps and into the darkened room, watching her grandmother’s blue polka-dot dress swing from side to side.

It took a few moments for Bea’s eyes to adjust as she stepped inside. Heavy red velvet drapes blocked out the daylight from the windows that looked out onto the street, and the only light appeared to be coming from a small lamp in the far corner of the room.

Though she had visited the store a few times in the past week, there was so much inside, Bea always seemed to spot something new. This time it was a black-and-white poster of Albert Einstein with his quote, “I have no special talents. I am only passionately curious.” The poster hung on the wall between a tabletop filled with vintage typewriters and a shelf displaying plates of Queen Elizabeth II. Long wooden bookcases covered the entire opposite wall, which explained the room’s musty library odor. By the window at the front there was a small desk with an antique silver-colored cash register on top. A stool, which Mamie would perch on while customers browsed, was tucked underneath.

The way her dad had described the store, Bea had expected it to feel almost magical, like something from a fairy tale. Instead, all the shelves were piled high with dusty knickknacks, and there were some parts of the store where it was difficult to walk because there was so much merchandise on the floor.

“Céline!” Mamie called through to the back room. “Your cousin is here.”

The door in the far corner of the room opened, and a girl walked in, staring at her phone. She was a little taller than Bea, and her brown hair was cut into a perfect bob. Although she was only a year older, there was something so grown-up about Céline, with her silver stud earrings and black ballet flats. Something so chic. Her neck was long, almost swanlike, and when she finally did look up from the screen, she held her nose in the air, as if she was sniffing a bad smell.

“Bea is wanting to say hi,” Mamie said.

“Hey.” Bea gave a little wave.

“Cool,” Céline said in a way that suggested she did not think it was cool at all.

Bea looked down at her scruffy Vans and began finger combing her wavy red hair, her fingers catching on every knot and tangle.

“I am sorry, she was not always this rude,” Mamie said. “She used to be able to speak in full sentences before she got that thing.” She pointed at Céline’s phone.

After a pause, Céline looked Bea straight in the eye and said in a surprisingly flawless accent, “Where are your parents?”

Céline’s tone sounded innocent, but Bea suspected she had said it on purpose to make her feel awkward. After all, their fathers pretty much hated each other. The details of their feud were fuzzy. All Bea knew was that after Papi died, Mamie urged them to make up, but they were both too stubborn. Now, their falling-out had gone on so long, Bea had never met her cousin before, or her uncle for that matter.

“New Orleans,” Bea said.

“Your mom and dad went on vacation without you?”

“No, they’re at a conf—”

“This is the first time that Bea is visiting Paris,” Mamie interrupted, turning to Céline. “I was thinking that you could help to show her around since unfortunately I am too occupied with the store.”

Céline rolled her eyes and continued texting.

Nice to meet you too, Bea thought. She turned to leave. “I’d better go. I have to get back before Aunt Juliette leaves for work.”

“Okay, darling,” Mamie said, placing the cookbook back on the shelf behind the cash register. “But will you come back and help us in the store again? Céline and I are starting the big cleanup today.”

Bea looked around the room at the overflowing shelves and boxes stacked high to the ceiling. Mamie clearly needed her help. Besides, it beat sitting around in Aunt Juliette’s apartment. All she had to do was put up with Céline for a few hours.

“Sure,” she said, giving her grandmother a smile.

“Thank you, my dear.”

Bea lifted her hand to wave goodbye, but when she saw that Céline was still looking at her phone, she pretended not to wave and put her hand back into her pocket before climbing the steps back up to the street.



By the time Bea returned to the apartment with an armful of pastries, her aunt was in the hallway, fixing her hair in the mirror.

“Where’ve you been?” Aunt Juliette asked.

“Sorry, Mamie asked me inside to meet Céline.”

“She’s back from Nice already?”

“Yep.”

“Well, lucky you,” Aunt Juliette said, seeing the look on Bea’s face.

“Mamie also asked me to help out in the store again,” Bea said.

“That’ll be a change of scenery for you, at least. I feel terrible that you’ve been cooped up in here.”

Bea didn’t say anything. Aunt Juliette had promised to take time off for all the fun activities they’d planned to do during her two-and-a-half-week trip, and then “an important assignment came up at the last minute.”

Aunt Juliette grabbed her jacket to leave. “I’m afraid I’m going to be back late tonight, and I have to work again this weekend, but I’ll make it up to you on Monday. Pizza and ice cream, what do you say? We have to celebrate your good news!”

Bea forced a smile.

There it was again, that familiar sinking feeling. Why did her parents have to tell everyone she’d made her school’s Mathlete team for the second year in a row? Now it was too late to come clean. Her little lie had gone international.

“Sounds nice,” Bea said. Anyway, something “urgent” would probably crop up before then and cancel their dinner plans. “Don’t forget this.” She handed her aunt the chocolate croissant.

“Merci beaucoup,” Aunt Juliette said. “Call me if you need anything.” Before closing the door behind her, she added, “And maybe give Céline a chance. I know she can be a little”—she paused and searched for the right word—“frosty, but she is family, after all.”
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Just as Bea reached the House of Found Objects, a short man with curly brown hair, red cheeks, and a potatoey nose appeared in the doorway carrying a lamp in the shape of Marilyn Monroe.

“Bonjour,” Bea said. Her grandmother’s assistant didn’t speak much English, so their communication up to this point had consisted entirely of bonjours and au revoirs.

Mamie was close behind him. “I must go to the post office and Roland makes a delivery. Will you occupy the store with your cousin for a little while? There are some cardboard boxes to be assembled.”

“No problem,” Bea said, psyching herself up to deal with Céline. She waved goodbye to Mamie. “À bientôt.” See you soon.

Inside the store, Céline was sitting on the stool behind the cash register while a woman browsed some jewelry at the back of the room.

“Hey,” Bea said to her cousin.

“Hi,” Céline replied, looking up from her magazine, which had the word COOL! emblazoned on the cover in bubblegum-pink letters. She cast her eyes over Bea for a moment. Apparently finding nothing of interest, she went back to reading.

Bea decided to stay out of her way. She grabbed some packing tape and a stack of cardboard boxes waiting to be assembled and headed to the reading nook next to the bookshelves. Before she began putting the boxes together, she sat down on a stool and unfolded the piece of paper she’d found earlier that morning. She hadn’t stopped thinking about the cryptic note since she first opened it, and now she had some time to really study it. She typed the French part into her translation app:




	
La chasse au trésor

(La date limite : 17h00, jeudi, le 29 juillet)


	
The treasure hunt

(Deadline: 5:00 p.m., Thursday, July 29)








A treasure hunt with a deadline? She checked the calendar on her phone. It was Friday the twenty-third. July 29 was less than a week away.

She turned the paper over and reread the riddle:


(1/5)

In eastern Paris, a rock star’s life is not forgotten,

as the path to his grave remains well—



“What’s that?”

Bea glanced up to find Céline standing above her.

“Nothing.” Bea crumpled the paper into a ball.

“Is it a love letter?” Céline said, laughing at the idea of it.

“No.”

“Then why won’t you show me?”

Bea tucked the ball of paper under her arm. “Because it’s personal.”

“So it is a love letter.”

Bea looked her cousin in the eye. “It’s none of your business.”

“Whatever,” Céline said.

“Excusez-moi,” the customer called from the back of the store. Bea made a helpless gesture with her hands, as if to say, Don’t look at me, I have the vocabulary of a three-year-old. Céline tutted and eventually gave in, putting on a smile as she turned.

While Céline dealt with the customer, Bea left the reading nook and took over at the cash register, where she smoothed out the wrinkled note.

First things first, she grabbed a pen and some paper and made a list of everyone she could think of who had access to the building:


People who live in the building

Mamie: Basement

The couple on the first floor (names?)

The young woman on the second floor (name?)

Aunt Juliette: Third floor

Uncle Victor (doesn’t technically live there anymore

but probably still knows the entry code)

Monsieur Bertrand: Fourth floor

People who visit the building

Roland

Céline

The postman (name?)

Monsieur Laroux (landlord)



In theory, any one of them could have been the sender.

The bell jingled and a man entered the store.

“Bonjour,” Bea said in her best accent, covering the list of names with a notebook.

“Bonjour,” the man replied. He looked like a professor with his tweed jacket, brown corduroy pants, and thick-rimmed glasses. “Je cherche…”

While Bea was translating the first two words in her head as “I am looking for,” she missed the rest of his sentence. All she heard was a series of noises.

Bea interrupted him. “Pardon, monsieur, je ne comprends pas.” Sorry, sir, I don’t understand.

“American, huh?” the man said. “I look for my, how do you say… accessoires. I have called earlier and now I come to collect them.”

“Okay, I’ll check. Just a minute, please.” Bea went to find her cousin at the back of the store. She tapped Céline on the shoulder.

“What now?” Céline snapped.

“There’s a man who says he’s looking for some accessoires. He said he called earlier.”

Céline reluctantly glanced over her shoulder. “Oh, that guy. He’s from the theater. Roland normally puts his stuff in a box for him.”

“Where?” Bea asked.

But before Céline could answer, there was a “voilà!” from the front of the store, and Bea turned to see the man holding up a cardboard box with ACCESSOIRES written on the side in black marker.

“Roland tells me it is one hundred euros for the box,” the man said as Bea reached the cash register.

Bea peered inside. That seemed like a lot for a set of chipped dinner plates, a few small picture frames, and a pair of tarnished candlesticks, but if he was willing to pay that much…

“Okay,” she said.

After he paid, the man picked up the box and turned to leave. “Au revoir.”

“Merci beaucoup!” Bea said as the door jingled shut behind him.

Once the man had left, she opened the notebook by the cash register to record the sale, just as Mamie had taught her to do the first time she helped out in the store. The page was empty. It was almost lunchtime, and this man was the first paying customer of the day. Bea flipped through the last few pages, and there were only a handful of sales from the past week. No wonder Mamie was so worried about the business.

The big cleanup was way overdue. Once the store was presentable, Mamie could finally convert the back section into a gallery like she always talked about. Mamie was determined to turn the business around. If the store was going to attract new customers, it needed a complete makeover. So Bea put her earbuds in, found her favorite playlist, grabbed the cardboard and tape, and got down to work.



Bea looked up to see Céline holding a piece of paper in front of her.

She removed one of her earbuds in time to hear Céline reading out loud, “ ‘People who live in the building. People who visit the building. Did you write this?’ ” Her cousin stared at her. “Kind of creepy. And why is my name on it?”

“Give me that,” Bea said, trying and failing to snatch the piece of paper while Céline held it out of her reach.

“Not until you tell me what you’re up to.”

“You really want to know? Fine.” Bea unfolded the treasure hunt note and laid it on the table. “I found this underneath Aunt Juliette’s apartment door this morning.”

Céline scrunched up her face. “I don’t get it. Why would anyone leave a note for you?”

Bea shrugged. “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”

The girls looked at each other.

Their silence was broken a few moments later by the door chime; Mamie had returned.

“Salut, les filles!” Hi, girls!

Bea snatched the note before her grandmother could see it. She already had enough questions to deal with.

Mamie looked at the pile of boxes in the middle of the room. “So many boxes you’ve assembled. Super! You girls make quite the team.”

Bea shot her cousin a sideways glance. Céline had barely even helped with the boxes.

With a pang, Bea thought of her friend Maya back home. Maya was a good teammate. Whenever they were struggling in a Mathlete tournament, Maya would stay positive and keep everyone’s spirits high. Her infectious energy had taken them all the way to the regional finals last year.

Bea cringed. Every time she thought about the Mathletes, she was reminded of the lie she’d told and how awkward things were now with Maya. That sinking feeling in her stomach was back. She was halfway across the world, and she still couldn’t escape it.

She took a deep breath and picked up an empty box. Turning to Mamie, she said, “So, where should I start?”
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That evening Bea sat alone at the kitchen table in Aunt Juliette’s apartment, studying the note for what felt like the thousandth time.

She was focusing on the last line since it was the only part that contained an actual clue as to how to solve it:


Rearrange these letters and you’ll be well on your way:

I, Earl Peaches



With a pen and some scrap paper from her aunt’s desk she wrote out “I, Earl Peaches,” separating the letters into two groups, consonants and vowels:

RLPCHS IEAEAE

Below that, she wrote out the consonants, leaving a gap between each letter:

R L P C H S

Then she slotted the vowels in between:

RILEPACEHASE

From there, she started playing around with different combinations:

A CAPER HE LIES

HE’S A CLEAR PIE

HEAR SLICE APE

HE CRIES A LEAP

REAL PIECES HA

PEAR HEALS ICE

Bea stopped and let out a sigh. She could do this all night and still produce nothing but nonsense like PEAR HEALS ICE.

Gazing at the jumble of letters, hoping that the answer would magically appear if she just looked at it hard enough, she was interrupted by her phone buzzing on the table.

The messages were from an unknown number.

can you come back?

Mamie is freaking out

the Matisse is missing [image: Emoji: Face with open mouth.]

Then another buzz:

this is C btw

Bea stared at the screen in disbelief. Her dad had told her all about the family legend involving her great-great-grandfather Jacques, who had been sketched by a young, still-unknown artist called Henri at a restaurant in Montmartre, where all the artists, dancers, and musicians used to gather at the turn of the twentieth century. After finishing his five-minute sketch, Henri offered the work in return for his dinner, or so the story went. As a waiter, Jacques wasn’t allowed to give away free food, but he had an eye for quality, which he later used to launch a successful antiques business. So he agreed to pay for the artist’s meal out of his own wages. When the young artist turned out to be Henri Matisse, whose name would become famous the world over, Jacques considered the portrait his first treasured find, and he ended up passing it, along with the business, down through the generations until it wound up with Mamie.

Bea had begged to see the portrait when she first arrived in Paris, but Mamie told her it had already been packed up for safekeeping in preparation for the cleanup.

And now it was gone.



Back at the store, Bea found Mamie hunched over her desk, riffling through some papers, her hair looking even more disheveled than usual.

Hearing the jingle of the bell on the door, she looked at Bea with a frantic expression.

“Oh, Mamie, I’m so sorry,” Bea said as she went over to give her a hug.

“Did you see anything peculiar today?” Mamie asked.

Bea shook her head.

“No strange people came into the store while I was not here?”

“Just a couple of customers,” Bea said. “A woman was looking at the jewelry with Céline, and a man from the theater came by to pick up some things.”

“You didn’t see nobody going into the office?”

“No.”

Mamie sighed. “I don’t understand. I saw it this morning. And now… il est disparu!” It’s gone!

“Where was it this morning?” Bea asked.

“In the office. Here, I’ll show you.” Mamie opened the door behind the cash register that led to the adjoining office, which was really a glorified supply closet, with just enough room for a desk and chair, an ancient beige desktop computer, and a landline telephone. Hanging on the wall was a detailed pencil drawing of a parrot with a beady eye and a sharply curved beak, but no portrait of her great-great-grandfather.

Céline was under the desk on her hands and knees, rummaging through some boxes.

“I packaged it and put it under the desk to keep it safe during the cleanup. It was right there,” Mamie said, pointing toward an empty spot on the floor next to Céline.

The door chimed. “That will be Roland.”

Bea and Céline followed their grandmother back into the store.

After greeting her assistant, Mamie asked him a series of questions so quickly, Bea didn’t have a chance of following along.

Bea watched as her grandmother showed Roland the same spot in the office where the Matisse was supposed to be.

He scratched his head and returned to the store, pacing and muttering to himself in French.

“C’était là!” Roland said adamantly, pointing next to the desk on which the cash register sat. “C’était là!” he repeated, a little louder the second time.

It was there, Bea translated to herself.

Mamie kept asking questions. Roland’s response got louder each time, then she would raise her voice to keep up, and soon they were both shouting at each other.

“What’s going on?” Bea asked Céline.

“Roland is saying he moved the box into the store, and Mamie is saying that that was a stupid thing to do. And he is saying that the stupid thing is leaving two girls in charge and that he was only trying to make some space in the office because it was a mess.”

Mamie stopped shouting at Roland for long enough to ask Céline and Bea if either of them had seen the box.

They both shook their heads.

“Maybe…,” Roland said in his thick French accent, “it ’as been sold by accident?”

There was a long pause as everyone considered that possibility.

Mamie flipped to the current day in the notebook by the cash register. “I make two sales this afternoon,” she said. “And there is another one from earlier. Theater, one hundred euros, recorded by… Bea.”

Bea could feel everyone’s eyes on her. Please don’t let it be my fault, she thought. Please don’t let it be my fault.

“It was a guy… a guy from the theater,” she stuttered. “He said Roland left it for him to pick up.” She pointed at Mamie’s assistant to deflect attention away from herself, but everyone kept staring at her. “It was just a box of stuff for the theater. Some props or something.” Bea could hear herself rambling. Then, as if a light bulb had appeared above her head, she said, “Accessoires! The box said ACCESSOIRES on it!”

“You mean like this one?” Céline picked up an almost identical box with ACCESSOIRES written on the side in black marker and plonked it on the desk.

Roland inspected the contents. In a grave tone he said, “Yes. This is the box I put in reserve for the man of the theater.”

Bea looked at the box on the desk and rubbed her chin. “Wait, so he was supposed to take that one?”

“Do you remember what was inside the box you sold?” Céline asked.

Bea tried to think. “There were some candlesticks, some chipped plates, and”—she felt everyone’s eyes burning into her—“two or three picture frames.”

Mamie threw her arms in the air. “Zut alors!” Darn it!

Bea and Céline locked eyes, taken aback by their grandmother’s outburst.

After taking a moment to compose herself, Mamie turned to Bea. “I think, my dear, you have accidentally sold my Matisse.”
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