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      In the four months since I’d moved to the French Riviera, I’d helped unmask a catnapper, apprehend a killer, and stop a blackmailing scheme dead in its tracks. Sound exciting? It was—for the three whole days it lasted.

      After my action-packed first weekend in Nice, my life stalled to soul-crushing tedium. I started work as a yarn shop sales assistant and moved into an awkward houseshare. My new roommates included Luc, a hunky French private investigator; Sidney, an English drama school graduate; and Mélisandre, Luc’s prissy Persian cat. Of the three, the easiest to live with was the cat.

      On this rainy Wednesday evening in early November, I was at the café-bistro Luc ran as an extra revenue stream. My presence at the café was no novelty. I stopped by most days to grab a takeout coffee or a bite to eat. But my reason for being here tonight was different. I was doing something I never thought I’d be doing—knitting.

      Can you picture me, Angel Doyle—a semi-reformed thief and accidental P.I.—as a knitter? No? Neither can Maurice, the manager of the yarn shop and my new boss. For spacing reasons, Maurice hosted the Yarniacs meetings at the café. For keep-the-grumpy-boss-happy reasons, I’d agreed to attend. I regretted that decision.

      “Non, non, non,” Maurice exclaimed in French, regarding my ragged stitches as one might a boa constrictor on the loose. His bald head, elaborate mustache, and fussy clothes reminded me of Agatha Christie’s eccentric sleuth, Hercule Poirot. “This is terrible. You must improve your tension. Some of your stitches are loose enough to drive a steamroller through. Others are so tight I’d need a microscope to see them. You must relax your hands, find your rhythm, and have fun.”

      “In my world, the words ‘fun’ and ‘knitting’ don’t belong in the same universe.” I blew out my cheeks and glowered at my work in progress. “This looks more like a headband than a hat.”

      “It’ll look like a hat once you’ve completed the crown.” Sidney sat beside me, the rhythmic clicking of his needles producing row after row of perfect stitches. Like me, he’d been roped into joining the Yarniacs, Maurice’s monthly knitting club. Unlike me, Sidney could actually knit.

      “Easy for you to say. Your scarf looks like something a person might willingly wear.” I stared mournfully at the tangled mess on my lap. “Remind me why I’m here, Maurice? As a living, breathing blooper reel of How Not to Knit?”

      Maurice made a tut-tutting sound. “While you’re working at La Belle Laine, it’s important for you to learn more about yarn. Otherwise, how can you advise the customers?”

      “I do advise them. I advise them to ask you.”

      Maurice’s entire head turned Pink Pizazz, this season’s must-have yarn shade. “I don’t know why Desirée insisted you work at the yarn shop. You know nothing about yarn.”

      Heat stole over my cheeks. He knew exactly why my mother had foisted me on him. When I’d arrived in Nice, I’d discovered my ex-porn-star parent helped run a super-secret international P. I. agency called the Omega Group. Was I itching to join her team? Definitely. Did she want me? Sure—out of sight and out of trouble. Getting me a job at the yarn shop was her reaction to me wanting to train as a P.I. 

      “You have to admit I’m good at accounting,” I said to Maurice. “Your books were a mess before I showed up.”

      The man gave a Gallic half-shrug. “My role is to order stock and serve the customers. I leave the bookkeeping to Jerry.”

      “Jerry’s not exactly in a position to deal with the shop’s accounts.” This was an understatement. Two months ago, Jerry Gallo—my former stepfather and the brains behind the Omega Group—had been the victim of a vicious assault. He was still off work, recovering from his injuries.

      Maurice sniffed. “That’s no reason to let you loose in the shop. Desirée should’ve known better than to hire someone with no retail experience.”

      I doubted my retail experience, or lack thereof, had played a role in my mother’s decision to put me to work in La Belle Laine. “I might not dazzle the customers with extensive knowledge of yarn and knitting accessories, but I can keep us afloat until Jerry’s back in action. Wouldn’t it be easier for both of us if we at least tried to get along?”

      The man’s pout conveyed his skepticism, disdain, and sense of superiority with one nonverbal gesture. His rejection of my olive branch stung. I’d done nothing to warrant his rudeness. Okay, I hadn’t a clue about yarns and knitting accessories, but Maurice hadn’t exactly helped me learn on the job. And as I’d pointed out to him, I was a whiz at keeping the accounts.

      Maurice compounded my sense of ill-usage by turning his back on me and picking up Sidney’s knitting. “Exquisite work. Perfect stitch definition.” Giving a moan of ecstasy, he ran his fingers over the intricate cables and color changes, practically caressing the blasted scarf.

      I fanned myself with a menu. “Easy there, boss. The atmosphere in here is becoming X-rated.”

      Ignoring my quip, Maurice continued rhapsodizing about Sidney’s scarf. “You have a natural aptitude for knitting. It’s a pity Desirée didn’t assign you to La Belle Laine.”

      I didn’t bother to defend myself. Sidney would’ve rocked the yarn shop job, just as he was proving to be a hit at the costume shop, one of the other businesses that acted as a front for the Omega Group. I didn’t fit in at either establishment, and it was grinding me down.

      Sidney cast me a look of sympathy. “I’m sure Angel does her best.”

      Maurice didn’t dignify this statement with a response. He returned the scarf to Sidney. “Keep up the good work. I look forward to seeing the finished product.”

      “Thank you.” A note of bashful pride crept into Sidney’s voice. “I honed my knitting skills during my years backstage, waiting for my cue to go on.”

      “Dude,” I whispered in English, “just think of the number of scarves you could’ve knit by now if you’d stuck with acting instead of sewing costumes.”

      “Tut-tut. If you’re not careful, I’ll knit you a scarf for Christmas. I’m thinking hot pink glitter with sewn-on sequins to match your sparkling personality.”

      This made me laugh. “Knit me one with a skull and crossbones, and I’ll gladly wear it.”

      Sidney turned to Maurice and switched back to French with impressive ease for someone who hadn’t grown up bilingual as I had. “Love the new bow tie. Lavender is your color.”

      My manager preened at the compliment. “Thank you. I try to look my best.”

      He looked like a dog’s dinner to me, but what did I know about high fashion? Maybe Maurice’s lavender three-piece suit with navy pinstripes represented the pinnacle of this season’s trends.

      Sidney aspired to similar sartorial elegance, but his colors were louder than Maurice’s. This evening, Sidney had opted for a bright orange waistcoat and pants, paired with black high-topped Converse and a skintight white T-shirt. He’d brushed his fair hair forward and had blasted it with enough hairspray to make my lungs burn.

      Maurice moved to another table to critique his next victim, an elderly lady knitting a lime-green toilet paper cover, complete with a crocheted gnome on top.

      I leaned into Sidney. “Watch out, mate. If you keep sucking up to him, he’ll force you to join his jigsaw club.”

      He looked suitably aghast. “Maurice is into jigsaws?”

      “Not only is he into them, but he’s also the president of the local dissectologist society. That’s a hardcore fandom.”

      “Dissectologist is a new word for me. Jigsaw puzzle lover?”

      “In Maurice’s case, it’s more like a jigsaw puzzle obsessive. He has so many jigsaws that he’s started storing them in the yarn shop’s stock room. I had the misfortune to knock over a pile and got the pieces jumbled. When Maurice found out, he lost what’s left of his hair.”

      Koffi, my fellow yarn shop assistant, detached himself from the chatty woman he was helping and reclaimed the seat to my left. He gave my arm a reassuring squeeze. “I’m sorry Maurice is giving you a hard time.”

      “You overheard?”

      Koffi’s warm smile brought out the deep crinkles around his dark eyes. “Your facial expressions when he critiqued your knitting told me all I needed to know. For what it’s worth, it isn’t personal. Maurice is rude to you because you’re an easier target than your mother.”

      Even though he’d lived in France for almost thirty years, Koffi’s deep rumble still held traces of a childhood spent on the Ivory Coast. I’d warmed to the older man the instant we’d met on my first day at the yarn shop. I still knew very little about his life before he’d started at La Belle Laine five years ago. From what I’d gathered, Koffi was a former stockbroker who’d opted for a radical career change after a bad burnout. If it hadn’t been for Koffi’s calming presence at the yarn shop, I’d have lost my cool with Maurice weeks ago.

      “What’s Maurice’s deal with Desirée?” Sidney asked, dropping his voice to a murmur. “Do they not get along?”

      Koffi counted the stitches of his knitting project before answering. “It’s complicated. Maurice used to work for Jerry and Desirée in a…different capacity.”

      “Maurice used to be a—?” I stopped myself in the nick of time and mouthed the words, private investigator.

      Koffi inclined his bald head. Apart from being roughly the same age—mid-fifties, give or take—baldness was the only thing the men had in common. Maurice was a small ball of anger. Koffi was his tall, rangy, eternally calm counterpart.

      Sidney leaned closer. “What happened? How did Maurice wind up managing the yarn shop?”

      “An assignment went awry. Someone got hurt.” He spread his palms wide. “I don’t know the specifics, but that’s the gist. After that, Jerry decided Maurice needed a break and put him to work at the yarn shop. The break became permanent.”

      I felt a reluctant pang of sympathy for the angry little man. “If he’d rather take a more active role, I imagine he’s frustrated. Still doesn’t excuse his behavior toward me.”

      “No, it doesn’t. Hang in there. Unlike Maurice, your situation is temporary.” Koffi patted my hand and rose from his seat. “Carine is having issues with her hat. I’ll go and help.” He ambled over to a dark-haired woman with a tight, 80s-style perm.

      I turned to Sidney. “I hope Koffi’s right about the yarn shop being temporary. It’s not like my mother made any promises about our P.I. training.”

      Like me, Sidney dreamed of training as a private investigator for the Omega Group. I’d first met him on the Eurostar from London to Paris. He’d been on his way to start a sensible career at the British Embassy. I’d been on the run from a London gangster. A series of crazy circumstances had forced us to work together to catch the criminals and avoid the morgue. After that first wild weekend, Sidney and I had been well and truly bitten by the crime-solving bug. We’d accepted my mother’s offer of jobs and accommodation as a stopgap solution, but I’d run out of patience by the time summer had turned to autumn.

      Fortunately for him, Sidney was of a more easygoing disposition. “Have faith, Angel. Your mother said she’d discuss our training when she gets back from her latest assignment.”

      “Her latest assignment has dragged on for months,” I replied gloomily. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful for the home and the job and the chance of a fresh start.”

      “You just feel like that fresh start is in permanent waiting mode,” Sidney finished for me with a wry smile. “I get it. I feel the same. My family hasn’t spoken to me since I ditched my embassy job. I need to prove to them I made the right decision.”

      “At least your family cares in their own strange way. My father hasn’t spoken to me in over two years, not since I helped get his boss’s son sent to prison. As for my brothers…” I trailed off, brooding over my fractured family. I was my mother’s only child, but I had four half brothers on my father’s side—three older, one younger. All had gone into the “family business,” Dad’s tongue-in-cheek reference to his career as a London gangster’s longtime lackey.

      “Have you decided what to do about Del’s birthday?” Sidney’s tone was soft and understanding. “It’ll do no harm to send him a message.”

      I pulled a face. My twin from another mother, my brother Del, had been born three months before me. We’d been tight as kids, and that connection had stayed strong throughout our teenage years. Once we’d hit our twenties—and especially after my falling out with Dad—we’d had less contact.

      Yet Del had been the only member of my immediate family who’d kept in touch after I’d helped the police convict Dad’s boss’s son. Del’s failure to respond to my messages after my brush with death in July hurt, and I was still smarting over the rejection. I was now torn about sending him a message for his birthday, thus sharing my new phone number with him and, potentially, the rest of the clan.

      “I’m trying not to think about Del. His birthday isn’t until Friday. I’ll decide what to do then.”

      Picking up on my reluctance to pursue this topic, Sidney switched back to our job situation. “Our current gigs aren’t ideal. But, hey, at least Nice is a lovely place to hang out while we wait for your mother to decide about our future.”

      He was right. I was in a gorgeous city with sun and sea galore, money in my pocket, and a roof over my head. Even in November, the temperature rarely dipped below ten degrees Celsius, plenty warm to get away with a light jacket rather than the heavy winter coat I’d worn last year in London.

      I regarded my knitting and sighed. “Right. Time to woman up and deal with this tangle.”

      For the next half hour, I attempted to fix my hot mess handiwork, ripping back rounds of knitting and starting over. Lather, rinse, repeat. I kept at it until Luc materialized in front of us with a tray. Luc left the café’s day-to-day management in his assistant’s capable hands while he was away on investigations. Last night, he’d returned from an assignment in Italy.

      Yeah, I was jealous. And not just because of his assignment. Luc confined his role at this meeting to serving food and drink. While he looked mad, bad, and tattooed behind a tray, I struggled to knit my first hat.

      Luc served our neighboring table their drinks. Then he handed Sidney a brandy Alexander and slid a strawberry margarita in front of me.

      I blinked at the red drink. “I didn’t order anything.”

      He stood close enough for me to smell his trademark spicy aftershave. A smile played over his annoyingly kiss-me-now lips. “Considering that tangle of yarn in your hands, you look like you could down ten.”

      I hated guys who assumed they knew what I wanted. And ordering for me? A cardinal sin. But the worst part? Luc nailed what I liked. Every. Single. Time. I glared at him but reached for the drink. I took a sip. It tasted good. Seriously good. And it took me every piece of my willpower not to show it.

      And it wasn’t as if Luc had shown the slightest interest in me. Maybe that was part of the problem. But why did I care? The last thing I needed in my life was a know-it-all boyfriend. Actually, any boyfriend. After my previous relationship had crash-landed, I’d promised myself I’d stay single until I found a man who was the polar opposite of my usual type. I had an unfortunate tendency to fall for bad boys, and Luc’s broad shoulders and wicked smile ticked all my happy boxes.

      Luc picked up my wannabe hat, and his lips twitched. “What’s this supposed to be? A tea cozy?”

      “It’s a hat,” I said with dignity and snatched it back. “Did you come over to insult me, or do you have an ulterior motive?”

      He fixed me with his electric blue stare. “Why do you always suspect me of being up to no good? You don’t even know me. How often have we even been under the same roof since you moved in?”

      Twenty-three nights. Not that I was counting. Luc was my mother’s semipermanent house-sitter for her beachside villa. When she’d invited Sidney and me to stay in Nice and work for her, she’d made Luc accept us as his new roommates. I’d expected him to be grumpy about sharing the place with two strangers. However, it transpired that he spent most of his time away on investigations for the Omega Group. He considered us to be convenient cat-sitters.

      I jabbed the air with a knitting needle. “I may not know you well, Luc, but I can always tell when someone messes with me. What’s up?”

      “Not messing, I swear. Do you two still want to become private investigators?”

      Sidney and I exchanged wary looks, then nodded in unison.

      An impish grin spread across Luc’s overly handsome face. “In that case, I have a job for you.”
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      That grin did a number on what remained of my self-possession. For an instant, the smells, sounds, and sights of the café receded, and I was aware only of Luc and me. A burning blush crept over my cheeks, pulling me back to reality. “I knew it. You are messing with me. What’s the job? Investigating the case of the missing sugar shaker? Newsflash: the gnome lady did it. I saw her slip it into her knitting bag five minutes ago. But, hey, maybe you’ll luck out, Luc. She might gift you a gnome-topped toilet paper doily as compensation.”

      Luc regarded the woman in question and groaned. “Not again. Madame Benoit has a touch of the klepto.”

      Sidney winked at me. “A trait she has in common with you, Angel. Are you sure you don’t have a stray sugar shaker hidden up that enormous sweater?”

      I tugged at the hem of my oversized long-sleeved T-shirt, suddenly hyperaware of my dowdy outfit. Knowing Luc would be at the café tonight, I’d dressed down for the meeting. I hadn’t wanted him to think I’d made an effort to impress him. Now I was irritated with myself for caring what Luc thought of my appearance. This irritation made my response to Sidney sharper than his teasing warranted. “I haven’t nicked so much as a toothpick for nearly two months.”

      “You’re a reformed character,” Luc drawled. “Perfect for the job I have lined up for you.”

      Sidney placed his knitting on the table and leaned forward. “Come on, Luc. Don’t leave us in suspense. What is this mysterious case? Do you need us to search for Mélisandre’s missing chew toys again?”

      “This has nothing to do with my cat. Have either of you met your knitting comrade Ghiselle Dubois?” Luc pointed at a wiry forty-something redhead who was currently quizzing Maurice. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could tell she was obsessed with getting her complicated colorwork sweater right.

      I pulled a face. “Oh, yeah. We’ve met. She’s pretty…intense.”

      “Ghiselle, the Seaside Psychic?” Sidney squinted through his black-rimmed glasses. “I’ve seen her around, but we haven’t exchanged more than a bonjour.”

      I perked up at the mention of Ghiselle’s profession. “She’s a seaside psychic? As in, she tells fortunes on the beach?”

      “As in, she makes a living scamming tourists.” Luc’s tone was wry. “Enough of a living to hire your amateur detective services. How do you two feel about taking on an unofficial case?”

      I side-eyed him hard. “A case not sanctioned by Jerry or my mother?”

      He struggled to control his facial muscles but failed to hide his smirk. “Okay, ‘case’ might be an overstatement. Let’s call it a small side job. Don’t you two want to try out your sleuthing skills?”

      “Why does Ghiselle need us? Can’t she pull a tarot card and have a vision or something?”

      “Hang on, Angel. Let’s not dismiss her just yet.” Sidney sounded serious. “If we want to convince your mother and Jerry to train us as P.I.s, we need the practice. Besides, Ghiselle’s supposed to be uncannily accurate. If the idea of getting my fortune told didn’t scare me rigid, I’d stop by her tent.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I can’t believe any half-rational individual would take that claptrap seriously.”

      “And yet newspaper horoscopes are perennial favorites,” Sidney pointed out. “Not everyone who reads them is a fool.”

      That was a matter of opinion, but I could see I wouldn’t convince him. “Regardless of what we think of Ghiselle’s chosen profession, she doesn’t strike me as easy client material. When I met her at my first Yarniacs meeting, she scrutinized me so thoroughly that I felt like I’d been strip-searched.”

      Luc’s dirty laugh sent a prickle of awareness zinging through my veins. I took a deep breath. Nope. I would not fall for this man. He spelled trouble in all-caps, blazing neon letters.

      “Ghiselle can be full-on,” he conceded, “but she pays well. And she’s willing to pay you two.”

      Sidney regarded me with a hopeful expression. “Come on, Angel. It can’t hurt to talk to the woman.”

      I wasn’t as sanguine. We both wanted to score our first official Omega Group assignment. A successful conclusion to a sideline case might help us persuade my mother. Unfortunately, I had a sinking feeling that any job Luc offered us would be more Austin Powers and less James Bond. 

      “If Ghiselle needs a private investigator, why don’t you take the job?” I asked Luc. “Or one of the other investigators at the O—” I dropped my voice, “—at the place that shall remain nameless?”

      This time, nothing was appealing about Luc’s grin. “The sort of investigating she needs doesn’t require a professional. Just someone with good internet search skills.”

      I mimicked a cat scratching the table. “Meooow. Sharp claws, mister.”

      “I’m not saying that to offend you. You guys aren’t licensed investigators. You just happened to get lucky during all the action in July.”

      His words unraveled the loose threads of my patience. “Seriously?” My voice rose with each syllable. “We used our brains to solve not one but three cases. Three big cases.”

      “Sure you did.” Luc’s easy drawl pushed my anger up into my rib cage. “You did well…for amateurs. I’m sure you’ll do a great job for Ghiselle.”

      Walking away from a challenge was never easy for me. Walking away from a challenge issued by an alpha male? Never going to happen.

      I was out of my seat before I had time to think. “You bet we’ll do an awesome job for Ghiselle. Sidney, want to talk to her now?”

      Luc’s expression went from amused to smug. I wanted to quick-knit a lasso and then hog-tie him to the chair. Instead, I turned my back on him and marched across the café.

      Sidney and his long legs wasted no time catching up with me. He grabbed my arm and drew me to a halt in the middle of the café. “Steady on, partner,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Do we have a plan before we tackle Ghiselle?”

      “We don’t need a plan. We’ll tell her we want to hear more about the job. If she doesn’t want to spill her guts at tonight’s meeting, we’ll arrange a time to chat later. Then we decide if we want to take her case or not.” I cast a black look back at the still-grinning Luc. “However much I want to annoy our beloved housemate, I’m walking if Ghiselle wants us to help her scam clients.”

      “If that’s the case, I’ll walk with you. But we don’t know what she wants from us yet. Try to keep an open mind, okay? And let me take the lead. You’re pricklier than a cactus this evening. We want the woman to confide in us, not run screaming.”

      I opened my mouth to object to being called prickly but closed it again. Sidney had a point. I’d been on edge all day, and not just about Luc. “I’m sorry for being grumpy. I’ve had my brother’s birthday on my mind, and Maurice has been particularly trying today.”

      “I’m sorry about Maurice. That’s all the more reason for us to handle Ghiselle with care. If she hires us, we can dazzle Desirée with our investigative skills. Then she’ll have to agree to let us train to be private investigators. That’ll get you out of the yarn shop and away from Maurice forever.”

      A tantalizing prospect. I eyed our quarry and squared my shoulders. “Okay, partner. Let’s do this thing.”

      In a few strides, we were at Ghiselle’s side. She sat alone now that Maurice had made his escape, frowning at her knitting. The pattern was a gorgeous winter scene and something I could recreate only in my dreams.

      “Hi, Ghiselle.” Sidney turned on his money-making smile. “I’m Sidney. We’ve seen each other in passing, but we haven’t been introduced. I believe you’ve met Angel already? Luc mentioned you wanted to talk to us.” He stretched out a hand, expecting her to shake.

      The woman recoiled like he’d sucker-punched her in the abs. “I don’t shake hands. Too many germs.”

      Sidney let his arm drop. “Okaaaaaaay.”

      I fought back a laugh and schooled my features into calm and professional. Time for my prickly personality to prevail over his practiced charm. “Can we sit at your table? Or would that be another faux pas?”

      “Sure. Sit.” She pushed her chair as far back from us as the wall would permit.

      I exchanged a loaded look with Sidney. I wanted excitement, sure, but I wasn’t convinced Ghiselle Dubois was our ticket to Funland.

      We took the seats opposite Ghiselle, trying to play it cool. With the weird tension in the air, I wasn’t sure we succeeded. I placed my hands on the table and spread my fingers wide. “So…what’s this job you want us to do for you?”

      Ghiselle darted a nervous glance around the café, then dropped her voice to a funeral-home whisper. “I need you to find my late husband.”
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      We stared at her, stupefied, for several long seconds. The sounds in the café receded, leaving me hyperaware of this weird woman and her outrageous request.

      Finally, Sidney broke the silence with a series of rusty-hinge-style squeaks. “Late husband? As in, late to meet you? Or late of this world?”

      “She means he’s dead.” I looked across the table at Ghiselle. “That’s right, isn’t it? You want us to look for a dead man?”

      Ghiselle cocked her head to the side, reminding me of a robin redbreast perched on a branch. “My husband drowned in a boating accident five years ago. I need you to find him.”

      The woman sounded crazy, but she looked sane. But her request? Totally in the crazy-pants territory. No wonder Luc hadn’t wanted to take on this case. No wonder he’d been amused when he’d dumped it on us.

      My gaze slid to the bar. Luc leaned against the counter, watching us and clearly enjoying the show. When I caught his eye, his gotcha-grin widened. My middle finger itched to flip him the bird. 

      Instead, I curled my fingers into the palm of my hand and focused on Ghiselle. From her deer-in-the-headlights eyes to her white-knuckled fingers, everything about the woman screamed neurotic desperation. I hated to add to her burdens, but I couldn’t string her along. “I’m sorry for your loss, Ghiselle. We’re the wrong people to turn to. We have no idea how to find a body that went missing so long ago, especially one that fell into the sea. That’s a job for the police.”

      She dismissed my suggestion with one expressive jerk of her head. “The police? They’re useless. They think I’m a fraud.”

      I was no friend to the police, but in this instance, I was Team Cop. I tried to keep an open mind about most things. However, I had a reason to be wary of anyone claiming to be a psychic. When I was a kid, a woman my grandmother believed to be a medium had conned her out of several thousand euros. The incident had made me distrust horoscopes, tarot cards, and anything smacking of hocus pocus.

      Despite my misgivings, Ghiselle’s mad request intrigued me. Even if we didn’t take the case, I had to know more. “Have you been searching for his body all these years?”

      “No, of course not. Like everyone else, I assumed Pierre was dead.”

      “And now you don’t?” Sidney practically bounced in his chair, toddler-style.

      The fine lines across Ghiselle’s freckled forehead deepened. “Two weeks ago, Pierre started appearing to me in visions. He’s not in the afterlife. I’m convinced he’s in this world, and he needs my help.” Her doe eyes filled with tears. Either she was a talented actress, or she was genuinely upset. 

      “Even pro psychics must have dreams that are just dreams,” I said. “Why are you convinced what you saw was the real deal?”

      Ghiselle let her guard down for the barest moment, and I caught a flash of contempt in her eyes before she slid back into her dizzy-neurotic routine. “These are visions. Pierre’s hair is shorter and graying around the temples. He’s grown older. Dead men don’t age.”

      Ghiselle’s wild story had hooked my interest. Her incongruous flicker of disdain had reeled me in. What game was she playing? What was the cause of her stress? Her late husband? Or a living man she regarded as a threat? “If you have psychic powers, why can’t you contact Pierre and find out where he is?”

      This time, there was no mistaking her annoyance. “Clearly, you understand nothing about psychic abilities. The closer I am to a person or situation, the less I can see.”

      I looked at Sidney and tried to mentally message him to bail us out of this situation. His mouth twitched once, then twice. Message received.

      Now that he’d recovered from his initial shock, he’d shifted into one of his many public personas. It was a trick of his I found both admirable and alarming. I had a hard time blunting the edges of my personality when dealing with people. In contrast, Sidney dug into his treasure trove of acting skills and presented the persona best suited to the situation.

      He leaned forward in his seat ever so slightly and adopted his wise-counselor act. “Do you have someone to talk to about all this, Ghiselle? Like a therapist?”

      His sotto voce delivery had the desired effect. She unhunched her shoulders. Her lips trembled, and the floodgates opened. If this was an act, Ghiselle was in line for an academy award. Unfortunately for her, I was a picky critic.

      I pulled a pack of tissues out of my bag and gave her one. 

      She took it and honked her nose. “No one understands me. No one wants to listen. I know what I saw, and I know it was real.”

      “I want to listen. I want to know what you saw. And I want to know what happened the day your husband died.” Sidney drew his phone from his pocket and swiped the screen. “Is it okay if we record this conversation? It’s easier to chat if Angel and I don’t need to take notes.”

      Sidney’s soothing voice softened the tension lines on the woman’s face. “Sure. Record away.” She waited until he hit the record button. Then she took a deep breath and began her tale. “One morning, Pierre went out in his speedboat and never returned. A passing fishing boat found the capsized speedboat and contacted Search and Rescue. They looked for my husband for two days but never found him. Everyone assumed he’d drowned.” She curled and uncurled her fingers, seemingly unaware she was doing it. “For months, I waited for a phone call telling me his body had washed up somewhere. That phone call never came. Eventually, Pierre was declared legally dead.”

      “Did you believe he’d drowned?” Sidney asked. “Or did you suspect he was still alive?”

      “It took me a while to process what had happened. I tried to connect with Pierre’s spirit and never received a response. That’s not unusual—it’s easier for mediums to connect with strangers’ spirits than those of loved ones. So yes, I accepted my husband’s death.” Her eyes grew large and held a manic glint. “These visions tell a different story. I now know he’s alive.”

      Even if Pierre was alive, why did Ghiselle want to find him? Love? Closure? Revenge?

      After exchanging a look and a nod with Sidney, I took up the conch. “Assuming Pierre is still alive, why hasn’t he come forward in all the years since the boat accident?”

      “Isn’t that obvious?” Ghiselle’s sigh was deeper than the Mariana Trench. “He was kidnapped and forced to work at a casino.”

      I slow-blinked and swallowed the what the…? that hovered on my tongue. “Let me get this straight. Pierre was trafficked to work at a casino? Why in the world would anyone want to do that?”

      “My husband could’ve been a professional poker player. He was that good. And he spent a lot of time at the casinos in Nice and Monte Carlo.”

      I seized on this information, the first logical-sounding tidbit she’d provided so far. “Do you think Pierre’s death, faked or real, was connected to gambling?”

      Ghiselle shrank back in her seat and instinctively turned to sympathetic Sidney. “Pierre just liked to play poker. He didn’t run up debts. He had no enemies.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t,” Sidney replied in a calming voice. “What was Pierre doing in your visions? Playing poker?”

      She shook her head, loosening the lone gray curl in her vibrant red mane. “He was working as a croupier at a roulette table.”

      “That’s great, Ghiselle.” He gave her an encouraging smile. “Keep the details coming. Did you notice anything to indicate where the casino was located? Like the language people were speaking? Or the landscape visible through a window?”

      Ghiselle fluttered her eyelashes at him. As in, actually batted them. And then she inched her chair a little closer, a clear indicator of her growing trust. Jeez Louise. How did Sidney do it? He was a natural at getting people to confide in him.

      “Almost all the people around the roulette table spoke French,” Ghiselle said, “but Pierre addressed one man in English. I didn’t see any windows in the room. A series of photographs on the walls looked like mountain landscapes. I’m certain one was the Matterhorn, but I didn’t recognize any others.”

      I turned this info over in my mind. “Assuming the photographs were of local mountains, the casino could be in Switzerland, most likely in the French-speaking area.”

      Ghiselle fiddled with one of her rings. Now that I looked closer, I identified it as a wedding band. “Switzerland would make sense,” she said. “Pierre sometimes went to a casino in Geneva. Clearly, a gangster wanted to use Pierre’s card skills to make money and kidnapped him. It all makes perfect sense.”

      Maybe to her, but not to me. “If Pierre was kidnapped for his poker-playing prowess, why wasn’t he playing poker in your visions? You described him working as a croupier. That’s a whole other level.”

      “How should I know why he was working at a roulette table instead of playing poker?” A note of testiness crept into her voice. “Perhaps he was helping out. All I know is he wore a uniform—a waistcoat with a candy cane pattern. Pierre would never wear a jacket like that voluntarily. He prided himself on looking suave.”

      “Candy cane pinstripes?” Sidney’s face expressed undiluted horror. 

      “Forget about the waistcoat.” I shot him a keep-on-track look, then turned my attention to the woman. “You said your visions began two weeks ago. Was there anything significant about the date? Was it Pierre’s birthday? Or the anniversary of his accident?”

      “No, nothing like that. The first vision came to me totally out of the blue.” Ghiselle chewed her bottom lip, a look of intense concentration on her face. “I was lying in the bath. It hit me like a lightning bolt. Suddenly, I stood by a roulette table, stark naked and dripping wet. No one present could see me, but I could see and hear them. Pierre took bets from the people at the table and spun the wheel. He looked an older, grayer version of the man I married. But it was definitely him. And he was frightened. Of something, someone—I don’t know. I could tell he needed my help.”

      “Did he interact with you at all during the vision?” Sidney asked.

      She shook her head. “He didn’t look in my direction. He didn’t need to. I make my living through my ability to read people. I knew Pierre was stressed, frightened, desperate.”

      I leaned back in my seat and regarded her hard. Was I seriously considering taking this job? Common sense warred with the first bubble of excitement I’d experienced in weeks. Ghiselle was wacky, but her story intrigued me. “To sum up, you want to hire Sidney and me to determine if your husband is still alive.”

      The look she shot me was pure irritation. “I know he’s alive. I want you to find him and bring him home.”

      “We can’t make any promises, Ghiselle,” Sidney said gently. “Even if we find Pierre, he might not want to come back to Nice. We can’t force him.”

      Her jaw adopted a stubborn jut. “He’ll come. He loves me. He’ll want to come home.”

      I refrained from pointing out that a man who’d faked his own death, leaving his wife to assume the worst, was unlikely to embrace the idea of a romantic reunion. “If Sidney and I take this job, we’ll need money to cover our travel expenses as well as our fee.”

      Ghiselle’s mouth curled into a smile of pure irony. She drew a business card from her purse and scribbled something on it in a generous cursive. Then she shoved the card across the table. One glance at the sum was enough to seal the deal for me. I wasn’t particularly mercenary, but I had bills to pay and no savings. Judging by Sidney’s intake of breath, he was of the same opinion.

      I checked Sidney’s phone to make sure it was still recording. “Can you tell us exactly when Pierre’s accident happened? And give us a list of friends and coworkers to contact? Also, personal details about Pierre—full name, date of birth, occupation, etc.”

      “A photograph would also be useful,” Sidney added. “Preferably one of him around the time of the accident.”

      Over the next fifteen minutes, Ghiselle reeled off names, dates, and addresses. Pierre Matthieu Dubois had been a forty-seven-year-old civil servant at the time of his disappearance. The photo she sent to Sidney’s phone showed a forgettable face: dark hair, dark eyes, tanned complexion, average features. He looked like a million other guys in the south of France.

      The life history Ghiselle recounted was equally mundane. Pierre had been an only child, and both his parents were now dead. He’d been born near Cannes and had lived most of his life in Nice. After school, he’d joined the civil service and had enjoyed an undistinguished career in the births, deaths, and marriages department. Any promotions he’d received had been based on seniority, not merit. The only exciting nugget of information Ghiselle shared about her husband was his poker talent.

      By the time she’d finished, the Yarniacs meeting was over. The club members were dispersing. Sidney returned his phone to his pocket, and we rose from our seats. “Thanks for all the info,” he said. “We’ll be in touch by Tuesday. Sooner, if questions crop up.”

      Ghiselle’s eyes filled with tears. “Thank you. Whatever mess Pierre is in, I’ll help him out. All I want is for him to come home.”

      Despite my wariness toward the woman, I couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. Nut job or not, her anguish felt real. I didn’t know if Sidney and I could alleviate that distress. In the unlikely event Pierre was still alive, would he want to come home? And if he was dead, how could we convince Ghiselle to accept his death as a fact?
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      The day after we agreed to take Ghiselle Dubois’s case was a rainy Thursday. Sidney was due to work at the costumier for a few hours in the morning, but I had the entire day free. I would search for info on the accident and meet Pierre’s former coworkers while Sidney used his coffee break to call some people on Ghiselle’s list.

      Although Nice was busy all year round, the summer crowd was long gone. I zipped through the traffic in the little Peugeot I’d borrowed from Luc and found a parking space close to my first destination. Despite today’s downpour, the temperature was a pleasant fifteen degrees Celsius—several degrees higher than I was accustomed to at this time of year. I was still adjusting to a warmer climate, and my T-shirt and skirt outed me as a non-native. I opened my umbrella and made my way from my parking space to the library.

      Besides housing Nice’s largest public library, the Bibliothèque Louis Nucéra was a popular tourist attraction. Its administrative offices were located inside La Tête Carrée, a massive sculpture of a cube covering a man’s head. Yes, it had to be seen to be believed. This monstrosity had been designed by Sacha Sosno, whose massive sculptures could be seen all over the Côte d’Azur. I considered the square head an eyesore, but it never failed to send Sidney into raptures.

      The library buildings open to the public were far more prosaic than the head. They were also massive, occupying a ten-thousand-square-meter extension of the Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art. Being a digital book kind of girl, this was my first time inside the library’s ultra-modern interior. Frankly, I wouldn’t be here if I’d had the money to pay for home access to newspaper digital archives.

      I’d spent hours scouring the internet for information on Pierre Dubois last night. The result? A whole lot of nothing. I’d unearthed a few mentions of the accident on news sites, but nothing detailed. Pierre had had no social media presence, and no one on social media had commented on his death.

      It was frustrating. And weird. I could buy the quiet Pierre avoiding a web presence, but surely his accident should’ve garnered more attention online, at least from his friends?

      I headed to the front desk. An ultra-efficient receptionist furnished me with a spanking-new library card and directions to the public computers. It didn’t take me long to discover articles on Pierre Dubois’s boating accident—there weren’t many to find. Like the mentions I’d found online, the reports were brief and devoid of sensation. Apparently, the death of a mediocre civil servant elicited little interest.

      The details of the accident took me all of a few sentences to scribble into my digital notes app. Five years ago, on a morning in early June, Pierre Dubois had gone out in the secondhand speedboat he’d picked up at an auction a few weeks prior to the accident. He’d been alone and had told his wife to expect him home in time for their evening meal.

      At three o’clock in the afternoon, a fishing boat spotted Pierre’s speedboat capsized a few nautical miles from the Île Saint-Honorat, the second largest of the Lérins Islands. The captain immediately radioed for assistance and searched the water around the speedboat for any survivors. Search and Rescue arrived soon after, but found no trace of Pierre Dubois.

      According to two witnesses, Pierre had enjoyed an early lunch on Île Sainte-Marguerite, the Lérins Island made famous by a fortress that had once held the Man in the Iron Mask. No one had seen Pierre leave the island, and no witnesses reported seeing him on another island or at sea. The man had no criminal record, no history of depression or addictions, and no known extramarital romance.

      I left the library no better informed than I’d gone in. The only exciting tidbits about Pierre Dubois were his poker prowess and his speedboat, and those I’d learned from his wife. Even Ghiselle’s job as a psychic didn’t add flavor to the man’s bland biography. She hadn’t started her seaside psychic gig until after being widowed.

      My second stop was a café near the library. I’d arranged to meet two of Pierre’s former coworkers for coffee. Zaineb Gharbi and Claudine Berset were both women in their fifties. They’d worked with Pierre for twenty-two and twenty-seven years, respectively. Despite seeing him day in and day out for all that time, their only impression of Pierre was that he’d been punctual and quiet.

      For the first teeth-grinding twenty minutes, I drank indifferent coffee and admired photos of the women’s grandbabies and grandpuppies. I tried to steer the conversation back to Pierre every time they digressed. It was an exercise in frustration.

      When Claudine, the older of the two, produced another photo of an infant resembling a peach-clad beach ball, I didn’t even pretend to be interested. “What can you tell me about Pierre’s wife?” My clipped delivery hovered on the border between direct and rude, but it had the desired effect.

      Still clutching the photo, Claudine pulled her yellow cardigan across her generous bosom and peered at me through her frizzy gray fringe. “Ghiselle is the Seaside Psychic.”

      “She wasn’t the Seaside Psychic back then,” I reminded her. “I believe she was working as a nurse.”

      “That’s right.” Zaineb, the younger and bubblier of the two, leaned across the table, narrowly avoiding spilling her cappuccino. “That’s how they met. Ghiselle looked after Pierre’s grandfather before he went into a care home. She was his private nurse.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Private nurses don’t come cheap. Was Pierre’s grandfather wealthy?”
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