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The 

Namatjira Connection

Looted artworks. Italian Mafia. Deepfakes.

The weekend in Italy is supposed to be a family event—a celebration as well as a break for the whole team to enjoy everything Naples has to offer. As it is, Doctor Genevieve Lenard is hard-pushed to keep an autistic shutdown at bay while surrounded by boisterous relatives and friends. When armed police interrupt the festivities to arrest a cousin for murder, relaxation becomes the last thing on her mind and staying in the moment, the foremost.

A mere glimpse at the ‘irrefutable’ evidence is enough for Genevieve to know she and her team have their work cut out to prove the family member is being set up. When they realise they are dealing with the most brutal of mafias—the Camorra, and they uncover the clan’s end goal, the stakes are suddenly extremely high. And terrifying.

Never in her wildest dreams could Genevieve imagine someone planning something as deplorable as this. Something as ruthless. Something that can cause such immeasurable harm. With more questions than answers, Genevieve and her team have to find and stop this clan before thousands of people lose their lives.
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“Do you, Roxa—”

“I do!” Doctor Roxanne Ferreira blurted and threw herself into Vinnie’s open arms.

Vinnie, my male best friend of the last ten years, was much taller than Roxy and lifted her off the ground as they engaged in a passionate kiss. 

The two-hundred-and-seven guests around me burst out laughing at Roxy’s unsurprising enthusiasm to be married. The happiness radiating from her and Vinnie’s faces brought a familiar warmth to my chest.

Francine, my female best friend, laughed. “She promised me she wouldn’t do it again.”

“And you believed her?” Colonel Manfred Millard grumbled. “It took bloody forever before the judge could get another word in edgeways and finally declare them husband and wife.”

Francine slapped him lightly on his arm. “Oh, pah! It was romantic and the judge thought so too.”

Vinnie and Roxy had decided to have the official wedding ceremony in our home city of Strasbourg three days ago and then repeat their vows in front of their family and friends in Italy today. It had been a chaotic three days. Roxy was not a very organised person. But she was the perfect partner for Vinnie, which made me work harder to accept her tardiness and the messes she constantly left in her wake.

Vinnie was now swinging Roxy in a circle, still kissing her, the guests laughing and cheering them on. 

We were on a picturesque property in Fuorigrotta, a western suburb of Naples. The hillside villa and the beautifully manicured, terraced gardens belonged to one of Vinnie’s many cousins. I was yet to meet him. Apparently, their contact had been sporadic, but the moment Carlo had heard about Vinnie’s wedding in Italy, he’d refused to accept ‘no’ for an answer. He’d insisted on hosting us as well as the wedding reception. He’d taken it upon himself to organise two large marquee tents for the occasion. 

A few days after Carlo’s offer, Francine had overheard Roxy’s ideas for decorating the tents. She’d grown pale and had begged Vinnie and Roxy to allow her to collaborate with Carlo to ensure we would not be seated on the ground in a drum circle with hippie paraphernalia hanging from every possible tent pole. Everyone had been relieved when Roxy and Vinnie had agreed. Even Roxy.

And when the bride had seen the results this morning, she’d squealed in a way that had made me take a few steps away from her. Both cream-coloured marquee tents were open on the sides. Colourful satin bows were attached to the top of the tent poles, their long ribbons gently swaying in the breeze. The air movement was bringing relief to the warm Italian summer’s day.

Vinnie’s other cousin Eugene finally rolled his eyes in the same way Nikki always did and cleared his throat loudly and dramatically in his heavily accented English. “If we may continue?”

Roxy laughed when Vinnie lowered her to the ground, but didn’t let her leave his embrace. She nodded enthusiastically at Eugene. 

Vinnie’s cousin had acquired an online certification to officiate weddings. I strongly doubted the legality of it. Not that it mattered. A judge had legally married them three days ago.

This ceremony did indeed take longer than it should’ve, but finally, Eugene declared Vinnie and Roxy husband and wife to more cheers and whistles. My hands tightened into fists on my lap. Not only did my autistic brain rebel against being amongst so many people, but the noise was also causing my mind great distress.

A gentle touch on my forearm immediately grounded me and I gripped Colin’s hand with both of mine. Romantic partner no longer sufficed in describing Colin Frey’s role in my life. He was so much more than that to me. He anchored me in a world that relentlessly overwhelmed me, threatening to send me into complete shutdowns or meltdowns. The more I observed other couples and learned about neurotypical people, the more I realised his unconditional acceptance of me was invaluable.

We were sitting in the second row behind Vinnie’s boisterous family. Vinnie had wanted to place us in the front row, but Colin and Nikki had convinced him that even though he was our family by choice, his blood relatives would very likely feel slighted if we were to take that place. I had seen the fierce internal conflict on Vinnie’s face and had told him he was my best friend, I loved him and the chair I sat on didn’t change any of that. 

I had regretted my words when they had caused Vinnie to pull me into a smothering embrace and Roxy to tell me tearfully how much she loved me. While I wasn’t comfortable with so much emotional display, I also understood the importance for my neurotypical friends to express themselves and had tolerated it with barely disguised impatience. 

I had felt that same impatience each time Colin intervened when discussions between Vinnie and Roxy became heated while planning the guest list. Eventually, I’d suggested they invite everyone they liked and no one they didn’t. So they did that.

Now, I was watching these two-hundred-and-seven people take their time to exit this marquee tent and make their way to the reception marquee tent on the lower terrace on the other side of this extensive property. We remained seated.

I had chosen the seat at the very end of the row. This way, I didn’t feel closed in and could escape to the private courtyard garden of our guesthouse if my mind were to become too overwhelmed. Fortunately, that hadn’t happened. Yet.

Colin was sitting next to me, Francine next to him and Manny on her right. Next to him was Nikki. She described me as her friend, mother and older sister all rolled into one. I had thought about it and decided her description was apt. On her lap was her five-year-old son, Eric. He was having a serious discussion with his stepfather Pink about what food might be waiting for us in the other marquee tent. Pink was discussing the food, Eric the desserts.

Next to Pink was Daniel Cassel. He was the team leader of Pink’s GIPN team—similar to the SWAT teams in the US and GROM in Poland. Daniel was talking to Phillip, who was sitting on the aisle seat. Phillip Rousseau was the only true father figure I’d had in my life. He was the owner of Rousseau & Rousseau, the high-end insurance company in Strasbourg we often cooperated with when our team investigated crimes related to art.

Movement in the seat in front of me drew my attention back. Vinnie’s Aunt Helen turned around in her chair, her orbicularis oculi muscles lifting her cheeks and crinkling the corners of her eyes. Her smile was genuine and warm. “I hope you are hungry, Genevieve. I made sure that your table will get extra of everything. My Vinnie told me many times how much you love my recipes.” Her strong Italian accent added syllables to most of the words. Despite living in the United States for more than two decades, she’d never lost her accent. She leaned a bit closer and whispered loudly. “You need to eat more, honey. You’re skin and bones. Just like that one.”

Francine laughed when Aunt Helen looked at her with an expression that was a pitiful imitation of a glare. “Aw, Aunt Helen, just this morning you told me how fabulous I am.”

“I never used that ridiculous word.”

“Potato-potahto. You told me I’m gorgeous when I asked if you are Sophia Loren’s younger sister.”

Aunt Helen blushed, then grumbled as she turned her false glare on Manny. “Your woman is full of opinions. You allow it? Are you one of those soft-handed Englishmen? Or do you like it? I think the young people call it dominatrix, no?”

Everyone burst out laughing, then laughed even louder when Eric asked what a dominatrix was and Pink jumped in to describe it as a complex computer algorithm.

“Bloody hell.” No matter how cantankerous Manny had become since we’d arrived late yesterday afternoon, Aunt Helen had not taken it personally. Instead, she’d increased her teasing. Manny got up and pushed his hands into his trouser pockets. “I’m going to look for food.” He looked at Eric. “Want to come with me, lad?”

The five-year-old’s eyes widened with excitement, then looked at his mom. “Please, Mommy.”

“Of course.” Nikki kissed the top of Eric’s head and lifted him off her lap. “Maybe I can get feeling back in my legs again. Or even better, I’ll join you. I’m hungry.” She stood up and winked at Pink. “Coming with us?”

“We should all go.” Aunt Helen got up and waved her hand at us. “Up, up, up. Your table is waiting for you.”

Vinnie had assured me that the food on our table was to be prepared with special care. He knew how deeply I distrusted unfamiliar restaurants, including catering services. Before I’d had time to object, he’d grown serious and told me that he wanted everyone to have the best time and making sure of that made him happy. This was true of Vinnie on an everyday level. He was a nurturer at heart, even though his appearance did not stereotypically fit that category of male. Far too often people were misjudged because of their appearances. 

Aunt Helen snapped her fingers, causing nine rings to clack against each other. It was most impractical to wear a ring on all but one finger of one’s hands, but the indentations on Aunt Helen’s fingers told me she’d been doing this for many years. She smiled when Colin got up and held out his hand to me. “Aw, young love.”

“I must tell you, Aunt Helen,”—Colin winked at her and pulled me to his side, squeezing my hand once before lacing his fingers through mine—“If I hadn’t already found the love of my life...”

The smouldering look he gave her had become familiar to me. He’d been flirting with the seventy-nine-year-old lady since the moment she’d arrived early this morning. And she loved it. She laughed, fluttered her heavily mascaraed eyelashes and pretended to cool herself down with a waving hand. “Oh, don’t! Please don’t... don’t stop making me feel twenty again.”

Colin laughed and continued to banter and flirt with her as we made our way to the reception marquee tent. Carlo’s property was beautiful and big. When Vinnie had told us that his cousin had insisted on us staying in his guesthouse, I’d been reluctant. But after driving the whole of yesterday with a few rest stops, we’d arrived at these beautiful gardens and a double-storey guesthouse that could house a large family. 

Apparently, Carlo had first bought his villa, which was on the higher terrace above the reception marquee tent. A large driveway curved off the street to the villa and two more levels led down the hill. The reception tent was on the middle terrace, which had a huge lawn. The lower terrace was filled with stone paths leading to alcoves with seating and an exquisite infinity pool overlooking the Gulf of Naples. 

But it was the view of Mount Vesuvius that captivated me. Across the water, not far from the shore rose the symmetrical central cone to a height of one thousand and eighty-one metres. Steep wooded slopes led down to numerous vineyards and wineries, taking full advantage of the fertile landscape. To its south laid Pompeii, a time capsule conserved by the catastrophic eruption in 79 A.D.

My neurodiverse brain did not panic at the thought that this age-old volcano could erupt at any moment. Especially not after I’d done extensive reading about its current state. The Vesuvius Observatory closely and constantly monitored any and all changes no matter how minor. At this moment, the somma-stratovolcano was at a green level alert, with no significant variations in the state of its activity.

This knowledge helped me enjoy the breathtaking views as well as the whole property. Vinnie had told us that Carlo had bought the adjacent property a year after he’d moved into the villa. He’d opened up the space and merged the gardens with stone stairs and beautiful pathways. The previous house hadn’t needed much renovation, just a complete interior make-over that had turned it into a luxurious guesthouse. 

We were the first guests after Carlo had finished that project. Pink and Nikki were in the main bedroom with Eric, Colin and myself in a spacious bedroom that soothed my mind with its pastel green and cream décor. Manny and Francine were in the bedroom downstairs because the internet modem was there and Francine could plug her devices directly into it. Daniel and Phillip each had their own rooms. All the rooms had en suite bathrooms and the amenities one expected in a five-star hotel.

I glanced back towards the guesthouse on the far side of the wedding marquee. We hadn’t yet been in the villa itself, but if the guesthouse had five well-appointed bedrooms, I was curious to see the inside of the villa. We entered the reception marquee and walked past a small table with a photo of Vinnie’s Aunt Teresa in a beautiful gold frame. Candles and flowers were tastefully placed around it. This had been Roxy’s idea. 

Aunt Teresa had died from Covid complications sixteen months ago. I had felt completely powerless against the grief that had engulfed my friend. It had taken Vinnie four months to return to his usual jovial self. Even I had felt emotional when Roxy had suggested having Aunt Teresa join in celebrating their special day. Roxanne was the perfect match for Vinnie.

Two hours later, my mind was beginning to react to the strain socialising was putting on me. I mentally played Mozart’s Sinfonia Concertante for Violin, Viola and Orchestra in E-flat major and continued watching Vinnie and Roxy’s loved ones celebrating this day with them. With the soothing sounds of the Sinfonia Concertante in my mind, it was much easier to appreciate the boisterous laughter coming from a table on the other side of the tent and the children, including Eric, chasing each other on the extensive lawn. 

Five-year-old Eric was a confident and social child. Nikki and Pink were raising him to be respectful and very happy. Their cooperation with Eric’s biological father had grown into a warm friendship between the three adults, their shared focus on Eric’s well-being. A gentle warmth glowed inside me as I watched the young boy run towards us with two children in tow. As they came closer, I saw the similarities between the boy and the girl. He was slightly taller than her, but I would be very surprised if they weren’t fraternal twins.

“Mommy!” Eric’s cheeks were red, his face lifted in complete happiness. “I made new friends.”

“That’s fantastic.” Nikki put down her cake fork and opened her arms to hug Eric. She smiled at the twins. “And who are these gorgeous monsters?”

The boy lifted his hands, curled his fingers to look like claws and growled at Nikki. His sister rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “I’m Bianca. I’m not a monster. I’m a girl. My brother is a boy and he is silly.”

Her English was slightly accented, but fluent. I wondered which of the many relatives were the parents. The boy uttered a terrible roar-like sound and spoke in a growly voice. “I’m Julian and I’m a silly Giganotosaurus.”

Everyone around our table laughed. Nikki ruffled his hair. “Well, Julian, I think you’re a fabulous giant dinosaur.” She blinked at Bianca. “And you are a fabulous girl. My name is Nikki.”

“Auntie Nikki,” Eric said in a suddenly serious tone. “We always show respect to old people by calling them sir or ma’am, but when they’re friends, we call them auntie and uncle.”

“Ooh, ouch!” Francine laughed and widened her eyes at Nikki, her shocked expression utterly false. “Old Auntie Nikki.”

“Shush, Auntie Frannie.” Nikki kissed the top of Eric’s head. “Do you want to introduce the rest of your friends to Bianca and Julian?”

Eric immediately pointed at me. “That’s DeeGee.”

“But she’s old.” Bianca stepped closer to me and inspected my face. “She should be an auntie. Why do you call her DeeGee?”

Eric looked at Nikki in confusion and whispered loudly, “Should I call her Auntie DeeGee?”

“No, sweetie. That’s your DeeGee.” Nikki looked at me, her expression soft. Eric had gone through a few names for me. It had been confusing to him that Colin called me Jenny, Vinnie called me Jen-girl, Manny called me Doc and Nikki called me Doc G. Finally, he’d settled on DeeGee. For obvious reasons, I was grateful that he no longer called me Dodgee.

Eric took his time introducing Colin and the others, all the while making sure Bianca and Julian correctly called the ‘old people’ auntie and uncle. This child always brought warmth to my heart. 

“There you are!” The owner of this beautiful property walked to our table with long strides, his focus on the two children. I recognised Carlo from the photos Vinnie had shown us. Even though we’d been here since yesterday afternoon, we hadn’t met Vinnie’s cousin yet. The relief on his face was evident when he smiled at Bianca and Julian. “I’ve been looking all over for you guys.” 

“We made new friends”—Bianca frowned and pursed her lips in indecision for a moment before she added—“Daddy.”

Shock, then pure joy flashed over Carlo’s face before his expression settled into a gentle smile. “That’s fantastic. These are Uncle Vinnie’s friends from France.” He looked at us. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here to welcome you when you arrived, but please know that you are very welcome in my home, not only the guesthouse. Our whole family knows what you mean to Vinnie and that alone makes you our family. And family can come and go in my house as they please.”

“Thank you, Carlo.” Colin stood up and shook Carlo’s hand. “I’m Colin Frey. You have a beautiful home and we felt welcome the moment we stepped onto your property.”

“That makes my Italian heart very happy.” Carlo’s English had a faint accent, but he spoke with complete comfort. He turned to me, but didn’t attempt to shake my hand. “You must be the wonderful Genevieve, Vinnie’s best friend and favourite sister all in one.”

I was always at a loss how to reply to such comments, so I fell back on a short and safe, “Hello.”

His widening smile wasn’t what held my attention. It was the way he kept adjusting the cuffs of his expensive linen shirt and rubbing the nape of his neck that made me study him closer. Why would he be distressed? 

Carlo was the same height as Nikki, but looked smaller. Even though his suit was well tailored, it still hung off him in a way that suggested weight loss—whether it was sudden or over an extended period, I wouldn’t presume to guess. The dark rings under his eyes were mostly hidden by the frame of his glasses, and the gauntness of his cheeks by his short beard. He was an attractive man, but looked exhausted or possibly ill.

“Carlo!” Vinnie’s boisterous shout came from three tables away. Roxy laughed and slapped him lightly on his shoulder. They walked closer and Vinnie pulled Carlo into a strong embrace. “My main man, my dude. Thank you.”

Roxy pulled Vinnie’s arm until he released Carlo, then stepped closer and also gave him a hug. Her muscles tensed for a moment before she released him, a warm smile on her face. “This is beyond wonderful. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate all of this.” She shook her head and waved her arms at the property. “You have made our day more special than I ever dreamed.”

“Oh, stop.” Carlo’s cheeks gained some colour. “You’re family and my house is always open to you. I didn’t do anything special. If I have it right, it was”—he looked around the table and pointed at Nikki and Francine—“those two who did all the heavy lifting to make this place look li—”

A loud commotion coming from inside the villa drew our attention. Carlo frowned, then lost the little colour he had in his face when a group of armed men dressed in black stormed out of the house and headed down the wide staircase to the reception tent.

“What the fuck?” Vinnie pushed Roxy behind him, his hand moving to his hip only to find it sans his weapon usually holstered on his belt.

“Bloody hell,” Manny muttered as he also got up, his arms away from his torso, ready for a confrontation. He narrowed his eyes before he relaxed slightly. “Stay calm, everyone. It’s the police.”

I took my focus off the many weapons coming our way, pushed Mozart’s Sinfonia Concertante back into my mind and did what I did best: Read the newcomers’ nonverbal cues. The first thing I noticed was that I’d been wrong in my initial assessment. The eight people coming towards us were not only men. Two women were part of this team. It was evident in the way this group moved that they were a team that trained and worked together. I saw the same familiarity and trust in Daniel’s GIPN team.

Their leader was taller than most of the Italian men at this wedding. He was not as muscular as the other men on his team, but there was no doubting his physical strength and athleticism. So much of his nonverbal communication reminded me of Daniel when he was leading his emergency response team.

The man looked around the reception tent until his sharp gaze fell on Carlo. He jerked his head towards us and the team moved as one to our table. My heart rate increased and my grip on Colin’s hand tightened as I mentally turned up the volume of Mozart’s most successful effort at encompassing the symphony and concerto genres.

“For the love of Pete, holster your weapons.” Manny walked around the table to intercept the team, Daniel next to him. “There are children here. And we’re unarmed.”

I blinked when I heard muttering and even one chuckle coming from the other tables. Were some of these guests armed? Why would anyone come to a wedding with a weapon?

“Sadly, most children here are used to this.” Carlo sighed and looked at the leader. “I’m Carlo Cortini and this is my home. How may I help you?”

The frontalis muscles of the leader raised his brows briefly in surprise before he schooled his features into a neutral and professional expression. “I’m Ispettore... Inspector Rossi.” His English was heavily accented and he spoke slowly as if he had to think about each word. He reached into his pocket and took out a folded piece of paper, holding it out to Carlo. “We have a... the... um... order for your arrest, Signor Cortini.”

“What the fuck?” Vinnie moved to grab the document, but Manny had already taken it and given it to Daniel.

“I’m Colonel Millard.” Manny pointed his thumb at Daniel. “And this is Lieutenant Daniel Cassel, GIPN, French Police.”

“This is... um... a matter for the Italian Polizia, Colonel M...”

“Millard. Colonel Manfred Millard.” Manny turned to Vinnie. “Is your cousin a bloody criminal?”

Vinnie’s lips tightened and the scar running down the left side of his face lightened as the muscles in his face tensed. He looked at Carlo for a few seconds, then glanced at me before looking back at Manny, his nostrils flared. “Fuck. I don’t know. Carlo and I haven’t talked a lot over the last few years. I don’t know much about his everyday activities.” Hurt flashed across his face. “I certainly didn’t know he had a son and daughter.”

Manny turned his glare from Vinnie to me. “Truth?”

I nodded.

He turned that same glare on the leader. “What is the charge against Carlo?”

“Murder.”

“Holy hell.” Manny’s reaction was the mildest of everyone in the tent. A few male guests got up from their tables and made to move towards us, loudly expressing their disagreement in Italian, but Carlo waved them back, his hand shaking lightly. 

Vinnie swore loudly and Nikki pulled Eric onto her lap. She handed him over to Pink, then pulled Bianca and Julian to her side, hugging them tightly against her.

Manny swung around and moved closer to Carlo, pushing his fists into his trouser pockets. “And? Did you kill anyone?”

“I didn’t.” Carlo glanced at me, then faced Inspector Rossi. “Whatever evidence you have, it can’t be correct. I didn’t kill anyone.”

Manny looked at me, one eyebrow raised.

I took my time to process all the nonverbal cues of the last five minutes. “He’s telling the truth. Carlo is not guilty of murder.” I looked at Carlo, studying his face. “But you do feel guilty about something else.”

“Oh, for the love of all the saints and Mother Mary.” Manny rubbed his hands roughly over his face. “Bloody hell.”

Inspector Rossi took a pair of handcuffs from his belt. A frown pulled his brow low as he seemed to think deeply. “Signor Cortini, turn... um... turn around.”

His team’s body language tensed, their hands tightening lightly on their holstered weapons, their eyes roving over the guests.

“Not in front of my children, please. I’ll come with you into the house, no resistance. There you can cuff me. Not here, please.” He looked at Vinnie. “Take care of Bianca and Julian, please.”

“What the fu...” Vinnie glanced at the kids by Nikki and Pink, then lowered his voice, his tone furious. “I’ll look after them with my life, but if you didn’t do this, dude, why are you surrendering like this? Fight it!”

Relief softened the muscles in Carlo’s face. “I will. But not here.” He turned a beseeching look to the inspector. “Let me say goodbye to my kids?”

The team leader looked around the table, his face revealing his internal conflict until he gave a tight nod. “Rapidamente.”

Carlo walked around the table. Bianca was the first to run from Nikki’s embrace into her father’s arms, closely followed by a teary-eyed Julian. “Daddy, don’t go. Please, don’t go. Don’t leave us. We like it here. We like you. We’ll be good. I’ll make sure Julian eats all his veggies. Please, Daddy.”

Bianca’s last words came out on a sob against Carlo’s neck, her little arms holding him tightly. Her words needed context, but that was for later. I was too busy watching the genuine sorrow flooding Carlo’s face as he hugged his two children. “I’ll be fine and you’ll be fine. Uncle Vinnie and Auntie Roxy will take care of you two. What have I told you?”

“They are the bestest people on the planet,” Julian whispered through his tears. “I don’t want the bestest people, Daddy. I want you. And Binkie.”

Carlo hugged them tightly against him, then gently untangled their arms around his neck and stood up. “You’ll always have me. And each other.” He kissed their noses and straightened, making a show of pulling his shoulders back. He waited until the twins did the same, even though it was a poor attempt. Their little shoulders were hunched close to their ears. He nodded his approval. “What else do I tell you every night before lights out?”

“Each star in the sky is a kiss from you.” Bianca’s voice trembled, but she swallowed her tears and took her brother’s hand.

Julian wiped his cheeks with the back of his free hand. “And you love us more than the sun, the moon and all the planets.”

“That’s true. Now be good for your Uncle Vinnie and Auntie Roxy. I’ll see you soon, okay?”

Both kids’ chins quivered as they nodded. They ran to a surprised Roxy when Carlo turned around and walked to the waiting police officers. 

Roxy immediately fell to her knees and hugged them both against her, whispering something in their ears. Vinnie looked conflicted between staying with Roxy and following Carlo. He stepped away from Roxy and shouted, “Don’t say a fucking word, Carlo. We’ll find you and we’ll sort this out. Not a word, you hear!”
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Chapter TWO
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“This is it.” Colin pointed at the squat, yellow building to our left. “Vin looks like he’s about to explode.”

I frowned at Colin’s words. Lately, he’d been using more euphemisms when he spoke to me and I didn’t like it. I didn’t like change. I most definitely didn’t like the way Vinnie was pacing next to the four-story building. Manny was speaking on his phone and Daniel stood next to the well-lit entrance to the police station, watching Vinnie with concern on his face. 

Across the street from the police station was a large stadium. The manner in which Colin had told me it was the Diego Armando Maradona Stadium clearly held significant meaning, but I wasn’t interested in something not related to Vinnie and his cousin.

In Italy, half-past-nine was considered early in the evening. It didn’t feel that early to me. July in Strasbourg had only about two-and-a-half hours of true night, whereas in this part of Italy, it was dark from half-past-ten until around half-past-three. It felt like late afternoon, especially with the number of people walking, chatting and laughing, and the many cars on the road.

Colin found parking in front of the police station’s entrance. As soon as the SUV stopped moving, I rushed out of the vehicle and to Vinnie’s side. Watching the long scar on Vinnie’s face stand out the way it did when he was distressed brought darkness to my peripheral vision. I had come to realise that the hardest part of loving someone was being powerless to ease their internal pain, fight their inner battles or hasten their healing process. Being a friend was hard.

I stopped next to Vinnie and hesitantly pushed the tip of my index finger against his bicep. I didn’t know what to say to him. Any words of comfort would be presumptuous and possibly a lie. I thought for a moment about what I could possibly say to my best friend, then pressed a bit harder against his arm. “I’m here.”

“Aw, my Jen-girl.” Vinnie’s shoulders sagged and he pulled me into a tight embrace. “Thank you.”

He squeezed me one more time and allowed me to step back. The need for more comfort on his face made me take another step closer to Colin. I swallowed. “Your cousin was telling the truth when he said he didn’t murder anyone. Focus on that and on the success we’ve had as a team to find the truth. That is what we will do for you and your family.”

“And his children,” Colin added.

“Yeah, that.” Vinnie exhaled harshly through his nose. “It’s not like I was in daily contact with Carlo, but there’s no frigging way he became a parent six years ago with me not knowing about it. Not if Aunt Helen had known. Then all of us would’ve known.”

“Well?” Manny walked closer to us and put his phone in his trouser pocket. “What are we bloody standing around for? Let’s go inside and find out what the holy hell is going on with your ridiculously loud family.”

Vinnie glared at Manny. “Just remember that you’re also my family, old man.”

“The law-abiding side of the family.” Manny ignored Vinnie’s widened eyes and Colin’s amused chuckle. These two were liberal in their interpretation of laws and regulations. Manny shook his finger at me. “You’d better have your Doctor Face-reader hat on, missy. We can’t have the big guy in tears on his wedding night.”

I clenched my teeth to avoid responding to Manny’s blatant attempt at getting both Vinnie and me to focus on finding the truth instead of giving in to emotional distractions. 

As usual, Manny’s method was effective. Some of the tension in Vinnie’s muscles relaxed as he exhaled heavily. “Okay, let’s go teach that Italian idiot not to mess with my family.”

Daniel stepped in front of Vinnie. “Maybe we shouldn’t enter a police station in a foreign country with all our guns blazing.” Daniel winked at me. “Figuratively speaking, of course.”

“Dan is right, Vin.” Colin took my hand in his. “We aren’t here in any official capacity, so I think it’s best to let Dan do all the talking. He can charm them into agreeing to let us help them.”

Manny’s hand lightly touched the phone in his pocket and the muscles around his eyes contracted. I turned to fully face him. “You’ve already phoned someone to ensure we’ll have permission to be part of this investigation.”

“Your job is not to read me, missy.” Manny’s lips tightened when everyone turned to look at him. “I spoke to my Interpol contact here in Italy. She’s contacting her contact who will contact the chief of police in Naples.”

“Those are a lot of contacts, old man.”

“Bugger off.” Manny turned towards the entrance. “Am I going in alone or are you joining me?”

Vinnie snorted and followed Manny to the concrete steps leading to the front door, but then stopped, his eyes wide. “Fuck.” He turned around and looked at Colin. “Where’s Roxy?”

“Oh, your wife?” Colin laughed and lifted both hands palms out when Vinnie slowly pushed up his sleeves and cracked his knuckles. “Don’t worry, when you stormed out of your own wedding with Millard and Dan, I calmed everyone down and told them things were under control. Roxy and Nikki have the twins and, of course, Eric is thrilled with his new friends. And that he’s allowed to stay up after his normal bedtime.”

“The other guests?” Daniel asked. “I can’t imagine the detectives letting them go.”

Colin’s smile was sly. “I did notice an uncle or two disappearing into the shadows, but the rest of your family is still staying. They were appalled at the idea of letting all that food and wine go to waste. The cops sealed off the house, but your family doesn’t care.” Colin pursed his lips the same way Aunt Helen did and continued with a heavy Italian accent, “The warm night, good wine, good music and good company should never be wasted, my boy.”

Vinnie snorted. “Oh, man. You really sound just like Aunt Helen.” He sighed. “Damn, Roxy will never let me forget that I ran out on my own wedding.”

“Technically, you didn’t run out on your wedding.” Daniel turned towards the entrance where Manny was impatiently waiting for us. “You ran out of your reception. And away from your new wife.”

The expression on Vinnie’s face softened. “I can now call her my wife.”

“You can bloody call her whatever you want. Just get your annoying arse in here.” Manny walked into the police station and we followed.

The entrance to the station was well-lit and surprisingly clean. In many major cities, the police stations were in old buildings. During the cases we’ve investigated across Europe, we’ve been in neatly renovated police stations as well as ones that hadn’t seen a new coat of paint in decades. This station would fall into a different category.

This building was new but would not be considered an architectural marvel. Three-quarters of the building were three stories high and the last quarter had a fourth floor. The entire façade was painted a yellow colour that did not appeal to my aesthetic senses. 

Fortunately, the interior was better. The walls were painted a pastel blue and the floor tiles were a warm grey. Sturdy light blue plastic chairs lined the wall to the left, in front of us was the reception desk. Or rather, the reception window. The glass protection was thick, most likely bulletproof. Through it, the officer on duty was looking at us with both suspicion and surprise on her face. 

Daniel and Manny walked in front, followed by Vinnie. In situations like this, it was better for me to be to the side of the group. That way, I had a better overview of everyone’s nonverbal cues, giving me a much more accurate read on the situation. And on people’s true reactions and intentions.

Before we reached the reception area, Inspector Rossi came from a doorway on our right. “You... um... can’t be here.” Again, he spoke slowly, considering every word. “I... I tell at the house that... um... you not come here. I not tell you come and bring people.”

“What did you expect, dude?” Vinnie stepped around Manny and towered over the Italian detective, his fists tightened, his arms away from his torso. “You ruined my wedding and I will—”

Daniel rested his hand on Vinnie’s shoulder. “Deep breaths, everyone.” He looked at Inspector Rossi. “I suggest you get your boss on the phone. He will clear this up for you.”

Inspector Rossi’s nostrils flared, an angry red flush creeping up his neck. “Get out of this station or I’ll... um... have you... um... arr—”

“Ispettore Rossi, ritirarsi.” A man came through the same doorway Inspector Rossi had a minute ago. His posture and the authority in his tone left no doubt that he was of higher rank. He was shorter than all the men currently in the room, yet exuded confidence as if he’d been in a position of power for a long time. 

His almost-black hair was slicked back against his skull. His soft, shaved cheeks and laughter lines around his eyes gave the impression of an easy-going personality, but it would be a mistake to draw that assumption. The shrewd intelligence in his gaze as he studied us alerted me that he would be a valuable ally.

Another man followed him, first glancing at us as a group, then taking his time to look at us individually. This man was as tall as Colin. His skin was deeply tanned and added to his general look of a person who loved the outdoors. Stubble covered his square jawline, which made me take a closer look at him. Francine would categorise this man as ‘yummy’. A word I would never use to describe a handsome man.

“Si, Sostituto Commissario Lorenzi.” Inspector Rossi straightened and immediately took a step back. His nonverbal cues left no doubt in my mind that he respected the new man who joined us and was looking at Manny.

“I am Station Inspector Stefano Lorenzi.” His English was accentless, his voice deep. He held out his hand to Manny. “Am I right to assume you are Colonel Manfred Millard?”

“Correct.” Manny shook his hand. “Am I right to assume you got a call from the chief of police in Naples?”

“Correct.” Station Inspector Lorenzi’s smile was genuine. He was much more relaxed in our presence than Inspector Rossi. “And this is your team?”

“Part of my team.” Manny waved his hand at us, then pointed at me. “The only one really worth knowing is Doctor Lenard.”

Colin shook his head and sighed. “I’m Colin Frey, this is Vinnie and that is Lieutenant Daniel Cassel.”

Daniel stepped forward to shake Station Inspector Lorenzi’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Station Inspector. A pity that it’s under these circumstances.”

“We need to talk about these circumstances.” Manny pushed both hands into his trouser pockets, his shoulders lowering into a slouch. 

Station Inspector Lorenzi acknowledged Manny’s demand with a single nod, but turned to me. “I’ve heard a lot about your work, Doctor Lenard. Well, you and your team.”

“You know about us.”

“Oh, here in Mafia-land, we definitely know about anyone whose help we might need one day. With the increased use of art as a currency with these criminal bastards, the name of the exceptional art crime team in France has come up more than once in our briefings.” He gestured towards the doorway. “If you will join me in our conference room, we can clear up any doubts you have about Signor Cortini’s guilt.”

“He’s not guilty.” Vinnie’s words came out harsh. “Tell him, Jen-girl.”

Station Inspector Lorenzi held up his index finger. “Let’s go to the conference room first. Inspector Luigi Battocletti will join us. He’s the lead detective on this case.” He nodded to the quiet, tanned man towering behind him, then turned to Inspector Rossi and in Italian told him he was dismissed. I thought it prudent not to let them know that I was fluent in Italian. Not yet.

Vinnie inhaled to say something else, but Daniel slapped him lightly on the shoulder and pushed him towards the doorway. Inspector Rossi gave us one last displeased look, then left. We followed the station inspector deeper into the building. 

The doorway led to a well-lit hallway with cream-coloured walls and battleship grey floor tiles. Colourful photos of Naples, in frames the same colour as the floor tiles, lined the walls. This was one of the most welcoming police stations I’d seen. Station Inspector Lorenzi entered a room on our left and soon all of us were in the conference room. Except that tall inspector. He’d turned off into another hallway.

This room had the same interior finishing as the hallway, but the photos on three of the walls were of Pompeii. All the photos were taken on days with full sun and deep blue skies. Despite the sadness that surrounds the remains of a once-bustling city destroyed by one disastrous volcanic eruption, the photos were serene, beautiful.

We sat down at the large wooden table, Station Inspector Lorenzi at the head. Four large monitors were mounted in two rows on the wall behind him. Only one was turned on. Station Inspector Lorenzi sighed and put both his hands, palms down, on the table. He looked at Daniel. “I, too, wish we’d met under different circumstances.” He turned to Vinnie. “Sadly, this case doesn’t just involve you on a personal level.” He looked at me. “This case is definitely in your wheelhouse.”
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