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Netscher Connection

Nazi-looted art. Cyber-stalking. Betrayal.

.

Nonverbal communication expert Doctor Genevieve Lenard is on holiday in Hungary when she and her team are asked to assist in a missing person case. Her autistic mind is already having difficulties dealing with the new environment, and having to co-operate with local authorities might push her past her limits. Even more so when the missing person turns out to be an important, and painful, part of a team member’s past.

.

The seemingly simple case takes a gruesome turn as their search uncovers artwork drenched in violent history, numerous deaths presumed to be by natural causes and the menacing online presence of a serial killer who’s been cyber-stalking victims for years. Bodies are piling up at an alarming rate and, knowing that one of their own is in the killer’s sights, Genevieve will have to use all her inner strength and expertise to stop this ruthless murderer. 
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“Did you know this used to be an Orthodox Serbian church until 1944?” Colin Frey, my romantic partner of five years, notorious thief and unofficial Interpol agent, looked up from his smartphone and studied the cream and mustard façade of the building in front of us. “After the war it became a Roman Catholic Church and is now one of seven churches here in Szentendre.”

I enjoyed the factoids Colin got from the travel guide app he’d downloaded on his smartphone. It made our visit to the Hungarian riverside town twenty-two kilometres north of Budapest even more interesting. I adjusted my handbag strap over my shoulder and waited for Colin to take another photo. 

It was early autumn and the weather was wonderful. Sunny and warm days, cooler evenings and no crowds. The tourist season was finished, which meant I enjoyed strolling through the quiet village, and very few of the photos Colin took had unwanted people in them. Szentendre was also still one of the less-discovered cultural gems, which made it the perfect place for a person who despised crowded tourist places. A person like me.

“There you are!” Vinnie, the self-appointed protector of our investigative team, stormed across the cobblestone courtyard. His corrugator supercilii muscles were drawn down, forming a displeased frown. “Dude! Why didn’t you wake me up? You know I should be here.”

“Good morning, sunshine.” Colin’s smile grew when Vinnie became even more agitated. “Sleeping on the job, were you?”

Vinnie stopped next to us, glowered at Colin, then turned to me. “I know you think it’s safe here, Jen-girl, but you really shouldn’t take any chances. We’ve had this conversation before.”

“And all three times I pointed out that those men”—I looked at the tall man leaning against the church a few metres behind us, the bald man standing by the stairs and the dark-skinned man under the tree to our right—“are already following us everywhere.”

“Émile’s bodyguards are good, but they’re not me.” Vinnie thumped his fist against his chest, the long scar on the left side of his face turning a darker shade. 

Eight months ago, I’d decided to go on holiday. I had not anticipated the endless debates, arguments, discussions and even betting that were going to take place. My thought had been for Colin and I go to a remote locale and spend a few days reading and relaxing. That was not to be. 

Vinnie had refused to let us go anywhere without his protection. His girlfriend and internationally respected infectious disease specialist Doctor Roxanne Ferreira had agreed, but she was terrible at deception. Her true motivation had been easy to observe—excitement about joining us on a holiday trip. My best friend and top hacker Francine had dramatically pretended to be devastated that I’d considered going anywhere without her. Her romantic partner and the only law enforcement officer on our team, Colonel Manfred Millard, had argued to let Colin and I go on our own, but he’d been outvoted. He’d been most displeased.

Nikki, the young woman who’d become part of our close-knit group, had begged for us to wait until her baby was at least six months old. She wanted to join us, but not while Eric was still too young. Of all the chaotic arguments, this had caused me the most anxiety. I was still barely coping with Eric’s presence in my life. The thought of having him out of his safe, controlled environment had sent me into a three-hour shutdown.

After three full days of everyone arguing and me observing their nonverbal cues, I’d declared that we would all go. On the condition that I chose the location. That was the only way my autistic mind would be able to manage the change in routine, the concern over everyone’s wellbeing and the general anxiety I experienced while travelling.

A Sunday morning brunch with Émile Roche had ended weeks of agonising over our holiday destination. I’d met Émile during one of our cases. At that time he’d been in the process of legitimising his businesses that had previously served his organised crime lifestyle. 

That Sunday he’d announced that every transaction for the last eighteen months had been one hundred percent legal. When he’d heard about our vacation plans, he’d offered us his newly acquired villa in Hungary. Only when I’d had a video conference with the housekeeper and the chef had I agreed. 

We’d been here for six days and I’d not yet regretted the decision. Vinnie and Manny complained about it all the time. I studied Vinnie as he glared at the bodyguards Émile had insisted follow us. “I watched you play computer games with them yesterday. You trust them.”

“I don’t.” Vinnie crossed his arms. “Just because they can work a game controller and know how to strategise an assault and a rescue in a game doesn’t mean they know how to do it in real life.”

“Drop it, Vin.” Colin put his camera in the backpack slung over his shoulder. “You’re just pissed that you woke up alone.”

“Even Roxy left!” Vinnie put his fists on his hips. “When she finally answered her phone, she told me that she was buying more art.”

“I’m not surprised.” Colin took my hand and walked towards the stairs leading down to the main square. “There are some really amazing artists in this little place.”

“But she’s already bought three paintings and two bronze thingies.” Vinnie’s top lip curled. “Both are these long women in long dresses and long umbrellas.”

Colin laughed. I seldom saw him this relaxed. The last few years had been filled with art crime cases as well as more sensitive cases that the president of France sent our way. Our team worked directly under President Godard, investigating complex cases that were not limited to art, but often started with a high-end crime. 

Apart from this, Colin was frequently contracted by Interpol to consult on cases that needed not to be immortalised in official reports. At first I had found it disconcerting that such a respected agency would employ thieves. Now I understood that there were situations when Colin had to use his unique skills to break into seemingly impenetrable buildings to retrieve stolen artefacts, classified prototypes of all sorts and even highly sensitive data that had been stolen by countries that planned to use it to start wars. Interpol also used Colin to rescue kidnap victims. The latter made me especially proud. 

Colin slapped Vinnie between his shoulders. “I’m glad Roxy listened to me and not you. Those elongated figures are beautiful and evidence of a master bronze caster. True art. And a much better investment than posters of cars.”

Vinnie grunted. “Cars are manly.”

I listened to the bantering between the two best friends. There were times I found the nonsensical to and fro exhausting, but I’d come to learn how invaluable it was to relationships. I had not mastered that skill. “Where’s Nikki?”

“Huh?” Vinnie stopped in the middle of arguing against art and lifted his chin towards the other end of the market square. “The little punk and her tiny punk are somewhere with Francine and the old man. I walked past them when I was looking for you. Franny was buying some glass bowl in one of the million little shops.”

“There are not a million...” I sighed at my inability to ignore hyperbole.

“Yoo-hoo!” Roxy’s melodic greeting reached us from the end of one of the narrow streets. She waved and rushed towards us. Today she was wearing jeans, a fitted shirt that the ever fashion-conscious Francine had insisted on and running shoes that had caused an animated argument, Francine doing most of the arguing and insulting. Roxy shifted the bulging shopping bags into her other hand and tucked her curly hair behind one ear. “I love this place. Love, love, love. Thank you for bringing us here, Genevieve. There’s something beautiful in every single shop.”

“I can see that.” Vinnie took the shopping bags from her. “We only have so much room in the car, short stuff.”

“Who’re you calling short stuff?” Roxy stood on her toes and planted a loud kiss on Vinnie’s chin. “There will be enough room. If not, we’ll just leave Francine behind.”

“Why would you do that?” Francine asked from behind me. She was pressing her hand against her chest, her eyes wide in faux-misery. “You love me. Why leave me behind?”

Roxy leaned against Vinnie and snorted. “Because then I can wear comfortable shoes without feeling like I’ve committed an unpardonable sin.”

Francine lifted one eyebrow and slowly lowered her eyes to Roxy’s colourful running shoes. “That is a worse crime than an unpardonable sin, Rox. No woman proud of her chromosomes would wear”—a fake shudder shook her body—“those things.” 

“I see you found them.” Manny stopped next to Francine and put his arm around her shoulders. I had never seen any public show of affection from Manny until this trip. Even though he argued daily with Vinnie and Colin, and fretted about staying in the villa of a man who’d once been one of the most powerful criminals in Strasbourg, his overall muscle tension had decreased and a few times I’d seen a soft smile lift the corners of his mouth.

“Doc G!” Nikki walked around Manny and Francine, her cheeks lifted and the corners of her eyes crinkled in a genuine smile. She was carrying her baby in a large swath of material wrapped around her body and securing Eric. I’d researched the use of baby-wearing slings and then had made sure Nikki had followed the instructions carefully so Eric’s little body was properly supported. She stopped next to me. “Look what we found.”

I gasped. “Is that safe?”

Eight-month-old Eric was holding a green stuffed toy that looked like a dragon. Nikki kissed Eric’s head and smiled. “Of course. It’s soft and cuddly. How can it be dangerous?”

“Eighty percent of cuddly toys harbour harmful bacteria. Other micro-organisms on soft toys that have been detected during research are antibiotic-resistant Staphylococcus aureus and other bacteria that can cause food poisoning.” I forced myself to stop when I noticed the horror on Roxy’s face as she stared from me to the green dragon.

Eric lost interest in the toy and looked around. The moment he saw me, his eyes widened and he leaned towards me, his hands reaching for me.

Eight months. Sometimes it felt like it had been only eight days and sometimes it felt like Eric had been with us for eight years. Nikki had adjusted beautifully to being a mother. She was energetic, caring and responsible. Eric’s easy nature had helped that adjustment. He had started sleeping through the night after only five weeks and seldom cried. Mostly he smiled. And cooed. Like now.

I looked at his outstretched hands and took a small step back. Vinnie stepped forward and grabbed both Eric’s hands. He gave them a little shake, which drew Eric’s attention and also brought a big smile to his face. He loved Vinnie.

Nikki had barely loosened the sling when Vinnie lifted Eric into his arms. “There you are, tiny punk. Is Mommy making you suffer through hours and hours of shopping?”

I watched him walk away, talking to Eric about the fate of men having to help their women shop. I narrowed my eyes as I made a note to discuss the sexism underlying that one-sided conversation. I was glad though that Vinnie wasn’t using baby-talk with Eric. 

I’d read a Stanford University study that showed addressing babies in normal, educated language developed their own linguistic skills sooner. The use of proper grammar, more varied sentences and full-sentence conversations taught babies context and helped them draw connections between concepts and words. 

One of the biggest challenges I’d been struggling with had been obsessing about every aspect of Eric’s life. I’d expected some form of my obsessive nature to affect how I related to Eric’s presence in my life, but I had not been prepared for how overwhelming it would be at times.

For the first few weeks, I had experienced daily shutdowns. The smell of his diaper, a drop of his saliva on my hand, even the position of his head would cause me the greatest distress and prove too much for my non-neurotypical brain. But his crying had been my undoing. 

The eight times Nikki had not been able to console him in less than six minutes had been too much for me. The first seven times had resulted in shutdowns, but the last time, I’d had a complete meltdown. Fortunately, I’d known it was coming and had escaped to my bathroom. It had resulted in the destruction of a glass vase and two towels. It had also been one of the longer meltdowns I’d experienced. Colin had tried to calm me in the ways he usually did, but it had not been as effective. Only after I’d plucked at and destroyed the fibres of the second towel had I responded to him. 

It had been hard. Even though Nikki knew that neither she nor Eric was to blame, I saw the self-recrimination on her face after each shutdown and meltdown. I wished I didn’t cause my loved ones so much despair. 

After seven weeks, I’d adjusted mostly to Eric’s presence and had found my own new equilibrium. And I’d no longer suffered from daily shutdowns. Not until we’d come on holiday. Change was never easy for me and the new environment combined with my obsessive concerns about the hygiene and safety surrounding Eric had brought the daily shutdowns back. It was exhausting.

Watching my friends laugh and discuss their new purchases, and knowing how much this break meant to all of them, made my own discomfort seem insignificant. Nikki was shaking out the long piece of cloth and folding it neatly while discussing with Colin the many great artists’ works on display here. Roxy and Manny were arguing with Francine about where to have lunch and Vinnie was now pointing out old buildings to Eric, telling him that they were hard to secure and discussing the best entry points if stealth was to be kept at an optimum.

“I’m hungry.” Nikki pushed her hand against her stomach. After eight months and a lot of dedication, her twenty-two-year-old body had returned to its pre-pregnancy state. She looked over at Francine, Manny and Roxy. “Since I’m going back to Strasbourg tomorrow, I get to choose what we have for lunch.”

Francine groaned. “Not lángos again. Please, Nix.”

“I love it.” She looked at Vinnie. “Vin loves it too. And Eric as well.”

“You fed lángos to Eric?” I was horrified. The typical Hungarian food was not only most unhealthy for adults, but should never be fed to an eight-month-old baby. It was deep-fried bread dough, the size of a medium-sized plate, served with cheese, garlic and sour cream.

Nikki looked at me, fake sincerity all over her face. “He told me that he prefers lángos with the extra garlic sauce to the organic vegetable mash I’ve been feeding him. He really loves it.”

It was clear she thought she was funny. I exhaled sharply and turned away from her. “It’s not healthy.”

“Pah!” She raised her hands and wiggled her fingers as if drawing the others to her. “So? Who’s with me? Lángos. Delicious lángos. You guys can eat all the boring healthy stuff when I’m gone.”

I was proud of myself for not responding. After giving birth, Nikki had become especially health-conscious. She’d even convinced Vinnie to adjust a few of his recipes to use healthier alternatives for some ingredients. At home, she seldom indulged in junk food, but had been immediately drawn to the lángos stand and had declared herself an addict after the first bite.

“I tell you what, little punk.” Vinnie shifted Eric onto his other arm and joined us. “I’ll have a lángos with you if you let me choose your avatar for tonight’s game.”

“Aw, come on!” Nikki crossed her arms. “You’re going to put me in some silly costume. That’s a high price to pay, Vin. Especially for lunch with the mother of your most favourite nephew.”

“You’ll have to pay me to not join you for a lángos.” Roxy winked at Nikki. “Those things are better than Vinnie’s tiramisu.”

Vinnie froze. He turned woodenly towards Roxy, his eyes wide. “Never in my life have I ever been stabbed this hard in my back. And here I thought you loved me.”

Their melodrama was boring me. This could go on indefinitely if there wasn’t a need for food or other means of survival. Nikki was now negotiating with Vinnie about her avatar. They’d discovered Drestia, the multiplayer game Vinnie had referred to, when we’d arrived at Émile’s villa. He’d received it for free at a business conference and had never been interested in playing it. The premise of the game had been the reason he’d suggested it to Vinnie and Nikki.

I’d reluctantly given in and watched them for an hour after which I, again reluctantly, had admitted that it was an interesting concept. The players of the game were detectives—amateur and professional—who had to find a secret scroll in the tower room of a castle. They had to fight their way through each room in the castle and find a hidden key which would take them to the next room, the next level.

Every evening after Nikki put Eric to bed, she would join Vinnie, Francine and Colin to play the game. Manny and I sat in the next room, reading. They were too noisy while playing the game and neither Manny nor I had any interest in this game. He’d called it a ridiculous waste of time. I didn’t agree. It gave the others hours of pleasure, which in my opinion was not a waste of time.

“It’s decided.” Nikki punched the air in victory, then turned to me. “Sure you don’t wanna join us, Doc G? The dough is deep-fried, which means that not a single bacteria will survive.”

“A single bacterium. Bacteria is the plural.” I lifted one eyebrow. “I truly hope I’m correct in assuming that you are jestin... You are. It’s not funny, Nikki.”

She giggled. “It is. A little.”

“Come on, punk.” Vinnie tugged playfully at her messy ponytail. “I’ll suffer through another lángos or three to prove my love to you. I might even give your baby back to you.”

It took them another seven minutes of debating before Roxy stepped in. She took Eric from Vinnie’s arms and started walking away. As one, the rest followed her, still arguing about which of the several lángos stands and restaurants were their best choice. I inhaled deeply when they were out of earshot.

“Too loud for you?” Colin chuckled. “They were too loud for me.”

“They’re having a good time. It appears their relaxed state increases their volume.”

“Especially Roxy.” Colin shook his head. “That woman can chat the ear off a donkey.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s a silly saying, love.” Colin took my hand, his smile soft. “Why don’t we go back to the gallery with the abstracts we both liked?”

I didn’t move when he started walking and waited until he looked at me. “It’s not possible to talk any person or animal’s ear off.”

“And that’s why I said it was a silly saying.”

“Most sayings are silly.” I started walking. “And irrational. And most often impossible.”

Colin pulled me closer to him and kissed the side of my head. “I fully agree with you.”

I pulled away from him and gave him a displeased look when he laughed. He’d been in a light-hearted mood from the moment we’d walked into the first art gallery in Szentendre. It was his first time here, but he’d known about the historic architecture, numerous galleries and museums for many years. Having so many places representing the rich traditions of visual art within walking distance was clearly making him very happy.

I enjoyed the art. But I had to admit that in some galleries I took more pleasure from watching the owner or artist interact with Colin than I did looking at the pieces. Nonverbal communication had so many nuances. Yet an overwhelming percentage of cues were universal. The lifting of cheeks and crinkling of the corners of eyes produced genuine smiles everywhere in the world. 

Our leisurely pace allowed Colin to peer into every shop window, sometimes slowing down to catch an extra glimpse of whatever had caught his eye. My interest was in the people sitting outside the numerous small cafés, sipping coffee. It was mid-week, which was to our benefit. The shops and streets were quiet, yet the service in the cafés was no faster than in the height of the tourist season. Émile had told us that unhurried service was the norm here.

Colin slowed down and squinted into a shop window to our right. I took the time to appreciate the beauty surrounding me. Even though a few buildings were in clear need of maintenance, the flaking paint and very old wooden window frames added to the charm of this village.

A row of trees lined the left-hand side of the street, bicycles chained to every single one of them. The buildings on our side of the street were mostly galleries and boutiques, a few of which had mannequins modelling their wares next to the open doors. On the other side of the cobblestone street, restaurants and cafés had welcoming signs and menus nailed to the walls.

Only one restaurant didn’t have outside seating. All the others had a few occupants, giving me ample opportunity to indulge in observing people. Especially the guests at the three occupied tables outside the café closest to us and the one occupant of the café next to them. There were a lot of empty tables between them, affording them a sense of privacy. The couple at the table closest to the café’s door were involved in an argument. He was pointing angrily at the open guidebook on the table and she was gesturing at something behind him. 

Two tables away from them were three girls I estimated to be Nikki’s age. Their beer glasses were almost empty and their laughter genuine. All three had their mobile phones in their hands, taking photos of each other and selfies—all the while behaving silly. They were having fun. 

The older couple sitting in the corner rolled their eyes at the young girls, but smiled. In my youth, I’d never known silly moments like the ones the girls were experiencing now. I’d been home-schooled, had gone to university at a young age and had never had a neurotypical sense of humour. I also hadn’t had friends. I was happy for the three girls that they had this moment to create memories that they could treasure for the rest of their lives.

Movement from the table at the other café caught my attention. I frowned. The man was sipping coffee, his posture relaxed while reading something on his phone. None of his nonverbal cues were genuine. He was not relaxed and he was not reading. His demeanour reminded me of when Vinnie or Manny were watching someone. The difference was my friends were much better at disguising their interest.

He was in his late twenties, early thirties with an athletic build. His features and toned body would make him attractive to most women. That was why the three girls were now looking over at him and giggling. He didn’t pay them any attention. Even though he shifted deeper into his chair, lifted his phone and continued pretending to scroll through something on the screen, it was clear to me that he was watching someone on the other side of the street.

Colin took a few steps to look at another display in the window. I followed him, but didn’t take my eyes off the man. His behaviour was disconcerting at best, alarming at worst. His eyes narrowed and he caught himself just in time not to straighten and betray his interest. I followed his gaze.

The street on our side was empty but for a woman standing on the sidewalk, quite a distance from us. She had to be the one who’d caught the man’s attention. Francine would like her sense of style. She was wearing a pair of light green trousers, a white blouse and a fitted dark green summer jacket. Her shoes were made for walking, but appeared elegant and expensive. Even the styling of her long, blonde hair looked expensive. 

The large sunglasses and her hair being arranged so it covered most of her face made it hard to estimate her age. But it wasn’t hard to see the fear in her body language. Like the man, she also attempted to appear relaxed, but failed terribly. 

In a movement that was meant to be subtle, but was very obvious, she scanned the street behind her. Her gaze flowed over the café patrons, but she didn’t notice the man. Mainly because he was now leaning back in his chair, appearing completely engrossed in whatever was on his phone.

She hid a small shudder and started walking in our direction. 

“Maybe we should go in here, love.” Colin turned towards me. “They have a...”

I looked at Colin when he inhaled sharply. He was staring at the blonde woman who was now about three metres from us. His eyes were wide, his mouth slightly agape. “Olivia?”

The woman’s head jerked towards Colin and she froze. Her reaction mirrored Colin’s, just much stronger. She was now close enough for me to observe the micro-expressions on her face. Her eyebrows shot up above the top of her sunglasses and her mouth dropped open. “Jackson?”

All three of us stood frozen for five seconds. I registered a myriad expressions flittering across her face, but didn’t have time to process them. My concern was mostly with Colin, whose breathing had increased and whose hand had tightened around mine to the point of discomfort.

A vehicle honking behind us brought intense fear to Olivia’s face. She leaned to the side to look past us and gasped, her hand flying to cover her mouth. Colin and I turned around to see what she was looking at. It was a delivery vehicle, waiting to pass a group of tourists heading our way. None of the tourists exhibited any nonverbal cues that would elicit the response Olivia had had.

I turned back. “She’s gone.”

Colin took a few steps forward, his muscle tension increasing as he looked around the street for the terrified woman. She was nowhere to be seen. 

Everyone at the café tables was still chatting, giggling and arguing. But the man was no longer sitting at his table, pretending to be engrossed in his phone. He was gone too. I returned my attention to Colin. I’d never seen him this troubled about meeting someone from his past. 

He turned to me, regret, sadness and a deep concern etched on his face. “This cannot be good.”
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Colin inhaled for the fourth time and I wondered if once again he was going to lose his courage to tell the others about Olivia. After a long conversation last night, I had convinced him that the man sitting at the café and Olivia’s nonverbal cues of fear warranted disclosure. 

“But seriously, dude.” Vinnie took another freshly baked croissant, put it on his plate and then took another one. After the first breakfast in Émile’s villa, the chef had had to double the number of croissants he baked. His chest had puffed when Vinnie had threatened him with physical harm if there were not enough of these pastries. I’d not been surprised that he hadn’t been intimidated by Vinnie. The nine bodyguards who were on the premises were of the same size as, if not bigger than, my friend. He bit into the croissant and closed his eyes for a second. Then he glared at Colin. “Last night was going to be our big win. We were going to get to the last level of the game and you completely flaked out.”

“Yeah, it wasn’t pretty.” Francine lifted her porcelain coffee cup and raised one eyebrow. “You’re the one who got us to the door of the last level before. What happened last night? Everything okay?”

Colin looked at Manny. “No.”

“Oh, bloody hell.” Manny threw the starched linen napkin on the table. “What have you gotten yourself into this time, Frey? We’re supposed to take a break from all that rubbish.”

“I wasn’t looking for it, Millard.” Colin took a calming breath, held it and exhaled slowly. “I never expected to see Olivia again. And don’t interrupt me with questions. If Jenny hadn’t convinced me to tell you, I wouldn’t. It’s not something I’m proud of.”

Manny leaned back in his chair. “I’m listening.”

Everyone was listening. Vinnie had even put down the croissant he’d covered in cherry confiture. 

Manny, Francine, Vinnie, Roxy, Colin and I were currently sitting outside on the large veranda around a beautifully set breakfast table. Émile was busy with an early-morning conference call and hadn’t joined us for breakfast. Nikki was packing the last of her and Eric’s things and was late joining us at the table. 

The air was fresh, but the sun was already warming up the day. It was going to be another beautiful early autumn day in Hungary. The weather pleased me. The days were still warm enough to wear summer clothes, the early mornings and evenings only requiring a light sweater or jacket. 

From the forest at the end of the vast lawn, birds were greeting the day and two deer were nibbling at the fresh leaves of Émile’s flowering peonies. No one was paying attention to this. Everyone’s eyes were on Colin.

He pushed his hands through his hair. “Nineteen years ago, I was attending classes at Columbia University. I wasn’t registered at the university and I wasn’t working towards a degree, but I was interested in growing my knowledge base.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “That’s not important. After the first lecture, I met Olivia. Olivia Webster. She was the quintessential American girl next door. Blonde, blue eyes, great sense of humour, pretty, smart, an incredible love for life and genuine. Very genuine.”

Six months after Colin and I’d become romantically involved, he’d told me about Olivia. By then he’d known that I found it extremely difficult to conceal the truth. I’d told him that it would be most stressful to lie if someone were ever to ask me about this. He’d laughed and said no one ever would and had proceeded to tell me everything. The same regret I’d seen then was on his face now. 

“I was young and far too cocky. I’d known that no one ever succeeded in my line of work—”

“You mean stealing art?” Manny asked.

“—when they became emotionally involved with anyone, yet I didn’t walk away.” Colin turned away from Manny and faced the others. “Liv and I started talking after class and soon we were meeting for coffee. A year later, we were engaged.”

“What the fuck, dude!” Vinnie got up and pointed at Colin. “We’ve been friends for seventeen years and you never told me.”

“Or me.” Francine’s quiet voice emphasised the hurt visible on her face.

“Well, I for one think that you don’t have to tell everyone everything.” Roxy grabbed Vinnie’s hand and pulled him back into his chair. “What’s in the past is in the past.”

“Except when you meet your past in Szentendre.” Colin didn’t continue.

“Okay, so you saw her here.” Roxy lifted one shoulder. “What’s the big deal?”

“No, no, no.” Francine leaned forward and glared at Colin. “You’ll answer my question before you answer the questions of someone who’s wearing canvas shoes with designer pants.” She lifted her hand and held her palm almost in Roxy’s face when the latter inhaled to say something. Still glaring at Colin, she lowered her brow. “What happened to the engagement?”

“I broke it off three days before the wedding.”

“Dude!”

“Holy hell.”

“Shit, Colin.” Francine’s eyes were wide with shock. “You left her at the altar?”

“He didn’t.” I took Colin’s hand and squeezed it the way he did for me when I needed support. “He ended the relationship three days before.”

Francine leaned back in her chair. “That’s as good as leaving someone at the altar, girlfriend.” She looked at Colin. “Why?”

“I loved her.” His soft laugh held no humour. “And I didn’t want to hurt her. She knew me as Jackson Roanne, a young art dealer who travelled the world and had no permanent office or residence. Ten days before the wedding, someone I highly respected and who had taught me quite a few tricks of the trade died. In the six years I’d known him, I’d never known he had a family. His wife and three teenaged children found out after the funeral that everything they’d thought they’d known about my associate had been a lie.

“They discovered that the FBI had been investigating him and everything they’d owned was bought with ill-gotten gains. And that he’d had another wife. The second wife in turn also didn’t know anything about this wife and three children. Long story short, I took a good, hard look at my life and realised that I never wanted to be the cause of such devastating betrayal. Not for Liv.”

“Did you disappear or did you do this face to face?” Roxy sat unmoving. She was the newest member of this inner circle. Her openness and lack of judgement had helped her settle in and become well-respected within a very short time.

“This is the most difficult part.” Colin dropped his head back and closed his eyes for a few seconds. When he faced the group again, shame was now woven together with the regret on his face. “This is one of those actions in my life that I truly wish I could do over. I don’t know how I would handle something like that now, but definitely not the way I did. I left her a note.”

“Oh, God, Colin.” Francine put her hand over her mouth. Her eyes filled with tears. “That poor woman.”

Colin pressed his lips tightly together and nodded his head. I hated seeing him this distraught.

“You kept an eye on her, didn’t you?” Manny took Francine’s hand and interlaced their fingers.

“I did.” Colin swallowed once, pulled his shoulders back and looked at Manny. “I needed to make sure she was okay. And she was. Well, after about two months. The first weeks were terrible. She was devastated. The few times I saw her were from a distance, but it was easy to see that she’d lost weight, wasn’t sleeping well and generally just looked awful. I hated myself for being the cause of that.”

I knew why Colin despised causing someone else’s pain, but it wasn’t my story to tell either. I was just once again intrigued at how our life experiences influenced every part of our future. This event in his life was one of the reasons Colin had insisted on there being no secrets between us. It had also made him overly cautious about never being the cause of my distress. 

Colin laughed softly. “Then she got angry. I remember one day watching her shout at a taxi driver who’d nearly knocked her over. She ranted for almost ten minutes. That was when I knew she’d be okay.”

“But she never saw you again,” Manny stated.

“No.” Colin shook his head. “I stayed in New York for another four months before I left for Italy.”

“To continue your illustrious criminal career.”

“Which has no bearing on this specific discussion.”

“Don’t get your knickers all twisted up, Frey.” Manny waved his hand to dismiss the thought. “Most of those crimes you committed are way past their statutes of limitations. Unless you killed someone?”

Had I not been one of the top nonverbal communications experts in the world, I would not have caught Colin’s micro-expression of guilt. Sixteen years ago, Colin had broken into a museum’s conservation centre to retrieve a stolen painting. It had been at the beginning of his and Vinnie’s friendship. Vinnie had joined him to keep an eye out for the few security guards who lazily did their rounds. 

One of those guards had changed his route and had come across Vinnie. The older gentleman had been so startled by the huge, muscular man, clearly dressed as a burglar, that he’d had a heart attack. 

When CPR didn’t revive the old guard, Colin had phoned a detective at Scotland Yard who had been on his trail for a few months already—Manny. Colin had sent Vinnie away and waited for Manny. Once the paramedics had arrived, Manny had taken great pleasure in arresting Colin.

No sooner had they arrived at Scotland Yard than Interpol agents came and told Manny to hand Colin over to them. Manny had been livid and had promised Colin that their paths would cross again one day. Colin had told me this story three times and each time he smiled when he got to the part about their paths crossing. And each time his voice was full of irony as he called Manny his friend.

“Only the guard.” Colin’s face lost colour. “I’m responsible for his death.”

“You didn’t kill him, dude.” The corners of Vinnie’s mouth were turned down. “We’ve been over this many times. I’ve made peace with the fact that the old guy’s heart would’ve given out on him anyways. We were just at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Colin shook his head and raised one hand. “We’re discussing Olivia, not that.”

“Then discuss this Olivia,” Manny said. “Why are you telling us about this?”

“I saw her in Szentendre yesterday. After you guys left for lunch. I was looking at the artworks in one of the shop windows and when I turned around, there she was.”

“Where were you, Doc?”

“Next to Colin.” I had a lot to add to Colin’s story, but decided to wait for him to recount it his way. 

“Did she recognise you?” Francine asked.

“Immediately.” Colin’s hand tightened around mine. “She hasn’t changed much. Her hair is a bit longer and she seems shorter for some reason.”

“She was wearing flat-heeled shoes.”

“Please tell me they weren’t running shoes.” Francine said the last two words while glaring at Roxy. I recognised Francine’s attempt for what it was. She was trying to lighten the atmosphere.

I shook my head. “They were elegant leather shoes.”

“See!” Francine threw both hands in the air. “Beautiful women wear beautiful shoes.”

Roxy pressed her hand against her chest, her expression insincere affection. “You think I’m beautiful.”

Francine tried to control the smile pulling at the corners of her mouth and failed. She winked at Roxy and turned to Colin. “So why are you worried about seeing Olivia? I mean, it could just be coincidence, right?”

Manny made a show of straightening and slowly turned to Francine. “You, the queen of conspiracy theories, used the word ‘coincidence’.” He slumped back in his chair. “The end of the world is nigh.”

“I honestly don’t know what to think.” Colin raised both shoulders and shook his head. “The probability of seeing her in this tiny village in Hungary does seem unlikely. But the stuff Jenny saw is the real issue.”

Everyone turned to me. When I didn’t say anything, Francine snorted. “That’s your cue to continue the story, girlfriend.”

“Oh.” I looked at Colin. His lips were tightly pressed together, his eyes revealing his distress. He nodded and I turned back to the group. “I saw a man watching Olivia.”

Some of the tension left Colin’s face as he chuckled softly. “Tell them everything you saw, love.”

Experience had taught me that ‘everything’ didn’t always mean everything. I took a moment to decide which details of yesterday’s event were pertinent. “While Colin was looking at art in a shop window, I noticed a man sitting at a café trying to appear inconspicuous. He was watching Olivia.”

“Watching like a stalker or like a cop?” Vinnie asked.

“Not a stalker.” I shook my head. “There was a professional interest in the way he was observing her as she walked towards us. But he is only one of the reasons I’m concerned. When Olivia recognised Colin, I saw the typical emotions expected when a person comes across someone who’d caused you pain.” I stopped when both Francine and Roxy cleared their throats and glared at me. I frowned. “What?”

“They think you’re being insensitive, love.” Colin squeezed my hand. “Don’t worry about it. Tell them what you saw.”

“Fear.” Recalling Olivia’s mouth dropping open, her tense lips and the dread around her eyes brought a tightness to my chest. “The kind of fear someone displays when they believe their life is in imminent danger.”

“Before I could ask her anything, a delivery truck behind us made a noise. Jenny and I turned to look at the commotion and when we looked back, Liv had disappeared.”

“And the man watching her?” Manny asked.

“He must have followed her.” Colin looked at the villa door leading to the veranda. The muscle tension on his face relaxed as he smiled. Nikki was walking towards us with Eric on her hip. 

She tilted her head when no one said anything. “What’s going on here?”

“Did you pack everything, punk?” Vinnie got up and held out his hands towards Eric. But the baby wasn’t interested. He’d seen me and was leaning forward to get out of Nikki’s arms.

She walked around the table and stopped next to my chair. “Yes, I packed everything. I swear, it’s like packing for seventeen adults. This little monster needs more stuff than I ever did.”

Eric was almost horizontal in his attempt to reach me. I took a few calming breaths and pulled my hand from Colin’s. At Nikki’s enquiring expression, I nodded. “I’ll take him.”

Nikki laughed when Eric almost fell from her arms to get to me. It had taken me weeks before I felt comfortable holding Eric. I wrapped my hands around his ribcage and tried to settle him on my lap. He didn’t want that. He wiggled and turned until I allowed him to face me. 

My focus was now completely on the little person in my space. The others were telling Nikki that we’d been discussing our plans for the day once she’d left. She didn’t believe them. I didn’t care. Eric was staring straight at me with an intensity as if he could understand what he saw on my face. Like most non-neurotypicals, I almost never made eye contact and frequently avoided Eric’s curious gazes. Yet now I looked at him looking at me.

He wiggled to get closer and I relented, bringing him eye level with me, making sure he wasn’t close enough to put his mouth on me. The one time that happened, Colin had barely caught him in time when I’d gone in a total shutdown from the hot, wet saliva on my cheek. A small smile pulled at my mouth as I analysed the relaxed muscles around his eyes and mouth. He was happy and felt safe. A familiar warm feeling spread in my chest.

Eric opened his chubby hands and rested one on each of my cheeks. He lowered his head and I pulled away. A small frown marred his previously happy expression. I scowled at his mouth. “No kisses. No kisses.”

His corrugator supercilii muscles pulled his eyebrows even closer and I sighed. Hoping irrationally that he’d understood my repeated order, I moved closer. Immediately the muscles around his eyes and mouth relaxed once again. Not taking his eyes off me, he leaned forward and rested his forehead on mine, our eyes only two centimetres or so apart. 

I froze. Eric was a social baby and loved physical contact with everyone around the table. Yet there was something unique about this moment. I’d never observed him initiating such intimacy with anyone but Nikki. There was no conceivable way that Eric would be able to recall this moment, but I knew that allowing him this moment of affection would shape him as an adult. 

It was shaping me.

It felt like we sat like that for hours, but in reality it was less than sixty seconds when Eric relaxed in my hands and wiggled again until I settled him on my lap. That was when I realised it was quiet around the table. I looked up to see everyone staring at us.

Nikki was wiping tears from her eyes, Francine was taking photos with her smartphone and Vinnie was kissing Roxy’s curly hair. The gentle expressions of affection were the only reason I wasn’t alarmed. 

“That’s possibly the sweetest thing I’ve seen in my whole life.” Roxy leaned against Vinnie.

“And I got a few really good photos.” Francine swiped the screen of her smartphone. Her expression softened even more and she turned the screen towards Manny. “I think we should print this one and get it framed.”

“Ready for the road, Nikki?” Émile Roche came out of the house, carrying a laptop bag. “We’d better get going if we want to stop in Vienna for cake and coffee.” 

Émile’s light blue eyes sought Eric. The laughter lines around his eyes deepened when he saw the baby on my lap. At seventy years old, Émile was still very active. Margot, his wife of forty-four years, was just as active. She’d hurt her back playing tennis two weeks ago and returned to Strasbourg to their specialist. I imagined it was another reason Émile wanted to go back. His devotion to his wife and family was strong.

He walked to me and touched Eric’s cheek with the tip of his index finger. “You’re going to miss your auntie Genevieve, aren’t you?”

Eric smiled at Émile and rested his cheek against my chest. I stared at his fist tightly gripping my thumb. 

“I’m ready, Émile.” Nikki got up from her seat next to Francine. “Let me smooch everyone, grab my firstborn and we can blow this joint.”

Émile chuckled and shook his head. He had taken an immediate liking to Nikki and she to him. They’d spent most of the week talking about their shared love for old gangster movies. When they’d started quoting the movies, I’d stopped paying attention. It had become too difficult to determine when they were jesting, having a genuine conversation or trying to out-quote each other.

Ten minutes later, we were standing next to Émile’s bulletproof SUV. This vehicle and two just like it that would lead and follow Émile and Nikki were part of the argument she’d used to placate Vinnie and Manny. Both men had expressed their concerns over Nikki and Eric’s safety the moment she’d decided to go home early. The arguing had come to a climax last night. 

Roxy had been the one to remind everyone the reason why Émile was returning to Strasbourg. His daughter was giving birth to a boy and he would do everything in his power to arrive there safely. I had confirmed Émile’s sincerity when he’d said he considered Nikki as family and Eric as an honorary grandchild. I knew Nikki and Eric would be safe with him.

“You tell Pink he’d better listen to the doctor’s orders or I’ll put him back in hospital when I get home.” Vinnie gave Nikki another hug.

“I’ll tell him that.” Nikki walked to me. “And then he’ll kick your butt the next time we play Drestia.”

Pink was the IT technician of the GIPN team we frequently worked with. Similar to the SWAT teams in the US, the men and women on the French GIPN teams put their lives in danger on a daily basis. During our last big case, six months ago, Pink had been injured quite severely. He’d been in a coma for four and a half weeks before he started the very slow road to recovery.

Five weeks ago, he’d walked again for the first time. Francine had been there and had shown me the video she’d taken. I’d been deeply upset by the discomfort bordering on pain I’d observed on Pink’s face as he’d leaned heavily on the walking aid, slowly making his way towards the camera. Since then he’d worked extremely hard with his physiotherapist to strengthen his body. At first the doctors had said Pink would never walk again. Then they’d said he would always have difficulty walking, possibly always needing a walker or crutches. I didn’t know what the doctors’ latest prognosis was. Pink had proven them wrong the first time. I hoped he would do so again.

When he’d started making significant progress, a lot of arguments had erupted about where he would go once released from the inpatient rehabilitation facility he’d moved to after his long stay in the hospital. His team leader and best friend Daniel had insisted on Pink moving in with him, but everyone agreed Daniel’s modern apartment was not suited for someone in recovery.

Vinnie had announced that Pink would move in with us. On Vinnie and Nikki’s side of our joined apartments was an unoccupied room Vinnie used as his home gym. That same day he’d moved his equipment into his bedroom and got Nikki to help him arrange the room and take pictures to send to Pink.

No matter how much Pink insisted on going back to his own place, Vinnie would hear nothing of it. I’d grown tired of the constant bickering and had told Pink he would be wise to stay with us for a few weeks. There was more than enough space in our joined apartments and if ever I felt overwhelmed by the many people in my home, I would retire to my bedroom and lock my reinforced bedroom door. All three locks.

His micro-expressions when he’d agreed had been enlightening. He’d resisted out of concern for me and was relieved when I’d reassured him that he would be wise to make use of Vinnie and Nikki’s offered help. 

Three days after we’d arrived here at the villa, Pink’s doctors finally permitted him to go home. When he’d phoned to say he was being released, Vinnie had wanted to leave immediately. Nikki had convinced him that Pink already felt guilty for intruding in our space. Having Vinnie leave this long-awaited vacation would only exacerbate that guilt.

She hadn’t made any rational argument for her being the one to pick Pink up at the hospital and settle him into his new room. I still didn’t know her true reason for ending her vacation early to help Pink, but I was proud of her.
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