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      My estranged brother’s text message was about as welcome as an outbreak of crotch crabs. Actually, with the benefit of hindsight, I’d have preferred pubic lice. I didn’t like surprises. I especially didn’t like surprises involving my crazy family derailing my career plans.

      Before my phone heralded impending doom, I was in a buoyant mood. After months of hope and hard work, I, Angel Doyle, semi-reformed thief and accidental P.I., was about to realize my dream. I was in a rental car with my friend Sidney, speeding toward Zürich Airport. We were on our way to Florida and an all-expenses-paid P.I. training camp. In six months, Sidney and I would be fully qualified private investigators and full-time employees of the Omega Group, the supersecret international P.I. agency based in Nice, France, that my mother co-ran with her ex-husband.

      Scoring a job with the Omega Group was my dream come true—Sidney’s, too. And it was right within our grasp. Or it had been, until thirty seconds ago, when my phone had pinged with news of my brother Del’s latest imbroglio.

      “Hey, earth to Angel.” Sidney took one hand off the steering wheel and waved it in front of my face. “You feeling okay? Was the weapons-grade espresso I bought you too strong, even by your stomach-stripping standards?”

      I put my phone facedown on my lap and forced a smile. “The coffee’s fine. I’m just tired.”

      Sidney’s expression radiated skepticism. I didn’t blame him. Lacking his years at drama school, I sounded as believable as a politician denying a sex scandal. The sick sensation in my stomach turned into a cramp. I couldn’t drag Sidney into this mess. He’d be devastated if I told him I was considering skipping our flight. And if I told him why, he’d insist on accompanying me to Italy.

      His gaze lingered on me for an uncomfortable moment before he returned his attention to the snow-dusted motorway. “I get it. We’ve had an insane weekend.”

      This was the understatement of the millennium. Over the last couple of days, Sidney and I had battled a blizzard, vanquished violent criminals, and rescued a teenager from a literal ticking bomb. Our success in cracking our case had finally convinced my mother we’d make excellent additions to her team. She’d pulled strings to secure two last-minute places in a six-month P.I. boot camp.

      A boot camp that I might have to bail on.

      My fingers tensed around my phone, but I didn’t pick it up. I didn’t need to reread Del’s message. When his text had arrived, I’d stared at the screen so hard the words had seared into my brain with laser-like precision.

      
        
        Is what Dad says true? Are you some kind of P.I.? ’Cause I need your help. Monterosso al Mare, Italy. Life or death. Please come, sis. You’re the only one I can trust.

        Del xx

      

      

      Eight months of no contact, and now this mad missive? What on earth had my brother gotten himself into this time? And how did our father know about my P.I. experience? I hadn’t spoken to Dad in almost two years.

      Del and I were half-siblings and shared the dubious honor of a career criminal father. Dad was a low-level crook working for a mid-tier London gangster. Two years ago, I’d given evidence against my abusive ex-boyfriend—Dad’s boss’s son.

      Instead of supporting me, my paternal family had branded me a traitor.

      Following the fallout, Del had been the only one to keep in touch. I didn’t kid myself that he’d chosen my side. More likely, he’d simply forgotten that I was persona non grata. That would be typical of Del. He’d always been slow on the uptake. For months, he’d continued to include me in silly forwards and generic “Yo, whazzup?”–style messages. Nothing personal. Nothing that showed he cared.

      Earlier this year, he’d gone radio silent. I was hurt, but not surprised. I assumed he’d finally gotten the memo. Eight months had passed, and my brother hadn’t responded to my attempts to get in touch.

      Until today.

      What’s that trite saying? Be careful what you wish for? Yeah. Totally that.

      Sidney flipped the indicator and filtered into the lane for the Zürich Airport exit. “We’ll have enough time to grab breakfast before our flight. Seeing as we checked in online and just have carry-on baggage, all we need to do is drop off the rental car and get through security.”

      Our lack of baggage wasn’t planned. The Swiss assignment had wrapped up yesterday, leaving us no time to get back to our house in France to pack our stuff. We’d buy clothes once we reached the US. Until then, we each had a small backpack with essentials. The idea of an imminent shopping trip thrilled the fashion-conscious Sidney. All I cared about was weather-appropriate clothing, regardless of my location.

      I closed my eyes and tried to rally my racing thoughts. There were several explanations for Del’s message. Few reflected well on my brother. None boded well for me.

      The most likely scenario was that Del had fallen afoul of a London gang and fled to Italy to hide out. Depending on what sort of scam he’d pulled, it might be the life-or-death situation he described. Or he might simply be on a drug-fueled high.

      Memories of past Del disasters flashed before me like a Worst-Of clip collection. The dude was a bona fide mayhem magnet. Take the time he’d forgotten a sports bag full of cash on the London Underground, necessitating a trip to Morocco to outrun his gangster boss. Or the art gallery heist when he’d mistaken an unmarked police vehicle for his getaway car. Del’s life was a litany of calamities worthy of an Oscar-winning slapstick comedy. The best part? He had a tendency to drag others into his disaster du jour. Today, it was apparently my turn.

      Sidney took the exit, and the airport buildings loomed into view—gray and snow-dipped against the pale blue sky. I had to decide what to do, but my heart beat so fast I could barely breathe, let alone think. I prided myself on my ability to keep my head, but my nerves were shot after yesterday. In the space of twenty-four hours, I’d survived an ambush, two explosions, and a shoot-out. No wonder my fight-or-flight mode was permanently on.

      I inhaled slowly and held my breath, allowing my stomach to expand. All I’d wanted was to wish my brother a happy birthday. I’d assumed he’d ignore my text, just as he’d ignored all the others I’d sent him over the last eight months. I hadn’t expected my message to generate such a response.

      With a controlled exhale, I picked up my phone and began to type. Then I stopped, my thumb hovering over the delete button. Knowing Del, it’d require several incoherent replies for me to decipher the mess he’d landed himself in on this occasion. Calling was the smarter move.

      The connection went straight to voicemail. Frustrated, I made a couple more attempts. When I received voicemail for the third time, I released a silent sigh. I loathed leaving voice messages, but it seemed I had no choice. I kept it terse and to the point. “Hey, I got your text. Call me back ASAP.”

      Aware of Sidney sitting beside me, I tried to keep my voice neutral. I needn’t have bothered. My friend had an unerring ability to pick up on other people’s emotions, and he was particularly good at reading mine.

      He glanced my way, a crease marring his otherwise smooth forehead. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” Catching his pointedly raised eyebrow, I amended my statement. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      The crease in his forehead deepened. “That sounds ominous. Who are you trying to call? Your mother? Is there a problem with the boot camp?”

      “There’s no problem with the course.” Or there wouldn’t be, if I got on that plane.

      I massaged my temples and ran through my options. Could I drive to Italy, find Del, and then fly to Florida before class started? Unlikely. However, I could book a flight from an Italian airport and fly out tomorrow. I’d be a day late, but I’d plead a family emergency. Depending on whatever Del was embroiled in, it wouldn’t be a lie.

      When Sidney pulled into a space in the rental car company’s parking lot, I still hadn’t heard from my brother. The concern that had gnawed at me since I’d first read his message had morphed into a full-blown, bile-inducing panic. An icy trickle of sweat slithered down my spine. What should I do? Drop everything and run to Del’s rescue? For all I knew, he’d been out of it when he’d composed that text. It had the hallmarks of a bad trip. But what if he was in genuine danger?

      Sidney unbuckled his seat belt. “We’d better get moving. A shuttle bus to the terminal leaves in five minutes.”

      Fear had switched on my stomach’s high-speed spin cycle. I reached into the space under the dashboard computer and groped for the key fob. My fingers closed around it with white-knuckled strength, mainly to stop them from shaking. Drug-fueled hoax or not, my brother’s message had pushed me close to a panic attack. Why was my reaction this intense? Del and I had been close as kids, but we’d drifted apart by our late teens, long before he’d gone no-contact eight months ago. Old times’ sake? A stronger sibling bond than I’d assumed we shared? A premonition of danger?

      Still clutching the key, I climbed out of the car.

      Sidney leaned into the boot and took out our backpacks, unfurling to his full height. He was so much taller than me—not that beating my five feet two was difficult. His skinny frame made him appear even taller than his six feet two. He had an angular face with enormous blue eyes, a straight nose, and cheekbones sharp enough to cut granite. His were the sort of uniquely striking looks that’d fit right in on a Paris runway.

      He shrugged his backpack over his shoulders and handed me mine, examining one of my loose curls. “I know you’re not convinced, but I love your natural shade.”

      “Don’t you mean my unnatural natural shade?” I quipped. “Dying my hair back to strawberry blond hardly embraces Mother Nature.”

      In a fit of drunken celebration before we left for Florida, I’d allowed Sidney to dye my hair, changing my curls back to something resembling my natural color for the first time in a decade. His handiwork thrilled him. I felt uncomfortably seen. Until I’d woken up this morning and seen my reflection through sober eyes, I hadn’t realized how much my dyed hair was part of my self-defense strategy. A reaction I’d ponder later, when I had time to navel-gaze.

      He nudged me with my backpack, bringing me back to the here and now. “Why don’t you check the car for anything we forgot? I’ll drop off the key.”

      I took my backpack from Sidney’s outstretched hand, but I didn’t release my grip on the key. For all Del’s faults, I couldn’t abandon him. Even if it meant temporarily abandoning my course.

      “I’m sorry, mate,” I blurted. “Something’s come up. I’ll catch a later flight and join you tomorrow.”

      This time, both of Sidney’s blond eyebrows arched into his shock of fair hair. “Are you serious? What’s so important that you need to ditch the flight at the last second?”

      I swallowed past a painful lump in my throat. “I’ll tell you once I’ve dealt with it. Promise.”

      “Not good enough, Angel. You’ve been angling for this opportunity ever since we moved to Nice. Why would you bail on the chance to train to be a private investigator?” Concern tinged his tone, but his stare was so intense it felt like a mind probe.

      I shifted my weight from one leg to the other, dropping my gaze from Sidney’s confused face to my scuffed boots. “I’m sorry,” I repeated. “I’m bailing on this flight, not on the course. I’ll catch a later flight.”

      “Does your sudden change of mind have anything to do with that text message you got in the car? Who were you trying to call?”

      I moved to the driver’s side of the rental car without meeting his eye. “I’ll tell you all about it when I get to Florida. The cocktails are on me.”

      “You can’t just leave with no explanation, Angel. And what about the rental contract? The car’s due back now.”

      “I’ll call them later. Don’t worry. I’ll cover the extra cost.”

      His sigh expressed exasperation. “The cost isn’t my concern. You’re stressed, and I want to know why. No way you’d willingly turn your back on the opportunity to take this P.I. boot camp.”

      “I’m not quitting the course. I’m just not catching this flight.” If I looked at him, I’d burst into tears.

      I’d only known Sidney since July, but the situations we’d been through since our first encounter had made us close. Well, as close as I allowed myself to get to anyone. Regardless, he was a friend. A good friend. Probably the best friend I’d ever had.

      Which was why I couldn’t tell him the truth. Sidney would never let me go to Italy on my own. He’d insist on tagging along to help, even though he wanted to be a professional P.I. just as badly as I did. My showing up a day late for our boot camp was a major no-no. For all I knew, I’d get the proverbial middle finger and find myself on the next flight back to France. I couldn’t let Sidney share that risk.

      On impulse, I closed the space between us and hugged him tight. He smelled of shampoo, posh scent, and dependability. My tight shoulders relaxed, and a comforting warmth replaced the icy tension.

      And then the text message flashed through my mind in glowing neon letters—a garish reminder of what I had to do.

      I broke the embrace and stepped back, my cheeks growing warm. I didn’t do physical affection. My sudden desire to hug Sidney had to be caused by stress.

      Sidney stared down at me, agog and slightly pink. He affected a laugh. “Angel Doyle engaging in a PDA? The Apocalypse must be nigh.”

      “Not quite.” I shifted my weight from one leg to the other. “I’ll call you when you land in Florida and let you know when I’ll arrive. It’ll be tomorrow at the latest.”

      Without waiting for a response, I leaped into the car and started the engine, neatly reversing out of our space and speeding toward the exit. In the rearview mirror, Sidney watched me go for a second, hands in his hair, mouth open. Then his lips formed words I couldn’t hear. He ran after the car, waving for me to stop.

      Doubt crept over me. Did I want to face the Del situation on my own? No. How likely were Sidney and I to miss the start of our course if I booked us seats on a flight out of Italy this evening? Depending on the connections, we could still make it.

      I switched my foot to the brake, about to press down on the pedal when my phone pinged with an incoming text. My innards lurched, and my clammy palms grew clammier. Ignoring road safety regulations, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and scanned the screen.

      
        
        Can’t talk right now. Not alone. Can’t give deets. I think my phone’s hacked. Remember our hideout when we were kids? Meet me at the place that looks like it. Four p.m., Italian time. Come alone. No cops.

      

      

      Our hideout? But that was in London. What place in Monterosso, a town I’d never been to, resembled the abandoned shed we’d transformed into our childhood fort? A shaft of unease pierced the dented armor of my self-control. The first message might have resulted from a bad trip, but the second? No. Del was in trouble.

      I tossed the phone onto the passenger seat and took a last look in the rearview mirror. Sidney was still running after me, a lanky blond blob growing smaller by the second. If Del was in genuine danger, no way was I involving my friend. Blinking back tears, I hit the gas.
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      It was three-thirty when I spotted the first signpost for Monterosso al Mare. The navigation system’s prediction of a six-and-a-half-hour drive had become a lie two hours ago, and my anxiety was at an all-time high. Heavy snowfall in Switzerland had slowed me down. Although the weather had improved markedly once I’d neared the Swiss-Italian border, the likelihood of making it to the mysterious meeting point by four was dwindling with each sharp twist of the mountain road.

      My gaze flitted to the cloud-dappled baby-blue sky. Sidney was on a plane, heading to sunny Florida—a plane I should’ve been on. I didn’t regret ditching him at the airport. That decision fell into the being mean to be kind category. Putting my place in the P.I. boot camp in jeopardy was one thing. Wrecking Sidney’s chance to attend was out of the question.

      Plus, there was the prickly matter of my mother. My French maman and I didn’t have the easiest relationship. It had taken persuasion, hard work, and a dash of ingenuity to persuade her to give Sidney and me a shot as private investigators. When she found out I’d skipped my flight, she’d be livid. I had to make it to Florida before she discovered I’d gone AWOL. Otherwise, she’d rescind the offer of a job at the Omega Group, chuck me out of her villa, and send me packing back to London.

      So, no, I didn’t regret abandoning Sidney, but that didn’t stop me from wishing he were here now. Between us, we had a knack for slotting puzzle pieces of information into the right places. We’d found ourselves in a series of hairy situations during the four months of our friendship, and we’d always gotten out of them together.

      This time, I was on my own.

      The mountain road narrowed into a blade-sharp curve, forcing me to hit the brakes. For the next few minutes, I shelved all thoughts of the Del situation and concentrated on avoiding an accident. After a steep climb, I caught my first glimpse of the sea, glistening a glorious blue green in the sunlight. From this point on, the road meandered down to sea level and the tiny streets of Monterosso.

      Between bouts of worrying about my brother, I’d used the drive to Italy to extend the lease on the rental car and research my destination. Thanks to my phone’s trusty voice assistant, I’d gleaned the essentials, even if no app could figure out where in the town resembled our childhood hideout. Monterosso was the most populous of the five coastal villages that formed Cinque Terre, a picturesque national park on the Italian Riviera. The park was popular with hikers, who used the old mule trails along the cliffs to walk from town to town. A robust train service connected the five towns, and a frequent ferry operated during the summer months. Car traffic was restricted, and many areas were pedestrian-only.

      Seeing as it was November and low tourist season, I had no trouble finding a space in the public parking lot on the seafront. I climbed out of the car and inhaled the welcome salty tang of the sea. Although the weather was warmer than in Switzerland, few people braved the Mediterranean Sea in November. The only swimmers on the beach today were a hardy pair of body surfers and a playful Labrador paddling in the surf.

      Even after months of living in Nice, I hadn’t lost my love of the Med. Now I was seeing it from a different angle—from the Italian coast as opposed to the French. While the Med had the same distinctive colors, the rest of the scenery differed from Nice. Monterosso was comprised of groups of brightly colored buildings dotting the hillside and rolling down to the shore. Further along the craggy coastline, a cluster of colorful facades clung to the cliff. This must be Vernazza, the second of the five towns. Cinque Terre was famed for its dramatic coastline, complete with steep cliffs and invisible inlets. No wonder the area had once been as popular with pirates as it was with smugglers today.

      I narrowed my focus to my immediate surroundings. The parking lot was in Fegina, a village amalgamated into Monterosso that was now referred to as the new town. A pedestrian tunnel linked the new town with the old—I could just make out the start of the tunnel at the end of the seafront. On either side of the car park, the beach stretched until it reached jagged outcroppings of rock. The street parallel to the beach boasted a plethora of brightly painted shops, cafés, restaurants, and the town’s train station.

      Sweat beaded on the back of my neck, and a prickly feeling crept over my shoulders. I’d experienced this sensation before. Someone was watching me. 

      My heartbeat kicked up a notch. My chest tight, I spun around, my gaze darting from side to side. There weren’t many people about. A few kids and their parents hung out at a small beachside playground. An elderly couple walked an equally elderly dachshund down the beach. One or two delivery bikes whizzed by. No one paid me the slightest attention.

      I had to get a grip and can the paranoia. Whatever mess Del was in, no one knew who I was. All the same, I couldn’t shake the persistent prickle of unease. What if Del was in genuine danger? And if so, was I walking into a trap unarmed? Sidney and I had planned to take only carry-on with us on the flight to Florida, so I had no weapons with me, not even my trusty Swiss Army knife. Regardless, I had to act fast. I had ten minutes left to interpret Del’s cryptic message and locate a place that looked like our childhood hideout. And I hadn’t a clue where to start.

      I took a deep breath of salty air and willed my racing thoughts into a game plan. My best bet was to stop at the shops and cafés facing the beach. I had no idea why my brother was in Monterosso or how long he’d been here. But if Del had stayed for any length of time, the locals would remember him. He was that kind of guy. They’d have chatted with him, gotten drunk with him, or banned him from their premises.

      Before embarking on my quest to track down my idiot brother, I swapped the fugly orange winter coat I’d worn on my Swiss assignment for a lighter jacket. Then I dumped the contents of my backpack into the boot, grabbing a protein bar, a water bottle, and my purse. The energy bar—cookies and cream flavor—was a gag gift from my other roommate, Luc. He was an experienced private investigator for the Omega Group, the alpha male to Sidney’s beta, and my secret crush. Horrified by my taste in sweet treats, Luc had presented me with a selection pack of protein bars based on popular chocolate bar flavors. He’d expected me to react with revulsion. Instead, I’d promptly eaten one and packed the rest for my flight.

      I shoved my loot into my jacket pockets and locked the car. It was time to find Del, sort out whatever mess he’d gotten himself into, and book the next available flight to Florida.

      Across the street, my determination faltered when I registered all the Closed signs. I’d blanked the fact that many businesses took an extended afternoon break. Most places would be open again by five, but I couldn’t wait that long. I needed insta-info about my brother and tumbledown sheds.

      The door to a yellow-painted shopfront swung open, and a glorious wave of freshly ground coffee wafted out. The looping cursive letters over the door read Gelateria Arturo. I wasn’t in the mood for ice cream or coffee, but at least this joint appeared to be open.

      I nodded at the dark-haired woman and toddler exiting the gelateria, the child clutching a small cone. The mother held the door for me. “Grazie,” I said and stepped inside.

      The ice cream parlor was like being whisked back to the 1950s. Vintage posters of Italian advertisements decorated the walls, and an old-fashioned soda fountain dominated the counter that ran along the side of the room. At the back, an enormous coffee machine glugged and hissed behind a display of every conceivable ice-cream flavor. Two old guys sat at a table near the ice cream display, a chessboard between them, brows furrowed in concentration. One man wore an apron with Arturo embroidered over the left breast pocket. This must be the proprietor of the establishment. His opponent was a nondescript guy in his seventies whose drab gray clothes matched his drab gray hair.

      Neither man looked up when I came in, so I concentrated on the only other person in the room—a perky blonde with jangly loop earrings and a cleavage-baring uniform. I guessed the outfit was intended to match the ’50s theme, but the tight bodice and thigh-skimming swing skirt made it look more like a sex shop costume.

      The blonde glanced up from the table she was clearing and peered at me through eyelashes so thick it looked like twin centipedes had adhered to her eyelids. “Buongiorno.”

      I was still on the fence about the best attack strategy, so I winged it. Thankfully, Italian was a language I spoke with reasonable fluency. I launched into a jumbled explanation about an appointment with my brother at a falling-down shed, location unknown.

      The blonde blinked her furry lashes and curved her bubblegum-pink lips into a smile. “You can speak English,” she said with a pronounced Australian accent. “Major whew. My Italian still sucks donkey balls.”

      Despite my elevated stress levels, I cracked a laugh. “I take it you weren’t hired for your linguistic skills, then?”

      She grinned, transforming her heart-shaped face from plain to pretty. “Arturo hired me for my boobs.” She turned to her boss. “Isn’t that right, Arturo?”

      Keeping his eyes on the game, Arturo emitted a grunt that could’ve meant anything from outraged denial to hearty assent.

      The woman rolled her eyes and carried her tray behind the ice cream display. “I’m Barbie, by the way,” she threw over her shoulder. “I only understood bits of what you said in Italian. Something about your brother?”

      “Yeah. I’m supposed to meet him.” I checked my watch. “Right about now, actually. Problem is, I don’t know where.”

      Barbie pursed her bubblegum lips. “That’s a conundrum. Any clues?”

      “Can you think of a tumbledown cottage or shed near here? Bonus points if it has a resident rat.”

      She snorted a laugh. “Are you sure you’re not looking for my ex’s place? Seriously, though, the hills are littered with abandoned settlements. Take any of the hiking trails, and you’ll encounter several. They’re practically a tourist attraction.”

      I bit back a groan. Trust Del to pick a meeting point I’d struggle to find. I sifted through my memories. Was there anything about our hideout that made it stand out? The whole point of the place was that no one went there.

      As my mind worked overtime, my gaze fixed on the gleaming red coffee machine. Above it hung a crumpled rogues’ gallery of Do Not Serve ex-patrons, ranging from a dog-eared photo of a dude named Pietro taken circa 1960 to a laser-printed snapshot of a very familiar face.

      My heart performed a thump and roll. Trademark cocky grin, mop of strawberry-blond curls, and faded T-shirt with the logo of his long-defunct teenage band. What on earth had my brother done to get banned from a gelateria? And why was his unofficial mugshot labeled with the name Jimmy?
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      My eyes bugged so hard I thought they’d burst out of my sockets. I jabbed a finger at the photos. “The bloke in the last picture. The one called Jimmy. Do you know him?”

      Barbie regarded my brother’s photograph with bored disinterest. “Oh, yeah. Everyone knows Jimmy—he’s barred from every bar in Monterosso. He’s a bit of a lad, if you know what I mean.”

      Yeah, I knew exactly what she meant. My brother Del—or Jimmy, as he was apparently calling himself in Italy—had an unerring knack for getting into fights and riling the wrong people. And if he’d had time to get banned from every establishment that served booze, he’d been in Monterosso for a while.

      “Do you know where Jimmy hangs out these days?” I aimed for nonchalance, but, once again, my lack of acting talent produced the opposite effect on my audience.

      Barbie’s furry eyelashes flattened. She treated me to a suspicious scrutiny before examining the photographs on the wall. “You’re as red-haired and freckled as that drongo. Don’t tell me Jimmy’s your brother?”

      Should I admit to being related to a guy she clearly held in low regard? But what was the point of lying about our relationship? I didn’t have to reveal Del’s real name.

      Mind made up, I shot her a rueful smile. “Guilty as charged. I’m supposed to meet him, and the daft sod sent me a rough description of where, but no address.” I rolled my eyes. “Totally in character.”

      And totally true, even if I’d left out the reason for Del’s message.

      Barbie shook her head. “Jimmy’s a character. I can give you his address. It’s the same as mine. But he’s pulling your leg about the hovel part. We live at the Villa Margherita.”

      She said the name like it meant something. Which it presumably did, just not to me. “Wait, back up a sec. You live with D—” I performed a rapid course correction. “With my brother?”

      “Not in the same apartment.” Barbie’s tone held just the right amount of aghast. “He and Dani live downstairs. I think her uncle owns the property?”

      Who in the wide world was Dani? Del’s latest girlfriend? “That makes sense,” I replied, improvising fast. “I can’t see that pair affording anywhere fancy.”

      “Theirs is the smallest apartment at the villa,” Barbie conceded, “but it’s still a gem of a place. Dani says they’re allowed to live there until she goes back to work and they can afford a place of their own again.”

      This tale stank worse than rotting fish. Why was Dani out of work? How was Del earning his crust? And were my brother and his current squeeze squatters? It wouldn’t be the first time Del had made himself at home without an invitation, and it could explain his current predicament. But would a homeowner, however irate, threaten to kill the people occupying his property? Seemed a tad extreme.

      My skepticism must have shown on my face. “Are they hoping to stay at the villa permanently?” Barbie asked, misinterpreting my train of thought. “Maybe they can negotiate an affordable rent agreement with Dani’s uncle.”

      “I’m not sure what their long-term living plans are. Do you know them well?”

      Barbie considered before answering. “I know Dani better than Jimmy, but we’re not close. I’ve taken her to the hospital a few times because they don’t have a car. Jimmy can hardly drive her all the way to Levanto on his Vespa.”

      “Hardly,” I murmured, not having a clue what she was talking about, nor why the unknown Dani needed to go to the hospital. Rehab?

      “And I see them at our weekly potluck dinners,” Barbie continued. “If you’re visiting them at the villa, they’re sure to drag you along this evening. Speaking of the villa…” She drew an order pad out of her skirt pocket, scribbled on it in an expansive cursive, and tore the sheet free. “Here’s the address. You can wow Jimmy with your detective skills.”

      I reeled back, momentarily baffled. “How do you know about my detective skills?”

      “You solved the puzzle and figured out his address.” Barbie winked at me. “No need to mention I helped.”

      My heart rate settled back to normal. My paranoia was out of control. Barbie couldn’t possibly know the contents of my brother’s message. And she definitely didn’t know he was in danger. “Oh, yeah. That. Thanks for the address.” I took the piece of paper and pivoted to leave.

      “Hey, wait a sec,” Barbie called. “You never told me your name.”

      Good point. What was my name? The panic crept over me again. What was I supposed to say? I didn’t even know Del’s fake surname. “Kimmy,” I blurted, kicking myself before I’d uttered the final syllable.

      Barbie’s furry lashes slow-blinked. “Jimmy and Kimmy? Are you two twins?”

      I’d already told one lie, and I was too tired to come up with a better alias. “What can I say? Our parents liked rhyming names.”

      She pondered this a moment, then nodded. “I thought Barbie was a bad name. Parents, eh?”

      “Indeed.” I forced a smile. “See you around, Barbie.”

      She grinned. “If I know Jimmy and Dani, I’ll see you again in a couple of hours. We love our weekly potlucks.”

      Back on the street, I checked the address she’d given me. It was four-fifteen, and I was no wiser about where Del wanted us to meet. Was Barbie’s hunch correct? Was Del’s message his attempt at being clever? Had my brother meant I should meet him at a place the polar opposite of our childhood hideout? I pulled out my phone and reread Del’s most recent message. Enlightenment failed to materialize.

      I hit the call button.

      A wave of relief washed over me when it didn’t instantly connect to voice mail, but when there was no answer, my optimism dimmed. I was on the verge of hanging up when a gruff “Who is this?” came through the speaker.

      My internal danger alarms switched to red alert. This man had spoken Italian and sounded a couple of decades older than my brother. Where was Del? And who had his phone?

      “Who are you?” I demanded in Italian, my voice wobbling along with the rest of me. “I want to talk to Jimmy.”

      “You must be the sister.” The man switched to excellent English with a touch of the East End of London and the barest trace of an Italian accent. I could practically hear the sneer on his face. “Go home, little girl. Or your brother’s as good as dead. And if you call the cops, you and the girl are dead, too.”

      Before I could deliver a bruising retort, the man disconnected. Stunned, I stared at the screen, breathing hard. What now? If the stranger had Del’s phone, he must have Del. That meant wherever Del had intended to meet me was no longer safe.

      I stared ahead, unseeing. When my eyes finally focused, they fixed on the sign above the police station, just a few doors down from Arturo’s ice cream parlor. Should I ignore the man’s warnings and go to the cops?

      A prickling awareness trickled down my spine. Someone was watching me. And this time, I wasn’t being paranoid.

      I reached into my pocket, searching for my trusty pepper spray or my Swiss Army knife. And came up empty. I had no self-defense tools due to air travel regulations. My heart thumped sluggishly against my ribs.

      In one fluid movement, I swung around to confront the person tailing me. But there was no one there. The closest people to me were a couple of kids cruising down the pavement on skateboards. They didn’t spare me a glance when they zoomed past. An old man smoking a pipe sat on a bench opposite, facing the sea. Unless he had eyes in the back of his head, he wasn’t spying on me.

      I breathed in deeply. This skittishness had to stop. It wasn’t like me to freak out about every little thing. If I wanted to track down my brother, I had to keep my cool.

      I squared my shoulders and cast a long look at the police station. I had a rocky history with law enforcement and a deep distrust of cops. Which made my decision to become a P.I. even more ironic. Or perhaps it explained it. That was a question to ponder when I didn’t have a missing brother to locate.

      Seeing as the mysterious meeting point was a no-go, I’d head to the villa and speak to Del’s girlfriend, Dani. Maybe she could shed light on whatever jam he was in. And she deserved to know some rando was making threats against her.

      With steadier fingers than I’d had since Del’s text had hit my phone this morning, I plugged the villa’s address into my phone’s map app. Like many Italian addresses, Villa Margherita had a street name listed, but no house number. Once the app guided me to Via Garibaldi, I’d have to figure out the rest of the way on my own.

      As it happened, I didn’t have a problem finding Del’s Italian residence. The walk to the villa took less than twenty minutes—Monterosso was a small town. I followed my phone’s directions away from the touristy seafront and up a steep road into a leafy residential area. And by steep, I mean the sort of slope where if you trip, you don’t have far to fall before you face-plant.

      The higher I climbed, the larger the houses, and the more land each house occupied. When the residences boasted swimming pools and fancy mosaic name signs, I figured I had to be close. Villa Barbara, Villa Orizzonte, Villa Gia…how many villas could one small town have? I was out of breath and contemplating shedding my jacket when I spotted Del’s place.

      Villa Margherita was concealed behind a pair of enormous wooden gates framed by high stone walls and lush foliage. I could just make out the gently sloping terracotta roof. An intercom with six doorbells was positioned underneath the mosaic name sign, presenting me with a dilemma. Some nameplates listed the occupants’ family name. Others had only an apartment number. Barbie hadn’t mentioned the surname Del was using in Italy, and I hadn’t thought to ask.

      K. Heaton and B. Drake occupied one apartment—presumably Barbie and her flatmate. At least I could eliminate one of the six as a possibility. I similarly discarded S. and R. Ventimiglia and M. Bianchi as nonstarters. That left me with the three apartments labeled only by number—one, five, and six respectively. 

      Barbie had said Del and Dani lived in the smallest of the villa’s apartments. Would that make theirs one or six? My fingertip moved back and forth before I jabbed on one. For a full minute, nothing happened. I was dithering between pressing a second time or trying the bell for apartment six when the intercom crackled into life.

      “If you’re Tommaso, I’m not home. If you’re a debt collector, I’m dead. But if you’re delivering pizza, I’ll roll out the red carpet.” The voice was male, posh, and decidedly British.

      “I’m not Tommaso,” I said in English. “Or a debt collector. Or, regrettably, a pizza delivery.”

      “Then why are you cluttering up my airwaves?” the man snapped waspishly. “No, the villa is not open for tours. No, it won’t be open for tours tomorrow or any day this side of the apocalypse. What is wrong with people? Why can’t you all leave me alone?”

      “I’m happy to leave you alone. I’m here to visit Jimmy and Dani and hit your doorbell by mistake. Can you please buzz me in?”

      “Buzz you in? A perfect stranger? What if you’re here to steal my hydrangeas?” His outrage rose with each word.

      This man was deranged. “I’m not here to steal your hydrangeas. Do hydrangeas even bloom in November? Look, all I want is for you to let me in or let me know which doorbell is Jimmy’s.”

      “Stay right where you are,” the voice barked. “I’m coming down.”

      I wasn’t convinced I wanted this rude dude coming anywhere near me. On the other hand, he might open the gate and then I could make a run for it and find Dani’s place. I looked around for a potential weapon, but no conveniently placed stout stick presented itself.

      A moment later, rusty bolts were drawn back, and the gates opened a fraction. A thin bearded face peered through the crack, blinking at me from behind a pair of orange-tinted spectacles. He darted a glance up and down the street, then opened the gates. “Hurry. We don’t want anyone slipping in unnoticed.”

      The man had to be completely barmy. All the same, this was my chance to get inside the villa’s grounds. I hopped across the threshold and found myself in a gravel courtyard complete with a fountain and a discreet entrance to an underground garage.

      He slammed the gates shut, bolted them securely, and turned to face me. Seeing him in his entirety did nothing to assuage my impression that my new acquaintance was off his rocker. He wore battered leather sandals and a dirty silk kimono that looked as though it had survived a nuclear war. His few remaining tufts of graying dark hair clung greasily to his scalp, and his bushy, silver-flecked beard and sideburns grew in the unkempt style last favored by 80s conspiracy theorists.

      While I’d given him the once-over, he’d treated me to the same. Judging by the twitch of his nostrils, I’d failed his inspection as surely as he’d failed mine.

      “Jocelyn Dingus-Cockett,” he snapped. “And you are?”

      “Jimmy’s sister, Kimmy.”

      The fake name had been borne out of desperation, but I was getting curiously attached to it, particularly its effect on others.

      Jocelyn’s steel wool eyebrows shot into his receding hairline. “Jimmy and Kimmy?” He infused each syllable with just the right amount of contempt.

      “Jocelyn Dingus-Cockett?” I shot back. “In the contest for worst names, I’d say we’re about even.”

      I expected him to take exception, but he merely shrugged. “You may have a point.”

      I turned and looked up at the villa. It was bigger than I’d expected for a building divided into six apartments and three floors tall. “Can you tell me which is Jimmy and Dani’s door?”
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