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“Doctor Lenard! I want to speak to Doctor Genevieve Lenard! Where is she? The Red Sea is the warmest sea in the world! Doctor Lenard!”

I looked away from the computer monitors to glare at the glass doors to my left. The doors separating my viewing room from the team room had been sealed. Now they were slightly ajar, allowing the yelling to distract me. 

“Doctor Lenard! You need me! Doctor Lenard!” The loud voice belonged to a young person. That much was clear to me. I rolled my shoulders to stretch the taut trapezius muscles in my neck. 

My room was set up for maximum comfort and efficiency when viewing video footage. The glass doors had been specially fitted to seal so I could work in a soundproof—and uninterrupted—environment. I only went into the team room for meetings, which I often experienced to be chaotic, the constant digression a vexing waste of time. 

More yelling ensued, but it was the lack of emotion, and the increase in volume of the young voice that completely drew my attention away from my work. I sighed and shook my head angrily. This disturbance was most unwelcome. The case I was working on was much more pressing than a stranger seeking me out and reciting strange geographical facts. 

In front of me, ten monitors were arranged in a curve, filled with information we had gathered on Dukwicz. The notorious international assassin had evaded capture for more than a year. Not only had he killed people without remorse, he had terrorised me inside my own apartment and had stolen three clocks I had highly valued until he’d touched them.

It didn’t matter that he had returned those clocks to my apartment. I had seen that action for what it was—an intimidation technique. It hadn’t worked. If anything, it had made us more determined to find him. 

His weakness for timepieces might very well be the key to catching him. Two days ago, Vinnie had heard from one of his contacts about a man offering to beat up non-paying clients for a fee or for a valuable timepiece. It was the latter form of payment that made me take notice.

Vinnie, the most intimidating member of our team, had convinced his contact to divulge information on how he had heard of this service, and how to get in touch with the service provider we suspected was Dukwicz. I had learned early on to never question Vinnie’s methods in gaining information. It caused me much less mental distress not knowing.

“Doctor Lenard! I want to speak to you! Japan has six thousand eight hundred and fifty-two islands!” The yelling was much closer now, possibly in the hallway outside my viewing room. Movement in the team room drew my attention. Through the glass doors, I watched Vinnie get up from the round table used for our meetings and walk towards the hallway.

Manny, an Interpol agent and the only law enforcement individual on our team, followed Vinnie to the hallway. Manny was the oldest and was in constant conflict with the other team members who were not known to be law-abiding citizens. Yet he was the first to defend us. Aggressively, if needed.

I turned back to my computer and ten monitors. I had full confidence in Manny and Vinnie handling this situation. I also knew that Phillip, my boss and the owner of Rousseau & Rousseau, the insurance company I worked for, would keep away the person shouting out random facts. 

No sooner had I started looking into the phone records of Vinnie’s contact than the glass doors opened fully, allowing the panicked yelling from further down the hallway to reach me.

“Jen-girl, I think you’re going to have to come out and deal with this.” Vinnie stood in the open doorway, his usual place. The depressor anguli oris muscles turned the corners of his mouth down.

“You know I don’t handle things. Why would you even ask? Can’t Phillip handle this?”

“He asked me to call you.” Vinnie lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. A gesture employed when we weren’t convinced of our thoughts or statements. “Phillip and the old man reckon the kid is like you.”

“Like me?” Did the young person have an exceptionally high IQ? Was he a world-renowned expert at reading and interpreting nonverbal communication?

“They think he might be on the autistic spectrum.”

“How did they become experts to make such a diagnosis?” My eyebrows raised and I leaned away from Vinnie. I didn’t want to admit that the quality in the young man’s tone of voice and his odd recitation of geographical facts could confirm their suspicions. 

Vinnie tilted his head to the side. “Please? Colin isn’t here and they don’t know what else to do.”

Colin was my romantic partner. I refused to call him my boyfriend. We were both in our mid-thirties, far too mature to be girlfriend and boyfriend. Colin had an uncanny ability in dealing with me. He knew what to say and how to say it. More importantly, he knew when not to say anything. I wished he was here. He would know to leave me alone. And he would’ve handled the situation.

“Jen-girl?”

I pushed myself out of my chair, making sure Vinnie saw my disapproving expression. “I don’t know what you expect me to do.”

“Not just me. Phillip and the old man too.” Vinnie followed me through the team room to the hallway. “I wanted to throw the whining little shit out. Phillip wouldn’t let me.”

“Where are they?” We were in the hallway. Alone.

Before Vinnie could answer, screaming came from the conference room. It was the yelling not to be touched that had me increasing my pace to the large conference room. Having high-functioning autism, I couldn’t bear being touched. My personal space was particularly wide, much to Manny’s annoyance. The only person who’d broken through my intense dislike of close personal contact was Colin.

Vinnie and I walked into the conference room and immediately I smelled it. A body that had not been washed for an extended period. On the far side of the conference table stood a teenager. His eyes were wide in his dark-skinned face, giving him a wild, out-of-control look, and he continued screaming not to be touched. I had never been good with estimating ages, but he looked no older than sixteen. An adolescent. An extremely challenging stage to work through for an autistic individual, especially without any guidance. 

Looking a bit more closely at him, I was sure he’d been wearing the same outfit for the last week or so. His long-sleeved t-shirt had a few holes, many stains and hung loosely on his body. Not only did this teenager look in desperate need of a shower, he looked severely underfed. His pallor could be attributed to emotions, but I wondered if it wasn’t because of a lack of care, a lack of nutrition.

Manny and Phillip were both standing close to the door, their body language completely non-threatening. Not that the young man noticed it. Like many other autistic individuals, he probably had never learned to read the subtle cues we give with our body language, helping others understand our intentions. If he’d been able to read Manny and Phillip’s cues, he might have calmed down by now.

“Doctor Lenard! You’re here! I want to speak to you! In February 1979 and March 2012, it snowed in the Sahara. Tell them to go away!” Staring at my shoulder, he pushed his back against the wall, his voice echoing in the large room.

“No.” I kept my voice low. I wanted him to strain to hear me.

“What do you mean, ‘no’?” Instead of imitating my lowered voice, he raised his even more.

“I mean that I refuse to speak to you if you are screaming. Or if you are rude to my friends.”

Typical of people on the spectrum, he didn’t respond immediately. People with autism were each unique, as was their processing time. Some needed a few seconds to work through the information presented to them before they responded. Others needed minutes. It appeared this young man needed minutes. His lips were moving in a silent monologue. We waited in silence while he bounced his back against the wall in a semi-rocking motion.

“I cannot guarantee that I will not be rude.” His tone was appropriately low for an indoor conversation, albeit without much inflection. “I can, however, refrain from shouting. As long as you speak to me. As long as they don’t come close to me. As long as...”

“Stop.” I raised my hand, palm towards him. “You are a guest in our conference room. You have no right to make any demands.”

“Oh, but I do. I have information that gives me the right.”

Immediately, Manny’s body language changed from non-threatening to alert. The change in his slouched posture was subtle, but after working with him for almost two years, it was easy to spot. Vinnie took a step closer to me.

“What do you mean, you have information?” Manny asked.

“I won’t speak to you. You are not intelligent enough.”

I turned around and walked to the door. I stopped just outside the room and looked back. “You seem to be an intelligent young man. Ponder upon this. No matter how softly you speak, I refuse to listen to you if you insist on being rude to the people in this room. Either you treat them with respect or you can find someone else to speak to.”

I didn’t wait for an answer. I had numerous degrees, most of those in psychology, but I was not a therapist. I didn’t know how to sensitively work with neurotypical or non-neurotypical people. I was not going to act as this young man’s counsellor or confessor. Very likely, he could benefit greatly from cognitive therapy, but I had zero interest in providing it. I returned to my viewing room, fully intending to continue my search for more information on Dukwicz. We needed to find him and make sure that he could no longer kill or beat people up for payment—be it cash or timepieces.

When the glass door to my viewing room silently slid open a few minutes later, I sighed heavily and swivelled my chair to face Phillip. As usual, my boss was dressed in a bespoke suit, his appearance immaculate and appropriate for the CEO of a high-end insurance company. He walked closer and looked down at me. “He’s ready to talk.”

“I don’t want to talk to him. He’s rude and abrasive.”

Phillip raised one eyebrow and just looked at me. I knew that look. This man had become the father I’d never had. After working together for eight years, he had my respect. When he looked at me like he did now, I paid attention. It was his way of telling me to reconsider the position I’d taken on a topic. For a few seconds I did just that.

My shoulders dropped a little and I briefly closed my eyes. “I try really hard not to be rude and abrasive.”

“And you succeed more and more every day.” He lowered his chin to give me his serious look. “Of all people, you should empathise with Caelan.”

“Who’s Caelan?”

“The young man wanting to speak to you. He refused to give us his surname, and is now waiting for you in the conference room.”

“Why do you want me to speak to him?” I lifted both shoulders. “I’m not the people person here. You have a natural ability to put people at ease. Francine will quickly connect with him on some level. I’m sure Tim would also do much better than I would.”

I’d watched Francine, our IT specialist and my only female friend, gain the trust of waiters, shop assistants and complete strangers on the street. Tim was Phillip’s assistant and it was his job to build rapport with strangers.

“I don’t have your ability to read people. I also don’t have your personal understanding of what Caelan is experiencing. He needs care, Genevieve. I’m sure you saw that.” Phillip pulled his shoulders back, the posture he employed when he was finalising his negotiations with clients. “At some point in our lives, everyone needs to be given a chance. I’m asking you to give Caelan one. Listen to what he has to say, please.”

Phillip was the one who’d given me a chance. Despite my lack of interpersonal skills, he had employed me, giving me the first opportunity to be completely independent. I thought about affording people chances some more. “Did someone give you a chance?”

“Yes. Many years ago. I’ll tell you about it one day. Right now, we have a young man who needs you.”

I nodded once and followed Phillip to the conference room. Vinnie was standing by the door, his irritation clear in his lowered brows, his hands on his hips, and his broadened chest. Manny sat slumped in a chair as if he didn’t care. I knew this to merely be an illusion. 

Caelan was sitting in the chair furthest from the door, hugging his knees to his chest and gently rocking. It took him a few seconds to stop rocking and straighten when he saw me enter the room.

He looked at my shoulder. “You’ll listen to me?”

“Yes.” I walked deeper into the room and sat down three chairs away from him. I studied him for a few seconds. I needed that time to decide on my approach. “What is your IQ?”

“Hundred and forty-three.”

“Lower than mine.”

“I know. You are considered the most proficient in nonverbal communication analysis. Every paper you’ve ever written on the topic is an academic achievement and used in most universities in the world. There are also three Facebook pages dedicated to your lectures and articles.”

“I have Facebook pages?”

“Three.”

“Oh.”

It was silent in the conference room for a while.

“It is because of your achievements that I’m here. I know that you are working in a team supervised by the president of France. I know that the old guy is Colonel Manfred Millard, an Interpol agent. The big, scarred dude is your criminal liaison, and you have a thief and a hacker working for you as well.”

Manny’s muscle tension increased significantly, Vinnie’s posture became more threatening. After two years, I no longer noticed the long, ragged scar running down the left side of Vinnie’s face. Francine had told me it made Vinnie look more dangerous and intimidating to most people. 

“How do you know this?” I kept my tone low, even though tension tightened my vocal cords.

Caelan pressed his lips together. People on the spectrum were seldom good liars. Unless I used my in-depth knowledge on deception, I was a remarkably unsuccessful liar. Telling the truth was a strong compulsion I often had to control in order to not give offence.

I was watching these typical autistic traits in Caelan. The expression on his face led me to believe he was finding it hard not to give in to his need to tell the truth. For some reason he didn’t want to share how he knew so much about us.

“If your IQ is what you claim it to be, you’ll see the dilemma you’re in.” I ignored his quick intake of breath when I questioned his IQ. “You came to us for some reason. I can only assume that you want or need some help. Yet you insist on being rude, on not co-operating.”

“I wasn’t being rude. I just didn’t answer.”

“Which is rude.” Vinnie folded his arms, his top lip slightly curled.

I pointed at Vinnie’s bulging arms. “See his posture? Vinnie’s nonverbal cues tell me that he doesn’t trust you, he would like to get the truth from you in some aggressive manner, and he sees you as a threat to our team.”

“You can’t make me talk!” Caelan pulled his legs up and hugged his knees tightly against his chest. “I won’t tell you anything.”

Phillip lifted one hand when both Vinnie and Manny inhaled to question Caelan. He leaned forward, resting his hands on the table. “You came to us, Caelan. Unless you offer something worth our time and attention, your side of the negotiation doesn’t carry much power.”

Caelan looked at Phillip’s shoulder for a few seconds. I watched his expression alter slightly to one of respect. As he inhaled to speak, Vinnie stepped forward. I was used to his tall, muscular frame and sometimes forgot how frightening he could appear. The fear flooding Caelan’s face was a strong reminder of Vinnie’s intimidation skills.

“Listen, you little twerp. You think you’re so smart, but I’m beginning to think that you lied about your IQ.” It wasn’t only Vinnie’s tone, but this outrageous statement that made me look at him in surprise. I registered his modified shrug and his hand rubbing his neck. Vinnie was lying. “I also think that you pretend to be older than you really are. I reckon you’re a fourteen-year-old loser who’s been kicked out of school for missing too many classes, not showering and failing a few exams. Your teachers know what you don’t seem to accept. That you’re average. An average little kid with average grades and a bad attitude.”

My masseter muscles slackened, causing my bottom jaw to drop slightly. Vinnie was manipulating Caelan with worrying success. The young man’s distress was reaching levels high enough to make him utter an involuntary keen. His eyes were growing wider, he was chewing his bottom lip and he was rocking in the chair.

It disturbed me greatly to watch someone so young in such emotional anguish. I was equally horrified that Manny and Phillip hadn’t stepped in. Just as I leaned forward, Caelan jumped out of the chair. He took a step towards Vinnie, glaring at his shoulder. “It’s not true, you... you... big man! You only wish you had an IQ as high as mine. At least then you could see that I am at the very least sixteen years old, but because of my smaller build, you would know I am seventeen. But your average IQ is not allowing you to see this, is it?”

Vinnie shrugged. “I don’t believe you. Your teachers will confirm my suspicions, I’m sure.”

“Teachers! Hah!” Caelan wiped his mouth on his grimy sleeve. “My teachers were so scared of my intellect that they avoided me. I was teaching them math. They couldn’t teach me anything else, so I left.”

“And ran to Mommy?” Vinnie rolled his eyes. “Loser.”

“My mom only cares about her gin, my dad about his football. I’m sure they didn’t even notice I was gone until a week after I left.”

“So you’ve been on your own for a whole week? Like I would believe that.” Vinnie’s method was becoming clear to me and I felt conflicted. It was commendable that he had managed to gain so much information from Caelan in such a short time. I just didn’t feel comfortable with his technique. 

“You really are stupid! I’ve been on my own for three years now. See! You don’t know anything. I’ve been living alone, without parents and teachers who didn’t care and knew nothing.”

Vinnie leaned back, smirking. “Hey, at least I can switch on a computer. More than you can do, I’m sure.”

“I can drain your bank account faster than you can write an SMS on your antiquated cell phone. How do you think I found you? I will agree that my hacking skills do not equal those of Francine, but I’m good enough to know her name. And to know that you should do an extra spell check when you send emails.” Caelan turned to me. “How do you work with such imbeciles?”

I felt uncommon sympathy for this young man. “Take a moment and think about the last few minutes before you call Vinnie an imbecile. What has he achieved?”

For two minutes I observed Caelan processing his conversation with Vinnie. His nonverbal cues were not the same as neurotypical people’s, but it was easy to see when realisation came to him. He looked up at Vinnie, his eyes large, this time with respect. “Brilliantly devious. Teach me to do that.”

“Oh, no, bucko. You’re a menace enough as it is.” Vinnie pulled out a chair and sat down.

“Now that we know a little more about you, tell us why you are here, lad.” Manny’s tone was as relaxed as his slouched posture. Yet I saw the calculation around his eyes and mouth.

Caelan stared at the wall behind me for a few seconds before he sat down, his posture not as confident as before. “Promise you won’t kick me out.”

“I can promise you that,” Phillip said. “We don’t kick people out.”

“You are the big boss who deals with stolen art, right?”

“Yes, I own this company.”

“And you let a thief work for you.”

“Don’t be rude.” Vinnie’s fierce loyalty towards Colin elicited a gentle feeling in my chest. Colin didn’t call himself a thief. He insisted that he merely reappropriated art and other objects. I maintained taking something that didn’t belong to you was stealing.

I returned my focus to Caelan. “What do you want to tell me?”

Caelan pulled his shoulders back. “In the last fifteen months, I’ve seen fifteen paintings being sold on the dark net. I’m not as good an expert as Colin, but I feel confident that they are superior forgeries of paintings that are listed as stolen.”

Phillip’s body tensed. “What paintings?”

“If I tell you, you’ll let me stay?”

“What do you mean by ‘stay’?” Vinnie asked. I had explained to him about the literal thinking of those on the spectrum. Even I was concerned that Caelan intended to move in, either here at Rousseau & Rousseau or at one of our homes.

“Stay on the case.” Caelan’s expression showed he’d lost some respect for Vinnie because of the inane question. “I want to help you solve this case.”

“No.” It had taken me two years to be comfortable working with other people. I was not going to allow a stranger, a neglected young man, into my professional life.

Phillip looked at me until I paid attention to his expression. He respected my opinion, but was curious about Caelan’s information. Phillip blinked to break eye contact with me and turned to Caelan. “If you can help Rousseau & Rousseau track down forged art, we might consider—”

“Yay! I’m part of the team.” Caelan’s expression lightened.

“Not yet, lad.” Manny sat up, his expression distrustful. “What paintings were sold? And what is the dark net?”

“Ask Francine what the dark net is. She’ll know. And she’ll know how to explain it to old people. I’ll just make you angry.”

“You’re making me angry now.”

“Oh.”

“What paintings?” Manny asked through his teeth.

“There was a Jean Désiré Gustave Courbet.” Caelan looked at my shoulder. “Tell Colin it was the Full Standing Figure of a Man. He’ll know what it implies.”

Having limited insight into the workings of his mind, I studied his nonverbal cues for a few seconds. “You are proud of yourself.”

“I’m part of a team.”

“It’s more than that. What are you so proud of?”

Caelan took his time to answer. He looked at my shoulder, biting his lips. “Normal people trade information.”

I inhaled sharply at his unspoken desire to be normal. Had no one ever told him ‘normal’ is an undefinable concept? An ideal unattainable for most? Accepting one’s uniqueness was the true art of living a fulfilled life. I brought my thoughts back to the last part of his statement. “What do you want to trade it for?”

“Time with you. Not just you. The whole team. I want to spend time with you.”

I was about to immediately dispel that notion, but Phillip interrupted me. “As a team, we need to discuss this. Surely you can understand that. If you are going to help on this case, if you want to be part of the team, everyone will have to agree to this.”

“And we need to check your information,” Manny said. “You’re going to have to give us more than the name of an artist and a dark net.”

Caelan took plenty of time preparing an answer. After a minute, Manny became impatient, drumming his fingers on the arm of his chair.

Caelan looked up, his eyes bright. “Tell Francine that Silk Road has a repeat. Not Silk Road 2.0, 2.1 or even 3.0. It’s a whole new place.”

“What the bleeding hell does that mean?”

Caelan pressed his lips together, again staring at the far wall. The three men tried numerous methods of coaxing something else from him, but he simply sat in the chair rocking.

Three more minutes of this and I went to my viewing room. I planned to get another two hours of work in before I went home. Colin had said he would meet me at home for dinner. Hopefully, he would be able to give more insight into Caelan’s scant revelations.
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I opened the door to my apartment, stepped into my haven and stopped in horror. To the right of the door was a coat tree. Under the coat tree was a special mat I had bought for shoes. It was that space that sped up my heart rate and breathing. Three pairs of sneakers were thoughtlessly dropped there in disarray. One pair was larger than the other two, obviously a man’s shoes. They were well worn and dirty in a way that sent a shudder through my whole body. 

Chatter coming from deeper inside my apartment forced my eyes away from the disturbing lack of neat arrangement at the front door. Beyond the sitting area to my right, three young people were seated around my dining room table. They were involved in a passionate discussion. I closed the door behind me and walked deeper into the large open-space living area. 

Three empty pizza boxes, open cans of cola and scattered papers and books made it impossible for me to pay any attention to the topic of discussion. I swallowed at the strong compulsion to snatch the greasy boxes from my solid wood table top and start an intensive cleaning session. I had planned on coming home and enjoying a cup of calming camomile tea. Not standing a few feet away from three students debating some issue while desecrating my immaculate apartment.

Sitting in my usual seat at the table, Nikki was pointing her finger at a young man. The young woman had come into our lives a year ago under difficult circumstances. Since then, she’d changed from an adolescent not sure of herself into a caring and confident young woman. She had surprised me by being quite an easy housemate. Generally. 

When she’d chosen to study art out of all her other options, I’d supported and encouraged her. We had mutually agreed that I wouldn’t enter her bedroom. She needed that space to express her artistic soul, she’d said. She also enjoyed using her ‘artistic soul’ as an excuse for being melodramatic. Like now. Only when I reached the table did they notice my presence.

“Oh, you’re home!” Nikki sat up in her chair, her eyes widening briefly. That involuntary nonverbal cue happened not only when we were surprised, but also when we were pleased to see someone. I saw the exact moment she registered my expression and concluded the cause of it. She grabbed a pile of papers in front of her and tried to straighten them. “Oh, shit. Sorry, Doc G. We were studying and kinda lost track of time. I really meant to clean up before you came. How was your day?” 

I could not answer her. The overpowering need to grab the papers from her ineffective shaking prevented me from forming any words.

“Doc G? These are my friends, Rebecca and Michael. I’ve told you about them before.” Tension caused her voice to rise in pitch. Nikki frowned and glanced at the two young people staring at me with a combination of interest and discomfort. She dropped the papers in an untidy heap, stood up and walked around the table until she stood in front of me. She snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Doc G? Look at me?” 

Her snapping fingers annoyed me. “Don’t do that.”

The zygomaticus muscles pulled her generous mouth into a wide smile. “At least I got your attention. We’ll clean up in another two minutes. But first, please meet my friends.”

It was clear on her face how much this meant to her. She was not the only one who had changed in the last year. Her presence in my life, in my apartment, had taught me that there were times when others’ needs took precedence over my own. No matter how compulsive that desire was to put order to the many papers on the table. And to ensure there were no stains from the pizza boxes.

I closed my eyes and mentally played the first line of Mozart’s Horn Concerto No.3 in E-Flat minor. There were times when Mozart was my closest link to serenity. Whether I mentally wrote a concerto or played it in my mind, it always succeeded in grounding me. The few seconds of perfect harmony were enough to put order to my thoughts and change my focus. I turned to the table and Nikki’s two friends.

“This is Rebecca.” Nikki waved her arm at the lanky girl, who straightened from her slouched position and wiped her hands on her lime-green skirt. Rubbing one’s thighs was pacifying behaviour. Rebecca was uncomfortable. It was confirmed when she tugged at the hem of her multi-coloured shirt. Nikki took a step closer to her friend. “She’s the one who made us all look bad with her amazeballs sculpture that won the Pierre DuPreez award.”

The pride in Nikki’s voice made me pay close attention to her friend. I looked at the awkward young woman and saw the intelligence in her eyes. “Good afternoon, Rebecca.”

“Hi, Doc G. I’ve heard so much about you.” Her hand flew to her throat. “Can I call you Doc G? Should I call you Doctor Genevieve? No! Doctor Lenard? Oh, God, I’m so sorry.”

I blinked a few times at her nervous behaviour. “Doc G is acceptable.”

“Phew. Thanks.” Her genuine smile lifted her cheeks and crinkled the corners of her eyes. She turned to the young man next to her. “At least now you also know what to call her.”

“This is—”

“I’m Michael Civitelli,” the young man interrupted Nikki. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Doc G. Nikki talks about you all the time.”

People blushed when they were embarrassed, excited, or in the throes of passion. The colour on Nikki’s cheeks was from pleasure. More frequently I’d been seeing the accompanying expression of contentment. It affected me. She had brought many new challenges into my life. She’d also brought new emotions. An emotion that I’d come to associate with Nikki softened my annoyance. 

“She only says good things about you, Doc G.” Rebecca’s quick addition was accompanied by concern.

“Why should she only say good things?” I looked at Nikki. “Did you lie to them?”

Nikki laughed. “No, I didn’t. I told them that you’re a pain in my butt. But I also told them how cool you are.”

Tempted to go into yet another discussion about Nikki’s vocabulary and incorrect descriptions, I reminded myself to remain socially aware of this situation. It was important to her. I nodded at the young man. “Good afternoon, Michael.”

Amusement briefly lifted the corners of his mouth before he made an effort to neutralise his expression. I wondered why he had thought my polite greeting was humorous, but decided not to ask him. “What are you studying? Are you studying?”

“We were.” Nikki glanced at the papers on the table. “We’re taking a test on art history and Rebecca is making it much more interesting. She’s smart, putting all the different events and dates together. We’re the daft ones.”

My eyes narrowed. “I don’t know Michael, but you’re not daft. Don’t deprecate yourself.”

“Okay.” Nikki drew out the word while smiling sweetly. “Changing topics. Maybe you can settle an argument for us.”

“I don’t think that is wise.” Only once had I tried to interfere in an argument between Vinnie and Francine. Siding with Vinnie regarding complementary spices to a dish had only heightened the tension and had given Francine more irrational points to add to her line of reasoning. After a lengthy discussion with Colin, I had concluded that staying neutral, but especially silent, was a judicious course of action.

“Bah!” Nikki waved one hand. “Michael doesn’t think Pascal was kidnapped, but Rebecca and I are convinced that no one disappears out of the blue like this.”

My eyes had strayed to the pizza boxes again, but Nikki’s convoluted babbling had me turning to her with a frown pulling my brows together. “What are you talking about?”

“Pascal Brami,” she said in a tone indicating that the name should be enough for me. I maintained my bemused expression until she threw her hands in the air. “You weren’t listening last night, were you?”

“Did you address me directly? Was it a topic of interest?”

“No. Yes. I told Vinnie about this while he was cooking last night. You were sitting right here.” She sighed dramatically. “You were writing Mozart in your head again, weren’t you?”

“His Clarinet Concerto in A major.” 

Michael’s expression was changing from entertained to perplexed. I shook my head to get away from this asinine discussion. “What did you tell Vinnie last night?” Nikki inhaled, but held her breath when I lifted my index finger. “Please keep it factual and in chronological order.”

Michael leaned forward when Nikki exhaled on an unladylike snort. “Uhm, maybe I could tell this fairy tale?”

I studied the male student. Even though his hair was cut in a neat style, it stood in all directions as if he hadn’t combed it. His clothes looked clean enough, but possibly had been picked out of a pile of clean laundry. An interesting inconsistency was his thick textbook and the neat pile of papers on top of it. Several colourful tags serving as placeholders stuck out of the textbook, placed equidistant from each other.

I nodded to him. “Please tell me about Pascal.”

Nikki fell into her chair. “He’s going to make it sound silly.”

“Because it is silly, Nikkidee.” Michael rolled his eyes. “Pascal has a reputation around campus as a... party animal.”

My eyes narrowed. “Your expression and the long pause tell me that there is some hidden meaning to ‘party animal’. Please explain.”

He glanced at Nikki. She nodded impatiently and waved him on. 

“Okay then. Pascal experiments with everything. Drugs, girls, boys, everything. Even within the art student groups, he doesn’t have a good reputation. He’s a bit too wild.”

“When he’s on drugs, he’s kinda okay, but alcohol makes him aggressive.” Nikki’s soft addition caused my throat to tighten.

I bit down on the insides of my lips to prevent myself from speaking before thinking it through. It took me ten seconds of awkward silence to organise my thoughts. I slowly turned to Nikki and schooled my nonverbal cues to communicate care, not the all-consuming concern I felt. “Please tell me you weren’t around him when he was using drugs or drunk. Or that you were using.”

“I didn’t use. And I was only around him once when he was like that.” Nikki tilted her head towards Rebecca. “We were all at a house party just after the holidays. As soon as Pascal started acting out, Rebecca and I left.”

Nikki was telling the truth. The feeling of a vice tightening around my chest eased and I let out a shaky breath. “I need you to be careful, Nikki.”

“I am, Doc G. Pascal is a really nice guy when he’s not drinking or high. He’s also really smart and we enjoy his company, but usually it’s just the three of us hanging out.” She leaned forward, exposing her face for my inspection. “We’re careful and we look out for each other.”

The other two responded with excessive verbal and nonverbal confirmation. Their truthfulness should’ve sufficed, but with Nikki, my emotions sometimes overrode all rationality. It took tremendous control not to pursue this topic any further. “I believe you. Now tell me why I needed to know about Pascal’s narcotics use.”

“Because I think that he’s on a binge somewhere and the girls think that he’s been abducted by aliens,” Michael said.

“We don’t think that, you dork.” Rebecca pulled her shoulders back and looked at me. “Pascal parties really hard, but he never misses ceramics. He might miss any other class, but never this one. He rocks anything to do with ceramics and he tries to get in as much theory and practice as possible. When he wasn’t in class today for the second day in a row, I asked our professor and he said that this week was the first time ever Pascal didn’t show up for class.”

“That is not enough reason to think he’s been kidnapped.” I pulled out a dining room chair and sat down, consciously keeping my eyes averted from the chaos on the table. “Do you have any evidence to support your suspicions?”

Nikki’s shoulders pulled halfway up to her ears. “Uhm... Rebecca and I went to his flat this afternoon. His flatmate said that Pascal hasn’t been home in three days. We went into his room and saw a half-eaten sandwich and a full mug of coffee next to his open laptop. It was as if he left in the middle of something. As if he was taken.”

Michael blew through his lips and leaned back in his chair. “See, Doc G? Not enough to think that he was kidnapped. He could’ve just upped and left for a party when someone phoned him.”

“I agree. Your suspicions don’t have a solid base, Nikki.”

“Aw, come on, Doc G.” Nikki folded her arms. “Don’t take Michael’s side. He didn’t read the articles about the other kidnappings.”

“What other kidnappings?” This got my interest. And my concern.

“A week ago, another boy disappeared from a university in Paris. They knew he’d been kidnapped, because there were signs of a struggle in his flat, his door was broken and some other stuff the article talked about.”

“And you allowed this article to influence you so strongly that you drew unsubstantiated conclusions about Pascal?” I lifted both eyebrows and stared at Nikki. “You are more intelligent than this.”

Michael chuckled at the same time as Rebecca gasped. Nikki just rolled her eyes. “At this moment, I don’t care how right your logic might sound. I’m going by my gut.”

“Vinnie should never have encouraged you to start that silliness.” No matter how I had tried to dissuade Nikki from being swayed by Vinnie’s lack of rationality, she had decided to practice following her intuition. They preferred to call it ‘following her gut’. 

“Will you please check it out?” Nikki leaned towards me, her facial muscles contracted into an imploring expression. “Please, Doc G? Pascal might be an idiot at times, but I’m really worried about him.”

I weighed up the time it would take to look into Nikki’s suspicions. It didn’t take me too long to conclude that my time would be better spent following leads to Dukwicz’s whereabouts.

“Please, Doc G.” Rebecca’s quiet tone pulled me out of my thoughts. The concern on her face was as genuine as Nikki’s. I was convinced they were misguided in their suspicions. 

Why then did I feel an uncomfortable urge to give into their irrational request? I had never before been this concerned with someone else’s happiness. 

I shook my head and exhaled heavily. “I will not spend more than two hours on this undoubtedly fruitless search.”

“Thank you!” Nikki jumped out her chair, ran around to where I was sitting and hugged me. I felt crowded and the need to push her away caused me to close my eyes tightly. I forced Mozart’s Horn Concerto back into my mind until I could open my fists and pat her lightly on her back. Colin insisted that people appreciated a gesture of acceptance when they reached out. “Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

“Enough.” I gently pried her arms from around my shoulders until she straightened. “I can’t promise that I’ll find anything. I’m only promising to look.”

“That’s all I’m asking.” 

The sound of keys in the front door thankfully interrupted the moment. I turned in my chair just as the door opened and Colin walked in. He was dressed in a pair of designer pants and a dark brown linen shirt. He never looked like the thief he was, but rather one of the old-moneyed art collectors he had stolen for or from. Sophistication, strength and intelligence were all clearly communicated in his posture and other nonverbal cues. 

His eyebrows raised slightly when he noticed everyone around the table. He locked the door behind him and smiled at Nikki’s friends. “Hi there. I didn’t know we were entertaining.”

“We’re not,” I said. “Nikki, Michael and Rebecca are supposed to be studying, but they’re arguing and sullying my apartment.”

“Our apartment.” Colin winked at me as he stopped by my chair. He leaned down and kissed me. “Hi.”

It had been very hard for me in the beginning to be comfortable with his spontaneous affections. I still found it disconcerting, but no longer wondered why he wanted to touch me or be close to me. I returned his soft kiss. “Hi.”

He straightened and gave Nikki a sideways hug, looking at her friends. “You are the two Nikki always talks about. It’s a real pleasure to meet you.”

Rebecca blushed and Michael swallowed. I could understand their nervous behaviour. Many women considered Colin extremely handsome. Most men found themselves intimidated. The two young people mumbled their greetings.

“So, what are you arguing about?” Colin took an empty pizza box and stacked it on top of another without making it look like he was cleaning up. There was no agitation in his actions. I was not capable of that.

“We aren’t arguing anymore. Doc G agreed to help us, so everything will be fine now.” Nikki took the boxes from Colin. “We’ll clean up. Please, leave this.”

Rebecca grabbed piles of papers, shuffling them until they could fit into her shoulder bag. “We’re done studying in any case. Right, Michael?”

Michael noticed Rebecca’s exaggerated head tilt towards Colin and me, and reached for his books. “Yeah. Sure. We were leaving.”

I slowly shook my head. “You are abysmal liars. Rebecca, your hand in front of your mouth when you are making a statement is a clear indication of your intention to hide what you are saying. Michael, shaking your head while saying ‘yes’ shows you do not agree with yourself. Why would you lie about leaving?”

“They’re being polite, Doc G.” Nikki walked back from the kitchen with a furniture wipe and started wiping down the table. “They don’t want to overstay their welcome.”

I was about to question the logic behind that, but Colin’s hand on my forearm stopped me. He was smiling at the three young people cleaning up. “You don’t have to leave, guys. You can stay for dinner.”

“No!” Rebecca’s hand flew to her throat, but then she became aware of her body language and hid her hands behind her back. “I mean, we already have dinner pl...”

“Don’t even try, Rebecca.” Nikki chuckled as she dropped the wipe in the bin. “Doc G will see right through you.”

“I’m sorry, Doc G,” Rebecca said softly. “I don’t know how to act around you.”

I nodded. “Understandable. People are so used to lying in order to maintain their standing in polite society. I don’t take offence if you are uncomfortable and don’t want to stay for dinner.”

Colin put his hand on my shoulder. “You really are welcome to stay for dinner, but if you need to go, we understand. Maybe next time?”

“That will be nice,” Nikki said. “Vinnie can cook for us.”

“The big guy?” Rebecca’s procerus muscle pulled her brow in and down. Fear. She glanced at Michael, who was watching us with increasing interest. 

“Nikki, you shouldn’t enjoy scaring your friends this much.” It was hard to miss the constant muscle contractions around her mouth and eyes. She was teasing them. “Do not use us to scare them.”

“We’re not scared, Doc G,” Michael said as he stood up. “Just uncomfortable and out of our depth. And Nikki is always teasing us. We know she means no harm.”

“We’ll come for dinner one night.” Rebecca pulled her shoulders back. “With everyone here.”

“That sounds great,” Colin said, a warm smile crinkling the corners of his eyes. “And we’ll try not to be too scary.”

Nikki’s friends responded positively to Colin’s openness, the tension in their bodies and on their faces dissipating. Two minutes later and after promises from Michael and Rebecca to visit again soon, Nikki left with her friends to continue their studying in the library. I could barely wait for the front door to close behind them before I rushed to the kitchen to grab my cleaning supplies. There were pizza crumbs on the table and stains Nikki had not cleaned in her quick attempt.

Colin took the cleaning supplies from my gloved hands and put them on the floor. Leaning against the table, he pulled me closer until I stood stiffly between his legs. I’d come to know his expressions. The smile currently lifting his mouth meant he found me amusing.

“You find my cleaning funny?”

“No. I find it funny that anyone could be scared of you.”

“Most people are.” I hated that my voice dropped slightly at this admission.

“Nobody who is important.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “Vinnie’s not. Francine, Manny, Phillip, Nikki.”

“And you.” I relaxed slightly and put my latex-covered hands on his shoulders. He was right. It didn’t matter that people were scared of that which they didn’t understand. “You were never scared of me.”

“Never.” He pulled me a bit closer. “Now tell me what kind of promise Nikki managed to get out of you this time.”

Colin understood the difficulty I experienced in my relationship with Nikki. He particularly enjoyed it when Nikki was able to get my unwilling agreement to something no one else would ever have been able to convince me to do. 

“I’m going to investigate the disappearance of her friend. Her gut”—my tone indicated my derision of this notion—“tells her he has been kidnapped.”

“Kidnapped?”

I glanced at a grease stain on the table. It motivated me to relate Nikki and Rebecca’s suspicions in the most concise manner possible. Colin listened without interrupting. The moment I finished, I stepped out of his embrace and picked up the cleaning supplies. 

“Do you think there’s anything to Nikki’s gut feeling?”

“Don’t start calling it that too.” I sprayed wood polish on the table and rubbed it in with a soft cloth. “And I don’t know if there is anything to her ungrounded suspicions. I’ll have to research it before I draw any conclusions.”

For a few minutes I worked in silence, aware of Colin studying me. Eventually I looked at him. “What?”

“Something happened at the office today, didn’t it?”

“Manny phoned you?”

Colin snorted. “Millard only phones me in dire situations, Jenny. No, he didn’t phone me. I know your cleaning habits. This is not annoyance-at-students-eating-pizza cleaning. This is something-is-bothering-you cleaning.”

“You study my cleaning habits?”

“No, I just observe you. That’s what people do when they get to know each other. The same way you understand the deeper meaning behind most of my body language. It’s more than just academic knowledge.” Colin followed me to the kitchen and watched me put the cleaning products in their designated places. “So? What happened?” 

I closed the cupboard door and leaned against it. “Caelan came in and insisted on speaking to only me. He wants to work with me on a case. He claims that there is a dark net that is selling forged masterpieces.”

Colin held up both hands. “Who is Caelan?”

I inhaled deeply and took a moment to organise my thoughts. I relayed this afternoon’s events to Colin. His expression went from interested to annoyed to worried, but the strongest emotion was when I mentioned the artist Caelan had told me to relay to Colin.

“Are you kidding me?” Excitement was all over his face. “And he said Gustave Courbet’s Full Standing Figure of a Man was one of those paintings?”

“Yes.”

“That painting was part of a huge discovery of Nazi-looted art two years ago. The authorities only recently revealed the full extent of the almost four thousand works of art discovered in a man’s attic. Some amazing masterpieces were recovered. Including this Courbet.”

I remembered the case Colin was talking about. Although I had only read one article about this shocking haul, it had been an in-depth report. “Those artworks are accounted for. Why would Caelan’s mention of this artist be of such interest to you?”

The orbicularis oris muscles contracted Colin’s mouth into a pout we adopted when we were contemplative or doubtful. 

“Don’t you dare say it.”

Colin laughed as he took my hands and pulled me into his arms. “Okay, I won’t say I have a gut feeling about this. A very strong gut feeling. I also won’t say that I’m worried about Caelan and that we should make sure that he’s okay.”

“You don’t make sense. You said it by saying that you won’t say it.” I pushed lightly against his chest. “Why are you worried about Caelan?”

“Because you said that he looked under-fed and uncared for. Do we know if he’s eating? Does he have a safe place to sleep tonight?”
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