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Francine Bianchi frowned at one of her high-definition monitors. She was looking at real-time footage from security cameras placed in the viewing room in Rousseau & Rousseau, an insurance company catering to the one percent. On the monitors, Doctor Genevieve Lenard was sitting on her ergonomically designed office chair. She appeared frozen as she watched recordings of interviews on the bank of monitors in front of her.

To anyone else, Francine might be spying. Not to her. She was keeping a close eye on her best friend in case Genevieve needed help.

Francine had met Genevieve two and half years ago. In her thirty-three years on this planet, Francine had met many people. Most of them were on the fringes of society, moving around the grey areas of legality. But never before or since had she come across someone as unique as the dark-haired woman intently staring at the top left monitor in front of her.

“What on God’s green earth are you doing, supermodel?”

Francine jumped in her chair when Colonel Manfred Millard spoke right behind her. She swivelled around and glared at him. “Do you have to sneak up on me every single time?”

“Can’t help if you are sleeping.” Manny nodded at her desk. “Spying on Doc again?”

Francine lifted one eyebrow and flicked her hair over her shoulder. “I’m not spying.”

“Let me guess. You’re just concerned.” Manny might have been sarcastic, but he’d hit the nail on the head. It had been four months since the last major case their team had worked on. 

Genevieve, Manny and Francine were part of a team working directly for the president of France. More than two years ago, Manny had brought a case to Rousseau & Rousseau. A greedy Russian had been killing off art students and Manny had wanted to prevent another young life from being taken. By the end of the case, their small team had been formed and now they investigated art crimes or any other crimes the president might request them to look into. 

Everyone considered Genevieve to be the heart of their investigative team, so when she had announced that she needed to take a break from investigating cases, Francine and the other three members had been shocked. For the last four months, it had felt as if they had been a car without an engine. It didn’t matter that Francine was one of the top hackers in the world, that Manny was highly respected and successful, that Colin Frey had an international reputation as an uncatchable thief or that Vinnie had connections in the underworld that made law enforcement agencies salivate. Without Genevieve, their team wasn’t a team.

“As a matter of fact, I am worried about her.” Francine zoomed in on her best friend’s face. As always, Genevieve’s short hair was perfectly styled. Once, Francine had watched Genevieve spend ten minutes getting the messy look just so. Then she had spent another ten minutes applying minimal, but perfect makeup. The result was a natural look that emphasised Genevieve’s cheekbones and drew attention to her all-seeing emerald-green eyes. 

Genevieve had no idea of her beauty. A few times, Francine had pointed out the men turning their heads whenever Genevieve walked into the restaurant where they had their weekly lunch. Genevieve had explained it away as a primal reaction to seeing two women of childbearing age. Then she’d coolly analysed Francine’s facial features and pointed out they both had prominent cheekbones, but Francine’s lips were much fuller. According to Genevieve, men viewed women with lips like Francine’s as more sensual than women with Genevieve’s average lips. She’d dismissed the male interest as reptilian brain activity and a lack of frontal lobe stimulation.  

It was a good thing Francine had a healthy self-image. She’d taken the smackdown for the clinical rationalisation it was. She knew those men were gawking at Genevieve because of the aloof beauty she exuded. And those reptilian-brained males were entertaining numerous fantasies about Francine because that was the closest they would ever get to her fabulous Brazilian-French self. 

Onscreen, Genevieve’s eyes narrowed and she leaned a bit closer to the monitors. She must have seen suspicious body language on the footage she was watching. As one of the world’s top nonverbal communication experts, Genevieve really did see everything. From a recorded interview, Genevieve could spot when someone was trying to pull the wool over the interviewer’s eyes. Or that they were sincere in their shock, sadness or outrage when talking about an insurance claim. On top of that, she could point out an anomaly faster than Francine could log in to her favourite online store. This had made her a great asset to the company, helping Phillip Rousseau, the owner of Rousseau & Rousseau, save millions of euros. 

“Hey, supermodel.” Manny snapped his fingers in front of Francine’s nose. “I asked you a question.”

Francine slowly turned towards him, rolling her eyes. He’d been asking her the same question every day for the last four months. “Yes, oh great one. I asked her how she was and she said she’s fine.”

Manny pushed his hands into his trouser pockets. “Then why the bloody hell is she not here with us?”

“Why don’t you ask her that?” Four months ago, they had worked on a case that had ended in extreme violence. Many lives had been saved, but Genevieve had been caught in the crossfire. It had proven too much for her and had prompted her hiatus. As far as Francine knew, no one had asked her to return to her role in the team.

The physical and emotional distance between them had been exacerbated by the renovations to Rousseau & Rousseau. For the first two years, their team had operated from the offices of Rousseau & Rousseau. A few times, the security had been breached, but never as badly as in the last case, which had resulted in a shoot-out that had damaged one hallway and two conference rooms beyond repair.

Genevieve had shown no interest in discussions about renovations and security upgrades. After five minutes in the first meeting, she’d declared it a waste of her time and had left. No one had taken offence. Genevieve’s high-functioning autism caused her to sometimes be quite abrasive. Since they were not only team members but friends, they accepted Genevieve’s quirks even if they didn’t always understand. 

So they’d continued their brainstorming sessions until they’d found the perfect way to secure the premises. Once it had been agreed, things had happened very fast. Colin had bought the building next to Rousseau & Rousseau’s under a company owned by one of his many aliases. Manny had been dismayed at the subterfuge, but had agreed it would add a layer of protection. As far as all official databases were concerned, none of them had any connection to Rousseau & Rousseau. Not anymore. Even Genevieve had been officially fired. Yet she hadn’t joined them in their new team room, but continued to look into Rousseau & Rousseau cases. 

Manny had muttered and cursed, but accepted the new arrangement. It had been at his suggestion that they’d kept on most of the businesses renting space in the building, but had cleared the top floor for themselves. Two weekends of intense renovations had given them a working space with security that very few would ever be able to penetrate. Francine had even moved most of her equipment from her basement workspace to their new team room.

“We should get Frey to ask her.” Manny nodded to himself. Colin and Genevieve had been romantically involved for two years. Being his friend for over twelve years, Francine had been overjoyed for him when he’d found someone who accepted him for who he was. In the time she’d known him, he’d only had flings. Most of those women had dated an alias, never knowing the true person, never knowing the caring, gentle man Colin was. 

Working undercover, retrieving stolen goods of great value, he’d always had to put on a performance. He was terrifyingly good at it—one of the reasons all law enforcement agencies should be happy Colin was working for them, not against them. It was only when he’d grown close to Genevieve that Francine had seen his true side as well. For the first time in their friendship, Colin had relaxed enough to reveal the side of him that wasn’t calculating every sentence and action. He’d even proven to have a sense of humour.

One of Francine’s monitors blinked and another window replaced the side view of Genevieve still staring at the monitors. Father Tomás Bianchi, priest of a large parish in the western outskirts of Rio de Janeiro—and Francine’s dad—was squinting at her. No matter how many times she told her dad he was doing it right, he still doubted his Skype skills.

“Fifi? Can you hear me?” Her dad’s whisper was barely audible. If he needed to whisper, he most likely also needed a quiet answer. Francine checked and saw the thin red cables from his earphones against his full beard. 

She moved closer to her computer, to her webcam. “I can hear and see you, Daddy. How are you?”

“I can’t talk much.” He brought the phone closer to his face, giving her a view of his left eye and part of his nose. “Is that boyfriend of yours with you?”

“He’s not my boyfriend, Daddy.” Francine waved Manny closer. “But he’s right next to me.”

“Good. Good.” Her dad’s one-eyed squint intensified. “I can’t see him.”

Manny grunted, leaned down until his cheek was almost against Francine’s. “Father Tomás. Pleased to meet you.”

“About time too, boy.” Her dad moved the phone away so they could see his whole face. “You’re not a boy, are you?”

“No, sir.” Manny’s lips twitched. “I haven’t been a boy in a long time.”

“Good. Good. Hmm. Good.” Only when he was distracted did her dad repeat himself like this. “I think we have a situation here, Manny.”

“What situation, Daddy?” Francine didn’t like the deep frown pulling her dad’s grey eyebrows together.

“One of my parishioners died early this morning while eating breakfast. Mateas Almeida. He was so young.” The absence of her dad’s trademark smile that always made the corners of his eyes crinkle was telling. “It’s a long story that I’ll tell later, but now I’m worried. I’m in the cellar of his home looking at stuff I know you work with, Fifi.”

Manny snorted when her dad called her by the only name he’d ever used for her. Francine pinched the skin on his hand until he made a growling sound in her ear. She smiled sweetly at the webcam. “What stuff are you looking at, Daddy?”

Her dad pulled the phone even further away from his face and waved his finger at the screen. “That smile means trouble. We’ll talk about that later, Fifi. For now I need to figure out how to...” The view changed to the ceiling, then to her dad’s collar and back to the ceiling before he managed to change to the front-facing camera and point it at what he was seeing.

“Holy hell!” Manny cleared his throat. “Father Tomás, what is that?”

“Paintings, son. Paintings. Are you recording this, Fifi?”

“As always.” Francine recorded all calls, whether audio only or video. A few times it had come in handy when a contact had tried to go back on his word. Today, it might serve a completely different purpose. “Try to go as slow as possible, Daddy.”

The cellar her dad was standing in was a richly decorated space. It was the home office of a person who wanted to convey elegance and old money. A lot of old money. The walls were painted a dark green, yet it didn’t make the space look dark. Well-placed lights brought the focus to the paintings her dad was aiming his phone camera at.

Manny left for a moment and returned with a chair. He sat down and pushed the chair until it was flush against hers. “Supermodel—”

“I’m already on it.” Francine grabbed her tablet from her desk and took a screenshot when her dad stopped moving for a moment to focus on a large, colourful painting. In the time she’d been working on art cases with the team, she’d learned a lot. Looking at the lines and blocks depicting a still-life scene, she was confident identifying it as cubist in style. Changing windows on her tablet, she ran an image search and hit pay dirt a second later. “It’s stolen.”

“Oh, dear.” Her dad’s whisper was so soft, she barely heard him.

Her heart missed a beat, her hand clutching the tablet tighter. Her dad’s congregation were from a suburb in Rio de Janeiro that housed both the disgustingly rich and the dirt poor. Most of the poor people attending her dad’s services had minimum-wage jobs, but clung onto their dignity and faith in equal measure. The affluent were a different kettle of fish. A lot of them lived two lives—one as church-going, family-loving Christians, and the other a lot less benign. “Daddy? Are you in danger?”

“I don’t think so.”

“What are you doing in the cellar, Father Tomás?” Manny scowled at the video feed.

“The widow asked me to come down here and look for her husband’s last will and testament. She didn’t trust anyone else to come in here.”

“Why not?” Manny asked before Francine could.

“I didn’t ask.” There was a slight pause. “But I think that she doesn’t trust the men upstairs.”

“There are men upstairs?” Francine couldn’t keep the worry out of her voice. “What men?”

The video image shook as her dad shrugged. “They’re all friends of the family. Apparently, they’ve been friends since school.”

The image moved to another painting. Her dad moved quickly between paintings, but paused long enough on each one to get good screenshots. She took another one and did an image search on it. This time it took two seconds, but with the same results. 

Manny leaned closer to look at her tablet screen. “Also stolen.”

“These are the only paintings I can see.” Her dad turned around slowly to give them a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the room. “Should I look for more?”

“No!” Francine and Manny spoke at the same time. Rather loudly.

“I would prefer if you got out as soon as possible, Daddy.”

“Not without the last will and testament.” The video moved over to the large mahogany desk before it shuffled again to the ceiling, floor, walls and finally settled facing towards the desk again. “I’ve got this thing hanging around my neck now.”

“Keep it on, but first turn off the flash, Daddy.” Francine waited for the video to settle again. “We don’t want someone to walk in on you and discover that you’re recording anything.”

For a few seconds, Francine and Manny watched her dad go through the contents of the desk. Manny leaned towards the computer. “Why didn’t the widow get the last will and testament herself?”

“Her husband’s sudden death has left her devastated. The doctor had to give her a sedative to calm her down and her sister is sitting with her at the moment.” The image rose and fell as her dad sighed. “They had been parishioners for eleven years. Not once did I ever see them angry with each other. After twenty-three years of marriage, they still loved each other deeply. Aha! I got it.”

Her dad lifted a green folder—‘Last Will and Testament’ handwritten in the top left-hand corner. He opened the folder to reveal three thick documents. The few sentences Francine caught as her dad paged through the first document revealed a detailed will. She guessed it to be around forty pages long. The second and third documents were certified copies of the first. 

“Don’t linger down here, Father Tomás,” Manny said. “Go back upstairs, hand the widow the documents and pretend everything is normal.”

“Everything is not normal.” The view changed towards the door as Francine’s dad straightened. “A man died and I have to comfort the family.”

“Daddy, please remember all our talks.” Francine glanced at Manny and wasn’t surprised to see his eyebrows rise in suspicion. She lifted her chin and looked back at the monitor.

“The talks or the sessions you forced on me?”

It took all her self-control not to look at Manny. Instead, she cleared her throat. “Um... yes. Those sessions.”

The view shook and soft chuckles came over the speakers. “Manny doesn’t know, does he?”

“No, I don’t.” Manny was glaring at her when Francine gave in and glanced at him. He didn’t look away. “But if those sessions are going to keep you safe, I suggest you do as she says.”

“Don’t I always.” The humorous resignation in his voice elicited deep longing in Francine. 

“I miss you, Daddy.” 

He replaced the three documents and walked towards the door. “I miss you too, Fifi. I’m going to take the earphones out, but will keep the camera on. And before you say it, I’ll be careful.”

“I’ll say it anyways.” She leaned closer to the computer and wished she was leaning closer to her dad. “Be careful. And I love you, Daddy.”

“Love you too, Fifi.”

The noise over the speakers indicated that he’d removed the headphones from the phone. She wished he didn’t have to. Speaking to him was one of her greatest pleasures. Not only was he one of the most selfless people she knew, he was also incredibly smart. Not on the same scale as Genevieve, but his insight into people always amazed her. His interest in international politics combined with his intellect made him the perfect debate opponent. They seldom agreed on topics, but always respected the other’s opinion. And more often than not, she learned from him.

Francine watched wide-eyed as her dad climbed the stairs. His breathing increased and she made a mental note to ask him whether he was keeping to his New Year’s promise that he would exercise more. At sixty-two, he was still healthy, but he’d become less active over the years. She hated that she’d only now remembered about his intention to strengthen his muscles and raise his fitness level.

“Fifi, huh?” Manny slumped in his chair and looked her up and down. “What’s that all about?”

“Watch the monitor. My dad might need our help.”

“Your dad will be just fine, supermodel. Tell me why he’s calling you Fifi.”

Francine glared at him for a second before she realised he was trying to distract her. Some of the tension left her body and she smiled at him. “You can be really sweet sometimes, you know?”

“Milena, may I come in?” Francine’s dad’s voice drew their attention back to the monitor. He was standing in the doorway of a large bedroom. A beautiful bed made of a solid dark wood only took up a third of the room. Across from it were sliding doors, very likely opening onto a terrace. Two women were sitting on a deep burgundy sofa in front of large windows. One woman had her arm around the other and handed the crying woman a tissue from the box on her lap. 

“Oh, shit.” Francine turned to Manny. “I forgot that he was going to speak Portuguese.”

Manny slumped deeper into his chair. “Don’t worry about me, supermodel. I’ll get by.”

“You speak Portuguese?” Why had he never told her this? Francine frantically tried to recall which insults she’d used when he’d driven her to lengthy tirades in Portuguese.

Manny pointed at the monitors. “Watch.”

She narrowed her eyes at him and was sure his lips twitched. When he shook his index finger again at the monitor, she huffed and turned—just in time to see both women look up and nod.

“Please come in, Father.” The crying woman blotted her eyes and blew her nose loudly. As Francine’s dad walked closer, she took a few shaky breaths. “I don’t know how I’m going to get through this. I never even entertained the idea of being without Mattie. Now he’s gone. What am I going to do?”

“God will give you the strength, Milena. Just place your trust in Him.” Francine’s dad sat on one of the chairs facing the sofa. 

“I’m sorry, Father, but at the moment I really don’t understand how God can take away a healthy, kind, generous forty-seven-year-old man who did so much for his community.”

“Being angry with God is normal.” The sincerity in her dad’s voice was the reason he was so loved. “I’ve also been angry with Him a few times. I know this is meaningless right now while you are in such pain, but time will bring you the peace that you need.”

“I don’t know, Father.” It looked like Milena wanted to say more, but fresh tears fell from her eyes and she bent over, the sound of her wracking sobs filling the room.

They sat in silence for a few seconds, Milena weeping and her sister holding her close. Once Milena’s crying lessened, her sister looked at Francine’s dad. “Did you find Mateas’ last will and testament, Father?”

“I did.”

Milena looked up. “What does it say?”

“I didn’t look, Milena. That is your privilege.” Again, his answer was gentle, filled with compassion. Francine knew he dealt far too often with people’s grief, with the pain accompanying the loss.

“I don’t want this privilege. I want Mateas back.” Her sobs started again.

Her sister looked at Francine’s dad, her expression pleading. “I don’t know how to help her.” 

“You are helping her. Hold her, give her more tissues and listen to her when she needs to talk.” He held out the folder towards her. “This seems to be the most recent last will and testament. I’m going to give you both some space, but I will be available at any time. Just phone me and I’ll be back.”

The sister briefly tightened her hold on Milena before she got up. “I’ll walk with you, Father.”

Francine wasn’t surprised when her dad didn’t refuse the offer. Something in the sister’s tone had also caught Francine’s attention. “I wish Genevieve was here. She would give us so much more insight.”

“We can show this to Doc later. I would also like to know what she makes of this.” Before Manny could say anything else, Milena’s sister and Francine’s dad reached the hallway. The woman stopped just outside the bedroom door and hugged herself tightly. 

“Is there something you would like to share with me, Gabriela?”

Gabriela cleared her throat twice then sighed heavily. “Milena refuses to believe that her healthy husband could’ve had a heart attack. We both know it happens, but she is convinced he was murdered.”

“Did she say who she suspects?”

“That’s just it. She can’t imagine anyone who would’ve wanted to hurt her Mattie.”

“But you don’t agree?”

“I didn’t say that.” 

“My dear”—Francine’s dad’s tone was regretful—“I deal with people’s secrets every day. I can tell that you have one.”

Gabriela held his gaze for a few seconds before looking away. “She loved him.”

“And you didn’t trust him?”

“I don’t have any real basis for my distrust. There was just something about Mateas. Nothing I could ever put my finger on.”

“Did he ever hurt Milena?”

“Oh, no! He would never do that.” She shook her head vehemently. “That was the only reason I tolerated him. He loved my sister as much as she loved him.”

“But you still think that someone could’ve wanted him dead?”

She raised both shoulders before dropping them with a sigh. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m just overwhelmed with all this emotion. Ignore me, Father. I will make sure Milena is okay. If she needs to speak to you, I’ll call.”

Gabriela turned around and walked into the room, out of sight. The view didn’t move for a few seconds. Francine’s dad was most likely contemplating his next move. She was extremely glad when he didn’t plug his headphones into the phone, but continued down the hallway towards the staircase. Whether Milena’s suspicions were right or not, Francine didn’t want her dad to draw attention to himself, possibly putting his life in danger. She let out the breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding when he reached the foyer without any incident.

When he took his light coat from the housekeeper and put it on, Francine dropped her head into her hands. 

“He’s covering up the camera.” Manny pointed at the monitor. “Why is he covering up the camera?”

“Because my absentminded dad has forgotten about the phone hanging around his neck.” She had lost count of the times she had reminded her dad to widen his attention. He was the perfect example of living in the moment. “I wonder if he even remembered it was on when he went into the bedroom.”

Manny lifted his hand to stop her from saying anything else. Male voices were coming over the speakers. Francine turned up the sound and frowned. “They’re speaking French.”

“Shh.” Manny made a chopping motion with his hand. Francine wanted to grab the offending hand and bend his fingers backwards. Nobody shushed her. 

“Quiet. The priest is coming,” a deep voice said.

“Nah, it’s just the local yokel. He only speaks Portuguese.” This voice had a whiny quality to it. Francine immediately disliked this man.

“Are you sure?” Deep Voice asked.

“Yeah. He’s been here for the last thirty-something years and I’ve never heard him speak anything but Portuguese. The old man doesn’t even travel.”

“I don’t know about his linguistic skills, but I do know that he’s never even taken a holiday.” The third voice held an authority the others didn’t. “The locals all talk about it. He’s always here. He’s harmless.”

“What’s he doing?” Whiny asked.

“Waiting. What does it look like, idiot?” It sounded as if footsteps were coming closer. “Can we help you, Father?”

“Oh. I’m sorry. Do you speak Portuguese?” Francine’s dad sounded calm and friendly.

“Yes, of course,” Deep Voice answered in Portuguese. “Can we help with something, Father?”

“That’s very kind of you to offer. I’m waiting for my driver. He should be here any minute now.”

The pause that followed made Francine nervous. Were they studying her dad to make sure he wasn’t lying? And since when did he have a driver? 

“Very well. We were also leaving.” Footsteps sounded again—leaving. “Good day, Father.”

“God bless, son.”

“Arsehole,” Whiney said in French as they walked away. “I never understood why Mateas was so religious. Such a crock. Hey, maybe he confessed to this old guy. We should take the priest and find out if he knows anything. We can’t risk a hint of our... project coming out now.”

Francine’s hand flew to her mouth, her heart pounding.

“Nah. Didn’t you see how relaxed he was? He doesn’t know squat. He...” The third voice was too far away to hear anything else. Francine played with the sound settings, but there were no other sounds to capture. Just her dad’s breathing. A long, uneventful minute later, a rumbling car came closer until it stopped. Her dad grunted as he got in the car and the door slammed a second later.

“I’m sorry you had to wait for me, Father. I tried to get back as soon as possible.” 

Francine recognised the voice. In the last three years, her dad had admitted to being overwhelmed by work. Enrico Diaz had started working as his assistant and apparently now also as his driver.

“No problem, Enrico. You were just in time.”

“How is Mrs Almeida?”

“As one could expect. One can only pray for them.”

“Indeed.” It sounded as if they were on a main road. “Any problems? Other than the obvious, of course.”

“Not at all. Just the sadness of losing a loved one.”

Francine jerked away from the computer. “He lied!”

“Of course he did, supermodel. He can’t exactly go around telling everyone he’s found stolen artwork and that someone might have been murdered.”

“But he lied.” She turned to face Manny. “Daddy doesn’t lie. He might mislead like he did when the guy asked him a question in French. But he doesn’t tell big whoppers like this. He must have seen something in those three men that has him worried. Oh, God. I have to speak to him.”

She was still on video call with her dad, but it was no good if he couldn’t hear her. Her dad and Enrico were discussing the agenda for the rest of the week, so she felt comfortable disconnecting. She called his mobile and listened in frustration as the call went to voice mail. 

After the third time, Manny put his hand over hers. “He probably put it on silent, supermodel. Does he have a house phone?”

“Yes.”

“Then phone him there later. Let’s go through the stuff you recorded.” He shifted in his chair. “Dammit. I wish Doc would get her butt here. We could really do with her insight.”

Francine agreed, but didn’t want to impose on Genevieve. They would look through the footage and if they got stuck, they’d get Genevieve involved. Francine opened the software programme she used for videos and opened the recording she’d just saved.
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“I love you too, Daddy.” Francine ended the call and turned to Manny. They’d watched the footage twice before she’d phoned her dad again at his home. He’d picked up and had chuckled when he’d admitted to forgetting about having his phone’s camera on. The five-minute conversation she’d had with him had done nothing to soothe her mind.

“So? What did he say, supermodel?”

Francine forced her frustration back and relaxed her facial muscles. “He said there were four men. He recognised them as friends of Almeida’s who have been there a few times when my dad visited. He never met them and only ever saw them from a distance. Until today. One of the men didn’t say anything, not until they’d reached their cars and my dad couldn’t hear anything. But my dad said he is the guy we should look out for. All four were wearing expensive clothing.”

“How does your dad define expensive?”

“The same way I do. He recognised one man’s shoes as a pair of Bruno Maglis. And Daddy knows how to spot a bespoke suit. All of them looked like they were about to put on their ties and walk into a board meeting.”

“Interesting.” Manny rubbed his chin. “What else?”

“Daddy visits the local prison once a week as part of his duties. He said the man with the high voice had the same look in his eyes as some of the thugs he ministers to in prison. He also said the cars they got into were a Mercedes and a Porsche.”

“Did he get the number plates?”

“I didn’t ask. I’ll phone him again, but I don’t think so. He hates taking off his reading glasses, which means he can never read anything which is not in front of him.” Every time Francine had confronted him about it, he’d told her that he spent most of his time reading and looking at people right in front of him. He didn’t need to see detail far away. 

“Supermodel?” Manny lifted both eyebrows.

“What?” Manny staring at her was unnerving and she didn’t need it right now.

“You’re not telling me everything.”

“I am. I did.” She threw her hands in the air. “I’ve told you everything my dad just told me.”

He tilted his head. Whenever he did that, he always said something that made her want to reach for a weapon. “What aren’t you telling me? What’s wrong?”

For a second, Francine considered telling him how mistaken he was. It annoyed her endlessly that he would know she was lying. She shook her finger at him, the jingle of her bracelets filling the room. “You’re annoying.”

“Not more than you. Now tell me what’s wrong.”

She dropped both hands on her lap in defeat. “My dad. That’s what’s wrong. He’s the most stubborn, nosiest person I have ever laid eyes on.”

Manny’s bark of laughter surprised Francine. Manny didn’t laugh. Not often. Francine realised why he was laughing and folded her arms, glaring at him. 

He laughed harder. “So rich, supermodel. Coming from you of all people.”

“It’s not funny.” She really wanted to stay annoyed, but the laughter was making Manny look younger. Happier. And it was contagious.

Manny shook his head. “Yes, it is funny. To hear the most obstinate and nosy person I know accuse her dad of the same.”

“At least I’m smart enough not to put my life in danger when I check into something.”

“What the hell?” All laughter disappeared from Manny’s face. “You think your dad is going to investigate these men? Or the paintings in that cellar?”

Francine pushed her fingers through her hair. “I wish I could tell you he would never do it.”

“But you know he’s going to.”

“Yo, yo, yo! Vee and Cee are in da house!” Vinnie’s deep voice boomed through the large space. Francine and Manny turned towards the elevator in time to see the doors close behind Colin and Vinnie. The latter walked towards them, his smile wide. “Whaddup, my peeps?”

“Another reason Doc needs to come back.” Manny’s top lip curled. “At least people speak normal English then.”

“Aw, old man, you’re just jealous that you don’t have my way with words.”

“No, criminal. I’m thankful I don’t have your way with words.”

Colin’s smile disappeared when he noticed the image on the computer monitor behind Francine. “What’s that? Where did you get that?”

“My dad saw it in the basement of a parishioner’s house. We have more footage.”

“What do you know about this, Frey?” Manny lifted his chin towards the cubist painting on the monitor.

“This?” Colin pointed at the monitor. “This is Fernand Léger’s Still Life with Chandeliers, stolen in 2010 and not yet recovered. Francine, zoom in, please.”

“Where?” Her hand rested on the wireless mouse, ready to enlarge any section Colin wanted to see. He was an expert in art forgery, frequently consulting with galleries and museums to help them authenticate artworks. Although most of those times he was wearing some form of disguise and never used his real name.

“Doesn’t matter. I just need to have a closer look.”

She zoomed in on the fork lying on the table and made space for Colin to lean closer to the monitor. For a few seconds he studied the monitor from different angles. Manny shifted in his chair, a sign that he was getting impatient. To his credit, he didn’t rush Colin. 

Vinnie did. “Dude. Are you going to make out with the screen or are you going to tell us whether it is the stolen painting or not?”

Colin straightened. Usually he would respond to Vinnie’s baiting with his own sharp wit. He didn’t even smile. “It’s impossible to tell for certain from an image of this quality, but in my opinion this is the original Léger.”

“Holy Mother Mary.” Manny rubbed his hand hard over his face. “Supermodel, play the whole video.”

“There’s a video? Where’s the popcorn?” Vinnie’s grin increased when Manny glared at him.

“Vin.” Colin’s soft request was enough. Vinnie was still smiling, but he pressed his lips together. Colin took a step away from Francine’s desk. “What video?” 

Manny held up a hand the second Francine inhaled. “No. You’re going to be too long-winded. And don’t get huffy.”

“I never get huffy!”

Colin and Vinnie laughed at her outraged tone. Manny only lifted one eyebrow and turned to the other men. In four sentences, he summarised what would’ve taken Francine at least four paragraphs. She wasn’t surprised to see the concern on the other two’s faces.

“Did you tell Franny’s dad to stay out of this?” Vinnie nodded towards her, but looked at Manny. “This one is a chip off the old block. Nosier than my Aunt Helen’s three cats.”

Manny’s blasted eyebrow rose again. Francine was ready to sneak into his house tonight and shave that eyebrow while he was sleeping. She tapped her foot and put one fist on her hip. “I’m not that nosy.”

“Have you or have you not been spying on Genevieve?” Colin folded his arms and looked down at her. “Have you or have you not been reading all her email correspondence?”

“I’m worried! I was looking to see if there was anything in her emails that might tell us if she’s not okay.”

“She’s okay.” Colin’s lips thinned. They’d had this argument before. “If you’re so worried, why don’t you ask her?”

“I have.”

“And?” 

“She said she’s fine.” Francine threw her hands in the air when Colin didn’t say anything. “A lot of people say they’re fine when they’re not.”

“As much as it pains me to say, Frey has a point, supermodel.” Manny scowled at Colin. “Don’t gloat, thief. I’m just saying that Doc has never said anything she didn’t mean. She wouldn’t lie about being fine or not.”

“You are all far too careful around her.” Colin unfolded his arms and placed his hands on his hips. “The last case threw us all for a loop. I don’t see any of you tiptoeing around each other. Why are you treating her differently?”

“She said she needed a break, dude.” Vinnie had always been gentle with Genevieve, but Francine had noticed that he’d taken it up a few notches since the last case.

“And she had her break.” Twice they’d had this discussion and twice Colin had argued that there was nothing wrong with Genevieve.

“Yes, she did,” Francine said. “And she’s been reading all those friendship books.”

Everyone groaned. Including Colin. “Yeah, that’s something I’m trying to get her to lose interest in. She’s convinced those books might teach her something, but she keeps deleting them from her e-reader.”

“Why?” Francine thought that odd. During one of their lunches, Genevieve had been outraged that people would throw books away. Genevieve had said that she kept all her books.

Colin sighed deeply. “According to Jenny, the people who wrote those books have no idea what they are talking about. Their friendship advice is counter-intuitive, their writing skills are subpar, there are too many or too few commas, their knowledge about communication might be the reason the divorce rates are so high. I could go on—”

“But we get the gist.” Manny pushed his chair back and stretched out his legs. “Why the hell is she reading those books, Frey?”

“The obvious reason.” Colin shrugged. “Information-gathering. Her reasoning is that the books might give her insight into how neurotypical people might define friendship. She thinks it will help her be a better friend.”

“She’s a great friend.” Vinnie picked up Francine’s favourite pen before she could stop him. He was agitated. That meant the death of her pen. He flipped the pen between his fingers. “Why doesn’t she get that?”

“Have you told her that?” Colin asked.

“Huh? Me?” Vinnie’s grip tightened on the pen and a soft cracking sound came from his fist. “Of course I did. I tell her she rocks all the time.”

“Seriously, Vin? After all this time, you really think Jenny will hear, ‘You rock,’ and understand, ‘You’re a wonderful friend’?”

It was silent in the team room for a long while. Francine thought back to the many lunches and shopping trips she and Genevieve had had. Not once had she told her best friend that she was a good friend. She’d only assumed Genevieve would know this because Francine called her ‘my bestest friend’.

“Why doesn’t she tell us how she feels?” Far too many times Francine didn’t know what was going through her friend’s mind.

“Whoa there.” Colin raised both hands and took a step back. “I’m not Genevieve’s spokesperson. If you have questions for her, ask her yourself. How many more times must I tell you that she’s not as fragile as you think she is?”

“She’s special, dude,” Vinnie said after some time. “Even the old man doesn’t want to fuck things up with her. We don’t want her to...”

“Stop right there, Vin. You should be telling her this. Not me. I know how much you all love her. She knows how I feel about her, because I tell her. I tell her that I appreciate that she accepts me as I am. That it means a lot to me that she doesn’t judge—not me, not my friends and not other people. I tell her when she says something hurtful and I explain to her why. Shit, man, I’ve seen you read those books on autism. You know her brain works differently than ours. You guys need to speak to her.”

Francine’s eyes widened at the anger in Colin’s tone. She could count on one hand the times she’d seen Colin lose his cool. He was in so many ways the opposite to Vinnie’s passion and open emotions. If Genevieve was the foundation of the team, Colin was the pillar. No matter what a case threw at them, he remained level-headed. The fact that he was right about how they’d been treating Genevieve rankled. 

“I’m going for lunch with her today. I’ll speak to her,” Francine said.

“You do that,” Colin said through tight lips. He pointed at the computer monitor. “Can we please stop talking about Jenny and start watching this video your dad recorded?”

“He didn’t record it. I did.” Francine rolled her eyes and finished with her best Nikki imitation. “I mean, like, duh.”

That broke the tension and brought smiles to everyone’s faces. Nikki was a nineteen-year-old student who had come into their lives two years ago. She had adopted Colin and Genevieve as her parents and had wormed her way into everyone’s hearts with her youthful enthusiasm for life. 

Colin and Genevieve lived in what used to be two large neighbouring apartments. The connecting wall in the living areas had been taken out, making it an enormous apartment. Colin and Genevieve lived in one side, Nikki and Vinnie in the other. A strange, but very happy family.

Francine didn’t care that Vinnie chuckled at her bad impression and that Manny’s lips twitched again. It was Colin’s soft smile that put her at ease. She loved getting Manny riled up. Irritating Vinnie when he was cooking was the best part of her day. But she needed Colin to be that reliable, and annoyingly calm, pillar. 

“Okay, smartarse. Can we please watch the video you recorded?” Colin asked.

“Immediately.” With two clicks, Francine played the recording from the beginning. A few times Colin asked her to pause it while he studied the artwork her dad had stopped at. Apart from that, no one else said anything for the duration of the recording. 

When it ended, Vinnie put his hand on her shoulder. “Did he promise he wasn’t going to check these guys out?”

She looked over her shoulder at him. “He did.”

“But you don’t believe him.”

“I should. He’s a priest. He shouldn’t be lying.”

“He lied to his driver.”

“And I’m going to give him a piece of my mind about that.” As a matter of fact, she was building up quite a long lecture she planned to give her dad when she Skyped with him tonight. If she managed to catch him on Skype. She had a suspicion that he was going to block communication from her for a few days. It wasn’t going to help her worry less about him. “Or I’m going to have to resort to plan B.”

“Plan B?” Manny asked.

Francine’s smile conveyed a warning. “My mom.”

“Oh, yeah.” Vinnie nodded. “That lady is scary. Wait until you meet her, old man. She can turn a computer into a block of cheese. By sheer will. I’ve never met anyone like her.”

“No?” Manny looked from Vinnie to Francine and back. “Never?”

“Hah!” Vinnie laughed. “Like mother, like daughter.”

This was the second time today someone had told her she took after her parents. Since she had the utmost respect for those two people, she didn’t mind. But she did mind how funny the men found it. “At least my mother—and my father—know what spices to add when they’re cooking.”

Vinnie’s laughter disappeared. “That’s not even remotely funny, Franny.”

“Could someone please tell me why these paintings are in this man’s cellar?” Colin’s frustrated question interrupted Francine’s fun. 

“Wait,” Vinnie said. “Is this our case? Are we pursuing this?”

“We should.” Colin pointed at the monitor. “If that is the real Léger, and I’m sure it is, the Paris Museum of Modern Art will be indebted to us forever.”

“Of course we’re looking into this.” Francine turned to Manny. “At least I am.”

“And if I don’t agree, you’re just going to go ahead and follow in your daddy’s stubborn footsteps, aren’t you?” Manny grumbled something under his breath when Francine blew him a kiss, red spots appearing on his cheeks. Her flirtation never embarrassed him, so Francine smiled happily. Once again she’d succeeded in annoying him. He turned his back on her. “We’re going to need to establish whether those paintings are real or not.”

“I’ll fly over to Brazil tonight and have your answer by tomorrow.” Colin looked like he was ready to leave this very moment.

“Ooh! Road trip!” Francine clapped her hands. “Let’s all go. Mom and Daddy would love to see you two again and meet Mister Meany.”

“No. No road trip.” Manny used his final-answer tone. “Frey, don’t you have some colleague over there who could go have a look at those paintings?”

Colin thought about it. “Nobody I trust enough. The best person to authenticate paintings in Brazil is notorious for making paintings disappear.”
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