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Chapter One

 


I parked my
Mini on the quayside and stepped on to the houseboat. A makeshift
arrangement due to a recent office fire, the houseboat served as
our headquarters. When funds allowed, we’d rent a ‘proper’ office,
ideally in the city centre, or on a waterfront location. However,
for now, the houseboat would suffice; at least it provided a
talking point for our clients, a means of breaking the
ice.

I hung my
leather jacket on a coat stand then admired the interior. The
houseboat was clean thanks to some diligent work from my colleague,
Faye Collister. The boat contained a number of shaded lights, which
dangled from the ceiling, pine panelling, textured sofas and basic
chairs. The sides sloped in a little, while rugs covered the
polished, somewhat gnarled, floorboards. The interior decoration
had been olive-green, though recently we’d lightened the mood with
several coats of lime green paint.

From my office
space, I wandered into the galley, which contained a microwave,
fridge and trash compactor. There, I made a cup of instant coffee.
Cradling the cup, I returned to my desk, where I sat and studied
Faye’s latest report.

Faye’s report
detailed the fact that shoppers had used a hospital car park as a
free parking zone. A security company had installed a Big Brother
system to ensnare the shoppers. That company duly distributed
chastisement letters, along with details of how to pay the fines.
However, many shoppers ignored those letters, so the security
company had roped us in as glorified debt collectors. It was an
unsavoury, menial task, the sort of task that kept our business
afloat. Usually I assigned such tasks to Faye and fair play to her
invariably she delivered on them.

Faye was a
good friend and loyal colleague. However, she still had personal
issues to overcome, issues that dated back to her childhood.
Through weekly consultations with a psychologist, she was making
progress. Although her OCD, her compulsion for excessive neatness,
often simmered beneath the surface, gradually she was gaining
control.

I filed the
report, sipped my coffee, then glanced up as footsteps disturbed
the silence. Someone had boarded our houseboat.

“Hello,” a
light female voice called out, somewhat hesitantly. “Anyone at
home?”

“In here,” I
replied.

A young woman,
in her late teens, stepped down the spiral staircase into the
salon, into the area that served as Faye’s office and our reception
room. She paused beside a sliding door, a door I invariably kept
open.

While she
paused beside the door, I took a moment to study her. She had dark
hair parted on the right, resting on her shoulders. Her eyes were
dark too, almost black, very sensual. Her face was pretty with
chubby cheeks, the sort of cheeks that relatives often felt the
urge to pinch when you were a baby. Slim and attractive, she wore
blue jeans, black training shoes and a green, hooded
top.

“Is this Sam’s
Enquiry Agency?” she asked.

“It is,” I
said.

“And you are
Sam?”

I nodded, “I
am.”

She scowled,
“And you’re an enquiry agent?”

I offered my
potential client a winning smile. “Indeed, I am.”

“Oh.” She
paused, frowned, hesitated. “It’s just that I was expecting...”
With a sigh, she shrugged. Then she adjusted her hooded top,
flicked her hair over her shoulders and sat on my client’s chair.
“I’m not sure what I was expecting.”

“A man?” I
ventured.

“Maybe. But
I’m glad that you’re a woman. Women are easier to talk
with.”

“Depends on
the woman,” I said. Leaning forward, I picked up a pen and adjusted
my notepad; I was a habitual note taker; better to record
everything in black and white than to store the information in my
head. “You’d like to talk with me?” I asked, caressing the pen,
scribing an S on the notepad to stimulate some capillary
action.

The young
woman nodded. Then she glanced around the houseboat. Although our
makeshift office looked peculiar, with its bunks, galley and
en suite bathroom, it was
securely moored, and connected to the mains and water supply.
Moreover, the waterfront address looked good on the
letterhead.

Leaning
towards me, the young woman spoke in a conspiratorial whisper,
“Everything I say here, it is confidential, isn’t it? Like with a
doctor, or a solicitor, or a priest?”

“Strictly
confidential,” I said. “We pride ourselves in our
discretion.”

“We?” she
frowned.

“Yes; I have
an assistant, Faye Collister.”

“Oh,” she
said, leaning back.

“Faye’s out at
the moment, on assignment.”

The young
woman smiled; she had an engaging, pleasant smile. “Sounds
exciting,” she said.

“It can be,” I
said.

Once again,
she leaned forward. Once again, she whispered, “I’m here, but you
haven’t seen me, okay?”

“You require
that level of privacy?” I asked.

“I
do.”

“For any
particular reason?”

She bit her
bottom lip and hooded her eyes. “My father would kill me if he knew
that I was talking with you.”

“And your
father is...?”

“Professor
Christian Pryce. My name is Sasha Pryce. I’m a chess
player.”

“I know,” I
said. “At least, I thought your face was familiar.”

“You know?”
she frowned.

“Yes; I enjoy
chess. I play a little myself; I’ve seen your picture, on social
media.”

“I see.” Sasha
sat back. It occurred to me that maybe her habit of leaning forward
and swaying back stemmed from her profession, from hours spent
sitting at the chessboard. “So you know all about me,” she
said.

“I know that
you’re a very good chess player,” I said. “Beyond that, I know
nothing.”

Sasha glanced
down. In absent-minded fashion, she tugged at a drawstring, toyed
with her hooded top. “My father is very protective towards me,” she
said. “My mother died when I was young, a baby, so basically my
father brought me up.”

“Single-handed?”

“With the help
of nannies. My father is a pharmacologist; he has a very demanding
job. The stress is great.”

“I can
imagine,” I said.

“Sometimes he
overreacts, in regard to matters concerning me. Recently, he hired
a bodyguard to protect me.”

I made a note
of that on my notepad. “For what reason?” I asked.

“I don’t
know,” Sasha sighed. “I put it down to an overreaction.”

“Has anyone
threatened you?”

She giggled,
offered a pleasant, innocent, naive sound. “Why would anyone
threaten a chess player?” she asked.

I thought
about that for a moment, to no real effect. Then I said, “I’m sure
I read somewhere that you’re preparing for a chess
tournament?”

Sasha nodded,
“I’m hoping to take another step towards grandmaster status and
gain another norm. I need three norms to become a grandmaster; I
have two already. There are fifteen hundred male grandmasters, but
only thirty-three females, so it would be an
achievement.”

“A great
achievement,” I said.

She smiled,
“Thank you.”

“Your father,”
I said, “maybe he hired the bodyguard to eliminate
distractions?”

“Viktor Kamkin
does that,” Sasha said. “He ensures that I concentrate one hundred
percent on chess.”

“Who’s Viktor
Kamkin?” I asked.

“My
coach.”

I made another
note on my notepad, then glanced at my coffee, now cold and
undrinkable. To Sasha, I said, “So, your father is concerned about
you, and he’s hired a bodyguard...male or female?”

“Male; his
name is Blake; he’s got lots of tattoos, lots of muscles; he’s a
hunk.”

“I don’t see
him around,” I said.

“I gave him
the slip.” Sasha smiled impishly. “At a café. I told him I needed a
pee.”

“Naughty,” I
said.

“I’ll
apologize. But I needed to get away from him. I needed to talk with
you.”

“What about?”
I asked.

“You find
people, right?”

I nodded, “I
look for people, occasionally.”

“I want you to
find someone, for me.”

“Who?” I
asked.

“Steve Chapin.
He’s a chess player too, nineteen, the same age as me. I met Steve
at a chess tournament a few months ago, in the Netherlands. We got
on well together, so I invited him to join my team.”

Images of the
Netherlands and thoughts of a recent visit there drifted through my
mind. However, I soon returned to Sasha and anchored myself in the
present. “What did your father think of that,” I asked, “of Steve
joining your team?”

“He wasn’t too
pleased.”

“And Viktor
Kamkin’s reaction?”

Sasha pouted,
pushed out her bottom lip. “He wasn’t pleased either.”

“But you won
them over?”

Sasha smiled;
once again, she revealed her inner imp. “I can be very stubborn,
when I want to be.” After a frown and a thoughtful silence, she
continued, “I can understand their opposition. Most chess players
struggle, financially. Basically, I’m taking a year out of
university – I’m studying mathematics – and my father is financing
me. He’s secured a sponsorship package as well. Viktor Kamkin wants
to mould me in his image – he was a fine grandmaster in his day.
Viktor reckons that Steve isn’t good enough to guide me to the top
of the chess tree. On the one hand, he’s right; Steve will never be
a title contender. But he’s wrong too because Steve has a great
analytical mind and he can help me with my analysis, particularly
the analysis of my opening play.”

“What about
Steve’s feelings in all of this?” I asked.

Sasha sat
back. With her right hand, she tugged at her hair, twirled it
around her fingers. She said, “Steve wasn’t sure, initially. But he
agreed to help out, part-time; he still works as a computer games
designer, at Red Dragon Computer Games, near the docks.” She
offered her hair to her lips, then brushed it away in irritated
fashion, as though recalling a bad habit, recently broken. “All was
going well, until the day before yesterday.”

“What happened
then?” I asked.

“Steve
disappeared. He sent me a text, said he was quitting, no
explanation as to why.”

“You replied
to his text?”

“Yes, but he
didn’t answer. I tried to phone him, and several times since, but
he’s switched his phone off. I’d like to know where he is, that
he’s safe, and why he quit.”

“Do you think
that either your father or Viktor Kamkin leaned on him, so to
speak?”

“I’m sure they
did,” Sasha said, her tone hard-edged, certain. Then, in a whisper,
she added, “Will you find Steve for me?”

“I can look
for him,” I said.

“Oh, please,
do that for me. But my father mustn’t know that I’ve hired you. And
you mustn’t contact me. I’ll wait twenty-four hours, then I’ll
contact you. Okay?”

I made a note
of Sasha’s request on my notepad, followed by a question mark. What
was going on here? Did she have the funds to pay me? I told her my
going rate and she said, “Don’t worry, I have my own account; I can
afford you.”

“Okay,” I
said. “I’ll look for Steve. Do you have a recent
picture?”

“On my phone.
I can transfer it to your phone?”

“Go ahead,” I
said, and through the magic of modern technology, Steve Chapin’s
picture appeared on my mobile phone. “Handsome,” I smiled, my eyes
on the picture.

“He’s cute,
isn’t he?” Sasha giggled. Then with her face serious and her tone
stern, she said, “Please find him for me.”

I closed my
phone and dropped it into my shoulder bag. I threw my bag over my
shoulder and followed Sasha on to the quay. There, I spied two
shadowy figures moving around, at opposite corners of an abandoned
warehouse. I gazed at the warehouse, but the figures disappeared
into the light morning mist.

So, it’s
going to be like that, is it? Why can’t things ever be
straightforward?

Welcome to
Sam’s world.


Chapter Two

 


Given the
mysterious nature of Sasha’s request, I decided to contact my
friend, Detective Inspector ‘Sweets’ MacArthur. From my Mini, I
phoned Sweets. However, he wasn’t available, so I left a message on
his personal phone. I asked him if he’d heard anything untoward
about Steve Chapin, if anyone had reported Steve missing, or if
Steve had run into any criminal complications. Sweets would no
doubt curse and cuss when he received my message, but I felt sure
that he would get back to me with the relevant
information.

I drove a
short distance along the waterfront to Red Dragon Computer Games
Limited. Thanks to an Internet search, I’d discovered that a Mr
Caradog Hughes owned Red Dragon Computer Games. Strangely enough,
my long-suffering music teacher also went under the name of Caradog
Hughes. How my singing voice had tortured him in class. A man of
fine, delicate sensibilities, I wondered where old Mr Hughes was
now, probably conducting a choir somewhere, rejoicing in the glory
of three-part harmonies.

More relevant
to the moment, I wondered where Steve Chapin was now. Caradog
Hughes was not available, so I made an appointment to meet him.
Then I drove back to the houseboat to think.

I was deep in
thought, doodling away on my notepad, when Faye stomped her way
down the spiral staircase. With large blue-green eyes and golden
ringlets, Faye was beautiful, perfect in every detail. Except for
her feet. Nature had sought to redress the balance by cursing her
with over-large feet.

“A good
report,” I said, referring to her work on the hospital car park and
associated fines, “soon you’ll be able to step into my shoes or set
up on your own.”

“I don’t know
about that,” Faye said. She grabbed a can of coke from the fridge,
pulled back the metal ring and took a thirsty slurp. “I’m not keen
on becoming a leader; I’m more of a sidekick, a number
two.”

Faye slumped
on to our client’s chair and drank from her coke can. She looked
stressed, as she invariably did after her weekly psychology
sessions. The coke fed her sugar craving, which tended to skyrocket
whenever she felt the strain. Another symptom of stress was her
obsession with neatness, and I observed as her eyes flicked around
the houseboat searching for items astray, objects out of place.
Thankfully, everything was in order, Faye saw to that on a daily
basis. Nevertheless, she felt the urge to gather up my coffee cup.
She walked into the galley, washed my cup then placed it in a
cupboard, neatly away.

When Faye
returned to our client’s chair, I asked, “How did it
go?”

“Hard,” she
said. “I’m not sure if I can do it.”

“The
psychology sessions are part of your terms of employment;
remember?”

“I remember,”
she said, nodding her head. “But chatting with Dr Brizendine is so
draining. I’m exhausted.”

“What did you
talk about?” I asked.

“My mother, of
course.”

“Any
progress?”

Faye turned
and offered me her shoulder. Her fingers gripped the coke can,
denting its surface. “I’d rather not discuss it,” she
said.

“I respect
that,” I said.

Bowing my
head, I stared at my notepad, at my notes, at a series of swirls
and pointless squiggles. I thought back to the Stone Age, to a
woman doodling on a cave wall. Of course, modern professors would
study that doodle and extract some deep, inner meaning. I liked the
idea that the woman was just doodling for pleasure, maybe to
distract herself, to take her mind off her period pains. But that’s
my mind for you, quirky at the best of times.

“Maybe it’s
not all her fault,” Faye said, her emotionally charged voice
breaking the silence. “Maybe I led her on in some way.”

As a child,
Faye had suffered abuse at the hands of her mother.

“How do you
feel about that?” I asked.

“I went to my
mother looking for love. After my father left us, I was upset; my
mother was upset. Things took a wrong turn. She exploited the
situation, but maybe I was also to blame.”

“How do you
feel about that?” I repeated.

“I hate my
mother. I hate myself.”

“And what does
Dr Brizendine say about that?”

“She says hate
is a very destructive emotion, particularly when directed at a
family member or yourself.”

“So,” I said,
“you need to love yourself, and make peace with your
mother.”

Faye drained
the dregs from her coke can. Then she stood up and placed the can,
neatly, in the waste bin. In a strained voice, she said, “I don’t
think I can do either of those things.”

“You can try,”
I said.

“Maybe.” Faye
walked out of my office, into the reception room where she sat
behind her desk. I followed with my notebook and pen in
hand.

“We have a new
client, Sasha Pryce.” I offered Faye my notebook and she studied my
scribbles. “Our task is to find Sasha’s coaching assistant, Steve
Chapin, and to keep things quiet along the way.”

“Why the
tippy-toes?” Faye frowned.

“I’m not
sure,” I said. “Maybe Sasha has issues at home, with her father.
Maybe he has a controlling nature, maybe he’s a touch obsessed
about her. He’s gone to the lengths of hiring a minder to watch
over her, so clearly there’s something going on there.”

Faye ran a
fingernail over my notes; her fingernails were long and neatly
manicured, painted a vibrant scarlet. “But we concentrate on
finding Steve Chapin,” she said.

I nodded, “For
now, we stick to our task.”

“Sasha sounds
like trouble,” Faye said.

“Trouble is
our business,” I grinned.

“Ha-ha,” Faye
mocked; “you’ve been watching too many old movies.”

I shrugged,
“The old movies are the best.”

“I’ve told you
before,” Faye said, opening her computer, switching it on
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