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Chapter 1—The Girls are back
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George was hanging from the rafters, naked, kicking and swearing at her captors, and screaming, “Eneko.” I was trying to reach out to her, but I was being held back. I awoke in a sweat.

Again, I heard my name being called. I threw on some clothes and went through to the office. George looked in fine form. Her hair was longer; it seemed even more luxurious. The Spanish sunshine had brought out her freckles. She looked radiant—no bruises, even leaner and fitter. She threw her arms around me, kissed me on the lips for a long time, then slapped me on my rear. “Bamboo cane, eh?”

I laughed.

She laughed, threw off her coat, and said, “What’s happening? Anything for me to do?”

“Loads, but it can wait. Tell me about your holiday?”

“Eneko, it was wonderful. After Rhian gave us the-all clear and we didn’t look like a pair of female boxers, we drove to London and then by train to Paris. Paris was wonderful. Spring was in the air, and you know what they say... The place has a real atmosphere; we did a lot: the Champs-Élysées, the Eiffel Tower, Notre Dame, the Arc de Triomphe, and Les Halles. I walked my legs off. Bee was in her element. Her fluent French got the locals on our side. We splurged on clothing, and I have changed. Just wait and see. People in the street were, well, very French. I loved the pavement cafes and the art museums.”

“Then on to Barcelona and the Costa Brava by train. The scenery was green, unspoilt in France, and muted. Barcelona was bustling, but edgy. The police and the Guardia Civil were everywhere. Bee had rented a cottage from a family friend near the beach in Sitges, and we went swimming every day. After a few dips, the bruising disappeared, and I felt like a new woman. Bee swims like a fish, so we stayed in the sea for hours each day. We even played water polo with some of the teenage sons of the fishermen. It was brilliant. We used to get up early in the mornings, swim, and then return to eat and drink pastis and sardines with the fishermen. What a way to start the day. We had a cleaner, and she saw us in bed. She never even blinked. Her husband was one of the fishermen, but nobody said anything, and we lived like one family. I love Spain. Why don’t we open an office there?”

“Slow down. Did you stay on the Costa Brava all the time?”

“Yes, twenty-three glorious days. Then we took a bus up to Bilbao to see Bee’s family for a couple of days and then train, train, and train back to Liverpool. I owe you big time, boss.”

Before I could reply, Begonia walked in; she too looked sensational, tanned, fit, and with a healthy glow. Her hair cascaded down past her waist. She flung her arms around me and kissed me on the lips, the cheeks, and the forehead. “Have I forgotten anywhere?” The girls laughed.

“You’re both crazy, you know.”

“Crazy about you, they cooed?”

I laughed. “Well-rehearsed. So, Begonia, what are you going to do now?”

Begonia said, “Dear Eneko, you are now looking at Pedro Bengoa’s new personal assistant. He got in touch and asked if I would like the job. His secretary, Joyce, is retiring and moving to Scotland.”

“Wow, that’s great! You’re the perfect choice. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“I’m off to work as soon as I’ve got changed. And as today is Friday, I think we should celebrate, and Rhian is coming up to town, too. Can’t wait.”

George looked at me. “We need to talk.”

George and Begonia nipped up to George’s place and got changed into work clothes, George into a flattering black, tight skirt, and a white blouse with three-quarter-length sleeves. I started sorting out cases. George grabbed the mail and put things into work order. I went to get changed, and as I was coming back, I could hear the typewriter and the phone going. Thank God George was back.

George said, “Hang on a mo,” to someone on the phone, and passed it over to me. The dulcet tones of Sugar came down the line. “15 minutes in the White Star for a quick half?”

“Right, see you there.”

“George, if you need me, I’ll be in the White Star.” She nodded over the typewriter.

I walked up the lane. Spring was in the air. George had brought the pleasant weather with her. The sun had a bit of warmth, the air seemed fresher, the tang of the sea smelled good, and even the cobbles looked cleaner. Young Eric, one of Frank’s party-time urchins at the cooper’s yard, yelled, “Hiya Eneko, your Land Rover needs a clean.” I threw him the keys, “When you’ve finished, give the keys to Frank, all right?” He raced off, his skinny legs going like the clappers.

I entered the pub, and Sugar waltzed in, looking fine in a navy-blue suit and a Lancashire Cricket tie.

I said, “Am I looking at the new Chief Inspector? Or just a pay rise?”

“You’re in big trouble, mate.”

“Why?”

“The chief wants to know why there are no new dead bodies turning up or drug villains getting arrested?”

“Ah! Is your star on the wane, lad?”

“He said it’s no fun right now. Can you believe it? Mr Peace & Bloody Quiet wants some action!”

“So, you want me to shoot somebody?”

“Only if he’s a known drug dealer, trafficker, or gun runner.”

“That shouldn’t be too hard in this town. Mind you, George is back, so anything could happen. Trouble follows her like a shadow.”

“You’ll be able to get some things done now that the boss is back, eh?”

“I must admit it has been peaceful, but I’m sure it’ll pick up.”

Maisy came over with the beer. “Sorry for the delay lads; the gaffer was just changing the barrel.”

“Since you’re leading the quiet life, mate, the lasses in the pool will be heartbroken!”

“Au contraire, my love life is at an ebb. And if I don’t get wed to Sarah soon, she’ll do me in one night when I’m asleep. She’s warned me: no more playing away, or I could end up with nothing to play away with. She’s becoming a ruthless lady.”

“Not before time, Sugar, me old mate. I’m amazed she’s put up with you for so long. Must be love?”

“I know, now that it’s talk of kids, which is fine, but I know that’s the end of my philandering. Then it’s pipe and slipper time, and me getting my jollies by putting the villains behind bars.”

“Jesus, Sugar, they’ll be queuing up to leave. Leave a few for me, mate. Got to make a living!”

“Anyway, I’m here to let you know the word is there’s something big in the offing. A load of bloody villains from the smoke are up in our patch, so keep your ears peeled! I’ll keep you posted if I hear anything. Got to go, busy day with the boss, and later Sarah’s got me going to the flics tonight!”

I walked up the street, people watching: the trams were still clunking past, the ladies were out in force, shopping or grabbing lunch. Skirts seemed to be the order of the day, with tight blouses and short jackets, some topped off with a beret. It looked good, and spring-like. I nipped into Rushworths, and Michael had got me a copy of Stéphane Grappelli and Django Reinhardt playing with the “English Quintette,” recorded in London in 1946. I was dying to listen to it. Elated, I meandered up to the Kardomah through a throng of people, all enjoying the fine spring weather and clean air. The winter had been terrible, incessant smog had made the city a grubby, sooty disaster. But now nobody remembered. The power of the sun was a miracle worker! I walked into the Kardomah, and Ruby, my favourite waitress, still sporting her beehive hairdo, pointed me to a table in the corner. I sat down, and my coffee arrived. “Alright En? When’s George getting back? I haven’t seen her for yonks.”

“She got back this morning, typing away like a good ‘un.”

“Tell her I said hi.”

It was marvellous to see the girls back safe and sound. They both seemed to have recovered from the beating they got during The Missing Samurai Sword case. I hoped that there would be no lasting psychological effects. The girls were battered black and blue, but thanks to Rhian’s doctoring skills and some Mediterranean cuisine and Spanish sunshine, they looked so much better. That case had been brutal for all of us. The mob from London and Mansell had murdered Charlotte over drugs, money, and power. Binns, my erstwhile silent partner, and I had obliterated the gang, but not before Charlotte had died an awful death in the quicksand at the river Dee. George and Begonia had been fortunate. Rabbit, Binns’s right-hand man, got the message through to us, and we rescued the girls. Binns and I had come out smelling of roses, both unscathed and, as a bonus, with a considerable amount of cash. The police, in the shape of Sugar, had been one step behind us, but the top brass were well pleased.

To clear the head, I took a walk down to the Pier Head and watched the ships and ferries ply their trade. I loved the floating landing stage. It brought you so close to the water, even if the water was a dark-grey colour. I took the ferry to Woodside and looked back at the Liver Buildings. They were impressive, but the sunlight showed how the fog and smog had blackened them. On the return journey, the crew was expressing their despair over the obvious conclusion: Liverpool was going to be relegated this year. That brought back memories of my dad and me standing on the Anfield Road end, cheering the lads on. Even though my father was Spanish, and my mother was Chilean and half Japanese, I was a born and bred Scouser. I belonged in this city, and apart from my time working as a war correspondent during the civil war in Spain and WW2 and studying in Japan, this was home.

Back at the Pier Head, I jumped on the Dockers Umbrella and took it to the Dingle. Then I traipsed along the Cassy, but not for long as the tide was on the turn, so I didn’t explore the many caves. The river was teeming with ships, with trade coming and going to all four corners of the world. Liverpool was a major player in shipping, but for how much longer? I wondered. I took the tram back to the Pier Head and wandered up to Philipson & Nephew on Victoria Street to pick up a copy of ‘The Hobbit’ by Tolkien. Begonia would love it, as she was a real literary buff. The shop was the same as ever: busy. After waiting in a line for a while, I got served and took my book home with me. The sky looked ominous, but so far, no rain as I walked back to the office. George was still typing away, so I made some coffee and lit up two Passing Clouds. George stopped typing. “Boss, we’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

“You’re not wrong, but let’s stop for today and enjoy the evening before the work gets crazy.”

George packed up for the day and went for a shower and to change before Begonia got back. The evening came with a real downpour. Begonia and George popped round. Rhian was a no-show; she was stuck at work all weekend, so we stayed in. Begonia surprised me by making a tortilla Española with some chorizo she’d brought back from Spain and some excellent Rioja. We ate, drank, and caught up on what had been going on. Begonia presented me with a red Basque beret and a grey one as well. Chuffed, I felt even better when she opened the book I’d bought her. She yelled with delight. Their newfound energy was infectious. The experience in Wales and their holiday in Europe had changed them. Their eyes said it. George radiated confidence and determination. We went to bed after I drank too much Rioja and too much Remy. George said she’d be in the office in the morning, as she had loads of work to catch up on, and Begonia said she had a load of work to catch up on for Senor Bengoa as well. On Saturday, I thought these girls were keen.
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Chapter 2—A Strange, rather ridiculous story
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I was in a state of bliss. George felt so close, trapped in my embrace, kissing me, and rubbing my shoulder. "Eneko, it’s 10:30, and what are you dreaming about? Time for a bath—a cold one, mister.

I opened my eyes. George was looking at me with amusement on her lips and in her eyes, dressed for the office. She opened the taps in the bath, and with a “Coffee in 10 minutes,” she was gone. I showered, shaved, and then plunged in. The cold hit me hard, but it got rid of my headache and got my brain working. I dressed in cords, a roll-neck sweater, and moccasins and headed into the office. George was typing. The smell of brewed coffee greeted me. I made two cups and handed one to George.

“Are you okay, Boss?” She said, lighting a couple of Passing Clouds.

I mumbled, “Uh, huh.” We drank and smoked in silence.

Before I could say a word, George said, “You need breakfast. I’ll get the bacon and eggs on the go. You manage the phone, okay?”

I sat down in her chair. George’s body had left it with an aroma of “Tabu,” the French perfume I’d introduced her to. It hung in the air like a permanent memory. George put the breakfast on the table and motioned for me to go over and eat. I sat down and ate my breakfast, followed by another cup of coffee. George was typing away ninety to the dozen. Her office skills had gone up a few notches since she started working. I sat in silence, my brain just about ticking over. I was admiring George’s very French-looking office attire—a tight black skirt with a long slit at the back. The loud ringing of the phone broke my revelry.

George answered, “Just a moment, please.” She looked over and mouthed, “Are you in?” I nodded. “Putting you through now, sir.”

“Sora speaking.”

“My name is Mr Daud. I was wondering if I could come and see you about a rather delicate matter. I’d prefer to talk about it face-to-face if that’s not inconvenient?”

“Mr Daud, would sometime today be to your liking?”

“That would be perfect, Mr Sora. Should we say 1 pm at your office?”

“I’ll be expecting you, Mr Daud.”

George raised those eyebrows as only she could. “I’d better make you some more coffee, boss.”

At 1 pm, Mr Daud entered the office. We shook hands, and George showed us to the comfortable couch and brought over a coffee. Mr Daud was a short, dapper man of about 60 with a weather-beaten look, calm eyes, and a deadpan expression on his face. I thought he looked Malaysian, or Indonesian. I gave him my best smile and passed the sugar.

“Mr Sora, what I am about to convey sounds like a fairy tale of times past, and it’s true it has that form. But it’s all happening now and has the possibility of exploding into violence. My master, who is no longer with us, had three daughters, one of whom would take charge of things when he died. He was the leader of a small fiefdom in eastern Indonesia, but one that was rich in minerals, timber, and oil. It is also active in merchant shipping around the world. My master could not decide which of his three daughters would inherit the title, as it’s passed down to the oldest son, but in this case, there is none. So, my master had this idea of setting a puzzle for his daughters, and the one who solved it would inherit the title. He had the whole thing drawn up, and I and four other judges would decide on the validity of each candidate. Are you following my gist, Mr Sora?”

“Yes, so far, Mr Daud.”

“Good, because this is where it gets a little tricky. My master was a huge fan of Agatha Christie and her novels, especially those that featured Hercule Poirot. He devised a plot that they would have to solve to become the leader. The holder of the office wears a gold chain with various jewels, but the most striking part is a huge, red ruby that sits in the middle of the chain of office. This ruby hid in a port somewhere in the world—there were several simple clues, but the most difficult one was that the daughters could only travel by sea and could
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