
  Chapter 1

  As always, my mother was completely right. This time too, I had to admit that my choice of partner had landed me in serious trouble again. In fact... I needed her help more urgently than ever because I feared my life was in danger.

  For two days, I did nothing but cry after the violent death of Lucas during his arrest by the French police. I was totally unprepared for the chaos he left behind with his death.

  Until my mother arrived immediately after my cry for help and put an end to my siege by aggressive journalists, angry family members, and frustrated friends and business partners of Lucas.

  Whenever there were such tasks to be done, my mother was always accompanied by two of her clerks who looked like Maori warriors in impeccable tailored suits. She also liked to travel in the company of Martin. He was her lawyer and, I think, also a very loyal friend.

  My mother had only been to the beautiful house of Lucas and me once, and that was when we got married. The large villa was a few kilometers from Nice. My mother made it clear that she did not like the pompous style in which the villa was built and was also not charmed by my new husband.

  'Dana... Child,' she said, embracing me lovingly. 'I will always be there for you when you need me.' And I knew I could rely on her.

  Within a few hours, my mother had arranged everything lightning fast. She gave me no time to think for long. My suitcases were packed and the house was locked up. Moreover, a security company was hired to keep an eye on everything.

  We drove in two large taxi vans to Nice airport where a Cessna 560 was waiting for us. The two pilots helped load the luggage into the hold. I counted sixteen suitcases and two large trunk cases.

  I had flown on this plane several times before. Delightfully comfortable seats for eight people. My mother noticed my surprise at the trunk cases. 'I temporarily borrowed them from your Russian neighbors to carry the entire Santen paperwork. Lucas’s notary is aware of it and we already have an appointment at my office in Scotland. Did you know that your Lucas had been married three times before and had eight children?'

  Of course, I didn’t know that. Every time I was hopelessly in love again and didn’t pay attention to the small warning signs coming my way. My mother did, but I waved away her objections and thought everything would work out.

  How could I have known that my charming and loving husband was a thoroughbred gangster who only wanted to boost his reputation through our marriage?

  But my mother knew. She was a tough businesswoman and, after my father’s death, she managed his company excellently as well as the considerable family fortune. She made a success of everything. 'I want you all to be independent,' she said to me and my two sisters.

  My sisters always listened to her, which spared them the misery of 'golddiggers' who were only after their fortune.

  Irene, the eldest of the three of us, was happily married to an Argentine landowner and cattle farmer and gave birth to seven children. The harmony in this large family was palpable to all outsiders.

  Oh... how jealous I was of them when my first marriage to Robin fell apart. It all started so romantically after a visit to a concert by a pop group. Robin was the singer and there were legions of women all over the world at his feet.

  Later, I read in the report of a detective, paid by my mother, that Robin’s chance meeting with me had been arranged and that the prospect of my fortune was his only intention. I had bought six sports cars for him and also paid for the luxury villa where he threw one party after another for his friends.

  I was deeply unhappy and very foolish during this period.

  My mother abruptly ended our marriage by blackmailing him with reports of his infidelity with numerous young women. Three were even pregnant by him.

  The sports cars were returned to the dealers, and I was convinced that my mother absolutely did not take my mourning for the loss of Robin seriously.

  In the period that followed, I often accompanied my mother on her business trips. Perhaps she herself nurtured the idea that I was genuinely interested in her affairs. My small successes in our business gave me the feeling that closing a million-dollar deal was child's play, even though I had little or no knowledge of the matters. The idea that my mother was keeping a close eye on things behind the scenes never occurred to me. I simply enjoyed my apparent success in a very simple way.

  Chapter 2

  My mother also took me on a trip to Munich. At a large industrial fair, I met the aristocrat and industrialist Johannes. He already knew my mother because their companies had a longstanding connection.

  Perhaps I was too deeply impressed by the enormous castle that his family had inhabited since the early Middle Ages. A family that had produced many artists, explorers, and writers over all these centuries. Every year, the family awarded a famous prize to young artists.

  Johannes was a tall, handsome man and very attentive. He showed me the impressive family castle and proudly told me that everything was kept livable by the family’s wealth. Each family member had a huge apartment on one of the three floors, and in total, nine family members still lived permanently on the estate.

  Guests were always welcomed by the numerous staff who still roamed around in a sort of medieval attire.

  Of course, my mother and I were invited by Johannes for a cozy family dinner and an overnight stay. Although my mother had been here several times over the years, she could not deny that our humble little castle in Scotland paled in comparison to this building.

  During the dinner, family members casually mentioned famous names and events, all to impress us. And I was certainly impressed, although I found Johannes’s family to be a bunch of braggarts and snobs.

  But Johannes was completely different in my eyes. Kind and tender.

  For my mother, Johannes was an excellent business partner, and she wished me new happiness with him. I was crazy about him and could not imagine a life without him.

  But that did not stop my mother from ordering discreet inquiries about Johannes’s company and family. Moreover, it aroused her suspicion that Johannes’s family insisted the marriage between him and me be concluded very soon.

  The detective agency’s report was even worse than my mother had suspected. ‘Our Johannes’ had to save the family honor by marrying me. The family business had recently been taken over by a consortium of Chinese companies who were now also trying to acquire the family castle. Apparently, I was the miracle cure that had to save the family, and my money was meant to keep the Chinese at bay.

  To my great sorrow, the report also stated that Johannes was homosexual. My disbelief was immense, and I was inconsolable. No great love, but a sad end to my romance.

  Heavens… what would I have done if I hadn’t had my mother as a saving angel.

  “I almost have a full-time job with you,” she said laughing as I burst into tears and she comfortingly held me in her arms. She simply took me along on trips, and I was allowed to quietly witness from the background how she ran her small empire.

  My father was a rich kid with a hereditary title. His parents left the upbringing of the youngest child to the staff and enjoyed life and travels around the world.

  The love my father developed for race cars and motorsport he owed to Henry, his parents’ chauffeur. This man taught him everything about cars… the repair of engines and chassis, the steering, and how to fix various parts himself.

  My father always spoke with great respect about Henry and ensured he was generously cared for in a renowned retirement home until his death. Even my mother supported this and never forgot Henry’s birthday.

  One could hardly imagine a greater contrast between two people than my mother and my father.

  My mother was the eldest of four children from an impoverished Scottish landed gentry family.

  She was only twelve years old when she achieved her first business successes.

  No one would have believed her father that his advisor was still a child who could turn his brilliant ideas into cold hard cash.

  When my father met her in the mid-eighties, she was just twenty-two and had received not only a royal honor but also the title of 'businesswoman of the year'.

  Six months later they were married, and she had encouraged him to turn his hobby into a business.

  The formula of presenting old and new sports cars under one roof was a huge success.

  The demand in the Middle East was overwhelming, which gave my mother the idea to start building luxury yachts.

  Chapter 3

  Three old shipyards along the Scottish coast were revived.

  What made these yachts so special was the interior designed by Japanese stylists, which apparently appealed greatly to the Arab clientele.

  On request, the complete crew for the yacht was even supplied and replaced by a new one after five months.

  Over the years, the demands of the immensely wealthy buyers became increasingly exclusive and extreme.

  But my mother knew the right answer to every wish.

  Sometimes I thought, "If only I were like her..."

  Occasionally, I would stay for three days at my sister Jane's.

  We looked a lot alike.

  Her fourth husband had left her a charming thirty-room hotel in the heart of Paris and a fortune in French government bonds.

  I read on the plane to Alicante about the history of the village where I would soon be living. Romans and Arabs had left their marks, and the Segura river that flowed past the village sometimes caused floods in spring and autumn, which in the past had caused a lot of misery.

  'That doesn't sound good,' I thought, bracing myself for the worst, although the village had a nice name: 'Formentera del Segura.'

  At the airport, I had rented a very small car. I knew I had a communal garage below the apartment. A small car could be very handy because I was someone who didn’t care much about a scratch or two. I had often rented the same small Hyundai in big cities.

  My mother had given me precise directions on how to get to my new home. I turned off at a roundabout where the name 'Formentera del Segura' was displayed in large letters on a marble plaque.

  At the start of the built-up area, the first thing I saw was an advertisement for a local real estate agency that had its name displayed on the wall of a three-story apartment complex.

  I drove around three times before I was sure I had arrived at my final destination and parked the car in the street where the entrance to my apartment was.

  Around the corner was a restaurant with an inner courtyard and a small bar. I went inside and ordered a 'rosado.' On my last visit to Spain, I had learned to drink Spanish rosé. At that moment, I felt a little displaced, and the cool drink gave me a sense of familiarity.

  My mother had given me the phone number of a friend of my aunt who had come to live here some time ago after she had to leave Rhodesia. She had the key to the apartment and could show me the ropes.

  To my surprise, three ladies with a dog walked onto the restaurant terrace. They looked very much alike and greeted me warmly. They introduced themselves as Conny, Martha, and Jenny.

  Conny was apparently the oldest. She explained that the dog she had with her was a Rhodesian ridgeback. His name was Nomad, and the three ladies were his caretakers while my aunt was away.

  The owner of the restaurant was named Jesus and came to greet the three ladies. He immediately put a carafe of red wine on the table and asked in English how they were doing. Apparently, he had a lot of English-speaking customers because on the wall hung two slate boards with the menu of the day… one in English and the other in Spanish.

  Conny managed to deflect the restaurant owner’s curiosity about me by saying something vague about their bridge club and that I would be a new member.

  Nomad had lain down at my feet and fallen asleep.

  "We know from your mother and your aunt what you’ve come here to do and will help you if you need our help," Conny took a sip from her wine glass and then said casually, "Have you already thought of a new name?"

  I grabbed my small backpack and laid my new passport in front of her. 'Jane Carter' was written on it. "My mother has thought of everything," I said with feigned cheerfulness. "The driver’s license and bank cards are in the same name. Even the insurance policies. And my company allows me to 'work from home.'"

  Conny looked at the photo in the passport and nodded approvingly.

  Martha leaned over the table toward me and looked me straight in the eye. "We know what your mother is capable of… uh, Jane. We ourselves have been in a hopeless situation once, and your mother came up with the saving solution."

  "So," said Jenny, raising her glass, "your mother is one of us, and there is almost nothing we wouldn’t do for her or, in this case, for you!"
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  In the small elevator, there was barely enough room for the four of us plus Nomad.

  We stopped on the third floor and stood directly opposite the beautiful wooden entrance door to the apartment.

  Conny gave me the key to open the door.

  Nomad began to whimper softly with impatience.

  He stormed into the apartment and ran into every open room.

  Disappointed, it seemed, he then lay down on the oriental carpet in the living room.

  I had no idea of the size of this apartment and went from one surprise to another.

  “Such an apartment on the top floor is called an ático in Spain.

  In English, you would call this a penthouse,” Conny explained.

  The most impressive feature was the outdoor terrace that ran parallel along all the living spaces.

  There were large tree-like plants in even bigger pots, and hanging from the ornate balustrade were boxes with blooming geraniums and other plants.

  In various places, there were invitingly comfortable chairs and tables to enjoy the surrounding view.
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  “Your aunt loved a bit of greenery outside.

  She bought the apartment when it was still to be built and immediately took two and combined them.

  Mainly because she didn’t want to border neighbors,” said Jenny, smiling at me.

  “I wouldn’t blame her.”

  She pointed downwards.

  “The only group from which you can expect some life are the footballers on the football field below or the athletes in the gymnasium.”

  The waitress laughed cheerfully and nodded. “Until next time,” she said and went to the next table.

  Later I walked to the wide quay that ran along the river. A new wall had just been built. I looked down and saw a sea of tall riverbank plants. Disappointed, I looked at that small dark stream that you could hardly call a river.

  On the other side of the river I saw a waterwheel turning. My guide said this waterwheel had been built in the Middle Ages by the Moorish occupiers. I decided to come back another time.

  I made a small detour to my apartment building and ended up at an English bar. ‘Time for a rosado,’ I thought and looked for a spot under the sheltered terrace.

  Three English ladies and two men were loudly gossiping about mutual acquaintances. And suddenly I was the center of their attention. I thought of Conny’s warning words and kept the conversation superficial.

  It was as if I suddenly received help. Nomad stood beside me and made it clear in his own way that I should follow him. Again I ended up on the quay along the river. I passed some small houses in a row and a little farmhouse. The dog in the farmyard barked quite fiercely at me and suddenly fell silent when he saw Nomad in my company.

  About a hundred meters from the farmhouse I saw a wall almost completely camouflaged with a variety of shrubs and trees. Nomad walked on and I followed him.

  Behind the wall rose a large villa. It was painted in a dark green with white trims around the windows, doors, and various balconies. On the wall in large letters was written ‘Casa Verde’. Nomad waited for me at the white garden gate. The gate was open and there hung a sign on which in elegant letters was written ‘The Green House bridgeclub’. Below were the days and times when games could be played.

  I followed Nomad along the wide garden path to the house. You could immediately see that the house was a mix of the old colonial English style with many playful Spanish elements. The garden was beautifully landscaped and full of blooming plants and large shrubs.

  Nomad stood at the wide stairs leading to the large terrace and barked three times. Through the open terrace door Martha came out and waved kindly at me. “Come in, Jane,” she called cheerfully and shortly after I was sitting with the whole group on the terrace. Jenny served us a delicious fruit juice. “Fresh from our market here in Formentera,” she said proudly.

  Conny wanted to know how my bridge knowledge was and if I wanted to play at their club, in which group they could place me. We agreed that I would come by tomorrow afternoon to take a look.

  My attention was suddenly drawn to a small dachshund that was curled up in a corner of the terrace and softly began to whimper. “He misses his lady who comes back from her vacation tomorrow,” said Conny and she picked him up and gently stroked his back.

  At that moment I saw on the back of the dachshund exactly the same spot with the rough patch of skin that Nomad also had on his back. Conny saw my surprised look. “You’ll probably see this more often here with dogs from the neighborhood, Jane. We think a ridgeback was able to roam freely among other dog breeds and this is one of his descendants.”

  I said goodbye to the ladies and walked back towards my apartment. Nomad walked with me the whole time. At the entrance

  he turned around and slowly walked back in the direction from which we had come.

  I watched him go. Everything about this animal seemed to express hopelessness.
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  After two weeks I began to feel somewhat at home in my aunt’s apartment. By now I knew all the restaurants and bars in the village and the two neighboring towns and knew where I could do my shopping. Sometimes I drove along a lovely winding road to the seaside resort Guardamar with its beautiful wide beaches.

  Nomad loved going along with me. He then ran like crazy over the almost empty beach and would come panting to lie at my feet on the terrace where I sat.

  It was early October and the weather was still very pleasant. The large number of tourists had given way to families with young children and winter residents. It was as if the village had come to rest after all the hustle and bustle of the summer months.

  The bridge afternoons at the green house were very relaxing. There were no more than six tables and most of the playing pairs were women. Afterwards, some would still sit together on the large terrace for a chat and, of course, to discuss the games.

  For three days the village had been restless. In all the bars and restaurants, the topic of conversation was the disappearance of a man from one of the neighboring villages. He was last seen in one of the pubs in the village. Flyers with his description and a request for information to be passed on to the local police were everywhere. Some said he had run away from his wife because she wanted a divorce. Others said he was in hiding with one of his many girlfriends.

  Someone in the bridge group said he could be rough with his wife, who was regularly found at the emergency room of the health center. In short... everyone had a story ready.

  On Monday afternoon I was sitting on the terrace of the green house and met the wife of the missing man. She had come to pick up the dachshund from the sisters. Her name was Paola and she was a small, kind lady with a soft voice.

  "Paola had been with her parents for a few days to escape all the fuss around her husband's disappearance and we looked after her little dog for that time," Conny explained to me. "They have since found her husband's car around the corner from the apartment where his girlfriend lives. His girlfriend claims she hadn't seen him for a week."

  I looked at Paola, who was struggling to fasten the small trembling dachshund to the leash. I walked over to her to make conversation and, in my broken Spanish, to express my sympathy. Paola smiled and answered me in English. She had worked for a real estate agency with many English clients.

  I watched her walk down the garden path. The little dachshund followed her hesitantly. It seemed as if Paola and the dachshund were complete strangers to each other.
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  Every day I had contact with my mother via an app. She was glad I felt somewhat at home in the village. She found it strange that her sister suddenly had a dog. "She had never had a dog before," she wrote.

  The news about Lucas's inheritance was less pleasant. "You can forget about it. Everything has already been seized by other parties. Only... I found a key to a safe deposit box at a bank in London. The contents were very surprising. It was a certificate of ownership for three adjacent islands in the Bahamas. They are uninhabited but, according to my experts, not without potential."

  Four days later, her app showed that the islands were now registered in my name. "Don't ask me how that happened!!" was her comment. And I certainly didn't.

  I enjoyed the wonderful weather and decided to buy an electric bike. For days I was out and about nearby. Never in my life had I been so intensively engaged with nature and the many beaches.

  I suddenly felt good and was also feeling fine. My Spanish was also improving steadily and I discovered simple Spanish restaurants and cozy bodegas and bars.

  Twice a week I went bridge playing in the evenings at the 'Green House.' They were very pleasant evenings and afterwards there was much discussion about the games over a drink on the terrace. The three ladies knew how to create a very pleasant atmosphere in their home.

  On the way home after my bridge evenings, Nomad always waited for me across the street opposite the entrance to the apartment building. And on the way back he walked with me and waited until I was inside.

  Last night on the way back, he suddenly stopped halfway down my street and began to growl softly. By the garbage container, which stood directly opposite the entrance to the apartment complex, I saw a man smoking a cigarette. What stood out was that he was neatly dressed in a suit and wore a tie. Apparently, he was waiting for someone. I wanted to keep walking, but Nomad stayed in front of me and growled. So I decided to go back to the green house. As I walked toward the terrace, Nomad lay down at the entrance on the garden path.

  The three sisters saw me coming back and asked if I had forgotten something. “Very good, Jane, that you followed Nomad. He has an excellent instinct for things that aren’t right,” said Martha, and the other two sisters nodded in agreement.

  Jenny took a quick ride past my house on her scooter to see who was there. After a while, she came back and said no one was visible near the complex. Shortly after, she brought me on her scooter to my front door and waited until I was inside.

  I had almost forgotten this incident until three days later when an officer from the local police stood at my door. Fortunately, he spoke some English and said that there was an inquiry going on in my neighborhood.

  He showed me a photo of a man who had been found dead in the shed by the football field. The deceased was wearing a suit and a tie.

  I looked at the photo and had a flash of thought that this must be the man I had seen three evenings ago opposite the entrance. I told the officer about that particular evening and that I was sure it was the same man.

  “What happened to him?” I asked. The officer hesitated for a moment before answering. “The investigation is ongoing, but he was murdered.”

  I let out a scream and covered my mouth with my hands. “Murdered!” I exclaimed in shock. The officer nodded. Before he left, he gave me a card with the number of the police station and asked if I could give my statement at their office.

  I was left stunned.

  The terrace door was still open and I walked outside and looked down at the football field below. In the left corner was the entrance to the shed where the switches for the LED lighting of the field were also located.

  About ten men in white and blue jackets were busy with their investigation on the grounds. By the large entrance gate, some curious people were loudly debating.

  In half an hour I was supposed to go to the 'green house' but I decided to leave now. I was very restless and could not be alone.

  The street was full of police cars and the investigation team. I quickly walked past all the commotion. 'Murder in my street,' I kept thinking and suddenly was afraid of what was yet to come. The carefreeness had suddenly disappeared and I was once again the refugee of my past.

  .
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  In the 'green house' the murder was already a topic of conversation. Martha reassured me and said that the police would soon solve this murder. “You’ll see that it has something to do with drugs again. We are close to the coast and various ports.”

  She was right because the next day the newspaper reported that next to the murdered man a small revolver, a stiletto, and ten grams of cocaine had been found. According to the newspaper, it was still unclear what nationality the deceased had.

  At eleven the next morning I walked straight across the village square towards the police station. It was a modern new building.

  On the top floor was the small village library which also had an extensive collection of English books. Many books had been donated by tourists and winter residents.

  There were two police cars from the local police in front of the building.

  Across the street, I saw two dark green cars bearing the emblem of the Guardia Civil.

  I stepped into the police station and reported to the desk. The young female officer politely asked me to take a seat in the waiting room behind me. Two other men were still waiting there.

  The older man looked at me disinterestedly and continued his loud conversation with the other man. I had once read in a newspaper why Spaniards always speak so loudly. According to the author of that article, it was a remnant from the time of dictator Franco. Back then, there was a ban on gatherings. As soon as three people stood together, they would start speaking loudly to show that they had nothing to hide from others.

  On the wall of the station hung a portrait of the young Spanish king who looked sternly down at us waiting. There were also pamphlets about wanted persons and warnings hanging on the wall.

  I was startled when my name was called. A friendly smiling officer took me to his office. He wanted to see my identification and asked me to tell about the particular evening in front of my apartment. I could not tell him much more than that the stranger was dressed in a suit with a tie and that he smoked. But he found it very interesting that Nomad had reacted so fiercely to the stranger.

  "Are you sure the man smoked?" He flipped through a report. "I can find nothing about the deceased having a pack of cigarettes on him. Not even a lighter. We will investigate further."

  He thanked me for coming and said I could always come if anything strange happened.

  I had to admit honestly that I was glad when I was allowed to leave the police station. Hastily, I walked to the coffee shop on the other side of the square and ordered an Americano. This time I was helped by a very young girl who spoke little English.

  To my surprise, I saw Paola sitting three tables away with her dachshund. She was engaged in a lively conversation with another woman her age. I thought she was her bridge partner.

  I looked at the dachshund, which was now quietly lying under the table together with the other woman's dog. This dog was a large boxer. It took me a moment to realize. This dog also had the ridgeback mark on its back.

  I don't know what it was, but suddenly a shiver ran down my spine and my mind kept telling me that this was very coincidental.

  At home, I looked up on Google what kind of dog the Rhodesian ridgeback was. I read that this breed was mainly bred to protect home and hearth from lions and was also used in hunting to drive lions away from game shot by hunters. It was also called the lion dog because the patch of skin on its back was completely rough in texture compared to the rest.

  Nomad looked exactly like the Google picture... big and proud.
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  At the bridge club, I learned various conventions of the game from my Dutch partner Steven and especially how to play very cleverly. Steven had been chosen as my partner by Conny because he spoke excellent English due to his work on oil tankers. He could also tell fascinating stories about that time and was extremely patient with me when I made another blunder in the game.

  Steven was always accompanied by a small Beagle hunting dog. It was a female and answered to the name Sara. She was friends with Nomad and was always to be found near him on the large terrace.

  Only two weeks later did I see that she too had the 'Ridgeback mark' on her back. Until then, I had hardly noticed it.

  Afterwards, I always looked at the backs of dogs I saw on the street and came to the conclusion that Ridgebacks were only to be found in the green house.

  Until one afternoon when I was sitting on the terrace in the village square and two ladies sat down at the table next to me. Both of them had a large white poodle on a leash. The poodles were both neatly clipped and clearly bore the Ridgeback mark on their backs.

  I struck up a conversation to find out if they knew the green house. It was an instant hit. The two ladies enthusiastically told me about Conny, Martha, and Jenny and their helpfulness. And by the end of our conversation, I knew everything about their family, their unfaithful husbands, and their spoiled children. But nothing was said about their striking dogs.

  Then I got help. Nomad had found me and sat down in front of me. I saw the surprise in the eyes of the two women. “Oh,” said one of them. “I see you’ve also received help from Conny and her sisters.”

  That somewhat confused me, but I smiled bravely at them and nodded cheerfully, although I had no idea what they were talking about.

  When they left, they gave me their business cards. Both of them lived in the villa district around the golf course of the neighboring village.

  I stayed seated, ordered another glass of rosado, and looked questioningly at Nomad, who was

  looking at me. “Do you know what they were talking about?” Nomad kept looking at me and then abruptly dropped his head onto his front paws.

  “Oh dear,” I said jokingly. “Is it that bad?” What happened next scared me out of my wits. Nomad began to howl heartbreakingly in a soft tone, and when he was done, he laid his head on his paws and no longer looked at me. “Is that a protest or an accusation?” I said softly, stroking his head. He looked up briefly and then walked ahead in the direction of my apartment.

  Up to the front door, I said nothing to him. He walked ahead of me to the small room that my aunt had set up as a sort of office.

  There stood a large white lacquered desk with a comfortable office chair, also white with bright green upholstery. On the left wall stood a large antique mahogany cabinet. It had a fair number of drawers, open shelves, and doors.

  Nomad walked to the cabinet, placed his right paw on one of the drawers, and scratched it softly.

  “Oh,” I said mockingly to him, “are your treats stored here?” My smile disappeared when I pulled open the drawer. It was stuffed full of all kinds of personal papers belonging to my aunt’s last husband. His name was Charles Winter.

  On top lay a photo album. I took it out and examined the collages of the various photos. Apparently, everything was still fine with my aunt’s marriage to Charles at that time. I saw two happily smiling people who clearly enjoyed life.

  Underneath the album, I discovered Charles’s personal papers. Alongside his driver’s license and various bank cards was also his passport. It seemed as if my aunt, in her frustration, had gathered all his papers and stuffed them into this drawer.

  But then my doubts arose. I had never met this Charles Winter and knew nothing about his marriage to my aunt.

  I looked at Nomad, who pretended to be asleep. Purposefully, he had indicated this drawer. Was his master perhaps Charles Winter and not my aunt? That would explain why my mother knew nothing about a dog belonging to my aunt.

  For safety reasons, I had agreed with my mother not to call her, and I thought it best to stick to the rules. However, I asked via WhatsApp if it might be possible to speak because I felt my questions to her were important.

  She immediately sent a message back. Her answer was clear.

  'No …. stick to our agreements!' So I sent my questions via an app and read her answer a little later. 'Ask our three girlfriends.'

  'Yes, of course,' I said aloud. Why hadn't that occurred to me earlier? Tonight on the terrace would be a perfect opportunity.

  .
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  .

  I had no opportunity that evening to ask my questions to the sisters. They were still busy with about five new students.

  Steven asked if I was going to have a drink with him in the new football canteen. He himself was an enthusiastic player in an English seniors' club that played on Wednesday mornings on the football field.

  "You could call it more 'walking football,'" he said, laughing heartily. "Most of us are quite advanced in age … but we still have a lot of fun together."

  The canteen was no longer busy. This evening had only been a training night and most players had already gone home. The lights on the field were still on.

  The caretaker couple Gaspar and Conchi greeted us loudly in Spanish and immediately placed two glasses on the bar. Steven explained to them in English that I had only been living here for a few weeks and was currently his bridge partner.

  Before we could take the first sip, a man knocked on the door of the canteen. Gaspar waved to him and then went outside.

  "This is Miguel," said Conchi. He takes care of everything on the grounds here. But … since he found the dead man in the shed, he no longer dares to go in there alone. So Gaspar is going with him to turn off the lights on the field."

  Steven nodded. "It must have been intense for Miguel. They say it was an Italian." He took a sip from his glass and shook his head. "But murder here in our peaceful village."

  Gaspar returned with Miguel and poured a glass of red wine for him. Miguel drank it hastily and then went outside with a brief greeting.

  We watched him go. "Poor guy," said Gaspar. "It's not easy for him to forget that creepy sight. You saw that man in front of your house that evening, didn't you?" Gaspar looked at me questioningly.

  I looked up in surprise. The story had apparently already spread. "Only very briefly from a distance," I said. And to avoid further questions, I asked how they knew the dead man was Italian.

  "I found his papers … they were lying on one of the chairs here on the terrace," said Conchi. "I only glanced at them and saw a return ticket to Nice. The police said the man had been in Spain for barely a day."

  I heard Nice mentioned and was immediately deeply worried. This could not be a coincidence. I tried not to show that I suddenly was in a hurry to get home.

  At home, I immediately sent an urgent message to my mother to contact me as soon as possible.

  Restlessly, I paced from inside to outside. Time and again, I looked from the terrace onto the street as if I expected someone to be standing in front of the apartment building again.

  The answer I expected did not come from my mother but from Conny from the green house. "I'm coming to you right away," it said without further explanation.

  A little later, my doorbell rang and Conny came in with Nomad.

  "I spoke with your mother, Jane, and I’ve come to give you a report." She suggested we sit outside on the terrace. For the time of year, it was still a warm, quiet autumn evening.

  "You are very worried, and before I continue, I want to know what has upset you so much."

  "The dead man came from Nice… Conny. His papers were found on the football field. Nice… Conny! That can’t be a coincidence."

  Conny took a sip from her wine glass, which I had just filled with one of my aunt’s wines. The contents of the large wine rack in the apartment hallway were worth a fortune. I had since found that out on the internet.

  "I completely understand, and that’s why I came to you. Your mother had an urgent message passed on to me. She cannot contact you directly at this moment. It could be dangerous."

  Conny paused briefly, took a sip from her glass, and then continued her story. "Your mother suspects that someone from Lucas’s family clan has mobilized everyone to find you."

  She leaned back and looked around. "What a wonderful panorama you have from here." She pointed to all the lights of the neighboring villages.

  She sighed. "Your mother had a good idea when she sent you here. But apparently, the Italian family doesn’t just want to inherit your ex’s debts. They are trying to find out where you might be through her network. If they get you, they can blackmail your mother. That’s what this is about."

  "Are you saying I’m no longer safe in this place?" I asked anxiously.

  Conny shook her head. She explained that my mother had meanwhile discovered that various family members were being discreetly followed at their locations in the hope of tracking you down.

  "But what about the dead Italian?" I countered.

  "Your aunt had holiday homes or apartments in four places on the Spanish coast. You have been living here for weeks, and only now has the Italian appeared here. But he had already been seen in Benidorm, Alicante, and finally in Guardamar near your aunt’s holiday residences. But I admit his violent death is a troublesome problem. Especially since the police and the Guardia Civil are involved."

  She drank her glass empty and said it was time to go home.

  "I have one more question for you, Conny. Was Nomad Charles’s dog?"

  She looked at me in surprise. "Charles? Which Charles do you mean?"

  “I mean Charles Winter … my aunt’s husband. Was it his dog?”

  She burst out laughing. “Oh … was that his name. You know Jill … I don’t even think they were married. She changed partners quite often. Why do you ask?” It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her about Nomad’s behaviour in my aunt’s small office, yet something told me it wouldn’t be wise.

  “It was a remark from my mother who didn’t know her sister had a dog.”

  Conny nodded understandingly and explained that Nomad was only bought by my aunt after this Charles disappeared.

  I saw Conny speeding through the empty streets on her scooter with Nomad running after her. Conny’s story couldn’t be right. But how was I to interpret Nomad’s behaviour? And could I still trust Conny and her sisters?

  That night I slept very restlessly.

  Chapter 11

  The next morning I was woken by persistent ringing at my door. My clock showed just half past eight. I put on my dressing gown and walked to the door. Automatically I asked loudly who was there and only got mumbling in response. I looked through the peephole and saw a man with a parcel in his hand right outside the door.

  I didn’t know what this meant. But my instinct told me it was better not to open. I hadn’t ordered a parcel and my aunt had been away for weeks.

  That same day I decided to look at the apartment in Guardamar, about six kilometres further along the coast. The keys to Guardamar simply hung in the hall on the large key rack.

  Three days earlier I had wanted to move a large ugly Chinese vase with three branches of plastic chrysanthemums from the room to the hall. To my great surprise, I found a linen pouch with various keys at the bottom of the vase.

  They were the keys to an apartment in La Mata and to a house in Torrevieja, which were not on my aunt’s official property list.

  I took all three keys with me and planned to check out the locations. Why were La Mata and Torrevieja not on the list … just like the keys to three other places in northern Spain? Maybe she wanted to keep this secret from the tax authorities?

  The apartment in Guardamar was located in a suburb of the village. All the buildings in this neighbourhood were eight stories or more and overlooked the harbour and the sea.

  Down in the parking lot I helped an elderly English lady get her walker out of her trunk. She also lived on the fifth floor … two apartments down from my aunt’s. “I’m only here in the summer months,” she told me. “In winter I move to the village centre. Most apartments here stand empty then and I’m afraid to be alone in this building. What if the power goes out and the elevator stops? You’d like it here though, the view is magnificent.”

  She hadn’t exaggerated about the view. I opened the door and walked into the large living room. The sea view was indeed stunning. I went out through the terrace door.

  The terrace was empty. On the sides were frosted glass partitions to the neighbours’ apartments, offering barely any privacy. The neighbours on the right were home and I heard them talking as if they were standing right next to me. Their radio was still turned up quite loud. I doubted these neighbours would adjust if they knew this apartment next door was occupied.

  The whole apartment was sparsely furnished. The only luxury was the huge TV in the living room and an outdated coffee maker with filter bags in the kitchen.

  The wardrobes in the two large bedrooms were filled with blankets, bedding and towels.

  I no longer bothered to look at the bathrooms because my decision was firm: I definitely did not want to stay here.

  Outside in the parking lot, I was approached by a young man standing by the entrance gate. “English?” he asked with a strong foreign accent. "Excuse me… but have you ever seen this lady here?”

  He showed me a photo. My breath caught. It was a greatly enlarged picture of Lucas and me in front of the house in Nice. I hid my shock by staring even more intently at the photo. "No… sorry… is she supposed to live here?” I handed the photo back and hoped he wouldn’t notice that my hand was still trembling.

  He nodded and shrugged. “You went to the fifth floor and I thought maybe you had seen this woman. She’s quite noticeable.”

  “I don’t live here and only brought my aunt upstairs.” I said curtly and walked on to my car.

  In the car, I took a deep breath and it took a moment before I could start the engine. Suddenly I realized that they were really looking for me. That man in the parking lot had been watching me without me noticing.

  But who exactly knew which houses belonged to my aunt?

  For the first time, I felt something like fear rising within me and a sense of total uncertainty. I didn’t drive back to my aunt’s penthouse but directly to the green house.

  Chapter 12

  Nomad was standing at the gate of the green house. He wagged his tail and licked my hands.

  The three sisters were all outside and looked at me as if they had been expecting me. “What happened… besides the man with the package at your door. We’ve already heard that story from several people in the neighborhood where he also went,” said Conny, looking at me intently. “Go relax first and then tell us what happened.”

  Jenny went inside and returned with a glass of cold Rosado. “Take a sip first… you look like someone really scared you.”

  Martha sat down on the couch next to me and stroked my shoulder.

  That suddenly made it easier to calm down and then calmly tell the whole story. Starting with the keys in the vase to the strange man in the parking lot.

  All three listened with rapt attention. Now that I had the chance to tell my story, I felt the peace and calm return to my body.

  I looked at the sisters’ faces and immediately knew they had more bad news for me.

  “Okay… just tell me. What is it?” I leaned back and tried to look indifferent, as if none of it mattered to me.

  Conny began to tell her story as calmly as possible. “We received some bad news from your mother. Apparently, the woman Lucas was already married to before you has unleashed some kind of vendetta against you. It’s still unclear to your mother how she got hold of your family details, but so far every address of your family members has been watched in hopes of finding out where you are.” Conny paused briefly.

  “Her name is Claudia Grimaldini and her mafia family is known and notorious throughout Europe. Lucas bought the islands in the Bahamas for this Claudia and she absolutely wants them back.” Conny fell silent and I saw Martha make a restless gesture.

  “Your mother has found out about another story, and we can very well understand that she is quite worried about you.” Conny sighed deeply.

  “For Claudia, Lucas was married to Anja Petronova from a fabulously wealthy Russian family. Her family had invested a huge fortune in Lucas's business and lost everything. The villa in Cannes is still in Anja's name, as well as two yachts in the harbor of Nice that have been seized.

  Lucas himself was declared completely bankrupt two years ago, before your marriage, and since he was never divorced from Anja…” Conny did not finish her sentence, but I understood without explanation.

  I sat there dazed, staring ahead. Then I pulled myself together and said a little too loudly, “Heavens… what a foolish girl I am. What is it that I keep clinging to men who are no good!”

  None of the three sisters answered. Conny shrugged, and Jenny did not pour me another glass of Rosado.

  Martha stood up and disappeared into the kitchen for a moment. Shortly after, she returned with a platter of delicious Spanish cheese and set everything on the table. She looked at me seriously. “You will have to fight them… girl. We will help you with that.”

  Conny nodded solemnly. “It’s time we teach you a few tricks of ours for your self-defense and protection.”

  At home, I sat outside on the terrace until after midnight, thinking thoroughly about everything I had seen and heard today. My self-pity had completely vanished. The sisters had awakened something in me that was utterly strange even to myself.

  Chapter 13

  The next morning I woke up cheerfully, something I had never experienced before. I thought about last night and smiled. How was it possible, I wondered, that the conversation last night had completely changed my life.

  It was time for me to take my life back into my own hands and not let others influence me. That was one of the lessons from Conny and co. that I had learned.

  I wondered how I had always been so foolish in my reactions to men I had been with and thought I was madly in love with.

  After breakfast, which for me consisted of yogurt and a banana, I walked to the green house. Everything was still quiet there, and no one was to be seen. Except Nomad, who came to me wagging his tail happily. He walked with me to the market square. I ordered my coffee and looked around.

  There were only four people in the square. One man was engrossed in his newspaper until a second man sat down at his table. The second man pointed to the front page, and the two suddenly started arguing.

  I didn’t know exactly what was written, but the headlines left no doubt that something terrible had happened. Automatically, I stood up and walked to the table of the two gentlemen. I didn’t need a translation… the images were clear.

  I stared at the photo and, shocked, sat down on one of the empty chairs.

  The two men immediately realized that I must know someone in the photo. The older man asked if he could help me. I pointed to the newspaper and whispered that I had seen one of the two dead men just yesterday.

  The other man nodded to the waitress. Shortly after, she came to the table with three glasses of cognac. I was still staring blankly at the photo. It said that one of the dead was an Italian and the other man was presumably a Russian who had died on the way to the hospital from his injuries.

  I downed the glass of cognac in one gulp and stared ahead dazed. All sorts of thoughts raced through my mind.

  The two men at the table were very concerned about me and asked if there was anything else they could do for me. I shook my head and said it was better if I crossed the square straight to the police station.

  I received a pat on the shoulder from the men at the table and they wished me strength. Outsiders must have thought we were family members… so warm and concerned was their farewell.

  Nomad was already walking ahead on the square and stopped in front of the police station door. This dog amazed me more and more. How could he possibly know where I wanted to go?

  Chapter 14

  At the police station counter stood the same officer who had helped me last time, and he recognized me.

  “Ah,” he said immediately in English. “Has something else come to mind?” I pointed to the newspaper lying on the counter and quietly said it was about the shooting from the newspaper.

  The officer looked at me in surprise and then took me to his small office.

  “Tell me,” he said, pointing to the chair opposite his desk. I explained why I had been in Guardamar yesterday and that I had been approached by the Italian man in the parking lot.

  The officer nodded and said he had already heard from his colleagues that several residents in front of the apartment complex had been approached by the young Italian with the same question.

  “Who was in the photo?” the officer asked, making me a little embarrassed. I pretended I needed to think for a moment and said I had only briefly seen the photo. But then I described in detail the dress the woman in the photo was wearing. After all, I knew very well which of my expensive dresses it was.

  The officer did not find this strange. “And the man?” he asked. I shrugged and said hesitantly, “I believe he was wearing a cap… one of those caps that all owners of expensive yachts wear.”

  The officer smiled and thanked me for coming and for the information I had provided.

  Outside the door, Nomad was waiting for me and together we walked to the green house.

  Chapter 15

  Everyone in the green house was awake, and if they weren’t yet, they would be by my story.

  Conny said, “Good, Jane… you’re learning. If you had gone to the police earlier, it would only have aroused suspicion. But that also means your limit has now been reached. Another visit to the police would raise suspicion.” Conny fell silent and looked at me expectantly. Her sisters nodded in agreement.

  I paused for a long moment. “That means I have to disappear from here. What does my mother say about this?”

  “We have informed her about everything.” Conny saw I was struggling and took my hands. “Listen… it can all still turn out well, and one day you will have your own identity back.” She smiled and patted my arm reassuringly.

  At that moment, I wished I could be as optimistic as Conny.

  Jenny had gone to check my apartment briefly and returned. “Everything seems fine… but on the stairs to the rooftop terrace above your apartment, two figures are waiting for you.”

  Conny said loudly, “Ladies … it’s time to leave. Just wait a moment for what your mother has arranged … Dana.”

  I was surprised to hear my real name again, because all these weeks I had been used to being Jane. “So everything has already been arranged by my mother?”

  Conny nodded. “Your mother has been working day and night to find a safe place for you.”

  Surprised, I looked at the three ladies questioningly. ""How awful … moving again."

  “Okay,” I said. “But before I leave, the little car has to go back to the airport. I have already put my suitcase with my personal things in the trunk as a precaution over the last few days. So I don’t need anything important from the apartment.”

  Conny seemed relieved when she heard this. “The car is no problem … I’ll take care of it.” She called someone and shortly after, Paola appeared at the door with her dachshund.

  “Of course I’ll help you,” she said to me. “I’ll pick up your car right away.” Paola had suddenly changed completely: cheerful and spontaneous. She had a different hairstyle. Her eyes and lips were made up, and her nails were painted a deep red.

  She took my rental car out of the garage and brought my suitcase to me. “This afternoon I’m going to the airport to return your car.” She waved cheerfully at us and drove away. Without her dachshund. It seemed as if the little dog had sought protection with Nomad.

  “What happened to her?” I asked.

  Martha giggled. “What always happens … a new love came her way. The old story.”

  From Conny’s office we heard the printer whirring. A moment later Conny came out of her office. She was deathly pale and sat down on the nearest chair. Martha fetched a glass of water for her from the sideboard and tried to calm her.

  “It’s my fault … I sent her out,” Martha said, looking at the printed paper and handing it on to Jenny.

  Then Martha explained to me what had happened. “Paola was switched with you and now your mother received a message with a photo of Paola and the demands for your release. Of course, your mother immediately saw that someone else had been taken hostage. But she asked for time to think so she could consult with us.”

  “So I just escaped a kidnapping?” I looked at everyone in disbelief.

  Conny had regained control of her emotions.

  “I’m afraid it’s going to get much worse. If Paola is pressured, she could tell everything. And if Jane’s mother denies that it’s her daughter … what then happens to Paola?”

  The three of us looked at Conny in alarm and had to admit she was right. She stood up and looked at us sternly. “I’m going to tell Jane’s mother now that she can organize our evacuation … or does anyone have another idea?”

  We all shook our heads.

  Chapter 16

  In the attic of the green house, a cozy corner had been arranged with a sofa bed, large comfortable armchairs, and various lamps.

  In the hallway, there was a small shower cubicle and also the toilet.

  In the large cupboard on the wall lay all the items a guest might possibly need.

  I had expected not to sleep a wink, but I slept deeply and soundly and only woke when someone called my name.

  Martha stood smiling kindly beside my bed with a cup of tea with fresh lemon.

  “I hope you slept well. Everyone is awake. We leave in an hour. Your mother has found another wonderful solution for everything.” She looked very satisfied when she said this.

  It was only nine o’clock but everyone was already ready to leave.

  Jenny came over to me. “We let you sleep a little longer, Dana. You heard it. Your mother had another grand solution for us. She’s amazing at things like that.”

  “Where are we going?” I asked. But no one seemed to hear me or was busy.

  So I just waited to see what would happen. And it happened a minute later.

  I heard loud shouting from the garden and went outside.

  Steven, my bridge partner, was there waving his arms and sank down into one of the garden chairs.

  When he had caught his breath, we heard from him that he had found Paola.

  She was sitting on the bench at the bus stop placed in front of Steven’s regular café.

  Chapter 17

  Every morning he went to ‘Pantanillo’ for a cup of coffee and a chat.

  Also that morning. He saw Paola sitting on the bench.

  He called to her but she did not respond.

  Only when he was close to her did he see the blood on her sweater and her dead eyes staring at him.

  Conny turned to me and said that she and her sisters still had ten minutes to do something. I had to keep the taxi bus driver occupied for a moment.

  And that I did. The van arrived, and I told the driver that the three women were not yet finished packing. He sighed. "Okay… no problem. Luckily, we don’t have to catch a plane."

  I made him a cappuccino with lots of whipped cream and asked if he had encountered any traffic problems on the way here.

  "I had to take a little detour. But I know every street in this village because I used to live here," was his answer.

  "That was because of Paola Gardera. She was found dead at the bus stop in front of café Pantanillo. Murdered, the police think," I said casually and was surprised by his reaction.

  He jumped up and stared at me. "Murdered?" he screamed. "Paola murdered! That must have been the scoundrel she was married to!"

  I shrugged. "Sorry, I don’t know more."

  At that moment, the three sisters came in and thanked the driver for waiting. All three looked relieved as if they had completed an unpleasant chore successfully.

  Conny explained to the driver where he had to take us. Our suitcases were loaded. Nomad and Paola’s dachshund went together into a large dog crate.

  I still didn’t know where we were going and asked Conny again. "Oh," Conny said, surprised. "You don’t know yet? It’s really going to be fun, I think. We’re going on a cruise. Your mother arranged all this. So… relax and enjoy everything."

  At the large roundabout with the three old olive trees where in big letters it said “Formentera del Segura,” I turned around once more. ‘I will come back,’ I thought.

  Chapter 18

  "Is this our cruise ship?" I asked Conny at the port of Alicante. The four of us looked at an old cargo ship moored at the quay. At the stern hung the flag of Liberia and in large white letters it said ‘Christina’ and underneath ‘Monrovia.’

  We were greeted in English by the first mate. He took us upstairs via an easy gangway and introduced us to the captain.

  His name was Edward MacGray. I had heard this name before. My mother had a lawyer named Vincent McGray, and I asked if Vincent was related to him. I already knew the answer before Edward MacGray said he was his brother.

  My mother was known for especially preferring Scottish people in important positions.

  Although the ‘Christina’ was quite old for a cargo ship, there was little sign of it inside. Everything was very well maintained, and our accommodations could be called fairly luxurious.

  Nomad and the dachshund were housed in a fairly large kennel on the foredeck. I had gone along briefly to see where they would put Nomad and the dachshund.

  "We’re still waiting for the rest," one of the crew members said to me. "Yes, of course… there are certainly ten more dogs coming,"

  I walked back to the sisters and didn’t quite know what to say to them. I started talking about the number of dogs still expected by the crew.

  We were sitting in a beautiful lounge with heavy armchairs. From there, we could get to our bedrooms and outside on deck.

  "I understand that you’re confused about this, Dana. But we hadn’t yet had the chance to talk to you about our problems." I saw that Conny was struggling with this.

  I sat down in one of the comfortable armchairs and looked at her expectantly. Apparently, Conny didn’t quite know where to begin, and Jenny came to her aid. "We have a weakness, Dana... we always want to help people in need... just like your mother helps you out of your misery. To start, I have to go back to Rhodesia." She looked questioningly at Conny and Martha. Both nodded and sat opposite me.

  "You should know, Dana, that all three of us grew up on a remote farm in Rhodesia. Our mother died in an accident with an old jeep. We were still toddlers then. My father had no choice... it was either return to England or hire a nanny to raise us. He chose the latter.

  Her name was Francis and she was fantastic with us toddlers. Francis was a mix of an English father and a dark-skinned indigenous mother. She was always cheerful and mainly taught us to respect nature. She had the gift of being able to get along with all animals. 'I learned that from my grandfather,' she told us. And she also took us to her birth village and introduced us to her grandfather. He taught us children many things too... but we preferred to keep that secret from our father.

  Later we heard that Francis’s grandfather was a highly respected shaman. People around him said he could perform wondrous things and even turn people into animals." Jenny paused for a moment and sighed deeply.

  Martha took over and continued the story. "One day we came back with Francis to her grandfather to say goodbye. We had become teenagers by then, and our father had decided to send us back to England because of the unrest in our country.

  Francis’s grandfather embraced all three of us and placed his hand on each of our foreheads, speaking something unintelligible. We felt a tingling throughout our bodies and all three of us understood that something special had happened to us."

  Martha suddenly felt the emotion that this story still stirred in her.

  I sat upright in my chair, listening breathlessly. Somewhere I knew the most important part of their story was yet to come.

  "You see, Dana, it still affects us when we think of Francis and her grandfather," said Conny, wiping her tears with the back of her hand. "This old man knew he wouldn’t live much longer, and we believe that with his touch he gave us his spirit and strength."

  "Beautiful story... but what’s going on with the dogs?" I said somewhat impatiently. Conny paced restlessly around the room. "First, we want to tell you about your mother. Your grandmother was visiting family in our region. Your mother was barely two years old then. One day she suddenly disappeared from the veranda. Great panic, of course. Francis’s grandfather was just in the stables trying to heal a sick horse and was called over.

  He went into a trance, and when he stood up, a lion slowly came out of the woods. Your mother was on its back, clinging to its mane and joyfully crowing with delight. Francis’s grandfather approached the lion without fear and came back with your mother. Since then, she was called 'the lion child' in the region."

  I smiled and said I hadn’t heard the story before. "She was already a special child with special powers then," said Conny.

  There was a knock on the door, and an Indian steward entered with a cheerful greeting. He had a basket with bottles for the fridge. He left again, and I looked at the bottles of red wine on the sideboard.

  "Let’s have a glass to our journey and especially to our friendship. I’ll hear the rest of the story another time."

  A smile appeared on the sisters’ faces, and the relief was almost palpable.

  Chapter 19

  The last dogs were delivered the following afternoon via transport companies. In the large kennel on the foredeck, pens had now also been set up for the dogs to shelter from the sun or bad weather. One of the crew members was assigned to care for the animals.

  I regularly went to check on the animals. I already knew some from the green house, but others I had never seen before. Naturally, I was curious about the story the sisters had to tell about these animals, and patience was not one of my strongest points.

  And on top of that, no one had told me where our journey was headed.

  Captain McGray personally gave us a tour of his ship. We were the only passengers, and the dogs were the cargo. I think that arrangement was made by my mother.

  Of the crew members, the three officers and the chief engineer were from Scotland, and the rest of the twelve crew members were from India.

  There were fixed rituals on board, and we simply adapted. At ten o'clock in the morning, there was always a coffee break, and the Indian cook could make delicious little cookies and pastries. At one o'clock, we were invited to have an aperitif in the captain's salon before the meal. Besides the delicious red wines for the sisters, there was always a chilled rosado ready for me.

  For the main meal, one could choose between English fare or the spicy Indian food that often brought tears to my eyes.

  At five o'clock, everyone drank tea together and met again at seven for dinner. Often, we would stay afterward in the common salon to play a game or have a chat.

  The first evening, I received a message from my mother for the first time. Very neutral and meaningless because the message came via fax. She wished us a good journey.

  After a day and a half of sailing, we passed the narrow strait at Gibraltar. I stood outside on deck with the sisters. It was a beautiful sight with all the lights. After this, the Atlantic would begin, and I still did not know where the journey was headed.

  The next morning, I went back to the dog kennel, and to my surprise, Conny asked if she could come with me. “Somewhere around here we should be passing Madeira now,” she began the conversation. “I know, Dana. You are still waiting for my explanation.”

  We stood in front of the kennel, and I opened the little door and went inside. Nomad ran toward us, and other dogs followed. They all knew Conny and crowded around her. She could hardly contain her emotion and fled the kennel again.

  I followed her and asked if we could sit down for a moment on a bench by the loading cranes. “Just tell me, Conny. It will relieve you.”

  She hesitated for a moment and sighed deeply. “I will help you,” I said softly. “Until now, I had only seen about five dogs with the ridgeback mark on their backs among you. But now, to my surprise, I see that all these dogs here bear the mark. And why are they gathered here? Can you explain that to me?”

  Conny sighed again. “That we are on board here is another rescue operation by your mother. It is quite remarkable that she always knows the best solution when we have gotten ourselves into trouble again.

  You know yourself how it is when you sometimes make a wrong decision that cannot be undone. But if you also have powers at your disposal that you do not yet fully control and whose consequences you do not know, then things can go seriously wrong. Your mother understood that and saved us the first time by giving us a luxurious stay in Spain and a purpose in our lives.”

  I heard a loud bark from Nomad, and suddenly I thought of the story the sisters had told about the old shaman who was said to be able to turn people into beasts. I jumped up and looked in the direction of the kennel. Was it that? Had the sisters used their gift for that?

  I shouted out, “Is it that, Conny… have you turned people into dogs…” I did not finish my sentence and looked at Conny with my mouth open. My heart pounded in my throat.

  Conny nodded and started crying again.

  I sat down next to her again and put my arm around her shoulder. “No wonder you can’t tell something like that.”

  We sat quietly next to each other for a moment, both saying nothing.

  Chapter 20

  Little by little, those sisters told what had happened over the next few hours. Each time the decision was made by all three. They only helped desperate cases… an alcoholic who repeatedly beat his wife black and blue… a man who forced his wife into prostitution… or raped his daughter… or a narcissist who ruined his family. All long-lasting dramas where mostly women asked for their help.

  They were told that once the decision was made, there was no turning back. It was expected that the person who gave the order would also take care of the beast.

  If the care could not be managed, another person or family was sought. Sometimes, the sisters exceptionally took an animal into their home, like Nomad. My aunt paid a hefty sum for it to travel undisturbed.

  I interrupted their story. “So Charles Winter is Nomad after all. But how come this dog showed me the drawer where his identity papers were stored? Isn’t everything changed during the exchange? What terrible things had this Charles Winter done to deserve such a fate?”

  “I wish we knew that,” Conny answered shyly. “I believe she was tired of constantly hearing that she should invest her money better in green energy. We are ashamed now that we were too careless and greedy.”

  I thought about it and had to agree with Conny. “My aunt was spoiled by the wealth of the men she married. No one in the family, except my mother, still has contact with her.”

  “Yes,” said Martha, “your mother would never let anyone go easily.” She paused for a moment. “Not even us. Paola’s death was a misunderstanding. If they really thought they had you in their hands, then they tortured her terribly. Otherwise, we cannot explain that she would tell her kidnappers the secret of the exchange from human to animal.”

  “Did I understand correctly that you are being blackmailed now?” I asked casually.

  All three nodded their heads.

  I continued, “And my mother had the solution… disappear from the area and take all the victims with her. No evidence… no blackmail possible. And the Italians lose out. Miss Gribaldini would be so pissed. You disappeared and so did I. But now I want to know from you where we are going.”

  They all looked at me in surprise, and at that moment I knew it. I covered my mouth with my hands and then mumbled, “You’re right… my mother is brilliant.”

  Chapter 21

  Our journey went excellently. The Atlantic was calm for the time of year. We were very well taken care of, and everything was fine with the dogs too.

  Gradually I learned their names and knew what horrible things they had done in their human lives.

  Behind Paola’s dachshund, for example, I would not have suspected a murderer. He had gradually poisoned four of his family members, and Paola lived in constant fear that the same could happen to her.

  In many cases, I could very well imagine that the sisters succumbed to the horrors women had to endure.

  Our journey with the 'Christina' ended seven days after departing from Alicante in the container port of Freeport Bahamas.

  Out at sea, the pilot boat came alongside and dropped off the pilot. He climbed the 12 meters up the rope ladder. On deck, he was welcomed by the first mate who took him to the bridge.

  On the way to our berth, we passed two large cruise ships from the United States. Many American tourists boarded in Florida, and from Miami it was barely half a day's sail with the ship.

  A holiday town had been built to entertain all the visitors. There were hotels, restaurants, casinos, and chic shops with outrageously expensive clothing from Europe. But we had no time for that.

  The customs officers came aboard and papers were checked. My mother had already sent an employee via a shipping agency to the customs office with all the necessary documents. The official purpose of our trip was to visit the three islands that were now in my possession.

  The dogs also caused no difficulties. I wondered how my mother had managed to get the inspection and vaccination papers for all the different dogs in just a few days and fax everything to the captain of the 'Christina'.

  Our journey with the ‘Cristina’ ended here in the harbor. Waiting for us was ‘Paloma 3’, a small fishing boat that would take us to the island group. The bow was just big enough for all the dogs, who were very restless after their transfer.

  My sisters and I also waited anxiously to see where we would be taken. The captain of the 'Paloma 3' reassured us. They were beautiful little islands, two of which were uninhabited. On the third, he told us, a sturdy jetty and a bungalow had been built at a rapid pace. So we wouldn’t have to sleep in a tent as the previous owner had said, he added with a broad grin.

  He pointed to the crates and boxes also on deck. “This contains everything to survive for three months… if you can last that long!”

  After two hours of sailing, the small group of islands came into view. “There they are,” the captain called from the bridge. We sat outside on deck on the crates and boxes to miss nothing of the journey.

  We stood by the railing, watching the dots visible on the horizon.

  As we got closer, we agreed with the captain. It was indeed a magnificent sight. All three were densely covered with small white beaches, just like on postcards.

  The jetty was visible on the island in the middle. The ‘Paloma 3’ docked, and the three sailors first helped the dogs ashore. The animals were happy to be able to move freely again on the beach.

  We followed them. The three crew members were busy placing the crates and boxes on the jetty. From the jetty, a plank path led toward the tree line.

  One of the men pushed a loaded wheelbarrow over the planks, and we followed him. The path veered slightly to the right. And suddenly we saw it. Our mouths dropped open, and we stared at the house hidden among the trees and bushes.

  “How did she manage that… amazing!” stammered Conny. All four of us stared at the building before us… it was the green house on the Segura.

  Jenny began to cry and laugh at the same time, and Martha stood frozen with her hands over her mouth. The dogs approached hesitantly, and some began to whine.

  “I wouldn’t be surprised if my mother came now,” I said aloud. “Maybe that’s her.” Conny pointed to the sea where a speedboat was approaching at high speed and moored on the other side of the jetty.

  First, the two bodyguards jumped onto the jetty to unfold the ladder. I had only seen those two bulldozers in suits and was surprised by their outfit of Bermuda shorts and Hawaiian shirts.

  Then my mother appeared in a beautiful floral dress with a straw hat. Martin, her boyfriend, followed her.

  Our greeting was warm and exuberant as always. We were happy to see each other again after all the weeks of silence.

  My mother introduced me to another guest who was the last to step off the boat. He had a complicated name and came from Nepal. His English was clearly understandable and he wore a colorful Chinese outfit. Why my mother had brought him became clear in the next hour.

  To the sisters, my mother explained that she had looked for someone who could help them. This man had special gifts just like their shaman in Rhodesia. “Maybe,” said my mother, “he can undo things that have been done. It’s worth trying. And then you are free to continue your life in Spain undisturbed. Or you stay here and open a holiday resort for wealthy bridge players.” She laughed at the last suggestion herself.

  Then she became very serious and sighed deeply. “What I want is to keep you out of the hands of the Gribaldinis. Not pleasant people.”

  “We understand that, Mom. But I have one more question. How did the green house from Formentera get here on this island?”

  My mother smiled. “It cost a bit extra but I had to be sure that our Nepalese friend could also do a simple job. Yesterday in the harbor you didn’t even notice our man from Nepal. What you see is an illusion… there is no green house on this island. Sorry girls… On this island there is only a simple wooden bungalow.”

  The four of us stared at her and looked towards the house and still saw the green house.

  Chapter 22

  The tension was palpable. We were all waiting to see what the man from Nepal could do.

  Before he started, I had gone to Nomad and the dachshund and petted them both on the head. “I hope it will be alright,” I whispered. Then, like the others, I went into the wooden bungalow and waited anxiously for the Nepalese man’s result.

  Everyone was busy. Martha was murmuring something I didn’t know if it was a prayer or a poem. My mother was discussing her agenda with Martin. Conny and Jenny were playing a game of patience. And I sat in a corner thinking about the past weeks.

  We all heard an icy scream outside and went to the door. From the bushes came the Nepalese man accompanied by two men. I recognized one man immediately because I had seen his photo on his passport. But the other was completely unknown to me.

  They came towards us. I was very emotional and walked to the group. “Charles Winter,” I shouted loudly and embraced the man standing before me. He was trembling and tears ran down his face. We all went into the cabin to have something to drink.

  The Nepalese man smiled and told my mother that these two were the only ones who had led a spotless life and that it was easy for him to give these two their own lives back.

  “And how about the others?” asked my mother.

  The Nepalese man stroked his beard and then said that it could be a long history given their past. “In other words… it is not possible?”

  my mother answered. The man from Nepal nodded kindly several times.

  I knew my mother's reactions well and immediately realized she had just come up with another idea. I smiled, and she knew I had caught on.

  My mother looked at Conny and asked if she had seen a bottle of wine anywhere. Conny glanced at the cooler bag by the kitchen counter. Within a few minutes, everyone had a drink of their choice in hand.

  "I have thought of the following," she began. She glanced sideways at Martin, her boyfriend and accountant. "If it’s not possible, Martin, you must correct me."

  We were all curious what grand idea she would have this time.

  "I thought we should mainly satisfy the Grimaldinis. Your predecessor, Dana, still wants these little islands. Well... she can have them... including everything we have already set up... and of course the dogs too."

  She looked at us and then continued. "I don’t know how far apart the islands are or whether the dogs can easily swim to the other islands. This still needs to be investigated, and then I can give the order to release a pair of rabbits on each island."

  "Oh mother... what a grand idea," escaped from me. And suddenly the rest of the group voiced their approval.

  "I must set one thing straight before we continue. Mr. Winter... I had the story with my sister and you investigated. It was not my sister of whom you were a victim but a good friend of hers. My sister has been in a clinic in Scotland for months to fight her malignant cancer. The person you met is a good friend of hers who pretended to be her and is now also enjoying the cruise my sister was supposed to take."

  I told your story to my sister, and she wishes to meet you someday."

  It was very clear that Charles Winter was deeply moved by this story, and Martha put her arm around him and comforted him.

  I knew I could not bother my mother now. She still had much to discuss with the captain of the fishing boat.

  Chapter 23

  The 'Christina' was still waiting for us in the harbor of Freeport. My mother and her crew took the plane to London. I would have cared a lot if she could have made the return trip to Alicante with us on the boat.

  "You have changed, Dana, and I am glad about that," my mother said when we said goodbye. She promised to visit me soon at my new place because for the time being, I had no desire to resume my old luxurious life.

  During the return trip, I had many conversations with Charles Winter and also with Filip Mora, Paola’s husband. From the latter, I learned what an unbearable person his wife was. When he found out that she was systematically murdering his family members, he didn’t know what to do. Conversations had no effect on her. She simply laughed at him. But the news of her violent death made him very sad.

  Charles Winter experienced exactly what always happened to me. He kept falling madly in love with someone without foreseeing the consequences. The three of us shared our stories and knew for sure after the trip: we did not want to lose sight of each other and wanted to see each other regularly again.

  We were connected, and that made us strong. Even the sisters were amazed at how well the three of us got along. Their joy when Charles and Filip returned to their true forms came from the heart. Never again, they had promised each other, would something like that happen.

  We all felt sorry when we left the 'Christina' in Alicante. Captain McGray gave all the ladies a farewell gift: a necklace with a golden anchor. It was a nice gesture.

  We took Charles and Filip back in our taxi van to Formentera. Back to the green house on the Segura where so much misery had begun for them. Fortunately, they had no memory at all of the time when their forms had drastically changed.

  Charles was glad that I had retrieved his identity papers from the apartment. The next day he was supposed to be picked up by someone from the family in England. But he had canceled that. He preferred to stay here a little longer. Personally, I thought he had a crush on Martha.

  On the evening of the return, we all sat together with a catered dinner on the terrace of the green house. It was a relaxed atmosphere.

  Filip ultimately wanted to know what had happened to Paola. We all had the impression that despite everything, he still loved her. He had a villa in Quesada right on the golf course and could not imagine ever living in this house again.

  Charles was an entrepreneur in the south of England. He built small-scale bungalow parks together with his son. But preferably, he bought old villas to restore them.

  That night the men slept in the cozy attic of the green house and I walked again the familiar way to the apartment.

  I was still outside on the large terrace thinking and once again enjoying all the lights of the surrounding villages that were so familiar to me.

  Now that the danger for me had passed, it was time to bring out my old identity again. But did I really want that?

  My mother emailed me three days later that the deal with the Italians was finalized. Closed in the presence of another Mafia family that my mother had brought in as a mediator. She never took risks, especially not with the Gribaldinis.

  For the time being, I had no problems. No Ridgebacks anymore at the bridge club and no fear of being discovered.

  That night I slept dreamlessly and only woke up late in the morning.

  Chapter 24

  In the morning I walked my route again to the market square of Formentera. At the coffee place sat a group of Dutch hikers and a number of cyclists. It was wonderful to sit there on the square in the morning sun.

  I closed my eyes and imagined for a moment that Nomad was lying in front of me.

  "Dana ..?" said a questioning male voice. I was startled for a moment but then calmly said, "Yes."

  I opened my eyes.

  In front of me stood a young man who looked at me smiling.

  "My name is Tom Winter. I am the son of Charles. My father sent me because you sit here in the morning."

  I stared at him. 'Wow,' I thought, 'what a nice guy.' Then I regained control and offered him a chair. He was tall and slim and wore a colorful shirt and bermuda shorts.

  "My father said that you helped him with his problems during the return trip on the boat and even before that. And I want to thank you for that."

  "Problems... who doesn't have them. We just talked a lot because we had time. That's all... Tom." I took a sip of my now cold americano and then asked what he wanted to drink.

  Tom Winter looked at me and then said with a smile, "Would it be too early for a beer?" "Here, it's never too early for a drink or a beer." I called the English waitress who was on duty today.

  She looked at Tom and joked, "So... is this your new boyfriend?"

  "No... not yet," I said and we laughed about it. Fortunately, Tom had a sense of humor and laughed along with us.

  With the rosado and the beer, the conversations became more serious. I explained that we all had big problems and that his father especially had to come to terms with being seriously deceived by a woman who pretended to be someone else.

  At one point, Tom Winter asked what my problems were.

  "Very simple," I said, "Always a greedy partner."

  "Golddiggers? Oh, that sounds very familiar to me," Tom Winter said with a sigh.

  And before we knew it, we were engaged in a deep conversation about life and letting go of burdens.

  Several months have now passed. Tom Winter and I got married in Las Vegas in a very impersonal way by a judge and two complete strangers as witnesses.

  But that was not important to us. What matters is that we deal with each other honestly and openly.

  A little further from the green house, we had another villa built. A gift from my mother. The new house is white... because there is only one green house on the Segura and that is unique.

