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Prologue

Detective Inspector David Sharp threw open the door with a bang and stomped into the room.  With an intimidating glare under his heavy-lidded eyes, he addressed his subordinates with a growl. “Right…where’d you put the Americans?”

Wary glances were exchanged among the police officers in the room.  Finally, clearing his throat first, a young sergeant spoke up. “I-I have them waiting in the interrogation room, sir.”

Wheeling around to face the young man, Sharp barked, “The interrogation room?! That’s a bit extreme don’t you reckon, Hutchins?”

Again, the officers shot each other nervous glances.  “Well, you see, sir, they were creating, er…quite the distraction out here,” a young female officer explained.  
“They are a bit, well…loud, sir,” another offered helpfully.
DI Sharp listened inattentively while one of the junior officers handed him the file containing the complaints.  He opened the folder and, flipping through the pages, scanned only the most essential information needed for questioning.  Looking up, he was surprised to find several pairs of anxious eyes suddenly avert themselves.  “What?” he snapped at them.  “What is it?”  

Murmurs of “Nothing, sir” and hesitant shrugs were offered around the room.  Letting it go for the time, he sighed and said, “Alright then, best go see what this is all about.” As he headed for the room where the four women were waiting, he snapped, “Come ‘ead, Hutchins…you’re with me.”

“Y-Yes, sir!” the young sergeant replied eagerly.  Bolting up from the seat behind his desk, he banged his knee on an open drawer.  Wincing in pain, he slammed the offending drawer shut and grabbed his jacket off the back of the chair.  Trying not to draw further attention to himself, he limped behind his superior, awkwardly attempting to slip into his jacket while making a poor job of ignoring the snickers and giggles of his colleagues.
As he approached the interrogation room, Sharp could hear what sounded to him to be at least a dozen female voices.  “How many?” he asked the sergeant uncertainly.
“Er, four, sir,” Hutchins replied.

The DI’s brows rose in response, though even he was uncertain whether it was in surprise or apprehension.  When the he opened the door, the women in the room went silent and looked him expectantly. With cups of tea in front of them, the four women were sitting around the long table, the station’s tea service placed in the center. For a moment, Sharp felt like an interloper in the room and suppressed the inexplicable urge to apologize for the intrusion.”  Drawing his shoulders back imposingly, he addressed the women with his best authoritative tone.  “Good afternoon, ladies.  I am Detective Inspector David Sharp, of Merseyside Police, and this is Sergeant William Hutchins.”

“How do you do?” one of the women greeted amiably.  

Caught off guard, Sharp did a double-take at the woman who sat smiling widely.  Though he ignored the greeting, he noticed that her gaze seemed rather vacant and dazed.  Sweeping an austere glare over the four women, he continued, “Now, as I understand the situation, we are dealing with several very serious charges --”  

His eyes went wide when he was suddenly assailed by the four women talking all at once, each one louder than the other, and three of them with very distinct New York accents.  The fourth, a young dark-skinned woman, was just as animatedly giving her account of the situation…in Spanish.
The DI looked at Hutchins questioningly, but the sergeant only shrugged helplessly.

“Ladies! Ladies, please!” Sharp shouted, straining to make himself heard above the din, but the melee continued.
Rapping his knuckles against the table, he shouted louder, “Ladies!”  Still, it was to no avail.

Taking a deep breath, he used a tone of voice he hadn’t used since his days in the army and bellowed, “LADIES!”

Abruptly, each one of the women stopped talking and looked at him with varying expressions of shock and surprise…all, that is, except the odd white-haired woman who continued to gaze off in the distance, smiling at nothing.  
“Really, sir! There is no need to shout!” the small woman with the short red hair chastised indignantly.

Sharp debated correcting her misconception, but, checking himself, offered instead, “My apologies, madam.  However, things will progress much more smoothly if we all speak one - at – a - time.”  He looked to each woman and saw their faces conveying if not agreement then acceptance at least….except for the white-haired woman whom Sharp suspected was several ounces short of a pint.  “There now….how about one of you – just one, mind! – tell us what happened.”
The thin woman with the silver bob leaned forward.  “May I speak, sir?”
“Brilliant!” DI Sharp agreed in exasperation.  “And you are…?” 

“Oh!  My name is Sylvia Stern, Detective.”

“That’s ‘Detective Inspector,’ Mrs. Stern,” he corrected her with a smug smile.

Smiling just as smugly, Sylvia replied, “That’s Ms. Stern, Detective Inspector.”

Sharp’s smile faltered.  “Yes, well…if you please…Ms. Stern,” he said in a patronizing tone, inviting her to continue.

“Well, let me start by saying on behalf of all us that we had no idea we were breaking the law!”

“We’re very law-abiding persons, sir,” the red-head put in.  By the glare Sylvia Stern shot her way, Sharp deduced the red-head’s input wasn’t welcome.

Hiding a grin behind his hand, Sharp asked, “And your name, madam?”

“Mary Frances Cleary….of Brooklyn, New York, USA.”  Noticing the young sergeant taking notes, Mary Frances leaned toward him, clarifying helpfully, “That’s Sheepshead Bay in Brooklyn.  I’ve lived there for…oh gosh, I guess it’s been twenty-some-odd years now.”  Looking back at Sharp, she added, “See, we’re really very stable people, you know.”
Giving a furtive glance at the white-haired woman who was now bopping her head rhythmically as if in time to music only she could hear, Sharp thought, That’s a matter for debate!
“Mary Frances, do you mind?” Sylvia snapped in annoyance.

Wounded, her friend answered snidely, “Not at all, I’m sure!” 
Laying a hand on the file, Sharp interrupted.  “The complaints against you cite that, in addition to littering from the ferry, you resisted arrest and assaulted two police officers.”

“Now, Detective Inspector,” Sylvia laughed nervously.  “That sounds like a bit of an exaggeration!”

“Oh?” Sharp leaned back and crossed his legs while Hutchins continued to note key information.

“Certainly, certainly!  See, we were only trying to lay our deceased friend to rest!” Sylvia explained solemnly.
This was news to Sharp.  “I beg your pardon?” he exclaimed, sitting up straight.  “Exactly what do you mean?  The incident took place on the ferry….what do you mean you were laying your friend to rest?”

“We threw her overboard!” 

Stunned mute, Sharp stared at the woman in shock, although he wasn’t sure what surprised him more….the fact that one of the women just confessed they’d thrown their friend overboard from the ferry or that the confession came from the smiling, bopping white-haired woman.  “You threw your friend overboard?” he asked incredulously.

“Yep!” the woman affirmed enthusiastically.  “Just chucked her!”
“No, no!” Sylvia interceded.  “Our friend’s ashes, Detective Inspector!”

“We’re all just dust in the end…,” the white-haired woman intoned philosophically.

Shooting her an irritated glance, Sylvia clarified, “We threw her ashes overboard!”
“Stardust….that’s what we are….just like Joni said!”  the other continued, unabated.  Looking out the window, she started to quietly hum the tune of “Woodstock” to herself.
Turning to her odd friend, Sylvia muttered, “Jesus Christ, Gina!”

Mary Frances quickly and fearfully made the sign of the cross, snapping heatedly, “There you go again, taking the name of the Lord in vain!”
Sitting back in the chair, Sylvia rolled her eyes and replied facetiously, “Oh for crying out loud, Mare!  I’ve told you time and again, it doesn’t wash! I’m a Jew….I’m going to hell anyway, remember?”

Mary Frances answered cattily, “Did it ever occur to you, Sylvia, that maybe these things happened to us on account of the fact that you’re always blaspheming God? God doesn’t like that!”

“Oh, told you that personally, did he?” Sylvia quipped.

“Hutchins!” Sharp called out over the quarrel.

“Sir?” Hutchins struggled unsuccessfully to stifle his amusement.

“I could use a couple of tabs of aspirin,” he said, closing his eyes and rubbing his growing tension headache from his temples. “See to it, will you?  There’s a good lad.”

“Certainly, sir,” the sergeant answered, quickly exiting the room.

“Detective Inspector…?”

“Yes…?” Sharp looked up to find the white-haired woman holding out a prescription bottle toward him.

“I have loads of percodan…you want some?  They’ll cure what ails you!”

The young Hispanic woman leaned over the older woman’s shoulder and grabbed the bottle out of her hand.  “How did you get those!” she hissed angrily.  “You been in my purse again, old woman?!”

The older woman shrugged indifferently, prompting the girl to launch into an angrily mumbled tirade in her native tongue.

“I’m sorry….I didn’t quite catch your name…?” Sharp asked pleasantly.

“Gina…Gina DeFalco,” she smiled sweetly.  “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Er, yes….well, Mrs. DeFalco, in this country, as in your own, it is quite illegal to offer narcotic medication to anyone it was not prescribed for.”

“Jesus Christ, Gina!”
“There you go again, Syl!”

“Oh, screw you, Mary Frances!”

As the two women continued to bicker, Sharp closed his eyes again and considered taking an early pension.

“So does that mean you don’t want a few percodan, Detective Inspector?”

Sharp was about to answer when Hutchins came in holding a glass of water and two tablets.  “Here you are, sir.”

“Ta,” Sharp mumbled, popping both tablets in his mouth and washing them down with a gulp of water.  Taking a deep breath, he looked at the women.  “You, miss,” he said, addressing the youngest.  “I didn’t quite get your name….”

“Connie Ortiz,” she replied indifferently, picking at her multi-colored acrylic nails.

“Is that ‘Constance’?” Hutchins questioned as he wrote.

Startled, as if she just noticed the sergeant was in the room, she answered, “No…Consuela”

“Will you spell that please, Miss Ortiz,” Hutchins asked pleasantly.

As Connie started to do so, Gina leaned forward and interrupted.  “Are you married, Officer?” 

“It’s ‘Sergeant,’ Mrs. DeFalco, and no, I’m not.”

Nudging the girl, Gina gave her a conspiratorial wink and said to Hutchins, “Neither is our Connie, Sergeant....and Connie is almost a graduate from Beauty School!  Maybe you two --”
“Mrs. DeFalco!” Sharp interjected in frustration.  “May we continue?”

“Oh! Sure, sure!” she smiled genially.  Leaning towards the sergeant, she whispered loudly, “I’ll give you the phone number of our hotel room later.”

Ignoring the look of panic his subordinate shot him, Sharp continued, “So, let me understand this….you came to Liverpool two days ago carrying a container of human cremains - which you failed to declare with Customs, incidentally - and you then proceeded to board the Merseyside Ferry where one of you ladies disposed of your friend’s cremains over the side of the vessel.  For the record, is that correct?”
“No,” Mary Frances replied.

Furrowing his brow in confusion, the DI echoed, “No?”

“Well, not quite,” Sylvia offered sheepishly.  “That is, it wasn’t one of us who scattered Myrna’s ashes.”

“It wasn’t?”  Dear Lord, don’t tell me there’s another one of them! “Then, who did?”

Sylvia and Mary Frances exchanged a worried glance.  Looking back at the DI, Mary Frances answered, “Paul.” 

“Paul,” Sharp repeated.  “Paul who?”

Squirming under Sharp’s scrutiny, Sylvia replied in a small voice, “Paul…McCartney.”

Out of the corner of his eyes, the Sharp saw Hutchins’ head rear back in surprise.  The DI himself, however, didn’t react at all, but sat and stared blankly at the women.  “Paul McCartney?”  

The women nodded.  

“The Paul McCartney….Sir Paul McCartney?”  

Another round of mute nods was given in reply.

Sharp tapped the folder in front of him, wondering if he should have them transported to hospital or just arrest them right then and there.  After a minute, he looked up.  Folding his hands on the table in front of him, he smiled thinly and asked, “If you will indulge me, ladies….how is it exactly that Sir Paul McCartney allegedly came to be involved in all of this?”

Again, the women all exchanged wary glances, each one obviously reluctant to be the one to answer.  Finally, Gina perked up and replied gleefully, “We kidnapped him!”
