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I was woken up by the sound of my mobile ringing. My head hurt and felt like it was about the size of a watermelon. I supposed that I might have had one or two too many the night before, as I sat up and grabbed the phone. 'Hello?'

'Is that Arthur Blakey, the private investigator?' a feminine voice asked.

'It is indeed.'

'Oh Mr. Blakey, I've heard that you are an expert when it comes to finding people, is that right?' Whoever she was, she spoke English with a foreign accent. Germanic, I should have said.

'Only when I manage to do it.'

'Do what?'

'Find them.'

'This is no laughing matter, Mr. Blakey.' She didn't seem to go for my line in humour. A lot of people don't, not that it's ever bothered me much.

'Never said it was.'

She went quiet for a moment and as I waited to hear what she was going to say next I could picture her in my mind's eye, or thought I could. I reckoned she was a pretty brunette. They often are, when I picture them. Not brunette necessarily, I don't mean, but pretty. I don't know why, but they just seem to come out that way. I suppose you could say I'm an optimist by nature. Maybe you have to be if you're going to last very long in my line of work. You get to see a lot of nasty stuff working as a private investigator, and you can't let it get to you. They should put having the ability to forget and bounce back from things in the job description.

Anyway, as I was saying, I pictured her as a pretty brunette, but kind of prim and proper in an old fashioned sort of way; and right now, I imagined how her brow might look as it furrowed in a cross expression. Then she said, 'Could you find somebody for me?'

'I could certainly try.'

'I should be most grateful if you would.'

I found her old-world tone of voice faintly amusing, or I would have done if my head hadn't been giving me so much grief. It must have been that last drink that did it, the last one or two, anyway. It or they were responsible for setting up the little arrangement the inside of my head currently appeared to be failing to enjoy with a rhythm section that featured some young skinhead thug on the drums. 'I shouldn't be too grateful,' I said. 'I don't come cheap.'

'How much?'

'Three hundred euros a day plus expenses,' I said. 'And another thousand if I find whoever it is I'll be looking for, half of which I get upfront.'

'And what if you don't find her?'

'You get the five hundred back.'

'I see…well that sounds reasonable,' she said. 'So you'll find her for me, then?'

'Find who?'

'My sister Gisela, Mr. Blakey… She's disappeared, you see.'

'I'd need a last name.'

'It's Schwartz.'

'And you are?'

'Inge,' she replied. 'Inge Schwartz.'

'Where are you now?'

'I'm in the street outside your office…the door is locked.'

'Yes, I've been called away,' I said. 'If you could come back in about an hour, I'll see you then.'

'Why so long?'

'There's a man I've been chasing and I've just caught up with him, only he's armed with a gun and–'

'Oh dear…do you want me to call the police?'

'No, I can handle it.'

'But it sounds as though this man is dangerous.'

'I can deal with him,' I said. Besides, I might have added, some of the cops in Bardino don't like me much, and I don't like them any better. But I decided to keep this last thought to myself. And anyway, I was only kidding her about chasing a man with a gun. Not that I don't chase armed men around a lot, because I do; only I wasn't doing so right then. What I was doing was sitting up in bed, having just woken up. 'Okay, well if you'd like to call round to my office in about an hour, I'll see you then,' I told her and hung up.

I looked at my watch. It had just turned half-past ten, which is late for some people to be lying in bed, perhaps, but par for the course for me when I'm not working. I'd just successfully solved a tricky murder investigation and made myself enough to last me for the next couple of months, so I was in no desperate hurry to find new clients. Of course if a suitable case came my way, then so much the better; but if it didn't, there was nothing to prevent me from sleeping late and enjoying a little time taking it easy.

I put my mobile back down on the bedside cabinet and scratched my head as I wondered what the sisters of nice Germanic girls were doing coming to places like Bardino and forgetting to call or write home. I was still wondering about this as I got dressed, then left the flat and headed for my office, which was just a few minutes' walk away, over on Calle Veracruz. I went in through the narrow doorway, which is squeezed in between a shop that sells watches on one side and a ladies' shoe shop on the other, then climbed the stairs. I took out my key and opened the door with the frosted glass window, bearing the legend ARTHUR BLAKEY, PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR, then entered. The solid oak desk was in that state of ordered perfection normally only achieved by the unemployed, and behind it the venetian blinds were partially drawn, so that the room was striped with shadow. There were two upright chairs on this side of the desk, and my more comfortable swivel number was on the other side. I went and sat in my chair and swiveled around on it a little as I waited for Inge Schwartz to show.
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The very moment I opened the door to her, I realized I was all wrong about Inge Schwartz: she was no pretty brunette, not at all. She was a blonde, for a start.

'Perhaps you'd like to come in?' I said.

'Perhaps I would.'

I closed the door behind her and tried hard not to look her up and down too many times. I failed miserably in this, though, because she was a stunner. What's more, she knew it. She was honey blonde hair, neatly bobbed by an adept hand, tawny skin, china-blue eyes, red-painted bee-stung mouth, and bone structure that would have made Rodin throw away his chisel. She was slender in all the right places and less slender–in fact not slender at all–in all the right places, too, and she came wrapped in a fuchsia-coloured linen dress that she wore with a cream jacket of the same material and black court shoes.

She shrugged off her jacket and handed it to me like I was the doorman at some posh joint. The garment smelt of her perfume - Chanel No 5, if I wasn't mistaken. She said, 'I've brought some things for you.' She opened her handbag, a neat little Kelly number, took out an A3-sized manila envelope and handed it to me.

I took a look inside. There was a wad of money in it, as well as a photograph and a piece of paper. I took out the wad of money and riffled it. Then I counted it quickly and slipped it into the breast pocket of my jacket. Next I took out the photograph and had a look at it. It was a photograph of a girl of about eighteen or so. 'She looks a little like a younger version of you,' I said.

'We aren't sisters for nothing, Mr. Blakey.'

For a brief moment I was almost tempted to tell her she could dispense with the Mister business and just call me 'Art', short for 'Arthur', like everyone else I knew; but then I came to my senses and said instead, 'When was this photo taken?'

'Two or three years ago…it's the only one of her I could find.'

'How old is your sister now?'

'Twenty-one.'

I looked at the photograph. Her sister sure was a beautiful-looking girl. I took out the sheet of paper and examined it. It had been torn from a letter-writing pad, and so it shouldn't have surprised me, I don't suppose, to find that a letter had been written on it. What did surprise me, though, was the nature of the letter itself. I'm no graphologist, but the large spidery scrawl seemed decidedly childish to me, more like what a thirteen-year-old might produce than the sort of thing you'd expect from an adult, even a young one; and I noticed that none of the i's were dotted, which might suggest an absence of feelings of self-worth in the writer. Then there was the subject matter of the letter. It read like a young girl writing home from summer camp, where she was in the busy flurry of her first affair, and not at all like the letter of a young woman who had come to Bardino to live and then perhaps taken a wrong turning in her life and dropped out of contact. In short, there was an innocence bordering on outright childishness about the writing that struck me as a little odd, given that the date at the top of the page was June of this year.

'Please take a seat,' I said, and Miss Schwartz duly parked herself on one of the two upright chairs. She crossed her legs neatly at the knee, smoothed her dress down, and her foot kept time with some imaginary music that may or may not have been playing through her mind. From the expression on her face, though, music seemed to be the last thing she was concerned about.

'Is this letter the last you've heard from her?' I said as I sat in my padded swivel number.

She nodded and bit down on her lower lip, and for a terrible moment it looked like she might be about to break down in tears. Even while this was taking place, however, I continued to wonder whether I should believe what I was witnessing. Whether I could safely assume, in other words, that what I was seeing, or being permitted to watch, was in fact 'for real'.

I took a deep breath, puffed out my cheeks like a blowfish, and turned my attention back to the letter. Having taken note of the local address at the top of the page, I asked Miss Schwartz if she had called round to the place to see if her sister was still living there. She replied in the affirmative, shutting her eyes, as if she were being weighed down by heavy emotions. The person who was currently residing there, she explained, had told her that Gisela took off somewhere a couple of weeks ago. Where she'd gone and why, the man didn't know. Neither had he known when she was likely to return. All he'd been able to tell her was that she'd packed in her job and skipped town.

I figured that I would make the address, which was nearby as it happened, in the Bocanazo, my first port of call. Then I asked Miss Schwartz if she and Gisela had been brought up together and by the same parents; and if so, then where were they from? 'Yes,' was the answer to my first question, and 'Hamburg in Germany' her reply to the one that followed. I'd never been to the city and, beyond its geographical location, knew next to nothing about the place.

'So you will take the case?'

'I've taken your money, haven't I?'

'Do you think you can find my sister for me, Mr. Blakey?'

'Most probably…but what if she doesn't want to be found?'

'What on earth do you mean by that?'

'Imagine she's fallen in love with some lucky young brute and shacked up with him, but she doesn't want Daddy to find out.'

'Daddy passed away last year, sadly.'

'Well Mummy, then.'

'She died three years ago.'

'I'm sorry.'

'Don't be.'

'Do you have any other siblings?'

She shook her head and sighed, then took a delicate chew on her lower lip. 'It's not like her, to fail to write or call like this.'

'Did you have an argument with Gisela?'

'No.'

'How would you describe your relationship?'

'We were rather different.'

'Only you looked the same.'

'Similar, but not the same,' she corrected me.

That was true: while the girl in the photograph resembled the woman I was talking to, and indeed was clearly something of a stunner in her own right, her looks lacked the classical purity of those of her older sister. 'You didn't get along, then?'

'I never said that.'

'No, but you didn't say much.'

'I've always been the sensible one, Mr. Blakey, and Gisela just seemed to do exactly as she pleased.'

'So you resented her?'

'Stop putting words in my mouth,' she said. 'Anyway, it hardly matters how she and I got along, does it, if all I want is for you to find her?'

'It might matter a lot,' I replied, 'if you had an argument and she's decided not to talk to you anymore.'

'I can assure you that's not the case.'

'Is it possible you don't think it's the case but Gisela might?'

'No, but even if it was like that then I'd still want you to find her for me, just to know that she's all right.'

I took out my Parker and began to roll it between my fingers. 'What was Gisela doing in Bardino?'

'She was never the same after mother and father died.' Her brow furled like a coiled caterpillar. 'She was very close to them, you see.'

'Only to be expected, isn't it?' I said.

'Yes, but I mean…' She broke off, gripping her Kelly bag as if she thought somebody might be about to run off with it.

'I can see that you're upset, Mrs. Schwartz.'

'It's Miss.'

'Pardon me, Miss Schwartz,' I said. 'Can I get you a glass of water?'

She brushed my offer aside with a curt shake of the head.

'Something a little stronger then?'

'It's still morning,' she said, and regarded me with the sort of expression the headmistress of an expensive finishing school might reserve for the young man who has had the temerity to sneak into the girls' dormitory at night.

'You were saying how Gisela was very close to her parents…'

'Yes, she became depressed for a time after they died. Then once she'd snapped out of it, she came to Bardino with the intention of getting a job.'

'What sort of job?'

She shrugged. 'Waitressing or working in a hotel, something like that, I think.'

'Did she ever find any work?'

'I don't think so…not that she told me about, anyway.'

'Did she have much money?'

'She would have had some.'

'How much is some?'

'Well I'm not sure exactly,' she said. 'But what's all this got to do with anything, anyway? I want you to find my sister, not write a book about her.'

'I realize that.' I smiled, but you shouldn't read anything into that, because my smile is cheaper than chewing gum. Inge Schwartz blushed and looked away. I wondered if her blush was for real, or if it was all part of her act. I wondered which was cheaper, her blush or my smile, then said, 'But the more you can tell me about Gisela's lifestyle and situation, the easier it will make the job of finding her.'

'Well I've told you everything there is to tell.' She got to her feet as if she'd been ejected from the chair by a spring. 'I don't want to sit here taking up your time, Mr. Blakey, when you should be out there trying to find Gisela.'

She stopped when she got to the door and shot me an accusatory glance over her shoulder. 'You will let me know as soon as you find her, won't you?'

'I really don't know how you expect me to do that,' I said, 'if you haven't given me a number to call or an address where I can contact you.'

'Oh yes, how silly of me…you'd better have my mobile number.' She told me the number and I gave the Parker some work to do.

'And where are you staying right now?'

'In the hotel Las Palmeras.'

'Do you have a room number, or have you taken over the entire hotel?'

'Number four hundred and twenty three,' she said. 'And there's no need to be so snotty, is there?' She fixed me with her angry headmistress expression for a moment. 'Call me as soon as you know anything.'

'It will be my pleasure.'

Her eyes, which were as cold and beautiful as coral, raked me over as though she were considering whether to give me some kind of parting shot, but then she must have thought better of it because she opened the door and went out, leaving nothing but the subtle waft of Chanel No.5 and a thousand and one questions behind her.
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I found the Porsche where I'd left it earlier and drove over to the Bocanazo, then parked round the back of the large sports complex there and walked to the block of flats where Gisela Schwartz had been living. It was four storeys tall and certainly nothing to write home about, which I figured might very well explain why the Schwartz girl had stopped doing just that. The block, like all the others, was designed so that it stood at forty-five degrees to the street; the walls were painted white and each flat had its own small balcony.

It was fairly quiet in the barrio right now, but that was only to be expected at this hour. Things could often have a way of livening up here after dark, though. I asked myself what was a girl from a nice German family doing living in a dump like this, as I entered the block.

I heard all sorts of noises as I climbed the stairs: a woman screamed at her child, who then must have picked up a smack because the next moment the child began to bawl. A man was yelling in some form of Arabic; and somewhere else, another man was yelling in what might have been Russian. As well as the shouting, there was a fair amount of cooking going on, so that I felt as though I were taking a lightning-fast tour through a number of nightmare holiday destinations.

The address I had for Gisela Schwartz was flat 4D, up on the top floor. I rang the buzzer and nobody came to open up, so I went back down and found my Porsche, then drove round to the front of the block and pulled up and waited behind the wheel. There was only the one way in and out of the building, and I was watching it, so I was bound to see her if and when she showed.

I waited for two hours, by which time the September sun was working up a temperature. A glance at my Swatch told me it was coming up to two in the afternoon, which is lunchtime in this part of the world. I might be an athletic kind of guy with the kind of build that makes me look good in the slim fitting summer suits I favour, but I do like to eat even so, and my belly was cranking out an overture on the theme of hunger. I went and parked myself at one of the several vacant tables, from which I had a perfect view of the only entrance to the block across the way, and asked for a bocadillo with jamon serrano, a dish of olives and a cold bottle of Cruzcampo. The waiter nodded and said 'Muy bien' or 'very good'; then I took the photograph from my pocket and held it up. 'You recognize this girl?' I asked him.

He looked at the photo, then took it from me and studied it. 'Looks like the girl lives in the block over there.' He pointed with a stubby digit. 'Only she's younger here, in the photograph, no?'

'The photograph was taken two or three years ago.'

'Yeah, that's her.'

'You know anything about her?'

'Told me she's German,' he said. 'Sure speaks good, though.'

'Talks like one of the locals, does she?'

He shook his head. 'No, she speaks educated, not like us down here.' I'd often had cause to remark how quick the locals can be to denigrate themselves for the abuses they visit on the Spanish tongue.

'Is she still living in the block there across the street?'

'I imagine so.'

'When did you last see her?'

'Couple of weeks ago.' He shrugged. 'Maybe more.'

'Know anything else about her?'

'Can't say I do, no.'

'But she comes in here?'

'For breakfast sometimes, yeah.' He shot me a sharp sideways glance. 'Why all the questions anyway, if you don't mind me asking?' he said. 'You a cop or something?'

'Just a friend.' I smiled and pocketed the photograph.

The merest suggestion of a twinkle came into the man's eyes, though the rest of his face continued to hang down like washing left out in the rain, and he said, 'She's quite a looker.' Then he turned and went inside the café, to see to my order.

It was a beautiful day and the sun's rays were busy giving the Bocanazo a regular toasting. I wiped a bead of sweat from my nose as I sat and watched the entrance to the block across the street.

The man came back and placed my beer and the ham roll down in front of me. He looked at me. 'She in some kinda trouble?' he asked, his brown eyes narrowing in a suspicious expression.

'No, not that I know of…I'm just looking for her.'

'You're a friend of hers, you said?'

'That's right.'

The man looked like he wasn't sure whether or not to believe me, so I gave him my brightest and most honest Eton smile, and he nodded, still not seeming entirely convinced. I suppose he saw a slim, stylish-looking Englishman, with a caramel tan dressed in an expensive linen suit, and must've wondered what a guy like me was doing come here and asking him all these questions. 'You've forgotten to bring me my olives,' I said.

The man went back inside, then returned moments later with the olives in a small dish. I tasted my beer then had a nibble on an olive, before I started in on the ham roll. I kept my eyes on the entrance to the block across the street as I ate. The cured ham tasted pretty good and the bread was fresh.

At that moment a navy-blue Mercedes came purring round the corner and pulled up outside the block, just along from where I'd parked. Now if you're sitting on the terrace of a café further down in the pueblo, then seeing a Merc go by might not seem to be any big deal. But the Bocanazo isn't further down in the pueblo, and they don't get that class of automobile up this way very often, to the best of my knowledge. Or if they do, then it's only because the car is on its way somewhere else, to the seafront, or some place where people who aren't broke live. But here was this Merc pulling up right across the street from where I was sitting, just a little way down from my Porsche.

Interesting, I thought, bringing out my iPhone and taking a photo of the driver as he climbed out of his car. I left a five-euro note under my plate and set off. I took a photo of the registration plate of the Merc and another of the car itself, before I followed the man into the block of flats and began to climb the stone steps.

Not wanting to tread on the man's heels, I slowed down and let him get to the top before I began to climb the final flight. I took my time going up and, as I approached the landing, I saw that the man was ringing the bell I'd tried earlier. And he wasn't having any more luck than I'd had, which didn't surprise me. Now I had to invent a pretext for being on the top floor, so I took my wallet out and dropped it in such a way that the contents fell all over the place. That gave me an excuse to hunker down on my haunches and gather up my credit cards and file them all away in my wallet. As I was doing that, the man I was following gave up ringing the bell, and I got a good look at him as he turned. He was five ten, of lean build, short brown hair that he'd greased down and combed back, pale complexion, black pinstriped suit, white shirt and black lace-up shoes. His clothes smelt of money and the good tailoring that comes with it. In order words, the guy looked all wrong for the Bocanazo.

Perhaps he's Gisela Schwartz's boyfriend, I thought. Although he must be pushing forty, so the word hardly seemed to fit. Lover, then. But I was only guessing, of course.

I wondered briefly if I should stop him and ask what his business was with Gisela Schwartz; but I rejected the idea no sooner than it had occurred to me. I gave the man a little slack before I followed him back down the stairs, and he was climbing in behind the wheel of his Merc by the time I got back down to the street.

I ran back to my Porsche, climbed in and set off in pursuit. My task was made easier by the fact that he drove at a leisurely speed up out of the Bocanazo; but then he stepped on it a little, as he headed out of town and up into the hills. It was easy enough to follow him at a discreet distance, without giving the game away at first, but then it got more difficult as the traffic thinned out. And before I could work out whether or not he knew he was being tailed, he drove off the road and headed for an isolated farmhouse.

I drove on past and pulled over in a little copse of trees and killed the engine. Down below the coastline was spread out. It all looked harmless enough down there from this distance. The sort of place made for families to come and enjoy a relaxing holiday. Spend some time on the beach and get a tan. Well, it was that all right, only it was a whole lot of other things, too. They don't call it the Costa del Crime for nothing.

I climbed out of the Porsche, locked it with a swish of the remote, and headed through the pine trees; then the land sloped up towards the farmhouse, where the man I was following must have gone. I spotted his Merc. He'd driven along a dust path for about three hundred metres and pulled to a halt in a little forecourt, and I watched him get out of the car and go into the house. He didn't look around, so I figured he couldn't have seen me.

It was hot and I could feel sweat running down my back as I walked over the dry land towards the house. It didn't seem to be much of a place from the outside. Just a sort of caramel-painted rectangular-shaped box, with two large windows either side of the front door, both covered with black iron bars, and a pitched roof with red tiles. The place had a fair bit of garden, and was fenced off from the dry stony land I was walking on. I went over to the fence and peered in at the property, before I walked along, crouching as I did so, towards the entrance to the driveway where the Merc had entered.

Still crouching, I hurried over to the back of the house, and stepped onto the stone ledge that went round the building. I peered in through the back window but didn't see anything of interest, so I tiptoed along the ledge, then stopped by the side of the next window I came to and stood with my front pressed against the wall and listened. Birds were busy chirruping and a car was driving along the road, then I heard a voice. It was a deep masculine voice but I couldn't make out what it was saying. I peeped in through the window and saw the man I'd been following in profile. He had a telephone pressed to his ear.

Just then, something hard hit me on the back of the head.
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When I came round, I was lying on the floor and my head hurt. I reached back and felt the big lump I had there. As I did so, I wondered where I was and who had hit me. Whoever it was, they were long gone. Above me there was a high white-painted ceiling with thick wooden beams going across it, and the tiled floor was as hard as a bastard. Then I saw a man sitting on a Laura Ashley-type sofa. The man wasn't looking very chirpy. In fact, he was looking very dead. That wasn't surprising because he'd been shot in the forehead and there was blood everywhere.

I got up and went through the dead man's pockets. I found his wallet and in it was his ID card or carné de identidad. I took a close look at it. Juan Ribera was the man's name. I took out notebook and pen and jotted down the man's name and NIE number. There was nothing else of any interest in the man's wallet, so I put it back where I'd found it.

Seeing the telephone in the corner of the room, I called the local police. 'There's a Juan Ribera sitting on the sofa in his living room,' I told the man who'd picked up.

The officer said, 'That's nice for him. Anything we can help him with? Perhaps he'd like some champagne sent over along with a few choice pinchos.'

'I doubt he'd be in a state to appreciate it,' I replied. 'But the coroner might when he arrives.'

'I see…in that case, perhaps you'd like to tell me where we can find him?'

I gave the man directions, and he asked who I was. Some people do ask such naïve questions, I find, don't you? I hung up and left the house. Before I got back to my car, I heard the police sirens. Whoever it was that had hit me must have called them. No doubt he planned on framing me for the murder. As it turned out, I'd come round before the cops showed. I figured it must be my lucky day and so I'd better make the best of it.

I hid in a ditch down by the road, and watched the police drive up then climb out of their cars and go into the house. Then I hurried the rest of the way back to my Porsche, climbed in and set off as discreetly as I could.

 

I drove back to Bardino and parked outside of Las Palmas, the big hotel in the middle of the pueblo overlooking the seafront. Upon entering, my senses were immediately stirred by the pressed and starched air of the interior. I made my way over to the reception desk. The man behind it was busy doing something on a computer. Fiddling his income tax, most probably, like any self-respecting Bardinado. If you want to get past a person in Bardino without their noticing you, act like you want to ask them a question or get them to do something. It's a manner I've perfected over the years. Any Bardinado worth his salt can spot it a mile away and, realizing that you want him to perform a duty of some kind, he will instantly begin to act as if you were invisible. Thereby having achieved my aim and conferred on myself a cloak of invisibility, I took the elevator up, then made my way along the carpeted corridor to room 423.

I knocked on the door but there was no sign of life inside, so I took out the lock picks I carry with me wherever I go and made short work of getting the door open. I entered on tiptoe, just in case the occupant was sleeping or in the shower–and saw immediately that there was nobody in the bedroom. I took a quick look in the bathroom, to ascertain that I had the place to myself, before I rummaged through the drawers in one of the bedside cabinets. I found the passport of one Mark Wellington, an ugly pug-faced guy with a sleepy look in his eyes. I went through the drawers in the cabinet on the other side of the bed. There was no passport for any Inge Schwartz. Nothing, in fact, to suggest a woman was staying in the room. A boxing magazine lay on the bed, and there was a faint odour of cigar smoke.

So Inge Schwartz fed me a line in baloney, I thought, and ground my teeth. There'd been something about the woman I hadn't liked right from the first moment I set eyes on her, mixed in with all the stuff about her there was to like. Things that I had to confess, to myself at least, were legion. Question now was, what was the woman's game? And who was she playing it with?

Apart from me, that's to say.

I went out onto the balcony and looked down at the beach. It being the middle of September, the season had more or less finished, but there were people on the beach down below. Not as many as you'd find in July and August, but the sand was seeing some action. Give it another month or so, and the temperature would drop and the tourists would stop coming. The kind of people I was interested in came here all the year round, though, which I guess was bad news for the town; but it provided me with a way to earn enough to eat and drink and do a few other things.

I left the room, took the elevator down and went back to the flat in the Bocanazo. Nobody came to the door when I knocked, so I took out my lock picks and went to work. The door opened directly into the living room, which was a medium-sized affair with a low ceiling. The floor was covered with the sort of linoleum that pretends to be tiles and there was an old cherry-red moquette sofa directly to my right, against the wall. Over by the window, a matching easy chair had been squeezed in between the sofa and the French doors that gave on to the tiny balcony. The flock wallpaper was a sickly, mawkish burgundy, and an old television set was sitting on a sideboard that faced the sofa. Though old, the furniture looked like it would collapse long before it got to become antique; and even if by some miracle of science or fortune it were to last that long, no future antiquarian would ever want to come near it with someone else's barge pole. There was a smell of stale beer and au de cologne in the air, and old copies of Pronto and Elle were splayed out on a cheap glass-topped coffee table.

I held my .38 out in front of me, just in case there was going to be some action, as I veered to my left along the short narrow hallway. There were four doors leading off it. The door immediately to my right was ajar, and I gave it a gentle nudge. I found myself looking in at a small bathroom. A shower with a curtain rail and a toilet were squeezed in next to each other on the far wall. I pulled the curtain back, to assure myself there was nobody in the shower. There wasn't.

Just then I heard what sounded like a key in the front door, so I turned and let myself into the room across the hallway and found myself in a bedroom. It was a girl's room all right. The bedspread was pink for a start, which I figured was a bit of a giveaway. And there were heart-shaped mirrors with fuchsia-coloured frames. Right now, though, I was more concerned with the fact that I had company. I hid behind the door and, peering through the crack, saw a man dressed in jeans and a red T-shirt. He was about five-eleven, and slim all over except for about the gut. He had blond hair and didn't look Spanish.

Figuring it was time to introduce myself I stepped out from behind the door, and shuffled along the short hallway, keeping my .38 pointed at the man.

He looked at me without appearing to see me at first, and then he saw the .38. 'Hey,' he said, 'what the fuck is this?'

'Who are you?' I asked him.

'Funny question to ask a man when you've broken into his flat.'

'It would be if this really was your flat, only I know that it isn't.' I didn't really know this, but I'd figured it was perhaps time to hazard an inspired guess and see where it took me, if anywhere.

'Huh?'

'I'm looking for the girl who lives here, Gisela Schwartz.'

'Why'd you expect me to know where she is?'

'Because you're in her flat.'

'She said she was going away for a time, and asked if I wanted to stay here while she was gone and keep an eye on the place.' His Spanish seemed fluent enough if freighted with a heavy accent. I'd have said he was German or something along those lines. Perhaps he was related to the Schwartz sisters. 'Who are you anyway,' he said, 'her ex or something?'

'No.' I took out my badge and tossed it at him. He caught it and looked at it.

'A private dick.'

'You can read. I'm impressed.'

'One who thinks he's clever.'

'Cleverness is a relative concept,' I observed. 'But let's just say that I'm the one holding the gun.'

'Which makes you right, does it?'

'You'd better believe it, buddy,' I said. 'You still haven't told me your name.'

'It's Kurt.'

'What's your surname? And don't tell me it's Cobain.'

'Heinlich,' he said. 'Look, just take what you want and go, okay?'
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