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I
n later years, when Detective Chief Inspector Monika Paniatowski thought about the two particularly brutal killings she'd investigated in Whitebridge, back in November 1975, she would never fail to reflect that, but for a seemingly innocuous suggestion she'd made to her adopted daughter, Louisa, there would have been no murders to investigate.

ONE
I
t was a Saturday morning in late October. At one end of the back parlour-study, Monika Paniatowski was sitting at her desk and attempting to scale the mountain of paperwork she had allowed to build up. At the other end, her adopted daughter, Louisa, was sitting at her desk and wrestling with French irregular verbs.

The arrangement had been Louisa's idea.

â€˜I'd rather work in there than in my bedroom,' she'd explained to Monika. â€˜The study's got a more businesslike atmosphere â€“ and since I'm in the “business” of passing exams, it's ideal for my purposes.'

â€˜Of course it is, sweetheart,' Monika had agreed, doing her best to hide her smile.

â€˜Besides,' the girl had continued, â€˜even when you're home, you're always working â€¦'

â€˜Not always!' Monika had protested.

â€˜No, not always,' Louisa conceded, trying to be fair, â€˜but certainly a good deal of the time.'

â€˜True,' Paniatowski accepted.

â€˜So it would be nice, wouldn't it, if we were working together?'

â€˜Yes, it would.'

And it was nice, Paniatowski thought, as she watched Louisa put her French book to one side, and reach for her writing pad.

â€˜Who are you writing to?' she asked.

â€˜TÃa Pilar.'

A couple of years earlier, Louisa hadn't even known she had an Auntie Pilar, but then she'd joined the Whitebridge Hispanic Circle, and Robert Martinez â€“ who'd been running it at the time â€“ had suggested she trace her Spanish relatives, if only as a way of improving her own Spanish. The idea had been a great success, and now Louisa wrote regularly to her great-aunt, as well to several cousins of her own age.

â€˜I've been looking at the map of Spain,' Paniatowski said tentatively, â€˜and it seems your great-aunt lives just outside Calpe, not far from where your Uncle Charlie and Auntie Joan live.'

â€˜I know,' Louisa agreed.

â€˜And your Uncle Charlie is always asking us to go and stay with them,' Paniatowski said, in a rush. â€˜So I was thinking â€¦ you've got a half-term holiday coming up, and I've got some leave owing which they're pressuring me to take soon, so why don't we go and stay with Uncle Charlie, and you can meet all your grandmother's family?'

Louisa noted her choice of words â€“ â€˜your grandmother's family', not â€˜your mother's family'. And she was right, of course, because while Louisa had no doubt that the person who had given birth to her had been a wonderful woman â€“ and even found herself missing her sometimes â€“ there was no question about who her actual mum was.

So Monika was right to phrase it like that â€“ but even so, Louisa couldn't help wishing that her mum was confident enough of their relationship to say something like â€˜your natural mother'.

â€˜Would you like that?' Paniatowski asked.

Louisa wasn't sure. Writing to them was really nice â€“ but meeting them seemed a rather daunting prospect.

â€˜Would you like to do it, Mum?' she countered, to buy herself time.

â€˜Yes,' Paniatowski said. â€˜I do miss seeing Charlie now he's retired, and I think it would be very good for you to get to know a little something about your Spanish heritage.'

Which was all well and good in theory, Louisa thought, but it was precisely her largely unknown Spanish heritage â€“ which was so different to her familiar English heritage â€“ that frightened her.

â€˜Suppose we
didn't
go to Spain over half-term,' the girl said. â€˜What would we do instead?'

â€˜Oh, I suppose we could go somewhere else,' Paniatowski said vaguely.

It wouldn't work out like that at all, Louisa told herself â€“ because even though her mum so desperately needed a break, some problem with the Mid-Lancs Constabulary would get in the way, as it usually did, and whatever plans they'd made would be cancelled. But she couldn't cancel Spain â€“ not if she'd already promised Uncle Charlie and Auntie Pilar that they were going.

It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done, Louisa thought, quoting one of Uncle Charlie's favourite books.

Indeed, the thought of going to Spain was not dissimilar to the thought of climbing the steps to the guillotine â€“ and just as Sydney Carton had done the latter for his love of Lucie, so she would do the former for the love of her mum.

â€˜Yes, I'd really like to go to Spain,' she said.

The office â€“ which in its previous incarnation had been a bar's storeroom, and still looked like one â€“ could only be entered through a door which opened on to an alley, but the splendid brass plate on the door would not have looked out of place on a much grander entrance.

The plate read:

Ojos y OÃdos

Agencia de detectives

And underneath, in much smaller letters, were the words, â€˜Eyes and Ears Detective Agency'.

The two owners of the agency â€“ Paco Ruiz and Charlie Woodend â€“ had chosen the name because they'd thought it would sound intriguing, but it was also a reflection of their division of labour, since Paco's eyes were not quite as sharp as they had once been, and Charlie â€“ having only lived on Costa Blanca for a year and a half â€“ had not yet mastered enough of the language to be able to conduct independent interviews in Spanish.

Business at the agency had been quiet for a while, but that morning they had a new client, a sharply dressed man of around forty-five.

â€˜Sr Garcia says that he mainly sells hi-fi systems and tape decks,' Ruiz was explaining.

â€˜That'd be like gramophones, would it?' asked Woodend, who tried his best to be forward looking, but was still in mourning over the virtual demise of the steam locomotive.

Paco grinned. â€˜Yes, that would be like gramophones,' he agreed. â€˜Sr Garcia says that, over the last few years, the business has grown and grown. This is partly because the government has become more relaxed about what can be imported into Spain, and partly because, with the increased tourist trade, the locals now have more money to spend.'

â€˜So what's his problem?' Woodend asked.

â€˜He's losing a great deal of stock, and he has no idea how that's happening,' Paco said. â€˜His storeroom is at the back of his shop. The only door to the storeroom â€“ which is made of solid steel â€“ is through the shop itself, and he swears that he would know if the lock had been tampered with.'

â€˜Is there a window in the storeroom?'

Ruiz consulted the client.

â€˜He says that there is a window, but it is a very small one, and there are bars on it.'

â€˜Who locks up at the end of the day?'

Ruiz spoke to the client again.

â€˜He says he always does it himself.'

â€˜And does anybody else have a key?'

â€˜During the working day, the manager, Luis IbaÃ±ez, has one, but he hands it back to Sr Garcia when the shop closes.'

â€˜Interesting,' Woodend mused. â€˜We'll need to look at the scene of the crime, of course, but I think it might be wise to wait until all the assistants have gone home for the day.'

â€˜Well, that's it then,' Paniatowski called from the kitchen to Louisa, who was in the dining room, laying the table for tea.

â€˜That's what?' her daughter asked.

â€˜That's all the arrangements made for our trip to Spain. The first thing I did was to ring the Woodends. Your Uncle Charlie wasn't there â€“ he's out on a case, apparently â€“ but your Auntie Joan said they'd both be delighted to put us up for a few days.'

Louisa felt her stomach tighten. â€˜Are you sure you don't want a bit more time to think about it, Mum?' she asked, laying the knife and fork, with geometric precision, each side of her mother's plate.

â€˜You're not listening, Louisa,' Paniatowski said. â€˜All the arrangements have been made â€“ I've rung the travel agency and booked the flights.'
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