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‘It is by no means certain that our individual personality is the single inhabitant of these our corporeal frames . . . We all do things both awake and asleep which surprise us. Perhaps we have cotenants in this house we live in.’


Oliver Wendell Holmes


‘Once believed to be a rare and dramatic aberration, Dissociative Identity Disorder is actually a highly evolved survival mechanism acquired by some individuals as they cope with severe and prolonged trauma, abuse, and fear.’


Deborah Bray Haddock,
The Dissociative Identity Disorder Sourcebook
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‘Maybe our second chances are the only ghosts who ever appear to us.’


Henrique Monroe





Chapter 1



As I scanned my notes at my desk, the murder suspect sitting across from me told me that he and his wife had never had children but that he had pictured his son every night in bed for the last month.


‘I don’t get it – what son?’ I asked.


‘My imaginary one. We do things together all the time.’


His watchful eyes seemed to be yearning for my trust. While weighing my options, I blew on my steaming tea. ‘All right, so how old is this imaginary kid of yours?’ I asked as I jotted down the date in my notebook: Friday 6 July 2012, 10.17 a.m.


‘He’s seven,’ the suspect replied. ‘At least, he usually is. It can depend on what I’m daydreaming about.’ He bit his lip and looked up at the ceiling, as if needing a moment to script more of his story.


‘Come on, we both deserve better than you making up some crazy fantasy for me,’ I told him, and I pointed towards the stack of files sitting on the chair behind my desk. ‘I have at least twenty cases competing for my time, so if you’re just pretending to—’


‘Don’t you ever dream about what might have been?’ he cut in desperately. He took a rushed sip of his water. I realized he was running on nervous energy. His name was Manuel Moura. He was thirty-two years old but he looked years younger – more like a college student. He was a high school chemistry teacher.


‘So you’re serious about this made-up kid?’ I asked.


‘I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life.’


‘Does he have a name?’ I asked, and I felt the small, mild, tentative loss of balance we sometimes feel when we take a step forward into someone else’s story.


‘Miguel.’


‘And what’s he look like?’


‘He has silky black hair cut in bangs, and big green eyes – an alert, intelligent face.’ He smiled broadly at the beauty he’d created. ‘A bright kid, outgoing. And brave – really brave.’


Moura had light brown hair, combed neatly to the side, and his wire-rimmed glasses made him look shy and secretive – a bit like Harry Potter. Since I regarded poisoning his wife as anything but courageous, I said, ‘It sounds like you’re trying to tell me – without actually saying it – that Miguel takes after his mother.’


Moura held up his hands as if surrendering – regrettably – to the truth of what I’d surmised, then took off his glasses and wiped his eyes. He looked more adult without them – more honest, too.


He surveyed my office, left, right, then left again, craning his neck out in a way that would have seemed comical under other circumstances. ‘No photos of your family on your desk, no paintings – it’s kind of cold in here,’ he said. ‘Don’t you want anything personal in your office?’


He’d happened on one of my continuing sources of discomfort at work. ‘Police policy,’ I told him. ‘No diversions for you, and none for me either.’


‘The detectives on TV always give their offices lots of personality,’ he pointed out.


‘A number of things happen on television that don’t happen around here.’


‘And they nearly always get their cases over in forty-eight hours.’


‘Let me guess, you watch CSI,’ I replied in a weary tone; this wasn’t the first time I’d been compared unfavourably to fictional investigators.


‘Yeah, but I only like the version that’s set in Las Vegas.’


‘The thing is, police dramas are all scripted to keep you on the edge of your seat, and this . . .’ – here, I circled my hand in the air to indicate my office and, more generally, the dimension in which it existed – ‘. . . this, Mr Moura, happens to be what most people would call real life. People around here are only rarely entertaining and, between you and me, some of them could be considered pretty incompetent. Just so you know, it took a whole week to get your wife’s tests for toxic substances back from the lab. And that was with me pushing hard.’


‘But you knew I was responsible as soon as you got the report?’ he asked in a hopeful tone.


He seemed anxious to think better of me, which struck me as both loopy and endearing. ‘Chemistry teacher, cyanide poisoning – connecting the dots didn’t require a higher degree in logic,’ I told him.


He gazed down as though he were having second thoughts about opening up to me. To win back his trust, I leaned towards him and whispered conspiratorially, ‘I’ve been known to defy the rules on occasion.’ I turned around the coffee mug where I keep my pens so he could read its big, blue-lettered message: I ♥ BLACK CANYON. ‘My wife had it made for me,’ I told him. ‘She runs a ceramics gallery.’


He smiled with gratified surprise – probably just like his imaginary son – and asked, ‘Where’s Black Canyon?’


‘In America – in southwest Colorado.’


‘I thought I heard a slight accent!’ he announced proudly.


‘I was born near there.’


‘It must be really far away – I mean, not just geographically.’


‘It’s a different world.’


‘I bet.’ He gazed down, considering his options. By the time he looked back up, he was once again eager to tell me about what most mattered to him – but in his own idiosyncratic way. ‘My son is really lovable,’ he told me. ‘Everybody takes to him.’


I took a quick gulp of my tea and wrote Suspect’s Fantasy Life in my notebook; whether indicative of insight or lunacy, this was just the kind of thing I liked to get down on paper. I had stacks of photocopied notes from my interrogations at our apartment, though what I intended to do with them was still a mystery.


‘Who’s everybody?’ I asked.


‘Other teachers, neighbours . . . Wherever we go, everybody can see he’s special.’


Moura went on to tell me that picturing his make-believe son was the only way he could get to sleep at night. As he spoke, he knitted his hands together. It seemed as though he needed to keep himself under tight control.


Nodding to himself, anxious to convince both of us of the rightness of what he was about to say, he told me that his wife sent their lives spiralling off towards disaster when she began an affair with the philosophy teacher at his school. ‘She behaved like a real whore!’ he said angrily.


I mumbled to myself: Good authors, too, who once knew better words . . .


‘What was that?’ he asked.


‘Song lyrics in English pop out of me sometimes – it’s a nervous habit,’ I explained.


‘No problem. You know the worst part?’ he asked, sneering. ‘The guy she had an affair with is a total asshole!’


‘But she obviously didn’t think so,’ I said challengingly. ‘And it seems to me she had the right to think whatever she wanted.’


‘Maybe so,’ he admitted.


‘Maybe or yes?’ I insisted; suspects who hurt women tended to make me forget my tactics for maintaining their trust.


‘You’re right,’ Moura agreed, but I could see it was only to get me off his back.


‘Look, I’ll tell you something I was forced to learn real young,’ I said. ‘Men who regard their wives and girlfriends as property are responsible for far more than their fair share of the unhappiness in our world.’


‘Yeah, I can believe that,’ he conceded. ‘So how long have you been a policeman?’


‘Seventeen years.’


‘You must have seen some pretty bad things in your time.’


I thought of saying, Cruelty never goes out of style, but it sounded too glib – too much like Philip Marlowe or one of the other fictional detectives whose cases I imagined myself solving when I was a kid. ‘So what do you and Miguel do together while you’re trying to find dreamland?’ I asked instead.


‘Mostly we go to the beach in Caparica. I take his hand and we run down to the edge of the ocean. He likes to stand still and watch the sand by his feet slide away – it makes him feel like he’s skating. It makes him laugh. Me, too!’


Moura explained that he also took his son to the Feira da Ladra, the sprawling flea market behind the Pantheon, because the boy was wild about old farming tools and cooking gadgets – just like his dad, of course. In front of the tiger enclosure at the Lisbon Zoo, Miguel told his father that he wanted to be ferocious and fearless, and to have razor-sharp teeth. He wanted to run through the Himalayan forest. ‘And I don’t want anyone to be able to catch me!’ he added, as if it were an absolute necessity.


I underlined that hope twice, because it seemed to be Moura’s way of saying that he’d been worried for a long time that his wife and friends might catch up with him and figure out that he wasn’t such a boyish, sweet-natured guy after all.


At this point in his zoo fantasy, Moura picked up Miguel, hugged him with all the relief of finally having found a trustworthy companion and told him that he, too, had always wanted to be big and powerful, but that he’d never dared tell anyone before.


Holding my gaze, asking for my understanding with the shadowed depth of his eyes, Moura confessed that it was a great comfort to tell his son that he never thought he was strong enough. ‘Ever since I was ten or eleven, that’s what I’ve wanted to tell someone. Though I was only ever able to confess it to Miguel. I couldn’t trust anyone else.’


Tears caught in his lashes, and I was convinced that this was what he’d most wanted to tell me since the moment we’d met. A week ago, I’d come to his flat to question him about his wife’s death, and he must have spotted something in my face that gave him hope that I’d be sympathetic. And by now he must have also realized that this might be his last chance to explain something important about himself to another person.


‘Now you’ve confessed your secret to me, as well,’ I pointed out.


‘Because my life is over,’ he said, wiping his eyes. ‘So it doesn’t much matter. I’ll probably be . . . I don’t know, fifty, before I get out of prison. Maybe even older.’


He waited for me to contradict him with a more optimistic assessment. When I didn’t, he gazed off into what he thought his future might look like. His jaw throbbed; he was steeling himself for a long battle.


The phone rang next door. Through the glass window separating my office from the room where two of my inspectors have their desks, I saw the new officer on my team, Lucinda Pires, take the call.


Moura took a deep, calming breath and said, ‘I really thought Miguel had changed everything. It was stupid for me to believe he could make things different, I guess.’


His despairing tone touched me and, with a jolt, I realized that he had used his fantasies about a son not just to put himself to sleep, but also to try to prevent himself from committing murder. He’d wanted to do the right thing. He’d fought and failed.


I wanted to help him – to make his stay in prison more bearable. ‘It wasn’t stupid,’ I told him. ‘But maybe . . . maybe you needed to hide even deeper in your fantasies – and to stay there until you were sure you could talk with your wife without hurting her. They might be able to still help you in some way – to get through all this, I mean.’


Hearing the solidarity in my voice, he turned towards the wall and began to sob. His desolation caught me off guard, and I sensed Gabriel creeping up behind me, which was odd, because I wasn’t in any danger. At least, that was what I then thought.


‘Listen, Mr Moura,’ I said softly, hoping to bring him back to me, ‘do you think that your fantasy son will age along with you? I mean, twenty years from now, when you get out of prison, will Miguel be nearing thirty or still only seven?’


He rubbed his eyes and took a deep, calming breath. ‘I’d prefer he stay a little kid,’ he replied. ‘Though I’m not sure it matters that much any more.’


Knowing we’d both appreciate a safe subject for a few minutes, I got him talking about his teaching. As he told me about his difficulties with kids cheating in exams, I sensed Gabriel withdrawing. A feeling of lightness eased through me. And then he was gone, leaving a hollowness behind in exactly the shape of my curiosity about him.


As Moura and I spoke, I understood from his laboured search for the right words that he hadn’t had anyone to reveal his heart to for a long time. Maybe he never had.


When I reached the ins and outs of the murder itself, Moura told me he’d synthesized cyanide because it was a poison that was quick and sure. ‘I didn’t want my wife to suffer unnecessarily,’ he told me. ‘And it didn’t matter that it would show up on your tests.’ He shrugged as if to say that foiling our efforts was never the point.


‘Still, you could have tried to get away afterwards,’ I said.


‘I thought of flying to Brazil. But seeing my wife dead, looking at her face . . . I found something in its stillness, its forced silence – something about the two of us and our destiny. About how things started and how they’d turned out. And what being married meant. I understood then that there was no point in fleeing.’


His words made me uneasy. Maybe because he’d understood something important about his marriage too late. ‘Is cyanide hard to cook up?’ I asked, a bit disappointed in myself for retreating from a conversation that might have been more meaningful.


‘É canja,’ he replied, flapping his hand. A piece of cake.


He fought a smile. He clearly thought it wouldn’t look so good if he showed too much pride in his abilities. He was a strange guy – one minute in despair, the next seemingly ready for a starring role on his own TV drama. On a hunch, I asked, ‘Are you on any medication?’


‘An antidepressant,’ he replied. ‘My doctor thought it would help. I used to think about suicide pretty much all the time. Though now I’m here at police headquarters and about to go to prison. I’m not sure I would call that progress.’


He laughed mirthlessly – the laugh of a man who hasn’t ended up anywhere near where he’d always expected to be. I drank my tea. I was tired of talking to suspects who’d ruined every chance for happiness they had once had. And who betrayed their loved ones. Their destructive impulses exhausted me.


When Moura put his glasses back on, I realized he preferred looking younger than he was; it was his camouflage. Maybe he was even a lot more dangerous than I imagined. It was possible that he’d even invented his fantasy son to win me to his side – that he’d sensed from the moment we’d first met that he could trick me with that particular strategy.


Since 1994, when I joined the Judicial Police, at least two sociopaths have fooled me completely. Both sat right where Moura was sitting. Number One was a young bank teller with a winning smile who lived with his parents in Almada. He’d been a spellbinding storyteller. We ended up talking mostly about his collection of rare coins. I was sure he was innocent until sniffer dogs led us to the bodies of his father and mother under the paving stones of his patio. Number Two was a pretty nurse who worked at the Santa Cruz Hospital in Estoril. She could laugh, weep and flare into self-righteous anger on command: Meryl Streep dubbed into Portuguese. I thought she was the victim of a hateful conspiracy, but it turned out that she had killed at least nine patients with morphine injections.


One certainty police work has taught me is that, if you think you can’t be fooled, you’re wrong.


Moura went on to tell me that he’d poured his cyanide powder into the spicy tomato sauce he’d made for dinner one evening. ‘My wife liked really hot food,’ he explained.


A knock came on my door. Moura gasped as though he’d heard a bomb go off.


‘It’s okay, nothing’s wrong,’ I told him.


Inspector Pires poked her head in. She’d joined the Judiciary Police only a week earlier. ‘Sorry, sir,’ she said. ‘There’s been a murder.’


‘Where?’


‘In São Bento. On the Rua do Vale.’


It was my week to be on call, which meant I was given all the major crimes reported by the Public Security Police, the PSP. Their officers were nearly always the first on the scene because all emergency calls to 112 were directed their way.


‘Okay, Pires, get the techs from Forensics over to the Rua do Vale ASAP. I’ll get there as soon as I can.’


‘Right, sir,’ Pires agreed, but in a tone of warning, she added, ‘the PSP says that the victim was wealthy and well-connected, with lots of friends in the government.’


I came out to talk to her, closing the door behind me. ‘I know you’re just trying to protect me, Inspector, but a cadaver isn’t likely to phone any of his big-shot buddies to complain that I took a few extra minutes with a suspect. Don’t let the PSP spook you.’


‘Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.’


I’d spoken gently, but she looked as if she might burst into tears, so I took her shoulder. ‘I didn’t mean to sound harsh. This suspect has put me off-balance. One thing you can do for me is call Dr Zydowicz. I want him on this case.’


Zydowicz was the chief medical inspector. He’d just returned to work after two months on sick leave. We weren’t required to have a medical expert on hand, but I preferred having one around for high-profile cases.


I slipped back into my office to finish up with Moura. He was finishing his glass of water when I stepped in. A few minutes later, we’d reached an agreement on the exact wording of his statement. Once he’d added his tiny, careful signature, he handed me back my pen and said in a hopeful tone, ‘I don’t think I’m really such a bad person.’


I considered what to tell him; I wanted to be honest but hurting him seemed pointless. ‘Sometimes people get so lost that they can’t find their way back to themselves. I think that’s maybe what happened to you. Though you should keep in mind that nobody who ends up being interrogated in my office ever thinks of himself as a bad person.’


I was tempted to say more, but he’d wrecked his quiet little life in a way that could never be repaired, and that seemed to earn him the right to hold on to an illusion or two. Still, he sensed that I had more on my mind. ‘Go ahead, I can take it,’ he told me.


I looked at him hard to make sure he meant it. He nodded decisively.


‘I’m sorry to have to say this, but do you really think your fantasy son will believe you’re a good dad when he finds out you poisoned his mom?’


‘I thought of that, too,’ he acknowledged, sitting up straight. He seemed gratified that our minds worked alike. ‘That’s why I’ve made it so he’ll never find out.’


‘You’re never going to think of him again?’ I asked sceptically.


Passing over my question, he said in a grateful voice, ‘You’re a nice guy. And you listen well – thanks. I’m lucky I got to speak to you last.’


‘Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of people to talk to in prison. And more than a few of them will be thrilled to have a friend who’s an expert chemist. You might even—’


Reaching up to his chest, he swallowed a sharp intake of breath, then coughed.


‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.


He gazed down and took a fish-out-of-water gulp of air. ‘I didn’t want to have to tell my kid,’ he said in a choking voice. ‘Or anyone else.’ He leaned over my desk, his hands gripping its edge, his knuckles white.


‘What did you do?’ I demanded, jumping up.


He closed his eyes. His grip slackened. ‘Don’t bother calling an ambulance.’


‘Merda!’ I hollered.


As I rushed to him, his head fell forward and hit the surface of my desk with a thud. His right hand shot out at the same time and sent my I ♥ BLACK CANYON mug and all my pens flying. His eyes were open but not seeing anything in our world. A rivulet of blood trickled out of his nose.


Inspector Pires came rushing in from next door. I shouted for her to call an ambulance. ‘And tell the medics to bring an antidote for cyanide!’


I found a faint but steady pulse in Moura’s wrist. Lifting him up out of his chair, I eased him down to the floor, positioning him on his back so his heart wouldn’t have to work so hard. I noticed a tiny square of foil glimmering by one of the legs of my desk.


‘Don’t you do this to me!’ I told him, but a few seconds later his chest stopped rising. Sensing that this was a test around which my own right to be alive was turning, I knelt beside him and pressed down hard over his sternum, then tilted his head back and gave him two of my breaths.





Chapter 2



After the medics confirmed what I already knew, I lost my breakfast in the toilet. Washing my face with hot water at the sink, staring into the mirror at the shocked fragility in my eyes, I rewrote my conversation with Moura over and over, giving him all the reassurances he needed to keep from taking his own life.


The sensation of breathing life into him still coated my lips, like a salty crust. Was it guilt that tugged me back to my childhood? Maybe it was simply that any man looking long enough into his own lost face will eventually find the boy dwelling inside him who first realized he would commit many wrongs over his lifetime.


I locked myself in a stall because I wanted to be alone with the ten-year-old that I’d been. In there – in my memory – the crescent moon shone lantern-bright over our Colorado home. Gusts of frigid wind were bending the barren branches of our apple trees, and I could hear the broken-bone crunch of Dad’s feet tramping across the ice towards the porch, where I’d concealed my six-year-old brother Ernie behind a stack of firewood.


‘Hey, look what I’ve got here!’


Dad grabbed Ernie and flung him into a snow bank by the stairs leading up to our front door, then waved to me. ‘Get on over here, Hank!’


When I reached him, he took my arm and hugged me to him. He trembled. At first I thought he might be crying, but as he held me away, he showed me a mocking smile. ‘You know what, son,’ he told me, ‘I’m going to do to Ernie what the Colorado winter does to our apple trees!’


He pushed me hard, and I fell next to my brother. As I looked up, Dad took a clear plastic bag out of his back pocket . . .


From inside my stall, I phoned my brother. He heard the panic in my voice right away.


‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.


‘Trouble at work.’


‘But you’re okay?’


‘Yeah, fine,’ I told him. ‘Is everything okay with you? I suddenly got worried about you.’


‘Everything’s fine. The roses are gorgeous right now. Oh, and you should see the—’


‘You don’t think Dad could find us after all these years?’ I cut in.


‘Jesus, Hank, where’d that come from?’


‘Just answer the question!’


‘You know it’s impossible. Even if he’s still alive, which I doubt, he doesn’t speak a word of Portuguese. And neither of us is in the phonebook. If he could’ve found us, he would have. We’ve been here more than twenty-five years now.’


It often infuriated me how Ernie could be so sure we were safe from our father and so insecure about nearly everything else, but for the moment it was what I needed to hear. ‘Remember how he said the worst things real softly?’ I said. ‘To show us how at peace he was with himself and God.’


Ernie drew an alarmed breath. ‘You haven’t told Ana or someone else about what happened to him, have you?’ he asked, thinking he’d figured out more of what was wrong with me. ‘The police back home might still think he didn’t just disappear – that we did something we didn’t do.’


‘I haven’t said a thing. Don’t get so upset.’


‘Tell me what’s happened,’ he said in a gentler voice.


Given Ernie’s history with pills, I didn’t dare mention Moura’s suicide, so I said, ‘A suspect got killed here at headquarters.’


In the slow-passing silence between us, I realized I’d expected Ernie to die on that December day when Dad found him under our porch. Sometimes, when my brother and I didn’t speak for a few days, it even seemed to me as though Dad had suffocated him, then or at some other time, and that all of my adult life has been a dream.


‘Stay away from the blood,’ my brother told me now. ‘And look both ways before you cross the street.’


His last advice was our childhood code that meant: be careful at all times. When I agreed, the time came to hang up, but I couldn’t; I was stopped by all that I didn’t dare say but needed to. Most of all, I wanted to tell Ernie that if Dad showed up, I’d kill him – and not only that, but that I’d trained as a cop to be sure that I’d stay calm enough to put a bullet right between his eyes and dispose of his body without anyone finding out.


Pires had picked up all the pens that had scattered across my floor by the time I got back to my office. After thanking her, I went to Director Crespo’s office to explain what had happened with Moura. His impatient, get-on-with-it look disoriented me so badly that I forgot the word for CPR in Portuguese and I had to say it in English. I hated the way I sounded far away and helpless – as if I’d fallen off the edge of the world.


‘Where did he keep the cyanide?’ Crespo asked me when I’d finished my story.


I held up the square of aluminium foil I’d found. ‘In this. He dropped it on the floor.’


‘Careful with that!’ he said, thrusting up his hand. ‘It may still have poison on it.’


While folding the foil in four, I told him I’d ask Forensics to dispose of it. I tucked it in my shirt pocket for safekeeping.


Crespo took a stick of gum from his pack – he’d been trying to give up cigarettes for more than four years, ever since the new legislation against smoking indoors had come into effect. ‘Look, Monroe,’ he said in the overly patient tone he adopted when he was trying not to show how annoyed he was with me, ‘there was nothing you could do. Just write up your report and get on with your day.’ He came around his desk and patted my shoulder. ‘The guy was a nutcase – a total loser. Just forget about him.’


My anger, quick and demanding, made me lean away from him. ‘I don’t see what made him a loser,’ I said.


While chewing greedily on his gum, Crespo sized me up, wondering how honest he could be with me. ‘We all know life sucks half the time, Monroe, but we keep fighting. The losers give up. It’s as simple as that.’


I knew that giving up wasn’t simple at all, but I was afraid I’d shout something rude if I started to argue with him. I told myself that Crespo wasn’t worth the effort to make him understand how many years of despair you needed to suffer in order to find the courage to walk to the end of your life and jump off.


In a conciliatory tone, he said, ‘Look, you aren’t going to win any medals by taking these things personally. Go have a shot of brandy at the Açoriana after you get the paperwork out of the way. You’re white as a sheet.’


‘I don’t drink, sir.’


‘Christ, Monroe, a shot of brandy isn’t drinking, it’s coping!’


I scrubbed my hands and typed up my report. By then, it was almost 11 a.m. Ana would be at her gallery. Liliana, her assistant, answered. When my wife took the line, I told her about Moura. ‘I really fucked up,’ I concluded. ‘I didn’t need to be so clever.’


‘Listen, Hank, if he hid the cyanide, it meant that he decided he was going to take his own life long before he started talking to you.’


She spoke in that no-nonsense voice of hers that’s usually my road out of hell, but not this time. ‘I . . . I identified with him,’ I stammered, and I explained how he’d invented a son to oblige himself do the right thing.


‘Look, he told you he was lucky that you were the one who questioned him,’ she said. ‘So stop blaming yourself.’


Comforting words, but death was still lodged in the pulsing at the back of my head and in the fatal numbness of my hands; the blood and skin remember what the mind forgets.


A Valium might have helped but I tried to avoid taking any medication in the morning. I couldn’t put off going to the Rua do Vale, so I promised Ana I’d do my best to make it home early and grabbed my gun. I reached our parking lot before I realized I’d forgotten my bolo tie and dashed back for it; counting on a three-inch-tall silver bird to keep me safe was idiocy, but Ernie insisted on it.


When I reached our car, Pires was sitting behind the wheel, scanning the movie listings in the Público. Hearing me, she looked up. Her eyes were red and glassy. She’d already told me – choking up – that she’d never before watched anyone die..


We didn’t speak. As she navigated through the noisy traffic, her hands gripped the steering wheel as though she’d just learned to drive. The accumulation of opening lines I wanted to try – but didn’t – ended up making me jittery. ‘So, is there anything of interest at the movies?’ I finally asked.


‘Someone told me a new Angelina Jolie movie just came out, but I couldn’t find it.’ In an urgent voice, she added, ‘Listen, sir, I’m really sorry about what happened in there.’


‘You didn’t do anything wrong,’ I told her.


‘If you hadn’t had to come out to talk to me, then it’s possible that—’


‘He’d have taken the cyanide anyway,’ I interrupted, repeating what my wife had told me.


‘Maybe.’ She grimaced.


‘Let’s just get to the crime scene. Nothing we say can change what’s happened.’


‘Okay, sir.’


She seemed resigned to her dissatisfaction, but I must have needed more convincing; as we rumbled down the Calçada do Combro, I said, ‘We all need to tell our story to someone, and once Moura did that, his life stopped making sense.’


Pires took a deep breath and held it. I had the feeling she needed to hold onto a last, unkind thought about herself.


‘Everyone your age seems to think Angelina Jolie is the greatest,’ I told her.


‘And I take it you don’t, sir,’ she replied, clearly as glad as I was to welcome trivialities into our conversation.


‘I watched Lara Croft with my wife and kids once. It was like a bad cartoon. She seems like a good person, but I thought she was absolutely terrible in the film.’


‘Acting may not be one of her strong points,’ Pires admitted.


I laughed. A reticent smile crept over her lips – her first since we’d started working together. I realized that Moura’s death had probably changed the shape and scope of everything that would now happen between us.


‘Do you want to hear what the PSP officer on the scene told me about the murder?’ she asked.


‘Good idea.’


She spoke quickly and decisively about the case without having to consult her notes. Impressive. But I was unable to catch most of what she said. When I closed my eyes to ease the throbbing at my temples, she stopped talking.


‘I think you’re going to have to start over,’ I said. ‘Sorry.’


She told me that the victim’s name was Pedro Coutinho. He’d been shot in his living room. His body had been discovered about an hour and a quarter earlier by his housekeeper. His wife Susana and daughter Sandra had been on vacation in the Algarve, along with the family dog, a poodle named Nero. They’d closed up the house and left for Lisbon on being informed about the murder.


I watched Pires furtively as she spoke. She had a secretive profile. With her skullcap of black hair and rigid, upright posture, she looked like a flamenco dancer. If I’d have been younger, I’d have asked leading questions in the hopes of getting a glimpse at the mysteries inside her, but I was forty-two and sick of training new inspectors.


Pires went on to tell me that PSP officers on the scene had found Coutinho’s address book in the bottom drawer of the desk in his library, and in it were the cell-phone numbers of a number of ministers. They’d also found an issue of Ola! on his night table with a showy story about his family’s vacation in Goa last February. Apparently, he liked being photographed without a shirt, probably to show off his boxer’s build.


Finishing up, Pires told me that the wife and daughter were expected back in Lisbon by mid-afternoon.


‘How old was the victim?’ I asked.


She wrinkled her nose. ‘I forgot to ask that, sir,’ she said. ‘Sorry.’


‘No problem. And how’s Nero holding up?’


‘The poodle?’


‘Yeah.’


She looked at me as if I were mad.


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘My wife and kids tell me that I try to be amusing at inappropriate moments, but it’s really just to keep myself afloat.’


I suspected that we wouldn’t make any further attempts at humour, but a little while later she said, ‘I wonder if Nero also goes bare-chested in gossip magazines.’


‘We can hope that he feels confident enough to do so,’ I retorted.


We laughed together – but a bit too wildly, as people do who were aware that the very bad day they were having is about to get worse.


My cell phone rang. It was Mesquita, the deputy head of the Judiciary Police for all of Portugal. ‘All right, listen up, Chief Inspector,’ he told me. ‘I hear you’re on your way to the Rua do Vale. Is that right?’


‘Yes, sir, we’ll be there soon.’


‘Good. Make sure you do everything by the book. And if anything is leaked to the press, I’ll have you strung up by your balls. Understood?’


‘Perfectly.’


‘Good. And if you start getting pressured, tell whoever it is to fuck off and call me. I don’t care if it’s the prime minister. Got it?’


He hung up without waiting for my agreement. When I told Pires who had called and that she wasn’t to discuss the case with anyone, she looked at me uneasily.


‘I’m listening,’ I told her.


‘Do you think the victim might have some compromising information on people high up in the government?’


‘I was just warned that the prime minister might ring, so you tell me, Inspector.’


We parked on the Travessa do Alcaide, about a hundred yards from our destination; I always liked a few minutes in the open air before seeing blood. As we walked towards the victim’s home, an ancient wooden trolley shivered past us, with a knot of screaming kids leaning out the side, communing with the God of Danger they still had every right to worship at their age. Trash blew over the cobblestones and a radio blared out news about our never-ending economic crisis. Unemployment was up to 15 per cent, and more than half of those without jobs – 500,000 people – were receiving no government assistance. A recent nationwide poll revealed that 69 per cent of Portuguese college students intended to emigrate after graduating. And our miserable salaries – the lowest in Western Europe – had once again been deemed too high by Nobel-prizewinning economist Paul Krugman and a panel of international experts.


On passing a decaying apartment house with a big hole kicked in at the bottom of the door, two thick drops of liquid plopped onto my head. I prayed that one of Lisbon’s bloated pigeons hadn’t used me for target practice again. On looking up, I discovered festive red geraniums gazing down at me from their canary-yellow window box. It seemed encouraging – after all, some of us could still afford flowers and fresh paint. I dried my hair with the handkerchief that I always keep in my back pocket.


The wind smelled of heated pavements, olive oil and yeast. Loosening my bolo tie, I discovered my collar was soaked. ‘All summer long I want rain and my kids want more sun,’ I told Pires. ‘Do you think we’ve hit ninety degrees yet, Inspector?’


‘We passed a pharmacy a few blocks back and the flashing sign said eighty-one.’


‘Only eighty-one? It feels much hotter.’


‘Because there’s no breeze at all.’


‘If I were Raymond Chandler,’ I told her, ‘I think I’d tell you now that men and women do crazy, violent things on hot summer days without any wind. Especially when they lose their jobs and despise their leaders.’


‘Sounds about right,’ she said.


‘Do you read mysteries, Inspector?’ I asked.


‘Yes, sir – mostly the classic American ones. Especially Dickson Carr.’


So she was a woman who enjoyed closed-door detective novels – which probably meant that she liked nothing better than beating the odds.


The crumbling sidewalk was only wide enough for one person at a time, so I had Pires walk ahead of me. She turned back now and again to make sure I hadn’t lost my way or been taken advantage of by another leaky geranium. Her concern reminded me of how I’d always have one eye out for Ernie when we were little.


Pires walked with her hands joined behind her back, leaning slightly forward, as if bent by a heavy locket. It seemed to me that she might have been having continuing doubts about her responsibility for Moura’s death.


‘Listen, Pires,’ I said, taking advantage of a break in the traffic to walk beside her, ‘some of the older cops will wish you’d never joined the force. They may even make fun of you. Just ignore them if you can. The younger men will all come to accept you as a colleague if you hang tough. Come talk to me if you have any big troubles.’


‘Yes, thank you, sir,’ she said, but without enthusiasm.


From the urgent way she looked down the street, I could see I’d embarrassed her. Pity a man entering middle age with so little experience of women. ‘Tell me,’ I said, ‘do you ever go to the beach at Caparica?’


She turned around to face me. ‘Sir?’


‘Moura, our chemistry teacher . . . He used to take his imaginary kid there.’


‘I’ve been to Caparica a few times.’


‘Listen, Inspector, when it’s just the two of us, how about calling me Henrique?’


‘If . . . if that’s what you want,’ she replied, though her anxious hesitation told me she was unlikely to abide by our agreement.


I gestured for her to start off again. ‘So is Caparica nice?’ I asked.


‘It’s beautiful,’ she said, turning around momentarily, ‘though there are too many people on weekends. You’ve never been?’


‘No. Where I grew up, there were no beaches. The sound of waves still unnerves me. And all that sand . . . Though my wife takes the kids out near Guincho sometimes. She likes her beaches wild. Like her men.’


That last comment was meant to win me another laugh, but my American delivery had been too dry. It happens all the time.


‘Where did you grow up, sir?’ Pires asked.


‘Why do you want to know?’


‘Because we’ll be working together, sir.’


‘Oh, for just a couple of years, Lucinda,’ I told her. ‘It is Lucinda, isn’t it?’


‘Luci,’ she said.


‘Well, Luci, in no time at all, you’ll be free of me.’


She gazed off. Did I see disappointment?


‘It has nothing to do with you,’ I assured her. ‘The director always substitutes my inspectors every two years. He doesn’t want anyone working with me too long. I’m sure you’ve heard about it.’


Pires nodded, clearly embarrassed by what she’d been told behind my back.


The Rua do Vale turned out to be a slender, tired old street – wide enough for only one car at a time – leading up to the imposing columns of the Jesus church, which seemed far too majestic for so derelict a neighbourhood. Whoever built that sanctuary had wanted to remind residents that God was forever around the corner – even if He wasn’t, of course.


The first house on our left – unpainted, and in a bad state of disrepair – was covered with scaffolding. About a hundred feet up the street, a small group of neighbours was already standing vigil outside the victim’s front door: an elderly man in a soiled undershirt, all crooked angles and bones; and four women, the youngest holding a baby in a blue blanket.


Pires said, ‘I’d still like to know where you grew up.’


‘On a ranch in western Colorado,’ I replied. ‘Go to Google Maps and find Black Canyon of the Gunnison National Park and move your cursor about twenty miles to the left. Unfortunately, there’s nothing at all for a tourist to do there except get stared at by a few hungry rattlesnakes and drunken shopkeepers.’


Despite my cynicism, her face brightened. ‘I went to Rocky Mountain National Park four years ago. Filipe and I went camping in the American West for our honeymoon.’


I almost said, I’ve been there, too, but I didn’t want to discuss my homeland with her; the Portuguese generally resented having to give up their misconceptions about America. ‘So you’re married?’ I asked.


‘Yes. Filipe just got his doctorate in anthropology,’ she said proudly.


‘Kids?’


‘Not yet. And you, Chief Inspector?’


‘Two – Nathaniel and Jorge. When we’re out of range, my wife and I call them Godzilla and King Kong. God knows what they call us.’


Luci laughed, which pleased me – and allowed me to imagine for a fleeting moment that the events of this morning would have no lingering effect on my work.


The neighbours were only fifty paces away now. They faced us with open, curious eyes; they’d guessed we were cops, though we weren’t in uniform. As we reached our destination, the old man said gruffly, ‘You the police?’


‘That’s right,’ I answered.


He chewed over that information while eyeing me suspiciously. If my life had been the 1950s Western I sometimes wished it was, he’d have spat on the ground between us.


Number 24 Rua do Vale was a three-storey townhouse with pink paint flaking off the stucco. A youthful PSP officer was standing outside, reading one of those giveaway newspapers that invariably end up wafting and rolling across our desiccated streets – Lisbon’s very own tumbleweed. As we shook hands, the young woman with the baby asked me if Pedro Coutinho was dead.


‘I’m sorry, senhora, I’m not at liberty to discuss the case,’ I replied.


‘If he weren’t dead, then what the hell would you be doing here!’ the old man told me with a venomous frown.


‘We’ll be coming round the neighbourhood later today to ask you questions,’ I said to him and the others, ‘and I’ll let you know a little of what I’ve found out at that time.’


The front door was armoured; six dead-bolts slid into the wall at the turn of a key. After I’d joined Luci in the foyer, she asked, ‘Is your bolo tie from Colorado, sir?’


I realized with a jolt that I’d left it out.


‘Yes, it’s a Thunderbird. A Sioux friend gave it to me.’


‘You had Indian friends?’ Her voice swelled with little-girl enchantment.


‘Just one – Nathan was his white-man’s name. He was a winkte.’


‘A winkte?’


‘A clown who’s also a wise man. They’re crazy by profession. They dress up in strange clothing and do everything backwards. Up is down and in is out. And to them, normal is the oddest thing of all.’


More importantly in my case, they find what’s lost, I might have added if I’d known Luci better. Instead, I said, ‘We sometimes need everything turned inside out. Winktes are the only people resourceful enough to do that.’


She didn’t laugh or smirk, which was a very good sign – and the one I must have wanted, or I wouldn’t have brought the subject up.


We stepped into the foyer. The floor was dark parquet, and so polished that it reflected like glass. Two man-size Chinese vases painted with sinuous golden dragons guarded the door to the living room. Beside one of them was a droopy ficus plant in a big white pot and a red watering can filled to the brim.


As we put on our protective coats, gloves and slippers, Pires said, ‘We had a great time in the Rocky Mountains. Except for the altitude. Filipe got disoriented while hiking at three thousand meters and we almost didn’t locate him in time.’


‘You have to keep hydrated at high altitude,’ I told her, but I spoke absently; I’d already spotted the dead man sprawled on the plush white rug centring the living room.


I stepped inside. A grey sock had been stuffed in the victim’s mouth and kept in place with a necktie wound twice around his head and knotted. It was cobalt blue with scarlet stripes, and it had been tied so tightly that his lips had been stretched far back, making his nose stick out grotesquely, like the proboscis of an insect. He was lying on his belly facing a faded yellow wall covered with museum-quality paintings, including a small one by Paula Rego of a prim-looking girl force-feeding a monkey. A fluffy green towel was tied around his waist, and his blue dress-shirt was unbuttoned. A blood-fringed bullet hole discoloured its back. He was short and stocky, with large, powerful hands. His grey hair was thick and closely cropped. He looked a bit like Pablo Picasso.


Five characters of Asian writing were scripted on the wall behind him, each letter about the size of my thumb: [image: image]. They were a familiar shade of brown – the colour of dried blood. As I traced them with my eyes, a pounding headache started in my head, which meant that I might soon lose track of myself. To remain where I was – and who I was – I concentrated hard on the dead man.


What appeared to be pinkish yogurt had been smeared across his cheek and left ear; two empty Adagio packages – strawberry-flavoured – had been tossed on the carpet. I’d have guessed he was forty-five or fifty, but it was difficult to tell; death always made bodies appear wax-like to me – an illusion my mind conjures up as protection, I’ve been told by our police psychologist.


The victim’s wrists were bound behind his back with thick, white nylon rope. A pool of blood had soaked into the carpeting.


Making sure to keep my eyes off the thick stain, I knelt beside him. I lifted his arm. From its level of grudging flexibility, I knew that rigor mortis had reached its peak a few hours earlier and was beginning to ease up. Under the towel I confirmed what my nose already suspected about how deep his final panic had been.


The tag on the necktie read Zara, a clothing store with shops at nearly every mall in Portugal. The price tag was still on: 19.95 euros. Keeping it on seemed a message sent to me by the killer about the cheapness of the victim’s life.


I probed at the sock in his mouth with my pencil. It was jammed in tight, which meant it would’ve made it nearly impossible for him to breathe or swallow. The tie had torn both corners of his mouth, which was crusted with blood. He wouldn’t have been able to scream or even beg for his life.


Sure enough, the bluish-grey tinge to his lips meant he’d suffocated. As I put myself in his place, my balls contracted and my throat went dry, and when Luci touched my shoulder, I jumped. Astonishingly, my headache was gone, and I had the impression that I’d moved back a foot or more from the victim. I looked down into my hands. Gabriel hadn’t written any message to me; instead, he’d drawn a stick figure surrounded by a circle of twelve dots, the Sioux sign for a threat that has you cornered.





Chapter 3



The murderer steers me through the house until I stand just where he wants, staring at the finality of his work. Kneeling, I search the dead man’s misshapen face for the why of this death, listening hard for what he is unable to tell me. And although I’m aware that his blue-grey lips will never shape another word, the expectation of hearing a whisper of his final thoughts waits patiently inside me, hands folded in its lap, unwilling to walk away. Proof, I suppose, that I have never been able to accept the cold, one-sided deal that death makes with us.


A confession: when I tiptoe through my insomnia at night, I occasionally catch myself searching for shapes in Ernie’s paintings that will prove to be coded messages from my mother. If she were still alive, I’d understand her better now – and be able to offer her more than my clowning. So perhaps it is my own wish for another chance that I always listen for when I am unable to sleep. Maybe our second chances are the only ghosts who ever appear to us.


The police officer who’d been in charge till my arrival introduced himself as Marcos Soutelo and asked if I wanted his briefing.


I’ve noticed over the years that PSP cops tend to begin their rundowns with an unusual detail, and the more startling the better. My theory was that the surreal atmosphere at the crime scene – the rigid, judgemental silence of the dead under all the commotion – made them need to be reassured that we shared the same notions about what was unusual and unexpected. And reassured, therefore, about what was normal. And yet in comparison to them, I felt fortunate; I’d had the advantage of learning when I was very young that there was no normal.


‘The vic doesn’t look fifty-nine years old, does he?’ Soutelo began, and as though hoping to astonish me further, he added that Coutinho had been married to a former TAP stewardess twenty-two years his junior. ‘Her name is Susana Soares,’ he said, ‘and judging from the photos in the library, she’s a knockout!’


If Luci hadn’t been next to me, I’d have felt compelled to reply with a remark establishing my manly credentials, such as, Some guys have all the luck, but, as it was, I was able to simply ask if the couple had had any kids. With his voice shifting into a more professional register, probably feeling mildly censured, Soutelo replied that they had one daughter, Sandra. She was fourteen years old and in the eighth grade at the Charles Lepierre French High School. He went on to tell me that the victim owned a construction company with offices in Paris and Lisbon, and that, in addition to this house and one in the Algarve, he kept a large apartment just across the Seine from the Eiffel Tower. He’d moved back to Lisbon from Paris four years earlier. His car, a 1967 Alfa Romeo spider, was parked in a private garage nearby. None of the neighbours who’d been questioned so far had heard a gunshot the day before. The housekeeper had discovered the body at ten o’clock this morning. Her name was Maria Grimault.


‘I thought you’d want to talk to her right away,’ Soutelo told me. ‘She’s waiting for you in the kitchen. Through that door,’ he said, pointing.


While I fought the urge to stay where I was, and remain safely outside a case I didn’t yet feel up to investigating, the most experienced of the techs, Eduardo Fonseca, started down the staircase at the back of the room, cradling his Nikon, his face poking fox-like out of his hood. He snapped off two quick photographs – the flash spraying in our eyes – with the glee of a kid testing a brand-new birthday present. ‘Henrique Monroe, caught red-handed at the scene of the crime!’ he exclaimed.


Like most of the Portuguese, Fonseca pronounced Monroe as Monroy. I forgave him that and his cringingly loud voice because he was the sweetest man I knew.


He pumped my hand in both of his as he always did. After introducing him to Luci, I told him, ‘I’m guessing you’ve already taken pictures of the body.’


‘Yeah. Now I’m photographing anything that catches my eye.’ He tugged off his hood. Sweat had plastered thinning bangs to his brow. He was looking more and more like a chihuahua as he aged – tiny and sunken-eyed, with wrists as slender and pale as celery. I wished he’d eat more. And cut down on his smoking. Though he claimed that tar and nicotine were the only things keeping him standing.


‘Four things you need to know for now, Monroe,’ he said in a quick, businesslike voice. ‘One – we found cigarette butts in the ashtrays here in the living room and in the vic’s bedroom – four Marlboro Lights and two Gauloise Blondes down here, one more Marlboro in the bedroom. No lipstick stains on any of them. We’ve already collected them. Two – there’s a bloody footprint on Coutinho’s shirt. Three—’


‘Hold on,’ I cut in. ‘Is the footprint complete enough to identify the shoe?’


‘Yeah, and I’ve got it photographed. Three – I found some slivers of plastic and what look like tiny bits of sponge on the carpet here. I’ve got samples.’


‘A silencer?’ I asked.


‘Yeah, a soda bottle with cut-up sponges would be my guess. Four, we found—’


‘Does that really work?’ Luci interrupted.


‘Yeah, but only for small-calibre firearms. Which is point number four: we found the bullet casing – nine-calibre – and the slug itself. Exited Coutinho’s back and lodged in the wall near the staircase. Bruno has them.’ He read my mind and cut off my next question. ‘He’s upstairs, hunting for more dinosaur tracks.’


‘Bloody footprints,’ I explained to Luci.


‘Bruno is Bruno Vaz,’ Fonseca added. ‘A cassette player, so watch what you say.’


‘I’m afraid you’re going too fast for me,’ Luci told him apologetically.


‘He’s PC,’ Fonseca explained, meaning a member of the Portuguese Communist Party. ‘If you talk about politics, he turns on the tape.’ He circled his finger in a loop and began to snore.


‘Has Sudoku taken a look at the body yet?’ I asked.


Sudoku was our biomedical expert and a whiz at the Japanese number puzzles. His real name was João Ferreira.


‘Sudoku is home with a cold, poor boy, but Bruno and I have everything under control.’ Fonseca edged towards me and added in a whisper, ‘The vic had a guest in his bed last night. And a hundred euros says she’s responsible for this mess. Fifty more that she’s from France and smokes Gauloise Blondes.’


‘Sorry, Ana has cut off my betting allowance,’ I told him. ‘She doesn’t like Godzilla and King Kong going hungry. Has Dr Zydowicz arrived yet?’


‘Is he joining the festivities today? Christ, it’s going to be the fucking United Nations around here!’


‘Exactly. Did you take photos of the Asian writing on the wall?’


‘Absorutery,’ Fonseca replied, imitating a respectful Japanese bow.


I moaned at his bad taste, which only made him burst out laughing.


‘When you’ve finished having so much fun,’ I said, ‘email me your key photos. Was the writing done in blood?’


‘Yeah, and we’ve got a sample. It’ll turn out to be the vic’s, most likely.’


‘How long has he been dead?’


‘Eighteen to twenty-four hours – taking into account that it’s a sauna in here and that he’s decomposing at warp nine.’


When I asked if he’d recovered the victim’s cell phone, he told me they’d looked in all the obvious places and hadn’t spotted it. ‘A hundred bucks says the murderer grabbed it,’ he said to Luci.


‘I get the feeling it would be a mistake to bet against you,’ she told him.


‘Smart girl you got here!’ he told me, and he winked suggestively at her.


‘Smart inspector,’ I warned him, pleased to be able both to needle him and make a serious point.


‘Oh, come on, Monroe, you know I meant no offence.’ To Luci, he said, ‘Sorry. It’s just that you’re new to the job and what . . . fourteen years old?’


She pointed her index finger up.


‘Eighteen? Twenty?’


Fonseca’s childlike enthusiasm made Luci grin. ‘Twenty-seven,’ she replied.


‘Well, next to this grumpy old donkey,’ he said, jabbing his thumb towards me, ‘you look like a teenager . . . Oh, guess what I did, Monroe!’ he added, and without waiting for my response, he exclaimed, ‘I photographed every page in the vic’s address book!’


‘Why’d you do that?’


‘The Case of the Missing Mercedes.’


It was a famous fuck-up. Back in 1984, a Portuguese ambassador was arrested for having crashed his car into a former business partner just outside the man’s house in Benfica. The suspect’s Mercedes was impounded, of course, so the photographer on the scene didn’t bother taking shots of the dented and bloodstained fender, or much of anything else. At least, that’s what he told his superiors, though everybody later suspected he’d been bribed. Unfortunately, the car went missing that very afternoon. With no Mercedes and no pictures, and some exchanges of cash at the Justice Ministry, the ambassador didn’t even have to face trial. Now and again I still come across his fat, self-satisfied face in the Público, Ana’s newspaper of choice. He’s become a fervent Catholic in his old age and pontificates against adoption by same-sex couples and medically assisted procreation. Presumably, he’ll bribe his way into heaven.


‘Good work,’ I told Fonseca. ‘Where’s the address book itself?’


‘Waiting for you on the first floor – on the desk in the library. You know what else, Monroe? Coutinho was a four-minister man!’


I whistled to make him happy.


‘He’s got the cell phones for four ministers in his address book,’ Fonseca explained to Luci, beaming. ‘A new Lisbon record!’ He wiped a big drop of perspiration from his chin with a bravado swipe. ‘I have a hunch we’ll find more goodies in his computer – maybe the numbers of his Swiss bank accounts! Anyone feel like a trip to Zurich?’


‘Where’d you find his computer?’ I asked.


‘Also on the desk in his library. A MacBook Air. Sweet! We sent it off to Joaquim.’


Joaquim was the senior computer specialist in our technological office. ‘So what’s next for you?’ I asked.


‘Nicki and I have a date with the vic’s bedroom.’ He pressed his lips to the shutter of his camera. He was performing for Luci.


To take his spotlight off her, I said, ‘Inspector Pires, see if you can turn up a cell phone in a bathroom or some other unlikely place. I’ll be in the library.’


Despite Fonseca’s having taken photos of every page, I wanted to have the address book in my possession before doing anything else, so I climbed up the stairs behind him, instructing him along the way not to discuss the murder with his wife or kids.


Happily, he’d already put the air conditioner on in the library. The walls were wood panelled, their shelves packed with books from floor to ceiling. Everything was in perfect order except for a French–Farsi dictionary shoved in horizontally on a bottom shelf near the desk.


At the front of the room was a locked, glass-fronted case containing antique editions of classical French authors such as Zola and Stendhal. Coutinho’s CDs were there, too – mostly Piaf, Polnareff, Aznavour and other popular French singers from the 1960s and 1970s. His small classical music section was almost all Erik Satie and Claude Debussy.


The desk was a dark, ponderous antique, with lion’s-paw feet. The address book sat next to a sleek black telephone. It was suede, and the exact same shade of green as the leaves of the junipers that used to grow on our ranch. Coutinho had neat, compact handwriting, though his capital S and G were ornamented with florid curlicues. Ana would have said that he probably startled those around him with occasional flourishes of exuberance.


I found the entries for the four ministers right away; they were written in the G section, under the heading Governo: José Pedro Aguiar Branco, National Defence; Miguel Macedo, Internal Administration; Paula Teixeira da Cruz, Justice; and Miguel Relvas, Parliamentary Affairs. Jumping around from A to Z, I also discovered the cell phone numbers for António Amorim, the chief executive officer of our biggest cork exporter; Mariza, the renowned fado singer; and Fernando Gomes, the former mayor of Porto. He also had the cell phones for several important contacts in France, including the Minister of Foreign Affairs.


On the wall above the desk was a framed magazine cover: the victim featured in Exame, standing in front of his red Alfa Romeo sports car, looking confident and gentlemanly – but with a twinkle of mischief in his eye, too, as if to show the reader that he wasn’t yet too old to sneak out of the house at 2 a.m. and race his car down the Avenida da Liberdade at a hundred miles an hour – a favourite pastime for the failed Formula One drivers in our city. The flashy car on the cover seemed his way of letting us know he was a secret risk-taker. And unashamed of making huge profits in a bankrupt country.


The tagline on the magazine cover read: Steering Clear of the Economic Crisis. It was hard not to dislike him and the editors, especially because my pay had been cut by about twenty per cent over the last two years.


Below the cover were six framed watercolours of a small girl – naked and exuberant. They were executed with the broad, sweeping strokes of Oriental calligraphy. In the most striking, she was racing across a beach, her arms thrust out in front of her, as if she were chasing after her own potential for joy.


The victim’s blue linen trousers were folded over the seat of an armchair in his bedroom. A fat leather wallet – stuffed with nearly four hundred euros in bills – was in the right front pocket. A gold Dunhill lighter and silver keychain with the Alfa Romeo insignia were in the left. On the night table was a half-full pack of Marlboro Lights and a jade-coloured, celadon ashtray. Coutinho – or someone in the family – clearly had an interest in China or Japan, which gave me the idea that the killer might very well have forced him to paint the Asian writing on the wall with his own blood.


Photos of the victim’s wife and daughter crowded one corner of the desk. They were blonde and pretty and, in one particularly evocative shot, taken at the beach, both of them had the same bemused, impatient-with-the-photographer look. It must have been an old source of family irritation and amusement that Coutinho took too long to focus.


Back downstairs, I found Pires studying the paintings in the living room.


‘Paula Rego is too famous for even an uneducated burglar to pass up,’ she told me. She pointed to a drawing of the poet Fernando Pessoa reading a spread newspaper. ‘And that one is by Julio Almeida, an up-and-coming artist who’s getting a lot of press lately. It’s got to be worth a few thousand euros at the very least.’


‘Which means that if our man was a burglar, he was obviously after something he considered more valuable.’


‘What do you think it might be?’ she asked.


‘Maybe business plans that hadn’t yet been made public. Or bids on public projects. Listen, did you find a cell phone?’


‘Nothing yet.’


I tested Coutinho’s keys on the front door. The second one worked. We theorized that he’d heard noises while dressing and made his way downstairs to investigate. Judging from the height of the bullet hole in the wall, he’d been shot standing. Three knee-prints in the white rug indicated that he’d crawled towards the wall of paintings.


‘He edged towards his killer to beg for his life,’ I suggested, thinking of what I’d do in the same situation. ‘Or maybe he hoped he still had enough strength left to lunge forward and tackle him.’ As I voiced my speculations, the meat stench of the body hit me. We’d need to open every window in the house or . . . ‘Luci, see if you can get the air conditioner going,’ I said. I’d noticed it on entering the room and pointed above the antique map of Europe on a side wall. ‘If not, we’re going to have to wear masks.’


While she fiddled with the controls, I knelt next to the body, my hand over my mouth and nose. The bloody footprint stamped on the wing of the shirt indicated the pattern of the shoe sole: slender ribbing intersecting at a boomerang shape. Lifting up the fabric with the tip of my pen, I discovered a dark bruise above Coutinho’s ribs. Just then, the hum of the air conditioner started up and the cool air brushed its fingertips at the back of my neck.


‘You’re a life-saver,’ I told Luci as she stepped towards me. I gestured towards the body. ‘Two assailants, I’d guess. One tied the rope around his wrists and stuffed the gag in his mouth while the other held the gun.’


‘Or the murderer made him tie the gag on himself,’ she observed, ‘then tightened it and moved on to his wrists.’ Gazing at the victim, she added in a solemn voice, ‘Sensing he wasn’t going to make it, he lowered his head any way it fell and let death take him.’


‘Maybe so, but I’d say it’s more likely that the murderer kicked him hard to take the fight out of him.’ I showed her the bruise on the side of his chest. ‘Some people wake up every morning eager to hurt somebody, Luci. Unfortunately for us, they don’t wear any special sign. They’re the chemistry teacher who looks like Harry Potter and the carpenter who sings country music ballads while weeding his vegetable garden.’


I hadn’t intended to mention my dad, but references to him occasionally popped out of me without warning.


While I was examining the surgical scars behind Coutinho’s ears, David Zydowicz, the medical inspector, shuffled into the room. His droopy, heavily hooded eyes opened wide with pleasure when he spotted me, but they betrayed weariness as well. He’d aged a lot in the two months since his heart attack. I’d visited him twice in the hospital. His walk had become a fragile balancing act.


‘Checking to see if he washed properly?’ David asked in his Brazilian singsong. He was from São Paulo and Jewish. His father had survived Treblinka. David had had his Dad’s prison-camp number tattooed on his own forearm in solidarity, which was the most moving testament to filial love I’d ever heard.


‘He was a friend of Catherine Deneuve,’ I told him – our slang for anyone who’d had a face-lift.


He shuffled closer. ‘But not such a good friend,’ he noted, flapping his bony hands. ‘I could do better blindfolded.’ Taking out his latex gloves, he said, ‘Just after I left the hospital, I decided to get a few collagen shots myself.’


‘But your wrinkles have always given you classic good looks,’ I protested.


He snorted. ‘I was talking about my ass, Henrique.’ He patted his behind. ‘My wife says it’s become a balloon with all the air let out. Nothing to hold onto any longer.’


We shared a laugh meant to ease the oddness of his being so diminished. He leaned over the body and sniffed. ‘Four,’ he said; he gave stenches a rating from one – barely noticeable – to ten, a rating he’d never given out because it was the stink of Hitler and his cronies rotting away in Gehenna, the Jewish hell. ‘After I get a good look at him, I’ll clean him up a bit.’


While David pressed on an ache in his lower back, I introduced him to Luci. Squinting, he focused a beam of masculine delight on her face. Even in his debilitated state, his libido was dancing a samba.


To come to her rescue again, I reached into my shirt pocket for Moura’s foil. ‘This may have a trace of cyanide on it,’ I told him. ‘How about disposing of it for me?’


He grabbed it in a tissue and tucked it in the pocket of his smock. ‘Where’d you get cyanide, son?’ he asked.


‘From a suspect who killed himself this morning. It’s been one hell of a day.’


‘Sorry to hear it,’ he said, patting my arm.


Turning to Luci, I said, ‘Time for us to interview the housekeeper.’


Senhora Grimault was an elderly, sparrowish woman with her hair clasped in a tight grey bun and the big knobby hands of a peasant. Her earrings were golden hearts, and she smelled pleasantly of lavender perfume. When we stepped inside, she was pouring steaming milk into her coffee cup. She looked up at us with an eager, curious, intelligent face. I trusted her right away.


After we’d finished the introductions, I asked if she was French, and she told me she was from Braga, but that her husband was from Rouen. With hopeful eyes, she asked us to sample her homemade sponge cake, but my gut wasn’t up to the challenge. Luci thanked her but also said no, citing her need to keep fit, but I insisted that she eat half a slice so as not to disappoint our host.


The kitchen was all stainless steel and white marble, except for the wall beneath the cupboards, which was ornamented with centuries-old Portuguese tiles forming blue and yellow geometric patterns. A village church had obviously been plundered.


Senhora Grimault asked me to fetch a plate for Luci from a high shelf, and for a few seconds I was fifteen again, and happy to be needed by Aunt Olivia around the house.


When we were all comfortably seated, I asked, ‘So how long have you worked for the Coutinho family, senhora?’


‘Nearly four years. Just after Dr Coutinho moved back to Portugal, he hired me.’ She explained that he’d wanted a housekeeper who could speak French, then, tearing up, volunteered that Senhora Coutinho was sure to take her husband’s death very hard. As for the daughter, she predicted a long period of silent suffering. When I asked why, she told me that Sandra and her father both tended to hide their emotions. She added that they were also both workaholics, reinforcing her point by telling me that Coutinho returned to Lisbon once or twice a week over the summer to supervise building sites. For the moment, I chose not to mention that infidelity might have been the real reason he came to the city so often.


Unfortunately, she had no idea who the visitor was who had smoked two Gauloise Blondes. ‘Inspector,’ she said, giving me a weighty look, ‘you think the murderer was here last night and talked for a while with Dr Coutinho, don’t you?’


‘It’s possible, senhora, but between you and me, I doubt it. Anyone as careful as the killer we’re dealing with had to know the butts could be used as evidence. More likely they were left by a friend – and very possibly the last person to see your employer alive.’


Senhora Grimault told me she’d arrived at precisely four minutes past ten in the morning and let herself in with her key. She’d neither seen nor heard anything odd. She explained that during the family’s summer vacation in the Algarve she came to the house twice a week to air it out, dust a bit and water the house plants. The garden itself had an automatic watering system. She’d brought along a sponge cake because she’d been told a few days earlier by Susana – in a phone call – that Dr Coutinho would be back in Lisbon for a couple of days. He had a sweet tooth and she prided herself on her baking.


I’d been thinking that the front-door key might have been copied by the murderer, and though Senhora Grimault swore to me she’d never lent it out, she could not promise the same for the family.


‘The kitchen looks spotless,’ I pointed out. ‘Did you find it that way?’


‘Yes, when I arrived, there were no plates to wash – not even from breakfast. Dr Coutinho must have eaten out last night and not yet had his morning cereal.’


I found one Adagio strawberry yogurt in the refrigerator, along with some cheese and milk, and two lemons.


‘Dr Coutinho could live on cheese and sweets,’ Senhora Grimault volunteered.


‘When did you first spot him this morning?’ I asked.


‘The moment I stepped into the living room.’ She closed her eyes and reached out a hand – slowly, straining with the effort, as though approaching a flame. ‘I touched his shoulder,’ she whispered. ‘I thought that he might still be alive, but . . .’ She lowered her arm to the table with a morose finality. ‘And then I called 112.’


‘Did you leave the house at any time after coming in?’


‘No. I sat in the foyer.’


‘But there’s no chair in the foyer,’ I pointed out.


‘I sat on the ground. I was feeling dizzy, and my first thought was to get outside for some air, but I didn’t get that far.’


She was close to tears again, and I pressed her to take a few sips of coffee. When she was ready to talk again, I asked, ‘When did you decide to water the plant in the foyer?’


She showed me an astonished look.


‘You left your watering can there,’ I explained.


‘My goodness, I completely forgot!’ In a slow, deliberate voice – reviewing her morning as it appeared in her memory – she said, ‘After I called 112, I thought that if I went through my usual routine I might calm myself down. I mean, if I could pretend that nothing had happened for a few minutes. But after I got the watering can, I broke down again.’ She let out a frustrated sigh. ‘Inspector, this seems like a dream . . . like something absolutely impossible.’
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