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   1

   That night, he had no idea he was walking over a cemetery. A secret cemetery with no gravestones or crosses, and only two dead bodies. There would be three by the time he left.

   He kept walking until he felt tarmac beneath his feet. The rustling of dry grass that accompanied his footsteps was replaced by the sound of chirping crickets. His shoulders ached. He stopped and put down the rucksack and duffel bag he was carrying. In the bag he had packed clothes, shoes, and a washbag; in the rucksack, food for the first few days and, beneath the tins and packets, the money.

   In this part of the residential development, the buildings were unfinished and there was no light coming from any of the windows, no street lamps to give him away in the darkness of the new moon. He rolled his sore shoulders, stretched his neck and arms. Everything crunched. He took a deep breath, picked up his luggage again, and followed the tarmac road flanked on the right-hand side by a metal fence that enclosed the unfinished buildings. He looked straight ahead, sensing the darkness sealing shut behind him like the zip on a body bag.

   The apartment he was looking for was in the boundary zone, in a part of the development where the blocks were finished but half empty. He came to the end of the long fence and turned right. He was greeted by a row of headless lamp posts, metal poles along a ribbon of pavement, interrupted at regular intervals by rectangles of earth where benches should have been. On one of these, a resident had lined up three plastic chairs. He didn’t know whether to find this pathetic or frightening.

   He made his way up the street, sticking close to the walls. On the opposite side of the road he saw something unexpected: a brightly lit window on the third floor. An insomniac, perhaps, or someone who kept the lights on to chase their fears away like children do. In those initial blocks, few of the apartments were occupied. He was afraid the insomniac might peer out and spot him. But why would they be looking out of the window at three in the morning? At what? Their improvised bench, perhaps.

   He took out the keys, carefully, so they didn’t jangle against each other. The metallic sound might alert one of the few neighbours, might rouse the insomniac from their incipient slumber. In front of the door he felt a jolt of panic. What if the key didn’t work? Thinking about it, he should have left the copies with Luján, who never came out here, and taken the originals himself. But the key slid smoothly into the lock, opened it, and allowed him to enter the hall. Cold, despite the summer. Damp, despite the dry air that parched the fields surrounding the development. He closed the door behind him, as the little sign on the glass requested. He shone the torch at the mailboxes. Lots of numbers but not many names. He took the stairs up to the second floor.

   Apartment 2, second floor. A pang of dread, key in hand, at the front door. A pang of relief, too, that the lock put up little resistance.

   The trapped air inside lay in wait for him, quiet, foul. Although he needed to be extra cautious, he went into the living room and raised one of the blinds an inch or two. It went up gratefully, with no complaints. In flooded the chirping of the crickets frantically rubbing their hindwings and legs, expelling the stagnant air. He breathed in that new air full of sounds. Exhaustion descended on him with every outbreath.

   It had been a long journey since he’d boarded the train in the capital. If his colleagues thought to request CCTV footage, they would see him taking a train in the opposite direction. He had then got off at a station in a town he had nothing to do with and where there were no security cameras. He’d already checked. There was no station manager either. In the event that any of the few passengers remembered him, it would be far away from here. But who would take any notice of a silent middle-aged man on a train? After that, he took a bus which brought him closer to the area. He walked the final stretch along farm tracks. On one side, the devastation of the harvested sunflower fields; on the other, the waiting wheat fields, resigned and yellow. He had only come across one man, on a tractor, who had waved at him. He had left behind an area where the landscape was curved into terraced plots. Crags and rocks that the scrubby bushes clung to with the tenacity of small dogs.

   Near the development, past some junipers, he crossed fallow fields, some abandoned more recently, where the plants still respected the old furrows. The only visual reference points he had on that vast plain were a few semi-ruined farmhouses dotted here and there, traces of human life on a deserted planet. He decided to hide out in one of them to let the first few hours of the night pass; inside, it was littered with drinks cans and rubbish. He sat leaning against the wall and let the hours go by. He had to get into the development in the early hours of the morning when everyone would be asleep.

   Finally, he had arrived. He set his luggage down on a table and took off his shoes and socks. The dust clung to his clammy feet. According to the mailboxes, both the apartment downstairs and the apartment next door were empty; even so, he tiptoed into the bedroom. He lay down on the bare mattress, which greeted him with a damp belch like a drunkard being woken. His colleague Luján had not been in the apartment for months. He hadn’t come during the winter because of the cold. Heating the apartment meant heating the motionless air that enveloped its walls, floors, and ceilings. In the spring, Luján had preferred to spend his nights in the capital. And during that hot, hot summer, the apartment was hardly an enticing option with its swimming pool little more than a rectangular hole dug into the inner courtyard of the building. Luján might show up in the autumn. By which time, he would be long gone. The apartment was a temporary refuge until he found a suitable place to spend the next few weeks, a month, maybe two, enough time for them to accept that there was no sign of him in the capital. Later, he could return, contact someone who could provide him with new documents, and leave for good. But that would be later. For now, all he wanted was to sleep.

   In his dreams, he was still walking. The scrubland surrounding the development had become a muddy bog. The mud tugged off his shoes and swallowed them in a soft gulp; then it wrapped around his ankles and a slimy tongue pulled off his socks. He looked down at his feet, surprisingly white and clean. He must keep on walking. He plunged one foot into the mud, took a large stride, sunk the other foot in, and pulled out the first. With every step he struggled to heave his foot out. He looked down again and discovered that it wasn’t mud, but cement drying. “You keep hold of it,” a voice said in his ear. He tried to run. “You keep hold of it,” another voice insisted. Footsteps, hard, dusty feet creeping closer. He woke with a start. He sat up on the mattress, which was soaked in his own sweat. “You keep hold of it,” the voice repeated. But there was no one there. It had been nothing more than a musty dream determined to wake him.

   The sliver of grey light coming through the crack in the blinds warned him that he might have slipped up. He got up slowly, not wanting to make a sound, and went over to the window.

   The apartment block opposite was the final one in the inhabited zone. When the few people who lived there looked out of their windows in the morning, they always saw the same view and knew by heart which blinds went up and at what time. The ones belonging to the empty apartments, always immobile, would have blended in with the walls by now.

   He took a pair of binoculars out of his rucksack and returned to the crack in the blinds. One by one, he scoured the windows opposite. No movement anywhere. Not even in the home of the insomniac. Between the shutters already faded by years of sunlight and neglect, the open windows were dark rectangles.

   Putting the binoculars down on the floor, he pulled the tape on the blind, which, as it had the night before, obeyed meekly, in silence.

   He could not go out until it was dark. He lay back down on the bed.

  

 
  
   2

   As she did every morning, she slammed the garden gate shut, patted her thighs, and started to run.

   First, she zigzagged her way through the area of terraced houses where she lived. Then into the part where the large villas were. Each one was a different colour, so nobody got their houses mixed up. Luxurious two-storey villas, with double garages, terraces, balconies, gabled roofs, and dormers; with extensive gardens, with ponds and flower beds; with loungers in dark wood and cast-iron tables and chairs, covered with custom-made cushions for sitting and drinking beers or lemonade in summer. All built nice and far apart.

   She carried on through the streets of apartment blocks. The first phase boasted full occupancy. There were gaps in the following blocks, but only a few. The ratio increased into Phase 2, then went down again in Phase 3, with its most recent buildings barely occupied. Phase 4 was filled with unfinished buildings and surrounded by a metal fence. She would not be running in there. She only went into that part when she had to, on special occasions. Not today.

   On normal days she would run through the area where, according to the development’s plans, there should be a large park with wide paths, gazebos, pergolas, statues, benches, flower beds, fountains, and even a small lake. The paths had been marked out, a few trees planted, the lake dug out, but the rest still had to be imagined. She ran as far as the statue marking the spot where the other entrance to the park should have been, circled the roundabout at the entrance to the development, then back. At that time of the morning, she usually crossed paths with very few of the 236 inhabitants. “Settlers” was what the locals in town called them; at one time they would have been called “outsiders”.

   That morning she didn’t bump into anyone. Anyone who commuted had already left for work. It was the holidays, so the children didn’t need to be taken to the school in the local town, and the shops weren’t yet open. What other reason could anyone possibly have to leave their homes? Homes built as part of an urban development programme approved in the year 2000, the documents to which were in the hands of a judge investigating real-estate corruption. The entire development was constructed on a pile of poorly concealed sleaze, a chain of bribery, corruption, intimidation, and complicit silences. No ancient manuscripts, no mythical foundations. If these lands had been the scene of some momentous event, back when battles of conquest and reconquest were being fought all over the area, no one had bothered to record it. It was a bleak place, devoid of stories, where it was impossible to satisfy any yearnings for greatness. Although what degree of greatness could anyone begin to aspire to, living in a place called the Residencial Fernando Pacheco?

   Fernandos tend to be smug about the name they’ve been given. This one tacked on his ten-a-penny surname out of smugness about his project. A premature self-satisfaction that was set in stone when he baptised the development.

   She had always found it strange when whole towns were named after one person, the way streets are. Don Benito, Pedro Muñoz, Comodoro Rivadavia, or Perito Moreno. At least that last one got the name of a famous explorer. And had a glacier to show for it.

   Here, they had three billboards lined up less than a kilometre from the entrance to the development, still advertising apartments for sale. On the middle one, the developer Fernando Pacheco, in a suit and tie, looked out towards the main road. His eyes were bleached white by the sun, but before that he must have been like one of those images of Christ of the Sacred Heart, whose eyes seemed to follow family members around the dining room. Pacheco’s outstretched arms pointed to the billboards on either side. The right-hand one depicted a bird’s-eye view mock-up of the development. On the left-hand one, a multitude of smiling people, men golfing, kids splashing around in a swimming pool, a mature couple sipping on cocktails while two couples played padel tennis in the background, young families with children strolling through a forest. How could they be so blinkered, seeing only what was on the billboards and not the reality surrounding them? Not even the implausible forest scene snapped them out of their reverie of social ascent.

   Most of the colours had faded in the sun. Blue held out, as always. Clever of Pacheco to choose a suit in that colour.

   Residencial Fernando Pacheco. Sí, señor. There they were.

   The small town was four kilometres away, the capital seventy. On your doorstep, the advertisements proclaimed. Near and far. Bullshit. It was just far. But that didn’t matter, did it, if they had practically everything they needed right there?

   Every amenity was promised to the development’s residents. Daily amenities, such as supermarkets, bakeries, hairdressers, bars and restaurants, a nursery, and a school. And then other amenities that justified the use of the word “luxury” in the advertising: gyms, swimming pools, cinema, an event space, sports centre with tennis and padel courts, and the inevitable golf course, the wet dream of the nouveau riche.

   The idea was that it would be a city in the countryside, with straight city streets, city lamp posts, city benches. She recalled the time, a couple of years ago, when a new resident moved into the terraced houses and decided she would put some chairs out on the pavement like the women did in rural villages, to sit and enjoy the fresh air. She set out three. One for herself and two for anyone else who might care to join her. All week, she waited for someone, anyone, to stop and have a bit of a chat with her. She experimented with every variant: she sat in the chair on the right, then the left, then the middle. From this trio of different positions, she greeted any passing neighbours with the anxious look of a busker who has run out of songs. She gave up on putting out the chairs when a neighbour asked her if she was having work done on her garden.

   No, this was no village.

   That was the one thing they were under no illusion about: the development made no attempt to simulate rural life. No wagon wheels on the roundabouts or farming tools adorning the parks. The parents there were never meant to stick their offspring in front of some rusty piece of equipment and tell them all about how their grandparents, or more likely their great-grandparents, had used it for ploughing, reaping, threshing, winnowing… Activities as obscure to the children as they were to the parents, who would have had to lie outright if asked “What’s that thing called?” and call a hoe a plough or a scythe a sickle to prevent some old piece of junk from prematurely stripping them of their omniscient-parent status.

   On the development, it had taken them a while to realise that the work had definitively ground to a halt, even though they’d been subjected to the cicadas for several weeks since the giant insect-like buzzing of the machines had ceased. They had to finally accept it the day a van pulled up in front of the unfinished mini mart and two workmen removed the little red car the children liked to sit on, making vroom-vroom noises or getting their parents to do it, since they all knew that dropping a coin into the slot had no effect.

   Ashamed, or angry, someone tore down nearly all the posters bearing the images of singers who had performed at the party organised by Fernando Pacheco for the development’s official opening. Promising young stars from TV castings, or old has-been music legends. Pure fiesta fodder.

   Then, given the inhospitable environment, efforts became focused on the interior, on the decor of the apartments and villas.

   And on the “dignification” of the settlement. Swept pavements, manicured gardens. Being dressed properly in the street.

   “So, no more going out in your dressing gown to buy bread,” said Sergio Morales, the chairman of the residents’ association, at one of their meetings, in that jocular tone which often masks inconvenient or ridiculous orders.

   “And no leggings.” Raquel Gómez, orange villa (i.e. Phase 1) took the opportunity to throw this in casually, but it was clear she was addressing Beatriz Puértolas, Calle Sorolla number 7, apartment 3, second floor, who immediately stopped chewing her gum.

   At the time, Beatriz Puértolas had been living on the development for less than a year. She had bought one of the apartments in Phase 2; apartments sold at bargain prices after the economic slowdown and crisis. They were even sold to young twixter couples, strategically distributed throughout the apartment blocks to prevent deterioration. Like in the age of industrialisation when destitute people were allowed to live for a few months in newly built dwellings so that, like human dehumidifiers, they would remove the moisture from the mortar using their own body heat, and the carbon dioxide through their breathing. Then they would be kicked out and in came the real tenants. The twixters ran water through the pipes, ventilated the spaces, scrubbed the floors, heated the walls, while the developers waited for better times to come.

   “We can’t have the place turning completely chavvy,” Raquel Gómez added.

   Beatriz Puértolas said nothing at the time, but the chewing gum started moving defiantly again.

   She felt ashamed when she remembered that episode; she should have come to Beatriz’s defence, as the two of them had a budding friendship, but she had said nothing. She pretended to be busy taking the minutes of the meeting. Her first minutes. She had just been unanimously appointed secretary of the association. Flattered, accepted, and therefore a coward.

   The next day, Beatriz wrote her an email telling her that she was leaving the association. It was so formal, it was almost as if it was written on stiff card. The “yours sincerely” also put a firm end to their friendship. They had not spoken to each other since.

   From then on, leggings became a symbol of class rebellion; dressing gowns were the uniform of the resistance, as were men’s tracksuit bottoms. It was a hidden war, its battles fought with glances and insinuations, with offhand comments. But it did not cause a rift. Nearby, very near, there lurked a common enemy that kept them united: the squatters, the worrying, menacing presences in the Phase 4 apartment block. This was the forbidden place for teenagers, a substitute for the dark forest or graveyard that every generation needs.

   Adolescence is an evolutionary punishment that can only be overcome by passing certain tests. The kids occasionally made forays into the uninhabited blocks, which looked sinister even in daylight. And the parents, naturally, were already telling the story of the child who was playing in one of the unfinished houses, stepped out onto a balcony with no railing, fell, and, of course, died. They already had their first urban legend. Beware, children, don’t go near the forest of concrete pillars. You won’t find the big bad wolf lurking behind them, but maybe a bogeyman from Romania who will cart you off in a supermarket trolley full of scrap metal.

   They scared the children with tales of accidents or terrible encounters with the illegals; she herself was frightened when she imagined getting lost for hours in the barren fields, not knowing which way to walk to reach any of the small towns, which were scattered around the region as if someone had sneezed on a Ludo board.

   After her run she showered, ate breakfast, and sat down at her computer. The assignment wasn’t complex. The bad thing about easy tasks was that they made her sleepy. No, worse, it was that they didn’t entertain her enough, they didn’t fully occupy her mind, and that was dangerous because the unoccupied part set to work on its own, thinking about her situation. And that was far from advisable.

   She put on her glasses, logged on to her computer, and forced herself to shut out the world.

   Another day of getting through it.
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   He was woken by something squawking as it flew past the blind. He had slept nearly the whole day. It was getting dark. He went into the living room, which was dimly lit by daylight from the adjacent kitchen window. The semi-darkness muffled the cheap ugliness of the sofa, little coloured triangles scattered apathetically over its upholstery like confetti left over from a party. Luján had bought all the requisite items for life with a family, even though he did not have one. A sideboard, a three-piece suite, side tables, four chairs around the fat-legged dining table with a blackened silver fruit bowl that looked like a wedding present he’d been obliged to keep because it was from one of his relatives. Luján had been divorced for several years and only ever mentioned occasional one-night stands. Not because he was interested to hear about them, but because Luján was desperate to tell him. “Single at fifty, mate. You and I are at our peak, we’re in the prime of our lives.” In the capital, that apartment would have been an absolute bachelor pad. But there? So far from everything? Plus Luján, however much he claimed he was in his prime, was no longer at the age when he could spend a whole weekend between the sheets. They might go at it for a couple of hours, tops, then he and the lucky lady would have to kill the rest of the time twiddling their thumbs in the middle of nowhere.

   As he ate, he listened keenly to the sounds of the building. The occasional slamming of doors reminded him there were neighbours. Noises also drifted in from outside. Very few: blinds going up or down, voices, the odd car approaching, people coming back from work in the capital.

   Finally it was dark. He waited a few more hours, however, before going out to do a recce of the site to check if it was safe.

   He toyed with the idea of having a drink. There was a drinks cabinet: one of those old-fashioned ones with a folding door and a mirrored interior that multiplied the bottles and glasses to infinity. He picked up a bottle of vodka but immediately put it down. Dust clung to that too. He wiped his hands on his trousers. He would not drink. On his first outing he needed to have a clear head. Bumping into someone could be fatal. They might alert the police to the fact that an intruder was living there. Then maybe the others would connect the dots.

   But otherwise there was no way in hell it would occur to them to look for him in Luján’s apartment. Every time the detective sergeant started talking about it during the lunch break, people would roll their eyes. “Luxury development, guys. It’s got the whole shebang, swimming pool, golf course, gym…” he said, thrusting his phone in their faces to show them photos of the project. Later, when everything went downhill, he started hounding colleagues to try and persuade them to pay a sort of hourly rate to use the apartment on a “casual basis”. He would show them the keys, convinced the mere sight of them was a tempting prospect. The jangling in his jacket pocket was like the song of some dry-land siren.

   Luján tried it with him too. Sometimes they would be talking and Luján would start shaking his keys in his pocket while nodding at him: “Come on, mate, you up for it?” That’s why, when the situation became dangerous, when he realised they’d pinned it on him, he remembered that apartment out in the sticks.

   While Luján was outside having a smoke, he sneaked the keys out of his colleague’s jacket and made a copy. He put them back during another cigarette break, and mid-morning, pretending he had work to do out of the office, he went home, packed his bags and fled. The others would not notice he was gone until the following day.

   If Luján had been involved in the racket, it would have been pinned on him; Luján had always been the chump of the group. At what point did the other three decide he was the chump? What secret signals had they exchanged to decide who was going to be the one to pay for it? Why was he the odd one out? Actually, it wasn’t hard to guess: blood. Shared blood. The others had survived a shoot-out together and had felt the spatter of a dead colleague’s blood on their faces. He’d arrived on the scene later. Although his hands were as dirty as those of the other three, he lacked the blood spatter, he thought, as he splashed water on his face at the sink.

   From the window, he saw that the lights in the inhabited apartments had all gone out. He could just about make out the dark rectangles, wide open to try and catch the slightest breeze that night. There was only the gentle breathing of the building, the creaking of its empty bowels. He went outside.

   Walking through the fields that surrounded the development, he avoided the flat stretch close to the road, where he’d be exposed if anyone approached in a car. In the middle of that open countryside were three large billboards advertising the Residencial Fernando Pacheco development.

   Pacheco, who had fled abroad on the run from the law, had offered him refuge in his failed urban development project. “Pacheco, that son of a fucking bitch” was what Luján had started calling him when the bubble burst. Well, thank you, you son of a fucking bitch.

   Although he had left in a hurry, it seemed like he had chosen a good place. Other developments like this were either being repopulated or were at such an embryonic stage that they were impossible to live in. Here, on the other hand, he could hide out while everyone forgot about him, while his face was erased from the news, if he ever appeared on the news at all. After that, a new identity, a new life.

   He had left behind the noise, the shouting, the music, the scents, the fumes, the air fresheners, the unrelentingly firm, hard ground of the city, the rubbing and knocking of shoulders and elbows. Here, only the sound of the crickets and his footsteps. It smelled of earth, of unfamiliar plants. His feet sometimes trod on solid ground; sometimes on dry weeds; sometimes he stumbled as he tripped over holes, burrows perhaps. Beneath his soles he felt the edges of rocks, angular as if they had just been dug out of a quarry, hidden amongst the grass and earth.

   Reaching a high point, in the distance he could see the small town that served the development. If he decided to stay, he would eventually have to go into town to buy some supplies. It was a nondescript little town. Low-rise houses in the centre, a church that overcompensated for having been built on such a flat piece of land by having an inordinately large tower. Two newer neighbourhoods, one at each end of the town, with blocks of apartments and functional buildings for facilities. One cube that might be the school, another the health centre, and a third the sports centre. The whole thing cut cleanly in half by the local main road. Half a kilometre away, its neon lights glowing in the night, a small petrol station.

   As he stood up to make his way back to the apartment, a stone dug into his foot. It was triangular and sharpened, like a prehistoric tool.

   “Where did you come from?”

   These were the first words he’d uttered since arriving. He slipped it into his trouser pocket. It would be his amulet, a stone of invisibility so nobody saw him, so they did not find him. The next day he would discover that the stone was marked with a line in blue felt tip.

   It was starting to get light. He needed to get back to his hiding place, fast.

   He slept badly, the light sleep of the fugitive, waking at the slightest noise: voices, car engines, motorbikes, barks, birds, doors, blinds, the creaking of the building. Only the constant sound of the cicadas lulled him back to sleep, until he was startled by a noise. Or voices in his dreams. “You keep hold of it,” Ibáñez said, handing him the bag of money. Ibáñez’s gloved hands. He didn’t need to ask him why he was wearing gloves, he knew. You keep hold of it, so we can come in the night and bump you off. We’ll have tampered with the evidence beforehand, so don’t worry, you can die in peace, nothing will happen to us. There will be no fingerprints.
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   “And I propose that it isn’t just some of us who organise it, or lots of us, but all of us…”

   “As your mayor, I am…”

   She needed to focus. If the minutes of the meeting were incomplete she would be blamed. They all read them looking for themselves, and, like film divas, counting and comparing their own lines of dialogue with other people’s. This was why she was taking great care over drafting the notes, trying to satisfy everyone, although she suspected she was doing such a good job of it that no one noticed the effort she was putting in, taking what they read as an accurate depiction of how the meetings had played out.

   Sergio Morales, chair of the residents’ association, proposes that they hold a neighbourhood festival. Raquel Gómez, member of the board, proposes that it should be a themed party. Ernesto Royo, treasurer, proposes that…


   This time, the minutes would be a lot of work for her. The word “proposes” had been used three times. Synonyms. Morales presents the proposal. What a rubbish synonym! Raquel Gómez adds that… The young couple in the white villa, who looked more like conjoined twins than a married couple, tossed around ideas and gazed at each other admiringly; the lawyer in the blue villa, Ernesto Royo, made amendments, and so it went on until they arrived at the “Wine and Harvest Festival”.
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