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I 
Prologue


			The conclusion was undeniable: If I wanted to stay alive, I would have to become a chimera. I would also undergo periodic chimerism tests to ensure that the new state I had reached was stable. Doubtful, I signed the consent form despite being warned that I would have to go through a painful transformation process.

			I left the office with uncertain steps and a puzzled mind. After much thought, I consulted a dictionary for the meaning of the word “chimera” to find out what future awaited me. It's striking how different the meanings of the word are; not all chimeras are the same, and each represents something different.

			A Chimera is a mythological monster with very ancient origins, composed of the union of several animals. The classical myth describes a lion with a goat's head growing from its back and another head of a serpent on its tail. It breathes fire, and its representations show not a beautiful or attractive animal but rather a terrible and unsympathetic monster that ravages the earth's surface whenever it ascends from its lair in the depths of the earth.

			Chimeras are also a product of the imagination. They are passions that are longed for or pursued even though they may not be possible. To be generous, we can think of them as having a positive side, since most chimeras are youthful daydreams that we pursue naively or with good intentions, even if they cannot become reality. The word itself still carries a certain negative connotation because, as unreachable illusions, they can lead to frustration or cause people to abandon more realistic goals, driving them away from rational analysis.

			In biology, a chimera is a living being resulting from the union of genetically distinct cells from different organisms. In the past, chimeras in higher animals were not viable, but modern medicine has managed to develop them through transplants and keep them alive with treatments. A person who has received an organ transplant has become a “human chimera” because their body is composed of cells with different genetic compositions. They will remain a chimera for the rest of their life, and although there may be rejection between the receiving body and the donated organ, these can be medically controlled to ensure coexistence.

			Among these forms of chimerism, there is a particular case: that of bone marrow transplants. These are performed to cure blood or lymphatic system diseases. The patient's dysfunctional bone marrow is destroyed, and the new stem cells implanted from the donor will give rise to new bone marrow. This bone marrow takes root in the bones and begins to produce blood, spreading throughout the body. The patient changes blood type and adopts the donor's, becoming a chimera with cells of both genetic compositions: Those of the new blood and those of the original body. This is a true rebirth, achieved after a traumatic treatment. The feeling of being reborn is reinforced during recovery, when it is necessary to repeat the childhood vaccination schedule, as the immune system's memory is lost with the replacement of the bone marrow.

			In my case, the donor was my sister. The chimera I accepted to become harbors my new XX chromosomal bone marrow alongside the rest of my cells, which are XY. The blood generated by my new bone marrow is also XX. The periodic chimerism tests I undergo consist of checking that my blood is feminine. As long as it is, the transplant is stable; if masculine cells appear in my blood, it indicates a problem, immediate hospital admission.

			I am proud to say that now “feminism runs in my blood.” On the other hand, the idea of the “chimeric beast,” representing destruction and ancient depths, both imposes respect and fills me with dread. That is why I write this novel, to discover who I have become and to make sense of this monstrous chimera, which at the same time can be the embodiment of youthful dreams.

			
				
The theft of the black pearls


				It all began with a phone call. It was Saturday afternoon, and some jewelry had disappeared from the luxurious home of a respectable family in Madrid. The previous night, a dinner party had been held with six guests joining the owners of the house. As on other occasions, after dinner, the guests moved to the living room, where they had a drink surrounded by some of the finest art the family owned.

				At the far end of the room, covering an entire wall, hung an excellent painting by Tàpies. On the side walls, prominent engravings by Picasso and Miró were displayed, and on a ledge between the windows were two exquisite small Flemish oil paintings from the early Renaissance. In one of the corners, a glass case housed about a dozen large, smooth black pearls, which, placed on a green velvet cushion, could easily go unnoticed on a first visit. There were many other jewelry pieces of goldwork displayed on the shelves around the room, but the stolen items, taken after breaking the case, were the black pearls.

				Among the guests was the owners' son, accompanied by his new girlfriend, an American woman with a calm smile and an intelligent gaze. They had met at a party hosted by the American company he worked for, where she was doing a professional internship. What initially seemed like a brief romance had already lasted over six months, leading him to introduce her to his parents. She was very attractive—tall like her boyfriend and of athletic build, with a determined air she seemed to want to conceal. A New Yorker by origin, she spoke grammatically perfect Spanish with a slight, almost imperceptible Anglo-Saxon accent.

				Another guest was a Colombian businessman, accompanied by his wife, who was also very beautiful and from the same country. He was involved in maritime trade, although I couldn't specify much more about his work despite receiving a detailed description of what he did. In summary, it was about the buying and selling of various goods, and he managed the ships and containers that transported them. It was a complex job, highly exposed to geopolitical conditions, requiring his full dedication as well as that of his employees and collaborators in his Swiss office. He traveled frequently between America and Europe, and had recently acquired an apartment in Madrid's Salamanca neighborhood to have a base in the city. He often used nautical terms in his vocabulary—”base of operations,” “ports of destination,” “crew”—and if he occasionally let slip a term from the jargon of other businesses, like “wheeling and dealing” or “speculating,” he would immediately correct himself without giving it much importance. He had planned to fly to Bogotá on Sunday night but had postponed it to the following week at the request of the police investigating the case.

				The dinner party was completed by a couple of well-preserved men in their fifties with an elegant appearance. They were married and had been friends of the hosts for many years. One of them, the younger one, worked in the fashion world, while the other, who sported perfectly manicured nails, was involved in the art market. They owned a gallery near Alonso Martínez, descending toward Chueca, where they exhibited works by national and international contemporary artists. The older man was dressed elegantly but casually, and it was clear that he took great care of his physical appearance. He was the more dominant of the two and told me that most of their clients who purchased art came from Salamanca or from private residences in the Madrid area, such as those in La Moraleja, with whose owners they had had long-standing relationships. The information about the clients was strictly confidential, and he could only tell me that they sold visual art—paintings and sculptures, mainly—but also various types of design and combinations that could be described as “indefinable.” His partner, though only four or five years younger, had a youthful face, spoke little, and smiled a lot. When I interviewed them for the first time, they came to my office together, and I had to insist on speaking with them separately as I needed independent accounts.

				Following the police investigations, I was allowed to interview each of the dinner guests. I obtained statements from all of them in the days following the theft, and, for better or worse, contradictions began to surface that I won't dwell on here. That night, only the homeowners had slept in the house. Almost all of the others had left around midnight, with the son and his girlfriend staying about half an hour longer to chat with the parents.

				The pearls were shown to me only in a photograph taken at the pedestal where they had been displayed until the theft. Although large for their species, they could easily fit into a fist and could have been hidden together or separately to smuggle them out of the house. At the crime scene, there were shards from the protective glass case, which had been broken with a sharp object. An irregular opening allowed a hand to pass through the glass, leaving little doubt about the method used in the theft. Whoever had done it didn't seem to be a professional, but they were careful and skilled enough to accomplish it. There were traces of a putty applied to control the breakage, which was fairly clean except near the side closest to the living room, where there were some imperfections in the hole. No fingerprints or traces of tools were left— only one misstep that could lead to the thief's downfall: A shard of glass had lightly scratched the skin, leaving a small trace of what appeared to be blood. Forensic scientists took a sample, which they sent to the hematology lab. We had the analysis results within a week.

				A mistaken interpretation of the evidence is a surefire path to error. The only available vaccine is distrust. Suspicion of the evidence, because it motivates us to verify and cross-check it. Doubt of oneself, because it keeps us away from presumption and gullibility. If I had followed these simple premises, I would still be working as a private detective. However, there are occasions when letting mistakes carry us away can bring satisfactions that we can only appreciate in hindsight.

				The insurance company had hired me to find the culprit, but from the beginning, I was warned that the pearls were only insured for ten thousand euros, a trivial sum compared to the ten million euros covering the rest of the collection. We were to provide excellent service, as this was an important client, but the theft itself was considered minor. Apart from my financial interest—I earned better fees when the stolen items were of high value—I couldn't help but wonder why, among other items with higher monetary value, the black pearls were the ones stolen. There were obvious reasons: Their size made them easy to hide and transport, and with the right contacts, they could be sold quickly and profitably. However, other pieces in the collection, like some gold items inlaid with diamonds, were insured for larger amounts and weren't taken. The Flemish paintings were the size of a laptop and could have been stolen without much difficulty. As for their resale price, I wouldn't dare to estimate, but it was likely to have several zeros attached to it. Unless I was mistaken, the thief had entered with a specific target in mind: the black pearls.

				That weekend, a housekeeper had also stayed in the residence. She had served dinner on Saturday and was the first to notice the theft while cleaning the living room the next morning. Upon seeing the broken glass around the pedestal, she stopped and immediately informed the homeowners, aware that a crime had taken place.

				That Saturday morning, two workers had also begun the regular maintenance of the garden, which was done periodically. The maintenance included trimming the lawn, cutting branches that were too close to the house's windows, and general care of the bushes, which were already displaying their first spring flowers. They started their work near the stone parapet below the glassedin living room, which could have given them access to the pearls, facilitating the theft. There was enough noise and tools to serve as a cover for a well-planned theft.

				After interviewing the guests and workers, all of them seemed suspicious to me. I ruled out the lady of the house, though, because I was so captivated by her presence—beautiful and elegant like a modern-day Nefertiti—that I couldn't imagine her being responsible for any wrongdoing. We had to wait for the results of the few pieces of available evidence to advance the investigation. The chromosomal analysis of the blood was conclusive: The perpetrator was a man, reducing the number of suspects to seven. We took blood samples from the seven individuals and sent them for detailed genetic analysis. After nearly five weeks, and after comparing the samples, we concluded that none of them matched.

				Nevertheless, there was still the possibility that they had hired a thief to do the dirty work during the dinner. This way, the instigator's involvement could have been limited to leaving a window open or somehow providing access to the thief. In short, although it initially seemed that the available evidence would make the case easy to solve, after cross-referencing it, we hadn't moved far from the starting point.

				I focused my efforts on figuring out how the thief might have entered the house. I found no traces or evidence supporting the theory of an external intruder. The windows, sealed tightly, hadn't been forced; the alarm system, reinforced at the potential entry points to the living room housing the artwork, showed no signs of detecting any intruder. The two cameras monitoring the exterior of the living room's windows only recorded the gardeners doing their work in the morning and a small fox taking a nocturnal stroll along the flower bed surrounding the house.

				Two things were clear to me: No one had entered unseen to commit the theft, and none of the people present at the time were suitable suspects.

				By now, the police were losing interest in the case, and I was so stuck that I began thinking about other weak links in the investigation that might open up a new path forward. From the beginning, something hadn't added up. Those pearls were hiding something, perhaps a clue I couldn't decipher. I reached out to a trusted jeweler to see if he could deduce anything from the photographs of the stolen pieces. To my surprise, as soon as he saw them, his interest was piqued, but he told me that before recounting an intriguing story, it would be best to know if any of the pearls had remained in the house.

				The homeowners didn't seem happy when I relayed the jeweler's question. At first, they tried to evade it, but eventually, they showed me a family heirloom: a gold brooch with one of the pearls set as a pendant, like a teardrop. They kept it in the safe with the rest of their personal jewelry, and despite its striking appearance— or perhaps precisely because it was so conspicuous— they couldn't recall the last time the lady of the house had worn it.

				When the jeweler saw the pearl, he didn't hesitate for a moment: Black pearls of that style were very rare and of excellent quality, found mostly in Madrid and Barcelona. They came from families who had fled the Philippines at the end of the colonial period. The more cautious families had sold their possessions and exchanged everything they had accumulated for those valuable, exquisite pearls, which were easy to transport. They used the pearls to start new lives wherever they went. Upon arriving in Spain, they sold them little by little. On one hand, they provided substantial income every time they parted with one, but on the other, they were a reminder of better times and a symbol of nobility for a few families. Over time, those pearls had become legendary in the world of jewelry, easily recognizable. Today, they were highly sought after, and when one appeared, it was immediately bought for sums that could be exorbitant, depending on the size and purity of the pearl.

				If the photograph didn't lie, and having seen one of the originals, selling these pearls for a considerable amount would be very easy in discreet markets for anyone with even minimal contacts.

				I told the jeweler the amount for which the pearls were insured. He smiled—”That wouldn't even cover one night's rent.” I asked if he could think of any reason why they would have been insured for such a low amount. “You're the one working for an insurance company,” he replied, “so you know better than I do why some valuable properties are insured for less than their worth or, in some cases, aren't insured at all.” This confirmed my suspicions: The origins of those pearls were tied to something shameful, or perhaps scandalous— something secret that no one wanted to publicize. They might have been stolen, even as part of an arranged theft, or acquired in a dubious auction, or they could have ended up in the current owners' hands after a dishonorable plunder. Many valuable artworks and jewels came from Nazi looting of Jewish families during World War II. Their current owners often opt not to publicize this and prefer to enjoy the pieces or their possession discreetly, always keeping them safe and secure. Clearly, a new line of investigation was opening up—a good thread to start pulling to unravel the mystery.

				However, the homeowners were not going to be much help. The pearls had been passed down through the husband's family, including the brooch with the teardrop-shaped pearl, which had belonged to his grandmother, though he couldn't remember seeing her wear it. They didn't have any paperwork proving the origin of the pearls, nor did they know where they had been acquired—or at least that's the version they told me.

				I asked the police, but they had already completely lost interest in the case: Jewels of similar value disappeared in Madrid by the hundreds every day, without violence or victims, and this case had been shelved as a minor one. They had issued alerts to different police stations in case similar pearls were found among the loot occasionally recovered, and if any suspicious pieces appeared, they would notify the homeowners to come and inspect them in the reserved display. The dinner guests had been allowed to leave the country, and both the housekeeper and the gardeners, who had been temporarily suspended from their duties, had resumed their work as usual. A month later, it seemed as though nothing had happened in that house—it was as if there had been no theftat all. What's more, my unsuccessful attempts to pursue new lines of investigation were no longer welcome, and the homeowners were just waiting to collect the insurance payout and forget about the case.

				In these circumstances, I heard something surprising from colleagues in my field: The head of the house had hired a private detective to discreetly investigate the whereabouts of the stolen pearls. Two obvious points: The hired detective wasn't me, and the homeowner knew the real value of those jewels.

				I had a hunch that investigating more about the other suspects could help me understand the mystery better. As I mentioned earlier, they all seemed guilty to me, but I won't go into detail on what I found out about each of them or how much time I wasted doing it. Suffice it to say, I followed the wrong order, which delayed me significantly.

				The Colombian and his wife fit all the clichés of being the masterminds of the theft, and like a rookie, I let myself be carried away by my prejudices, so they were the first ones I interviewed. It was hard to get information about their activities, and a review of their history suggested it would be easy to include a jewel theft with subsequent sale on the black market. However, I found no evidence that they had been involved in the disappearance of the pearls.

				The gay couple, at first glance, had much more respectable backgrounds. Digging a bit into their businesses, I discovered some shady dealings in the sale of paintings, probably aimed at laundering money through dubious invoices. The amounts weren't large, but they showed a certain skill in shady matters and an appetite for easy money. Who knows if, given the chance to increase profits, they might have applied their expertise to something bigger.

				Finally, I turned my attention to investigating the son of the owner and his girlfriend—or rather, ex-girlfriend, since the couple had broken up a week after the dinner and she had returned to New York. The man seemed very affected by the breakup, on the verge of depression. He knew nothing about the theft of the pearls and wasn't interested in the slightest. At first, I thought he might be acting, but I soon realized his distress was genuine, and I ruled him out as a suspect. Among his disjointed statements, he revealed one thing that changed the course of the investigation: One of the plans he had canceled was a trip to Manila to attend the opening of some old warehouses by the port, recently restored and incorporated into the city's tourist circuit. The warehouses had belonged to the maternal ancestors of his ex-girlfriend and still bore the surname of a distinguished colonial family, now almost forgotten in the Anglo-Saxon side of the family. I'm someone who believes that coincidences don't exist, so a trip to New York was in order.

				The insurance company didn't share my opinion; they considered the case closed and were ready to pay the indemnity to the insured parties. They hinted that during the vacation I was about to take, I could take the opportunity to visit the city on my own, and they told me I could take my time returning since they didn't need me for the moment. They also requested that I stop bothering the owners, as they had received complaints about my insistence.

				With these avenues of investigation closed, I decided to send an exploratory email to Julia, the ex-girlfriend, who was friendly and willing to meet with me. She was very busy at the moment but said she would have some time in about four weeks. If that was acceptable to me, I could contact her then to arrange a meeting. I didn't mind the plan; it gave me time to wrap up a few pending issues in Madrid and to buy a plane ticket at a reasonable price. Considering how dark my job prospects were becoming, I wasn't in a position to splurge. Meanwhile, I had a few weeks to gather information about Julia's maternal family history. I already knew the illustrious surname, and the dates were sufficiently narrowed down.

				When they returned from the Philippines, they settled in Barcelona and opened a grocery store on Balmes Street. As Julia later confirmed during our interview, the acquisition of the store and one of the apartments they used as their residence was thanks to the sale of the first pearls. The pearls also helped finance a good education for the younger family members and allowed them to integrate with the Catalan bourgeoisie.

				One of the newly immigrated sons, her great-grandfather, was a good student and graduated in law before the end of the Great War in Europe. He began working as a lawyer, but he had political inclinations and a great talent for business. After a few years, he decided to move to Madrid with his wife and four children. The 1920s were glorious for him too. He founded several companies and amassed a large fortune, frequently traveling to France and England, specializing in international trade. At the same time, he retained his concern for the country's development and progress. He was a liberal with a broad vision for the future, convinced that education was key to social prosperity. He was involved in the Ateneo and attended as many conferences as he could, soon mingling with the cultural elites of the capital. He collaborated with the Free Institution of Education, helping to acquire land and set up new schools. He navigated the 1929 economic crisis with some skill, and by the 1930s, he had accumulated considerable wealth, much of it secured through real estate acquisitions. Steering clear of extremism, he sided with the Republic when the Spanish Civil War broke out. Although his finances took a hard hit during the war, he did his best to help friends and support the Republican legitimate government financially. The family's experience during the war was disastrous; only his wife and one of his daughters survived. Economically, the postwar period was equally devastating. As relatives of a significant Republican figure, they lost all their possessions except for an apartment on María de Molina Street, where the two survivors settled.

				When I met with Julia, I was certain I was speaking to the granddaughter of that child who lived on María de Molina Street. However, I still needed to fill in the gaps in the more recent history. Julia herself told me that, to survive in the decades following the war, her great-grandmother took in female students from Wellesley College who were staying in Madrid. She had the necessary American contacts from before the war, and her good reputation allowed her to secure essential income to survive those years. Additionally, when Julia's grandmother reached university age, she was able to get a scholarship to study at Wellesley, something that would have been highly improbable in her hometown. Julia's eyes lit up when she talked about her grandmother. Married to a prestigious American professor, she had started the family genealogy across the Atlantic. Although she was fully integrated into her adopted country, she had passed on the language and family legends to her descendants.

				The net was closing in on Julia. She was unaware of it, but the pieces I was collecting from different sources were fitting together, revealing the final image of the puzzle. I was sure the pearls had belonged to her maternal family and that she had returned after many years to recover them. However, I still couldn't figure out how she had done it. In any case, I would find out. I would solve the case and return with honor to my position as a detective at the insurance company.

				For now, I organized close surveillance. Since she considered herself free of suspicion, it would be easy to track her movements and habits—naivety leaves us unarmed. I spent several days following her, learning interesting things about her, such as where she lived, worked, and whom she visited. Nothing relevant to the case in those initial days of surveillance—just getting myself familiar with the scene.

				A little over a week had passed when I began to uncover relevant information that would soon accelerate events. One sunny morning, she left her workplace, took the subway to the eastern part of the city near the medical campuses, bought a coffee and something to eat from a small stand by Santa Caterina Park, then sat on an outdoor bench. She took a book from her bag and began to read, though she seemed restless and had difficulty concentrating, frequently glancing at her watch. Finally, she stood up, crossed the first avenue and headed toward the river down 67th Street. She stopped halfway down the block and entered the Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center with a hesitant step.

				I followed her inside, feeling as though I were intruding upon her private life, and waited at a safe distance near the entry checkpoint. She was greeted warmly, as if a regular visitor, but still had to identify herself and mention the doctor she was there to see. Once she had passed the checkpoint, I attempted to follow, using the excuse of visiting a relative. It was futile; privacy was strictly upheld, and even asking questions raised suspicion. I had a chance to glance over the desk and confirm that Julia's name had been listed among the patients, not the visitors.

				I went outside and waited, using my phone to search for information about the doctor she was visiting. He specialized in bone marrow transplants—or more accurately, in blood stem cell transplants—and mainly performed patient follow-ups at this hospital. Julia emerged after half an hour, smiling and walking with newfound confidence. She headed east, and upon reaching Caspary Auditorium, glanced around as if looking for someone. A tall, handsome young man, strikingly similar to her, rose from a bench. They exchanged a kiss on the cheek and, after a few quiet words, embraced. She closed her eyes in the hug, and I thought I saw a single tear slip down her cheek. They walked into the concert hall together, side by side, exchanging brief glances with shared smiles.

				I sat off to the side, in a spot where I could see her from a diagonal angle. As a piano and violin duo performed works by Albéniz, I admired her delicate profile. Slender, with sharp features, she listened to the music with a serene, calm smile, as if she had been waiting a long time for this moment, as if she had just received good news that had been long overdue.

				By this point, I had learned she had been on medical leave for an entire year and could assume that her doctor's visit was for the periodic control of a bone marrow transplant. She had most likely received it over two years ago and had been given good news at her annual check-up. The transplant could have come from a close relative, possibly her younger brother, the man who attended the concert with her. If that was the case, that woman had male blood, with an XY chromosomal composition. Perhaps the insignificant trace of blood— the only revealing clue—found on a shard of glass from the urn that had contained the pearls was not a coincidence. Perhaps the thief had left it there on purpose, so our investigation would focus solely on male suspects. Or maybe these were just my speculations, serving to help me find answers in this obsessive case that was driving me mad and leading me to ruin. Still, the hypothesis wasn't entirely far-fetched, and if it was true, Julia had managed to evade suspicion long enough to leave Spain and secure the stolen pearls.

				The next step in the investigation was to obtain a sample of her blood and compare it genetically with the blood found on the urn—a complicated task. Practically speaking, I could start with a saliva sample or something similar. If the transplant had been from her brother, the analysis would show a high similarity to the blood on the urn, and that would be enough to convince a judge to order a blood sample from Julia for a definitive comparison.

				With the hope of making progress along this line, I arranged a second meeting with Julia. She was glad to know that I still had a week left in New York, and she made an appointment with me for the next Friday. We agreed to meet for a drink in the afternoon, but she would have to leave afterward, as she had plans to attend a ceremony that might be of interest to me. I accepted the afternoon meeting, but I couldn't attend the ceremony, as my flight back was early on Saturday morning. I had a few days left to find out where the pearls had gone and gather more information before our meeting.

				A few days earlier, I had asked a good friend and fellow detective to investigate if there had been any transactions regarding this matter in the black market, from Antwerp to Los Angeles. It wasn't that complicated; at a Sotheby's auction held on York Avenue, just over six million dollars had been paid for a dozen black pearls about a month ago. I was able to review the catalog and confirm that they were the ones I was looking for, but it was impossible to obtain information about the seller or the buyer, their origin, or destination. At least, we had found them, and we had proof that they had crossed the Atlantic—another piece of the puzzle that pointed to Julia as the perpetrator of the crime.

				I spoke again with the insurance company, convinced that I could persuade them that it was worth continuing the investigation. I was wrong; first, they doubted that the same jewels insured for ten thousand euros were the ones sold at Sotheby's, and second, they reminded me that the case was closed: They had paid the compensation and had no intention of reopening it. Finally, they told me that, in case I hadn't understood in the previous conversation, my contract had ended. They didn't yet drop the fatal word “fired”; they reserved it for the conversation we had, amid veiled threats, early the next morning.

				Meanwhile, I decided to take what I saw as the most logical route: I phoned the owner of the pearls, hoping he might be interested in the auction result. He answered curtly, telling me I was getting involved in something that was none of my business and that I was overstepping my bounds. It's no surprise that, between one thing and another, they opened the door for me—or perhaps I pushed it open myself.

				At the café where we had arranged to meet, I had to wait only a couple of minutes; shortly after I sat down, Julia walked in. Attractive, elegant—there are women who know how to show their beauty as if they were disguising it. I had barely asked any questions when she began to talk about her Spanish family, confirming what I had found out. She told me that her great-grandfather died sick at the end of the siege of Madrid, but still, once the war was over, he was given a fine, which had to be paid. To do so, all the real estate properties were sold off, except for the apartment that her grandmother kept to live with her mother. A supposed family friend, sympathetic to the regime, acted as an intermediary in all the operations, and since more funds were still needed to pay the fine, he appropriated the family jewels, eyed long before, for a measly sum of money.

				The black pearls brought from the Philippines held a prominent place in the collection and also in the legends her grandmother told. They had always accompanied the family, used as wedding arras, and were a symbol of an aristocratic past. Probably, the supposed friend of her father thought that by taking the pearls, he was also appropriating the glorious past that accompanied them, but the only thing he took with him was the ignominy of plundering and the shame of betraying a companion. “With friends like that,” her grandmother used to say. In any case, they were never a source of pride, but a symbol of disgrace. She displayed them in a reserved corner of her house, as if they were a stain waiting to be erased by time. Their bequeathal to her descendants was very discreet, and the pearls fell out of favor.

				At this point, I let out a smile—it was now that Julia was going to tell me that she had stolen them from their current owners to “relieve them of a burden.” However, her confession would have to wait. She apologized for answering a phone call she was receiving at that moment, got up, and went outside to take it.

				I stayed at the table, going over what she had told me. I had already met several families who were victims of Francoist plundering, but Julia's tenacity was impressive. It was hard to know if she had done it to recover the money she considered hers or if she pursued higher principles of justice. Given her determination, I leaned toward the second option, also influenced by the sympathy this woman awakened in me, although my job prevents me from indulging in such weaknesses, as they bring us too close to the suspects. In this case, I could even speak of a “culprit,” though she had yet to reveal her responsibility in the theft. From my table, I could see her through the window, talking on the phone, looking across the street, her back to me, so I took the opportunity to collect in a handkerchief the glass from which Julia had drunk. I had the sample I needed, enough for a genetic analysis, the first step to unmasking this elusive chimera.

				When she sat down again, she asked me if I had enjoyed the concert the other day. “It's a theater with formidable acoustics, especially for chamber music,” she observed. I merely replied that discretion was part of my job and that although I had considered bumping into her during the intermission, I held back when I saw she was with someone. “That's my younger brother,” she said, “If you had come over to greet me, I would have introduced you to him.” Her words gradually confirmed my suspicions to the point that I wanted to hint that she shouldn't keep tightening the noose around herself. However, it already felt like a farewell. She was going to the ceremony she had invited me to, and I couldn't attend—what a shame, because perhaps there I would have found answers to some of the questions that kept haunting me. Before she left, she handed me a periodical from the cancer association and assured me that in it, I could find information about the ceremony that might be of interest to me.

				I stayed a while longer in the café, browsing through the magazine she had left me. She had marked a double-page spread that compiled information on the annual donations, highlighting an anonymous one of six million euros received recently, destined to fund leukemia research. The donation included an express wish to create a pre-treatment center for childhood cancer in Manila and a bone marrow bank in the Philippines.

				I suppose that was the closest I was going to get to a confession of guilt. I had reached the end of the road, following a path previously drawn by Julia, both in her steps and in time. This time, I was completely disarmed. As I said at the beginning, there are times when being led by one's own mistakes shapes the course of life, and it's only when we look back that we can appreciate it.

				It was nightfall, and it was cold. I walked indifferently toward the avenue where I would find a taxi back to my hotel. Before turning the corner, I took the water glass with the saliva sample I still had in my coat pocket and tossed it into a recycling bin.
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