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For my mother, who continues to fight injustice to this day.
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CHAPTER 1

The Darkness

Early February, 1977

Viewed from the sky, the city of Santa Marta sparkled like a fistful of diamonds under a silvery moon. A few hours earlier, a gigantic red-tinted sun had disappeared from view above the Caribbean Sea, setting the sky ablaze in deep tones of purple and blue. A breeze descending from the Sierra Nevada shook rows of palm and trupillo trees until their movement resembled a wild dance of nature against the night sky. The first stirrings of the carnival season had drowned out the chirping of the cicadas, and the thumping sound of tropical music reverberated throughout every nook and cranny of the old quarter, where every available space was filled with spectators watching street dancers and where hired serenaders entertained throngs of tourists cramming El Camellón, a bustling promenade delineating a stretch of coast where four-and-a-half centuries ago a fleet of Spanish colonisers had first arrived to the sound of waves crashing against a sandy shore. Masses of revellers raised their voices even louder whilst they drank rum and watched the frenetic spectacle of colourfully costumed dance troupes moving to the rhythm of drums.

An SUV vehicle with tinted windows moved unnoticed through the crowded streets, slowly inching its way past taverns crammed with locals, street vendors and tourists. The driver bore the serenity of someone who had been trained to avoid arousing the slightest suspicion. Sitting next to him was a slim man in his thirties and in the back of the vehicle four other men, who now felt able to exchange a few words. 

“There was nothing left in the other car, was there?”

“Nothing … All spick and span.”

The vehicle moved faster as it drew away from the city centre. The individual who asked the initial question, and answered to the name of Jason, closed his eyes and dried the sweat from his brow, the events of the last three hours projecting from the back of his mind as the vehicle advanced more quickly towards the outskirts of the city and the hum of street music grew increasingly intermittent. The sound of a woman’s screams echoed inside his head, interspersed with still vivid scenes that had taken place just minutes before in an apartment. He recalled her desperate struggle to free herself from the grip of the men forcing themselves onto her against a marble floor. The flashbacks felt like an eternity to him, until they were interrupted by the sound of the car radio. A crackling news bulletin announced a forthcoming meeting between the Colombian president, Alfonso López Michelsen and his USA counterpart, Gerald Ford. 

The SUV continued to course at high speed along a freeway devoid of traffic and illuminated by a seemingly endless row of amber lights. Suddenly, it took an abrupt turn and, leaving the asphalted road, drove through dry, dusty bushes at the side. The unpaved, uneven terrain led to an unlit, stony area, where the car finally came to a stop some twenty meters away from a nearby hill.

The light of the full moon was bright enough for the six men not to need their torches. The first one, who seemed to be their leader, cast a circular glance over the expanse of bare land. His untucked white shirt gave him ready access to the gun he carried concealed in the front of his trousers. Another of them opened the boot of the car and pulled out an electric saw from a toolbox. 

Jason unzipped the end of the bag with trembling fingers, exposing a girl’s face. Her open eyes seemed to be staring directly at him.

“If you’re going to get jittery, then step aside” admonished the leader, “because we need to get busy. Just make sure there’s nothing left in the boot.”

The other three lifted the body bag from the back of the car and proceeded to carry it towards a hillside. This was the place that the planners amongst them had designated as the most suitable spot for the grim business of disappearing the body: a conveniently remote area where nobody was likely to hear the echoing noise of a chainsaw. The members of the group were no strangers to carrying out tasks of a similar nature, with the exception of the newer participant who appeared to be ill at ease with his assignment. The tall, slim man, who had earlier rebuked his colleague, watched his nervy associate and shook his head 

“I knew he didn’t have the guts for this”, he said to the other two in a resigned tone.

“We’ve been assured he’s very meticulous when it comes to cleaning up”, interjected another member of the group as his colleagues dropped the bag containing the young woman’s body onto the ground beside a deep shaft in the hillside.

“Every cloud has a silver lining”, muttered the tall man, in an attempt to infuse the macabre occasion with some kind of normality as he watched the most determined of his colleagues dismember the girl’s body with the saw. Another member of the team, wearing gloves, carefully gathered the portions and dropped them into the shaft that at some other time had served as a cistern for collecting rainwater. 

The men then proceeded to empty the plastic containers of corrosive acid down onto the pieces of dismembered body now lying at the bottom of the shaft. Caustic fumes emanating from the shaft rose up the hillside, ascending uninterrupted towards the very heavens. 


	

CHAPTER 2

The Bubble

Mid-October, 1976

The oval candle at the centre of the huge birthday cake was shaped like a number eight and stood red and shiny as a tomato just a few centimetres from my face.

Flanking the enormous cake on the table, as if they had been entrusted with the task of guarding it, were neat rows of cylindrical paper soldiers, each containing an assortment of sweets and all wearing blue-and-red-military uniforms. Alongside the soldiers was a small group of handmade Pierrot-style clowns in pointy paper hats.

My classmates grouped themselves around the big table in the living room of my house, all singing happy birthday. Anticipation had caused a swarm of butterflies to flutter endlessly in my belly. When the key moment came, I extinguished the lonely flame above the red candle with a single puff. During the deafening applause that erupted, time seemed to stop for a few seconds as I stood motionless contemplating the slim trail of paraffin smoke rising all the way to the ceiling.

It might seem like stating the obvious but the day of my birthday was definitely the event I most looked forward to every year since I had developed a sense of self. There simply was no substitute to having all my classmates gathered in one place celebrating with me.

From my earliest memory, mum always asked me well in advance what kind of cake I wished to have. On one occasion, I requested a cake in the shape of a castle, on another a ship adorned with chimneys pumping out clouds made of sugar. This year, I told her I wanted a cake as big as the wheel of a truck.

For the occasion, I wore new patent leather shoes, a formal short-sleeved shirt patterned with a nautical design, a stamped blue tie and my hair combed to the right. 

Suddenly, the stern voice of one of our female school teachers urged all my classmates to form an orderly queue. Two ladies from our school, one who was our geography teacher and the other who taught us arithmetic, had offered to help mother keep things running smoothly at home. However, it was widely acknowledged that San Isidro de Toledo, our primary school, enjoyed the reputation of teaching the most orderly and obedient children in the city.

My mother emerged from the kitchen, wearing a smile that seemed to radiate light all around her. Dressed for the occasion with modest elegance, she placed the utensils on the table and began slicing the huge cake in equal portions, placing each piece on a white cardboard plate.

“Ladies first! And then the gentlemen!” Mother announced, whilst proceeding to minister to the children standing in line.

The day of my birthday was also the day I chose to celebrate my mother as the axis of my universe and the calm at the centre of any storm. Perplexingly, and despite my having just turned eight, she still insisted on spoiling me as if I was five years old. 

Her name was Carmen and she was a woman of simple habits, typical of those of her generation who with tenacity and hard effort had managed to overcome all manner of adversity. For me, mother was a force of nature that kept everything in balance, a being possessed of an innate ability to dispel feelings of anguish and despondency with nothing more than her presence.

The very first question I remember asking her was: “Mom, where does the rain come from and where does it go?”. It was then that she taught me one of life’s most valuable lessons, forceful in its simplicity: that nothing is ever lost. Just like the rain that falls from the sky, everything in life has a constant and defined cycle; that, with mathematical precision, each river returns to its riverbed and everything eventually reaches its destination; and so the cycle closes, encapsulating the natural order of things. It was a natural law that could be effectively applied to every aspect of life. As a result, I revelled in the certainty and orderliness of the world that I was living in.

When all school activity ceased for a couple of days a week, mother and I would travel to her farm away from the city, where I would spend my time listening to the sound of rushing streams descending from misty mountains, breathing the fresh air and drinking warm, fresh milk in the chill of early mornings. 

Alternatively, on occasions I spent at my grandmother’s house, the afternoon sun would often find me lying on high branches of fruit trees, notebook in hand, classifying all kinds of fauna in her huge backyard and contemplating for hours at a time the trajectory of clouds that would whimsically transform into faces or fancifully assume the shape of fantastical creatures.

I had finally succeeded in conquering my fear of school. The large two-storey house that welcomed us all daily with open arms had become an enriching part of my general routine. Not only did I know each one of my thirty classmates by name, I was also familiar with their individual quirks and the particular sound of their voices. We learned the same school songs and participated in the same games under the sun or in the shade of lush trees in the large courtyard of our primary school, helping us to forge close and long-lasting ties of union.

My mother had carefully selected the school not because it was the most popular or the most expensive. She had done so in the certainty that at San Isidro de Toledo I would find the most nurturing environment for my development as a responsible member of society. 

The rousing school anthem we sang every morning before class was a poem set to music, an open invitation to drink from springs of knowledge, and none of us harboured the faintest doubt that we were all headed for a glorious destiny. For we were not just the youth of the future. We were the future engineers, doctors, judges and lawyers. We were the citizens of tomorrow.

For now, we were all living an idyllic everlasting suspended in time, every aspect of our short existence permeated by an abundant sense of innocence and naivety. 

A turntable in a corner of the room provided low-volume background music while we made the cake disappear with copious amounts of sweet sparkling soda. Little by little, the sound of the voices in the room grew in intensity as the disposable plates and glasses we had used began to pile up; these in turn were dutifully collected and carried to the kitchen by Manuela, our part-time housekeeper.

We then gathered together as a group by a large window in the living room, which offered an almost uninterrupted view of the garden outside. We then witnessed the spectacle of dozens of soap bubbles rising up to the sky, driven by a mild afternoon breeze and reflecting the dying rays of the sun in multicoloured tones that, for the space of an hour, infused the air with a golden radiance.

In the meantime, Tamara Escovedo Jordan, a tall elegant woman of delicate features, founder and principal of our school, widely regarded as one of the most enterprising and respected figures of the educational community in the country, stood positioned in a corner of the room with her camera, busily taking photographs of the event, flanked by her two daughters, both of whom had the insufferable habit of tickling me during school breaks. 

Exhausted but happy, the afternoon saw me handing out paper clowns and artisan French soldiers to each one of my guests who, with hair covered with confetti, were now heading out to board the sky blue school bus waiting outside the house with the engine running. While our principal spoke to my mum, her daughters took turns to hug me by way of farewell. The colour of our school bus was exactly the same as the colour of our uniforms, closely resembling the blue sky that we looked at every morning from our passenger windows as we were driven to class.

I stood alone on the terrace, waving frantically at my classmates who were all smiles on the bus as they returned animated farewell gestures from their windows. One of them crossed his eyes and wrote the number eight on the glass by licking it with his tongue. There’s always one, I thought. 

As the vehicle, loaded with pupils and teachers, slowly disappeared into the distance, I turned my attention to the employee who was still blowing soap bubbles in the garden of the house. It was still sunny under the Caribbean skies and the last rays of the day were keeping alive the multicoloured show of floating spheres. 

When you haven’t accumulated as many miles on the clock as most adults, life has a tendency to flash before your eyes at the most inopportune moments. Back then, the gamut of my life experience was confined to a handful of carefully mapped out activities which included trips to school and weekend forays to our dairy and poultry farm on the outskirts of the city. 

I fixed my eyes on the last of the soap bubbles still defying gravity among the leaves of the trees, a silvery orb constantly changing shape and reflecting the full colour spectrum of everything around it until I convinced myself that fragments from my short life were being projected onto the bubble’s silvery surface, gliding in a carefree bounce across the garden. 

“This is your life” I thought to myself, as I visualised myself in grandma’s backyard, resting on the thick branch of a plum tree, deep in concentration and drawing with a pencil on a notebook to the sound of wild birds singing as the branches gently swayed in the afternoon breeze.

Once again the bubble was tossed around by a capricious change in the direction of the wind and there I was again, casting my mind to moments spent at my mother’s farm near the Sierra Nevada, our weekend retreat from the hustle and bustle of city life. I could feel the pungent aroma of manure invading my nostrils whilst I drank steaming fresh milk from a pitcher early in the morning and fed corn to flocks of chicken to the murmur of nearby cascading springs. I think the most confrontational I ever got with my mother was when, having formed an attachment with a number of cows at the farm, I became aware of where the meat on our table had been coming from. I therefore made her swear to me under oath that no further slaughtering of cattle was ever to take place at the farm and that henceforth our cows were to be allowed to live out their natural lives in peace, a request that to mother’s everlasting credit she duly complied with. 

I saw my reflection in the bubble and more fragments of my life flashed before my eyes, such as emerging from the blue school bus in my blue uniform at the end of a long day and running towards the arms of my mother, who like clockwork was there to greet me at the front door of our house, my own private fortress and the setting of my earliest memories. 

Surrounded by a feeling of tranquility like dew descending upon my face, I paused to reflect on my good fortune and on the protective bubble that enveloped and nurtured my existence: the protective sphere that, with meticulous effort and dedication, my mother had managed to construct around me. A sphere of stability and permanence that repelled all harm, a bubble unaltered by any winds of change or everyday vicissitudes and where certainty and security were the only constants in life.

Suddenly and without warning, however, the bubble symbolising the stability of my world would explode silently before my startled gaze, as if it had never existed.


	

CHAPTER 3

The Tourist

Mid November, 1976

It is Friday, 12th November, 1976, approximately 11:30 in the morning. A couple of hands are fast at work on a typewriter, the noise of the machine’s keys drowned out by the cacophony of frenzied activity unfolding within an office complex, where a dozen people can be seen walking hastily across the main hub of desks and up and down the narrow corridors. Others sit talking on the phone or communicating loudly with one another across the room. This organised chaos takes place under a huge propeller fan circulating stale hot air around the approximately 150 square meters of office space, composed of a series of work units subdivided by screens. This comprises the operations centre of the branch of state police known as the F-2.

Outside the headquarters, 13th Street in Santa Marta is a bustling urban environment under the shadow of the Casa Consistorial, an imposing sixteenth-century building where City Hall operates, its balconied rear part dominating a narrow passageway where fruit vendors and merchants such as Forero the paraplegic shoe-cleaner do what they can to earn a living. The main thoroughfare is dotted with a series of re-purposed colonial-style houses, coffee houses and soda fountains, where correspondents from local radio stations and newspaper columnists occupy vantage points, clutching ice cold drinks to ward off the heat, eager for a scoop or just hoping to get the latest gossip while keeping a watchful eye for the arrival of any detainees being brought into custody.

Inside the compound, two policemen dressed in civilian clothes burst through the main entrance and approached the reception area, bringing with them a young man in handcuffs who can be seen struggling slightly. Alongside them is a tall blonde girl, twenty-seven years of age, showing confusion on her face and reacting to the busy and unfamiliar environment with anxiety and discomfort.

At that precise moment, Carmen stepped out of her office, which was located by a back corridor at the opposite end of the police department building. The first person she noticed was this tall young woman in the vicinity of the reception, looking around in a visible state of distress. Carmen also caught a glimpse of a boy in counterfeit sports clothing being restrained by two police officers, one of them called Vergara and the other known to everyone as Cabo Valverde.

The young woman focused on Carmen, realising she was the only other female visible in the predominantly male environment. Slowly, but with determination, the girl approached the officer. She had the complexion of someone whose skin was not used to being exposed to too much sunlight. She wore high-quality summer clothes and had no belongings on her except a small book she held in her hand. 

Almost in slow motion, the two women approached one another through the other passers-by, until they were face to face. Carmen instinctively addressed the girl with words of reassurance before realising she didn’t understand Spanish very well. In turn, the young tourist tried to make herself understood with rudimentary words and hand gestures.

“I have no documentation… I have no money… I am a tourist…”

Urgently browsing through the small book she was carrying, which turned out to be a small Spanish pocket dictionary, the young woman pointed in the direction of the suspect:

“That boy, with two others… they stole my camera and my bag and left me without any money, without my passport, without my camera, without anything…”

In a closed office away from the hustle and bustle of the F-2 headquarters, Carmen turned on a portable electric fan on an archive cabinet, pointing in the direction of the woman, who was sitting at a large oval table in the middle of the room. She then turned her attention to a piece of paper the tourist had scribbled on.

“Your name is Georgiana Ellis-Carrington, a British national travelling on her own?”

“That’s right. I am.” She offered the girl a drink of water in a paper cup. Pulling up a chair, Carmen sat next to her and watched her drink the contents of the cup. Without warning, the young woman started to hyperventilate. The officer looked at her for a few seconds before calming her down with slow hand gestures.

“You’ve just had a traumatic experience. But I can assure you that from now on you are going to feel much better. Now please take a deep breath, along with me, and try to hold it in for a few seconds before emptying your lungs. Like this…”

The young woman quietly acquiesced and followed suit. They performed the exercise several times before Carmen spoke again:

“I was a nurse years ago. They taught us how to do this to calm people’s nerves.”

“I practise yoga…”, said the girl. “I think chanting also helps”.

“Great! We’ve got this!” smiled Carmen, and the two women realised they had managed to overcome the language barrier. Georgiana glanced around the room surrounded by grey metal cabinets under the cold glare of twin halogen lights in the ceiling.

“I hope you feel comfortable here despite the gloomy lighting”, Carmen said. “I would have taken you to my office… but it’s a bit claustrophobic and the hottest place on earth! And there’s no electric fan. We probably have more fresh air here than anywhere else in the building!”

Opening her expressive eyes, the girl answered with a melodic tone of voice: “Yes, like in the Sierra Nevada! The air there is very pure!”

Carmen laughed, and nodded in agreement: “You are absolutely right! And it took a tourist like yourself to remind me of a few home truths!”

“I took some very good photographs in Ciudad Perdida…”, added the young woman: “But those images are gone now, with my camera!”

Suddenly remembering why they were there in the first place, Carmen pulled out a notebook and a pen. “This is the part where I have to ask you some questions about what happened to you out there. Can you tell me exactly how many attackers there were?”

Moments later, Carmen sat face-to-face with the young man in the sports T-shirt, who looked visibly perturbed. They were in the fingerprinting department, a confined area of the hub separated from other office cubicles by a perspex screen. 

“There were three of us,” replied the suspect, while she took notes with a pen. 

“I was shouting ‘Help’” the young foreigner had explained to Carmen in the secluded filing-cabinet office, availing herself of her dictionary. “when two men… dressed in civilian clothes… came out of nowhere and started chasing the boys. Those two got away… but they captured the boy who was still holding me…”

“But it’s so difficult for us to make an honest living…” the dejected suspect in the enclosure of the office hub muttered in a remorseful tone. “Sometimes we just don’t know how we’re going to survive from one day to the next…”. He closed his eyes and rested his head on his chest. 

Carmen nodded in silence as she continued to take notes.

Two agents came and led him away from the office hub, still handcuffed, towards the detention cells in the back yard. Carmen looked on from her seat with an air of sadness.

As her last duty of the day, Carmen found herself in the confines of her small office typing up copious notes on her trusty Olivetti typewriter. Reviewing the two separate statements of the young woman and her assailant, she tried not to think too much about the teenager she had interviewed moments earlier, before finally putting the paperwork in a metal closet in the archives office where she had been with the tourist. Prior to joining the F-2, Carmen had worked for the military at the Córdova Fifth Infantry Battalion, where she had acquired the habit of making duplicates of every document that passed through her hands. Having filed away the copies of the statements in the personal file she kept in her office, she turned to a photo of me as a smiling chubby-cheeked toddler on her desk and thought about how nice it would be to be back home to keep me company.

It was still a sunny and bright early evening when she finally emerged from the headquarters. Sitting on a wooden box, surrounded by the paraphernalia of his craft was Forero, the swarthy middle-aged paraplegic who, despite having lost the use of his legs due to polio, earned a living polishing shoes. He gestured at Carmen from across the street and she waved back at Forero and as usual asked him if he needed anything. Stopping a street vendor carrying fresh fruit on a wheelbarrow, she paid for her usual bag of oranges and exchanged a few pleasantries with the merchant before driving back home from Plaza de San Francisco with a brown paper bag full of oranges on the passenger seat while a bolero song from the car radio played in the background.

Meanwhile, alone in her hotel room, Georgiana got out of her bed, where she had been idling the hours away reminiscing on the day’s events, and ambled towards her balcony with its almost uninterrupted view of El Morro, Santa Marta’s islet in the middle of the ocean. Lost in thought, she watched the gleaming sea and the multicoloured spectacle of a sky set aflame by the dying light of a setting sun.


	

CHAPTER 4

The Bells

Mid November 1976, three days later

A large group of pigeons scattered in unison in the vicinity of Santa Marta’s Basilica the moment the bells started to toll early in the morning. The historic centre came to life from streetsellers advertising their hot black coffee, freshly squeezed orange juice, morning papers and lottery tickets. Mounds of orange peel and pineapple skin began to accumulate in municipal containers all along Fifth Street while pedestrians tried to negotiate their way to work along the city’s busiest thoroughfare.

It was Monday morning of 15th November. As usual, Carmen was one of the first members of staff to arrive at the police department, where the sound of the ceiling fan competed with the humming of the air conditioner from the nearby office of the chief of police. Part of her early morning ritual included sharing her morning coffee from her thermos flask and a little conversation with several of her colleagues in the office hub of the F-2 before walking to her office in a long corridor that led to a storage area for confiscated goods. The corridor continued on to a patio housing detention cells.

As a rule, and before the usual deluge of incoming calls began, Carmen spent no more than two minutes on the phone to check I had got to school while looking at the framed picture of me on her desk. Having exchanged a few reassuring words with the school office, she then called our housekeeper to ensure all necessary errands were being carried out before replacing the handset. 

Glancing casually across the dimly lit corridor outside her office, Carmen noticed that the door leading to the room that housed the official archives was slightly ajar. She was aware that designated members of staff had access to the facility during working hours and so the unlocked door was not an unusual occurrence in itself. However, guided by an instinct she could not fathom, she left her office and walked across the corridor towards the door, turning on the spotlights as she entered the room. She approached one of the metal storage cabinets stacked against the wall and opened a drawer. Flicking through the files that had been processed during the past week, she singled out the folder of documents from the previous Friday. To her surprise, the statement she had taken from the teenage assailant Diego Alberto Jesús Andrade was nowhere to be found - and neither was the reference number she had allocated to that same declaration. Instead, she found an older file on the suspect, rubber-stamped with the words “In Progress”, which made no mention of his detention of three days ago, when she had watched him being led away in handcuffs to the cells in the back yard. 

Swallowing dry, she browsed once more through the pages of the same documents, this time more thoroughly. Then she checked the nearby folders. But she failed to find any record of the young man’s arrest.

Placing the documents back in their cabinet, she made sure she left the papers exactly as she had found them and closed the cabinet drawer. Returning to her office, she accessed her personal file. As she had expected, she found her photocopies of the original declaration that she had taken the precaution of making and archiving for herself the previous Friday, just before the end of her weekly shift. Not only did the copy in her hands contain Diego Alberto’s details, but a cursory look at the document also confirmed the day of his arrest as well as the date stamp on his recorded statement.

Having locked her office behind her, she went to the open door onto the back yard, directing her gaze at the detention cells, which were essentially bare dungeons partially exposed to the elements. The cells were all empty, which wasn’t unusual on Monday mornings, as the lack of running water and toilet facilities in the cells made it illegal for the police to hold detainees for more than 48 hours at a time. Before the end of that decade, the nation had yet to institute a judicial branch of Government to prosecute offenders. There were no appointed Attorney Generals to investigate crimes or review judicial processes to minimise the continuous backlog of cases growing exponentially, a situation exacerbated by a relentless and very public armed vendetta between the notorious Cárdenas and Valdeblánquez clans which was then unfolding in various regions of the Atlantic Coast. 

Before Carmen could organize her thoughts, she became aware of a disturbance in the office hub, resonating increasingly throughout the building. It was the voice of a woman shouting at the top of her lungs.

“Where is my son? I want to see him! What have you done with my Diego? Radio bulletins have been reporting he’s been detained here since last Friday! I want some answers, please let me go!”

As Carmen ran through the corridor towards the office hub, she encountered an irate but mostly desperate-looking woman of about forty years of age, with mangled dyed hair, multicoloured clothing, plastic bangles on her wrists and a counterfeit gold chain with trinkets around her neck, advancing towards the reception area. 

Matilde Andrade was a single mother who lived in a curious boat-shaped house built on dry land that served as accommodation for her and her six children in the northern sector of Pescaíto, from where she supplemented her meagre income by selling homemade love potions and doing Tarot card readings for anybody willing to pay the fee. 

Today, while attempting to force her way through a group of F-2 officials, Matilde made it clear in no uncertain terms that she would refuse to leave the premises until she had been informed of her son’s whereabouts.

“I’ve just talked to three journalists at the soda fountain across the street and they tell me you have dungeons at the back of this precinct… So, if my son’s not there now, where on earth are you keeping him?”

While she was still speaking, two F-2 enforcement officers rushed forward and pushed her face down onto a nearby desk to immobilise her, though she continued to struggle: 

“Take your hands off me, you sons of bitches!!!”

Carmen, who up until that moment had been a petrified spectator of the unfolding spectacle, lunged towards the desk where the two police officers were forcibly restraining the woman. Shouting out loud, she frantically attempted to prise the agents away from Matilde:

“There’s no need for any of this!… Please get off her!… Don’t you dare hurt this poor woman!”

In that instant, José Francisco Carrasco, head of the F-2, emerged from his office in a furious rage. Coming to a stop at the end of the corridor, the lieutenant shouted with a voice that made the walls tremble:

“What the hell is going on here?”

All activity in the office hub ceased immediately and almost absolute silence prevailed, interrupted only by the noise of the electric fan blades.

An hour later, half a dozen individuals quietly sat around the large oval table in the archives office. The scene was so tense it could be cut with a knife. All eyes focused on Lieutenant José Francisco Carrasco, with his ruddy complexion and round face, who quietly observed the group from his seat, meeting everyone’s gaze while tapping the surface of the table with his fingers. Sitting next to him was his right-hand man, Valverde, tall and thin, with a penetrating stare and a face devoid of any sign of human emotion. Alongside him was Sarmiento, alias “El Totumo” [‘the Calabash’], a small, shifty individual in his early thirties with roving eyes, lacquered hair, wearing a checked shirt. In the seat next to him was Vergara, alias “Espuela” [‘Spur’], of white complexion and a vacant expression. At the opposite end of the oval table sat the young tourist, who had been brought in to the premises from her hotel accommodation by agents. Matilde and Carmen occupied seats next to her.

Breaking the silence, Carrasco addressed the young woman with a tone of forced courtesy, his intonation deliberately slow but sharp and clear:

“We have convened this meeting so that you may help us establish an accurate description of a certain suspect accompanying the robber who assaulted you and took your belongings. We understand that you managed to get a good look at him before he fled the scene.”

Dictionary in hand, Georgiana proceeded to speak in a melodic foreign accent:

“I was taking pictures of the beach with my camera… close to the sea port… Suddenly, my camera was snatched away from my hands … The next thing I felt was a push on the side that knocked me to the ground… this other boy grabbed my purse and ran away along with another friend who I couldn’t see very well. But I did get a good look at the boy who grabbed my purse… he was a thin young man in his teens, with dark complexion and straight hair. He wasn’t wearing any shoes and wore a dark blue T-shirt… with two horizontal white lines and the logo of a yellow crocodile on it” 

Touching the area above her right eyebrow, she added: “He also had a scar on one side of his forehead”. 

“Matilde’s son… tried to keep me pinned down on the floor… At that moment I saw these two gentlemen arrive…” Georgiana looked at Vergara and Valverde “They came running to where we were while I was shouting for help… they were wearing civilian clothes, just like they are today… I didn’t know they were police…”

The agents sitting around the table stared at her without comment. The stale air circulated by the electric fan tossed her long hair from side to side. 

The young woman then looked at Matilde and continued: “They threw themselves on the boy… handcuffed him immediately… and in a matter of minutes we were all in this building… As for the other two boys… they managed to get away…” Turning to Carmen, she concluded: “This is a lengthier version of the statement I gave this lady last Friday…”

When she had finished speaking, those sitting around the oval table looked on in silence while others jotted away on their notebooks. Sitting stock still in his chair, Valverde watched her impassively.

The first person to break the silence was Sarmiento, alias “El Totumo”, the group’s official gatherer of rumours and possessor of up-to-date knowledge of local families living in the city’s deprived areas, particularly those harbouring youngsters with criminal records. He addressed the group like someone about to pull a rabbit out of a hat.

“Lieutenant, I think the young lady has given us a useful description of a certain individual well-known to my contacts. Details such as the counterfeit LaCoste T-shirt and the scar on the forehead sound familiar to me. And if that is indeed the case, then we could do a lot worse than paying a visit to that neighbourhood, and, if what shines is gold, then we can be certain of nabbing Boquita’s partner in crime.” (Matilde’s son was known as ‘Boquita’ and referring to individuals by their nickname was a common regional custom).

“I don’t have a problem with that,” Carrasco assented almost disinterestedly with a wave of his hand. “And if the rest of the group is in agreement, then I have no issue with organising a search team immediately. Sarmiento will be in charge of the operation. If we are indeed dealing with Diego Alberto’s accomplice then it’s time we brought him here to ask him a few questions.”

“Let it never be said that we do not look after our citizens’ rights, including those of our tourists”, ventured Arango, the team’s designated driver. 

“And satisfied tourists bring even more tourists”, concluded Cristancho, whose salient features were his facial scars and the habit of wanting to finish everybody’s sentences during conversation.

Suddenly, Matilde Andrade, who throughout the entire process had quietly been sitting next to the young tourist, exploded with rage:

“I’ve been sitting here like an idiot watching your pantomime for what seems like an eternity and I’m still not hearing anything regarding my son’s whereabouts or what you have done with him!”

With an air of exasperation, Lieutenant Carrasco turned to admonish the woman: “I suggest you leave this matter in the hands of the authorities. That’s us. In the meantime, please keep quiet while you are in this room!”

Matilde retorted even more angrily: “Don’t you dare lecture me while you and your useless gang of layabouts still haven’t told me what has happened to my son!”

With an air of disdain, Carrasco responded: “Well, quite frankly, none of us in here is obliged to put up with your shouting and abuse any longer. Cabo, show her the door.”

Taking his cue, Valverde stood up and proceeded to forcibly remove Matilde from the office, despite the woman’s loud protestations. Visibly upset by the scene, Carmen exhaled, closing her eyes with an air of helplessness and disgust.

At that very moment, and while everyone around the table was momentarily distracted by the scene, Carmen felt Georgiana’s hand closing around her wrist. 

“I can’t stay at the hotel any longer” Georgiana spoke up, “nor do I have any means of withdrawing funds without my documents.”

When she saw the agents’ eyes all focusing on her, she stopped talking. With a forced smile, Lieutenant Carrasco adopted a sudden tone of benevolence, assuring her that everything was under control.

“You have nothing to worry about. As you can see we are all here at your service.”

He took a few steps towards the women and addressed Carmen. “Would you be willing to grant this charming young lady temporary accommodation in your house until we resolve her situation?”

Given the urgency of the situation, and feeling a sense of responsibility towards the dejected looking girl, Carmen responded without hesitation.

“Yes, I will take care of her. She’s more than welcome to stay in my house.”

“Excellent. That’s settled, then”, concluded. “Okay boys, time to get going.” 

When they had left the room, Carmen spoke to Georgiana in a low voice in a bid to calm her nerves: “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure I settle anything you have outstanding at the hotel. Then I’ll take you shopping so we can get any little things you might need. Afterwards, if you feel like it, we’ll grab a quick meal. You are more than welcome to stay in my house until your situation is resolved. You’re going to be quite comfortable there.”
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