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    To all those who have suffered and continue to suffer under dictatorial regimes in their countries, and yet have managed to maintain their sanity, refusing to follow the de facto leader of the moment.

      

    


PROLOGUE: DEATH AT THE THERMAL BATHS

Arapey Thermal Baths, Salto, Uruguay, Saturday, July 18, 2009, 9:30 PM.

Lorenzo felt sorry for the only remaining guest at the Palm Pool, one of the few closed public pools, decorated inside with a variety of palms, giving an exotic and relaxing atmosphere to the bathers. However, he couldn’t wait until his shift ended at 10 PM to go to the bathroom. Sometimes you can hold it, sometimes you can’t.

He had been working as a full-time municipal employee in the lifeguard sector for three years at the Salto City Council. He needed to contribute to his parents' household while finishing his degree in Agricultural Engineering at the University Center of Salto. Naturally, this lifeguard position, during the low season in the middle of winter, involved not only monitoring for drowning but also additional tasks like collecting wet towels, mopping to prevent slips and falls, chatting casually with older patrons, and ensuring that some unruly grandchildren weren’t splashing others, who generally came for relaxation and seeking the supposed healing properties of the thermal waters. Although these properties had never been scientifically proven (nor had anyone bothered to do so), this was the marketing pitch for tourism at the Arapey Thermal Baths.

The young lifeguard checked his wristwatch. He had been in the bathroom for only five minutes—nothing that could get him in trouble, even if a supervisor happened to pass by. However, when he tried to open the bathroom door, which swung outward, it was locked tight.

"What the hell...?" Lorenzo exclaimed. "The last thing I need is to be locked in the bathroom. Damn it! These doors only lock from the inside."

He pushed and pushed for several minutes, trying to get the door to budge from its frame, but there was no way.

"It must be the humidity; it got stuck. What the hell am I going to do now?" Panic set in, not from the fear of being trapped indefinitely but from worrying about who he could call to let him out, which took him away from his job of preventing drownings in the pool.

His first thought was to call his supervisor, but then he remembered it was Saturday and his supervisor didn’t work at the Arapey Thermal Baths on weekends, especially not on a national holiday like July 18. He would be over an hour away by car in the city of Salto and he would also have to explain why he left his post to go to the bathroom. He decided to call Karen, his current girlfriend, who was working the night shift at the municipal Hotel Termas del Arapey.

“Hi, Karen, how are you? All good?”

“Lolo, what’s up? Yes, I’m fine. I was just about to start my shift.”

“Can you delay your start a bit? I think I’m in trouble.”

“What happened?”

“I got locked in the bathroom at the Palm Pool, can you believe it?”

“What?!”

“Just what you heard. Can you come by and see if there’s something blocking the other side, or... I don’t know... check if there’s someone from maintenance who can help me force it open?”

“Sure. I’ll send a text to my supervisor and ask him to send someone from maintenance.”

Countless minutes passed as the trapped municipal employee occasionally tried to force the door open and sent texts to Karen asking how long it would take. Finally, in one of the many attempts to push it open, the door gave way as if it had never been locked.

“Damn it! You could have opened earlier, couldn’t you?” he monologued to the door.

He hurried back to the pool, glancing at his watch: 9:55 PM. “Twenty-five minutes away from your post, you idiot, just because you couldn’t hold it a little longer,” he chastised himself.

Then he saw him: the only guest remaining in the Palm Pool was now floating face down... motionless.

“Shit-shit-shit-shit!” His adrenaline surged, and he dove in to bring the lifeless body of the septuagenarian to the edge.

He checked for a pulse. It was nonexistent. He began CPR, a skill he had learned in lifeguard training. This is how Karen and the municipal maintenance worker found him.

“Karen, call 911, please. Send an ambulance, now!”
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CHAPTER 1: WHO WATCHES THE WATCHER?
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Country Club of the private neighborhood La Horqueta, Buenos Aires, Argentina, Sunday, July 19, 2009, 7:20 PM.

Geraldine Goldman and Viktor Ielicov, private detectives—she Uruguayan and Jewish, he Russian and atheist, she a former head of Press for the Uruguayan National Police, he a former heavyweight boxer, all of this before they got together four years ago to dedicate themselves to private investigation-, had been in the same location for the last hour and a half. Inside the rented car, observing with their telephoto camera the subject of their current investigation: Natalie Ricci, a former top model and current actress, suspected by her husband, billionaire businessman Sergio Fávregas, of being unfaithful.

“How horrible if we ever got to this point, right, Vik?” Geraldine asked after a long moment of mutual silence.

“To suspect that the other is being unfaithful?” the colossus with an aquiline nose and feline eyes wanted to confirm.

“Yes, and to have to resort to private investigators like Fávregas did to follow his wife, to see if we can take pictures of her sleeping with another man, and that kind of thing.”

“That’s true,” the retired boxer shrugged. “I mean, if at some point I get bored with our relationship, Gera, I’ll just tell you, period. What’s the need to hide, giving you a kiss in the morning after breakfast, and instead of going to work, I go sleep with someone out there?”

“Right? What’s the need? Besides, at this point, it seems we’re pulling the wool over our client’s eyes. I mean: Natalie is an exemplary mom. She takes her kids to school, goes and films her scenes in the movie she’s shooting, goes to events where she’s invited, and we somehow sneak in, day in and day out. Without the glamour of red carpets and public exposure, she’s the most ordinary person on the planet: she has a husband, three kids, works, then comes home and spends some time with her husband. What’s suspicious about all that for her husband to think of hiring us?”

“Well... she’s not that ordinary, we can agree on that, right? Look at the former top model and actress, up on a tree branch, dressed in black, watching through binoculars at her husband, our client, while he plays squash at the Country Club of the private neighborhood where they live.”

“Clearly, distrust goes both ways, doesn’t it?” Ielicov raised a suggestive eyebrow.

“Totally! But since our schedule is currently empty, having been following her for 10 days, we’ll continue for another 10. After all, Fávregas has no shortage of money, which brings to mind that we’re going to have to start investigating our clients before taking a case.”

“What do you mean?”

“Our fees are pocket change for this millionaire.”

“Hey, it’s not like $400 a day plus expenses is chump change, my love.”

“But we could have charged him double.”

“And he also could have chosen not to hire us if we raised our published rate on our website and in the classifieds.”

“You make a good point there,” conceded the Communication graduate from ORT University, and more recently with a license issued by the Argentine Federal Police as a private investigator, despite being Uruguayan. “Do you remember what you charged when I hired you, four years ago?” she smiled.

“Well! But are you ever going to stop bullying me about that?” the muscular man showed annoyance. “What did I know about how much my work was worth? For me, $50 was fine, and it kept me at the top of the filters from cheapest to most expensive. Remember, I had only taken 3 cases after getting my detective license when you called me to solve the case of the first serial killer in Uruguay.”

“Oh, no. Don’t pin that blame on me. I had given the details of the case in the email I sent to your sister, and she didn’t read to the end because it was too long,” shrugged the curly-haired brunette.

It’s worth clarifying at this point that referring to “you”, or “tú” in Spanish, in Geraldine’s case, despite the fact that in the Río de la Plata it is much more common to use “vos,” was due to her upbringing in a cultured family, and her desire, when she was still engaged to Julián Sterenstein, to preserve the proper use of language and to pass that custom on to children she would never have. In Ielicov’s case, he learned Spanish from his Chilean mother.

Geraldine's cellphone rang at that moment.

“What’s this?” she was astonished. “Is it a new case?” she answered the Nokia N97. “LNB Investigations, how can I help you?”

“Geraldine?” an elderly voice sounded on the other end of the line.

“Yes. This is she. Who am I speaking with?”

“This is Cortez.”

“Secretary Cortez?” the former head of Press for the Uruguayan National Police wanted to confirm.

“The same. I hope I'm not catching you at a bad time.”

“No, not at all. We’re currently in an ongoing investigation, as that’s what I’m doing now with my partner, but we’re just in surveillance, nothing more.”

“Precisely for that reason I was calling you. I need to hire you, if you’re available.”

“Please tell me the details of the case,” she said very seriously and professionally, but her expression towards Ielicov was one of pure excitement and anticipation.

“Last night, the body of Francisco ‘Pancho’ Mojica was found dead in a pool at the Termas del Arapey.”

“Wait. Are we talking about the politician, the former Tupamaro?”

“That one, yes. The one who was running for president in October for the Progressive Front and was leading in voter intention.”

“Oh my god. And I suppose that if you need us on the case, it’s because he didn’t die of natural causes, correct?”

“Absolutely not. That is: the initial forensic report listed the cause of death as a heart attack, but... new reports indicate he had very little chance of having one.”

“I understand. And will the Secretary of the Interior pay our fees this time? Because last time you still owed us,” Geraldine reproached.

“What?!”

“Don’t you remember? In the case of the Decorator. I went to your office with the proposal to hire an international detective, one who would give an external view of the case, you approved the expense... only verbally... and then it turned out that three ‘advisers’ appeared like paratroopers - and I’m making air quotes with my fingers - from the FBI, and you discarded my idea when I had already paid Ielicov’s fees and his travel and accommodation expenses out of my own pocket.”

“Aaaahhhh, yes. Now I remember. But tell me how much I owe you, and I’ll write you a check. That’s the least of it. And going back to your earlier question, it’s not the Secretary of the Interior that will cover the costs of hiring you. Look, Goldman... I think you and I have always had a very sincere dialogue, right? I would hate to burst any illusion you may have, like thinking that Santa Claus or the Three Kings exist, but nowadays, political parties have at most a 5 or 10% influence over the decisions that affect a country. The rest are rules of the international market, and in large part, the real decision-makers in politics are the sponsors of electoral campaigns.”

“The lobbyists. Right. Are they the ones who will pay us?”

“Yes. So, if you want to raise the fee a bit, that’s up to you. I was tasked with finding the best possible solution to this predicament, and my recommendation was to hire the two of you.”

“Well... thank you, I suppose,” Geraldine didn’t know how to react, “but why us in particular?”

“Were you or were you not the ones who caught the Decorator?”

“Yes, we were... And now that I remember: the Uruguayan state never gave us official recognition.”

“It wasn't even necessary! That friend of yours, the writer, published the whole story in his book.”

“And who could deny that he was within his rights? On one hand, he was involved in solving the case, and on the other, he took a bullet that almost sent him to the other side.”

“Well then, Goldman. I would need your response as soon as possible. Are you going to take the case?”

“Yes, as soon as we finish this one, of course. We don’t usually leave cases unfinished. Vik”—he asked his partner, who had been listening on the Argentine side of the conversation, since the Nokia N97 didn’t have a hands-free feature—“how long do you think until we can wrap this up here?”

“In 15 or 20 minutes, give or take. But you have to hurry. In 1 minute, we’ll lose the window of opportunity,” the detective assured, keeping his gaze fixed on the camera’s telephoto lens.

“Did you hear that?”

“Yes.”

“Good. As soon as we finish here, we’ll grab our things at the hotel and take the first flight to Uruguay. Is it to Termas del Arapey we need to go? Add 5 or 6 more hours to that.”

“Forget the commercial flight. Let me know when you leave the hotel for Aeroparque Airport, and we’ll send the presidential helicopter to pick you up.”

“Understood. We’ll do that,” she ended the call.

“Shall we go?”—Ielicov urged, and both got out of the rental car.

Natalie Ricci, born in Uruguay, had built her career from the ground up all by herself, without anyone's help. Not even her parents. They wanted her to be a doctor or an engineer, but from the young age of 14 and at just 1.60 meters tall, her calling was the runway. Modeling, traveling, appearing in advertising campaigns... Her first TV spot was at 15, and over the years and decades, the ad became increasingly uncomfortable for both her and those who saw or remembered it. She walked with very short shorts down a sidewalk in a neighborhood, walking her little dog, and there was a group of guys on her path. She stopped, and a commercial voice said, “Relax. You’re with BO.” Then Natalie continued walking, very confidently. This is how a well-known tampon brand advertised that it was not only normal and understandable for men to look at a minor’s backside but that the only thing the victim of street harassment—how it would later be legally defined in serious countries around the world—had to take into account was that when they looked at her butt and shouted lewd things, there shouldn’t be a blood stain on her tiny shorts.

Anyway, that simple and outdated ad had earned her countless calls for campaign after campaign across the river, in the city of Buenos Aires, which led her to move there, even as a minor, to forge her career. How she had gone from those promising beginnings in the modeling and showbiz world to lying on a tree branch, the bark digging into her torso, glued to the binoculars, waiting to see if her husband really was as regular as he seemed at the squash club, or if it was all a sham and he was off with someone else, was a path she couldn’t decipher.

Two strangers approached her husband as he was leaving the Country Club with his bag in hand, heading for his Mercedes. For a moment, she feared they were robbers who had somehow bypassed the private security of the high-end mansion complex, or even kidnappers. Whatever had happened between them in recent years, with the marital tensions and distance, he was still her husband and the father of her children. It was healthy and natural that she still worried about his physical safety.

However, Sergio seemed to know the individuals who had approached him quickly. There was a burly man, the kind you’d expect to see as a security guard, and a rather tall and thin woman with curly dark hair tied back in a ponytail.

“What the hell is this?”—she whispered to herself, still following the conversation between her husband and the strangers.

However, her panic grew when all three seemed to be heading directly toward the tree she was perched in. “What do I do now?” she thought, but quickly dismissed the idea of descending hastily. Ricci was in great shape given her job, but the climb had already been challenging, and the branch she was on was at least 5 meters above the ground; to get down, she needed to carefully watch where she stepped, which branches could support her weight and which couldn’t...

Finally, they were under her, at ground level.

“Can you come down by yourself, Natalie, or do we need to help you?”—the burly man, looking like Hercules, asked with a smile.

“Come on, Ricci. There’s nothing to fear”—assured the other stranger.

“Who are these two, Sergio?”—the actress and former model still didn’t trust them.

“They’re private detectives. I hired them, Nati. Can you please come down so we can talk civilly?”

The three at ground level waited patiently for Ricci to descend without breaking her neck. But as soon as she touched the ground, she turned toward the trio with fire in her eyes.

“So now you have private detectives following me?”—she shot at her husband.

“The dead woman said to the beheaded one,”—Geraldine added, pointing at the high branch where Natalie had been spying on her husband.

“Well, they both distrust each other,”—wanted to be the mediator, the former heavyweight boxer—“let’s start from that basis. First, let’s clarify that for 10 days and 10 nights we followed you everywhere, Ricci, and we’ve already assured Fávregas that you’re clean.”

“Of course I’m clean! Newsflash!”—the Uruguayan, who had been living in Argentina since she was 15, scoffed. “It’s him who always runs off.”

“I'm heading out ‘there’”—he made air quotes with her fingers too—“for work. Except when I'm here, releasing the day’s tensions through sports. But at least I don’t work with my ex-boyfriend,” the businessman threw down the gauntlet.

“Oh, is this all about Lucas?”—she pointed at the detectives with a wide gesture.

“Who is Lucas?”—Geraldine intervened.

“Lucas is Nati’s ex-boyfriend,” explained the one who had issued the challenge. “They were the media couple of the moment before she started dating me.”

“Are you an idiot?!”—the actress fumed. “I already explained that putting him as the director in the movie we’re filming is a media move by the production company to generate press and anticipation before the premiere.”

“Alright. Time out. I think I’ve got it,” Ielicov intentionally shifted the topic.

“What do you mean?”—the couple exclaimed in unison.

“What’s happening to you two. And I’m going to be very clear and blunt, although I’ll do my best not to be rude. Can I?”—he waited for them to nod. “What’s happening to you two is that you’re not having sex, or at least not with the frequency and intensity that you used to. How far off was my basketball shot from the hoop?”

“Having sex? What’s that?”—the Uruguayan rolled her eyes, her ivory face with delicate features showing disbelief.

“I’m afraid you’re right, Ielicov,” admitted Fávregas.

“Then we’re on the right track. What you two don’t need is to climb trees or hire detectives. What you two need is couples therapy”—he waited for his words to sink in among the spouses. “Now, if you want, I can give you a preview, okay?”

“Are you a psychologist as well as a detective?”—Ricci asked, genuinely intrigued.

“No, but... I manage as a negotiator in these matters,”—before Geraldine, Ielicov had led a dissipated life with women, and many of his dates were married, and after making love, they would tell him all their complaints about their husbands. “First question, Sergio: I need you to remember something nice from when you weren’t dating yet and you were courting her.”

“Okay”—the accused swallowed hard. “What can I say about when I met Nati in person? She was... I mean: she was on all the magazine covers. She was a goddess! But when I started to insert myself through connections into all her events and fashion shows...”

“I almost filed a restraining order against you, idiot,”—the Uruguayan smiled.

“I remember, yes,”—he smiled back. “That’s when I started to notice that all the media attention and exposure hadn’t gone to her head. And that’s what made me fall in love.”

“Your turn”—this time Viktor addressed the contractor's wife.

“Well... what can I say? I saw him there, looking at me during the fashion shows and events, and of course it scared me a little, but I started asking around, and it turned out Sergio was a multimillionaire, and yet, can you believe the guy didn’t have enough self-confidence to approach me and say hello? That vulnerability in him, which you wouldn’t expect from someone who has it all, seduced me.”

“We’re still on the right track,”—the boxer praised. “Now I’m going to ask you both the same question, and I want you to answer from the heart, okay? Sergio, do you still desire Natalia? I mean, do you want to be intimate with her?”

“She’s the sexiest woman I’ve ever met in my life. The most beautiful woman on the planet,”—the businessman stated sincerely. “If only she weren’t in a bad mood all the time, treating me badly...”—he changed to a tone of reproach.

“Time-time-time,”—the boxer called for a timeout, like in basketball. “When I used to box, at least you had to wait for the bell to ring before throwing punches”—he noticed it made both of them smile. “Now it’s your turn, Natalie: do you desire your husband?”

“I melt every time he touches me. I get a shiver, but the good kind, if you know what I mean, from head to toe. But of course, for him to touch me, he’d have to take a moment away from his computer and his little phone...”

“Ricci. No low blows,”—Ielicov warned, like a boxing referee. “Now then. Last question for both of you: do you or do you not have enough money to live comfortably for yourselves, your children, and your grandchildren?”

“We’re doing well, yes,”—the multimillionaire admitted.

“Nothing to complain about,”—his wife agreed.

“So, guys,”—Ielicov smiled widely—“what’s the point of breaking your backs trying to accumulate more and more? Yes, I know. You’re going to tell me you do it so your three beautiful children, who from what we’ve seen are very well-mannered, cheerful, and friendly, and who surely worry you about their future, have everything they need and more, but... what difference will it make to them when you pass on your fortune, that is... when you make peace with God and move on to the next level, to put it in video game terms, whether you leave them 10, 20, or 30 million dollars? If you raise them well and with love, surely when they grow up they’ll be able to make good use of what they inherit and generate much more”—he paused significantly while the spouses' eyes glistened. “Enjoy yourselves, here and now. You, Sergio, learn to delegate, man. Surely you have a CEO who can handle a good part of what you do, and you, Natalie, if instead of going to three events a week you go to just one, how much less will you earn? And how much more will you be able to enjoy your husband and your children?”

“I love you, you idiot”—Sergio said to his wife, hugging her and kissing her lovingly, tears of reconciliation in their eyes.

“And I love you”—she replied. “And I love you.”

“Do you think we should leave the car here and walk home?”—he suggested.

“Sure”—she agreed.

“Ielicov, Goldman”—the businessman shook the hands of the detectives alternately—“thank you. Thank you very much for your services.”

“Don’t mention it, Fávregas”—Geraldine waved it off. “Even marriage counseling is included in our fee. Should we send you the invoice along with our banking details for the transfer?”

“Yes, please do.”

“And don’t forget to include the banking fees to be covered by the sender,” added the raven-haired detective.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Ricci and Fávregas were already far away when the detective said to his partner:

“Wow! And that hidden talent for negotiating in couple conflicts? You kept that well-hidden, huh? Where did you learn it?”

“Trust me, you don’t want to know,”—he replied tersely, aware that discussing the dozens of women he had been with before his current partner was not exactly a conversation topic Geraldine enjoyed, quite the opposite.

“I can imagine, look”—she rolled her eyes—“well, shall we take a helicopter to Uruguay to solve a high-profile murder?”

“Ladies first.”
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CHAPTER 2: THE CANDIDATE
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Salto International Airport, 70 kilometers from the Termas del Arapey, Sunday, July 19, 2009, 10:15 PM.

As soon as the Bell Hu-1 war helicopter, commonly known as the Huey, which had last seen real combat in Vietnam in '74 and had been donated by the United States to Uruguay three years prior, in 2006, was put at the service of the President of the Republic, landed at the helipad, Viktor and Geraldine descended with their bags, instinctively holding their heads despite not wearing hats, perhaps just out of a cinematic or televised reflex from having seen it so many times in movies, while the still-rotating blades ruffled their hair.

“Corporal Fernández, Mechanized Cavalry Regiment No. 4 ‘General Artigas’!” shouted a young Latino in military uniform. “I’m your liaison with the Armed Forces. Please follow me to complete the immigration process.” He pointed to a desk inside a hangar where an officer from that agency awaited them, heavily bundled up due to the low temperatures.

“Passports, please,” requested the immigration officer, waiting for the documents to be handed over, stamped them, and simply said, “Welcome to Salto,” after which he stood up and left.

“Just like that, without checking our bags?” Ielicov was surprised.

“From what I’ve been told, time is of the essence,” Fernández answered the rhetorical question. “Please follow me to the car.”

An hour later, having exchanged only trivialities among the three of them, they arrived via a winding, semi-paved, bumpy road at the Arapey Termal, the most luxurious complex in the Termas del Arapey. In the restaurant, which now housed only a few guests, Fernández directed them to a table where three gentlemen awaited them, two in suits and another in just a jacket with the top button of his shirt undone. One was familiar to both of them; he was the one who had summoned them, Secretary of the Interior Aníbal Cortez. The other, a man with a mustache and the top button of his shirt undone, was familiar to Ielicov from his involvement in the Decorator case, and painfully familiar to Goldman. She addressed him before even greeting anyone else.

“What are you doing here, Toro?” she shot him a furious look.

“Hey, calm down, I don’t bite,” joked the burly man with the mustache.

“He’s the current Chief of Homicides of the National Police,” Cortez interjected.

“And why so much resentment toward me, if I may ask?” asked “Toro,” as everyone knew him in the force.

“You remember the last time we talked, right? Let me refresh your memory: you were interrogating me as a suspect in my father’s death.”

“Ooooohhh, right,” the veteran man recalled. “But that was ages ago, and I was doing my job, you know: following the leads we had.”

“Yes, the leads that my brother, who turned out to be the Decorator, planted to frame me.”

“Geraldine, listen: did I hold you that time? No. Should I have even called you to testify at Central Headquarters? Maybe. If I have to apologize every time I follow leads that could potentially lead to solving a case and it turns out that it’s not like that...” he shrugged.

“Geral... partner...” Viktor attempted to mediate the conflict. “We both know your brother played us all: you, me, the press, the entire National Police, the Judiciary... Toro acted in line with his position, okay?”

The mentioned woman took a tense moment to calm down. The Chief of Homicides noticed and extended his hand.

“Past is past?” offered Gervasio “Toro” Villa.

“Past is past,” she accepted.

“Well, now that we’re all calmer,” Cortez began, “let me introduce you to Detective Ariel Di Lorenzo,” he pointed to the third member that neither Viktor nor Geraldine knew. “He’s the detective in charge of the case.”

“A pleasure, Ariel,” Ielicov extended his hand to shake the newly introduced man’s hand. He couldn't be over thirty, tall and barely athletic, leaning more towards thin.

“The pleasure is mine. Geraldine,” the young man offered his hand to the private detective.

The five of them took their seats at the table.

“Alright, let’s get down to business,” Goldman proposed professionally. “Cortez summoned us because the police don’t believe that the initial cause of death identified by the forensics—a myocardial infarction—was the actual cause of death, am I right?”

“There are two indications that point in the opposite direction,” began Toro in his deep voice. “Number one: Mojica was the favorite candidate to become president in October, and as such, he had an electoral strategy behind him, advisory groups, support from the Progressive Front, and so on. One of the requirements was to undergo a full medical examination twice a year. The last one, which he had last month, indicated he had only a 2% chance of having a heart attack. In short: the guy had iron-clad heart health.”

“And that brings us to the second indication,” Di Lorenzo chimed in, “the lifeguard.”

“What about the lifeguard?” Ielicov inquired.

“At the time of his death, however it happened,” the young National Police detective dismissed with a gesture, “Mojica was alone in the pool. There was a lifeguard with him. It’s the policy of the Intendancy of Salto that there’s always one present at public pools. The issue is that around 9:30 PM yesterday, according to the official’s account, he felt the urgent need to go to the bathroom, a need that couldn’t wait, if you know what I mean, and he went. But when he tried to leave the bathroom and opened the door, which opens outward, he couldn’t get it open. He said he struggled and struggled, but it was as if a wall had suddenly been built behind it.”

“We verified that the door in question has no external latch, and it opens and closes without a hitch,” Toro continued. “The lifeguard was trapped there for 25 minutes. He panicked and called his girlfriend; we’ve interrogated her too, and she corroborated it. He called her for help and to bring someone from maintenance with a crowbar to help him get out, and around 9:55, the door opened without problems. He rushed to the pool and found Mojica floating face down, lifeless.”

“He pulled him to the shore,” Di Lorenzo continued, “tried to revive him, his girlfriend and the maintenance guy arrived, they called an ambulance, but it was no use.”

“Of course, the lifeguard is the prime suspect on the list, right?” Goldman wanted to confirm.

“We know,” Toro confirmed. “We have him in custody while we investigate his background, but still... whether it was him or something or someone prevented him from leaving the bathroom... the hypothesis of a heart attack from an old but healthy guy... I wouldn’t bet all my chips on natural causes as the reason for death.”

“Alright,” the former Russian boxer stroked his chin, his typical gesture of thinking. “Still, there’s something I want to clarify with you, although I suspect I already have the answer: Why involve external help?” he pointed to himself and his partner. “The police must have around 30,000 officers, give or take, am I remembering the figure correctly? What are my partner and I doing here?”

“Now it seems there’s another one with amnesia, besides Toro,” Cortez mocked. “Do you remember how the Decorator case was handled, the scandal it caused, how the National Police was left looking ridiculous, the infiltrators from that sun-worshipping sect among our ranks?”

“The ones at this table are the only ones who have all the details, Vik,” his partner smiled at him. “No one else knows that Senator and presidential candidate Francisco ‘Pancho’ Mojica may have died from something other than a heart attack.”

“What I suspected,” confirmed the ex-boxer.

Gym and Equipment Room at the Arapey Termal Hotel, Termas del Arapey, Monday, July 20, 2009, 8:20 AM.

Geraldine watched in fascination, as usual, the impossible amounts of weight being lifted by the current detective and former heavyweight boxer from Vladivostok.

“Do you realize you’re lifting twice my weight, bench pressing?”

“Yes,” the muscular man confirmed with effort. “The price of staying in shape.”

By that time in the morning, as was the routine for the detective duo, it didn’t matter where they were working; they had already gone for a run for an hour, and then each had been on their respective machines and weights for another 45 minutes in the gym. Viktor finally set the barbell with 120 kilos on its supports.

“That's enough for today,” he declared.

“Let’s shower and change,” she suggested. “We have a meeting with our client at 9, and I don’t know about you, but I intend to have had breakfast by then.”

“Are you sure we don’t have time for a quickie?” he smiled mischievously.

“Let’s see.”

By 9 AM, they had indeed finished breakfast, and were showered and dressed in their usual attire: he in a navy suit, white shirt, and gray tie, she in a navy suit, white shirt, and no tie. They immediately noticed that the newcomer in the hotel restaurant was the lobbyist they were expecting.

“Wait: an Afro-descendant?” she whispered to her partner.

“What? Isn’t that common in Uruguay for a lobbyist?” Ielicov was surprised, also in a low voice, but stood up in time to greet the newcomer, who was well over six feet tall and clearly familiar with the gym and weights, judging by his suit and overcoat. “You must be the representative of the corporation that hired us, right?” he extended his hand to shake with the newcomer. Viktor Ielicov, private detective.”

“Geraldine Goldman,” his partner did the same.

“Iván Reno,” the newcomer introduced himself after the formal greetings. “What a cold day, huh?” he remarked, and as if he owned the place, called the waitress who promptly arrived. “Good morning. I’d appreciate a hot chocolate and two croissants. If they’re sweet, even better; if not, the savory ones will do.”

The waitress from Arapey Termal left with the order.

“A pleasure to meet you, Iván,” Geraldine began the conversation. “This time, we’re supposed to be working not directly for the Secretary of the Interior, but for the business group you represent, which was behind Senator Mojica’s presidential campaign. Am I correct?”

“Absolutely, Detective Goldman,” Iván smiled widely, showcasing a perfect smile. “You see, I don’t want to bore you with the details, but the CSA Group is very interested in understanding the exact circumstances of the candidate’s death that we supported. We went with Secretary Cortez, and he recommended you based on your background, so the CSA Group would be hiring you to find out what caused Mojica’s death, and especially: who and why he was killed.”

“I understand,” the Russian chose to be cynical. “Administering justice in a possible homicide case takes a backseat to figuring out what it means for your investment in a candidate, doesn’t it?”

“Don’t misunderstand me, Detective Ielicov,” he paused to receive his order from the waitress. “Thank you, dear. Democracy and institutional stability are key for the normal development of our business, but if any rival corporation ordered his murder, or if some foreign group did it, we need to be informed firsthand to know how to navigate our commercial interests.”

“Alright,” Geraldine accepted, more interested in taking the case than in being champions of justice. “You understand this isn’t an ordinary case. I mean: if confirmed, it’s a high-profile homicide, and considering the polls that almost confirmed him as the next president of the republic, we’d be talking about something close to a political assassination, wouldn’t we?”

“Are you negotiating with me, Geraldine?” Iván smiled broadly, dipping the tip of his croissant in the chocolate for a few seconds before eating it, noticing that he had left the curly-haired, pale-skinned woman somewhat speechless. “Yes, you are negotiating with me,” he laughed, revealing his perfect teeth. “Oh, come on. You have nothing to be ashamed of, detective. I’m the commercial representative for a group that encompasses dozens of companies across various sectors, with exports in almost every country. Feel free to be direct with me; don’t hold back,” he winked.

“Well, getting to the point,” she tried to regain her dignity, as if it had fallen to the floor or been left in her purse, “our published daily fees on our website and in the classifieds state $400 plus expenses, but for a complex and delicate case like this one... you’ll understand that we’d want to charge a bit more. Do you have the authority to negotiate on behalf of the CSA Group?”

“Broad authority,” Mr. Reno replied after another bite of his croissant, which he had also dipped in the hot chocolate.

“Good. We’ll set our fees at $600 per day plus expenses. Generally, we require an advance of five days, that is, $3,000 at the start, and in cash or bearer’s check, whether we resolve it or not, and our clients usually give us an envelope with cash for expenses or a debit or credit card that we’ll use at our discretion for accommodation, travel, bribes...”

“I see no problem with that,” he accepted, finishing his first croissant. The tall, muscular Afro-descendant pulled out a checkbook from his briefcase, quickly wrote a check for $3,000, and handed it to them along with a Master Gold credit card. “Please be prudent with expenses, and keep the receipts, because I have to report back to my bosses later. The PIN for the ATM is 1373.”

“Alright, and for this case, since we understand that speed is crucial, we’ll set a bonus of $5,000 if we solve it before the police, and within a week, meaning by next Monday at this same time. The uncertainty of who may have killed Mojica, or even just the speculation, can impact the markets, the interests of Uruguayan bonds, and even the dollar exchange rate, not to mention investor confidence. In other words: CSA’s business could be affected if this drags on.”

“Oh, wow. I hadn’t thought of it that way, but yes, you’re right, Goldman. Uruguay has always been well regarded internationally for its institutional and economic stability. International banks and governments know what to expect from Uruguay, to put it simply. I accept the bonus, but let’s raise the stakes and make it more interesting: let’s bump it up to $10,000 if you solve it in the first four days, that is, by Friday morning.”

“That sounds good on our end,” the detective shrugged.

“Now, getting to the matter at hand,” Ielicov changed the subject once his partner had finished discussing financial matters, which he wasn’t great at, “who could be at the top of the list of those who would benefit from the winning horse dying before October?”

“The list is long, Ielicov. Let’s start with the opposition, since Mojica was from the currently governing party. The strongest opposing candidate is Luis Alberto De La Rúa, from the Conservative Party. We could also consider Economist Daniel Arturi, who was Mojica’s running mate after losing to him in his party’s primaries. A pretty bland guy, I admit, low-profile, but with an exceptionally high intelligence, capable of orchestrating the death of his ticket mate to take the presidency for himself. Of course, under these unfortunate circumstances, the Progressive Front will have to call a party convention to designate a new ticket, but I can’t think of anyone who could replace the political weight and voter support Mojica had other than Arturi. And it’s not that he has a significant political weight of his own. In fact, I think his list received about 7 or 8% of the total votes in the Progressive Front primaries, but he’s a consummate strategist, able to make alliances with other sectors, and you can bet that as soon as he heard about Mojica’s death, he started calling every leader in his party to ask: ‘Mojica is dead. Will you support my candidacy for president?’”

“I see. Alright. Let’s continue with his electoral platform. What promises did Mojica make during the campaign, should he become president, that could have alarmed someone or some group?” Ielicov pressed on.

“I can’t think of any,” the lobbyist seemed puzzled. “I mean: he had the profile of a man of the people, concerned for the well-being of his fellow citizens, with a high populist profile. Let’s see... he promised quality education for everyone, regardless of social strata, state reform, and greater citizen participation, transparency in public management...”

“Did that transparency include serious investigations into the forced disappearances during the dictatorship?” Geraldine interjected, feeling she had regained some of her lost dignity from earlier.

“Well,” Iván shrugged. “You surely know the story of ‘Pancho’ Mojica: he was a Tupamaro, fought armed against the democratically elected government, which his group deemed fascist, attempting to establish a more communist regime, so to speak, like Cuba. He lost, was captured, and then the military dictatorship that began in '73 imprisoned him in a solitary cell for 12 years under inhumane conditions... They didn’t kill him in particular, but they did kill many of his comrades. It’s normal for him to want to know what happened to those who weren’t as lucky as he was to survive the military government, and yes, it was on his political agenda to investigate what happened to the 130 men and women who the military disappeared.”

“That’s a motive,” Viktor commented to his partner. “Now, let’s move on to more mundane matters. Was Mojica married? Did he have children? Who would inherit his estate when he died?”

“Are you referring to the farm where he lives, and the yellow Volkswagen Beetle?" the lobbyist dismissed with a gesture. "Sorry. Maybe since you come from abroad, you don't have much context. 'Pancho' lived with just the clothes on his back, little more. He was married to Laura Pulansky, from his same group, the Popular Movement, and they had no children. By party policy, both donated 70% of their salary as senators to the party, so I don't think you can pull a thread from there."

"Alright," accepted the one who had asked. "Let's draw up a list of our first interviews then."

Viktor took a small notebook and a pen from the inside pocket of his jacket.

"Don't worry, detective. We prepared it for you in advance."

Opening his briefcase, Ivan took out a sheet with an Excel spreadsheet printed on it, detailing by columns name, relationship (with the deceased), phone number, and email address.

”Uh-huh," Geraldine examined. "Luis Alberto De La Rúa, Daniel Arturi, Laura Pulansky... Javier Bravetto, president of the Progressive Front?"

"Yes, it's just a titular position," Reno dismissed with a gesture. "But he might be the one most aware of the electoral engineering to replace Mojica, and who is supposed to succeed Mojica in the formula."

"The president Tabaré Valdez?!" Viktor was surprised. "Does that mean that if we dial this number, the president of the Oriental Republic of Uruguay will answer in person?"

"The CSA Group supported Valdez when he won the elections in 2004 as we did now with Mojica in 2009. Believe me, Dr. Valdez is the most interested in ensuring that his party's country project continues into a second term. Valdez will provide all the logistical support you need, including the police and the army, if necessary."

"Oh, yes, that. Before I forget," Viktor remembered. "One of the first expenses we're going to make on the corporate card you just gave us is to rent a car. It was very nice that an army car picked us up at the airport last night, but we work independently."

"As you see fit," accepted the expert negotiator.

"Alan Douglas, campaign advisor," Geraldine continued with the list.

"He doesn't leave his side," Ivan affirmed. "He manages his schedule and writes his speeches for public appearances. You should talk to him."

"Gabriela Vilariño," Viktor read. "Personal secretary. She and Douglas are staying at this hotel, along with Mojica."

"Jorge Larrán and Pedro Méndez, leaders of the Conservative Party and Independent Party senate caucuses, respectively," Geraldine continued with the list. "And what role do they play?"

"Oh, yes, it was a somewhat sensitive topic to leave it printed," Reno switched to a confidential tone, having finished his breakfast, with just a bit of chocolate left in his cup. "You see... I understand that you are Uruguayan, Goldman."

”That's right."

"Well, it won't be unknown to you that between '73 and '85 there was a civic-military dictatorship here in Uruguay, and that the return to democracy was guaranteed by the vote at the polls in '83, but also by the Naval Club pact in '84, where the conservative parties agreed with the de facto regime not to prosecute those who had committed crimes against humanity during the dictatorship."

"I'm familiar with that part of history, yes," Geraldine assured.

"Well, then, in '86, already in the framework of the return to democratic life, the law of expiration of the punitive claim of the state was promulgated, more familiarly called the Expiry Law, to ensure that repressors and human rights violators were not prosecuted."

"And then in '89, a referendum was attempted to repeal it, right?" the detective recalled, who at the time was 14 years old, enough to be aware and understand the political life of her country.

"The green vote and the yellow vote, that's right. The initiative to repeal it lost, but for these October elections, the Progressive Front, with Mojica at the head, supported a new initiative to repeal that law."

"Oh, I didn't know that part. I've been living in Buenos Aires for 4 years. Besides, our work takes us a bit around the globe, you can imagine."

"Yes, of course. It's no shame not to be aware of the day-to-day political issues of a country where one does not live. The point is that those who most promote the non-repeal of this law are senators Larrán for the Conservative Party and Méndez for the Independent Party."

"Oh, wow!" Ielicov connected the dots. "Does that mean that if the repeal promoted by Mojica is approved at the polls, the generals and torturers could start being prosecuted and sent to jail?"

"Precisely. But not only that. Former president Borderragui himself could be prosecuted and imprisoned for his collaboration with the '73 coup and for enabling the establishment of the de facto regime."

"Wow. There's a thread to pull, Vik. Imagine, being a torturer enjoying the millions you stole from Uruguayans, in your retirement in your mansion, with the prospect that one day the police will knock on your door and take you away to be prosecuted, to very likely die behind bars."

"Something doesn't add up," the former Russian boxer stroked his chin. "And be careful, it's not that back home I come from a super democratic and free regime. But 24 years after the dictatorship, that is, in a democratic regime, with elections and all that... crimes committed during the dictatorship still haven't been investigated?"

"The Expiry Law provided, yes, to 'investigate,'" the lobbyist made air quotes, "what had happened to the detained-disappeared, but..."

"Not very enthusiastically, right?" the Russian understood.

"Not at all. Borderragui is on the list," Geraldine confirmed.

"That's right. Also, with this referendum move, and considering that Mojica was imprisoned by the military for 13 years, kept in a hole, it is expected that, if approved by the citizens, the repeal I mean, he will go all out to prosecute and condemn the former coup plotters, if he had reached the presidency."

"What a time for one to have an unlikely heart attack, right?" the private detective ironized. "And this other name sounds familiar too, but I don't remember from where: Amadeo Píriz. Collaborator, it says in the relationship with Mojica. A bit ambiguous, isn't it?"

“Purposeful, ambiguous, and double-edged, too. Píriz is a sworn enemy of Mojica. They hate each other... a lot. Both were Tupamaros in the sixties, and when they were caught, Amadeo Píriz decided to collaborate with the de facto government, betraying his comrades, including Mojica. This was recently called into question when Píriz returned to Uruguay after more than 20 years in exile in Spain. He even wrote a book, (Word of Amadeo), where he tells his version of events, claiming that he didn’t betray anyone or collaborate with the military in any way, raising suspicion that he was framed by the other Tupamaros—Mojica, Huidó, Pulansky, Zabala—who pointed to him as the infiltrator. I can already tell you that Píriz is having a hard time here in Uruguay. People insult him and spit at him in the street, and he receives death threats...”

“What a disaster if he wasn’t the informant, right?”—Geraldine understood. “Or that, after all, there hadn’t been a snitch in the first place.”

“I suppose we’ll never know for sure,”—shrugged the burly lobbyist. “It’s Amadeo’s word against that of the other Tupamaros.”

“And why did they include two former secretaries of Mojica on the list?”—Viktor wondered.

“Who knows a politician’s life better than their personal secretaries?”—the Afro-descendant replied with another question.

“Makes sense,”—agreed Ielicov. “I suppose in that same vein, we should include the one who, by last name, could be Mojica’s sister-in-law, Anabel Pulansky.”

“Yes, she’s Laura’s twin, also a former Tupamaro, and you have her close by. Well... relatively close. She lives on a ranch in Paysandú with her husband and son.”

“Let it not be said that the CSA Group doesn’t do its homework,”—Geraldine raised an eyebrow.

“Whatever you need from our side, detectives, and I mean whatever, call me at any hour. I never turn off my cell phone. I’ll tell you more: most politicians will be found today at 7 PM in the Legislative Palace. Mojica’s wake will be in the hall of lost steps, and all the politicians will be there: De La Rúa, Larrán, Méndez, Pulansky, President Valdez... My flight leaves from Salto Airport at 5. If you can make it, I’ll take you.”
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CHAPTER 3: PRISONER 2746
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Punta Carretas Prison, Montevideo, Uruguay, July 18, 1971, 12:10 PM.

The mayor Falcone was eating rotisserie chicken with his hands when prisoner 2746 was brought in. If there was anything he liked about his job, it was making prisoners feel bad. Keeping them poorly dressed in winter, locking up those who misbehaved in metal cells under the sun for hours, ensuring that the food was irrevocably cold, and that any act of disrespect or disapproving glance towards him or any of his subordinates was punished with no less than 2 months in solitary confinement without visits, of course—the only mental escape valve in any prison where one learns as an inmate what’s happening outside, how their family is doing, and gets to know their new grandchildren or nephews...

In his mind, the director of Punta Carretas Prison believed that if they committed crimes and had a good time in prison, they would return to committing offenses once released. Meanwhile, and not out of pure sadism but from personal conviction, the career police officer made the prison experience as harsh and horrific as possible to prevent recidivism.

Prisoner 2746, in particular, was supposedly one of the most dangerous they had in the facility. He had been part of the National Liberation Movement—Tupamaros, from its inception years ago until the dissolution of the urban guerrilla group that sought to establish a socialist state in the style of Cuba through bombings, kidnappings, and robberies. Only, as Ernesto 'Che' Guevara himself said in a talk at the University of the Republic a decade earlier, on March 8, 1961, ‘here in Uruguay, you can’t do the same as in Cuba because you don’t have jungles or mountains.’”

And how right Guevara was, since while it made noise and alarmed the population, by 1971, the MLN was already dissolved, and all its members were imprisoned in Punta Carretas. Therefore, and out of pure prudence, even though 2746 was brought in handcuffed, it would have suited Director Falcone to have armed guards in his office if there was a guerrilla man on the other side of the desk with the potential to kill anyone who thought differently than him.

However, for quite a while, all he did was eat his rotisserie chicken in front of the inmate, washing it down with a liter of Coca-Cola. When he finished eating, he gestured for the prison guard to leave and let them be alone.

“I apologize for not offering you any, 2746, but as you can see, half a chicken was barely enough for me.”

“Why did you call me, Falcone?”

“To make you a proposal. That’s how generous I feel today.”

“Proposal for what?”—the inmate was puzzled.

“You see,”—he wiped his lips and hands with a cloth napkin—“you leftist murderers did us a great service in the sixties. The work you did was impressive for advancing our goals in the country. We are infinitely grateful, from the bottom of our hearts, for having opened the door for the Implementation of Urgent Security Measures four years ago, which are still in effect. Now repression against crime is something else entirely, and justice can be administered with an iron fist. And all those great advances, we owe to you.”

“Ha. You’re welcome,”—said the Tupamaro, somewhat ironically, understanding that the ideological end of his movement was exactly the opposite of what resulted.

“But here we have you, 2746, and all the Bolsheviks in your group, and now good people can walk peacefully down the streets, and the truth... the truth is that we need you out there, why lie?”

“What?!”—the inmate was taken aback. “Are you saying you’re going to set us free, just like that?”

“Mmm... something like that. Look, 2746. If you were chosen to have this conversation, it’s because we know you are a very intelligent and charismatic person. After all, you are one of the leaders of that gang of common criminals with delusions of being the great liberators of the homeland that the Tupamaros are. And as your leader, we’re going to ask you to betray them.”

"But... but... how could I betray my own? Who do you think you are talking to?!" he got agitated, deviating from the line that, in any other situation, would have earned him 2 to 6 months of solitary confinement. But this was not any other situation.

"I think I'm talking to a very intelligent man, as I said, who yes, might have his crazy revolutionary delusions and stupid Bolshevik idealisms... but who also knows what's good for him. Do you see where I'm going?" he raised a suggestive eyebrow.

"A coup is coming, isn't it?" he expressed what not only the Tupamaros but the general population had known for years: the most likely response to the revolutionary and socialist advance in Latin America was the establishment of a de facto regime, supported, of course, by the United States.

"Do you see why we chose you, among all your group of idiots?"

"And what would a coup imply for the conditions of incarceration?"

"Oh, my friend. Then we will have complete freedom to do whatever we want with the prisoners”

“Then you have everything planned, don’t you?”

“Not us. This comes from outside Uruguay, and you know it, 2746. Now, are you with us, or would you prefer that when the military takes power, we torture you indefinitely? Think about the benefits of being on our side. We will have to hold you, of course, after the escape, and you’ll point out all your buddies like a good hunting dog, but let’s take a very simple example. Today I ordered half a rotisserie chicken. If you join us, maybe next time I’ll order a whole chicken. Half for me, half for you. Do you like wine?”

“I prefer cane liquor.”

“Well, a bottle of Velho Barreiro to go with the chicken. Or would you rather suffer, endure, and be mistreated for the next 10 or 20 years for a plan that will never succeed?”

“Tell me a bit more about how we’re going to get out of this prison,” said the inmate, smiling slyly.

Pool of Las Palmas, Termas del Arapey, Uruguay, Monday, July 20, 2009, 10 a.m.

The current Head of Homicides of the National Police, Captain Gervasio “Toro” Villa, and Detective Di Lorenzo were waiting for the duo of detectives outside the pool, smoking.

“Good morning, Toro”—greeted Geraldine upon arrival, shaking hands with the mustached Indian—“Di Lorenzo”—she did the same with the young detective.

After the formal handshakes among the four, they entered the enclosed pool. The heat and steam were comforting compared to the 5 degrees Celsius outside. Several bathers, averaging around 65 years old, were using the municipal facilities, including what appeared to be the grandchildren of the elderly. The presence of the two police officers and the two private detectives—who clearly weren’t there to immerse themselves in the thermal pool surrounded by palm trees—caught attention, but the four ignored it.

“Well, this is where the body of Senator Mojica was found,” Di Lorenzo pointed out. “According to the lifeguard’s account, around 9:30 p.m. last Saturday, July 18, he was on duty and Mojica was the only guest in the pool, but at that hour, he testified that he had to go to the bathroom urgently. If you would follow me, please,” he indicated the way. “This is the bathroom. According to the municipal lifeguard, when he tried to leave, five minutes after being inside, the door was locked tight. I love that expression: locked tight,” the homicide detective in charge of the case smiled.

“Alright, time for a little test,” proposed Ielicov, after checking several times that the bathroom door opened and closed easily. “Di Lorenzo, please step into the bathroom, and when I tell you, try to get out.”

“Let’s go!” the young detective replied enthusiastically, and after the Russian detective gave him the signal, he tried to open it. “I can’t. It won’t even budge from the frame,” he announced. “It’s like it’s nailed shut.”

“Try with all your strength. Slam against it with your arm,” requested the former boxer.

“Same result,” Di Lorenzo confirmed. “It still won’t give.”

“Thanks, detective,” Ielicov smiled as he opened the door.

“If I didn’t know you as well as I do, Toro, I’d say that’s a look of surprise,” joked Geraldine.

“I’m stunned,” replied the giant descendant of indigenous peoples, his well-groomed mustache twitching. “I can’t believe it. We’re going to have to release the lifeguard.”

“I don’t understand anything,” the one who had been locked in the bathroom said. “What happened? How did you manage to lock me in if there’s no latch on the outside?”

“I leaned against the door that opens outward and pushed,” Ielicov shrugged.

“There are some more modern devices,” Goldman added. “We saw them at a convention in Denver, I think it was last year. They’re two metal plates that slide into the slot and open like a hydraulic jack, applying pressure to the frame and the door, preventing it from opening.”

“Yeah, but that would have left marks on the paint and the wood,” his partner examined.

“That’s right. And the version with a rubber coating wouldn’t have worked in this case.” -she nodded-. “Not enough space”.

“So, a guy pushed the door from the outside while... what? Another one killed Mojica?” Villa continued the reasoning.

“It could have been the same person,” Geraldine hypothesized. “Viktor, despite being six feet tall, weighs 120 kilos, and I can assure you it’s all muscle,” she smiled, patting the boxer’s sturdy arm. “How long could it have taken someone of his physique to hold Mojica’s head underwater until he drowned and come back to block the door? Two... three minutes?”

“The time it would normally take the lifeguard to do his business in the bathroom, and that’s if he was hurrying,” continued the Russian private detective.

“What the killer or killers had to avoid was the lifeguard arriving in time to revive him; I assume CPR is part of basic lifeguard training,” the tall, slender detective with curly black hair made an eloquent gesture. “In any case, 25 minutes seems like a lot. After 2 minutes without oxygen, 8 minutes—if we’re exaggerating—if they can revive someone through CPR, the brain is already irretrievable. They’d be reviving a vegetable.”

“Maybe the killer wanted to make sure,” speculated Di Lorenzo.

“There are no cameras in this place, right?” asked Ielicov.

“In a thermal pool? Why would there be?” Gervasio “Toro” Villa showed his annoyance.

“And is the toxicology report from the Forensic Technical Institute conclusive? Was there no presence of toxins in the body?” Geraldine inquired, for whom, in the four years she had been in her new profession as a private detective alongside Viktor, this was not the first time they had been hired to solve a homicide.

Anyway, it’s worth clarifying. Goldman was never an action-oriented woman, not even someone who took sports seriously as part of necessary health care. Before meeting Viktor, she thought that maintaining a light and balanced diet was enough. However, when she met the former boxer in extreme situations, during the Decorator case, her life changed forever.

What had never changed was her passion for studying as a way of life. By 2005, she was a Penta lingual, with three of the languages she spoke almost without an accent, and any book that fell into her hands—almost never fiction, but rather theses and essays on various topics—was devoured and assimilated. When she joined forces with her current partner on private investigations, she had fervently dedicated herself to engaging with themes related to her new profession, and it could be said that, while homicide cases didn’t account for more than one in ten, perhaps, she knew everything there was to know about topics as diverse as toxicology, knives, firearms, well-known cases of serial killers, and exotic subjects like venomous spiders or plastic explosives. All in theory, of course.

“There was no presence of toxins,” Villa recalled. “But Dr. Lía Regueiro mentioned a primary analysis (one done here in Uruguay, let’s say), and a second blood sample that was sent to a lab in Argentina, one that has bigger or better machines; I couldn’t say...”

“Is Lía Regueiro still at the ITF?!” Geraldine exclaimed in surprise.

“Yes, she’s the head now,” confirmed the descendant of indigenous peoples, shrugging.

“Yeah. It was probably because they almost blew her up when the Decorator's henchmen blew up the ITF facilities. Where are they now?”

“In an annex of the Faculty of Sciences, in Malvín Norte.”

“Ah, yes. I know it. Let’s get back to the myocardial infarction,” Geraldine closed the topic. “If Lía performed the autopsy, we can confirm that it was the cause of death. But if Mojica had a full check-up not long ago, it only showed a 2% chance of having one... how could he have had a heart attack?”

“Are you referring to the fact that a muscular guy held his head underwater until he drowned?” raised an eyebrow the head of Homicides of the National Police.

“I see where you’re going, Geral,” Viktor sided with his partner. “If a scare could trigger a heart attack, there would be more heart attack victims in traffic accidents than people who were lightly or severely traumatized.”

“Exactly! There must have been an accelerant in combination with the scare. Without looking at our previous case notes, I can think of cocaine, anabolic steroids, excessive nitroglycerin, fentanyl...”

“There are going to be two key factors here,” Di Lorenzo wanted to add: “blood tests and testimonies from his close ones to know what Mojica ate or drank before coming to the pool.”

“Don’t forget the glass and the whiskey bottle,” Gervasio “Toro” Villa also contributed.

"Was Mojica really allowed to come with a whiskey bottle to drink at the pool?” Ielicov wanted to confirm.

“It was ‘Pancho’ Mojica,” Villa shrugged. “That’s why he came at this hour. During the day, he was always walking around with his mate, but at night he really hit the Mac Pay hard.”

“Mac Pay? He drank that on a senator’s salary?” Geraldine almost grimaced at hearing the cheapest brand of the cheapest on the market.

“To each their own,” shrugged the mustached man.

“Well, I think we’re done here. Right, Geral?” Ielicov asked.

“I think so. We have millions of interviews ahead of us,” she confirmed. “I propose we finally use Corporal Fernández’s services as a driver and try to track down the lifeguard locked up in Salto and Mojica’s sister-in-law at the estate outside Paysandú, and then see if we can make it in time for Mr. Reno to give us a lift to Montevideo in his plane.”

“Let’s roll, partner!” Viktor smiled at her.
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CHAPTER 4: FIRST INTERVIEWS
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Hotel Arapey Termal Restaurant, Monday, July 20, 2009, 10:30 AM

Gabriela Vilariño patiently waited, sipping a lemon tea, for the detectives who had summoned her. She had her suitcase with wheels and her briefcase next to her. Despite being over 40 years old for some time now, the late candidate's secretary looked well-groomed, made-up, formally and properly dressed in a light brown two-piece suit, and a generous neckline. She gestured to the detectives when she saw them enter, so they would come closer.

"Graciela Vilariño, I assume," Geraldine extended her hand to shake the secretary's.

"Indeed. It's a pleasure to meet you."

"Geraldine Goldman. Viktor Ielicov."

"The pleasure is ours. May we?" the detective pointed to the empty seats.

"Please," accepted the woman with a smile, who seemed to have been naturally blonde but now, at her age, was surely frequently assisted by dye.

"You were expecting us, correct?" wanted to confirm Ielicov, as they had not yet had the chance to call anyone.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Lady & Boxer Investigators

¥ Magnicide

e

oA §
Mancel, Py

Lady & Boxer Investigators - Vol. 2

<





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





