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      To you, Celia, forever in my memory
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      There she lay. Mariona. Pale, blonde, voluptuous, and… dead.

      Abel Mendoza paced from one side of the massive desk to the other like a caged ferret, raising small clouds of dust as he shuffled piles of papers that hadn’t been touched in months. He turned towards shelves filled with medical reference works. His hands seemed to have taken on a life of their own and moved wildly, pulling out books and picking up others that had fallen to the floor, closing open drawers and opening closed ones.

      Finally he found what he was looking for. Just at that moment, with the back of his left hand, he inadvertently knocked a plastic skull to the floor. Half of it was covered in muscles and had an eye; the other half was bare bones. Skulls wear a permanent smile, even when they’ve fallen to the floor. The impact sent an eyeball flying, bouncing like a ping-pong ball towards the recumbent body.

      He picked up the skull and, despite his nervousness, or perhaps because of it, couldn’t resist returning its smile. Then the rolling plastic eye hit the heel of the dead woman’s single shoe. The hollow thud it made sent him over the edge into real panic. 

      Abel Mendoza fled the room, running out through the door he had opened just minutes earlier with a picklock.
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      ‘Mariona Sobrerroca’s been murdered.’

      As always, Goyanes sounded neutral, professional. Joaquín Grau switched the heavy black receiver into his other hand so that he could rub his right temple. The headache he’d had since getting out of bed that morning flared up when the Commissioner gave him the news. Yet the voice at the other end of the line kept talking, oblivious to the effect it was having.

      ‘Her maid found the body this morning, when she came back from a weekend with relatives in Manresa. The house was turned upside down; must have been a break-in.’

      His headache intensified still further. Grau reached out for the glass of water his secretary had left for him on the table, grabbed a little packet of powdered painkiller, stuck it between his teeth and ripped it open. He poured its contents into the water and stirred it silently with a teaspoon. He drank it down in a single gulp before interrupting the Commissioner.

      ‘Who’s assigned to the case?’

      ‘I gave it to Burguillos.’

      ‘No. I’m not so sure about him.’

      A snort was heard at the other end of the line. Grau ignored it. ‘I want Castro on this case,’ he ordered.

      ‘Castro?’

      ‘Yes, Castro. He’s the best you have.’

      Goyanes could only nod.

      ‘OK,’ he conceded, but he sounded displeased.

      The public prosecutor responded irritably. ‘And I expect results soon. The Eucharistic Congress is going to be held here in a month, and I want the city clean. Is that clear?’

      ‘Crystal clear.’

      After hanging up, Grau analysed the conversation. He had made the right choice. Castro was one of the most capable inspectors in the Criminal Investigation Brigade, if not the most capable. And he knew him to be absolutely loyal. He wasn’t as convinced about Goyanes, despite the fact that the CIB’s Commissioner had, once again, just shown him the necessary degree of deference. For some time now, Grau hadn’t been sure he could trust Goyanes and his closest men, including Inspector Burguillos.

      For the moment, his position in the public prosecutor’s office was secure. For the moment. But he was aware that he had many enemies, and their number was growing. He knew too that they were clever, and capable of hiding in the shadows until the opportune moment arrived. He had to stay sharp. Goyanes had followed orders, but Grau had noticed that he was even more distant than usual. Or was it just his imagination? He had to stay focused, on guard, as always. The lion who takes the first swipe is usually victorious.

      Relentless, that was how he liked to think of himself. Just like during the war, when he had been a military judge known for his ability to pass death sentences without wavering. That was why, after the war, when the Regime appointed trusted people for the new Justice Administration, they’d named him public prosecutor of Barcelona. The work they’d begun during the war wasn’t over, there was still a lot to do. And he was still relentless.

      He leaned back in his seat and looked at the pile of letters on his desk. He had never allowed his secretary to open them, just as he hadn’t invited any familiarity between them. He always made sure to check out his staff thoroughly, but his secretary didn’t know a single thing about her boss that wasn’t strictly necessary. Not his secretary, not anyone. He would never understand some people’s need to tell others their personal stories, to open flanks of attack to the enemy gratuitously.

      His gaze remained fixed on the unopened envelopes. It still made him feel slightly uneasy to see the day’s correspondence on his desk. For several weeks after the commuters’ strike last spring, he had opened the post with some trepidation. The popular public transportation boycott over the increase in fares and the ensuing general strike had caused many heads to roll. The first to go was Barcelona’s prefect, followed immediately by the mayor. Two Falange officers ended up in jail because they didn’t show sufficient enthusiasm for sending their units to fill the tramcars and break the strike. Other old-guard Falangists had also lost their posts. No one could be sure of holding onto their position.

      He grabbed one of the letters at random, an envelope of fine paper that he tore with a sharp thrust of his steel-handled letter opener. It was an invitation to an official reception. Of course he would go, if only to avoid giving them the opportunity to whisper and plot behind his back. Yes, he was on his guard.

      And now the Sobrerroca murder. Mariona Sobrerroca, dead. He had known her; he’d had social dealings with both her and her husband, the late Jerónimo Garmendia. Life takes so many twists and turns! Their magnificent mansion on Tibidabo had emptied over the course of just two years. In that brief stretch of time, the Grim Reaper had caught up with them both. ‘I’m becoming morose,’ he thought. ‘And that’s no good; that and this headache are a bad combination.’ There was only one solution for both things, and that was to keep a cool head. Mariona Sobrerroca’s death was just work – it was a case, a police investigation. One that involved sniffing around among the Barcelona bourgeoisie. On the one hand, that could be complicated. Who knew what they were going to turn up? Every investigation, no matter where, aired dirty laundry. It was like digging for wells: go deep enough and you always find shit. And those people didn’t want you looking into their sewers any more than anyone else did. The difference was that they were well connected, so he had to treat them with kid gloves. They were quick to complain, and they knew exactly whom to address their complaints to. Later, he’d have to hope that the results of the investigation were satisfactory. Perhaps, as on other occasions, he’d have to hide some things. And he wasn’t sure whether this case would distinguish him in the public eye.

      And then again maybe it would.

      He picked up the phone and dialled Goyanes’s number.

      He got straight to the point. ‘I want this case to get priority treatment in the press.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because it’s important to show the world that this country pursues its criminals and punishes them efficiently.’

      He didn’t care whether Goyanes believed those words, lifted from official speeches, or not. Grau knew they were incontestable.

      ‘What does “priority” mean?’ the Commissioner wanted to know.

      ‘That we’re going to give one newspaper the exclusive: La Vanguardia.’

      ‘La Vanguardia? Why them? Remember what they did with the information in the Broto case…’

      ‘That’s exactly why. This time, as the only official source, they won’t be able to start speculating.’

      That conversation was even briefer than the first one.

      Afterwards, he tipped his head back and closed his eyes, in the hope of mitigating the pain, which was now making itself felt as a throbbing in his ears.

      On the other hand, he told himself, returning to the train of thought he’d interrupted in order to call the Commissioner, it was very likely that these enquiries would yield some interesting information, which he’d make sure to file away for future use. Maybe he’d even get some material that could help him solve a few of his own little problems.

      He began to notice his headache easing slightly.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              2
            

          

        

      

      At nine that morning, as she contemplated her half-empty cup of coffee with sleepy eyes, Ana Martí heard the telephone in the stairway. It was kept in a nook beneath the first set of stairs, inside a box with a shutter door that closed with a lock. Only Teresina Sauret, the doorkeeper and the Serrahimas, the building’s owners, who lived on the main floor, had the key. When the telephone rang, the doorkeeper picked it up and told whomever it was for that they had a call. If she felt like it; sometimes she wasn’t in the mood. Tips or Christmas bonuses, either the expectation of receiving them or the generosity of their presentation, spurred her on to climb the stairs.

      That day, it was the possibility of claiming the two months of back rent Ana owed that made her legs swifter, and soon after the shrill ringing had got her out of her flat, the doorkeeper had already reached the third floor – which was really the fourth, when you counted the unnumbered main floor – and was banging on the door.

      ‘Señorita Martí, telephone.’

      Ana opened the door. Teresina Sauret, planted in the middle of the doorway, blocked her exit. Cold, damp air came in through the spaces not filled by her plump body, which was squeezed into a plush robe. Ana grabbed her coat, in case the call was long, and the keys to lock up against the doorkeeper’s prying eyes. Teresina must have thought she was looking for the money, and she moved aside. Ana slipped through the gap to exit her flat and closed the door, leaving Teresina’s face a few centimetres from the wood, at the height of the bronze peephole, round like a porthole. The peepholes on the other three doors shone in the light of the bare bulb that hung from the landing ceiling. There were no lamps in the hallways of the floors for let, only in the entryway and the main floor, for the Serrahimas’ visitors. The owners seemed completely unconcerned by this fact, or what the tenants might think about it.

      The doorkeeper muttered something; it was unlikely to have been anything nice or pleasant, but Teresina Sauret took the precaution of not saying it too loudly. That way, Ana, the layabout, would get the message just from her tone, yet anyone overhearing it would fail to understand.

      Meanwhile, Ana ran down the stairs, reached the nook and picked up the heavy Bakelite receiver Teresina had left resting on the box.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Aneta?’

      It was Mateo Sanvisens, editor-in-chief at La Vanguardia.

      ‘Do you know Mariona Sobrerroca?’

      How could she not? She had been writing for the society pages for almost two years; there was no way she could have escaped knowing who she was. The widow of a posh doctor and heiress to an old Catalan lineage, she was part of the fixed cast at all the city’s important parties.

      ‘Of course,’ she replied.

      Moving away from the door to Ana’s flat, Teresina Sauret had begun her descent, slackening her pace to be able to catch part of the phone conversation. Her feet drew closer with exasperating slowness.

      ‘Well, now you don’t know her, you knew her.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘She’s dead.’

      ‘And you need the obituary for tomorrow…’ she started to say.

      The lines of text were already writing themselves in her head: ‘Illustrious Mariona Sobrerroca i Salvat is no longer with us. Garmendia’s widow, generous benefactor of…’ Sanvisens’s next remark snatched the mental typewriter right out of her head.

      ‘Aneta, dear, are you daft, or has watching too much opera made you feeble-minded? You think I would call you for an obituary?’

      She had been ghostwriting for the newspaper long enough to know when she should leave Sanvisens’s questions unanswered. She took advantage of the silence to nod goodbye to the doorkeeper, who had finally reached the last stair. Teresina Sauret went into her flat. The sound of her slippers against the floor stopped, as was to be expected, just behind the door.

      ‘She’s been murdered.’

      She must have startled the doorkeeper with the exclamation that slipped out when she heard those words, because there was a bang against the door. I hope she hit her head good and hard, thought Ana.

      ‘I’d like you to follow up on the matter. Will you do it?’

      She had a lot of questions. Why me? Why isn’t Carlos Belda doing it? What are the police saying? What do you want me to do? Why me? She had so many questions that she simply said, ‘Yes.’

      Mateo Sanvisens asked her to come into the office immediately.

      She hung up, then raced up to her flat with long strides, put on some shoes, grabbed her bag and headed down the stairs. Teresina Sauret was closing the little door to the telephone.

      ‘Such manners! What’s the rush?’ Ana heard as she went running out onto the street and headed towards the Ronda.

      She passed, without a glance, the graffiti of José Antonio’s face over block letters that read ‘HERE WITH US!’ Stencilling the founder of the fascist Falange party – the martyr, as many called him – was considered less an act of vandalism than one of patriotism. Which was why no one had dared to complain about it. They were too afraid of drawing attention to themselves. Since there were no trams heading towards the Plaza de la Universidad, she chose to walk rather than wait. She walked so briskly to Pelayo Street that soon her legs didn’t feel the cold. At the newspaper office she waited for Sanvisens to answer her questions. Maybe he’d even tell her why he’d called her instead of Carlos Belda, who always handled the crime news.

       

      ‘Carlos is off sick. He’ll be out for at least a week, if not two,’ Sanvisens said after greeting her and looking at his watch, as if he had timed her progress since the call. 

      Out of courtesy, she asked, ‘What does he have?’

      ‘The clap. They treated it with penicillin and he had a reaction.’

      ‘Maybe the penicillin was bad.’

      It wouldn’t have been surprising. There had been more than one case of adulterated medication that had left a trail of the dead and chronically ill. Adulterating penicillin was a crime punishable by death. So was tampering with bread or milk. But it was still done.

      ‘Maybe,’ said the editor-in-chief.

      Mateo Sanvisens wasn’t particularly fond of small talk. He was a man of few words; curt, some said, like his gaunt build, the sinewy body of a veteran mountain climber, with hands covered in ridges as if they’d been carved with a chisel. In his youth he had scaled several high peaks in the Alps and he knew the Pyrenees, where he was from, better than the smugglers did. In his office he had pictures of some of the highest peaks in the world, including Everest.

      ‘The tallest mountain, though not necessarily the most difficult. That’s something you often find out when you’re already on your way up. I’ll get there soon,’ he would say frequently.

      Beside it was the marked page of La Vanguardia that had announced, two years earlier, in 1950, that the French expedition had reached the summit of Annapurna.

      As soon as Ana had settled in front of his desk, Sanvisens immediately started in on the details of the case.

      ‘Mariona Sobrerroca’s maid found her dead at her home yesterday.’

      ‘How was she killed?’ 

      ‘She was beaten and then strangled.’

      ‘With what?’ 

      She was embarrassed by the thin little voice that asked the question, but a growing excitement had seized her throat.

      ‘By hand.’ Sanvisens mimed strangulation.

      The how, where and part of the when had been resolved in few words.

      ‘Is this news really going to be covered?’ she asked.

      News of murders wasn’t well received by the censors. In a country where peace and order supposedly reigned, local crimes weren’t supposed to bring that image into question. There were clear orders on the matter, but also, as with everything, exceptions. It seemed this case was going to be one of the latter.

      ‘It can’t be swept under the carpet. Mariona Sobrerroca is too well known, and her family, particularly her brother, is very well connected, both here and in Madrid; so the authorities have decided it is better to report on the investigation and use it to demonstrate the effectiveness of the forces of order.’

      The last few words sounded as if they were in quotation marks. Ana caught the sarcasm.

      ‘What if it turns out she was killed by someone close to her, a top society person?’

      A series of photos of Mariona Sobrerroca in the society pages paraded through Ana’s mind, as if she were turning the pages of an album: in evening wear at the Liceo Opera House beside the wives of the city’s high-ranking politicians; delivering armfuls of Christmas presents to the children of the Welfare Service, along with several leaders of the Women’s Section of the Falange; at a debutante ball; with a group of ladies at a fundraiser for the Red Cross; at dances, concerts, High Mass…

      ‘Well, it would serve as an example of how we are all equal under the law.’ The sarcastic tone was still there. ‘But I don’t think so. It seems to have been a break-in. Whatever it was, we are going to report on it. In an exclusive.’

      He paused as his eyes searched for something on his desk.

      ‘The case is in the hands of a specialist, Inspector Isidro Castro of the Criminal Investigation Brigade.’

      Isidro Castro. She didn’t know him personally, but it wouldn’t be the first time she’d written about him, although it would be the first time she did so under her own name. Castro had solved some important cases in recent years.

      She remembered one in particular: the disappearance and murder of a nurse at the San Pablo Hospital, because she had written the copy that had appeared under Carlos Belda’s byline.

      Castro had hunted one killer after another. The first was ratted out by an accomplice, who in turn accused a third man. Not a terribly long chain of betrayals, but even if it had had ten links in it, Castro would have managed to connect them all. The police used brutally effective methods, and Inspector Castro, over the years he’d been working in Barcelona, had earned a reputation as the best. Soon she would meet him. What would he look like? What would the person behind ‘the magnificent investigative work carried out by the Criminal Investigation Brigade’ – as she had written in the article – be like? It was impossible to report on crimes in Spain without using those kinds of formulas. Crimes were to be solved, and order – the country’s natural state – restored. She had done a good job. You had to do things right, even if someone else was going to get the credit for them. Perhaps Sanvisens appreciated her work, even though he had never said it, and this opportunity was her reward.

      The editor-in-chief had given up his attempt to find whatever it was with just a glance and was now rummaging through the mess of documents, newspapers and notebooks that covered his desk. Ana knew that he was searching for something for her.

      She owed a lot to Sanvisens and his friendship with her father, despite the political differences that had irrevocably distanced them. He hadn’t spoken to her father since he had been released from jail and dismissed from his post, and Sanvisens never even uttered his former colleague’s name. In fact, he grew angry if Ana even mentioned him. As for Ana, she struggled to banish the suspicion that her job at the newspaper was some sort of compensation because Sanvisens had the position that should have been her father’s. When he offered Ana her first article, she’d asked her father for ‘permission’ to accept it. He gave it to her tacitly, with the phrase, ‘We are a family of journalists.’ The name Mateo Sanvisens was still taboo.

      And now, finally, she was getting to do some serious journalism, writing about a murder case. Her surprise, and the question ‘why me?’, must have been written all over her face, because Sanvisens, as he pulled a small piece of paper out of a pile of letters, looked at her and said, ‘Isn’t this what you’ve always wanted? Well, here’s your chance. Make the most of it.’

      At the theatre or the opera, every understudy dreams of the lead losing his voice. That’s their moment, having mastered their role while watching in the wings: to step onto the stage and dazzle the audience.

      And she had got a lot of answers, but she still had one final question. ‘Will it be my own byline…?’

      Sanvisens seemed to have been expecting it.

      ‘Yes. What you write will appear under your byline.’

      He read her the note he held in his hand.

      ‘Now get moving. You have to be at police headquarters at eleven. Don’t forget your ID. Olga is doing an accreditation for you.’

      Suddenly Ana realised exactly where she had to go.

      ‘On Vía Layetana?’

      ‘Yes, that’s what I said. Is there a problem?’

      ‘No, no. I just wanted to make sure.’

      There was no way she was going to admit to him that she, like so many others, was frightened by the mere mention of that building. Sanvisens looked at her somewhat suspiciously. Ana averted her eyes to avoid giving him any cause to doubt her suitability for the job. She had to step into the spotlight and shine, even if the setting was one of the most threatening in the entire city. This was her chance. ‘Ritorna vincitor,’ ran the aria from Aida that struck up in her head.

      ‘Eleven o’clock, Vía Layetana,’ she repeated, as if making a mental note.

      ‘Inspector Isidro Castro will be expecting you,’ added Sanvisens.

      She tried to thank him, but Sanvisens wouldn’t hear of it.

      ‘Do me a favour, Aneta: when you leave, find the errand boy and tell him to go to the pharmacy and get me some of those little sachets of magnesium.’

      Bringing a hand to his stomach by way of explanation, Sanvisens then abruptly turned round and started banging away at his typewriter. So she didn’t get a chance to ask him if Isidro Castro knew that the person covering the story was a woman.

      A woman who, after giving the errand boy the message, was so euphoric that she didn’t realise she was speaking aloud: ‘This time, the dead woman does have a name.’ Unlike the macabre joke Carlos Belda had played on her when she first started working at the paper.

       

      She remembered the rat. A dead rat lying swollen on the steps, its pink tail hanging almost all the way down to the stair below. No one had bothered to move it aside: not the police, not the undertakers, nor any of the curious bystanders who came to take a look. Someone would eventually end up stepping on it.

      The dead woman she supposedly had to write about was on the first floor of an abandoned building on Arco del Teatro, a street that led into the lower Paralelo and the filthiest part of the Barrio Chino, Barcelona’s red light district. Some children had discovered the body wrapped in an old blanket.

      She didn’t get to see it, but she didn’t need to. She had seen the space where the woman had tried to take shelter from the cold, a wooden box, part of what had once been a wardrobe. It was as if she’d been buried alive.

      ‘Was she elderly?’ Ana had asked one of the officers she’d met in the building.

      ‘About forty, but she’d packed a lot of living into those years.’

      The case turned out to be a dirty trick. Belda knew this type of news wasn’t usually published, that a piece about one of the corpses the police removed each week from abandoned buildings and the shelters where the hundreds of indigents swarming the city took refuge for the night wouldn’t pass the censors. It had all been for nothing. The stench of piss and putrefaction on the street, in the building, in the flat. The impoverished faces of some, the bloated features of others, the dogs that ran terrified along the pavements, fleeing grubby, feral children.

      The mere fact that Belda had been the one who’d offered her the chance to go to the scene had put her on her guard. Her humiliation over having fallen so naively into his trap hurt more than her frustration when she realised she wasn’t going to be able to write a word about it. 

      Belda was waiting for her in the offices of La Vanguardia like a boy on All Fools’ Day who can barely stifle his laughter when he sees the paper figure stuck to his victim’s back. No one on the staff had opposed her joining the newspaper as vehemently. That was more than a year ago, but he still hadn’t accepted her.

      To get to her desk, Ana had to pass Belda’s. That day, when she returned to the office, he waited until she was close enough, looked up, took the cigarette from between his lips and, with feigned disappointment, said, ‘Oh, so you missed the stiff? Well, maybe you can write a feature on the latest fashions the whores in the Barrio Chino are wearing.’

      He let out a laugh and looked around him, seeking the applause of his colleagues, who were following the scene more or less willingly.

      He raised a few chuckles, which turned into cackles when they heard Ana’s retort.

      ‘I’m sure you’re much better informed on their underwear.’

      She turned on her heel and left him first with his mouth agape and then spewing a torrent of insults that only stopped when Mateo Sanvisens came within earshot.

      So her first case had been a death with no body, the only record of it some court archives filed away along with those of the other nameless souls found dead that week. 

      But this time, the corpse waiting for her was a dead woman with a name – a very prominent name.
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      ‘Look, I got Ruiz to buy that silver piece from me. You should be glad to be rid of it, it was only gathering dust.’

      Encarni put the shopping basket down on the table. She was pleased. Ruiz, the pawn shop guy, had paid her well for the centrepiece, and she had been able to buy plenty of groceries. The basket was overflowing. She was sure the missus would say she could take something to her mother. 

      ‘Good,’ answered her employer, but Encarni could tell she hadn’t been paying attention. She was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee in front of her, and her hand held a holder with the nub of a cigarette in it. The coffee and cigarette must have been her breakfast, and it was already noon.

      She started to pull things out of the basket, making as much noise as possible: she crushed the newsprint so that it would crunch, she clinked together two bottles before placing them heavily on the ground. She liked things to make noise: the tinkling of the silverware when she put it in the drawer, the creaking of the drawers of the many cupboards when she opened them, the lids banging onto the pots. 

      The noise was practical, too, when Encarni wanted to attract Señora Beatriz’s attention.

      She turned towards Encarni, pulling her gaze from the distance and focusing it on her. ‘How much did Ruiz pay you for it?’ 

      ‘He gave me ninety pesetas.’

      ‘Good.’ Then she smiled. ‘That’s a lot.’

      Encarni grinned with satisfaction. She was proud of her negotiating skills, but she thought it more elegant to accept the compliment without comment, to downplay it, so she changed the subject. ‘Do you know what? Up in Tibidabo, they found a dead woman.’

      Was Señora Beatriz still listening to her? There was no way of knowing. If she was thinking about the dusty papers and the yellow cards she had in the desk, there was no point telling her anything. It would be like talking to a wall or a hatstand. But she lifted her head; it seemed she wanted to know more. Encarni continued, ‘A rich widow. Horrible thing. The chicken guy told me that it was real butchery. Everything covered in blood. How awful!’

      She turned to put the half-pound of butter she’d bought into the fridge. Before putting it away, she took it out of its paper, sniffed it to make sure it wasn’t rancid and placed the stick on a porcelain butter dish.

      ‘The maid found her. Poor thing. She had a day off, came back and there was the widow. Stiff as a board. Thank goodness I’m not in her shoes.’

      ‘Yes, what luck! Especially for me.’

      Señora Beatriz sounded amused. She was still wearing her dressing gown. Her blonde hair was wrapped in a turban, a damp lock escaping on one side. Another night that she had stayed up into the wee hours with her books. 

      Encarni smiled.

      ‘Forgive me, Professor, ma’am. But imagine, Fermín the fishmonger said the poor girl almost died of a heart attack.’ Encarni paused for dramatic effect. ‘But the worst thing is the eye…’

      The missus leaned forward and shook some ash from her sleeve. Encarni sighed. She was going to make another hole in her dressing gown. She didn’t seem to care much, though it must have cost a bob or two. She had to have bought it before the war; you couldn’t find those designs these days. If she wanted to, the missus could be very elegant, but no; in the end she just put on whatever she pulled out of her huge wardrobes. There was even a cassock in one of them. 

      ‘It was my Uncle Lázaro’s,’ Señora Beatriz had told her when she’d asked about it.

      ‘And what’s it doing here?’

      ‘I don’t even remember.’

      ‘The priest in my town would have sold his soul for a cassock of such quality.’

      ‘Encarni!’ Señora Beatriz pretended to be scandalised. ‘Well, if you’d like, we’ll send it to him.’

      ‘That’s expensive. Forget about it.’

      She’d responded evasively, instead of telling her that she still remembered with shame how the priest of her town – El Padul, in Granada – had called her a ‘bitch in heat’, pointing at her during a sermon in church, because he had seen her kissing her boyfriend the previous afternoon. If it weren’t a cassock and made of such good fabric, she would have used it to make dust rags. Encarni knew about clothes. She and her sister used to study the display windows on the Paseo de Gracia on Sunday afternoons.

      ‘They ripped out one of her eyes and it was rolling around on the floor.’

      Encarni bent and picked up an orange that had fallen and rolled along the kitchen tiles. She placed it in the fruit bowl.

      ‘Her eye was rolling on the floor?’

      ‘That’s what she told me in the greengrocer’s and while she did, nothing to it, she slipped me an overripe apple.’

      She produced the apple and put it on the table in front of the missus. It seemed that the apple was about to begin rolling too, but Encarni stopped it with her hand and placed it firmly beside the coffee cup. 

      ‘Look, all four of them are perfect,’ she said. ‘“Let me see,” I said to the produce lady, “because last time there was one that was overripe.” “Please, for the love of God,” she told me, “don’t be like that. It’s just that this murder’s got me all a-frit.”’ Encarni imitated the fruit seller’s accent and way of speaking. ‘What nonsense! She only tells her stories so her customers are distracted and she can sell them rotten apples and disgusting oranges.’ 

      ‘Can you say that again?’ 

      ‘What?’

      ‘The disgusting part.’

      ‘Ay, ma’am! Don’t start again with my zeds,’ lamented Encarni, but with little conviction.

      She hadn’t forgotten that her zeds were what had got her the job in the first place.

      She had been working at Señora Beatriz’s house for almost two years, ever since one afternoon when she’d sat down, exhausted, on one of the circular benches along the Paseo de Gracia. She had been going from house to house looking for work since the early morning. She was so tired that she didn’t notice the woman sitting to her left until she pulled out a box of matches from her handbag and lit a cigarette fitted into a long black holder. A woman smoking in the street. But she wasn’t a whore: she was elegant, even if her clothing was a bit dated; Encarni had guessed she was over forty, but forty in rich women’s years, which take less of a toll than a poor woman’s forty. She had a book on her lap. After lighting the cigarette, she held the holder with her free hand and continued reading. A woman smoking and reading; Encarni couldn’t contain her curiosity.

      ‘Is it good?’

      The woman turned towards her in surprise.

      ‘Pardon?’

      ‘No, nothing, just wondering if the book you’re reading is good.’

      ‘Very. It’s Dauzat’s Introduction to French Dialects.’

      ‘Gosh… Well, it sounds good,’ she said, intimidated by the obscurity of the title.

      She was expecting the woman to turn back to her reading, but she didn’t, instead asking, ‘You’re from Andalusia, aren’t you?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      ‘From Granada, if I’m not mistaken.’

      ‘Yes. From a town that…’

      ‘I knew it had to be Granada! From the capital or its surrounding areas, right?’

      ‘Near the capital, from a town, El Padul, that… How did you know?’ 

      ‘From your s’s. Or, I should say, from the s’s you don’t pronounce, from your lisp.’

      The woman then told her that her way of pronouncing the letter ‘s’ was peculiar to Granada. She spoke with such enthusiasm that it occurred to Encarni that the woman wasn’t exactly normal, but she still responded gamely to her next question.

      ‘Have you been in Barcelona long?’

      ‘Only a couple of years. I live in Monchuí.’ That was her pronunciation of Montjüic.

      She didn’t want to tell her that she lived in a shanty town, but that thought reminded her of why she was there: to get out of that slum once and for all. 

      ‘Listen, you wouldn’t happen to need a girl to help around the house?’

      The woman looked her up and down. Encarni permitted the scrutiny, but lifted her chin proudly. She was clean, and although her clothes were mended, they were at least well mended.

      ‘The truth is, I could do with someone because I have a lot of work, but I can’t pay much.’

      ‘Room, board and what you can spare. I’ll settle for that.’

      ‘When can you start?’

      ‘Tomorrow morning.’

      The address the woman gave her was in a good part of the city, on the Rambla de Cataluña. Encarni was pleased to find out that there was no man of the house, but sad there were no children.

      The next day she turned up at the home of Señora Beatriz Noguer and learned that she was a professor who wasn’t teaching, for some political reason, but she wrote books. Books about how people around the world pronounced different words.

      Yes, she owed a lot to her zeds, which was why she picked up one of the apples, held it aloft and said to the missus, ‘Dizguzting orangez.’

      Her ‘s’ sounds always came out like zeds, and vice versa. The missus laughed.

      Encarni unwrapped the chicken. It was a bit lean, but she had haggled a good price. And she had made sure they gave her all the leavings. 

      ‘The man in the chicken shop says they were Masons. They need eyes for their rituals. They dry them on a low flame, like prunes or mushrooms. Then they cut them into slices. They prefer blue eyes, says the chicken man.’

      ‘Then we’re safe,’ responded the missus. 

      ‘Yup. Unless the Masons change their mind and all of a sudden start collecting brown eyes.’

      It seemed the Masons were to blame for everything. They probably didn’t even exist. Just like the bogeyman, who supposedly snatched away naughty children. If they did exist and needed eyes, then they wouldn’t leave them rolling around on the floor. The chicken man was talking rubbish.

      She looked around. All the shopping had been put away, everything was in its place. The missus was distracted again, lost in contemplation of the smoke rising from her cigarette. Encarni wondered whether it was the right moment to talk to her about the refrigerator. She seemed to be in a good mood.

      Señora Beatriz’s voice pulled her from her thoughts.

      ‘Encarni, was there any post for me?’ 

      No, there were no letters in the postbox. Yes, the postman had been and had left a thick envelope for Ramírez, on the second floor. No, nothing had come for her.

      The missus got up. She seemed displeased. Goodbye, good mood. She had been waiting for some letter for several days. Encarni sighed and started to peel the potatoes.
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      Beatriz watched the street from the window of her study. A dense layer of darkening cloud had covered the entire city. It was starting to rain, and along the Rambla de Cataluña people had opened their umbrellas and quickened their step.

      Her letter hadn’t come that day either. She gently pushed her armchair and swivelled inside it. The titles of the books on the shelves were barely visible. On the other hand, the gaps were perfectly discernible. Dark rectangles between the leather-bound volumes. Every time her eyes landed on one of the gaps she felt a stab of bad conscience, but it couldn’t be helped. There was no other choice. The old editions were worth more than the silver cutlery. Which would be the next to go? she wondered fleetingly. One of the emblem books? One of the Virgils? Probably The Consolation of Philosophy by Boethius; the edition on her shelf was printed in Lyon in 1515. It had been read, like all the books in her library, but it was in perfect condition. Perhaps it wouldn’t be necessary. When the letter arrived with the message she was waiting for… her ticket out.

      In Spain, she couldn’t work at any university, couldn’t even teach sixth-formers. In order to be able to work she needed a certificate that guaranteed her adhesion to the Regime. And they would never give her that. When she had come back from Argentina she’d tried to get a post at the University of Barcelona. They had soon made it clear that there was no place for her in a university that was ‘free of subversive elements’.

      ‘I’m sorry, Doctor. There is no place here for people who wish to undermine the principles of the Movement,’ one of the professors told her sarcastically, a man whose face she thought she remembered from her student days in Madrid.

      She had never considered herself a subversive element; she had never even been particularly interested in politics. But some articles that she had written at the start of the Civil War defending the legitimacy of the Republic had meant she’d had to go into exile and, on her return, she found she was ostracised from academia.

      Returning from Buenos Aires in 1948, she went to live with her mother in the enormous family flat on the Rambla de Cataluña. Her father had died many years before. She settled into her old room. Her mother was already very ill by then. Beatriz read her French novels and her mother, who listened with her eyes closed, corrected her pronunciation every once in a while.

      ‘Young lady, I think you should take another trip to France.’

      Later, the intervals where her mother was awake grew shorter; her comments about her pronunciation grew few and far between. Finally Beatriz stopped reading and would sing softly to her, the same songs her mother had lulled her to sleep with more than thirty years earlier. She died the same day the national football team won against England, against ‘Perfidious Albion’, as the president of the Spanish Football Federation said on the radio. When she went into her mother’s room to tell her about it and give her a little laugh, she found her dead in her bed.

      Now she lives alone in the flat with Encarni. But not for much longer, if the letter she’s waiting for says what she’s hoping it will. And what if it doesn’t? Then she’ll have to continue hibernating.
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      ‘Goddamn it to hell. This is the last thing I need.’

      Inspector Isidro Castro, of the Criminal Investigation Brigade, had had a bad night. Daniel, his youngest child, had been coughing incessantly.

      The coughing had woken him at dawn. Every time he heard it, it stirred an old fear in him, a fear rooted in something he avoided mentioning despite knowing full well what it was. He got out of bed to see how the boy was doing.

      As he put on his flannel slippers, he heard a violent coughing fit from the children’s room. It gave him a stab of panic. Only the sight of Araceli, his wife, who continued sleeping peacefully, calmed him down a little. ‘If it were serious, if the lad was in danger, her mother’s instinct would wake her,’ he told himself.

      He left the room without turning on any lamps. He had enough light from the street lamp, light that entered through slits in a blind that didn’t close properly. 

      He went into the children’s room. Cristóbal, the eldest, was sleeping face down, tangled in the blankets. He had inherited his own restless way of sleeping. Very carefully, so as not to wake him, Castro managed to undo the knot formed by his lanky legs, sheets, blankets and bedspread. ‘What a growth spurt this boy’s had.’ He covered him up. It was bad enough having one child ill.

      As if wanting to remind him, Daniel coughed again. He went over to him. On the night table, between the two boys’ beds, lay the comics they’d read before falling asleep. He touched the small lamp. It was cold. He didn’t let them read for more than half an hour, but they would wait for their parents to fall asleep and then continue. Once, he discovered that they had covered up the slit under the door with clothing so that the line of light in the hallway wouldn’t give them away. He scolded them, of course; but inside he was proud that they had turned out clever. But even if they’d been stupid, the important thing was that they were there. Alive. Breathing.

      And coughing. Daniel had been coughing for several days.

      ‘A cold,’ the doctor had said.

      It was normal with the chilly, damp weather.

      ‘Chicken soup.’

      And, to Daniel’s delight, two days off school.

      Daniel. Dani. Daniel.

      Had it been a mistake to give him the same name as his son who’d died?

      His first Daniel had died in 1937, at eight years old. A superstitious fear made him believe that this one, the second Daniel, would only be safe once he had passed that age. He was still six months away. Six months of anguish, of trembling every time he coughed or got a bump. His wife wouldn’t understand his fears, which was why he hadn’t told her about them. She didn’t know, and Isidro hoped she never would, what it was like to lose a child. He also knew what losing your wife felt like.

      ‘They died in the war.’

      If anyone asked, that was all the explanation he gave.

      He had lost his first wife in Galicia. After the war he went to Barcelona, where he had married Araceli, a woman from Navarra who worked as a salesgirl in the El Siglo department store, in 1941. She was twenty-four years old; he was pushing forty. Araceli had fallen pregnant; when they married, she was already three months along. It was a boy, named Cristóbal after her father, although when she was seven months pregnant a woman from the neighbourhood had predicted, based on the shape of her belly, that it would be a girl.

      ‘If so, we’ll name her Régula,’ said Isidro when he heard the news.

      That was the name of his first wife.

      ‘No,’ Araceli had protested. ‘Not that! How can we give her a dead woman’s name?’

      It was the first and last time Isidro raised a hand to her. Seeing his threat, she protected her bulging belly with her left hand and used her right to grab his looming wrist.

      ‘I’m not one of the thieves and murderers you deal with at the police station. I’m your wife.’

      She didn’t have to say it twice. He never again mentioned the name of his first wife, and she didn’t seem to remember that the lost boy, who gave his name to their second son, was also called Daniel.

       

      That 29 April, Isidro’s sleep-deprived ill humour was exacerbated by the prospect of having to investigate the new case with someone looking over his shoulder, a journalist. Isidro had been at the police headquarters on Vía Layetana since seven and had already had an interrogation, two dressing-downs of subordinates, a wrangle with a typewriter and now, to top it all off, the conversation with Goyanes.

      ‘And from La Vanguardia, no less?’

      Isidro didn’t understand it. The newspaper’s treatment of the investigation into the murder of the high-class prostitute Carmen Broto in 1949 had raised hackles in police circles. Articles in La Vanguardia had questioned the police version, giving rise to all sorts of speculation about the important people who might have an interest in seeing that woman dead. The rumours about illustrious men among Broto’s ‘friends’ hadn’t bothered them as much as the insinuation, albeit very discreet, that the police investigation wasn’t being carried out as zealously as it should be. Gil Llamas, head of the CIB, went into a fit of rage that was still vivid in Isidro’s mind, one of those that could give you a stroke.

      ‘But weren’t we at loggerheads with La Vanguardia?’ he replied, although he didn’t usually ask questions, and especially not since Goyanes had become his superior. He knew that he wasn’t exactly among his favourites.

      The Commissioner looked at him in surprise, and, despite the fact that he wasn’t in the habit of explaining himself, answered him.

      ‘The order comes from higher up. Grau, the public prosecutor.’

      Another hothead, thought Isidro. The difference being that the fits his boss Gil had were flashes in the pan, intense but fleeting explosions, while Grau cultivated a stubborn rage that continued to corrode after detonation. It was dangerous for his enemies. The Commissioner wasn’t a declared enemy, but everyone knew they hated each other. Goyanes tried to hide it, with little success, struggling to keep a neutral tone as he said, ‘And he’s already spoken with the Civil Governor, it appears, since Acedo Colunga has shown a lot of interest in the case.’

      He certainly didn’t need to provide any more arguments. Which was why Goyanes’s shock turned to disbelief when Isidro insisted on his objections.

      ‘I still don’t understand why the press…’

      ‘This is going to be a model investigation, Castro. Get that into your thick head.’ Goyanes shook a piece of paper in the air. Isidro understood that it was the note from the governor.

      When Felipe Acedo Colunga took an interest in something, the matter became absolutely top priority; everyone knew about his ‘little notes’. If they reached a newspaper, publishing them was mandatory; if they arrived at a police station, they had to be obeyed. 

      ‘Mariona Sobrerroca was a very important person in Barcelona’s society circles.’

      His dislike for the Catalan capital city echoed in his pronunciation of its name. Both men were from elsewhere: Goyanes was from León; Isidro, Galicia. Their police careers were quite different. Isidro had always been a part of the CIB and was unfamiliar with and uninterested in other aspects of the force; Goyanes came from the Social Investigation Brigade, the Regime’s political force. Some said they had transferred him to the Criminal Investigation Brigade so that they could better control its movements. Although their careers followed divergent paths, they shared a distrustful view of the world. But Goyanes suspected everyone of being a communist, a Mason or hostile to the Regime, observed Isidro. His own distrust was simpler, clearer: crime was nothing more than a confirmation of the criminal nature of humans.

      Goyanes kept talking. ‘Sobrerroca comes from a good Catalan family, they’re pro-monarchy but covertly, and we are going to put all our effort into clearing up her death and shutting up all those throughout Europe who conspire against the Caudillo in order to put that Bourbon whoremonger Don Juan at the helm of this country.’

      So the case had political connotations and, as if that weren’t enough, he’d have to contend with society people. ‘Fucking brilliant,’ he thought but didn’t say out loud; to his boss he replied, ‘I don’t understand all that stuff.’

      ‘And you don’t need to. As always, what matters is that you do a good job and that this journalist, this Señorita Ana María Martí Noguer, reports it as she should.’

      ‘Señorita? It’s a woman?’

      Isidro could tell that Goyanes didn’t like the idea at all either. Still, he nipped his new objection in the bud. Not even in this unpleasant situation could he expect any understanding from his superior.

      ‘Yes, a woman. And you are going to make sure she writes what she has to write. Is that clear?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘By the way, how’s it going?’

      ‘Just getting started.’

      ‘Which means…’

      ‘Notifying relatives, talking to the maid, waiting for the forensic report, talking to the neighbours…’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Not much, for the moment. But it looks like a break-in. A neighbour in the house across the street thought she saw a man running out of Sobrerroca’s townhouse, and the door looks as though it might have been picked open; the garden gate must have been unlocked.’

      ‘Yes. And?’ Goyanes made an impatient gesture.

      ‘The neighbour gave us a description of the man she saw, but it wasn’t very helpful. That’s all we have for the time being.’

      ‘All right. Well, give it to the journalist nice and tidy, and don’t forget to say that we’re going to find the murderer soon. With a bit of luck, he reads the paper, and he gets nervous.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      Isidro waited until he was outside Goyanes’s office to mutter, ‘Fucking brilliant.’

      He repeated it again as he went down the stairs and passed two of his colleagues, noticing their breath. The one who walked past him on his right wrapped him in a cloud of poorly digested raw onion; the one on the other side left a trail of alcohol, the first splash in his morning coffee. Who knows how many more would follow it. Thinking that he didn’t have to work with Burguillos the drunkard gave him a spark of joy. It lasted for six, maybe seven steps. Until he remembered that a Señorita Ana María Martí Noguer from La Vanguardia would be waiting for him downstairs.

      ‘Fucking brilliant.’

      That last time he said it out loud. Over the next few days he would repeat it many more times, but to himself, because you didn’t say ‘fucking brilliant’ in front of a woman.

      The woman waiting for him was about twenty-five, maybe less. She was sitting on a bench in the hallway in front of his office. She kept her back very straight to avoid touching the wall, where many resting heads had left dark, greasy circles. Her hands were in her lap, her black jacket covering them like a muff. She wore a long skirt, dark stockings and flat shoes that couldn’t hide the fact that, when she rose to greet him, she was a couple of centimetres taller than him. ‘One sixty-nine,’ estimated Isidro, unwilling to concede all three of the centimetres that separated him from being a metre seventy. He didn’t like tall women – women taller than him. Nor did he like women who stood up to greet him and shook his hand firmly like a man. This one was pretty, besides. She looked at him expectantly, with enormous light brown eyes the same colour as her pulled-back hair; her plump lips slightly open as she smiled timidly, lifting her pronounced cheekbones and slightly square chin.

      ‘A magnificent skull.’

      That was what morbid César Sevilla would say to Isidro several hours later. He was the officer who had accompanied her to Castro’s office door. Sevilla bragged about his ‘x-ray’ eyes and he never missed an opportunity to make a comment about someone’s bone structure.

      ‘Long femurs, short humeri,’ he said about Commissioner Goyanes.

      ‘Asymmetrical clavicles,’ he might comment about a new arrest.

      ‘Holy Mother of God! That was some slap… you dislocated his inferior maxillary!’ he said about another after an interrogation.

      The first thing he admired about Ana Martí was her skull.

      ‘So, Señorita Martí, you’re covering Señora Mariona Sobrerroca’s death for the newspaper.’

      He invited her into his office.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              6
            

          

        

      

      This was Inspector Isidro Castro of the CIB? The man who extended his hand to her wore a poorly cut suit. It wasn’t a terrible fit, but it seemed too big and made him appear rectangular and stumpy. Legs too short, head too small, further reduced by his black, firmly pomaded hair, torso too big… but all her first impressions were erased as soon as he extended his hand and greeted her without smiling, ‘So, Señorita Martí, you’re covering Señora Mariona Sobrerroca’s death for the newspaper.’

      She had rarely heard a male voice as smooth, and as unsettling. It sounded restrained, with a deep tone, yet not low; a baritone in which half of the air expelled from his lungs didn’t vibrate his vocal cords, instead passing like a sigh along with the other sonorous half.

      The word ‘newspaper’ had emerged from his mouth loaded with disdain. She wasn’t welcome. Had Carlos Belda been?

      ‘My colleague, Señor Belda, is ill and that’s why…’

      Castro made a face that drew two wrinkles between his brows. It seemed that Carlos wasn’t received there with a warm round of applause either.

      ‘Do you have experience in violent cases, señorita?’

      His tone left no room for doubt: Don’t lie to me, or… Or what? Or our first conversation is over, and the whole case with it.

      ‘No,’ Ana replied. 

      ‘Are you at all familiar with police work?’

      ‘Yes. From the newspaper.’

      If Castro didn’t ask her what her experience consisted of, she wouldn’t have to tell him that all she had done was write and correct countless crime articles for colleagues at the paper. She particularly didn’t want to have to tell him that she worked for the society pages at La Vanguardia and several women’s magazines, writing about debutante balls, receptions and weddings. If it hadn’t been her first day working with the inspector, she would have already known that merely thinking it and hoping he wouldn’t ask her awakened in him the hunting instinct of a natural-born interrogator. But that was their first conversation, and she was still unaware of Castro’s ability to hit on precisely what others didn’t want to reveal. As a result, he asked her, ‘What does your job entail?’

      And she, of course, told him the truth, adding at the end, ‘But I also have knowledge of criminology and police work…’

      ‘You do? And where did you learn it? Did you take a correspondence course from the CCC Academy?’

      Her pride wounded, she couldn’t keep from replying, ‘Reading. Did you know what Chandler said, for example? He said that the easiest murder case in the world is the one somebody tried to get cute with; the one that really bothers police is the murder somebody thought of only two minutes before he pulled it off.’

      ‘Very nice. Excuse me.’

      Castro stood, opened the door and shouted into the hallway, ‘Sevilla! Can you come here for a second?’

      Almost instantly the officer appeared, grumbling. He was about Ana’s age, thin, with pale white skin from his forehead to his nose and the rest of his face darkened by the shadow of an incipient beard that emerged just hours after he shaved. 

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘If I tell you that the easiest murder to solve is one where somebody tries to be too cute, and that what really bothers us is the murder that somebody thought up two minutes before doing it, what would you think?’

      ‘What would I think? Well, that’s stupid.’

      ‘You see? Señorita, don’t read so many foreign writers. We’re in Spain.’

      Ana couldn’t help but admire the inspector’s memory, seeing how he repeated her words almost like a tape recorder. Castro laughed half-heartedly, then waved the young officer away. Sevilla disappeared without another word. He seemed accustomed to jumping when his boss ordered him to.

      Once Sevilla was gone, Castro recovered his seriousness. He perfunctorily pulled some papers out of a file and, before even glancing at them, started to give her information about the case.

      ‘The victim was discovered dead this morning by her maid, Carmen Alonso, at her home on Tibidabo Avenue. The body was found in the office of her late husband, who had a private medical practice in the house. The maid was returning from Manresa, where, according to her statement, she had spent Sunday with relatives. The information was confirmed, although I haven’t personally verified it.’

      She didn’t understand what he meant by that last bit. Ana had pulled a notepad out of her bag and was taking notes on what Inspector Castro said, though avoiding the policeman’s abuse of the passive voice; like her father, she was a sworn enemy of the passive, that ‘barbaric Anglicism’.

      ‘The body of the victim was lying in a supine position with the head turned somewhat to the right. Like this.’

      A photo was placed between her eyes and her notepad. It showed Mariona Sobrerroca on the floor, wrapped in what could be a nightgown or a sheer dress. It wasn’t the first time she’d been shown an image of a murder victim, but it was the first time she’d seen one of someone she had met. Her habit of always focusing on people’s hands and feet was a big help. She saw that one foot wore a high-heeled shoe. So the garment wrapped around the right leg had to be a dress.

      ‘And the other shoe?’ 

      ‘We found it on the other side of the desk.’ 

      ‘So there was a struggle?’

      ‘Señorita Martí, don’t get ahead of yourself. I’ll give you the information.’

      ‘Of course.’

      The tone with which she said those words didn’t entirely match their deferential content. Castro noticed because he gave her a severe look before continuing.

      ‘The messy room and the loss of one shoe reveal that the victim fought with her aggressor or aggressors. We are conjecturing that she surprised someone who had entered her house to burgle it.’

      Ana’s hand holding her pencil came to a stop. She wanted to ask if they knew how many people it could have been, but she didn’t dare, at least not so soon. Castro, although he had perhaps guessed her unspoken question, didn’t reply to it. Instead he answered one she hadn’t yet formulated.

      ‘The white ball is an eyeball.’

      He had put the photo so close to her that she hadn’t realised it was an eye until he’d said it.

      ‘It belonged to a skull that decorated, shall we say, the office of the victim’s husband, Dr Jerónimo Garmendia, who died more than two years ago, in January 1950.’

      She already knew that. Dr Garmendia had been the preferred doctor of a certain class of Barcelonian. He had died in a car accident on the Garraf coast. Ana remembered it well. His car had skidded on a curve and plunged into a rocky cove. She wasn’t yet writing for La Vanguardia then. She had only recently started publishing brief, uncredited articles and writing photo captions for women’s magazines.

      ‘According to the forensic assessment, her death was caused by manual strangulation, but first the victim was persistently beaten on both the face and body.’

      Another photo.

      Mariona Sobrerroca’s plump, cherubic face showed several haematomas, her lower lip was swollen and darkened by blood and her right earlobe was split. Ana pointed to it with her pencil and looked at the inspector. This time he was willing to respond. 

      ‘Probably the victim’s earring got caught on something in the struggle and tore her ear.’

      Ana tempted fate with another question: ‘Did they find the lost earring?’

      Castro looked at her condescendingly. He responded as he showed her another image, ‘Yes, with a piece of the ear.’

      Another photo. She glanced away, but only for a second. She forced herself to look at the small strip of flesh with irregular edges that hung from the golden clasp of a bunch of small white and black pearls.

      She started to take notes again. Castro stopped her in her tracks.

      ‘Don’t bother with so many notes, señorita, we’ll give you everything in writing.’

      He hadn’t sunk her with that comment, but he’d left her clinging to the lifeboat.

      ‘To avoid unwanted errors and speculation,’ added Castro. ‘What you need to do is to pretty it all up.’

      ‘Then what you want is for me to take the official communiqué, fix a couple of commas, smooth out a few passives and decorate it with adjectives?’

      ‘The improvements in style are up to you.’

      That would be like taking dictation. She’d be better off writing her articles for the society pages.

      ‘No,’ she heard herself say before thinking of the consequences.

      ‘No, what?’ 

      ‘No, I’m not going to do that. You can find yourself a copy editor. I’m a journalist.’

      They were both silent, regarding each other carefully. Ana was already saying goodbye to the case, to La Vanguardia and to a career in journalism that was over before it had even begun. Why couldn’t she have accepted the conditions the policeman had given her and then work out how to get round them? But it was ‘her’ first article. Or it would have been, since her eagerness to finally write something of her own had brought on this absurd refusal and now, if Sanvisens didn’t fire her for being an idiot, he would leave her for ever stuck in the glittering dungeon of society parties. But, at that moment, it was Sanvisens himself who came to her aid.

      ‘My boss told me that it is very important our readers see the efficiency with which you work to solve this case.’

      Castro observed her with a neutral expression. Instinctively, she resorted to adjectives. ‘In a delicate case such as this one, it is crucial to highlight the extensive police work, the noble spirit with which a diligent and efficient investigation is carried out, to find the perpetrators of such a horrendous crime.’

      ‘Of course. And?’

      ‘And my articles could be of great help to you. Which is why I dare to suggest that you allow me to follow your work closely and present it in my newspaper. Based, of course, on the information you provide me with.’

      She noticed a slight lift at the left corner of Castro’s mouth. It seemed that her efforts to keep the job had at least amused him. She saw the ‘yes’ timidly rising to the policeman’s lips while a ‘no’ kept it tightly shut. The ‘yes’ bounced against his teeth and fell back, but took a running start… It tried twice more and both times the inspector stifled a smile.

      Then the door opened and Officer Sevilla came in. 

      ‘What is it?’ asked Castro, and Ana saw the ‘yes’ squashed in the inspector’s annoyed expression.

      ‘Carmen Alonso is already here.’

      ‘Mariona Sobrerroca’s maid,’ said Ana.

      Castro looked at her and she felt compelled to add, in an attempt to impress him, ‘I have a very good memory for names, and you mentioned her a moment ago.’

      She hadn’t given up completely, and she was trying to earn points, even fractions of points, to nudge him in her favour.

      Sevilla stood in the doorway awaiting orders from his boss.

      ‘Bring her here.’

      Ana understood that her arguments hadn’t convinced him. She accepted defeat, closed her notebook and got up to leave the office. But Castro stopped her.

      ‘What? Don’t you want to see the extensive police work and noble spirit with which we carry out a diligent and efficient investigation? Well, now’s your chance.’

      She didn’t miss Castro’s satisfaction when he saw the astonishment he had caused by repeating her words almost verbatim. They were like two cocksure gunslingers in a western. That the policeman in turn wanted to impress her with another display of his memory could be a good sign. It also meant she had to be careful with what she said.

      Castro addressed his subordinate. ‘Sevilla, put the lady from La Vanguardia in a chair there, in the corner, so she can see well.’

      The officer obeyed the order. He placed a chair behind Castro’s desk. From there, Ana would be able to see the woman’s face. She settled in her place with a gesture from the inspector.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Sevilla told her in a joking tone, ‘the blood splatters won’t reach you there.’

      ‘Sevilla!’ reprimanded Castro.

      ‘But she’s a witness, isn’t she?’ said Ana timidly.

      ‘That remains to be seen,’ Castro replied.

      The officer went out to look for the woman.

      Again Ana felt the anxiety that had seized her when she’d approached the police headquarters. The building was covered in a slick of fear that emanated from its innards, from the basements that were the setting for torture and death. As with so much else, it was something that was known and not talked about. The fear that impregnated the headquarters’ walls was nourished by stories told in hushed voices, by unexplained absences whose causes were nonetheless clear, by the cruel echoes of denunciations. Fear penetrated the building’s walls and spread into those surrounding it, infecting them. It had reached her as far off as Condal Street, and had gradually tightened around her, crushing her a little more with each step. She had almost forgotten it as she spoke with Castro, but now it was back again, the fear.

      She saw the same fear in the face of the woman who was now entering Inspector Castro’s office. 

       

      Carmen Alonso took a few shaky steps and sat down in front of the inspector in a chair indicated to her by Officer Sevilla. She was wearing her Sunday best to make her statement at the station; she was about Ana’s age, but infinitely more tired and afraid.

      Castro didn’t even greet her or say a word as she sat down. As if he didn’t see her, he picked up a piece of paper and started to write briskly. The other three remained in silence, their attention on the sound of the pencil that scraped against the paper as if trying to tear it. Footsteps were heard through the closed door, some muffled voices and the halting tap-tap of a typewriter. 



OEBPS/imagedata/9780349139944.jpg
g

R

S

isperin
ity

SARA MOLINER

|
{

Ep
-





OEBPS/imagedata/note_pic.jpg
ENGISH

FREEDOM
TO WRITE
FREEDOM
TO READ





