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The Green Mask


Inspector Leo Caldas got out of a taxi and, stepping over the large puddles on the pavement, entered the hospital. He made his way through the crowd of people waiting by the lifts and headed for the stairs. He went up to the second floor and walked along a corridor lined with closed doors. Stopping at the one numbered 211, he opened it a crack and looked in. A man in a green respiratory mask was asleep in the bed nearest to the window. The television was on, with the sound turned down. The other bed was empty and sheets were folded on top of the bedcover.


Caldas glanced at his watch, closed the door and went to the waiting room at the end of the corridor. There he found only an elderly woman, her black clothes contrasting with the white of the walls. She looked up expectantly as Caldas put his head round the door. Their eyes met briefly before she looked down again, disappointed.


Caldas heard footsteps behind him and turned around. His father was hurrying towards him down the corridor. Caldas raised a hand in greeting.


‘Have you seen him?’ asked his father in a whisper once they were standing outside the room.


‘Only from out here,’ answered Caldas. ‘I was late too. Have you spoken to the surgeon?’


His father nodded: ‘He said it’s not worth operating.’


Entering the room, the inspector’s father went to sit on the empty bed, wrinkling his nose in distress as he looked at his brother. Caldas remained standing.


A drip was dispensing the contents of several vials into the emaciated arm of Uncle Alberto. Beneath the sheet, Alberto’s chest rose slowly, and then fell abruptly, as if each exhalation were a deep sigh. The sound of oxygen bubbling through distilled water and air whistling as it escaped from the sides of the mask drowned out the murmur of the rain outside.


Caldas crossed to the window. He parted the net curtains and, through the double glazing, watched the lights of the cars stuck in traffic and the procession of umbrellas along the pavement.


He turned, alerted by the hissing of the mask, which his uncle had removed in order to speak.


‘Is it still raining?’ Alberto whispered before replacing the mask.


Caldas nodded, gave a small, close-lipped smile and jerked his head towards his father. His uncle was about to take off the mask again when his father stopped him.


‘Come on, leave that alone. How are you feeling?’


The patient waved a hand and placed it over his chest to convey that it hurt.


‘Well, you’re bound to be uncomfortable,’ said his brother.


After a moment’s silence, Alberto gestured towards the radio on the bedside table and looked at the inspector.


‘He says he listens to your programme,’ his father explained.


‘Right.’


Alberto nodded and gave a thumbs-up.


‘He says he likes it,’ his father translated once again.


‘Right,’ said Caldas, then he indicated the muted television, tuned to a news bulletin: ‘I think TV’s more entertaining.’


His uncle shook his head and gave another thumbs-up at the radio.


‘He says your programme’s better.’


‘Do you really think I can’t understand him?’ Caldas asked his father. ‘Anyway, it’s not my programme. I’m only on occasionally.’


Caldas’s father looked at his brother – whose eyes were smiling behind the mask – and the inspector watched, fascinated, as they began to converse without the need for words, using only glances and facial gestures, communicating in the private tongue of those who have shared a childhood.


*


A doctor entered, to the evident annoyance of the patient.


‘How are things going, Alberto?’ he asked. The only answer was a flutter of the hand.


The doctor lifted the sheet and felt several points on the patient’s abdomen. Beneath his green plastic mask, the patient grimaced each time the doctor touched him.


‘In a month you’ll be as good as new,’ the doctor said as he finished his examination and, after winking at Caldas’s father, he left the room.


The three men remained in uncomfortable silence until Uncle Alberto gestured for his brother to approach. The inspector’s father went over to the bed and Alberto removed his mask.


‘Can you do me one last favour?’ he said in a weary voice.


Father and son exchanged glances.


‘Of course.’


‘Have you still got your Book of Idiots?’


‘What?’


‘Have you still got it or not?’ insisted the patient, straining to raise his murmur of a voice above the hissing of the oxygen.


‘Yes, I think so.’


‘Well, add that doctor to it,’ he said, pointing feebly at the door through which the doctor had departed.


He breathed through the mask for a few moments before removing it again and whispering: ‘His name’s Doctor Apraces. Will you remember that?’


Caldas’s father nodded and gently squeezed Alberto’s arm. His brother’s face wrinkled around the mask as he smiled. His breathing resumed its jerky rhythm when he fell asleep and the gurgle of distilled water continued.


Outside the hospital, the inspector lit a cigarette and his father opened his umbrella.


‘There’s room for both of us under here,’ he said.


Caldas moved closer to him and they set off towards the car park, to the accompaniment of a chorus of honking horns from drivers exasperated by the traffic jam.


‘You’ve got a Book of Idiots?’


‘Didn’t you know?’ his father replied, not looking at him, and Caldas noticed that his eyes were moist.


He was surprised because, though he had spent many nights after his mother’s death listening to the sound of his father weeping, he had never actually seen him shed a single tear. He decided to hang back a few steps despite the rain, and let his father give vent to his grief.


In the car park, before getting into the car, his father asked: ‘Can I drop you anywhere, Leo?’


‘Where are you going?’


‘Home. It’s quiet there.’


‘Will you be visiting him tomorrow?’


‘In the afternoon,’ said his father. ‘After lunch.’


Caldas reflected that he could phone the superintendent first thing and take the morning off. And, with any luck, he’d get to the radio station late and that fool Losada would have to manage without him.


‘Well, I’ll come with you, and you can give me a lift back.’


His father stared at him. ‘Are you going to stay at my house tonight?’


‘If you ask me …’ said Caldas.


‘Don’t you have work tomorrow?’


Caldas shrugged, took a quick drag on his cigarette, threw it on the ground and climbed into the car.




Embers


In the months of anguish following the death of his wife, Leo Caldas’s father had sometimes visited the manor house where she had lived as a child, an old ruin consisting of little more than stone walls. Only the winery had withstood the years of neglect, half sunk into the ground so as to avoid sudden changes in temperature. Inside there remained some barrels, an ancient wooden press, a hand-operated bottle filler and a few other old implements. Walking around the estate, its terraced vineyard descending like an amphitheatre to the River Miño, the inspector’s father had found balm for his sorrow, a solace that the city denied him.


One October, seeing the grapes ripen and rot on the vines, and cheered by the thought of spending more time there, he decided to start making wine again in the old winery. After several months of reading and seeking advice, he starting working a small plot of land close to the house.


Every Saturday and Sunday, on the pretext of tending the vines, father and son rose early and drove out to the estate, a journey of almost fifty kilometres on winding roads that had to be made in stages, with the windows open, due to the young Leo’s carsickness.


That March at weekends they cleared the land and, in April and May, they tore out the old barren vines. In the summer, making the most of the holidays and longer hours of daylight, they put up posts and wires to support the remaining healthy vines and the new ones to be planted that winter, after the harvest.


For the first few years, as he extended the land under cultivation, Caldas’s father sold wine from the barrel or gave it to friends. Later, as the new vines began producing, he put his savings into modernising the winery so that he could bottle and sell the wine under label. He soon recouped his money, as the wine was acquiring a good reputation and, though the quantity increased with every harvest, he had no trouble selling it all.


As soon as he was old enough to stay at home on his own, Leo gave up the torture of the winding roads and stopped accompanying his father to the estate. When he went to university, his father left his job in Vigo and moved permanently to his wife’s old family home, which he had gradually restored.


The land, initially providing comfort in his time of affliction, was now a profitable business, and the nights of weeping were no more than a shadow in the memory.


Wine, the downfall of so many men, had been his salvation.


They hardly spoke during the drive. The modern roads were less tortuous, but Caldas still opened the window a crack and closed his eyes for the journey. He sank back in the seat and didn’t move, even when raindrops got in and spattered his face.


Beside him, his father drove one-handed, gripping the nails of the other between his teeth without breaking them, while in his mind he travelled from his childhood to the hospital room.


When they reached the estate, Caldas got out to open the gate and waited in the rain while his father drove through. Back in the car, on the way up to the house, he thought he saw a dark shape moving behind them. Through the rain-streaked rear window he made out an animal running after them.


‘Have you got a dog?’ he asked, surprised.


‘No.’


‘Isn’t it yours?’ he insisted, motioning behind them.


Caldas’s father looked in the rear-view mirror for a moment and then said firmly, ‘No, it’s not.’


All the way from the car to the front door, the dog bounded around Caldas’s father, barking. It leaped and shot off in all directions in the rain, spinning around within a few metres and galloping back, howling with delight, thrashing its tail and trying to lick the inspector’s father’s hands, face or whatever else he saw fit to proffer.


‘Look at the mess he’s made of my clothes,’ he complained as they entered the house. He shook his trousers and shirt, which the dog had smeared with dark mud, and went up to his bedroom. Caldas stayed downstairs.


‘Lucky the dog isn’t yours, then,’ he muttered.


Circling the large dining-room table he made his way to the sitting room. He sat down on the sofa, facing the fireplace, which still contained the ashes and dead embers of a recent fire. Next to the coffee table, beside a pile of old newspapers, stood a basket of logs.


His father returned, wearing a fresh change of clothes.


‘Shall I put some dry things out for you?’


‘Maybe tomorrow. I’d rather dry off in front of the fire. Can I light it?’ Caldas asked, pointing to the firewood.


‘If you think you know how …’ said his father disdainfully before slipping off to the kitchen.


Caldas sighed and knelt down by the fireplace. He took two large pine logs from the basket and placed them in the hearth. Crumpling up a few sheets of newspaper, he pushed them between the logs and laid pine cones and vine prunings on top. He rummaged in his pocket for his cigarettes and lighter, and lit up with the same flame he held to the newspaper. Once it was alight, he sat on the sofa, smoking in front of the fire.


His father returned with an unlabelled bottle of white wine. After opening it with the bottle opener on the wall, he left it on the coffee table and went to get two glasses from the cupboard.


‘This is the latest vintage,’ he said, filling the glasses with wine that was still cloudy. ‘See what you think.’


Caldas laid his cigarette on the ashtray and thrust his nose into his glass. His father did the same.


‘It stills need to clarify, but as far as the nose goes, it’s ready,’ he said.


‘Right.’


‘How do you like it, Leo?’


The inspector raised the glass to his lips and swilled the wine around in his mouth for a few seconds before swallowing.


‘What do you think?’ asked his father, standing waiting for his son’s verdict.


Caldas nodded several times then emptied his glass in one gulp.


*


They opened another bottle, from the previous year this time, and heated some of the soup from the fridge, made with slab bacon, beef broth, turnip tops, broad beans and potatoes. Afterwards they ate a local cheese with some of Maria’s home-made quince jelly.


When they’d finished eating and had cleared the dishes, Caldas carried the wine to the coffee table and refilled the glasses. He sat on the sofa, facing the fire; he could have stared at it for hours. His father went to the bookshelves and stood searching for a couple of minutes, cursing under his breath until he found a small notebook behind the books. Its cardboard cover was so worn it was difficult to tell its original colour. Taking his glass, he went to sit at the dining table and leafed through the notebook for a while.


When Caldas got up for more wine, he asked: ‘Is that the Book of Idiots?’


His father nodded. ‘I wonder how Alberto remembered it. I haven’t looked at it for years,’ he said, turning pages full of names, of the fragments of life associated with each one. Then he took a pen and turned to the last entry in the notebook.


‘It was Dr Apraces, wasn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ said the inspector and, glancing at his father, once again saw eyes glistening with unfamiliar tears.


Caldas stretched out on the sofa and remained there for the rest of the evening, staring at the fire so that his father could weep with each glass of wine he drank.




A Call from Estevez


The next morning, Caldas took a change of clothes from his father’s wardrobe, had a long shower and went out into the courtyard between the house and the winery. After weeks of rain, autumn had called a truce and, though the sun was hidden by clouds, the new day was bright and still.


Approaching a flowerbed, he pinched a sprig of lemon verbena in his fingers and inhaled the fragrance.


‘I hear you enjoyed the soup,’ said a voice behind him.


Maria, who came every morning to clean the house and prepare his father’s meals, was sweeping up the russet leaves shed overnight by the sweetgum tree.


‘Very much, Maria,’ said Caldas.


‘The trick is to skim it well,’ she said, still sweeping. Then, wanting to return the compliment, she added: ‘I really enjoy Patrolling the Waves. We never miss it.’


The inspector wondered how on earth they received the show out there. Surely Radio Vigo only covered the city itself?


He thanked her and changed the subject: ‘Have you seen my father?’


‘He was heading that way, with the dog,’ she said, pointing beyond the winery to the river. ‘Don’t you want breakfast? There’s hot coffee in the thermos.’


‘Maybe later,’ said Caldas, slipping out of the courtyard.


He made his way around the house. Leaning with his elbows on the stone parapet, he looked out over the seven hectares of terraced vineyards sloping down to the river.


A few hundred metres below, a tractor was parked on the path beside one of the plots to the right. Caldas could make out a few people among the vines and remembered his father saying over supper that they had begun pruning.


He lit a cigarette and remained leaning on the parapet, savouring the peace and quiet. He was about to call the station, to tell them not to expect him until the afternoon, when his mobile rang shrilly in his pocket. He answered, seeing his assistant’s name on the display.


‘Are you on your way here, boss?’ asked Rafael Estevez by way of greeting, before Caldas could speak.


‘Is something up?’


‘We got a call about half an hour ago from Panxón. A man’s body’s been found in the water.’


‘A fisherman?’


‘How should I know, Inspector?’


Caldas’s assistant, who came from the province of Aragon, was obviously in fine form from first thing in the morning.


‘Had we had a report of anyone missing?’ asked the inspector, aware that sometimes it took days for bodies to be washed ashore.


‘Not as far as I know.’


‘Right.’


‘D’you mind telling me how long you’ll be?’ asked Estevez with customary impatience. ‘The coroner set off for Panxón ten minutes ago, and the pathologist called to ask if we could pick him up en route.’


Caldas glanced at his watch and reflected that all the hassle was starting much too early this Monday. He was glad to be well away from the city.


‘Well, you pick him up en route.’


‘What about you?’


‘I don’t think I’ll be able to get there till this afternoon, Rafa.’


‘You don’t think so, or you know so for a fact?’


‘Don’t start, Rafa. I was just about to call to let you know.’


Estevez hung up with a grunt. Caldas thought of phoning the superintendent to let him know he wouldn’t be in that morning and have him assign someone to go with Estevez, but changed his mind. It was only a drowned man after all.


He headed along the path between the vines that cut through the estate to the river like a sinewy scar. The vines in the upper part had yet to be pruned, though autumn had already divested them of their foliage, with only a few branches retaining a languid leaf or two.


He stopped when he was level with the tractor and stood watching in silence as the workers took five or six stems on each vine and tied them to the wires. They chose stems that already had several buds, from which shoots would sprout in the spring, and cut off the others. Later, before moving to the next section of vineyard, they would collect in the tractor any pruned branches that might serve as kindling and leave the rest to rot on the ground.


The osier bindings with which he’d helped his father tie in the first stems were now made of plastic, but nothing else seemed to have changed.


Ten metres or so further down, the brown dog that had greeted them the day before appeared on the path. A moment later, Caldas’s father emerged from the same row of vines holding a pair of pruning shears, his rubber boots glistening with dew.


Caldas went to meet him.


‘There are spare boots in the storeroom,’ said his father, looking at his son’s shoes.


Caldas shrugged. ‘I’ll stay on the path.’


‘It’s up to you. Have you seen the new planting?’ asked his father, motioning towards the river.


Caldas had seen it but said he hadn’t. They set off that way, with the dog ahead of them, nose to the ground, scurrying among the vines. Now and then the brown shape reappeared on the path, its head erect, making sure they were still following, before resuming its distracted scampering.


‘What’s its name?’ asked the inspector, pointing at the dog during one of its appearances.


‘I don’t know. It’s not mine,’ said his father without stopping.


They continued down the path, which turned right at an angle, parallel to the river, as it reached the lower part of the estate. On either side there were several rows of white posts with wires stretched between. At the foot of each post, a new vine was just visible.


Caldas’s father explained that they’d had to use a digger to level the ground and that they’d left a larger than usual gap between vines so that the tractor could manoeuvre more easily. The inspector listened in silence, nodding as if he were hearing it all for the first time.


While his father stopped to tie a loose stem to a post, Caldas headed through the rows of vines to look out at the river that flowed several metres below.


The stretch of river that ran past the estate had many whirlpools. If they wanted to swim they had to walk upriver for half an hour, to a bend with a beach where the water slowed. They’d set out after lunch and return along the bank, as it was growing dark. In childhood the days had seemed longer.


Seeing the water and hearing the murmur of the current, he remembered Estevez’s call about the man swept away by the sea. He thought of the night the pharmacist had drowned in the rapids. He had waited in the car while his father had helped the police as they scoured the riverbank, probing beneath the water with wooden poles. Later they’d driven back to Vigo for the night while the police continued their search downriver.


The pharmacist’s body hadn’t turned up for another three days. She was found by men fishing for lampreys eight kilometres from the spot where she’d fallen in.


Years later, the inspector learned that the pharmacist had jumped into the river and that she couldn’t swim. But for months, she had swum beside him in his childhood nightmares, begging him to save her from the swirling current that always swallowed her in the end. The young Leo would wake, terrified and drenched with sweat, as wet as if he really had been swimming.


Caldas looked at his watch: Estevez would have got to Panxón by now and he was sure he wouldn’t hear any more about the case until the afternoon, when he was back at the station.


His father joined him and they stood watching the river, the leaves and branches swept along by the current.


‘You should have put on boots.’


‘Right,’ said Caldas, staring at the water.


‘Have you had breakfast?’ asked his father after a pause.


Caldas shook his head.


‘Shall we go back for coffee?’ said his father.


As they made their way up to the house, he lamented: ‘I don’t know why I didn’t think of planting in this area before.’


‘I thought you didn’t think sandy soil was good for vines.’


‘Well, you’ll see, it’ll make wonderful wine. Not this year, obviously, or next, but in five years time I think the best wine on the estate will come from these vines. And if I’m right, I’ll plant over there too,’ he said, pointing to the other side of the path.


‘Five years?’


‘Five or six. Once the vines have grown.’


‘Isn’t that too long?’


‘I don’t set the schedule. That’s how long they take to mature.’


‘I know,’ said the inspector. ‘I meant, aren’t you planning to retire before then?’


‘Retire? And do what?’


Caldas shrugged. ‘Anything …’


‘Isn’t all this anything?’ said his father, spreading his arms to encompass the vine-clad slopes on either side of the path. ‘At my age, the only way to have peace of mind and not dwell on things is to keep busy. The alternative is to resign yourself to living through other people and sit waiting for time to pass and do its work.’


Caldas felt he’d ruined his father’s morning. He was sorry he’d spoken. His father, however, added with a smile: ‘Besides, when you’re retired, you don’t get holidays.’


In the kitchen Caldas’s father poured two cups of coffee from the thermos. He added a little milk and sugar to one, and handed the other to his son.


‘Shall we go outside?’ he asked, indicating the door as he rummaged around on the countertop.


In the courtyard they met Maria, returning to the house, broom in hand.


‘Maria never misses Patrolling the Waves,’ said his father.


‘Yeah, she told me,’ replied Caldas, grimacing in an attempt at a smile.


They walked around the house and went to lean on the stone parapet overlooking the estate. His father was about to say something when the inspector’s mobile rang. Caldas gave a deep sigh on seeing Estevez’s name on the display.


‘Work?’ whispered his father.


‘My assistant,’ said Caldas, moving a little distance away and taking his cigarettes from his trouser pocket before answering the call.


‘How did it go?’ he asked, holding a cigarette between his lips and lighting it.


‘I’m still here at the harbour.’


‘With the dead man?’


‘Looks like he had help.’


‘How d’you mean?’


‘His hands were tied.’


People throwing themselves into the sea to commit suicide often tied their hands or feet to make sure they succeeded.


‘He could have done it himself,’ the inspector pointed out.


‘No, boss. For some reason the pathologist doesn’t think he killed himself or drowned fishing for trout.’


‘Not many trout in the sea,’ said Caldas drily.


‘You know what I mean.’


‘Yeah.’


Caldas took a drag on his cigarette. He had a feeling he was going to regret letting his assistant go to Panxón alone.


‘Do you know who he was?’


‘He was from the village. A fisherman. They’re going to transfer the body to Vigo for identification and autopsy. And someone from Forensics is going to come by, to look for clues.’


‘Nobody recognises him?’


‘Not with any certainty, no. You know what these people are like,’ said Estevez. He’d lived in Galicia for several months but he still wasn’t used to the locals’ ambiguous way of expressing themselves.


‘See if you can get them to give you something more definite,’ said the inspector, then regretted it instantly, knowing how forcefully his assistant could go about things. ‘But be gentle, Rafa,’ he added. ‘I don’t want any trouble.’


‘Don’t you worry, boss. Leave it to me,’ said his assistant, in a tone that Caldas found far from reassuring.


*


The inspector rejoined his father and picked up the cup he’d left on the parapet.


‘Is your assistant getting used to things here?’


Caldas sipped his coffee. ‘No, I don’t think he ever will.’


His father traced letters in the air with his pen.


‘Shall I enter him in my book?’ he asked, as if there could be no more cruel punishment.


When Caldas didn’t reply, he added: ‘I can always erase his name later. He wouldn’t be the first I’ve removed.’


‘It’s up to you,’ the inspector said, and his father noticed his preoccupied air.


‘Something up, Leo?’


‘A client,’ Caldas said, clicking his tongue.


‘Murdered?’


‘Could be,’ said Caldas.


‘Would you like us to drive back to Vigo now?’ asked his father.


‘No, don’t worry,’ replied Caldas, well aware that his father didn’t like spending any more time than he had to in the city.


‘I could try to get in to see your uncle this morning.’


‘There’s no need. Really.’


‘It would almost suit me better, Leo,’ insisted his father. ‘I’ve got things to do here this afternoon.’


‘All right then,’ said Caldas gratefully, knowing his father was lying.


They contemplated the rows of white posts supporting the vines, while the inspector finished his cigarette.


‘It’s looking pretty, isn’t it?’ said his father proudly.


‘Yes, it is,’ whispered Caldas. ‘Even though autumn doesn’t suit vines.’


His father gathered up the cups and headed back to the house. Caldas heard him muse: ‘Does autumn suit anyone?’




Excuses


Just before they reached the police station, and as the traffic lights turned red, Caldas suddenly made a vague excuse and got out of the car. He watched it disappear into the Vigo traffic, feeling guilty. This was a difficult time for his father.


As they left the estate they had exchanged a few words about his uncle, lamenting the illness that was consuming him from within, forcing him to breathe through a machine. They had spent the rest of the journey in silence, Caldas with eyes closed, his father with his eyes on the road and mind on the hospital.


Only once they were in the city, driving down the sloping streets to the police station, did the inspector’s father ask about Alba. To cut the conversation short, Caldas had said he had no news, that he hadn’t heard from her for several months. But his father persisted with his questions despite these evasive answers. Why did he always insist on raising the most awkward subjects at the last minute? If the aim was to prolong their time together, he should have learned his lesson by now. The unwelcome questions only precipitated Caldas’s departure, leaving them both with a bitter aftertaste.


In the police station Caldas made his way down the aisle between the two rows of desks to the far end of the room. He opened the frosted glass door to his office, hung his raincoat on the coat rack and sank into his black desk chair.


Gazing at the piles of papers on his desk, he continued thinking about his father until Superintendent Soto came in and brought him back to reality.


‘How did you get on in Panxón?’


‘I didn’t have time to go, Superintendent. Estevez is dealing with it.’


‘You sent Estevez on his own for the removal of a body?’ asked Superintendent Soto.


When Caldas’s silence confirmed this, the superintendent shook his head disgustedly and left the room, muttering.


Caldas picked up the phone. He dialled Olga’s extension and told her to send Estevez straight into his office as soon as he got back to the station.


He remained at his desk, ignoring his stomach, which was informing him noisily that it was well past lunchtime. He took the opportunity to go through some of the papers that had accumulated on his desk, pencilling notes in the margins before placing them on a different pile. Every time he put down a document, he checked his watch and glanced at the door. He wondered how his assistant was getting on with the recovery of the drowned man’s corpse. He also thought about his father and his own abrupt exit.


At a quarter to three, as he was leafing through the statements of witnesses to the hold-up of a jeweller’s in the Calle del Principe, the city’s main shopping street, Rafael Estevez’s bulky form appeared at the glass door.


‘That was some morning I’ve had, boss,’ he snorted as he came in.


Caldas was starving. And he thought he’d rather hear what Estevez had to say somewhere else, safe from interruptions. He put the robbery statements down on top of a heap of papers and stood up.


‘Have you had lunch yet?’ he asked. ‘My treat.’


‘Thanks, but I couldn’t eat a thing,’ replied Estevez. ‘You can’t imagine the state that guy’s body was in.’


Before his assistant had a chance to go into detail, Caldas took his raincoat, folded it over his arm and went to the door.


‘Do you mind filling me in on it while I have something to eat?’ he said. ‘All I’ve had this morning is coffee and if I leave it any later I won’t get served.’


‘It’s not raining today,’ said Estevez, pointing at the raincoat.


‘I know,’ said the inspector, hurrying out.


Estevez followed him out into the street, where the sun was just peeking between clouds.


They crossed the Alameda, stepping through fallen leaves, and headed along the Calle del Arenal with its elegant stone buildings. The façades with their ironwork balconies had overlooked the container port for several decades now, but still seemed to be wondering where the beach and sea had disappeared to.


The Bar Puerto was still packed. As usual at lunchtime, the customers wore a mixture of suits, blue overalls and thick fishermen’s clothing. Caldas glanced at the plates being emptied at the nearest tables.


‘Pity you’re not hungry,’ he said.


‘There was foam coming out of his nose,’ Estevez recalled, wrinkling his nose in disgust.


‘Later, Rafa,’ said the inspector. There would be plenty of time to hear the more macabre details once he’d eaten.


Cristina came to fetch a bottle of brandy from the bar near the door.


‘Can we still get something to eat?’ asked the inspector, raising his voice above the din of overlapping conversations.


‘We’ve always got something for a radio star,’ teased the waitress. Then she took the bottle to the back of the dining room so that two dockworkers, lunchtime regulars like Caldas, could add brandy to the coffee with which they were rounding off their meal.


When she returned, she indicated a couple of tables with empty places.


‘Would you rather sit here or over there?’


At the table nearest to them, three veteran seafarers were sitting with a young man in a dark suit who was avidly devouring a bowl of soup and a sports paper. At the other sat the dockworkers to whom Cristina had taken the brandy.


‘The one at the back,’ said Caldas. ‘And would you mind not seating anyone else with us once those two have left?’


‘Don’t worry, Leo. At this time of day we only get the odd straggler.’


As they headed to their table they passed the kitchen. The white-tiled walls were hung with cooking pots, awaiting their turn on the stove. The dented metal revealed many years of use, but they gleamed as if they had been polished.


Caldas and Estevez stopped before the low counter separating dining room and kitchen. The inspector leaned over to examine the chiller cabinet where the shellfish was usually displayed. It was empty.


‘No point in looking. There’s no shellfish on a Monday,’ said one of the cooks behind the counter. She was washing a pan before returning it to its place on the wall.


‘What do you use to make them shine like that?’ asked Estevez, pointing at the pan.


‘Plenty of elbow grease, son,’ said the cook. ‘Like to have a go?’ she added, holding out the soapy pan.


Estevez declined the offer with a smile and followed Caldas to the back of the restaurant. He exchanged a glance with the dockers sharing their table and settled back in the chair facing the inspector.


Cristina brought a tureen and placed it between them. When she removed the lid, fragrant steam spread across the table making Estevez sit up, nostrils flaring.


The waitress returned with a carafe of chilled white wine in one hand, and plates, glasses and cutlery in the other.


‘Rafael doesn’t need a plate,’ Caldas said. ‘He won’t be eating.’


Estevez looked at the tureen like a little boy peering up into the sky for the balloon that’s just got away.


‘Why don’t I leave one just in case?’ asked Cristina.


‘OK. Just in case,’ agreed Estevez.


Caldas filled his bowl with soup and returned the ladle to the tureen. Estevez helped himself immediately.


‘I thought you couldn’t eat a thing,’ the inspector remarked.


‘A little soup can’t hurt,’ replied his assistant, filling his bowl to the brim.


Caldas blew on his first spoonful to cool it before lifting it to his lips: ‘You’re right about that.’


Estevez had had a second helping and was refraining from a third by the time Cristina came to take their order for the main course. She offered them bacalao a la gallega, cod with potatoes, or squid in its ink with rice. Caldas chose the squid.


‘Would you like something else?’ Cristina asked Estevez.


The soup had blotted out all thoughts of the drowned man’s foaming nose and restored the policeman’s habitual voracious appetite.


‘What do you recommend?’ he asked.


‘The squid’s turned out really well,’ said Cristina, adding almost immediately: ‘But the cod’s been popular, too …’


She left her words hanging and Estevez stared, awaiting her verdict. After a few seconds, as none came, he asked:


‘Well?’


‘They’re different,’ the waitress said simply.


‘I know that. But one of them must be better,’ insisted Estevez.


‘They’re both really good,’ said Cristina with an open smile. ‘Which do you like best?’


‘Forget it,’ muttered Estevez, realising he wasn’t going to get a definite answer. ‘I’ll have the same as him – the squid. And a salad.’


As soon as Cristina was out of earshot, Estevez complained: ‘I don’t know why the hell I bother asking these people anything.’


He realised that Caldas was staring at him in silence across the table.


‘Sorry, boss,’ he said. ‘Sometimes I forget you’re one of them.’




The Drowned Man


At four in the afternoon, when all that remained of the policemen’s squid in ink were dark stains on their paper napkins, the last few customers of the Bar Puerto stood up. Caldas watched them as they left.


‘Tell me about the drowned man,’ he said to his assistant, picking up a teaspoon to stir his coffee.


‘He was found floating at the water’s edge, but by the time I got there he’d been laid out on the sand. There was foam coming out of his nose and mouth.’


‘You’ve already told me.’


‘I just can’t get it out of my head. And he was icy,’ Estevez explained, clenching his teeth as if a shiver had just run through him.


‘Haven’t you ever seen a drowned man before?’ asked Caldas, surprised.


‘Back in Zaragoza, occasionally we had to fish someone who’d committed suicide out of the river, but I never got too close. You know I’m not keen on dead people, Inspector,’ said Estevez a little sheepishly.


‘And the living aren’t too keen on you,’ murmured Caldas, picturing, for the second time that day, the drowned pharmacist about whom he’d dreamed so often as a child. ‘Come on, get on with it. Did you find out who he was?’


‘His name was Justo Castelo. He was a fisherman from the village. He went out in his boat yesterday morning and wasn’t seen again. The boat hasn’t turned up yet.’


‘What kind of boat is it?’


‘I don’t know – one of those small ones. He worked on his own. He fished for shrimps and crabs using those mesh crates they drop on the seabed. You know the kind of thing.’


‘Traps,’ said Caldas.


‘That’s right – traps. He sold his catch at the market in Panxón.’


‘Age?’


Estevez shrugged: ‘Early forties. I’ve got his details back at the station. Single, no partner or children. Mother lives in the village, with the sister and her husband.’


‘Did you speak to them?’


‘I saw the sister, but I didn’t interview her, if that’s what you mean. Bad enough for the poor woman to get that news. I said we’d transferred her brother’s body to Vigo for an autopsy. She was anxious to know when they’d be able to have the funeral and I told her we’d release the body as soon as possible. She’s agreed to come by this afternoon to identify him.’


Caldas was reassured to hear that his assistant could behave with tact when required.


‘You didn’t see the husband or the mother?’


‘No. The husband’s away on a fishing boat somewhere off the coast of Africa. The mother’s a semi-invalid. Not the day to go and pay a social call.’


‘No, of course not. On the phone you said the man’s hands were tied, didn’t you?’


‘That’s right, boss. Wrists bound with a plastic tie, like the kind used for fastening cables and pipes. It’s a flexible strip with a hole at one end. You insert the tip and pull to adjust it,’ he explained, miming the gesture. ‘You know the sort of thing I mean. Once you pull it tight you can’t loosen it without breaking it,’ he said, repeating the motion.


Caldas nodded, still stirring his coffee. He’d rather have lit a cigarette, but in the Bar Puerto they were as strict about not smoking as they were with the cooking times of their shellfish, so he had to make do with stirring coffee.


‘What about the legs?’


‘They were bent back. And stiff as a statue’s.’


‘Were they tied as well?’ the inspector asked.


‘No, only the hands.’


‘What about the face?’


‘A complete mess – bloated, with eyes wide open as if he’d seen a ghost,’ said Estevez, opening his own eyes wide. ‘It was all bashed up. And I’ve already mentioned the foam …’ He now shut his eyes tight as if trying to erase the memory.


Caldas knew exactly what his assistant was talking about. On one occasion, weeks after a freighter had sunk, some fishermen had found the body of one of the crew. It had been pounded against the rocks for days and served as fish food, so the Forensics people had had to identify it from dental records.


‘He was clothed, wasn’t he?’


‘Of course, boss. He’d gone fishing.’


Beyond the counter, the cook had finished washing up the last pan from lunch. After drying it carefully with a cloth she returned it to its hook on the wall.


‘I don’t think so,’ said Caldas, watching the woman.


‘What d’you mean, you don’t think so?’ said Estevez, turning around. ‘You don’t think I can tell the difference between a guy who’s clothed and one who isn’t?’


‘Don’t be silly, Rafa. I don’t think he’d gone fishing,’ said Caldas, indicating the empty display cabinet between kitchen and dining room. ‘There’s no seafood on a Monday because fishermen don’t fish on Sundays.’


‘Well, this one was spotted in his boat early in the morning. You tell me where he was off to otherwise.’


‘I don’t know. Who did you say saw him?’


‘I didn’t say,’ replied Estevez. ‘Someone mentioned it this morning.’


‘And did you confirm it?’


‘No.’


Caldas reflected that maybe it was a good thing that he hadn’t. Estevez didn’t exactly resemble a tame bloodhound when he was following a trail. They’d have time to check all the details in due course.


‘D’you know if there were any marks on the body?’


‘Any marks? I told you, the face was all beaten up.’


‘Apart from that, Rafa. Did anything else show up when he was examined?’


Estevez hesitated: ‘The body was covered in green seaweed so you couldn’t really see, but, no, I don’t think there was anything else. Anyway, it was the pathologist who looked at him.’


‘Dr Barrio?’ asked Caldas, and his assistant nodded.


‘And the Forensics people filmed it all,’ added Estevez. ‘You know they never go anywhere these days without that camera of theirs.’


‘Did they find anything?’


Estevez shrugged. ‘They looked around, but the guy was washed up by the sea so I doubt they’ll find any clues.’


‘Right,’ said Caldas, reassured by the flashes of common sense in his assistant’s account.


‘And you say he was found on the beach at Panxón?’


‘Yes, but not the bigger one. Another one beyond it, between the harbour and the mountain with the monument at the top.’


‘Monteferro,’ said Caldas.


Estevez nodded.


‘It’s a smaller beach, with loads of seaweed on the shoreline. Apparently it’s not the first time a corpse has washed up there.’


‘Do you know who found him?’


‘A pensioner from the village. He goes out for a walk every morning and saw the body in the seaweed, from the road, and called the local police. It was them who called us. I’ve got the old boy’s name back at the station.’


‘Did you speak to him?’


‘Yes, of course. To him and others. But they didn’t tell me much. You know people here …’


‘I know, I know,’ interrupted Caldas.


‘Would you do me a favour, boss?’ asked Estevez suddenly.


‘Of course.’


‘Could you stop doing that with your spoon? You’re making me nervous.’


The sound of the spoon scraping the sides of the cup stopped instantly and Caldas reddened slightly.


‘Of course,’ he said again, downing the rest of his now almost cold coffee.


Then he left enough money on the table to pay for both him and Estevez, and stood up. He was keen to see Guzman Barrio and hear the pathologist’s findings first hand. He’d go there after the radio station.




The Jingle


By the time they left the Bar Puerto, autumn had resumed its hostilities. After a few hours without rain, a vault of clouds had settled overhead and now emptied itself upon the city.


Estevez walked close to the buildings, trying to shelter from the rain. His raincoat was hanging on a hook back at the station. He wondered aloud how Galicians could make sense of weather that went from springlike to wintry in a few hours, and cursed whenever a large drop landed on his head.


The inspector walked beside him in silence, not admitting that they didn’t try to make sense of the climate, they simply lived with it.


At the entrance to the building on the Alameda, Caldas checked the time and lit a cigarette. He watched his assistant run through the park back to the police station, dodging puddles and cursing, and then just stood staring at the rain lashing down. When he’d finished his cigarette, he greeted the doorman and ascended the stairs to the first floor. He pushed open the door to the radio station, took his notebook from the pocket of his raincoat, hung the coat on the rack at the entrance and made his way down the long corridor to the control room where a technician was going over the order of calls with Rebeca, the producer.


‘Come in, come in,’ she said when she saw the inspector. ‘Santiago’s already asked for you twice.’


Through the glass Caldas could see that fool Santiago Losada already at the microphone. With a sigh of resignation, he slipped inside the studio. The host welcomed him with his customary friendliness:


‘Late as usual,’ he said, signalling to the technician to start the programme.


‘As usual,’ replied Caldas, choosing the seat closest to the window.


He took out his mobile phone and, switching it off, placed it beside his notebook on the desk. Then he turned to look out at the Alameda where a small group of foreign cruise passengers were braving the bad weather. They walked with heads down, the hoods of their yellow raincoats up, determined to see the sights featured in their guidebooks before returning to the liner and sailing on to the next port.


That morning, when he’d mentioned retirement and his father had turned around and asked what he would do if he gave up the vineyard, Caldas had been about to suggest that he travel, see the world. Now, watching the tourists wandering in the rain in a foreign city, he was glad he’d kept quiet.


‘Off we go,’ announced Losada drily. The inspector opened his notebook and put on his headphones, wondering if the host’s set was as uncomfortable as his. He’d have to swap them one day to check.


As in every other edition of the show, call after call related to matters that fell within the remit of the City Police: potholes, zebra crossings that were slippery in the rain, drivers crashing into parked cars and speeding off … Caldas simply listened and took down the details in his notebook, wondering how a radio phone-in show could be so popular when the callers’ problems were so rarely solved.


After the seventh call, he tallied the score: City Police seven, Leo nil.


The Patrolling the Waves theme tune played until Rebeca, on the other side of the glass, held up a slip of paper with the name of the eighth caller of the day.


‘Good afternoon, José,’ said Losada.


‘Good afternoon. I’ve called in before,’ declared the man.


‘Could you refresh our memory?’ the presenter urged. ‘The show does get hundreds of calls.’


‘Your head’s bigger than your audience,’ thought Caldas, feeling the urge to insult the host on air. He wished the caller would put Losada in his place, but the man on the line sounded like a wimp:


‘It’s about police vehicle stops,’ he said. ‘They keep picking me. I don’t even use the car much – only at weekends.’


Caldas remembered the man. He’d called the show recently, accusing his local police of ordering him out of the car and breathalysing him at every turn.


‘I remember you, José,’ said Caldas, to move things along. ‘Have you been breathalysed again?’


‘This Saturday. Three times.’


‘Three?’


‘Yes, Inspector, three. Once in the morning and twice in the afternoon.’


‘Good heavens.’


‘On Sunday I saw the officer out of the window so I left the car at home. Just in case. And would you believe it, when I walked past him in the street, he was watching me the whole time. I thought he was going to breathalyse me again.’


‘Tell me something, is it always the same officer?’


‘This Saturday, yes. But last week it was a different one.’


‘And what were the results?’


‘The results?’


‘Of the tests,’ said Caldas. ‘Were any positive?’


‘No, Inspector.’


‘None of them?’


‘None, Inspector. I hardly drink.’


Caldas thought the caller sounded puzzled rather than angry with the police. Caldas shared his bewilderment.


‘What can I do, Inspector?’


While he was trying to come up with an answer for the caller, Caldas saw Losada signal to the sound technician. A tune, more suited to a cartoon than a police phone-in, began to play in his headphones. It was highly distracting, and he had to glance at the caller’s name on the sign again before he could answer him.


‘Here’s what we’re going to do, José,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you come down to the radio station the day of our next show and afterwards we can go and have a word with the chief of the City Police. Let’s see if he can persuade his officers not to stop you all the time. How’s that?’


The caller hung up and Caldas wrote in his notebook: City Police eight, Leo nil.


After another two calls, Patrolling the Waves came to an end. Caldas freed himself from the oppressive headphones while Losada sonorously exhorted his audience to tune in for the next show.


When the red light indicated that they were off air, Caldas asked Losada: ‘What was that music?’


‘What music?’


‘The jingle you had playing when I was about to answer the breathalyser man, and all the callers after that.’


‘Ah!’ smiled the presenter. ‘I thought it would be a great idea to play a tune while you’re thinking.’


‘What?’


‘To make it more fun for the audience. Just while you’re thinking,’ he said, smugly sure of himself.


Caldas was horrified. If he didn’t stop this arrogant fool right now, pretty soon there’d be a trumpet fanfare after each answer.


‘Didn’t it occur to you that it might do the exact opposite – that a silly little jingle like that might actually distract me?’ said Caldas. ‘Anyway, what do you mean “while I’m thinking”? What the hell do you suppose I’m doing the rest of the time?’


‘Look, Leo, if that’s how you’re going to be about it, no more music for you.’


Caldas left the studio and, as he looked in on the control room to say goodbye to Rebeca and the technician, he switched his phone back on. He’d missed two calls. The first was from Guzman Barrio. The pathologist had agreed to phone as soon as he finished the autopsy on the drowned man. The second call was from his father.


‘See you Thursday,’ said Rebeca with a wave.




Justo Castelo


The rain was still pouring down when Caldas got back to the police station so he asked his assistant for a lift to the Town Hall. Estevez waited with the engine running while the inspector delivered the string of complaints gathered during the radio show to the City Police. Then they went to see the forensic pathologist.


‘Go and see if he’s in his office,’ said Caldas, checking his mobile again.


Estevez peered round a door abruptly, then looked back to Caldas and shouted: ‘Yes, boss, he’s here!’


‘Bloody hell, Estevez,’ said a startled Guzman Barrio. He’d been slouching in an armchair, trying to catch up on his sleep. ‘Do you always burst in like that?’


‘No, he usually kicks the door down,’ said Caldas from behind his assistant. ‘You left me a message on my mobile.’


‘It’s about the man who was washed up this morning in Panxón,’ said the pathologist. ‘You know about it?’


Caldas answered with a question: ‘Have you finished the examination?’


The pathologist rose, stretching discreetly, and made his way towards the door past the two policemen.


‘If you’d like to see the body …’ he said, heading out into the corridor. ‘It’s just been stitched up, so it can be handed over to the family.’


‘Nice work,’ muttered Estevez.


‘Well, our customers don’t complain,’ said the pathologist.


As always on these occasions, Estevez grumbled all the way to the swing doors of the autopsy room. He really didn’t want to see the drowned man again, especially now that he’d been cut open. Taking a deep breath, he followed the inspector and the pathologist inside.


‘Where’s the drowned man?’ Barrio asked two auxiliaries who were washing a female cadaver in preparation for an autopsy.


‘In the freezer, Doctor. Shall I bring it out?’ asked one of the auxiliaries.


‘No, that’s OK. You carry on with what you’re doing.’


Barrio headed towards a large metal door and, pulling the handle firmly, entered the cold room. He came out a few seconds later pushing a trolley. On it lay a body in a grey plastic cover. Barrio took a pair of latex gloves from a box on a shelf, and also found some disposable masks, which he handed to the policemen.


Having donned the gloves, the pathologist unzipped the body bag in a single motion and let it fall open, revealing the naked body of the fisherman.


‘Meet Justo Castelo,’ he said.


‘We’ve already met,’ said Estevez, hanging back. He had no intention of coming any closer.


The stitched-up autopsy incision stood out like a zip against the corpse’s chalk-white skin. The Y-shaped wound started on either side of the neck, merged below the sternum and descended in a single line, circling the navel and ending just above the pubic bone.


Though wearing a mask, Caldas recoiled at first from the smell. Then he looked at the corpse’s wrists. Only after examining the deep grooves left there by the plastic cable tie did he look at the head. A row of stitches circled the scalp like a crown.


Justo Castelo’s forehead, cheeks and chin had suffered multiple blows. His eyelids were taped shut. The pressure of the water had burst the blood vessels of his nose and eyes. His lips were swollen and turned outwards, as if he’d greeted death with a kiss, lending the face a grotesque aspect.


‘He drowned,’ said Barrio solemnly.


‘Some sleuth,’ muttered Estevez from behind.


Inspector Caldas turned to his assistant with a furious glance.


‘What?’ said Estevez defensively. ‘You don’t need a bloody autopsy to tell you that.’


‘I meant he was still alive when he entered the water,’ said Barrio. ‘That’s not always the case. The sea is a good place to dispose of a corpse.’


‘Right, right,’ Caldas interrupted and then, turning to his assistant, he said: ‘Why don’t you wait outside?’


Estevez’s face lit up: ‘Sure,’ he said, tugging off the mask with a sigh of relief. ‘What with the young lady those two are cleaning up and our fair-haired friend here, I was starting to feel sick.’


Dr Barrio waited for Estevez to leave the room before continuing:


‘As I was saying, there’s evidence of vital reactions. See the ecchymoses here?’ he said, indicating small red marks on the eyelids. ‘And when we got there, there was still foam exuding from his mouth and nose. So there’s no doubt he was still alive when he entered the water.’


Caldas grimaced, imagining the dead man’s face with eyes wide open and foaming at the nose and mouth. Familiar with his assistant’s reaction to dead bodies, he wasn’t surprised at the effect this one had had on him.


He examined the grooves on the dead man’s wrists. The pathologist told him what he already knew:


‘They were bound with a plastic tie.’


‘Estevez said you don’t think he tied his hands himself.’


‘No, I don’t,’ confirmed the pathologist. ‘It was a cable tie – you fasten it by inserting one end into an eyelet in the other.’


Apparently the only way to explain how these ties worked was by miming the action. Like Estevez at the Bar Puerto, Barrio put both hands together in the air and then tried to jerk them apart.


‘You know the kind I mean?’


Caldas nodded.


‘And he couldn’t have fastened it himself?’


‘His palms were pressed together. How would he have fastened the tie?’ asked Barrio, indicating the indentations on the dead man’s wrists.


Caldas brought his own hands together. ‘I suppose first I’d try to insert the end into the hole.’


‘How?’


‘With my fingers,’ Caldas said doubtfully. ‘No?’


‘Maybe,’ conceded Barrio. ‘And how would you tighten it?’


‘With my teeth?’


‘Exactly – with your teeth.’


‘So what’s the problem?’ asked the inspector.


‘Would you mind putting your hands together again?’ the doctor asked.


Caldas once again pressed his palms together.


‘How would you go about fastening a tie around your wrists using your teeth?’


‘Like this,’ said the inspector, raising his hands to his mouth.


‘But to do that the eyelet would have to be there, by your thumbs,’ said Barrio, indicating the part of the inspector’s wrists closest to his mouth. ‘Yet the tie binding this man’s hands was fastened around the other side, by his little fingers.’


Caldas rotated his hands and held them up to his mouth as the pathologist had described.


‘You could do it like this, too,’ he said.


Barrio disagreed: ‘You could tighten it like that, Leo, but it would be unnatural.’


‘But you could do it,’ insisted Caldas.


‘Maybe,’ said the doctor. ‘But it would be more or less impossible to insert the end of the tie into the eyelet using your little fingers. Almost as hard as threading a needle with them.’


Caldas stared at his hands and nodded, separating them.


‘Couldn’t he have moved the fastener round after tightening the tie?’


Barrio shook his head. ‘It was too tight, Leo. See the marks it’s left on the wrists? I’m sure it didn’t move at all. I had to cut it to release his hands,’ the doctor went on. ‘Clara Barcia has taken it away to examine it, but I doubt she’ll find anything useful after so many hours in the sea.’


‘Couldn’t he have got someone else to tighten it and then jumped into the water?’ asked Caldas.


‘He could have …’ said Dr Barrio, but his expression showed doubt. In his experience, people who decided to end their lives by throwing themselves into the sea had access to too many ways of tying themselves up to choose one that required another’s help.


‘Right,’ said Caldas, then pointed to the dead man’s face: ‘What about these injuries?’


‘Most of them are post mortem. But there are two contusions that were inflicted while he was still alive. This is one of them,’ said the pathologist, showing Caldas a wound surrounded by a large bruise on the dead man’s right temple.
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