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1


Melchor is still in his office, simmering on the low flame of his own impatience waiting for the night shift to end, when the phone rings. It’s the duty officer at the front desk. Two dead at the Adell country house, he announces.


“The printing company Adells?” Melchor says.


“That’s right,” the officer says. “Do you know where they live?”


“Out on the Vilalba dels Arcs Road, no?”


“Exactly.”


“Have we got anyone there?”


“Ruiz and Mayol. They just phoned in.”


“I’m on my way.”


Until that moment, the night had been as calm as usual. In the hours before dawn there is hardly anyone left in the station and, as Melchor turns off the lights, closes his office door and runs down the deserted stairs, pulling on his jacket as he goes, the silence is so intense that it reminds him of those first days in Terra Alta, when he was still addicted to the roar of the city and the silence of the countryside kept him awake, condemning him to sleepless nights he fought with novels and sleeping pills. That memory brings back the forgotten image of the man he was four years earlier, when he arrived in Terra Alta; it also brings back an obvious fact: that he and that individual are two different people, as distinct as a criminal and a law-abiding man, as Jean Valjean and Monsieur Madeleine, the split and contradictory protagonist of Les Misérables, his favourite novel.


When he reaches the ground floor, Melchor checks out his Walther P99 and a box of ammunition from the armoury, telling himself it’s been too long since he last read Les Misérables and that he’ll have to resign himself to missing breakfast with his wife and daughter that morning.


He gets into his Opel Corsa and, while he pulls out of the station garage, he phones Sergeant Blai.


“You better pray that whatever you have to tell me is important, españolazo,” the sergeant grunts, his voice still drenched in sleep. “Or I’ll string you up by your balls.”


“There are two dead at the Adells’ house,” Melchor says.


“The Adells? Which Adells?”


“The printing Adells.”


“You’re joking.”


“I’m not joking,” Melchor says. “A patrol car just called it in. Ruiz and Mayol are already there. I’m on my way.”


Suddenly awake, Blai begins to give him instructions.


“Don’t tell me what I have to do,” Melchor interrupts him. “Just one thing: should I call Salom and the forensics team?”


“No, I’ll make the calls,” Blai says. “We’ve got to tell everyone and their dog. You take care of preserving the scene, sealing off the house—”


“Don’t worry, Sergeant,” Melchor cuts him off again. “I’ll be there in five.”


“Give me half an hour,” Blai says and, as if no longer talking to Melchor but to himself, grumbles: “The Adells, for Christ’s sake. What a shitstorm this is going to be.”


Without turning on the siren or his flashing lights, Melchor drives full speed through the streets of Gandesa, which at that hour are almost as deserted as the stairs and corridors of the police station. Occasionally he passes a cyclist in cycling gear, or a runner in running gear, or a car that might be returning from a long Saturday night or just beginning a long Sunday. Dawn is breaking in Terra Alta. An ashen sky heralds a morning without sun and, when he reaches the Piqué Hotel, Melchor turns left and leaves Gandesa on the road to Vilalba dels Arcs. He accelerates there, and a few minutes later turns off, taking a hundred-metre-long dirt track that leads to a country house. It is surrounded by a high stone wall crowned with broken glass and almost completely covered in ivy. The brown metal gate is open and, parked in front of it is a patrol car, its blue lights blinking in the dawn; beside it, Ruiz seems to be consoling a middle-aged woman, who sits on a stone bench, crying.


Melchor gets out of his car and says: “What’s happened here?”


“I don’t know,” the patrolman says, pointing to the woman. “This lady is the cook here. She’s the one who phoned. She says there are two dead people inside.”


The woman is trembling from head to foot, sobbing and wringing her hands, her face bathed in tears. Melchor tries to calm her and asks her the same question he asked Ruiz, but the only response he gets is a look of terror and an unintelligible stammer.


“And Mayol?” Melchor says.


“Inside,” Ruiz says.


Melchor tells him to tape off the entrance and stay with the woman until the others arrive. Under the gaze of two closed-circuit cameras, he goes through the gate and walks briskly along a path through a well-tended garden – past mulberry and cherry trees that dot the lush lawns, and beds of geraniums, peonies, lilies and roses, jasmine climbing the walls – until around a corner the facade of the old three-storey farmhouse you can see from the crossroads appears in front of him, with its big wooden door, its trellised balconies and open attic windows. Mayol is leaning against one of the door jambs, with his legs slightly bent and both hands holding his pistol. The dark blue of his uniform stands out starkly against the dark ochre of the facade. When he sees Melchor he beckons him over.


Melchor pulls out his pistol while he studies the baroque pattern of a tyre track in the earthen drive that widens out into a parking area in front of the half-open front door.


“Have you been in?” he asks Mayol.


“No,” Mayol says.


“Is there anyone inside?”


“I don’t know.”


Melchor notices that the lock on the door is undamaged. Then he sees that Mayol is pouring with sweat and has fear written all over his face.


“Stay behind me,” he tells him.


Melchor kicks open the big door and enters the house, followed by Mayol. Cautiously, he inspects the ground floor, which is in semi-darkness: a front hall with a coat stand, a large chest, armchairs and glass cases of books, a lift, a bathroom, two bedrooms with wardrobes, made-up beds and ceramic water jugs, a well-stocked larder. Then he goes up to the first floor by a stone staircase that leads to a large living room lit only by a ceiling lamp. What he sees there plunges him, for long drawn-out seconds, into an overwhelming sense of unreality, which he is only yanked out of by Mayol’s agonised groan as he throws up on the floor.


“My God!” the patrolman splutters as he spits out a disgusting mush of bile and bits of food. “What’s happened here?”


It is the first murder scene Melchor has encountered since he arrived in Terra Alta, but he saw many before that and he doesn’t remember anything like this.


Two bloody masses of red and violet flesh face each other on a sofa and armchair soaked in a lumpy liquid – a mixture of blood, entrails, cartilage and skin – which has spattered the walls, the floor and even as far as the fireplace. Floating in the air is a violent smell of blood, of tormented flesh, of supplication, and a strange sensation, as if those four walls had preserved the howls of agony they’d witnessed; at the same time, Melchor believes he senses in the room – and this is perhaps what disturbs him most – a certain aroma of exultation or euphoria, something he doesn’t have words to define but that, if he did have them, he might describe as the festive slipstream of a macabre carnival, or a demented ritual, or a joyful human sacrifice.


Fascinated, Melchor moves towards that double horrifying mess, trying not to step on any evidence (on the floor are two pieces of torn cloth drenched in blood that had almost certainly been used as gags), and, when he reaches the sofa, he can tell that the two blood-soaked shapes are the meticulously tortured and mutilated bodies of a man and a woman. Their eyes have been gouged out, their fingernails torn off, their teeth pulled out, their ears cut off, their nipples also, their bellies have been sliced open and their guts have been ripped out and scattered around them. He has only to see their whitish grey hair and their bare, flaccid limbs (or what’s left of them) to realise that these were two very elderly people.


Melchor feels as though he could contemplate that spectacle for hours under the weak glow of the ceiling light.


“Is it the Adells?” he says.


Mayol, who has stayed a few metres away, approaches, and he repeats the question.


“I think so,” the patrolman says.


Melchor has occasionally seen the Adells in photographs in the local papers and regional publications, but never met them in person, and beneath the butchery he’s not able to recognise what he remembers.


“Stay here and don’t let anyone touch anything,” he tells Mayol. “Sergeant Blai should be here any minute. I’m going to take a look around.”


The house is enormous, and seems to be full of bedrooms. It has been renovated in a way that Melchor thinks comes straight out of an architectural journal, preserving the old structure and modernising everything else. Between the first and second floor, in a small room that might once have been a storeroom, Melchor finds a panel with several blank monitors; it’s the security room, and all the alarms and cameras have been switched off.


On the second floor he comes into a vast rectangular hall with six doors, two of which are wide open. Beyond the first is a master bedroom where chaos reigns: the bed has been stripped of sheets, pillows, duvet and mattress, which lie piled up and torn in a corner; the bedside tables, chests of drawers and wardrobes have been searched and the contents dumped on the floor; chairs, stools and armchairs have been thrown all over the place, bedclothes, shirts, trousers, dresses, underwear and bits of plastic, glass and metal that – Melchor verifies after examining them – are the remains of destroyed mobile phones, SIM cards removed; there are medicine bottles, lotions, creams, shoes, slippers, magazines, newspapers, printed papers, smashed cups and glasses, empty jewellery cases; a beautiful wood-and-ivory crucifix, an oil painting of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and several silver-framed family photographs have been torn off the walls and smashed against the elaborate floor tiles. It is clear that this is the old couple’s bedroom and, as he observes the disorder, Melchor wonders if the murderers were simply thieves, or if they were looking for something that they may have found, or may not have.


In the next room he discovers another corpse, a big-boned woman with straw-coloured hair and very white skin, sitting on the floor beside the unmade bed. Her back leans against a partition wall and her head has fallen against her shoulder. She is wearing a cream-coloured nightdress and a blue dressing-gown, and her eyes are wide open as if she’s seen the devil. A perpendicular trail of dry blood runs to her nose and mouth from a hole in her forehead the size of a ten-cent piece.


Melchor inspects the other four rooms – a living room and three more bedrooms – but he finds nothing out of the ordinary. On the top floor he realises almost immediately that the intruders did not get that far and looks out of a window. Seeing that five cars are now parked outside the gate, he decides to go back downstairs.


Blai and Salom are contemplating the corpses of the old couple when Melchor joins them. Three forensics officers, their backs turned, are silently preparing their equipment and instruments. Blai asks: “Are there any more dead?”


The sergeant is forty-five years old, but looks younger. He’s wearing tight jeans and a striped T-shirt that shows off his biceps and pectoral muscles and, beneath his bald pate, his direct, clear blue eyes observe the carnage with a mixture of incredulity and disgust.


“One,” Melchor says. “A woman. They shot her, but didn’t torture her.”


“That must be the Romanian maid,” Blai surmises. “The cook says she lived in.”


“The old folks’ room has been ransacked,” Melchor goes on. “Well, I think it’s their room. There are bits of mobiles on the floor, deliberately destroyed. Have you seen the tyre tracks in the garden?”


Blai nods without taking his eyes off the Adells.


“It’s the only strange thing,” Melchor says. “Everything else reeks of professionals.”


“Or psychopaths,” Blai suggests. “If not demonic possession. Who else could come up with something like this?”


“That’s what I thought when I first saw it,” Melchor says. “A ritual. But I don’t think so anymore.”


“Why?” Blai says.


Melchor shrugs.


“The door hasn’t been forced,” he says. “The security cameras and alarms were switched off. They’ve smashed the mobiles and taken the SIM cards so we can’t see what calls the old folks made. And they’ve tortured them expertly. It might be a robbery, they may have taken jewellery and money, although I haven’t come across a safe. But does this butchery fit with a robbery? Maybe they were looking for something and that’s why they tortured them.”


“Maybe,” Blai says. “Anyway, being professionals doesn’t mean they aren’t psychopaths. Or that this wasn’t a ritual. What do you think Salom?”


The corporal seems hypnotised by the corpses of the two elderly people, apparently unable to believe his eyes. The impact has robbed him of his usual serenity: he is a little pale, a little shaken, breathing through his mouth; a tiny tremor quivers on his upper lip. He’s a little overweight, with a bushy beard and somewhat old-fashioned glasses, all of which makes him appear much older than Blai, even though there’s barely a couple of years between them.


“I wouldn’t say straight off that it’s the work of professionals either,” he says. “Maybe you’re right, it could have been a couple of whack jobs.”


“Did you know them?” Blai says.


“The old folks?” Salom says, pointing vaguely at the mutilated bodies. “Of course. Their daughter and son-in-law are friends of mine. Life-long friends.” Turning to Melchor, he adds: “Your wife knows them too.”


There is a silence, during which Salom finally manages to control his trembling lip. Blai lets out a resigned sigh before announcing: “Well, I’m going to call Tortosa. We can’t deal with all this on our own.”


While the sergeant speaks to the Territorial Investigations Unit in Tortosa, Melchor and Salom stand contemplating the slaughter a moment longer.


“Do you know what I’m thinking?” Melchor says.


Salom is gradually pulling himself together. Or that’s the impression he gives.


“What?”


“About what you said the day I arrived here.”


“What did I say?”


“That nothing ever happens in Terra Alta.”


*


With the help of two colleagues on the investigation team, Melchor has just discovered that all the house’s alarms and security cameras have been off for a day and a half, disconnected at 10.48 on Friday night. A patrolman leans his head into the converted security room.


“Deputy Inspector Gomà has arrived from Tortosa,” he tells Melchor. “Deputy Inspector Barrera and Sergeant Blai want you to come down.”


It’s nine o’clock in the morning and the entire Terra Alta Investigations Unit, which Sergeant Blai leads, in fact half of the whole police force, including its chief, Deputy Inspector Barrera, is in the Adells’ house. A silent frenzy has reigned over the sealed-off house for the last couple of hours: uniformed and plain-clothes officers coming and going, exchanging information, taking notes, taking photographs, filming, looking for fingerprints or putting numbered cards in places where they find – or think they’ve found – evidence, trying to keep the crime scene intact and to isolate useful clues. At the gate, two uniformed officers have been keeping the ever-increasing crowd of journalists and onlookers at bay. The morning will be hot and humid; the grey dawn sky has given way to pot-bellied clouds, threatening rain.


In the first-floor living room, Barrera and Blai are talking to a man who, Melchor deduces, must be Deputy Inspector Gomà, the new chief of the Territorial Investigation Unit at Tortosa. To his left is a skinny woman in her thirties, tough-looking with short, curly brown hair, holding an iPad in her hands and with a red heart pierced by an arrow tattooed on her collar bone; this is Sergeant Pires. Melchor knows her from the odd meeting in Tortosa, but he’s never noticed her tattoo before, or maybe she’s just had it done. The four senior officers observe the tortured bodies of the old couple while several forensics officers, in white coveralls and gloves, blue overshoes and green masks, bustle around them, speaking only in whispers, engrossed in their work. Melchor stays a few steps away from them, sure that Barrera and Blai are giving the recent arrivals time to process that macabre scene, and he wonders if they too could spend hours contemplating the dead bodies. Blai is itemising the tortures the Adells appear to have been subjected to, as if they weren’t in everyone’s plain sight, until he suddenly notices Melchor’s presence. Blai introduces him to Deputy Inspector Gomà, who shakes his hand with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion.


“You were the first detective on the scene?”


“Yes,” Melchor says. “I was on the night shift.”


“Tell me what you know.”


They both turn their backs on the corpses and walk towards the centre of the room, followed by the others. Beside them, Pires takes notes on her iPad and Blai qualifies or adds to Melchor’s recitation occasionally, but does not contradict him. When Melchor finishes speaking, Gomà reflects for a moment and asks Barrera and Blai to post a couple of men at the gate and gather the rest of the team on the ground floor.


Five minutes later a band of police has formed around Gomà and Barrera. Gomà addresses them all, but especially the forensics team. He promises he’ll be brief. He says it’s impossible to exaggerate the importance of the case and the repercussions it will surely have in the media. He says there’s a lot at stake. He says they have a day of hard work ahead of them, that they will not be able to handle it on their own and that in the course of the morning reinforcements from Tortosa will continue to arrive. He says it is essential to preserve the crime scene as well as they can and for that reason, apart from the forensic officers, the fewer officers who go to the upper floors the better. He says that the forensics team should divide the house into zones and examine it millimetre by millimetre, down to the last detail, no matter how insignificant something might seem. He points to Pires and says that she will be in charge of the investigation and writing up the report and that he needs an officer from the Terra Alta forensics team to collate all the evidence in order to pass it on to her. Gomà looks questioningly at Blai.


“Sirvent?” Blai says, pointing to an officer whose oval face and beady eyes peek out of the facial opening of his coveralls. “Will you take charge?”


Sirvent nods. Satisfied, Deputy Inspector Gomà looks around, as if he wants to scan all of his subordinates. He is a man of average height, with cold eyes and grey hair impeccably combed and parted on the left; he’s wearing a beige suit, a white shirt and a brown tie, and his glasses, small, square and unframed, give him a slightly academic look.


“That’s all,” the deputy inspector says, wrapping up. “Remember, every detail counts. If you have any doubts, ask. Is that clear?” Everybody nods. “Let’s get started.”


The group disperses throughout the house, but Gomà orders Melchor to remain.


“Tell me something,” he says, once the two of them are alone with Barrera, Pires and Blai. “Why do you think this is the work of professionals?”


“Because they haven’t made any mistakes,” Melchor says. “At least at first glance. Except the tyre tracks.”


“They’re Continentals,” Blai says. “But I don’t think that’ll tell us the make of car.”


“Maybe it’s not a mistake,” Gomà suggests. “I mean –” he rushes to clarify – “it seems like too obvious a mistake to be a mistake. Maybe they did it on purpose, to mislead us.”


The deputy inspector’s observation is met with silence. Blai breaks it.


“I’m not so sure it was a professional job,” he says.


“Me neither,” Barrera backs him up. “Besides, there are prints all over the place.”


“I bet most of them belong to the victims,” Melchor says. “Or to their relatives—”


“Speaking of relatives,” Gomà interrupts, “have we informed them?”


“Not yet,” says Blai.


“What are we waiting for?” Gomà says. “As soon as you’ve told them, take their fingerprints. And those of everyone who’s been in this house over the last two days. Then we can distinguish them from those of the murderers. If we find any, that is.”


Pires takes down the deputy inspector’s orders on her iPad, and Blai turns from one side to the other, looking for someone he doesn’t find before leaving the room. Gomà heads for the first floor, asking Melchor to come with him; behind them Barrera and Pires climb the stairs. When they get to the room where the corpses are, Gomà stops for a moment, looking at them, and then points to a mushy puddle on the floor.


“Can someone explain what this is?” he says.


“The patrolman who was with me threw up,” Melchor says.


“He’s not the only one,” Barrera tells them. “The rest of us were more discreet, though.”


Gomà observes his colleague with a hint of irony, until Barrera looks away, unhappily.


“You should have warned me,” Barrera complains, stroking his belly. “I just had breakfast and I chucked up every last bit of it.”


The chief of the Terra Alta police orders the puddle cleaned up, but then corrects himself before Gomà can remind him that nothing must be touched until the forensic agents finish their work. Blai joins them again.


“I’m going to set up an investigation team,” Gomà announces. “We’ll supply five men, plus the sergeant. I need you to lend me two more.”


“As many as you need,” Barrera says.


Gomà points to Melchor.


“One is this kid,” he says. “And I want another who knows the area well. And lives here.”


“I’ve got your man,” Blai says. “He’s a friend of the family.”


“Of the Adells?”


“Yes.”


“Tell him to come here.”


“I’ve just sent him to give them the news.”


“Call him back.”


Blai steps away from the group to speak briefly on his mobile. A short time later Salom appears. Gomà points to the corpses and asks if he knows them.


“Everyone in Terra Alta knows them,” Salom says. “This is a small place.”


“Personally, I mean.”


“Yes.” Salom nods. “I was born in Gandesa and I’ve almost always lived here, same as them. Well, same as him; she was born elsewhere, though she’s spent her whole life in Terra Alta. But the ones I know best are their daughter, and their son-inlaw. Especially the son-in-law. We’re good friends.”


“They don’t have any other children?”


“No. No other immediate family. As far as I know.”


Gomà asks if it’s true that the Adells are the richest family in the region. Salom nods again.


“The old man was a high-flying entrepreneur,” he says. “Half of Gandesa belongs to him. And Gráficas Adell, of course.”


“They manufacture paper products,” Barrera chimes in. “Packaging for cakes and biscuits, pastry trays, chocolate boxes, cards, egg boxes. Things like that. It’s the biggest business in Terra Alta.”


“They have their main factory on La Plana industrial estate, on the outskirts of Gandesa,” Salom adds. “And subsidiaries in Eastern Europe and Latin America.”


“Who ran all that?” Gomà asks.


“Who was in charge?” Salom asks in turn. Gomà nods. “The old man,” he says. “There’s a manager who’s been with him for ever who oversees everything. And the son-in-law is the managing director.”


“The son-in-law your friend,” Gomà says.


“Yes,” Salom says. “His name is Albert Ferrer. But the old man was the one in charge. He was still making all the important decisions.”


“How old was he?” Gomà says.


“I don’t know,” Salom says. “He had to have been at least ninety.”


The deputy inspector raises his eyebrows, curls his lip and shakes his head a little, surprised by the information. Then he turns towards the bodies, as if to be sure they are still there. Pires does the same; she has stopped taking notes and is watching Gomà expectantly. A little away from the group, Barrera and Blai are talking to each other. Melchor stares at the tattoo on Sergeant Pires’ clavicle and realises there is something written on it, but he can’t read it.


“I want a complete report on the family’s companies,” Gomà suddenly says; he is speaking to Pires, who starts tapping on her iPad again. “For this afternoon’s meeting. What time have you scheduled it?”


“At five,” she says without raising her eyes.


“Do you think that’ll be enough time?” Gomà says. Pires nods and the deputy inspector adds, pointing to Melchor and Salom: “I want you two there, as well. At the station, I mean.”


Melchor and Salom nod.


“Tell me something,” Gomà goes on, now speaking to Salom. “The Adells must have had a lot of enemies, no?” The question seems to disconcert the corporal; the deputy inspector clarifies: “People who disliked them. People who hated them.”


“I don’t think so,” Salom says. “Why do you say that?”


“Because rich people tend to have enemies,” Gomà explains. “The richer you are, the more enemies you have.”


“I doubt that was the case for the Adells,” Salom says sceptically. “At least here, in Terra Alta. They provided jobs for many people, half the region worked for them. Besides, they were very religious people. They’d joined Opus Dei, though they were very discreet about it. That’s what they were like: discreet. And austere. And they mixed with everybody. And they helped people. No, I think that people liked them around here. And their family as well.”


Barrera and Blai support the corporal’s opinion with facts and personal impressions that Pires seems to be noting down or summarising on her iPad. When the exchange of information flags, Salom says: “Well, I’d better go and tell the family.”


“Yes, go,” Gomà says. “And don’t forget to take their fingerprints. Sergeant Blai, have you called the judge?”


“Right after calling you,” Blai says. “He told me to let him know when we’re ready.”


“Well you can do that.”


Blai walks to a corner already examined by the forensic agents to speak on the phone, and says something to a patrolman looking for Barrera, who, after hearing his message, excuses himself and leaves the room. For his part, Gomà starts giving Pires instructions, at which point Melchor decides he will go and get on with his own work. But before he can do so, Gomà stops him again.


“Wait,” he says. “I haven’t finished with you.”


Melchor waits. Meanwhile, two members of the Tortosa forensics team, cases in hand, burst into the room and freeze for a few seconds before the corpses of the Adells, then they walk over to Sirvent and speak to him while they finish putting on their coveralls, gloves, overshoes and masks. Very near Melchor, a colleague from the forensics unit has been dusting a sideboard for fingerprints for several minutes. When Pires’ mobile rings, Gomà nods to her to answer it.


“One moment,” the sergeant apologises, raising her index finger. “It’s Lopez, from the press office.”


Gomà takes Melchor by the arm and steers him to a corner of the room, near the stairway that leads to the second floor.


“Barrera and Blai have told me who you are,” he says, switching to the informal tú.


Gomà has let go of his arm; behind the lenses of his glasses his cold eyes have turned icy, inquisitive. Melchor guesses what the deputy inspector is referring to, but simply returns his stare.


“I’d heard a lot of talk about you,” Gomà admits. “How long has it been since the attacks? Four years, five?”


Melchor tells him four.


“That was good,” the deputy inspector goes on, shaking his head again. “It takes balls to do a thing like that. Well done.” He takes his glasses off, exhales on the lenses and, using the corner of a handkerchief to clean them, qualifies his praise: “But not everything they say about you is so complimentary. You know that, don’t you?”


Melchor knows, of course, because he knows that many stories have circulated about him, especially since he arrived in Terra Alta, and most of them false. For a moment he thinks about the true ones and is about to tell Gomà that yes, he knows, though only to add that he is not who he used to be, that in those four years he’s changed, that now he has a wife and a daughter and a different life. But, because he’s sure that he wouldn’t be able to explain this to the deputy inspector in the right way, and because he doesn’t want any trouble, he says nothing.


Gomà lets a few seconds go by then puts his glasses back on.


“What I mean to say is, don’t confuse things,” he explains, looking Melchor in the eye. “There are people who forget that this is teamwork. I don’t. I am always aware of it. I hope you will be too, at least as long as you’re working with me. You’ve already seen that I chose you to help me in this matter. That means I trust you. I’ve been told I can; I hope you won’t disappoint me. In any case, on my team, you’re just one member. That’s all. One of the team. Got that?”


Melchor nods.


“It’s important you understand,” Gomà insists. “If you don’t understand, tell me. I’ll take you off the case and no hard feelings. It would be for the best. For you and for me. And for the case.”


Melchor nods again. A satisfied smile reveals the deputy inspector’s teeth.


“Wonderful,” he says. “I’m glad we understand each other.”


Pires’ phone call ended a few seconds earlier and, since then, she has been waiting at a discreet distance for the two men to finish their private discussion. Now she approaches, but before she reaches them, Gomà switches from his brief familiarity back to the formal usted, aware that the sergeant can hear them again.


“If you were on the night shift, you won’t have slept,” he says.


“No,” Melchor says.


“Wait until the judge arrives,” the deputy inspector says. “I want you to tell him what you told me. Then go and get something to eat and rest for a while. I need you to be fresh this evening.”


The judicial retinue appears at the house shortly before eleven o’clock. Advised of their presence by a patrolman, Deputy Inspectors Gomà and Barrera receive the group in the garden, accompanied by Sergeants Blai and Pires. Melchor and Salom watch them from a distance, from the front door of the house. The retinue comprises the coroner, the judicial secretary and the judge, an obese, chubby-cheeked and almost bald man whose trousers are held up with braces and who, after talking to Gomà for a few minutes, walks at the head of the group towards the scene of the crime. As they pass Melchor and Salom, Gomà orders them with a gesture to join the group. They obey, and can therefore see the recent arrivals’ differing reactions as they enter the room where the two dead bodies are: the judge – still panting from the effort of walking up the stairs and wiping sweat off his brow with a white handkerchief – freezes and stares wide-eyed, his mouth hanging open, more or less like the judicial secretary, while the coroner, possessed of a professional calm, prepares to get down to work, scrutinising that bestiality as if he were not a coroner but a mathematician and what he had in front of him was not two slaughtered human bodies but a double quadratic equation.


“Good God,” the judge finally exclaims. “What the fuck is this?”


A short time later, the magistrate and secretary having barely recovered from the shock, the process of removing the bodies begins. Protected by a pair of blue gloves and a grey apron, the coroner starts to examine the remains of the Adells, and the judge, still mopping his brow with his handkerchief, asks Deputy Inspector Gomà to explain in detail what his team knows so far.


“He should tell you.” Gomà points to Melchor. “He was the first to arrive.”


The judge looks at Melchor. The two men see each other often enough in court, but Melchor is not sure the judge knows him by name.


“Tell me, son,” the judge says. “I’m all ears.”


*


As soon as the key turns in the lock, Melchor hears a squeal from inside the house. Seconds later his daughter is in his arms, hanging off his neck, kissing him and panting as if she’s just run a hundred-metre dash. Without even saying hello, Cosette is trying to explain something that Melchor does not understand; finally he realises she’s asking if she can go and play at a friend’s house.


“Please, Papá!”


They’ve just reached the kitchen. Melchor questions his wife with a look.


“We ran into Elisa Climent in the plaza,” Olga tells him. “She and her mother have invited her over to her house to play.”


Melchor pretends to be surprised.


“Seriously?” he says.


“Yes!” Cosette shouts. “Can I go, Papá?”


Now Melchor pretends to have doubts.


“Well, I don’t know what to say, young lady,” he says.


“Please, Papá!” Cosette implores, squirming in his arms. “Please, please, please!”


Melchor lets out a laugh.


“OK,” he finally says, and in an outburst of gratitude, Cosette plants a kiss on his cheek. “But on one condition.”


Cosette pulls her face back from his, looking worried.


“What?” she says.


“That you give me a kiss.”


Cosette smiles: a radiant smile that lights up her face.


“But I already have!”


“Another.”


Cosette kisses him.


“A bigger one,” Melchor says.


Cosette crushes her lips against her father’s cheek as hard as she can.


“Harder,” says Melchor.


Irritated, Cosette pouts.


“Mamá, look at Papá!” she protests.


Melchor puts his daughter down and pats her bottom. On the table are two plates with the remains of pasta, an empty glass, a half-full glass of red wine and a half-bottle of water.


“You’ve already eaten?” Melchor says.


“Yes,” Olga says. “We didn’t know when you’d be back, and Elisa and her mother will be here any minute. But we saved you some.”


“Thank goodness,” Melchor says. “If there wasn’t any food –” he crouches down and growls while baring his teeth and reaching out threatening arms towards Cosette, turning his fingers into claws – “. . . I’d have to eat you two.”


Cosette squeals and, laughing, runs to hide behind her mother. Melchor laughs too, delighted by the fright he’s just given his daughter, who peeks watchfully from behind her mother’s legs.


“You must be dead on your feet and starving,” Olga says.


“More or less,” Melchor says, standing up. “Let me take a quick shower.”


While he’s in the shower, the doorbell rings and, when he comes back to the kitchen in pyjamas, Cosette has left and on the table a steaming plate of pasta with Bolognese sauce and a cold can of Coca-Cola await him.


“How awful about the Adells!” Olga exclaims.


“How did you hear?” Melchor says.


“How could I not hear? The town’s buzzing with the news. There hasn’t been this much talk in Terra Alta since the Battle of the Ebro. Do you know who might have done it?”


“No idea.”


“Don’t you have any clues?”


“None. But don’t worry. We’ll catch them.”


Sitting sideways in front of him, with her back leaning against the wall and legs crossed at the knee, Olga tells him what she’s heard that morning on the radio while she sips her glass of wine. She’s wearing a white shirt and a pair of well-worn jeans, and her straight black hair is held at the nape of her neck by a clip. Melchor listens to her, gulping down his Coca-Cola between mouthfuls of pasta, enjoying how well she expresses herself, amazed at having a woman like her all to himself: good-looking, smart, kind.


Almost thirty, Melchor often feels that, since he met Olga, his life is not what it was destined to be, that his mother had given birth to him to lead the sordid existence he’d led until he arrived in Terra Alta and that, since then, he’s been using up someone else’s luminous life, an infinitely better life than the one he’s meant to have. Sometimes he suffers from nightmares about his other life, he wakes up drenched in sweat in the middle of the night, and, after an instant of dazed panic, realises with enormous relief that he is there, in his house in Gandesa, with his wife sleeping beside him and their daughter a little further away, on the other side of the hall. Back in reality, he caresses Olga’s body, gets out of bed, goes into Cosette’s room, watches her sleep for a few seconds, goes to the dining room, closes the doors and paces back and forth gesturing like a madman, shouting at himself in silence, in the total quiet of the early morning, that he is the luckiest man on earth.


Melchor lets Olga talk, nodding every once in a while, sometimes trying to sweeten, lessen or mask the gruesomeness of what has happened in the country house, or what some journalists have been saying happened, and at some point he asks her if she knew the Adells.


“Of course,” Olga says. She is holding her wine glass by the stem, and spinning it slowly back and forth, concentrating. “Especially their daughter, Rosa. She’s much older than you. My age. We went to school together as children, we were almost neighbours. I know her husband too.”


“He’s friends with Salom,” Melchor says.


“Yes, good friends.” Olga looks up to agree with Melchor and her glass stops spinning. “They’re like night and day, but they were roommates in Barcelona when they were students, then they became friends. I had more to do with her. My father and her father were friends as well. Well, they were friends for a time, when we were little, then they stopped speaking. My father told me Adell was an orphan, it seems his father was killed in the war, and he had to scrape by on his own.” Olga raises her glass to her lips and takes a sip. “As a kid he made a living collecting scrap metal in the hills, as my father did and so many other people around here – after the war the countryside was full of shrapnel. Then Adell became a scrap dealer, and in the sixties or seventies he bought a bankrupt printing company for a song. He started to make his fortune there. But, of course, it wasn’t an overnight thing. He worked like a madman, night and day, Saturdays, Sundays and holidays; he was a very ambitious man, he wanted to prosper, to amount to something, be someone, that’s what my father said. He was also very smart. That’s how he turned Gráficas Adell into the leading business in the region. Nobody gave him a free ride.”


“Why did he and your father stop speaking?”


Olga shrugs.


“I don’t know, my father never told me. What I do know is that he was a strange guy. You’ll have heard that he was very Catholic.” Melchor nods and spears some pasta with his fork. “Well, it’s true, but my father always used to say to me that, when they were friends, Adell told him: ‘Look, Miquel, any day I don’t screw someone over is a day I’m not happy.’”


Olga smiles, at Adell’s phrase or at the memory of her father, and a fine mesh of lines appears at the edge of her mouth. While he’s chewing, Melchor remembers how he met his wife, when he first arrived in Terra Alta, and a cold thread like a twinge of desire runs up his back.


“But people here liked them, didn’t they?” he says. “The Adells, I mean.”


“Who told you that?”


“Salom.”


Olga tilts her head and half-closes her eyes, looking doubtful.


“Well, at least they provide jobs for lots of people,” Melchor insists.


“Yes, but what kind of jobs?” Olga says, uncrossing her legs, looking straight at Melchor and moving her glass to one side, so that there is nothing between them. “The wages they pay are very low, because they have a pact with the rest of the business-owners in the region, and their factories don’t even have works councils. Anyone who wants to stay in Terra Alta has to make do with the paltry money they offer. You know that better than I do. How many foreign workers must there be in Terra Alta for each local one?”


“Three or four,” Melchor says. “Most of them Romanian and lots of illegal ones.”


“In other words,” Olga explains, “poor people ready to work for three times less than people here.”


“And, in spite of that, those from here don’t leave.”


“Of course not, because in Terra Alta we are conservative, I’ve told you a thousand times. Those who were born here don’t want to leave, we want to keep living here. And, if we do leave, we come back, like Salom, or like me. Or like the Adells, who could live anywhere they wanted, but here they stay. Of course, the Adells are rich. But it doesn’t matter, the rest of us are like them. This is a poor place, we don’t need much to get by.”


Olga stands up, pours herself more wine and downs it in one, leaning against the refrigerator door.


“Look, Melchor,” she goes on. “The Adells are like a tree that gives a lot of shade, but doesn’t let anything grow around it. They control everything. They own property all over Terra Alta, and half of Gandesa belongs to them, so they give people work in their factories, sell them the houses they live in and even the tables and chairs to furnish them with – who do you think owns Terra Alta Furniture? Anyway, the truth is that Adell was a despot. That’s not speaking ill of him, it’s just describing him.”


“Are you saying that more than one will be pleased by what happened?”


“No, I’m saying what I’m saying. And what I’m saying is the truth. Salom knows it as well as I do. Speak to the workers at Gráficas Adell and you’ll see. I’m sure they won’t tell you he was a nasty piece of work, or that he mistreated them personally, because I’m sure he didn’t. Quite the contrary, everyone says he was a very kind old man. But I bet they’ll end up admitting that he exploited them.” Olga points her empty glass at Melchor’s empty plate. “Do you want more pasta?”


Melchor shakes his head and Olga asks if she should make him a coffee. Melchor says no again.


“What I want is to sleep for a while,” he says, pointing at the clock on the wall shaped like an apple, showing half past two. “At five I have to be at the station.”


They both clear the table and leave the dishes in the sink. Olga bends down to put the Coke can in a bag that already has an empty tetrapak and a couple of plastic bottles in it. When she stands up, Melchor puts his arm around her waist, kisses her neck, looks for her mouth, finds it. Pulling away, Olga says:


“To bed with you, don’t be a pain, go to sleep.”


Melchor smiles, takes her hand and pulls it down between his legs.


“I’d sleep much better after a good screw.”


“Fuck, poli.” Olga laughs. “You’re always ready to shoot.”
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His name was Melchor because the first time his mother saw him, just emerged from her womb and covered in blood, she exclaimed between sobs of joy that he looked like one of the Magi. His mother’s name was Rosario and she was a prostitute. As a young woman she worked in brothels on the outskirts of Barcelona, like the Riviera, the Sinaloa or the Saratoga in Castelldefels, or the Calipso in Cabrera de Mar. She had once been a beautiful woman, with a wild, intense, working-class beauty, but her charms did not survive the ravages of her profession and the corrosion of age and, by the time Melchor reached adolescence, she was selling herself at knock-down prices, outdoors. She was ashamed of earning a living by sleeping with men, but she never hid it from Melchor, who would have preferred it if she had. Sometimes she brought clients home and, although he never saw them, because she took care to prevent it, as a boy he would play at guessing which one of them was his father. The game consisted of trying to identify the nocturnal sounds that reached his room while he pretended to sleep, and speculating about them: was the man who strode down the hall with confident proprietorial steps his father, or was it the one who walked on tiptoe, trying to pass unnoticed? Was it the old man who coughed and sputtered late into the night like a hardened smoker or someone terminally ill? Was it the man whose sobs came one night through the partition wall that separated his room from his mother’s, or was it the one he once heard, from behind the half-open door to the dining room, tell a ghost story? Maybe it was the man he saw briefly several times, from behind, wearing a long leather jacket, and always leaving at dawn? Melchor often amused himself during sleepless nights with these impossible riddles, and for many years he couldn’t pass a man in the street without wondering if he was the one who had unknowingly contributed to bringing him into the world.


Melchor lived with his mother in a tiny apartment in Sant Roc, Badalona, a working-class district on the northern edge of Barcelona. The building stood within a recreation zone, so the clearest memory Melchor had of his childhood and adolescence was noise, noise so ubiquitous and persistent that he found it indistinguishable from the ordinary sound of reality, as if reality had no right to exist without the roar of car, motorbike and bus exhaust pipes and horns, without drunken shouts and bellicose insults, or the quarrels of vandals, and without the seismic pulse of music from the bars and nightclubs. Melchor’s mother knew that Sant Roc was a toxic neighbourhood for her son, but she also knew it was her neighbourhood and she didn’t want to live anywhere else (or maybe she couldn’t imagine living anywhere else); that’s why she paid for him to go to a school in another neighbourhood: a Marist Brothers’ School. She was determined that Melchor should study, and the phrase she repeated most often during his childhood and adolescence was: “If you want to end up as miserable as me, don’t study.”


Melchor seemed to mistake this sarcastic warning for actual advice. At first he was an obedient and timid pupil and earned decent grades, but from the age of twelve or thirteen, around the same time that his mother abandoned the precarious protection of the strip joints and risked plying her trade wherever she could, Melchor turned into a tough and unruly student who got into fights (or provoked them) and often skipped class. He never became completely integrated into the school, never stopped living his life in Sant Roc.


At thirteen he began to drink, smoke cigarettes and use drugs. At fourteen he was expelled from school for punching one of his teachers in the middle of a lesson. At fifteen he appeared before a judge for the first time. The judge was a magistrate of the Juvenile Court, a patient man in his sixties, subdued by decades of dealing with juvenile delinquents. Melchor’s mother and a legal-aid lawyer tried to convince him not to punish the young teenager, using the false argument that it was the first offence he’d committed and the double promise that he was going to stop consuming and selling cocaine and take a professional development course that would turn him into a ceramicist.


Resolved to grant this young tyro a second chance the judge allowed himself to be taken in. But Melchor, however, did not honour either promise, and over the next two years appeared twice more before the same court, once for a fight with the bouncer of a nightclub in Sant Boi (in which he gave at least as good as he got) and once for stealing a woman’s handbag on the Rambla in Barcelona. The first misdemeanour cost him barely three weeks in a juvenile unit in L’Hospitalet, but for the second he had to serve five months in prison. His mother visited him every day, and the afternoon he was released she was waiting for him at the gate. That night, when they finished having dinner alone at home, his mother wanted to know what his plans were. Melchor shrugged: “Why?”


His mother answered at once: “Because, if you’re going to carry on living the way you were living before, I don’t want you in this house.”


His mother was fifty-four years old and had been born in a village in Jaén that Melchor had often heard her talk about but had only once visited. It was called Escañuela. There, among that handful of snow-white little houses surrounded by orderly rows of olive trees, Melchor had seen, for the one and only time in his life, two old people – as wrinkled as raisins – who turned out to be his grandparents. He remembered them now, a decade after spending a few days in their house, while he observed his mother wrapped in a frayed towelling robe and now looking like an old lady herself – flabby flesh, dry, wilted skin, her eyes dimmed – and felt for her the same pity and lack of affection he’d felt for his grandparents. That feeling enraged him for an instant. Then, without a word, he stood up from the table and went to his room and began to fill the suitcase his mother had just unpacked. When he finished, she was waiting for him in the hallway. She said: “You’re leaving?”


“No,” Melchor said. “You’re kicking me out.”


His mother nodded several times, weakly; as she did so she burst into tears. They both stood there for a few seconds, mere centimetres apart, she crying and he watching her cry. He had never seen tears in his mother’s eyes, and the silence felt eternal.


“Don’t go, Melchor,” she said at last, choking back her tears. “You’re all I have.”


He didn’t leave, but he didn’t change his life. Quite the opposite. Thanks to a Panamanian he’d met in the juvenile detention centre, Melchor began to work for a Colombian cartel that imported cocaine through the port of Barcelona. At first he took care of low-level jobs, chiefly distributing drugs in Badalona, Santa Coloma, Sant Andreu and other towns and neighbourhoods on the downtrodden outskirts of Barcelona; he also supervised the dealers who sold the drugs. Gradually he became indispensable and won over his bosses, who began to trust him with less routine jobs. At that time he was earning more money than he could spend, staying out every night, sleeping with lots of women, and drinking whisky and snorting cocaine like there was no tomorrow. He also learned to shoot. He was instructed, on the orders of the Colombians, by an old German mercenary who was called or called himself Hans. Under his orders he practised for several weeks in a row at a gun club in Montjuïc. They didn’t speak much, but they forged a certain friendship.


“You shoot well,” Hans congratulated him in his perfect guttural Spanish when they were having a farewell drink in a nearby bar. “But you’re going to get paid for shooting at men, not at targets. And shooting a man is not the same as shooting a target.”


Melchor asked if it was harder.


“It’s different,” Hans said. “Depending on how you look at it, you might say it’s easier. To shoot a man you don’t need to have perfect aim: you just need to be cold-blooded enough to get as close as possible.”


Shortly after finishing his training as a marksman, Melchor travelled to Marseilles, Genoa and Algeciras as a bodyguard for two of the cartel bosses. He didn’t need to apply the mercenary’s last lesson, but he got a clearer idea of the volume and reach of a business that not only had affiliates in several Latin American countries but also in several European cities. It was after returning from this trip that Melchor was involved in an incident that shattered the total confidence he had inspired in the Colombians up until that moment.


It happened one morning in February on the outskirts of Barcelona. Melchor had gone to El Prat airport to pick up one of his bosses, a man called Nelson, who was arriving very early from Cali by way of Paris, to take him to his house in Cerdanyola. Nelson was returning from visiting his Colombian family, and just before leaving had had a screaming fight with his wife. He’d been unable to close his eyes at all on the transatlantic flight and when it landed he was tense, drunk and achy, but fell fast asleep as soon as he sank into the back seat of the Audi Melchor was driving. Melchor turned off the music and tried to drive as smoothly as possible among the tight columns of cars that were entering and leaving Barcelona at rush hour. It was bitterly cold outside, and a ridge of clouds hung over the city in the shape of a brain.


Suddenly, near Rubí, or perhaps Sant Cugat, Melchor glimpsed through the shreds of morning mist a group of women standing at a stoplight. Four prostitutes. They were keeping warm by huddling round an oil drum from which flickered the red and blue intermittent flames of a fire. From the distance, Melchor thought he recognised one of them: she was in profile, wearing a blond wig (or that’s what he thought), thigh-length white boots, tight shorts and a black top; it was hard to tell how old any of them were. Melchor found his throat seizing up and, with fear turning his legs to jelly, he calculated that the light would turn red as his car reached the intersection, that he would have to brake and spend hair-raising seconds beside the women. He did not think: he accelerated brutally, flinging Nelson against the window, snaked through the lanes of cars at full speed, crossed the intersection on an amber light and drove rapidly away from the group of freezing prostitutes while the Colombian, astounded, bewildered and shaken, shouted and insulted him, demanding explanations that Melchor improvised and which the other man did not believe.


That was it: just an incident; but, for the pathologically suspicious Colombians, that incident could not fail to have an alarming significance. Melchor never found out if the prostitute he’d thought he recognised was his mother, and he never asked her, but the Colombian’s incredulity, added to the paranoia that the cartel believed protected it from the lethal poison of informants and infiltrators, as well as the recklessness, laziness and carelessness of its men, squandered in an instant all the faith his bosses had invested in him till then, and it might have cost him his life.


At the beginning of March, however, the police took down the cartel. Melchor was arrested at the very beginning of the operation, which was carried out simultaneously and with mathematical precision in various locations. He was captured in the small hours in a place in the Free-Trade Zone which the organisation used as a drug depot and which became a rat trap when a horde of heavily armed National Police officers surrounded it. Minutes later a shootout began during which Melchor tried to get two of the Colombians out of the trap the police had set for them, but all he achieved was for one of them – the biggest of them all: a former National Liberation Army guerrilla called Óscar Puente – to get shot in the eye, and killed instantly, at which point the other Colombian, paralysed with terror, spattered with his dead colleague’s blood and shouting hysterically, forced Melchor to surrender with him. And thus ended his attempted escape.


The next day all the newspapers and radio and television news programmes described how the National Police had intercepted shipments of more than a ton of cocaine at the ports of Barcelona and Algeciras, and that the drugs, coming from Panama, Colombia and Bolivia, had arrived in Spain inside three containers, hidden among legal cargo; they also stated that twenty-six arrests had been made in four different cities, among them the director of the Cargo Terminal at the port of Barcelona, the deputy director of the port of Algeciras and the owner of a group of transport and logistics companies that operated out of several Mediterranean ports, who was accused of using his business to give legal cover to the narcotics entering the country.


Melchor was transferred immediately to Madrid, as were the rest of his companions in misfortune. He spent several nights in the police station on calle Leganitos, where he was interrogated by a national court judge who then ordered that he be detained as a precautionary measure in the Soto del Real prison. He spent some months there awaiting trial. The day he arrived he was brutally beaten up on the orders of the Colombians or their henchmen. Melchor never knew for certain why, but always thought it was a sort of cautionary beating: in case the blow to the cartel had anything to do with the suspicions they had about him (Melchor knew that, if the suspicions had been any more than suspicions, he wouldn’t have got a beating: they would have killed him). When his mother first visited him in prison, he had just come out of the infirmary. His face was covered in bruises, he had a patch over one eye and needed a crutch to walk, or rather to limp. When she saw him come into the visiting room, Rosario thought that he was still a child; then she thought he was broken. Since she knew her son would lie to her, she didn’t ask what had happened, only how he felt. Melchor lied to her all the same: he said he felt fine.


“Great,” replied his mother, who over the years had perfected a sarcastic rhetoric, because she was convinced that, at least between the two of them, it was all her son understood. “That’s what I like to hear. Always look for the silver lining.”


“I didn’t know prison had a silver lining,” Melchor said, with all the ironic disdain he could muster.


“Of course it does,” his mother said. “At least you’re not going to get shot in the head. Not to mention that you’ll stop drinking and taking drugs.”


“Don’t be so sure,” Melchor corrected her. “From what I’ve seen, they’ve got everything in here.”


“Great,” his mother said again and at that moment realised that both impressions she’d just had of her son had been mistaken: he was no longer a child, but the interrogations, prison and beatings hadn’t destroyed him either. “Keep this up and you’ll be dead within a couple of years. Maybe less.”


They spoke of other things. At some point his mother told him she’d hired a lawyer to defend him. Melchor had just refused the one the Colombians wanted to saddle him with, in theory to help him, in practice to control him and to pin as many of the charges on him as they possibly could.


“And who’s going to pay him?” he said. “I don’t have a cent. They’ve frozen all my accounts.”


“I’ll pay him,” his mother said.


The lawyer was called Domingo Vivales and as soon as Melchor saw him two days later – on the other side of the bars and double-strength glass of the same visiting room with rat-coloured walls and a whiff of disinfectant where he’d heard his name for the first time – he thought his mother had gone crazy or was playing a joke on him. This so-called Vivales turned out to be a big man with a stony face and the body of a truck driver, unshaven, hair uncombed, wearing a grey raincoat, a wrinkled suit and a shirt covered in stains, with the knot of his tie loose. Despite the mistrust inspired by his appearance, Melchor decided to listen to him.


“I don’t like wasting time or my clients’ time,” Vivales warned him. “So let’s get straight to the point.”


The lawyer began by saying that, of course, the outcome of Melchor’s trial was uncertain. Then he reminded him of the charges the prosecutor was bringing against him, and he told him that at the end of the trial he could get between twelve and fifteen years in prison. Up till now, nothing had surprised Melchor; the surprise came later. Vivales told him that he’d studied his case in depth and that, supposing he accepted him as his lawyer and followed his instructions to the letter, he would promise to get the judge to reduce by half the sentence demanded by the prosecutor, perhaps by more than half. And if he added penitentiary privileges – that is, the reductions of sentence which, once in prison, he could earn through work and good behaviour – Melchor could be free in two or three years.


“No more,” Vivales concluded. “I have it all figured out. But, of course, you have to trust me. If not, you should look for another lawyer.”


“I want you to find me another lawyer,” Melchor told his mother the next time he saw her. “This one talks a lot of nonsense. He’s taking you for a ride.”


“That’s not true,” his mother answered with conviction. “He’s a good lawyer. And a good person. I guarantee it. He’s not taking me for anything.”


Melchor scrutinised his mother, and read in her eyes two complementary certainties. The first was that Vivales was not going to charge for defending him. He wondered why the lawyer was doing that, wondered what kind of relationship he had or had had with his mother and if he was or had been her client. In a flash he remembered the man who strode down the hallway of their apartment with an assured proprietorial tread, the one who tiptoed trying not to be heard, the one who coughed and spat like a terminal patient or an impenitent smoker, the man who sobbed inconsolably behind the partition wall, the one who told ghost stories, the one who left at daybreak in his long leather jacket and all those intruders who had troubled the sleepless nights of his childhood, but none of them seemed to have the face of the shyster who – this was the other certainty he saw in his mother’s eyes – he had no choice but to accept as his defence lawyer, because Rosario did not have enough money to pay for a passable lawyer. For the rest of the visit, Melchor did not ask his mother out loud any of the questions he was asking himself in silence, but when they said goodbye he asked her to tell Vivales that he was prepared to put his fate in his hands.


The trial (or megatrial, as the sector of the press most inclined to hyperbole termed it: only thirty-six people were tried) was held much sooner than expected. The prosecutor accused Melchor of criminal association, trafficking narcotics and illegal possession of weapons, and, during the weeks leading up to the hearing, Vivales came to the prison almost daily to prepare his client’s defence down to the last detail. That was when, little by little, he began to win Melchor’s trust, and the truth is that he more than fulfilled the promise he’d made at their first meeting: the prosecutor had demanded a sentence of twenty-two years, but in the end Melchor received four, less than any of the other defendants. Vivales also arranged for Melchor to serve his sentence in Quatre Camins prison, close to Barcelona.


At the end of the trial, Melchor thanked the lawyer unreservedly for his work.


“I told you I had everything under control,” Vivales replied dryly, seemingly no more satisfied than if he’d lost. “But don’t thank me. Thank your mother.” And, trying to take advantage of that moment of victory, he added, no less grumpily: “Will you let me give you some advice?”


Melchor answered with a half-smile and a single syllable: “Nope.”


The Quatre Camins prison was older and smaller than Soto del Real, and Melchor went in determined to do whatever he could to get out of there as soon as possible. His mother visited him every week, sometimes more than once a week; Vivales also paid regular visits to him, as well as to the two or three other clients he had in Quatre Camins. That was the limit of his contact with the outside world, among other reasons because he’d lost track of his old friends from his neighbourhood some time ago. As for inside, he soon understood that the long arm of the Colombians did not extend to that prison, or his old bosses had ended up absolving him of their suspicions. Despite this, his first days in Quatre Camins were not exempt from brushes with the rest of the inmates.
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