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To my wife Ester and my son Raúl, my home;

Also to my parents, Brígida and Nicolás,

And my brother Salvador



Who went from whence no-one can return.
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With irritating slowness, the fax machine spat out a single sheet of paper. The ancient, sluggish appliance whirred shrilly, emitting a string of ear-splitting sounds that were torture to the ears of Andrés Hernández. The veteran police officer could hardly bear the endless grinding of cogs emanating from the only fax machine in the entire Huesca provincial police station. However, immovable and undaunted, the old-fashioned machine resisted the onslaught of modernity.

—There’s a fax come through —said the young trainee policewoman in a silvery, sweet-toned voice. 

Setting down the coffee he had been holding in his left hand on the desk in room 091, Andrés rubbed the fingers of his right hand, remembering somewhat ruefully that he no longer smoked cigarettes.

—That machine is prehistoric —he remarked solemnly, raising his voice a little. 

The night had thrown his voice out of kilter. Diana Dávila, the young novice policewoman, smiled. She was a very likeable girl, both in manner and appearance. She must have been in her early twenties, and her eyes still had the freshness and sparkle of youth. A mark on her nose, which looked like a mole, indicated that the girl had a piercing, and that she had probably had it done before she joined the police force.

— In this day and age, —Andrés continued, —they still bugger about with faxes. It would be so much easier to send documents by email, like big companies do.

The girl smiled again. Andrés thought his bad language had the desired effect: to make her smile and like him.

—It must be for documentary evidence —she said, for want of a better explanation, trying to placate Andres.

—Documentary evidence, documentary evidence... —he repeated sarcastically—. Computers are the only documentary evidence that we need today —he remarked to the impassive gaze of the novice police officer, who seemed unfazed by anything. —The fax machine, along with the telex and telephone directories, are objects of the past that should have been removed from all police stations in Spain by now.... and the world —he added—. It makes no sense to keep this kind of crap going —he slapped his hand down on the fax machine as he spoke— in these times when there are no offices without a computer, and a computer in every office.

The girl shrugged her shoulders and lifted her right index finger up to her mouth as if she was about to bite her nail.  

—Don’t do that. —Andrés reproached her.

—Do what?

The young woman had no idea what he was talking about.

—Bite your nails —said Andrés, picking up his cup of coffee from the counter once again —. Onychophagia is a disease and should be treated accordingly.  

Diana ignored Andrés' comment and continued entering data onto the computer in Room 091, where she was recording the previous day's hotel reports. Recording the names of people staying in Huesca’s hotels and guesthouses was something she had to do every day. 

—Nail-biting arises for psychological reasons —the police officer went on—, such as the need to self-harm, for example, or self-chastisement for not feeling comfortable in one’s own skin.  

The young policewoman folded up the last sheet of paper she had entered onto the hotel guest database and carefully tucked it into a blue folder, which was labelled ‘Hostelries’ in big thick letters. Andrés then noticed the girl’s hands, which revealed long slim fingers, topped with short, well-formed nails: unpainted.

—Good —concluded Andrés, seeing that the young police officer was taking no notice of him— Biting or chewing the nails is not a habit caused by anxiety or the stress of everyday life, as some people may think, but a problem that lies deep within the person, where the behavioural patterns are so ingrained that the victims of onychophagia are unable to avoid impulsively putting their fingers in their mouths and tearing at them with their teeth.

—I’ve finished recording the hostelry data —said the girl in reply—. Shall I note this in the Room report? —she enquired, somewhat irritated by Andres' excessive explanations.

She felt as if she was being psychoanalysed and disliked being told by this policeman how to do things or how to behave. It was hardly his place to do so. Diana could not help remembering a man of a similar age to Andrés Hernández, who a few years ago had made her feel like a child by telling her how to behave at any given moment.  

—Yes, yes of course. In this police station, if it’s not written down it’s as if it never happened.  The girl smiled as she stood up and rummaged in the pockets of her Gore-Tex jacket, which she had laid over the couch when she entered Room 091.

—What’s your name? — Andrés asked in a patronising tone.

—Diana —she replied, producing a packet of cigarettes from her jacket pocket.

—You smoke as well?

—As well as what?

—Well —Andrés excused himself —. I mean apart from biting your nails.

—I don’t bite my nails —replied Diana, placing a cigarette between her lips with a boyish gesture—. When I'm nervous I calm down by touching my teeth with the tip of my finger, that's all.  —Or by smoking?

—Or by smoking. Everyone calms their nerves as best they can. Or as best they know how—she added.

Andrés thought the girl had a point. He too had been a smoker for many years, but now, with forty-five years under his belt, it was not the time to punish his body with vices of that kind. Maybe he felt sorry that the girl could smoke so avidly without worrying about her health. Young people don’t worry about anything, he thought.

—Would you like one? —Diana asked mischievously, holding up a cigarette at eye level. Andrés noticed that the girl was really attractive. Her eyes peeped out from under long, glistening eyelashes, as if she had applied some kind of Vaseline product to make them sparkle. What caught his attention more than anything was her smile. It was unique.

—No. Thank you, Diana. —He refused with a wave of his hand—. I gave up several years ago.

—Was it difficult, sir?

—Very. It’s the truth; I’m not going to lie. But please don’t call me sir.

The young girl smiled again as she lit her cigarette, which she hung from her lips like a truck driver. Even though he had asked her to address him informally, she knew that she would carry on calling him ‘sir’ all night. It was not out of respect for him, but to establish a wide barrier in the relationship of trust between tutor and pupil.

Diana could not forget the run-in she once had, before joining the police, with a mature man of Andres’ age. She believed that such men always feel paternalistic towards slightly immature young girls, and in their eagerness to protect them, they find themselves crossing a barrier they should never have crossed. In the short time she had spent with this particular officer, he had already made a special mention of nail biting, had used such morbid words as self-flagellation and self-punishment, and done nothing but instruct her about what was right and what was wrong. To Diana, her partner on duty was just another dirty old man.  

—Do you mind?

She did not want to bother him by smoking next to him. She knew that there was nothing more annoying for an ex-smoker than cigarette smoke.  

— No, no, of course not. It's up to you what you do with your health. — Andrés replied, somewhat angrily, as if the person smoking was his own daughter.  He remembered how not so many years ago he had celebrated his birthday by chain-smoking several cigars and swigging glasses of ice-cold cava. Today was the twenty-first of October 2010, and a few minutes ago he had turned forty-five; although he said nothing to his work colleague or to the officers on duty in the patrol car that night.  He had no plans to celebrate his birthday, nor was he in the mood for it. He gulped down the last of the coffee left in the paper cup and crushed it forcefully in his hand. He then threw it into one of the two bins in Room 091, and although he was close enough not to miss, the cup bounced off the wall onto the floor.  

—Dear me! —he complained—. I am clumsy today.

It left a coffee stain on the already dirty wall.

—Too big to fit in—smiled Diana, as she bent down to pick up the cup and throw it in the bin.  The junior officer’s comment elicited a smile from Andrés that was somewhere between polite and malicious. He realised that he did not know the girl well enough to work out whether she was making fun of his age or coming on to him. What he did notice was the speed with which Diana bent down and leapt to her feet, for the girl was very agile. The fax machine spat out another page.

—That must be the last one —said Andrés, waving away the girl's cigarette smoke by fanning the air with his outstretched palm—. I don't think anything else will arrive at this late hour.  At least, nothing should arrive.

Diana glanced at the wall clock. She knew that clock was not accurate, but she could not remember if it was slow or fast.

—Half-past twelve —she said.

—0.30 in the morning —corrected Andrés—. We still have six hours of night-time —he predicted, grimacing with dissatisfaction that wrinkled his forehead and made him look older.

—The nights are the hardest—said the girl, sitting down on the Room 091 armchair, having swept her Gore-Tex jacket aside and carelessly laid it on one of the empty tables.  It sounded like a question to Andrés, but Diana was stating a fact.  

—It’s true. The nights are long, silent and exhausting —said Andrés—. I’ve been working nights for twenty years and I’m still not used to them. I don't think I'll ever get used to them. —he concluded, picking up the sheets of paper from the fax machine.

Diana stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray on the window sill outside. While doing so she gazed out onto the police station yard. She could see the water in the fountain in the Plaza Luis Buñuel cascading above the security wall.  

—There are worse jobs—she remarked, shrugging it off.

Andrés was surprised. Diana looked young enough to be inexperienced in life, but her vocabulary and the absence of shyness in her expression suggested that she knew more than her age indicated.

—Right —he smiled—. There are worse jobs and more badly paid jobs, but there are better jobs and better paid ones. Our profession is both thankless and underpaid. How old are you? —he asked her, while she closed the window onto the courtyard to keep out the October cold.

The question surprised Diana. It was not that she was unprepared for it, but she preferred not to tell anyone her age, especially not this particular officer. She knew that he would use her youth to undervalue her.  

—Never ask a lady her age —she said with mock familiarity.

Realising that she was right, Andrés was a bit disgruntled. The girl was making every effort to prevent him from overstepping the delicate boundaries of their relationship.  

—I was twenty-five when I joined the police force—he ventured—, and I have served it for twenty years. I’ve never claimed sick leave or had a single day absent from my post. Before that — he explained to make Diana understand why he had asked her age. —, I worked in other jobs: as a waiter, a delivery driver, a lorry driver... — he took a deep breath, as if he was about to say something important. —, and I can assure you that we have a good job; albeit a poorly paid one. Very poorly paid —he maintained.

The Room 091 buzzer sounded in short bursts. The patrol car out in the street was requesting data regarding a number plate.  

—I’ll answer it —said the girl.

« H-50 note down this number plate », crackled the speaker.

«Go ahead! », said Diana.

«HU-6745-PR», said the officer, whose voice Diana recognised. It was Iván, another trainee police officer from the same class as her.

«A Seat León», replied Diana. «Not reported stolen. Currently insured with valid MOT»

«Many thanks H-50»

«Anything for you», Diana responded over the radio, smiling.

— Try not to make comments like that over the airwaves. —Andrés rebuked her again—. There may be one of the chiefs listening to the police channel.  

—It’s Iván —she explained—, a classmate of mine.

—Boyfriend?

Diana wrote down the number plate that patrol had given her in the Room 091 report. She refrained from answering the question. She felt that maybe she had already answered enough personal questions.

Andrés took this opportunity to read the two faxes that had come in that night. His expression became grim and Diana immediately saw that something was wrong.  

—Has something happened? —she asked.

The fax was sent by the Huesca county hospital. A man had died a natural death in one of the wards. Just seven lines of text explained what had happened. The 45-year-old man had been admitted two days earlier with a severe lung infection. The hospital was asking the police for help in locating a relative to take charge of the body. It was a routine request, with the hospital service taking advantage of the police database to expedite procedures. Andrew read the person's name with dismay:

—Miguel Ángel Urquijo Cañas.

He muttered it aloud. Diana heard it.

—The hospital?  —the girl asked.

—Yes —replied Andrés—. I’m going there shortly. I’ll go straight there. Someone has died that I know —he took a deep breath—, or used to know.

—Shall I send the patrol car, Andrés?

Diana realised that she had broken one of her own guidelines and begun to address him in familiar terms.

—No, no —said the police officer, refusing it vehemently.—. I’m going to attend personally. Miguel Ángel, Miguel Ángel —he said aloud—. What the hell were you doing in Huesca?

—What’s his name again? — asked Diana, who had sat down at the computer ready to type in the name of this person.  

—You don’t need to look him up —he insisted.

—Don’t you want to know if there if anyone else with the same name?

—I beg your pardon?

Andrés Hernández was completely taken aback. His eyes darted from one side of Room 091 to the other, as if he was struggling to make a decision.  

— I expect there are quite a few people in Spain with the same name as your friend.

—Can you look that up?

Diana gave a wry smile.

— Of course, I just have to enter the name in the national ID card database and see how many Miguel Ángel Urquijo Cañas come up.

—You’re right—agreed Andrés, confused.

She also wanted to enter the details of the dead man to further the process of locating a relative. It was a simple procedure. First you consulted the police and judicial records database, then the Guardia Civil[1] database, then the National Identity Card database, and finally the police complaints file.

—Don’t do anything —instructed Andrés—. Don’t do anything until I come back from the hospital.

Diana looked at him, bewildered. Her eyes showed her concern.

—So, do you want to know how many Miguel Ángel Urquijo Cañas there are in the DNI database or not?  

—Well, that yes.

— There are only three people in the whole of Spain with this name and surnames. There is only one aged forty-five, the other two are much older —said Diana.

It struck her that people with the surnames Urquijo Cañas must be old.

—Does it give his address? —Andrés asked. 

—Of course —Diana confirmed—. His ID says he lives in Mataró, on Avinguda Gatassa.


—That’s definitely him then— said Andres, with a glum face and without looking at the computer screen —. It would be too much of a coincidence for two people with the same name to be living in the same building.



—Shall I look up anything else?

—It’s a personal matter —he said to placate Diana. He did not want her to think he did not trust her good work and professionalism —. This man who died in hospital and I were close childhood friends —he reassured her—. I haven’t heard from him for a long, long time.

Diana shrugged her shoulders. Up to that moment she saw nothing strange about the fact that a person whom her partner on duty had not seen for many years had died in hospital.

—Miguel Ángel has never been to Huesca —said Andrés—. He’s never been to Huesca but he’s come here to die.

Diana shrugged again and pursed her lips.

—I’m going to the hospital to see what’s happened. There’s no such thing as coincidence —he predicted.

The girl asked no more questions and simply put the faxes away in the tray next to the computer in Room 091, while Andrés went out of the door leading to the police station garage. The computer screen showed Miguel Ángel's image with the cursor blinking, waiting for someone to enter a search.
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Chapter 2
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Going down Huesca police station’s dark, narrow, gloomy staircase to the garage to fetch the car to take him to the hospital, Andrés Hernández thought about Miguel Ángel Urquijo, when they were both ten years old and used to smoke a crafty cigarette sitting on the jetty at Caldes d'Estrac beach. He could not help focusing on one particular memory of the many conversations he had with Miguel Ángel. It was the summer of 1975 and a clear night of stars cast a beautiful sky over the sea.

« I read in an encyclopaedia yesterday that on October twenty-first, 1965, the day we were born, a comet streaked through the sky », said Miguel Ángel, exhaling a huge lungful of smoke.

Andrés shrugged his shoulders, as he always did when something was of no real interest to him.

« Don’t you see? » « It was a comet like the one that announced the birth of Jesus », insisted Miguel Ángel.

« There are lots of comets in the sky », said Andrés, gazing at the reflection of the moon on the smooth, sparkling sea.  

« But comets always predict good things », claimed Miguel Ángel.

Andrés reminded him of the film The adventures of Mark Twain, where they shouted « Mark Twain, Mark Twain, safe water! », aboard a paddle steamer on the Mississippi River, and as in that same film, which he had seen a few days ago on television, the protagonist said that he was born on the day Halley's comet arrived and when its wake lit up the sky once more he would die.

« No, Miguel Ángel », said Andrés, throwing the cigarette end he was holding between his fingers into the sea, « comets are also a sign of bad luck ».

Andrés climbed into the nearest police car, which was right next to the access door to the garage. He first checked, from the outside of the open window, that the keys were in the ignition. As he started up the engine, he recalled fragments of his childhood in Caldes d'Estrac, when he and Miguel Ángel were close friends, their parents knew each other and they went to school together. He tried hard not to cry, even though no-one could see him there, alone in the police station garage. He could not quite believe that the best friend of his childhood days had died. Nor could he understand why he had died in a hospital in Huesca. He did not comprehend it and at the same time it worried him. The question that was hammering in his head was:

«What brought Miguel Ángel to Huesca? ».

As far as he knew, Miguel Ángel had never been to Huesca. Caldes d’Estrac and Huesca were two cities far enough apart for the past and present of Andrés and Miguel Ángel not to be confused at any time. For Andrés, Caldes d’Estrac was the past, childhood and abandonment, distant and remote. The two towns were separated by a distance similar to that between heaven and earth, between being dead and being alive. They were two worlds that could never come together. Miguel Ángel being in Huesca meant that the thick line between the past and the present had been broken.

Meanwhile, in Room 091, the trainee police officer was perusing the fax that Andrés had left on the table next to the switchboard.

I hereby contact this provincial police station to request help in locating a relative of Miguel Ángel Urquijo Cañas, male, born in Mataró on the twenty-first of October nineteen sixty-five, son of Jacinto and Isabel, document number 965152483, no known address or contact details.

The letter was signed by the doctor on duty at the San Jorge hospital in Huesca, Dr. Narciso Ferragut. Diana knew that Andrés had been born in Mataró. It was something she had heard colleagues mention sometimes during the month she had been on duty at the local police station. So she assumed that the deceased and Andrés had known each other since childhood, just as Andrés had told her before leaving for the hospital.

The girl knew very little about her mentor. He was a solitary, taciturn and meditative man. He was a man of few words, but very fastidious about order and method. The other trainees resented his constant outbursts when something was out of place, but deep down she thought he was not a bad person, just a ‘dirty old man’ like all men in their forties who do nothing but flirt with girls young enough to be their daughters. She had already noticed how his eyes slid up and down her body when they talked.

Diana opened the computer application in Room 091 and assigned an entry number to the fax. Then she wrote the same number on the fax header with a red marker and put it in the fax folder.

The nightshift uniformed patrol officers entered the room. It was already one o’clock in the morning and they were hungry. They both came in with their Gore-Tex jackets under their arms. 

—Where’s Andrés? —the elder of the two enquired.

—I don’t know —the girl replied—. He rushed off to the hospital as soon as he read the last fax we received. —She pointed to the folder containing faxes.

—We didn’t hear the transmission —said Iván, the other officer, also a trainee—. Has something happened there?

—This fax came —Diana took it out of the folder, where she had only just filed it—. He read it then he left. He didn’t tell me what had happened. Well, yes —she explained—, he told me it was a personal matter. As far as I know, a man has died in the main hospital and Andrés knew him when he was a kid. 

—Mmmm... Miguel Ángel Urquijo Cañas — announced the senior policeman, a pot-bellied man who boasted that he was the oldest officer at the station. A glance at his professional ID card would corroborate this claim. —. Check it out for background information —he told Diana—. It’s the first time I’ve heard that name. Miguel Ángel Urquijo, Miguel Ángel Urquijo... — he repeated a couple of times out loud, as if he had to force himself to remember it. However, no recollection came into his mind.  

—Andrés left for the hospital as soon as he found out and told me not to do anything until he got back. The only thing he allowed me to do was to find out how many ‘Miguel Ángel Urquijo Cañas’ there are in the entire country to rule the possibility that it is someone other than his friend who has died in hospital.  

—Typical Andrés —said the police officer—. Always keeps everything close to his chest. Go on, check out this man's details and we'll get on with the job.  

The girl sat down at the computer and typed the full name into the police database. She filled in the fields for the surnames and first name and left the year of birth empty. As they were not very common surnames, she assumed that the machine would not take long to respond.  It thought for a few seconds and immediately displayed all the requested information on the screen.  

—A marvel —said Diana, smiling.

The three policemen looked at the screen. The dead man in hospital had at least eighteen police records, most of them for robbery with violence, some for drug trafficking and the rest for petty theft.

—Upload the photo —said Lisandro, the veteran police officer—. Let’s see what he looks like.

Diana positioned the mouse over the picture’s thumbnail and a few seconds later brought up three photographs of him: one face on, one profile, and one slightly angled.

—He looks like a right mugger —remarked Iván.

The photos on the screen showed Miguel Ángel Urquijo at the time of his last arrest. This was carried out by the Mossos d'Esquadra (the autonomous police force responsible for law enforcement in Catalonia) in Barcelona just six months earlier, in April of the same year. The lack of teeth, due most likely to drugs, and his extreme thinness, gave him an emaciated appearance. In these photographs he looked at least twenty years older than he actually was. In the frontal image, his eyes seemed to bulge out of their sockets and reveal intense sadness.

—I’ve never seen him. He’s not from round here. —Lisandro laid his jacket on the table and removed the radio from his belt.

— The latest arrest was in Barcelona, by the regional police narcotics unit —said Diana, without taking her eyes off the screen.

—Have a look at his last known address —suggested Lisandro.

—Gatassa Avenue, in Mataró —the girl replied, not looking for any added information on the screen—. I already saw that information in his National ID file.

—Andrés is from there—exclaimed Lisandro—. He was born in Mataró and spent his childhood in the nearby town of Caldes d'Estrac, and his life before joining the police was spent between Mataró and Caldes. That must be why he rushed to the hospital, surely he and this Miguel Ángel knew each other.  

—Yes, yes, that’s right—confirmed Diana—. Before he left Andrés told me they were childhood friends.

—Shall we go to the hospital to see what’s happened? — Iván suggested, not taking his jacket off completely.

The young man was impatient for some action to shake him out of his lethargic state.

—No, no —said Lisandro—. If Andrés needs anything, he’ll call us. We should go and have something to eat —he said finally—. Anyway, Wednesday night is not the best day for making enquiries. I expect Andrés already knows who to call. If he and this guy lived in the same neighbourhood, he'll know his family.  

—What a bummer to die on your birthday. —Iván was looking at the police data on the computer screen.

—Oh dear, I didn’t notice —Diana jerked back in her seat when she realised that the deceased was born on 21 October 1965.—. Today is that fellow’s birthday—she said.

—His and Andrés’ —added Lisandro—. It’s Andrés’ birthday today too.

The two novice police officers exchanged glances.

—Are you sure? —Diana asked, puzzled—. He kept quiet about it, he didn't even bring in a little bit of cava for us to toast him with and he didn't say anything at the beginning of the shift.  

—Wait... — said Ivan, as he pulled out a list of all the officers in the police station from a drawer in the office desk —. We’ll soon find out.

He ran through the names of all the officials one by one with his index finger, until he came to Andrés. On one line was his name, date of birth, identity card, professional card and address.  

—Well its true —he said, dismayed—. Andrés is forty-five today also.

—Also, also —smiled Lisandro—. That’s what I just told you. I’ve known Andrés for many years and I know perfectly well when his birthday is.

Diana pondered on the strange coincidence that had occurred that night, which seemed to have gone unnoticed by her two companions. Two men who had known each other in their childhood meet hundreds of kilometres from the place where they were born, on their shared birthday. One of them is a criminal and the other a policeman. One of them dies and the hospital unwittingly asks for help from the only person in Huesca who knows him. What was most disturbing for Diana was the fact that she herself was fleeing from memories of a time not so long ago, in a place that was only twelve kilometres away from where these two men were born, Arenys de Mar. The girl felt it could hardly be coincidence. Three people from the same Catalonian coastal town had coincided in space and time there in the police station in Huesca.  Moreover, she did not have very good memories of Arenys de Mar.
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