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A dream is itself nothing more than a shadow.







W. Shakespeare, Hamlet
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THE MIST was ghosting the Vienna dawn in patches. The moon loomed like a blurred, shadowy halo over the collective dreams of its inhabitants, while the silence swept through the squares with the parsimony of an invisible announcement of death, broken only by footsteps that, with a firm and implacable rhythm, counted the cobblestones of the street in a hurry.

A few blocks away, surrounded by the childish disorder of a thousand and one recently written scores, in the poor light of a quinque, Joannes Christostomos Wolfgang Gottlieb Mozart, a well”known composer of the Habsburg court, controversial, sometimes favoured and sometimes neglected, even reviled by Joseph II, was nervously scribbling notes on a pentagram that he would not later, according to his habit, go over. Engrossed in a to”ing and fro”ing of ideas, unheeding the constant calls to dinner from his wife Constanze, who had given up the attempt some hours before, he was engaged in a passionate race with his own thoughts, that moment when genius flows with a sure hand and the pen thinks it will not be able to keep pace with thought, when the imagination is six bars ahead of the ink and the composer is seized by the uneasiness of never reaching his own self. Beside him, an empty glass and a bottle of chocolate liqueur listened to the exacerbated rending of the quill pen and the quiet coughs that interrupted the artist's activity from time to time.

Footsteps quickened their pace as they turned the last corner. Two pairs of fine designer heels, imported, very masculine, threatened the slumber of the pavement in unison, their owners wrapped in anonymous cloaks in the immaterial shelter of darkness and fog. A few steps further on, two of the heels stood silently in front of the door of a humble yet bourgeois house with an ornate façade. The other accompanied him in a gesture of mute obedience.

The light of the quinque drew the shadow of the pen wearily as it turned away from the paper in frustration. The composer cursed himself. Once again he had lost the thread of the notes. He had fallen behind in the race against his thoughts. C sharp, a silence. He took a deep breath and wiped the sweat from his brow. Coughing tore up broken chords that were beside the point. He had not been the same since the last trip. The doctor had ordered him to stay in bed and, although he resisted day in and day out, he knew he would have to obey him from the next visit. His health was failing him, melancholy had taken over his breathing and, what was worse, he sometimes lost track of time and space as he worked, the rhythm. 

Two sharp knocks sounded at the door, like echoes from the street that belonged to a dream, perhaps someone else's dream. He looked up from the score, where Constanze's luxurious quill pen, a gift from Constanze, was dripping dazed and disoriented.

It was Constanze who opened the door, and not a servant, for, appearances apart, the Mozart family were almost as much in ruins as they were in the upper echelons of the Viennese bourgeoisie. He heard her open the gate. He had completely lost the thread of the composition. He heard Constanze questioning the visitors and listened to the footsteps in the corridor, his wife's protests, her unanswered questions. He put his pen down in the inkwell and got up, but he was not prepared for what he was about to see.

Two masked men in broad, anonymous black woollen cloaks waited at the door of his cabinet. 

His legs trembled at the ghostly sight. He had suffered from nightmares and melancholy, from apoplexy and colic, but no hallucination in any of his evil hours had ever proved so terrifyingly real as that one.

“Meister Mozart?

Terrified, he answered in a whisper, pretending to be French, pretending to be serene:

“Amadé Mozart," he corrected with compunctious syllables.

He had insisted much to his friends and clients on this treatment, which he supposed to be more eccentric, more fashionable, more French, more in keeping with his position at court, but the two gentlemen responded to his rejoinder with an uneasy silence.

Fearing the worst, he indicated to his wife with a gesture, which was meant to be dismissive, that she could retire in peace.

One of the masked men stepped forward a few paces to the desk.

Maestro Mozart watched with disoriented concern as the stranger leafed through his disorganised scores. He wanted to order, to beg, perhaps because of the violent size of the masked figure, not to touch his messy papers.

“It's a requiem," he muttered, nervously, at last.

The stranger did not turn to answer him.

“You must not finish the requiem," he ordered, and his voice sounded guttural, ghostly to the composer's ears.

Summoning up his courage, he raised an awkward protest in a languid voice.

“It is a commission, monseigneur. 

The masked man turned to him.

“But you don't know who commissioned it, though. 

Maestro Mozart shrugged his shoulders. Did they know? He glanced sideways at the bottle of liquor he had left on the table. What he wouldn't give for a good drink at this compromising moment.

“We have learned that the client who so enigmatically requested this score from you is none other than the Count of Walsegg. 

“Have you found out? But who found it out? “he asked, anxiously, looking alternately at the two intruders. Who are you, sir? “he tried to shout, plucking up his courage, with a sickly whine still in his voice. I beg you to introduce yourselves. 

“That is of no importance. Is this it? “he asked, taking up again the Mozart scores from the table.

“Don't touch it! Please don't play it. It is not finished. 

The masked man dropped the sheets on the table dismissively. Then he approached the composer. The composer stepped back. The stranger was many inches taller than him, and his cloaked face barely concealed the violent power of his eyes. 

“You will abandon the composition of this requiem. 

Maestro Mozart wanted to refuse, but only nodded his head in the negative as he swallowed his saliva. He could not oppose these thugs, who were surely sent by someone from the court. The envy, the damned envy, which was once again trying to keep him out of the king's favour. Then an idea began to dawn in his brain. The emperor had heard about the commission and was jealous of his work outside the court. Perhaps that was a bit of a far”fetched theory, given previous occasions when a summons to the palace and a philippic in front of the most notable people had been enough to make the emperor see that there was no other reason than what he ordered. From the court, then, two thugs were not going to come in the middle of the night to frighten him and make him give up work that he had been engaged in for weeks. 

“Monsignor Walsegg is very fond of commissioning works which he then passes off as his own compositions at the parties he organises. 

“I know," Mozart replied, disenchanted. There was nothing ghostly about the requiem commission, so there was nothing diabolical about the anonymous client. Dejected, he muttered. The count is my friend, too much my friend to do this to me, but he has money for it. 

“You will compose no more," said the masked man. 

“Who are you? 

“Give me your word that you will not continue this composition. 

“No. 

“Give me your word.

Silence.

“The Count of Walsegg has tried to take advantage of your genius as he has done before with many composers, most of them unknown, in the city. We cannot allow him to get hold of your talent. Give me your word, Meister Mozart.

The maestro looked once more at the liquor bottle, then at the scores. He had worked so hard on the instrumentation of the work, the sickness taking over his body and spirit, that he felt that injustice would preside over the end of his life.

The masked man approached him again, who no longer had room to retreat in the small cabinet. For a moment, the composer thought he was going to be killed on the spot, thought of his unfinished work and the commissions he had left to complete, thought of Constanze and the bottle of liquor. He closed his eyes and wanted to cry.

He felt himself being grabbed by the collar, and a hand opening his shirt and reaching inside. He opened his eyes and saw in the masked man's huge gloved hand the medallion he had worn around his neck for so many years.

The stranger walked over to the table and slammed the medallion down on the desk mat. He did not dare to protest. The other masked man was watching him from the doorway, from where he had not moved since his arrival. The first examined the fine brass box carved with a fleur”de”lis enclosed within two concentric pentagons and other symbols he had never stopped to study. He tried to open it without success. Then he slammed the medallion back into the box.

Mozart thought of the years he had worn that medallion. He remembered the day his father had given it to him, when he was only four years old, just days before one of his first public concerts. His father's phrase seemed premonitory today. 

“As long as you wear it, it will bring you luck," he had said in a solemn voice. 

His sister Nannerl had looked on enviously, once again all the sympathy for the boy brother, all the gifts for little Wolfgang, all the genius heaped on that indefatigable child who, in spite of all the details, kept asking if he was loved. The father hung the heavy medallion around the little boy's neck at a decisive moment in his life. It was the day of his first concert. Since then, his life had been music. His father always put more effort into his teaching than into his sister's. Nannerl always envied him. Nannerl always envied him. In the letters her father sent during his travels, always a reminder for the little boy, always a test. Study? Practice? Always on him, and that heavy medallion hung like a cross to distinguish him from the rest of mortals like a slave with his master's emblem around his neck. 

Now that he was not wearing it, however, a sudden insecurity came over him. He wanted to ask for it back, but the masked man with his back to him was already forcing the clasps of the pendant with his dagger.

Suddenly, a bluish glow illuminated the table and the stranger's face, spreading across the walls and ceiling. The composer could not see what it was because the huge black cloak prevented him from doing so. The glow became more intense. It was like a continuous, blinding flash of lightning. He took a step back, tormented by the pain in his eyes.

The masked man closed the medallion and the glow disappeared. His companion approached the first with a small chest in his hands.

As the strangers left, Mozart dropped down, sliding his back along the wall. He heard the street gate close and took a deep breath. He crawled, his strength failing, to the table. On top of it lay the medallion chain, broken, the links bent by the viciousness of the dagger. He remembered its weight, or the weight of the burden of responsibility his father had placed on him, but he dared not measure at this point whether there was any variation. 

He sat down on the floor. He was tired. He had worked too hard on that damned requiem mass. Five months since his mysterious commission, his eyes straining in sleepless nights and his sanity in the dilemma of discovering whether this composition would be his immortality or his damnation, and it had turned out to be the crudest of commissions for the crudest of rich men he had ever known, brother Freemason, brother traitor. And now that mystery, those masked ones. 

Not without effort, he knelt down on the cold November floor and began to pick up the humiliated sheets of his unfinished score. Not to finish it. Not to finish it was a greater affront than to sell it to a money”grubber like Walsegg, who could openly buy the genius and had lent himself to do it on the sly, with a false commission and a minimum of effort from his purse, you sewer annelid.

“Damn you, Walsegg," he tried to shout.

He threw away the few leaves he had collected, but as he watched them fly, he felt the artist's chagrin at the unfinished work. He still had the last movements to go through: the Sanctus, the Benedictus and the Agnus Dei. Yet something told him that his genius was dying before him. He picked up a sheet at random and read. A strange anguish ran through his thoughts. He could not imagine how to complete the melody. His mind felt blank. He felt the blood stop flowing in his veins. He put his hand to his chest, to the place where, throughout his career and until moments before, the heavy medallion, a gift from his father, had stood. He thought of the bottle of liquor waiting for him by the inkwell, and told himself that, strength or no strength, he had to tinker with the ending, the orchestration, the vocal parts. 

He tried to get up and just then he saw her.

The girl was standing in the doorway. Her black eyes were watching him with an indecipherable expression, but what made Amadé Mozart tremble was that little hand of the girl's which, at chest level, closed to hide the jewel hanging from a gold chain, a medallion identical to the one that had just been destroyed.

LUCIA JUMPED awake, anxiety still holding her breath.

“What a strange dream," she said to herself. 

She opened her eyes to the gloom of the room. The glare of the city was streaming in bursts through the stripes of the blinds. 

He checked his pulse with his eyes on the digital alarm clock. It was a habit he had inherited years ago from a fellow student. Measuring his pulse before an exam helped him to assess the possible success rate. He found to his chagrin that one hundred and ten beats reduced the guarantee of success according to the Standard Nervous Student Scale. It was ten past four.

She jumped up and walked barefoot to the kitchen of the small flat. 

“I'm not a student any more," the reflection she saw in the glass doors of the hanging furniture answered her.

She drained her glass of water and thought about the day ahead of her. After four years of genetic engineering research, her entire career and the future of the team she had worked so hard to assemble depended on a decision by the Grants Commission. If there was no grant, the team would be disbanded and all his studies and all his results would fall by the wayside, at that point on the highway where you don't go anywhere.

He took a valium out of the drawer and filled another glass of water. Everything would be fine. It was all the effect of nerves: the heartbeat, the strange dream. Tomorrow would be a very important day. He swallowed the pill and put the glass aside. 

Mozart's face, with despair and helplessness in his eyes, tortured his senses even out of bed. He had had strange dreams before, chillingly concrete dreams, with details he still remembered and with names and surnames. Once he dreamt of Leonardo da Vinci, once of Albert Einstein, and once of Diderot. The strangest of all was a dream in which a primitive man imposed himself on his cave neighbours in a cruel and unequal manner. They were always sad dreams, always baroque and meaningless fantasies that had been repeating themselves for no more than six months. 

However, it was the first time that she saw herself in a dream, in front of one of her revived characters. She thought of her own image visualised in that dream, of her own eyes clouded by the veil of sleep, of the fact that she was only nine years old in that dreamlike apparition, and she started to tremble again.

He would need a good shower to wake up from the bad dreams. It was going to be a hard day.

She parked her car in the usual place and, as usual, walked with her increasingly bulging briefcase to the entrance of the Severo Ochoa building. The university seemed deserted at that hour. It was dawn and it was still forty”five minutes before the classrooms opened and the students began to arrive. The security guard, however, was already at his post. Lucia identified herself and signed in the appropriate box. The guard wished her good morning and returned her bag, which had been properly inspected.

When she entered the B”2 laboratory on the first floor, she found some lights on. Who could be there before dawn? She left her briefcase and keys on a table. No one worked this early in the morning. No wonder she was called a freak by the team members behind her back. Someone must have forgotten to turn them off the day before. They had finished late, finalising details for a possible surprise inspection by the Grants Commission. A tough day. He couldn't remember who had been the last person to leave. Then it dawned on her. As usual, it had been her who had left last, checking reports and cross”checking results for the umpteenth time. She patted the bulging briefcase, which rested on the table. Everything depended on her presentation.

An absurd idea occurred to him: that someone had been there during the night, someone with so little expertise as a spy or a thief as to leave the lights on. He was about to turn them off when an even wilder idea crossed his mind. Maybe the break”in hadn't happened during the night, but was happening right now. It was not yet time for the staff to arrive, the security guard had just started his shift and would not yet be fully awake, an ideal time to get in and out without being seen. 

He moved forward carefully. The light seemed to come from the specimen room, where biopsies and cultures were stored in refrigerators controlled by a sophisticated computer system. All the team's work and all the organic material on which their studies depended was catalogued and stored there. 

He paused as a shiver ran down his spine. He looked around and found adequate comfort for the feeling. On the desk of Ana, the doctor Jiménez, a vocational traveller, there was a paperweight, a souvenir of a trip to a volcanic island in Hawaii, a stone weighing a kilo with a candid inscription in English that read "I was in Hawaii". Lucia picked up the paperweight and approached the sample room, trying not to make any noise.

She was one step away from peeking her head through the half”open door when something caught her attention. From inside came a strong smell, a familiar scent. She opened the door with conviction, ready to scare whoever was there. 

“You're just in time.

Lucia abruptly set the stone down on the nearest table.

“Don't look so angry.

“I don't have an angry face," Lucia protested. You scared me to death, Sebastián. I didn't expect to find anyone here so early.

“And you? What are you doing here at this hour?

“I couldn't sleep," Lucia confessed.

Sebastian approached with two cups of coffee and offered one to Lucia. He was a disinterested and unstoppable young man, a final year student of Molecular Genetics. He studied all the time, spent his free time doing research on his own and had been part of her research team for two years as an intern. He was one of those inexhaustible colleagues who soon become indispensable.

Lucía picked up her coffee cup, still sulking, but the aroma awakened her senses and made her forget her anger in a matter of seconds.

“Sebastian! 

“What?

“No one makes coffee like you do..

They laughed.

“I've spent the night devising a new strategy," Sebastian announced when they were seated. It's about the tissues we took last week. If we define two different lines of investigation, we could not only achieve the results we hope for sooner, but also avoid confrontations with Dr. Zavala.

At Dr. Zavala's name, she dropped her cup and flexed her fingers, making an inverted comma in the air. Dr. Zavala unfortunately represented the toughest side of the opposition in the team she had so democratically built around her, in which assistants, students, technicians and scientists were all working together to find the key to solving the problem. 

The problem to be solved had arisen a little over three years ago, when, while doing her PhD thesis in Molecular Biology, Lucía had discovered an abnormal sequence in the DNA of cells infected with AIDS. It was a mistake or simple chance, but the detail did not go unnoticed. It was too short and too simple a sequence to be worth trying to alter. With the faculty's technology, simple but advanced compared to other European research centres, she managed to slow the deterioration of T4 cells by altering the genetic sequence of a few of them, a hopeful experiment that she repeated and tested with professors and colleagues in the following months. Lucía had published the study in the university journal as a preview of what was to become her doctoral thesis. The response to the work was not very significant at first, but one day a fax arrived from the journal Science with an obvious interest in publishing it and, if possible, expanding it. There were very different reactions and evaluations; scientific groups opposed to genetic manipulation said a resounding no to the research and there were even those who tried to discredit the research by publishing lazy refutations of its methods, but there was also a sector of the scientific community that was able to identify it as a new starting point for research against AIDS, the turning point from which we could begin to dream not only of a cure but also of a preventive vaccine. However, since the DNA of such infected cells had never before been investigated at the molecular level, the unknown student who signed the article won one of the few and much sought”after grants from the Vice”Rectorate for Research and Development of her own faculty, as well as the possibility of setting up her own scientific team.

After two years of hard work, overcoming administrative hurdles and scientifically unavoidable frontiers, the result seemed so far away and so close that she sometimes spent up to twenty hours at a time glued to the microscope or to the monitors. Now, the most difficult hurdle was to be overcome.

“You haven't slept thinking about the grant.

Lucia nodded her head in the affirmative.

“You always guess what I'm thinking.

“Don't be so serious. The Commission is on your side. They've been supporting you for a long time.

“You're very optimistic, Sebastián," Lucia gave him a smile so bitter it was self”pitying, "but there are new voices in the Vice Rectorate, people who want immediate results and we already waste too much time publishing every six months to please the Commission to also force deadlines.... No, I think that if we don't get our grant renewed we won't be able to go on with this.

He looked around him. The lab was perfect, the equipment was perfect, and the results were so close that only such a disaster could ruin everything.

“I've been having nightmares.

“Do you see? It's all insecurity on your part, doctor. Where do you keep your self”esteem?

Sebastian sometimes used to call her that, doctor, which accentuated the level of rapport with which they worked side by side. Although he was still a year away from finishing his degree, he was looking forward to it. His inexhaustible energy had made him the ideal assistant and the most important pillar of his team. His commitment was total. He had no social life or anything like it, he didn't play sport and he didn't go out with anyone. The latter meant nothing, although his extroverted character and his sometimes rather effeminate manner raised more than a few rumours among the group. Lucia was rather indifferent to the whispered comments about Sebastian's sexual attitude. Rather, she noticed that, at times, a certain feminine side of the student had given her more help and encouragement in her research than the best of results. On the other hand, Lucia felt that Sebastian, as a partner, was much more uplifting than her inveterate monogamy with Jorge.

“It's just a scholarship," he whispered in her ear, pulling her out of her reverie, which was somewhat the result of interrupted sleep and preoccupation.

“A scholarship of many millions...

“Money, money...

“...on which the whole team depends.

Sebastian wrapped his hands around Lucia's, between which he held the cup of coffee. They both felt the warmth of the cup infecting their hands and running through their spirits. 

“What you have are the nerves you have before an exam. 

“I have a doctorate.

“I'm talking about the Commission exam.

“They've been examining us with a magnifying glass for months. 

“At the microscope," Sebastian specified.

“At the molecular level," Lucia insisted.

They laughed again.

“Do you know what I do before an exam, when my nerves get the better of me, and I'm all worked up about getting ready to start? “Lucia shook her head. The student smiled and whispered: "I drink a good, strong, strong coffee, thick enough to drink with a knife and fork.

Lucia laughed again.

“But a coffee will make you more nervous.

“On the contrary! It activates your neurons. It wakes you up and puts you in perfect shape to be at the starting line.

He raised his cup and Lucia did the same. They clinked their coffees together with a clink that sounded strange in the deserted laboratory. Then they fell silent. Only the hum of the cold rooms behind them suggested that there was life in the outside world.

DAWN broke around the faculty and the ghosts of the bad night dissolved in the warm morning air, which passed dense and languid until a few minutes before half past ten the news arrived.

“Lucia, you are wanted in the meeting room of the R&D building.

The assistant's voice rang through the lab like a gunshot. Everyone fell silent and, although she didn't dare to meet their gaze, Lucia knew that everyone around her was watching her. She grabbed her briefcase and headed down the corridor. As she passed, she heard their phrases of encouragement like the echo of a dream. There was hope in their voices. They knew that all their dreams, their projects and most of the hours of their lives for the next few years depended on this meeting.

With her heart beating at a pace that broke her own records, Lucía walked down the cold corridor of the glass building where the Vice”Rectorate for Research and Development was located with only one idea in her head. Her life was at the end of the corridor.

On the other side of the immense glass wall, the gardens linking the various university halls bustled with students milling about, loitering or looking for their classes. In the background, beyond the green belt of lawns and pine trees that surrounded the campus, was the motorway, at that hour full of cars like a perfectly functioning blood system. The blue sky redrew an undefined horizon, just a few minutes away from revealing the direction their near future would take.

“Good morning, Lucia.

At the end of the immense conference table, the Vice”Rector for Research and Development greeted her with a terse smile, dressed with a suspicious solemnity. Lucia knew he appreciated her. He was the one who first appreciated the importance of her discovery and the person who had encouraged her to apply for the grant and start the research. He was also, however, the one who had to tell her whether, after two years, her research was worth enough to invest money in her again.

“Good morning. 

“Come in, please. We are all here.

There were about twenty empty chairs around the table. At the end of the table, around the vice”chancellor, sat the new professor of Molecular Biology, the secretary of the Research Department and a stranger who he assumed was a member of the Grants Committee. Sober jury for a quick verdict, he told himself. The pain was not going to last long.

He sat down and put aside the folders he had brought with him in case he had to present his results to date or defend the continuity of the research. He feared open rejection of his methodology, but the results were so clear that everything would go ahead. The greatest fear would be the hackneyed excuse of cutting back to alleviate the effects of the crisis. Silence. The members of the Commission chatted quietly among themselves or sorted through papers and files on their laptops.

“Doctor Mateu, please? “he begged.

The vice”chancellor smiled sympathetically.

“Yes," he coughed, "let's get down to business.

He opened a folder in front of him and spread some papers on the table. Lucia swallowed hard. Her mouth was dry. She was nervous, and she held one hand with the other to keep her fingers from drumming frantically on the huge design table. 

“Lucia, the Commission has been studying the results presented by your team all week, just as you know that during these two years it has been following the investigations carried out; but, in view of the inconclusive results....

Lucia interrupted him.

“I remind you, Dr Mateu, that I asked the Commission for an extra week to be able to present the results of the latest cultures," he explained. The words came out of his lips with difficulty, as if he was short of breath. He could not help but cast a brief, sidelong glance at the unknown member of the Fellowship Committee. Their gazes collided. He seemed to be watching her with disinterest. However, Lucia thought she saw his defeat reflected in his eyes. And that those eyes were smiling despite the fact that the rest of his good”looking face, sharpened by a well”drawn goatee, was as cold as a photograph.

Doctor Mateu shook his head, reluctant to answer. In the end, he sighed before replying.

“Asking for more time will not save your grant or your team. The decision has been made.

Lucia thought she knew the decision in advance. She felt as if everything that was happening had already happened in the past.

“It's not true," she shouted. Then, in a more subdued tone, she added: "You know that the cultures need a minimum number of days to produce results....

The vice”chancellor smiled. He admired her courage and dedication, and it was not the first time that this young researcher had given him the kind of enthusiasm that made him feel why she loved her work.

“I know where the research is at, Lucia," he replied, going against his custom of calling her by her first name. You know that I've been following the progress of the investigation from the beginning. “He paused for a moment in which one could guess that he wanted to lengthen his speech so as not to speak directly. The results are promising, it must be said," he added. Then he looked directly into the eyes of what he considered his pupil, "but the Scholarship Commission has a limited budget, I want you to understand that. There are a lot of projects going on and...

Lucia interrupted him.

“And the DNA of T4 cells is of no interest to the Grants Commission.

“No," protested the vice”chancellor, paternal. Your research is very interesting, important for the future. There is no doubt that if you manage to find the key to restructure... the genetic sequence of these cells in a stable way, it would be an incredibly effective advance towards the disappearance of AIDS...

“It would be an immediate cure for the disease! The vaccine would transform the DNA of every mother on the planet, making her immune. The re”engineered human body would simply be incapable of harbouring and reproducing a virus like HIV...

“... but there are many voices against genetic manipulation.

“Voices?

“It is a controversial issue, Lucia. The university can't take on public opinion over issues like this.

“When you say "voices", do you mean public... powers? “she protested, choking back anger that threatened to spill over into tears.

The vice”chancellor seemed to weigh the words he had been rehearsing since the decision had been announced. They had been blunt in the extreme. It was all very clear, but his role was the most difficult to play.

“The University depends on many sponsors, not only from the government budget, we also rely on donations from private institutions, scientific communities, research centres....

He lowered his head in a gesture of resignation.

“You mean the pharmaceutical industry, I presume? I know the value of their contributions in instruments and funds," she mumbled, absent, crestfallen, "as I also know the importance they attach to profits, especially the millions they make from retroviral treatments for AIDS patients.

The new Professor of Molecular Biology and the Secretary of Research remained silent, watching Lucia's reactions as if their mere presence carried enough weight for her to accept the Commission's decision willingly.

“It's not that," protested the vice”chancellor. The new scientific currents, public opinion.... “He paused, noticing that Lucia was definitely collapsing. He was too fond of this young woman whom he knew anyone would give a chance the next day. It's a question of budget," he concluded, without much conviction.

Lucia gave an empathetic smile to the man who had been her mentor for the past few years. She stood up and picked up her papers. Mateu handed her the report denying her the grant.

“I will reapply for the grant next year," she replied, trying to appear self”assured. She saw that the academic returned her poor smile and said goodbye with a terse good morning.

The vice”chancellor, with a smile of circumstance, threw a look of help to the new professor of Molecular Biology but only received a stern gesture. The last to sign the minutes was the unknown member of the Grants Committee. He did so with a steady hand. He had not said a single word, neither for nor against. He is left”handed, thought Lucía and the vice”chancellor, but neither of them noticed the ring he was wearing, which bore a gold seal with a fleur”de”lis framed by two concentric pentagons. 

SHE WAS STANDING at a red light when she nearly collapsed.

She couldn't stop thinking about all the enthusiasm she had put into her project and how close they had come to achieving a tangible result, a proposal to show the scientific community. Two more months, maybe four, would have been enough. They had succeeded in isolating the abnormal DNA sequences and were already working on how to rearrange them, the last step towards a molecular cure for AIDS, perhaps a vaccine. Sebastian had been close to tears when he heard the news.

When she returned to the lab, she didn't have to explain. They were waiting expectantly for her, all sitting in a circle. When they saw her enter, her false smile on her face and her shoulders slumped, they all stood up one by one to give her a hug and return the phrases of encouragement she had given them when they had to work hard and their goals seemed far away. Lucia tried not to cry. She hadn't experienced that reaction since some failure in primary school, but she felt herself breaking down as she began to appreciate all that she had put and lost in that work. 

It was only when everyone was packing up the instruments to clear the lab that he heard some previously restrained anger and the stray echo of a reproach.

“If we had had a real scientist in front of us, this would not have happened," he heard Dr. Zavala say.

A horn at her back gave him to understand that she was still absent. The traffic light had turned from red to green without her noticing. 

He knew it would only be a matter of time before he got another scholarship, perhaps at another university or at a pharmaceutical firm, another academic year at worst. He took a deep breath. She had a week to collect all the material, the report said, but she had all her work of the last few years in four badly packed boxes in the boot of the old Seat. As on other occasions in the past, she thought, she didn't need much ado to close one chapter of her life and move on to the next. Breaking with circumstances, especially when it was circumstances that were breaking with her, was effortless. Folders, discs, reports, notes and analyses piled up in the boot. The project was already part of his past. 

As she headed down Avenida de América towards home, the idea occurred to her that every cloud has a silver lining, and she thought she could spend the day thinking about other, more immediate projects to alleviate the memory of the failure of the previous one. He would stop by the house and then pick up Patricia. Sometimes, there's no one like a soulmate to make you cry and let out all the bad things that are stuck inside you.

In the mailbox she found some bills and an American biology magazine she subscribed to. She hadn't had time to catch up much on her reading lately and had a lot of literature on the failed project still to read. Starting with the scientific journals would be a good start. Besides, he found a postcard with a curious landscape of green mountains with snow”capped peaks in the background. He turned it over and gleefully recognised the handwriting of his old friend Oliver "Sherpa" Martinez. He read it as he walked up the stairs to the first floor, where he had his flat. Sherpa was sending him greetings from a city with an unpronounceable name to which the picture on the postcard belonged.. 


Dear Lucía:



After four months in Namche Bazaar, I have finally managed to gather the necessary equipment for the expedition. All that remains is for Andrew to arrive and everything will be ready. I estimate that between the 15th of July and the 15th of August we will be able to set a date to start the climb. The South Col awaits us “ Everest will be ours! 



A warm embrace,

Sherpa. 



P.S. Nepal is wonderful. I wish you were here. 





He was glad that Oliver had finally got the means to undertake the climb of his life. He had promised himself when he was only eight years old.

“Someday I'll climb Everest," he had told her at recess, munching on the biscuits Lucia shared with him every morning.

Later, when they were older, they had shared some more or less risky climbs together, nothing professional on her part, but she always knew that Sherpa would go far. In fact, he had already climbed three eight”thousanders. Now he was about to start the ascent of Mount Everest and she, on the other hand, had started the descent to the bottom. 

He looked at the date on the postcard. It had been posted twenty days earlier. Underneath was an address, that of a Nepalese hotel where she waited with the patience of months for the money and help needed for the expedition. He would have to send support. Sherpa had brought back memories of school and of those dreams and promises that only some people manage to make come true. 

In the flat, as usual, the disorder of someone who spends eighteen hours a day away from home awaited her. She put her briefcase on the sofa and pressed the answering machine. There were no messages. She flopped down on the sofa and stared into the midday gloom that surrounded her with the blinds drawn. Accustomed to spending all day in the tiny sterile room of the laboratory, she rarely realised that this was too small a flat to live in. It had only a living room with a kitchenette and a small bedroom that included a tiny bathroom with a shower. At this moment, he could have done with a bathtub, big, huge, where he could luxuriate in a soothing bubble bath, relax or even indulge in the infallible therapy of trying to drown himself.

He opened his eyes and saw reality. The messy flat reminded her that in itself had been one of the fundamental reasons she had taken the plunge, to move in with Jorge, a new project she had been pondering for months and which she now imagined would keep her busy enough to forget the one she had had to leave. Her new home would be very different from this one, a spacious attic, with beautiful views, where she could share spaces and mix feelings, new experiences that at that moment of failures seemed like dreams to her. After a few months of dating, it was the logical step to take, and so they had decided in a conversation that came out of nowhere and in which, half jokingly and half seriously, they had decided that they would live together.

The common project was to move into a large penthouse with a view in the Barrio de Salamanca, a different, ideal environment, where they could both find themselves with an eye to the future. Something like a wedding, but without papers, as if to take away the fear of what the Big Project meant, they had even planned a trip to Egypt for after the move, like a honeymoon, as if they had never taken a trip together before. But even so, without papers, Lucia couldn't help but shudder at the thought of taking the plunge. Although, at the moment, any alternative, except inertia, seemed desirable or, better, necessary.

The attic was nearby, just a few blocks away. It still contained the former owner's furniture, furniture they intended to replace with furniture more suited to their personalities and their needs. This was the reason she had arranged to meet Jorge in the afternoon, to go together to look for furniture to fill it. If only it were later, he thought. Then he remembered Patricia. Instead of going to see her, as was his custom, to chat and talk nonsense, he would invite her to go with him to look at furniture. With Jorge he could go in the afternoon, as they had agreed. The more shops the better, he thought.

He picked up the phone and called Patricia. She was thinking of saying something along the lines of "I've been kicked out, Patri, shall we go shopping? They had been friends since they were kids, had gone to the same school and had never been apart despite the distance or the timetable. In a way, everyone thought they were sisters. They were the same age, had the same build and the same black hair as the night. Sometimes, they had even played a game of misdirection with their boyfriends by going to the hairdresser to get the same hairstyle or an identical haircut, just to confuse them. At school there were teachers who confused them, and that had always been great fun for them.

Patricia didn't pick up the phone. She made calls but didn't pick it up. She must have been with a client. Patricia worked in a real estate agency and spent her working day on the move, showing flats and visiting clients. This freedom of movement usually allowed her to answer Lucía's calls promptly and without hesitation. But this time he didn't pick up the phone.

Lucia became disinterested. She hung up and went to the fridge to get something to eat. There was still time to go shopping before lunch. She could go to the attic, get the plans on which she and Jorge had so often rearranged the furniture on paper and call her later. Real estate meetings didn't last that long. In any case, it wasn't the day or the time to stay home alone and brood.

She changed her clothes and slung her bag over her shoulder. She went downstairs and thought about the modern lift in her new house. After walking the blocks that separated her from it, she entered the lift and pressed the last button. 

“Lucia and George's attic," she said aloud, and looked at herself in the lift mirror. Failure was already fading from his eyes. Maybe today isn't such a bad day after all," he said to himself.

She entered the penthouse. She was greeted by a living room that was completely empty except for the sofa, which had been brought in the day before. She walked over to the window and pulled up the automatic blinds. Once again, she marvelled at the light in the space. The entire west wall was a glass window overlooking downtown Madrid. He walked over to the window and took a deep breath. From there he could see life in a different way. The pollution didn't rise up there and the day seemed to shine brighter than any other day in his life. An unexpected breeze of confidence suddenly came over her. She smiled inwardly and picked up her mobile again. 

She dialled Patricia's number as she searched through the papers on the table for the plans on which they had drawn the furniture. The phone rang once, then twice. Patricia didn't pick up the phone. She found the plans and tried to fold them with her free hand.

Then a sound startled her. It came from somewhere in the attic. It sounded like a doorbell. She stood still, holding her breath to hear it better, and then she discovered it. It was a telephone ringing, one of those stereotyped polyphonic tones they sell on television. The melody of a fashionable song. No, a song from the seventies that was not entirely unfamiliar to him. He had heard it before and, if he remembered correctly, he had heard it on a mobile phone.

The little music played again. Too close. Lucia spun on her heels and a shiver ran down her spine. The sound was coming from the sofa. She approached timidly. On the fabric that covered the sofa, there was a folder and some papers. The ringing music was coming from there. He approached and withdrew the papers apprehensively. As he did so, he uncovered a bag. It was clear that there was a mobile phone inside that bag. She didn't have to make any effort to recognise it. It was the red leather bag that Patricia had bought at Pippo's at Christmas. 

She woke up with a blank stare. She was still holding her own mobile phone, which was ringing Patricia's phone over and over again. With an angry gesture, he hit the hang”up button and paced the house with a slow, fearful pace. The ringing had stopped. 

She looked in the kitchen, in the bathroom and then, trying not to admit that that was where she should have looked first, she stealthily opened the door that separated her from the fantastic seventeen”square”metre attic bedroom with large windows that she had fallen in love with the first time she saw it.

On the old bed left by the previous owner, lying on his back, Jorge played at holding the hips of a woman who could be her, with the same figure, the same black hair, who danced astride him, rocking rhythmically, moaning unintelligible pleas, her eyes fixed on the ceiling.

Patricia.

He watched her, not knowing what to do. Her friend, her sister, was betraying her. 

She saw her hands in her hair, running them behind her neck as she increased the pace at which she rode her Jorge. How many times she herself had danced that tribal dance, giving herself as George liked, silent, concentrating on concentric movements, lingering, selfish, surrendered to pleasure, and now it was Patricia dancing on him. She could not help but stare, mesmerised by the cruel vision of this unsuspected adultery. 

She and Patricia had such a similar hair colour, such a similar bone structure, the same size after all, that anyone would have said that it was herself, Lucia, who at that moment was making love to Jorge. A thousand and one contradictions ran through her head. To run away? To scream?

She stood there for a minute, two, maybe a million, lost in thought, silent, and was about to cry when Jorge looked away and saw her, timidly silhouetted in the little space that remained between the frame and the half”open door. He seemed startled, but did not know what to say. His gaze expressed confusion, indecision, but he couldn't find the words to find an excuse, or to ask Patricia to stop her cruel dance.

Patricia must have noticed something strange in his attitude, for she looked down from the clouds and looked first at George in disgust and then, turning, at Lucia with the most indescribable surprise in her eyes.

There was a moment of silence in which the questions floated in the air, thicker and thicker, in which the answers and explanations remained inside the protagonists without finding their way out. Lucia wanted to bite, to hurt, but a soft, delicate voice like a child's came out.

“You've forgotten again that we had an appointment... “she said.

Jorge swallowed noisily. Patricia buried her face in her hands.

“No... “George muttered. I hadn't forgotten...

Lucia smiled bitterly, trying again not to cry.

“It was irony, you bastard. Irony," she added, turning around and slamming the bedroom door shut. He had to get out of there at once or he was going to die at any moment. Never in his life had he had so many disappointments in one day.

“Patricia, wait... “George replied, mistaking her name. Lucia. Lucia! Please, wait. 

He tried to shake Patricia off, but she was unable to react and move away. She was stunned. She gesticulated, mute. What the hell was going on? Where had she gone wrong? This couldn't be happening to her. They had been so discreet. Jorge must have thought so too, who finally managed to push her hard enough to get her off him. Patricia fell helplessly to the floor.

Jorge ran out of the room, naked, shouting his girlfriend's name.

“Lucia! Lucia, please don't go like this. Let's talk. Please...

But Lucia was already a few floors down, hurtling down the stairs, forgetting the slow but modern lift in the building of her longed”for penthouse apartment.

LUCIA REALISED that a week had passed when she noticed that the fridge was empty. She had spent the whole time blank, lying on the sofa, eating crap and with a book open on her legs, her eyes lost in the nothingness of the dim half”light coming in through the closed windows. This was how she saw her future. 

If on not seeing the grant for her project renewed she had thought the world was falling down on her, finding Jorge in bed with Patricia buried her definitively in the necropolis of people with no direction in life, because without a project, without love, she didn't know where to go. There was only one person left in the world she could trust, her father. She looked at the phone warily. Few girls could say that they had had a father who pampered them over the phone. She had grown up thousands of miles away from him. Throughout her life, her father had spent ten to twelve months a year on archaeological digs on the other side of the world. The latest news was that he had joined a group of historians studying a castle in Germany. 

He picked up the phone and thought twice before dialling. He didn't like to go to him in tears, but he had no choice but to talk to someone or he would explode at the drop of a hat. After all, the best times she had shared with her father had been over the phone, taking one phone call a week for granted instead of a hug, believing that all parents cared about homework even if they were abroad, thinking that this abnormal form of communication bonded her in a special way with her father, who, however, found it much harder to talk to when they were face to face.

“Don't cry, my child," she said, when she finally found the strength to telephone him. She had always resented his calling her that, but he kept repeating "my child" despite the years and despite her opposition. She had hated him as a child, because she was small. She had hated him as a teenager, because she thought she had grown up enough. She had hated it when she got her doctorate, because she guessed that her father would never see her as an adult. But when she found herself alone for the first time, far from university and far from home, she began to appreciate that middle name. Don't cry," she repeated for a while, until her breathing resumed its proper rhythm.

“Are you coming soon? “she whimpered in a whisper.

Her father came back once or twice a year, but you never knew when. 

“Very soon, really. Listen to me, my child. You know I've always been away but you've had me when you needed me. Remember when I was on the Chinese wall and gave you back your signed report cards? “he shouted. Communication was bad. Lucia nodded as if she could see her, laughing through her tears. After a few noises from the interference, her father continued, "Well, here I am. You know how parents always feel. If that boy behaved like that, he really didn't deserve you. It wouldn't be worth it to have someone like that around. Therefore, all the tears you shed for him will be meaningless. 

“Dad," she protested. She wanted to tell him that she was in love, that she really was, that she didn't want to understand that this was possible, and that, despite the hurt, she still couldn't admit that George wasn't worth her tears, but her father continued to speak on the other end of the line.

“Look, my child. I am very busy. I'm about to come to an amazing discovery. We're about to find an underground chamber... that isn't supposed to exist. 

“Parental stuff, I guess," Lucia joked, trying to be sympathetic, but there was anguish in her voice.

“Archaeologist stuff, honey. It could be the end of an investigation that's been occupying me for several years. I think I'll get results this week. Two weeks at the most. If so, I'll call you and we'll spend a few days together. I promise I'll come and see your house and give you the time we never have. Agreed?

Lucia nodded again, forgetting that she was talking on the phone. She knew her father would keep his promise.

That's how conversations with him were, brief as telegrams and brief as if they were furtive. He had never stopped to think that this eagerness to travel the world from project to project was his father's personal selfishness. In fact, it had not been hard for her to grow up without him, and she herself understood that unknown force that takes hold of the spirit when she has a project in hand and knows where to focus it and the hope of obtaining results pushes her like a vice.

As soon as she hung up, she heard the phone ring again. He knew it wasn't his father and let it ring again and again until it went to voicemail. Then he fell asleep on the sofa in the same position he had been in for the last few days.

The phone flickered beside her. She had dozens of messages from Jorge that she was unwilling to listen to. He had called every day, almost every hour since she had run away from the attic. He'd even tried to get in with the key she'd given him one night of love in a fit of confidence, but as soon as Lucia had returned she'd bolted the door and hidden from the world with the blinds down and a blanket over her soul. She didn't have to listen to him. What was he going to say to her at this point? All the apologies would be hackneyed and meaningless. What they had done had no justification and anything he could say by way of apology would sound worse than his silence. Her "eternal friend" Patricia must have known this, because she had the good sense not to try to contact her at any time. In any case, it would have done neither of them any good to try to apologise.

Through the slits in the shutters, the last rays of sunlight were filtering through. They drew a strange Morse code the colour of old gold on the far wall, where hung the photos she cherished most, those of friends she no longer saw and memories worth keeping. There was the photo of Sherpa on the Mulhacén, the one of the high school basketball team, the one from the university theatre in that enormous Dulcinea costume, the one from the University Meeting of Young Scientists in 2005, and many, many photos of trips with Patricia, and with friends and with Patricia, and with a boyfriend from the university and with Patricia.

He got up and picked one up. He ran his fingers across the glass as if he could touch the past that way. Two eighteen”year”old girls on a beach in Cádiz, sunbathing with two Englishmen whose names they had forgotten. The photo was blurred and not very well taken, but he had always been happy to look at it again. Now, in the light of the dim evening sun, the blur was murky and the past distant. So many journeys. What I wouldn't give to be far away.

He hung up the photograph again and told himself he had to make a decision. It was too soon to reapply for the scholarship, although he had CVs to send and published work that might interest a university or a pharmaceutical laboratory, who were, in the end, the ones with the money. He told himself that it was possible. He could print out a few hundred CVs, to say the least, and photocopy the best papers he had published, accompany them with some results reports and a list of the people he had worked with, and wait. 

Suddenly, she was imbued with a current of unexpected optimism. She got up and began to tidy up the kitchen”living room, which after a week was a jumble of unwashed dishes, empty containers of prepared food piled on the table, magazines open on top of each other and a lot of pessimism all around. He opened the window and let the setting sun and air into the room. Thinking about plans had given him back some of his usual energy. The mechanisms were working again, grunting with rust, but working again.

He was picking up the open magazines on the table when he found Sherpa's postcard. An idea flashed fleetingly through his mind. She added up Jorge's constant calls, how small that old flat was getting, and how much she would like to erase Patricia from those photos in which they had shared adventures and trips, and the result was simple and concrete: she would go on a trip alone, far from the flat and the pressure of Jorge's regret.

She opened her desk drawer and there they were. Two tickets to Egypt, the promise of a few days away from modern civilisation in a luxury hotel. Embarking on this trip without Jorge, who had come up with the idea of a false honeymoon, could well be a symbol of the direction her new life was to take. It was also a revenge.

She had always wanted to go to Egypt, ever since she had seen her father's photographs of Abu Simbel and the Valley of the Kings when she was a child. She had been captivated by her father's account, an archaeologist by profession and at heart, of the trip he had made for pleasure, to spend the holidays away from the excavations he was working on at the time in China. Lucia smiled at the memory. An archaeologist as a tourist in Egypt to disconnect from his work. He had explained it like that, of course for him it had nothing to do with China and some stones were not the same as others, but for Lucia it was an absurd paradox and very typical of her father, the kind of thing that made her smile when she thought of him. Egypt would be, without a doubt, the ideal destination to get away from the world, get away from it all and install new images in her memory to replace the old ones and, why not, to take the occasional photo in which she did not appear with her eternal friend Patricia.

They had postponed the trip again and again for work reasons and, lately, because Jorge had made a million excuses, excuses that had seemed absurd before and now made cruel sense. They had finally set a date for after the move, as if it were a honeymoon, a trip as a symbol that, although there would be no papers involved, their engagement was serious in the traditional sense of the word. Serious. Jorge had never been serious before. Nobody is serious and sleeps with his girlfriend's best friend. No one can be serious when half of his sentences are excuses to delay deadlines and not set dates. Going to Egypt without Jorge would be an added pleasure, she told herself, and she turned on the computer to search the Internet for interesting places to visit once she was at her destination. As much as she was Archimedes Farré's daughter, she was not going to limit herself to looking at stones.

Out of habit, she opened her e”mail program first to catch up. She had a message from Sherpa. Apparently, some problems were delaying the start of his expedition. There were also more than ten messages from Sebastian with subjects such as "Cheer up" or "Every cloud has a silver lining". 

He opened any one of them and, without reading the contents, clicked the Reply to Sender button. 

He typed a short message. 


Life goes on. I'm going on a trip to Egypt. I'll send you a postcard. 



He then clicked the send button. 

She sighed, RELIEVED, when she finally reached the first floor. In addition to some products to clean the flat and restore it to the look of a lived”in place with a lively, confident owner, she had bought a new suitcase, an unbreakable, lockable Samsonite, plus a guidebook to Egypt, comfortable shoes and a good deal of light clothing to survive the June heat in the desert. I hadn't been outside for many months, spending every waking hour in the lab, and these purchases were the promise of a week away from the world, disconnected from everything. 

Yet as she lugged the heavy bags up the stairs, trying not to spare a single harmful thought for the fabulous penthouse she had chosen and nearly owned, lift included, she came to think that the biggest challenge was getting home.

He reached the landing at last. She parked her suitcase and bags on either side of the door and reached into her purse for the key. As she did so, she felt cold, the kind of sudden sensation caused by a draught from an open window or door. She had the fleeting impression that the flat door was moving. Cautiously, she reached forward with the hand in which she already had the key and pushed with her fingertips on that old door without security or consistency. It was open.

What she saw inside the old flat filled her first with grief and then with rage. All her papers and books lay on the floor, open and scattered like a puzzle to be done. The bookshelves were empty and the table drawers were open. Even the kitchen cupboards had been conscientiously emptied. 

He was about to enter when it crossed his mind that those who had entered his house might as well not have left. He stepped back and picked up his mobile phone to call the police. She hid on the first step down in case she had to run and with trembling fingers dialled the emergency number. 

After explaining what was happening to her, anger and curiosity began to take hold of her. She clenched her fist and realised that her hand was shaking. Despite the obvious fear that was taking hold of her, she climbed back up the last few steps and went to the door of her flat. She remembered Patricia, who always carried pepper spray in her purse to use in case someone tried to mug her “ handbag self”defence, as she called it “ and rescued from the shopping bag a lanolin furniture”cleaning spray she had just bought. It may not have been lethal, but with this product in her eyes, she was sure to change any mugger's mind. 

Spray in hand, he entered the chaotic living room. 

He was careful not to step on what the thieves had scattered on the carpet. There was absolutely nothing left on the shelves. Everything was on the floor. The drawers were open and empty. One of the shelves was standing. The other had been overturned and lay on the floor like a mute victim of some strange crime. It seemed that the watchword had been to leave nothing in its place. He approached the place where he kept the important papers, bills, chequebooks and the little money he usually kept at home. The drawer was on the floor, its contents scattered and mixed with the books and magazines on the same shelf. She lifted up a framed photograph of Patricia and herself at Caños de Meca and found underneath the chequebook and the box containing the few euros she kept in cash at home. She put it all on a bare shelf and continued her search. He found his passport and what he always called important papers a little further on. The only thing he had of value, he told himself, had not been taken. What kind of thieves were these? 

The bedroom door was locked. He kept nothing of value there, except his clothes, not very up to date lately, but he had no doubt that it too had been searched. He approached it and opened it cautiously, furniture spray held high. 

The bedroom was deserted, but had been just as thoroughly searched, all his clothes littering the floor. The bed had been dismantled. The sheets were on the floor. The pillow had been stripped and the mattress propped against the window. The lamp on the bedside table, bought at the flea market one Sunday in November, which, the day before yesterday, had brought back fond memories of Jorge, lay broken on the floor, next to his winter clothes. She took a deep breath and felt an unbearable rage grow inside her, because she couldn't explain why bad luck had been so unkind to her. 

In an unexpected rage, she went to the small bathroom in the bedroom, the only place she had not yet searched, and kicked it open, screaming and spraying the interior with furniture cleaner at eye level. She stopped, exhausted by her own futile violence and by the discomfort that was beginning to overcome her. Everything was on the floor, the small mirror cabinet on the wall unhung and disassembled, as if someone had been looking for something hidden behind it. 

She smiled at her image reflected in the broken mirror. What nonsense he could think of. But, deep in his soul, he had the impression that those who had entered his flat had taken all the time in the world to search it thoroughly. They had dismantled furniture and rifled through all his books, taken down photographs and opened the cushions. So much interest for a flat in which there was nothing of value. 

For a moment, he was glad that the burglars had left empty”handed. They had the wrong house. She had no wealth other than her science and her research, and these were stored in the university archives and in the boxes she still kept in the car. Then she realised that her computer was missing, a laptop that was actually Jorge's. She had lent it to him the year before because he had borrowed it the year before. He had lent it to her the year before because he hardly used it and because he was planning to buy a new generation one. He felt more anger than pity, because the damned thieves had managed to take something of his, theirs, but, after all, that computer contained hardly any relevant information about his aborted project and, fortunately, no personal information at all. 

With this thought, he felt himself perking up and he dropped the furniture cleaner on the coffee table in the living room. It was going to be hard to tidy up, he told himself, when he heard the sound of glass cracking behind him. He lunged for the spray can, but it was difficult to walk through all the stuff on the floor, and he fell flat on his face in an attempt to defend himself. Crawling, he reached the spray can and turned sharply, pointing towards the door.

“I'm sorry.

A tall man in a shabby, old”fashioned black suit stood in the doorway of the flat. He had stepped on one of the framed photographs and the glass had shattered. Behind him were two policemen in uniform. Lucia felt a rush of fresh air relax her body. Then it turned to embarrassment.

“It doesn't matter," she replied, stunned, as she reached over to pick up the photo. The policeman's shoe had broken the glass over Patricia's image, whose face was now grotesquely split like a badly made stained glass window. No, it didn't matter in the slightest. Please come in," he said to the policeman.

He stepped inside, careful not to step on anything this time. Lucia noticed that he was wearing a very small tie, like the cops in the eighties films, and realised that, despite his height and bearing, he had long since passed fifty. This was revealed by her wrinkles and a certain look of resignation in her eyes, a look that scanned the contents of the small living room with professional diligence.

“Looks like this is the flat, boys," he said, in a tone that belied his icy expression. Then he gestured for the accompanying policemen to go inside and begin their work. Then you must be the one who called it in.

Lucia stood up. 

“I'm Lucía, Lucía Farré.

She was about to extend her hand to the policeman, but his eyes were elsewhere.

“I see someone was very curious about every last thing you own," he said, as he held out a business card. Has anything been taken?

Lucia studied the card. 

M. Dopico.

Police inspector.

She was not surprised by that sarcastic grin on the policeman's face, who was picking up pieces of a wooden idol from the ground that she and Patricia had once bought at a flea market in Mexico City. She narrowed her eyes trying to find her missing arm among the jumbled things on the floor.

"I have nothing of value," she declared, turning her back on him. They only took my laptop. I think that's all.

“Your laptop?

Lucia agreed.

–Any relevant information on your hard drive? Some file, let's say, irreplaceable?

She had to keep a bitter smile to herself.

"No, just my schedule, which isn't of much interest anymore." Then she turned to the policeman and studied him carefully. I know what you're going to tell me. Leave everything as it is and the scientific police will come to take fingerprints and make an inventory of everything.

“AHA. I see you have time to watch television.

I go to the cinema sometimes.

"Things in reality don't work like in the movies," Dopico growled.

"Are you going to tell me?" growled Lucia. Sorry, I've had a very, very bad week. I called 091 because I was afraid to go home but...

"Nevertheless, he entered.

“Yes.

In the end, curiosity was stronger than fear.

Inspector Dopico picked up the furniture spray that was still on the small glass table.

"Did you mean to defend yourself against a thief with this?"

Lucia smiled apologetically. She had to laugh at herself to prevent her nerves from unleashing the neurosis that she was about to overcome. She rolled her eyes to the ground and the policeman laughed. She said something about shiny thieves and put the spray down on the table. She then turned around and gave a few orders for the agents accompanying her to take inventory and fingerprints.

Lucia handed him the card.

"Keep it," Dopico rejected her. He'll need it if he has to call us again. If she has any clue who she might be interested in the content of her computer, for example.

She lowered her head. She looked at the card and ardently wished all those cops would get out of her apartment. Her life was getting too complicated. She was about to run away from everything, travel far, rest from the civilized world, and that inspector insisted on delving into her life in search of something dark that could have triggered a robbery like the one she had just suffered. Dark. Everything seemed gray to him. Could she add anything else?

M. Dopico, she read again.

–What does the M stand for? She, she asked.

The inspector shook his head.

We policemen don't have first names. Call me Dopico.

"Here," she repeated, handing him back the card. I really appreciate it but I didn't care much for that computer. I've quit my job –she lied – and I really don't need it right now. I'll get a more advanced one when I need it. If that's what you expect, I don't think it's necessary to file a complaint. I only called because I was afraid to go into the house. I'm not going to file any complaint, I assure you.

Dopico studied her curiously. Then, ignoring her, he walked around the small kitchen”living room supervising the work of the agents who accompanied him. After a few moments, he turned to her.

It is not necessary for you to file a complaint. When moving here, the scientific team will draw up some preliminary proceedings ex officio. We'll settle for one of these days going to the police station to give a statement.

Lucia was stunned.

–I don't want to denounce, no... What they have stolen from me is of no importance.

The policeman crouched.

"And aren't you curious to know if we found those who searched your house?"

She got no answer. Lucia remained with her back, trying to cut herself off long enough to regain her temper, her hand on her mouth, drowning out her emotions. The inspector asked an agent to help him and between them they lifted the shelf that previously contained some books and photos, revealing Lucía's laptop, which, still on, was flickering among some open books that had fallen on top of it.

Dopico studied that girl who was watching the computer with her mouth open.

"Tell me," he insisted. Aren't you curious about her? They break into his apartment, search it from start to finish, and take nothing. Nothing at all. Curiosity not piqued? For now, it's home invasion. We'll wait for the science team to take prints.

Lucía felt that everything was spinning around her. The policeman was right. If they had entered, why hadn't they taken anything?

A gloved policeman placed the laptop on the small glass table. He walked over and saw that she was taking fingerprints from the keyboard. He had always considered that keyboard very uncomfortable. He wondered what he would get out of there. He moved closer and saw that the Internet icon was selected on the screen. She considered it impossible that someone had destroyed and messed up her entire house just to take her computer and connect to the Internet, but then the idea crossed her mind that whoever had entered could now know what pages she had visited, even what places and which hotel he had chosen to visit while in Egypt. A shudder told her not to travel, but she had spent almost all her savings on that trip.

Behind her, taking her out of her thoughts, the inspector's guttural and drawling voice sounded.

–Is she going on a trip?

Lucia turned around, startled because she had felt as if they were reading her thoughts.

“What? What does she say?

She asked if she plans to go on a trip.

She swallowed.

"How does she know?"

The inspector half turned and pointed to the red Samsonite he had just bought and which he had set aside at the front door. He sighed, the mystery of the amazing prediction undone. The trip data was not so handy on the computer, at least he thought so.

He lowered his head and took a breath. She didn't like to give explanations, especially to strangers. She looked into the inspector's eyes and his name rang in her mind. She had a dull, gray look, one of those myopic looks where she has seen more in her life than she wishes she had.

"Yes," he admitted. I'm leaving on a trip in four days.

The policeman studied her again, impassive.

“Alone?

Ella Lucia felt her words choke on her.

"Alone," she whispered. It had sounded like a harsh word but he had managed to get it out in one go. I'm going to Egypt for a week. I have always been curious to see Egypt. You are not? She said, faster than she would have liked. The policeman continued to study her. Then he shrugged. It's okay. I see where your curiosity is going, and it's not the ancient ruins. I have lost my job and my boyfriend has left me. Rather, I've left him, but he's the one who screwed things up... In short, things aren't going well for me and I don't have anyone around. For this reason, I thought that a week away would scare me. Does he miss you?

After the swift speech, she swallowed hard and sighed. She expected a scathing response from that sarcastic fifty”year”old inspector. She did not wait.

"No, no wonder," Dopico coughed. It gives me clues. When was the last time she saw her boyfriend?

She felt a shudder as she tried to count the days. He remembered the exact date, the day of the meeting with the Scholarship Commission, but he realized with horror that he didn't know how much time had passed since then.

“I do not remember.

“What it's like?

“Jorge?

–If he's called that... Has he ever shown a violent character?

"He has shown many other things," she replied acidly.

You know exactly what I mean. Does he think he's capable of coming in here and ruining everything to get revenge for leaving him?

Lucia made a negative gesture with her hand.

"No," she protested. The question had brought a scornful smile to her face, although the idea was beginning to take a logical form inside her head, a form of suspicion. The computer belonged to Jorge, my boyfriend,” she explained uselessly. He left it to me to work. She said... she said she didn't need him and to have him as long as she needed. If he had wanted, simply, he could have taken it or... “she hesitated “ or call me and ask me.

But no one has taken it. What did you tell me he had on the hard drive?

"I didn't say it," she snapped, but she immediately regretted her attitude. Little thing. Overdue and worthless notes from my last job, and my schedule.

– Bank accounts? Personal information?

“Nothing of that.

The inspector was thoughtful for a few moments.

"Did anyone else know your password?"

Lucia looked at the computer. It was on, the desk in full view. She smiled, overwhelmed. This was not a situation for her. The inspector, those who took the fingerprints, the one who took photos; everything looked like something out of a cheap movie. It couldn't be her apartment, or her.

"I don't use a password," she finally answered. I had no secrets on my computer. I have already told you that it contained nothing of importance and, of course, nothing so personal as to be considered a secret.

–But he did tell me before that it contained her agenda.

Yes, but my schedule is empty. The only thing I have pending is my trip. I'm buying everything I need and on Tuesday I'm going to Egypt.

–I would appreciate it if you could give me the address of her boyfriend beforehand.

The policeman taking fingerprints from the computer caught the inspector's attention.

"There are no footprints here," he proclaimed. There are no footprints of any kind. Whoever did it wore gloves and erased the history of the documents he accessed.

He pointed to the fellow who worked in the kitchen. He made a negative gesture.

“There are no footprints here either. It looks like a professional job.

In the inspector's gaze there was a question mark that unleashed Lucía's nerves.

They have entered her house. They have searched it from one end to the other and they have not taken anything from it. She has a laptop, a television...

“A very old TV.

“A very old TV,” he repeated, expressionless, Dopico, “a DVD player, a stereo... and they haven't taken anything.

Where does she want to go?

The equation is easy. Home invasion plus zero burglaries equals individual looking for something she couldn't find. Will you tell me once and for all what those who entered her apartment were looking for?

“How do I know?

It will have something of value. Jewels? drugs? Of course not, but did it contain her hard drive or could they think it contained any relevant information?

Lucia shook her head again.

–All my work is filed at the university. I have no studies or conclusions on my computer, just the agenda. Really, I hardly use it, believe me.

“That's the problem,” Dopico added, “I believe her, but when someone searches an apartment as small as this one and doesn't find what he's looking for, he usually gets nervous and comes back again. He observed Lucía's annoyed expression. I guess that's it for now. We'll be in touch. In the meantime, don't leave the city.

Lucia looked surprised.

“He just saw that I'm going on a trip to Egypt...

The policeman laughed. His laugh was a dry, harsh voice exercise.

"I'm sorry," he apologized. I like movie quotes. She's not accused of anything and she can go wherever she wants, of course,” she added, walking away towards the door and gesturing to the rest of the agents to collect her instruments. When she had one hand resting on the doorknob, he turned. Before I go, aren't you going to explain to me once and for all what you have of value that might interest someone to venture to commit such a flagrant break”in?

"I don't know," Lucía shouted, beside herself.

She only managed to calm down when a few hours later she got to talk to her father. She knew that she used a global telephone that worked by satellite, an invention that allowed her to always be connected wherever she was in the world, but that it didn't always work.

"Dad, you have no idea what happened to me today....

Old Dr. Farré seemed to take his daughter's concerns to heart. He used to receive news from him calmly. Whether it was academic achievements or teenage problems, his voice via satellite always sounded calm, soothing. This time, however, as he heard the bizarre account of the search and subsequent botched robbery of her apartment, his concern grew more noticeable in her ear.

“Don't tell me more, please. Now... I can't talk –she answered, in such a hasty way that Lucia believed that she was lying to her. Later, she would dismiss this idea as bizarre. At that time, she was convinced that it was so. I'd rather you don't tell me over the phone, okay? Send me a letter. I'll send you one as soon as it's daylight.

"I'm going to Egypt in a few days," Lucia cut him off.

It didn't seem like an appropriate time to make such an announcement, but her father accepted it willingly. There was relief in her voice.

"Sounds like a great idea, baby. The further away you are, the less you will think about your problems. For starters, forget about that boy. We'll sort out the apartment. They are only material things. Try to have fun.

She hung up.

Lucía did not sleep that night, nor the next. The bills were still on the nightstand. Dopico had written down Jorge's address and the names of all the members of his extinct investigation team. He had announced that he would question them all and Lucía, in return, had promised to stop by the police station to sign a statement the next day. She did it in the midst of the greatest of neuroses, but everything was, after all, just one more mechanism in the routine of police mechanisms. This should have been enough to calm her down, but the inspector's threat that intruders might try to break into her apartment again plunged her into a sleepless paranoia from which she did not escape until the following Tuesday when she walked out the door dragging her suitcase with the tickets. in the hand. If they wanted to come in while she was gone, no problem. She would already call the police around.

JORGE CALLED HER when she was at the boarding gate, about to hand over the ticket to the ground attendant. He told her that the police had called him and that he had spent the morning at the police station reviewing his life in recent days. He seemed very angry, from which he deduced that it had been more time than he had expected that he had spent giving evidence.

From the beginning, he sensed that Jorge was not behind that matter. He couldn't be. Jorge was not the type of guy to assault his ex”girlfriends and set up a circus like the one he had found at home. Breaking and entering was too serious a crime to see Jorge behind it, but when that curious police inspector, Dopico, presented her with the hypothesis that it could be revenge for the breakup, she began to think that it wouldn't be bad for her to be the one. to take revenge Letting the police spin her fabulous theories would be a good idea if it would make annoying Jorge stop calling her for a few hours to spend at the police station answering the questions of the incisive inspector. The situation was drawn in her mind and she could imagine Dopico's harshness putting a desperate and stupefied Jorge through the interrogation sieve. Guilty or not, she deserved to be scared a little. No one can go through life ruining their partner's self”esteem without getting away with it.
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