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I

“He was... Normal. I don't know how else to say it." It was the sixth time that day I had heard those words. Crazy. Seven witnesses see a woman murdered in broad daylight, right in the heart of Madrid, and they all say the same thing about the killer: he was normal.

"I understand you have been through something horrible,” I said to witness number six, who sat trembling in her chair. “Would you like me to call a doctor? It would be normal for you to be in a state of shock." She nodded and dried her eyes. I picked up the phone and tried to get through to a doctor or a psychologist—anyone—but they were all with other witnesses. Annoying.

"Why don't we just wait a few moments? When you feel you're ready to go on, we’ll start again, alright Miss Miru... Mera—”

"Muresan," she said. "My parents are Romanian."

The girl didn’t look Romanian, if there such a thing as looking like you’re from a country. The thought seemed xenophobic somehow. She had beautiful green eyes and shoulder-length brown hair, and she was wearing a T-shirt with some rock band on it under an open olive-green hoodie that was huge on her. I glanced at her feet: a pair of spotless sneakers that could have been bought that morning, which clashed with her overall studied scruffiness. Miss Natalia Muresan had put some work into her look this morning, trying to come off as casual and fun. Now, for obvious reasons, she was looking dead serious. I tried to perk her up, see if she might remember something.

"Romania...I don’t know your country, what's it like?"

"No Idea. I'm Spanish."

She was on edge, and my questions weren't helping any. Manuel came into the interview room and told me it was the same story with the other witnesses. The tubby redheaded guy who he’d been interviewing had given the same description: Normal. And before that, we’d heard pretty much the same story from the bearded hipster kid, dressed like he’d raided a seventies movie prop closet, and the semi-retired university professor who had been on the way to the vet with her cat at the time of the shooting. Nothing. He was normal.

Unbelievable. Seven people clearly see a man pull a gun in the street and shoot a woman in the face. Seven people, and not a single usable description.

I said, “I'll make sure somebody comes and talks to you, Miss Muresan. In the mean time.... Do you think you can remember how the man was dressed?”

“Yes,” she said. “He was wearing a long coat. A normal one.”

Normal again. And a long coat in Madrid in November? Probably three million of them, give or take. “How tall did you say he was?”

“Uh...Not too tall. Not too short.”

Oh, fantastic, now we’re getting somewhere. “Did he have glasses, a beard, long or short hair, any specific features you can recall?”

“No. Nothing out of the ordinary. I don’t know, he was normal, what else do you want me to say?” She started to cry again.

Manuel nodded to me and we left the room. Give her a break. “I don’t get it, Manny. All three of the café terrace witnesses are saying the same as this girl: the guy was normal.”

“Yeah, mine too,” said Manny. “What the hell does a normal guy look like, anyway?”

“Definitely not like you,” I said. It was a joke, but neither of us laughed. We had spent more than three hours chasing our tails with nothing to show for it.

Manny said, “I think they’re all in shock, Felix.”

“Or some kind of mass hysteria,” I said.

“There’s no such thing as mass hysteria,” said Manny.

“Well then you tell me why none of these people can remember a single thing about this guy. Not his clothes, nothing about how he looked, zilch.”

“Some kind of drug, maybe?” said Manny.

I said, “Yeah, some aliens came down and brainwashed them, right? You watch too much TV, man.”

“At least nobody asked for DNA evidence because they saw it on CSI.”

“Yeah, just what we need,” I said. “Hey, I heard they assigned Judge Iborra to our investigation.”

“Yeah, I already talked to her.”

I said, “Wow, you’re sure taking this case by the balls, buddy.”

“Hell no, Felix,” said Manny, “this is your show, I’m just giving you a hand. That’s how the chief wanted it, which is better for me anyway. Less trouble, less paperwork, less time I have to spend here surrounded by crazy people.”

“Good. I don’t know Iborra, what’s she like?”

“She’s a good woman. She’s going to make everything smooth for us.”

I laughed. “To you, everybody is a good person, Pacheco.”

“Or a complete moron,” said Manny. “No shortage of those, either. Felix, where do you want to take this investigation from here? Because we’re not getting anywhere with these witnesses.”

Manuel Pacheco—who went by “Manny” or “Patch” depending on the day, the vibe, and the number of whiskeys consumed—had been in the force for more than twenty years. He was old school. I guess he could have gone further if he was more given to brown-nosing and politics, but he was happy with his situation. He was proud of the fact he kept his gun in a drawer, and had never taken a single shot at anybody who wasn’t a paper cutout. We always told him we’d never seen anybody that looks less like a cop, and he’d laugh like some modern-day Cary Grant. He looked good for pushing fifty, the bastard. And he was always giving me shit about taking care of myself, and not putting on weight. He bragged about his instincts for people, and with good reason. He liked to joke that he’d studied psychology ‘back when the textbook was in black and white,’ and that was the reason he’d never had to take a shot.

“How are Anna and the kids?” I said.

“They’re not kids anymore, Felix,” said Manny. “My oldest is in university already. But thank God Anna’s still Anna. No, we’re all good. You?”

I said, “I got another cat. I think I’m going to name him after you. Patch.”

“Don’t even,” said Manny. “If you’re not careful, you’re going to end up like one of those crazy cat ladies.”

“Yeah, the straight version,” I said.

“The stupid version,” he said. “We already have ol’ Fucking Psycho to deal with, we don’t need any more head-cases around here.” We laughed.  One of the old-school cops had called Chief Inspector Vila The Fucking Psycho after one of his famous infamous rants, and it had stuck.

We had been partners for a while, despite how different we were. Manny had the life everybody on the force wanted: a beautiful wife who adored him, and two healthy, make-you-proud kids. Me? I was me. Typical life of a lonely police officer straight out of a cheap novel. At least I had my cats. Four of them now. Manny always said he was the good-natured sidekick who dies so he can be avenged. Me? The tabloid headline of my death would probably read something like: Cop’s Body Found Half-Eaten by Cats.

“I always wonder what you would have been like if you’d actually worked as a psychologist, Manny. You’re abrupt as hell. I can just imagine you saying to a patient, You’re not depressed, just go out and party a bit. You’re just a whiner, that’s your problem right there—you’re a big crybaby.”

“Well, I didn’t study psychology to rummage around in crazy people’s heads. I did it to understand you guys.”

“What do you mean to understand us? Are you calling me crazy, buddy?”

“I don’t how to break it to you Felix, but you’re not the most normal guy. You start dressing like little Pablo and, and I’m really going to think you’re a fairy.”

“Hey, come on, cut the Pleistocene bullshit, Manny. Pablo is a great cop, and you know it.”

“Wow, look at you, defending him to the death. I was just messing around, man. Whatever that guy does with his ass is his business.”

“That’s why I became a Leo. To defend people.”

“I always liked that term. Leo for Law Enforcement Officer, so clever. Roar.” He spoke with an ironic edge that sometimes made you forget his bullshit. I always thought behind his prickly exterior there was a sensitive guy, but I didn’t want to risk one of his patented smacks on the back of the neck to find out.

“Alright,” I said, “we have a pretty little shit show on our hands here. A bunch of witnesses, broad daylight, but nothing usable. Maybe they were drugged, like you said?” I said it out loud, and it sounded as stupid as it had in my head. Sometimes my inside voice finds a way out.

“Yeah, right. If it was one of those music festivals my kid goes to, then I’d look into the drug theory. But in the middle of Madrid?”

“It doesn’t make any sense, Manny. The local cops who got there first assured me that we have all the witnesses.”

The psychologist came out of an interview room—a very young woman dressed in black with a ponytail and a nose piercing. She looked agitated.

Time slowed down for me. I’m not going to say I have super-smelling powers or anything, but I’d swear she had recently showered, and was wearing clean clothes. Or maybe I was imagining it. I felt like I was watching a video clip—slow motion, but real-time somehow. She had a beautiful smile that was reflected in her eyes. I love when a woman can laugh with just her eyes. Her hands moved quickly, and her curvy hips were sexy and defiant in a pair of black jeans. I was mesmerized by the movement of her gathered hair. I couldn’t stop myself from imagining her nude. I groaned internally.

“Anything?” I asked, breaking out of my R-rated reverie.

“Trauma, obviously,” she said. “The weird thing is the witnesses who didn’t directly see the murder, but turned around when they heard the shot—they don’t remember any distinctive features of the suspect either.”

“Killer,” said Manny abruptly. “When we know who it is, we can start calling him ‘suspect’. Until then, we use the word ‘killer’. Period.”

The girl nodded, visibly nervous—Manny was imposing as hell at nearly six-and-a-half feet tall. She took a deep breath and said, “Prosopagnosia. Face blindness.”

“Pardon?” said Manny loudly, as though the girl had called out his mother.

I said, “Can you enlighten us...is it Laura?”

“Lara. They put the wrong name down when I was being cleared. Anyway, face blindness is a rare disorder that renders the subject unable to recognize a person they know, even when they’re looking right at them. The strange thing is none of the witnesses have any prior history of prosopagnosia. But that’s the closest thing I can think of.”

“Hey, let’s not freak ourselves out unnecessarily with crazy theories,” said Manny. “I know something about psychology too, young lady. This prosopagnosia thing rings a bell from my college days. Incurable, right?”

“There’s no treatment,” said Lara. “There are therapies to help people with day-to-day management, like recognizing clothing, height, voices, but... I’m going off topic here. No, there’s no ‘take-an-Aspirin-and-call-me-in-the-morning’ type of treatment, if that’s what you’re asking. And it’s permanent. So if these seven people are suffering from face blindness, they wouldn’t recognize any of us, and they wouldn’t be leading normal lives. One of them is a professor, and one’s a journalist. No, it can’t be prosopagnosia. Oh, and for the record, I’m not a ‘young lady’.”

She spoke decisively, but with a good dose of humor. And she had a bit of a southern lilt—Andalusian? Canary Islander? She seemed to be arguing with herself, and she moved her hands to accentuate what she was saying—a clear sign she was a sincere person. Liars have a tendency to keep their hands still, which usually means they’re struggling to control the story they’re telling. Did she have a boyfriend? She was very attractive, this little psychologist, but she was also young enough to be my daughter.

“But we shouldn’t rule it out,” continued Lara. “In situations of traumatic stress, the mind can play tricks on you. But wait, it can’t be that. Because people with face blindness can recognize their friends and family by features like glasses, beard, hair...and these people can’t remember a thing that stood out about the susp... the killer.”

“Let’s try something,” said Manny. He dominated the conversation with her, as he did with every woman who laid eyes on our resident Gary Cooper. “Talk to a colleague, or an expert about this disorder of yours, and we’ll see if we’re missing something, alright? Keep us informed.”

He unloaded a good dose of his hunky Hollywood charm in a high-powered smile. I was still standing right there, although Lara couldn’t see me. Par for the course when you’re short, fat and bald. Doctor Morales joined us—an old acquaintance and one of the best forensic pathologists out there, as long as he wasn’t drinking. That morning he had been, and then some, if his breath was anything to go by.

“Well boys, I have never seen anything like it in my career. I drank a couple of whiskeys because there’s something sinister about the whole thing. Is the killer invisible, or what?”

“No, that’s the messed up thing—they saw him, but none of them can remember a single distinguishing feature: some say he had a medium build, some that he had brownish hair....”

“I’ve never seen so much chaos,” said Morales, in a half-slur. “One of the witnesses, the guy who was with his little girl, said the killer was his dead brother. It could just be me, I’m not exactly at my best today.”

“Doc, no need to explain,” said Manny, “we’re all big kids here. How about a coffee?”

“I won’t say no to that, Manuel.” Manny walked the tipsy doctor out, and winked my way as he passed. He knew how to deal with Morales, and it was probably a bad idea for the good doctor to be seen around the precinct in his state.

“Propag...What did you say it was?” My version of an icebreaker with the psychologist.

“Prosopagnosia,” she said. “Just call it ‘face blindness’ and you won’t mix it up. Sir.”

Oh great, she’s calling me ‘sir’. She was probably twenty years younger than me, so I guess it shouldn’t surprise me. 

Pablo came in from his witness interviews—same description, nothing stood out about the guy. He looked at Lara and then winked at me, and elbowed me in the ribs on his way by. Sometimes I think I’m see-through. As soon as Pablo the Muscleboy turned a corner, I picked up the conversation with the shrink. “I was interested in what you were saying about possible trauma. You want to grab a coffee?”

“I don’t drink coffee, thanks.” She’s probably a vegetarian. “But I’d be happy to have a tea, sir.”

“Hey, enough of this ‘sir’ crap, okay? I’m not that old. Or important.” I think she noticed my embarrassment. I have always hated those types, the well-past-forties who hit on sweet young things. It always struck me as the typical ‘I’m separated and back on the market, ladies’ kind of thing, and it left a bad taste in my mouth. But given my success with women my age—all the available ones are crazy—it didn’t seem like such a bad idea to share a drink and discuss the total memory black-out my witnesses were experiencing. Maybe link it to her face blindness idea. I myself was having no problem whatsoever when it came to seeing her face. Maybe I’m the crazy one.

Might as well meet up with her, I had plenty of time while the Forensics guys played ‘find the shell casing’ and all those other things they thought were so awesome and important, going on about don’t step there, and you’re contaminating! I took her to a café near the precinct—a kitschy little place with a Paris-from-the-movies theme that was nearly always empty.

Lara sat somewhat rigid in her seat. It was obvious she wasn’t totally comfortable with this whole thing. Or was it me? I decided to try another tack while the server put our drinks on the table. “So, how long have you been working with the force?”

“Almost two months,” she said. “I can’t get used to the whole murder part of it. It freaks me out a little bit.”

“Human nature,” I said.

“That’s why I studied psychology. Sorry, I just realized I don’t even know your name, and calling you ‘Manuel’s partner’ seems rude.” She smiled. Not a great start.

“My name is Felix Fortea. I’m a homicide inspector. Forty-three-years old. I live alone with my four cats and I don’t like soccer.” I held out my hand to jack up the theatrics of my hammy formal introduction.

She laughed. “Wow, the whole profile.” That laugh was going to kill me. Apparently I hadn’t lost my touch entirely.

“I’m Lara Martell,” she said. “I have a dog, I’m a psychologist, I’m a big Barcelona fan, and in terms of how old I am—well, I’m old fashioned, and as my dear old granny used to say, A lady never reveals her age. She smiled again and put her hand in mine. It was cold, but her handshake was firm. Careful manicure, dark red, definitely recently done.

She hadn’t brought up a guy. So either she was discreet, or there was no ‘Mr. Martell’. I put aside my old perv hormones; after all, we had work to do. Seven witnesses who couldn’t seem to remember a damn thing that could help us ID the killer. “So, could this face blindness thing be brought on by drugs or something?”

“Not that I know of,” she said. “I’d have to read up on it more, but I do remember a case of a German soldier who got a head injury that made him unable to recognize faces.... Obviously it’s not the same, but....” She was gesturing again, and came close to knocking over her tea a couple of times.

“But it’s not impossible, right? I mean, as a line of investigation it seems interesting to me, but it could also be a collective reaction of shock at having witnessed such a brutal murder.”

“It could be, Felix. There’s a movie with Milla Jovovich where she witnesses a murder, and then gets prosopagnosia as a result of a concussion....”

“Yeah, one witness, maybe. But seven?”

“Look, it was just the first thing that came to my mind. I probably should have just kept my mouth shut.”

“No, because if you had I wouldn’t have been able to invite you out for tea.”

“My, my, you’re direct,” she said. “Subtle, but direct. Just so it’s clear, Felix, nothing is going to happen between the two of us.”

Well then...I couldn’t have been that subtle. Yet another notch in the hacked-up bedpost of my romantic rejections. And in record time. I didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds, concentrating on my coffee, trying to make like I hadn’t heard anything. “You know what,” I said, “something just occurred to me, I need to go back to the station, okay Laura?”

“It’s Lara. Listen...what I said there—”

“Yeah, yeah, totally confidential about the prosopagnosia thing, handle with care, got it. Thank you, really.” I got up quickly, left a ten at the bar, and walked out.

Mortifying, come on! But I had to forget about my ridiculous hopelessness around women, because something actually had occurred to me: we were going to have to start off the investigation without worrying about the witnesses. Later, if any of them remembered anything, great, it would be a big help. But I was going to have to start out blind looking for our normal little friend.

*

The morning of Pablo Grau’s return to the precinct had been anything but boring. He’d been away for a month—a paid leave, suggested by Homicide Chief Inspector Enrique Vila, “to avoid any more circus bullshit.” Pablo had used his time off to take a vacation, and get to know this Vince character who had dropped into his life out of nowhere. And to work on his pecs and lats, of course. “Going to be a nice quiet morning,” he thought, as he walked through the downtown core of Madrid towards the precinct.

He’d barely walked through the door when Chief Vila strode into the bullpen and announced that there had been a murder in broad daylight on one of the busiest streets of the capital with seven eye witnesses looking on.

“Well, apparently I’m not a psychic,” said Pablo after Vila had left.

“What the hell are you talking about?” growled Manny.

“I was just expecting a quiet morning, and look—”

“Well, too the fuck bad for you. Chop chop, Muscleboy, get to work.”

“Don’t worry about it, gramps, I know how to do my job.”

“Yeah, right,” said Manny scornfully, “just remember not to beat the shit out of the suspects. Or at least don’t get caught.”

This had been Pablo’s conversation, coffee in hand, with that prick Manny Pacheco, aka The Smartest Man in the Universe—typical bitter bastard of an old-school cop. Almost as bitter as the coffee Pablo was drinking. Nothing like the cream Frappuccino he usually had on his way to work.

Don’t hit the suspects, Pacheco had said. Well, nobody could prove he’d laid a finger on that guy. And although the TV and radio stations had brutalized Pablo, the fact that the scumbag had been responsible for beating his girlfriend into a coma helped people overlook that he got into Pablo’s patrol car in one piece, and inexplicably got out an hour later with “...severe head trauma and a fractured mandible.” Oops! Unit Two Homicide Inspector Pablo Grau had driven the man on a dubious route, making several stops, and then demonstrated his nonexistent savvy with the press when he was recorded telling a gaggle of reporters to go fuck themselves as he left the courthouse.

But that was then. Now Pablo had to start focusing on this new case. He took a sip of the filter-coffee and decided to drive downtown in his own car.

He spent more than two hours talking with the city cops who had been first on scene. It was a busy part of town—people there at all hours of the day. Afterwards, he gathered the witness statements from the doctor, the nurse, and the ambulance driver who had been on-scene. They hadn’t been able to do much for the poor woman other than pronounce her dead and call the coroner. He plotted the crime scene on a map, gathered names and info on the surrounding businesses, checked for cameras that might have footage of what had happened, and generally sniffed around trying to pick up a scent.

The witnesses were Fortea and Pacheco’s territory, but they seemed to be having problems...there hadn’t been one usable description of the killer. Nada.

*

Back at the precinct, I focused on tracking down any cameras recording in or around the crime scene. An outdoor ATM and a record store both had cameras, and with a little luck they might have caught something. The first step was to inform the judge and get the warrants I needed. “Get started,” was the response from on high. On the phone again, with the owner of the record store, firm but cordial: “Yes, it is important, actually....Yeah, to my email if you wouldn’t mind.” Now for the ATM. Here we go with the banks and their goddamn red tape. My mind was going at a million miles an hour, and I thought, with any luck, I could have the whole thing put to bed in no time.

I put my desk in order again—chaos makes me nervous. The witness files were scattered pell-mell all over my office, so I spent a few minutes putting them in alphabetical order. Although it might have been better to put them in order of who was closest to woman when she was killed. I drew a sketch of the street as it had been at the moment of the murder based on the witness statements. How the hell could five of them have been facing the shooter and not be able to give me a single detail? Would Lara talk to me ever again after what had happened?

The phone rang: it was the branch manager of the bank located at the same corner as my crime scene. He greeted me with a stiff correctness that rang false and then spent five minutes telling me how well his bank was going to cooperate with us: “You think of me as a friend, a collaborator, and just another one of you boys in blue.” I just about laughed out loud—he reminded me of Smithers from The Simpsons, or some kind of obsequious toady out of a black and white movie. He said the tech people at the bank would send the security video by email.

“Uh, no, I’m not interested in a private pension plan, thank you,” was how the conversation ended. The cold-bloodedness of the guy to turn the call about a murder into a sales pitch surprised me. Although with the economy as it was, I guess it shouldn’t have.

Manny came back from a meeting with Dr. Morales—no news. “Zilch,” he said. “Morales can’t explain it, but at least he doesn’t smell like a double whiskey anymore. What did the cute little shrink have to say? She has some fine curves on her, by the way, nice to see a girl that doesn’t look like a toothpick on a diet.”

“Her name is Lara,” I said. “And she doesn’t have an answer for us either. The judge gave us warrants for the video cameras in the area where the woman was killed. Who was she, by the way? The victim? We have to follow that up.”

“She was a nobody,” said Pacheco.

“Everybody’s a somebody, you asshole.”

“Okay then, Miss Somebody was Maria Carmen Rodriguez Heras, thirty-six years old, married with two children, four and two years old. She worked nearby, in one of those newfangled bakeries with colored pastries.”

“Yeah, American-style, with fancy cupcakes and frosting on everything, right?”

“Yeah. Like a gay bakery,” said Manny.

“God, you are a caveman, Pacheco.”

“Whatever. I haven’t had the chance to look into the backgrounds, can you take care of that? I have to see the witnesses out, and thank them for coming on the off chance they could think of something.”

“Yeah, just leave the file there.” Manny was a tornado of sloppiness, and it pissed me off. He carelessly tossed the thin folder on my desk—I stacked it with the others and started researching. Alright, Maria Carmen, I said to myself, tell me why somebody would want to go and kill a nice lady like you. I’m convinced that sometimes answers turn up in places you would never expect: a song, a newspaper article.... I went over what we knew about her life. On a computer screen, a human existence is reduced to just a bunch of impersonal tickboxes. And the only ones I ever saw were the twisted ones.

Our dearly departed Maria Carmen hadn’t exactly led a life of crime, but there was a police file on her—somewhere between thin and nonexistent. True, she could have been a horrid woman, unpleasant with her loved ones, or one of those rude people who never gave up her seat to the old ladies. But those aren’t crimes. Excessive noise complaint last year—domestic violence maybe? She showed up as married to one Antonio Fajardo, a cab driver. Maybe that’s why some people always say happily before they say married—because there are so many hellish marriages out there. For a moment, my mind wandered to her surviving family: her husband and those two little kids who aren’t going to understand why Mommy’s never coming home again. I got a knot in my throat, and I thought for a second I might start crying right there.

“You okay, Fortea?” It was Pablo Grau, probably bringing me more blindingly obvious facts he’d compiled on the street. I had been so immersed in reading about the victim, I’d lost track of time, and I’d almost forgotten I was surrounded by people.

“Yeah, I’m okay Pablo. It’s this case...it looks like a random killing.”

“You’ll work it out eventually. You and your buddy Gregory Peck.”

“Hey, Muscleboy, I’m right here,” called Manny, appearing from an interview room. “Are you drunk, or what, Grau?”

“Oh, look, the big man can call people stupid nicknames, but he can’t take one himself.”

“Hey buddy, don’t cross the line with me.”

“Pacheco, some day somebody’s going to break you in half.”

“Who? You and your juice monkey arms?”

The room was starting to heat up. It wasn’t like Manny to get into arguments like this. “Okay, that’s it, Muscleboy and Clark Gable,” I said, “both of you guys are on a timeout—go to your thinking corners.”

Manny flipped me off and smiled. Disaster averted. “What were you saying, Pablo?”

“That it strikes me this is not going to be open-and-shut. I mean, random killings don’t just happen here, it’s not like we’re in some ghetto in the United States.”

Manny snorted, and imitated Pablo’s voice: “Oh, boy, guys, this one sure is striking my super keen policeman instincts!”

What Pablo said made a lot of sense, but I was still convinced I was missing something. Maybe the victim’s husband? Settling some kind of score? I stood up quickly and went to Ballistics to see if they’d got anything out of the shells. Maybe the gun had been used in another crime? I nearly steamrolled a man in a white suit who was standing in line waiting to talk to somebody.

I went down a flight of stairs, crossed the concourse, and hurried to the elevators. Come on, come on, come on. These things always seem to move in slow motion when I’m in a hurry. The minute it took to get to the sixth floor took an eternity. What if the husband owed money? It was weird, but the only thing the file had on him was that he was a cab driver. Those guys can make a lot of money in a day if they can string together a few good trips, and Madrid’s nightlife had enough attractions to seduce even the most honest of men. Was he mixed up with drugs in some way? I know of people in perfectly respectable professions who got into cocaine up to their eyeballs just to cope with the economic crisis that had hit Spain so hard—maybe this guy had started double shifting just to make the same money he’d made before the crisis? Maybe he got himself into something.... But bad enough that somebody would kill his wife? Seemed a like a long shot, no matter how much he owed. Plus, it’s been a while since there were any drug cartels causing shit around here. Words and ideas started to churn and boil in my mind: wife, taxi, death, cartel, drugs, taxi, MURDER, DEATH, CARTEL, WIFE, COCAINENIGHTCONNECTIONBULLET!...Shit...I’m wound up.

Ballistics still didn’t have much for me. “What the hell is taking so long?” I snapped at Joaquin, the most senior guy in the unit.

“Damn it Fortea, do you have to be such a pain in the ass? Why don’t you go do it the old school way? Talk to some witnesses or something. I thought you liked going around pretending to be Columbo.”

“Yeah, I tried that, Joaquin, and I didn’t get any leads out of it, so that means you have to tell me something.”

“It’s a nine millimeter Star, snub nosed. That’s all I have.”

“Christ, that and a hundred bucks’ll buy you a coffee at Starbucks.”

“You going to start with your shit already?”

“Hey, I’m not starting with anything, I’m continuing. There’s probably hundreds of nine mil Stars in the city right now. I need more than that.”

“I told you, that’s all I have right now. You okay Fortea? You seem rattled.”

“Go to hell, Joaquin.”

“Yeah, I’ll say hi for you when I get there.” I slammed the door on the way out. Yes, I was annoyed, but if all you can tell me is that the weapon used was the most common gun in Spain, an old Star model that practically came free with breakfast cereal, then what do you expect? But I guess it would be asking too much for the Ballistics guys to put the whole puzzle together and hand me a name and address with a bow on it. A coffee and a smoke would go over nicely right about now. I went down to the street to get a little fresh air and then put a little smoke in my lungs. Contradiction if there ever was one.

I watched the cars go by, slowly, like the whole city—one big never-ending traffic jam. I saw a pattern of white cars: three, one, two, and then three again. My phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number, but it had a lot of sevens, and they seemed beautiful to me somehow. “Hello, Fortea speaking.”

“Wow, how formal. You pick up like you’re in a black and white movie. It’s Lara.”

I knew who it was—her soft yet distinctive accent gave her away. “Hi Lara. What do you have for me? Tell me something good because I’m having a shitty day.”

“Lacunar amnesia. It would be weird, but we can’t rule out the possibility of an unfortunate, very unlikely coincidence. The witnesses might have suffered some type of trauma-induced amnesia that erases memories of a specific moment in time.”

“Well, is it the kind of thing you can treat? I hope?”

“Well, there are practically no cases of total amnesia. So in a few days, they’ll be able to give you all the information they remember, with any luck.”

“Well, interesting, thanks for that, Lara.”

“Uh...Just thanks? I thought you’d at least treat me to something for being your go-to shrink.”

Apparently getting her name wrong on purpose while I was saying goodbye to her in the café had worked. I smiled. “Sure. I’m going out in a couple of hours, I have a few more things to go over. I’ll give you a call in a little while, and I’ll pick you up at nine, okay?”

“Yeah, but how—”

I hung up. I had to organize the case files, get home, shower, and somehow deal with this scruffy look that seemed to follow me around. And take a quick peek at our young Miss Martell’s file to find out where the hell you live, little Lara...

Strange. Lara had been quite the wild child until a few years ago, and she wasn’t anywhere near as young as she looked. Thirty-one. At twenty-five, she had been arrested in Barcelona for assaulting Marc Somebody-or-other. Looks like she gave him some free rhinoplasty with her fist. A fiery one, this little shrink. At least we had something to talk about over dinner. On second thought, she would probably think I was a creep if I mentioned it—better if I let her bring it up. Although it was going to be hard for me to shut up, because sometimes my thoughts fill my head to bursting. It’s like my brain has a high-speed production line, but only a beat-up old van to get the product to customers. Concepts, images, and flash-ideas build up in me in a way I can’t explain. And it frustrates me not to have fifty-hour days to do what I want to do, and what I’m capable of doing. It’s these times when I feel like I can handle anything, bring it on, I can eat the world for breakfast twice before noon.

I went home, changed the kitty litter, filled the water dish, tidied the living room, and made sure to air the place out—just in case we ended up getting to know Mr. Supercop’s secret lair. After a shower and a shave, I took great pains to choose clothes that were casual and relaxed, but not overly. Button-up instead of a T-shirt, but un-tucked and with the sleeves rolled up, slightly faded jeans, and loafers—forget sneakers. Damn, shouldn’t have shaved, “because I’m not trying to romance you, young lady.” I didn’t want to seem too eager. Although I was. God, was I ever.

My phone rang. Hmm. Manny. That could only mean one of two things: I was about to be the butt of a joke, or my dinner plans were about to be fucked.

“Patch, what’s up?”

“Get your ass here, ASAP. There’s been another murder.”


II

A couple argued in the street. A few heads turned at the man’s loud voice. The woman shrank from him, visibly frightened. A boy of about six or seven with a vacant look on his face stood beside the woman, his hand clutched in hers. “This is not good,” thought the man, who was watching them. “Not good at all.”

After a few minutes of arguing, the three of them moved on, but the man continued demeaning his...wife? Girlfriend? It didn’t matter, the marks on her wrists and neck were visible, her flinching demeanor, it was all a silent declaration that needed no words.

The man followed the family at a prudent distance—far enough behind that he wouldn’t be seen, but close enough that he wouldn’t lose sight of them. They went into an underground parking lot.

He needed a diversion to get the guy’s attention. The couple put the kid in the car seat, and then got in themselves. As the car started up the ramp towards the exit, the man signaled to them that they had a flat tire. The vehicle stopped, and the guy got out with a scowl on his face.

A shot rang out, and reverberated through the third below-ground level of the parking lot. Good, thought the man, as he calmly walked away with the screams of the woman and child fading behind him.

It was a brisk evening in Madrid. He sent a message from his phone and fastened the top button of his coat.
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