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  La Soledad.




  The words echo around the old woman’s head as she wakes slowly, fitfully, from fast-fading dreams. Outside, beyond the blue-tiled pillars of the keyhole arch, the noise of the city rumbles

  like the low growl of an unseen animal. The scent of oleander mingles with the fumes of diesel and cigarettes. From her wicker chair, its points and cracks biting into her bones, she sees across

  the garden to the courtyard. A handful of orange and lemon trees dotted with wrinkled fruit, dusty in the afternoon sunlight, waxy red seed husks on a lone pomegranate, the sharp smell of

  cat’s urine on the unseasonably hot late-afternoon air.




  Cristina Lucena watches the ghosts reassemble and populate another place: bright, gay, noisy. The sound of laughter rings from wall to gleaming wall, the tiles sparkle in the sun. She follows

  the figures drifting from group to group, as they had sixty years before when, as a girl, she had watched, filled with awe and admiration, from this very room. All the great people of the day had

  visited in their time. Even once, Lorca himself. She had seen them sip fino and manzanilla beneath the orange blossom, heard them talk about things she could not comprehend. She had watched their

  faces change over the space of two seasons, shift from bright, optimistic good humour to, first, a muted concern, as faint as gossamer, then to visible anxiety, and finally to fear, simple, naked,

  brutal.




  All the time the trees blossomed and bore fruit. The wrinkled oranges stood on the branches unpicked, gathering dust from the carriages and cars she could hear beyond the wall.




  One day she came down from her small, sunny room, woken by something she did not recognize. The ground was littered with rotten fruit. It was as if a sudden earthquake had

  shaken them from the tree. They lay on the dry brown earth misshapen and decaying. Flesh and pulp peeped out from beneath the torn orange and yellow skins. There was something obscene, something

  frightening about the sight.




  A lifetime on, she floats above herself as she was then, follows the young girl in her pink-and-white cotton dress, loose and cool in the sun, standing outside the courtyard’s

  gold-and-blue-tiled door, looking down at this bitter harvest in shock and foreboding.




  She waits. It will come. It always does.




  From beyond the courtyard wall an explosion erupts, a noise so huge, so violent that it seems to tear the world apart. The air, the sky shakes with the sound. She screams and time takes leave of

  its senses, the seconds turn to hours, as if to extend the pain they promise.




  The trees become electric. Their branches snap, as if to attention, as if a fibrous thread of muscle, tight as steel, runs through the sap and suddenly tautens in fury or fear. They clench like

  fists, then release themselves and the air fills with leaves and twigs and the sweet, cloying aroma of rotten fruit. The blast of the cannon comes to her, bringing with it a new odour, the sharp

  smell of cordite and burning.




  Overhead, the sound of wings, the frantic cry of birds, flapping, flapping, flapping.




  A shape forms before her line of vision, floating down from the sky, tears of blood against pure white, close enough to touch. It falls with the speed of a single, descending feather, slowly,

  almost gracefully. She can see the red, deep and real, on its feathers, she can see the bloody gore around its neck where the blast removed the head. At the back of her skull, she can feel herself

  screaming. But there is no noise, there is no pain, there is no sensation at all. The world has become nothing but this single occurrence: a headless dove descends in front of her with an unearthly

  slowness.




  She watches its neck twitch frantically from side to side. She sees the blood pump and spill from its still-beating heart. The drops arc slowly through the air, perfect scarlet pearls

  half-frozen in their motion. They spatter her dress, her skin. She can see the crimson stain on her arms, sense the liquid sticky on her neck. As she screams, she can feel the light red rain on her

  tongue, and she cannot stop herself tasting it, fresh and warm and salty, licking the roof of her mouth in an automatic reaction, the very thought of which starts to overturn her stomach long

  before the physical sensation turns real.




  Time pauses. There is a moment when the dove is frozen in front of her as if to say: This is the point. And then the seconds move again. The slaughtered bird falls to the ground with a

  sudden, brutal force and, as she begins to retch, she knows that this event – though only the precursor to other, worse happenings – is one that will mark her for the rest of her life.

  In another time, a young girl vomits drily in the courtyard of her ancestral home, the small, shattered carcass of a headless dove at her feet.




  Outside, the sound of arms, the smell of blood.




  La Soledad.




  Doña Cristina watches her ghost recede, slip slowly away in the afternoon sun. There is a sudden anger in her: Why now? Why do the dead not lie buried? Tears prick the corners of

  her eyes. She feels ashamed of the sour, dry taste of stale manzanilla in the throat. A little lunch, a drink from the plastic container the part-time maid refills in the little store in the

  barrio, sweaty, sleep-filled afternoons. But at least the dreams had stayed away, for years, almost to the point where she could forget them.




  A sound draws her attention. For all her frailty, her eyes, her ears remain as sharp as ever. In the corner of the courtyard there is a movement. She watches as a figure darts behind a tangle of

  purple bougainvillaea and scrambles for the far wall. It is half-hidden by the trees. All she can see is red, red everywhere, no face, no identity.




  A deep red, the colour of doves’ blood.




  She feels the anger rise still further in her, strains her hands against the arms of the wicker chair and lifts herself upright. Her bones ache. She grips the old cane she must now use always,

  and her incapacity fuels her fury.




  ‘Shit, shit, shit!’ she screams through the open door. The sound echoes around the tiled courtyard. Her voice comes back to her like the cawing of a crow. The tears prickle her eyes

  afresh. ‘You thieving little shits! You prey on an old woman instead of working for a living. You come here. I give you what for. I shove my stick up your arse, you little shits!’




  There is a rustle of leaves from the corner of the courtyard, a grunt of exertion. The crimson figure scrambles through a straggling oleander bush against the rear wall, scales the brickwork

  quickly with the easy strength of the young and then is gone.




  She feels relief, and shame for realizing it. These are her days: to wake, to eat, to sleep, then to count the pesetas to make sure she can do the same tomorrow. And now to shout at young thugs

  who come to rob her.




  Angry, appalled, she sits back in her chair and looks around the room. The most valuable items have gone already, shipped to the auction room near the Plaza Nueva. The paintings, the porcelain,

  the Chinese rugs. All the fabric of her childhood is now dispersed. In her mind’s eye, that active, protean part of her imagination which she now, by preference, chooses to inhabit, she can

  see the apartments of the nouveaux riches in the new quarter where they live, squashed into little boxes, cheek by jowl, like the poor, but with TV sets and loud radios. Her life, her ancestry, now

  enclosed by their thin walls, lending faint authenticity to their shallow, mundane existences.




  Nothing is missing. She is certain almost immediately. Everything that remains is a firm, tangible cornerstone in her life. To lose one vase, one shard of reality from the past, would be

  something she would notice immediately.




  Doña Cristina blinks and realizes that, for a short span of time, her mind had disappeared. No thought, not even the old and welcome prick of anger, that sudden stab of feeling that kept

  her alive. Old age was beginning to fossilize her, slowly, day by day. The process had begun decades ago, with the gentle fall of a headless dove. Now it was accelerating towards its inevitable

  end. It meant nothing to her.




  She sniffs the air and begins to know. It is the smell, the old smell.




  Once more, painfully, she pushes herself out of the wicker chair. She wears an old, faded print dress that hangs baggy on her bones. Blue roses, once the colour of the sea, are pale etches

  against a black background pattern of leaves. Her hair, grey with gingery-brown streaks, is tied back in a severe bun. Her face, lined and walnut brown, still wears an aristocratic aspect: a stare

  that could wither the unwary, the bent nose that has run through her family since the Reconquest, cheekbones that flare beneath the eyes, almost to points. She looks like a fragile old eagle

  searching for prey as she struggles to the downstairs door, leaning on her cane.




  Doña Cristina turns the handle and walks into the hall. It is smarter than her own room. The entrance is large and airy. Sunlight pours through the dusty glass panes that surmount an

  ancient double door studded with brass. The floor is swept, the tiles gleam as brightly as hundred-year-old ceramic can. On one wall of the rectangular hall hangs a huge, floor-length mirror, its

  surface scarred by flaking mercury. She can see herself in it across the room: an ethereal, faded creature who seems to melt into the background of the mansion.




  This is how the great families end, she thinks, in decay, in shabbiness, in the pale glory of their past. The fools in the war had it wrong. There was no great turning point, no single,

  apocalyptic moment. Everything simply . . . fades until nothing remains except a dispersed collection of random ephemera, unconnected save for a history that no living person could

  discern.




  She sniffs the air again and a cold feeling runs down her spine. She begins to realize what had woken her, and it was not the thug in the garden.




  She shuffles towards the other ground-floor rooms. They are unoccupied but, in these days, who knows? The further she walks from the staircase, the more the smell recedes. Still, she takes the

  chain of keys from her pocket, rattles them in the ageing locks and looks inside, postponing the inevitable. Nothing but furniture covered in shrouds, like misshapen ghosts waiting for something to

  rouse them. All three rooms are the same: still, dusty, lifeless.




  After she closes the door on the last, Doña Cristina sits down in a small upright chair next to the mirror. There is a more comfortable seat on the other side of the room, but she does

  not wish to see her reflection in the glass.




  ‘The Angel Brothers,’ she says to herself, and shakes her head. They had paid well this last year, and they had, in a sense, not deceived her. They were in residence only rarely.

  They had reputations, they said. This was true. They showed her the articles in the newspapers: the exhibitions in London and New York, the profiles in the glossy foreign magazines. But they had

  reputations too, and this also became apparent. The banging of doors at midnight. Strange visitors in strange clothes. An otherness that, on occasions, frightened her, gave her a chill that

  was too familiar.




  One day, in the hall, she had seen them both come downstairs, holding hands and giggling like children, dressed in some outlandish suits of leather that made them look foolish. She was not

  ignorant; she knew of such things.




  ‘You are from Barcelona,’ she said and stared them in the eye with that eagle gaze that no one, not even the Angel Brothers with their bloodstreams awash with substances, could

  ignore.




  Pedro, the quiet one, the one with fair hair (was this dyed? she wondered), nodded.




  ‘You are brothers? You are genuine brothers?’




  ‘Si, Doña Cristina,’ he said (and she realized that, for some reason, the second seemed incapable of speech). ‘We are more than brothers. We are twins.’




  She stared at them both. There was no resemblance whatsoever. She could not believe it.




  Pedro looked hurt. ‘This is true. We would not lie to you. Look.’ He shook his brother, whose eyes seemed dark, unfocused and unfathomable. ‘We will show the good

  woman.’




  They both unzipped their leather jackets and started to pull out the tails of white, frilly cotton shirts from their trousers. Doña Cristina could smell a fragrance from their bodies,

  heavy, strong and feminine.




  ‘See here.’




  Pedro pointed to a pale scar on his waist. His fingers were smeared with paint: red, blue, yellow. His nails were long and dirty. The mark on his body was about four inches long and two high,

  with further, smaller weals around the edges, like vicious tears in a self-inflicted wound. It was on his left side. The other brother simply held up his shirt to reveal a pale, slim waist. A

  near-identical scar sat there on the right.




  ‘See,’ said Pedro. ‘I am the right twin. Juan is the left. We were joined thus almost until the age of two. We are not merely brothers, we are twins. We are not merely twins,

  we are heavenly twins.’




  He giggled, as if through drink, though there was an energy to him that could not have come from alcohol.




  ‘This is the secret, the secret of our art. For our first two years we were a being with two minds. Now we are two beings, two minds, yet when we create’ – he used the

  word as if it were holy – ‘we create as one. Two minds, a single purpose.’




  She looked at him, the distaste sour in her mouth. ‘Keep quiet at nights,’ she said. ‘Do nothing to bring this house into disrepute. What is permissible in Barcelona may not be

  permissible here. Not under my roof, at least.’




  ‘We will bring you nothing but honour, Madame.’ He used the French glibly: he had done this before. ‘One day there will be a plaque upon your door.’




  She had left them there, stumbling out of the portico, to return God knows when. And, true to his word, the noise had abated. This last month she had hardly heard them at all. The money was

  welcome. No, the money was essential.




  As she stands up she realizes this is almost what she fears most. She is too old to take in new people. This was why she had never tried to fill the other rooms. The task of finding new

  ‘guests’, vetting them, watching them, making sure they paid on time, this was all now beyond her. The Angel Brothers, whatever happened behind their locked doors, paid regularly and no

  longer disturbed her. They were her security until the end came. There was nothing left to sell, except the house itself, and that, she knew, would kill her as certainly as any disease or young

  thug from the street.




  Doña Cristina sighs, walks past the huge mirror without looking into it, and makes for the stairs. Once she had slid down the banister into the arms of her father. Now she grips it with

  wrinkled, tortured hands, shuffles one foot onto the step, follows it with the other, carries on this way, one slow pace at a time. There are twenty-seven steps – she had counted them when

  she was four years old – and each one takes her the best part of a minute. At the top of the stairs she sits down. Tears now streak her cheeks. Her breath comes in gasps. The door to the

  apartment is half-open and the smell is unbearable: a fetid, miasmic odour that chills her to the bone.




  La Soledad.




  The phone, their phone, she knows, is on a small table a footfall beyond the open door. Nothing in the world, not God himself, could persuade Doña Cristina to cross that threshold.

  She sits for a period of time she could not calculate, the memories, the terrors racing through her mind with a cruel clarity that brings bile to her throat.




  When the world stops spinning she wipes her face on her sleeve, stands up, takes hold of the banister and sets off down once more, step by step. The sunlight is fading through the glass over the

  door. Outside there is the sound of birds greeting the twilight. It takes her another twenty minutes to reach the phone in her room.




  A red light flashes on the switchboard in the police headquarters, an old building close enough to the cathedral to catch the shadow of the Giralda later in the afternoon. Miguel Domingo, an

  overweight civilian who thinks he really has better things to do with his time than sit taking weird phone calls, watches it flicker in front of him. He finishes a can of Coke, takes a bite of fat

  ham buried deep in a soft white mollete, chews, swallows, belches, then reaches for the answer key. With as much bored aggression as he can muster, he flicks the switch and bellows into the

  headset, ‘Digame.’




  It is a minute before Doña Cristina can stop sobbing and begin to talk.




  







  TWO




  At six in the morning the big trunk road is quiet. Within the hour the heavy lorries arriving from Madrid, Cadiz and Cordoba will begin to choke the dual carriageways that feed

  into the city, pumping clouds of black diesel into the palm trees that line the roads, getting into fights with the locals trying to drive to work from the suburbs. Now it is close to peace.




  Maria Gutiérrez keeps up a steady fifty kilometres an hour in her plain rented Seat Ibiza, her eyes, half-dead, aching, watching the street. The little red car hangs in the inside lane

  for as long as possible. She does not hurry, she lets the traffic push her along, drifting with it, trying not to think about where it leads. It is ten years, a decade, since she has been to the

  city, and to return is to intrude upon her own, unwanted past. Her hair flies out from her head, uncombed and tangled, loose in the dusty wind that blows in through the half-open window. It is a

  pale brown streaked with blonde, too young, too wild for her, a relic of yesterday. Her bright, clear-blue eyes, piercing, a little staring, dart from road to street and back again, looking for

  directions, registering sights that stir old memories, rustle the past that lies buried somewhere in her head. They are deep, intelligent, old eyes, set in a pale, alert face that is more striking

  than attractive. Maria Gutiérrez is thirty-three: she has the eyes of someone a decade older and the hairstyle of a twenty-year-old.




  Seven hours earlier, in the dead of night, she left her tower-block apartment in Salamanca, in the new city: bright, clean, antiseptic. The tower blocks are the precise number of feet distant

  from their neighbours specified by the city authorities. There is correctness, exactitude here, and some kind of cold, dull comfort in the place’s mute, grey-stone form. Rubbish collections

  do not occur at three in the morning. Singing, all-night parties and loud family rows are all discouraged. No one knows each other: people get up in the morning, go to work, come home, go to bed.

  This is the north, the new city: remote and filled with an unspoken sense of loss. But safe, too. In the north, emotions know their place. Below the surface, below stairs, where they cannot touch

  you.




  The south is old and it is different.




  Maria Gutiérrez drove for six hours in complete darkness, along roads she did not know, liking the blackness, liking the anonymity, the security it promised. Then, as the sun rose bright

  and yellow and fearless along the ridge of mountains in the distance, she came to the city.




  The trunk road skirts the city to the west, then heads towards the centre, crossing the broad, slow sweep of the Guadalquivir river. In her head she can see, close by, the outer walls first

  built by the Arabs as they fought against the return of the Christian forces from the north. From behind those same walls the Catholic monarchs launched the campaign that was to complete the

  Christian Reconquest of Spain.




  The signs of the ancient city remain for those who seek them: a keyhole arch here, a fragment of wall there, the two Roman pillars dedicated to Hercules, Seville’s supposed founder in

  prehistory, fragments of the past frozen in time. A boy, someone entranced by her hair, her eyes, had shown them to her once, when she was at the university, when her emotions used to play tricks,

  before she learned how to master them, to keep them tight inside. She passes close by these remembered sights now and, in that little internal mirror that leaps out from nowhere, unbidden,

  unwanted, she can see his face. She wonders where he is: if he is alive. Somewhere in her head stirs a dim memory of their final argument, the moment when his intensity, his closeness became too

  much. When she chose the safety of being alone over the dangers of being two. The recollection rolls over in its sleep and, for a moment, she lets her mind go still in case it wakes, holds her

  breath until all inside is silence once more.




  The car turns south, towards the centre, then begins to travel towards the river, a sluggish brown-green mass bright in the dazzling sun. Past the tangle of ancient brickwork and timber that

  marked the medieval wharves – once Columbus docked here, sparking the invasion of America that gave the city its incalculable wealth – past the pleasure boats waiting for the

  day’s visitors. Behind the burnished handrail on a small steamer someone polishes the deck, a cigarette dangling ash over the glittering wood.




  She is running directly by the water’s edge. Only a narrow footpath, set at a lower level, separates her from the water. A small group of teenagers are practising for the fiesta: trumpet,

  horns, drums mangle one of the old melodies. It floats briefly through the half-open window as she passes by and then, mercifully, drifts away, across the water, towards the low line of houses in

  the Calle Betis in the fiery local quarter of Triana on the opposite bank.




  Doves flap in the air, as if disturbed by the cacophony. She watches one dance in front of the windscreen, a flurry of white, courting death.




  A low white shape, an ornate gentle curve, appears to her left. The bullring, one of the oldest and most prestigious in Spain, another place of memories. Then the sign for Santa Cruz. The

  barrio. The oldest, most reclusive neighbourhood of all. She remembers the name – she cannot help it, the mirror is there and this time it will not go away – thinks of tiny rooms, small

  beds, the sound of an iron frame creaking under the weight of two bodies. There is a shorter way than this, by the narrow alleys around the cathedral, weaving through the carriages with their

  shining horses, drawing tourists round the city streets. Instead she circles the area round the bullring, taking another twenty minutes, hovering at the edges, looking for some excuse to turn back,

  watching, thinking about the day ahead. There is no excuse. Today will be quiet. Holy Week, Semana Santa, has only just begun. The temporary crowd barriers seem all in one piece: no overnight

  revellers have thrown them in the river. No one has set fire to the wooden seat galleries installed for the parades. Not a single slumped form occupies a riverside bench.




  She sees the vast squat form of the cathedral again and the golden tower of the Giralda, still a minaret in her own memory, one with such a broad, shallow ramp inside that she can imagine a

  muezzin mounting it on the back of a mule in order to issue the call to prayer.




  No more prevarication. She speeds past the cobbles by the cathedral, glances to her right at the former palace of the Real Alcázar, the palace built by the murderous Pedro the Cruel.

  Tourists gather there and with them gypsies clutching sprigs of rosemary and lavender stolen from the gardens, thrusting them under the noses of the unwary, offering to read palms.




  Nothing ever changes. Nothing can be avoided.




  She cuts into the edge of the barrio, avoiding the visitors stumbling into her path, cameras clutched to their faces, wandering blankly. Santa Cruz is a place of its own, of alleys too narrow

  for anything but a donkey. The car skirts the edge, finds the waypoint she seeks, the Casa de Pilatos, the rebuilt Pilate’s House, where Christ was judged – not that any of this is

  true. The city is built on myths and lies and dreams. They infect her, infect everyone.




  She rounds a cobbled corner, sees the tiled depiction of the Saviour in both glory and agony that marks what was once the start of the Via Crucis, the first Station of the Cross.




  There is an underground parking lot near the Piazza de la Alfalfa. She leaves the car, then walks back to ground level. The apartment is in a narrow street winding down from the square towards

  the pink-washed mass of the church of El Salvador, once the city’s principal mosque. The bell in the tower, one more converted minaret, chimes six as she finds the location, a few doors along

  from a line of small shops and a single cafe. She opens the door, walks upstairs, throws her bag on the floor, hurls open the window to air the stuffy room, then lies on the bed, staring at the

  ceiling.




  The sounds and smells of the city float through from outside. Traffic and the babble of hectic, busy voices, food and laundry and the fetid stink of errant cracked drains. A decade on, they are

  the same.




  







  THREE




  ‘Maybe she’s a lesbian. Must be. That’s it. A lesbian. Possibly. Definitely.’




  Sergeant Felipe ‘Bear’ Torrillo was listening intently and going red in the face. This was unusual only for the time of day. Six feet tall, 250 pounds, with a face like a giant

  cherub, Torrillo shook with mute anger. He was listening to Quemada, the squad loudmouth, and wishing he could tear himself away.




  ‘See, Torrillo. You don’t understand these things. Lesbians, they feel guilty about it. So they bad-mouth us all the time, but really, deep down, they want to hang around getting to

  know what a dick feels like. Take my word for it. When you look over there’ – Quemada stabbed a finger at the slight figure in the waiting room across the office and made sure she knew

  he was pointing at her – ‘you’re looking at one real-life lesbian. They like hanging round cops ’cos they know we’re real men, not the little faggots they normally

  take tea with. Know why? They just hope one day we might cure them.’




  The electric light gleamed on the smaller, older man’s bald patch, reflected on the thin, bright line of his smile, the thin, bright fabric of his office suit. A year separated the two

  men, but it looked more like a decade. Torrillo stood and quivered in a loose cotton suit that hung around his bulk in creased folds, chestnut hair long and gathered back around his face into a

  short ponytail, some relic of a long-past spell on the drugs squad. Quemada looked like a bank manager on an inadequate salary, almost a foot shorter and way overweight, with a greased swatch of

  hair plastered in a circlet around the perimeter of his bald head. He wheezed as he spoke and beads of sweat stuck out on his scalp. Quemada shuffled a mess of paper on a desk that looked as if

  someone had upturned a waste-paper basket on it.




  ‘You tell your little lesbian. If she wants curing, maybe I could see my way to being the doctor.’




  Three of the other cops behind him laughed drily, read the look on Torrillo’s face, then went quiet.




  ‘You are one dumb shit, Quemada,’ the big man said, stony-faced.




  Torrillo hunted around for something else to say, lost the battle, repeated himself again, then watched the door open and Rodríguez walk into the room. The captain sniffed the air:

  cigarettes, sweat, cheap chorizo and stale farts. He glanced at the figure in the waiting room, looked at Torrillo, whose face was now scarlet, and pointed to his office. The two men walked down

  the corridor, Torrillo opened the glass door for them both, then they went in and sat down.




  In his leather chair, dressed in a dark-blue barathea single-breasted suit, Rodríguez could look across the square to the cathedral and the tourists swarming through in long crocodile

  lines every day of the week. This was the view, his view. He had owned it for more than a decade. The way he stared out at it, silent, pensive, when the cases got tough, the way he came back

  with some insight when the rest of them were struggling, these were things that had moved into station folklore. They dubbed him ‘the old man’ years before he deserved it, but he

  accepted it nonetheless. From the chaos and corruption that had been the police force under Franco he had fashioned something that performed, worked, achieved something. And if they didn’t

  always understand how, then that was all part of the myth, the magic. Sometimes you didn’t need to understand everything.




  It was eight thirty in the morning. The tower of the Giralda cast a long, narrow shadow across the opposite side of the square. At the edge of the barrio Rodríguez could just make out the

  corner of the Alarcon, the little cafe the policemen used. On a slack day his men might spend a good proportion of the morning shift eating piles of churros out of greasy sheets of paper there,

  gulping down cups of coffee and chocolate, sly glasses of coñac too. Torrillo watched the captain settling in, felt, with an unwanted pang of unease, the concern that had been bugging him

  more and more recently. The detective they had all looked up to for longer than anyone cared to remember, was looking old. There was a time when everyone hung on his word. When you knew that,

  however bent anyone else was around the department, Rodríguez walked between the lines, followed the book, settled cases that no one else could even begin to see. But it had been a long time

  since anything was settled. Now he was beginning to seem staid and comfortable and satisfied. He must have been pushing past fifty-eight. Retirement was winking at him from the horizon and he was

  starting to wink back. A little casita down by the coast. Some time for the family he used to talk about so much. Torrillo could see him in retirement now, the animated, tanned face slowly turning

  dull mahogany under the sun, the dark, lively eyes losing their shine. It was happening already. They all knew it. When things got tough, when a case was stalled, there was a time, when they were

  deep and miserable in their cups at the Alarcon, when someone would say, ‘The old man will fix it.’ That era was passing. The generation was on the change, and with it the way of the

  world.




  Torrillo listened to what the captain had to say, then asked, ‘Jesus, why us?’




  Rodríguez looked puzzled. ‘Why not us? She wants to learn. Who better to learn with? It’s a compliment.’




  ‘They don’t seem to think so.’ Torrillo jerked a thumb at the outer office.




  ‘They are – what was the phrase I heard through the door? – dumb shits.’




  Torrillo laughed. ‘Me too. Sometimes.’




  ‘Sometimes.’




  Rodríguez’s eyes gleamed with good humour and, though it might not last, alertness. Torrillo reminded himself that no one in the building – no one – looked like

  that, especially at this time in the morning, during Semana Santa.




  ‘Bring her in.’




  Torrillo lunged to his feet. Big patches stained his armpits already. ‘Sure. There’s something going on out there this morning, something new. Don’t know what.’




  Rodríguez nodded, then glanced at the report on his desk. He was still looking at it when the door opened and Maria Gutiérrez entered.




  Torrillo followed her, closed the door, then coughed. ‘I’ll get some coffee.’




  ‘And some water for me, please,’ she said in a quiet voice. The accent was light but definite: northern, middle-class, firm.




  Rodríguez looked at her. The memo he had received about the attachment – which he had scarcely read – prepared him for somebody else. Maria Gutiérrez was short and

  slight, little more than five feet. She wore a pale-blue cheesecloth shirt and faded baggy jeans that looked as if they came from a cheap street stall. Her hair seemed to shoot outwards in a

  wayward tangle from her head, then get sunk by gravity somewhere along the way: Rodrí-guez could not decide whether this was a deliberate style or simply a lack of care. Set against her

  delicate, striking face, it had a kind of disordered elegance, but this was not a woman who sought to make herself attractive. She wore no make-up on fair, untanned skin that seemed more northern

  European than Spanish. Bright, intelligent blue eyes stared back at him, returning the appraisal. Rodríguez wished he had read the memo properly. He could not guess how old she was: it could

  have been anywhere between twenty and thirty. Age was never one of his strong points.




  Torrillo returned to the room, placed three black coffees in clear glasses on the desk, then handed her some water in a plastic cup.




  ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘And thank you for taking the time to let me see you work.’




  Torrillo smiled and blushed at the same time.




  ‘Señora Gutiérrez,’ said Rodríguez. ‘You are a student at Salamanca?’




  ‘No, Captain. I am a professor at Salamanca.’




  ‘Ah.’




  ‘A professor of criminology. I thought this information would have been passed on to you.’




  ‘Of what?’ said Torrillo, bewildered.




  ‘Criminology. I study criminal behaviour, the causes of it, the reasons.’




  ‘Why?’ Torrillo asked.




  She laughed and it sounded both pleasant and, on her part, unexpected.




  ‘Because if we know more, perhaps we can prevent it.’




  Torrillo scratched his chin and said, ‘Jail prevents it pretty well.’




  ‘We have to find them first,’ Rodríguez cut in. ‘Why do we interest you, Professor?’




  ‘This is a police force,’ she said with a shrug. ‘Where better to learn. Your people in Madrid are funding a project that may produce recommendations for formal training and

  investigation programmes. I can’t do that in a vacuum. I need to watch you work. To learn. To see everything I can, and try to understand . . .’




  ‘If you find out, don’t forget to tell us,’ Torrillo said.




  She laughed again. ‘You will, of course, have access to everything I say. There’s a methodology for the project, which you can have if you wish. Basically my brief is to observe, to

  follow through on a single case in detail, and report afterwards on its handling.’




  ‘A metho-what?’ Torrillo’s brow furled in puzzlement.




  ‘A methodology. A procedure, if you prefer.’




  ‘Procedure, that I prefer. That’s a police word.’




  ‘Captain?’




  Rodríguez’s attention had returned to the report. He withdrew his attention reluctantly.




  ‘Captain, don’t you want me to outline how I want to work?’




  ‘Please be brief. As you say, I have a letter here from Madrid telling us you must be accommodated and given a free rein, as far as is practical. So you’re welcome to join us on

  attachment, but, as I am sure you understand, our primary role is to do the job we’re paid to do. I’ll help you as far as I can, provided – and it is important this is understood

  – provided that it doesn’t interfere with our work.’




  ‘If this exercise is to have meaning,’ she said, ‘I must not be excluded from anything. I hope I make myself clear.




  The blue eyes flashed wide and Rodríguez, as he understood he was meant to, recognized the ice behind them.




  ‘Very.’ He waved his hand over the desk, waved at the volumes lining the walls of the office. ‘Reports, reports, reports. A policeman’s life is made of paper.’




  He picked up the sheet immediately in front of him.




  ‘The end may be somewhat inconclusive, of course. We have a good detection rate here, but no one is perfect.’




  ‘Failure can be more illuminating than success,’ she said. ‘I’m not here to test you, to judge you. Merely to observe. Everything.’




  ‘Everything,’ said Rodríguez and looked again at the paper on his desk. ‘Are you squeamish?’ he asked.




  The woman didn’t blink.




  ‘Well. We shall find out. You have heard of the Angel Brothers?’




  ‘The artists? Yes. Of course. Who hasn’t?’




  Torrillo shook his head. ‘Me.’




  ‘You’re about to. They were found dead last night. Murdered, probably. Most inconvenient at the start of Semana Santa, I must say. I had hoped to engage your attention with an

  explanation of our excellent systems for traffic control and crowd management, Professor, but it seems this is not to be. The house is on the edge of the barrio. Overlooking the Murillo Gardens. I

  will be placing Lieutenant Menéndez on the assignment. He will meet you in the parking lot.’




  She did not move. ‘Last night, Captain?’




  ‘As I said.’




  ‘And it is now nearly nine in the morning, the following day? Does it take this long for a senior policeman to arrive at such events?’




  ‘They were found by a very old lady. She is frail and, understandably, somewhat confused. When she phoned the emergency switchboard she simply complained about a very bad smell. Nothing

  more.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘The operator put her in touch with a plumber, which is not easy at that time of night. When the plumber arrived, he called us and explained the true situation. I think it is fair

  to say there was a problem with our – how would you put it? – methodology. Please. Lieutenant Menéndez is waiting.’




  She followed him out of the door, scribbling frantically into a small pocket notebook as she walked.




  Torrillo stopped at the despatch desk to sign out. Quemada sat at the adjoining table, grinning stupidly for everyone to see. He looked her up and down, sang little clucking noises, shrugged his

  shoulders, made a downturned grin as if to say: Maybe, on a bad day.




  She stopped scribbling, leaned over and stared Quemada straight in the face, so close she could smell the tobacco on his breath. Torrillo caught the sudden charge of atmosphere in the office and

  turned to watch.




  Quemada bent over the table, flexed his arm. A flabby wad of muscle formed between elbow and shoulder.




  ‘You like biceps, lady?’ He grinned, a stupid expression, and he knew it.




  ‘Not when they’re between the ears.’




  Torrillo burst out laughing, a big loud rumble of a sound that caught around the office. Quemada sat silent, red-faced amid the noise. Maria Gutiérrez straightened up, tucked her notebook

  into a small grey leather valise and walked out of the door to a ripple of light applause.




  Torrillo looked at Quemada, whose chin was still almost on the desk, and felt a twinge of sympathy.




  ‘She may be a lesbian, friend,’ he said. ‘But if she is, she’s our lesbian.’




  Then he followed her, down two flights of stone stairs into the parking lot. Outside, Torrillo walked over to a big Ford saloon and opened the door for her. The man in the front didn’t

  even look round.




  ‘This is Lieutenant Menéndez,’ Torrillo said, half-embarrassed.




  ‘Good morning,’ the man in the front added, without turning round.




  Two minutes later they were leaving the front entrance of the police station in silence, dodging the carriages, the cabs and the tourists meandering into the street. The heat had come early this

  year: it hung heavy and humid in the air.




  Gangs of workmen were starting to erect barriers and grandstands along the routes of the main processions. They climbed and hung on the huge skeletal frames like insects

  inspecting the bones of a long-dead beast.




  Torrillo drove right at the Giralda, waited for the traffic light to turn green, then skirted the edge of Santa Cruz, through narrow, convoluted streets, heading for the beautiful quiet park

  that sat by the side of the barrio and the Real Alcázar. It would have been quicker to walk, she thought. Perhaps cops didn’t do that.




  ‘Semana Santa. Phooey.’




  He made ready to spit out of the half-open window before he remembered there was company in the back.




  Menéndez scanned the streets, then turned round to look at her. A thin, cold face, no more than thirty, angular, with a light, black moustache. The lieutenant was dressed in a neat

  dark-blue suit with an immaculate white shirt and dark-red silk tie. He looked like a stockbroker.




  ‘Tradition is not a strong point in the police force,’ he said, in a flat, monotone, classless voice. ‘We tend to live day by day.’




  ‘Tradition,’ Torrillo barked out of the open window. She watched his little ponytail, gathered together with a plain elastic band, jittering as he spoke. ‘Holy Week –

  holy shit! You know what they do? They spend the few days on their knees and the next four on their backs. Drinking or f— . . . well, you get my point. We get maybe a hundred thousand

  visitors here for Holy Week and they’re all the same. First they’re crying’ – his voice turned falsetto and for a moment he took his big hands off the wheel and pressed them

  together as if in prayer – ‘“Please, sweet Jesus, please save us, we have been very, very bad this last year.” Then it’s straight to the feria, all night long

  in the casitas, and watch all that free fino loosen their pants. If you’re a cop during Semana Santa you’re either directing traffic or lost drunks, or just dealing with people in

  trouble ’cos they can’t decide whether to fight or fuck. Excuse my language, lady, you’re not writing this down too, are you?’




  Torrillo looked in the mirror and saw her smiling amiably.




  ‘Good. I wouldn’t want you to write that down. Might give the good people who pay our wages the wrong idea.’




  The car negotiated a tight, narrow corner, against white stone walls, past pedestrians stumbling along tiny pavements. Then the street opened out into a wider thoroughfare. The houses looked

  bigger, with massive wooden doors, most half-open to reveal shady courtyards, lit by splashes of colour: geranium red, jacaranda purple.




  ‘Santa Cruz. There. You see that church? Best Virgin in town, they say. Now where I come from, there are no virgins in town. Here they say they’ve still got a few. And most

  definitely we do not say the f-word here, not till Sunday,’ said Torrillo. ‘Do that and people faint away dead in the streets, they’re so delicate.’




  Torrillo watched as a horse and carriage, full of passengers who looked more than a little drunk, slowly turned into a side street. They got to the edge of the barrio and the broad avenue that

  led past the Murillo Gardens and then turned right, into a narrow dead-end lane. He stabbed an index finger at a building along the street, part whitewashed walls, part crumbling golden stone, like

  the remnants of some ruined castle left behind as the city grew. A Citroën ambulance estate car was parked outside with two police vans. Torrillo edged along, then drove through iron gates

  that needed a coat of paint and parked in a gravel drive underneath a tangled mimosa tree. Like a taxi driver, he hurried to get out of the car first, swivelled round, then opened the back

  door.




  ‘You can call me “Bear” if you like. Everyone else does, except the lieutenant.’




  Maria Gutiérrez swung her legs out of the back seat of the Ford and stood up. The top of her head came somewhere close to Torrillo’s chest.




  ‘Bear.’




  ‘I think it’s affectionate. Most of the time anyway.’




  When they turned to the house, Menéndez was already deep in conversation with one of the officers from the scene-of-crime squad. His face, tanned and angular, now hidden behind dark

  glasses, was quite unreadable.
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  ‘I gather the captain asked you, Professor, but I guess I have to ask again. Are you squeamish?’




  They were standing in the hallway. It reminded her of a European art-house film of the 1970s: faded grandeur, dust, a pervasive sense of decay. Menéndez’s face bore the signs of

  slight impatience.




  ‘I will follow you and leave if I must.’




  ‘Good.’




  They walked up the stairs, past men in white overalls dusting with fine brushes, drawing ink circles around marks that seemed barely discernible. The smell got worse as they approached the top.

  She took out a handkerchief, shook a little cologne on it, then briefly clutched it to her nose. It helped a little.




  Menéndez and Torrillo walked into the apartment without exchanging a word. She followed in their joint shadow.




  It was an astonishing sight. The door opened to an immense room, sunlit through huge panel windows at the front. In the centre was a hulking, dark shape surrounded by forensic officers. Over it

  hovered a noisy swirl of dark, buzzing flies. From time to time a white hand would attempt to swat some away: it was a hopeless task. Some deep, primeval instinct told her not to face the thing in

  the centre, not yet.




  She looked around the perimeter, examining what appeared to have no interest for the police officers: the earthly possessions of the late Angel Brothers. A marble fireplace dominated the long,

  left wall of the room, with a large gilt mirror over it. On the high shelf stood an ormolu clock almost three feet high: the hands were set at midnight. The opposite wall was covered in a

  hotchpotch collection of modern art: a mural that she dimly thought might be by Gilbert and George, a Warhol silk-screen, several pieces that were probably by the brothers themselves. Close to the

  door was something more personal: a single plasticized board on which newspaper and magazine cuttings were stuck with pins. She looked at them: a picture from an English magazine of the brothers at

  a London party. A review of an exhibition in New York. Amateur snapshots of the brothers in the company of various members of the international glitterati.




  Between her and the far windows was a jumble of disordered furniture. Could they have lived like this? No. The furniture had been pushed back from the centre of the room to make way for whatever

  now occupied it. In another situation she could have laughed at the incongruity of the styles. Four dining-table chairs appeared to be English Chippendale. The table, however, was a vinyl

  representation of a semi-naked woman kneeling on all fours, carrying the Perspex top on her back. She wore knee-length leather boots, vagina open and grotesquely exaggerated, with breasts that

  swept almost to the floor. Her eyes were closed, her mouth open: an expression, it occurred to her, that male artists of a certain age seemed to associate with ecstasy.




  From the centre of the room came Menéndez’s voice: low, firm and questioning. She could put this off no longer. Maria Gutiérrez walked towards the small crowd and heard the

  murmur of men’s voices blend into the buzzing of a thousand flies. Torrillo noticed her creep gently behind him and, automatically, stepped back to let her have a better view. She blinked and

  was amazed that she did not throw up on the spot.




  The Angel Brothers lay directly beneath a small, modern chandelier that dipped low from the ceiling. Their corpses were posed side by side, as if by an undertaker, though opposed, so that the

  head of one was placed next to the feet of his brother. They lay on a dark-red velvet coverlet spread over an oversized double bed. The closest corpse was wearing the costume of what she guessed

  was a bishop from around the mid-seventeenth century. A plain paper mitre was perched precariously on his scalp. His right hand gripped an old walking stick as if it were a crook. The second twin

  was bareheaded, his matted hair resting on a pillow placed at the foot of the bed. He was naked from the waist down, wrapped in an off-white sheet. A patterned piece of fabric, curtain perhaps,

  with a red clover-leaf design, was thrown loosely over his shoulders.




  Both brothers had been dressed in white, frilled shirts, of the type still worn by horsemen and followers of the bullring. The arm holding the crook covered most of the corpse’s chest. Its

  sibling’s was open to view, however, and she could see, in the centre, a huge wound, marked by a dried black stain. Around this large wound was a ragged line of darts. Short ribbons, red,

  yellow and blue, had been tied to them, and the points were stuck hard into the flesh. At least six had pierced the body from close to the neck to the navel, a small black stain on the shirt

  beneath each. Elsewhere on the chest, other marks denoted wounds that had no obvious cause.




  The ears of both men had been removed, cleanly, viciously, leaving a black, dried wound on the side of the scalp. On the chest of each rested a single ear alone.




  She took in this scene, remembering, making the connections.




  Menéndez moved to the other side of the deathbed, then lifted the rigid arm holding the walking stick. Beneath it, the same pattern could be seen: a large central wound, a pattern of

  darts with ribbons, a small number of other bloodstains. He returned to the other side, and touched the shirt. It was not buttoned. He lifted it and for a second she thought she would be sick. The

  flies had not come from outside. There were maggots moving within the body, yellow and white, given life by its putrefaction.




  A little unsteadily, she turned and left the room, went downstairs, out of the front door, then sat on the top step of the mansion. Even there, the air seemed tainted by the smell from inside.

  She wondered if it would ever leave her.




  With her vision swimming, Maria Gutiérrez walked to the police Ford, opened the back door, then passed out on the seat.




  Menéndez never saw her go. He was walking around the bier transfixed, examining the bodies, lifting pieces of clothing, prodding the wan, waxy flesh with a pencil, then

  dictating short notes into a small tape recorder. For safety’s sake, Torrillo scribbled down the asides in a small notepad.




  The rest of the crew stood back and waited. No one spoke. They watched the detectives at work, a few bored, most intrigued.




  Outside, the city came to life. Birds sang in the mimosa trees lining the avenue beyond the courtyard wall. A procession went by, first in silence, with a welcome whiff of incense floating in

  through the window, followed by the noise and happy chatter of the crowd. The morning hustlers tried half-heartedly to drum up some business among the tourists and the locals, but found the

  combination of the heat and a short-lived religious fever too much for most. A policeman was knifed, not seriously, when he intervened in a bar brawl that began as a civilized argument over

  football. Close to the Giralda seven members of a religious sect erected a stall that detailed the imminent end of the world: next Sunday. ‘Before or after the bullfight?’ asked a

  concerned spectator, watching them assemble their banners. And they thought he was joking. A lorry illegally overladen with a cargo of mountain ham from the Alpujarra overturned on the ring road

  and caused a traffic jam that tailed back to the edge of the city. In the heat and anger one man had a heart attack, several fights ensued, and a baby girl was born prematurely to a teenage mother,

  delivered by a female bus conductor.




  And Maria Gutiérrez slept and slept, through a nightmare in which headless doves tumbled out of the piercing blue sky, falling to the ground like red rain, over and over.




  She woke with a jolt, the shocking scarlet images still imprinted somewhere on the cerebral retina that lived inside her head. There was a moment when she had forgotten where she was, then she

  recovered, sat upright, straightened her jeans, ran a few fingers through her hair, checked in the driver’s mirror, and got out of the car. A man with a doctor’s bag was walking through

  the front door.




  ‘Late as usual,’ she thought, then checked herself. She was there to observe the cops, not become one of them. Least of all, to start thinking like one.




  Menéndez and Torrillo were walking down the staircase when she came back into the mansion. The lieutenant looked preternaturally alert, absorbed in a way that precluded

  interruption. The work – the killings – had energized him and there was something dark, almost sinister, about the energy it had released. His face seemed to glow, his deep-brown eyes

  snatched at everything around him. They caught her. He waved gently, almost effeminately, with one hand towards a door at the side of the room, then walked over, Torrillo in tow.




  ‘You’re feeling better?’




  She nodded.




  ‘Good. It’s a shocking sight. Most people would have collapsed on the spot. You did very well. And now . . .’




  She waited.




  ‘Now we must talk briefly to the lady who owns the house. I think she has little new to tell us, but it will be an interesting interview, in any case.’




  Menéndez motioned to the door. They walked in. A local policewoman in a blue uniform that was too tight for her bulking frame stood next to the old woman, who sat bolt upright in an aged,

  fading armchair, gripping its wings tightly. Her face resembled a Greek mask, resolute, impassive, filled with tragedy. As they walked towards her, she lifted her eyes to them – deep,

  incisive eyes – measured Menéndez to be the superior, made a gesture for him to sit down and said, ‘You know who I am. I want no scandal. The family name is still good enough for

  that.’
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  In fact, Menéndez was able to tell Cristina Lucena more about the brothers than she could tell him. He had asked for the criminal files and cuttings from the newspaper

  library to be brought to the house, skimmed through them briefly. They revealed almost everything that had already been in the public print, sanitized for Hola!, suitably juiced up for

  Esquire and Playboy.




  Pedro and Juan Angel were born thirty-four years before in one of the poorest ghettos of Barcelona. They were Siamese twins of a kind, joined at birth at the waist, but only marginally, though

  this was unknown to the doctors at the time. The connection was simply through the flesh: they shared no internal organs. But in the Spain of the time they were medical freaks, and no one knew how

  to diagnose the case.




  Their father was a deckhand working on long-distance freighters. A year after their birth, he sailed on a ship to Kowloon and was never seen again. Most people felt he could no longer face the

  medical bills being charged by the Hospital of the Virgin. Shortly before their second birthday, the Angel Brothers were separated by a simple operation paid for by public subscription, and

  thereafter they fell out of the newspapers, disappeared from the public consciousness.




  This was partly an act of social convenience. The newspapers had first painted a picture of a poor honest ghetto family bravely facing up to an unusual predicament. Barcelona is a large city,

  but a small place. Such fictions have limited lives. Their mother worked as a dockside prostitute, most hours of the day, and the city soon knew of it. The operation duly salved the public

  conscience and let people become concerned with other matters. It changed nothing for the family. The mother continued to work as a prostitute, leaving the children to be brought up most of the

  time by an aunt who had six, all boys, of her own. She resented the task, and in particular resented the fact that they were male. She had prayed to the Virgin Mary for daughters ever since her

  first son, but the appeals went unanswered. Pedro and Juan were slight, quiet, effeminate children, however, so, for the aunt, the answer seemed obvious. For the first eight years of their life,

  both were treated as if they were girls. They wore dresses, big, fancy, flouncy ones on Sundays, they went to dance classes, they took part in the parades. They used girls’ names –

  Anna, Belen. On occasion, when they were in their Sunday best, with a little rouge on their cheeks, someone would smile and say: ‘Guapas’. Pretty little things. No one connected them

  with the Siamese twins any longer. That story had been confined to the past.




  When they were eight the brothers exposed themselves during communion classes and were duly expelled from both the Church and the school that the Church ran. The general view was that their

  predicament was of their own making, and their future their own responsibility. Both took this to heart and spent the best part of the next decade and a half living on the street, hustling as

  juvenile prostitutes, selling both hard and soft drugs, and becoming involved in the familiar round of juvenile crime: stealing handbags and cameras from tourists, joy-riding cars, minor hijacks of

  goods around the docks. They spent four periods in reform school, and later jail, before they were twenty-two, always together, since they refused to be separated. It was during their final prison

  spell that they took up painting classes.




  On their release, the brothers declared themselves to be artists and produced a series of works that spawned increasing fame and controversy, first in Barcelona, then internationally. They sold

  a set of bull’s testes encased in Perspex for $32,000 through Sotheby’s in New York, then outraged Catholic opinion by inflating a 150-foot replica of a condom outside the cathedral of

  the Sagrada Familia in their home city. Later works included a stillborn lamb shrink-wrapped in plastic, which fetched £25,000 in London. (Torrillo, on hearing this, said, ‘I must tell

  my cousin Carlos, he’s a sheep farmer in Antequera. I think he could have let them have one just like it for, I don’t know, maybe even half that price.’) An item simply entitled

  Still Life, which consisted of a cardboard box full of Kleenex tissues into which the brothers had masturbated, remained unsold when it appeared in Los Angeles with a reserve price of

  $50,000.




  By the time they were thirty, four years before their deaths, the Angel Brothers were established on the international modern-art circuit. They had appeared as walk-on celebrities in three

  Almodóvar movies and designed an ad campaign for Benetton. The magazines estimated they were both dollar millionaires, with four homes around Spain, one on the French Riviera and a small

  apartment on the Lower East Side in New York.




  The police files also showed that they had not altogether given up the past. Both had been fined for possession of heroin during the mid-eighties – Menéndez was struck by how the

  brothers always seemed to become involved in events together, never alone – and both had been warned over an incident in Barcelona in which a twelve-year-old boy complained of sexual abuse

  and various perversions, but dropped the accusations when, it appeared, he was paid off. They admitted to habitual drug abuse and, two years before their deaths, revealed that they were HIV

  positive, though there were no signs of the onset of full-blown AIDS.




  Menéndez left out the more salacious parts of the story. Cristina Lucena was an old woman. She probably still had high Catholic values. When he had finished, she was glaring at him.




  ‘They paid, and they were hardly ever here,’ she said, angry that she had to say that she needed the money. ‘They were not . . . not my people. But they paid.’




  Menéndez thought about the geography of the house. ‘You heard nothing, you saw nothing.’




  ‘I did not say that.’ The old woman spoke firmly. ‘You did not ask me before.’




  ‘Please . . .’




  She took a sip of water from a glass on an ancient side table. ‘When I awoke yesterday afternoon I heard something in the courtyard. Someone, one of these young thugs, had been in the

  garden. He climbed over the wall.’




  ‘Why did he not walk out of the front gates?’




  ‘Because they are locked, and they are high. You must have seen this.’




  ‘Did you lock them yourself?’




  She stared at him contemptuously. ‘Do I look as if I am capable of that? The maid does it. The part-time maid. She comes when the Angels ask her to. When they do not, she still helps me.

  It is an understanding.’




  ‘What did this person look like?’




  ‘Red. He was wearing red. It was a long way off. Behind the trees. I only glanced, but . . .’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘My eyes are not so good.’ She drained the glass and turned to the policewoman. ‘There is a bottle of fino in the case over there. I would like some.’




  The officer returned with the bottle: a cheap supermarket brand that Menéndez did not recognize.




  ‘I think he may have been wearing a costume.’




  ‘What sort of costume?’




  ‘A . . . robe. Perhaps. I know I could not see a face and—’




  She broke off and for a moment Menéndez thought she was about to cry. ‘I think we have asked enough questions. I am grateful for your help.’




  She nodded, clutching a grey handkerchief to her face.




  ‘These trees – you mean the ones by the vine?’ He pointed to the left of the courtyard.




  ‘No, no. There. At the back.’




  ‘Ah. Now I understand.’




  ‘He was a thug. A thug from the street.’




  ‘Yes. Perhaps.’




  Torrillo was squinting at the back of the garden. Menéndez closed his notebook.




  ‘Doña Cristina. I must ask. You are owed money for their tenancy, I assume?’




  She looked at him with suspicion.




  ‘We have found cash in the brothers’ room. I will ensure that a full six months’ tenancy is paid from it – this is, I think, the city minimum these days.’




  She nodded, clutching the damp handkerchief. ‘It’s the smell.’




  ‘I know,’ said Menéndez. ‘I know.’
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  Torrillo lurched the Ford back towards the centre. It was mid-afternoon and the streets were half-empty. He held a huge cheese sandwich in his left hand, out in the breeze of

  the open window, and took chunks out of it whenever the traffic permitted.




  ‘What will you do next?’ She sat in the back of the car, feeling distant from their thoughts.




  ‘The initial medical report will be waiting for us when we get back to the station. The cause of death is fairly obvious, I think. There are minor wounds to the chest on both parties

  – you saw the darts, but there are other wounds too, though no sign of the weapon that caused them. None of these was serious enough to kill. My guess is that there was one large thrust to

  the heart – perhaps with a sword, I don’t know – which killed each man. The pattern seems to be identical.’ Menéndez paused. ‘Everything about the Angel

  Brothers seems to be identical.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘So we follow our procedure. We determine the cause of death. We find out what we can about the last hours of the deceased – this may not be easy, since I think they have been dead

  for at least a week and I still do not understand why two rich men, with homes all over the world, should rent an apartment like that and use it so seldom. And we talk to the people who knew them.

  We have a diary, a contacts book, from the apartment. But . . .’




  He stopped and seemed reluctant to go on.




  ‘But . . . ?’




  ‘But . . . You’re interested in our methodology? Most murders are simple affairs. Domestic. Lovers’ quarrels. They are not . . . complex.’




  She was scribbling in her notebook again.




  ‘What we have here, Professor, is what appears to be a ritual murder of two well-known and highly eccentric men who seem to have no reason to be where they are. And the pose . . . their

  bodies – that was a pose, you agree?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I think the Angel Brothers had some curious tastes in dress, but it did not extend, I suspect, to, what – doublet and hose? Almost. Had they been to a fancy-dress party or

  something? I don’t know. It was somehow . . . formal.’




  He looked in the driver’s mirror and could see that she was smiling.




  ‘Policemen don’t follow art, Lieutenant.’




  ‘You call that art?’ mumbled Torrillo through a mouth half-full of bread. ‘My cousin Carlos could . . .’




  ‘Sure, sure, sure.’ Menéndez signalled him to silence. ‘I think the professor has something to tell us.’




  ‘We have time for a small diversion?’




  ‘How long?’ said Menéndez.




  ‘Five minutes. To get there. How long after that depends on you.’




  She shuffled herself upright in the back of the car and looked out of the window.




  ‘You know the old people’s home near the bullring?’




  ‘The hospice?’ asked Torrillo.




  ‘There.’




  The car turned off the main road, navigating a series of meandering lanes close to the bullring.




  Torrillo chuckled grimly. ‘My uncle was in that place. Walked in like a lamb, three months later out in a box. Good people, mind. Not their fault. He used to smoke for Spain.’




  They turned into a narrow street and parked the car on a yellow line. Torrillo pointed to an old door, like that of a church. ‘You want me to come? I hate these places. Spooky.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Menéndez and got out, the woman close behind him.




  They walked through the door and found themselves in a cool reception area. Behind an open diary and an old-fashioned inkwell sat a man dressed in a fresh white shirt and grey trousers. He

  finished reading the notice in his hands and then looked up at them. His manner was neutral.




  ‘The chapel,’ said Maria. ‘It is open?’




  He pointed to a battered wooden donations box. Menéndez threw in a 1,000-peseta note and whispered, ‘I hope this is worth it.’




  They walked through a beautiful courtyard decorated with blue and white tiles depicting scenes from the Bible. An old man, incredibly thin, with a face that spoke only of despair, watched them

  from a wheelchair.




  Torrillo walked quickly ahead and opened the door at the end, ushering them in. Maria watched, with a little surprise, his sudden turn of speed. ‘It’s cold in here,’ he said.

  ‘These places always make me feel cold.’




  It was dark too, and their eyes took time to adjust to the lack of light.




  Not that she needed light. Maria walked them through the anteroom, then opened the door into the chapel of the Hospital de la Caridad.




  The first painting stood where she remembered it, ahead of them in the gloom. A skeleton weighing the sins of the world, above a spent and dusty collection of earthly riches. Alongside: the

  motto In Ictu Oculi. In the blink of an eye.




  ‘Creepy,’ Torrillo muttered.




  ‘Turn round,’ she ordered.




  They did and Torrillo’s mouth dropped open like a trapdoor. ‘Jesus . . .’




  Above the entrance through which they had entered was the sister canvas by the same artist, Juan Valdés Leal. Two small lights played on it from either end of the frame. The picture

  looked like a photograph, rendered in oils, of the scene they had just left: two men, one dressed as a bishop, the other as a Knight of the Order of Calatrava, lay dead, head-to-toe. Their skin was

  putrefying, maggots crawled from their eye sockets. In the right-hand corner of the frame a spectral hand – the hand of God – appeared with a set of scales, weighing the worth, the soul

  and the heart of each, and finding them wanting. Beneath stood a scroll that read, ‘Finis Gloriae Mundi’. The end of the glories of the world.




  ‘Artists in life, artists in death,’ she said, with more than a hint of smugness. ‘Perhaps the Angel Brothers would have approved.’




  







  SEVEN




  Captain Rodríguez came straight from the press conference, the camera flashes still hurting his eyes. There was a blackboard in the corner of the office. Menéndez

  stood in front of it, chalk in hand. The two detectives newly assigned to the case, Velasco and a still-blushing Quemada, had joined Torrillo and Maria Gutiérrez. It was nearly 9 p.m.

  Outside the sun was dying, painting the city a burnished gold. A new shift had come on duty as they assembled, with a mixed murmur of greetings, jokes and the odd catcall. Rodríguez did not

  look like a man about to go home. ‘Questions,’ he said, then began to write on the board.




  

    

      1. Who did the brothers know in the city? Who have they seen recently?




      2. Why were they here?




      3. Who had a motive to kill them?




      4. What is the significance of the way they were killed? The darts?




      5. Why were their bodies laid out after the fashion of an old painting?


    


  




  ‘Any more?’




  ‘Sure,’ said Torrillo. ‘How many people are we looking for here? These Angel guys couldn’t have been a pushover. They wouldn’t just lie there letting you stick

  darts in them. Were they tied? What?’




  Rodríguez pushed forward a piece of paper on his desk. ‘Drugged. It says here in the medical report. Common hospital anaesthetic.’




  ‘So we’re looking for someone with access to drugs? A doctor or something?’




  ‘Maybe,’ said Menéndez. ‘But you have to remember the Angels were junkies. A good proportion of the dope they used probably originated in the health service in the first

  place. If it was their pusher who killed them, he’d be able to get hold of anaesthetic as easily as heroin. Could mix them together, so they’d inject themselves with it. But it’s

  a point.’




  

    

      6. How, exactly, did it happen?


    


  




  ‘Any more?’




  ‘Where did the other two ears go?’ asked Quemada. ‘I mean, I know that kind fight like alley cats sometimes. But ears? That go missing?’




  Rodríguez looked underwhelmed, ringed item three on the blackboard. Quemada shrugged his shoulders. It didn’t seem such a dumb question.




  ‘Any more?’




  ‘Why did he come back?’ The two new detectives turned to gaze stonily at Maria. ‘Don’t you want to know?’ she said. ‘They were dead for a week. Why did he

  have to come back to the house?’




  ‘Lost something. Forgot something. Most likely,’ said Quemada.




  ‘Yeah. Most likely,’ Velasco agreed. She looked at the new man and tried to figure out his place in the station hierarchy. And hierarchy there was, even so early on, that was clear.

  A pecking order, rigidly enforced without a word being spoken. Rodríguez was at the top, not just out of rank, but also through some simple, unspoken sense of status. Velasco looked in his

  mid-thirties, with dark, sallow skin the colour of a tobacco stain, a gaunt, unhappy face shadowed by stubble. He wore a crumpled polyester suit that shone in the light of the office, its fabric a

  swirl of different, mirrored colours. Velasco thinks it looks smart, she said to herself. He thinks wrong.




  ‘Most likely?’ she asked. Quemada’s fat little frame quivered as if he didn’t expect an answer. ‘Then why did he leave the door open? Why didn’t he just go

  in, get what he wanted, then close it like he did before. It’s as if—’




  ‘Captain?’ Quemada’s eyes pleaded with Rodríguez. ‘I understand we got to have the lady here, but do we really have to listen to her?’




  Rodríguez stiffened, with a slight pomposity the men had all come to recognize, looked at her and said, ‘We need all the ideas we can get. I didn’t see any of you getting the

  line about the painting. Go on, Professor.’




  She could hear Quemada grunting as she spoke.




  ‘It’s as if he almost wanted the bodies to be found. Not just any time, but then.’




  ‘Why would he want to do that?’ asked Rodríguez.




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘No,’ said the captain, and made a note on his pad. ‘But it’s a good question.’




  

    

      7. Why did he come back and leave the door open when he left?


    


  




  ‘Any more?’




  Torrillo tapped the table with his pen, looked at the captain and said, ‘You know this Cristina Lucena, right?’




  ‘I know of her. Most of us who grew up in the city do. Very old, very distinguished family. Last of the line. The rest of her family got wiped out in the Civil War.’




  ‘Yeah, well.’ Torrillo poked a finger in his ear and twirled it around. ‘I got to say, Captain, it just sort of struck me she might not be telling the whole truth

  there.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘She is one old lady who is on the ball, right? I mean, maybe she’s old, but I don’t think her brain is on the way out, like she wanted us to think.’




  Rodríguez said nothing.




  ‘Well, that’s the way it struck me. She said she didn’t see anything in the garden but some guy dressed in red – no face, nothing else. Her eyesight looks pretty good to

  me. She knew when the lieutenant was pointing to the right place and the wrong place. How come she didn’t see any more? Is she just old and batty, or maybe scared that she knows who did it

  and he might come back?’




  Rodríguez turned to the board and wrote.




  

    

      8. Did Cristina Lucena lie?


    


  




  ‘Guess that’s the nub of it,’ said Torrillo.




  Rodríguez drew a line underneath the last question, then turned to them.




  ‘Go through the diary and the address book you found. Talk to Barcelona and Madrid – that’s where the brothers lived most of the time. Track down contacts, appointments. Find

  out who they used to spend their time with when they were here. When they arrived. What they did.’




  Velasco brushed some invisible crumbs off his suit and stood up.




  ‘The ears?’ Quemada asked.




  ‘Let me know when you find them,’ Rodríguez said.




  Velasco and Quemada picked up their papers and left by the glass-fronted door, followed by Menéndez.




  Rodríguez looked at Torrillo and said, ‘You’re off duty, Sergeant. It’s been a long day and it’s likely to be another long one tomorrow. Get some sleep.’




  ‘Get some food first,’ the big man grumbled.




  ‘Professor?’




  She was barely awake. Her notepad lay on her lap, untouched for a good half-hour.




  ‘Captain?’




  ‘It’s late, and I don’t think it advisable that you should walk home at this hour. The streets are busy this week. Sometimes things get a little lively. I will drive

  you.’




  ‘It’s not far.’




  ‘Everywhere’s a long way at this time of year. Please. I insist.’




  They walked down two flights of stairs to the police car park. Rodríguez opened the passenger door for her and held it as she climbed in. He walked round, got into the driver’s seat

  and buckled his seat belt.
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