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			‘Ni el pasado ha muerto,

			no está el mañana – ni el ayer – escrito.’

			ANTONIO MACHADO, Campos de Castilla

			‘The past is not dead,

			neither is tomorrow – or yesterday – written.’

			ANTONIO MACHADO, Fields of Castile

		

	
		
			‘He’s asleep,’ she says when she steps into the room.

			From his spot on the couch he nods towards the ice-cold beer set out for her. Before she can sit and grab it, the roar of a motor. A car approaches. Tyres screech. It sounds near. He darts to the window. An artichoke-green car. In the middle of the street, engine running, the Ford Falcon of his nightmares. 

			From each of the doors emerges a man. The four doors slam. Thud. Thud. Thud. Thud. He turns around. There’s nothing to say. He looks down. 

			Maybe they’ve come for someone else. 

			They walk towards his block. 

			Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.

			One man looks up. They lock eyes.

		

	
		
			1

			(2001)

			Wednesday, 19 December; 08:30

			In any other country, there would have been a war.

			But this was not any other country. This was Argentina. Inspector Alzada raced down Avenida Belgrano, his right foot heavy on the accelerator, his vision growing dim. When was the last time he had eaten? Or really slept, for that matter? You’re not the young man you once were, Joaquín. He could hear Paula’s voice as clearly as if she were sitting beside him in the car. He readjusted the aviators on the bridge of his nose, and sighed.

			It was true. He needed a break. Only last week he had kindly been summoned to HR, where he’d been made aware of the ‘situation’. The inspector had understood perfectly well what the lady with the cat-eye glasses – polite to a fault – had meant when she had given him a complicit look. And yet, he’d made her say it nonetheless: although he was eligible for retirement, the police-force pension fund was not currently in a position to follow through. What he had been dreaming about for decades would have to wait. ‘Just a little while longer,’ the woman had said without real conviction. He was of course free to surrender his post at any time, she had added, but that was not something she would recommend, considering the current climate. Interesting choice of words, ‘climate’; what you mean is shitstorm.

			Alzada leaned forward against the wheel. This time of summer, the sky should have shown itself irreverently lapis-lazuli blue; instead, a dust-laden haze coated Buenos Aires in a clammy mood and coloured the atmosphere a homogenous, dull grey. Definitely not your normal climate. A polished, slick metal lid on a pressure cooker. On the horizon, against the turbulent waters of the Río de la Plata – once described by conquistadors as ‘the river the colour of lions’ – all green lights. Alzada shifted into third.

			He had woken up on the wrong side of the bed. He had tossed and turned through the night, then overslept and consequently been forced to make an executive decision between using the precious time he had left to have breakfast or to shower. He had ended up doing neither, but instead had walked right into a difficult conversation with his wife. At that point, he had attempted to mitigate his apparent bad luck by choosing to wear his favourite shirt, the light-blue one with the white collar, but had been denied even that small pleasure: the shirt hadn’t been ironed. Now he wore a grey one, an impulse buy he had regretted almost immediately and Alzada could swear to God – if the devout Catholic buried inside him would ever dare do such a thing – that in the scorching atmosphere the shirt glistened. 

			And then, the call from the coroner. Alzada had instantly recognized Dr Petacchi on the phone when it had rung earlier – how could he ever forget that man’s voice? – and he had then tried his best to avoid a visit to the morgue, suggesting the coroner give him details over the phone. The doctor had cleared his throat. ‘I don’t know, Inspector. It’s not the same as getting a visual.’ Alzada had remained silent, which had prompted the coroner to add: ‘Of course I’m here to help you. If it’s too much of an inconvenience, I’ll have the report sent to the station.’ 

			Fine. 

			So now, instead of sipping coffee in his backyard, he was en route to his least favourite place in all of Buenos Aires. Well, second least.

			Alzada turned left and admired the breadth of Avenida 9 de Julio. A battlefield. The slim veneer of normality had been rinsed off the pavements, which now brimmed with the nervous energy of an incumbent war. People. Everywhere he looked, people. One could tell which ones were in a rush to take a side street and escape: they walked closer to the buildings, past the stores’ shutters that framed empty shelves. They walked at a brisk pace, their heads down. 

			Aside from the perennial weekly protest by the Madres, lately the city had lived through countless demonstrations: Buenos Aires’ streets were constantly filled with rage. And yet, there was definitely something different about today. Alzada just couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was.

			He switched on the radio. The government was holding another emergency meeting to impose further economic measures. That’s the reason for the city police restricting traffic. They’re expecting a revolt. Past the swarm of cars, Alzada observed the rivers of people converging. He knew any attempt to contain the masses would be futile: the blockades wouldn’t be able to prevent the viscous mob from slowly but insistently percolating towards the Casa Rosada. The protesters were counteracting the authorities’ strategy with one of their own: they were walking into traffic, where controlling them was more difficult and catching them almost impossible – especially if they were savvy enough not to wear a shirt. It was essentially urban warfare: the protesters were obstructing the city’s key arteries, robbing the police of the space they needed to manoeuvre, eliminating their advantage. This isn’t by accident. 

			Alzada scratched the patches of facial hair he was attempting to quilt into a beard. At what moment did tragedy become inevitable? He took his glasses off and held the bridge of his nose between his fingers. Not even the siren will save me. He was going to be late.

			Why hadn’t there been a revolution? Since President de la Rúa had decided to confidently steer the economy into the abyss, Argentinians had suffered his particular brand of incompetence in agonizing stages: first they’d been barred access to their savings accounts; then they’d been forced to watch as the frenetic inflation made life several times more expensive almost overnight; now they lived with ever-increasing restrictions on their current accounts – in a country where people dealt almost exclusively in cash. And people had done so stoically. Sure, there had been lootings in grocery stores and petrol stations. Isolated incidents peppered conservatively throughout the poorer provinces, far from the capital. When they had seen the images on the evening news, Paula had declared: ‘God presses but doesn’t suffocate.’ How indeed had they survived, slowly choking over such an extended period of time? ‘We’ve been through worse,’ was a common consolation, surely brought on by the collective memory of successive military coups. Is that why people aren’t revolting? Because they don’t want to give the army an excuse to take over again? 

			Alzada stopped at a red light. There was no good reason to rush: the body was already cold. The inspector noticed two boys standing at the light, just to the left of his car, the only ones not to cross the street. The older boy was in his mid-teens, the younger hadn’t completely shed his baby fat yet – eight, perhaps? Two carbon copies. Brothers. Dreamers in Maradona jerseys. Alzada knew the type: they thought no one had ever tried to change the world before they came along. They thought they had invented outrage, they thought they wanted to start a fight. They think they’ll be able to win. They had been lied to by grey-haired, respectable men who preached about what could have been, men who then leaned back in their leather chairs and let starry-eyed boys do their dirty work. Hungry boys who were paid in rice and bread and beans, and sometimes in chocolate bars and cigarettes. 

			The young ones were particularly valuable: they weren’t tainted with a police record; more importantly, they weren’t yet sniffing glue, which rendered them loyal only to the highest bidder. They were sent on errands of varying importance ‘for the cause’ – what fucking cause – from carrying messages to distributing weapons. Before that – and to prove their potential – an initiation in the shape of a street corner: keep an ear out and report anything unusual. And on days like this, an even clearer mission: find out which streets are barricaded and by whom, and how many cops are being deployed. 

			These two are clearly new to it. They hadn’t yet learned to look without looking and were devoting too much attention to a riot squad stepping out of a police van across the street. The inspector could see the older one moving his lips – he was counting them. Ten. There’s ten of them. Alzada resisted the urge to yell. In his lifetime, he had learned to count a lot of things: the number of fights he’d had with Paula; the number of dollars they could rely on until the end of the month; the number of dead bodies he’d seen at the morgue, and on the street; the number of days, then weeks, then months, then years his nephew lived without a father. Unlike other Argentinians, he had never had to count policemen. That said more about him than Alzada was ready to admit. 

			He looked to his right. The police van parked on the corner was built to hold four rows of bloodthirsty animals; with six squeezed into every row, that made twenty-four. Then again, if one believed the Radio Nacional updates, clusters of demonstrators were simultaneously forming in many parts of the city: police units would be spread thin, thinner than any commissioner might feel comfortable with. The most basic of crowd control formations took ten men, so ten it was. 

			With riot police, knowing how many there were wouldn’t make a difference anyway, once they lowered their Viking visors and roared ‘charge’. Not even the golden Boca Juniors stripe across the boys’ chests would save them.

			Alzada rolled down his window. It was stuck. He fought against the handle to bring it halfway down.

			‘¡Hijo!’ He motioned for the older of the kids to approach the car.

			The teenager didn’t move. Smart boy.

			‘Son,’ he called again.

			The boy turned only his head towards Alzada. He looked at the inspector as if to memorize his face, the same defiant spark that Jorge had displayed whenever confronted. Any attempt to dissuade him would be pointless. 

			‘Why don’t you take your brother home?’

			The younger one was having ice cream. A luxury in these times. This corner must be important to them. Alzada assessed the crossing. Indeed, the particularly long red light allowed them to position their troops while hiding in the crowd. Pawns in a human chess game.

			Without blinking, the older boy said: ‘Go fuck yourself, old man.’

			One way to catch someone’s undivided attention. He certainly now had Alzada’s. Around sixteen, the intensity of his feisty gaze was a poor match for a lanky physique that had doubtlessly been mocked by his peers. He should be in school. That’s how you know you’re getting old: revolutionaries inspire tenderness in you. To compensate, the boy inflated his chest like a pigeon. His left arm around his brother’s shoulder, two otters making sure they didn’t drift apart during high tide; his right, lax by his side, his hand white, vindictive, firm, gripping a cobble. Let not thy left hand know what thy right hand doeth. Alzada smiled at his own musing. 

			Wait – a cobble? It was obviously intended to distract from . . . There it is. A not-so-well-concealed bulge at the waistline of his oversized jeans. You tuck it into the back, boludo. He’d probably seen it in a movie. That’s why you don’t want to move: you’re afraid you’ll drop it.

			Twenty years ago, Alzada wouldn’t have hesitated. He would have got out of his car – smugly left the keys in the ignition, broken the teen’s head open against the lamp post, confiscated the gun, and driven away. There would have been ice cream on the pavement.

			The light turned green.

		

	
		
			2

			(2001)

			Wednesday, 19 December; 09:05

			‘If it isn’t the illustrious Inspector Alzada!’ the coroner announced with the grandiloquent arm gestures of a circus ringmaster. But instead of a scarlet morning coat studded with golden buttons, he wore lab whites with worn-out sleeves and ‘Dr E.M. Petacchi’ embroidered on the chest pocket. Probably by his mother. Underneath, a business suit and black tie. 

			Alzada shook Petacchi’s hand and walked past him up the steps into the building, but the coroner held him firmly by the shoulder, surprising the inspector with both the energy and the affection emanating from him. Alzada removed his aviators and smiled.

			‘What are you doing here? Petacchi asked.

			‘I’ll try not to take offence, Elías,’ Alzada replied. He stepped back down to level with Petacchi’s height and stood on the pavement, which over the years had become ridiculously cramped due to inconsiderate urban planning and exuberant foot traffic. ‘And weren’t you the one who called me?’

			‘I mean I was surprised when I called the station and they told me to contact you. It’s been a long time since your last visit to the morgue, no?’

			‘Yes, since I got moved to robbery.’

			‘So . . . twenty years?’

			Alzada took a moment to answer. As if I didn’t know it to the day. ‘Something like that. But apparently today it’s all hands on deck. Imagine that: it’s taken a revolution to tear me away from my desk. How about you? A lot of work these days?’

			‘The calm before the storm. Things will be different when night falls . . .’ 

			Alzada cleared his throat. Even small talk with this man is grim. 

			A chopping noise overhead made the inspector look up. The old School of Medicine building. In spite of its considerable height, it lacked a suitable air of grandeur: someone had decided to mix Italian Renaissance style with sober, clean-cut materials of Germanic tradition. The result was a lesser cousin of the Haussmannian family. It wouldn’t have looked out of place on a side street in Paris. The jacaranda blooming by the entrance, on the other hand, would have.

			‘How’s that nephew of yours, Inspector?’

			‘Sorolla?’ The mention of his family came as a surprise. ‘Good, good,’ he said, distracted. 

			‘He’s a fan of chess, isn’t he? Has he beaten you yet?’

			Alzada eyed Petacchi. Harmless. The inspector relaxed his shoulders: ‘Ah, in his dreams.’

			What were they waiting for? The sooner they went in, the sooner this would be over. 

			That’s when Deputy Estrático turned the corner to answer his question, walking towards them with a spring in his step. Great. Of course they’ve called him, too. What the fuck is he so happy about? Apparently Commissioner Galante thought he couldn’t even handle a simple morgue visit by himself. I might be insubordinate, but I’m a damn good cop.

			‘Good morning. I’m Orestes Estrático,’ he said, extending an eager hand to the coroner, who shook it cordially. You have to say your rank when you introduce yourself.

			‘Right,’ was the only reply he got from Alzada. 

			‘Good. We’re all here. You know the way,’ Petacchi offered. ‘I have something to show you.’

			‘Someone, Elías. Someone.’

			‘Of course. That’s what I said.’

			Down the hall, tiles from ceiling to floor. Whoever had been in charge of designing the building had forgotten that civilians visited the morgue too. The place looked like a veterinary clinic. It smelled clean in a toxic sort of way. Hot water and bleach. The odour sank into their brains as they followed the clacking of Petacchi’s heels in the dim light of the corridor. They turned left, then right, then right again. Minutes seemed to go by. Alzada had the impression that if they stayed submerged in that stink for much longer, they would never be able to discern another smell ever again. 

			Meat on the grill. A ripe melon. The nape of Paula’s neck. 

			Petacchi pushed open two swinging doors with portholes and they found themselves in the coroner’s dominion.

			‘Come closer, Inspector. You don’t want to miss the details,’ he offered, his voice echoing against the sea of tiles. Petacchi was in his element, almost having fun. A man of about forty-five, he had deep black hair and wore more brilliantine in it than necessary. He had the eyes of an inquisitive bird, never fixing on any object or person for more than a couple of seconds. When he did, he blinked behind his thick glasses, head tilted to one side. Weird how this man seems to light up the moment we enter the realm of the dead.

			The thought of what he was going to see was enough to turn Inspector Alzada’s stomach. He scoped out the room in search of a container of some sort. Tile, tile, tile, more tile, and in the centre, like a shiny throne – a sacrificial altar – a working table the size of a twin bed bathed in floodlights. Next to it, a metallic cart on which the coroner had scrupulously aligned the utensils required for his line of work; Alzada vaguely recognized a pair of wide scissors, a speculum, a chisel, a clamp, a macabre compass, an assortment of scalpels and a needle, indicating through its immaculate presence that Petacchi had either had enough time and courtesy to sew the dead up and clean it afterwards or was about to, in which case the body in front of them possessed a gigantic gash. Somewhere.

			In the corner, Alzada detected a metal bin. That would do. That would have to do. His eyes wandered back to the table. On it, the body was covered by a white sheet. Your life must have gone terribly wrong at some point if you end up buried in the skip behind the municipal morgue. He was trying not to judge – and failing. Petacchi peeled back the sheet, folding it neatly over the torso, and revealed the victim’s head and slender collarbones. Alzada’s nausea rose instantly.

			‘As you can see, she was a looker,’ was the coroner’s first comment. What the fuck is wrong with you? 

			Alzada grabbed on to the silk handkerchief in his pocket. At least he hadn’t had time to indulge in his habitual breakfast, a croissant with dulce de leche: it would have looked like the stew he had been forced to eat in his middle school cafeteria, there would have been chunks, like the ones Paquita had lovingly scooped onto his plate fifty years ago. Thankfully, today all he had to regret was bile.

			Petacchi’s abrasive voice brought him back to the present. He was reciting his conclusions with the diligent fervour of a child conjugating his Latin verbs. ‘We have a female. White. Late twenties to early thirties. One point six five metres. Sixty-eight kilograms. No identification or personal belongings on her.’ Not even clothes? The coroner veered into a more casual tone: ‘As I told you over the phone, Inspector, this is the one who was found this morning.’

			‘How did they find her?’ Estrático asked. He was wearing the one cheap suit he seemed to own, creased over a wrinkled shirt. He had clearly made an effort to tame his hair with gel, but by this point in the morning his unruly blond curls had managed to escape and framed his face – handsomely, Alzada had to admit.

			‘It’s funny you should ask that because—’

			‘Elías.’ Inspector Alzada did not like to speculate about the living, much less about the dead. He thought it the most pernicious of habits. His voice unintentionally thundered through the autopsy room: ‘Is your comment about the spectacle of this unfortunate soul being fished out of a skip going to be of any relevance to the case?’

			‘No, but . . . It’s just so unusual. It might be the first time in my career I have ever encountered a rubbish bin as a dumpsite . . .’ We’ve seen worse. ‘And what’s more, right by the morgue. . .’ Petacchi was gaining momentum: ‘If you ask me—’

			‘I’d rather not,’ Alzada spoke calmly. ‘I am the inspector. You are the coroner. We are both reasonably good at what we do, wouldn’t you agree?’ Petacchi nodded dutifully. ‘And as the inspector, I’d recommend not starting with speculations and conspiracies. At least not yet. Now please tell us what you found.’

			Petacchi cleared his throat and returned to his notes: ‘The victim shows multiple signs of violence. Nasal bone is broken. Haematomas on face, neck, arms, torso. Several broken ribs, on both sides. Twisted left ankle. No signs of sexual violence.’

			‘What does that tell us about the attacker, Estrático?’ Alzada turned to the deputy, who was enthralled: ‘Are you going to take notes, or do I need to do that, too?’

			‘I am now, sir.’ Estrático scrambled a notepad out of his suit pocket. ‘And in reply to your question, sir. That they were in a rush?’

			‘Oh, no,’ the inspector waved the idea off. ‘It would have taken quite some time to do all of this. Wouldn’t you agree, Elías?’

			The coroner nodded again. 

			‘No. What we can gather from what Dr Petacchi just said is that there’s some kind of contradiction. You see, on the one hand, we have evidence that says they had a clear intention to kill her, but at the same time, in some fucked-up way – excuse the language, Elías – they decided to show her some level of respect. Why would they do that?’ Orders. They were acting on orders.

			Estrático scribbled fervently.

			‘It’s definitely a lot to inflict on one person.’ Alzada considered the woman for the first time. And such a small one, too. Lying there, she looked well rested, without a worry. She had a very pale, very gentle face. She must have been pretty. She must have put up one hell of a fight.

			‘She also shows a series of contusions, all post-mortem,’ Petacchi continued.

			‘Post-mortem? Someone hit her after she was dead?’ Estrático asked.

			‘No, no,’ the coroner vigorously shook his head. ‘Not that. It was most likely the consequence of leaving her in the dumpster. Once she was dead.’

			‘How can you tell?’ This might just as well have been Estrático’s first trip to the morgue: a nerd on a visit to the natural history museum. If you’re going to shackle me with a babysitter, at least make it someone who’s going to be of help.

			Petacchi searched Alzada’s gaze for permission to digress. We might just as well.

			‘When a person is still alive, blood circulates persistently through the body. That’s obvious. Now. There are two types of trauma. First, there are incisive wounds: slashes, or stabs – cuts, basically – of different sizes. When a cut is deep enough to penetrate to the subcutaneous tissues, it causes a person to bleed, towards the outside. Secondly, we have “blunt trauma”. You might call it “hitting a mammal with an object that isn’t sharp”: it will cause broken vessels, but the blood will have no way out of the body. That interior leakage of blood is how bruises are formed; in this case, there were a couple of instances – upper thighs, elbows, lower back – where I found rips of the skin with no bleeding to accompany them. That reveals to me – to us – that when they were inflicted, the blood was no longer flowing. Ergo, she was already dead. The placement of those lesions is what tells us that she was handled without care, because let me tell you, it’s very, very, very difficult to bruise a dead person.’

			‘Okay,’ Alzada swallowed. ‘So, to sum up: first, she’s killed. They do that somewhere quiet, where they can take their time, where they can be thorough. But then they dump her in a way that suggests they were suddenly in a rush.’

			‘Two separate sets of people?’ ventured Estrático. Seriously? He can’t be this stupid. Patience, Joaquín. 

			‘It seems to me more like something happened. Something that forced them to change their plans and made them get rid of her as fast as possible. This isn’t a ritual burial ground: they chose the first spot they could find.’ Alzada looked around the room. This dungeon was impervious to the outside world. Like sitting in a silent fish tank. But on the streets, a storm was coming. ‘They thought they’d be alone. In this neighbourhood, it’s mostly government buildings.’

			‘It’s not infrequent for me to be the only one on the street when I leave here,’ Petacchi confirmed.

			‘See?’ Alzada gestured at Estrático. ‘They weren’t expecting the protesters to stay overnight. Not even the government had foreseen that. So, they’re doing what they came to do. Professionally. Methodically. That’s how the first part happens. And suddenly, they have an audience. They get nervous. Change of plan. They see the dumpster. Drop her. Because how long has she been . . .?’

			‘Let’s see.’ Petacchi consulted his wristwatch. ‘It’s 9.20 now. Lividity has yet to fully kick in, but she’s already at room temperature.’ Alzada retched. ‘I’d say, sometime before midnight? Definitely after dinner—’ Please don’t explain how you know that.

			‘Cause of death?’ Alzada intervened. He was not going to make it without vomiting if they kept at this line of conversation. And he was certainly not going to do it in front of the rookie. He motioned Petacchi to cover the body. 

			‘A perforating injury to the occipital bone.’

			‘Translate,’ Alzada gestured to Estrático, who looked up from his notes.

			‘No need. I know what it means,’ the deputy said. ‘A blow to the head, right?’

			‘A contact wound,’ Petacchi specified, a slight note of irritation in his tone. Still, he elaborated: ‘She was shot in the back of her head.’ Definitely a hit job.

			‘Only once?’ Estrático asked.

			‘Three times in total. And at a very close range, too: not more than twenty centimetres away. But we say “injury”, singular, because the second and third ones she wouldn’t have noticed.’

			‘An execution?’ Estrático ventured.

			‘Possibly . . .’ Petacchi answered with caution.

			‘Calibre?’ Alzada interrupted them again.

			‘I recovered the bullets. All three from the same weapon. Nine millimetre. Standard.’

			‘Great,’ Estrático sighed. ‘Half of the city is a suspect.’

			‘Well, you can rule out anyone who didn’t know her,’ Petacchi mumbled.

			‘What was that, Elías?’ Alzada was interested.

			‘We can safely assume this was no accident, no robbery gone awry, no kids playing with a handgun. Someone really, really wanted her gone. I’ve taken tissue samples, of course, but my guess would be they weren’t in a rush, as you previously indicated,’ Petacchi said. ‘On the contrary: if you go to all this trouble, then you take the time to “clean her”. Hence, I expect that examination will most likely yield no results, and neither will we find anything on the dumpster. She does have a distinctive mark . . .’

			‘A mark?’ Estrático asked.

			‘. . . Or should I say two: tattoos. Twin swallows, one on each hip, facing inwards. Black ink. The fading indicates it’s four years old, approximately. If that is of any help in identifying her?’

			‘Why is the head whole?’ Estrático blurted.

			Alzada cringed. It’s true. There were no signs of the firearm wounds themselves, or of Petacchi’s later incursion to retrieve the bullets. Is that what the compass was for?

			The coroner turned to Alzada and smiled. ‘I see we’ve got ourselves a curious one, Inspector . . .’

			‘What can I say, Elías?’ He faked resignation: ‘The youth of today.’

			Alzada caught Estrático’s eyes going back and forth following their friendly banter. Surprised that we know each other this well, are we? ‘We know each other from a past life,’ was the only answer either ever provided. As if they had agreed on it. No one dared to ask further. To elaborate would have been painful on Alzada’s part, and, he imagined, embarrassing on the coroner’s. 

			Still, Alzada could always tell that their reticence only prompted further questions, especially with younger people. To be fair, even he had, long ago, wondered how the world might have looked before his time. Not the ancient one, filled with artefacts from cavemen to conquistadors – no, ironically, that one was easier to grasp: it had got a closed-casket ceremony in history books. No, people struggled to visualize a version of the past that was closer to them, one in which Alzada and Petacchi had been young, had met and somehow become friends. That they had trouble understanding. That they were less comfortable with. Because it lived on within those who were still around. Because it bled dangerously into the present.

			‘Well, contrary to what we see in movies, which if I may add is nonsense most of the time,’ the coroner said, shaking his head in disapproval, ‘the head is not always “blown open”, to use a terminology you’d understand. It largely depends on the width of the projectile, the distance from the target, the angle of entry, et cetera.’ Petacchi held the woman’s head with both hands with surprising tenderness and rotated it slightly to show a clean wound no bigger than a shirt button. ‘It’s not uncommon for the bullet to pass through tissue, and even bone, without causing any major damage to the structure.’ He used the same finesse to reposition her.

			‘Thank you for this, Elías. Impeccable work.’ Meticulous as always.

			‘My pleasure. I’ll give you a call at the station when the tox report comes back and send you the complete set of photos and the fingerprint analysis of the dumpster for your files.’

			Inspector Alzada shook hands with him and rushed out. He barely heard Petacchi’s afterthought: ‘Have a good day, Inspector.’

			Behind him, Estrático struggled to keep up with his pace. This street was quiet, but they could hear the sound of the crowd swelling a couple of streets over. West. Towards the Casa Rosada. How was anyone expected to take this country seriously when the seat of government was a pink building called ‘the Pink House’?

			‘Estrático.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ 

			Alzada heard the deputy’s strained voice but didn’t turn around. ‘I need to run some errands.’ To begin with, coffee. It’s not like this case is a priority. ‘Can you get to the station on your own?’

			‘Very well, sir.’

			Estrático disappeared as furtively as he had materialized earlier. Alzada looked for a place to go. Damn. His new shoes in a dark puddle. Not rain. Then again, if all he had to worry about was dirty water . . .

		

	
		
			3

			(2001)

			Wednesday, 19 December; 10:00 

			By the time Alzada got to the police station, it had begun to rain. More than rain, it was txirimiri: the relentless, almost imperceptible mist that ended up soaking your bones. The inspector stepped into the open-plan area. Originally a reception room with a sleek mahogany desk and a beautiful secretary who styled her hair like Evita, the interior had suffered from the abundant cuts the recession had impelled the Policía Federal Argentina to make. The precinct had been forced to rent out the uppermost floors to a dashing foreign advertising agency and the reception had consequently morphed into an actual office where younger deputies such as Estrático sat. It was a cramped space painted a dubious mustard colour and packed like a Tetris grid with plywood desks, uncomfortable, rickety chairs, a temperamental coffee machine and the jewel of the police station’s furniture: a green couch familiar to every troublemaker in the Monserrat precinct. Its faux velvet didn’t discriminate between police officers in civilian clothes and perps waiting to be booked, and greeted its occupants with the memory of stale cigarettes and coffee. Thirty years after its purchase it had lost most of its colour and showed yellowish patches, like grass at the end of a dry summer. 

			Perched on it this morning – like almost every other morning – was la Dolores, who had yet again disturbed the peace of this respectable neighbourhood. Dolores was thirty-seven, looked forty-seven, and showed a recurring difficulty in understanding why the same clients who promised her unconditional love during their private encounters then went on to act as though they didn’t know her, especially when they took the occasional Sunday stroll with their families. Their ‘other families’, as she insisted on calling them. 

			‘Good morning, Dolores.’

			Her modus operandi amused Inspector Alzada.

			‘Good morning, Inspector.’ It seemed as if she had spent the night on the couch and she was wrapped in a blanket, her eyeliner and mascara smudged.

			‘I look forward to the morning when I don’t see you here,’ Alzada said as he walked by.

			‘I look forward to that morning too, Inspector.’

			‘Let me know if the boys take more time than they need to process your paperwork. I know they like having you around, but you should have gone home by now. Especially with what’s going on today.’

			‘Thank you, Inspector.’ She never uttered one sentence without including his title: a perfect blend of reverence and gentle mockery.

			‘Estrático!’ he yelled.

			A blond head popped out of a side door. The deputy had, much to Alzada’s dismay, taken off his jacket – the nerve – revealing, to make things worse, a short-sleeved, button-down shirt underneath.

			‘You can call me Orestes, sir. Since we’re going to be partners . . .’

			‘Estrático, I’ve had one partner in my life and I sure as hell don’t plan on having another.’ Alzada looked around, suddenly concerned. It looks like a Sunday afternoon in here. ‘Has everyone been sent out?’

			‘Reinforcement,’ Estrático confirmed. ‘Seventy-five thousand armed forces and police personnel are on standby. An unprecedented measure.’

			There is a precedent, and that didn’t end well. The last time the military had taken to the streets the death toll had risen to thousands.

			‘And not us?’ Alzada chuckled. ‘I know what I did not to be considered for that heroic task, but you? Isn’t it a little early in your career to be shunned?’

			Estrático smiled uncomfortably. 

			‘Good.’ Alzada found a small pleasure in rattling his subordinate, but enough was enough. ‘I guess there’ll be no roll call today . . . Any news from the morgue?’

			‘Not yet, sir. Aside from the Jane Doe, the morning has been quiet so far.’

			‘So far,’ Alzada grunted.

			‘I mean, there is a couple here to see you.’

			‘Me?’ Alzada dropped his hands in disappointment. ‘Did they mention my name specifically? Are you sure they want me?’

			‘They didn’t ask for you personally.’ That’s more like it. ‘They said they wanted to talk to the highest-ranking official at the station. And as you know,’ the deputy paused to fake a cough, ‘it’s only 10 o’clock. . . . so that means you.’

			‘And what do they want?’ Alzada chose to ignore Estrático’s mention of the commissioner’s famously lax work ethic. 

			‘They wouldn’t say. I took them to your office.’

			He’d wasted enough time this morning between the morgue business and finding a parking spot for his grizzled Clio. Not that he had that much to do, really: without an ID, without a tox report, without a crime scene, all there was left to do was hope someone would call in a disappeared woman who matched the description. The instructions for today are clear. The commissioner liked to call it ‘the protocol of minimum effort’: any matter that could be postponed, would be postponed. But even if he had time to deal with them, these people had to be out of their minds: to choose today of all days to spend the morning at a police station?

			‘Sit in with me on this one.’

			‘Good morning,’ Alzada announced upon entering his office. 

			The couple muttered a reply the inspector didn’t hear. 

			From his office at the back the inspector could deal with these two blemishes on his otherwise ‘flawless’ day and simultaneously dominate the open-plan office outside: a large panel of amber glass allowed him to oversee all activity, while his door remained closed. This way, he was spared from the subordinates’ clunky typing, the random gossip about things he didn’t give a shit about and the coarse jokes. The last concession from Galante. Otherwise I’d be sitting in the secretary pool.

			In a corner of Alzada’s office stood a round, wobbly table, burdened with minarets of pending files, often assigned to one of the underlings who took turns working for him. The inspector was well aware that the young officers’ presence wasn’t a courtesy: their real mission was not to function as a personal aide to him – as he had been assured by Commissioner Galante – but rather to report anything irresponsible the wild card of the precinct might be up to, ideally before it happened. Recently, the commissioner had chosen Estrático as his latest minion. He probably thinks I can’t turn such a brown-noser.

			Alzada blamed the general chaos for inopportunely clogging his desk – both literally and figuratively – with ugly cases that otherwise would never have found their way to him. He wished he could find a better word – something elegant, perhaps with a touch of Latin. But in this case, it was fitting. Ugly. That’s what it was: to have to devote his day to finding a reasonable explanation for a body abandoned in a dumpster behind the morgue. Ugly. If things had run normally at the station, someone in robbery would never have had to take care of a Jane Doe. But then again, when had things last been ‘normal’ in the precinct? In Buenos Aires?

			Alzada was about to hang his umbrella on the coat stand when he paused.

			‘Whose coat is this?’ he asked. 

			The two civilians before him emitted no sound.

			‘Mine, sir,’ Estrático mumbled.

			‘This is not the way to hang a coat. Don’t you see?’ Alzada grabbed a grey suit jacket. ‘You have to hang it by the sleeve. Like this,’ he demonstrated. ‘Otherwise you’ll have yourself a jacket with a hump in no time.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			Inspector Alzada manoeuvred around his desk, careful not to accelerate the peeling of the wall paint behind him, dropped into his chair, and rubbed his hands. ‘Okay, let’s get to work.’

			The inspector stared at the couple, motionless as if cast in lead, and was suddenly thankful for the whirr of the table fan.

			‘I’m Inspector Alzada. And this is Deputy Estrático.’ He motioned to the secondary table, where the young police officer had taken his place. ‘He will be assisting me. You should know he’s one of the most promising police officers in the force.’

			Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Estrático swell with pride. Imbecile, of course he thinks this is all about him. Civilians – even those who pay us voluntary visits – need to be eased in. Alzada had observed this on countless occasions: people entered the station eager to help, only to become mute, as if at some point between getting a welcome nod from Basilio the security guard and sitting in front of an officer, they realized where they were. Confused, like they’d been bitten by a yarará snake.

			‘What can I do for you today?’

			The man looked like an engineer – the way people look like engineers even if they’re not: he wore high-prescription tortoiseshell glasses and, in spite of Buenos Aires’ summer heat, his burgundy bow tie matched both his chequered shirt and his sweater. The woman was immaculately attuned to her husband – the cream-coloured cardigan on her shoulders rested over a striped burgundy dress. Schoolteacher. Together, they looked like money.

			‘My sister has disappeared,’ she said. Flat out. Matter-of-factly. Most people needed forty leading questions to get there. Straight to the point. I like her. Her lower lip trembled a bit now she was silent.

			Alzada opened a drawer and pushed his flask aside in search of pen and paper. How times have changed.
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