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The building on Alhelí Street
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The building at 47 Alhelí Street didn’t stand out in Chamartín’s residential sprawl. Seven floors of reddish brick, balconies with wrought-iron railings that had once been white, shutters in every hue the owners had chosen. Nothing remarkable. One of those seventies-era blocks that spring up across Madrid like mushrooms after rain.

But if you looked closely—and very few did—you’d notice the details. The fine cracks in the façade, like spider silk, climbing from the entrance to the third floor. The bronze plaque by the door, dulled by decades of grime, reading: “Property Owners’ Association – 1974.” The green awning of the corner newsstand, faded by fifty years of Madrid sun. And above all, the elevator. That ancient Boetticher & Navarro with a scissor gate, groaning and protesting every time anyone dared to use it.

Teresa Aguirre had lived in 3B for thirty-two years. Thirty-two years of watching. From her window, overlooking both Alhelí Street and the inner courtyard, nothing escaped her. She knew who came home late on Fridays—the boy from 5A, reeking of cheap cologne and alcohol—who argued at night—the 2C residents, always at eleven sharp—and who received clandestine visitors.

That early October Tuesday, Teresa was in her usual spot: decaf in hand, elbow on the sill, crochet curtain parted just enough to see without being seen. She wore the same hairstyle she had sported since 1989: tight chestnut curls, now turning orange. Her floral robe—the blue one, reserved for Tuesdays.

“Here he comes,” she murmured, though only her cat, a gray Persian named Cayetano, heard her—and ignored her.

At the end of the street, Ramiro Sánchez appeared on his old Vespa, white with red details, loaded with two mailbags. Punctual as ever. Ten fifteen. You could set your watch by him.

Fifty-eight, though he could pass for ten years younger. Dark hair streaked with gray, slicked back with pomade, an athletic build from decades of stair climbing. He wore the postal uniform with old-school pride: neatly pressed, complete with a cap that no one wore anymore. Summer left him sweating like a roast chicken, but Ramiro was old school.

Teresa watched him park in his usual spot, right in front of the entrance—technically illegal, but no municipal officer had dared fine him in twenty years. Ramiro had that gift. People liked him. Even Officer Gutiérrez, the toughest cop in the neighborhood, had once said: “I won’t fine you because you bring the old ladies’ pensions, man. You’re a saint.”

Saint. Ha. Teresa wrinkled her nose. If they only knew.

She watched him unload the bags—one on his shoulder, one in hand. Heavy. Muscles flexing beneath his shirt. A nod to Paco at the newsstand, a sidestep around a sprinkler puddle, a push of the entrance door with his hip.

The lobby smelled of damp and cheap cleaning products. Black-and-white tiles, some broken. Eighteen brass mailboxes to the right, each labeled. In the center, the elevator. To the left, synthetic marble stairs with a polished wooden railing, worn smooth by countless hands.

Ramiro placed the bags down with a sigh. First the mailboxes, then up.

Teresa couldn’t see him now, but she knew every move. She knew the routine better than Ramiro himself.

Upstairs, 5A: Carlos and Miguel prepared the children’s breakfast. Miguel did the cooking; Carlos tried not to interfere while scrolling through emails. The twins, Hugo and Martina, had just turned five and argued over which cartoons to watch.

“Daddy, Hugo took the remote!”
“No, I had it first!”
“Carlos, referee?”
Miguel stirred the cereal with infinite patience.
Carlos looked up. Forty-two, architect, perpetually sleep-deprived. Dark circles, stubble meant to look stylish but mostly lazy.

“Rock, paper, scissors,” he said. “Winner chooses the first fifteen minutes.”

Miguel smiled. Eight years together, three in this apartment, and he still marveled at how practical Carlos could be when he wanted. He himself, thirty-nine, a high school teacher, leaned toward endless negotiation.

The metallic click of the mailbox interrupted. Mail.

“I’ll get it,” Miguel said, wiping his hands on a dishcloth.

Meanwhile, 4C: Laura Vega had just turned on her ring light. Platinum waves, makeup perfected over forty minutes, white crop top, high-waisted jeans. Twenty-six, three hundred forty thousand Instagram followers. @LauraVegaStyle, fashion influencer.

“Hi, loves,” she said, smiling into the camera, practiced charm in her voice. “Today, let’s talk about the fall basics your wardrobe cannot be without...”

Mailbox sound. Damn. The microphone picked it up.

“Cut, one sec, girls.”

2D: Julián Herrera, building president, scrutinized last quarter’s accounts for the fifteenth time. Sixty-four, retired banker, white hair, thick-rimmed glasses. Wife out shopping. Perfect. He could focus.

Numbers didn’t add up. Two hundred euros missing from maintenance fees. Someone hadn’t paid in full. Again.

He sighed, rubbed his nose. Numbers never lie. People do.

Click of the mailbox. Mail. Bills. Always bills.

1A: Manuela Ortiz cleaned her kitchen counter for the third time that morning. Seventy-eight, widowed twelve years, alone since her daughter moved to Barcelona. Cleaning calmed her nerves. Lately, she cleaned a lot.

Mailbox sound. Ramiro. Tuesday. Her heart skipped a foolish beat. Ridiculous at her age.

She straightened her apron—the red-checkered one from her granddaughter—fixed the few strands of hair left, and waited. Sometimes Ramiro came up. Sometimes.

Underground parking: Iván Ruiz finished changing his motorcycle’s oil. Thirty-one, tattooed arms, trimmed goatee. Official elevator operator, unofficially general maintenance. He’d inherited it from his father, who inherited it from his grandfather. The Ruiz family and that elevator shared history.

Engine of Ramiro’s Vespa. Footsteps in the lobby. Routine. Mailboxes first, then up.

Iván glanced at his watch. Ten seventeen. Like a stopwatch.

Ramiro opened his worn satchel, sorting mail methodically: ads for 1B, electricity bill for 2A, certified letter for 3D, a postcard for 4B, small package for 5A. Each mailbox known, every name remembered.

Finished with mailboxes. Now up. Deliveries for 3B (Teresa’s certified letter), 5A (package), 7A (large parcel).

He eyed the stairs. Seven floors. Then the elevator.

The Boetticher groaned, like breathing. Metal scissor gate, dark wood, rust-stained mirror, yellow light. Iván kept it running with love, not parts. Half a century old.

Ramiro pressed the button. Elevator on the fifth floor. It rattled downward.

Teresa couldn’t see inside, but she heard. Every sound known, familiar. Normal.

Until it wasn’t.

A scream tore from the lobby, up the shaft like a wounded animal. Sharp, terrible, broken.

Teresa dropped her coffee. It shattered. Decaf spread across the tiles.

Doors flying open. Voices. Footsteps.

Carlos peeked from 5th floor, Miguel followed. “Don’t move,” he said to the kids.

Laura Vega, phone in hand, stepped out.

Julián Herrera descended as fast as sixty-four years allowed.

Manuela Ortiz opened her door, trembling.

Iván climbed from the parking three steps at a time.

On the third floor, Teresa gripped the railing, heart pounding.

The elevator hung between the ground and first floors. Visible through the stairwell.

Inside, a figure writhed. Not quite Ramiro. Yet unmistakably him.

The cable had snapped—or been cut—and spiraled around him, coiling around neck, torso, arms. But not loose. Somehow, impossibly, the cable had pierced the cabin, ensnared him, lifted him like a grotesque puppet.

Half a meter above the floor, face purple, eyes bulging, mouth open. Steel cable biting into flesh. Blood. Enough.

He twitched. Last spasms.

Iván reached the shaft. Saw. Tried doors. Jammed.

“Fuck! Call 112! NOW!”

Phones raised. Laura instinctively recorded, horrified at herself. Miguel dialed, hands trembling. Julián failed to stay calm. Manuela stifled a sob. Carlos hugged Miguel. Teresa stared, breathless.

Inside, Ramiro Sánchez stopped moving.

Silence. Absolute. The building seemed to hold its breath.

Then chaos.

Voices overlapped: “What happened?” “Is he dead?” “My God!” “Keep the kids inside!” “How...?” “The cable...” “Impossible.”

Impossible.

But there he was.

Ramiro Sánchez, postman for twenty years, bringer of pensions, packages, love letters, bills—hung dead, wrapped in steel cable, a macabre gift at 47 Alhelí Street.

And somewhere in the building, someone knew.

Because this was no accident.
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The postman's routine
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Three hours earlier, Ramiro Sánchez had woken at six thirty in the morning in his small Tetuán apartment. Forty square meters of his life reduced to the essentials. A sofa bed he never fully folded, a kitchenette with two burners, a bathroom with a shower. A window facing the inner courtyard where stray cats held nightly concerts.

His phone alarm went off with its usual marimba tone—everyone’s default ringtone, never changed. Ramiro silenced it with a swat and stared at the ceiling for exactly two minutes. No more, no less. His ritual.

Fifty-eight years old. Forty of them working for the postal service. He started at eighteen, when Franco was still alive and Madrid was a different city. A different life.

He got up, went to the bathroom, peed, splashed cold water on his face. Stared at his reflection in the mirror, speckled with old toothpaste. Hair streaked gray but stubbornly resisting full whiteness. Wrinkles around his eyes, deeper than he remembered. When had he aged? Slowly, probably. So slowly he hadn’t noticed.

He shaved with an electric razor, combed back his hair with Brumol pomade—the same brand his father had used—dressed in his uniform. Short-sleeved blue shirt despite the October chill, navy trousers, black shoes polished on Sunday. The cap stayed on the Vespa. He always put it on when arriving at the post office.

Quick breakfast: coffee with milk, two María biscuits. Five minutes. Ramiro didn’t linger over meals.

By seven ten, he stepped out of the building. His Vespa waited on the curb, chained to a lamppost. White with red details, an ’82 model bought second-hand in ’95. He had maintained it better than any relationship he’d ever had.

The ride to the Bravo Murillo post office took fifteen minutes if lucky, twenty with traffic. That morning, he was lucky. Green lights, smooth flow. October in Madrid still had that fleeting civility before real winter set in.

Inside the office, the atmosphere was the usual. Half a dozen postmen prepping their routes, sorting mail, grumbling about paperwork. Ramiro nodded—a morning man of few words—and went straight to his station.

“Hey, Ramiro,” called Sebastián, his colleague for fifteen years. “Did you see the new regulations on certified packages?”

Ramiro grunted something unintelligible, roughly meaning, “I’ll look later.”

“Man, how are you always in such a good mood?”

Ramiro almost smiled. Not really. His lips curved half a millimeter.

“They pay me to deliver letters, Sebas. Not to read bureaucratic tomes.”

“Don’t let Martínez hear that, he’ll sermon you.”

Martínez, fiftyish, big belly, treated regulations like the Ten Commandments. Ramiro avoided him whenever possible.

Sorting mail took an hour. His route covered parts of Chamartín, including Alhelí Street and surroundings. He knew every doorway, every neighbor, every dog that barked at him. Twenty years builds knowledge.

At nine, he loaded the two mailbags onto the Vespa. Heavy, as always. October brought many bills: electricity, gas, community fees. People paid their sins in autumn.

“Wait, Ramiro,” a voice called.

It was Ana, the new girl. Maybe thirty, blonde, efficient—the kind destined to be a supervisor within five years. Ramiro had seen dozens pass through.

“Yes?”

“This is for 47 Alhelí. Certified, signature required, 3B.”

She handed him a yellow envelope, letter-sized. Ramiro weighed it. Not too heavy. Official documents, most likely.

“3B, Teresa Aguirre,” Ana added. “Do you know her?”

Ramiro nodded. Of course he did. Teresa, the building’s official busybody. Window always slightly ajar, eyes missing nothing. He had watched her evolve from middle-aged woman to retiree over twenty years. Always just as nosy.

“Perfect. You know the drill: signature and...”

“I know how it works,” Ramiro cut in, kindly enough.

Ana smiled. She’d grown used to his bluntness.

Ramiro stashed the certified envelope in his special satchel, started the Vespa, and left the office. Nine-oh-five. Five minutes ahead. Good.

Madrid mid-morning is a living organism. Traffic jams forming, buses spitting out passengers, café terraces filling with pensioners nursing a cortado for two hours. Ramiro weaved past a taxi braking sharply, overtook a delivery van, turned onto Bravo Murillo toward Chamartín.

He knew shortcuts absent from Google Maps: quieter streets, predictable traffic lights. The Vespa slipped between cars like an eel.

First stop: Ponzano Street. Five entrances, mailboxes quick, nothing requiring a climb. Ten minutes.

Second stop: Alfonso XIII Avenue. Three buildings, one package to deliver by hand on the second floor. He exchanged thirty seconds with the porter. “It’s going to rain,” she said. “Always rains in October,” Ramiro replied. Ritual observed.

Third stop: López de Hoyos Street. Large building, eighteen mailboxes. Ramiro delivered with surgical efficiency: white envelope, invoice; brown envelope, bank; small package, Amazon. People’s lives summarized in paper and cardboard.

Fourth stop: Alhelí Street.

He checked his watch: ten fourteen. Perfect. One minute earlier than usual.

He parked the Vespa in its usual spot, right in front of 47. Theoretically prohibited loading zone, but Ramiro had unofficial immunity. Officer Gutiérrez passed by at ten thirty on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Today was Tuesday—but Ramiro would be inside.

He unloaded the two bags. The right one heavier. Probably the large 7A package. He’d seen it in sorting: Amazon box, three kilos. Books, maybe shoes. People shopped more online every year. Correos had become Amazon’s messenger.

The corner kiosk opened. Paco, the owner, raised a hand. Ramiro nodded. Not friends, just mutual respect: a decades-long, polite recognition of daily encounters.

He pushed open the door with his hip. Both bags heavy. Familiar scents greeted him: damp, bleach, that indefinable aroma of an old building with plumbing issues.

The lobby was empty. Normal. Workers gone, retirees not yet out, children at school. The building paused in quiet anticipation.

He set the bags down carefully. First, the mailboxes. Eighteen in total. Three units per floor, six inhabited floors. Seventh, the attic, just two large apartments. Ramiro knew the layout by heart.

Started at 1A: Manuela Ortiz. Widow, seventies. Gas bill. Into the mailbox with a metallic creak. 1B: Ramírez couple. Middle-aged, barely interacted with anyone. Advertising. 1C: vacant three months. Apartment for sale.

Second floor: 2A: Bank letter. 2B: Small package, folded slightly. 2C: Movistar bill. 2D: Julián Herrera, building president. Official envelope, Tax Agency. Ramiro smiled. Hacienda never rests.

Third floor: 3A: Postcard. Who sent postcards in 2024? From the Balearic Islands, naturally. 3B: Teresa Aguirre. Certified envelope. Set aside—he would have to climb later.

He continued methodically: fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh. Mechanical efficiency. His hands knew each mailbox, each lock’s resistance.

Finished in six minutes. Ten twenty. Now, the climbs.

Three direct deliveries: 3B, Teresa; 5A, Carlos and Miguel, small package; 7A, large package.

He picked up the satchel, eyed the stairs, then the elevator.

The old Boetticher & Navarro was a relic. Ramiro had seen it break and repair dozens of times in twenty years. Iván Ruiz kept it alive with miracles and scrap parts. But it worked. More or less.

Ramiro feared the elevator not at all. Hundreds, likely thousands of trips. He knew its noises, its vibrations, its metallic complaints. Like an old animal, protesting yet obedient.

He pressed the call button. The elevator on the fifth floor. Motor started, cable rattled, the cabin descended.

Fifth floor. Fourth. Third. Second. First.

The cabin arrived at ground level with a mechanical sigh. The scissor gate creaked as it opened.

Ramiro stepped in. The cabin smelled of must, wood, metal. The mirror at the back stained but reflective. Uniform pristine, cap under arm, satchel in hand.

Pressed the third-floor button. First stop.

Doors closed. The elevator began its ascent.

And then, everything went wrong.

Ramiro didn’t see what happened next. No one did. But the result would be etched into the building’s memory forever.

The elevator cable—or some part of it, some mechanism Ramiro would never understand—gave way. Not cleanly. It frayed, twisted, fell in a spiral inside the cabin like a serpent of steel.

And Ramiro, by instinct, misfortune, or fate, stood exactly where he shouldn’t have.

The cable struck his shoulder first, then coiled around his neck, torso, arms. He tried to scream, but the steel constricted. He struggled, but three-millimeter steel doesn’t bend to human fingers.

The cabin stopped between floors. First and second, likely. Safety system partially worked.

Fifty-eight years old, forty delivering mail, Ramiro Sánchez found himself suspended midair inside the elevator, steel cable cutting breath, skin, life.

He tried to call out. Only a muffled groan escaped.

Pressure on the neck increased. Ears rang. Vision darkened.

His thoughts flickered: his mother, dead twelve years; the Vespa left outside; the certified envelope Teresa would never receive.

Then, before the end, darker thoughts: secrets, mistakes, acts no one should know. Was this punishment?

The world went black.

Ramiro Sánchez heard no screams. Saw no neighbors running. Felt no chaos from his death.

Only darkness. Only silence.

And somewhere in 47 Alhelí Street... someone knew.
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The discovery
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Inspector Javier Durán arrived at 47 Alhelí Street at eleven fifteen in the morning, forty-five minutes after the 112 call. The ambulance crew was already there but had been unable to do anything. The body still hung inside the elevator, suspended in that obscene position that would leave several neighbors needing therapy.

Durán was fifty-three, with thirty years in the National Police. He had seen it all: drownings in the Manzanares, stabbings in Lavapiés, car accidents on the M-30, suicides in Chamberí. He thought nothing could surprise him anymore.

He was wrong.

“Fuck,” was all he could say when he saw the body.

Next to him, Sub-inspector Daniel Ortega, twenty-eight, two years in homicide, swallowed audibly.

“How the hell...?” Daniel began.

“Good question,” Durán interrupted.

The inspector was a tall man, broad-shouldered now beginning to slump, with receding hair he no longer tried to hide. He wore the same brown leather jacket for a decade, jeans past their prime, and an expression of permanent fatigue. Disillusioned, they called him at the station. Burnt out.

Daniel, by contrast, was all nervous energy. Tall, thin, short hair with too much gel, suit still slightly big because he had bought it aspirationally. Ambitious. Hungry to conquer the world and prove he deserved homicide despite his youth.

“Who found the body?” Durán asked the uniformed officer cordoning off the area.

“No one exactly, inspector. The postman entered the lobby alone. The neighbors heard a scream and came out. They saw him... like that.”

“Like that.” What a useless word.

Ramiro Sánchez hung inside the elevator like a broken marionette. The steel cable had spiraled around him, forming an almost geometric pattern. Neck, chest, arms. His face purple, eyes wide, mouth in a grimace of horror. Dried blood where the cable had cut the skin.

“The forensic team?” Durán asked.

“On their way. Ten minutes.”

“No one touches anything until they arrive.”

The building lobby had become a controlled frenzy. Uniformed officers keeping neighbors at a distance. Ambulance personnel waiting for authorization to remove the body. The first responders from 112, now useless but unable to leave until homicide gave the go-ahead.

Durán approached the elevator as closely as he could without contaminating the scene. He observed. That was his talent. Thirty years teach you how to truly see.

The cable. How had it fallen like that? Elevator cables don’t break in a spiral. They don’t coil. If a cable snaps, it falls straight or the cabin collapses. This was... unnatural.

“Daniel, what do you see?”

The sub-inspector approached, pulled out his notebook. Always took notes. Durán no longer did. He remembered everything, for better or worse.

“The cable looks like it... unrolled. As if it was wound on the drum above and someone released it suddenly.”

“Someone?”

“Or something. A mechanical failure.”

“Mechanical failures don’t do this,” Durán said, pointing at the body. “This requires perfect timing. The cable falls, wraps the guy at the exact moment, the elevator stops at precisely the right point so he’s suspended.”

“You’re saying it was deliberate?”

“I’m saying it wasn’t a fucking accident.”

Durán turned toward the neighbors gathered behind the police tape. A dozen people, maybe more. Pale faces, expressions of shock, some crying.

“Let’s talk to them. You start on the left, I’ll start on the right. Names, apartments, what you saw, what you heard. Everything.”

“Now? Shouldn’t we wait for the forensic team?”

Durán gave him that look Daniel already knew. The one that said, you’re young and don’t know shit yet.

“Now, while they’re in shock. When they speak the truth without thinking. In two hours, they’ll have talked among themselves, consciously or not, about what to say. Now, Daniel.”

The sub-inspector nodded, adjusted his tie nervously, and moved toward the group of neighbors.

Durán went to the right, where an elderly woman clung to the railing as if about to faint. Seventies, floral robe, hair dyed an unnatural color.

“Ma’am, I’m Inspector Durán. What’s your name?”

“Teresa. Teresa Aguirre. I live in 3B.”

“Did you see what happened?”

“No... not exactly. I heard the scream. A horrible scream. I came out to the landing and...” her voice cracked. “Poor Ramiro.”

“Did you know the deceased?”

“He was the postman. He’s been delivering mail for twenty years. Everyone in the building knew him.”

Durán pulled out his phone, opened the notes app, and began typing.

“What time did you hear the scream?”

“Around ten fifteen. Ten seventeen, to be exact. I checked the kitchen clock.”

“Were you in the kitchen?”

“No, the living room. By the window.”

“Did you see Mr. Sánchez arrive?”

Teresa hesitated. Just a second, but Durán noticed.

“Yes. He arrived on his Vespa, as always. Parked outside, entered the lobby.”

“Alone?”

“Pardon?”

“Did he enter the lobby alone or was someone else with him?”

“Alone. As far as I saw.”

As far as I saw. Interesting nuance.

“Did you hear anything before the scream? The elevator moving, voices, anything?”

“The elevator, yes. It came down from the fifth floor. Then went up. Or started going up. Then... the scream.”

“How do you know it came down from the fifth?”

Teresa blinked.

“The sound. I know the sound. I’ve lived here thirty-two years, inspector. I know which floor the elevator is just by the noise.”

Durán nodded. Witnesses like this were gold. Or a nightmare, depending on whether they lied.

“Who lives on the fifth floor?”

“5A, Carlos and Miguel, with their children. 5B, Sebastián Lozano, works at a bank. 5C, Rosa Delgado, elderly, barely goes out.”

“Did you see anyone from the fifth floor come down before it happened?”

“No. But I was in the living room; I can’t see the stairs from there.”

Durán took more notes. Across the lobby, Daniel was questioning a man in his forties, architect-looking, tired eyes, three-day beard.

“Ms. Aguirre, one last question. Noticed anything strange in the past few days? Elevator making odd noises, anyone lurking, anything unusual?”

Teresa bit her lip. She was about to say something, Durán knew instinctively.

“Friday,” she finally said. “Friday night, around eleven, I heard noises in the elevator shaft. Like someone was... working. Metal on metal.”

“Did you call anyone? The building president, maintenance?”

“No. I thought it might be Iván, the elevator operator. Sometimes he works at night for repairs.”

“Iván?”

“Iván Ruiz. He maintains the elevator. His family has done it since the building was constructed.”

Durán mentally underlined the name. First person of interest.

“Thank you, Ms. Aguirre. We’ll need to speak with you more extensively. Will you be home this afternoon?”

“I don’t plan on leaving for weeks after this.”

Durán moved to the next neighbor. A young man, early thirties, tattoos on his arms, goatee. Nervous, shifting weight from one foot to the other.

“Name?”

“Iván. Iván Ruiz.”

Bingo.

“Mr. Ruiz, I understand you are responsible for elevator maintenance.”

“Yes. Well, for the whole building, but mainly the elevator. It’s my job.”

“When was the last time you inspected the mechanism?”

Iván swallowed. He knew how this sounded.

“Last Thursday. Routine check. Everything was fine.”

“Everything?”

“Everything. Cables, motor, safety system. All in order.”

“And Friday night? Were you working on the elevator around eleven?”

Iván’s face fell.

“Who said that?”

“Answer the question.”

“No. Friday night I was at my girlfriend’s place. In Carabanchel. Must be a mistake.”

“Does anyone else have access to the elevator machine room?”

“The building president has a key. Julián Herrera. And me. No one else.”

“Sure?”

“Sure.”

But Iván did not seem sure of anything.

Durán left him sweating and approached Daniel, who was finishing with a young, platinum-blonde woman, still made up despite the circumstances.

“Anything?” Durán asked.

“Laura Vega, 4C. Influencer. She was filming a video when it happened. Says she heard the noise but didn’t come down immediately.”

“Influencer?”

“Fashion. Instagram. Three hundred thousand followers.”

“God help us,” muttered Durán. “Did she capture anything useful?”

“No. She says no.”

The forensic team arrived at that moment: three technicians with cases, cameras, evidence bags. The lead was Martín Salas, fifty, meticulous to obsession. Durán had known him twenty years.

“Javi, what a mess,” Martín greeted.

“You see. What do you think?”

Martín approached the elevator, observed the body from multiple angles without touching it.

“This is weird. Very weird.”

“Define weird.”

“Elevator cables have a tensile strength over ten tons. They don’t break like this on their own. And even if they did, they don’t fall in a perfect spiral around the occupant. This looks... orchestrated.”

“How long to process the scene?”

“At least three hours. I need to photograph, take samples from the cable, check the entire mechanism. And remove the body without destroying evidence.”

“Do it fast. This is going to get ugly.”

Martín nodded and began giving orders to his team.

Durán turned to the neighbors. All watching, some crying, others silent. Eighteen apartments. Eighteen sets of eyes that may have seen something. Or maybe one of them was responsible.

Because Durán already knew, with the certainty thirty years of experience gives:

Ramiro Sánchez had not died by accident.

Someone in that building had killed him.

And now it was time to find out who. And why.
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The first interrogations
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By two in the afternoon, Durán and Daniel had turned Teresa Aguirre’s apartment into an improvised operations center. Teresa had offered her living room—nervously, but she had offered—and now the two officers took turns questioning the neighbors one by one.

The apartment smelled of lavender air freshener and reheated coffee. Teresa flitted around the kitchen, making teas no one had asked for, wiping surfaces that were already clean. The cat, Cayetano, watched them from the sofa with feline disdain.

Durán sat in the armchair Teresa had indicated—“Grandpa’s chair,” she had said, though Grandpa had been dead for twenty-five years—and went over his notes while Daniel brought in the first person to be interviewed.

Carlos Mendoza entered the living room looking like he hadn’t slept, even though it was only two in the afternoon. Architect, forty-two, married to Miguel Soto, father of five-year-old twins.

“Please, sit down, Mr. Mendoza,” Durán said.

Carlos perched on the edge of the sofa, displacing Cayetano, who hissed indignantly.

“How long is this going to take? Miguel’s alone with the kids, and they’re scared.”

“As long as it takes. Tell me what you saw this morning.”

Carlos sighed and rubbed his eyes.

“We were having breakfast. Miguel was preparing cereal, I was checking work mail. The kids were arguing over the TV, the usual. Then we heard the scream.”

“What kind of scream?”

“What do you mean, what kind? A person dying, damn it. Sorry. A horrible scream. High-pitched, broken.”

“Where did it come from?”

“The elevator shaft. I went out to the landing, Miguel behind me. From above, we saw...” He swallowed. “We saw Ramiro hanging inside the elevator.”

“Was he alive when you saw him?”

“I think so. He was moving. Spasms. But by the time Iván tried to open the door...”

“Iván got there fast?”

“Very fast. Came up from the parking garage like a rocket.”

“Did you see anyone else on the stairs? Going up or down?”

Carlos shook his head.

“We all came out at the same time. Teresa from the third floor, Laura from the fourth, Julián from the second. I think people from the sixth as well. Everything was very confusing.”

“Did you know Ramiro Sánchez well?”

“Normally. Greetings in the morning and afternoon. Sometimes we chatted for two minutes if we ran into each other. He was nice. Always asked about the kids.”

“Any conflict with him? Anything that caught your attention?”

Carlos hesitated. Durán noticed.

“Mr. Mendoza, this is a homicide investigation. Any information, no matter how insignificant it seems...”

“I’m not sure if it’s relevant,” Carlos said. “But about a month ago, maybe five weeks, I saw Ramiro arguing with someone on the street. It was weird because Ramiro never argued with anyone.”

“With whom?”

“I don’t know. A man, from behind. I didn’t see his face. But Ramiro seemed... angry. He was pointing at him, speaking loudly. I didn’t hear what they said; I was on the balcony.”

“Description of the other man?”

“Middle-aged, I think. Dark hair. Average build. I don’t know, I saw him for two seconds.”

Durán noted it. Not much, but something.

“Anything else unusual lately? In the building, the elevator, with the neighbors?”

“The elevator has been making strange noises for weeks. Complains more than usual. Iván says it’s normal, it’s old, but...”

“But?”

“I don’t know. Miguel told me it’s better to take the stairs. He didn’t trust it.”

“And you?”

“I used it. Five floors with small children is a lot of stairs.”

Durán nodded and gestured to Daniel.

“You may go. We’ll be in touch.”

Carlos got up, relieved.

“Inspector?” He paused at the door. “Do you really think... that someone killed him?”

“It’s too early to say.”

But both knew that was a lie.

Next was Julián Herrera, the building president. Sixty-four, immaculate white hair, plastic-framed glasses, an air of someone used to being obeyed.

He sat up straight, crossed his legs carefully not to crease his pressed trousers.

“Inspector, this is a tragedy. An absolute tragedy. In thirty years as president we’ve never had—”

“Mr. Herrera,” Durán interrupted, “when was the last time you checked the elevator’s safety system?”

Julián blinked, taken aback by the interruption.

“Iván does monthly inspections. They’re documented. I can provide the reports.”

“Do you have a key to the machine room?”

“Yes. As president, I have duplicates of all the building’s common keys.”

“Anyone else have access?”

“Only Iván. And before him, his father, when he handled maintenance.”

“When were you last in the machine room?”

Julián frowned, thinking.

“Two months ago. July. There was a motor issue, and I went up with Iván to check the repair. I’m meticulous with the building’s expenses.”

“Did you notice anything unusual then?”

“No. Everything seemed in order.”

“And lately? Any complaints about the elevator?”

“The usual. Noise, slow, doors sticking. Constant complaints Iván resolves. But nothing serious.”

“Did you know Ramiro Sánchez well?”

“As well as you know a postman. Twenty years coming to the building. Always punctual, always polite. A professional.”

“Any conflict with him?”

Julián shook his head firmly.

“None. Ramiro was... part of the building, in a way. Like the lobby or the stairs. Always there, always the same.”

“Any issues with neighbors?”

Julián adjusted his glasses, a nervous gesture.

“Inspector, any community has friction. Coexistence generates conflicts. But nothing that would justify—”

“What kind of friction?”

“Normal. Arguments over noise, the pool rules, shared fees. Nothing serious.”

“Be specific.”

Julián sighed.

“The people in 6B, Darío and Cynthia, arrived three months ago and generated noise complaints. Laura Vega, the influencer from 4C, sometimes records in common areas without permission. Teresa... well, Teresa complains about everything but
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