

    
        
          The Suicide Room

        

        
        
          THE BICYCLE CHRONICLES, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Xavier Vidal

        

        
          Published by XAVIER VIDAL, New Zealand, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE SUICIDE ROOM

    

    
      First edition. September 25, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Xavier Vidal.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0473593360

    

    
    
      Written by Xavier Vidal.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Xavier Vidal

	    

      
	    
          
	      Crónicas del Bicicleta

          
        
          
	          La Habitación de los Suicidios

          
        
          
	          El Secreto de Chopin

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Bicycle Chronicles

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          The Suicide Room

          
        
          
	          Chopin´s Secret

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          UXMALA

          
        
          
	          Uxmala

          
        
          
	          Lacroix

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Voices From Eternity

          
        
          
	          VOCES DESDE LA ETERNIDAD

          
        
          
	          Voices from Eternity

          
        
          
	          The B.S. Crew

          
        
          
	          
          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Xavier Vidal’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Xavier Vidal

Dedication

CHAPTER 1 | Barcelona. 1912

CHAPTER 2 | Barcelona. Present.

CHAPTER 3 | “Can Pocapena” Farmhouse, Argentona. Present.

CHAPTER 4 | Sant Pau-Santa Creu Public Library. Barcelona. Today.

CHAPTER 5 | Sant Antoni Market. Barcelona. Today.

CHAPTER 6 | Barcelona. 1912.

CHAPTER 7 | Police Station. Eixample district. Barcelona. 1912

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9 | Gerard’s apartment. Barcelona. Present

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11 | Casa Xamot. Barcelona. 1912

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13 | Police Station. Barcelona

CHAPTER 14 | Laboratory of Forensic Medicine. Barcelona. 1912.

CHAPTER 15 | Barcelona. Present

CHAPTER 16 | Hospital de Sant Pau. Barcelona. 1912

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19 | Grand Casino Rabassada ruins. Barcelona. Present

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

Chapter 24 | Gran Casino de la Rabassada. Barcelona. 1912.

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28 | Barcelona. Present

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33 | Casino de la Rabassada. 1912

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35 | "El Noticiero Universal" Newsroom. 1912

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37 | Barcelona. Present

CHAPTER 38

CHAPTER 39

CHAPTER 40

CHAPTER 41 | Barcelona. 1912

CHAPTER 42

CHAPTER 43

CHAPTER 44

CHAPTER 45

CHAPTER 46

CHAPTER 47 | Casino de la Rabassada ruins. Present

CHAPTER 48

CHAPTER 49

CHAPTER 50 | Gran Teatre del Liceu. Barcelona. 1912

CHAPTER 51

CHAPTER 52

CHAPTER 53

CHAPTER 54 | Rabassada Road. Barcelona. 1912

CHAPTER 55

CHAPTER 56

CHAPTER 57

CHAPTER 58 | Barcelona. Present

CHAPTER 59

CHAPTER 60

CHAPTER 61

CHAPTER 62

CHAPTER 63

CHAPTER 64

CHAPTER 65

CHAPTER 66

CHAPTER 67

CHAPTER 68

CHAPTER 69

CHAPTER 70

CHAPTER 71

CHAPTER 72

CHAPTER 73

CHAPTER 74

CHAPTER 75

CHAPTER 76

CHAPTER 77

CHAPTER 78

EPILOGUE. Sant Julià de Cerdanyola. Barcelona. Six months later.

Sign up for Xavier Vidal's Mailing List

Also By Xavier Vidal

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    TO MY FATHER, VICENÇ. 


With love and gratitude.


Always an inspiration and an example of integrity, kindness, and endless scientific curiosity, to guide me throughout my life.


There is much of him in subinspector Morillo, the main character in the novel.


I just hope there's also much of him in me.




    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

Barcelona. 1912
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The thick carpet muffled the sound of footsteps as if it were a living being who only wanted to engulf the unwary who ventured to step on it. 

The gentleman’s booties had seen better days but still kept a certain shine that evoked more prosperous times. His leather soles slid gently over the carpet, almost skidding on it, and although his pace was slow, he walked with determination, even with firm resignation.

In other parts of the hotel, electricity was lavishly wasted, but that long hallway was in permanent semidarkness, despite the small gas lamps, a row of iron skeleton arms coming out of the wall and holding small fireballs.

Lighting was becoming poorer, and when he reached the end of the hallway, he could barely make out the traces of the large paintings hanging on the walls, making it hard for him to guess what or whom they pictured.

The gentleman looked up and stopped in front of one of them, in which two women of easy virtue sat on each other's lap in a loving attitude, smoking from long nozzles.

Leaning on his cane, he looked at it for a few seconds and even seemed to recognize it, as his lips curled in a hint of a smile.

He was a middle-aged gentleman of distinguished bearing. A long black flannel coat covered a suit sporting several skillfully sewed patches that would have not survived close inspection. A short top hat bobbed in his head but never fell, as his hands repositioned it in a nervous and automatic twitch several times per minute.

The physiognomy of his face represented the prototype of early twentieth-century urban man, thin sharp nose, bushy mustache, and well-kept goatee always pointing downward, giving his face a somewhat feline appearance.

The bellboy, a thirteen-year-old kid who walked a few steps ahead of him stopped to wait for him and gave a respectful cough to get his attention.

When the gentleman looked away from the painting, the boy waved his hand, showing him the way.

"If you care to follow me, sir. This way, please.”

The gentleman placed the cane under his arm and followed the bellboy to a thick black wooden door. The bellboy rapped on a large gilded brass circle adorned with Art Nouveau arabesques placed in the center of the door, in what surely was a prearranged code.

The gold ornaments came to life and rotated a few centimeters, letting out a thread of light through the slit, from which a pair of eyes studied the gentleman carefully. The peephole closed and the sound of bolts unlatching gave way to a head peering through the half-open door.

The clean-shaven man's face further accentuated the contrast with his abundant hair combed back and held in place by a more than generous amount of gel.

"I’ll escort the gentleman from here, boy,” he told the bellboy.

"What is your name, kid?" the gentleman asked, with his hand in his pocket, as if he was about to tip him, but the man stopped him, holding his hand by the wrist.

"There is no need, sir,” he said, to the boy’s disappointment. "Agustín, go back to the front desk,” he ordered, and the bellboy instantly obeyed.

He waited until the boy disappeared to open the door completely, stepping aside to let the gentleman pass.

The corridor behind the door was even darker, and he could not even see the color of the floor tiles, which he only sensed by the sound his heels made upon walking on them.

They came to a large riveted iron gate, which only opened from the inside and the man unlatched a few bolts and had to push with his shoulder to get it moving. 

The gentleman descended a long stretch in a gentle slope, without losing sight of the back of the man walking in front of him. It surprised him he was not wearing the hotel staff uniform, but did not care.

With all its twists and turns, the hallway had ceased to be a corridor to become a passageway. The slope became steeper and he could feel an intense musty smell. He barely passed any other door during the long haul, or if he did, he could not see them because of the low prevailing light.

After what felt like an eternal five or ten-minute walk, the corridor narrowed and ascended again, ending in a large rectangular space, at whose end he noticed some rough steps carved into the natural rock, climbing up a narrow curved passageway.

"Wait for me here, if you please,” the man said, stepping forward and up the stairs. Seconds later, he reappeared and gestured with his hand, inviting him to come up.

The gentleman looked around, surprised by the rapid transition from hotel hallway into a cavernous environment, and climbed the stairs, arriving at a varnished wooden door, marked with a golden brass symbol. 

It was a beautiful Art Nouveau arabesque, a convoluted figure that could both suggest the body and filmy dress of a nymph as well as a few clouds or the undulations of a crest wave in a stormy sea.

The man turned the doorknob and slowly opened the door, nodding the gentleman to invite him to get in.

"I hope you will find the room to your liking," he said, stepping aside. The gentleman paused under the doorway and holding the hat in his hands took two steps inside.

There could not be a greater contrast between the dark, damp passage and the interior of the room. His feet immediately noticed the thick fluffy carpets covering the floor and reveled in them. 

The lighting offered by two small gas lamps was soft but not to the point of being insufficient, giving the room a warm orange air.

There were no windows, and it surprised him the walls were not lined with dark fabric so common at the time, but rather with bright glazed black tiles that reflected sparkles of gaslight.

A modest bookcase held several thick volumes, most likely encyclopedias, accompanied by some smaller books, perfectly arranged by height.

"If you want to hang your coat and hat, you can do it here,” the man said, pointing to a hanger next to a large secretary desk with several drawers.

"You will find everything you need here,” he said, opening and quickly closing a large drawer under the desk.

"Over that little side table, there is an excellent assortment of brandy and cognac at your disposal and we trust you will find everything to your liking.

Take your time, and on behalf of our establishment, let me thank you for honoring us with your trust. It has been a pleasure to have you as a customer," he said and turned around and left the room, closing the door behind him.

The gentleman placed his hat and coat on an overstuffed couch by the door, and approached the bookcase, reviewing the spines of the smaller books. Some were literature classics, while others were novels of recent publication, and upon noticing it he could not suppress an approving smile.

He sat in front of the desk and started to open the main drawer but stopped and slammed it shut, not daring to look inside.

Taking a deep breath he turned his head to look around, resting his head in his hands until a new sigh of resignation brought him back to the present.

He reached out to the secretary desk and checked the contents of each drawer until he found a paper sheet with the seal of the establishment. He placed it on the desk with a trembling hand, while extracting a fountain pen from his other pocket.

It wasn’t long before he had relived his deepest feelings and arranged them on the paper in the form of the wobbly lines of a brief letter he read several times before he signed it and sealed it with his tears, dissolving the ink strokes on the paper.

He put the fountain pen back into his pocket and folded the letter into small folds. A deep sigh accompanied him on a short walk around the room, which ended back at the table.

His determination grew with each passing minute, and he slowly but completely opened the drawer, this time putting his hand inside.

The barrel of the little Belgian-made Browning 1900 pistol was the first thing he saw and the last thing he would remember. 

It was not a new weapon, it was scratched and its worn grip betrayed the many mouths it had silenced. 

His hand stroked the dark metal and accompanied the pistol as he carried it to his mouth.

He introduced the barrel until it almost disappeared down his throat, closed his eyes and pulled the trigger.
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CHAPTER 2

Barcelona. Present.


[image: ]


The receptionist looked away from her computer screen and offered him a glass to drink while he waited.

“I won’t say no. I didn’t have breakfast and I can’t think of a better way to start my day,” Gerard said, thanking her with his best smile.

"Very well then, if you go out to the elevator landing, you will find a water fountain on the right, next to the toilets. Here you have the glass,” the young girl said, handing him an empty plastic cup.

"When she offered me a glass, I did not expect the offer to be so literal," Gerard thought, without voicing his thoughts, although the girl seemed to read the disappointment in his eyes and tried to justify herself.

"Glasses always get stolen, so our manager is asking me to ration them,” she said apologetically.

Gerard took the cup and walked toward the landing when he heard a familiar voice behind him.

"Good morning, Gerard. Thank you for coming so quickly.” It was Matías Vendrell, Chief Editor of the contemporary art magazine "Breaking Molds", approaching him with an outstretched hand.

"I see you already poured yourself a drink, perfect. Come to my office, please" he said, taking the empty cup from his hands and giving it back to the receptionist, who gave him a look of resignation.

The editor's office was a model of Spartan austerity. Gerard knew there used to be a table somewhere, for he had seen it on previous visits, but if that was the case, it must be hidden under mountains of magazines and documents.

He remembered his first day working at the magazine, a welcome relief after being dismissed from the newspaper he worked at, for reasons never sufficiently clarified, and after years as a freelance journalist, accepting any job, however small or quirky it might be, provided they paid well.

Despite it all, he had never been satisfied with his collaboration with the magazine, where he wrote art reviews about exhibition openings in art galleries. 

It was not the investigative journalism to which he aspired, but the work was comfortable, and allowed him to travel throughout the country covering events, kept him busy a few days a month, and paid the rent. 

In addition, openings normally offered attendees an abundance of snacks, which helped him keep his subsistence budget pleasantly lightened.

Matías pulled up a chair and sat opposite him.

"I called you because I have good and bad news and wanted to talk to you personally".

"Start with the bad ones,” Gerard said.

"Can I offer you something to drink?" he said, getting up to pour a can of soda he took from a minibar fridge hidden under a mountain of magazines. 

"Oh no, sorry, I forgot the receptionist already offered you a drink,” he said, putting the drink back and closing the refrigerator door before Gerard’s glazed and thirsty look.

"Sales have not been what we expected. Competition from digital magazines is very strong. Print may have its days numbered, I don’t know, but in any case, since the multinational acquired our company, the Americans demand immediate results, and one of their first measures is to change the publication frequency from monthly to quarterly.”

Gerard could not quite guess where he was going with that but kept listening attentively.

"That's the bad news? Bad for the magazine, or also bad for me? How can it affect me?"

"No, that's the good news. Good, because it means they will not pull the plug on the magazine and we’ll keep going, albeit with a more relaxed frequency.”

"So what's the bad news?" Gerard asked, fearing the worst.

Matías cleared his throat before continuing.

"Fewer issues per year, and fewer pages per issue, which means we have to be very selective with what we publish. In summary, we must cancel your section," he said, gazing into his eyes.

"Your type of section, cultural agendas, and art exhibition reviews no longer make sense in a quarterly publication. We cannot compete against the immediacy of digital magazines. Besides, I'm sure you were tired of traveling around the country from opening to opening."

Gerard had a blank stare. His eyes were open, but in his mind his gaze was pursuing a flock of flying hors d’oeuvre and mini sandwiches that flew away from him, disappearing into the horizon.

"We have to prioritize other issues, change our editorial approach. We need to focus on theme reports and research. You have always supported that option, so it should be good news for you,” Matías said, rising from his chair, to show the meeting was over.

"But, will I keep working for you guys? Do you have any particular assignment?"

"Well, I’m sure some will come, although not at this moment.”

Gerard let out a deep sigh that was not lost to the editor.

"We’re still open to your presenting us your ideas and suggestions about possible articles. Bring us information about what you have on your plate and we will assess whether it fits our editorial line,” Matías said, stepping boldly toward the door.

Gerard got the hint and stood up.

"Do you have any good idea you can share with us now?" Matías asked, reaching out to shake his hand in farewell.

"Yes..., well, there are a couple of subjects I’ve been working on for months, like how archeological findings in the city’s underground are silenced, to protect the commercial interests of large real estate companies or how dirty politics and speculation have almost destroyed the city’s immense Art Nouveau legacy, squandering its cultural and touristic potential,” Gerard said.

"As long as you do not get into politics or go against the powers that be,” Matías interrupted him. "Remember the nasty consequences it has always had for you."

There was no need to be reminded. His dismissal from the newspaper was still very recent, and Gerard suspected the real reason had to do with his investigations about political corruption at the state government level. His articles had annoyed some powerful leaders in the capital city, and they pulled some strings that eventually entangled around his neck, choking him.

Gerard shook his hand but could not help throwing him a contemptuous look upon feeling the compassionate slaps Matías gave on his shoulder as he accompanied him out of the office.

"Now I have to leave you, I have a conference call to attend. Let’s stay in touch" he said, closing his office door.

Gerard stood there, trying to absorb the news and the more than likely dire consequences for his home economy. Finally, he took a deep breath and headed for the door.

The receptionist saw him and raised her hand, offering him a plastic cup with a fake half-smile.

Gerard declined her offer with a slight nod. 

"No thank you, I won’t be needing it. I’ll drink from the bottle,” he said, leaving the office.
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CHAPTER 3

“Can Pocapena” Farmhouse, Argentona. Present.
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The huge attic occupied much of the main building and was poorly lit. Gerard wondered why all the attics of the world always had to be gloomy, dark and have a musty smell. 

Sunlight leaked through gaps between the tiles and the giant wooden beams that supported the roof.

The dust in permanent suspension made those anonymous rays of light visible and helped you find your way through the jumble of furniture and old bundles piled up everywhere and covered with dusty tarpaulins.

Or at least that's how he remembered it from his childhood when he'd come up to play with his cousins and hid among the bundles that stored there since time immemorial, veritable storage of dusty family memories.

Where were all those bundles now? He could barely see some furniture left alive; a wardrobe with its doors open like enormous arms but with empty entrails, a rocking chair without a backrest, through which one could probably travel to another dimension, the mortal remains of a pair of bicycles belonging to an indeterminate period given there were not enough parts left to estimate their age, and a host of objects in an advanced state of disintegration and hard to catalog.

"I cannot understand you could sell everything," Gerard exclaimed, dropping his coffee cup, unable to hide his anger. The cup hit the plate spilling some of its contents, and Gerard got up and approached his aunt, standing by the sink in the giant kitchen of the family farmhouse, in the small town of Argentona.

Gerard took a deep breath and tried to control himself.

He had been relatively happy in that farmhouse, a solid traditional Catalan construction that had seen the centuries go by, growing and mutating to adapt to the different architectural styles and prevailing aesthetic tastes in each era. 
They built much of the main building in Art Nouveau style, with a white facade topped by battlements and small corner towers.
Since he was a child, Gerard had always seen it as his private castle, the one where he fought next to the many cousins with whom he shared the house, confronting imaginary monsters that stalked him from the outside, while dreaming that one day he would conquer the world with his fountain pen as his only weapon.

The two families shared the huge estate for years, but when his father died prematurely, Gerard still a child, the pressure and ghosts of the past tormented his mother so much she decided to abandon the farmhouse and move to nearby Barcelona, leaving his sister Carmen and her many offspring, in charge of the family mansion, despite having serious doubts about it.

When Gerard turned twenty-five years old, ran acute leukemia ended his mother's life, without even giving her a chance to fight. From that moment on, Gerard's relationship with his aunt Carmen deteriorated rapidly, as the woman made it clear her priority would be to manage the house as if it were her private kingdom, setting the ground for her own children to inherit it.

Gerard knew his mother's testament clearly specified the farm could not be sold and that it would remain in the family as long as her sister Carmen was alive, and that she could continue to live in it with her kids until the end of her days, when it would then be transferred to all the cousins in equal parts, including Gerard.

In recent years Gerard had avoided visiting the farmhouse except for the occasional family celebration, as his only happy childhood memories in that house related to his mother’s presence in it.

Gerard was aware he was losing respect for his old aunt Carmen, who possessed the commendable virtue of making him lose patience with surprising ease. 

He had never felt affection for his aunt Carmen, but out of respect for her mother, he had always tolerated her impertinences and her blatant favoritism toward her children.

“You’ve disposed of almost everything stored in the attic. They were family heirlooms. At least we could have done an inventory, to know to whom each thing belonged,“ Gerard said.

“Am I not of the family? Are you implying I have done something wrong? May I remind you that since your mother died I administer the house, as she left in writing, which empowers me to decide what to do with old toys and useless junk, after years or centuries gathering dust in the attic,“ aunt Carmen said, raising her voice.

“If I remember correctly, there were paintings, and also boxes with crockery and cutlery, and God knows what else,“ Gerard said, unable to refrain from slamming his hand on the table.

Aunt Carmen seemed undaunted and maintained her haughty tone.

“There was nothing of value, only trinket and old gadgets. If there was something valuable, don’t you think we would have known many years ago?“ Carmen said, keeping her gaze fixed Gerard’s furious face.

“What I cannot believe is that you would sell the trunks without even checking with me,” Gerard insisted.

“They were only old books; they weren't worth anything. And if that’s what you’re implying, I didn’t do it for money, they gave me next to nothing. It was just spring cleaning,” she apologized.

“But my parents’ books were there, books I could now use in my work, and who knows how many more things I did not even have a chance to value. Besides, I’ve played with those trunks since I was little, nobody else had ever been interested in them.”

“Gerard, I don’t want to discuss this anymore. I'm sorry, but it was just old junk,” she said, settling the argument.

"What do you know about books?" Gerard thought, "if the closest thing to literature you've ever read are the journals in your psychiatrist's waiting room."

Aunt Carmen walked to the living room, indicating the conversation was over, an unequivocal sign to suggest that Gerard leave the house.

As he walked toward the door, Gerard did not take his eyes from her, from her disturbing half-smile, which he was sure was hiding something. The woman also followed him with her gaze, her hands playing with the huge iron key that activated the lock on the main door of the farmhouse.

Gerard could not forget that rusty key, as impractical as it was spectacular, that must have weighed almost a kilogram, and that always surprised their visitors, both for its antiquity and its gigantic size.

“If you love them so much, you can visit the bookseller I sold them to, he has a stall in the Sant Antoni Market. I’ll give you the address, but don’t bore me again with your nonsense,” she said, before disappearing upstairs.

Gerard clenched his fists, trying to control his rage. He could still see his mother smiling at him and wandering happily around the house, and that image made him repress his desire to respond to the old woman with words he could later regret... not having said.

Out of respect for his mother's memory, he decided to settle the issue right there and set out to track the books in the Sant Antoni Market as soon as he had some free time.
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CHAPTER 4

Sant Pau-Santa Creu Public Library. Barcelona. Today.
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Every five minutes, he lost his gaze in the heights and had to force himself to concentrate. The majesty of the enormous room was distracting. The huge pointed arches holding the framework of wooden beams and the warmth of the stone always transported him to past periods.

He could not help but think of the medieval knights and damsels in distress that had strolled through those halls from the time when Christopher Columbus roamed the city in search of financial support for his voyages.

Gerard had had a chance to reflect on his immediate future. He needed projects that would generate income, without giving up his dreams or his commitment to the truth, the main reason he had devoted his life to journalism.

He decided to take advantage of the impasse Lady Luck had put him in, to pick up the thread of his past research on those issues that had always obsessed him, hoping that if he researched them, and accumulated enough evidence, success would come and it would be the media chasing him and not vice-versa. He thought of writing a long series of articles and perhaps compile them into a collection.

He closed the book he was holding and put it down next to the column of other volumes he had borrowed. They were all about Art Nouveau in Catalonia, the European cultural, artistic and architectural movement that in the late nineteenth century flourished in Catalonia. 

The region was regaining its historical identity, and its bourgeoisie had the economic means to finance the construction of iconic buildings and residences, built by architects who would pass on to posterity, such as Gaudí, Puig i Cadafalch and Domènech i Montaner.

The legacy of those artists amazed him; hundreds of government buildings, factories or private homes built in a style where whimsical rounded forms and a riotous cult to form and nature in all its versions prevailed, with abundant floral, animal or mythological motifs of great beauty and sensitivity.

UNESCO had declared many of them World Heritage Sites and had become one of Barcelona’s biggest tourist attractions.

It outraged Gerard to find out that after the Spanish Civil War, during the forty years of Francisco Franco's dictatorship, the dictator's obsession with the systematic elimination of all the Catalan nation identity symbols implied the destruction of many of those architectural gems.

It also infuriated him to ascertain how real estate speculation and political corruption continued with the shameful obliteration of many buildings, lost forever in a stinking cloudy past, depriving future generations of a priceless legacy.

Gerard pushed aside the mountain of books in front of him and turned to the pages of his notebook. He had found nothing of relevance, only the usual mentions about demolished buildings, and a few names of local councilors involved in the processes. 

He dropped all the books on the metal cart, except one he borrowed and he walked out on the street to stretch his legs and find a place to eat. The library was on Hospital Street, a few blocks from the famous Las Ramblas avenue, near city landmarks such as the Gothic Quarter, the Cathedral and the Gran Teatre del Liceu.

In those narrow streets, old taverns abounded, as full of character and personality as littered with waste on the floor, especially near the bar. He entered one and took a risk by ordering the daily special.

We all must die of something, he said to himself, and today it was as good a day as any.

He sat at a very worn white marble table, as close to the door as possible, to get more of the scarce natural light able to reach down those narrow streets. While he waited for his food he leafed through the photographs in the book he had borrowed from the library, an illustrated guide to old Art Nouveau Barcelona.

He enjoyed letting his gaze travel down those black and white streets, oozing sadness, always full of passersby, entranced and with a serious stance in front of the lens of those old unusual cameras they had so rarely seen. 

He stopped at a page dedicated to the long-gone Fine Arts Palace (Palau de Belles Arts), a magnificent and imposing building, demolished in 1942 on orders from the dictator himself, who considered it "a symbol of Catalan nationalism".

Gerard would have shed tears at so many examples of barbarism and ignorance by those old fascists. Letting his eyes wander along those photographs allowed him to somehow relive a lost forever past, and he tried to imagine what the Barcelonians of the time pictured there felt.

He admired the elegant lines of the Palace of Fine Arts, which seemed to have been six or seven stories high, with its main hall able to accommodate several thousand people, under huge chandeliers. The large stained glass windows in the frontal wall filtered the sunlight as if it were an urban cathedral and gave the atmosphere a ghostly dreamy aura.

Under the windows, a giant pipe organ further strengthened his perception of the place as a center of pagan worship. Dozens of metal pipes of different thicknesses rose into the stained glass windows, the pipes seemingly emitting light instead of sound, feeding the environment with golden reflections.

It was a captivating photograph, but there was nobody in it, which surprised him because it was very unusual for the time, when any photograph became a social event attracting crowds of onlookers.

The sound of his mobile phone interrupted his thoughts.

"Hi Max,” he said automatically after seeing his friend's name on the screen.

"What are you up to? I already heard about the magazine. They’re a bunch of ignorants, they have sold their souls to the capital but they won’t get very far. Soon they will regret what they did to you,” he told his friend, trying to comfort him.

"Sounds a bit threatening, doesn't it? Anyway, it doesn't really matter. Life gives me an opportunity to move on and do the things I believe in, whether or not they buy my articles," Gerard said.

"I’m glad to see you take it that way. I hope you're honest with yourself and buy it,” his friend added.

After a few minutes of small talk, Gerard filled him in on his recent visit to the family mansion.

"From what you're telling me, that woman wouldn't be out of place as a housekeeper in a grim gothic mansion," Max said, "although, on second thought, aunt Carmen is not exactly a very scary name."

“Let’s change the subject. Do you want to meet this Sunday to go explore the Sant Antoni market? I don’t want to let too much time go by before I get back my family trunks.”

Max maintained the suspense during a few seconds of silence.

“All right, but first we'll take an apéritif, and then we can visit all the stalls selling books and antiques, whatever you want. If you can’t find it there, it doesn’t exist,” Max sentenced.

"Ok, but let's meet at ten because I know you. Weekends you never get up before noon."

"You mean I should change my habits and wake up early, putting an end to my all-nighter reputation?"

"No, what I want is to be there early and have more time for the apéritif. It’s your turn to pay.”
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CHAPTER 5

Sant Antoni Market. Barcelona. Today.
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It was way past 10:00 am and the streets of the Sant Antoni quarter were busy with pedestrians out to buy the newspaper, bread, to have breakfast, or just out for a walk.

Max not showing up was nothing new; the amazing thing was he deigned to call to give an explanation.

"Did you not sleep well last night?" Gerard asked.

"How did you know? Are you a psychic or something?" Max said dully. "I don’t know what I had for dinner last night, but my stomach is very upset. I haven’t slept at all. I couldn’t stop getting up and sitting down. In fact, I've been sitting down most of the night, and not exactly in a chair, if you know what I mean.”

"I can imagine the scene, please spare me the details.”

"With all the pain in my heart, I’m afraid I must pass on having an apéritif with you this morning, I’m sorry.”

“The lengths some people will go to avoid paying for drinks when it’s their turn,” Gerard joked.

“Chill out, man. Just put it on my tab and next time we’ll make it double. Really, I feel very sick, but I’m sure you'll manage in the market without me. Uaghhhhh! I have to go, it’s an emergency, bye!”

With a smile on his lips, Gerard tried to erase from his mind the grotesque image of his friend and his urgent indisposition. He felt sorry for him, but he wanted to make the most out of the morning. 

He went into a bar to have breakfast, and he was soon back on the street, letting himself be dragged by the flow of people moving toward the market.

Sant Antoni's Sunday market was a popular fair set up every Sunday under the canopies surrounding the enclosure of the food market. It dated from 1936, initially born as a point of purchase, sale, and exchange of literature, having done much to awaken the love of reading in many generations of children in Barcelona. During the dictatorship, it was the place where all books banned by dictator Franco.

Currently, it was a swarm of people, mainly parents, and children who came to exchange trading cards of all kinds, and also collectors in search of old books, movies or curiosities.

Gerard had been there just a few times, and he enjoyed visiting the stalls, stopping at those specializing in antique books or art books, trying not to be carried away by the human flood.

It didn’t take him long to locate the bookseller his aunt Carmen told him about.  A rickety table made with a wooden plank over two trestles, behind which he saw shelves full of antique volumes whose spines were almost illegible and boxes filled with old books. 

Gerard rummaged through the piles of books on the table and found an old treaty on Art Nouveau architecture that interested him.

"How much do you want for this?" he asked the bookseller.

The old man, his hair almost albino white, was dressed in an old dark navy blue work coat which looked as old as his books, the wrinkles on his face comparing to the yellowed pages of old parchment.

"How much do you offer?”

“So you expect me to bargain,” Gerard thought. Despite being uncomfortable in those types of transactions, he considered himself one of the few fortunate people born with the expert negotiator gene in his DNA.

His strategy was to hide his desire to get back his parents’ trunks. That way he hoped to get a better price when it was time to bargain.

"I don't know how much to offer, but not much. These are old books and not exactly incunabula. The thing is that I'm interested in this subject," Gerard said, his confession breaking one of the main rules of a good negotiator.

The old man approached him, took the book in his hand and opened it by the first page. 

"So you are interested in Art Nouveau? This is an early century book, from the year 1900 approximately.”

"Yes, I know. I'm very interested in this period. I'm a writer and I'm gathering information for an article, but I cannot spend much, although the subject has fascinated me for years. Please tell me how much you want and I'll pay you. I won't argue with you," Gerard said, in another demonstration of his brilliant negotiating techniques.

The old man did not answer, but looked at him in silence, as he turned the book in his hands. “I have the feeling you didn’t come here only to buy this book.”

“What do you mean? Is that obvious?” Gerard surrendered. “It’s true. I’m here to ask you about some trunks full of books you purchased a few days ago from a farmhouse in Argentona.”

The smile disappeared from the old man’s face.

“That was some character, that woman,” he sighed.

“I don’t know whether to take your sigh as a sign of admiration or desperation, but that woman is my aunt,” Gerard said, to which the old man replied rolling his eyes.

“The trunks belonged to my parents, and they only contained my grandparents’ old books, of no economic value, but lots of sentimental value for me,” Gerard said, trying to be persuasive.  

"Wait a moment," the old man said, and with surprising agility, he ducked under the wooden board, and walked to several bundles stored under the table and covered with a dark green canvas.

He lifted the canvas to show several cardboard boxes crushed by the weight of the books and a medium size wooden trunk. He approached the trunk and patted it.

"I want to help you. If that woman is your aunt, I feel sorry for you. This is the only trunk left from the lot. I already sold the other two.”

Gerard could not hide his disappointment. 

“But this is the biggest of all three, and I filled it up with more books that will interest you. They’re all from around 1900. There’s a little of everything, Art Nouveau, architecture, design, and even several literature classics that had just been published. The bestsellers of the time, we might say.”

"But I'm only interested in those that were originally in the trunk. Can I just choose some and leave the rest?" Gerard asked.

“I don’t remember which ones I added. Besides, I prefer to sell them all in one lot, I cannot be selling single pieces, I wouldn’t make any profit. Keep in mind I buy entire libraries that often come from inheritances, in which books are sold by the pound, and heirs only want to make a profit from selling the lot. It's a shame, but the story is always the same.”

“I’m not sure. I would be buying blindly, and adding insult to injury, I would buy back something that rightfully belongs to my family, which is the height of stupidity,” Gerard said, unaware that his comment might annoy the bookseller and crown his negotiating master class.

“Don't worry,” the old man said, showing an enigmatic but friendly smile. “As I said, I want to help you. I like you, and even though they’re not incunabula, I know you will appreciate these books. That’s why I’ll sell you the trunk and all its contents for only fifty euros.”

Gerard still hesitated. It infuriated him to have to pay for something a few days earlier was his, but if he was in that predicament it was thanks to his aunt Carmen’s extreme greed, when she had no remorse getting rid of family heirlooms for money. 

“Please consider that only the wooden chest alone is worth more than that. It's from the last century, with and its corners are reinforced with golden rivets, all original. You won't regret it, it's like buying a surprise box," the old man said, knowing he was about to close the deal.

Gerard reached for his wallet and pulled out a fifty euro note. He had no job, no income, not even good short-term prospects, but he couldn't afford to let that trunk go or he risked losing it like the other two.

He did not give it more thought and handed the note to the old man, who smiled gently and crouched to push the trunk out from under the table.

"It’s locked. Do you have the key?" Gerard said, noting that the chest had a large external lock. “What if it’s full of rocks instead of books.”

The old man smiled nervously again.

"That is part of the fun and the surprise. I believe I lost the key. That's why I sell it so cheaply but believe me, it's full of books."

Gerard shook his hand, cold and wrinkled. He bent down and to his relief he saw the chest had leather side handles. He tried to take several steps and carry it on his shoulders, but couldn't even lift it above his waist. He did not get very far, so he put it down on the ground and looked out into the street to stop a taxi.

If he added up the cost of the chest, plus the cost of the taxi, plus breakfast, he did not want to know how much each book would end up costing him, if what he would find inside turned out to be books after all, although the thought he was getting his parents’ books back made it all worthwhile. 

When he closed the cab door, he turned to the bookstall. The old man was still there, watching him from a distance, with his dirty dark blue coat, leaning on the table filled with books and with the same half-smile that had not disappeared from his mouth.
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CHAPTER 6

Barcelona. 1912.
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The dark stairs were so narrow there was only room for one person. Young subinspector Morillo had climbed three floors and wheezed as if they had been forty.

The bicycle ride from his police station in the Eixample district, in the upper part of Barcelona, to Tallers Street, had been exhausting, even though the journey was mostly downhill. Heavy traffic and cobblestoned streets turned any trip, however short it might be, into a massage session at the hands of a steamroller.

The notice had come in that very morning, and he hoped to be among the first to reach the scene. He did not want to see potential evidence altered by the intrusion of onlookers.

A man was waiting for him in the dark hallway of the fourth floor and motioned him to hurry.

"I am the manager of this establishment. Thank God you're here,” he said, pulling Morillo’s coat sleeve, to which he resisted, wanting to show who was the authority.

Morillo knew the apartment was a well-known brothel, whose existence was tolerated given the high political and social status of many clients but the contrast between the lugubrious outside and the exuberance of the interior surprised him. 

He was in a large entrance hall, where a small and elegant dark wooden desk next to a huge porcelain vase decorated with oriental motifs welcomed all guests. 

He walked along a carpeted hallway, its walls dressed in a dark maroon cloth that had a velvety touch, which he knew because he could not resist running his hands over them.

Several disheveled female heads sporting layers of thick make-up showed up through the many half-open doors and disappeared as he walked by, the doors closing in his wake.

The manager waved and stopped in front of a closed door.

"Here we are. We have touched nothing since one of the women in charge of cleaning found them.”

Subinspector Morillo winced slightly upon hearing the man had used the plural.

"Did you say, she found them? Is there more than one corpse? The person who gave notice to the police station only spoke of one person, a male.”

The manager seemed flustered. "I wouldn’t know. It was not me who reported it, but whoever did it, was trying to draw as little attention as possible. Our establishment is a nursing home, visited by well-known and respectable people who seek discretion and anonymity. That has always been our main hallmark and we try to preserve it at all costs.”

"A nursing home, you say? Some kind of spa where you prioritize the relief of the ailments of the soul over those of the body?" Morillo asked, unable to repress a slight smile.

"Ehhh, we could say so. Although we do not forget the body either. Not in vain it is considered the temple of the soul,” the manager sentenced.

"The temple of the soul... It turns out you’re a philosopher,” he said, and pulling out a handkerchief from his pocket he grabbed the doorknob to open the door.

“For the love of God. Do you fear you will get stained? We clean our rooms several times a day, everything is spick and span,” the manager said, taking offense.

"I do it to avoid altering the dactylogram, in case we decide to take it. Has anyone touched this door since they discovered the bodies?"

"Only the cleaning lady and myself, at your service. Nobody else. If you do not mind my asking, what is a dactisam?"

“Dactylogram. A police technique patented twenty years ago in Argentina, which allows us to study a person’s fingerprints for identification.”

"And wouldn’t it be better to study the face to identify someone? At the end of the day, it is easier to recognize someone by his face than by his hands, isn’t it?" the manager said.

The subinspector considered for a moment whether that conversation was worthwhile continuing.

"Yes, you're probably right. Wait here, please, and don’t let anyone in before I get out,” he said, entering the room and closing the door behind him.

The room was in semidarkness and he could only make out a small sofa and a coat stand, from which a coat and a dark hat hung. The room was tiny, but he soon realized it was only an anteroom and that the master bedroom hid behind huge red velvet curtains.

He pushed them aside with one hand, slowly poking his head, not knowing if he would find the bloody scene of a savage butchery or a more conservative scenario.

The room was lit by a small electric lamp covered by a purple screen, tinting the atmosphere with an eerie and somewhat sickly hue.

To his left, there was a couch, on which several pieces of both male and female clothing piled up, next to a dresser against the wall, in front of a giant bed with an imposing dark wooden headboard. Under the crumpled sheets and blankets, he noticed some bulges.

He approached the bed carefully, looking down to avoid stepping on any possible incriminating evidence. As he looked up and to his left, his heart thudded to be facing a man of medium height standing in front of him. 

He quickly drew the gun hidden under his coat, regretting not having entered the room holding it already.

The man did not move, and although something in him felt familiar, it was hard to see clearly in the prevailing gloom. "Do not move! Who are you?" he asked, pointing his weapon at him.

He took a step forward, but upon seeing the reflection of the same bed behind him, he realized it was a full-length mirror placed in front of the bed.

Lowering the gun, he thanked God for having entered the room alone, saving him from the embarrassment. He walked to the only window in the room and pulled back a few centimeters the heavy curtain that almost hermetically isolated it from the light. 

He turned, his eyes following the white light beam that impacted directly on the crumpled sheets as if a divine hand tried to show him where he should direct his attention to.

As he waited for his vision to adapt to the glare he amused himself watching huge dust motes dancing in the light beam. 

Under a thick dark green silk bed cover, several legs protruded, two hairy legs clearly belonging to a man, and a thin leg embedded in white stockings that could only belong to a young woman.

He examined the surface of the bedcover and went around the bed, picking up some small evidence that he saved in a small metal box he pulled from his pocket. Then he came to the foot of the bed and slowly lifted the bed cover, exposing a pair of naked and bloodied bodies.

A man about sixty or seventy years old lay stretched on his back. On top of him, a young woman about twenty-five or thirty years old, her legs spread, straddled him and had her face smashed by what looked like a frontal shot fired at close range.

From what he could see, the man showed no apparent injury to his face, but his body was bloody, although its position made it difficult to assess whether he had suffered other wounds of relevance.

Next to the two bodies, there was a small gun, but he decided not to touch it until he could pick it up and store it under good conditions. He sniffed it and found it had been recently fired, but did not know how many times. The girl must have died instantly, but the man's cause of death was not apparent.

An autopsy would give him more information, but now he had to keep digging. The sheets must have been white once, but now they were red with pink nuances, having absorbed a large amount of spilled blood.

He walked to the bed’s headboard to examine the man more closely and noticed the rosettes carved in the dark wood, splintered and smashed. One had a hole that foreshadowed the lighter color of natural unvarnished wood inside.

From his pocket, he took a small folding blade knife and poked the softwood in the hole, until he felt something metallic. It was probably a bullet, but considering the angle, it could not be the bullet that had shattered the girl's face, which was in the opposite direction.

As he examined the head of the man lying in bed, he immediately saw part of the huge open hole in the occipital skull region, exposing part of his brain mass. 

He could only think of two options to explain the terrible impact, either they had beaten him with a blunt weapon or it was the exit wound of a bullet.

The answer was clear.
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CHAPTER 7

Police Station. Eixample district. Barcelona. 1912
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The morning was cold and Morillo entered the police station premises rubbing his hands, despite being sheathed in the ridiculous fingerless gloves he got as a Christmas present from his sister.

"Hey, “Bicycle man”, the captain wanted to see you as soon as you got here,” another subinspector shouted from the stairway to the station.

He found the nickname "Bicycle man” not funny at all, but had to admit it defined him perfectly, for not a day went by when he did not ride his bicycle, both to travel home or to many of the crime scenes he had to visit.

Climbing the stairs two at a time he reached his unit’s floor, and after hanging his coat, he opened the desk drawer where he kept the evidence he had gathered in the alleged nursing home.

He had waited several hours for the removal of the bodies instructed by the judge and it would still take a few days for the medical examiner to send him the autopsy report. He wanted to spend the morning processing the evidence and preparing a lengthy report for his superiors.

Somehow he had the feeling this would neither be a normal case nor one more of the hundreds of murders occurring every month in brothels and seedy joints across the city.

He placed several metal boxes on the table and a leather briefcase containing various objects he had collected at the crime scene. 

The close examination of the male’s clothing had produced no results, and he carried no identification documents with him.

Identifying the woman was easier. When he interrogated the occupants of the adjoining rooms, he learned the young girl came from some Northern European country.

The manager insisted she was a young therapist, highly skilled in the arts of relaxation, but Morillo saw it more as a linguistic issue since perhaps in those latitudes prostitutes were known by a different name.

It was clear the girl had died before the man did because it would have been impossible for her to kill anyone, considering how her face ended up after receiving a close-range shot in it.

It was also more than likely they were having sex, although he did not know whether it had been before or after the alleged therapeutic relaxation session, which reinforced his idea that this was the typical case of an extramarital affair with a tragic ending.

To him, the key was to find out the male’s cause of death. If it was suicide, why kill the woman first? To leave no witnesses? And why would he do it during sex? Why not commit suicide in private, as it is customary?

"Morillo, to my office immediately!" someone shouted from one end of the premises, bringing him suddenly back to reality. It was the voice of captain Botell, his immediate superior. He had forgotten to report to his office.

In a hurry, he put all the evidence boxes back in the drawer, tucked his shirt into his pants, and ran his hand through his bushy mustache, an unconscious gesture he made whenever he was nervous.

"With your permission,” he said, giving a few knocks on the captain’s office door.

"Sit down, please,” he said, in a surprisingly friendly tone. After a minute of small talk about the weather, the captain went straight to the matter at hand.

"I suppose you’re already working on your report about yesterday’s case, am I right?"

"Yes sir, you are," Morillo lied. "I started, but I'm still analyzing the evidence I collected at the crime scene. If you would allow me, I would like to request a little more time. I believe there are unusual elements in this case that deserve an in-depth analysis."

“Is that so? And have you formulated any theories already?" 

Not yet, sir, but several indications do not fit entirely in what might be a logical explanation. You see, sir, the male's death can only be because of three causes, suicide, accident or murder.”

“You will never make superintendent if all you can do is reaching such brilliant conclusions. Even my grandmother, may she rest in peace, could have gone further,” the captain interrupted him.

“I personally lean toward suicide, but right now I cannot rule out any of them.”

"Nonsense, Morillo. Don’t waste your time. This is a textbook case. A poor devil falls into the hands of an unscrupulous prostitute who kills him in the heat of fornication and then she commits suicide, regretting her crime. We've seen it a thousand times,” the captain said, trying to settle the issue.

"True, but it could also be exactly the opposite. A man of social relevance puts an end to his life for whatever reason, and he does it in the arms of his lover, taking her to the grave with him,” Morillo said.

"You have no evidence whatsoever that it was so. Do we know the identity of the man?" the captain asked.

"No sir, he had no documents on him. We will try to identify him by reviewing all missing persons’ reports and asking the neighbors."

"As I said, don't waste your time. If he was someone important, we would have known already. And if he was not, I won't spend the very few resources of this department to investigate a simple murder in a brothel, the ravings of a lunatic who decides to end his life and that of his lover," the captain said, rising to end the meeting.

"In any case, I’m still waiting for the autopsy report, which I’m sure will bring light to the case,” Morillo said as he stood.

"Autopsy? I doubt it will reveal anything new. We should not waste our time on that. You’d better devote your efforts to investigate the anarchists. That is a real threat to the population, and the mayor is pushing the commissioner very hard to get some tangible results soon. I think I will assign you to the team of deputy superintendent Zamora, who could use some extra hands. What do you think?" the captain asked, patting him on the shoulder as he walked him to the door.

"Whatever your orders are, sir, but I would still like to devote time to this case. It won’t take long, I can combine the two tasks.”

"No. I have already told you about my firm decision. You have until tomorrow morning to submit your report and then forget about the case. Besides, working on deputy superintendent Zamora's team will give you much more internal visibility and it will help you a lot when the time comes for promotion. I will see it in a much different light. You know what I mean," and giving him a nudge in the arm he pushed him out of his office and closed the door.

Morillo stood there, looking around. That was neither fair nor normal. He was ever more convinced that something smelled rotten in that affair. And he only had one day to prove it. 
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CHAPTER 8
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There was a lot of work ahead and very little time to carry it out. He could not do it alone, so he resorted to the old “divide and conquer” to get it all done within the deadline the captain had given him.

He knew he would be returning favors for years, but he convinced another subinspector and a corporal to help him with the basic investigation. He sent them both to discreetly interview all workers and neighbors of the so-called relaxation center. Meanwhile, he would dive in the archives of missing persons in search of someone who could fit the profile of the strangers that lay in the morgue.

A cautious man, he decided to write beforehand a preliminary version of his report, in case the captain shortened the deadline he had given him and not wait for the next day, which had already happened a few times.

Happiness did not last long when he found out the only typewriter in the whole police station, a heavy cast iron Remington was being monopolized by a substitute typist, which entailed having to drop his handwritten report in the pile of pending jobs and wait one or two days for her to start typing.

On second thought, it was not such a bad idea, since delaying delivery because the report was in the slow process of being typed would buy him some time. 

He hurried to draft a conventional report by hand, in which he embodied the same doubts and theories he had already shared with the captain during his recent conversation. He dropped it at the bottom of the tray of pending jobs to be typed, not rushing the typist in the least, and went out to check the missing person files.

The morning went by reviewing all entries for the last year and a half in the voluminous registry book. It was a tedious process, since he had to write the classifying number for each case, and go to a filing cabinet to locate the corresponding folder to retrieve all data from it, such as the text of the complaint, the statements of the family members, the physical description and other details about the disappearance.

Since it was very unusual to have photographs of the missing persons, he knew most of his investigation would rely upon verbal descriptions, often dodgy.

Starting with the male he gathered information on over sixty cases where age and general characteristics of the missing persons could fit with the subject in question. He spent most of the afternoon trying to reduce that group down to a more manageable number, but he found it very difficult to identify common traits.

Applying logic, he soon could separate them into two groups based on their profession. The largest group included people from different trades, such as shopkeepers, merchants, schoolteachers or carpenters, while he identified a much smaller group comprising industrialists of some renown or social status.

He had to decide and take risks, so he concentrated on that second group, being the smallest and most interesting for him.

More commonalities appeared within that small group. Most were impoverished industrialists, or who had gone through financial difficulties in the months prior to their disappearance, which could favor the suicide thesis in many of the cases.

He also realized most of them had no partners or offspring, and complaints had been filed by second-line relatives, like brothers or cousins, or court-appointed.

Not having direct relatives meant not having direct heirs. He thought it would be interesting to find out if any of them had written a will, although that job would take many days, and time was a luxury he did not have the benefit of.

It was late and soon he would have to quit the investigation for that day, but he waited until his two collaborators returned and updated him on the outcome of their inquiries.

The main conclusion after questioning workers and neighbors was that there was more traffic in that nursing home than in a train station at rush hour.

Despite the discretion with which they handled the visits, everyone knew it was a brothel, assiduously frequented by high class, wealthy individuals and politicians covering the whole political spectrum.

It had been impossible to establish the identity of the male. The absence of any distinguishing physical trait made recollection by neighbors and employees very difficult.

He decided to call it a day, thanked his colleagues for their collaboration, and went down to pick up his bicycle from the storage room in the lobby, where they allowed him to park it.

As he was walking away from the big city, pedaling uphill between fields of crops delimited by small stone walls, he could not get the list of missing persons out of his head, trying to find some link between them that could connect them to the deceased.

He reached his home, a modest space in an annex to a stately farmhouse in the Horta district, whose owners rented it to him for the peace of mind it gave them having a police subinspector as a tenant. 

He took the bicycle on his shoulders as he opened the door and entered the house, leaving it near the entrance.

That night he could not sleep. He hoped the autopsy report would help him with the investigation. He decided to visit the coroner first thing in the morning, to get some preliminary information before receiving his final autopsy report.

The next morning he got up very early. The first rays of sunlight found him pedaling along dirt roads toward the city. He went straight to the Laboratory of Forensic Medicine of Barcelona, created in 1887, which handled all autopsies requested by the authorities.

An orderly informed him the coroner was busy, and he had to wait over an hour for him to show up. Although Morillo suspected the coroner had come straight from home, he avoided the subject in his presence.

Dr. Ernesto Vilaseca was a relatively young medical examiner, whom Morillo had worked with in several cases. Although they could not be considered friends, there was mutual professional respect between them and a certain degree of sympathy.

The coroner cleared a chair full of reports and papers so Morillo could sit. That office was even messier than his own, Morillo thought, pleased to feel increasingly comfortable in such a chaotic environment.

He noticed a large framed photograph, on a bookshelf behind the desk. It was a portrait of the famous escape artist Harry Houdini, in his underwear and loaded with chains and shackles. Morillo could not help smiling at it, as he was also a big fan of magic.

Although it surprised him to find the picture of an artist in a coroner's office, he had to admit he was not in a funeral parlor, and love of show business was nobody’s exclusive domain.

"What brings you here, subinspector?" he mumbled, as he pulled a pack of cigarette paper and started rolling one, which Morillo declined with a wave of his hand.

“I have taken the liberty to visit you and call upon your expertize. We have worked together in several cases, but I believe this is the first time I'm in your forensic laboratory,” Morillo said, breaking the ice.

"Is that so? Well, I don’t blame you. I can think of much nicer places to hold a meeting. The company here is boring. I’d say this place is... dead,” he said, openly laughing at his own joke, and Morillo joined him, even considering the joke in bad taste and inappropriate.

“My reason for being here is to inquire about the autopsy of two bodies you received yesterday afternoon. Have you reached any preliminary conclusion?” Morillo said, going straight to the point.

"As you will understand, subinspector, I haven't yet had time to get to it in depth, I hope to do so today. Although I have many cases waiting for me downstairs, I'm fortunate because none of my clients will grow impatient if I keep them waiting too long, don't you think?" and started laughing outrageously again.

Morillo smiled out of courtesy, convinced he was not improvising those tasteless jokes, but he must have used them ad nauseam.

"I understand, the last thing I want is to interfere with your work but, would you be able to venture any speculative theory? I'm sure nothing can escape a man of your great experience,” he said, trying to play the always-infallible adulation card.

“You’re flattering me, but yes I would, I won’t deny it. Let me think. Yes. Based on my preliminary external examination of the bodies, and in the absence of necropsy data, I can categorically claim several things,” he said solemnly.

Morillo approached the desk, listening with growing interest.

"The female has a facial wound, a fatal one, most likely caused by a gunshot, fired at close range. I would say it was a shotgun, in all probability.”

Morillo look surprised. "Couldn
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