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“I want to master life and death.”
Ted Bundy
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1

A dark van swerves in front of me. I hit the side of it and the driver changes 
course, lining up with the other vehicles. 

Just four steps in, I’m sweating. Heat. Humidity. Sweat.  

-
ing the pavements. 

A choking sensation. Like being in a nightmare.

I curse the call. The call I’ll always regret taking. 

- «Chief...!»

to a shadow on the ground between two stone walls, barely a metre from the 
pavement. What I see there... a shudder. A sudden wave of cold turns my sweat 
to ice. 

Next to me, Inspector Malasana stops abruptly. He opens his arms as if to 
receive a blow. An agent hands us a torch. Everything is happening in slow 
motion.  As if we were at the bottom of a swamp, the muck muddying our 
vision. I fumble for the torch’s on switch. My hands are shaking. The woman 
lies on her back.  Her arms, slightly bent at the elbow, lie by her sides, palms 
facing upward in a plea or a prayer. Her legs are spread, the tight skirt riding 
up so that she is exposed. The bodice that clung to her body is open like a vest. 
Her blood has reached the street; a trickle of blood drips from the edge of the 
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pavement onto the tarmac.  Her neck has been so brutally hacked open that 
her head lolls, almost completely decapitated. Her guts spill out of her open 
stomach onto her body like giant worms.

I hold back a terrible urge to retch. 

Silence descends suddenly. A brutal, sordid silence. A silence as hard as 
stone. Out of nowhere, I become aware of the sound of the waves and the stars 

front of us.

- This isn’t happening! 

I’m not sure my lips have uttered the words that scream out in my mind. 

- “Godddd!” A plea from the toughest man I know.

The drunken cries return. The shouts from the police. The sirens. The whis-
tles. The purring of the car motors, backed up behind the crowds surrounding 
the body, blocking the motorway. 

Malasana takes a step, avoiding the blood. He looks behind the wall into 
the bush.  Sergeant Lopez arrives at my side. With a brutal moan of pure sick-
ness at the sight, he turns and vomits, spitting and groaning like a dying man. 
Even the toughest man is no match for the slashed and ruined body before us.

Our backup manages to clear the area. People leaving Club Mandala stop 
to see what’s going on. I order the team to put up a police line, but blocking 

support unit is on its way. The medical examiner has been informed. While 
we wait, I feel my shirt and trousers sticking to me, as damp as if I had been 
soaked to the skin by the rain that never falls here.  The mist that has been 
hanging over the sea for the past hour is already drifting in, blanketing the 
scene. 

Every time I dare snatch a look at the body, my intuition freezes up. 

Lopez has had to leave and stands in front of Club Mandala with the bounc-
ers. He said he was going to interrogate them. But we know that, really, he ran 
from the scene. 
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- “This will haunt my dreams for the rest of my life,” he said.

He sobered up instantly. 

Malasana returns from his inspection of the area where the body was found. 

- “He broke the fence on the other side too, next to the stream. I think 
he parked a car there. There are prints in the sand.” 

I nod, happy to have him back. With Malasana by my side, the fear I try to 
hide is less overwhelming.

I see tears in his eyes.  The disgust and fear have left his face, leaving be-
hind the deepest compassion and a bottomless sorrow that cannot be consoled. 

- “How can this be?” he asks out loud.

He takes a deep breath. We lean against the wall, our backs to the body. He 
lights a cigarette.

- “Do you agree with me?”

I look at him intently for a second without speaking. 

- “I don’t know,” I lie. “We’ll see what the examiner says”

the clusters of people, who leave reluctantly. The agents are pleased to be busy 

be cleared a while ago. Almost all the cars in the adjacent parking lot have 

in darkness out at sea. Some early birds head for the beach from the camping 

that for a split second I even think that what I saw, what lies next to me, is just 
a dream brought on by the alcohol. 

- “I’ll kill whoever did this,” mutters Malasana.

But I can’t muster up rage yet. I’m still in shock. I’ve seen a lot over the 
years, but I thought I had left all that behind. What did I expect from my job 
and the city I was posted to, more as a punishment than a prize, this forgot-
ten place? A few drunk-driving incidents, family feuds, petty theft. Not much 
more. But I’ve even seen decapitated men and a whole family shot to death. 
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Trusting that the fate I had been assigned as a punishment held no more evil in 
store for me than what I had already witnessed, I gradually understood, and an 
unexpected bitterness overwhelms me. 

I see the mist coming; it swallows up the motorway and us along with it. 

- “How appropriate,” remarks Malasana.

A soft and friendly fog. Like a cool caress to the face. It swallows up the 
palm trees and pines around us and this place suddenly looks less forbidding. 

tight black T-shirts damp with sweat. 

- Tell the Chief - orders Lopez, his eyes averted from the place where 
the body lies. 

- “Not much to tell, Chief”. He’s Spanish, with a southeastern accent. 
A short glut of muscles, with a closely-shaved head, a wide jaw and 
ears stuck so close to his skull that you can’t see them looking at him 
straight on. “Mandala” is written on his T-shirt, with the business’s 
mysterious-looking logo. A tangled circle of a diagram. “We were fo-
cusing on the people. It’s been a crazy night. People going in and out. 
There’s was just one point where I looked over here cos I thought I 
saw something. But I didn’t see anything so I forgot about it. Later, 
I did notice that the metal sheet was gone, but I thought it must have 
been someone messing about.”  From where we stand, the body is 
barely visible.

with a curt nod. Lopez will take their statements. He leaves quickly, the relief 
showing on his face. 

Braulio, the medical examiner, leaves his briefcase to one side, being care-
ful not to stain it with blood, and looks at the land leading into the wasteland. 

- “Who walked around over here?” shouts Braulio, sweating.

- “Everyone,” I reply. “A group of boys walking along the street found 
it. They got too close. Some were sick.”

He nods. He’s in no mood for jokes today. He touches the woman’s body 
with the utmost care. Her neck moves like that of a broken doll. 

- “She hasn’t been dead for more than two hours,” he says.
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He looks at the cuts on her neck.

- Her throat slit. That’s the cause of death. Beyond the shadow of a 
doubt.

The swallows are mad with the dawn and crowd the nearby Sopalmo camp-
ing site trees. Their shrieks are deafening. An incongruous cry of happiness.

- “What he did after.” he says slowly, taking in the carnage and moving 
his hands lightly over the body, “She didn’t feel it. She was already 
dead.” 

body up slightly. A thick pool of blood. 

- “He killed her there,” Braulio says, pointing a few metres into the 

A black stain in the dirt. 

- “Was this gender-based?” asks the judge, a young man with slicked-
back hair standing further back than you’d think was reasonable, with 
the uncertain air of someone who’s up too early or hasn’t gone to bed 
yet.

Braulio seems to shake his head, but says:

- “Beats me,” he shrugs. “Do you know who she is?” he asks. 

- We haven’t found the victim’s bag or her ID in her clothes.

- “Looks like I’m done for now. As soon as you get her to the Institute, 
I’ll do the autopsy.”

regardless. 

  .floG eht koot zepoL esuaceb rac lortap a ni noitats eht ot kcab evird eW
We don’t say a word the whole drive home. The agent at the wheel is silent too. 

shower. I change into clean clothes and blast the AC. Then I call Malasana in. 
He looks his usual unkempt self despite his shower. His eyes are red from the 
drinking before the call, lack of sleep and the horror he has witnessed.
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- “No one has been reported missing. I’ve already checked. Not in the 
Guardia Civil or the local police, not anywhere in the area,” he says.

He slumps into the armchair opposite me and for a moment I think he might 
start crying. He starts to say something, but stops when Lopez walks in, still 
white as a sheet. He sits down next to Malasana without saying anything. His 
lips pressed shut, staring at me. We smoke without speaking in the low hum 
of the AC unit.

- “They say she was killed by her partner, whoever that is. If that’s it, he 
might have killed himself,” he says, a naive look on his face, wanting 
to believe the impossible. That this is just another gender-based crime 
and all this will be over as suddenly as it began.

I shake my head slowly.

- “Don’t talk bullshit, Lopez.” 

- -
side a club... maybe the boyfriend got jealous...”

- 

Lopez gapes. 

- “Who kills a prostitute outside the busiest club in the county like that, 
Lopez?

- 

- “No one breathes a word of this. We know nothing. Complete silence. 
I don’t want anything leaving this room,” I order. 

- “We need to do some digging in her circles, boss,” suggests Malasana.

- “Well, you’d better get on with it. That’s your call.”

Malasana gets to his feet abruptly. He can’t stand the stillness either, after 
seeing what we saw.

- 

- “Finding him won’t be easy.”

He’s still hesitating, one hand on the door. 
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- “You want to know what this reminds me of?”

- “No.”

third.

- “What does he mean, boss?’ Lopez asks when Malasana closes the 
door.

- 

He shakes his head, incredulous.

- “This is the worst thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”

Garcia bursts in without knocking and shouts from the door,

- “Boss, they’ve posted pictures of the body online.”

I pull up a search and photos of the body come up immediately, as well as 
a video some idiot has taken with his phone.

- “Where do they get the nerve?” “Nothing is sacred these days,” mut-
ters Lopez bitterly, as if retreating from a threat.

- “It’s on the news too,” adds Garcia.

Two hours later, Malasana appears.

- “I know how to identify her.” “Let’s go!”

practically charred from the burning sun. Malasana’s informers have con-

- It has to be her.

set, abandoned when the recession hit. The new streets, sweltering in the sun, 
-

ing its abandonment. The asphalt is lined with empty plots of land on either 
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side where not so much as a whisp of a weed grows. A grey block devoid of 
imagination. Some of the windowpanes still have their stickers on. On the 

and cheap until the bank repossesses them. 

Wires hang out of the buzzer, though Malasana has no intention of an-
nouncing himself. He opens the door with a key card and we enter the build-
ing, grateful for the cool dark. I press the lift button and Malasana laughs as 
he starts up the stairs.

pounding on a cheap door.

The woman who comes to the door isn’t a day over twenty. She wears a 
revealing blouse that reminds me of the top the murdered girl was wearing, 
and pyjama short shorts that suggest she is not wearing underwear. Malasana 

devoid of a dining table, a cheap sofa and a huge television. The remains of 
-

chair. The light that streams in from the window is almost blinding, especially 
to the girl, who appears to have woken up moments ago.

- “Police.” Malasana shows his ID.

The girl gestures wildly. 

- “I haven’t done anything!” she shouts in an Eastern European accent.

- “Is anyone else home?”

The girl folds her arms over her chest.

- “What’s your name?” Malasana asks, intimidating her.

- “Tatiana,” she replies shortly.

- “Your real name. Your papers,” he demands.

She motions further down the hall. 

- “Now,” orders Malasana.

I open the door to an empty bedroom. No one has slept in the bed. Malasa-
na follows the girl down the hall, one hand on the butt of his gun.
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- “Tell the others to come out,” he shouts.

The girl comes running back and tries to push Malasana towards the dining 
room.

- “Domenica Tatiana Demeter, Romanian national. Age nineteen.”

- “Do you have a warrant to enter my house?”

Malasana stares her down and she shrinks.

- “I said tell the others to come out.”

Domenica Tatiana looks behind her. She shouts something in Romanian 
and a moment later two other women walk down the hall. Malasana orders 
them to sit on the couch.

- “Who else lives here?”

thighs and a red T-shirt, says:

- “Have you got a warrant?”

- “This is nothing to do with you,” I respond, reassuring her. “We’re 
looking for a friend of yours.”

The third girl is chubby, with short hair. She keeps her round face down, 
refusing to look up.

- “There’s a fourth girl living here who didn’t come home last night, 
isn’t there?”

No answer. They still don’t understand why we’re here.

- “What’s her name?” shouts Malasana.

three.

- “She didn’t come home last night.”

She looks at us with resentment and very round eyes that stand out against 
the jutting bones of her face, barely covered with pink skin.

- “When was the last time you girls saw her?”
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- “Cristiana,” says Petrica.

- “Cristiana what?”

- “Cristiana Stoicescu.”

- “Where does she work? In the street?  In a brothel?”

She shrugs.

- 

- “Take them,” orders Malasana. “They’re coming down to the station.”

Tatiana and Petrica shout and struggle while Malasana leads them by the 
arm. 

I enter the bedroom with the unmade bed and rummage in the bedside table 
-

mer clothing, so I assume Cristiana Stoicescu had not been in Spain for very 
long. I see a picture of a girl. It’s her. I slip it into my jacket pocket.

Petrica irritated and Ramona confused. 

There are three more bedrooms, one each. I identify whose is whose thanks 
to the pictures in the drawers. They must work at home sometimes because the 
photos aren’t displayed, but hidden away. I rummage through their clothes but 

beer on the table. I don’t think any of them have been drinking beer so early 
in the morning. So I put my hand on my gun and open the pantry door. An 
old washing machine and a basket for dirty washing. On the other side of the 
kitchen is a small terrace, but I can’t see anything through the translucent glass 
door except a heater and a clotheshorse. A plaster lattice frames a sliding door. 

window. Someone has escaped from there.

We lock up the girls in individual cells. They feel worse when they’re 
defenceless.

We leave the interrogation room for Ramona because she seems the most 
vulnerable. 

- “Ramona, do you like being a prostitute in Spain?”
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She looks me with almond-shaped eyes that are a very dark brown, so 
dark that you almost can’t tell the irises apart from the pupils. She is short and 

- “Petrica does. I don’t.”

- “How long have you been in Spain?”

- “A year.”

- “So, is someone forcing you to do it?”

Then she nods.

- “Do you want to stay here or go back to Romania?”

- “Go back.” 

- “I can get them to send you back, but you have to help me. I won’t ask 
you to do anything that will get you in trouble. Do you understand?”

the kind she no longer believes in.

- “I just want to know about Cristiana.” 

- “Why?”

I don’t say she’s dead. I don’t want to scare her. Plus, she might think the 
same people who are exploiting her killed Cristiana.

- “Tell me what you know about her.”

- “She’s Romanian. She’s pretty. That’s it.”

- “Did they tell you not to trust the police?”

I lean forward and fold my hands. Like an understanding priest. As fake as 
a plastic ten-pound note. 

- “They told you that so you wouldn’t try to escape. This gig isn’t for 
you. Others might be able to get into it, like Petrica, but not you. Do 
you smoke?”

- “Yes.”
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I give her a cigarette and light one for myself. 

- 

- “I don’t want anything.”

She exhales lustily and I laugh.

- “What are you laughing at?”

- “This could be a bar.” 

A sweet smile blooms on her face, the kind of smile that would make a 
good man happy.  Not so much the tricks she turns every day.

- “I promise I’ll get you out of here.” “Nothing will happen to you. 

- “What happened to her?”

- “I can’t tell you yet. “But it has nothing to do with the people you 
work for,” I lie to reassure her. “Tell me what she did last night, where 
she went, with who, where she works.”

- “You swear?”

- “I swear.”

She steps on the cigarette butt and looks me in the eyes, a serious expres-
sion on her face.

- “She left at ten P.M. Now, in summer, we start late. She left with a 
friend. With Bogdan.”

- “Bogdan who?”

- “I don’t know.”

- 

- “Can I have another cigarette?”
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she doesn’t seem to mind.

- “She went to work with him. But I don’t know where. Sometimes she 
worked in one place, sometimes in another. I don’t know where she 
was last night.”

- “Tell me where she usually worked.”

Ramona shrugs.

- 
the beach. I don’t know.”

cheap whores. Full service for thirty euros.

- “Are you scared of Bogdan?”

- “Of course.” 

- 

- “I don’t know.”

- “Yes you do. Tell me and he won’t know it was you.”

- 
her.

girls without having to wait.

- “Cristiana was young and attractive, why was she working at El Gar-

- “Because they want us to turn a lot of tricks even if it’s cheap. You 
make more money.”

- “They make more money,” I correct her. “Where are Cristiana’s pa-

- “Yes.” 
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- “Did you see her yesterday while she was working?”

- “No.”

- “Where were you?”

- 

- “Do you know where she was?”

- “No.” 

- “Do you know if she was in Mojacar? Near Club Mandala?”

- “I don’t know.”

- “Did she have any special clients?”

- «Special?»

- “That she saw a lot of. Regulars.”

- “I don’t know.” 

- “Did she ever work at home?”

- “Yes.” 

- “With who?”

- “I don’t know them. I’ve seen a few of them, but I don’t pay attention. 
They don’t interest me.”

- “Has she ever talked about any strange clients? Or any aggressive or 
violent ones?”

- “No. Just that they smell bad and do it worse.

- Maybe a few she argued with because they wouldn’t pay.

- But other people take care of that.”

- «Bogdan?»

- “Yes.”

I give her a cigarette and leave. I tell Malasana to take Ramona to the wom-
en’s shelter.
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I go back to the interrogation room when they bring in Petrica.

- “Oof. Smoky in here. Like a brothel,” she says as soon as she comes 
in.

- “Just to get us in the mood.”

- “You want one right here?”  

She looks at the opaque glass panel of the interrogation room and laughs.

- “Some of the tricks like to watch and be watched. How about you?”

- “Let’s talk about your friend Cristina.”

- “She’s not my friend.”

- “You two don’t get along?”

- “She’s not my friend.”

- “Does she steal your clients? She’s very pretty.”

- 

- “Sit down.”

She sits down opposite me, brazen. She looks at me with those round doll 
eyes and says:

- “Don’t I get a cigarette?”

I give her one and light it for her. She catches my hand and caresses it with 

- “I’m much too old for you,” I console her. “Do you want to go back to 
your country or stay here?”

- “My country? Nothing but poverty there. And the men are worse than 
here.”

- “Are you comfortable? Do you have a good life? Can I help you?”

- “Yes. Come with me and pay me.”

- “I’m on duty.”

- “Ooh. If only you knew what your coworkers on duty do.”
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- 

She laughs. 

- “When the police say they’re going to help you, they screw you, for 
sure.”

- “We’re not all like that,” I say in my defence.

- “You’re not? Pigs.”

- “I can imagine. But now I want you to tell me about Cristiana. How 
long had she been living with you three?”

- “A couple of months.”

I wait for more but she doesn’t elaborate. I’m getting angry.

- “I’m not going to wait for you to take your time. Spit it out.”

Petrica smokes slowly, pondering her next words. I warn her:

- 
know where you work, where you hang out. So start now, I haven’t 
got all day.”

She shrugs.

- “Fine. Since Ramona’s told you the whole story...” 

what she sees, because she carries on.

- 
work, because people around here love fresh meat. I don’t know who 
her clients are, and she doesn’t know who mine are. We each work 

- 

- “Sometimes we go there. We have a drink.”

- «Uh huh.»

- “And sometimes in the street.”

- “Tell me where. Tell me where she was last night. You were in charge 
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- “I wasn’t...”

- “Shut up and tell me.”

- “Last night she was on the Mojacar-Carboneras road, where the big 

- “Who took her out there?”

- “I don’t know,” she lies.

- «Bogdan?»

- “Was he with her at any point?”

- “No.”

- “Do you know her clients?”

- “I’ve already said that I don’t. She doesn’t have regulars. She hasn’t 
been here long.”

- “What time was she out on the road?”

- “From eleven P.M., more or less.”

- “Who watches her? Who goes with her?”

- “No one,” she lies again.

- 

She looks away, a scornful scowl on her face. 

-
ing like a pig.  His eyes are emotionless behind his thick steamed-up glasses. 
On his face, a defeated look I’ve never seen before. 

- “It was gender-based, wasn’t it?”

His eyes open so wide they look big even behind his coke-bottle glasses.  I 
always wonder why he doesn’t get laser surgery for his Mr Magoo shortsight-
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- “We’re absolutely certain he killed her where she was found?”

- “Traces of tape on her mouth, hands and feet. He moved her from 
somewhere else. But he killed her there.

- A risky location.

- An unbelievable location.

- The right location for a crime of passion.

- The wrong location for a crime of passion because the murderer must 
have come in with the woman another way so they wouldn’t be seen. 
Then he must have killed her and eviscerated her and then cut the wire 

it in plain sight.”

- 

- “Will you stop talking crap? I’m not stupid!” he shouts.

I look at him and give him a minute to calm down. He sighs.

- “There’s no sign of sexual contact. Either premortem or post-mortem.”

- “The rest is up to you,” he says, heaving tiredly himself to his feet, 
heavy with terror, the fear of what he is imagining, just as I am. It’s 
more frightening in someone who is so used to dealing with death.

autopsy room hits me hard. When I look up at the looming shadow in the door-
way, turning around to ask me something, Braulio sees the look in my eyes and 
spits, with wordless empathy,

- “Catch that bastard!”

It’s not a plea. It’s a curse.

- “Or kill him!”

He slams the door.

-
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mately two centimetres below it. As if he wanted to make sure death would 
result, or that the second cut perfectly mimicked the one above it. The autopsy 
reveals hematoma on the left occipital lobe, just above the neck. Braulio pre-
sumes that the murderer knocked her unconscious to tie her up and gag her. 
The blow must have come as a surprise, because there are no signs of a strug-
gle and the slits in the neck are so perfectly symmetrical that the victim must 
have been unconscious when she died.

The murderer made a deep cut from the lower abdomen to the diaphragm. 
There are four similar cuts on the right-hand side of her ribs and cuts across 
her vulva and vagina. The intestines are visible through the deep cuts in her 
abdomen. The uterus has disappeared. 

symbol can be seen, tattooed onto the skin using the sharp point of a knife. A 

When Lopez opens the door, he seems concerned at the look on my face.

- “Anything wrong, Commissioner?”

I hold up the report and Lopez takes a step back, like a vampire faced with 
a cross. 

- “I don’t want to see it.”

- “You don’t need to see it, either.”

I leave the report in a drawer and lock it. Where no one will be able to see 
it, even by accident. I need a cigarette and Lopez and I smoke together in si-
lence for a while. It’s awkward because he won’t stop looking at me.

- “Where’s Malasana?” I ask, trying to lighten the mood.

- 
body.”

- “Right. I want a meeting with anyone who’s available.”

- “Some of them are still on holiday.”

- “All permission is revoked. We have to search, door to door, from 

could have seen something.”

- “It’s Saturday and the last day of August, Commissioner,” says Lopez. 
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“Most people will be out of town.” 

- “Even so. Issue the order.”

Malasana comes in without knocking.

- 

He can’t help the aggression in his voice. He would collapse if not for the 
adrenaline that’s been keeping him on his feet since this morning. His drawn 
face now boasts prickly, wiry stubble and the sweat of many long hours on the 
job. His small frame looks even smaller in the armchair, a shadow of Lopez’s 
expansive physique.

- “We’re going to send the agents round door to door in the area.” 

- “I’m not going to waste time on that,” he protests.

- “Lopez will do it.” “You and I have other things to do. Did Tatiana say 
anything we weren’t aware of?” 

- “No, and she isn’t going it.” 

- “What about Ramona?”

- “She’s easy. They’ll take care of her.”

Abruptly, he puts his hands on the armrests to get up and drag me to go 
after the pimps who need to be questioned.

- “Lopez, call the Ministry and have them give you everything they 
have on the victim and contact the Romanian authorities. Then call all 
the men and have them meet downstairs.

- Shall we get going?” asks Malasana, getting up. 

- “We have to wait til tonight.”

The long hours of the afternoon mock us from the other side of the window 

looking at the light makes the room feel even hotter, despite the AC whirring 
in the corner. We three men are incensed, raging with heat. It’s only inside 
ourselves that we feel the cold. 

- “What about the autopsy?” asks Malasana.
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- “What we expected.” 

- “Really?”

- “Down to the last detail. Do you want to read the report and see the 
pictures?”

- “No.”

I send Malasana home to rest for a few hours. Fewer than thirty agents 

there’s no one else I can call up. They fan themselves with sheaves of paper to 
ease the close heat of the meeting room.  The AC is on full blast, but nothing 
can cool the forty-degree heat making us slick with sweat.

- Tonight, starting at eight P.M., you’ll be working in pairs, going door 
to door, at every house and housing estate between the Best Mojacar 
and Club Mandala. 

A murmur of protest kicks up among the agents, some of whom were en-

- 
that’s that,” says a voice at the back.

- “We don’t know,” I say, lying. “For now, you’ll do as I say. We don’t 
know whether the victim had a boyfriend. She was a sex worker.”

- “A prostitute?” asks Martin, who has joined the meeting despite being 
on holiday.

- “Yes. Romanian.”

- “What about the pimps?” he asks.

- “I’ll handle that.”

Rumours and conversations start up. There’s no doubt in their mind. It was 
most probably her pimp. Or a client who lost it. 

- “Door to door. And no more fuss. Lopez will coordinate the team. Any 
information goes straight to him.”

- “What about you, boss?”

- “I’ll do as I like, since I’m the boss.” 
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- “What about Malasana?” asks Martin, suspicious at Malasana not at-

task.

- “He’ll come with me. He’s the one who knows the local prostitution 

- “What did the other girls say?” asks Garcia.

- “That she lived with them, she hadn’t been here long, they didn’t 
know her from before and last night she was pounding the pavement, 
around the Best Mojacar. So now you know. Someone must have seen 
her. She was very attractive. She had clients left, right and centre. A 
real beauty. There must have been a car that stopped for her. Or some-

- “Chief,” Martin starts in, but waits for the other voices to clear. “In 
Almeria province there have been several cases of prostitutes being 
murdered. Very few and far between, but as regular as clockwork. 
And no one’s ever been arrested. There aren’t even any suspects. Isn’t 
this another one of those murders? Could this be the work of a serial 
killer?”

A heavy silence descends, broken only by the constant whirring of the AC. 

- “I haven’t got a clue, Martin. But those crimes happened a long time 
ago. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

Martin read up on those crimes when he was assigned to Baria. He com-
piled copies of the Guardia Civil reports on so-called Operation Indalo. 

- We have to do more research to understand what we’re dealing with.

them to be as diligent as possible, no mor

I spend the next two hours putting together a preliminary report and send 

-
pervising any witness statements on the ground that may be useful. I order 
the agents sternly not to give information to journalists or feed into rumours. 
Macabre murders like this one always attract attention, so I ask them to call on 
the public to collaborate and I assign two men to the police phone line. Later, 
I check that the Cyber Crime Unit has taken down the pictures of Cristina 
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prostitution rings. 

hasn’t gone home to rest.

The afternoon has faded when we leave the station, but the heat is still 

We get in the Golf. This time, I’m driving. Malasana leaves his gun in the 
glovebox.

- “Someone’s packing,” I remark.

- “It’s going to be a long night.”

We cross the city, which seems to be waking up from the lethargic slumber 
of the afternoon. Pavement cafes full of people drinking ice-cold beer and 
soft drinks to alleviate the heat. Sweat-slicked passers-by. People sighing or 
undoing their top buttons to catch the breeze, a breath of fresh air to cool them 

smoke in the doorways, bored of the afternoon slump and hoping that the lack 
of a breeze will drive customers into their air-conditioned stores. Crossing a 

is an exercise in patience. Everyone is driving back from the beach or their 
holidays and all the cars are full of junk, people double-parking to unload their 
luggage. 

- “Turn on the siren, boss,” suggests Malasana.

- “Like we haven’t got enough on our plate already.”

in size in one go and whose postwar urban planning and, more recently, can-
nibalistic expansion, hasn’t made enough room for a population that doubles 
every summer.  The traditional winding streets, barely eight or ten metres 
wide, are a river of cars and disgruntled honking. We see two-storey houses, 
doors swinging wide to the evening breeze and balconies like hungry mouths 
desperately seeking air.  We see the shadowy interior of those houses, where 
people in their underwear try to live their lives normally, despite the close 
heat. The AC units hanging on the outside walls drip water and people pass by 
on the narrow pavements talking about the late summer heat. We see old men 
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wearing open shirts and slippers, leaning on their walking sticks. Matrons with 
patterned dresses on, fanning themselves with brio. Foreigners in socks and 
sandals, looking all around.

We cross the main square where the town hall sits and turn onto Avenida 
del Siglo XXI: the work of a megalomaniac who channelled a stream, stagnant 
and stinking, in an attempt to create a boulevard next to a non-existent river. 
From there on, we cross through housing estates until we get to the ring road. 

illusion of being cool, though it’s just hot air moving fast. Finally we reach 

desert heat as the smell of damp earth breathes some life back into us.

and he set up a seedy brothel crawling with dirt. The clientele is just as ex-
clusive. You can have a drink for half of what it would cost you at the Hotel 
Argaria and they’ll do you up nice and quick as you please, twenty or thirty 

as a refuge for prostitutes who can’t work somewhere nicer, either out of lim-
ited options or because their pimps say so.  

frames.  Incredibly, the golden rays of the setting sun give the place a touch of 
beauty that will soon disappear, just an illusion. The door is made of metal, set 
with glass, with a roller grille.  There are three cars parked by the door and the 
light - as far from mood lighting as you can imagine - gives us a good view of 
the bar on the left, three patrons leaning on it. 

Malasana knows the owner, who owes him a few favours. Not that that 
stops him from shooting us a dirty look when we walk in. We see three Latin 
American girls on the right, sitting at a table empty of drinks, looking like 

scouting for desperate men who’ll have them in the backseat and, with any 
luck, buy them a drink afterwards.
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- “What do you want?”

Pestucias - Antonio Something-or-Other’s nickname - greets us.  He wears 

hair and a large cross dangling from a gold chain, fat, like the rest of him: fat 
face, fat nose, fat ears, fat cheeks, fat eyebrows, fat soul. Hi eyes are narrow 

the colour of the irises. The expression on his face - like a raging bull - and the 
reluctant pose are proof enough that he’s not a weak man, despite his weight. 

trouble at bay.

Malasana sets Cristina Stoicescu’s picture in front of him. 

- “I knew you were going to come round and hassle me.” 

The patrons observe this interaction and the girls are suddenly alert as cats. 
“Shut up.”

- Malasana warns him.

Pestucias understands that we’re not here to play around.

- “Yes. I recognise her,” he admits.

I ask everyone to leave and wait outside. If anyone decides to make a run 
for it, they’ll regret it. 

When we’re alone, Pestucias bleats out a complaint.

- “You could have let me know and we would have gone somewhere 
more private,” he says, recriminating Malasana.

- “There’s no time for that with this,” he answers.

Pestucias picks up the picture. A look of sadness appears in his tiny eyes.

- “She used to come here, like so many of them. She was beautiful. It’s 
a terrible shame. And it’s bad for business.”

- “Fuck your business!” 

- “There’s not much else I can say,” shrugs Pestucias.

- “Who’s her pimp?

- You know who he is.” “Well there you have it. You want to cause 
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trouble for me?”

- 

- “You want them to burn my business down?”

- “He knows we’re looking for him. His girls told us so. We just need 

- Some Bogdan. Dangerous.” “He comes in from time to time, has a 
drink and looks over the girls,” he says, so quickly his words are hard 
to make out. “My business is good for theirs and theirs is good for me. 
Everyone’s happy. I haven’t got anything against them.”

- 

Pestucias sighs uncomfortably. 

- “The sooner you tell us, the sooner we leave,” says Malasana.

- “What if I don’t tell you?” he retorts. 

- “We’ll close your little dive bar and that’ll be it for you,” I warn him.

He licks his lips and glances outside. Through the window we see the punt-
ers and prostitutes talking about our sudden arrival and watching what’s going 
on inside.

- “Hurry up, we haven’t got all night.”

golden twilight, the almost joyful light of a summer’s night, if not for the mur-
der of Cristina Stoicescu.

- 

not too up themselves.”

- “That’s no good to us.”

- “That’s all I know.” “All these vague little remarks. Do you think I’m 
going round to their house for tea?

- How many of them are there? Bogdan isn’t exactly going to be on his 
own.”
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- “You know that better than I do. And if you don’t, the Guardia Civil 
does. That’s all you’ll get out of me about Bogdan.”

The forceful look on his face shows that questioning him further is a waste 
of time.  To make up for it, he tells us about Cristiana Stoicescu.  He tells us 
she wasn’t exactly the life and soul of the party. He used to buy her drinks 
so she would feel more comfortable, since girls as pretty as her aren’t exact-
ly the norm. She was good for business. She had been there for a couple of 
months and already all kinds of people were asking after her every day. She 
raised the bar for the club. But she hated it. She was rude to the clients. Until 
Bogdan slapped some sense into her. Now his clientele had improved, some 

he complains. 

We leave Pestucias at peace with his conscience and start interrogating the 
girls. Malasana knows them all. He calls them by name and tells them not to 
worry; this has nothing to do with them. None of them has anything new to tell 

she was always busy with clients. Then we interrogate the punters. A bachelor, 
almost sixty, who wastes every afternoon here and blows his salary in El Gar-

at them to console himself and buys one a drink from time to time. That’s all.

The second punter is under forty but looks at least twenty years older. A 
slight man, he didn’t shower after work and wears mud-stained overalls. His 

that looks prickly even from afar. Sunken eyes and a tan line across his fore-
heard under a visor as dirty as a rag in a garage. He acts serious, so respectful 
that his voice, plummy with drink, is grotesque. He states that he had seen the 
murder victim, but that she was stuck-up. In other words, she ignored him, for 
obvious reasons.

The third patron is friendly and outgoing. He’s been watching us out of the 
corner of his eye since we came in. While we talked to Pestucias I could see 

-

at.  A shirt, open over his hairless chest. Large drops of sweat drip down his 
neck and over his greying eyebrows. He hasn’t shaved today and his greying 
hair is greasy and messy. He introduces himself as Javier Macias and seems 
surprised that we haven’t heard of him. He owns a scrap and machinery busi-
ness a bit further out of town, he says, pointing along the road.
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- “You have to be a real savage to do that,” he says, sympathizing with 
us.

- “Did you know her?”  Asks Malasana.

His bulging eyes widen and his answer is even smarmier than before:

- “I’ve seen her around here. But I don’t come here every day.”

He must handle money if he has a scrap business.

- “She was the prettiest one,” says Malasana casually. 

- “I come here because Antonio - we call him Pestucias - is a friend of 

day, have a Coke and leave.”

towards the Golf. 

- 

- “We weren’t going to get anything out of his telling us. He’s not the 
killer.”

- “And what the fuck do you know?”

- “He’s a john, not a criminal.”

- “Yeah, well whoever did it probably doesn’t look like someone who’d 
tear women to pieces, either.”

We sit in silence as we drive back into the city, both of us angry. Inside 
the small car we look like a giant and a dwarf, as people often call us. I like 
working with Malasana. He knows the city best out of all of our men. One of 

reports on the underbelly of Almeria life: drug dealers, thugs, troublemakers, 
gangs, everything under the sun. He asked for leave before joining the local 

moths are drawn to. A month later, when he started working, he already knew 
the people who mattered better than we did and had informers on his side. 
Since then, he’s been my eyes and ears. 
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- “So, if there are no suspects, what shall we do now? Play some double 
solitaire? Or maybe pool, if you fancy something more exciting?” he 
says sarcastilly.

People strolling along the beach. The last parasols are being taken down. 
The pavement cafes are half-empty. Lots of businesses have declared the sum-
mer season done and dusted and shut up shop until next year. Their dark win-

We speed past the Best Mojacar and drive towards the beach. Lopez is 

nothing, not even a sliver of information. The outcome: “I don’t know any-
thing about it, I didn’t see anything, I heard about it on the news, I wasn’t here 
last night, and yes, some girls work on the outskirts of town, near the motor-
way. That’s it.

We smoke, drenched in sweat. The heat and humidity has our clothes stick-
ing to our skin and making any movement is a painful reminder of it. The slow 
cadence of the surf. 

- “They say that if no good clues are found within twenty-four hours, 
the case will almost certainly not be solved,” says Lopez suddenly.

- “Twenty-four hours or twenty-four days, we’ll keep looking,” I an-

Malasana thinks out loud, working through his frustration: 

- “We have to close in on the Romanians.” 

We leave Lopez and get back in the Golf. We get on the motorway, head-
ing to Macenas. Usually, it’s milling with prostitutes on the outskirts of town, 
lounging against eucalyptus and palm trees, waiting for clients who are fed up 
of looking for someone to spend the night with in the nearby bars.

But tonight it’s deserted. 

We drive past the Marina Golf Hotel. As we move towards the Macenas 
roundabout we glimpse a car hidden in a ravine. 
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Macenas Castle looms silent and alone next to the beach, like a relic from 
an ancient, mysterious civilization. The light from the half-moon overhead 
seems to stick to its bricks, sticky as the heat. Nearby, an aborted building juts 

-
lowed up by the darkness.  To the right, the white stain of the Nueva Macenas 
housing estate glows high on the hill. We move towards the hidden car.

- “Sisi! I want to talk to you.” 

Thick bushes provide the cover the car driver seeks. A cosy love nest.

- “Sisi!” This time, I shout. “I want to talk to you.” “If you don’t come 
out, I might whip you.”

A few shrill protestations and the sound of heels clicking on the tarmac. 
Slowly, a silhouette emerges from the shadows, hips swaying. 

- “Here we go,” sighs Malasana.

- “You never know. Maybe she...”

- “She? “She”’s more man than me.”

- “Oh, Chief! What a fright! I didn’t realize it was you. You know, if I 
realized you were looking for me I wouldn’t have put on any shoes! 
Barefoot, like a pilgrim.”

- “Aren’t you scared of working out here today?”

- “Of course, boss. More than ever. But someone’s got to bring home 
the bacon. And us hot-blooded girls, well, you know...”

- “I dont know what you’re talking about.”

- “Well! Someone’s annoyed! Of course, since you’re not by yourself 
today.”

And she shoots a suggestive look Malasana’s way. He shifts his weight, 
looking uncomfortable. 

“I need your help, Sisi.”

She crosses her arms, the costume jewellery around her neck and wrists 
clinking loudly.  It shines in the half-light. She juts out her hip and gets serious. 

- “Of course, boss. There’s no one around here today. Everyone’s left, 



39

CARMELO ANAYA

gone to Baria or further away. But I have a duty to my clientele. I’m 
a professional. Through thick and thin. Come rain or come shine. If 
they can’t come to me here, God only knows what’ll become of them, 
poor lambs!”

- “Cut the crap,” orders Malasana.

- “Oooh, someone’s feeling grumpy! What you need is...”

Malasana takes a step in her direction and I have to grab his arm.

Sisi gets serious for real and tells us she doesn’t know anything about the 
murder, she didn’t see anything strange. She was working non-stop that night, 
barely had time to freshen up between tricks. 

- “You know the worst perverts around here, Sisi. Anyone you can think 
of who would do this?”

- “Is it like what they’re saying on the news?”

- “Worse.”

Sisi looks pensive, opens her bag and takes out a packet of Marlboros, 

Moving over to one side, she asks us to move away from the road. A car crawls 
by slowly. Alarmed at the sight of us, it speeds away.

- “Chief, deep down most of my clients are just unhappy, looking for 
-

mos who are afraid to come out and eventually work up the courage 
to come and see me. I don’t know anyone who could have done some-
thing like this. Those who come looking for me aren’t interested in 
women.” 

I ask her to ask around for me. Talk to the other trans* girls, to everyone. 

as it comes up. Sisi swears to help, kissing the medal that dangles over her 

Apart from Ramona, who’s staying at the women’s shelter, the other wom-
en have been sent home. They’ll be out working tonight. Wherever Bogdan 
sends them. 



40

THE RIPPER

They’re working along the Baria beaches, or near the industrial estate, 
we’re told. 

-
tion has made obsolete. They can’t handle the thousands of people who come 
down in summer in search of sun and heat, their holidays fading away now 
as they get back to the sad post-holiday grind, September looming. We take 
forever to get there.

We drive slowly through Puerto Rey until we get to the wall that surrounds 
the beach. We get out of the car, squinting in the darkness, but there’s no one to 
be seen. This isn’t a good place for them. It’s the oldest, most upscale housing 
estate in the area.

- “Your friends know what they’re talking about,” I say. Malasana’s 

We carry on along the coast road, driving up to the El Limite woods. This is 
where the gays and male prostitutes hang out. We walk up to the woods. When 

leaves. Whispers, panting, sweet mmms and aaahs. A shadow comes out from 
the trees and stands in front of us, one hand on its crotch.

- “You want me to...”

badge. The boy shrinks, as if caught in the act by his own mother. 

- “Have you seen the Romanian girls around here?”

He dries his tears and speaks in a high-pitched voice.

- 

the guys and the Romanians, but then a pimp came along and beat up 
the guys.” 

He points to the opposite end of the woods.

- “They’re out on the road, by Lola’s.”

We leave him to lick his wounds. Other shadows emerge from the trees to 

with a half-smile and sticks his badge on his lips like a kiss. The shadow runs 
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but not Tatiana. They’re with two other girls we don’t know. We observe them 
from a distance for a while, but there’s no sign of their pimp. Cars cruise by, 

other crawls by at a snail’s pace, but evidently he doesn’t like picking girls up 
on gay turf. He makes a U-turn and disappears. We move forward, and when 
the girls are looking the other way, we cross the road and see a dark car parked 

cloud of dust. We pursue it for a few metres, pointlessly. The car hits the as-
phalt, gears grinding, wheels screeching. We look behind us and see two girls 
running away. Malasana gives chase, but loses them in the woods. He comes 
back, swearing.

- “I can’t see them. It’s impossible at night.” 

- “Where did Petrica go?” 

- “She must have been the one who screamed.”  

We walk back to the car, sweating profusely. 

- “Do you think the Romanians did it, boss?”

- “No. Why would they? Cristiana was bringing in a lot of money. And 

way? They could have got rid of her without anyone noticing.” 

- “Well, we don’t have any other leads.”

- “We don’t have any other leads,” I repeat.  

- “And more than twenty-four hours have gone by,” he says, sounding 
dispirited.

- “And more than twenty-four hours have gone by.”

I tell Malasana to go home and get some sleep. The station is deserted ex-

negative report on the door-to-door search. If Malasana’s face is the picture of 
desperation, Lopez’s is that of weary sadness.
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I tell him to go home and we leave the station together, walking out into the 

from breathing deeply. I’m lying as I try to cheer him up.

- “Tomorrow is another day. A new lead will come up.”

on the other hand, is a gentle giant, a kind soul who needs to be cheered up 
like a little boy. 

This time he doesn’t say anything. My words are hollow and do nothing to 
lift his heavy heart. He gets into his minivan, which makes him look like the 
friendly family man he is, and drives slowly out of the parking lot.  The van 
is enveloped almost instantly in thick fog, veiling the lights, and it crosses my 
mind that the murderer must have used a large vehicle to transport Cristiana 
Stoicescu. 

I think about it until I’m home. I park next to the house, the house that was 

forget.  But at least I understood him, I think, full of regret, knowing that if I 
could get to grips with Cristiana Stoicescu’s killer I would be so much closer 
to catching him.

I crunch over the sand up to the porch in the front of the house. A one-sto-
rey whitewashed building on the beachfront. Just one thin strip of sand sepa-
rates it from the water, sand that blows into every nook and cranny, covering 
every surface in a light layer, like dust.  You wouldn’t be allowed to build a 
home so close to the water now. The house is old and the landlord rented it out 
to me when I was assigned to Baria. So many years in this same house. I know 
why I never leave. I know that the memory of my wife keeps me shackled to 
these four walls, of which I’ve barely made a home, but that I’m incapable 

everything and the landlord had the place rebuilt and when he called to ask 
whether I wanted to stay I couldn’t say no. Turning it down would have been 
an act of cowardice. It would have meant running away from her, her memory, 
the pain that made her leave me. 

I hear singing and someone strumming a guitar. Further away, along the 
beach, someone’s having a party. I stand watching a group of shadows dancing 

slow rumble of the sea, heavy with the last of the summer heat. 
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I put on my swimming trunks and walk barefoot towards the waves.  I see 
the lights glimmering along the coast like a diamond necklace. 

The water brings no relief. It isn’t cold. It can’t cleanse my conscience. 
It can’t strip away the memory of blood. Cristiana Stoicescu is next to me. 
I imagine what she would be like if she were still alive and a shudder rattles 
through me like a convulsion. Beautiful, young, pretty. Full of life. As I make 
my way into the dark water my imagination runs away with me and the im-

through my mind.  I feel a deep, wrenching terror.  The salty water enters my 
mouth and I retch. I swim towards the shore. I feel an urgent need to escape 
from the deep darkness all around me, the stark blackness of the night water 

-
wards the light, a light that will anchor me, remind me of who I am and what 

man who did this to Cristiana Stoicescu.  
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She’s just the way I remembered. The sun hasn’t come up yet, and tonight 
is the same as last night, just as one drop of water is identical to another. I 
remember everything, exactly as it happened. The precise way her body was 
slit open in silence by the knife.  The incredible ease with which a knife glides 

-
grant as perfume. And the body, so suddenly and placidly defenceless, some-
thing you can’t understand if you haven’t felt it in your own hands. Life slips 
away with a silent scream and strength leaves the limbs, delicious and evanes-
cent as the soul. Then: nothingness. Silence. The body now nothing more than 
a mere representation, like a sad Pagan goddess. Convulsions course through 
me as below my feet I feel the thrumming of the earth watered by that blood, 

seems to stop once again, as it did at that moment. Life that gave life. Life that 
screamed life. Life giving itself over to death. Death that materialized, deep as 
the body of a prophet. My eyes open and close. Everything spins around me. I 
live and I die in the woman’s agony. I die and I live in her mutilated body. I feel 
myself slip away. I can barely breathe. I try to take a breath, air entering and 

dying. The lights of the bar opposite me pierce my brain and eyes like needles. 
They wound me. They hurt. How can it be that no one knows? Why here? Can’t 

  .gninaem sah htaeD .gninaem sah efiL .gninaem sah gnihtyrevE ?ti ees yeht

night and lights seem to smash into them with the terrible turmoil of shouts 
and stabbings. My head feels as though it’s about to explode. I feel my heart 
beating wildly in my chest. The images of her open entrails swim through my 
mind. They show the hidden misery behind the facade. The back room of the 
furious lust for life. The blackness behind the tidy exterior. The raw truth. The 
heart was still beating. Yes. It had to beat. Everything happened so fast. How 
could the heart not beat in a last death rattle? A desperate, useless heartbeat. 
Like my shouts, that no one wanted to hear. That no one can hear anymore. 
Now they’ll hear my lamentations as a woman split open. I know. It is inevi-
table. No one can stop evil, just as no one can prevent the Apocalypse. It will 
come. Evil will become the death of life before their eyes. They have never 
understood. They don’t want to understand. Like those who lived in greed, in 
lewd lust, while Moses received the Tablets of the Law.  But they did not listen. 
Just as no one listens now. No one pays attention. They’ve forgotten their spir-

Dusty, dirty, miserable, their spirits cry out in the desert of their hearts. A 
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car drives along the road with its maddening geometric lights, its unbearable 
violent noise.  Its violence tears the night open, the silent night where death 
was present, and besmirches its sacred altar. I curse its violence and terrible 

she was also praying when she tried to move her lips under the gag. Perhaps 
she recovered her sullied spirit at the last moment, with her last quivering 
breath. The breath that escapes us in an instant while Nonsense ignores us, 

light, which will soon invade all, illuminating every corner of the sky, cannot 
light up the blood the earth swallowed.  It cannot breathe warmth into the 
body that death holds in its clutches. -
late hearts of men. 

When did I discover my true nature?

Perhaps I always knew of it

Everything in my life has led me here

Now I understand it

What inspired my liberation?

How did I think of it? 

The new Jack

The new Ripper

I can hardly wait!
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