
Portrait of a (native) detective

(translated by Dominic Horsfall)

Adelino Expósito was not a well-travelled man, much less a cosmopolitan one. His

knowledge  of  the  Chinese  was  minimal,  practically  nothing;  all  gleaned  from  his

neighbourhood in Barcelona. In the last year, almost overnight, a hairdressers/massage

parlour had appeared one door up from his building, and a cheap trinket shop two doors

down. The trinkets didn’t interest him; the massages held his attention better. There was a

constant stream of people coming in and out. He felt  curious, and so one fine day he

motivated  himself  to  go  over.  It  turned  out  to  have  familial  ambiance;  a  reassuring

domestic mishmash. There were a couple of older ladies from the neighbourhood, hoods

on and rollers in, thumbing through the usual magazines. One of the Chinese girls was

giving a transvestite a manicure. The other one, along with two Chinese boys, was dozing

away on a sofa that one day – long ago – had been white. Three very small children, also

Chinese, were running around the place. Any conversation was brief  and relaxed;  the

mood was natural, devoid of any pretension. He felt hindered by awkwardness. Perhaps it

wasn’t what he thought it was after all; so when the moment came to request a massage,

he approached it warily. He mentioned a slipped disc, some back problems. The girl, who

was wearing a dressing gown and slippers, gave an understanding smile. Then she led

him through to a shabby little room, none too clean. The air felt close and smelt of a mix of

epilating wax and noodles. He took his clothes off and lay down on the table, face-down to

begin with. Through the face hole he could see what was underneath him – a wastepaper

basket  full  of  used Kleenexes and food leftovers,  a  few shoes,  some sunflower  seed

shells.

The masseuse was sweet and pleasant, and the session – a full hour for twenty euros

– ended how it was meant to end, with no fuss of any kind. He had to admit it had done his

back good as well;  it  was true he’d always had some pinched nerve giving him grief.

Whether it was the state of relaxation or because the massage had taken care of a few

crucial areas, in the end he came out better than when he had gone in. He got into the

habit of going there every now and then. Not too often thoug; he wasn’t the type to get

hooked on things, as a rule. Until one day, after a couple of weeks’ absence because of

work,  he  opened  the  door  and  walked  head  first  into  a  very  different  scene.  The



hairdressers  had  ceased  to  exist;  now  the  shop  was  just  a  massage  parlour.  The

previously bright, blinding lights had given way to a semi-darkness illuminated from a few

strategic spots in the corners. The Chinese lads had vanished. The two girls who normally

alternated between massages, hairdressing and manicures, and who normally dressed

like they were at home, were now wearing high heels, fishnet stockings, with dizzyingly low

necklines and mini skirts. Most noticeable of all,  however, was the serious-looking and

well-dressed  man sat  behind  a  reception  desk  that  stood  in  the  entrance.  A Catalan

through and through. Without a moment’s pause the man offered him a voucher – good for

five  50-minute  massages  at  a  discount  of  three  euros  per  session.  Adelino  quickly

calculated the money for minutes. And then he protested. Each stress reliever would end

up being ten euros more expensive than before.

The man gave him a sycophantic smile and demonstrated with a wide sweep of his

hand the new furniture, the ambient lighting and the newly dolled-up, made-up girls.

“Come on, man; you’re not about to tell me it’s the same set-up. Fins i tot he fet posar

dutxes " (1). 

He stayed that day so as not to snub the girls. Gaudeixi del massatge (2), the pimp told

him in affected Catalan as he went into the shiny, renovated massage room. But on his

way out he spurned the voucher; then he stopped going to the parlour. The simple reason

being he wasn’t one for whoring. What he’d liked had been the homely, neighbourhood

feel of the place. And the girls without make-up, ordinary housewives and hairdressers. He

couldn’t ignore the price increase either. Adelino valued money, as was right and proper. 

He was 58 years old and his wife had walked out on him three years back. An event

that had left him numb with shock; they were the same age and she had never exactly

been pretty. A good woman, yes, and an excellent cook as well; but far removed from the

requisite glamour needed to set up with a new man. In one of the many conversations that

followed her declaration to leave, he broached the subject with remarkable tactlessness. 

“But where are you going to go, woman, alone, at your age?”

“I’m going to live,” she declared with a wide smile; she wasn’t  one to get offended

easily. “And you don’t need to spy on me, there’s no one else. I won’t be putting up with

any childish crap from anyone anymore.”

Even so, he had one of his colleagues keep an eye on her for a while, purely out of

professional habit. She hadn’t lied. She was leading a peaceful life in a small but cute

apartment. She went out with girls, she’d signed up for a gospel choir. Generally speaking,



she looked quite happy without him.

Three years had passed and he still didn’t understand. His ex-wife – she’d insisted on

doing things properly and he’d had to accept a divorce through gritted teeth – didn’t even

bother to move out of the neighbourhood. He ran into her often, greeting her with perfect

civility. She seemed content, fully adapted. He in turn had failed to extricate himself from

the domestic chaos her departure had plunged him into. He lived in a complete state of

disarray. And  when  he  went  home  to  his  lonely  flat  in  the  evening,  a  fatal  sense  of

desolation swept over him. Not to mention his diet – he was used to home-cooked meals;

restaurant food gave him indigestion and indigestion made him depressed. He focused on

work. He enjoyed it and it distracted him. Which is how he came to be involved in the

political espionage affair that would eventually blow up in the faces of all concerned. He

had been a pillar of discretion, as professional integrity demanded. The politicians involved

remained sat in their chairs, impassive, and everyone went along with it. He, on the other

hand, was suspended by the Colegio de Detectives for an extended period. And on top of

everything, he had the press constantly biting at his heels. They wanted to see if they

could catch him on the wrong foot, if he gave away  some scavenger account or rotten

history.

The offer to leave the city and the country came at just the right moment.

China. Who’d have thought it… 

(1) I’ve had showers put in.

(2) Enjoy the massage




