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    ‌In the Hands of the Wind

    Julián

    I knew what my daughter was thinking as she watched me pack my bag with a trace of fear in her piercing black eyes. They were like her mother’s, and her thin lips were like mine but, as she grew older and her body filled out, she looked more and more like her mother. If I compared her with photos of Raquel from when she was fifty, they were two peas in a pod. My daughter was thinking I was an incorrigibly crazy old man, obsessed by that past that no one cared about any more, unable to forget a single day of it, a single detail, or face or name – even a long, difficult German name, although it was often a great effort for me to remember the title of some film.

    However hard I tried to look cheerful, there was no way I was going to stop her feeling sad because, apart from being old and crazy, I had a blocked artery and, although the cardiologist had tried to reassure me by saying that the blood would seek an alternative route bypassing that artery, this gave me no illusions about my chances of coming back alive. So I kissed my daughter with what, for me, was the last kiss – doing my best, of course, to make sure she didn’t realize. There had to be a last time she’d see me, and I preferred it to be when I was alive and packing my bag.

    The truth of the matter is that, given my state, such a mad idea would never have entered my head if I hadn’t received a letter from my friend Salvador Castro – Salva – whom I had not seen since the people at the Centre put us out to grass. The Centre, which had been established with the aim of hunting down Nazi officers scattered all over the world, was going into retirement itself as its targets were reaching the limits of old age and dying. Those moribund monsters were escaping from us again. In most cases, it was fear that had kept them alert and helped them to get away. They’d only had to learn how to sniff out our hate and they were off like a shot. 

    When I picked up the envelope in my house in Buenos Aires and saw who the sender was, it was such a shock that I nearly died on the spot. Then I was flooded with immense emotion. Salvador was a kindred spirit, the only person left on earth who knew who I really was, where I came from and what I’d be capable of doing to stay alive. Or to die. We met when we were very young, in that narrow corridor between life and death that believers call hell and that non-believers like myself also call hell. It had a name, Mauthausen, and it never occurred to me that hell could be any different or any worse than this. And while my head was struggling once more to get out of this hell, we were cruising through the sky among white clouds and the hostesses left behind a pleasant fragrance of perfume as they walked past me, comfortably stretched out in my seat, more than twenty thousand feet high and in the hands of the wind.

    Salva told me that he’d spent several years in retirement in Alicante, in an old people’s home. It was a very good home, a sunny place, set among orange trees, just a few kilometres from the sea. At first, he came and went as he pleased, since the home was like a hotel, with a room and bathroom just for him and an à la carte menu. Then he began to have health problems (he didn’t specify what kind) and now had to rely on other people to take him to and from the town. Whatever ailed him, he hadn’t stopped working in his own way and without anybody’s help. “There are some things you can’t just leave as they are – right, Juliánín? It’s the only thing I can do if I don’t want to start thinking about what lies ahead of me. Remember? When I went in there, I was just a kid like many others.”

    We had a deep mutual understanding, and I didn’t want to lose him, just like you don’t want to lose an arm or a leg. We both knew what “there” meant – the concentration camp where we’d met working in the quarry. Salva knew what I’d seen and suffered and I knew what he’d seen. We felt we were damned. Only six months after we were liberated, looking ghastly and trying to cover it up with a suit and hat, Salva had already found out that a number of organizations had been set up with the aim of locating and capturing Nazis. That was what we were going to do. Now freed, we signed up at the Memory and Action Centre. Salva and I were only two among the thousands of Spanish republicans who’d been sent off to the camps, and we didn’t want people to feel sorry for us. We didn’t feel like heroes. Plague-ridden, more like it. We were victims – and nobody wants victims or losers. Others had no alternative but to keep quiet and suffer the fear, shame and guilt of survivors, but we became hunters, Salva more so than me. Basically, I was swept along by his rage and spirit of revenge.

    It was his idea. When we left there, I just wanted to be normal, to join up with normal humanity. But he said that this was impossible, that I’d have to keep on surviving. And he was right. I’ve never again been able to shower with the door closed, and I can’t stand the smell of urine, not even my own. In the camp, Salva was twenty-three and I was eighteen, but I was physically stronger than him. When we were liberated, Salva weighed thirty-eight kilos. He was scrawny, pale, melancholic and very intelligent. Sometimes I had to give him a scrap of what went by the name of food there – boiled potato peelings or a morsel of mouldy bread – not out of compassion, but because I needed him in order to keep going myself. I remember the day I told Salva I didn’t understand why we were struggling to stay alive when we knew we were going to die anyway, and he retorted that we were all going to die, including all the people in their houses sitting in an armchair with a drink and a cigar. For Salva, the drink and the cigar represented the good life that every human being should aspire to. And happiness consisted in finding the girl who’d make him feel like he could walk on air. He also believed that every human being had the right to walk on air at some point in his life.

    In order to overcome his terror, instead of closing his eyes and trying not to see or know, Salva preferred to keep them wide open and gather as much information as possible: names, faces of guards, rank, visits from other officers to the camp, as well as the general organization. He told me to remember as much as I could, because one day we were going to need it. And it was true that while we were trying to remember everything, we forgot a bit about fear. I knew straight away that Salvador was convinced he wasn’t going to end up in that quarry – and I wasn’t either if I stuck with him.

    When the gates were opened, I ran, stunned and crying, while Salvador came out with a mission, although he could barely stand up. He managed to locate and bring ninety-two high-ranking Nazi officers before the courts. With others, we had no option but to kidnap them, try them and execute them. I wasn’t as proficient as Salva. Quite the contrary. I was never able to close a file successfully. In the end, it was either others who nabbed them or they escaped. It was as if destiny was making fun of me. I located them, hunted them down, cornered them and, as soon as I got close, they slipped away, vanished. They had a sort of sixth sense for saving themselves.

    In his letter Salva sent me a clipping from a newspaper published by the Norwegian community on the Costa Blanca with a front-page photo of a couple called Christensen. Fredrik was eighty-five and Karin a bit younger. It was easy to recognize them, because they hadn’t thought it necessary to change their names. The article did not reveal who they were, but was merely about the birthday party this respectable-looking old man had held in his home, attended by a large number of his compatriots. I recognized those eyes – eyes of an eagle hovering over its prey, eyes that are bound to stay engraved in your memory for as long as you live. The photo wasn’t very good. It had been taken at the party, and they’d published it as a birthday present. And, incredible as it may seem, Salva had managed to see it. Fredrik had been merciless, up to his neck in blood. Perhaps, being a non-German Aryan, he had to prove his trustworthiness, earn the respect of his superiors. He had served in several Waffen-SS units, overseeing the extermination of hundreds of Norwegian Jews. I had an inkling of how cruel he had to be in order to become the only foreigner who was awarded a Gold Cross. 

    The photo showed them sitting side by side on the sofa. His large bony hands lay flopped on his knees. Even seated he looked enormous. It was very difficult for him to go unnoticed. She, in contrast, was more difficult to recognize. Age had disfigured her more. I didn’t need to rummage around for her in my memory. She’d been one of those young, round-faced, ingenuous-looking blondes with arms raised in a Nazi salute who filled my files. 

    “I can’t see very well, my hands are shaky and you’d be a great help to me, so if you’ve got nothing better to do, I’ll be waiting for you. Who knows, you might even find eternal youth,” Salva wrote in his letter. He must have been referring to the sun, the drink and the cigar. And I wasn’t going to let him down. After all, I’d been lucky enough to marry Raquel and have a family, while he’d given himself body and soul to his cause. Raquel had the gift of turning bad into good, and I took it as yet another punishment that she’d died before me, leaving the world bereft of her good thoughts while mine remained. But after a while I realized that Raquel hadn’t totally abandoned me, and that thinking of her gave me peace and filled my head with small rays of sunshine.

    My daughter wanted to come with me, as she was frightened my heart would fail. The poor girl thought that at my age everything’s harder – and it’s true. Yet it was also true that I preferred to die doing this rather than torment myself about whether my blood-sugar levels were rising. Then again, things might be different for once, and Fredrik Christensen’s heart could fail before mine. Even though he is very old, he must think he can live a little longer, and would be very upset if we cropped up in his life and put the fear of God into him right at the end, after he’s managed to elude us for so long.

    It was great to think that Salva and I could get to that sofa and that Fredrik would be shitting his pants as soon as he saw us.

    Sandra

    My sister let me have her beach house so I could think calmly about what would be best for me – whether to marry the father of my baby or not. I was five months pregnant now, and less and less sure that I wanted to have a family of my own, although I’d foolishly left my job – just at a time when it was so difficult to find a job and so hard for me to raise the baby alone. For the time being, I was getting around with the baby in my belly, but then… Jesus! End up in a marriage of convenience? I loved Santi, but not as much as I knew I could love. Santi was a hand’s breadth – just a hand’s breadth away from being the great love. Though it might be that the great love only existed in my mind, that it was a figment of the imagination, like heaven, hell, paradise, the Promised Land, Atlantis and all the other things we can’t see and, as we already know, we’ll never see.

    I didn’t want to make any final decision. As long as there was food in the fridge and the baby hadn’t come out and wasn’t asking me for anything, I was happy just to let my thoughts float around without getting weighed down by the various possibilities that were as intangible at the moment as the clouds. It was a comfortable enough situation, but one which unfortunately wasn’t going to last long, as my sister had found a tenant for the month of November.

    It was now the end of September, and we could still swim and bask in the sun. The neighbouring houses had already been shut down, to be reopened the following summer or to be used for some weekends or for longer breaks. Only a handful, like ours, would be occupied throughout the year, and there were so few of them scattered around that when their lights were on they looked incredibly lonely. I liked this feeling, until I began to miss having someone to talk to, or someone who’d just be there making a noise, and then I’d start thinking about Santi. These were moments of weakness, moments that conspire to keep couples together for a long time – like my parents, for example. I only had to think about them to pluck up enough courage to overcome my loneliness. I knew that if I didn’t deal with this now, I’d never again be able to deal with it for the rest of my life.

    To get to the sandy beach I only had to get on my little motorbike, a Vespino. My sister, brother-in-law and nephews had told me over and over again not even to think about parking it without chaining it. As soon as I had breakfast and had watered the plants (one of the duties imposed by my sister), I’d take some old magazine from a wicker basket and put it in a Calvin Klein plastic bag, grab a bottle of water, a peaked cap and a towel, then head off to lie on the sand. Out in the sun there were no problems. The tourists had practically disappeared. Most of the time I met the same people along the route: a lady with two little dogs, a few fishermen sitting next to their taut rods, a black man in a jellaba who seemed to have no better place to go, people running along the beach and, under a beach umbrella splashed with large flowers, a retired foreign couple with whom I exchanged greeting glances.

    And thanks to them that morning I didn’t pass out and fall flat on my face in the sand, but only sank to my knees and vomited. It was too hot, one of those days when the thermometer shoots up as if broken. The peaked cap gave very little shade, and I’d forgotten my bottle of water. Sometimes people were right when they said I was a disaster. Everyone who was close to me said the same thing. If they didn’t say it sooner they said it later – you’re a disaster – and, when everyone tells you that all your life, there has to be some truth in it. When I sat up on my towel I felt sick, and everything started to spin, but even so I managed to stagger to the water’s edge to cool off – and it was then that I could resist no more and threw up. I’d had too much for breakfast. Since I got pregnant, the fear of losing strength made me eat too much. The foreign couple came running over as fast as old people can run on burning hot sand. They took for ever to get to me and I was sinking my hands in the wet sand trying to get a grip on it but it kept melting away, again and again. 

    My God, don’t let me die, I was thinking when some large bony hands took hold of me. Then I felt the coolness of water in my mouth. A hand wet my forehead and ran water through my hair. I could hear their words, strange and far away, and didn’t understand a thing. They sat me on the sand, and I saw that it was them. The man brought over his umbrella to shelter me from the sun.

    His first words in Spanish were, “Are you all right?”

    I nodded.

    “We can take you to the hospital.”

    “No, thank you. I must have had too much for breakfast.”

    The woman rested her small blue eyes on my belly sticking out over the bikini in a slightly rounded bump. I didn’t give her time to ask.

    “I’m pregnant. Sometimes my stomach plays up.”

    “Just rest now,” she said, cooling me down with a fan on which I saw, double, the words advertising the Nordic Club. “Do you want some more water?” 

    I drank a little as they stared at me without blinking, as if trying to sustain me with their gaze.

    After a while, by which time they must have been dizzier than me, they accompanied me to the motorbike and then followed me in their car in case I felt sick again on the way. We were moving so slowly that all the drivers were tooting at us and, when I turned into the track to my sister’s house – which looks as if it has been eased in with a shoehorn on the left-hand side – I beeped my horn and waved goodbye.

    Perhaps I should have asked them in and offered them something to eat or drink, or to sit for a while on the porch, which always had a very nice breeze wafting through. I hated myself for not being friendlier, since I’d ruined their morning on the beach, though it was also true that interrupting the monotony of these old couples who spend all day brooding over the past wouldn’t do them any harm either. I showered under the hose and lay in a hammock in the shade. I didn’t want to think about the dizzy spell on the beach, because I didn’t want to feel weak. From now on I’d be more careful: the fact was that my body wasn’t the same any more, and it was constantly taking me by surprise.

    Julián

    It bothered me that I had to spend some of my savings on a business-class seat, but I did so to set my daughter’s mind at rest, and also because I wanted to reach my destination in the best possible shape, so the journey wouldn’t be in vain. And because of that, I drank only alcohol-free beer with my meal and, after shaking off my demons as best I could, slept the sleep of the just while my fellow passengers downed one whisky on the rocks after another.

    I wasn’t counting on Salva’s coming to meet me at the Alicante airport. He hadn’t even answered my letter telling him the date of my arrival. What would he be like now? Maybe I wouldn’t recognize him. Or he me, of course. In any case, I looked at the signs people were holding up behind the security barrier and made myself as visible as I could, in the hope that Salva would suddenly come over and hug me. After around fifteen minutes, I decided to go to the bus station and take a coach that would get me a hundred kilometres away to Dianium, the town where I’d booked my hotel. The Christensens were living in the surrounding area and only a little farther away was Salva in the old people’s home.

    When I got out of the bus, rather than go directly to the hotel, I got in a taxi and asked the driver to take me to Tres Olivos, the old people’s home, and later drive me back to the centre of town. 

    I put my bag in the boot and we headed off inland, swathed in the fragrance of sun-warmed pines. After a while, the driver asked me, somewhat surprised, whether I was going to be staying in the home. I didn’t take the trouble to answer, but pretended to be absorbed in the landscape – which in fact I was. Dusk wasn’t far off, and it all looked wonderful to me: the red soil, the small woods, the vineyards, the orchards, the birds coming down to peck about on the ground… it reminded me of when I was a kid, before anything was important, and my parents took us on holidays to the beach. I patted my jacket pockets to make sure I’d left nothing on the plane or the bus. I worried that tiredness might be making me lose reflexes without my even noticing.

    The home had a smaller garden than Salva had led me to believe, but it was in the middle of the countryside and this seemed to be a good thing, although we elderly folk usually prefer to see people than trees. There was no need to ring the doorbell: the door was open, and I entered a room where they were starting to lay the tables for dinner. I asked the waitress if I could see Salva, saying I’d come a long way to visit him. She looked at me in surprise and led me to a small office where a solidly built woman told me that my friend had died. When I showed her his letter, she told me that he’d asked them to post it immediately after his decease. Decease. What a word to use. They’d had him cremated and sent his clothes to a local church in case some poor person might want them. He’d died of multiple organ failure. His body had packed it in. She told me, without my having to ask, that he had not suffered.

    I went out for a little walk around the garden and imagined Salva there, weak, shrunken, still holding out, sometimes looking at the sky as he reflected on what he had on his plate, without ever losing sight of his objectives. We’d had no contact for many years, ever since the people at the Centre had stopped thinking we were useful and I’d preferred to spend my time with my family and make the odd enquiry by myself without ever achieving anything. I tried to tie up the loose ends of the cases of Aribert Heim, the world’s most wanted Nazi criminal, and of Adolf Eichmann, but never had any luck. It was difficult to believe that Salva would have stopped working during all these years. He would certainly have kept gathering material and passing it over to others on a plate, so they’d get all the glory. Now it was my turn. He’d left me his last discovery, and it would only be significant if I was able to make it known to others. When he realized he was about to die, he thought of me, remembered this friend, and the legacy he left me was a poisoned chalice, as was anything else coming from our tormented souls. I would have loved to talk with him, to see him one last time. Now there was nobody who knew everything about me, nobody who knew what my hell was really like. A dull, pearly light was bringing the afternoon to a close.

    I got back into the taxi and, after asking the driver to go to the Costa Azul hotel, I took the handkerchief out of my pocket and blew my nose. The sight of Tres Olivos disappearing in the distance filled my eyes with tears – feeble tears that only wet the rims of my eyes, but that meant I was alive. I’d outlived Salva without wanting to, just as I’d outlived Raquel against my own will. 

    The taxi driver glanced at me in the rear-view mirror. There was such a gulf between his youth and my old age. There was no point in saying anything, trying to explain anything, telling him that my friend had died, because he’d think it’s natural to die at our age. But it wasn’t natural, because otherwise we wouldn’t find it so strange and incomprehensible. Was I still worthy of seeing these beautiful silvery fields? Raquel had told me off for having such thoughts, had called me a masochist, a misfit. After all, Salva and I hadn’t seen each other for ages, since I went to live in Buenos Aires with Raquel, while he continued with his itinerant life. I would never have imagined him secluded in an old people’s home. And, as he himself used to say, we’re not the only ones who die. Everyone, the whole of humanity dies, and we have no option but to resign ourselves to that.

    After arriving at the hotel, I unpacked my bag, put my clothes in the wardrobe and then studied the map of the region, trying to locate the house of Fredrik and Karin Christensen in a wooded area called El Tosalet. Since I didn’t want to go to bed too early and was trying to fight the jet lag, I went down to the bar to take my evening dose of pills with a glass of hot milk. A girl in a red waistcoat, busy doing a juggling act with glasses and ice blocks, asked me if I wanted a dash of cognac in my milk. I said why not, and entertained myself by watching her as she served me. She gave me a radiant smile. She must have had a grandfather who needed cheering up from time to time. When I was starting to feel woozy in my tiredness, I asked reception if they could answer a couple of queries I had about the map and booked a car for the following day. I wasn’t surprised when they asked me if my driving licence was up to date, since this had been happening to me quite a lot recently. If I’d had time, I would have felt offended, but I had other matters in my head that were more pressing than being old and being treated as such. I had to fulfil Salva’s mission.

    The room was nothing special. It looked onto a street, and you could see the lights of a few bars through the lace curtains. I stretched out on the bed, feeling more relaxed than I had in a long time. I’d gone back to the old habit of being alone in hotels and not telling anyone about what I was really up to, with the difference that I expected nothing now, because after this there was nothing more to be expected. 

    It didn’t matter that the whole world was stronger and younger than I was. I had the enormous advantage of not expecting anything… feeling – how can I put it? – resigned. When I realized I was nodding off, I undressed, slipped into my pyjamas, turned off the air conditioning and took out my contact lenses and put on the thick-lensed glasses I used for reading in bed. At least my teeth stayed put. Oh for the times when I needed only myself, without all the paraphernalia, when I was moving about. I closed my eyes and delivered myself to Raquel and Salva.

    The rays of sunlight coming through the net curtains woke me up. I showered and shaved with the electric shaver that my daughter had put into my bag, very unwillingly as she said that it was silly not to use the shaving kit supplied by the hotel. I shaved my face smooth. Not even when I was ill in hospital, not even in the most difficult moments of my life had I stopped shaving. My wife used to say that my meticulous way of shaving was my personal trademark. Maybe she was right. I had more than usual for breakfast, because the buffet was included in the price of the room, and so I’d only need a snack at lunchtime. I was planning on having an early dinner.

    The rented car was only being delivered at twelve, so I strolled down to the port and, for twenty euros, bought a panama hat at a stall on the Paseo Marítimo. That provided more shade than the peaked cap I was wearing. My daughter had insisted that I shouldn’t pack so many things I could easily pick up here, but I thought it was a waste to leave them behind when they weren’t going to know what to do with them later. Although it was quite hot, I had no choice but to wear a jacket – fortunately a light one – because I needed pockets to hold my glasses in case I lost one of my contact lenses (I’d taken my sunglasses out of their case and put them in my shirt pocket), and take my wallet with money and credit cards, a notebook and my little box of pills. When I was young I also carried my packet of Marlboros and a lighter. Luckily I could leave my mobile phone at the hotel because it had stopped working as soon as I had crossed the Atlantic. I liked carrying everything distributed evenly among my pockets as this balanced out the weight. My daughter once bought me a backpack but I’d left it behind, as it didn’t feel like something that belonged to me. Whenever possible I’ve worn a suit or, at least, trousers and a jacket and, in winter, a mid-calf-length beige wool overcoat. To tell the truth, I wouldn’t know how to survive without my little quirks.

    I sat down at a terrace bar to have a coffee and kill time studying the map again. Coffee was the only health-damaging habit I hadn’t given up and wasn’t planning to give up either. I refused to move on to green tea, like the few friends I had left. The worst thing about being old is that you’re left more and more alone, turning into a stranger on a planet where everybody’s young. But I still had my wife somewhere deep inside me, and my daughter had to get on with her own life without taking on the burden of mine and all the bad things that had happened in it. On my scales, hatred weighed heavy but, thank God, love also weighed in. Yet I must say, and regret to say it, hatred had encroached too far into the territory of love.

    I thought, as I was sipping my coffee on this terrace – quite a good espresso, by the way – that when you’ve known evil, goodness is never enough. Evil is a drug, evil is pleasurable and that’s why those butchers kept on with their exterminating and were more and more sadistic. They could never get enough of it. I took the label off my hat, put it on and tucked the peaked cap into my pocket. If Raquel was alive, I’d buy another hat for her. She looked good in any hat. Then women stopped wearing them and thus lost some of their elegance. Not long ago, a doctor told me that, at my age, memory is crystallized memory, meaning that you recall long-ago events better than recent ones. It was true and now I set about remembering, in minute detail, the hat Raquel wore the day we got married, back in 1950, one bright spring morning.

    Sandra

    The next morning I didn’t risk going to the beach. I didn’t feel like using the motorbike, so I just walked to the little supermarket some five hundred metres away to buy some juice. I had all day long to make myself healthy meals, read and take it easy. The lemon tree and the orange tree gave the small garden an air of paradise, and I was Eve. Paradise and me. My sister had left me piles of dirty clothes to wash. I had to water the garden morning and afternoon, put the washing into the machine, hang it out, bring it in, fold it up and, if I was in the mood, iron it. If I took her seriously I could spend the whole time working. Where did she get all those dirty clothes from? I think she let me move into her house to oblige me to do something and, as she saw it, I’d end up being useful, if only for this. Maybe she’d even spent a few days getting the clothes dirty. She liked being bossy, but in such a way that she didn’t seem to be giving orders. Even I had taken years to wake up to the fact that she was bossing me around and, without my realizing it, making me do things I didn’t want to do.

    It was precisely when I was doing my afternoon watering chore, after my siesta, that I saw a car pull up next to the ironwork gate at the entrance. I heard car doors closing and the sound of slow footsteps advancing. It was the old couple who’d helped me on the beach. They seemed happy to see me, and I was happy too. I’d been spending too much time mulling things over all by myself. I turned off the hose and went over to greet them.

    “What a surprise!”

    “We’re happy to see you’ve recovered,” he said.

    They spoke very good Spanish, although with an accent. It wasn’t English or French. Or German either.

    “Yes, I’ve been resting. I’ve hardly been out.”

    I invited them to come and sit on the porch.

    “We don’t want to bother you.”

    I served them tea, in a beautiful teapot that my sister kept in an imitation antique cupboard. I didn’t mention coffee because I hadn’t found a coffee pot yet. They drank it in small sips as I told them about the father of my child – that I wasn’t sure whether I was in love with him and that I didn’t want to make a mistake at this stage in my life. They seemed to understand as they listened in silence, and I didn’t care if they knew all these things about me – or at least what was bugging me more than anything else right now – and it didn’t bother me that they were strangers. It was like telling the air.

    “The uncertainties of youth,” the man commented, taking his wife’s hand. You could see he’d been really in love with her and now he couldn’t manage without her. She was something of an enigma.

    He wasn’t a man who smiled, but he was so well-mannered he seemed to be smiling. His enormous height made the wicker chair look like something out of a doll’s house. He was very thin, and his cheekbones were prominent. He looked elegant in his grey summer trousers and a white shirt with mid-length sleeves. 

    “If you like, we could come and get you tomorrow, take you to the beach with us and then bring you home again,” he offered.

    “It would be a change for us,” she said. Now she really was smiling with her little blue eyes, which might have been pretty once, but were ugly now.

    Instead of answering I poured them more tea. I was weighing up the situation. It had never entered into my plans to make friends with a couple of old people. In my normal life, the only old people I had anything to do with were members of the family, never friends.

    They glanced at each other, communicating with their eyes, and let go of each other’s hand so they could pick up their cups.

    “We’ll come at nine, not too early and not too late,” he said, and they stood up.

    She seemed very happy: her eyes had become lively. She certainly seemed to be the one in charge. She was the one who decided what to do and the one who had her little whims. I might have been one of this lady’s whims but, in principle, that was neither good nor bad.  She clutched my arm, as if trying to stop me from escaping.

    “You don’t need to bring anything. I’ll see to it all. We’ve got a portable fridge.”

    “Fredrik and Karin,” the man said, holding out his hand.

    I held out my hand too and gave Karin a kiss on her cheek. I hadn’t known their names before now and hadn’t even realized I didn’t know them, perhaps because they hadn’t mattered until now. They’d been totally detached from me, just people going by in the street.

    “Sandra,” I said.

    I’d never known my grandparents, who’d died when I was a little girl, and now life was compensating me with these two old people, and I didn’t mind being their favourite granddaughter or, better still, their only granddaughter, the depositary of all their love and… all their worldly goods, these fabulous goods for which you shouldn’t have to struggle or even want because you deserve them from the moment you’re born. Maybe what I hadn’t been given by blood ties was being handed to me by destiny.

    Julián

    The following day, what with one thing and another, I didn’t manage to set off in the car until one o’clock. I opened the window because I preferred the air outside to the air conditioning. I had to stop at a petrol station and then a newsstand to ask where El Tosalet was. I ended up on a long winding road, so it was impossible for me to ask anybody and, after that, I went into a wooded area in which the houses were submerged among fifteen-metre-high trees and where the only thing you could hear was a dog barking. It took me quite a while to find the street where Fredrik and Karin Christensen lived, maybe because my reflexes had deteriorated with age, but in the end I got in front of their house, Villa Sol. Nothing remarkable about that name round here.

    The house was built like a fortress. It was practically impossible to see anything inside, and I didn’t want anyone to catch me nosing around because, even if I couldn’t see them, it didn’t mean they couldn’t see me. Silence reigned, and the scent of flowers lay heavy everywhere. What could this have to do with suffering, humiliation, wretchedness and boundless cruelty? Like the newspaper article, the letterbox did nothing to disguise their names. It said: “Fredrik and Karin Christensen”.

    The iron gates were painted dark green – both the sliding gate for the cars and the smaller one for people – and the ivy growing around threatened to cover them. I pretended I was admiring the climbing plants, hoping to hear some sound or notice some movement inside, then I went back to the car, which I’d left parked in a more open area two or three streets higher up. I now realized that this could be a good vantage point, given that their street was a cul-de-sac and that they could only leave through there.

    But that could happen any time, and I couldn’t hang around all day. It was already three thirty – time for me to have a bite to eat, take my pills and lie down for a while. I didn’t want to squander the little energy I had on the very first day.

    I struggled to find a parking place close to the hotel and, when I finally managed to, it was around quarter-past four. I went into a bar and asked them to make me a French omelette and an orange juice, which I rounded off with a coffee with a dash of milk. The coffee was as good as it had been in the morning. I was feeling slightly euphoric, pleased with how things were going, and called my daughter. I tried to calm her fears, saying I was feeling better than ever, that the change of air was doing me good, expanding my lungs. I didn’t tell her that my friend Salva had died.

    I told her that we’d already located the Christensens’ house and that we’d soon be starting our surveillance. My daughter wasn’t at all happy to hear this. Anything that sounded like obsession to her had her saying “Enough of that!” – so I changed the subject and told her it was a perfect place for a holiday, with a large community of old foreigners. Then I added something I knew she’d like: that I’d use this trip to go looking at houses for rent or for sale with a porch and a little garden, where I could retire and where she could come and spend all the time she wanted. 

    “With what money?” she asked, because that was what she always said when she started to like an idea.

    I’d probably been too self-centred with Raquel and, sad to say, was continuing to be so with our daughter. I didn’t give her breathing space. I never let her forget about evil. I constantly reminded her of it as I pursued my demons. She always told me she didn’t have time to put the world to rights. She just wanted to be a normal person, despite all the things her family had gone through. At least she had a right to that. Didn’t she?

    And I was asking myself whether it was right that Karin and Fredrik should be living surrounded by flowers and innocence.

    When I got to my hotel room, I lay on the bed still dressed, half-covering myself with the bedspread, and turned on the television. I didn’t want to go to sleep, but dozed off anyway and, when I opened my eyes, it was getting dark and I could feel the remote control tingling in my hand. I was rested, but also feeling groggy, and went staggering off to the bathroom as if drunk. I hadn’t taken out my contact lenses, and my eyes were stinging. I decided to go out for a stroll, down to the port, to breathe in some fresh air from the sea. 

    The road to El Tosalet was full of curves, so I didn’t fancy going out in the car at night. I’d wait till the next day, although with a great sense of having wasted time. I wasn’t here on holidays. I didn’t have time for holidays. Holidays were for the young, for people with a whole life ahead of them, while for me the long slumber was waiting just round the corner.

    The beautiful lights of the port were nothing to me in comparison with the lights that might be coming on now in the Christensens’ garden. Those lights made sense. They were signs that fitted into my world, guiding me to a lost inferno. 

    I walked up and down the Paseo Marítimo, noting that the stall where I’d bought my hat was still open and working out a plan of action. I’d have an early breakfast in the morning and then go up to El Tosalet. I’d wait for Fredrik to come out and then tail him. I’d take note of what he was doing. In two or three days I’d have an idea of his routines. He might have been a highly decorated Nazi officer, an escape artist moving from country to country, changing houses and cities, but he wasn’t going to escape the clutches of old age. And old age is built on routine – that’s what keeps it going. 

    I still wasn’t sure how I was going to use the information I would gather, but I knew I’d end up using it somehow. Knowing someone’s habits and the people around them is like knowing the doors and windows of a house. You finally see a way in. 

    So let’s see: what was I going to do once I verified Fredrik’s identity? Capture him and bring him before a court, accusing him of crimes so monstrous as to be unthinkable in a human being? That time was past. Old Nazis weren’t being brought to trial any more. At most, it was hoped they’d die off and with them would die the problem of having to extradite them, try them, imprison them and stir up all that murky, stinking shit once again. And I thought, as I contemplated the stars, that, though old and on our last legs, Fredrik and I were still here, and we could still raise our eyes to admire their beautiful light. And I thought I could still manage to make that swine tremble, that I could die with the clear conscience of having done my duty. I know Raquel would ask me who I thought I was fooling, would say I was doing it purely for my own satisfaction and pleasure – and she might be right – but, whatever name you might care to give to what I was feeling, that was not what really mattered.

   

  

 
  
   
    ‌2

    ‌The Red-Haired Girl

    Sandra

    The beach was very comfortable like this. Fredrik sometimes brought us an ice cream or cool drink, the shadow of his wide bony shoulders falling across us. Karin liked waffling on about Norway and about their beautiful home, an old farmhouse by a fjord. They’d stopped going there because of the climate, the damp that got into their bones. But she missed the snow, the pure air of the bluish snow. Karin wasn’t all skin and bone like her husband. She must have been slim in her youth, fat in her mature years and now she was a combination of both, a deformed mixture. She looked at you with this difficult expression, somewhere between friendly and suspicious, and you never knew what she was really thinking. Better put, what she actually said must have been a thousandth part of what was on her mind, like all old people who’ve lived a lot only to end up enjoying small things. It wasn’t unusual for Karin to bring along, in her straw basket, one of those novels with a man and woman kissing on the cover. She loved romantic stories and sometimes regaled me with some tale of what was going on between the boss and the secretary, or between the teacher and the student, or between the doctor and the nurse, or between two people who’d met in a bar. None of them was anything like my story with Santi. 

    It was very pleasant letting myself go with the flow. I walked along the water’s edge, from the Norwegians’ beach umbrella to the rocky promontory, and from the rocky promontory back to the umbrella. I didn’t throw up again and we had all the cold water we wanted in the portable fridge, which was a very good one, of a kind that didn’t exist on the Spanish market. Hardly any of the things they used were from here, except for her sarongs, which she bought at the beachside stalls. 

    Above all, they were placid. They moved slowly, didn’t speak loudly, rarely argued and, at most, they’d change their mind about something. They were completely different from my parents, who always made a mountain out of a molehill, however slight the setback. I hadn’t even told my parents I was pregnant, because I didn’t feel up to dealing with one of their dramas. They made the most of any opportunity to throw a wobbly, to go berserk. Maybe that’s why I got involved with Santi, simply because he has a good character and is patient and well balanced. Yet, as you see, it didn’t work. After half an hour in Santi’s company I’d be swamped by an intolerable sense of wasting my time, and this was the main reason why I couldn’t imagine myself with him after one or two years.

    The Norwegians and I went to the beach only a few times, so I wasn’t getting too fed up with them. When they dropped me off, they sometimes didn’t even get out of the car. They said goodbye through the car windows and left me to it.

    Julián

    I wanted a bite to eat before going back to the hotel, as I’ve always believed that eating in hotels is more expensive than outside. I steered away from restaurants because I didn’t care to spend two hours over a dinner I didn’t really want, so I went into a bar and asked for a serving of Russian salad and a yogurt, plus a large bottle of water to take back to the hotel. My daughter had made such a fuss telling me I mustn’t drink tap water that drinking bottled water was something like an act of loyalty to her. 

    The hotel receptionist was the same one I’d seen when I arrived. He had a large freckle on the right cheek, which gave him quite a raffish look and ensured I wouldn’t forget him. I’d immediately registered it in my mind, which is what I used to do when I was young, when I automatically filed away faces without any chance of confusion among them. As he handed me the key to my room I asked him if his shift hadn’t finished yet. He seemed surprised that I should be concerned about him.

    “Within the hour,” he said.

    He must’ve been about thirty-five. He glanced at the bottle.

    “If you need anything, the cafeteria’s open till twelve, and sometimes even later.”

    I turned, looking around for it.

    “There, at the end,” he said.

    It would be the place where I’d had the glass of milk. I don’t know what could have prompted me to tell him not to succumb to any temptation of getting the freckle removed, because this mark could help him to be a cut above the rest. This got me thinking about the V-shaped scar at the right-hand corner of Aribert Heim’s mouth, which, with age, must have been camouflaged by wrinkles. For years I’d been so obsessed by it that every time I saw an old man of eighty or ninety with something near the mouth that looked like a scar I was hot on his heels. Even with his eye-catching stature and this mark he’d managed to slip out of sight, over and over and over again. He’d blended in with the other members of his species and sometimes he’d been confused with other Nazis as giant-sized and long-lived as Fredrik Christensen, who looked very much like him. During the five weeks I was in Mauthausen between October and November 1941, Heim had been busy performing needless amputations without anaesthesia, just to see how much pain a human being could endure. His experiments also included injecting poison into the heart and observing the results, which he meticulously wrote down in black-covered notebooks. He did all this without ever dispensing with politeness or his smile. Fortunately, neither Salva nor I coincided with him in the camp. Others of our countrymen couldn’t say the same. Without any exaggeration, they called him the Butcher and, in all likelihood, the Butcher was sunbathing and swimming in some place like this. He and the others would be enjoying things that didn’t remotely resemble them, things that weren’t made in their own image. Salva had had the courage of not wanting to forget anything.

    “What a day! I’m quite tired,” I said, taking my hat off and casting off, too, the image of two Jews sewn together back to back, howling with pain and begging to be finished off for once and for all. Who could have done such a thing? Someone who was affected by those cries of pain in the way the rest of us might be affected by the squealing of a pig being slaughtered or of a rat caught in a trap. It was impossible to go back to the point when you’d never seen such a thing. You could pretend to be like other people, but what you’ve seen remains with you. This old spectre in my head must have suddenly aged me because the receptionist said, looking quite serious, “As I say, if you need anything, don’t hesitate to call me.”

    I waved my thanks with the somewhat crumpled hat in my hand.

    Truth to say, I wasn’t tired but I was so used to being tired and to saying I was tired that I said it. Being tired fitted so much better with my profile than not being tired.

    After the customary ritual that took me three quarters of an hour, I got into bed. I watched television for a while, then turned off the light and started mentally visualizing Fredrik’s house and street, the newspaper photo and what I knew about him. The photos of him as a young man, of which I only had two in my office files and a few more in my mental archive, were a sufficient reminder of what he was really like, a monster who, like Aribert Heim, believed he had power over life and death. Also like Heim, he was one metre ninety, with an angular face and pale eyes. Arrogance is more visible in a young man. It’s in the body, in the way of walking, in the longer neck and the consequently higher head, and the firmer gaze. In old age, decrepit bodies disguise evil as goodness, and people tend to see the elderly as harmless, but I was old too and the old man Fredrik Christensen couldn’t pull any wool over my eyes. I’d reserve what strength that remained to me for the aged Fredrik, and the rest of the world would have to manage without me, I told myself, wondering what Raquel would have thought of all this, although I imagined she’d tell me I was about to throw away the little bit of life that remained to me.

    I woke up at six the next morning. I didn’t feel bad, as I’d slept through the night. I had a shower, took my time getting dressed, listening to the news on the radio alarm with its big red numbers next to the telephone. This got me up to date with local politics and the efforts of local ecologists to stop further construction along the seafront. 

    I was one of the first into the dining room and had a good breakfast, a lot of fruit especially, practically as much as I’d need to get me through the day, and I also took away an apple in my jacket pocket. I went out and walked to the car, noting the fresh morning air, which was quite cool at this late stage of September. 

    I went up to El Tosalet, crossing with cars going faster than me, probably on their way to work. In some sense I was going to work too, although I wasn’t getting paid for it. Anything that entails an obligation imposed by oneself or by others could be called work, and my work was waiting for me in a small square with several streets running off it, one of which was Fredrik’s. I took up my position in such a way that, from a distance, I could keep an eye on the thick ivy of the house, which almost covered over its name, Villa Sol. Since Christensen had never seen me in his life, I didn’t have to conceal myself too much. I only had to act naturally if our paths crossed. 

    And our paths were going to cross, because I hadn’t been waiting an hour when an olive-green four-by-four nosed its way out of the Villa Sol fortress. My heart missed a beat, that missed beat my daughter feared so much, and I barely had time to get into the position to follow it. I was just finishing the manoeuvre when the tank-like vehicle driven by Fredrik Christensen cruised slowly by like a vision. Sitting next to him was a woman who had to be Karin. I moved onto the main road behind them. After about five kilometres we turned right. I didn’t have to worry about them seeing me. For them I was just a neighbour taking the same route and this gave me a certain degree of freedom because I wasn’t at risk of losing them. 

    Some kilometres farther on, a young woman came out of a small holiday house and got into the car with them. They continued on their way to the beach with me behind them. Sometimes I let another car come in between us so they wouldn’t notice me, but I didn’t want to take any chance on losing them either, or to have to resort to any kind of urgent or strange manoeuvre. Not that he’d be up to too many flourishes either.

    We drove along parallel to the beach for about ten kilometres until he turned right and parked in a street at the end of which you could see a snippet of sea, a dazzling blue slice. How could hell and paradise be so close? The waves, if you paid proper attention to them, were the work of a prodigious imagination.

    They got out of the car and, fearing I was getting too worked up, I breathed in so deeply that I started coughing. It was him, still very tall with long arms and legs, broad-shouldered but skinny. He opened the boot and took out a beach umbrella, a portable fridge and two deckchairs. I wouldn’t have recognized his wife, however. She was walking unsteadily and her body seemed quite out of kilter. She’d put on weight and looked deformed. A plastic bag hung from her shoulder. She was wearing a shapeless pink beach shift with slits up the sides, while he was in shorts, a loose-fitting shirt and sandals. The girl was wearing a T-shirt over her swimsuit and a peaked cap. A towel was slung over her shoulder and hanging from her hand was an attractive plastic bag, not the supermarket type. Once they’d put up the beach umbrella, they were all mine to monitor, so to speak, so I occupied myself looking around for somewhere to relieve my bladder and have a coffee. It wasn’t easy but, in the end, I even obtained two bottles of water, which I left in the car. My daughter would never forgive me if I died of dehydration.

    I took off my shoes and socks so I could walk on the sand, which was very agreeable. As soon as I found time I’d have a swim. The Mediterranean conjured up images of youth, love, beautiful women and carefree times. I spotted Fredrik and Karin under the beach umbrella. He was looking at the sea, she was reading and they occasionally exchanged the odd remark. Their heads were in the shade and bodies out in the sun. There weren’t many people in the water, typical holiday stragglers and foreigners without a care in the world, like these two. The girl had gone down to the water’s edge. I was concentrating so hard on the two Norwegians that I didn’t realize that something had happened until Fredrik went over to her. It seemed that a wave had carried away the magazine she was reading and he’d jumped up to grab it. I took off my sunglasses to see better but the light struck my eyes so intensely that I had to close them. When I opened them again, Fredrik was striding back with the magazine in his hand. He very carefully opened it and spread it out in the sun on top of the umbrella, after which he got an ice cream out of the icebox and took it over to the girl. Full of curiosity and somewhat drowsy, I sat down by the wall separating the sand from the thistles, rushes and bushes that spread out behind me.

    They seemed to be very considerate and kind with this girl who wasn’t of their Aryan race. It was terrifying to see them being nice. They were acting as if they’d never come to be truly aware of the evil they’d done. Generally, in normal life, good and evil are quite mixed up together, but, in Mauthausen, evil was evil. Never in all my life have I come across pure goodness, but I’ve certainly been in the midst of Evil with a capital E, caught up in its devastating power, and there’s nothing good at all there. Seeing Fredrik right now, you’d imagine that this man was once young, had struggled through life, worked and then retired to take things easy. And there was no way you’d discover you were wrong and that you’d go on being wrong every time your path crossed with that of a heartless man.

    We were there for a couple of hours. When I saw that they were starting to put down the umbrella and the girl was shaking out her towel, I went to the car and waited. The three of them soon appeared. They got into the four-by-four. The two Norwegians sat in front and the girl in the back seat. They headed off inland where the houses had a more rural, more authentic look about them, and there were vegetable gardens and a lot of orange groves. Then they turned off onto the narrow track where they’d picked up the girl earlier in the morning, but it seemed too risky to follow them, so I went on ahead and waited on a patch of ground by the roadside until the large square snout of Fredrik’s car made its appearance and I saw it driving off. They’d certainly be going back to El Tosalet, where I could head later. Now I’d have a closer look at the girl on the beach because I wanted to know what it was about her that interested the happy couple. Hence I parked the car slightly more conveniently and got out.

    I was looking right and left along the track amid barking dogs that furiously hurled themselves against the fences, apparently trying to kill themselves. Then I spotted her, next to a bougainvillea, lying in a hammock. She was young, about thirty years old, neither fair nor dark but with brown hair, some of it dyed deep red. She had a black-and-red tattoo that looked like a butterfly on her ankle, another on her back, plus some black Chinese or Japanese lettering. She was lying half on her side, so she might have had more tattoos on the other side. The garden was small, with an orange tree and a lemon tree besides the bougainvillea, although it might have been bigger at the back of the house. There was a clothesline with a bikini, underwear and a towel hanging from it. She was alone. A perfect victim for the Christensens. They might have met her on the beach and singled her out to suck her young blood, absorb her energy and defile her freshness. At bottom, people don’t change much and, as far as Fredrik was concerned, a fellow human was someone to be taken advantage of, someone to steal something from. He wouldn’t be changing in two days or in forty years, and neither had I changed in any essential way.

    What could this girl know about all this? How could she discover evil in those two old people who were concerned about her? I didn’t want to frighten her and I didn’t want anyone to think I was a dirty old man, entertaining himself with the vision of a slumbering, defenceless girl. I still had some sense of modesty, in spite of everything, although I didn’t care what people thought of me. I left off my scrutiny and kept walking down towards some end to this track, searching for “For Sale” or “To Let” signs, so as not to be completely disloyal to my daughter. Lying to her over such a small thing, deceiving her by saying I was looking for a house I wasn’t looking for, seemed to me more miserable than doing something on a bigger scale, something dangerous, something that really warranted hiding. Hence, in order to stick to what I’d promised her, I’d have to spend my free time looking for a nice house for us, and I’d even have to consider the possibility of coming to live here. I didn’t want to end up being, along with everything else, a bigmouth that held out false hopes to the people he loved. Not that.

    At the end of this winding, shady track where the red-headed girl lived, there were more and more tracks bordered by houses, next to which the girl’s cottage was dwarfed, almost a little storybook house. Since I didn’t find any sign and couldn’t see a clear exit to anywhere, I decided to return to the car and, walking past the cottage again, I glanced at the bougainvillea. The girl was gone. Someone, and it must have been her, had opened a window. I kept walking. It was time for me to take my pills and lie down for a while.

    I went back to the same bar as the previous day, but I was still very full from breakfast and only asked for some juice and a coffee so I could take my pills. Then I went up to my room to rest. It smelt fresh, of detergent, with the bed perfectly made and the doors to the small balcony over the street left ajar. Nonetheless, I couldn’t get my mind off things, relax and go to sleep like a normal pensioner making the most of what remained of his strength, like my friend Leónidas who got up early and went to bed late so he could live more, but then spent the whole day nodding off. The time would come, and it wasn’t far away, when I wouldn’t be able to drive or catch a plane by myself, and the time would come when there wouldn’t even be a Fredrik Christensen. Life placed me in a world I didn’t want, an inhuman world without dreams, and now the finale of this world was approaching, like a film coming to an end.

    Sandra

    As time went by there were fewer neighbours – none, to tell the truth – the days got shorter and the silence grew. Sometimes the silence was so tremendous that any small movement of leaves sounded like a tempest, and when a car came down the track it felt like it was going to come through the wall and crash into the bed. Thank goodness it didn’t take long before I stopped being deceived by distances and, if I heard a drop of water plopping on the floor in the passageway, I knew that it was actually falling on the porch. It was on one of these afternoons that I felt the baby’s first kick and, if I’d known where Fred and Karin lived, I’d have hotfooted it over there to tell them about it. I was sure it wouldn’t have bothered them if I’d suddenly turned up on their doorstep. Of course I resisted the temptation to call Santi, who’d desperately seize on our baby’s first kick as an excuse to come and see me, and I didn’t want to phone my parents either, because they’d be giving me a sermon about my being alone.

    I seemed to remember that the Norwegians had mentioned something about El Tosalet, but the villas in El Tosalet were widely scattered over a very extensive zone of pine woods and palm trees, so it would be like looking for a needle in a haystack. So I kept lounging there with my hands joined at the nape of my neck, waiting for the next kick. Until I couldn’t stand it any longer, until I felt I just had to share this moment with somebody, until it clouded over and threatened to rain, and I had the whole afternoon ahead of me, and couldn’t resist the impulse to act. I had nothing better to do than to go looking for the Norwegians’ house. I don’t know why, but as I was getting on the motorbike that grey afternoon it occurred to me that the Norwegians had never invited me to their house. They’d never given me their address or telephone number. They’d be very surprised to see me turning up there if I did manage to track them down, and then I’d feel uncomfortable, as if I’d crossed some invisible line drawn by them and them alone.

    In any case, I didn’t mind going on a nice tour through the peaceful streets of El Tosalet. Even before they’d got wet, the smell of damp earth and flowers mingled with the moist air from the sea. It was opening up my lungs, I was breathing better than I’d ever breathed and it would be very good for the baby. After all, I was his or her door and window onto the world and not much would filter through. Oxygen, music sometimes, my heartbeats and possibly my moments of sadness and happiness. This would be getting through, but the baby would never know that it was, and that it would be his or her baggage for a whole lifetime. That’s why, even from kindergarten, people have a very marked character, so I was wondering how I’d be marking the character of my baby right now.

    I went as slowly as I could, staring at the houses that would seem to fit with my new friends and checking names on letterboxes. The latter course was more reliable because, what was I expecting to find, a Norwegian farmhouse? When it comes to houses, people are quite surprising. There are some people who get around looking very stylish and yet live in a pigsty, and vice versa. My parents, for example, had a disastrous, intense, crazy way of being in the world but they were incredibly orderly with their papers and bills, and the house was very tidy too, with everything in its proper place, so whenever a light bulb blew it would be replaced immediately. That’s why I wasn’t sure whether the dwelling would be a true reflection of the dwellers.

    I went deeper inside the housing estate and parked in a small square, chained up the motorbike, and when I looked up I saw a restaurant on the other side. It was closed, which was a shame, because they might have given me directions. A few heavy drops of rain had begun spattering here and there but I kept walking. This was a perfect moment, as long as I stopped thinking. Almost all the villas were closed down, well and truly under lock and key, with stone walls and metal gates everywhere, as if they didn’t want to see or be seen, as if they had everything a human being could possibly need inside. It was raining, then it was pouring, and, before long, it was wildly pelting down. I was soaked through and didn’t know where to go, as there was no jutting roof or overhang under which I could shelter. 

    Finally a woman in a car, opening her garage door with a remote control, asked me if I wanted to come in until it eased off. She didn’t have to ask twice. I went into the garage, walking past the car in my sopping-wet sandals, and, from there, into the garden. There was a pergola in the garden and I told this lady, a foreigner like Karin, that I’d sit there in the pergola for a while.

    Before I could tell her myself, she’d guessed that I’d got lost. I told her I was looking for the house of a Norwegian couple called Fredrik and Karin. I assumed that didn’t ring a bell with her, because she marched off to her front door without another word. She went in between the Doric columns on either side, as I wrung out the water as best I could, wondering how much time I’d have to spend on the alien planet of that woman – who didn’t have very good taste by the way, although she evidently had plenty of money. In this case, dwelling and dweller seemed to match up. After ten minutes of daydreaming about what I’d do with that block of land and how I’d try to salvage the façade of the house, the lady came back, holding up an umbrella and trailed by the racket of several small dogs. Now she was smiling as she came over with a towel in her hand. She held it out to me so I could dry myself, but I didn’t dry myself, because it was a beach towel with signs that it had been used by several people, so I just stood there holding it in my hand as she told me that she’d phoned Fredrik and Karin and that Fredrik was on his way to get me.

    “Poor Karin,” she said. “Her arthritis is really playing up today. Any change of weather is the death of her.”

    The little dogs were now yapping at my ankles and jumping up around me. In the middle of all the hullabaloo I said it had been a real stroke of luck that she knew my friends.

    “Around here we know everyone,” she remarked. “They live three hundred metres away.”

    She looked down at my belly, letting her gaze linger there for a moment, but didn’t make any comment so as not to put her foot in it in case it was a false impression. At that point I was still wearing very summery clothes with a waist-length T-shirt and low-cut trousers with my belly button in the air. I could feel my feet squishing in my platform-soled sandals. 

    “Don’t go catching a cold now. That’s not a good idea. You’d better dry yourself.”

    The little dogs shook out their well-groomed pelts.

    “Don’t worry,” I said, handing her the towel.

    “Have you known the Christensens long?”

    “We met on the beach a few days ago and we like spending time together.”

    The lady stuck the closed umbrella between the slats of a wooden bench inside the pergola. She was wearing a white ankle-length dress that was transparent enough to show her knickers. Although she was more or less Karin’s age, she looked agile and not much aware of her years. She smiled at me pensively.

    When we heard Fred’s horn, we all went over to the gate, the youthful old lady, the little dogs and me. As I’d imagined, Fred looked at me with some surprise. He asked me about the motorbike and if I’d come alone, and I told him what you say in such cases, that I was passing through here, that I remembered having heard them say they lived in El Tosalet and that… When I got tired of explaining myself, I stopped talking. It wasn’t such a big deal. Next to the entrance there was a very beautiful bit of mosaic work showing the number 50. The elderly young lady pulled out a small packet from one of the pockets of her dress and handed it to Fred.

    “Thank you, Alice,” Fred said. “Thank you very much.”

    I got into the car feeling a bit awkward and worried that I might wet the upholstery.

    “Karin’s making tea. We’ll be there right away,” he said, with a cheerfulness that wouldn’t have been just because of me, as we wound through streets and more streets in which it was a miracle that the four-by-four could fit and emerge without a scratch.

    It said “Villa Sol” at the entrance to the house. We then descended into its depths and rose again by way of some stairs into a vestibule.

    Karin was in the kitchen, a kitchen of thirty square metres with well-used authentic antique furniture, not imitation antique like my sister’s. She didn’t ask any questions and was happy to see me. She was walking with more difficulty than on other days and a few more lines of suffering were etched into her face.

    “My whole body’s hurting today,” she said.

    “Yes, that lady told me about your arthritis.”

    “Ah, Alice! Alice is very lucky. She’s got incredible genes. Impossible as it may seem, she’s a year older than me.”

    Then Fred put the little package in Karin’s hand and her eyes lit up.

    “I’ll be back in a moment,” she said.

    She soon reappeared with a pink silk dressing gown in her hand and she made me go into a small bathroom next to the stairs to take off my wet clothes and put it on. She ordered Fred to go to the garage to get me some plastic sandals. Villa Sol looked nicer to me than Alice’s villa. It was less pretentious and more personal. There were more flowers and the architecture was the traditional style of the zone, with an ochre façade, tiled roof, Mallorcan-style shutters and dark-green parquetry. We adjourned to a small sitting room where they must have spent a lot of time because it smelt like Karin’s perfume. It had a fireplace and looked out onto the garden. In one corner there was an armchair that I liked from the moment I set eyes on it, so I went to sit there. Fred brought me a little footrest. The cups were decorated with gold, as were the plates and teapot. 

    “In two weeks we’ll be starting to light the fire at night. This zone is very damp.”

    “I’m sorry to have turned up unannounced.”

    “Don’t worry, dear,” Karin said. “I want to show you something. Look, I’m making a pullover for your baby.”

    Fred picked up a newspaper and I drew closer to Karin. I couldn’t believe they’d been thinking of me to such an extent.

    “Today I felt a kick, two kicks actually.”

    Karin smiled at me through her difficult wrinkles, which gave her smile a slightly diabolical effect, as if she was saying how lonely you must be when you have to tell a perfect stranger something so intimate and important. But, since she didn’t actually pronounce the words, I couldn’t reply that the reason I was telling a stranger about it was that I wanted to tell a stranger, and that maybe I wanted to tell it but not share it. 

    She set aside her knitting needles and the ball of wool because, with her arthritis, she couldn’t do anything just then. She let her hands drop to her lap and clasped them.

    “I hate the winter,” she said. “I used to like it when we were young, with the sparkling snow, the icy cold on your face. The winter never bothered me then. I could cope with everything, but now I need the sun and its warmth. Days like today make me feel sad and I start thinking. And do you know what the worst part is? Thinking. If you think about the good things you miss them, and if you think about the bad things you feel bitter. When it’s very hot and I’m on the beach I don’t think about anything at all.”

    It was more or less the same thing with me. On the beach, with the sun sizzling my brains, I was in seventh heaven.

    “Don’t you worry about anything, dear. You’ll have plenty of time for forgetting. You’re so young…”

    The two of us sat there looking out at the garden, without speaking, thinking, watching the drops falling from the roof and the trees. I closed my eyes and dozed off, not because I was sleepy but because it was very agreeable. Forget what? Santi? That wasn’t such a drama either. Even if I didn’t want to get married or share my child with him (I wasn’t crazy about the idea of going to the park with him and the kid), I was fond of him. When I opened my eyes and sat up in the armchair I started being nagged by the guilt of feeling much better with Karin than I’d ever felt with my mother, of preferring to be under the same roof as Fred leafing through the newspaper than with my father. They soothed me. I drank what was left in my cup, now cold. Karin said that, if I wanted, she could show me how to make some baby clothes.

    I liked the idea of learning to do something useful, using my hands, and I thought it would also be quite nice working with clay in the middle of all this peace, on days when nothing at all happens. I didn’t need to be asked twice when Fred announced at eight o’clock that it was dinner time and they hoped I’d stay and eat with them. I set the table while Fred made a salad that was a bit on the light side. He had a beer and Karin and I drank water. After clearing away the serviettes, which had probably been embroidered by Karin, and the plates decorated with shields, Fred got out a pack of cards so we could play poker precisely when I could have seized the chance to take my leave. But I settled for moving a little farther away from my world and fully immersing myself in Fred’s and Karin’s dimension. Then again, it was better to keep trying to find out about what lay in store for me, when I wasn’t going to be able to enjoy the luxury of getting bored.

    Karin held the cards in her tortured fingers and kept casting vivacious glances at her husband. According to her, Fred had won several poker championships. He was very good, the best, but the trophies were in their farmhouse in Norway, along with those he’d won at target-shooting. Fred was trying not to change his expression despite all the flattery. He didn’t raise his eyes from the cards and let himself be praised. When he finally looked at us, his eyes were shining like a child’s.

    We only interrupted the game when someone rang at the door. 

    It was two guys. One of them was not tall, not short, broad-shouldered, with close-cropped hair and very fine sideburns outlining his jaw. A black singlet hugged his large chest. They called him Martín. Martín looked at me intrigued and Fred took him by the arm and led him into a small den just off the living room. The other one stayed by the door. He was verging on skinny and you could almost say that his light-brown hair, by comparison with Martín’s, was long.

    “Are you a friend of Fred’s and Karin’s?” he murmured, holding out his hand. “I’m Alberto.”

    I gave him my hand and the contact was too intense. His hand was very hot. Or was it mine? I pulled it away as if it was burning and scurried into the kitchen. I didn’t want to be looked at any more by those slippery eyes, which seemed to be moving behind a layer of oil. It was impossible to know what he was thinking while, with the other one, it was easy to see that he was surprised to see me there. This one didn’t show anything. He was like an eel. 

    When I came out of the kitchen he wasn’t there any more. He’d left with Martín.

    They wouldn’t let me go back home. Someone was waiting for me maybe? We played cards till late and it didn’t stop raining, so Fred would have to take me to the motorbike in the car and then I’d have to go down through all those horrible curves in the middle of the downpour. Well, what for? To sleep in my own bed?

    “We’ve got spare rooms,” Karin said.

    Fred said nothing, which made me hesitate, until Karin nudged him.

    “Say something,” she urged. “Stop acting like a nincompoop.”

    “If you spend the night here, we can go to the beach together tomorrow, or maybe you’d rather swim in the pool,” he added.

    I let myself be persuaded for a few minutes and I stayed. We spun out the evening a little longer until they led me to a very nice room, with blue-flowered wallpaper and a set of white shelves.

    “Fred made them.” Karin pointed at the shelves.

    I thought that my parents might be happier if my mother admired my father like Karin admired her husband. But it must be something genetic, because I hadn’t managed to admire Santi like this either. Karin lent me an off-white satin nightdress with a fabulous cut. It must have been from the days when she would have been tall and slim and they made fabrics to last your whole lifetime. It looked great on me and I felt bad about wearing it in bed and getting it crumpled. I normally slept in a comfortable old T-shirt and knickers. I didn’t need anything more. It didn’t make sense to get between the sheets as if I was at a high-class party… well, until now, when the silk or satin was swirling round my thighs and clinging to my princess-like breasts. It could even be that if my baby was going to be born with good self-esteem and able to move confidently through a future life, he or she would need a mother who slept in vampire nightdresses.

    Although I was missing some of my sister’s back-dated magazines and wanting to know what had become of Princess Ira von Fürstenberg, I started nodding off at once because it was impossible to resist that bed, although I did take the time to ask myself what I was doing in this room, in this bed, among these little blue flowers and wearing this nightdress.

    Like every other night for the past couple of months, I had to get up to pee at least once or twice. I woke up slightly disoriented, vaguely remembering that there was a bathroom in the passage. As I was looking for it, I kept hearing that noise that beds make when… together with the odd moan. Would these two old people be… Could they really be making love? I had no idea of the time and when I got back into bed I could still hear a distant murmuring, words here and there as if they were discussing how it had gone, so I covered my head with the pillow, almost embarrassed about having listened to them without wanting to. Hence, I wasn’t surprised to find it was striking ten when I awoke next morning. When I first got up, I thought I was the lazy one because I couldn’t hear a thing, but when I saw that the front door was bolted I deduced that they must be still sleeping. I drew back the curtains in the living room and opened the doors. It was a marvellous day. The sun was making the wet leaves shine and the birds were singing their lungs out. I made myself a milk coffee, which I was drinking on the porch when they appeared, yawning, Karin in her nightdress and Fred in shorts with an enormous polo shirt with elbow-length sleeves. They were happy. They asked if I’d slept well and Karin seemed more agile than she’d been the previous day.

    “I’m going to get breakfast,” Fred said.

    He didn’t give me time to announce that it was quite late and I was leaving. Karin was one jump ahead of me, setting out the dainty embroidered serviettes on the porch table. While she was getting dressed, Fred made orange juice and the customary tea. OK, I said to myself, as soon as we finish I’ll be off so I can keep reading the life of Ira in instalments. It’s not that I had great things to do, but here I had the impression of neglecting them, the impression that everything I wasn’t doing was very important.

    Fred and Karin were very vivacious, chatting about the television series they watched, recounting whole episodes for me. I joined in with anything that came into my head but, all of a sudden, as I was talking, I caught them looking at me, terribly serious, as if they were going to leap on me and devour me. Was it because of something stupid I’d said without realizing? It lasted half a second. Then they looked at one another in the way they usually did and, a second later, everything was back to normal. Their faces changed back to being very agreeable. It had been one of those mirages you hardly notice. When we left the table, Karin suggested that we could lie in the hammocks in the sun. I thought, oh well, in for a penny, in for a pound and, after all, it didn’t really matter if I stayed a while longer and if I had another rest before getting on the motorbike.

    Karin and I lay there, our faces turned towards the sun, eyes closed. I had no intention of going back to sleep but was simply thinking how comfortable the hammocks were and that my sister would do well to buy some like this and throw away the ones she had. Half an hour in them was about as much as you could stand.

    For such an old man, Fred didn’t get tired. He cleared the table, washed the dishes and then locked himself away somewhere to work and, at about four, after serving us tea and biscuits, which only I ate, set off to the shopping centre since it seemed that we’d eaten up everything they had in the fridge. I thought I could get a lift back to the motorbike, but by the time I managed to react he was already out of the garage. We went back to the hammocks. Karin’s arthritis was better now. Even her fingers were straighter and she was quite sprightly getting out of the hammock, as I could see just then. She came back with the skein of wool, her knitting needles plus another skein and needles for me.

    “You can have a swim if you like,” she offered, “and it doesn’t matter if you haven’t got your bikini. No one’s going to see you here.”

    The water was cold. However sunny it was, it wasn’t swimming-pool weather, but it felt good. It cleared my head and I could sunbathe practically naked, making the most of Fred’s not being around, because I wanted to respect his age and customs, although after what I’d heard in the night I felt kind of embarrassed to think about his customs. When I calculated that he might be about to arrive, I got dressed and picked up the knitting needles. Karin showed me how to cast on. It was pleasing to keep advancing, making the band grow on what was going to be a little lemon pullover, even if my stitches weren’t all that regular. I thought I could keep rotating magazine, pullover, strolls, meals, and my life would be full.

    Julián

    I was trailing Fredrik for several days and keeping watch on his house. Almost every morning he and Karin went to the beach or to buy things at the zone’s biggest shopping centre. I think she was doing some kind of rehabilitation therapy, because some afternoons they went to a gymnasium where she spent an hour before coming out, during which time he went off to fill up the car and get it washed, or headed for the Nordic Club. You might say they led a normal, discreet existence.

    He’d got into the habit (with so many years ahead of him) of pushing the shopping trolley and reading the labels of products, no doubt making sure they didn’t contain sugar or fats. He was polite to people and seemed unperturbed by the hotchpotch of races swarming around him, the inferior beings that were going to survive him and take over the planet. How they must have turned his stomach! This was an aversion that he bore deep inside. His success in life was inseparable from the fact that he was revolted by part of humanity and, besides Karin, he must have needed other beings of his kind with whom to share his sentiments. Were there others of their ilk here, or were they alone?

    It was as if I had eyes that were different from those of other people, because, where they only saw an old couple, I saw the young Nurse Karin.

    She was four years younger than Fredrik and had suited him beautifully, though now they were on the scrap heap. With her pretty face, pretty body, wavy blonde hair and her being sufficiently tall so as not to look like a dwarf at his side, she was the typical Nordic woman, although not a stunning beauty. They met as students and it seems she was the one that pushed him to join the Nazi party and to prosper in it. The information I had at my disposal suggested that Karin was the brains of the two, the one who did the manipulating, the one who’d made the most of her husband’s limited, rigid ideas to get him – and, by the by, herself – to the top. A mediocre tale, except for the massacred lives it entailed. Fredrik had been a good sportsman. He’d played ice hockey, like his friend Aribert Heim. In addition, he was a horseman, skier, mountaineer, a fit man. In any case, they weren’t people to whom I would have devoted a lot of time, but just enough to know who they were, probably because I’d spent the best years of my life running around after the Butcher of Mauthausen, after Martin Bormann, after Léon Degrelle, after Adolf Eichmann and others of that breed. Sometimes, as they say, you can’t see the wood for the trees, and I hadn’t given Fredrik the attention he warranted, had considered him a second-ranking Nazi until now, when I’d gone back to extract from my files information as old, dry and wrinkly as he was, and as I was too. Then I realized that everything I’d been doing up to that point had led me to this place and to him.

    I couldn’t keep still that afternoon. Sometimes we old people get very fidgety. It’s as if fatigue affects our bodies but not our brains. My brain had a lot of work to do and these flaccid, debilitated muscles of mine were in revolt and, lying there, I tried to sink into the bed as much as I could, so that the mattress would do its restorative work. Thus with an hour’s rest, during which I’d drowsed off for fifteen minutes, I was in good enough shape to go up to the little square in El Tosalet and keep watch on Villa Sol. Sooner or later they’d be having visitors and, with a bit of luck, they’d be visitors like themselves, their comrades from hell who’d been drawn together in the mutual attraction of wanting to feel more secure. I was dying to find out more. 

    I took the binoculars I’d brought with me from Buenos Aires which, according to my daughter, were going to add considerably to the weight of my bag, but they were old-style Canon binoculars of a kind they don’t make any more. I’d been using them for so long that they adjusted to my eyes almost by themselves and there was no way I was going to fork out money unnecessarily to buy new ones here. They were a pro’s binoculars, made for observing important life-and-death matters. I’d never use them to sneak into other people’s lives, to see something it was no business of mine to be looking at. I’d already had too much intimacy in the camp. In our hut we slept piled up in three-tier bunks and I had to squeeze my eyes shut in order not to see what was not for me to see. Ever since then, I’ve never been able to witness intimate scenes, not even in a film. This was different. My binoculars were strictly focused on the enemy. My binoculars had always been at war. I also had a tiny camera that made no noise, a gift from my daughter who, even while she was trying to make me forget, also understood that there were some things that had come to be part of me. Otherwise, my way of working was very homespun. I had neither time nor inclination to get up to date.

    In the car I also had several bottles of water, of a litre and a half each, two notebooks, a couple of biros and the apples I kept taking from the hotel buffet in case I got bored and started feeling hungry. I put the mini-camera in my pocket. All my jackets ended up out of shape, almost invariably with a rip in the lining of the right-hand pocket and the two front corners pulled out of alignment. Thus equipped, I went to take up my position in the small square in El Tosalet from where I planned to monitor Villa Sol. However, it wasn’t necessary for me to go all the way since, before starting the upward climb through the bends, I crossed with Fredrik’s olive-green four-by-four. He was coming down slowly, hogging the whole road. These people were also voracious in monopolizing centimetres.

    This sudden change of circumstances made my heart rate shoot up. I urgently needed to do a U-turn and follow Fredrik. Damn road. I had to risk my life as soon as I saw the chance and the space to bring off the abrupt U-turn. From the great beyond Raquel told me I was crazy, that I was also endangering the life of another person who might have crashed into me. Raquel said that nobody should keep paying because of Christensen or anybody else. On this point, Raquel and I had never agreed. She told me to stop worrying about it, not to waste any more time because these bastards would end up dying like everyone else and there was no way they were going to escape from that. They’d end up as skeletons or ashes, would die, would expire, would disappear. When I used to tell her that I wanted them to suffer in this life, that what I didn’t want was precisely that they should go off to the next world having escaped from me and my hatred when I couldn’t escape from them, from them who’d had no reason to hate me, then Raquel would say that I was giving too much of myself, that it was as if I’d never really succeeded in getting out of the camp, and that they were even sucking up my hatred. I missed Raquel so much.

    I drove recklessly so as not to lose him and, in effect, when I reached the bottom and got onto the straight part of the road I could make him out in the distance. I overtook as much as I could until I was a couple of cars behind him. The good thing about the four-by-four was that it was very easy to spot. When I realized he was heading for the shopping centre, I relaxed. My heart rate suddenly slowed down so fast that I almost got dizzy.

    In the shopping centre I had him by the balls because, while it covered a very large area and had many sections, Fredrik’s head would always be sticking up somewhere. Yet, at first glance, the four-by-four wasn’t visible in the car park. It didn’t matter as I only had to think about what I’d have to buy for myself to know what he and Karin would be needing. Bottled water, calcium-enriched yogurt, fruit and fish. Anything else was bad for them. I might also find him at the shelves with herbal teas, or in the bathroom section buying shower gel, disposable razors and toilet paper. I covered the route at a good pace until I spotted him in the central zone chatting with another man of similar age who was wearing a fisherman’s cap.

    They were both wearing shorts, Fredrik showing long skinny legs ending in a bulky pair of Nikes, and the other man shorter, stronger legs, or legs that must have been strong in other times but that were fat now. Fredrik was so neat and tidy that the other man looked coarse and sloppy beside him. Both of them were leaning on the handlebars of their shopping carts. The solid fellow, whose face I couldn’t make out very well because of the cap he was wearing and my contact lenses, which played up in enclosed spaces, was pointing somewhere off to the right and they set off in that direction. I could have taken a photo of them with my mini-camera but, though it appeared that nobody was paying any attention to me, it wasn’t a good idea to do it in an enclosed precinct like this where security cameras would necessarily be installed, so I pushed my cart in that direction. Unlike these individuals, I didn’t have to buy anything as I was living in a hotel, because I was alone, and because I had more important matters to deal with: them. From the time I retired to the present, alone and in Raquel’s company, I’d frequented places like this, where once again I had the feeling of not being like other people, although pretending to be like other people was very agreeable, and such moments had perhaps been the only happy ones of my life. There are people who’ve suffered much more than us, Raquel used to say, and everyone suffers in his or her way. At bottom, it made me feel bad that Raquel should have made such an effort to turn me into somebody it was impossible for me to be. She did it out of love and that’s the only reason why I tried hard to pretend that I’d forgotten.

    Fredrik and the other man were looking at some shirts on special offer. Three denim shirts for the price of two. It turned my stomach to think they should be there chatting about shirts, that they should be there checking the sizes, and I was indignant that they should be happier than me, and that Fredrik, after everything he had done, should still have Karin. They were at large among their victims, crossing paths with people they would have been only too happy to gas.

    Fredrik remarked in German that he wanted to buy a sea bass because they had a dinner guest, so they said their goodbyes. It’s curious that I used to eat much more before going into the camp than I did after I came out. I never went back to eating a lot. It was as if my respect for a simple bit of meat and a few carrots was enough to satisfy me. People will do anything for food: steal, whore or kill. Raquel was only just spared from being sent into the camp brothel along with the Polish women, although a lot of officers and Kapos preferred boys, especially Russian boys. What would have become of those children? There was one Kapo in the camp who sometimes went into the hut with ten at a time and nobody could do anything to stop him.

    Fredrik went to the fish stall, but there were a lot of people milling around there, so he took a number. I calculated he wouldn’t be served for at least half an hour. He must have had the same thought, because he got a bit of paper out of his pocket, a shopping list no doubt, read it and went off to the cooking-oil section, where he took two bottles, after which he took the shirts out, stood there staring at them as if he wanted to hypnotize them and then resolutely turned his trolley around to retrace his steps. I could have sworn that he was going to change them or dump them, because suddenly he didn’t want to be wearing the same shirts as the other fellow. He must have been too carried away by a sense of brotherliness, or he’d picked them up to get rid of his pal as soon as he could.

    I got there before he did and positioned myself behind some beach towels hung out full length so people could see their designs. The shirts were the pièce de résistance of the offers and they were jumbled up together on the display table. Fredrik took those he had in his cart, put them back where he’d found them and stood there gazing at the ones he’d passed over the first time. Then I had the urge to say from behind the towels, “I know who you are. You’re Fredrik Christensen and I’m going to get you, but first I’m going to get Nurse Karin.”

    Having said that, I still wanted to say more, to get rid of some of the venom that had rushed to my throat, but it was better to keep cool, be succinct and let his mind get to work.

    Exactly the same as what would have happened to me, he stood there paralysed for a few seconds, not reacting, not knowing where to look, although the voice had come from behind him. He must have been getting by for too long without any frights and he’d let down his guard. The problem was that it was difficult for me to turn my cart around because of this propensity of supermarket carts to go sideways. Maybe I should have just left it there but I was slow off the mark and, when I realized what was happening, he was a few metres away. He was coming up behind me. I didn’t want to turn round and let him see my face, but I could feel it was him, knew for sure it was him, because when I started walking faster so did he, and his cart sounded like a train rattling off the rails. So did mine. I was going as fast as I could to escape his enormous strides and had the advantage that my head didn’t stand out, which meant I could disappear amongst the drums of washing soap. I abandoned my cart in the first place I could and then hid behind a mountain of books. I heard the clattering of his cart moving away and slipped out, heading for the exit. I got into the car and waited, mopping up my sweat and calming down. It wasn’t time yet to take the nitroglycerine tablet I always carried in my shirt pocket.

    It was almost another half-hour before he came out. He stowed his purchases in the boot (it seemed that not even an incident of this calibre was going to make him adapt his programme), his face contorted and with a ruthless look about him. I felt more in command of myself than ever. I was going to do things my way. I’d let myself be guided by intuition and experience. I’d reached the end of the world and, when the end of the world comes, nothing has the same value as before. The step I’d just taken certainly wasn’t prudent but, on the other hand, I wanted to rattle him, wanted him to make some move and, in any case, what was done was done.

    Now I had to be cautious and follow him at a greater distance, because, even if he didn’t know me, he’d be able to detect me as an unwanted presence.

    We went up to El Tosalet, not to Villa Sol but to another villa some three hundred metres away which showed no name, only the number 50. I parked some distance below and when, having waited an hour, I saw that he wasn’t coming out, I left. I now had the place in my sights and it wouldn’t take me long to discover who lived there. I was absolutely certain it was one of them.

    Sandra

    At six Fred hadn’t returned from the shopping centre and Karin started getting anxious. There was no way of contacting him. They didn’t have mobile phones. None of us was very interested in telephones. In my case, when the card ran out, centuries could go by before I got another one. It seemed an absurd way of throwing away money I didn’t have. And they hadn’t got used to the new technologies. They didn’t use a computer either. So I thought it wouldn’t be very nice to leave Karin in this situation of uncertainty and I kept working on the pullover. It was looking better and better, and all the stitches were more even now. In spite of Karin’s worries about Fred, she’d occasionally lean over to see how I was doing.

    At about half-past six we went back inside. A little later I opened the door to the thickset guy from the other night, the one called Martín, who was wearing the same black singlet, jeans and worn trainers, and the skinny one, the Eel, who was much less concerned about clothes and his image than Martín was. The Eel asked if Fred was home. He looked as if he couldn’t imagine what I was doing in that house. He came over and whispered in my ear in a way I found intimidating, “So you’ve moved in here?”

    Thank goodness Karin came at once. She zipped out from the living room to the front door with amazing speed.

    “I’ll see to this,” she said.

    And she ushered them into the office-cum-den on the ground floor where, on walking past, I’d seen a table with papers, an old-fashioned typewriter and a few books. I could hear her telling them that Fred was unexpectedly late and she was worried.

    “They help Fred with the accounts and running messages,” she offered, referring to their visit when she returned to the kitchen where I was hanging around not knowing what to do because I’d suddenly found myself caught up with lives that meant nothing to me. “They say they’ll wait for a while before going out to look for him. Sometimes Fred runs into somebody, gets chatting and time flies by without him noticing.”

    Then she held her head in her hands, not indulging in dramatics but in order to think better. A few anaemic curls, a memento of the days when they must have been beautiful gold ringlets, covered her fingers.

    “If anything happened to Fred, it would be the end, do you understand?”

    Yes, I did have an idea, but on such occasions it’s better not to dig too deep so I said nothing. As for me, I’d hang around a little longer because if I left now I wouldn’t sleep with an easy conscience. It wasn’t so easy to move in and out of situations as if nothing’s happening. From outside everything looked different, just as my baby inside me would be seeing it all in a completely fantastic way.

    When Fred finally opened the door with his key and came in with his bags of shopping, I felt a huge sense of relief, as if he was very important to me when, in reality, he was of almost zero importance. Karin set her knitting aside, got up and literally ran over to Fred. I carried the shopping into the kitchen while they were talking in their own language. Since I couldn’t make out a single word, I concentrated on the intonation. First of all, Karin expressed natural relief mixed with happiness. In his neutral, deep, verging-on-monotonous voice Fred was telling her something important, not something trivial like getting a flat tyre. Karin listened in complete silence, after which she responded with surprise and also alarm. Her voice had got its strength back. Clearly they had a problem.

    It had gone nine when I convinced Karin that I needed to stretch my legs and that I was going to stroll back to the motorbike that I’d left in the little square a thousand years before. Fred was still with his helpers or whatever the visitors in his office were and whatever that room might be.

    I went through the curves, back down to sea level, as slowly as I could. I’d never forgive myself if I crashed. I don’t know why I’d left the Christensens’ house more afraid than I was when I entered it, with a fear that was vague and indefinable, a fear of everything. What would Karin do if she were left alone and had an attack of arthritis? I still had the luxury of fending for myself, of being autonomous. When the baby came, we’d see. I think that Fate, or God, or whatever, put Karin in my path so I’d wake up to the pitfalls lying ahead, so I’d be able to appreciate what I had: youth, good health and a baby on the way.

    I didn’t see them again for several days.

    Julián

    Once they entered Villa Sol and closed the metal gate, you couldn’t hear anything from outside so I headed back to the hotel. I had dinner nearby, breathed in the fresh air of the night and even sat down for a while in a terrace bar to have a decaffeinated coffee and contemplate people’s semi-naked bodies, navels, backs, legs, which I enjoyed because they weren’t totally naked. I went back to my room without a very clear idea of how to get out of this impasse, how to provoke them and make them reveal who they really were. I couldn’t go to the police and just assert without further ado that a dangerous war criminal lived here. Dangerous? But nobody who’s got one foot in the grave is dangerous, they’d say. Would they have enough life left in them to be brought to trial? But what could be done, with the necessary proofs, would be to publish their crimes in the newspapers, so they’d have to deal with the revulsion of their neighbours, so they’d no longer be able to stroll around the supermarket, the hospital and the beach like any other person. It would make their lives a misery. It would oblige them to flee, to sell the house, pack their bags and start all over again, which, at their age, would be true martyrdom. They were certainly dreaming of spending their last days here. But it would be me who’d be spending my last days here, not them. They had no right to die in peace. What would Salva have wanted to do with them? He’d left me a legacy of the object but not the objective. In the last years of her life Raquel used to tell me, whenever I was tempted to do what I was doing now, that I was behind the times, that things worked differently now, that there were other means of investigation and that I should stay home. Well, whatever the case, I was aware that nobody was counting on me, that nobody remembered me or my services, that my old comrades were like me or even worse, that the newcomers thought I’d died, that the world was in other hands and that I’d have to go about things my own way.

    On returning to the hotel at night, I was intercepted by the concierge with the big freckle on his cheek. He looked at me in alarm and asked me to sit down in one of the armchairs in the lobby. Something bad had happened.

    “Is it my daughter? Has something happened to her?”

    He waved his hands saying no, it wasn’t that, and I calmed down. If my daughter was all right, it couldn’t be all that serious.

    “Something distressing has happened in your room… It’s been ransacked.”

    I listened to him wide-eyed. “My room?”

    “Yes, your room. Somebody got in and turned everything upside down. They also slit open the mattress and the upholstery on the armchair. We have safes here. If you’ve brought anything of value with you, it would have been better if you’d hired one.”

    I’m certain that the composure with which I received the news made him shift from discomfort to giving me a ticking-off.

    “The hotel can’t be responsible for this kind of oversight.”

    “I don’t have anything of value, if what you mean is money, jewels or something like that.”

    He’d stopped seeing me as a helpless old man and was trying to look beyond the wrinkles and the decrepitude.

    “Yes, but well… what about drugs?”

    I didn’t laugh at his question because I’d just understood that Fredrik had found me out and given orders for me to be given a good fright. I didn’t know how, but after the supermarket episode he’d managed to locate me. More alarming still was that Fredrik wasn’t alone, or at least not surrounded only by geriatrics, because he couldn’t have done it by himself. Something like this required strength and speed.

    “I think that whoever did this got the wrong room. I can’t think of any other explanation,” I said.

    The concierge apologized and suggested that they should change my room. I could have a drink in the bar while they took my things to another floor. I accepted, thinking that what I ought to do was to go to another hotel, but on second thoughts I realized they’d find me again. They would most probably have found the file I’d taken out of my personal records. Fortunately, I’d stowed the newspaper cutting in my jacket pocket along with the only two photos from their youth that I possessed. She was dressed as a nurse and he was in a T-shirt doing gymnastics.

    I sat at the bar in the cafeteria and asked for a decaf, thinking that, now I’d been found out by Fredrik, the whole situation had changed and, what was more frightening, Fredrik was more alert than I’d imagined. Furthermore, he had people working for him and I was alone. Would they be capable of killing me?

    After an hour, Freckle-face came back to inform me that they’d moved my luggage but I could go back to my old room to check that they hadn’t overlooked anything.

    “It’s the first time that something like this has happened in the hotel. Please forgive the inconvenience. We are very, very sorry about this.”

    I gestured with my hand as if to say he could stop apologizing. It made me feel uncomfortable and also guilty.

    “Don’t worry, we old people are an easy target,” I remarked, getting my wallet out of my pocket, in vain as it turned out since he wouldn’t let me pay.

    All that was left in my room was my lens case and one of the two notebooks I’d been jotting things in. The other one was in the car. It wasn’t surprising that they’d missed it, what with all the things strewn around on the floor: the pillow, the pillow case, stuffing from the slashed cushions and mattress, the blankets out of the cupboard, the little bottles of shower gel and shampoo from the bathroom, the drawers of the writing desk, a few cheap pictures, and bottles and bags of nuts from the minibar. The radio alarm too. They wanted me to get the message that they were after me.

    “Good Heavens!” I exclaimed. “They got it wrong, no question about it.”

    “In any case, check that there’s nothing missing. The hotel detective will have to speak with you tomorrow. I hope you don’t mind.”

    In compensation for the fright they’d moved me to a suite on the top floor. It was a pity my poor Raquel couldn’t have been here to enjoy it. There was a living room with armchairs and sofas and, embellished with huge-leafed tropical plants, there was a large terrace from which you could get a glimpse of the port. Raquel would also have loved the hydro-massage bath, the flowers, the basket of fruit and the bottle of champagne. Nonetheless, I was happy that my daughter hadn’t come with me, because, this way, I only had myself to worry about. I breathed more easily when I noticed the file mixed up with my shirts and trousers. Fredrik’s thugs hadn’t unearthed it.

    “Enjoy your stay here. Let me know if you need anything else. My name is Roberto.”

    I told Roberto to take the champagne, to enjoy it with his wife, because I wasn’t supposed to drink alcohol. Roberto smiled and said he’d send a chambermaid to take it away.

    I checked the locks on the hallway door and the terrace door to see how I could reinforce security. When I was in there it would be very difficult for them to set upon me by surprise. The problem would arise when I went out again.

    Fredrik would imagine that after the incident at the hotel I’d go running back home again. The message was clear. They could slit me open like the mattress and cushions. They could trample on me as they’d done with the pictures. It’s not that the possibility didn’t scare me, but I had nothing to lose, and retreating at this point would cause me great mental fatigue. The idea that they might kill me made me feel really bad about my daughter. I didn’t want to make her suffer, but it was also true that the writing was on the wall and I’d be dying well before her, so she’d have to bear my loss one of these days. I therefore decided to sleep like a log and almost managed it. I was awakened by some tepid rays of light crossing the suite.

    Whatever the case, I was in no mind to do anything crazy. Given the circumstances, I’d give the Christensens a breather, at least for today. With the new day, a better plan had occurred to me: I’d go over to the house of the girl with the red streak in her hair. 

    It was Saturday, around eleven. The sun was shining but not scorching hot. Summer was on the way out. Before leaving my room, I decided not to let myself be stymied by whatever amount of technology the enemy might be wielding, and to resort to the old tricks I’d always used. As I went out, I hung the “Please Do Not Disturb” sign on the door handle so the chambermaid wouldn’t come in, then took some tiny bits of transparent paper cut from the cellophane that had been used for wrapping the bottle and lodged them between the door and the frame, and between the bottom of the door and the floor. They’d necessarily move or fall when the door was opened. I didn’t have time to get up to date with things or to try anything more sophisticated. I had to be myself, an old fogey who couldn’t even count on his own people. 

    Sandra

    When somebody was going along the track, when the postman came or workers from the gas or electricity company, or when some motorbike went by, crushing pebbles and flattening the ground, the ghostly life of the neighbourhood was revolutionized. The man in the Panama hat who stopped at my house and rang the doorbell didn’t imagine he wasn’t interrupting any kind of activity. It was rather pure and simple inactivity that was sending me off to sleep. He interrupted such thoughts as I-should-be-sewing-something-for-the-baby-to-wear. He interrupted my simultaneously not wanting to be with anyone and wanting to be with someone. He also interrupted thoughts of who-would-have-said-some-time-ago-that-I’d-be-hanging-around-with-these-two-old-foreigners? Of course I was thinking about Fred and Karin, who’d given no signs of life since I’d left Villa Sol some days before. One of them must have fallen ill, or they’d gone off on a trip, or some relatives had come to see them and their daily routine had changed. All kinds of things were running through my head. I had to admit I was missing them. This was idiotic, because they meant nothing to me, but even so, I’d stop watering if I heard a car on the gravel at the entrance. Their faces were engraved in my mind, maybe because they had something slightly out of the ordinary about them. All faces end up having something special sooner or later but these had had it straight away, almost at first sight.

    The man at the wrought-iron gate would have been about eighty, or more perhaps, and he looked as if he needed to rest, so I invited him up to the porch. He said he liked my little house. He said “little house” as if I were a gnome or a princess. He can’t have taken a good look at me. He spoke with an Argentine accent that refined his already very good manners even more. I took advantage of his interest in renting the house to show him round and to spend a bit of time chatting with someone. He conveyed this sense of neatness that thin old people tend to have. He had light-coloured eyes, or they’d turned light over the years, and it was probably also the case that the years had made him shorter, so now he was about the same height as me, a couple of centimetres short of one metre seventy. As I was showing him round the little house I had a great sense of anxiety that I was wasting my time, precious time in which others were finishing university degrees, getting work experience, becoming bosses, writing books or appearing on TV. I don’t know, I really don’t know how I could have got to this point without having done anything useful except for this little baby I was carrying inside me, and not even this was my own work. I was the bearer, the person responsible for bringing the child into the world, and at least I wanted to be in good shape to do this, so I stopped smoking and drinking as soon as I knew I was pregnant and, though I’ve been tempted many times to smoke a cig out in the moonlight in this place at the arse end of the world, responsibility won the day.

    I told him that I’d check with my sister about the possibilities of her renting out the house. But I didn’t feel like calling my sister, didn’t want to talk to her, didn’t want her to start giving me a sermon, or to remind me that I can’t keep living in this pro-tem way for ever. I didn’t want her to ask me if I was watering the plants, or doing the washing, or looking after the house.

    About to leave and fanning himself with the hat, he told me his name was Julián. And I’m Sandra, I said. Sandra, he repeated. And he went on to say that I’d been very kind to him, that I should take care because the world was full of dangers that don’t show their face until they’re on top of you and, come what may, I should always put my physical well-being first. Then he apologized for being such an alarmist, saying that I reminded him of his daughter when she was my age. I felt a bit strange because he was speaking to me as if he knew me, as if he knew something about me that not even I knew, but the strange feeling passed when I started thinking about how old he was, that he belonged to a time when women were less independent, and that I should try to see what he was saying from the standpoint of his experience.

    As soon as my visitor left, I got out the Calvin Klein plastic bag in which the magazine with the story of Ira’s life travelled to the beach. Fortunately, it had dried without the ink blurring.

    Julián

    I parked the car in the same place as before, on the patch of ground by the roadside, and then walked along the picturesque narrow street where my demons were now calling. The sun shone directly down on the girl’s little house, making it look bright and happy, and there were white clothes hung out on the clothesline. I could hear music, which meant she was inside. I rang the bell next to the metal gate and waited. Two minutes later I rang again. Finally she came out into the small garden. She was wearing a bikini, which gave a better view of her tattoos, but I averted my gaze from her body. I didn’t want her thinking I was a dirty old man because, moreover, that would have been a completely false impression. I’ve never been tempted by women younger than myself, just as I’ve never been tempted by Ferraris and mansions. My world has its limits and I like it having limits. I sensed that she was disappointed to see it was me. She might have been expecting somebody, Fredrik perhaps? I didn’t believe it, didn’t believe that she could be disappointed about not seeing someone of my age group.

    “I’m sorry if I’m bothering you. I was told that this house is for rent.”

    “Well, you’ve been misinformed. It’s not for sale or rent.”

    Her hair was several colours, ranging from red to black, longer in some parts than in others. She also sported a small stud in her nose. She had greenish-brown eyes and an aquiline nose. The sun, striking her forehead, gave her a slightly ironic expression. If I was her age I would have fallen in love with her right then and there. She reminded me of Raquel as a young woman, her simple, direct way of seeing life and people.

    “That’s a pity, because it’s such a lovely house. It’s the one I like most in the whole street. My wife insisted I should come and have a look.”

    She looked around me as if searching for an invisible woman.

    “She stayed in the hotel as she’s not feeling well. You wouldn’t know of any house similar to this that might be for rent?”

    I took off my Panama hat and starting fanning myself, although I wasn’t actually hot. I did it to prolong the moment and to avoid having to go leaving it at that. The ploy worked because she opened the gate.

    “Come in and sit down. I’ll bring you a glass of water. It’s still hot.”

    “Just out of curiosity, how many bedrooms does it have?”

    “Three,” she answered from inside. Then I heard water running and some other sounds.

    “It’s really nice here,” she said, handing me the glass. “All day long you’re coming in contact with nature. You can see for yourself, the trees, the flowers, the air, the sun. It’s the best thing for me right now.”

    It was clear she had the problems typical of her age, not knowing what to do with her life, fear of solitude, and energy.

    “Thank you for letting me sit for a while. I’m taking heart medication and it brings down my blood pressure a lot.”

    She told me she understood all too well, because just after arriving here she’d had a dizzy attack on the beach and it had been awful. She took a T-shirt off the clothesline and put it on. 

    “I’m five months pregnant.”

    Five months, I thought to myself. This complicated everything. How was I going to get a pregnant woman involved in this mess? I stood up, ready to leave, as if I’d rested enough. 

    “Where are you going?” she asked cheerfully. “If you like the house, I’ll show it to you.”

    I followed her inside, to the upper floor. Yes, she did have a bulging, rounded belly. Raquel’s now long-ago pregnancy somehow connected me with this girl. I knew something about these things. It wasn’t Greek to me. She wasn’t worried about letting me look into her room with its rumpled bed. She seemed to find it all normal, natural. She was chatting, saying that in this house she felt as if she was in a monastery, that she’d come here to cut herself off from people and reflect about her life. I didn’t ask any questions. It was better for her to tell me what she felt like telling me.

    “I didn’t tell you the truth before. This house belongs to my sister and she rents it on a seasonal basis. It might be free next summer. If you want, I could speak to her.”

    I said that would be fine and I’d tell my wife.

    “My name is Julián,” I told her, holding out my hand. “If you don’t mind, I’ll drop by again some other day.”

    “Sandra,” she replied, not smiling but not serious either. In any case, she didn’t have to smile to be agreeable. “Drop in when you want.” Then she added with some concern, “I had some friends and we went to the beach a few times but now they’ve disappeared. They’ve stopped coming to see me without any explanation.”

    She must have been referring to Fredrik and Karin, which, combined with the episode at the hotel, meant that my presence had made them very jumpy.

    “Don’t worry, they’ll be back.”

    “Well, they’re old and maybe one of them is ill.”

    “That’s also possible,” I said, as much for her sake as for mine.

    As soon as I arrived at the hotel, I decided to phone my daughter to tell her that I’d finally found a little house that was ideal for the two of us, but it wasn’t free at the moment, although in all likelihood it would be next summer. I’d also tell her that my stay here would be longer than originally planned. She’d insist on coming here to make sure I wasn’t going to do anything crazy, but I’d tell her it’d be better to save the money and put it towards renting the future house. Naturally, I’d keep mum about the suite, not because I wanted to have it all to myself, but because, in these circumstances, occupying a suite doesn’t entail any pleasure.

    But things rarely turn out the way you plan them. No sooner had I set foot in the lobby than Roberto came over to tell me that, at about eleven, some individual had asked whether I’d left the hotel. Luckily it was Roberto’s shift.

    “I told him that this information was confidential,” Roberto stated, “but when he insisted and said he wanted to talk to the manager, I thought it best to tell him that you’d left the hotel. I don’t know whether I put my foot in it. He must’ve been about thirty, olive-skinned, quite beefy and shorter than me.”

    “Thank you,” I replied. “I don’t know anyone who looks like that. As I said, I think they’ve got me mixed up with someone else.”

    Roberto looked at me, somewhat defensive. He no longer believed everything I was telling him.

    “Then I’ll give the order to my colleagues that they’re not to answer any questions about you.”

    I smiled and threw out my arms in a gesture of impotence and to signal that I wasn’t hiding anything, that I was the object of some absurd mix-up.

    The door to my room was just as I’d left it. When I opened it, the transparent scraps of paper fell to the floor and I picked them up. It wasn’t good news that Fredrik had followers (like the one that had been asking about me, like the ones that had destroyed my room), young neo-Nazis maybe. It would be better if they were hired louts because they’d be less fanatical. I went back to feeling like a David against a Goliath, a feeble David. Then again, what would Roberto be thinking about me?

    Sandra

    I missed working on the pullover I’d started knitting and missed these adoptive grandparents who’d entered and exited from my life, as if my life was the metro or a bus, but, most of all, something didn’t seem right. It was beyond all logic that they could be more scatterbrained than me. I’ve always regarded myself as the queen of all-over-the-place and foggy ideas. I thought that, when you got to their age, doubts would be history, because the path had already been walked and there was no need to beat your brains out over what you were going to be doing in ten minutes. It could be that I’d unwittingly said or done something to upset them. After all, we were from different cultures and different generations so it wouldn’t be surprising if misunderstandings arose. I still remembered that look they gave each other when I was talking, which I found totally incomprehensible. Or, more simply, Karin had had a relapse of her arthritis. And was it all that important to me if Karin was consumed by pain? Partly it was and, then again, I’d watered the plants, hung out, taken in and folded more clothes, and I knew almost all there was to know about Ira. I needed to go back and see people who were familiar to me, who’d welcome me, give me human warmth, and I didn’t have to go looking for them because they were there within my reach. I only had to get on the Vespino and start it up.

    Hence at dusk, before starting the ride up to El Tosalet, I put a change of clothes in a backpack in case I stayed the night. Basically, I was trying my luck going up there at that hour, as my secret intention was not to have to come down again at night. Although it would be beautiful to ride among stars, trees and mountains in the moonlight, it also accentuated the feeling of risk, danger and helplessness. Fear of everything and nothing had got into my body, had taken over me, a senseless cowardice. Or it might have been caution. The cars sticking to my back were getting desperate because it wasn’t easy to overtake with all the curves, but the sheer drop I had on my right impressed me more than it did them. Fuck you, fuck you, I growled at the cars. To top it all, halfway there it started to drizzle with drops that were getting bigger and bigger. It was nerve-racking because I couldn’t stop and couldn’t see well. So I breathed easier when I got to the residential zone of the Norwegians.

    I rode through the streets until I got to Villa Sol. The drops had now turned into silver needles that seemed to have their own light brightening the darkness. Night had been closing in. What was I doing here? Neither my parents nor Santi could possibly imagine that, right now, I’d be looking for the house of some foreign pensioners in strange surroundings, in the middle of a downpour. I don’t know why I was doing this. I was doing things that didn’t make sense, because now I didn’t have a job and I didn’t have any discipline. But having a job meant giving a superficial meaning to life, false security. I wasn’t convinced, either, that life’s panacea was having a fixed timetable and being tied to a salary. And what if Fate had put me in Fred’s and Karin’s way so I could be liberated from such a mediocre existence? Villa Sol, the farmhouse at the fjord, the olive-green four-by-four and the black Mercedes had to go to someone when they died. And they could die any moment now. I wasn’t guided by self-interest. I’d risked my life coming up here, because, in my present circumstances, I felt better with them than without them, but this didn’t prevent me from weighing up the chances of their being a good influence on my future. I could already see myself raising my child in this house and driving him or her to school in the four-by-four. I’d sell the Mercedes and rent out the top floor so I could live comfortably. I’d put a small ceramics workshop in the greenhouse and devote myself to craftwork. I might be able to sell some pieces in the Thursday street market. All this would be for me because Fred and Karin loved me like a real granddaughter, or more than a granddaughter, because our relationship was spontaneous, chosen by us and not because of blood ties.

    I parked in the deserted street and rang the bell. No one opened and I felt a bit deflated. I rang again and… nothing. What a let-down! I hadn’t thought about this possibility and didn’t dare to go back home in the rain. This was no time to be reckless and yet I was soaked through, except for my head which was covered by the helmet. It was then that it occurred to me to go to Alice’s house, where I sheltered from the rain the first time I came up to El Tosalet. Maybe they’d gone to visit her. It wasn’t likely that they would have ventured farther in this weather. I was right. I saw the Mercedes parked there, not the four-by-four but the black Mercedes, a few metres from Alice’s house. Fred must have thought that this was a chance to get it out. There were more luxury cars bordering the kerb, so Alice must have been throwing a party. Music was coming out of the house, distant music that the rain was bringing and taking away in gusts. I leant the motorbike against the wall and climbed up to stand on the seat. Through the windows overlooking the garden I could see people dancing and thought I could make out Karin walking around in a white evening dress. Maybe she’d been infected with Alice’s eternal youth. I didn’t have time to see any more because I felt a presence at my back.

    “If you fall you’re going to hurt yourself.”

    It was the Eel, Alberto I think his name was, whom I’d already seen in Karin’s house. He had an umbrella and looked very pissed off. I felt embarrassed. I’d been caught out snooping and the Christensens would find out about it. Alice would find out about it. My inheritance was evaporating before my eyes.

    I held out my hand so he’d help me to get down.

    “I wanted to know if Fred and Karin were inside. I’ve been by their house… I’m soaking wet… I don’t want to take the motorbike back down in this rain.”

    Once on firm ground again, I got under the umbrella and took off my helmet.

    “I know you,” he said.

    “I know you too,” I replied, as if we were speaking in code.

    “Why didn’t you ring at the gate?”

    “I did ring,” I lied, “but they can’t have heard me.”

    “Where’s the bell, on the right or on the left?”

    “I don’t remember.”

    “Liar.”

    The umbrella was forcing us to be too close, with the mist of our breath in each other’s faces, and he didn’t like me. It was strange because, even though I was up to my eyeballs with this vague fear of everything and nothing, this jerk had something about him that didn’t make me afraid. He wasn’t like the nothingness filled with stars. He wasn’t like the road in the middle of the night. He was none of that. He was as mortal as I was, and he didn’t make me feel afraid of everything.

    “If you can, tell them I came to see them. I’m off now,” I said, putting my helmet on again.

    “Not so fast,” he said.

    “Not so fast? So, are you a cop or something? Don’t fuck with me.”

    “Don’t even think about moving,” he ordered, getting out his mobile and leaving me outside the umbrella.

    He moved away a little to talk, without taking his eyes off me. He had to wait for an answer, which annoyed him. I imagined Fred and Karin, giddy with the dancing, having to take in the news that I was spying on them over the wall. I was also waiting, arms crossed, helmet in my hand. He was behaving like a nightclub bouncer, like a minder, like a security guard. Today he was wearing a suit and tie with his hair combed back behind his ears. Finally he closed his mobile.

    “I’m taking you to Villa Sol and we’ll wait there for them to come.”

    The guy called Martín came out from inside the house and gave him some keys. I didn’t have it in me to get into an argument. I just wanted to get dry, watch a bit of telly and get into bed.

    Him taking me was a manner of speaking. I was the one who drove the motorbike with him sitting behind, holding up the open umbrella. When we got there, he took some keys out of his pocket and opened up the gate and the front door. I shrugged my backpack off, letting it slide down to the floor.

    “Don’t get any ideas about sitting on the sofa while you’re wet,” he warned, guessing my intentions.

    I still didn’t feel like talking. I picked up the backpack and went up to what I considered to be my bedroom, the one with the little blue flowers. The satin nightie was still under the pillow, just as I’d left it. The clothes in the backpack were damp, except for a T-shirt, so I put the nightie on. I knew what it might look like but didn’t care. Didn’t give a damn. Might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb. 

    “I don’t know what your game is. You don’t fool me. And they’ll end up seeing you for what you are. They’re not stupid, you know.”

    This was his response to the spectacle I offered as I came downstairs. He watched me, leaning against the wall with his feet crossed. With the black suit and wet hair combed back, I had to admit he wasn’t bad-looking. And suddenly this impression rattled me. The nightdress looked too good on me, even clinging to my belly. It slithered over my breasts and the straps slipped off my shoulders, the kind of item worn by women who aren’t into beating around the bush.

    I replied by twirling around making the skirt ripple.

    “Think whatever you like. But if you think I fancy you, you’re dead wrong, loser.”

    He looked at me with infinite contempt, but I knew, my instinct was telling me, that he liked me more than he wanted to. He couldn’t keep his eyes off my tattoos. He was your typical fetishist. He was one of those guys in whom you start discovering things, more and more things until you can’t hold back any more. I decided not to let him get to me and went into the kitchen. His steps, the footsteps of new shoes, followed me. I opened the fridge, poured myself a glass of milk, heated it in the microwave, and started drinking it slowly, sitting on the sofa and watching television. Now I could feel him behind me. His clothes smelt wet.

    “Who gave you permission to put that on?”

    “I don’t need any. It’s mine.”

    “Yeah sure, you carry these things around in your backpack.”

    I felt a bit cold, but put up with it until he went into the office-cum-den, which he also opened with a key, and then I picked up a shawl of Karin’s and wrapped it around me. It smelt of her, of her perfume, which gave me a slightly disagreeable sensation, because it wasn’t the same as putting on one of my mum’s pullovers. I didn’t get on with my mum, but her smell was as familiar to me as Christmas dinner. Karin’s smell on my body gave me the creeps. 

    When I was sleepy enough I took it off and, without a word, went up to the bedroom and got into bed. At first I was alert, because there was no bolt on the door, but then I relaxed. Alberto might be an eel but that’s about all he was.

    I dropped into a sound sleep, thinking that Alberto probably wanted to be the Norwegians’ favourite grandchild too, and then the sound of the front door opening and closing woke me up. There was an exchange of muted words and yawns. I wondered whether I should come out or if that would make it worse for everyone, because then we’d have to talk about what had happened and that would keep us awake. To tell the truth, I didn’t know what to do. I went barefoot to the stairwell and saw that dickhead Alberto leaving. And I saw Karin in her gorgeous white dress with soft feathers at the neckline, which looked like a disguise on her. I was really surprised to see Fred wearing a uniform that I’d seen a thousand times in Nazi films, cap and all, which made him seem even taller, highlighting his already stern features. It suited him better than her dress suited her. It was just like Alice to be giving fancy-dress parties for her friends, in the style of the old days when the world was elegant and the women wore evening dress every night.

    I got back into bed, turned the light off and tried to go back to sleep. After a while I heard them wearily climbing the stairs. There’ll come a time, I thought, when they won’t be able to get up the stairs any more and they’ll have to fit out the library-den as a bedroom and live downstairs. It’d be a lot more practical, I thought, closing my eyes. But just before I completely slipped away from this world, I heard my bedroom door opening and bare feet padding over to the bed, felt eyes looking at me for a while, after which they moved off and the door closed. Or was I already dreaming?

    In the morning they were waiting for me in the kitchen, Karin still in her nightdress and Fred all spruced up to go out to some appointment, with pale-grey trousers, blue jacket, shiny shoes and cheekbones and eyes gleaming more than ever. He was standing there having his last sip of tea.

    “We thought you didn’t like this house or us after the way you left the other day. Taking French leave, I believe you call it,” Karin said, smiling at me in a way that made me feel embarrassed.

    But her husband cut her off and I didn’t have time to offer any kind of explanation.

    “I’m glad you’re here, because you can keep Karin company.”

    My look of bewilderment flustered him too, and we stood there staring at one another. My questions were: company? How long?

    “I have to go away on a trip and I don’t want to leave her alone. I’ll only be away for a day or two,” he said, then stood there thinking. “Of course we’ll make sure you’re properly recompensed. It’ll be good for you to have something put aside for the arrival of the baby.”

    “More than anything else,” Karin intervened, “you’d be doing me a great favour. You’ll be fine here and won’t lack for anything.”

    Making some money for a change seemed like a good idea. It was better than daydreaming about some improbable inheritance.

    “We employ a woman to come and do the housework every day. You’d only be expected to do some shopping and keep me company. Can you drive the four-by-four?”

    “No problem.”

    Fred’s presence didn’t bother me. He was silent and friendly, but even so I had the feeling that the house would lighten up without him. On the other hand, I wasn’t mad on the idea of being fully responsible for Karin. What if she fell ill? This might have been the ideal time to ask them why they’d given no signs of life all these days, but I thought I already knew, that they wanted me to be the one who came to them, because otherwise it would mean I wasn’t sufficiently interested in them. They’d be wondering about the extent to which I’d want to be hanging around with a couple who were in their eighties.

    After she gave me the wool and needles, and while I was trying to reach Karin’s level of perfection, she brought some paper and envelopes from the library-den and started to write some notes. Her birthday was coming up and she wanted to celebrate it. Under her reading glasses, the letters unfolded slowly in very beautiful handwriting that looked like German, but, to tell the truth, I had no idea of what Norwegian would look like.

    “Do you know German?” I asked as I was counting the stitches.

    Karin took off her glasses to get a better look at me.

    “A little. A bit of German, a bit of French and a bit of English. I’m very old and I know a few things.”

    “Yesterday you looked lovely in that white dress I saw you wearing at Alice’s party,” I remarked so that my espionage would cease to be a taboo subject.

    “Yes, I know you were looking. I would have been looking too if I could have climbed up on a motorbike,” she said laughing.

    I limited myself to a smile, because that totally innocent action seemed to have been given undue importance, and still more so now with some distance and in the light of day.

    “What I don’t understand is why you didn’t ring the bell. You know Alice.”

    “I don’t understand it either. It was a stupid thing. I think I didn’t want to be an intruder, to gatecrash, to get into a party I wasn’t invited to.”

    From Karin’s expression I could see that my explanation had left her totally satisfied. It left me satisfied too.

    I made the most of the moment to tell her I’d left my nausea pills down there (we’d started to refer to my sister’s house as “down there”) and I was worried about having a dizzy spell. Deep down, I was desperate to be alone for a while. I just wanted to listen to my own thoughts or none at all. It did my head in being so contradictory, first wanting to be with them and then wanting to be without them. Since it was getting dark, she told me to take the four-by-four. She probably thought that the motorbike was too flimsy and she wanted to be sure I’d be back, which I understood. It’s very easy to be brave when there’s nothing to stop you. 

    The four-by-four was so big that I parked it on a patch of ground by the roadside just before my street. As I closed the door I had the most idiotic sense of freedom, because nobody was retaining me and nobody was obliging me to do anything. Even so, I took in a deep breath, to get the smell of my street. The dim street lights revealed a man standing by my gate. An old man. I looked more closely. I knew him. It was Julián, the one I’d shown round the house. He didn’t hear me approaching, and when I spoke to him from behind and touched his arm I feared he’d be startled. It was like thrusting my hand into the same bubble of fragility in which Fred and Karin were also trapped. But, no, he turned around, looking calm and with a smile on his face. 

    “I’m happy to see that you’re well,” he said as I let him in. 

    He’d come about the matter of renting the house. He said he’d missed me once, that this was the second time he’d tried to see me and he apologized for the lateness of the hour. I told him it was pure miracle that he’d caught me. We chatted for quite a while or, rather, only he was talking, mentioning his wife whenever he got a chance and showing interest in my Norwegian friends, maybe because he was intrigued by the fact of my having friends of his age. And he listened with great attention to whatever I told him. I’d always heard people saying that old people love talking about all their little battles, but this wasn’t the case with the ones I was coming across, because it appeared that neither the Norwegian couple nor this one had any little battles to go on about.

    When he left I busied myself watering the plants and bringing the towels in from the clothesline. I folded them slowly and left them on the table. I got my pills, picked up the keys and turned the light out. I had a growing feeling of being closer to Villa Sol than to this house.

    Julián

    I had to go to the hospital, to the Emergency Department. I knew the symptoms of feeling faint with cold sweats. I didn’t want to cause any more problems in the hotel, didn’t want them to be thinking I was the worst client they’d ever had. I liked it there, they knew me and Roberto had decided to be a sort of accomplice in an affair about which he had not the faintest idea. Basically, I knew the terrain and could defend myself better there than I could if I moved to another hotel. This thought got me planning to check out the installations, stairways, meeting rooms and lounges, toilets for public use and kitchens as soon as I felt better. The good thing about being alone is that you don’t worry anybody. You don’t have to go through the double anguish of feeling ill and seeing someone else suffering because you’re ill. It was marvellous having Raquel by my side all those years, managing to make each day fuller with life, but there were times, some bad moments when I would have preferred to be alone and not to have to pretend that I was fine so she wouldn’t suffer. Sometimes one wants to experience what’s happening exactly as it is, in all its dimensions, but not to the point of hurting the person at one’s side, so I had a certain sense of freedom as I headed for the hospital alone in the taxi when I noted something wasn’t quite right. I’ve never been able to stand people who throw their solitude in the face of others, or the ones who experience it as an affront. Solitude is freedom too.

    Just as I’d imagined, they asked me at the hospital if I had anyone with me. I said no. I was having a few days’ holiday alone. The doctor shook her head pensively as she contemplated my solitude. She said that, in these circumstances, I’d have to spend the night in hospital, under observation. It was nothing serious, a rise in blood sugar and metabolic decompensation. I said that would be fine. What difference did it make to me whether I slept in the hotel or in hospital?

    What bothered me most was that they took their time about giving me the all-clear and letting me go in the morning. At midday I told them I couldn’t wait any longer and that I was leaving. I looked like an old grouch, some old crank, but I had a lot to do and I was perfectly able to see that my system was stabilized again. They made me sign a document taking responsibility for my decision, so that if I died it would be the result of my own negligence. That seemed only fair. A simple signature was enough to reassure everybody.

    I hadn’t slept well because of the inordinate snoring of my roommate  and because the nurses kept coming in every few minutes and making a racket, but I felt fine, in good shape, and I could even go and have a little dip in the sea when I’d seen to the main task. And the main task consisted in going to Villa Sol, but this was too dangerous right now, at least until I managed to change my car. Hence it would be better to go to Sandra’s house to see if the Christensens had turned up there again. 

    My clothes had a hospital smell about them. I felt in my pockets to make sure I had everything with me. It was an extraordinarily beautiful day. I parked the car in a different spot for caution’s sake, although I didn’t think there was any way they could possibly link me up with Sandra, and walked down through the streets to the little house. 

    Nobody came out when I rang the bell. The shutters were ajar, there were towels hung out on the clothesline and the hose snaked over the flagstones. I couldn’t see the motorbike in the garden or hear any music. I therefore went back to the car and drank a little water from one of the bottles I managed to have always within reach, thinking that the most likely explanation was that this was the time that Sandra would be on the beach, and probably with the Norwegians. I headed off in that direction.

    They weren’t there, at least not in the place they tended to go to. There were only a few children running around and a couple kissing. I walked almost a kilometre along the top in the hope of spotting them somewhere until I decided to abandon the project and go back to the car. I felt a lot sprightlier than I had before going to the hospital. Even though it wasn’t overly hot, the water was so blue and the foam so white, and since Fredrik’s thugs or a heart attack might put an end to my life at any time, I decide to strip down to my underpants – which, fortunately, were boxers going halfway down the thigh so they almost looked like bathing trunks – and have a dip. I was committing what Raquel called an act of madness, because what for a young person was healthy activity could mean pneumonia for me, but by the time I decided to take that into account I was already in among the waves, with a continuing feeling of great well-being in the cold. Why not enjoy paradise when it’s within an arm’s reach? Raquel always used to say that people like us who’d suffered a lot were afraid to enjoy things, were afraid to be happy, and she also said that there were many kinds of suffering in the world and nobody was totally free from suffering, so we shouldn’t feel special about it either. To tell the truth, I really admired frivolous people with a great capacity for enjoying their lives and for having fun with everything. Going shopping, playing a game of cards, having dinner with friends, with no more than that to think about. For me, their way of life was desirable and unattainable. Innocence was a miracle more fragile than snow. It was easier for happy people to join my fold than for me to join theirs. Deep down, I wanted the frivolous, corrupt and perverse Fredrik and Karin to join my fold, wanted them to suffer, to discover what pain is. I could see it clearly now: justice would never be done in the way I wanted it to be. If Fredrik had his thugs, I had my hatred.

    I dried myself by raising my arms and doing a few little jumps on the sand, then sat down to receive as much vitamin D as possible from the sun. I felt better than ever and closed my eyes. Right then, I was less afraid than I should have been.

    In the interests of precaution I changed bars at lunchtime and asked for the set menu. I still felt the salt on my skin and also noted that my hair, the little I had left, was scruffy and all over the place. One of these days I’d have to get it cut. The swim had made me hungry, along with the fact that I’d hardly touched the hospital breakfast, which bore no resemblance whatsoever to the buffet they offered at the hotel. Though I still had enough energy to keep going and head off for Christensen territory, I realized that I didn’t have my pills with me, so I went back to the hotel.

    At the reception desk Roberto stopped me in my tracks with a concerned expression on his face. He spoke very quietly so as not to be heard by the other concierge or by the other hotel guests leaning on the counter.

    “I was worried. The chambermaid told me you didn’t sleep in your room.”

    It was obvious that, with somebody like me, one could only surmise that if you haven’t slept in your bed it’s because you’ve died in some other place.

    “No, it’s nothing to worry about. I went off on an excursion and it got so late that I spent the night in another hotel. Thank you for your concern.”

    And then I added in a confidential tone, “Anything new?”

    “Not that I know of. Ah yes… the detective wants to see you.”

    Without consulting me, Roberto picked up the phone, informed someone that I was in the hotel now and hung up.

    “The detective’s called Tony and he’s waiting for you in the bar. Have you had lunch yet?”

    I said I had, wondering whether I should or shouldn’t go up to the room to get my pills.

    “Then you can make the most of the occasion to have a coffee.”

    I beat my hat against my leg, letting fly a bit of sand. Then I went off to the bar.

    Roberto must have provided a good description of my appearance, because no sooner had I entered than a solidly built young man, who was going to be fat in a couple of years, came over to me, holding out his hand. He led me to a small table, a pedestal table, Raquel would say, on which a little lamp was lit even in daytime, but this didn’t make the bar any less shadowy than it always was, because the idea was to create an atmosphere of intimacy.

    “We very much regret the incident in your room the other day.”

    “Well, these things happen.”

    Tony had a bottle of beer clenched in his beefy hand. I asked for a coffee – which was very good, by the way – and as I savoured it, Tony apologized again. He was wearing a jacket that looked as if it was going to split down the back when he leant forward over the small pedestal table.

    “I’ve been in this job for a long time,” Tony said, staring at me with his slightly protuberant eyes, “and everything always, and I mean always, has an explanation.”

    I mulled over his words for a while, holding the cup against my lips.

    “Then, son, you’ll be able to tell me what happened.”

    I don’t think he liked me calling him “son”, and I wouldn’t have liked it either, but I did it on purpose to test how sure he was of himself. Not very.

    “I can’t yet, but I will,” he ventured with a more serious expression. “Are you planning on staying with us for a while?”

    “I hope so, as long as the weather’s good.”

    “I’m told you believe you’ve been mistaken for somebody else.”

    “Wouldn’t that be the most reasonable explanation?”

    “Maybe,” he said, taking a long final swig. 

    I also drained my cup. We stood up.

    “I hope there’ll be no repetition of this,” he said.

    His words seemed to be deliberately aimed at me. I got his drift. He tried to rearrange his jacket, wriggling inside his second skin. I was dredging up my past, trying to find someone like Tony. I found a few. They weren’t exactly Nobel Prize winners, yet they managed to make the world conform to their own vision of it.

    I was almost certain that Tony had wrecked my room at the orders of Fredrik Christensen, or that he’d let others do it. There was something in the movement of his eyes that betrayed him. On the way to the lift, I told Roberto that I needed to get another car, since the one I had was giving me some problems. Roberto assented with a gesture of already having entertained this possibility. He no longer looked me in the way he’d done on the first day, but with more respect and interest now.

    I had to use the bottle of water from the minibar to take my pills, which vexed me, because everything in the minibar was several euros more expensive. And every extra euro I spent was filching from my daughter’s inheritance. Nobody was going to compensate either her or me for this service I was doing. Nobody cared. There were other things to think about, other enemies. I’d been left behind, in my world, and that’s where the objects of my hatred, my friends and my enemies were. I had neither energy nor mental powers for any more than that. And, if I’m to be sincere, this was the first time I didn’t expect remuneration or recognition, the first time that no one would know whether I’d succeeded or failed, the first time I didn’t give a shit about other people’s opinions, and I felt free.

    I had a sleep and it was dusk when I woke up. Now the sun was setting a minute earlier every day, pretty much like what was happening in my life. A minute was a long time. I didn’t regret having slept too long, as I needed to rest. Good God, it was ages since I’d felt so well! If it weren’t for the expense of the call, I would have phoned my daughter to tell her, but one call leads to another, and if I missed phoning her one day she’d get worried, so I preferred to tell her in my thoughts. My wife had certainly got to the point of reading my mind. I’d had confirmation of this on numerous occasions and she used to say jokingly that if I was going to cheat on her I’d better be careful, even if it was only a thought, because she’d be able to read it, and I blindly believed her. I was certain that those black eyes of hers were capable of penetrating the bottommost depths of my mind.

    I spent half an hour on my reconnaissance of the hotel, the general stairway, fire escape, roof terrace, lifts, service entrances, kitchens, restaurant, all the nooks and crannies, and the basement. I still had to check the laundry, the toilets for public use, and explore the passageways, one by one, as well as the pantry. If the guests had any idea of how deficient the security system was they’d be running away instead of leaving their savings here, but such is life. Some knew and some didn’t. I’d make the most detailed plan I could and design an escape route in keeping with my limitations. I wasn’t tired and felt so full of energy that I went out for a while. It was getting cool and my jacket didn’t bother me in the least. I wanted to forget for a moment that I was an ailing old man. The air was laden with the fragrance of flowers. This could be the perfect time to go over to Sandra’s house and see if she’d come back.

    I drove slowly, savouring the moment of going into the narrow street and approaching the little house, but also fearing that I might not find Sandra there, fearing that I wouldn’t be able to exchange a few words with this girl who could be my granddaughter, a granddaughter sent so I could give her only the good things that life had given me. Of all the people I’d met after arriving here, she was the only one who made me feel that I had a bit of life ahead of me, that there would be a life after Fredrik and Karin. The track was almost dark and not even the little house had its porch light on. A girl in her state… I only hoped nothing had happened to her. From our earlier conversation I’d deduced that she didn’t have friends around here, and yet everyone knows that young people, being as they are, make friends quickly. While I was ruminating on such matters, standing there motionless next to the metal gate somewhat bemused, hoping that maybe the lights would suddenly go on, I heard someone behind me and also felt a hand on my arm, which startled me, although I made an effort not to show it.

    “Ah, it’s you?” Sandra said.

    Sandra, Sandra. She’d arrived. She was here.

    “I’m very glad to see you,” I said, trying to disguise my happiness.

    More than Sandra, I saw shadows of Sandra. The hair, the arms, shadows of edges of things falling on the shadow of her trousers.

    “Forgive me for turning up at this hour, but I’ve only just been able to talk things over with my wife. I hope I haven’t startled you.”

    Sandra laughed. “I’m not easily frightened. I’ve been in tighter spots than this.”

    She laughed again, although she didn’t seem to be the sort of girl who expressed happiness by laughing. I think she did it for me, to make me feel comfortable.

    “Come in. Don’t just stand here,” she said as she opened the gate.

    Then she opened the door of the house. I waited, walking around the garden, breathing in its fragrance, then all at once the porch light came on and the plants were visible. Sandra came out and settled in a hammock.

    “I was going to offer you a beer but I don’t have any. I haven’t had time to go to the supermarket.”

    “Don’t worry. I prefer not to drink alcohol.”

    “Me neither. Now I’m pregnant I don’t drink or smoke, and I’m not handling it at all well. Right now I’d love to have a cig.”

    She was a trusting girl who believed in her right to be in the world without anything bad happening to her, without anybody attacking her or harming her. I was certain that it had never as much as occurred to her that things could be otherwise. I sat down on one edge of the other hammock, without reclining. 

    “Well… I’ve come about this question of renting the house. We can wait till next summer if that suits your sister.”

    “I’ll speak with her about it but not right now. Right now I don’t want any hassle. I couldn’t stand it if she started asking me if I’ve thought about what I’m going to do with my life.”

    “Take your time. There’s no hurry. By the way, did your friends turn up, those elderly foreigners?”

    Sandra sat up. “Yes, they did, and I’ve just come from their house. Fred’s just gone off on a trip and she needs somebody to help her and I’ve got nothing to do. You’d certainly like that house. What a garden! Swimming pool, barbecue, summerhouse, fruit trees. Three storeys, counting a sort of loft, and a greenhouse.”

    “That’s too big for us. The maintenance costs are too high. They must have a lot of employees.”

    “Don’t you believe it. A gardener and a helper they pay by the hour.”

    “And do they have friends? These rich retired folk only get around with people like themselves.”

    “Yes, I think that’s true. But there are some young guys who go there. At least two Spaniards who turn up from time to time and speak with Fred. Karin’s teaching me how to knit. She’s very nice, very understanding, and she cares about me.”

    “It’s curious how two such different people can get on,” I remarked.

    “I don’t see why. All of us are pretty much the same.”

    What would Sandra be like now if she’d been one of Fredrik’s and Karin’s victims? I was really glad that her soul hadn’t been in contact with anything like that, glad that she was generous, that she opened up the door of her house to a stranger like me, and I was glad that evil hadn’t caught up with her.

    “I have to go to the supermarket tomorrow. Do you want me to pick up anything for you and bring it here? In your state you shouldn’t be carrying bags or any weight.”

    “Don’t worry. I’ll be going back to Villa Sol in a while and tomorrow I’ll most probably be spending the day in and out of the swimming pool. If you give me a telephone number I’ll call you after I speak with my sister.”

    I gave her the phone number of the hotel and the number of the suite. I was running the risk that she’d talk about me with the Christensens, but then again our meetings had too little relevance to be talked about.

    “Sometimes people aren’t what they appear to be,” I said in a desperate attempt to get her to read my mind as Raquel used to do.

    “Now you’re going to tell me you’re a satyr or something like that.”

    I half-smiled.

    “Maybe,” I said. “One never knows where the danger is until one discovers it.”

    Sandra waved goodbye to me and went inside the house yawning. She was wearing wide-legged Indian silk pants and strappy sandals. Sandra didn’t know what she was getting into and neither did I, which bothered me. I hadn’t counted on this, on running into somebody who was going to need protection.

    Raquel would have got angry. No, she would have been incensed. She would have told me that what I was being unscrupulous, that I should leave this girl alone, that I shouldn’t drag her into this and that there was no reason why she should be yet another victim. But things aren’t so easy, Raquel. They are the ones that have taken her into their terrain. It wasn’t me who put her there. It was them, and she’s let herself be led like a lamb. Yet it was true that, if she didn’t have a clue, if she was totally ignorant of the kind of people she was dealing with, the danger would be minimal. As long as Sandra saw Fredrik and Karin outside of hell, she’d see them as angels and not devils. Maybe angels didn’t exist and absolute good didn’t exist, but I could vouch for the fact that absolute evil certainly existed.
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