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1 
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 bypass-
ing 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 
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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 
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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 try-
ing 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 organiza-
tion. 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 Sal-
vador 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, 
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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, 
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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 pos-
sibilities that were as intangible at the moment as the clouds. It 
was a comfortable enough situation, but one which unfortunately 
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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 
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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 shoe-
horn 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. 
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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 be-
cause 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 sur-
rounding 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, 
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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 wor-
ried 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 use-
ful 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 gather-
ing 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 
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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 
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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 condi-
tioning 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 trade-
mark. 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 
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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 study-
ing 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 el-
egance. Not long ago, a doctor told me that, at my age, memory is 
crystallized memory, meaning that you recall long-ago events better 
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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 
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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 smil-
ing 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 
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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 nos-
ing 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, 
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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.

*  *  *
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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 
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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.
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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 ex-
pression, 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. 
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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.
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“If you need anything, the cafeteria’s open till twelve, and some-
times 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 man-
aged 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. For-
tunately, 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 impos-
sible 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 
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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 break-
fast, 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, 
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although I wasn’t getting paid for it. Anything that entails an obliga-
tion 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 fol-
low 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. 
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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 um-
brella. He was looking at the sea, she was reading and they occasion-
ally 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 
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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 fel-
low 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.




