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Part One




1

Willi Mohr was arrested on the seventh of October at about two o’clock, in the middle of the siesta.

He was living alone in a derelict two-storey house in Barrio Son Jofre on the southern outskirts, which was also the oldest and highest part of the town.

The man who arrested him was a middle-aged civil guard with a heavy, sleepy face and a stubby grey moustache. He was carrying his carbine on a strap over his shoulder and he had walked all the way from his post quite a way out of town. When the civil guard came to the narrow cobbled alleyway which twisted its way up to Barrio Son Jofre, he stopped and let out a deep breath. He was in no hurry.

Five minutes before he was arrested, Willi Mohr knew that someone was on his way up towards the house. He was lying on his back with his hands clasped behind his head, looking at the ceiling. He was not thinking about anything special. When he heard a quiet, gliding rustle, he turned his head and saw the cat slinking through the hole in the door. It threw a slanting narrow shadow across the rhomboid-shaped patch of sun on the floor. The animal had come straight in from the sun into the shade and its eyes widened swiftly until the pupils were quite circular and had almost eaten their way right through the pale green irises. The cat did not come into the room, but stayed just by the door, cautiously peering out into the alley. Its striped ginger tail was standing straight out, but the tip of it was moving slowly to and fro. The cat was extremely cowardly, cautious and inquisitive.

Willi Mohr lay quite still and looked out through the cat-hole. He listened, but the only things he could hear were a chicken scratching about in the dried weeds and the newborn puppies whining out in the kitchen.

He thought: I’ll kill them tomorrow; all of them except one. I’ll choose the one with the best markings and keep that one. I’ll kill the others, but I’ll wait until tomorrow.

The cat moved its head, no more than a fraction of an inch, and twitched its ear forward.

But although Willi Mohr was prepared and straining, he did not hear the steps until they were very close and then he saw a man’s leg through the cat-hole, not the whole leg, but just a brown laced boot and green leggings with buckles.

The civil guard knocked on the door, quite lightly, perhaps with a pencil or the stem of his pipe, and Willi Mohr half-rose, his elbow resting on the mattress, and called: ‘I’m coming.’

The cat had retreated about eighteen inches and was crouching on the floor, prepared for flight.

Willi Mohr thrust his hand between the mattress and the stone floor and pulled out his gun and notebook. He went out into the kitchen and reached in under the stone bench, feeling the damp warmth of dog. He hid the pistol and the notebook under the straw, close up against the wall, and before he could withdraw his hand, the bitch had given him a lick, large and wet and trusting.

He straightened up and wiped the dog-saliva off on to his trousers. Then he went out and opened the door.

The civil guard was standing in the sun outside, rocking back and forth on his toes and heels as he gazed thoughtfully at the house. It was certainly in very bad shape.

When the door opened, he made an attempt at a salute and then let it go over into a diffuse gesture, saying: ‘Let’s go, shall we?’

He had in fact got a warrant in his pocket but he was not going to take it out unnecessarily.

Willi Mohr took down his straw hat from the nail on the doorpost and stepped out into the sunlight. Then he locked the door and put the key into his pocket. In the meantime, the civil guard gazed down at his trousers.

As they walked towards the alleyway, Willi Mohr looked without interest down on to the town lying spread out below them. It wasn’t much to look at, an irregular confusion of flat, brownish roofs at different angles and of different sizes. About three thousand people were lazing beneath those roofs, many of whom would have gladly given up their siesta for work, had there been any work. The only thing to break the monotony of the view was the church tower, but not even that managed to stand out clearly against the scorched, greyish-yellow slopes.

The mountains closed in on the town from all directions and limited the view, except in the east, where a narrow corridor between two prominent ridges opened out towards a glittering sliver of sea. It was exactly thirteen kilometres of poor, twisting, gravelled road there but it was all downhill and the driver of the mail-bus could freewheel all the way from the square in the town to the quay in the fishing settlement, which was thought to be a considerable saving.

Down there, in the village by the sea, there were perhaps still a few tourists left from some late organized holiday. Long-legged English, German and Scandinavian office girls defying the morality laws by sitting under beach umbrellas in two-piece bathing costumes, sucking at Pepsi Colas.

At night they abandonedly whimpered in someone’s bed, the courier’s if the worst came to the worst, and in the mornings they had suck marks on their shoulders and thighs. Thought Willi Mohr.

He hadn’t been down there for a long time.

They walked along Avenida Generalissimo Franco, lying empty and desolate except for a few old crones’ abandoned basket chairs and a few cats sleeping here and there in the shade along the walls of the houses. The street was not straight and not especially wide, but it was level and laid with small, flat, smooth cobblestones. It could well have been laid three hundred years before, but in fact this street was quite new, put down in honour of the Caudillo, who was to have come here once on a tour of inspection. Actually he had not come and several of the Asturian forced labourers who had been working on the project had died of starvation and consumption before the street was finished.

They had not said a word to each other since they had left the house in Barrio Son Jofre. The civil guard who had arrested Willi Mohr walked on the left of him and always slightly behind him, as if to indicate his relationship with the arrested man without making too much of it.

They walked diagonally across the square. In the shadow of the village pump stood a donkey-cart, laden with the kind of weeds which for lack of anything better were used to feed the pigs. Between the high wheels slept a shrunken old man, his faded and ragged straw hat tipped over his face. The emaciated donkey was dozing, its head hanging down and its sore back covered with glossy horse-flies.

The tables and cane chairs under the permanent awning outside Café Central were vacant and the doors into the bar were only half-open to show that the place was semi-closed.

It struck Willi Mohr that he was thirsty and that the guard might possibly be so also. In addition, the Central was one of the places where he could still get credit. He pointed towards the tables and said in strained Spanish: ‘What about having a glass with me?’

The civil guard shook his forefinger with a parrying gesture, but when he saw that the other man was not going to repeat his offer, he seemed to resign himself, shrugged his shoulders and went and sat down under the awning. He leant his carbine against the table and put his black shiny cap down on the marble table-top. Willi Mohr clapped his hands and only a few seconds later the abuela, a wrinkled little old woman in a shawl and long black widow’s weeds, came out through the rustling jalousies. She threw a confused and questioning look from Willi Mohr to the civil guard, but she said nothing. They were given vermouth and a syphon and Willi Mohr served the drinks, first for the guard and then for himself. They raised their glasses, nodded solemnly and drank, only a gulp each.

Willi Mohr fingered his glass, thought for a moment and then asked: ‘What have you brought me down for?’

The guard threw out his hands, smiled apologetically and said: ‘Orders.’

He emptied his glass in one gulp and waited patiently for the other man to finish his drink.

Then they walked on, in exactly the same formation as before, out of the town, along the perfectly straight, newly-gravelled road. On each side grew small, gnarled olive trees with greyish-green, satiny dusty leaves.

The guard-post lay about three-quarters of a kilometre beyond the last houses. It was quite a modest place, a long, low, stone building with three or four very small windows. A yellow and red flag hung limply at the side of the entrance and under it a civil guard was busy dipping the inner tube of his bicycle-tyre into a bowl of rusty-brown water. His bicycle was standing nearby, upside-down, with its front wheel removed.

The sudden darkness in the porch was such that anyone coming in from the outside was almost unable to distinguish the objects around him. The civil guard knocked on a door and opened it at such an angle that Willi Mohr could not see inside the room. Someone inside spoke, swiftly and concisely and with a marked lisp, indicating that the owner of the voice came from another part of the country. The guard shut the door from the outside and gave the arrested man a nudge in the back as a sign that he should proceed forward. At the farthest end of the entrance hall he unlocked another door; beyond it were three steps leading down to a long stone-paved corridor. A weak electric light bulb spread an uncertain light over a row of narrow doors reinforced with iron. The civil guard went on to the last one, opened it and pushed him over the threshold. Then the door was locked and the key turned in the lock. The cell was very small, at most five or six foot square, the walls whitewashed and the contents consisting of a wooden bunk fastened to the wall and a galvanized bucket. There were no windows, but from an aperture in the ceiling a faint light filtered through a small square of thick, opaque glass. Willi Mohr walked the three steps from the door to the wall and back again. Then he leant against the wall and thought.

A few minutes later steps were heard in the corridor, the key was turned and the door opened. The civil guard who had arrested him came into the cell with a jug of water and a worn grey blanket. He put the blanket on the bunk and the jug on the floor, beside the bucket.

He let his eyes wander from the arrested man to the bunk and said: ‘You’d better sleep.’

Then he left.

Willi Mohr got the impression that the blanket and the water-jug and the advice constituted a kind of extra favour, in return for the drink in the square.

As no one had bothered to search him, at least he could smoke. And he had his belt too, so he could hang himself if he wanted to.

‘If there’d been something to fasten the noose to,’ he said to himself, with a slight smile.

This talking to himself was a habit he had taken to lately. Sometimes he caught himself talking to the cat and the dog too. Mostly the cat, as it seemed more intelligent and more thoughtful.

When he felt in his pockets he found he had cigarettes but no matches. He went over to the door and banged on it with his fists. Nothing happened. Probably not due to nonchalance but quite simply because no one heard him.

After a while, he resigned himself and lay down on the bunk with the thin blanket folded up under his head. It was quiet in the building. Before he fell asleep he looked at his watch. It was five minutes to three.

When Willi Mohr opened his eyes again, it was dark in the cell. He could feel the raw, damp chill coming from the stone walls and he realized that he had woken because he was cold. At this time of the year the days were hot but the nights surprisingly cold.

He lay on his back on the wooden bunk and his shoulders and the small of his back ached. With difficulty he raised his arm and had to hold his wristwatch right up to his eyes to be able to see the luminous figures. It was ten o’clock. He had already been here seven hours and evidently no one had bothered about him. It was deathly quiet and he could not even see the aperture in the ceiling.

He must have slept with his mouth open, because his tongue felt dry and stiff and his throat and mouth were sore. When he sat up on the bunk and felt round for the water-jug, he got cramp in his calves and whimpered loudly as he stretched out his toes and slowly extended his contracted muscles.

He found the water-jug and drank. Then he got up on his stiff legs and went over to hammer on the door with his clenched fists. He did not stop until it began to hurt. It was still quite quiet.

Willi Mohr shook his stiff body and sat down on the bunk. He drew up his legs and crept into the corner with his back to the wall, the thin blanket round his shoulders. He thought about the fact that he did not know what he ought to be thinking.

During the hours that followed, he hammered on the door three times, but somewhat listlessly, without energy or indignation. Now and again he drank from the earthenware jug and about every tenth minute he changed his position when some part of his body began to ache. He tried to think up different tricks to stop himself constantly looking at his watch, but it didn’t help. He was much too keyed to waiting and the time went unendurably slowly.

‘This is going to be difficult,’ he said. ‘You’ve no prison routine.’

He must have dozed off in his corner, for suddenly he was conscious of the fact that he was awake and could not have been so a moment earlier. The cell was no longer dark, but was filled with the weak yellow light from an electric light bulb which seemed to be set behind the piece of glass in the ceiling aperture. Steps and voices could be heard and someone lifted the little flap outside and looked at him through the spy-hole. The key was turned and a small civil guard whom he had not seen before opened the door. A tall officer in a green uniform with gold braid on the sleeves and a broad band round his cap appeared in the doorway. He looked at the man on the bunk, irresolutely and a little questioningly, and then exchanged a few words with the guard. They spoke Catalonian between themselves.

Then he took a step into the room and smiled in a strained manner.

‘You won’t have to wait much longer now,’ he said.

The officer seemed to hesitate for a moment. Then he added politely: ‘I hope it hasn’t been too uncomfortable for you.’

He glanced with irritation at the galvanized bucket and the dirty blanket, turned round quickly and left. The guard locked the door.

Ten minutes later the small guard returned and said: ‘Come.’

At the steps at the end of the corridor, Willi Mohr said: ‘What happens now?’

The man in uniform replied at once, without a moment’s hesitation.

‘You’re going to be interrogated by Sergeant Tornilla.’

‘Was that the man who was here?’

‘No, that’s the chief, Lieutenant Pujol.’

The civil guard knocked on the same door that the other guard had held ajar ten hours earlier. Then he opened it wide and stepped to one side. Willi Mohr shrugged his shoulders and walked into the room. The door was shut behind him, from the outside.


2

The room was not so small as the cell, but on the other hand it was not much larger. It contained four pieces of furniture, a small desk, a filing cabinet, a black armchair and a rickety wooden bench with room for two people. But the room still seemed full to overflowing. There was no window, but on the wall behind the desk hung a large photograph of the Caudillo in a heavy black wooden frame. Under the portrait sat a man writing in the circle of light from an electric ceiling light with a green glass shade.

When Willi Mohr came into the room, the man at once put down his pen and rose from the armchair.

He saluted meticulously, held out his hand and said with a smile: ‘My name is José Tornilla. Pleased to meet you. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.’

Willi Mohr stared at him with clear blue eyes and shook the man’s hand mechanically.

So this was Sergeant Tornilla, the man with a lisping voice, the man who was to interrogate him, after letting him wait for ten hours. Middle-height, slightly plump, brown eyes, moustache, military cap with tassels, well filled to the fore, white shirt, strap diagonally across his chest, cheeks smooth from his razor, white teeth, well-manicured nails, well-brushed, faultless, straight out of the book of instructions. A nob. A blown-up gasbag.

Thought Willi Mohr.

Sergeant Tornilla walked round the desk and pulled the rickety bench a bit nearer. He smiled even more broadly and made an exaggeratedly polite gesture towards it.

‘This,’ he said jokingly, ‘is the accused’s bench.’

He articulated very clearly.

They sat down opposite each other. The man in the armchair went on smiling. He had his elbows on the desk and slowly pressed first his fingertips and then his whole hands together. As if he had happened to think of something important, he suddenly parted them, got out a cigarette packet from somewhere behind the ancient manual telephone and held it out. Bisonte, Spanish Monopoly cigarettes of American type.

Not so bad, but unjustifiably expensive. Snob cigarettes, thought Willi Mohr.

He took one and almost before he had had time to put it to his lips, the other man had stretched across the desk and lit his lighter.

Willi Mohr inhaled the smoke. It stung and hurt his throat.

Sergeant Tornilla turned his lighter upside-down and said genially:

‘Austrian. Contraband—even in the police …’

He put it away, again pressed his fingers together and smiled. Willi Mohr noted that the man had never taken his eyes off him since he had come into the room.

Sergeant Tornilla went on smiling. It was quiet in the room for at least thirty seconds. Then he exploded into a long stream of words, speaking in a low voice, intensely, with a much more marked lisp than before.

‘Verstehe kein Wort,’ said Willi Mohr.

It was true. He had quite literally not understood a single word.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Sergeant Tornilla, ‘I was forgetting you were a foreigner.’

He turned a leather-covered frame so that his visitor could see the three oval portraits, a fat woman with a fan and an elaborately embroidered shawl and two small boys in sailor suits.

‘My family,’ he said proudly. ‘My wife and my two sons. They’re eleven and nine now, both born after the war.’ He paused for a moment and raised his right forefinger as if replying to a question that had never been put.

‘No, not here. In Huelva. My wife and I, our families come from Huelva. These photographs weren’t taken here, nor in Huelva. In Badajoz. Duty, you see. One is often moved. My sons were seven on these photos. Both were photographed at their first communion, Juan and Antonio.’

He pointed at the photographs, one after the other, and repeated, as if he were learning a lesson by heart:

‘Juan … Antonio … They go to school here now. When they’re older perhaps we’ll be moved to a bigger town—with better schools.’

He offered another Bisonte, lit it and went on talking.

Willi Mohr felt as if in some way he was unable to resist this man on the other side of the desk, neither his flow of words nor his unwavering eyes. He was tired and dirty and ill at ease, painfully conscious of the fact that he had not washed for a long time, that his trousers were stiff with turpentine and spots of paint and that his faded brown shirt was impregnated with dried sweat, that his fair hair was dirty and dishevelled and wild, and that despite his long thin body he would feel small if this man in uniform got up.

And he was hungry too.

‘… this is a district where there is always plenty of time. There’s a saying here which says that one is waiting for the boat. There’s a lot to that, much more than you would at first think. You go down to the harbour, perhaps several miles, and you wait. In the end a boat always comes, and then it goes again and you go on waiting. If anyone asks what you are waiting for—then you are still waiting for the boat, perhaps the next boat, perhaps another boat. Some don’t even go to the harbour, but they are waiting all the same, for the boat, or something else. It’s difficult for a stranger at first, but gradually you learn to wait. Sometimes—and in certain situations—it has its advantages.’

Silence. Sergeant Tornilla had stopped smiling.

‘That’s what it’s like. Here and in many other parts of our country. People here are good and simple people. They demand nothing, but they earn their living in calm and order. Perhaps they are poor, many of them, but they are happy or will be happy when all the unpleasant and worrying things they’ve gone through have vanished from their memories. When they’ve been taught to learn what is right. They’re already well on the way. What they need is firm faith, an orderly rhythm of life and sufficient work so that they can live. They only want to live, like most people. They have already got or are going to get what they need. All other influences, all alien influences, only do them harm. Once many of these people were led into disaster, by leaders who weren’t leaders—but criminals. Not all of them were criminals, it is true, for some of them were fools. They weren’t any good at taking responsibility; they were only any good at dying. It takes courage to take responsibility. It doesn’t take any courage to die, but it takes courage to kill, just as it takes courage to take responsibility. By the grace of God, there were some courageous people at that time.’

Silence.

Cigarette.

Smile.

The lighter and its blue gas flame.

Willi Mohr made a discovery. He had understood what the man had said, all the time, except at the beginning. Suddenly he knew why he had understood. Sergeant Tornilla was not speaking one language, but two. Into a framework of everyday Spanish he had woven a number of German expressions. The linguistic effect was not awkward or bizarre, but fluently comprehensible.

‘You speak German.’

‘Yes, some. And where did I learn it? In Russia. During the war. Division Azul—The Blue Division. The Vitebsk pocket … encirclement … everything. Very instructive, in many ways.’

He smiled.

‘I learnt German there. I can even carry on a conversation in German, I think. But why should I do that here, in Spain? For your sake? No, you would never learn our language, Spanish, Castellano, if everyone spoke something else to you. The people here speak very badly, a dialect, a mixed language, very impure.’

He pressed his hands together again, almost laughing now.

Willi Mohr thought: What is this, a language lesson? The direct method? Aloud he said: ‘Why have you had me brought here?’

‘Give me your passport.’

Willi Mohr took his passport out of his hip pocket. It was buckled with the damp. The man behind the desk leafed thoughtfully through it. Then he smiled again, apologetically.

‘You live here in the town, in my district. You are the only foreigner here. I want to get to know the people in my district. You live in …’

‘Barrio Son Jofre.’

‘B-a-r-r-i-o- S-o-n J-o-f-r-e, yes, B-a-r-r-i-o S-o-n- J-o-f-r-e, you live there. Don’t kid yourself. People here can’t even pronounce their own names.’

He repeated the address twice, with very clear diction.

Language lesson, thought Willi Mohr obstinately.

Sergeant Tornilla went on smiling.

‘Just a few minor points,’ he said. ‘When you live here you have to register, for example. Although you get a renewal of your visa to stay here from the Governor General’s office every third month, you must report here at the police station. You have neglected to do so. You have no money. You’ve debts in several places.’

Pause.

‘Yes, I know. That’s not necessarily a crime. But earlier, you received money regularly from somewhere. A number of things were different before. As far as the money is concerned, you didn’t bring it with you into the country when you came. It wasn’t registered, anyhow.’

Pause.

‘No, you didn’t get it from outside either. Not in a letter either, illegally. You don’t get any post, anyhow no post with money in it. And you’ve not had any foreign currency. You haven’t changed any.’

Pause.

‘No, nor have you changed any illegally either. You received Spanish money. And not in letters.’

Willi Mohr felt his temples growing hot. But outwardly he was calm, stubbornly, sullenly calm. He had fled into truculence, the eternal defence. He said nothing.

‘Well, you see, one sits here and wonders. It’s one’s duty, one’s eternal duty. One wonders and puts two and two together.’

He passed the packet of cigarettes across and lit his lighter.

‘I hope you’ll get some money soon,’ he said in a friendly way. ‘To be without money in a foreign country can be a handicap. If things get too difficult, you can come here. There are perhaps certain possibilities.’

Willi Mohr made a discovery. The man opposite him did not smoke. And yet there had been some cigarette-ends in the ash-tray from the start and someone had certainly been smoking in the room earlier. But that was foolish reasoning, due to fatigue. Naturally someone else had been in here before him.

It was silent for a very long time.

Sergeant Tornilla leafed absently through the passport.

‘Where did you serve during the war?’

‘I wasn’t in time.’

‘No, of course, you were too young.’

‘Not that young.’

‘No, that’s right, not that young. You were eighteen when the war ended. Many of your contemporaries had already been killed then.’

‘I wasn’t in time.’

‘Where were you when the war actually ended?’

‘In Flensburg.’

‘And where had you been before that?’

‘In Gotenhafen.’

‘For training?’

‘Yes.’

‘What type of training?’

‘Submarine training.’

‘In … Gotenhafen?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s called Gdynia, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’

‘You never got a commission?’

‘No.’

‘And then, after the war. What did you do then?’

‘Went home.’

‘Where to. To which place?’

‘Dornburg.’

‘In which part of Germany does that lie?’

‘Thüringen.’

‘Isn’t that on the wrong side of the border?’

The question threw Willi Mohr off his balance. He did not answer it.

‘How long is it since you last saw Ramon Alemany?’

‘May I have a little water?’

‘Soon. How long is it since you last saw Ramon Alemany?’

‘Four months.’

‘Do you know where he is now?’

‘No.’

‘Where did you last see him?’

‘In a French port.’

‘Do you remember what it was called?’

‘Ajaccio.’

‘Quite right, Ajaccio in Corsica. But you’ve seen him since?’

‘No.’

‘Do you know what his brother’s name is?’

‘Santiago.’

‘When did you last speak to Santiago?’

‘Don’t know. In the summer perhaps.’

‘Didn’t you meet him three days ago?’

‘Yes.’

‘So you were wrong when you said you hadn’t spoken to him since the summer?’

‘No.’

‘But you met him three days ago?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can you explain yourself a bit?’

‘We met, but we didn’t speak to each other.’

‘Where did you meet him?’

‘Here.’

‘Here? At the guard-post?’

‘At home.’

‘In the house in Barrio Son Jofre?’

‘Yes.’

‘Repeat: I met him in the house in B-a-r-r-i-o S-o-n J-o-f-r-e.’

‘I met him in the house in Barrio Son Jofre.’

‘Good. Your Spanish is getting better and better. Well, had you asked Santiago Alemany to come to see you?’

‘No.’

‘Why did he come then?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘Did he just come to meet you?’

‘He was on his way into town with some fish.’

‘Quite right. He was on his way to the provincial capital with fish. What did you talk about?’

‘Nothing.’

‘For an hour?’

‘I don’t remember the time.’

‘What did you talk about?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Didn’t you say a word to each other for an hour?’

‘I don’t remember the time.’

‘Didn’t you say a word to each other?’

‘Perhaps a few words.’

‘Did he give you money?’

Willi Mohr did not answer the question.

‘Dornburg in Thüringen. Does it lie in the Russian zone?’

‘Yes.’

‘How long did you live there?’

‘Until 1951.’

‘How many years?’

‘Six.’

‘Why did you move?’

‘I didn’t like it.’

‘How long did you stay in West Germany?’

‘For two and a half years.’

‘And then you moved away from there?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘I didn’t like it.’

‘When you had tired of West Germany, you came here?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you like it here?’

Willi Mohr opened his mouth but did not reply. He realized that he could answer yes or no, but he could not bring himself to choose. As usual after a winning blow Sergeant Tornilla at once changed the subject.

‘You lived in Barrio Son Jofre before, when your Danish friends were still here?’

‘Norwegian.’

‘Quite right. So you lived in Barrio Son Jofre, while your Norwegian friends were here?’

‘Yes.’

‘How long?’

‘Three months.’

‘Perhaps four?’

‘It’s possible.’

‘Let’s see, while your Norwegian friends were still here and you lived with them, didn’t you also mix with the Alemany brothers then too?’

‘Yes.’

‘You mixed with all five, like one big family?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘So you’ve known Santiago Alemany for a long time?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you know Antonio Millan, too, called Antonio Rojo?’

‘No.’

‘Just by name?’

‘No.’

‘But you know Santiago Alemany?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you like Santiago Alemany?’

Sergeant Tornilla had hit the target again. He changed the subject at once.

‘Are your parents still alive?’

‘Only my mother.’

‘And she lives in …’

‘Dornburg.’

‘Quite right. She lives in Dornburg. In the Russian zone.’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you belong to the Communist Party when you lived in the Russian zone?’

‘No.’

‘Only during the last years?’

‘No.’

‘Was it very difficult living there?’

‘No.’

‘And yet you moved?’

‘I didn’t like it.’

‘Now you paint. Paint pictures. They say you paint well.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Did you make a living as an artist in Germany?’

‘No.’

‘Did you paint at all when you lived there?’

‘No.’

‘So you began to paint when you came here?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you think your Norwegians friends are alive?’

‘No.’

‘Is Ramon Alemany in Spain now?’

‘No.’

‘How do you know he’s not in Spain?’

Willi did not reply. The air wavered in front of his eyes. Sergeant Tornilla asked him only two more questions.

‘That shirt you’re wearing, is it yours?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you tired?’

‘Yes.’

Sergeant Tornilla had sat still while asking his questions, quite still, his eyes steady and his fingertips pressed together. Now he stretched one hand down behind his chair and lifted up an earthenware jug of water. He rose and walked round his desk. He looked totally unmoved, just as well groomed and faultless as before. He was smiling again now, in a friendly and compassionate manner.

‘You’re beginning to get tired,’ he said, ‘but you can get much tireder than this. Do have a drink.’

Willi Mohr drank, deeply and long. Then he was given a cigarette and a light. The other man went and sat down beneath the portrait.

‘You don’t seem happy. But perhaps that’s good for you. I read in a newspaper article, in Vanguardia, I think, that true art is often created under difficult, even miserable circumstances. Otherwise it’s easy to be happy here. Just look at people round about you. They are poor, but many of them are happy. Look at their faces. They are simple workers and peasants—but happy, for their families, their faith, for the miracle of being alive and creating another branch of the family. It’s easy to be unhappy here too, and it’s easy to find trouble for yourself. If you want to. Unhappiness is easy to find for anyone who seeks it out. But this is really a fine little town, when you get to know it, and the people, with a few exceptions, are good people. When the exceptions have been eliminated everything will be fine. It’s a big task, eliminating the exceptions.’

Willi Mohr made yet another discovery. He had raised his eyes to stop his head sinking down and now he noticed the similarity between the man in the chair and the general on the portrait. The picture was old and the Caudillo must have been about forty when it was taken, so much the same age as Sergeant Tornilla was now. The likeness was striking. The same uniform except the badges of rank, the same kind of moustache, the same shoulder-strap, the same angle of cap. Was that why he kept his cap on indoors? Willi Mohr looked at the portrait for so long that it began to shimmer in front of his eyes, and all the time the stream of words was boring its way into his mind. Suddenly he found himself sitting and listening to the portrait, seeing the mouth move. He shook his head slightly and tried to fix his eyes on the real living face below.

‘… nine years, from 1936 to ’45 I was a soldier, in other words. Almost uninterruptedly throughout the war. Amongst other things, one learnt to be afraid and at the same time control one’s fear. They were, whatever people say, not unhappy years, not for those who had their aims in front of them. One had to learn to eliminate the enemies, one’s own and one’s country’s, if one didn’t want to have to live with them for ever in the future. There are many ways of eliminating. I was with the Navarre army corps during the offensive at Noguera Pallaresa in April ’38. Do you know about the offensive at Noguera Pallaresa? No, of course not. Smoke, my dear friend?’

Willi Mohr fumbled as he took the cigarette. The hand holding the lighter did not tremble.

‘Noguera Pallaresa is a tributary of the Segre. The Segre, as you probably know, runs along the border between Aragonia and Catalonia. At the Segre, directly west of Barcelona, lies Lerida, the largest town in eastern Catalonia. Just north of Lerida, there’s a town called Balaguer and even farther north, just by the Noguera Pallaresa, a town called Tremp provides Barcelona and almost the whole of northern Catalonia with drinking-water and electricity. At that time the Catalonians were amongst those people who found it most difficult to think as we do. Some of them still haven’t learnt. Many of our soldiers were Moroccans. The Moroccans took Lerida on the second, and it was presumed that we should continue into Catalonia. The Catalonians expected it. Everyone expected it. But General Solchaga made a diversion northwards, we took Balaguer and advanced along the Noguera Pallaresa, where the reds had hardly any troops. Four days later we stormed Tremp. The Catalonians hadn’t many people there, only a few weak forces, but they panicked, almost to the last man. Many people died that day. It was up in the mountains and still winter—a good exercise for Russia. When we saw the water-reservoirs and the electricity works, we knew that a million workers would be unemployed and that one and a half million households would be without water and electricity. Barcelona is a big city. We broke its back and with that the Catalonians’ backs too. And yet …’

He paused and looked thoughtfully at the man on the bench, as if to see whether his pupil were still reacting.

‘And yet,’ he said, ‘Catalonia didn’t capitulate until a year later. Sometimes the rot is so deep-rooted that it cannot be healed. Sometimes ignorance is so great that the teacher has to kill the pupil. For both’s sake. But let’s talk about something else. How long is it since you last met Ramon Alemany?’

‘Four months.’

‘Five months and sixteen days to be exact. You said so yourself at your interrogation. I’ve the record here.’

He tapped the cardboard file on his desk.

‘You live in a poor part of the town,’ he said, with concern. ‘Barrio Son Jofre. I live in a better part, near the church, on the Avenue. A really fine house, old but well built, a garden at the back and plenty of space. Good for the children.’

Now he’s going to start asking questions again, thought Willi Mohr with weary despair.

Sergeant Tornilla rose, smiled and put out his hand.

‘This has been a pleasant conversation. Sometime perhaps I’ll come and look at your paintings. And now, we’ll meet again, I’m sure.’

Willi Mohr swayed as he rose. He was soaked in sweat and everything shimmered in front of his eyes. The other man looked exactly as he had when he had risen from his chair the first time, an eternity ago.

‘Just one more thing. Your passport. I’ll keep it for the time being. If you want to go somewhere, perhaps you’ll come here. Come when you like. They’re bagatelles, I know, but …’

He shrugged apologetically. Smiling.

Then he walked to the door and politely held it open.

Willi Mohr stood in the porch, which seemed light in comparison with the room he had just been in.

Outside the sun was shining radiantly.

The tall officer came into the porch. He looked recently risen and newly shaven, but his forehead was already sweaty. When he saw Willi Mohr, he stopped and said uncertainly: ‘I’m sorry. A mistake, wasn’t it?’

He opened the door to the interrogation room and went in. Before the door closed, Willi Mohr saw Sergeant Tornilla once more.

He was sitting at his desk writing. Between the forefinger and the middle finger of his left hand was a lighted cigarette, and his face was hard and serious.

Willi Mohr walked unsteadily out into the sunlight.


3

Sergeant Tornilla was carrying on a conversation with his superior. Three remarks each.

‘Well?’ said Lieutenant Pujol.

‘Someone had given him some water.’

‘What do you think?’

‘If he hasn’t done it, then he will.’

‘Might you be mistaken?’

‘Hardly.’


4

Willi Mohr walked through the town, a long gangling figure in a faded shirt, paint-spotted khaki trousers and sandals. His straw hat threw a dark shadow across his sunburnt face. He was tired, but his physical energies remained. Although he was walking very slowly, his steps were light and purposeful.

On the Avenida Generalissimo Franco he met several men who were on their way to road construction work up in the mountains, heavy, unbelievably badly-paid assisted work which was carried out almost wholly without the help of machines and progressed very slowly. They were walking in silence, staring ahead with empty eyes. They were carrying straw baskets containing water-jars and bits of bread, the same baskets they would be using for their work a little later on.

Look at their faces. They are simple workers, but happy, for their faith, for the miracle of being alive …

He lies, thought Willi Mohr.

Then he thought about another remark—the one about his shirt.

It takes great certainty in observation to be able to identify a fifteen-year-old Hitler Jugend shirt, washed-out and faded and with all the badges removed.

It struck Willi Mohr that he had answered all the questions quite truthfully, even those which dealt with the event of three days ago. Santiago Alemany had come at about five o’clock in the afternoon and stayed for a while, but they had not spoken to each other. He had parked his fish-van outside and gone into the house and looked round, especially in the kitchen. Then he had sat down on the bottom step and played with the cat. Several times he had opened his mouth to say something, but evidently had then changed his mind. When he had gone, three dirty hundred-peseta notes had lain on the steps. All the time, Willi Mohr had sat at his easel and worked on a painting of a house and some cacti. Santiago had said good-day and good-bye and possibly a few words, but Willi Mohr had just nodded twice. He had let the money lie there for two days, and then he had picked it up and paid his bill at the tienda.


5

Forty minutes after he had left the guard-post, Willi Mohr was standing in front of the house in Barrio Son Jofre. When he opened the door, the cat came up to him and brushed against his legs, and the bitch rushed out on to the floor. She whined and cringed and wagged her tail. She must have been very hungry and thirsty, just as he was.

The house in Barrio Son Jofre was built on two floors and had three rooms, apart from the kitchen. From the large room on the ground floor a stone staircase led up to the first floor. Of the two rooms above, the larger was well kept but the smaller was more or less uninhabitable. The floor was broken and part of it had fallen through into the kitchen. In the whole house there were only two pieces of furniture, a large brown wooden bedstead upstairs and a rattan chair with a woven cane seat downstairs. There was a mattress downstairs too, and a blanket, and about twenty paintings. Most of them lay on the floor, but some were fastened to the walls with drawing-pins. Beside the chair stood a metal paraffin lamp, and on a piece of sacking in one corner lay some clothes and other personal possessions. The downstairs floor was carefully swept, but upstairs, where no one had been for a long time, there was a thick layer of greyish stone-dust over everything.

Willi Mohr poured out some water into an earthenware bowl for the bitch and put some dry pieces of bread into it. Then he thrust his hand in amongst the pups and took out his pistol and the notebook. The weapon felt heavy and damp and he weighed it in his hand as he went into the room. He stood still in the middle of the floor and said to himself: ‘What the hell did he want anyhow?’

And after a pause: ‘He’ll fetch me down there again and before that I must kill the other one too.’

He leafed through the notebook. The first page was dated the thirtieth of July the year before, the day after Hugo had gone. He had written several pages on the first days and then the notes grew briefer and briefer, and after the fourth of September they ceased altogether. On the following pages he had jotted down figures and small sketches and then there was another note. The handwriting was firm and quite legible.

16th December, 8 a.m. Yesterday I waited all the afternoon and evening in the puerto but they did not come back. It was past two in the morning when I got home.

After this date there were a lot more notes and now the notebook was almost full.

Willi Mohr bit his lower lip and slowly shook his head.

Then he put the things back in their usual place under the mattress, took off his clothes and lay down on his back, naked, his hands clasped behind his head.

He thought: Tomorrow I’ll kill the pups. I’ll pick out the one with the best markings and keep it. The others I’ll kill.

Just before he fell asleep he thought about the truck and the day the Scandinavians were drinking at Jacinto’s bar. Fourteen months had gone by since then.



Part Two




1

The truck was a re-built 1931 model Fiat-camioneta. It had no fenders and no hood and the driver’s cabin and back had been stripped and replaced with two wooden seats rather like park benches. All these alterations had been made purposefully, to make the vehicle lighter and more useful as transport for people on bad roads.

The vehicle had a history, as it had come to Spain during the Civil War with General Bergonzoli’s first blackshirt division and had fallen into the hands of the worker’s militia after the battle at Brihuega in March, 1937. But no one knew anything about that now, so the camioneta was not considered of any historical value.

Dan Pedersen had taken it over from an acquaintance who was a builder in Santa Margarita and although it was twenty-five years old, it functioned quite satisfactorily.

The road ran in long curves down the mountainside and down there, on the other side of the bay, the houses of the fishing settlement lay piled up along the quay. The surface of the water was calm and blue and sunlit, and out by the pier a number of people could be seen bathing. Several white yachts lay by the harbour wall and farther in, along the quay itself, were half a dozen dirty yellow trawlers with their nets draped like mourning veils round their masts. Despite the distance, one could see groups of lightly-clad tourists standing on the quay, looking at the fishing-boats.

It was the beginning
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