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            I am lied to on all sides. I can rely on no one, they all betray me. If anything happens to me Germany will be left without a leader. I have no successor … rack your brains and tell me who my successor is to be.

            
        Adolf Hitler, March 1945
      

            Hell is empty and all the devils are here!

            
        William Shakespeare, The Tempest
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7
             BUENOS AIRES–POSADAS

            Thursday 12–Saturday 14 August 1976

         

         Ariel Guzman makes sure he is alone. In these uncertain times it pays to be vigilant. It might be paranoia but recently he has had the feeling that he is being watched. It is strange and unnerving, like someone pointing a gun at you. As far as he can tell nothing appears to be out of place. There are no unusual vehicles parked nearby and nobody is lurking in the shadows. The journalist waits for a car to pass before he crosses the street and enters his apartment building. It is a solid block of brick and stone, functional and unassuming like many in the capital. He gets into the lift and when it arrives at his floor he opens the gate, walks down the passage and unlocks his door.

         Ariel places his keys on the hall table and hangs up his jacket. He takes a bottle of beer from the fridge, flips the top and has a drink. He returns to the living-room with a packet of pistachios and switches on the television to watch the evening news. Ariel reclines on a sofa and eats the nuts, tossing the shells into a waste-paper basket as he sips his beer. The military junta has issued a decree banning any gathering 8of the political opposition. He has already covered the story for his newspaper La Nación and so he rises and opens a window and listens to the traffic going by. It is spring and the air is humid and filled with pollen.

         Ariel lives in San Telmo near the church of the Inmaculada Concepción, although he never attends Mass. It is not because he is agnostic, which is true, it is because he is not Catholic. He is Jewish. His surname had been changed from Gottlieb to the Hispanic Guzman by his father Otto, an immigrant from Hamburg who arrived in Argentina on a packet steamer in the last days of 1938 with nothing but the clothes on his back and a suitcase filled with books. It was after Kristallnacht. The writing on the wall, if anyone needed it, that Jews were no longer safe in Hitler’s Germany. Otto escaped in time but many of the Gottlieb family did not and perished in the camps of Auschwitz, Bergen-Belsen and Dachau. If Ariel had any faith at all he would have gone to the synagogue. In fact, he has not been inside a temple since his bar mitzvah despite Argentina being the largest and oldest concentration of South America’s Jewish diaspora.

         ‘To be a Jew is to walk the earth forever,’ his old father used to say. He never explained why but Ariel knows what he meant.

         He turns his attention back to the television and sees a priest being interviewed. The man is young and unmistakably Indian. From his accent Ariel supposes he is a Guaraní from the remote north, probably Misiones. The screen shows the city of Posadas which melds into jungle and the ruins of the abandoned mission at San Ignacio Miní, before returning to 9the priest. The camera cuts to his hands. He holds a rosary and massages the beads as he speaks.

         ‘I pray for my family and my people every day. I hope there will be an answer. It has been a long time.’

         ‘Thirty years.’

         ‘Yes, but I shall never give up. One day the world will know the truth, I am certain of it …’ The priest falters as his voice begins to crack. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘It’s hard for me. I’m sure you understand.’

         ‘Of course. Father Javier Ibarra, thank you for coming here and sharing your thoughts with us about this terrible event.’

         ‘Thank you.’

         The programme resumes with the presenters in the studio. Ariel picks up a pencil and writes the priest’s name on a pad. He is sure it is the same man who was the sole survivor of the Misiones tragedy, when a village church in the jungle caught fire killing everyone inside. It was thought to have been the result of a catastrophic lightning strike. Some even suspected arson but most people dismissed the theory. Who would have done such a thing and what possible motive could there have been?

         After the fire a tropical storm had swamped the area and for two months no one had been able to get near the village because the rivers were impassable. When the parish priest finally turned up all he found, besides the burnt-out wreck of the church, was an emaciated little boy living on roots and berries. The child had not been in church because he was isolated with measles; the condition was often fatal to the Guaraní who had no natural immunity to the virus. When 10the boy recovered from his illness he knew enough that he should stay in the village, with only pigs and chickens for company, until someone appeared.

         Ariel is certain the priest and the Misiones survivor are the same person but there is another reason he has written the man’s name in his notebook. He had noticed the cleric fingered his rosary as he spoke. It was an automatic gesture, seemingly one of stress. He appeared to be holding the rosary for reassurance. And yet he was not in church or at prayer. It was as if he were keeping something back and felt guilty about it. As though he had a secret which he would not, or could not, divulge.
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         The following morning Ariel takes the metro into work. He gets on at Independencia, changes at Diagonal Norte and alights at Lavalle. The newspaper premises are a short distance from the station, on the thoroughfare of San Martín. On the first floor he is greeted by the sights and sounds of colleagues hammering away on typewriters, making and answering phone calls and calling out across the room. In the street horns sound and traffic roars past. Amid this cacophony Ariel approaches the editor’s office.

         Through the glass-panelled door he sees a man in a chair with his back turned, feet resting on the window ledge. Mario Ovalle hears him and swivels round.

         ‘You’re meant to ask if you can come in.’

         ‘Your new position has already gone to your head.’

         ‘Everyone calls me Attila.’11 

         ‘You’re certainly tall enough.’

         ‘Thanks.’

         Despite the abruptness they are close friends. Ariel was best man at the editor’s wedding and is a godfather to his eldest child. He does not resent Ovalle’s promotion, the job had been offered to him, but he prefers to remain a reporter. He leaves the newsroom as often as he can and only returns to use the phone or pitch another story. It is because of the latter that he is in the editor’s office.

         ‘Did you see the priest on Canal 7 last night?’

         ‘Father Javier?’

         ‘That’s right.’

         ‘I did, and …?’

         ‘It’s the thirtieth anniversary of the Misiones tragedy.’

         ‘So …?’

         ‘I thought I’d do a story.’

         ‘Old news, isn’t it?’

         ‘The fire is but not the priest.’

         ‘What’s so interesting about him?’

         ‘He’s the only survivor and has never spoken about it before.’

         ‘I know that. He was three at the time and remembers zilch. Probably traumatised by it, hence the memory loss.’

         ‘I think he knows more than he’s letting on.’

         ‘You do?’

         ‘Yes. He just couldn’t bring himself to say it, not on camera anyway.’

         ‘And you want to go all the way to Posadas and spend lots of company time and money interviewing him.’

         ‘Yes.’12 

         ‘And when he says absolutely nothing newsworthy, you’ll file a piece on him and expect me to run it.’

         ‘Damn, you’re good. You’re wasted as an editor.’

         ‘Thank you. Again.’

         ‘Can I do it?’

         ‘How much is it going to cost?’

         ‘A plane fare. A couple of days in Posadas. Maybe longer, depending on what he says.’

         ‘That’s a lot for nothing.’

         ‘It’s not going to be for nothing.’

         ‘What makes you so sure?’

         ‘I’ve got a hunch …’ both men say.

         Ovalle smiles. If anyone can draw a sword from a stone, it is this man who has had more scoops and won more prizes than any other journalist in Argentina. Ariel Guzman is a household name.

         ‘Okay. But no more than a week. Make sure you’re back by Friday.’

         He has barely finished speaking before his colleague is out the door and at his desk. Ariel phones a travel agent and books a seat on the next flight to Posadas and a room at the Hotel Continental. The aeroplane is due to depart at noon, enough time to return to his apartment and pack before heading to the airport. He calls the mission and asks to speak to the priest. Father Javier is not available. Ariel leaves a message, giving his name and the phone number of the hotel. The secretary promises to relay the information and adds the priest is likely to grant him an interview, with permission from his superior.13 

         Ariel returns home. He puts some clothes into a canvas holdall and packs his camera and several rolls of film. He looks out of the living-room window. The taxi rank is empty so he dials for a cab.

         He waits in the sun-dappled street and sees the plane trees are almost in leaf. It will be summer soon. In the branches an oriole feeds his mate as she guards her brood in their nest. The long-tailed passerine pauses briefly at the entrance before dashing away again.

         When the car arrives, Ariel tells the driver to head for Jorge Newbery Airport, the capital’s smaller terminus located in the Palermo neighbourhood on the northern side of the city. The taxi makes the journey in good time. After a coffee and an empanada in the departure lounge, he boards a Fairchild FH-227. The aeroplane is turbo-propped and has a crew of four and a capacity of fifty, but it is half full.

         Ariel selects a window seat near the front of the aircraft. He takes out his notebook and writes a list of questions for the priest, ignoring the flight attendant while she runs through the safety routine and only looks up when they are airborne. He puts his pen away and places the pad in the seat pouch. He catches the attendant’s eye and she returns the look. Ariel is not classically handsome but his natural charisma makes him attractive to the opposite sex. He has dark hair and deep blue eyes and a prominent nose which complements his face. Apart from charm he has something else that is essential to his craft. It is unique and can neither be taught, nor learnt: the gift of trust.

         The Fairchild reaches cruising altitude and the hostess 14proceeds down the aisle with a tray. She stops by his seat.

         ‘Good afternoon sir, would you like tea or coffee?’

         ‘Coffee, please.’

         ‘Milk and sugar?’

         ‘No, just black.’

         She pours a cup and hands it to him.

         ‘Excuse me, but your face seems familiar.’

         ‘I’m Ariel Guzman.’

         ‘I thought so. I always read your articles.’

         ‘Glad to hear it.’

         ‘If there’s anything else you need, let me know,’ and with a swing of her hips she sashays down the gangway.

         Ariel admires her catwalk before he sits back and drinks his coffee. Journalism certainly had its advantages.
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         The aeroplane descends through a layer of cloud and touches down at Posadas Airport. As Ariel leaves he gives the flight attendant a wink. Her name is Carmen and he has her phone number in his pocket. He crosses the asphalt. The place is no more than a runway with a control tower. A few military helicopters and light aircraft dot the apron but otherwise it is empty. It is noticeably warmer and Ariel is sweating when he enters the terminal. He walks past a dozing official onto the main concourse where a plump, middle-aged man with a moustache and wearing a Hawaiian shirt is waiting.

         ‘Señor Guzman?’ he asks. He has tobacco-stained teeth and a gold cap on his upper left canine.

         ‘Yes.’15 

         ‘I’m José. The hotel sent me.’

         The driver takes his holdall. In the parking lot is a Chevrolet, its chrome shining in the sun. Ariel admires the veneered dashboard and leather trim on the steering wheel.

         ‘Nice car.’

         ‘Thank you. She’s a lovely girl. Never lets me down.’

         ‘Your wife must be jealous.’

         José laughs and turns the key in the ignition. The Chevrolet shudders and a low purr comes from the engine. Leaving the airport, they take the highway to the city. Office buildings rise on either side as they make their way to the Hotel Continental on Plaza 9 de Julio. It is a pleasant square lined with palms and dominated by a Gothic cathedral. The car circles the plaza and comes to a halt in front of a 1960s concrete edifice. José removes his luggage and takes it into the hotel. In the lobby Ariel gives him a tip.

         ‘I’ll be in touch. I’m sure I’ll need you again. I’m here for a few days.’

         ‘Okay, jefe. Just ask for me at the desk,’ and he departs through the revolving doors.

         Ariel checks in, asking the concierge if he has any messages.

         The clerk hands him a note.

         It is from Father Javier. His superior has granted permission for the interview and the priest asks if Ariel can be at the Jesuit mission on Calle Cordoba at 11 am the next day. There is a phone number. He puts the note away and takes the lift to his room. It is on the top floor with a balcony overlooking the square. He slides open the patio door. 16Below him is the cathedral and the surrounding park. In the distance the Parana shines like polished pewter and on the far bank is Paraguay. He admires the view before returning to his room to unpack and take a shower. In a clean shirt and a pair of jeans, his hair combed, Ariel leaves the hotel.

         The plaza is filled with people making their evening promenade. He looks about and sees a bar. It is too early to eat and instead he asks for tequila.

         ‘You on holiday?’ says the proprietor as he picks up a bottle and pours a measure.

         ‘Yes. I want to visit San Ignacio Miní.’

         ‘People often come here but they rarely do so twice.’

         ‘Why’s that?’

         The man gives an enigmatic look and pushes the glass towards him.

         ‘Twenty pesos.’

         Ariel pays and takes his drink to a table. An elderly couple are seated nearby. Neither looks at the other as the woman speaks. She speaks constantly, talking in a torrent, and only pauses to draw breath. Her partner is resigned to his fate and says, ‘Si, mi cielo’ but nothing more. Anything else could be fatal. It is payback for all the dalliances the man has had, consummated or otherwise, all the times he came home late and drunk, all the times he blew a month’s pay on the horses. He is old and he is unwell. There has been a paradigm shift in their relationship. If the man does not want to die penniless and alone, he must accept this. So he does.

         Ariel leaves the old boy to his fate and watches the locals enjoy the balmy air. Everyone seemed content as they 17wandered to and fro, or chatted on the benches. The pace of life in Posadas was slower than the capital and all the better for it. If something could not be done today, then it could always be done tomorrow. But this lassitude in no way made people idle, or effete. Argentina’s interior had been carved out by pioneers centuries ago and was where the true Latinos lived, not like the vain and entitled Atlanticos on the coast.

         Ariel downs his tequila and takes a walk. In an alley he finds a restaurant that specialises in fish. The Parana is noted for the dorado which can grow up to thirty or forty pounds and is prized by anglers. He orders food and a carafe of Sauvignon. The wine is placed on the table and he fills his tumbler and has a drink.

         When his meal arrives, Ariel takes a slice of lemon and squeezes it over the chargrilled fish and begins to eat. The flesh is white and succulent and has a delicate taste. Soon there is nothing left except skin and bones. He wipes a piece of bread around the plate and empties the carafe into his glass. The sun has set and a full moon ascends the heavens. Its light is luminous and the Cathedral of St Joseph glows like alabaster. A breeze comes from the river shaking the leaves of the tall trees and a solitary bell tolls the hour. Ariel finishes his wine and settles the bill. He walks back through the square, his heart trembling in anticipation. He has no idea what the priest is going say but he knows, whatever it is, it will be a revelation.
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         Javier Ibarra cannot sleep. In his hand is a rosary and he rolls the beads between forefinger and thumb. He has 18already recited the Joyful Mysteries and is now saying the first Sorrowful Mystery: the Agony of Jesus in the Garden. Prayer is sacred and cleanses his soul. In the darkness and solitude of his room he can sense the Holy Spirit. The priest is preparing for his own Calvary, which he believes to be close. The hour of death is approaching.

         Dawn comes stealthily like a thief and the walls of the cell begin to pale. Later, a ray of sunlight penetrates the shutters. Javier finishes the last Sorrowful Mystery and ends the cycle with a Glory Be. He kisses his rosary, lays it upon the bedside table and gets out of bed.

         The priest slips a cassock over his head and goes downstairs. In the church he enters one of the chapels which has already been prepared. His server is waiting for him. He greets the child and puts on his vestments and opens a leather-bound missal. He turns to the appropriate page and begins to celebrate Mass.

         At the Eucharist Javier raises the host and his server rings a brass bell, its jangle reverberating in the vaulted room. He holds the wafer before him and prays.

         ‘Lord, I am not worthy to receive you but only say the word and I shall be healed.’

         He consumes the host, which has miraculously become the body of Christ, and closes his eyes as it dissolves in his mouth. Now he is at one with the Lord. He genuflects and takes up the chalice, puts it to his lips and drinks the precious blood. He sets it on the altar and wipes it clean with a purificator.

         Javier bows and takes a host from the plate. 19 

         ‘The Body of Christ.’

         ‘Amen,’ the boy says and a wafer is placed on his tongue.

         The priest faces the altar again and with a blessing concludes the Mass. He thanks the child and sends him on his way. The boy is an orphan just as he had been and Javier wonders if he too will hear the call and join the Church. Some did, some did not. But everyone who has been cared for by the mission is like a brother or a sister. There are no exceptions.

         Javier has breakfast with his brethren before going back to his room to resume his studies. He is reading Thomas More’s Utopia and finds it curious how the English martyr and saint developed the concept of a just and equal society similar to that of his own founder, Ignatius Loyola. They had never known each other and yet were almost exact contemporaries. The Spaniard had been a soldier and prisoner of war before founding the Society of Jesus, while the Englishman was a lawyer and politician who became Lord Chancellor and one of the most powerful men in the land. Even so, More’s exalted position could not save him from his monarch’s wrath and he was condemned to death for his loyalty to Rome. And yet Javier knows the sacrifice was worth paying. The man is seated at God’s right hand with all the other saints and he hopes that one day he will join them.

         There is a knock and Javier closes his book and tells the person to enter. The door opens revealing a young man wearing a linen jacket and an open-necked shirt. He rises.

         ‘Welcome.’20 

         ‘Thank you, Father.’

         ‘Don’t thank me, thank the Lord. It was He who brought you. And, please, call me Javier.’

         He shows his guest a chair. Ariel takes a biro and notebook from his bag and a camera, an Olympus Trip.

         ‘I hope you don’t mind if I take a few pictures first?’

         ‘Not at all.’

         Ariel unscrews the lens cap and checks the light meter. He puts the camera to his eye and focuses on the man’s face.

         ‘You’re in shadow. If you could turn towards the window.’

         ‘Like this?’

         A shaft of light falls across the priest’s body, his features illuminated by the morning sun.

         ‘Yes, that’s great … click, click … Just a couple more … click, click … Now look the other way – over there … Perfect … click, click, click … And another … click. That’s fine, thanks.’ Ariel puts the camera down. ‘I always take photos of a subject if I can. It helps me write the story.’

         Javier nods and reaches into a pocket. He removes his rosary and runs the beads through his fingers.

         ‘So, what brings you here?’

         ‘As you’ve probably guessed … the tragedy at Misiones.’

         ‘I thought as much. Unfortunately, I have nothing to add to what I’ve said already.’

         Ariel makes a sympathetic face. He knows the best way to approach a difficult subject is to be direct. There is no point pretending otherwise.

         ‘What caused the fire?’

         ‘I’ve no idea but fires happen in the jungle. Especially if 21there’s been a drought. It was just before the rainy season.’

         ‘Do you recall anything in particular … anything unusual about it?’

         ‘I’m afraid not. It was a long time ago.’

         ‘What did you actually see?’

         ‘I saw the church burn down with everyone inside … and I remember the screaming.’

         ‘But you’ve no idea how it happened?’

         Javier remains impassive. ‘Absolutely none.’

         ‘None at all?’

         ‘Like I said, none.’

         Ariel can feel blood pounding in his ears and his nerves are taut and stretched like the strings of a violin. A bow is drawn across and a chord echoes deep within the chambers of his heart.

         ‘I’m sorry to say this Father, but I don’t believe you.’

         The other man is perplexed.

         ‘You don’t believe me?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘I don’t know why exactly but I’m sure you know more than you claim. A lot more.’

         Javier tilts his head to one side like a bird which hears a new song. The journalist is able to read a person well. Unsurprising perhaps, given his profession. But there is something else about him, something unworldly and the priest wonders if he has studied theology.

         ‘Were you ever a seminarian?’

         ‘No. The opposite in fact.’22 

         ‘You have no faith?’

         ‘Not only that. I’m Jewish.’

         At last Javier’s prayers have been answered. Here is the prophet the Lord has sent, the man to whom he must divulge his secret. It is the Wandering Jew who shall know the truth.

         ‘Your people were the first to hear the word of God. You are truly blessed.’

         ‘My father might disagree with you. His family were killed in the Holocaust. He was the only one to survive.’

         Now it all made sense. It is why the Lord has brought this man to him, to bear witness.

         ‘Before I tell you anything I want to know if you are prepared to accept the consequences. The story is so incredible and, indeed, so awful that people may die, including you.’

         ‘I understand.’

         ‘I’m sure you understand in a literal sense but I don’t think you can possibly comprehend the forces which will be unleashed by what I have to say. Are you prepared for this?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Are you absolutely certain?’

         ‘Yes, I am.’

         Javier sighs and clasps his hands as if in prayer.

         ‘Very well.’

         The priest recounts what happened and explains why he has not spoken about it before. He had seen everything and forgotten nothing. One day a group of strangers arrived in his village and corralled everyone into the church and set it on fire. He was not among them as he was sick and so he hid under his bed and watched everything through a crack 23in the wall. He heard the cries and saw the flames consume the building until it collapsed in a pile of burning timber. When the parish priest found the lone survivor several weeks later, Javier told him exactly what had happened. The cleric took the boy back to the mission in Posadas and informed his superiors about the tragedy. They made him promise to keep silent, a promise which has been kept for all these years. Apart from the man who found him and the head of the mission, only the superior generals of the Society have ever known and they have been forbidden to speak out by successive popes. His Holiness Paul VI wants the knowledge buried deep within the Vatican and never to emerge.

         ‘Why the secrecy?’

         Javier raises his eyes to the crucifix on the wall before turning his gaze back to the journalist.

         ‘Because the people who did this were Nazis. Some of them had been protected by the Church and some were helped by it to escape.’

         Ariel wonders if he has heard correctly. Judging by the priest’s expression, he can tell that he has.

         ‘I’m sure you’ve heard of Odessa.’

         ‘Yes. You think they were involved?’

         ‘I don’t think, I know. The organisation is still active, particularly in Argentina. They might appear to be dormant but they’ve never gone away.’

         ‘How do you know it was them?’

         ‘There was one other survivor from the village although she did not witness the fire.’

         ‘Is she alive?’24 

         ‘No. She was a nun here. Her name was Maria. She was also my cousin. She died recently from an aneurysm. It was she who confirmed what happened in the village. Naturally, the Church was sceptical about the witness of a three-year-old Guaraní boy but they had to believe her since she corroborated my story.’

         ‘What did she tell them?’

         ‘She said the men who did this were Nazis. Furthermore …’

         Javier pauses for a moment as though he cannot believe what he is about to say.

         ‘… they had been ordered to do so by Adolf Hitler himself.’

         Ariel ceases writing and puts down both pen and notebook.

         ‘That’s impossible! Hitler committed suicide in the bunker. Everyone knows that.’

         ‘If only it were true. In the last days of the war Hitler and Eva Braun fled from Berlin with some followers and came here to Misiones where they made a secret camp in the jungle. Maria said she had worked for them. The Church asked her to prove it. She took them to the camp.’

         ‘Where was it?’ Ariel starts to write again.

         ‘Some distance north of our village. Towards Iguaçu.’

         ‘Does anything remain?’

         ‘I believe so. The Nazis left in a hurry. They set fire to the place but they failed to destroy it because of the rains. It’s probably jungle now.’

         ‘What happened to Hitler and the others?’

         ‘They escaped across the River Parana into Paraguay.’25 

         ‘Are they alive?’

         ‘No. Braun perished in the camp from a fever.’

         ‘And Hitler?’

         Javier shakes his head in bewilderment. ‘He died of a broken heart, so I’m told. A man who killed six million Jews and shed not a tear, dies of grief.’

         ‘Because of Braun’s death.’

         ‘No, not because of her.’

         ‘Why, then?’

         The priest again looks at the crucifix as if willing the figure to remove the tongue from his mouth.

         ‘I’m afraid I cannot tell you because the information will surely be fatal. Not only to many, many people but also to yourself.’

         ‘You said you would tell me everything you know.’

         ‘About the tragedy, yes, but not this. Also, I can’t tell you because I cannot break the seal of a sacrament. When Maria was dying she asked me to hear her last confession. What she told me could set the world alight and possibly start another war.’

         ‘If you can’t tell me, who can?’

         ‘Nobody. No one else will speak.’

         ‘But others know?’

         ‘Yes, certainly there are others, including the Society’s superior general and His Holiness the Pope.’

         ‘How will I ever find out?’

         Javier is silent. The man is brave and honourable but he realises such knowledge can only be the death of him.

         ‘If anything happens to me, you shall know the truth.’26 

         ‘You mean, if you die? I don’t mean to be flip Father, but that could be a while.’

         ‘I don’t think so. I don’t think so at all. In fact, I’m sure the time is very near.’

         ‘I see,’ says Ariel, trying not to appear incredulous and confused.

         ‘If I die, a man’s life will be in mortal danger. A wholly innocent man. A man the Church has a moral obligation to protect. And you must help him.’

         ‘Who is he?’

         ‘I can’t say. But he has a codename. You must not reveal this to anyone.’

         ‘Okay. I’ll keep it off the record. What is it?’

         Javier utters a single word: ‘Edelweiss.’

         The priest feels a gust of wind pass over him, like the giant sweep of an angel’s wing, and he shudders. It is as if he is standing at his own grave. The wind increases and he gets up to close the window. The interview is over and Ariel rises.

         ‘Father, I appreciate everything you’ve told me but there’s one more thing. To verify the story, I need to find the camp. Will you help me?’

         ‘I can put you in touch with a local guide. He’ll know where it is … if there’s anything left.’

         Javier pities the man before him. The journalist is unaware of what he is about to unleash and he feels guilty he has said so much, even though he knows he is right to have done so. He goes to a drawer in his desk and brings out a wooden box. Inside is a turquoise marble and, next to it, a silver medal the size of a large coin.27 

         ‘I want you to have this. It is Our Lady of Guadeloupe. She will protect you.’

         ‘Okay.’ Ariel takes the medal and puts it in a pocket.

         ‘Pray for me.’

         ‘What kind of prayer? I only know how to say Kaddish.’

         ‘That will do. That will do very well. And if I should die, do you promise to help this person?’

         ‘Yes, I promise.’

         ‘Thank you. I can see you’re a man of your word.’

         When his visitor has gone, Javier closes the door and returns to his desk.

         ‘That is why they are called the chosen people.’

         And the priest picks up his copy of Utopia, removes the marker and begins to read.28 

      

   


   
      
         
            
        MISIONES–IGUAÇU–POSADAS
      

            
        Sunday 15–Friday 20 August 1976
      

         

         The Chevrolet travels along the narrow road. In the fields cows lie in the shade of eucalyptus chewing cud as they seek respite from the afternoon heat. The vehicle passes a lone gaucho on a horse, a cattle dog at heel. The land has been cleared of forest, which rises immense and green in the distance like a tide waiting to burst forth. The air is sultry and the grass is filled with the cry of crickets.

         Ariel and his driver are on their way to an estancia near San Ignacio Miní, one of the last human habitations before the jungle. It is a two-day journey on horseback to Javier’s village followed by a further ride to the camp. The guide is a Guaraní who worked on the farm and came from a hamlet not far from the priest’s.

         ‘Here we are, jefe.’

         The car emerges from a bend in the road and there, encircled by pines, is the estancia. The house is built around a courtyard and has dark red adobe walls and a pantile roof. A grapevine winds its way around the eaves, its fruit ripening in clusters. 29 

         Beneath the vine is a hammock and the veranda is set with tables and chairs.

         As the Chevrolet comes to a halt a trio of mastiffs bound towards it barking furiously. They are Dogos, a native breed noted for their brute strength and aggression and used to protect livestock. José is terrified. He winds up his window and cowers at the wheel. A man in a black campero strides towards them with a chainsaw in one hand. He shouts at his hellhounds which cease snarling and begin to whine and wag their tails.

         ‘Hermann Mattei,’ he announces as Ariel exits the car.

         The rancher removes a protective glove and he winces at the man’s grip. Mattei notices and apologises.

         ‘Sorry, don’t know my own strength. I’ve been cutting brushwood all day and my fingers are numb.’

         Mattei is handsome, broad-shouldered and blond. His eyes are aquamarine and deepset, the sclera unusually white so that he has a penetrating, almost hypnotic stare. He looks Scandinavian rather than Hispanic, common enough in the capital and the surrounding countryside, which has all manner of European immigrants, but not in Misiones.

         José revs the Chevrolet’s engine and sounds his horn before passing through the open gates. He drives down the road and the car is consumed by a cloud of dirt. He has promised to return at the end of the week.

         Mattei takes the visitor indoors and shows him to his quarters.

         ‘I suggest an early night, you’ll be riding out at dawn. We have kids, so we all eat together. Supper is at eight.’ 30 

         ‘Fine. See you later.’

         Mattei departs and Ariel enters his room. He approaches the window and looks at the fields and the jungle beyond. The horizon is sombre and heavy with cloud. A storm is brewing and silent forks of lightning tear the lowering mass of cumulus. A deep rumble follows and wind flays the poplars, scattering leaves across the lawn. Spots of rain begin to splash the panes and he turns away. At the other end of the house he can hear a piano play and children’s voices. They are speaking German instead of Spanish and he realises that his host’s antecedents are not Scandinavian but Teutonic.

         As the storm breaks Ariel joins the family for their evening meal. They dine on rare roast beef, boiled rice and runner beans, the food accompanied by a bottle of Malbec from their own vineyard. A servant ensures the adults’ wine glasses are always replenished. The children are blond like their father, polite and respectful. After supper is finished they kiss their parents goodnight and troop off to bed. When they have left Mattei’s wife, Soledad, offers their guest a nightcap.

         ‘A brandy, if you have one,’ says Ariel.

         ‘I’ll join you, we make our own batch here on the farm,’ and Mattei motions at the servant who has been standing unobserved in a corner. The man approaches a sideboard, opens a decanter and pours two glasses before returning to his position.

         Mattei speaks over his shoulder.

         ‘Hector, you can go now.’ 31 

         ‘Thank you sir, thank you ma’am,’ and the servant retires.

         ‘I’d better see if the children are doing what they’re meant to be doing,’ says Soledad, wishing her husband and guest good night and leaving them alone in the dining-room.

         Mattei reaches for his brandy and Ariel does the same. The liquor is robust and a fiery essence flickers on the palate.

         ‘Thanks for having me to stay.’

         ‘Not at all. Always nice to see a new face. As you can imagine we don’t get many visitors here,’ and Mattei squints over the brim of his glass. ‘Tell me, what’s your impression of Misiones?’

         ‘It’s different from the east. Wild and open. Not many people either.’

         ‘That’s the way we like it. No one bothers us up here, we do our own thing.’

         ‘Not even the junta?’

         ‘No, not even the junta. We’re like another country, we abide by our own laws.’

         ‘Such as?’

         ‘The laws of nature, not man.’

         ‘Interesting. I wonder what Darwin would say.’

         ‘I’m sure he’d agree. Just as different species are uniquely adapted to their habitat so is man. Take the Guaraní, for example. They’re forest people, they wouldn’t survive five minutes in the city and the same goes for the city dweller in the jungle. Each to their own.’

         ‘Where do you fit in?’

         Mattei laughs and has another sip of brandy, rolling the liquor around his mouth. 32 

         ‘Fair point. A bit of both I suppose.’

         ‘And who’s the apex predator?’

         ‘We are, naturally.’

         ‘We?’

         ‘The white man.’

         Ariel listens politely as his host expounds at length on his racial theories and eugenics. At last they finish their drinks and leave the table.

         ‘See you in the morning,’ says Mattei.

         Ariel returns to his room. He sits at the desk and listens to the wind in the trees as he writes in his journal. He yawns. It has been a long day. He closes the book and undresses, climbs into bed and turns out the lamp. Soon he is asleep.
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         A blood-red sun rises above the land and swathes the estancia in light. Its rays penetrate the jalousies and wake Ariel. He lies in a daze for a moment before levering himself out of bed. He washes at the basin and puts on his gear. Then he loads a new cartridge in his camera and places a notebook and pencil in a pocket along with extra rolls of film. Ariel opens the louvre doors and steps onto the veranda.

         The sky has cleared and the air is moist with a petrichor smell. Dew shimmers on the grass. Nearby a pair of horses are saddled, rolled mats and sleeping bags on their haunches. Ariel hears footsteps and sees Mattei approaching with the guide. The Indian carries a rucksack and also a rifle and a bandolier of ammunition as pumas roamed the forest. Ariel has not told the rancher the reason for his journey and 33claimed he was writing an article about the Guaraní for a scientific journal. Only the guide knows why he wants to visit the jungle and Javier has sworn him to silence.

         ‘Hope you find what you’re looking for,’ says Mattei with a grin. ‘The Indians don’t always talk to strangers. But my man should help.’

         ‘Okay. I should be back by Friday.’

         Ariel puts a boot into a stirrup and mounts his steed and they set off beneath a tropical sun which hangs like a ripe fruit above the trees. In spite of the eucalyptus and thorn, shade is sparse and the horses toss their heads and flick their tails at the flies that follow. It is noon and the sun at its zenith when they reach San Ignacio Miní. The ruined arches and eroded stone columns are all that remain of a mission which once teemed with life and stand as mute witnesses to a tragic and violent era. The horses amble past and by evening they have ventured far into the forest. That night Ariel and his guide camp under the stars, the fire left burning to keep predators away.

         The next morning they arrive at the village, or where it used to be. The clearing has been overtaken by jungle and the huts have collapsed. In the middle is the area where the church once stood. Saplings crowd each other and thrust their way towards the light. The only evidence of the conflagration are the charcoal timbers of the building now festooned with orchids. Glossy hummingbirds flit from flower to flower, their wings drumming the warm air.

         Ariel dismounts, unstraps his camera and starts to take pictures. 34 

         ‘You ever been here?’

         ‘No, boss.’

         ‘I thought your village was close.’

         ‘The place is haunted. No one comes here.’

         ‘What do you think happened?’

         ‘It was the devil. Vengeance.’

         ‘Vengeance for what?’

         ‘Don’t ask questions boss. Best not to ask questions.’

         Ariel slips the Olympus over his shoulder and smiles but the man looks scared.

         ‘I don’t care to stay, boss. We should leave now.’

         ‘I’ve got all I need. Let’s go.’

         Ariel gets back onto his horse and they set off again along the trail. A lone toucan whistles as the riders leave the abandoned village to the forest and its ghosts.
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         After journeying further into the jungle they reach the camp the following day. It has not been destroyed, as Ariel had feared. Although draped with lianas and vines the place is well-preserved. The palisade and watchtower remain and the huts all have their shingle roofs. This time the guide refuses to enter and instead holds his companion’s horse while Ariel approaches the compound. He brings out his notebook and begins to write. After a few minutes he replaces it in his jacket and starts to snap away with his camera, his heart quickening. He walks through the camp taking photos of everything he sees.

         In a clearing a wooden cross is stuck into the ground. It is 35sturdy and covered in lichen. Ariel bends a knee and takes some pictures. He puts his camera aside, goes towards the cross and brushes away the vegetation. His fingers trace the surface. There seems to be an inscription. He rubs it clean and stoops to take a closer look. He reads and gasps as if he has snagged a finger on a thorn.

         
             

         

         
      Hier ist Eva Braun Hitler

6 Februar 1912–2 Dezember 1945
    

         
             

         

         So the priest was telling the truth. The Führer and his wife had escaped the bunker and fled to Argentina and she had died here. Ariel shivers. Beneath his boots the bones of Eva Braun crumbled into the earth. He raises his camera again, takes a close-up of the inscription and walks away.

         Ariel goes towards the largest building in the compound. The doors sag on their hinges and he enters a long room with a hammer-beam roof. He stands in disbelief. It is a relic from the Nazi era. The walls are lined with moth-eaten flags emblazoned with swastikas and, at the far end, a swagger portrait of the Führer glared. Whoever was here seemed to have left in a hurry. Glass and cutlery lay strewn across tables and coats and jackets hung from hooks. Ariel takes more pictures before going back outside and wonders which were Hitler’s quarters.

         One of the huts has a veranda and is set apart. He climbs the wooden steps. The flyscreen is torn. He pushes it aside and enters what seems to be a study. There is a mahogany desk with tarnished brass handles. Above it is a portrait of 36Hitler. The painting is mottled with damp but the face and bleak, staring eyes are unmistakable.

         Ariel realises it must be the Führer’s residence. A suite of chairs is arranged around a table. A map of the region and another of the Americas are pinned on a wall. In the next room is a large bed with a carved headboard, the linen cobwebbed and mouldy. He sees his image reflected in a mirror. A door leads to an annexe with twin single beds and a secretaire. In a corner is a child’s cradle. There is another picture of Hitler, the same expression of cold contempt in his eyes. Ariel approaches the wooden cot and wonders if a baby ever slept in it. He reaches out and his hand gently rocks the cradle.
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         The journalist and his guide return to the estancia two days later. The Indian takes the horses to the stables, while Ariel is served toasted avocado sandwiches and iced lemonade as he writes up his report.

         A maid appears and clears the plates and cutlery.

         ‘How was your meal, sir?’

         ‘Very nice, thanks.’

         The girl’s hands shake as she gathers up the china and a knife falls with a clatter onto the tiled floor. She picks it up, raises her face and talks in a whisper.

         ‘You must be careful, sir …’

         Ariel looks at her.

         ‘What do you mean?’

         She is about to speak when Mattei’s wife appears. 37 

         ‘Josefina, was that you?’

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’

         ‘You’re clumsy. What are you?’

         ‘Clumsy, ma’am.’

         ‘Go and clear-up the kitchen.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am. Right away.’

         The maid hurries off and Soledad shakes her head at the girl’s retreating form.

         ‘Sorry about that.’

         ‘Not at all, it was an accident.’

         ‘Hopeless staff. Barely human, some of them,’ and she returns inside.

         Ariel finishes the lemonade and checks his watch. José would be here soon. He puts the notebook in his bag and goes and sits in the hammock. He takes off his boots and swings back and forth, listening to finches twitter and spar in the vine above.

         When José arrives he refuses to get out of the vehicle and Ariel has to put his own luggage in the boot. Mattei and his family gather on the porch to say goodbye and he thanks them for their hospitality.

         ‘Come and stay with us anytime.’

         ‘I will.’

         José puts the Chevrolet into gear and turns the car. The family wave them off, the Dogos bounding after the vehicle until it passes through the gates and into the road. Before it has gone Mattei makes a mental note of the number plate.

         The Chevrolet rumbles on down the track past a herd of longhorn browsing in the fields. 38 

         ‘Good to see you, jefe. How’d it go?’

         ‘All right. Can’t say I’m sorry to leave. They’re an odd bunch.’

         ‘Not surprised. Everyone hates them round here.’

         ‘Why on earth didn’t you say?’

         ‘Sorry, jefe. You never asked. I thought they must be friends of yours.’

         ‘What else do you know about them?’

         ‘What don’t I know? The Matteis are one of the most powerful families in Misiones. They own, or run, just about everything including the police.’

         ‘Anything else?’

         ‘They’re all Nazis. Every damned one.’

         Ariel curses inwardly. He has walked straight into a hunter’s trap. He can always back out, but it goes against every instinct. He will have to see it through to the end.

         ‘That figures,’ he says.

         The other man does not respond. Good riddance to the Matteis and their like. It is the last he will ever see of them.
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         They arrive at the Continental and José promises to return and take Ariel to the airport in time to catch the last flight to Buenos Aires. Ariel asks for his key at reception and ascends in the lift. In his room he locks the door, picks up the phone and dials. He taps his foot impatiently while it rings. The call is answered.

         ‘La Nación, Ovalle speaking.’

         ‘It’s me, Ariel.’ 39 

         ‘How’d it go?’

         ‘You’re not going to believe this but I’ve got the biggest story since Moses came down from the mountain. Clear tomorrow’s front page and leave the next five blank.’

         ‘You want six whole pages! Are you crazy?’

         ‘Wait till you hear what I’ve got to say.’

         Ariel describes what has happened since his arrival, starting with Javier’s interview. He has the priest’s testimony and photographs of the camp. More importantly he has discovered Eva Braun’s grave, which proves beyond doubt that Hitler and his wife escaped the Führerbunker and ended up in Misiones.

         ‘And to think I ever questioned you … Get back here now.’

         ‘I’m catching the next flight. I’ll come straight to the newsroom. Make sure someone from the picture desk is there as well. I want to see the photos.’

         ‘No problem. Nice work, compadre.’

         ‘I’ll be there soon as I can,’ and Ariel hangs up.

         He pauses before letting out a wild yell and punching the air in delight. He has the scoop of a lifetime. He takes his holdall and goes downstairs to check out. There is nothing else to do and he hangs around the lobby. Ariel is anxious and does not want to miss his plane. The next one did not leave until the following morning and he would be unable to make the deadline. He constantly checks his watch but the hands scarcely move.

         At last the entrance door revolves and José appears.

         ‘Hola, jefe. Sorry, got stuck in traffic. Ready?’

         ‘Yes, let’s go.’40 

         They leave the hotel and descend the steps to the Chevrolet. As they drive out of the city, Ariel is elated and winds down the window. He lets his arm hang free and revels in the cooling breeze and laughs.

         ‘You seem happy.’

         ‘Just one of those times when everything falls into place,’ he says, raising his voice above the buffeting wind. ‘Get La Nación tomorrow and you’ll see what I mean.’

         ‘Never read anything else. It’s my favourite paper.’

         ‘Good for you.’

         They arrive at the airport and the driver hands over the luggage.

         ‘Vaya con Dios. And thanks for the business.’

         ‘You’ve been great. Cheers, José.’

         ‘If you ever need transport again just let me know.’

         ‘Will do. Take care, viejo,’ and Ariel walks away. ‘Remember, tomorrow’s paper!’ he calls out as he heads towards the terminal.

         José waves and watches Ariel depart. He returns to his car, guns the engine and takes the road back to Posadas. When he joins the highway, he switches on the radio. A folk song is playing and he increases the volume and taps his fingers on the steering wheel. The windows of the city are ablaze in the afternoon light and the driver’s face creases into a smile. 41 
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