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Para el desaparecido








ONE


Buenos Aires. 1950.


The boat was the SS Giovanni, which seemed only appropriate given the fact that at least three of its passengers, including myself, had been in the SS. It was a medium-sized boat with two funnels, a view of the sea, a well-stocked bar, and an Italian restaurant. This was fine if you liked Italian food, but after four weeks at sea at eight knots all the way from Genoa, I didn’t like it and I wasn’t sad to get off. Either I’m not much of a sailor or there was something wrong with me beyond the company I was keeping these days.


We steamed into the port of Buenos Aires along the grey River Plate and this gave me and my two fellow travellers a chance to reflect upon the proud history of our invincible German navy. Somewhere at the bottom of the river, near Montevideo, lay the wreck of the Graf Spee, a pocket battleship that had been invincibly scuttled by its commander in December 1939 to prevent it falling into the hands of the British. As far as I knew this was as near as the war ever came to Argentina.


In the North Basin we docked alongside the Customs House. A modern city of tall concrete buildings lay spread out to the west of us, beyond the miles of rail track and the warehouses and stockyards where Buenos Aires got started – as a place where cattle from all over the Argentine Pampas arrived by train and were slaughtered on an industrial scale. So far, so German. But then the carcases were frozen and shipped all over the world. Exports of Argentine beef had made the country rich and transformed Buenos Aires into the third largest city in the Americas after New York and Chicago.


The three-million population called themselves porteños – the people of the port – which sounds pleasantly romantic. My two friends and I called ourselves refugees, which sounds better than fugitives. But that’s what we were. Rightly or wrongly, there was a kind of justice awaiting all of us back in Europe and our Red Cross passports concealed our true identities. I was no more Doctor Carlos Hausner than Adolf Eichmann was Ricardo Klement, or Herbert Kuhlmann was Pedro Geller. This was fine with the Argentines. They didn’t care who we were or what we’d done during the war. Even so, on that cool and damp winter morning in July 1950, it seemed there were still certain official proprieties to be observed.


An immigration clerk and a customs officer came aboard the ship and, as each passenger presented their documents, they asked questions. If these two didn’t care who we were or what we’d done, they did a good job giving us the opposite impression. The mahogany-faced immigration clerk regarded Eichmann’s flimsy-looking passport and then Eichmann himself as if both had arrived from the centre of a cholera epidemic. This wasn’t so far from the truth. Europe was only just recovering from an illness called Nazism that had killed more than fifty million people.


‘Profession?’ the clerk asked Eichmann.


Eichmann’s meat cleaver of a face twitched nervously. ‘Technician,’ he said, and mopped his brow with a handkerchief. It wasn’t hot but Eichmann seemed to feel a different kind of heat from anyone else I ever met.


Meanwhile the customs official, who carried the odour of a cigar factory, turned to me. His nostrils flared as if he could smell the money I was carrying in my bag and then he lifted his cracked lip off his bamboo teeth in what passed for a smile in that line of work. I had about thirty thousand Austrian schillings in that bag, which was a lot of money in Austria but not such a lot when it was converted into real money. I didn’t expect him to know that. In my experience, customs officials can do almost anything they want except be generous or forgiving when they catch sight of large quantities of currency.


‘What’s in the bag?’ he asked.


‘Clothes. Toiletries. Some money.’


‘Would you mind showing me?’


‘No,’ I said, minding very much. ‘I don’t mind at all.’


I heaved the bag onto a trestle table and was just about to unbuckle it when a man hurried up the ship’s gangway, shouting something in Spanish and then, in German, ‘It’s all right. I’m sorry I’m late. There’s no need for all this formality. There’s been a misunderstanding. Your papers are quite in order. I know because I prepared them myself.’


He said something else in Spanish about the three of us being important visitors from Germany, and immediately the attitude of the two officials changed. Both men came to attention. The immigration clerk facing Eichmann handed him back his passport, clicked his heels, and then gave Europe’s most wanted man the Hitler salute with a loud ‘Heil Hitler’ that everyone on deck must have heard.


Eichmann turned several shades of red and, like a giant tortoise, shrank a little into the collar of the coat he was wearing, as if he wished he might disappear. Kuhlmann and I laughed out loud, enjoying Eichmann’s embarrassment and discomfort as, snatching back his passport, he stormed down the gangway and onto the quay. We were still laughing as we joined him in the back of a big black American car with a sign displayed in the windscreen that read VIANORD.


‘I don’t think that was in the least bit funny,’ said Eichmann.


‘Sure you don’t,’ I said. ‘That’s what makes it so funny.’


‘You should have seen your face, Ricardo,’ said Kuhlmann. ‘What on earth possessed him to say that, of all things? And to you, of all people?’ Kuhlmann started to laugh again. ‘Heil Hitler, indeed.’


‘I thought he made a pretty good job of it,’ I said. ‘For an amateur.’


Our host who had jumped into the driver’s seat, now turned around to shake our hands. ‘I’m sorry about that,’ he told Eichmann. ‘Some of these officials are just pig-ignorant. In fact, the word we have for pig and public official are the same. Chanchos. We call them both chanchos. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if that idiot believes Hitler is still the German leader.’


‘God, I wish he was,’ murmured Eichmann, rolling his eyes into the roof of the car. ‘How I wish he was.’


‘My name is Horst Fuldner,’ said our host. ‘But my friends in Argentina call me Carlos.’


‘Small world,’ I said. ‘That’s what my friends in Argentina call me. Both of them.’


Some people came down the gangway and peered inquisitively through the passenger window at Eichmann.


‘Can we get away from here?’ he asked. ‘Please.’


‘Better do as he says, Carlos,’ I said. ‘Before someone recognises Ricardo here and telephones David Ben-Gurion.’


‘You wouldn’t joke about that if you were in my shoes,’ said Eichmann. ‘The soaps would stop at nothing to kill me.’


Fuldner started the car and Eichmann relaxed visibly as we drove smoothly away.


‘Since you mentioned the soaps,’ said Fuldner. ‘It’s worth discussing what to do if any of you is recognised.’


‘Nobody’s going to recognise me,’ Kuhlmann said. ‘Besides, it’s the Canadians who want me, not the Jews.’


‘All the same,’ said Fuldner. ‘I’ll say it anyway. After the Spanish and the Italians, the soaps are the country’s largest ethnic group. Only we call them los Russos, on account of the fact that most of the ones who are here came to get away from the Russian Czar’s pogrom.’


‘Which one?’ Eichmann asked.


‘How do you mean?’


‘There were three pogroms,’ said Eichmann. ‘One in 1821, one between 1881 and 1884, and a third that got started in 1903. The Kishinev Pogrom.’


‘Ricardo knows everything about Jews,’ I said. ‘Except how to be nice to them.’


‘Oh, I should think the most recent pogrom,’ said Fuldner.


‘It figures,’ said Eichmann, ignoring me. ‘The Kishinev was the worst.’


‘That’s when most of them came to Argentina, I think. There are as many as a quarter of a million Jews here in Buenos Aires. They live in three main neighbourhoods, which I advise you to steer clear of. Villa Crespo along Corrientes, Belgrano, and Once. If you think you are recognised, don’t lose your head, don’t make a scene. Keep calm. Cops here are heavy-handed and none too bright. Like that chancho on the boat. If there’s any kind of trouble they’re liable to arrest you and the Jew who thinks he’s recognised you.’


‘So, there’s not much chance of a pogrom here, then?’ observed Eichmann.


‘Lord, no,’ said Fuldner.


‘Thank goodness,’ said Kuhlmann. ‘I’ve had enough of all that nonsense.’


‘We haven’t had anything like that since what’s called Tragic Week. And even that was mostly political. Anarchists, you know. Back in 1919.’


‘Anarchists, Bolsheviks, Jews, they’re all the same animal,’ said Eichmann, who had become unusually talkative.


‘Of course, during the war, the government issued an order forbidding all Jewish emigration to Argentina. But more recently things have changed. The Americans have put pressure on Perón to soften our Jewish policy; to let them come and settle here. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were more Jews on that boat than anyone else.’


‘That’s a comforting thought,’ said Eichmann.


‘It’s all right,’ insisted Fuldner. ‘You’re quite safe here. Porteños don’t give a damn about what happened in Europe, least of all to the Jews. Besides, nobody believes half of what’s been in the English language papers and on the news-reels.’


‘Half would be quite bad enough,’ I murmured. It was enough to push a stick through the spokes of a conversation I was starting to dislike. But mostly it was just Eichmann I disliked. I much preferred the other Eichmann. The one who had spent the last four weeks saying almost nothing, and keeping his loathsome opinions to himself. It was too soon to have much of an opinion about Carlos Fuldner.


From the back of his well-oiled head I judged Fuldner to be around forty. His German was fluent but with a little soft colour on the edges of the tones. To speak the language of Goethe and Schiller, you have to stick your vowels in a pencil sharpener. He liked to talk, that much was evident. He wasn’t tall and he wasn’t good-looking, but then he wasn’t short or ugly either, just ordinary, in a good suit with good manners and a nice manicure. I got another look at him when he pulled up at a level crossing and turned around to offer us some cigarettes. His mouth was wide and sensuous, his eyes were lazy but intelligent and his forehead was as high as a church cupola. If you’d been casting a movie you’d have picked him to play a priest, or a lawyer, or maybe a hotel manager. He snapped his thumb on a Dunhill, lit his cigarette, then began telling us about himself. That was fine by me. Now that we were no longer talking about Jews Eichmann stared out of the window and looked bored. But I’m the kind who listens politely to stories about my redeemer. After all, that’s why my mother sent me to Sunday School.


‘I was born here, in Buenos Aires, to German immigrants,’ said Fuldner. ‘But, for a while, we went back to live in Germany, in Kassel, where I went to school. After school I worked in Hamburg. Then, in 1932, I joined the SS and was a captain before being seconded to the SD to run an intelligence operation back here in Argentina. Since the war I and a few others have been running Vianord, a travel agency dedicated to helping our old comrades to escape from Europe. Of course, none of it would be possible without the help of the President and his wife, Eva. It was during Evita’s trip to Rome to meet the Pope, in 1947, that she began to see the necessity of giving men such as you a fresh start in life.’


‘So there’s still some anti-Semitism in the country, after all,’ I remarked.


Kuhlmann laughed and so did Fuldner. But Eichmann remained silent.


‘It’s good to be with Germans again,’ said Fuldner. ‘Humour is not a national characteristic of the Argentines. They’re much too concerned with their dignity to laugh at very much, least of all themselves.’


‘They sound a lot like fascists,’ I said.


‘That’s another thing. Fascism here is only skin deep. The Argentines don’t have the will or the inclination to be proper fascists.’


‘Maybe I’m going to like it here more than I thought,’ I said.


‘Really,’ exclaimed Eichmann.


‘Don’t mind me, Herr Fuldner,’ I said. ‘I’m not quite as rabid as our friend here wearing the bow-tie and glasses, that’s all. He’s still in denial. To do with all kinds of things. For all I know he still holds fast to the idea that the Third Reich is going to last for a thousand years.’


‘You mean it isn’t?’


Kuhlmann chuckled.


‘Must you make a joke about everything, Hausner?’ Eichmann’s tone was testy and impatient.


‘I only make jokes about the things that strike me as funny,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t dream of making a joke about something really important. Not at the risk of upsetting you, Ricardo.’


I felt Eichmann’s eyes burning into my cheek and when I turned to face him his mouth went thin and puritanical. For a moment he continued staring at me with the air of one who wished it was down the sights of a rifle.


‘What are you doing here, Herr Doctor Hausner?’


‘The same thing as you, Ricardo. I’m getting away from it all.’


‘Yes, but why? Why? You don’t seem like much of a Nazi.’


‘I’m the beefsteak kind. Brown on the outside only. Inside I’m really quite red.’


Eichmann stared out the window as if he couldn’t bear to look at me for a minute longer.


‘I could use a good steak,’ murmured Kuhlmann.


‘Then you’ve come to the right place,’ said Fuldner. ‘In Germany a steak is a steak, but here it’s a patriotic duty.’


We were still driving through the dockyards. Most of the names on the bonded warehouses and oil tanks were British or American: Oakley & Watling, Glasgow Wire, Wainwright Brothers, Ingham Clark, English Electric, Crompton Parkinson, and Western Telegraph. In front of a big open warehouse, a dozen rolls of newsprint the size of hayricks were turning to pulp in the early morning rain. Laughing, Fuldner pointed them out.


‘There,’ he said, almost triumphantly. ‘That’s Perónism in action. Perón doesn’t close down opposition newspapers or arrest their editors. He doesn’t even stop them from having newsprint. He just makes sure that by the time it reaches them the newsprint isn’t fit to use. You see, Perón has all the major labour unions in his pocket. That’s your Argentine brand of fascism, right there.’





TWO


Buenos Aires. 1950.


Buenos Aires looked and smelled like any European capital city before the war. As we drove through the busy streets, I wound down the window and took a deep, euphoric breath of exhaust fumes, cigar smoke, coffee, expensive cologne, cooked meat, fresh fruit, flowers, and money. It was like returning to earth after a journey into space. Germany, with its rationing and war damage and guilt and Allied tribunals, seemed a million miles away. In Buenos Aires there was lots of traffic because there was lots of petrol. The carefree people were well dressed and well fed because the shops were full of clothes and food. Far from being a remote backwater, Buenos Aires was almost a belle époque throwback. Almost.


The safe house was at 1429 Monasterio Street in the Florida district. Fuldner said Florida was the smartest part of Buenos Aires but you wouldn’t have known it from the inside of the safe house. The outside was shielded by a carapace of overgrown pine trees and it was probably called a safe house because, from the street, you wouldn’t have known it was there at all. Inside, you knew it was there but wished it wasn’t. The kitchen was rustic, the ceiling fans just rusty. The wallpaper in all the rooms was yellow, although not by design, and the furniture looked as if it was trying to return to nature. Poisonous, half-decayed, vaguely fungal, it was the kind of house that belonged in a bottle of formaldehyde.


I was shown to a bedroom with a broken shutter, a threadbare rug, and a brass bed with a mattress as thin as a slice of rye bread and about as comfortable. Through the grimy, cobwebbed window I looked out on to a little garden overgrown with jasmine, ferns, and vines. There was a small fountain that hadn’t worked in a while: a cat had littered several kittens in it right underneath a copper waterspout that was as green as its eyes. But it wasn’t all bad news. At least I had my own bathroom. The bath itself was full of old books but that didn’t mean I couldn’t take a bath in it. I like to read when I’m in the bath.


Another German was already staying there. His face was red and puffy and there were bags under his eyes like a naval cook’s hammock. His hair was the colour of straw and about as tidy, and his body was thin and scarred with what looked like bullet holes. These were easy to see because he wore his malodorous remnant of a dressing gown off one shoulder, like a toga. On his legs were varicose veins as big as fossilised lizards. He seemed a stoic sort who probably slept in a barrel, but for the pint of liquor in his dressing gown pocket and the monocle in his eye, which added a jaunty, polished touch.


Fuldner introduced him as Fernando Eifler but I didn’t suppose that was his real name. The three of us smiled politely but we were all possessed of the same thought: that if we stayed in the safe house long enough, we would end up like Fernando Eifler.


‘I say, do any of you chaps have a cigarette?’ asked Eifler. ‘I seem to have run out.’


Kuhlmann handed one over and helped him get it alight. Meanwhile Fuldner apologised for the poor quarters, saying it was only for a few days and explaining that the only reason Eifler was still there was because he had turned down every job offered to him by the DAIE, which was the organisation that had brought us to Argentina. He said this quite matter-of-factly, but our new housemate bristled noticeably.


‘I didn’t come halfway around the world to work,’ Eifler said sourly. ‘What do you take me for? I’m a German officer and a gentleman, not a bloody bank clerk. Really, Fuldner, it’s too much to expect. There was no talk of working for a living when we were back in Genoa. I’d never have come if I’d known you people expected me to earn my bread and butter. I mean, it’s bad enough that one has to leave one’s family home in Germany without obliging one to accept the added humiliation of reporting regularly to an employer.’


‘Perhaps you’d have preferred it if the Allies had hanged you, Herr Eifler?’ said Eichmann.


‘An American noose or an Argentinian halter,’ said Eifler. ‘It’s not much of a choice for a man of my background. Frankly, I would prefer to have been shot by the Popovs than face a clerk’s desk at nine o’clock every morning. It’s uncivilised.’ He smiled thinly at Kuhlmann. ‘Thank you for the cigarette. And, by the way, welcome to Argentina. Now, if you’ll excuse me, gentlemen.’ He bowed stiffly, limped into his room, and closed the door behind him.


Fuldner shrugged and said, ‘Some find it harder to adjust than others. Especially aristocrats like Eifler.’


‘I might have known,’ sniffed Eichmann.


‘I’ll leave you and Herr Geller to settle in,’ he told Eichmann. Then he looked at me. ‘Herr Hausner. You have an appointment this morning.’


‘Me?’


‘Yes. We’re going to the police station at Moreno,’ he said. ‘To the Registry of Foreign Persons. All new arrivals have to report there in order to obtain a cédula de identidad. I can assure you it’s only a matter of routine, Herr Doctor Hausner. Photographs and fingerprints, that kind of thing. You’ll all need to have one to work, of course, but for appearance’s sake it’s best you don’t all go at the same time.’


But outside the safe house Fuldner confessed that while it was true that all of us would require a cédula from the local police station, this was not in fact where we were now going. ‘Only I had to say something,’ he said. ‘I could hardly tell them where we’re really going without hurting their feelings.’


‘We certainly wouldn’t want that to happen, no,’ I said, climbing into the car.


‘And please, when we come back, don’t for Christ’s sake say where you’ve been. Thanks to Eifler, there’s already enough resentment in that house without you adding to the store of it.’


‘Of course. It’ll be our little secret.’


‘You’re making a joke,’ he said, starting the engine and driving us away, ‘but I’m the one who’s going to be laughing when you find out where you’re going.’


‘Don’t tell me I’m being deported already.’


‘No, nothing like that. We’re going to see the President.’


‘Juan Perón wants to see me?’


Fuldner laughed just like he’d said he would. I guess my face did look kind of silly at that.


‘What did I do? Win an important award? Most promising Nazi newcomer to Argentina?’


‘Believe it or not, Perón likes to greet a lot of German officers who arrive here in Argentina personally. He’s very fond of Germany and the Germans.’


‘It’s not everyone you can say that about.’


‘He is a military man, after all.’


‘I imagine that’s why they made him a general.’


‘He likes to meet medical men most of all. Perón’s grandfather was a doctor. He himself wanted to be a doctor but instead he went to the National Military Academy.’


‘It’s an easy mistake to make,’ I said. ‘Killing people instead of healing them.’


Dropping a couple of ice cubes into my voice, I said, ‘Don’t think I’m not well aware of the great honour, Carlos. But you know, it’s been quite a few years since I plugged my ears with a stethoscope. I hope he’s not looking to me to come up with a cure for cancer or give him the gossip from the latest German medical journal. After all, I’ve been hiding out in the coal shed for the last five years.’


‘Relax,’ said Fuldner. ‘You’re not the first Nazi doctor I’ve had to introduce to the President. And I don’t suppose you’ll be the last. Your being a medical man is merely confirmation of the fact that you are an educated man, and a gentleman.’


‘When the occasion demands, I can pass for a gentleman,’ I said. I buttoned my shirt collar, straightened my tie, and checked my watch. ‘Does he always receive visitors with his boiled eggs and his newspaper?’


‘Perón is usually in his office by seven,’ said Fuldner. ‘In there. The Casa Rosada.’ He nodded at a pink-coloured building that stood at the far side of a plaza lined with palm trees and statuary. It looked like an Indian maharajah’s palace I’d once seen in a magazine.


‘Pink,’ I said. ‘My favourite colour for a government building. Who knows? Maybe Hitler might still have been in power if he’d had the Reich Chancellery painted a nicer colour than grey.’


‘There’s a story why it’s pink,’ said Fuldner.


‘Don’t tell me. It’ll help me to relax if I can think of Perón as the kind of president who prefers pink. Believe me, Carlos, this is all very reassuring.’


‘That reminds me. You were joking about being a Red, weren’t you?’


‘I was in a Soviet prison camp for almost two years, Carlos. What do you think?’


He drove around to a side entrance and waved a security pass at the guard on the barrier before carrying on through to a central courtyard. In front of an ornate marble stairway stood two grenadiers. With tall hats and drawn sabres they looked like an illustration from an old fairy tale. I glanced up at the loggia-style upper gallery that overlooked the courtyard, half expecting to see Zorro show up for a fencing lesson. Instead, I caught sight of a neat little blonde eyeing us with interest. She was wearing more diamonds than seemed decent at breakfast time and an elaborate baker’s loaf of a hairstyle. I thought I might borrow a sabre and cut myself a slice of it if I got a bit peckish.


‘That’s her,’ said Fuldner. ‘Evita. The President’s wife.’


‘Somehow I didn’t think she was the cleaning lady. Not with all the mints she’s wearing.’


We walked up the stairway into a richly furnished hall where several women were milling about. Despite the fact Perón’s was a military dictatorship nobody up here was wearing a uniform. When I remarked on this, Fuldner told me that Perón didn’t care for uniforms, preferring a degree of informality that people sometimes found surprising. I might also have remarked that the women in the hall were very beautiful and that perhaps he preferred them to uglier ones, in which case he was a dictator after my own heart. The kind of dictator I would have been myself if a highly developed sense of social justice and democracy had not hindered my own will to power and autocracy.


Contrary to what Fuldner had told me, it seemed that the President was not yet at his desk. And while we awaited his much anticipated arrival, one of the secretaries fetched us coffee on a little silver tray. Then we smoked. The secretaries smoked, too. Everyone in Buenos Aires smoked. For all I knew even the cats and dogs had a twenty a day habit. Then, outside the high windows I heard a noise like a lawnmower. I put down my coffee cup and went to take a look. I was just in time to see a tall man climbing off a motor scooter. It was the President, although I would hardly have known that from his modest means of transport or his casual appearance. I kept comparing Perón with Hitler and trying to imagine the Führer dressed for golf and riding a lime green scooter down the Wilhelmstrasse.


The President parked the scooter and came up the stairs two at a time, his thick English brogues hitting the marble steps with a sound like someone working the heavy bag in the gym. He may have looked more like a golfer in his flat cap, tan-coloured, zip-up cardigan, brown plus-fours and thick woollen socks, but he had a boxer’s grace and build. Not quite six feet tall, with dark hair brushed back on his head and a nose more Roman than the Coliseum, he reminded me of Primo Carnera, the Italian heavyweight. They would have been about the same age, too. I figured Perón for someone in his early fifties. The dark hair looked like it got blacked and polished every day when the Grenadiers cleaned their riding boots.


One of the secretaries handed him some papers while another threw open the double doors of his office. In there the look was more conventionally autocratic. There were lots of equestrian bronzes, oak panelling, portraits that were still wet, expensive rugs, and Corinthian columns. He waved us to a couple of leather armchairs, tossed the papers onto a desk the size of a trebuchet, and flung his cap and jacket to another secretary, who hugged them to her not insubstantial bosom in a way that made me think she wished he was still wearing them.


Someone else brought him a demitasse of coffee, a glass of water, a gold pen, and a gold holder with a cigarette that was already lit. He took a loud sip of coffee, put the holder in his mouth, picked up the pen and started adding his signature to the documents presented earlier. I was close enough to pay attention to his signature style: the flourishing egoistic capital ‘J’, the aggressive, showy, final downward stroke of the ‘n’ of Perón. Based on his handwriting, I made a quick psychological evaluation of the man and concluded that he was the neurotic, anally retentive type, who preferred people to be able to read what he had actually written. Not like a doctor at all, I told myself with relief.


Apologising in almost fluent German for keeping us waiting, Perón carried a silver cigarette box to our fingers. Then we shook hands and I felt the heavy knob of bone at the base of his thumb that again made me think of him as a boxer. That, and the broken veins under the thin skin that covered his high cheekbones, and the dental plate that was revealed by his easy smile. In a country where no one has a sense of humour the smiling man is king. I smiled back, thanked him for his hospitality and then complimented the President on his German, in Spanish.


‘No, please,’ Perón answered, in German. ‘I very much enjoy speaking German. It’s good practice for me. When I was a young cadet at our military school, all of our instructors were Germans. This was before the Great War, in 1911. You had to learn German because our weapons were German and all of our technical manuals were in German. We even learned to goose-step. Every day at six p.m. my Grenadiers goose-step onto the Plaza de Mayo to take the flag down from the pole. The next time you visit, you must make sure it’s at that time so that you can see for yourself.’


‘I will, sir.’ I let him light my cigarette. ‘But I think my own goose-stepping days are over. These days it’s as much as I can do to climb a set of stairs without running out of breath.’


‘Me, too.’ Perón grinned. ‘But I try to keep fit. I like to ride and to ski when I have the chance. In 1939, I went skiing in the Alps, in Austria, and Germany. Germany was wonderful then, a well-oiled machine. It was like being inside one of those great big Mercedes-Benz motorcars. Smooth and powerful and exciting. Yes, it was an important time in my life.’


‘Yes, sir.’ I kept on smiling at him, like I agreed with every word he said. The fact was I hated the sight of goose-stepping soldiers. To me it was one of the most unpleasant sights in the world; something both terrifying and ridiculous that defied you to laugh at it. And as for 1939, it had been an important time in everyone’s life. Especially if you happened to be Polish, or French, or British, or even German. Who in Europe would ever forget 1939?


‘How are things in Germany right now?’ he asked.


‘For the ordinary fellow, they’re pretty tough,’ I said. ‘But it really depends on whose zone you’re in. Worst of all is the Soviet zone of occupation. Things are hardest of all where the Ivans are in charge. Even for the Ivans. Most people just want to put the war behind them and get on with the reconstruction.’


‘It’s amazing what has been achieved in such a short period of time,’ said Perón.


‘Oh, I don’t just mean reconstruction of our cities, sir. Although of course that is important. No, I mean the reconstruction of our most fundamental beliefs and institutions. Freedom, justice, democracy. A parliament. A fair-minded police force. An independent judiciary. Eventually, when all of that has been recovered, we might regain some self-respect.’


Perón’s eyes narrowed. ‘I must say you don’t sound very much like a Nazi,’ he said.


‘It has been five years, sir, since we lost the war,’ I replied. There’s no point in thinking about what’s gone. Germany needs to look to the future.’


‘That’s what we need in Argentina,’ said Perón. ‘Some forward thinking. A bit of the German can-do, eh, Fuldner?’


‘Absolutely, sir.’


‘If you don’t mind me saying so, sir,’ I said, ‘but from what I’ve seen so far, there’s nothing Germany can teach Argentina.’


‘This is a very Catholic country, Doctor Hausner,’ he told me. ‘It’s very set in its ways. We need modern thinking. We need scientists. Good managers. Technicians. Doctors like yourself.’ He clapped me on the shoulder.


Two little poodles ambled in, accompanied by a strong smell of expensive perfume, and out of the corner of my eye I saw that the blonde with the Kudamm hairdo and the diamonds had entered the room. With her were two men. One was medium height with fair hair and a moustache and a quiet unassuming way about him. The other was about forty, grey-haired with thick-framed, tinted glasses and a small beard and moustache, but physically more powerful. There was something about him that made me think he might be a cop.


‘Will you practise medicine again?’ Perón asked me, adding, ‘I’m sure we can make that possible. Rodolfo?’


The younger man by the door unfolded his arms and pushed himself off the wall. He glanced at the man with the beard for a moment. ‘If the police have no objection?’ His German was every bit as fluent as his master’s.


The man with the beard shook his head.


‘I’ll ask Ramon Carillo to look into it, shall I, sir?’ said Rodolfo. From the pocket of his beautifully tailored, pinstripe suit he took out a small leather notebook and made a note with a silver propelling pencil.


Perón nodded. ‘Please do,’ he said, clapping me on the shoulder a second time.


In spite of his declared admiration for goose-stepping, I found myself liking the President. I liked him for his motor scooter and his ridiculous plus-fours. I liked him for his slugger’s paw and his stupid little dogs. I liked him for his warm welcome and the easy way he had about him. And – who knows? – maybe I liked him because I badly needed to like someone. Maybe that’s why he was president, I don’t know. But there was something about Juan Perón that made me want to take a gamble on him. Which is why, after months of pretending to be someone else who was pretending to be Doctor Carlos Hausner, I decided to level with him about who and what I really was.





THREE


Buenos Aires. 1950.


I put out my cigarette in an ashtray as big as a wheel hub that lay on the President’s uncluttered desk. Next to the ashtray was a Van Cleef and Arpels jewellery box – the leather kind that looks like it would make a swell gift on its own. I figured the contents of that box were pinned to the little blonde’s lapel. She was fussing with the dogs as I started my noble-sounding monologue. It took only a minute to get her attention. I flatter myself that when the spirit moves in me I can make myself more interesting than any small dog. Besides, I guessed it wasn’t every day that someone in the President’s office tells him he’d made a mistake.


‘Mister President, sir,’ I said. ‘I think there’s something I should tell you. Since this is a Catholic country maybe you can call it confession.’ Seeing all their faces blanch, I smiled. ‘It’s all right. I’m not about to tell you about all the terrible things I did during the war. There were some things I’m not happy about, sure, but I don’t have the lives of innocent men and women on my conscience. No, my confession is something much more ordinary. You see, I’m not a doctor at all, sir. There was a doctor back in Germany. A fellow named Gruen. He wanted to go and live in America only he worried what might happen to him if they ever found out what he’d done during the war. So, to take the heat off himself, he decided to make it look like I was him. Then he told the Israelis and the Allied War Crimes people where to come and look for me. Anyway, he did such a good job of convincing everyone I was him that I was obliged to go on the run. Eventually I turned for help to the old comrades and the Delegation for Argentine Emigration in Europe. Carlos, here. Don’t get me wrong, sir, I’m very grateful to be here. I had a hard job convincing an Israeli death squad that I wasn’t Gruen and was obliged to leave a couple of them dead in the snow near Garmisch-Partenkirchen. So you see, I really am a fugitive. I’m just not the fugitive you might think I am. And in particular, I am not, nor ever have been a doctor.’


‘So who the hell are you? Really?’ It was Carlos Fuldner, and he sounded annoyed.


‘My real name is Bernhard Gunther. I was in the SD. Working for intelligence. I was captured by the Russians and was interned in a camp before escaping. But before the war I was a policeman. A detective with the Berlin police force.’


‘Did you say a detective?’ This was the man with the small beard and the tinted glasses. The one I’d marked down as a cop. ‘What kind of a detective?’


‘I worked in homicide, mostly.’


‘What was your rank?’ asked the cop.


‘When war was declared in 1939, I was a KOK. A Kriminal Ober-Kommissar. A Chief Inspector.’


‘Then you’ll remember Ernst Gennat.’


‘Of course. He was my mentor. Taught me everything I know.’


‘What was it that the newspapers used to call him?’


‘The full Ernst. On account of his bulk and fondness for cakes.’


‘What happened to him? Do you know?’


‘He was Deputy Chief of the Criminal Police until his death in 1939. He had a heart attack.’


‘Too bad.’


‘Too many cakes.’


‘Gunther, Gunther,’ he said, like he was trying to shake a thought like an apple from a tree growing in the back of his head. ‘Yes, of course. I know you.’


‘You do?’


‘I was in Berlin. Before the collapse of the Weimar Republic. Studying Jurisprudence at the university.’


The cop came closer, close enough for me to smell the coffee and the cigarettes on his breath, and took off his glasses. I guessed he smoked a lot. For one thing there was a cigarette in his mouth and for another his voice sounded like a smoked herring. There were laugh lines around the grey iron filings that constituted his moustache and his beard, but the walnut of a frown knotted between his bloodshot blue eyes told me that maybe he’d got out of the habit of smiling. His eyes narrowed as he searched my face for more answers.


‘You know you were a hero of mine. Believe it or not, you’re one of the reasons I gave up the idea of being a lawyer and became a policeman instead.’ He looked at Perón. ‘Sir, this man was a famous Berlin detective. When I first went there, in 1928, there was a notorious strangler. His name was Gormann. This is the man who caught him. At the time it was quite a cause célèbre.’ He looked back at me. ‘I’m right, aren’t I? You are that Gunther.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘His name was in all the newspapers. I used to follow all your cases as closely as I was able. Yes indeed, you were a hero of mine, Herr Gunther.’


By now he was shaking me by the hand. ‘And now you’re here. Amazing.’


Perón glanced at his gold wristwatch. I was beginning to bore him. The cop saw it, too. Not much escaped him. We might have lost the President’s attention altogether if Evita hadn’t walked up to me and given me a once over like I was a spavined horse.


Eva Perón’s was a good figure if you liked women who were interesting to draw. I never yet saw a painting that persuades me those old masters preferred women who were skinny. Evita’s figure was interesting in all the right places between the knees and the shoulders. Which is not to say that I found her attractive. She was too cool, too businesslike, too efficient, too composed for my taste. I like a little vulnerability in my women. Especially at breakfast time. In her navy blue suit Evita already looked dressed to launch a ship. Something more important than talking to me, anyway. On the back of her bottle-blonde hair was a little navy blue velvet beret, while over her arm was a Russian winter’s worth of sables. Not that any of that caught my eye very much. Mostly my eyes were on the mint candies she was wearing – the little chandeliers of diamonds on her ears, the floral bouquet of diamonds on her lapel, and the dazzling golf ball on her finger. It looked like it had been an excellent year for Van Cleef and Arpels.


‘So, we have a famous detective, here in Buenos Aires,’ she said. ‘How very fascinating.’


‘I don’t know about famous,’ I said. ‘Famous is a word for a boxer or a movie star, not a detective. Sure, the police leaders of Weimar encouraged the newspapers to believe that some of us were more successful than others. But that was just public relations to give the public confidence in our ability to solve crimes. I’m afraid you couldn’t write more than a couple of very dull paragraphs in today’s newspapers about the kind of detective I was, ma’am.’


Eva Perón tried a smile but it didn’t stay long. Her lipstick was flawless and her teeth were perfect but her eyes weren’t in it. It was like being smiled at by a temperate glacier.


‘Your modesty is – shall we say? – typical of all your fellow countrymen,’ she said. ‘It seems none of you was ever very important. Always it is someone else who deserves the credit, or, more usually, the blame. Isn’t that right, Herr Gunther?’


There were a lot of things I might have said to that. But when the President’s wife takes a swing at you it’s best to take it on the chin like you’ve got a boiler-plated jaw, even if it does hurt.


‘Only ten years ago, Germans thought they should rule the world. Now all they want to do is live quietly and be left alone. Is that what you want, Herr Gunther? To live quietly? To be left alone?’


It was the cop who came to my aid. ‘Please ma’am,’ he said. ‘He is just being modest. Take my word for it. Herr Gunther was a great detective.’


‘We’ll see,’ she said.


‘Take the compliment, Herr Gunther. If I can remember your name, after all these years, then surely you would have to agree that, in this case at least, modesty is misplaced.’


I shrugged. ‘Perhaps,’ I allowed.


‘Well,’ said Evita. ‘I must be going. I’ll leave Herr Gunther and Colonel Montalban to their mutual admiration.’


I watched her go. I was glad to see the back of her. More importantly I was glad to see her behind. Even under the President’s eye it demanded attention. I didn’t know any Argentine tango tunes but, watching her closely sheathed tail as she stalked gracefully out of her husband’s office, I felt like humming one. In a different room and wearing a clean shirt I might have tried slapping it. Some men liked slapping a guitar or a set of dominoes. With me it was a woman’s ass. It wasn’t exactly a hobby. But I was good at it. A man ought to be good at something.


When she was gone the President climbed back into the front seat and took over the steering wheel. I wondered how much he would let her get away with before he slapped her himself. Quite a bit, probably. It’s a common failing with older dictators when they have younger wives.


In German, Perón said, ‘Don’t mind my wife, Herr Gunther. She doesn’t understand that you spoke from –’ He slapped his stomach with the flat of his hand. ‘– Down here. You spoke as you felt you had to speak. And I’m flattered that you did so. We see something in each other, perhaps. Something important. Obeying other people is one thing. Any fool can do that. But obeying oneself, submitting oneself to the most rigid and implacable of disciplines, that is what is important. Is it not?’


‘Yes sir.’


Perón nodded. ‘So you are not a doctor. Therefore we cannot help you practise medicine. Is there anything else we can do for you?’


‘There is one thing, sir,’ I said. ‘Maybe I’m not much of a sailor. Or maybe I’m just getting old. But lately I’ve not been feeling myself, sir. I’d like to see a doctor, if I could. A real one. Find out if there’s anything actually wrong with me, or if I’m just homesick. Although right now that does seem a little unlikely.’





FOUR


Buenos Aires. 1950.


Several weeks passed. I got my cédula and moved out of the safe house on Monasterio Street into a nice little hotel called the San Martin, in the Florida district. The place was owned and managed by an English couple called the Lloyds who treated me with such courtesy that it was hard to believe our two countries had ever been at war. It’s only after a war that you actually find out how much you have in common with your enemies. I discovered the English were just like us Germans, with one major advantage: they didn’t have to speak German.


The San Martin was full of old world charm with glass cupolas, comfortable furniture and good home cooking – if you enjoyed steak and chips. It was just around the corner from the more expensive Richmond Hotel, which had a café I liked enough to make it a regular port of call.


The Richmond was a clubby sort of place. There was a long room with wood panels and pillars and mirrored ceilings and English hunting prints and leather armchairs. A small orchestra played tangos and Mozart, and for all I knew, a few Mozart tangos. The smoke-filled basement was a home to men playing billiards, men playing dominoes and, most important of all, men playing chess. Women were not welcomed in the basement at the Richmond. Argentine men took women very seriously. Too seriously to have them around while they were playing billiards or chess. Either that, or Argentine women were just very good at billiards and chess.


Back in Berlin, during the dog days of the Weimar Republic, I’d been a regular chess player at the Romanisches Café. Once or twice I’d even had a lesson from the great Lasker, who was a regular there too. It hadn’t made me a better player, just better able to appreciate being beaten by someone as good as Lasker.


It was in the Richmond basement that Colonel Montalban found me, locked in an end game with a diminutive, rat-faced Scotsman called Melville. I might have forced a draw if I’d had the patience of a Philidor. But then Philidor never had to play chess under the eye of the secret police. Although he almost did. Luckily for Philidor he was in England when the French Revolution took place. Wisely he never went back. There are more important things to lose than a game of chess. Like your head. Colonel Montalban didn’t have the cold eye of a Robespierre, but I felt it on me all the same. And instead of asking myself how I was going to exploit my extra pawn to best advantage I started asking myself what the Colonel could want with me. After that it was just a matter of time before I lost. I didn’t mind losing to the rat-faced Scotsman. He’d beaten me before. What I minded was the free tip that accompanied the clammy handshake.


‘You should always put the rook behind the pawn,’ he said in his lisping European Spanish which sounds and smells very different from Latin American Spanish. ‘Except, of course, when it is the incorrect thing to do.’


If Melville had been Lasker I would have welcomed the advice. But he was Melville, a barbed-wire sales agent from Glasgow, with bad breath and an unhealthy interest in young girls.


Montalban followed me upstairs. ‘You play a good game,’ he said.


‘I do all right. At least I do until the cops turn up. It takes the edge off my concentration.’


‘Sorry about that.’


‘Don’t be. I like you being sorry. It’s a load off my mind.’


‘We’re not like that in Argentina,’ he said. ‘It’s all right to criticise the government.’


‘That’s not the way I heard it. And if you ask from whom you’ll just prove me right.’


Colonel Montalban shrugged and lit a cigarette. ‘There’s criticism and there’s criticism,’ he said. ‘It’s my job to know the subtle difference.’


‘I should think that’s easy enough when you have your oyentes?’ The oyentes were what porteños called Perón’s spies – those who eavesdropped on conversations in bars, on buses, or even on the telephone.


The Colonel raised his eyebrows. ‘So, you already know about the oyentes. I’m impressed. Not that I should be, I suppose. Not from a famous Berlin detective like yourself.’


‘I’m an exile, Colonel. It pays to keep your mouth shut and your ears open.’


‘And what is it that you hear?’


‘I did hear the one about the two river rats, one from Argentina and the other from Uruguay. The rat from Uruguay was starving so it swam across the River Plate in the hope that it might find something to eat. Halfway across it met an Argentine rat swimming in the opposite direction. The Uruguayan rat was surprised and asked why such a well-fed looking rat was going to Uruguay when there was so much to eat in Argentina. And the Argentine rat told him—’


‘—I just want to squeak now and then.’ Colonel Montalban smiled wearily. ‘It’s an old joke.’


I pointed at an empty table but the Colonel shook his head and then nodded at the door. I followed him outside, onto Florida. The street was closed to traffic between the hours of eleven a.m. and four p.m. so that pedestrians could inspect the attractively dressed windows of big shops like Gath & Chaves in comfort, but it could just as easily have been so that men could inspect the attractively dressed women. Of these there were plenty. After Munich and Vienna, Buenos Aires felt like a Paris catwalk.


The Colonel had parked off Florida, on Tucuman, outside the Claridge Hotel. His car was a lime-coloured Chevrolet convertible with polished wooden doors, white-wall tyres, red leather seats and, on the hood, an enormous spotlight in case he needed to interrogate a parking attendant. When you sat in it you felt like you should have been towing a water-skier.


‘So, this is what the polenta drives in B.A.,’ I remarked, running my hand over the door. It had the height and feel of a bar-top in a deluxe hotel. I suppose it made sense. A nice pink house for the President, a lime convertible for his deputy head of security and intelligence. Fascism never looked so pretty. The firing squads probably wore tutus.


We drove west on Moreno with the top up. What was probably a cold winter’s day to the Colonel felt pleasantly springlike to me. The temperature was in the high teens but most porteños were walking around wearing hats and coats as if it was Munich in January.


‘Where are we going?’


‘Police headquarters.’


‘My favourite.’


‘Relax,’ he said, chuckling. ‘There’s something I want you to see.’


‘I hope it’s your new summer uniforms. If so I can save you a journey. I think they should be the same colour as the Casa Rosada. To help make policemen in Argentina more popular. It’s hard not to like a cop when he’s wearing pink.’


‘Do you always talk so much? Whatever happened to keeping your mouth shut and your ears open?’


‘After twelve years of Nazism it’s nice to squeak a little now and again.’


We drove through the entrance of a handsome nineteenth century building which didn’t look much like a police station. I was beginning to understand a little of Argentine culture from a keen appreciation of its architecture. It was a very Catholic country. Even the police station looked like there was a basilica inside and one that was probably dedicated to Saint Michael, the patron saint of cops.


It might not have looked like a police station but it certainly smelt like one. All police stations smell of shit and fear.


Colonel Montalban led the way through a warren of marble-floored corridors. Cops carrying files climbed out of our way as we went along.


‘I’m beginning to think you might be someone important,’ I said.


We stopped outside a door where the air seemed more foetid. It made me think of visiting the aquarium at the Berlin Zoo when I was a child. Or perhaps the Reptile House. Something wet and slimy and uncomfortable anyway. The Colonel took out a packet of Capstan Navy Cut, offered me one, and then lit us both. ‘Deodorants,’ he said. ‘In here is the Judicial Mortuary.’


‘Do you bring all your first dates here?’


‘Just you, my friend.’


‘I feel I should warn you that I’m the squeamish sort. I don’t like mortuaries. Especially when there are dead bodies in them.’


‘Come now. You worked in homicide, didn’t you?’


‘That was years ago. It’s the living I want to be with as I get older, Colonel. I’ll have plenty of opportunity to spend time with the dead when I’m dead myself.’


The Colonel pushed open the door and waited. It seemed I didn’t have much choice but to go inside. The smell got worse. Something wet and slimy and definitely dead, like a dead alligator. A man wearing white scrubs and bright green rubber gloves came to meet us. He was vaguely Indian-looking, dark skinned with even darker rings under his eyes, one of which was milky, like an oyster. I had the idea he’d just crawled out of one of his body drawers. He and the Colonel exchanged a silent mime of nods and head jerks and then the green gloves went to work. Less than a minute later I was looking at the naked body of an adolescent girl. At least I think it was a girl. What usually passed for clues in this department appeared to be missing. And not just the exterior parts, but quite a few of the internal ones, too. I’d seen more obviously fatal injuries, but only on the Western Front in 1917. Everything south of her navel appeared to have been mislaid. The Colonel let me take a good look at her and then said, ‘I was wondering if she reminded you of anyone.’


‘I don’t know. Someone dead?’


‘Her name is Grete Wohlauf. A German Argentine girl. She was found in the Barrio Norte about two weeks ago. We think she was strangled. More obviously, her womb and other reproductive organs had been removed, probably by someone who knew what they were doing. This was not a frenzied attack. As you can see, there is a certain clinical efficiency about what has been done here.’


I kept the cigarette in my mouth so that the smoke acted as a screen between my sense of smell and the gutted cadaver that was laid out in front of us like something on an abattoir floor. Actually, the smell was mostly formaldehyde but whenever I caught it in my nostrils it dislodged memories of the many unpleasant things I’d seen in my time as a Berlin homicide detective. There were two things I remembered in particular, but I saw no reason to mention these to Colonel Montalban.


Whatever it was he wanted from me, I wanted no part of it. After a while, I turned away.


‘And?’ I said.


‘I just wondered … if this might jog any memories.’


‘Nothing that ought to be in my photograph album.’


‘She was fifteen years old.’


‘It’s too bad.’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I have a daughter myself. A little older than her. I don’t know what I’d do if something like this happened.’ He shrugged. ‘Everything. Anything.’


I said nothing. I imagined he was coming to the point.


He walked me back to the mortuary door. ‘I told you before that I studied Jurisprudence in Berlin,’ he said. ‘Fichte, Von Savigny, Erlich. My father wanted me to be a lawyer but my mother, who is German, she wanted me to become a philosopher. I myself wanted to travel. To Europe. And after my law degree I was offered the opportunity to study in Germany. Everyone was happy. Me, most of all. I loved Berlin.’


He pushed open the door and we went back into the corridor outside.


‘I had an apartment on the Kudamm, near the Memorial Church and that club with the doorman who dressed up as the devil, and where the waiters dressed as angels.’


‘The Heaven and Hell,’ I said. ‘I remember it very well.’


‘That’s right.’ The Colonel grinned. ‘Me, a good Roman Catholic boy. I’d never seen so many naked women before. There was one show – Twenty-five Scenes from the Life of the Marquis de Sade, it was called – and another called The Naked Frenchwoman: Her Life Mirrored in Art. What a place. What a city. Is it really all gone?’


‘Yes. Berlin itself is a ruin. Little more than a building site. You wouldn’t recognise it.’


‘Too bad.’


He unlocked the door to a little room opposite the Judicial Mortuary. There was a cheap table, a few cheap chairs and some cheap ashtrays. The Colonel drew up a blind and opened a dirty window to let in some fresh air. Across the street I could see a church, and people going in the door who knew nothing about forensics and murder and whose nostrils were filled with something better than the smell of cigarettes and formaldehyde. I sighed and looked at my watch, hardly caring to conceal my impatience now. I hadn’t asked to see the body of a dead girl. I was irritated with him for that and for what I knew was surely coming.


‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘I’m just getting to it now, Herr Gunther. What I wanted to talk to you about. You see, I’ve always been interested in the darker side of human behaviour. That is why I became interested in you, Herr Gunther. You are one of the reasons I became a policeman rather than a lawyer. In a sense you helped to save me from a very dull life.’


The Colonel drew up a chair for me and we sat down.


‘Back in 1932 there were two sensational murders in the German newspapers.’


‘There were a lot more than two,’ I said sourly.


‘Not like these two. I remember reading about them in some lurid detail. These were lust murders, were they not? Two girls similarly mutilated, just like poor Grete Wohlauf. One in Berlin and one in Munich. And you, Herr Gunther, you were the investigating detective. Your picture was in the paper.’


‘Yes, I was. Only I don’t see what that has to do with anything.’


‘The murderer was never caught, Herr Gunther. He was never caught. That’s why we’re talking.’


I shook my head. ‘That’s true. But look, it was almost twenty years ago. And several thousand miles away. You’re surely not suggesting that this murder might be connected.’


‘Why not?’ The Colonel shrugged. ‘I have to consider every possibility. With the benefit of hindsight, it seems to me that these were peculiarly German crimes. Who was that other fellow who murdered and sexually mutilated all those boys and girls? Haarmann, wasn’t it? He bit out their throats and cut off their genitals. And Kürten. Peter Kürten. The Vampire of Düsseldorf. Let’s not forget him, shall we?’


‘Haarmann and Kürten were executed, Colonel. As I’m sure you must remember. So it can hardly be them, can it?’


‘Of course not. But there were other lust murders, too, as I’m sure you remember. Some of them involving mutilation and cannibalism.’ The Colonel leaned forward on his chair. ‘All right. Here’s where I’m going with this. Many Germans have come to live here in Buenos Aires. Before the war, and after the war. And not all of them are civilised people like you and me. Naturally I’ve been paying close attention to the trials of your so-called war criminals, and it’s quite clear to me that some of your countrymen have done some terrible things. Unimaginable things. So here’s my theory, if you can call it that. Not everyone who has come to Argentina in the last five years is an angel. Some might be devils. Just like in that old Berlin club, the Heaven and Hell. You will admit that much, surely?’


‘Freely. You heard what I said to the President.’


‘Yes, I did. It made me think that you might be a man I could use, Herr Gunther. An angel, if you like.’


‘I’ve never been called that before.’


‘Oh, I think you have but I’ll get to that. Let me finish this particular train of thought. You will also admit, I hope, that many of your colleagues in the SS enjoyed killing, yes? I mean, it stands to reason, doesn’t it? That some of these men in the SS were psychopaths. Yes?’


I nodded. ‘I can see where you’re going with this, I think.’


‘Exactly. Take the case of Rudolf Höss, the commander of the Auschwitz concentration camp. He’d murdered before. In 1923. As had Martin Bormann. A man does not become a psychopath because he puts on a uniform, therefore it must be the case that there were many psychopaths who found a congenial home in the SS and the Gestapo as licensed murderers and torturers.’


‘I always thought so,’ I said. ‘You can imagine my pleasure when I was inducted into the SS, in 1940. It comes as quite a shock to spend your whole life investigating murder, then to be sent to Russia and expected to start committing it yourself.’


‘Oh I wasn’t suggesting you were a psychopath, Herr Gunther. Look, let’s say that in 1932 this murderer is not caught. In 1933 the Nazis come to power and he joins the SS where he finds a new, socially acceptable means of satisfying his lust for cruelty. During the war he works in a death camp, killing as many as he wants with total impunity.’


‘And then you invite him to come and live in Argentina.’ I grinned. ‘I take your point, but I don’t see how I can help.’


‘I should have thought it was obvious. A chance to reopen an old case.’


‘I’m not the neat type, Colonel. And believe me there were plenty of other unsolved cases on our books. None of them costs me any sleep.’


The Colonel was nodding but I could see that he still had cards to play.


‘Another girl has gone missing,’ he said. ‘Here in B.A.’


‘Girls go missing all the time. Darwin called it natural selection. A girl selects a young man and naturally her father doesn’t like him very much, so she runs off with him.’


‘So I can’t appeal to your social conscience?’


‘I hardly know my way around this city. I barely speak the language. I’m a fish out of water.’


‘Not exactly. The girl who is missing is of German-Argentine origin. Like Grete Wohlauf. I was thinking you might confine your enquiries to our German community. Didn’t I just explain that I have a hunch we’re looking for a German? You don’t need to speak good Spanish to do that. You don’t need to know the city, you need to be a German. And to hunt among the people I want you to hunt among, you need to be one of them. When I said you could be my angel, I meant my black angel. Isn’t that what Germans called men who were in the SS? Black angels?’


‘Set a thief to catch a thief, is that it?’


‘Something like that, yes.’


‘They’re not going to like that, my old comrades. They have new names, new faces some of them. New names, new faces, and amnesia. I could find myself becoming very unpopular with some of the most ruthless men in South America. Present company excepted.’


‘I already thought of a way of handling things so that you don’t wind up dead.’


I smiled. He was persistent, I had to give him that much. And I was beginning to have a feeling he had already second-guessed all of my objections. ‘I bet you have, Colonel.’


‘I’ve even considered your financial situation,’ he said. ‘After having converted your money at the Bank of London and South America – the branch on Calle Bartolomé Mitre, wasn’t it?’


‘So much for banking secrecy in this country,’ I said.


‘You will have learned that twenty-five thousand Austrian schillings is not such a lot. By my calculations you have about a thousand dollars, which is not going to last you very long in Buenos Aires. A year, maybe less if there are unforeseen expenses. And it’s my experience that there are always unforeseen expenses, especially for a man in your position. On the other hand, I’m offering you a job. Unlike the kind of job Carlos Fuldner will probably offer you, this is a job you would actually be good at.’


‘Working for you? In the secret police?’


‘Why not? There’s a salary, a desk in the Casa Rosada, a car. There’s even a passport. A proper one. Not that piece of shit the Red Cross gave you. With a proper passport you could go back to Germany, perhaps. Without having to answer all sorts of awkward questions when you got there. After all, you would be an Argentine citizen. Think about it.’


‘Perhaps if I had the original case files it might have been possible.’ I shook my head. ‘But it was almost twenty years ago. Probably the files were lost during the war.’


‘On the contrary. They’re here in B.A. I had them sent from Berlin Alexanderplatz.’


‘You did that? How?’


The Colonel shrugged modestly, but still managed to look quite pleased with himself. As well he might have done. I was impressed with him.


‘Actually, it really wasn’t very difficult. It’s the Americans who dislike Perón and the generals, not the Russians. Besides, the Delegation for Argentine Immigration in Europe has many friends in Germany. You should know that better than anyone. If the DAIE can get Eichmann out of Germany a few old files are not going to present much of a problem.’


‘My compliments, Colonel. You seem to have thought of everything.’


‘In Buenos Aires it is better to know everything than it is to know too much,’ said the Colonel.


He crossed his legs and picked some fluff off his knee while he waited patiently for my answer. I felt certain I was about to trump him, but he looked so cool I couldn’t help but think he still had something up his sleeve.


‘Please don’t think that I’m not flattered by your offer,’ I said. ‘But right now I have other things on my mind. You’ve thought of everything, it’s true. Except the one reason why I’m not going to work for you. You see, Colonel, I’m not well. I had heart palpitations on the boat. I thought I was having a heart attack. Anyway, I’ve been to see Doctor Espejo, the one Perón recommended. And he says I don’t have a heart condition at all, the heart palpitations are the result of thyro-toxicosis. I have cancer of the thyroid, Colonel Montalban. That’s why I’m not going to work for you.’





FIVE


Buenos Aires. 1950.


Colonel Montalban took off his glasses and began to clean their tinted lenses with the end of his woollen tie. He was trying not to smile so as not to hurt my feelings but I could see that he really didn’t care if he did. As if he was trying only a little not to give the game away.


I guessed what this was.


‘But you knew that already, didn’t you?’


The Colonel shrugged and went on polishing.


‘What kind of a country is this? No banking secrecy. And no medical ethics. I suppose Doctor Espejo is a friend of yours.’


‘Actually no. Quite the reverse. Espejo is what we call a resentida. It means he has a chip on his shoulder. Espejo is a man who dislikes Perón intensely.’


‘I wondered why he seemed to be the only person I’ve met in this city who doesn’t have a picture of the President on his wall.’ I shook my head. ‘Perón recommended a doctor who hates him? I don’t get it.’


‘Earlier on, you mentioned the oyentes.’


I smiled. ‘You have a listening device planted in his surgery.’


‘Several.’


‘I guess that’s one way of making sure you get an honest diagnosis.’


‘Did you perhaps think you didn’t?’


‘It sure didn’t feel like Espejo was keeping anything back. The man’s got quite a left hook on him. It’s been a while since anyone caught me one on the chin like that.’ I paused. ‘Don’t tell me he was pulling his punches.’


‘Not at all,’ said the Colonel. ‘Espejo’s a good doctor. But there are better ones. If I were you, Herr Gunther, I should want to have someone treating me who’s more of an expert in these matters than Espejo. A specialist.’


‘Sounds expensive. Too expensive for my thousand dollars.’


‘All the more reason to work for me. We have a saying here in Argentina. We say, “I can’t trust you until I tell you a secret”. So that’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to trust you with one of the biggest secrets in the country. Then you will have to help me and I will have to help you. It will be a sign of good faith between us.’
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