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1


I did not want to write this book. I did not know exactly why I did not want to write it, or rather I did, but did not want to acknowledge it, or did not dare acknowledge it; or not entirely. The fact is that for more than seven years I resisted writing this book. During that time, I wrote two others, but I never forgot this one; on the contrary: after my fashion, while I was writing those two books, I was also writing this one. Or perhaps, after its fashion, this book was writing me.


The first paragraphs of a book are always the last to be written. This book is finished. This paragraph is the last I am writing. And, since it is the last, I now know why I didn’t want to write this book. I didn’t want to write it because I was afraid. This is what I have known since the beginning but did not want to acknowledge, or did not dare acknowledge; or not entirely. What I did not know until now is that my fear was completely warranted.


*


I met Enric Marco in June 2009, four years after he became the great impostor and the great pariah. Many people still remember his story. Marco was an octogenarian from Barcelona who, for almost three decades, had passed himself off as a deportado – a deportee – to Hitler’s Germany and a survivor of the Nazi camps, for three years he had been president of the Amical de Mauthausen, the principal Spanish association for survivors of Mauthausen, he had given hundreds of lectures and dozens of interviews, he had received a number of significant official distinctions, and had addressed the Spanish parliament on behalf of his supposed companions in misfortune, until it was discovered in early May 2005 that he had not been deported and had never been a prisoner in a Nazi camp. The discovery was made by an obscure historian named Benito Bermejo, shortly before the commemoration ceremony at the former Mauthausen camp to mark the sixtieth anniversary of the liberation of Nazi concentration camps, a ceremony at which, for the first time, a Spanish prime minister was to be in attendance and at which Marco was to play an important role, one he was forced to relinquish at the last minute after his imposture was exposed.


When I met Marco, I had just published my tenth book, The Anatomy of a Moment, but I was going through a difficult time. Even I did not understand why. My family seemed happy, the book was a success; it is true that my father had died, but he had died almost a year earlier, more than enough time to have coped with his death. The fact is that, I don’t know how, but I came to the conclusion that the blame for my depression was my recently published book: not (or not entirely) because it had left me physically and mentally exhausted; but also (or more importantly) because it was a curious book, a strange novel-without-fiction, a rigorously true story, devoid of the slightest trace of invention or imagination. I thought that this was what had killed me. Day and night I repeated a mantra to myself: “Reality kills, fiction saves.” In the meantime I was struggling to deal with anxiety and the panic attacks, I would go to sleep crying, wake up crying and spend the day hiding from people so that I could cry.


I decided that the solution was to write another book. Though I had no shortage of ideas, the problem was that most of them were for non-fiction narratives. But I also had ideas for fictions; three in particular: the first was a novel about a professor of metaphysics at the University of Pontificia de Comillas who falls in love like a rutting boar with a porn star and ends up travelling to Budapest to meet her personally, declare his love and ask her to marry him; the second was called Tanga and was the first of a series of crime novels featuring a detective called Juan Luis Manguerazo; the third dealt with my father and began with a scene in which I brought him back to life and we devoured fried eggs with chorizo and frogs’ legs at El Figón, a restaurant in the Cáceres of his youth where we had often eaten together.


I attempted to write these three fictions; with all three I failed. One day, my wife gave me an ultimatum: either I made an appointment with a psychoanalyst, or she made one with a divorce lawyer. I did not have time to visit the psychoanalyst that she recommended. He was a bald man, cold and twisted, with an unplaceable accent (sometimes he sounded Chilean or Mexican, sometimes Catalan, or maybe Russian), who, in our early sessions, was constantly berating me for showing up at his surgery in articulo mortis. I have spent my life making fun of psychoanalysts and their pseudoscientific mumbo-jumbo; but I would be lying if I said that our sessions were not useful: at least they gave me a place where I could sob uncontrollably; but I would also be lying if I did not confess that, more than once, I felt like getting up from the couch and punching the psychoanalyst. He, for his part, attempted to guide me towards two conclusions. The first was that the blame for all my unhappiness was not my novel-without-fiction or true story, but my mother, which explained why I often left his consulting room with the urge to strangle her the next time I set eyes on her; the second conclusion was that my life was a charade and I was a charlatan, that I had chosen literature so that I could have a life that was free, happy and authentic whereas actually my life was false, servile and unhappy, that I was a guy who pretended to be a novelist, and succeeded by deceiving and cheating people; in reality I was nothing more than an impostor.


The latter conclusion eventually came to seem more plausible (and less hackneyed) than the former. And it was this that prompted me to remember Marco; Marco and a long-forgotten conversation about Marco in which I had been called an impostor.


Here I need to go back a few years, to the moment when the Marco scandal first broke. It triggered an outrage that resonated around the world, but in Catalonia, where Marco had been born and had lived almost all of his life, and where he had been a very popular man, the revelation of his imposture made a greater impression than it did anywhere else. So, even if there were no other reason, it was logical that I, too, was interested in his case. But there was another reason; furthermore, the verb “to be interested” is inadequate: rather than simply being interested in Marco’s case, I immediately came up with the idea of writing about him, as though I sensed in Marco some profound connection. This worried me; it also produced a feeling of vertigo, an inchoate dread. The truth is that all the while the scandal played out in the media I devoured everything that was written about Marco and, when I discovered that a number of people close to me knew or had known Marco or had been aware of the man, I invited them to a dinner at my house to talk about him.


The dinner took place in mid-May 2005, shortly after the story broke. At the time, I was teaching in the University of Gerona and living in the suburbs in a little semi-detached house with a garden. To the best of my recollection, in addition to my son, my wife and my sister Blanca, those present that evening included two of my colleagues in the Faculty of Arts: Anna María García and Xavier Pla. My sister Blanca was the only one of us who knew Marco well, because years earlier she and he had been on the board of FaPaC – the Federation of Associations of Parents of Schoolchildren in Catalonia – in which both had long served as vice-chair: she in the Gerona district, Marco in Barcelona. To everyone’s surprise, over dinner, Blanca painted a picture of a charming, hyperactive, flirtatious and witty old man who was desperate to appear in photographs and, without troubling to hide the affection she had felt at the time for the great impostor and the great pariah, she recounted the projects, the meetings, the anecdotes and the trips she had shared with him. Anna María and Xavier did not know Marco personally (or knew him only superficially), but both had studied the Holocaust and the Deportation and seemed as fascinated by the case as I was: Xavier, a young professor of Catalan literature, loaned me various texts concerning Marco, including the two most comprehensive biographical accounts of his life; for her part, Anna María, a veteran historian who had never abandoned the noble concept of civic responsibility instilled in the intellectuals of her generation, had friends and acquaintances in the Amical de Mauthausen, the association for camp survivors of which Marco had been president, and had been in Mauthausen a couple of days before the scandal exploded attending the commemoration ceremonies of the sixtieth anniversary of the liberation of the Nazi concentration camps, where she was among the first to hear of the discovery of Marco’s imposture; she had even dined there with Benito Bermejo, the historian who had just unmasked him. As I remember it, when we talked about Marco in the garden of my house that afternoon, Xavier and I were more baffled than anything; Blanca somewhere between being baffled and amused (though on the whole she tried to hide her amusement, perhaps for fear of shocking us); Anna María, simply outraged: over and over she said that Marco was a scoundrel, a compulsive, barefaced liar who had mocked the whole world, but in particular the victims of the most terrible crime in history. At some point, as though she had suddenly become aware of a blindingly obvious fact, Anna María said, her eyes boring into me:


“So, tell me, why did you organise this dinner? Why are you interested in Marco? You’re not thinking of writing about him?”


The three point-blank questions caught me unawares and I did not know how to answer; it was Anna María herself who broke the silence.


“Listen, Javier,” she said, very seriously, “the best thing to do about Marco is forget him. It is the worst punishment for that monstrous egotist.” Then she smiled and added: “So we’re done talking about him; let’s change the subject.”


I don’t remember whether we changed the subject (I think so, though only briefly: later Marco made his presence felt again), but I remember that I did not dare to publicly admit that Anna María’s intuition was correct, that I was considering writing about Marco; I did not even dare tell the historian that, if I eventually wrote about Marco, it would not be to talk about him but to try to understand him, to try to understand why he had done what he had done. Some days later (or perhaps it was the same day) I read something in El País that reminded me of the advice or the warning Anna María had given me. It was a letter to the editor from a woman named Teresa Sala, the daughter of one of those deported to Mauthausen and herself a member of the Amical de Mauthausen. It was not the letter of an outraged woman, but rather one who felt devastated and humiliated; it said : “I do not think we need to understand the reasons for Señor Marco’s deception”; it also said: “To spend time attempting to justify his behaviour is to disparage and to fail to understand the legacy of those who were deported”; and also: “From now on, Señor Marco will have to live with his disgrace.”


This is what Teresa Sala said in her letter. It was precisely the opposite of what I thought. I thought that our primary duty was to understand. Obviously, to understand does not mean to excuse or, as Teresa Sala said, to justify; to be more exact: it means the reverse. Thought and art, I believed, attempt to explore what we are, revealing our endless, ambiguous and contradictory variety, and in doing so, mapping out our nature: Shakespeare or Dostoyevsky, I thought, illuminated every nook and cranny of the moral maze, demonstrate that love can lead to murder or suicide, and succeed in making us feel compassion for psychopaths and bastards; it is its duty, I thought, because the duty of art (or of thought) consists in showing us the complexity of existence in order to make us more complex, in examining the mechanics of evil, so that we may avoid it, and even the mechanics of good, perhaps so we may understand them. I believed all these things, but Teresa Sala’s letter betrayed a desolation that I found moving; I also remembered that, in If This Is a Man, Primo Levi had written with reference to Auschwitz, or to his experience of Auschwitz, “Perhaps one cannot, what is more one must not, understand what happened, because to understand is almost to justify.” To understand is to justify? was the question I had asked myself years ago when I read this sentence by Levi, one I asked myself again when I read Teresa Sala’s letter? On the contrary, is it not our duty? Is it not crucial to try to understand the bewildering diversity of the real, from the most noble to the most abject? Or does this universal imperative not apply to the Holocaust? Perhaps I was wrong and there is no need to try to understand terrible evil, still less someone who, like Marco, uses terrible evil to deceive?


These questions were still nagging at me a week later at a dinner with friends where, as I was to remember years later when my psychoanalyst led me to the conclusion that I was an impostor, I was called an impostor. The dinner took place at Mario Vargas Llosa’s house in Madrid. Unlike the dinner at my house, this gathering had not been arranged in order to talk about Marco, but inevitably we ended up talking about him. I say “inevitably” not simply because all those present – there were only four of us, in addition to Vargas Llosa and his wife, Patricia – had been following the case more or less attentively, but also because our host had just published an article in which he ironically paid tribute to Marco’s masterful talents as an impostor and welcomed him to the guild of story-tellers. Since irony is not a strong point among the holier-than-thou (or since the holier-than-thou jump at any opportunity to be shocked, flaunting their ersatz virtue and attributing ersatz sins to others), various hypocrites had testily responded to Vargas Llosa’s piece, as though he had celebrated the lies of the great impostor in his article, and it is likely that our conversation about Marco over dessert came about because of this pseudo polemic. Whatever the case, we spent some considerable time talking about Marco, about Marco’s lies, about his remarkable talents for fabrication and performance, about Benito Bermejo and the Amical de Mauthausen; I also remember we talked about an article by Claudio Magris, published in the Corriere della Sera, entitled “The Liar Who Tells the Truth” in which he quoted and discussed a number of Vargas Llosa’s observations about Marco. Naturally, I took the opportunity to recount what I had found out about the case thanks to Xavier, Anna María and my sister Blanca, and at some point Vargas Llosa interrupted me.


“But Javier!” he roared, suddenly excited, his hair tousled, jabbing two peremptory arms towards me, “Don’t you get it? Marco is one of your characters! You have to write about him!”


I was flattered by Vargas Llosa’s spirited comment, but for some reason I did not understand it then. I also felt uncomfortable; to hide my self-conscious satisfaction, I carried on talking, suggesting that Marco was not only fascinating in himself, but for what he revealed about others.


“It’s as though we all have something of Marco in us,” I heard myself say, caught up in the moment. “As though to some extent we are all impostors.”


I fell silent and, perhaps because no-one knew what to make of this statement, there was a long, awkward silence. It was then that it happened. Among the guests at this dinner was Ignacio Martínez de Pisón, a friend of mine and a writer known among his acquaintances for his fearsome Aragonese bluntness, and it was he who broke the spell with the devastating quip:


“Yes: especially you.”


Everyone laughed. I laughed too, though less heartily: it was the first time in my life I had been called an impostor; though it was not the first time I had been linked to Marco. A few days after the story broke, I read an article in the newspaper El Punt (or the online version of El Punt) which did precisely that. It bore the headline “Lies”, and was signed Sílvia Barroso, and in it the writer said that Marco’s case had caught her unawares while she was reading the last pages of one of my novels in which the narrator announces his decision to “lie about everything, but only to better tell the truth”. She added that I often explored the boundaries between truth and lies in my novels and that on one occasion she had heard me say that, sometimes, “to get to the truth, it is necessary to lie”. Was Barroso bracketing me with Marco? Was she insinuating that I too was a fraud, an impostor? No, thankfully, because she went on to say, “The difference between Cercas and Marco is that the novelist has a licence to lie.” But that night at Vargas Llosa’s house, I silently wondered, what about Pisón? Had he been talking tongue-in-cheek, intending only to make us laugh and defuse the awkward silence, or did his quip betray his inability to hide the truth behind the screen we call politeness? And Vargas Llosa? What had he meant when he said Marco was one of my characters? Did Vargas Llosa think I was an impostor too? Why had he suggested that I should write about Marco? Because he thought that there is no-one who could write about an impostor better than another impostor?


After the dinner was over, I spent hours and hours tossing and turning in bed in my hotel room in Madrid. I was thinking about Pisón and about Sílvia Barroso. I was thinking about Anna María García, about Teresa Sala and about Primo Levi and I was wondering whether, assuming that to understand is almost to justify, anyone had the right to attempt to understand Enric Marco and thereby justify his lies and feed his vanity. I thought to myself that Marco had already told enough lies and therefore it would be impossible to reach the truth about him through fiction but only through truth, through a novel without fiction, a rigorously true story, devoid of the slightest trace of invention or imagination, and that any attempt to fashion a story from Marco’s history was doomed to failure: firstly because I remembered Vargas Llosa had written, “the true story of Marco will probably never be known” (Claudio Magris had likewise written “we shall never know the private truth about Enric Marco, his need to invent a life for himself”); and secondly because of something Fernando Arrabal said, a paradox I also remembered: “The History of the Liar. The liar has no history. No-one would dare tell the history of the lie or present it as a true story. How could one tell the story without lying?” So it was impossible to tell Marco’s story; or at least impossible to tell it without lying. In which case, why tell it? Why try to write a book that could not be written? Why set oneself an impossible task?


That night, I decided not to write this book. And in making the decision, I felt a great weight lift from my shoulders.
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His mother was insane. Her name was Enriqueta Batlle Molins and, although Marco always believed that she had been born in Breda, a quiet little village in the Montseny massif, in fact she was from Sabadell, an industrial city near Barcelona. On January 29, 1921, she was admitted to the Sant Boi de Llobregat insane asylum for women. According to the asylum records, this was three months after she had separated from her husband, who had abused her; during this period, according to the records, she earned her living going from house to house doing domestic work.


She was thirty-two years old and six months pregnant. When the doctors examined her, she seemed confused, she contradicted herself, and she was plagued by persecutory thoughts; her initial diagnosis read: “Persecution mania with degenerative symptoms”; in 1930 this was changed to “dementia praecox”: what nowadays we know as schizophrenia. On the first page of the dossier there is a photograph of her, possibly taken on the day she was admitted. It shows a woman with long, straight hair and strongly marked features, a generous mouth and pronounced cheekbones; her dark eyes are not looking at the camera, but everything about her radiates the dark, melancholy beauty of a tragic heroine; she is wearing a knitted black cardigan, and her back, her shoulders and her lap are covered with a shawl that she gathers into her hands over her belly, as though she were trying to conceal her inconcealable pregnancy, or trying to protect her unborn child. This woman does not know that she will never again see the outside world that has abandoned her to her fate, locking her away and leaving her to become utterly engulfed by her madness.


[image: image]


There is no less dramatic way to say it. In the thirty-five years that Marco’s mother spent in the asylum, the doctors examined her only twenty-five times (typically once a year, but after her initial admission, eight years went by without her being examined), and the only treatment they prescribed consisted of forcing her to work in the laundry, “with excellent results”, according to a note from one of the doctors treating her. There are many such notes; though not all are as cynical, all are curt, vague and heartbreaking. In the beginning they record that the patient is in good physical condition, but they also record her self-centredness, her hallucinations (particularly auditory hallucinations), her sporadic violent outbursts; later, her deterioration gradually affects her physically, and by the late 1940s the notes describe a woman who is bedridden and has completely lost all sense of direction, her memory and any sign of her own identity; she is reduced to a catatonic state. She died on February 23, 1956 as a result of “angor pectoris”, according to her file. Even this diagnosis was inaccurate: no-one dies of angina; it is likely that she died of an acute myocardial infarction.


Marco’s mother gave birth to him in the asylum, on April 14, according to him; this is the date that appears on his identity card and his passport. But it is false: Marco’s fiction begins here, on the very day he came into the world. In fact, according to his mother’s case file and his own birth certificate, Marco was born on April 12, two days earlier than the date he would claim after a certain point in his life. Why lie then, why change the date? The answer is simple: because, after a certain point in his life, this allowed him to begin his talks, his speeches and his living history classes with the words “My name is Enric Marco, and I was born on April 14, 1921, exactly ten years before the declaration of the Second Spanish Republic,” which in turn made it possible for him to present himself, implicitly or explicitly, as a man of destiny who has witnessed at first hand the major historical events of the century and encountered its principal protagonists, as an emblem, a symbol or the very personification of his country; after all, his personal biography was a mirror image of the collective biography of Spain. Marco claims that the purpose of his lie was merely didactic; it is difficult, however, not to see it as an ironic wink at the world, as a blatant way of implying that, since his date of birth coincided with a momentous day in the history of his country, the heavens or the fates were signalling that this man was destined to play a decisive role in that history.


From the dossier in Sant Boi asylum, we know one more thing: on the day after he was born, Marco’s mother watched as her son was forcefully taken from her and given to her husband, the man she had fled from because he abused her, or because she said that he abused her. Did Marco ever see his mother again? He claims he did. He says one of his father’s sisters, his aunt Catherine – who breastfed him, since she had lost a child a few short weeks before he was born – took him to see his mother once or twice a year when he was a boy. He says that he clearly remembers these visits. He says that he and Aunt Catherine would wait in a huge bare white-walled room with the families of other patients for his mother to appear. He says that after a while his mother would emerge from the laundry rooms wearing a blue-and-white striped apron, her eyes staring vacantly. He says that he would give her a kiss, but that she never kissed him back, and that in general she did not address a word to him, to his aunt Catherine, to anyone. He says that she often talked to herself, and that she almost always talked about him as though he were not there in front of her, as though she had lost him. He says that he remembers at the age of about ten or eleven, his aunt Catherine pointing to him and saying to his mother: “See what a handsome lad you have, Enriqueta: he’s called Enrique, after you.” And he says he remembers his mother fiercely wringing her hands and saying: “Yes, yes, he is a handsome lad, but he is not my son”; and, pointing to a two-year-old boy scampering around the room, he says she added: “my son looks like him”. He also says that at the time he did not understand, but that in time he understood that his mother said this because her only memory of him was when he was no more than two or three years old and she still had a vestige of lucidity. He says that he would sometimes bring her food in a lunch box and that sometimes he managed to exchange a word or two with her. He says that one day, after eating what he had brought in the lunch box, his mother told him that she worked hard in the laundry, that it was gruelling work but she did not care, because they had told her that if she worked hard, they would give her back her son. He says that he does not remember when he stopped going to visit his mother. He says it was probably when his aunt and uncle stopped bringing him, perhaps when he reached adolescence, by which time the Civil War had already begun, perhaps earlier. In any event, he says, after that, he never again visited her, never again felt the slightest desire to see her, never worried about her, that he forgot her completely. (This is not entirely true: many years later, Marco’s first wife told her daughter Anna María that she persuaded Marco to go and see his mother at the asylum after they were married; she also told her that they visited her once or twice, and that all she remembered of these visits was that the woman smelled strongly of bleach, and that she did not recognise her son.) He tells me that he knows his mother died in the mid-1950s, but cannot even remember attending her funeral. He tells me that now he cannot understand how he could have left her in an asylum for more than thirty years, how he could have left her to die alone, although he adds that there are many things from that period that he does not understand. He says he thinks about his mother often now, that he dreams of her sometimes.
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I did not reconsider writing about Enric Marco until four years after the scandal broke, when I had just finished writing The Anatomy of a Moment, a true story or a novel without fiction that had nothing to do with Marco and, with the help of my psychoanalyst, I had reached the conclusion that I was an impostor, and I remembered my friend Pisón calling me an impostor in Vargas Llosa’s house in Madrid. At the time, I had been in a terrible state and I felt that what I needed to get through it was a novel with fiction, a fictitious rather than a true story – fiction saves, reality kills, I told myself over and over – and that my account of the story of Marco could only be a true story, because Marco had already told enough lies about his life and to add fiction to these fictions would be redundant, irrelevant in literary terms; I also remembered the reasons that, four years earlier, during a sleepless night in a hotel in Madrid, had convinced me to abandon my book about Marco before I even began to write it. But I also remember Vargas Llosa’s flattering enthusiasm at his house in Madrid, and it occurred to me that perhaps he was right, perhaps Marco was one of my characters, I thought that perhaps only an impostor could tell the story of an impostor and that, if I truly were an impostor, perhaps no-one was better placed than I to write Marco’s story. Besides, in the four years I had spent writing the book that had just been published, I had never completely forgotten Marco, never forgotten that he was there, in the background, disturbing, mesmerising and dangerous, like a grenade that, sooner or later, I would have to throw so it did not blow up in my hands, like a story that, sooner or later, I would have to tell in order to be free of it. I resolved that now was the moment to make the attempt; or at least that it was better to try than to carry on trudging through the slough of despond.


My resolve barely lasted a week, the time it took once again to become engrossed in the story and to discover, to my surprise – thanks to the internet – that no-one had written a book about Marco, but also, to my disappointment (and my private relief), that a film about him had just been released. “Ich bin Enric Marco” was the work of two young Argentinean directors, Santiago Fillol and Lucas Vermal, and had been premiered at a film festival. My disappointment was the result of a sudden certainty: if someone had recounted Marco’s stories in images, it made no sense for me to do so in words (hence my relief). In any case, I was interested to see the film, and I realised that one of the directors, Santiago Fillol, lived, like me, in Barcelona. I managed to get his mobile number, I called him, we met.


The meeting took place in a restaurant on the plaza de la Virreina in the Gràcia district. Fillol turned out to be a short, swarthy, unkempt man in his thirties sporting a sparse moustache and intellectual glasses; he was also one of those Argentineans who seem to have read every book, seen every film and who would rather have his hand cut off than use a cliché. He brought me a copy of his film on D.V.D. While we ate, we talked about the film, about the mechanics behind it, of living cheek by jowl with Marco for several weeks, mostly we talked about Marco. It was not until we came to dessert that Santi asked if I were thinking of writing about him. I told him I wasn’t.


“You guys have already told the story,” I argued, savouring my flan and nodding towards his film. “Why would I tell it again?”


“No, no,” said Santi, hurriedly contradicting me. He had passed on dessert and ordered coffee. “We just shot a documentary, we didn’t tell the whole story of Enric. That still remains to be done.”


I was about to say that perhaps it was impossible to tell the whole story of Enric and to quote Vargas Llosa, Magris and Arrabal. I said:


“Yes, by this stage I thought at least a dozen Spanish writers would have written about Marco. Yet from what I can see, no-one has.”


“Not that I know of,” Santi confirmed. “Well, I think that one of them made an attempt, but got scared. Are you surprised? I’m not. Everyone in Enric’s story comes off badly, first and foremost Enric, followed by the journalists and the historians and lastly the politicians: basically, the whole country. To write Enric’s story would mean poking people in the eye, and no-one wants that. No-one wants to be a wet blanket, am I right? Least of all Spanish writers.”


Santi must have been worried that my reaction would be patriotic or show solidarity with my compatriots because he immediately offered a vague apology. I told him he had nothing to apologise for.


“No, I know that, it’s just . . . Well,” – a mischievous smile played on his lips beneath the thin moustache that was stained with coffee – “You know what? I love literature, I read a lot, even in Spanish, but to be perfectly honest with you, Spanish writers these days seem a bit insubstantial, not to say chicken: they don’t write from their gut, they write what they think they should write, what they think will please the critics, and the result is that they never get past style and snobbery.”


I did not tell him that I was no better than my colleagues, realising just in time that if I did so, he might feel obliged to lie, to tell me that I was different. Santi encouraged me to watch his film so I would see that my book was not incompatible with it, and offered to give me the documentation he had amassed during the shoot, and any help I needed.


“I don’t know,” I said, having thanked him for his generosity. Then I talked to him about the book I had just published, about my true story, and I apologised: “The truth is I’m tired of reality. I’ve come to the conclusion that reality kills and fiction saves. So right now I need a little fiction.”


Santi gave a loud laugh.


“Well, with Enric you’ll tire of it soon enough!” he explained. “Enric is pure fiction. Don’t you realise? Everything about him is a fiction, worse still, a fiction embedded in reality, he is fiction incarnate. Enric is like Quixote: he could not resign himself to a mediocre existence, he wanted to live life on a grand scale; and since he did not have the wherewithal, he invented it.”


“You talk about Marco as though he were a hero,” I pointed out.


“Because he is: he is both hero and villain; or hero and villain and picaresque character. That is how complicated the story is, and how fascinating. I don’t know if your other fictions can wait, but this one can’t: Enric is eighty-eight. He might die any day, and his story would go untold. Anyway,” he concluded, “do what you want to. I hope you like the film.”


*


I did not just like the film, I liked it a lot. And I realised that Santi was right, that he and Lucas Vermal had decided not to tell the whole story of Marco; in fact this may have been the major asset of the film. It simply contrasted the story fabricated by Marco – according to which he had surreptitiously escaped to France at the end of the Civil War, had been imprisoned by Pétain’s forces in Marseille before being delivered up to the Gestapo, deported to Germany and interned in the Flossenbürg camp near Munich, with the true story – according to which he had indeed gone to Germany, but as a volunteer under a scheme agreed between Hitler and Franco, and he had indeed spent several months in gaol, though in the ordinary prison in Kiel, in northern Germany. But there were countless stories yet to tell and countless questions in the air: where had Enric Marco come from? What had his life been like before and after the scandal triggered by the discovery of his deception? Why had he done what he had done? Had he lied only once, about his time in Flossenbürg concentration camp, or had he spent his whole life lying? In a nutshell: who was Enric Marco really? In spite of its brilliance, or because of it, the film by Santi and Lucas Vermal did not offer answers to these questions, it did not exhaust, nor did it claim to exhaust the subject of Marco’s character, so much so that, after I had watched it, I called Santi, congratulated him on his work and asked him to mediate with Marco to grant me an interview.


“So, you’re going to write the book?” asked Santi.


“Maybe,” I said. “At least I’m going to try.”


“The Spaniard’s got balls, man!” I heard him say, as though talking to someone else, then he went on, “Don’t sweat it. I’ll set up an interview with Enric today. I’ll go with you to meet him.”


The interview took place some days later in Sant Cugat, a little town near Barcelona. Santi and I took the train and, from the station, we walked to Marco’s house, a top-floor apartment on the rambla del Celler in the new part of town where, from what Santi told me, our man had lived until some years ago with his wife and two daughters, and where he now lived alone with his wife. I don’t know whether it was she or Marco who opened the door to us, but I do remember that my first impression of Marco was unpleasant, a little monstrous: he looked to me like a gnome. A swarthy, balding, thickset, burly, moustachioed gnome who was constantly sitting down only to get up again to fetch papers and books and documents and, as he bustled between the dining room and a veranda whose picture windows gave onto a terrace open to the sunny skies of the summer afternoon, he never for a moment stopped talking about himself, about my sister Blanca, about the documentary he had made with Santi and about my books and my journalism, in an attempt to flatter me or to ingratiate himself.


It seemed incredible to me that this walking whirlwind could be eighty-eight years old. Despite his diminutive size and the liver spots that mottled his skin, what was most striking was his ferocious energy and the youthful vitality radiated by his eyes, by his every gesture; he might not have much hair left on his head, but he sported a thick moustache without a single grey hair; pinned to the chest of his jumper, he wore a little flag of the Second Republic. His wife, whose name was Dani, shook hands with Santi and with me and chatted to us for a moment, though I don’t remember what she talked about because, listening to her and looking at her, I could not help but wonder what she must have felt, this tiny, gentle, smiling woman who was much younger than Marco, when the scandal erupted and her husband became the great impostor and the great pariah, what she must have thought when she realised that for decades he had deceived her just as he had deceived everyone. Then Marco’s wife left us. By this time, Santi had been pacing up and down behind Marco, attempting to stanch his unrelenting torrent of words in order to explain the reason for our visit. As I watched him, I felt a mixture of gratitude, admiration and pity: gratitude for his efforts to help me; admiration, because he looked like a lion tamer vainly trying to break a wild beast; pity, because, in order to make his documentary, he had had to put up with Marco day and night during weeks of shooting. As for me, the powerful physical revulsion I had initially experienced on meeting Marco became a powerful sense of moral disgust: standing in the dining room of his home, watching him come and go, with Santi chasing after him, I wondered what the hell I was doing here, and with all my soul I despised myself for having come to meet this shameless con artist, this out-and-out liar, this utter scoundrel, and for being prepared to spend weeks listening to his story in order to write my wretched book, rather than spending the time with my mother, a woman who, whatever my psychoanalyst said, had never hurt a fly in her life and, despite that, she still went to confession and took communion every week, and if there was anything she needed now that she was a widow, it was for her son to listen to her. I thought that Santi and Lucas Vermal were not simply brave, they were heroes. I thought that I was in no position to match their feat. I thought that, truth be told, I was as shameless as Marco, and in that moment, with a renewed sense of relief, I decided that I would not write a book about him for love or money.


Of the remainder of that meeting in Sant Cugat I remember only two things, but I remember them very clearly. The first is that, to justify the trip, Santi, Marco and I ate at La Tagliatella, an Italian restaurant just opposite Marco’s house and that, to make up for having wasted their time, I paid the bill. The second is that, during the meal, while I wolfed down pasta arrabiata and drained large glasses of red wine, Marco unleashed on Santi and on me a torrent of shameless self-aggrandisement and absurd justifications (in which, I noted with some astonishment, Marco would sometimes shift from first person to third person, as though he were not talking about himself): he was a great man, generous, loyal and profoundly humane, a tireless fighter for good causes, and this was why so many people said wonderful things about him. “Be careful,” he warned me from the outset. “If you speak ill of Enric Marco, you are going to come across a lot of people who will tell you: ‘You don’t know Enric Marco: he is a truly extraordinary, amazing person with many great qualities’.” “Honestly,” he warned me later, “the day they broadcast the news that Enric Marco is dead, the plaza de Catalunya won’t be big enough to hold the crowds that will gather to mourn him.” This was how it was: everyone loved and admired him, his family worshipped him, he had dozens, hundreds of friends who, in spite of everything, had not turned their backs on him, people who were prepared to do anything for him. He had given countless demonstrations of courage and dignity, he had been a leader everywhere he went, in the barrio where he lived as a child, in the army as a young man and in his years in Germany; and later as a grown man: in the years of secret struggle against the Franco regime, in the university, in the C.N.T. – the anarcho-syndicalist union of which he had been secretary general during the 1970s – in FaPaC – the confederation of school parents’ associations of which he had been vice-president during the ’80s and ’90s – and also in the Amical de Mauthausen. Not that he had sought to be a leader, quite the contrary: he felt no need to be a leader, he was not an egotistical or conceited person, this was something he needed to make clear from the outset. It was others who had pushed him to accept leadership positions, others who had constantly pleaded with him: “You do it, we wouldn’t dare”; “You give the speech, you’ve got a way with words, you’ve got so much energy, and you’re so intelligent and you know how to charm and move and persuade people”. And he sacrificed himself and did as they asked. All his life he had been pursued by fame, by recognition, by the admiration of others, though he had always shunned them, admittedly with scant success. In such circumstances, it was not easy to be humble, yet somehow he had managed. For example, people seemed determined to see him as a hero, it had always been the case, it was a veritable mania; he, on the other hand, had always hated the idea, and had done everything in his power to avoid it, he did not like the idea of being put on a pedestal, being elevated, he had always been a modest, unassuming man. But the pupils and the teachers in schools where he gave talks when he was president of the Amical de Mauthausen would always insist he was, and sometimes would say, “Although you claim you’re not a hero, you are a hero; you are a hero precisely because you say you are not a hero.” And he would get angry and say “Enric Marco is not a hero in any sense. He is an unusual person, I agree, that much I will agree, but not exceptional. Honestly, the only thing that he has done throughout his life is struggle tirelessly, with all his might, oblivious to danger and to his own self-interest, for peace, for solidarity, for freedom, for social justice, for human rights, for the dissemination of culture and of memory. That is all.” This is what he would say to them. And it was true. He had always been where the need was greatest, had never failed to help anyone, nor to do and to promote what was good, he had always been an exemplary fighter, a model worker, friend, husband and father, and a man who had given his all for others. And how had he been repaid? With contempt, with silence, with the ignominious banishment that had been his lot since the scandal broke. Had he made mistakes? Had he said he had been imprisoned in a Nazi concentration camp when in fact he had not been? Who has not made mistakes? Who had the right to cast the first stone? A lot of people, it seemed, because in his case it was not simply a single stone, but thousands, he had been stoned, he had been pitilessly annihilated and humiliated, he had been the victim of an unspeakable lynching. And it was true, he acknowledged, that he had made a mistake, but he had done so in a good cause. He had not lied, he was not a fraud or an impostor as people said; he had simply altered the facts slightly: everything he had said about the horrors of the Nazi regime was true and well documented, even if he had lied; everything he had said about himself was true, even if he had altered the setting. He had made a stupid mistake, because he had no need to fabricate a past as a resistance fighter and a victim of the Nazis, he really had been arrested by the Gestapo, he really had been a prisoner in Nazi Germany, in a prison rather than a concentration camp, but what was the difference between them? All this was also well documented, perhaps I had not watched Santi’s film? And then: how could the victims dare to say that he was not one of them simply because he had not been in a Nazi camp but in a Nazi gaol? He had said things that were not true, granted, he had embroidered or embellished or altered the truth a little, granted, but he had done it not out of egotism, but generosity, not out of vanity, but altruism, to educate younger generations about the horrors, to unearth the historical memory of this amnesiac country; he had been one of, if not the greatest advocate for the recovery of historical memory in Spain, the memory of the victims of the war and the post-war period, the victims of Franco, of fascism, of the Nazis, and when he joined the Amical de Mauthausen those who had survived the Nazi death camps were dead, or they were old and washed up, how was their message to be passed on? And who better than he to do so, since he was still young, he still had energy, and besides he was a historian? Did I know that he had studied history at university? Who better than he to give a voice to those who had none? Should he have allowed the last Spanish witnesses to the Nazi barbarism to remain silent, and everything that they had suffered be consigned to oblivion and the lessons of it be lost for ever? It was true that he, too, might have been a great historian, his professors at university had often told him so, but he had not wanted to be a historian. And did I know why? Because history is a cold, arid, lifeless subject, an abstraction devoid of any interest to young people; he kindled in them a love of history, he brought it to life: in the countless talks he gave, he presented history to schoolchildren in the flesh, living, breathing, never sparing them the blood, the sweat, the guts, he offered them history in all its colour, its emotion, its adventure and its heroism, he was history incarnate and he relived it for them, and thanks to his strategy, schoolchildren had acquired a knowledge and an understanding of the past. Was that wrong? Had he done something wrong? Why was he being condemned with no trial, no appeal? He had played a decisive role in the Amical de Mauthausen, he had advocated for the recovery of historical memory, he had taught a sense of history to teenagers, had fought for the rights of workers, for improvements to public education, for the freedom of his country, risking his life and suffering torture during the terrible years of the Franco regime, he had fought first for the triumph of the Second Republic and, during the war and the post-war period, against Franco, and this was why they were punishing him? Had he done no good in his life? Did he deserve such a punishment? Was it fair that he had been turned into a criminal? Surely there were genuine criminals for people to condemn? What about Kissinger? And Bush? And Blair? And Aznar? Anyhow, he had no intention of asking for forgiveness, he had done nothing wrong, he had committed no crime, he was not looking to be rehabilitated. This was something else he needed to make clear. He would have no truck with public redemption, he had no need of such things, the love of his wife, the love of his daughters and his friends were enough for him. He was not claiming that he would regain hard-won public recognition that had been stolen from him, the respect, the affection and the admiration of all, his reputation as an exceptional man who had made an exceptional contribution to understanding the past and to bettering humanity. No. He knew only too well that the world was indebted to him, but he had no intention of calling in that debt. All he wanted was to regain his voice, to take off the muzzle, to be allowed to defend himself, to tell the truth, or at least his version of the truth, to be able to tell it to the young and the not so young, to all those who had trusted him, acclaimed him, loved him. To leave his name unsullied for his family and be allowed to die in peace. This was all he wanted. And in this, I, who was a great writer, who wrote such wonderful books and articles, whom he knew and loved before he had even met me, because he knew and loved my sister Blanca, could be of great help. Careful: not only could I be of great help to him, that was the least of things; I could be of great help to everyone, by writing a book that recounted his true story.


*


“So . . .” Santi said as soon as we left Marco at the door of La Tagliatella and were walking back towards the train station, “what did you think of the old guy?”


I waited until we were far enough away from Marco before I said, before I almost screamed:


“A monster. A complete monster!”


On the return journey to Barcelona I vented my feeling: I told Santi exactly what I thought of Marco. I told him that not only was he a consummate liar; he was a manipulative, obsequious, utterly unscrupulous parasite who wanted to use me to whitewash his lies and his misdeeds. I told him I had absolutely no intention of writing Marco’s story, because I thought he was a horrible person and because Marco was not a fiction, he was a terrifying reality, and what I needed was a fiction. I told him that, besides, it would be impossible to tell Marco’s story, and now I did quote Vargas Llosa and Magris and even Arrabal and his theory that a liar has no story, or that it is impossible to tell it without lying. I even told him that, even if it were possible to tell Marco’s story, it did not have to be told, it was an immoral act, because to tell it – and here I quoted Primo Levi and Teresa Sala – would mean trying to understand Marco, and to try to understand Marco was almost to justify him, and lastly I said – possibly quoting Anna María García – that the best thing anyone could do with this monstrous egotist was not to write a book about him, but leave him to rot in his ignoble isolation. Santi listened patiently, laughing now and then, making no attempt to dispute my arguments, vainly attempting to calm my rage with steady doses of Argentinian irony and, when we got off the train in Barcelona, he suggested we get a coffee.


“Out of the question!” I said, almost shouting again. “Right now I am going to see my mother!”


*


At the end of that same year, “Ich bin Enric Marco”, the film by Santi Fillol and Lucas Vermal, was released in cinemas, and on December 27, there was an article about it in El País. It was headlined “I am Enric Marco”, and it read:


“On May 11, 2005, the truth was discovered: Enric Marco was an impostor. For the previous twenty-seven years Marco had claimed to be prisoner No. 6448 from the German concentration camp of Flossenbürg; he had lived this lie and had made it live: for almost three decades, Marco gave hundreds of talks about his experiences of the Nazi regime, he was president of the Amical de Mauthausen, the association of Spanish survivors of the Nazi camps, he was awarded notable honours and medals and on January 27, 2005, he moved many of the members of both houses of the Spanish parliament to tears as they gathered in the Congreso de los Diputados to pay tribute for the first time to the almost nine thousand Spanish republicans deported to the Third Reich; for the rest, only the last-minute discovery of his deception prevented Marco, three and a half months after this spectacular performance, from outdoing himself by giving a speech at Mauthausen concentration camp in the presence of the prime minister, José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, and other important dignitaries at a memorial for the sixtieth anniversary of the end of the Nazi horrors. Many of you will remember the story, which was reported all over the world and filled newspapers with articles teeming with insults about Marco; one exception was the article by Mario Vargas Llosa entitled ‘Monster and Genius’. The first word is obviously accurate; so too is the second: it takes a genius to manage to fool everyone for almost thirty years, everyone including family, friends, members of the Amical de Mauthausen and even a former internee of Flossenbürg, who came to recognise him as a companion in suffering.


“Genius, or something akin to genius. Because the truth is that it is difficult not to believe that a collective weakness facilitated the success of Marco’s deception. This, from the outset, was the result of two parallel and unassailable forms of prestige: the prestige of the victim and that of the witness; no-one dares question the authority of the victim, no-one dares question the authority of the witness: the craven capitulation to this double blackmail – the first, moral, the second intellectual – oiled the wheels of Marco’s deception. It was further helped by at least two other things. The first is our relative ignorance of the recent past generally and of Nazism in particular: although Marco promoted himself as a remedy for this national failing, in fact he was the finest proof of its existence. The second is perhaps less obvious. There can be little doubt that, at the moment, the greatest enemy of the left is the left itself; meaning: left-wing kitsch; meaning the transformation of left-wing discourse into a hollow shell, into the hypocritical, meaningless sentimentalism that the right call do-goodism. Moreover, in his public speeches, Marco succeeded in brilliantly embodying this prostitution, or this failure of the left; in other words: Marco’s lies satisfied a massive vacuous leftist demand for toxic sentimental fodder seasoned with historical good conscience. The implications of Marco’s case, however, are not simply political or historical, they are also moral. For some time now, psychology has maintained that we can barely live without lying, that man is an animal that lies: life in society demands a measure of falsehood that we call politeness (and which only hypocrites mistake for hypocrisy); Marco horribly exaggerated and distorted this basic human need. In this sense, he is like Don Quixote, or like Emma Bovary, two other great liars who, like Marco, cannot reconcile themselves to the greyness of their real lives and so invent and live out fictitious, heroic lives; in this sense there is something in Marco’s fate that profoundly touches us all, as there is in those of Quixote and Bovary: all of us play a role; all of us are other than we are; in some way, we are Enric Marco.


“Perhaps this explains why Santiago Fillol and Lucas Vermal have given more or less this title to a documentary about Marco released this week: ‘Ich bin Enric Marco’. The film has many virtues, but I have space only to highlight two of them. The first is its humility: Fillol and Vermal make no attempt to exhaust all the complexities of the character; it is this restraint that gives the film its power. The second virtue is no less essential. As any good liar knows, a lie will prevail only if it is buttressed by truth; Marco’s lie was no exception: it was true that he had been in Nazi Germany during the war, but it was not true that he was there as a republican prisoner, rather he was one of Franco’s volunteers; it was true that the Nazis imprisoned him, but it was not true that they imprisoned him in Flossenbürg concentration camp, but rather in the city of Kiel, nor was he imprisoned for antifascist resistance but probably for simple defeatism. Fillol and Vermal have the good sense to lead Marco to lies via the truth, rather than the reverse, and in doing so, they show him not only struggling fiercely with his lies, but struggling to justify the truth of his lies, struggling to vindicate himself as a victim, struggling for himself. Struggling. He is a fascinating character. It is a fascinating film. Go and see it.”




4


Since his mother was committed to an asylum, Marco’s childhood involved constantly moving from one family to another, from one home to another, which meant that he had neither family nor home. His father, Tomás Marco, had moved to Barcelona from Alfaro in the province of La Rioja, “city of storks and freethinkers”, Marco would invariably add whenever it was mentioned. He was a libertarian, a mason and a printer, and although he consequently belonged to the cultural elite of the working class (or perhaps precisely because of it), he was a member of the union of graphic arts, a part of the C.N.T., the anarchist organisation. He was not a demonstrative man, or at least Marco does not remember him as such: he does not remember his father ever taking his hand, ever showing a sign of affection, ever buying him a toy (in fact, he remembers having only one toy: a cardboard horse which was later given to a female cousin). The only thing his father had in the house were books and magazines, and this explains how Marco became such a precocious and omnivorous reader.


But it only partly explains it. Marco’s father lived with a woman whose name was Teodosia, though she obviously did not like the name and had people call her Felisa. Marco remembers her as a coarse, violent woman who did not think twice about hitting him, fighting with his father, or whipping out a pair of scissors in an argument with the neighbours; he also remembers her as an alcoholic. Marco loathed her with every fibre of his being because, he says, she made his childhood a nightmare. He says that she would spend whole days lying in bed, ordering him to run down to the taberna on the corner to fetch the wine or the aguardiente she drank in outrageous quantities. He says she was illiterate and that, having no other form of entertainment, she would ask him to read to her from the books in the house, and so at an early age he was reading books by Cervantes, Rojas, Vargas Vila, Hugo, Balzac, Sue, books that often he did not fully understand, or did not understand at all. Sometimes he would read to his stepmother in the bedroom she shared with his father while, from the bed, she would listen, or laugh, or comment on his reading; at other times he would read to her in the dining room, a small, dark room lit only by a Petromax, wreathed by the smell of burning paraffin. But he says she was always drunk, and that he was afraid of her. She would frequently beat him, humiliate him, insult him, and more than once, tired of being mistreated, he left the house, slamming the door behind him, and went to the offices of Editorial Sopena, where his father worked, sat outside the door and waited for him. When his father finally emerged, minutes or hours later, Marco would tell him what had happened, and from that point, the same sequence would invariably be played out: the two would go home and he would stand in the doorway, waiting, as he listened to his father and his stepmother screaming, in the hope that this argument would end in a happy separation.


The break-up never came, or at least he never witnessed it. His father and stepmother remained together for many years. In their own way, perhaps they loved each other: at least he remembers hearing them at night, laughing and screwing; or perhaps, as he tends to think now, so many years later, this horrible woman suited his father: she cooked his food, washed and darned his clothes, managed the house. Despite all this, the house was always terribly untidy, and on one occasion the neighbours reported his stepmother’s beatings and a magistrate was obliged to intervene. This marked the beginning of his wanderings as a Dickensian orphan, from one family to another, from one home to another. The families were the families of his aunts, for the most part his father’s sisters. He insists that they all treated him much better than his stepmother, but adds that for most of his childhood he could not shrug off the mortifying sense that he was not wanted anywhere, that everyone wanted to be rid of him. He lived in various neighbourhoods in Barcelona: in Los Corts, with his father and his stepmother; with his uncle Francesc and his aunt Caterina in La Trinidad, where they had a grocer’s shop, and where he felt more at home than he did anywhere else. It was here that he also spent his summers with his uncle Ricardo, his father’s brother, who was a militant member of the socialist U.G.T. union, in the historic district of the city (on the calle del Tigre and the calle de la Luna) and also in Ensanche (on the calle Diputación, between Aribau and Muntaner). It was here that he was caught up in the so-called “unrest” of October 1934, when, in the midst of a nationwide uprising by the Spanish left against the right-wing government of the Second Republic, the autonomous Parliament of Catalonia, the Generalitat, declared a Catalan State within the Spanish Federal Republic. The uprising, quickly quelled by the army, failed almost immediately, but not before causing forty-six fatalities, an unknown number of casualties and the imprisonment and subsequent prosecution of more than three thousand people, among them the President of the Generalitat and his entire cabinet.


Of these days, Marco retained two vivid memories. The first is rather confused. The Catalan uprising occurred while he was staying with his uncle Ricardo, who at the time worked for La Humanitat, a publication based on the calle Tallers near the Rambla; La Humanitat was the newspaper of the Republican Left of Catalonia, the party of the rebel government, and so the offices were shut down and the staff interned on the prison ship Uruguay. Marco did not live far from the newspaper offices and, hearing rumours of what was happening there, and spurred on by his innate anxiety and the audacity of his thirteen years, he rushed out into the street to look for his uncle. From this point, Marco’s memories, in addition to being confused, are fragmented: he says that on some of the streets he saw barricades, or the remnants of barricades; he says that he managed to make it as far as plaza Universidad and there stumbled on several machine-gun emplacements manned by soldiers who refused to let him pass; he says that he retraced his steps and attempted to take a roundabout route, taking the Rambla de Catalunya as far as the plaza de Catalunya and the Rambla, and that he saw people from Estat Català, the pro-independence party, being arrested outside a café called Oro del Rhin on the corner of the Gran Vía and the Rambla de Catalunya; he says that he does not remember how longed he spent wandering the streets but that, try as he might, he could not reach the calle Tallers and was eventually forced to go home without news of his uncle.


The second memory is more brutal and less vague. It related to an incident that must have occurred days or hours later, still in the midst of the warzone that gripped the city during those bloody days. With his uncle Ricardo incarcerated aboard the prison ship Uruguay, his relatives sent the boy to the house of his uncle Francesc in La Trinidad, perhaps hoping that the violence would not reach the suburbs; the evidence shows that it was a vain hope. Early one morning, the family were woken by the noise of screams and gunfire. The noise was coming from the house next door, inhabited by a father and his daughter, a young woman who tutored Marco every evening since he could not go to school while in La Trinidad; he had to help his uncle in the grocer’s shop. Marco leapt out of bed and raced to his teacher’s house and found her in the yard, in the darkness, sobbing bitterly as she cradled her dead father in her arms. Marco maintains that the teacher’s father was shot by officers of the Guardia Civil, he assumes because the man was a militant Catalanista; he also says that he loved his teacher and that he remembers standing there, devastated and motionless in the yard, oblivious to the crowds of people milling around them, spellbound by the tears, the inconsolable grief of this goodhearted woman. And he says that it was incidents such as this that kindled his militant anarcho-syndicalism at an early age.


It is impossible to determine whether the dramatic memories of Marco I have just recounted are true or a product of his imagination – there are no surviving witnesses to attest to these events, I have not managed to locate a single corroborating document, and very much doubt that they exist; all I can say for certain is that, although Marco’s imagination tends towards the dramatic, these particular events fit with the general history of the period. For the rest, it is unnecessary to bring up such brutal events as the death of his teacher’s father to understand Marco’s political affiliations. He was from a working-class family, grew up in working-class neighbourhoods, was put to work early – firstly, as I have mentioned, in his uncle Francesc’s shop, later at the workshop of a tailor he remembers as red-haired and forbidding, and later still at a laundry, the Tintorería Guasch, where he was a delivery boy. His father and various other members of his family were militant C.N.T. members, and he received a sporadic but dutiful liberal education at various schools, cultural associations and anarchist cooperatives; furthermore Barcelona had more C.N.T. members than any other Spanish city – the union was an overwhelming presence in the areas when he grew up. But, according to Marco, what definitively converted him to the cause of anarchism was none of these things, but rather the influence of one of his hated stepmother’s brothers.


His name was Anastasio García, and he was the closest thing to a father Marco had in his life, and perhaps an idol or a role model. Again, according to Marco’s version of events, in the 1920s, Uncle Anastasio had been a man of action, he had been a member of – or had links with – Los Solidarios, the legendary anarchist group run by Buenaventura Durruti, Francisco Ascaso and Juan García Oliver – “the finest terrorists of the working class”, as García Oliver himself once called them – and had worked with them in Spain, in France and in South America. So Uncle Anastasio was clearly a tough guy, although by the time Marco had any dealings with him he had become domesticated, not to say diminished and possibly alcoholic: he was living with a woman, Aunt Ramona, was working as a painter for Transmediterránea, a Barcelona-based shipping company dedicated to transporting cargo and passengers, and had become a member of the shipping branch of the C.N.T. He had no children and, when he met Marco, not only did he become fond of the boy, he also gave him a home for long periods, perhaps to protect him from the abuses of his sister.


Uncle Anastasio and Aunt Ramona lived on calle Conde del Asalto, next to the Palacio Güell and almost opposite Edén Concert, a music hall that hosted the most glittering stars in the artistic firmament at the time, and where Marco sometimes says he managed to see Josephine Baker and Maurice Chevalier, though at other times he says he did not see them in the fabled dance hall where he may never even have set foot (after all, shortly after the war it was converted into a cinema), but coming and going from the nearby Eden Hotel, where his aunt Ramona worked and where he spent his days lazing about, lured by the scent of opulence and the shimmer of celebrity. The fact remains that Uncle Anastasio adopted Marco; he also taught him: at this point Marco had completed his autodidactic education as an indiscriminate reader taking classes in French, music, theatre and Esperanto in school, cultural associations and libertarian cooperatives, and in the home of the unfortunate teacher in La Trinidad; now his uncle Anastasio forced him to learn penmanship, typing and shorthand. He wanted to turn him into a useful citizen, but mostly he wanted to turn him into a good libertarian: and so began instilling in him a rationalist, anti-political, violent, self-righteous, egalitarian, redemptive, anachronistic, puritanical, public-spirited and sentimental idealism of a particular variety of Spanish anarchism; and this is why he took him everywhere with him. And this is also why when, on July 18, 1936, as he had been expecting for months, a group of military units staged a coup against the government of the Second Republic and the following day a libertarian uprising erupted in Barcelona to face them down, Uncle Anastasio and Marco joined the fight; and, a few short weeks later, joined the war that was to devastate the country for the next three years.
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By early 2013, four years after I met Marco and having abandoned, for the second time, the idea of writing a book about him, everything had changed for me. The previous autumn, I had published a novel with fiction entitled Outlaws, and since that time I had done little other than travel in Spain and the United States. I felt reasonably happy in my own skin. A few months earlier I had told my psychoanalyst to go to hell and I felt as though fiction had healed me; or perhaps it was simply that I had become accustomed to life without a father. For her part, my mother had resigned herself to life without a husband. My wife and my son, finally, seemed happy, particularly my son.


Raül had been ten years old when the Marco scandal first broke; he was now about to turn eighteen and thought himself a bit of a tough guy. In the past fourteen months he had lost twenty kilos. He was strong and healthy and constantly playing sport. Next year, he would go to university, though he was still not sure whether he would take a degree in film studies or in something else. But his greatest love was cars, and what the two of us enjoyed more than anything, was to climb into a car – our own or rented – and drive for miles, listening to music, and talking about everything under the sun, but especially about our ultimate idols: Bruce Willis and Rafa Nadal.


One day in early January, while Raül and I were aimlessly zigzagging along the winding roads of Ampurdán, he asked me whether I had started writing my next book. This was an unusual question, since Raül did not read my books, nor did we generally talk about them, and in that moment I suddenly realised that I had spent almost six months not writing and that, against all logic, I was not remotely worried. I told him the truth.


“You’ve been a bit lazy lately, haven’t you?” Raül said.


I looked at him for a moment: he was staring out the windscreen, his lips curled into a sardonic smile.


“You take care of your own affairs,” I advised, turning back to the road, “and I’ll take care of mine.”


“O.K., man, don’t get mad at me,” he said, satisfied that he had managed to put me on the defensive, “I was only asking out of curiosity, O.K.?”


As I’ve said, my son was a little full of himself, to use a polite expression. But, perhaps because there was a jokey competitiveness to our relationship and I wanted to prove to him that, if I had not started writing again, it was not for want of inspiration but because I did not want to write or had not found the right moment, I began to reel off possible subjects for my next book, and when I mentioned Marco’s case, summoning it from the limbo of my abortive projects, Raül interrupted me.


“That’s a good subject,” he said.


“You remember Marco?” I asked, surprised.


“Of course,” he said. “The old guy who said he’d been in a concentration camp but it turned out he was a liar, yeah?”


“Exactly.”


“Interesting guy,” he mused. “You can’t be that much of a liar and not be interesting.”


Although he was playing the tough guy again, I thought, he was right. Marco was extraordinary, I thought. Suddenly I felt that, though I had twice given up on the story, it had been through a lack of courage, because I sensed that in the old man something was hiding that interested me, or that profoundly concerned me and I was afraid to discover what it was. Raül said something that I didn’t hear; I asked him to say it again.


“I said I could help you.”


“Writing a book about Marco?”


“Sure. You’ll have to talk to Marco, won’t you? I mean, so he can tell you his life story. Well, I can film you guys while you’re talking. That way you only have to worry about what he’s saying, and you’ll have the whole thing on tape and you can watch it whenever you like. And this way, I can see whether the whole cinema thing is cool or not.”


I pretended that I appreciated his offer, though in fact I was thinking that not only had I twice given up on Marco’s story because I sensed it involved deeply personal issues that I was afraid to investigate, but worse, I had given up because of a fear I could barely admit: the fear that I would be accused of playing into Marco’s hands, of trying to understand him and in doing so, to forgive him, of being complicit with this man who had mocked the victims of the worst crime in human history. I remember Teresa Sala’s cautionary words: “I do not think we need to understand the reasons for Señor Marco’s deception”; I also remembered Primo Levi’s words “Perhaps one cannot, what is more one must not, understand what happened, because to understand is almost to justify.” More than once in the previous four years, while I was writing my novel with fiction, I had thought about both quotes, particularly what Primo Levi had written and the manifest incoherence that he should have written this while at the same time he had spent his whole life attempting to understand the Holocaust through his books (to say nothing of the fact that he had also written things like the following: “For a secular man like me, the essential is to understand and to make others understand”). To understand is to justify, I thought every time I remembered this phrase. Should we forbid ourselves from understanding, or did we rather have a duty to understand? Until one day, a few days or weeks before my conversation with Raül, I accidentally came across Levi’s phrase again and found the solution.


I came across it in a book by Tzvetan Todorov. In it, Todorov argued that what Levi meant (and, I extrapolated, what Teresa Sala meant) was only valid for Levi himself and the other survivors of the Nazi camps (including, presumably, Teresa Sala who, though not a survivor, was the daughter of a survivor, and therefore a victim of the Nazi camps): they did not have to try to understand their executioners, Todorov said, because understanding relies on some degree of identification, be it partial or temporary, with the perpetrator and that could be highly damaging. The rest of us cannot spare ourselves the effort of understanding evil, particularly extreme evil, because, as Todorov concludes, “Understanding evil is not to justify it, but the means of preventing it from occurring again.” And so, I thought as I drove through Ampurdán with Raül, pretending to think about his offer, to understand Marco was not to justify him, but, at most, to acquire the means to prevent the emergence of another Marco. Besides, I was now intrigued to discover what it was in Marco that so affected me it frightened me, and in that instant I knew that I felt strong enough and brave enough to try to find out. Was it possible to find out? Was it possible to tell Marco’s story? And was it possible to tell it without lying? Was it possible to present an account of Marco’s lie as a true story? Or was it impossible, as Arrabal probably thought. Vargas Llosa and Magris had supposed that we could never know the profound truth about Marco, but surely this was the best reason for writing about him? Was this not knowing, or this difficulty of knowing not the best possible reason for attempting to know? And, even if a book about Marco was an impossible book, as Arrabal – and perhaps Vargas Llosa and Magris – thought, surely that was the perfect reason to write it? Surely it is the impossible books that are most necessary, perhaps the only ones truly worth trying to write? Was this not what Vargas Llosa had really meant when he said I had to write about Marco, that night at his house in Madrid? Is noble failure the best a writer can aspire to?
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