


On the Tracks of a Shadow
 

 

Carlos Usín
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright © 2018 Carlos Usín

All rights reserved.

Intellectual Property Register: M-000559/2021

Cover design: Marta Fernández García

Translator: Philip Walker

 

 

 

 

 



 

Contents
 

 

1.      The box
2.      The challenge
3.      Mobilised
4.      Fate
5.      Promotion to lieutenant
6.      The end of the beginning
7.      The war ends. The repression begins.
8.      The summary trial
9.      The Via Crucis Begins
10.      The false happy ending
Epilogue
 



 

1. The box
 

The doorbell surprised him, as it always did. He was not
expecting visitors at that time of day and he certainly did not expect
to receive any parcels that he had not ordered. Marina had not
mentioned anything arriving by courier either.

At first, he feared the worst. Several possibilities crossed his
mind. First place was occupied by those bastards from the tax office.
The next candidates were the Madrid city hall and the traffic
department. All cut from the same cloth. Doomsayers, bloodsuckers
at the end of the day, whom you only heard from to receive
disastrous news that generally ended up with a raid on your bank
account. And all of it legal, which made it hurt all the more.

When he opened the door, the courier greeted him almost like
a friend and enquired, “Mr Carlos Usín, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Show me your ID again and sign here please,” he said while
Carlos tried to make a scrawl on the electronic device he gave him.

So surprised was he to receive the large parcel that he looked
and checked the address in case it was a mistake. The courier, a
kind and friendly man he recognised from his many visits to his
home, asked him intrigued, “Is there a problem, sir?”

“No. It’s just that I’m surprised and I was checking the details
are right.”

“There’s no doubt. It says here Mr Carlos Usín. That’s you, isn’t
it?”

“Yes. What I don’t know is what is inside, nor who has sent it to
me.”



“You’ll find out soon enough. As soon as you open it,” said the
man with a broad smile as he said goodbye. “See you soon.”

“See you soon. Have a good day.”

The parcel was a considerable size. More than a shoe box,
Carlos thought that in his day it would have been used to keep a pair
of boots in. Anyway, it came thoroughly sealed up and it was quite
heavy.

He began undoing the parcel – or rather, destroying it – and
setting about trying to discover what was inside and who had sent it.
The latter continued to be a mystery although the contents of the box
themselves plunged him even further into a state of deep unease.

Photos. Photos and documents. Jumbled up, decades old, as
witnessed by the faded state of some of the pictures and the dust
that covered most of them, as though they had been forgotten for a
century, perhaps hidden, tucked away somewhere and had
emerged, as if by magic (or maybe during a house move), destined
for his flat.

Black and white photos with jagged edges, some of them with
writing on the back indicating dates, places and occasionally the
names of the people who appeared in them. Notes made in an
unmistakeably female handwriting style. He recognised his mother’s
handwriting immediately, so identical to that of his two sisters - all of
them dead now – that it would pose a challenge to an expert
calligraphist to distinguish one from the others.

In the photos he recognised a man who seemed older because
of his receding hairline but who could not have been more than
about twenty, dressed in a Republican uniform with medical insignia.
His father.

He remembered seeing some of these photos as a child. He
recognised a young, slim, smiling woman, brunette with dark eyes.
The same woman who lost all that – especially her smile – the day
Carlos became an orphan and she was widowed.



He recognised his father, before and after the surgical
operation that involved the removal of a tumour weighing over three
kilos from the rectus femoris in his left leg resulting in the use of a
prothesis. Ghosts of the past that for some strange reason had
ended up in his hands.

Documents that had suffered from the passage of time and that
contained information unknown to him and the confirmation of some
stories Carlos had heard talk of as a child.

He recognised the people presented there. But he was also
conscious that he did not know them. Yes, they were his parents, his
uncles and aunts, but in reality he did not know them. He did not
know how they had been affected by everything that formed part of
their history. There had never been a good moment to talk about
their feelings about the war, who their friends were, who became an
enemy or who turned traitor. There had never been a good moment
for them to tell him the story, part of which belonged to him.

It was all one big puzzle without any sort of order other than the
dates on the documents, the photocopies of which – some of them –
had been made half-heartedly since their content was barely visible.
In other cases, the text was even more illegible because it had been
written by hand by someone for whom writing was not, shall we say,
their strong suit.

There, in his hands – though he did not know to whom or what
he owed it – he had his parents’ lives. Or at least, partly. He had to
sort out that muddle of documents, photos, handwritten notes and
memories.

He also recognised in the photos a little boy who always had a
ball. Playing on the esplanade in front of Madrid’s Almudena
cathedral, for so many years waiting to be finished. Or in the Casa
de Campo park, at a typical picnic with a Seat 600 car, some potato
omelette and a checked blanket on the ground as a makeshift
tablecloth. Or sat around the tablecloth, in the Boca del Asno
recreational area in the mountains near Madrid, a place the family



often escaped to on Sundays seeking refuge from the heat of the
capital in summer. Or playing in the Vistillas gardens next to an
elderly lady, his grandmother. And in Foz, at the beach, where his
skills as a budding footballer brought out all the nearby
holidaymakers to see him play at four or five years old, ‘partnered’ by
the then coach of Lugo Football Club.

It was then that the penny dropped that, in reality, his parents
were strangers to him. It was then that he became aware that he did
not have the slightest idea of how, where or when they had met.
What was their courtship like, or their engagement party (if indeed
there was one) or their wedding ceremony? It was then that he
wondered where his father had been born. Because his death, he
remembered very well.

Opening the box full of memories he discovered that inside,
hidden among the pieces of the puzzle, part of his own past was also
hidden, spread among dozens of photos without dates on the back
or the names of the places where they were taken, mostly in black
and white but also some in colour, faded by the passage of time.

When he took the lid off the box he discovered there was a part
of his life he had not been told about, either as a precaution, for the
sake of discretion or to keep a young child away from matters that
one day would hit him suddenly, as though he were knocked
sideways by a tsunami.

Such was the impact on him of receiving all this that finding out
who the sender was ceased to hold any interest for him. He probably
shared with the anonymous courier his interest in finding out what
the contents of the box were, not who had been the temporary
possessor of these fragments of life.

He had a challenge ahead of him. To discover the untold story
of the man who was his father. This stranger, always cheerful and
cracking jokes, whom cancer – in its metastatic stage and after more
than nine surgical operations in a year and a half – claimed when
Carlos was eight years old.



In the absence of any other starting point, he began by trying to
put the material he had received from the anonymous sender in
chronological order. Later, he would see how he would manage to
reconstruct the life of a human being who had passed away over fifty
years previously. He would have to confirm many facts, many
details. He had in front of him months, perhaps years of research, of
collating information and of contrasting what he thought he knew
with what reality showed him. He was facing an arduous task, harder
emotionally than physically.

Each photo he looked at, each document he held in his hands,
stirred up dozens of unknowns for him. Questions piled up one on
top of the other in his mind in the same untidy manner the box and
its contents were in when they arrived. That was how at that moment
he took the decision to unpick bit by bit, without rushing, all the
issues that he had stored in the depths of his memory. That was how
he started to partially reconstruct his father’s life. A life so much the
same and yet so different from so many others that had to suffer the
same or similar hardships.

 

 



2. The challenge
 

When Marina, arriving home from work, came through the door,
she found Carlos completely surrounded by papers, photos and
documents, laid out on the glass table opposite the sofa, supposedly
in some sort of order.

“What’s all this?” she asked, naturally intrigued by such a
display.

Carlos tried to summarise briefly what had happened that
morning while she had been out, working for a client. The facts were
much simpler to explain than the feelings the episode had awoken in
him. He was still reeling from the emotional shock, both from the
surprise of receiving the parcel and, especially, from its contents. If
he had been told that as a baby he had been found under a gypsy
trailer and that his parents were Romanies, he would not have been
more surprised.

“And who sent it to you? Were you expecting anything?” asked
Marina who was also rather intrigued by the mysterious sender.

“Well, to be honest I’m not sure. I think it could be my cousin
Justo, the eldest of all us cousins.”

“Why did he send it to you? Did you ask him to?”

“No. At least, not exactly. Last time we spoke, which was quite
a while ago, if I remember rightly I asked him something about the
war, about his father – my uncle – and my father. I don’t recall
exactly what we were talking about or how the subject came up. And
when he said something along the lines of ‘I think I’ve got something
about that at home because my father mentioned it at some point’, to
be honest I didn’t think much of it. I didn’t ask him for it but by the
look of things he remembered and sent it to me. Or maybe it’s



because it was taking up space in a cupboard and he wanted to get
rid of it. Whatever the reason, I am grateful to him.”

“And what are you going to do with it all?” asked Marina, who
was starting to worry about where Carlos intended to keep the dusty
pile of papers.

“Well, first I am going to look through the entire contents and
then I’ll see what I do.”

“But you’re not going to leave it all on top of that table, are
you?” Carlos knew where the questioning was going.

“No my love, my darling, my treasure, my world, my
sweetheart, my reason for living. Don’t worry, I’m not going to leave it
there. Don’t stress. How about a beer to celebrate the fact it’s
Friday?”

“Yes,” she replied, persuaded. “A beer would be perfect.”

While they were having their Friday aperitif and preparing
lunch, they talked about the topic of the day. Carlos still did not know
whether the papers were going straight to the junk room in the same
way they had spent decades in another junk room, forgotten or
hidden. What he did know was that the whole thing intrigued him.

“Do you know,” he said to Marina, “I have confirmed some facts
that I heard talk of when I was a boy but I never knew, until today,
whether they were rumours or actual facts. For example, my father
enrolled in medical school at the age of sixteen and by twenty, if it
had not been for the war, he would have been in the fourth year of
his medical degree.”

“He started at sixteen?” she asked, astonished.

“Surprising, isn’t it? But I have the certificate that proves it.”

“But he wasn’t a doctor, was he?” asked Marina.

“No. I imagine the war scuppered his dreams.”



“But after the war, didn’t he carry on studying? He was still
young,” ventured Marina.

“Perhaps that is one of the facts that might be hidden in this
heap of documents. Or maybe it’s down to me to investigate.

“Another striking piece of information,” Carlos continued, “is
that he enlisted in the army four days after turning twenty. Can you
imagine how it must feel for a young lad of twenty to be forced to go
to war?”

“My father was there too, but of course he was in the
engineering corps. He did a degree in medicine to please his father,
even though he couldn’t stand blood. What he really liked was
engineering. That’s why, when he finished his medical degree, in the
end he joined the army which was the only place where there was
money for investment. He spent the war designing and building
bridges. Afterwards, he carried on with his own inventions.”

“It must have been even more awful than we have been told.
And so far all I have done is blow the dust off a few things. Let’s see
what I come across.”

“You seem enthralled by the parcel.”

“Yes. It is really piquing my curiosity. I have always liked history
but if it’s my father’s history as well, that’s even more interesting, of
course.”

After lunch, while they were chatting over a cup of coffee,
Carlos showed some of the documents to Marina who tried not to
touch them too much given the amount of dust and dirt most of them
had accumulated.

“Is this your father?” Marina asked, holding a photo in her
hands of a young man in a Republican uniform.

“Yes.”



“You look just like him. You’ve got a real challenge ahead of
you,” continued Marina.

He looked at her a little disconcerted by the suggestion.

“You have the chance to know your father better. Maybe this is
destiny calling. Things happen for a reason.”

Carlos thought for a few moments, reflecting on what Marina
had just proposed. He weighed up whether he would be able or have
the courage to tackle an unknown task, with the risk of perhaps 
finding something he did not like.  

“Well, that’s true. You’re right,” he said. “I will try to find out
everything I can that isn’t in this box. Whether it is the work of
destiny or not.”
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