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To Barry and Lynn Hurst, Olwyn Morris and Shaun Jackson.

Dear friends, greatly missed.




 


The object of terrorism is terrorism. The object of oppression is oppression. The object of torture is torture. The object of murder is murder. The object of power is power. Now do you begin to understand me?

George Orwell, 1984
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Introit

On 1 July 1974, Juan Perón, the President of Argentina, died. His wife, Isabelita, attempted to take the reins of government but her position was untenable. Infighting between a range of factions ensued and opposing groups committed numerous acts of political violence: bombings, murders and kidnappings became common, almost daily occurrences, with foreign businesses often targeted; inflation was rampant and export earnings fell by a quarter. It seemed that the country was teetering on a precipice, and descent into anarchy or civil war all but inevitable. Every day people scanned their newspapers or listened to TV and radio stations anxiously hoping for something or someone to put an end to the country’s tribulations.

And then, on 24 March 1976, people awoke to discover that, overnight, a military junta had seized power in a coup led by General Jorge Rafael Videla, head of the army, ostensibly to save the country from communism. Many welcomed this intervention with a sense of relief, and, with the backing of Admiral Emilio Massera, head of the navy, and Brigadier General Orlando Ramón Agosti, commander of the air force, Videla was declared president. The media were broadly supportive. Optimism was expressed that order and prosperity would quickly return, that the suspension of democratic rule would be short-lived, and that Argentina had been set on the path to being ‘civilized’ again.

However, what followed was a reign of terror. The junta, obsessed with rooting out a supposed enemy that was hidden in their midst, created a network of secret detention centres where people who were deemed to be ‘subversives’ were incarcerated – often after being kidnapped in broad daylight. Categories of suspicion included intellectuals, writers, journalists, trades unionists, psychologists, social workers and those of any background engaged in helping the poor. Accusations were arbitrary and based on the flimsiest of evidence, and it was extremely rare for a detainee to be charged with any crime. Many were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.

The military maintained their vice-like grip on power for eight years, a period that became known as the Dirty War. During the junta’s brutal stewardship of the country, an estimated 30,000 citizens were kidnapped and murdered: they became known as los desaparecidos – the disappeared.

This story is based on real events and the testimony of witnesses and survivors.




In nomine Patris

Pablo knew, the moment he walked into the room, that this was what he wanted. It wasn’t that he had a particular liking for the fin-de-siècle furnishings or the book-lined walls with their hundreds of antique volumes; nor was it the rich curtains framing the French windows that opened out to the garden; it wasn’t the Italian marble fireplace that dominated the gable end, with its magnificent Louis XVIII clock. It was the impression the room created that moved him. At first, it spoke to him softly: influence, it whispered; then it roared in his ears: power. Closing his eyes, he inhaled deeply, as if to infuse himself with the essence of the place. Moving to one of the bookcases he picked a volume at random: Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles. He turned to the first chapter. Veritatem meditabitur guttur meum, et labia mea detestabuntur impium. ‘My mouth shall reflect on truth, and my lips shall detest impiety.’ He mouthed the words to himself and smiled. He was certain he was the first person in many years to have taken this book from its shelf. Pushing it back into place, he allowed his fingers to linger on the worn leather of the spine. A door creaked and he turned towards it. A servant wearing a simple black gown entered.

‘Monseñor,’ he said, his voice hushed as if he were at a funeral. ‘The Cardenal will see you now.’

Pablo ran his fingers through his dark, thinning hair and followed him.

The Cardinal’s voice carried beyond his sitting room into the passage outside, the voice of a man confident in his authority. A second voice replied, muted, and Pablo could not catch what was said. The servant stopped at the door, knocked gently and pushed it open. ‘Monseñor Morales,’ he announced.

The Cardinal stood to greet Pablo, rising from his chair with a rapidity that belied his heavy build and raising his hand for Pablo to touch his lips to the episcopal ring. ‘Welcome, Monseñor,’ he said, the rich baritone of his voice sounding almost operatic.

‘Thank you, your Eminence.’

Seven years in the Vatican had given Pablo the habit of noticing the smallest things about his fellow churchmen. Mentally, he ticked off the items: the hand-stitching on the Cardinal’s soutane; discreet but undoubtedly expensive cufflinks; handmade shoes; manicured fingernails. The Cardinal gestured to the other person in the room. ‘You know Monseñor Torres, of course.’

Torres stood. ‘Welcome home, Pablo,’ he said, extending a hand. ‘It’s been what – nearly ten years you’ve been away?’

Torres’s soutane was not exactly threadbare but was a little too big for him. Buttons, not cufflinks; a cheap watch. Shoes worn but comfortable. Ragged fingernails. Pablo suppressed a smile, remembering his old mentor’s passion for fixing things. The seminary had a workshop full of old chairs, tables, lamps. The Monseñor liked nothing more than to spend time in there, leaving the door open so students could join him if they wished. Pablo had often seen him with his paraphernalia of saws, screwdrivers, hammers, clamps; nails held between his lips, brow furrowed with concentration. For Torres, nothing was too broken that it did not merit being repaired.

Pablo grinned. ‘Thank you, Monseñor,’ he said. ‘Actually, it’s only seven, and I’ve been back twice in that time, to see my family.’

‘What have you been up to since you came home?’ Torres asked.

‘Not much. I’ve seen one or two old friends. Most of the people I know from the old days have moved away. My mother left me quite comfortably off, so I’ve been able to take my time deciding on my next career step.’

Torres smiled. ‘The old days? Funny that someone as young as you should say that.’

The Cardinal coughed politely. ‘Monseñor Torres was about to leave.’

‘I was sorry to hear about your mother,’ Torres continued, ignoring the Cardinal.

‘Your mother?’ the Cardinal said.

‘It’s why I came back from Rome,’ Pablo said. ‘My mother had been ailing for nearly a year. My sister sent a telegram to tell me she was close to death. I came home as soon as I could.’

‘And did you make it back in time?’ Torres asked.

Pablo sighed. ‘I’m afraid not. I arrived the day after she died. My sister was very angry with me. She accused me of abandoning our mother. It was quite difficult.’

‘But it was surely of some comfort to her that you were able to say the requiem for your mother,’ the Cardinal said.

Pablo shook his head. ‘I couldn’t. She forbade it. And I felt guilty for not being home sooner. I asked a friend of mine – Joaquín Castillo – we were in the seminary together. Perhaps Monseñor Torres remembers him?’

Torres let out a chuckle. ‘As if I could forget,’ he said. ‘Father Castillo has the parish of San Juan Evangelista, here, in La Boca,’ he added.

The Cardinal’s eyebrows bristled. ‘The troublemaker?’

‘He wasn’t the only one. The scrapes he and Pablo got into would make your hair stand on end. The number of times I had the pair of them in my study to give them a dressing-down. It made no difference. We called them the wild ones, after the Marlon Brando film.’

‘It was the 1960s,’ Pablo said, ‘the whole world was wild then.’

‘I’m not talking about then,’ the Cardinal said. ‘I’m talking about now. Father Castillo has acquired a reputation for, shall we say, stubbornness.’

‘You know what I’m looking for, Pablo,’ the Cardinal said, without preamble, after Torres had taken his leave.

‘A private secretary,’ Pablo replied.

‘It’s a simple title for what will be a complex job. It will be an involved, extensive and demanding post. It will combine support for my duties as archbishop here in Buenos Aires as well as my new role as cardinal. I need a secretary who is capable and has as good a knowledge of the workings of the Curia as he has of this city. There are very few people who meet these criteria. In addition, my secretary must be discreet and loyal; someone I can trust completely. Do you think you possess these qualities?’

Pablo’s lips curved into a confident smile. ‘I would like to think so, your Eminence.’

‘Only think so? You know, there was a reason I asked Monseñor Torres to come today.’

‘To ask him about me.’

‘What do you think he said?’

‘That I am diligent in my work, and capable. That I have a talent for languages and that I can think around problems to find answers to them. And that I am loyal.’

The Cardinal clasped his hands across his chest and settled back in his chair, a knowing smile on his face. ‘Actually, he said none of those things. In fact, I think you’ll be surprised by what he did say.’

As casually as he could, Pablo leaned forward to take a sip of water. Tilting his head, he said, ‘What did he say?’

‘That you were ambitious.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with ambition, as long as it’s for the right thing.’

‘Indeed not. But the way Monseñor Torres put it was interesting, I thought. Or perhaps not so much interesting as revealing. He did say you were intelligent, and capable, but he also said you were eager to prove yourself in the Church. Those were his exact words. I was intrigued by them. I asked if he meant you had leanings towards sanctity. Quite the reverse, he said. He told me again that you were ambitious, very ambitious, but that I would see for myself when I met you.’ The Cardinal steepled his fingers and, with a gaze that gave away nothing of what he was thinking, added, ‘I see now why he said what he did, but I wonder – do you?’

Pablo lowered his head. The Cardinal remained silent, waiting.

‘I was very young when I first became aware of my vocation,’ Pablo said hesitantly. ‘My father was not a religious man and would not permit me to enter a seminary until I had finished high school. I had no thoughts of ambition then. All I knew was that there was a call I had to answer.

‘As a matter of fact, I don’t like the word ambition very much, not in the Church. It smacks of small ideas, of a desire for temporal advancement or wealth, or both. My ambition is not like that. My ambition is to work within the Church, for the Church; it is a call from God to lead His people, to follow the path the Lord has set to wherever it might take me.’

When Pablo looked up, the Cardinal was beaming. ‘Bravo, Pablo,’ he said, almost with a chuckle. ‘Spoken like a true son of the Curia. Many people will find it quite convincing. Some will be taken in completely, but not me. I hope you’ll forgive an old cynic when I say that I can smell your ambition, and I applaud it. What I can’t work out is why you turned your back on such a good position in Rome. Your work in the Curia was a sure path to advancement – you’ve already come to the attention of his Holiness. I can understand you coming back to Argentina for your mother’s funeral, but why have you stayed? What is keeping you here?’

Pablo had expected this question but did not have a ready answer. ‘It was not easy,’ he began, ‘being so far away and having to read about the mayhem on the streets back home. It was on television too. I was shocked when Perón died, and Isabelita took over the government. Who was she to think she should lead our country? Week after week, I read about the bombings, the shootings, the kidnappings. The different groups: the Montoneros, the ERP, the Anti-Communist Alliance, all of them with nothing in their hearts but death and destruction.

‘That was only part of it: strikes, inflation, the rising national debt, and a government that did nothing. I was worried for my family, for my friends – I was worried for my country. I could see Argentina drowning in a sea of chaos and I really thought that civil war was around the corner.

‘When the military seized control I didn’t know whether to be relieved or outraged. No matter how terrible the government before was, it had been democratically elected. There were other priests from Argentina in Rome and I sought them out. We felt helpless. The only thing we could do was wait, and hope.’

‘And perhaps pray?’

‘Yes, that too. Between us we must have said hundreds of masses for our country.’

‘And now?’

‘From Rome it seemed that very quickly things back home took a turn for the better. The streets were calmer, shops were open, banks and factories were working again. The papers were unanimous in their approval. Order and prosperity would be restored. Argentina would be civilized again.’

‘They have called it the Process for National Reorganization,’ the Cardinal said. ‘And the Church is to be central to the new government’s programme. The position of the Church in Argentina will not merely be acknowledged but enhanced.’

They were interrupted by a knock on the door. The servant entered and placed a tray on the table. ‘Thank you, Jorge,’ the Cardinal said. He leaned forward to pick up the coffee pot and poured two cups. He passed one to Pablo.

‘So,’ the Cardinal continued, making himself comfortable again. ‘The country has been saved and you have come home. But you still haven’t explained why you haven’t gone back to Rome.’

‘It’s as you said, the Process for National Reorganization. The Church has a role to play, and I want to be involved.’ Pablo moved forward, perching on the edge of his seat, clenching his fist to emphasize his words.

‘I could feel it the moment I arrived in Buenos Aires – an energy, a sense of anticipation. Something is happening: who would not want to be part of it? And besides, if I am to prove myself in the Church – as Monseñor Torres puts it – I need to do more than sit at a desk, like a monk in a scriptorium, combing the writings of Church fathers who lived a thousand years ago. I need to be part of the Church of today, of 1976. I need to be a soldier on the Church’s ramparts, and where better than here at the front line in the fight against Marxism?’

The Cardinal was silent, watching Pablo through narrowed eyes. Finally, he nodded, slowly but emphatically, as if he had found the nexus of some profound theological argument. In a low voice, he said, ‘Deus vult.’ God wills it.

‘Amen,’ Pablo replied.

Both men fell into silence, sipping their coffee, understanding growing between them.

‘Does this mean—?’ Pablo began.

The Cardinal was not quite ready to give a direct answer. ‘High office in the Church can be a heavy burden,’ he said. ‘You must learn to place the interests of our Holy Mother Church before all else, including, sometimes, your conscience. Do you think you can do that?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then yes, it does mean that. The job is yours.’

Pablo let go his breath. ‘Thank you, your Eminence.’

A satisfied smile creased the Cardinal’s face. ‘I think you and I will get on very well, Pablo.’

*

Afterwards, Pablo retraced his steps to a small pastelería he had passed on his way to the Cardinal’s residence. Earlier, the smell of freshly baked pastries had been tempting; now it was irresistible. He chose half a dozen and watched, salivating, as the shop girl put them in a box and fastened a ribbon around it in an extravagant bow. He decided to take a taxi to the apartment he was sharing with Joaquín. He wasn’t short of money, and, in his formal soutane, he would only attract attention on a bus.

The journey took him through the centre of the city. It was nearly summer and already the humidity was rising. Pablo wound down the window to let in some air. Immediately he was bombarded by the cacophony of car horns, newspaper sellers shouting the latest headlines, police sirens, the aromas of coffee and street food. The streets were busy, crowded with people going to and fro: purposeful, window shopping, congregating at traffic lights to cross the road, some talking animatedly, others absorbed in their own thoughts. Chaotic. Normal. The taxi came to a halt. His driver blared the horn and started to shout imprecations at the traffic ahead then remembered his passenger. With an apologetic look in his mirror he said, ‘Sorry, Padre.’

‘What is it?’ Pablo asked.

The driver peered through his windscreen. ‘Mierda,’ he muttered. ‘It’s the police: a roadblock.’ On the seat next to him was a large leather wallet. Opening it, he started to leaf through it, searching for something.

‘Will it take long to get through?’

‘God knows, Padre.’

‘I’ve been away,’ Pablo said. ‘Do you see these roadblocks often?’

‘Every day,’ the driver said, not looking up from the wallet.

‘What happens when they set one up?’

‘Every car that goes through, they demand to see your papers. Sometimes they make you open the trunk. It’s not nice, Padre. All the time they have their guns pointed at you.’ With a sigh of relief, the driver found what he was looking for. ‘My insurance,’ he said. ‘If they’re in a bad mood, they ask for all sorts of stupid things. If you don’t have them, they hold you for hours and you lose a day’s work.’

‘Why do they do it?’

‘You think they tell you, Padre?’ The driver turned in his seat to face Pablo, his voice set in a confidential tone. ‘Between you and me, Padre, I think they do it because they can. They do it to frighten people, to show who’s in charge.’

‘To frighten people?’

‘Exactly. Everybody is frightened these days. You daren’t open your mouth in case someone reports you.’

‘Who would report you?’

‘Who knows, Padre? Someone. A stranger maybe, who overhears you saying something you shouldn’t in a café, or it could be someone you know. You can never know who, so it’s better to keep quiet.’

‘What do you mean, saying something you shouldn’t?’ Pablo asked. The driver shook his head, as if to tell Pablo the subject was off-limits.

The police were letting cars through, one at a time. They approached the front of the queue. Pablo could see a makeshift barrier ahead and two policemen standing next to it, their eyes following a woman wearing a short summer dress, automatic weapons held as casually as tennis racquets.

The barrier was lowered in front of them and a policeman came to the driver’s open window. ‘Identity card and taxi permit,’ he said.

‘All up to date,’ the driver said, forcing an anxious grin as he handed them over.

The policeman couldn’t have cared less. After only a cursory glance he returned the documents. Pushing his head inside the car, he looked into the back and saw Pablo. He rolled his eyes. ‘You can go,’ he said to the driver, signalling with his hand for the barrier to be raised.

‘Is that it?’ Pablo asked as they drove through. ‘What was the point of that?’ The driver shrugged his shoulders. ‘Why didn’t he ask to see my identity card?’ Pablo added.

‘Why do you think, Padre?’

Something was wrong. Taxi drivers in Buenos Aires were not known for being so submissive. ‘Are there really roadblocks here every day?’ Pablo asked.

The driver shifted to look at Pablo in the mirror. ‘Not always here, Padre,’ he said, ‘but somewhere in the city, yes.’

Pablo wasn’t sure what to think. The police officer who had waved them through was disinterested, almost bored. Even the guns on display seemed little more than theatrical props. Yet the driver’s uneasiness had been real.

With a jerk, the taxi stopped at a set of traffic lights. Pablo reflected on his interview with the Cardinal. He wondered whether he had revealed too much of himself. But the Cardinal had offered him the job, so that was all right, wasn’t it? It had gone as well as he could have hoped. All he had to do now was tell Joaquín.

The taxi dropped Pablo at the flower stall next to the church of San Juan Evangelista. The woman selling flowers wished him a good afternoon. Ignoring the posy she held out to him, he mumbled a blessing as he stepped past her towards the apartment building at the rear of the church. The area was shabby, with paint peeling from walls and gutters strewn with litter. Opposite the flower stall was a small café that catered for locals, and, further up, an ancient liquor store, its interior shielded from the sun by a ragged curtain blind on the open door. Stepping over the uneven kerb he crossed the street and pushed his way through the hanging strips of plastic to enter the gloomy interior. He knew they wouldn’t have MS cigarettes, the brand he had come to like in Rome, nobody did. His eyes ranged over the shelves. ‘Benson & Hedges?’ he asked, hopefully.

The elderly proprietor shook his head.

‘Marlboro?’

The old man smiled, revealing broken and stained teeth. ‘Sí, Padre.’

Pablo held up two fingers and wandered over to where bottles of wine were stacked in a seeming jumble. It was all cheap, mostly locally produced. Pablo could feel his lips beginning to curl. ‘Is this all you have?’ he asked.

The proprietor shrugged. ‘Is there something special you’re looking for, Padre?’

‘Something French?’ Pablo suggested. ‘Or Spanish?’

Another shake of the head.

‘What’s the best you’ve got?’

The proprietor held up a finger and disappeared into the back of the shop. Moments later he emerged with a triumphant look on his face and deposited a bottle on the counter. ‘This is one I keep for special occasions,’ he said.

Pablo inspected the elaborate label. A sigh of resignation escaped his lips. Again, he held up two fingers.

There was no presbytery attached to the church. The priests’ accommodation was in the apartment building at the back, a featureless grey concrete box that reached six storeys into the air. San Juan Evangelista was a poor parish with a large congregation that needed two priests to meet all its needs, but Joaquín had been left to fend for himself since the unexpected death of the senior priest nearly two years ago. When Pablo returned from Rome, Joaquín had insisted that Pablo move in with him. Coming up to their landing, Pablo encountered a woman on her knees, scrubbing the steps. It was Joaquín’s housekeeper, Señora Garcia. She pushed her bucket to one side as he edged past, trying not to get dirty water on his soutane. He murmured another blessing. Señora Garcia crossed herself. That was one of the good things about blessings, he mused: they cost nothing, so you could be generous with them.

Joaquín was out. Pablo thought he should perhaps have looked in the church first, but he wasn’t going all the way back now; it was too hot. All he wanted was to get out of his sticky clothes and cool off. On the way to his room, he unfastened his soutane, his sweat-sticky fingers struggling to force the buttons through the stiff eyes that ran the length of the garment. ‘Why do these things have so many damn buttons on them?’ he muttered.

The apartment was on the top floor of the block, towering over the surrounding buildings. The sitting room was intended for when parishioners or other visitors called, so Pablo had taken to spending time in the kitchen, gazing out of the window at the maze of streets below, wondering about the lives of people hidden beneath the jumble of rooftops.

By the time Joaquín came in, Pablo was standing at the open window, half-listening to the radio, a cigarette in one hand and a glass of wine in the other. Pablo poured another glass for his friend. ‘I forgot how hot it gets in Buenos Aires,’ he said.

Joaquín pulled the clerical collar from his shirt and unfastened the top button. ‘It’s your build,’ he said, taking a mouthful of wine. ‘If you lost some weight, you wouldn’t feel the heat so much.’

Pablo wrinkled his nose at that. His friend was thin and wiry. ‘It’s not my build, it’s the weather. It’s too humid.’

Joaquín’s deep-set eyes flitted from one side to another, a nervous habit he had acquired while Pablo had been away, giving him a haunted look. ‘If you say so.’

‘I do.’

‘How was your interview with the Cardinal?’ Joaquín asked.

‘He offered me the job.’

‘There and then? What did you say?’

‘I said yes, of course.’

‘That was quick. This morning you said you would think about it.’

‘That was this morning, before I knew what the job was really about, and before I met the Cardinal. Anyway, I did think about it, and I said yes.’

Joaquín crossed the kitchen to turn off the radio. ‘You didn’t think about it for very long.’ His words hung in the sudden silence.

‘I didn’t need to. Look, Joaquín, it’s an important job and it’s one of the few things I’m actually qualified to do unless I go back to Rome. The Cardinal said I was the perfect fit. If I didn’t do it, he would probably have to look for someone outside of Buenos Aires, perhaps even Argentina.’

‘Perfect? Did he really say that? He said it to flatter you. What you’ll end up doing is buying him plane tickets and making bookings in restaurants. You’d better make sure you find out all his likes and dislikes.’

‘Not at all. Yes, I’ll be in charge of his diary, but it won’t take me long to become his right-hand man. I’ll be at his side constantly: meetings, committees, receptions. And the opportunities for me will be immense: meeting influential people, making new friends. It’s exactly the change in direction my career needs.’ When Joaquín did not reply, Pablo added, ‘You disapprove, don’t you? I knew you would.’

‘It’s not for me to approve or disapprove. You’ll follow your own path. You always have.’

‘Come on, Joaquín: you’re my oldest friend. I don’t want to fall out with you.’

Joaquín sighed. ‘Me neither. But you’re supposed to be a priest, remember?’

‘Of course. I’ll be appointed to the cathedral chapter, and I’ll say mass and hear confessions in the cathedral.’

‘You could say mass and hear confessions here. There’s only been me, since Father Peralta died; I could do with the help. And don’t forget baptisms and funerals. We have more than our fair share of them, especially funerals.’

‘I’ll be glad to help, whenever I can.’

‘Don’t put yourself out, Pablo. I wouldn’t want to force you.’

‘What is it, Joaquín? I thought you’d be pleased for me.’

Joaquín’s eyes fixed on the box of pastries on the table. ‘Where did they come from?’

‘I bought them to share.’

‘You need to go easy on them, Pablo. Gluttony is one of the deadly sins. As is avarice.’ Joaquín looked pointedly at his friend. ‘Have you decided what you’re going to do with your new-found wealth?’

‘I don’t even have it yet. The sale of Mother’s apartment is still going through. I told you I would let you know when it’s all done.’

‘That money could do an awful lot of good among the poor of this parish. And it’s not as if you’ll need it. I’m sure the Cardinal won’t leave you short.’

‘I said I would think about it, okay?’

‘Like you said you’d think about the Cardinal’s job?’

Pablo shook his head and opened the box of pastries. Helping himself to one, he handed the box to Joaquín, who hesitated but then also took one. Biting into it, a cloud of sugar-dusted fragments erupted into the air. Joaquín’s eyes bulged. ‘Mother of God, they’re incredible,’ he said, flakes of pastry tumbling down his chest. ‘You’re impossible, Pablo. You know that?’

A relieved smile appeared on Pablo’s face. ‘No more than you. That’s why we get on so well.’

Brushing flakes of pastry and sugar from his jacket, Joaquín said, ‘Do you miss the old days? We had some good times, didn’t we?’

‘Funnily enough, our time together in the seminary came up in the conversation.’

‘Really? How?’

‘Monseñor Torres was there. The Cardinal invited him.’

‘How did my name come up?’

‘The Cardinal was asking about Mother’s funeral. I mentioned that you had conducted it as a favour to me. It had quite an effect on him.’

‘In what way?’

‘He sat up with a start, like he’d been stung by something. The troublemaker? he said. Torres tried to make light of it. He said that when we were young we were both troublemakers, but the Cardinal was having none of it. I’m talking about now, he said.’ Pablo popped the last morsel of pastry into his mouth and licked his fingers. ‘According to the Cardinal, you are very stubborn. It was obvious he’s taken a dislike to you. What did you do to annoy him?’

‘Nothing.’

‘You must have done something.’

‘I promise you, Pablo,’ Joaquín said, ‘all I did was stand up to him. The man is a bully, and he doesn’t like it when people disagree with him.’ He tilted his head to look Pablo in the eye. ‘You do know he’s hand-in-glove with the junta?’

Pablo wagged a finger at Joaquín. ‘It might seem that way, but he strikes me as a shrewd operator. Fostering good relations with the authorities is his way of obtaining their cooperation in matters that affect the Church.’

‘Like the disappearance of a Catholic social worker, for instance, or a teacher?’

‘What do you mean?’

Joaquín put his glass down. His chair scraped on the floor as he moved closer to Pablo. ‘The last time I spoke to him was when I asked for his help in finding out what had happened to two of our parish workers. One of them, a woman, was working with teenagers here in La Boca. A lot of them don’t finish school and they can’t find jobs, so they drift into crime. Her boyfriend was a teacher, and together they were helping these kids to learn the things they should have learned at school but didn’t. We were starting to see some results when both of them disappeared.’ Joaquín threw up his hands as if he had performed a magic trick. ‘Pouf! Gone. Nobody knew where they might be or what could have happened to them. I went to the local police, but they said they had no clues and no information. I had heard that the Cardinal was on friendly terms with Colonel Ramón, the chief of the Buenos Aires police. I asked the Cardinal if he would approach the Colonel to try to find out what had happened to our people. Do you know what his reply was? He said he would not waste the valuable time of such an important person over an insignificant matter like this.’

‘He must have had his reasons, Joaquín. He wouldn’t do it just to spite you.’

‘Wouldn’t he?’

‘Perhaps he knew something you didn’t.’

Joaquín gave Pablo an accusing look. ‘Like what? He couldn’t have known anything about it before I spoke to him because nothing had been reported in the press. I told him if he wouldn’t speak to Colonel Ramón I would do it myself.

‘That’s when he got really angry. He practically screamed at me, forbidding me to speak to the Colonel. He told me there were things I couldn’t possibly be aware of and that I needed to remember that I had a duty to the Church and a duty of obedience to him personally. I told him my duty was to the people of my parish and he had no right to tell me not to speak to the Colonel. He dismissed me as if I were a servant he had caught stealing the silver.’

‘Did you speak to Ramón?’

‘No, he wouldn’t see me. But the Cardinal must have spoken to somebody, because a week later I had a visit from a police lieutenant. It was unfortunate, the lieutenant said, that I had not been kept informed about what had happened to my people. He apologized for the lack of diligence shown by the local police but assured me that the police had carried out a thorough investigation. Two bodies had been found on the banks of the River Plate. They had been in the water for a while, so identification was difficult, but they had little doubt they were my two missing persons. They had been shot. A single bullet to the head. Obviously, they had been executed. He said their work must have brought them to the attention of criminal gangs in La Boca, who took exception to what they were doing. The police were doing everything they could to bring the killers to justice.’

Pablo shook his head in disbelief. ‘It’s shocking,’ he said, ‘but at least you managed to find out what happened to them.’

‘Did I?’ Joaquín’s eyes flared. ‘I didn’t believe a word of it. Yes, there are gangs in La Boca, but executions? It’s unheard of. And besides, a lot of them come here to church. Everyone knows who they are. And when I asked for the bodies to be returned so the families could hold their funerals all they sent us were two caskets of ashes. The bodies were badly decomposed, we were told. It was kinder for the families not to see them, and it spared them the cost of a burial, as if that mattered.’

‘But you can’t think the Cardinal had anything to do with it?’

‘No, of course not, but that’s not the point, is it? He could have helped, but he didn’t. I don’t care what he thinks of me, but the Church has to look after its people, otherwise, what’s the point in our being here?’

‘Obviously, I hardly know him yet,’ Pablo said, trying to find something to say in the Cardinal’s defence, ‘but he gave me the very strong impression he has the best interests of the Church at heart.’

‘Are you sure, Pablo? I hope you are. I don’t want to be a killjoy. I’m pleased for you, I really am. All I’m saying is, be careful. Be wary of the Cardinal. He’s slippery and he’s a bully. If you get too close to him, you might live to regret it.’




Confiteor

Preceded by two motorcycle outriders, the limousine slowed as it entered the gates of the episcopal residence and came to a halt at the entrance. Jorge was waiting at the bottom of the steps, as was Pablo, ready to greet their distinguished visitor and take him to the Cardinal.

The day before there had been lengthy discussions over protocol. Should the Cardinal also be present on the steps to greet the de-facto President of the republic? In the end, a frantic call had been made to ask the advice of Archbishop Pio Laghi, the Papal Nuncio. The head of the Vatican diplomatic mission had been quite firm: the Cardinal would be acting as the representative of the universal Church, not only the Church in Argentina. He should not greet the President as a supplicant. If the Cardinal were seen to be waiting on the President’s arrival, it would diminish the dignity of his office: a senior but subordinate cleric should meet the car.

It had not taken Pablo long to slip into the routine of the Cardinal’s secretariat. His first task each morning was to scan the newspapers and mark out articles likely to be of interest so the Cardinal could read them over breakfast. Afterwards he would go through the post, already put into bundles by two typists. Pablo would sort the correspondence into items that could be dealt with only by the Cardinal, could safely be handled by Pablo, or could be delegated elsewhere. Three weeks ago, he had opened an important-looking envelope that proclaimed itself to be from the Ministry of Education. The contents impelled him to interrupt the Cardinal’s breakfast.

‘There is something in today’s post I thought should be brought to your immediate attention,’ Pablo said. The Cardinal looked longingly at his breakfast and sighed. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve done something wrong,’ Pablo added.

‘No, Pablo, of course you haven’t. Perhaps you would like to join me?’

Pablo tried not to appear too eager. He helped himself to coffee and a slice of Spanish omelette while the Cardinal read the letter. He was about to put a forkful into his mouth when the Cardinal put a hand on his arm.

‘This is excellent news, Pablo. Excellent. You were right to bring it straight to me.’

‘I wasn’t sure how important it was,’ Pablo said, ‘but I thought you would want to see it without delay.’

‘It’s very important – for two reasons. The first is seeing the government making good on one of their promises. The second is it will establish in law the pre-eminence of the Catholic Church in education.’ The Cardinal looked up at the ceiling, his lips moving in a silent Deo gratias. Returning to Pablo he added, ‘I really could not have asked for more.’

‘But I thought nearly all schools in Argentina were already Catholic.’

‘They are, but from now on, even Jewish schools will have to provide Catholic education, something we’ve never been able to insist on before. It will be a bitter pill for the Jews to swallow.’ The Cardinal put the letter down and started to eat. A satisfied smile appeared on his face. ‘We are in the business of saving souls, Pablo, and where better to start than with children?’

Pablo waited until the Cardinal had emptied his plate and was on his second cup of coffee before saying, ‘Perhaps we should do something to show our appreciation.’

The Cardinal smiled. ‘Do you have anything particular in mind?’

‘I was wondering if perhaps we might nominate the President for the Order of St Gregory. It’s awarded for services to the Church. It’s a military order, which would be appropriate for a head of state who is also a soldier.’

The Cardinal pursed his lips, weighing Pablo’s suggestion. ‘It’s certainly something to consider,’ he said, ‘and it is without doubt a prestigious honour that I’m sure the President would appreciate, but I can’t help thinking it’s perhaps a little premature. The junta has not been in power for very long. It might be better to wait to see how things develop.’

‘Of course. It was only an idea.’

‘But a good one, Pablo. Please don’t let my qualms about this one stop you from bringing others to me. I do think you’re right, though, about doing something to show our gratitude, in an appropriate and apostolic way.’

‘Did you have a different honour in mind?’

‘No, not an honour. I was thinking perhaps a special mass of thanksgiving in the cathedral, with the President and the education minister as our guests of honour. I would be the chief celebrant, and I could ask the other archbishops in Buenos Aires to join me at the altar.’

‘I think it’s an excellent idea. I can start making plans for it straight away.’

When Joaquín heard, he was furious.

‘Don’t you think it’s a good thing that every school will be required to provide Catholic education?’ Pablo said.

‘No, not if it’s being imposed on people who don’t want it. If the Jews suddenly decided that they wanted their children to learn about the resurrection, I would be all for it, but if it’s forced on them, they will only reject it. And it’s not only the Jews, what about Christians who aren’t Catholics? All this will do is fuel resentment against us, and for what? A bit of window dressing, that’s all.’ Joaquín paused to marshal his thoughts before continuing in a more conciliatory tone, ‘We can’t impose our beliefs on others, Pablo. We are evangelists, not enforcers. Next thing you’ll be telling me we’ll be having forced baptisms. The days of the inquisition are gone, no matter how much your precious Cardinal would like to see them return.’

‘I think you’re being unfair on him,’ Pablo retorted. ‘This wasn’t something he asked for, but now it’s been offered he wants to make the most of it. Whether I agree with this particular measure or not, the Cardinal is right when he says it shows that the generals are fighting for Christian civilization. It shows how much they value the Church and the place they see for it in the country.’

‘They’re fighting for Christian civilization? They value the Church? Do you really believe that?’

‘I have the evidence of what I see for myself.’

Joaquín rolled his eyes. ‘Cago en la leche. You want evidence? I’ll give you evidence.’ Seething, he stalked out of the room. He returned carrying a copy of the Buenos Aires Herald, which looked like it had been read many times. ‘Read this,’ he said, throwing it at Pablo. ‘Then we can talk about evidence.’

It was dated 5 July 1976.


HORRIFIC CRIME IN BELGRANO

Priests murdered in cold blood

Since the military junta took power earlier this year, the number of violent crimes in Buenos Aires has fallen sharply, a most welcome development. Yesterday saw an abrupt reversal of this trend, with one of the most horrific crimes for many years. Just before seven yesterday morning, the police received an anonymous telephone call reporting gunshots coming from inside the church of San Patricio in the district of Belgrano. A strong police contingent was quickly on the scene and entered the church. Inside they found the bullet-riddled bodies of three priests and two seminarians: fathers Alfredo Leaden, Alfredo Kelly and Pedro Duffau, and seminarians Salvador Barbeito and Emilio Barletti. Their blood had been used to daub messages on the walls of the church, accusing Father Kelly of being a communist and saying that the killings were punishment for poisoning the minds of young people. The police have not yet been able to identify any individuals involved, but are conducting detailed inquiries and looking for any witnesses to the atrocity. So far, none have come forward. Police Captain Guido Santos told the Herald that early indications suggest this is likely to have been the work of Montonero terrorists…



Below the report was a series of photographs showing the church surrounded by heavily armed police, and blanket-covered trolleys being wheeled out to waiting ambulances. Pablo handed the paper back to Joaquín.

‘That’s dreadful,’ he said, shocked. ‘I don’t know what to say. I had no idea. It was only a few weeks before I came back. Why have you shown it to me now?’

‘Who do you think did it? Do you think it was really the Montoneros?’

‘How would I know? I’ve been away seven years, remember.’

‘The Montoneros are a spent force, Pablo. As soon as the junta took power, they cracked down on them, hard. If there are any left, they’re in hiding, frightened for their lives, or they’ve left the country and they don’t dare show themselves because they’re afraid if they do, the army will go after their families.’

‘So who did do it, then?’

‘Well, if the Montoneros didn’t do it, who else could have?’

‘I don’t know. The ERP?’

‘Santucho was killed last year, and the ERP died with him. Anyway, would Marxists kill people for being communists? It doesn’t make sense.’

‘What about criminal gangs?’

Joaquín sighed in exasperation. ‘San Patricio is in Belgrano, not La Boca. The only criminal gang in Belgrano is the police.’

‘You’re saying the police did it?’

Joaquín shook his head. ‘No, I don’t think the police would dare to go so far. It had to be the military – the army or the navy – and it had to have been sanctioned at a senior level. It’s rumoured it was done on the orders of General Suárez Mason.’

‘And you believe it?’

Joaquín nodded.

‘You’re serious, aren’t you? Shit.’

Joaquín gave Pablo a moment to absorb what he had just learned. ‘Yes. Shit. The vilest kind you can imagine. So, you see, Pablo, this “gift” of compulsory Catholic education in every school is their way of apologizing to the Church. And I’m relieved I won’t be invited to the special mass because I would rather spit in General Mason’s face than give him the sacrament.’

Since then, Pablo had not been able to stop thinking about what Joaquín had told him. He had tentatively raised the subject with the Cardinal only to be told the most likely perpetrators were Montoneros. When Pablo had asked why left-wing guerrillas would kill people for being communists, the Cardinal had replied that they wouldn’t, but they would claim it was an anti-communist attack to put the police off the scent. Not that they would succeed. He had been assured by Colonel Ramón that arrests were imminent. Pablo didn’t know what to think. If Joaquín was right, it meant the government, the army and the police were all colluding over murder and could not be trusted. But did Joaquín have any evidence other than rumours and hearsay? He would say it was the evidence of common sense.

But it didn’t make sense for the junta to have done it any more than it did for the Montoneros. What could the junta hope to gain from the cold-blooded murder of priests? Argentina was a civilized country. Things like this simply didn’t happen. It was as unthinkable as the conundrum was insoluble. There was, Pablo had to admit, nothing he could do, except concentrate on keeping his face impassive as he led General Jorge Rafael Videla, head of the army and President of Argentina, to the reception before the mass.

The mass was a triumph. To have the President in attendance and kneeling to take the sacrament from the Cardinal was seen as symbolic of the relationship between the Church and the junta. The papers were effervescent in their praise, apart from La Opinión and the Buenos Aires Herald. The Cardinal invited Pablo to take breakfast with him the next day so they could go through the front pages together.

‘I’m not surprised by the drivel in La Opinión,’ the Cardinal said, chewing on a medialuna. ‘The editor is a Jew. And the Herald is well known for its left-wing views. They’re both flirting with trouble, if you ask me.’

‘Really?’ Pablo said, picking up two pastries and putting them on his plate. ‘I hadn’t given it a thought. What makes you think that?’

‘They are the only two papers that have not put their weight behind the Process for National Reorganization. What they seem to forget is the state the country was in before the generals took power, and the catastrophe that would engulf the country if the threats of Marxist anarchy and terrorism were left unchecked. The generals want the people to unite in the fight against it. Those who refuse to join the fight are enemies of the country just as much as the terrorists. The opinions of these editors aren’t just out of kilter with the other papers, they’re contrary to what most people think, too. They’re walking a fine line. Mark my words: one day they will go too far.’

It occurred to Pablo he should say something about the importance of a free press in a democracy but thought better of it. In any case, democracy in Argentina had been suspended, though the junta insisted it was only a temporary measure.

Later that day, Colonel Ramón arrived, asking to see the Cardinal.

‘Do you have an appointment, Colonel?’ Pablo asked, knowing that he didn’t. When the Colonel said no, Pablo replied that he would ask the Cardinal if he would see him.

‘You haven’t left him waiting, have you?’ the Cardinal asked.

‘I’m afraid I have.’

‘Show him straight up. And Pablo – in future, the Colonel is someone who does not need an appointment. I’ll see him any time.’

Pablo showed the Colonel into the Cardinal’s office. He was about to withdraw when the Cardinal asked him to stay.

‘I’ve come about the San Patricio murders,’ Ramón said, taking a seat. ‘It will be in all the papers tomorrow, but I wanted to be the first to inform your Eminence. The perpetrators have been found.’

‘Thanks be to God,’ the Cardinal said, with a gratified smile, ‘and well done. You are to be congratulated. I think this calls for a small celebration. You are partial to Scotch, I believe?’ He turned to Pablo. ‘Would you mind fetching the whisky from the cabinet?’ The Cardinal poured two generous measures. The chime of crystal glasses being touched filled the room. ‘Are we allowed to know the details?’

‘It’s quite straightforward,’ the Colonel said. ‘We had a tip-off. We sent a team to watch a house in the Villa Devoto district. We watched their comings and goings for days.’

‘How many of them were there?’

‘Six men and one woman. We think she was only there to cook for them.’

‘You think? You haven’t interrogated them?’

The Colonel took a swallow of whisky, smacking his lips in appreciation. ‘Unfortunately not. They must have seen our men, or perhaps there was an informer. Either way, they tried to shoot their way out. It was quite the battle, I can tell you. Our men were taken by surprise but were able to take control of the situation. Fortunately, it was in the early hours, so there was nobody around to get hurt.’

‘Mother of God,’ Pablo murmured under his breath.

The Colonel turned to face him. ‘I’m sorry… did you say something?’

Pablo was horrified he had spoken without thinking. The Cardinal came to his rescue. ‘You must forgive me, Colonel,’ he said, ‘I should have introduced you. This is Monseñor Morales, my private secretary.’ He emphasized the word private.

Pablo extended his hand. ‘I’m pleased to meet you, Colonel,’ he said.

‘Likewise, Monseñor,’ the Colonel said, giving Pablo a searching look.

‘You were saying, Colonel,’ the Cardinal said.

‘Yes. A gun battle on the streets of our capital city. It’s unbelievable, I know. But my men were magnificent. Two of them were wounded, but, fortunately, not seriously.’

‘And the terrorists?’

‘All dead. Our men called on them to surrender, but they refused.’

‘How can you be sure it’s them,’ Pablo asked, ‘the ones at San Patricio, if you couldn’t question any of them?’

‘Ballistics,’ the Colonel replied, smoothly. ‘A pistol found at the scene matched bullets removed from the bodies of the priests. It’s them all right.’

*

When Pablo returned to the apartment he found Joaquín trying to wrap a bandage around his hand. ‘You’re making a mess of that,’ Pablo said, ‘let me help. Strange,’ he added, ‘I’ve never really noticed your hands before.’

‘Why would you notice my hands?’

‘It’s something I started doing in Rome. A person’s hands tell you something. It’s infallible. Look at mine: pudgy and pale from turning the pages of too many books.’ Examining Joaquín’s injury, he said, ‘But yours…’ He ran his fingertips over thick knuckles and callused skin. ‘You can tell at a glance that these aren’t the hands of a bookworm. What did you do to make hands like these?’

Joaquín shrugged. ‘Everything. Fetching, carrying. Bricklaying, painting, digging. Helping to build new classrooms for the school. Helping parishioners with their vegetable plots. Building God’s kingdom.’

‘In La Boca?’

‘La Boca is the very heart of God’s kingdom. Where else would it be?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. I thought maybe in the Casa Rosada.’

Joaquín didn’t laugh.

‘I met someone interesting today,’ Pablo continued. ‘Colonel Ramón. He came to see the Cardinal about the San Patricio murders.’

Joaquín’s head came up. ‘And?’

He listened, scarcely breathing, while Pablo told him what Ramón had said.

Joaquín was incredulous. ‘And you believed him?’

‘Why wouldn’t I? He’s the chief of police, and anyway, the Cardinal didn’t doubt him.’

Joaquín shook his head in disbelief. ‘Don’t you see? It was the army that killed the priests in San Patricio, but the police can hardly arrest them, can they? So, they came up with a ridiculous story about terrorists, and now they’ve managed to magic six of them from thin air. But they don’t arrest them, do they? No. They don’t want the inconvenience of having to produce them in court any more than they want to face being cross-examined by defence lawyers.

‘So, what do they do? They wait until it’s late, then they stick a few bodies in a truck and take them out to Villa Devoto. When they’re sure no one’s looking, they dump the bodies on the street and then shoot their guns in the air so that people in the neighbourhood will hear it, sure that nobody will dare to look out. Then they trumpet their success in bringing terrorists to justice and tell anyone who’ll listen how brave they were, facing down a gang of murderers in a gunfight that never took place. It’s a stitch-up.’

‘Very clever, Joaquín, but where would they get the bodies from? And it was seven – you’re forgetting the woman.’

Joaquín was on his feet, his voice rising at Pablo’s obtuseness. ‘Jesus wept, Pablo! Six, seven, what does it matter? If they can kill priests, they can kill anyone. Drifters, prostitutes, drug addicts – people no one cares about and who will never be reported missing.’

‘No. Two of the police were injured. They’re in hospital.’

‘Which hospital, Pablo?’ Joaquín leaned over the table, eye to eye with Pablo. ‘I’ll tell you what – tell me which hospital they’re in and we’ll go together to visit them, to give them the grateful blessing of the Church. If we find two policemen with gunshot wounds, I’ll eat your biretta.’

‘Mother of God, Joaquín, you should listen to yourself,’ Pablo said, trying to keep his voice even. ‘I can’t tell you which hospital because I don’t know. How do you keep coming up with this stuff? It’s all supposition and rumour. Show me some evidence, like the Colonel did.’

‘What evidence did he show you? Some photographs of dead bodies being put into police trucks, covered with sheets?’

‘No. He showed me the ballistics report. Scientific evidence, Joaquín. It’s irrefutable.’

*

In the days that followed, Pablo and Joaquín barely spoke to each other. Pablo took to working late on the planning for the introduction of Catholic education; Joaquín found lots of parish meetings he needed to attend. By Saturday, Pablo had had enough. He was up early and walked to a bakery at the crossroads by the church and returned ten minutes later with freshly baked rolls for breakfast. He was frying eggs when Joaquín entered the kitchen. ‘I’ve made coffee, help yourself,’ Pablo said. ‘Breakfast will only be a minute.’

‘I can’t. I have to go out,’ Joaquín said, turning away.

Pablo raised his voice. ‘Joaquín. Wait.’ His friend stopped. ‘Joaquín, I’m sorry. Please don’t go. Can’t we agree to disagree and still carry on as friends?’

‘I would like to, but there are some things where it’s not possible to agree to disagree.’

‘I know. I’ve been thinking about it, and I have an idea. Why don’t we each think of the other as the devil’s advocate? You think I’m wrong, I think you’re wrong; only one of us can be right. Eventually we’ll find out which one of us it is, but until then, the bonds of our friendship can stop us from turning against each other. We could at least try. What do you say?’

Joaquín remained by the door, pondering Pablo’s words, the sizzling of the eggs filling the air between them. ‘I’ve been thinking about it too, Pablo. You’re right, we should at least try.’ He stepped into the kitchen. ‘That coffee smells bloody good.’

‘It’s the Cardinal’s personal blend. I liberated it from his pantry.’

Joaquín grinned. ‘I knew there had to be some benefits working for the old bastard.’

‘Father Castillo,’ Pablo said, pretending to be shocked by Joaquín’s language, ‘if the old bastard heard you calling him that, he’d have you working in a homeless shelter in Ushuaia before you could say Corpus Christi.’

‘You never know, I might like it down there,’ Joaquín said, opening a cupboard to retrieve two cups. ‘I hear the view of the mountains is incredible. By the way,’ he added, pointing at the frying pan, ‘I think those eggs are done.’

The friends embraced. Joaquín was so skinny Pablo was reminded of a marionette: long, thin sticks of wood held together with string.

‘How did you manage living and working in the Vatican?’ Joaquín asked, mopping up an egg yolk with a piece of bread.

Pablo tilted his head, pondering Joaquín’s question. ‘When you’re there, you don’t even think about it. If you went to Rome for a holiday, you’d be bowled over by its magnificence, but when you live there, it doesn’t take long before you stop noticing it. It’s like when you cross the Plaza de Mayo but you never see the grand buildings all around it. A young priest has to fit in, learn the rules of the game, make an impression, climb the ladder. The best word I can think of to describe it is serpentine, because you have to become a snake, which is ironic, I suppose.’

Joaquín threw back his head and laughed. ‘I knew it,’ he sputtered, between guffaws. ‘I knew that all the pious platitudes they spouted were just that, that everything was rotten behind the gilded façades, but to hear you say it…’

They cleared the breakfast dishes together, Pablo washing and Joaquín drying.

‘What are your plans for today?’ Joaquín asked.

‘It’s my day for hearing confessions at the cathedral.’

‘You did say you would take confessions here, too.’

‘How about next week?’

‘That would be perfect. And I thought it would be nice if we said the noon mass together tomorrow.’

‘I’d like that.’

Pablo left the apartment to take a bus to the Plaza de Mayo, alighting at the end furthest from the cathedral. The early summer flowers waved like tiny flags in the morning’s brightness. It was set to be another hot day. As he strolled across the square, he noticed a group of about twenty or thirty women, all wearing plain white headscarves. One of them had separated from the rest and was leading them towards the Casa Rosada. Her march was blocked by a police officer who raised a baton across his chest to indicate he would not allow her to go any further. The woman advanced until she was inches away. He shouted something in her face, but she stood her ground. The officer pushed her with the baton, forcing her to step backwards. She offered no resistance, but as soon as he stopped pushing, she moved forward again. Pablo watched fascinated as the police officer pushed her back three times, only for her to move forward every time he stopped.

He shouted at her again, but the woman didn’t respond. He tried a different tactic: taking a step back he waved the end of his baton in the woman’s face. Undeterred, she stepped forward again. His patience exhausted, the officer struck the woman, knocking her to the ground. Immediately, the other women rushed forward to surround their fallen comrade, yelling at the policeman and protecting her from further blows. A squad of police carrying riot shields ran from the side of the Casa Rosada and, ignoring whatever injury the woman might have sustained, used their shields to herd the women to the opposite end of the square. Passers-by hurried away, faces averted, or changed direction to avoid going near.

A gasp of disbelief escaped Pablo’s throat. He had never seen anything so vicious. He could feel his limbs trembling. Rooted to the spot, he watched open-mouthed as the police forced the women across the square, shocked by the realization that even if he were to report it, nobody would be interested. Naked brutality in broad daylight, with a thousand spectators but not a single witness.

Minutes later, people were streaming across the plaza unaware that anything had happened. Still agitated, Pablo crossed the plaza and hurried up the cathedral steps, passing between two of the enormous classical columns that made up the façade and past the plaque that read Salvum fac populum tuum. ‘Then save your people.’ Inside, he headed for the San Luis chapel and knelt before its Pietà statue, clasping his hands together and bowing his head in prayer. Only, what should he pray for? Comfort for the unknown woman in the plaza? Peace? Understanding? Reconciliation? He dismissed every thought as hackneyed, meaningless, pointless. He tried to turn his mind to the presence of the Virgin holding the body of her dead Son. It was not a great work of art like the original in Rome: the marble was too white, the lines too angular, but it moved him.

He glanced at his watch. It was nearly time for his two-hour stint hearing confessions. He made his way back to the nave, to one of the confessional stalls sitting beside the massive square columns. Entering the priest’s side, he took a stole from his pocket, draped it around his neck and sat down to wait. It was less than a minute before he heard the opening and closing of the door on the penitent’s side, and the rustling of clothes as they lowered themselves to the hard wooden kneeler. Pablo raised his hand to make the sign of the cross. ‘In the name of the Father, and of the Son…’

The penitent – a woman – responded with the words taught to all Catholics as children: ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned…’

The sins confessed in the metropolitan cathedral of Buenos Aires are the same as sins confessed everywhere. Most of them venial, some more serious, all banal. Deceit, greed, theft, adultery. Malice, envy, lust, pride…

He saw none of the penitents, all were concealed by a purple curtain. With one or two, Pablo entered into a brief conversation about their transgressions, but each confession ended with him giving a penance, in the form of prayers to be said, or masses to be offered up, and inviting the penitent to say the prayer of contrition while he said the prayer of absolution. And it was over. The forgiveness of sins. One of the greatest blessings in the Church’s gift.

The routine of the confessional made Pablo feel calmer. He shifted on his seat, trying to find a comfortable position on the hard wooden bench. His back was a mass of aches and he was desperate to stretch his legs. He yawned, his hands coming up to rub his eyes. This was a form of penance too, he reflected: the tedium and discomfort of hearing confessions was something to be endured, not relished. He looked at his watch, turning its face to see it better in the dim light of the cubicle. Thank the Lord, only a few minutes left.

The last penitent was male – a teenager, from the sound of him.

‘It has been more than a year since my last confession,’ the boy said.

‘That’s a long time,’ Pablo said. ‘You know that Catholics have a duty to make their confession at least once a year.’

‘I know, Padre. I’m sorry.’

The boy’s voice was hesitant and tremulous. It was more than embarrassment over the time since his last confession. Was it anxiety? Guilt? And then it hit Pablo: the boy was frightened. How great must his sins be to be afraid of confession?

‘It’s all right,’ Pablo said, softly, ‘you’re making a good confession now, and that’s what is important. Carry on.’

‘Padre,’ the boy said, ‘I’ve been told I don’t need to confess, but my conscience won’t leave me alone. I lie awake at night terrified that when I die, I will go to hell. I need somebody to tell me what to do.’

‘Who told you there was no need to confess?’

‘The chaplain.’

‘The chaplain?’

‘Where I work.’

Pablo wondered how many workplaces had a chaplain but let it pass. ‘There is always a need to confess,’ he said, ‘even the slightest sin wounds God deeply. Do you want to tell me?’

‘My sins are not slight, Padre, and I am frightened to confess.’

‘Why are you frightened?’

‘Because of what might happen to me if they find out.’

‘I promise you,’ Pablo said, ‘the seal of the confessional is sacred and cannot be broken. Unless you open the curtain on your side, your identity is hidden from me. No matter what you tell me, no one will ever know that it was you who confessed it.’

‘But afterwards you could come out and watch me as I leave,’ the boy objected.

‘I swear on the holy cross that I will wait for five minutes after you are gone before I come out,’ Pablo replied. ‘Does that satisfy you?’

‘Yes, Padre.’

‘Then may God almighty, who opens every heart, help you to know your sins and put your trust in His mercy.’

The boy’s confession was long and rambling. He worked in a prison in Buenos Aires but would not say which one. He was a guard in the section where newly arrested prisoners were brought in. The treatment of prisoners was terrible, he told Pablo. They were beaten on arrival, to soften them up, though he himself had never taken part in a beating. Women were violated.

‘Have you ever violated a woman?’ Pablo asked, his breath catching with revulsion as he asked the question.

‘No, Padre. I am not important enough for that. Only the sergeants and officers above them are allowed to do that. But I hear the screams.’

That was not all. Prisoners were kept in filthy conditions and tortured routinely with something called the machine. The boy did not know what the machine was, but again, he could hear the screams.

‘I hear them screaming in my sleep,’ he said, sobbing.

Pablo waited for him to calm down. ‘Is there anything else you would like to tell me?’ he asked.

‘No, Padre.’

‘You have made a good confession,’ Pablo said. ‘You have sinned not because you took part in any of these terrible acts, but because you did nothing to stop them. I can tell that you are truly sorry for your sins but there is a condition before I can give absolution. The condition is you must resolve not to commit the same sins again.’

‘No, Padre. If I tried to stop them, they would do the same to me.’

‘Can’t you leave, or ask for a transfer to somewhere else?’

‘No, Padre, I can’t leave. I could ask for a transfer, but it is said these things are happening all over.’

‘In Buenos Aires?’ Pablo asked, shocked.

‘All over Argentina, Padre.’

Pablo did not know what to say. From habit, he glanced at his watch. He had a decision to make: should he withhold absolution? The boy was in an impossible situation, and not one he had brought upon himself. He said a silent prayer for guidance. A fragment of Luke’s gospel came to him: Do not judge, lest you yourself be judged… The meaning of the passage had been debated many times when he was in the seminary, but never had it seemed more apt than now. It was not for him to sit in judgement on the boy. ‘For your penance,’ he said, ‘you should attend mass every day for a week. At night, when you hear the screams of the tortured in your sleep, I suggest you pray to St Jude. And, for the sake of your immortal soul, you should come to confession every week until you are able to get away from this unbearable situation you find yourself in.’

‘Thank you, Padre,’ the boy said, the relief in his voice plain to hear. ‘May God bless you.’

‘Say your act of contrition now,’ Pablo said, continuing with the ancient formula. ‘I absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.’

‘Amen,’ the boy whispered.

As he had promised, Pablo waited for five minutes. Leaving the confessional stall, not looking where he was going, he stumbled into an elderly couple.

In the collision Pablo dropped his breviary. The man stooped to pick it up. ‘Are you all right, Padre?’ he asked as he handed it back.

‘Yes…’ Pablo looked at the couple without seeing them. ‘Yes. Sorry, yes, thank you,’ he mumbled, as he walked quickly away. As never before in his life, he needed to pray.




Kyrie eléison

On Sunday morning, Joaquín ambled to the kitchen from the bathroom, towelling his hair, anticipating the aroma of freshly made coffee. Instead, a fog of stale cigarette smoke enveloped him. He coughed. The towel fell to his shoulders, and he saw Pablo sitting at the table, a cigarette dangling from his fingers.

‘Buah,’ Joaquín said, grimacing. ‘It reeks in here. Why don’t you open the window?’

‘I never thought,’ Pablo replied, taking a last pull on the cigarette before stubbing it out. ‘I’m sorry.’ His eyes followed Joaquín as he crossed the room to open the window.

‘How long have you been up?’ Joaquín asked, looking sideways at the empty coffee pot and the ashtray crammed with cigarette butts.

‘Ages. I haven’t slept a wink all night,’ Pablo replied, rubbing his eyes.

Joaquín filled the kettle and set it on the stove. ‘You look awful,’ he said, pulling out a seat to face Pablo. ‘Is something wrong?’

Pablo could not meet Joaquín’s gaze. He stood and walked to the window, looking towards the church. ‘You could say that,’ he said.

‘Is it the Cardinal, or is it something you’ve done?’

Pablo shook his head. ‘Neither. I’ve haven’t seen or spoken to him since Thursday.’

‘What is it, then?’

Another shake of the head. With a heavy sigh, Pablo returned to his seat. Picking up the cigarette packet he tried to shake out another cigarette. It was empty. He screwed it up and threw it at the waste bin. It missed and skittered across the floor before ending up back at his feet. He picked it up and put it back on the table. ‘I wish you wouldn’t look at me like that,’ he said.

‘Like what?’

‘Like… I don’t know. It doesn’t matter.’ Pablo’s eyes fluttered closed. His head drooped forward. He jerked back to wakefulness, saying, ‘Do you remember, when we were in the seminary, and we were learning about confession, and we had to discuss how a priest should respond if someone confessed to a truly monstrous crime?’

‘Who wouldn’t? I remember Monseñor Torres telling us over and over about the seal of the confessional and our sacred duty of silence, no matter what. Is that what this is about? Has someone finally confessed to one of those crimes?’

‘It sounds absurd when you say it like that, but it’s not. In fact, it’s awful. Yes, I did hear something in confession, yesterday, and I can’t get it out of my head because I know about something terrible, but I can’t do a thing about it.’

While Joaquín went down to the church for morning mass, Pablo took a shower. They said the noontime mass together. In the afternoon, Pablo’s sleepless night caught up with him and he dozed off in a chair. At supper that evening, Joaquín asked if he had decided what he was going to do.

‘What can I do, Joaquín? I can hardly inform the authorities about the abuse that’s taking place in one of their own prisons, can I? Anyway, I don’t even know which one it is. The only thing I can think of is to tell the Cardinal. I’ve thought of suggesting that the Church proposes a commission to investigate conditions in prisons generally, without revealing what I learned. At least that would be something.’

Joaquín put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘Pablo, if you will listen to my advice, I think that’s the last thing you should do. The Cardinal won’t want to risk his precious Catholic education in every school for the sake of a few unfortunate prisoners having to endure miserable conditions. He’ll tell you to look at the bigger picture, that the Process for National Reorganization was bound to produce a few casualties, that what you have heard is nothing more than a few over-zealous officials overstepping the mark. The only thing that will happen if you tell him is he will start to have second thoughts about you. Is that what you want?’

Pablo gave Joaquín a diffident smile. ‘That’s not what I was expecting you to say. I thought you would tell me it was my duty to come to the defence of the oppressed, not to walk away from a fight.’

‘You don’t need me to tell you what your duty is, Pablo. If you want a fight, there are plenty to be had here in La Boca. The important thing is to pick your battles. Choose one you can win, or at least make a difference. I’m sorry to say, this isn’t one of them.’

*

Pablo had to wait until late on Monday afternoon before an opportunity arose to speak with the Cardinal. He didn’t broach the subject of the confession. Instead, he asked about the women in the Plaza de Mayo.

‘The madwomen?’ the Cardinal said, rolling his eyes. ‘Everyone knows about them. For months they’ve been parading up and down the square decked out in their self-righteousness and headscarves embroidered with the names of their children. They even have the nerve to come into the cathedral to pretend to pray so they can make use of the toilets. They’re an affront to all right-thinking people.’

‘But why are they there? And why were the police so aggressive with them? I hadn’t noticed them before, but when I came to work this morning, they were back again.’

‘They claim to be the mothers of people they say the government has kidnapped and murdered. They protest in the square in front of the Casa Rosada demanding to know what has happened to them. It’s a disgrace. Yes, it’s possible their children have disappeared, but to say more than that is outrageous. It’s a fact of life: young people disappear all the time. They grow up and leave home. They decide they don’t want to go on living with their parents and off they go. Who knows where to? They could be working in Patagonia, or even abroad. It’s also possible that some become criminals, or join the Montoneros, but just because their parents don’t know where they are, that doesn’t mean their children are victims of some sinister government plot, does it?’

‘No, I suppose not. But still, the police were brutal. One of them hit a woman across the face with his truncheon. If I’d been closer, I would have gone over to help.’

The Cardinal pursed his lips in displeasure. ‘Pablo, I can’t impress this on you strongly enough: whatever you do, do not allow these women to drag you into things that do not concern you.’

‘But what I saw was a violation of human rights. Don’t we have a duty to speak out against oppression?’

‘Yes, if it’s true oppression. But, for the Church, human rights is a difficult subject. There is a constant danger of falling into error. Human rights spring from an atheist mentality, where this mortal life is considered more important than the one that is to come. If the government were preventing the Church in its mission to preach the gospel, that would be true oppression. But a woman hit by an aggressive police officer – is that true oppression? Excesses like this are found in every country, and who knows what she might have said to provoke him?’

Pablo was not convinced. ‘It didn’t look like she said anything. She didn’t seem to be doing any harm. All she was doing was standing there. If nothing else, shouldn’t the Church be offering comfort to any woman who has lost a child?’

‘Of course, Pablo,’ the Cardinal said, trying to be conciliatory. ‘But, at the same time, we must not forget that the Church is for everybody, the just and the unjust alike. It is not for us to take sides. Our role is to be present, to give comfort wherever it is needed.’

‘But if we say nothing, it looks like we are taking sides. The Church must stand with the people when they are being oppressed.’

‘If they are victims of true oppression that affects their spiritual welfare, then I agree with you, Pablo, but until then, the Church will do what it always does.’

‘Which is?’

‘To watch, and to pray.’

*

Watch and pray? Pablo wasn’t sure what he had been hoping for from the Cardinal, but it was certainly more than useless platitudes. Could Joaquín be right when he said the Cardinal’s sympathies were with the generals? By the time he reached the apartment he’d calmed down enough to remember he needed to stop at the liquor store to buy wine and cigarettes. The proprietor was delighted to see him again. He went into the back and returned carrying two bottles, wiping thick dust off them with a grimy cloth. Seeing the dubious look on Pablo’s face he tapped a finger to his nose. ‘Trust me, Padre,’ he said, ‘this wine is special. If the Pope himself came in, I couldn’t give him anything better.’

‘I’ll tell him next time I see him,’ Pablo said.

‘You are very funny, Padre.’ The old man grinned, revealing uneven rows of teeth stained by decades of smoking and endless cups of maté. He cackled with laughter as he put Pablo’s purchases in a bag.

Over supper, Pablo had to admit that the wine was better than he had expected.

‘It’s not bad at all,’ Joaquín agreed. ‘Where did you get it?’

‘The liquor store over the road.’

Joaquín grinned. ‘Don Gonzalo’s? And did he have a story to go with it?’

‘He said if the Holy Father himself came in he couldn’t have given him anything better.’

‘I bet he did. What did you say?’

‘I said I would tell him next time I saw him.’

Joaquín guffawed. ‘You actually said that?’

‘Why not? I’ve met the Pope – several times. The old man thought it was hilarious.’

‘That sounds like Gonzalo,’ Joaquín said. ‘I don’t know how old he is, but he must be in his seventies and still he tells the most sordid stories about how popular he is with women.’

‘From the look of him, I would say the only person he would be popular with would be a dentist.’

‘It’s rumoured that he has contacts with the Montoneros,’ Joaquín said, reaching for the bottle to refill his glass.

Pablo held out his own glass for more. ‘Really? He doesn’t look like he’d have it in him.’

‘You remember I told you about the parish workers who were murdered? The woman was his cousin’s granddaughter.’

Joaquín’s words dampened the mood. He stood and began to clear the dishes from the table.

‘I spoke to the Cardinal today,’ Pablo said.

‘About the prison?’

‘No. I decided to take your advice. I asked him about the woman I saw beaten in the Plaza de Mayo instead.’

‘The Madres?’

‘Is that what they’re called?’

‘It’s what they call themselves. The Madres de la Plaza de Mayo. Everyone knows about them.’

‘Except me, apparently.’

Joaquín’s eyes narrowed. ‘What did he say?’

‘Oh, he has no time for them. He said they were a menace. He said their accusations were disgraceful. And that the woman who was beaten must have done something to deserve it.’

‘But surely you’ve seen the lists in La Opinión?’

‘Lists? Of what?’

‘People who have disappeared. It’s not a regular thing, so maybe you haven’t seen one yet. Every so often names are printed. People who have simply vanished. Literally into thin air.’

‘Where do the names come from, then?’

‘From the families who are left behind.’

‘If they’re published in La Opinión, I don’t think the Cardinal would take much notice of them,’ Pablo said, picking up a plate and wiping it dry.

‘Why not?’

‘Because the editor is a Jew.’

‘It’s not just La Opinión that publishes the names. Sometimes you see them in the Herald too.’

‘He doesn’t like the Herald either.’

‘What a surprise.’

‘You don’t like him, do you?’

‘I don’t know him well enough to like him or not like him. I can only judge him by what he does. When I asked for his help, he refused.’

‘I think he has an almost impossible task,’ Pablo said. ‘In a position like his, you’re on your own: there’s no one to turn to for advice. He told me that when you achieve high office in the Church you must learn to put the Church’s interests before everything else, including yourself. He asked me if I thought I would be able to do it. I said yes without even stopping to think about what I was saying yes to.’

‘Surely the best interests of the Church are the same as the best interests of the people,’ Joaquín said.

‘I thought so,’ Pablo said, ‘but then he said the Church’s mission was to save souls, and that concerns about this mortal life must take second place.’

Joaquín sighed. ‘Pablo, the best I can say about him is he’s in denial. If the Church loses its connection with the people, it loses its reason for existing. Didn’t Christ say He had been sent by the Father to bring good news to the poor and to set the oppressed free?’

‘We both know that bringing good news to the poor is not an instruction to become a communist. Christ’s mandate concerns spiritual poverty, and the oppression He was talking about was the oppression of sin.’

Joaquín grimaced and shook his head. ‘Something else we both know is that even the Devil can quote scripture to suit his own ends.’

*

On Thursday, after going through the correspondence and making the changes the Cardinal wanted to the notes for the conference of bishops, Pablo left the residence and went to the cathedral. In the sacristy he found one of the cathedral deacons.

‘I want to say a mass for a private intention,’ Pablo told him.

‘Of course, Padre. Do you have a preference for a particular chapel?’

‘San Luis.’

The deacon nodded. ‘There are no altar servers at this time of day, but I could serve for you, if you wish.’

‘Thank you, I appreciate that.’

‘Do you need to borrow some vestments?’

Pablo produced a length of cloth. ‘I’ve brought my own stole, but I don’t have anything else.’

From a closet, the deacon selected an alb and a chasuble. While Pablo put the vestments on, the deacon unlocked a cupboard from which he took a plain silver chalice, a small silver plate and a set of cruets into one of which he poured water, and into the other, wine. On the silver plate he placed a large circular wafer before putting on his own alb. At the chapel they found an elderly couple at prayer before the Pietà.

‘I am about to say mass for a private intention,’ Pablo said to them. ‘You are welcome to stay, if you wish.’

The paraphernalia Pablo and the deacon had brought with them were deposited on the altar. The two men genuflected. ‘In the name of the Father, and of the Son…’ Pablo said, crossing himself. The deacon and the congregation of two followed suit. Minutes later, their numbers were swelled by people from within the cathedral who had seen that a mass was being said.

After the readings from scripture Pablo approached the lectern to read the gospel. He noticed a small group of women had entered, all wearing white headscarves. He tried to put them out of his mind as he turned the page to a passage from St John.

*

That evening, Joaquín returned late to find the apartment in darkness. He called out, ‘Pablo… are you home?’ His call was met with silence. He groped for the light switch and went through to the kitchen to find Pablo standing at the window, bathed in the pale glow of the moon rising over the rooftops. Unlike almost every other evening, there was no open bottle of wine on the table, no ashtray filled with cigarette stubs, no dirty dishes in the sink.

Pablo barely registered Joaquín’s presence. ‘Pablo,’ Joaquín said, giving Pablo’s shoulder a gentle shake, ‘are you all right?’

Only now did Pablo stir. Seeming to emerge from a trance, he said, ‘Oh, Joaquín. It’s you. I didn’t hear you come in. Did you say something?’

‘I asked if you were all right.’

‘I think so. Yes. Yes,’ he repeated, ‘never better.’

‘Are you sure? Why are you standing here in the dark?’

‘I was so wrapped up in my thoughts I hadn’t noticed.’ Catching the look on Joaquín’s face, Pablo added, ‘I’m fine. Really.’

Joaquín was not convinced. ‘Did something happen today? Between you and the Cardinal?’

Pablo took a deep breath, and reached for Joaquín’s hand. ‘Something happened, but it had nothing to do with the Cardinal. I’ve had a most extraordinary experience.’

‘What was it?’

‘I’m not sure how to explain it. I’ve been thinking about it all afternoon and evening, but I’m no wiser now than I was before.’

Joaquín’s eyebrows lifted. ‘You’re talking in riddles, Pablo. What happened?’

‘I said mass.’

‘That’s all?’

Pablo sighed. ‘You know how I’ve been struggling, not sure about the Cardinal and what he’s up to?’

‘Of course. A blind man in a dark room would know.’

‘I thought it would help to clear my mind if I said a mass as a way of asking the Lord to tell me what I should do.’

‘Where did you say it?’

‘In the cathedral.’

‘You could have said it here,’ Joaquín said, removing his hand from Pablo’s grip. ‘You only had to ask.’

‘I know, but I wanted it to be just me and if I had said mass here, I would have had to come all the way back, find you, explain what I wanted to do… it was simpler to walk to the cathedral.’

‘So, you said mass and it was the most extraordinary experience of your life.’

‘Joaquín, please don’t be angry with me. All I was doing was saying mass for a private intention. You must have done it yourself at one time or another. I wasn’t expecting anything out of the ordinary.’

Joaquín took a deep breath. ‘If it was so much simpler not to ask me in the first place, why bother to tell me about it now?’ He crossed the kitchen to open a cupboard. ‘Is there any wine? Why don’t we share a bottle while you tell me all about it?’ Pablo pointed to a bottle sitting on the countertop. Joaquín snatched it and, scowling, extracted the cork and poured two glasses.

Pablo left his untouched.

‘You’re not thirsty?’ Joaquín asked.

‘I’m not anything. I’m not thirsty, I’m not hungry, I’m not unhappy, or irritated, or anxious… I don’t even want a cigarette, though I haven’t had one since breakfast. It’s strange. I can tell you all of the things I’m not, but if you were to ask me to describe how I feel right now, I would struggle to put it into words.’

‘You could try, couldn’t you?’

Pablo pulled out a chair, using the moment to think how to explain. ‘I feel at peace, Joaquín,’ he said, sitting down. ‘I have such a strong sense of it that I can’t imagine feeling any other way.’

‘It must have been more than extraordinary, then,’ Joaquín said, picking up his glass and emptying it in one go. ‘Are you going to tell me what happened, or aren’t you?’

‘I’ll try. When you say mass, do you ever feel yourself completely lost in it?’

‘I wouldn’t say I feel lost, exactly.’

Pablo shook his head. ‘That’s the wrong word. Not lost, immersed.’ He closed his eyes, thinking back. ‘So immersed that you stop being aware of what you’re doing.

‘That’s how I felt today. I lost any sense I had of myself, of my being there at the altar. And for the first time in my life, I really felt that Christ was there with me, standing next to me, guiding my hand, telling me what to say. With me in the most real way imaginable.

‘When I came to say, through Him, with Him, and in Him, a new understanding came to me, of what the words actually meant. I was with Him and in Him, one, together. When it came to the sacrament, it was not simply the taking of the body and blood, it was a communion of spirits.’

‘My God,’ Joaquín breathed. ‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’

‘I have never known a feeling of such completeness,’ Pablo continued. ‘It started when the deacon read the epistle. When he said, Lay all your cares before God because He is concerned for you, it was as if I had been blind but could suddenly see.

‘And I can see, Joaquín, do you understand? I can see my way through all this nonsense with the Cardinal. I don’t have to think of what to do any more, all I have to do is believe: God will show me what I must do.’ Pablo stood, pushing his chair out of the way to pace back and forth across the small space. ‘I thought my faith was strong before. But this… this.’ He stopped and looked intently at his friend. ‘I don’t understand why or how, but I feel transfixed by faith – do you see?’

‘You don’t think it could have been a hallucination of some kind?’ When Pablo shook his head, Joaquín went on, ‘No. That would be too easy wouldn’t it? Maybe you’ve had a revelation of some kind. The sort of thing that, when we were in the seminary, we all dreamed of and hoped for, but none of us ever really believed would happen. And now it’s happened to you. What are we going to do about it?’

‘We?’ Pablo said.

‘Sorry, Pablo, I meant you. But if you are to be a saint, I hope you’ll be generous enough to allow some of your sanctity to rub off on me.’

‘Don’t make fun of me, Joaquín. I’m only trying to explain what happened. If anything, it’s a little frightening. Why would something like this happen to me? I didn’t know if you would believe it – if anyone would believe it.’

Joaquín embraced his friend. ‘I’m not making fun of you,’ he said. ‘I’m surprised, maybe even a little awestruck,’ he continued. ‘You have no idea how many times I’ve prayed asking to feel that kind of closeness to God, but it’s never happened. I’m envious, if I’m being truthful.’

Pablo smiled. ‘Don’t be envious. Did nobody ever tell you it’s one of the deadly sins?’

That night sleep again refused to come to Pablo, though, unlike the previous occasion, he did not feel perturbed by it: he was glad he could not sleep. He had the nagging thought that if he did, he might open his eyes the next morning only to find it had all been a dream. His memory was as clear as the night sky at the top of a high peak, when the trail of stars in the Milky Way reveals the vastness of the universe.

He played back the words he had exchanged with the deacon when they returned to the sacristy.

‘Did you feel it, Monseñor?’ the deacon had said, his words slow and deliberate, like a punch-drunk fighter.

‘Yes.’

‘What was it?’

‘I don’t know.’

The deacon didn’t share Pablo’s uncertainty. ‘It was the presence of Christ, beside us in the chapel.’

‘Christ is present in every mass, in His body and blood.’

‘Yes, Monseñor, but not like this. I could feel Him, like He was standing next to me, as if I could have turned to Him and spoken to Him.’

‘Yes,’ Pablo said, ‘I know, but…’ He turned to face the crucifix that was affixed to one of the walls.

‘But what?’

‘You mustn’t tell anyone.’

‘Why not? It was a miracle. I felt it, you felt it. Other people too. Everyone who was there. I could see it in their faces as we left.’

‘Did you see anything else?’

‘No, nothing.’

‘It was the same for me. I felt it, but that was all. If we tell anyone, can you imagine what the reaction will be? You felt something, you say? A presence? I can see the raised eyebrow of the dean of the cathedral chapter now. Tell me, exactly what did you feel? he will ask. Did something touch you? Did the air become cold, or warm? Was it like the wind? And how will we answer? No, we will say, it was not anything physical. It was an inner thing, a manifestation of the Spirit. And he will say, More likely a manifestation of your imagination.’

‘Why would he say that?’ the deacon asked.

‘Because the Church has a duty to be vigilant for charlatans who would mislead the faithful. It would be different if there was some form of physical proof, like stigmata.’

The deacon looked at his hands.

‘You see?’ Pablo said, showing his own hands to the deacon. ‘Nothing.’

‘We will tell them that we felt the presence of the Lord as a physical thing.’

Pablo shook his head. ‘It’s not enough. Unless there is physical proof, nobody will believe us.’

Pablo saw he should do something to offer the deacon some hope. ‘On Saturdays,’ he said, ‘I hear confessions. I will come early and say mass in the chapel again. You will serve for me and we will see what happens. Agreed?’

‘Yes, Padre. And thank you.’

‘You do not need to thank me. I did nothing. If anything was done, it was done by God. It was He that guided your footsteps to bring you here today, not me.’




Gloria

Waiting for Saturday morning to arrive, time moved so slowly for Pablo that it seemed to be taunting him. As he had the week before, he took the bus to the Plaza de Mayo. With his shoulders hunched against the cooling drizzle that had descended on the square he saw no sign of the Madres until he reached the cathedral steps. As he mounted the portico, perhaps six or eight of them ran to him, clamouring for him to bless them. A priest cannot refuse such a request. He lifted his hand to give the benediction.

‘No, Padre, not all together. A blessing for each of us,’ one of the women said. She sank to her knees before him. Raising her eyes to look into his, she said, ‘Please, Padre?’ The other women knelt beside her. Pablo let his hand rest on the woman’s head before tracing a cross on her forehead, saying, ‘May the blessing of almighty God…’ He moved along the line, placing his hand on each head in turn.

Leaving them, he turned on his heel and entered the cathedral, striding down the nave, until he heard shouts coming after him.

‘Padre! Wait!’

The Madres were running to catch up. He did not know what he should do. The Cardinal’s injunction against having anything to do with the madwomen, as he insisted on calling them, ran through his mind. Which would cause more trouble for him: to be seen speaking with the women in the body of the cathedral, or the commotion that was likely to ensue if he ignored them? He stopped.

‘What now?’ he asked. His voice echoed through the empty arches on either side.

The woman who had spoken to him outside came up to him. ‘A miracle, Padre,’ she gasped, recovering her breath. ‘We have all seen a miracle.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he said.

The woman reached for Pablo’s hand and touched it to her face. ‘See, Padre,’ she said, tilting her face to the light. ‘A week ago, one of those stinking milicos hit me with his truncheon. I had to go to the hospital. The doctor told me it was bad, and that my cheekbone was fractured.’ She pointed to her left cheek and eye. ‘All this side of my face was scabbed and swollen like a melon. The bruises were black or purple, here – and all round my eyes. My sisters said it looked like I had been hit by a train.’ She turned to the other Madres.

‘Sí, Padre, it’s true,’ one of them said. ‘She looked a mess.’

‘But look at me now, Padre,’ the woman continued. ‘Where are the bruises? When you touched my face did you notice any swelling, did you feel any scabs?’

‘No, there’s nothing,’ Pablo murmured.

‘No, it’s gone.’

‘Some people heal more quickly than others,’ Pablo said. ‘Perhaps you are one of them.’

‘It was the mass you said the other day, Padre,’ another of the women said. ‘When we went into the chapel, her face was black and swollen. When we came out, it was healed.’

‘It’s a true miracle,’ another said.

‘If what you say is true,’ Pablo said, ‘you must tell a priest so your miracle can be properly examined.’

‘We’re telling you, Padre.’

‘Not me. A priest who knows you, your parish priest. And the doctor who treated you in the hospital.’

The woman bowed her head. ‘If that’s what you want me to do, Padre…’

‘It’s not what I want you to do; it’s what has to be done if you wish to report a miracle.’

Priest and Madres stood face to face, each waiting for the other to move. Then the woman raised her head to look Pablo in the eye. ‘Padre, when will you be saying mass again?’

As he had promised, Pablo met the deacon in the sacristy. They crossed the nave to the chapel in silence. Pablo genuflected before the altar. He chose the same readings as before. The Madres attended, heads bowed, but didn’t try to attract Pablo’s attention.

Afterwards, in the sacristy, Pablo breathed a sigh of relief.

‘You see?’ he said to the deacon. ‘Everything was normal. What happened before must have been no more than our imagination.’

‘No, Monseñor. Just because nothing happened today doesn’t mean it didn’t happen before.’

‘No,’ Pablo agreed. ‘But I don’t think it was a miracle. Perhaps it was a revelation.’

‘You still don’t want me to tell anyone?’

‘No.’

Entering the confessional box Pablo had a sense of purpose that, for once, he might be offering real solace to somebody, but the boy did not come back, and he resigned himself to the humdrum of hearing confessions. The sins confessed to him that day were far removed from the mortal sins that the Church fulminates against. He often suspected that many penitents invented sins so they had something to confess. He had heard every sin before, many times over, and dispensed absolutions and penances almost by rote: ‘For your penance you should say three Hail Marys…’ More than once, he found himself squirming on the hard bench wishing for a more comfortable seat.

As the time allocated for confessions drew to a close, the numbers of the faithful waiting diminished. For ten minutes nobody came into the stall. There were only five minutes of his allotted time left when Pablo heard the door opening and the unmistakeable sound of a person falling to their knees in the narrow space beyond the curtain.

‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned…’

It was the boy.

‘I’m pleased, for your sake, that you have come back,’ Pablo said.

‘You remember me, Padre?’

‘It would be hard not to. Do you want to make your confession?’

‘Yes, Padre.’

‘Have you witnessed more of the terrible things you told me about last time?’

‘No, Padre. Today I want to confess to the sin of telling lies. I remembered what you told me about not sinning again, so I went to see the doctor. I told him I was not well, and he assigned me to lighter duties and told my commander I needed to have fresh air. I am no longer inside the prison. I have been put on the gate at the main entrance. But it was a sin to tell lies to the doctor, I think.’

‘Is there anything else?’

‘No, Padre.’

‘And did you go to mass every day, as I instructed?’

‘Yes, Padre. There is a chapel and the chaplain says mass every day, so I went, as you told me to.’

‘In that case, for your penance, say a decade of the rosary and pray to the Virgin to relieve the suffering of the women you told me about. Now make your act of contrition.’

As the boy recited the words of contrition, Pablo raised his hand in benediction, saying the words of absolution that had changed little for centuries. ‘Go, in the peace and mercy of Jesus Christ, our Lord,’ he said at the end.

But the boy made no move to leave. ‘Is there something else?’ Pablo asked.

‘Yes, Padre.’ The boy hesitated, but from uncertainty, not fear. ‘Padre,’ he said, ‘I told a friend about making my confession to you. He’s like me. He doesn’t trust the chaplain either.’

‘What did your friend say?’

‘He said he wanted to make confession too, but his sins are worse than mine, he said, so he wanted me to come first to ask if you would hear his confession.’

‘Of course I will,’ Pablo said. ‘Confession is for everyone. The more grievous the sin, the greater the need to confess.’

‘He’s afraid you won’t grant him absolution,’ the boy said. ‘He wants to know – even if you can’t forgive his sins, are your lips still sealed?’

‘It is not the priest who forgives sins,’ Pablo said, ‘but God. The priest is only the go-between. Tell your friend – no matter how despicable his sins are, I will never divulge who it was that confessed them.’

‘Thank you, Padre,’ the boy said, ‘I’ll tell him.’

‘Is he here now?’

‘No, Padre. I think maybe he will come next week.’

*

That night Pablo was woken by the sound of driving rain on the window, surging against the glass that seemed ready to shatter at any moment. He could hear the rattling of trash bins as they were bowled along the street and the groaning of trees as the wind ripped leaves from their branches. He remembered something on the radio about a storm front coming in from the Atlantic. An image of an angry sea towering high above a stricken vessel played in his head and he said a quick prayer for any sailors unlucky enough to be caught in it.

By midday, the wind had abated to a stiff breeze, and the street that led down to the church, which usually looked dowdy and neglected, looked like it had had a spring clean, every surface glistening and fresh. Birds were chirruping in the trees, as if in relief that they had been spared, and even parishioners coming into the church for the noon mass looked like their faces had been scrubbed, eyes sparkling, chatting among themselves as if on their way to a wedding.

Pablo found Joaquín, and, as they had the week before, they said mass together, with Pablo overseeing the lighting of the second Advent candle. Afterwards, they stood in the church porch, greeting the parishioners as they came out. The skies had cleared, and the puddles left over from the night’s downpour were already evaporating in the summer warmth.

As one couple emerged from the shadows of the church, Joaquín gave Pablo a nudge. Pablo squinted in the bright sunlight to see Gonzalo with a young woman on his arm. Had Joaquín winked at him, or did he imagine it? Pablo wondered.

Joaquín shook hands with Gonzalo. ‘That was quite a storm last night. I hope your roof didn’t blow away,’ he said. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce me to your lady friend?’

‘Thank you, Padre. No – no major damage,’ Gonzalo replied. He turned his head to face the woman. ‘This is Josefina – my niece,’ he added, quickly. ‘My brother’s daughter. He’s much younger than me, you understand. She’s visiting from La Plata.’

‘Welcome to San Juan, Josefina,’ Joaquín said. ‘Will you be here for Christmas?’

Josefina did not reply but lowered her head to stare at the floor. ‘You must excuse her, Padre,’ Gonzalo said. ‘She’s very upset. Her husband has disappeared. It’s been very difficult for her. We don’t know how long she’ll be staying.’

Pablo shot a look at Joaquín, who gave the slightest shake of his head.

‘If there is anything I can do to help, my door is always open,’ Joaquín said, with a sympathetic smile.

‘Thank you, Padre,’ Gonzalo said. Turning to Pablo he added, ‘And for you, Padre, I thought you might like to know, a case of something quite unusual came in this week. I bought it specially.’

Pablo forced a smile. ‘Thank you, Don Gonzalo. Give me a day or two and I’ll be sure to call in.’

That evening, the apartment doorbell rang. To Pablo’s surprise, it was Gonzalo on the step.

‘Buenas noches, Padre,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry if I’m disturbing you, but Father Castillo said…’

‘Of course,’ Pablo said. ‘Come in, please.’ He led Gonzalo to the sitting room. ‘I’m afraid Father Castillo is out, but he shouldn’t be long. Will you take a glass of wine?’

‘Did you buy it from me?’

Pablo laughed. ‘Of course, who else would I buy it from?’

‘In that case, Padre, I would be happy to take a glass with you.’

When Joaquín returned, Gonzalo began. ‘It’s about my niece. Things in La Plata are very difficult for her now. She can’t go back.’

‘What happened?’ Joaquín asked.

‘Her husband disappeared. She went to the police, and they said he had not been detained by them. They said they had no clue what might have happened to him. People disappear all the time, for many reasons, they said. They were more interested in whether she’d had an argument with her husband than in looking for him.’

‘How did he disappear?’

‘Some men in plain clothes came to his office in the university and took him away.’

‘Did nobody ask who they were?’

Gonzalo shrugged. ‘No, Padre. Nobody dared.’

‘Who do you think they were?’ Pablo said.

‘Who knows? Secret police. Invisible men. Men from Mars for all I know.’

‘And after Josefina reported him missing, what happened?’ Joaquín asked.

‘Nothing, at first. But then, as soon as she told her friends, one by one they disappeared too.’

‘Like her husband?’ Pablo said, shocked.

‘No, not like that.’ Gonzalo gave Pablo a despairing look. ‘What happens when your husband disappears, or a son, or a daughter,’ he went on, as patiently as he could, ‘is that your friends don’t want to know you any more. They don’t disappear exactly, but they disappear to you: they don’t want to have anything to do with you. They don’t talk to you, they don’t want to be seen with you, they won’t come to your house, and they don’t invite you to visit.’

‘Why would they do that?’

‘Because they’re scared, Padre. They worry that if they help the family of someone who has disappeared, they might disappear themselves. Josefina is finished in La Plata. Nobody will have anything to do with her apart from her parents and his parents. Even the school where she worked told her they couldn’t keep her on. So, she has come to me. She can help in the store for as long as she wants to, but she needs something more.’

‘You said she worked at a school?’ Joaquín said.

‘She’s a teacher. Of English. I thought maybe you might know of an opening for her somewhere.’

‘What about religious education?’ Pablo said.

Gonzalo gave him a quizzical look. ‘I don’t know. I can ask. Why?’

‘Father Morales is working on a project to take Catholic education into Jewish schools,’ Joaquín said. ‘Do you think she would have any objections to working with Jews?’

‘No, why would she?’

‘It would at least be a start,’ Pablo said, ‘until something else came along.’

‘I’ll tell her,’ Gonzalo said, getting to his feet.

Joaquín went with him to the door. ‘And also tell her,’ he said, ‘not to lose hope for her husband. I will say a mass for his safe return.’

After Gonzalo had left, Pablo turned to Joaquín. ‘He won’t be found, you know that, don’t you? Is his name one of those published in La Opinión?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘It doesn’t matter whether it is or not,’ Pablo said. ‘I thought these disappearances were all isolated incidents, but they’re not, are they? You were right. Something has to be done.’

When Joaquín didn’t reply, Pablo continued, ‘I’ve thought of going back to Rome but that would be running away. And the Cardinal insists that all this talk of disappearances is just that – talk. We can’t rely on him to do anything. Whatever we decide to do, we can’t expect any support from him.’

‘Are you prepared to go against him?’

Pablo shook his head. ‘I hope it won’t come to that. Not in a big way, at least.’

‘Only, I’ve had an idea.’

‘What?’

‘It’s something I’ve been chewing over since yesterday. You remember you told me about running into the Madres in the cathedral? I think we should do something to help them.’

‘Like what?’

‘What does any conspiracy need, Pablo?’

‘I don’t know. Money? Weapons?’

Joaquín smiled. ‘A safe place to meet. And what safer place to meet than a church?’

‘Are you suggesting they should meet here, in San Juan?’

‘Yes, but only now and then. It wouldn’t be safe to meet in the same place every week. There are other priests who are worried about everything that’s going on. We could set up a network of churches where the Madres could meet, moving from one to the next so the police never catch on. It’s not much, but it’s something. What do you think?’




Dominus vobiscum

Christmas and the new year arrived without fanfare and departed with scarcely a backward glance. On the feast of the Epiphany, Pablo and Joaquín exchanged gifts. Pablo opened a small cardboard box to find a bronze pectoral cross in a nest of tissue paper.

‘My mother bought it for me,’ Joaquín explained, ‘for my ordination. She never realized it was a cross for a bishop. And, since it’s highly unlikely I’ll ever achieve that exalted status, I’d like you to have it.’

‘It’s beautiful,’ Pablo said, turning it over in his hands to examine it. ‘Thank you. I’ll treasure it. I’m afraid I haven’t got anything nearly as special for you.’ He handed Joaquín a plain envelope.

Opening it, Joaquín gasped. ‘Not nearly as special?’ he said. ‘This is incredible.’

‘It’s funny how we both had the same idea,’ Pablo said, ‘to give each other something our mothers gave us.’

‘It’s more money than I’ve seen in my life,’ Joaquín said.

‘It’s half the money from the sale of her apartment. I told you she was well-off.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’

‘It’s traditional just to say thank you. Do you have any idea what you’ll do with it?’

Joaquín grinned. ‘This will be enough to pay for the new roof the school needs. Whenever it rains the teachers put buckets out under the leaks and the kids have to dodge around mini-waterfalls. This’ll get us a roof that will last a hundred years.’ Beaming, he embraced his friend. ‘Thank you, Pablo. I’m lost for words. Feliz Navidad.’

When Joaquín took a few days off to visit his parents, Pablo did not go with him, promising instead to keep an eye on the parish. Left alone in the silent emptiness of nights in the apartment his experience in the cathedral chapel came back to him.

It was a sensation he could not dismiss: a presence, but when he looked for it… nothing. It was no more than a fleeting touch in his consciousness that cropped up in unexpected moments, like a tap on the shoulder, only when he turned to look for it, it was gone. One evening he was walking through the cathedral when he noticed a flickering light coming from the San Luis chapel. The tap on the shoulder again. Heart pounding, he directed his footsteps towards the chapel, but it was only a candle guttering before its light was extinguished. Although he told himself they were tricks of the mind, they kept the feeling alive.

In the cathedral time passed differently from the rest of the world. It had a heartbeat that was so slow it was imperceptible to any who didn’t know how to listen for it. Pablo knew, and he took comfort in its solemn rhythm. It was the pulse of expectation, the waiting for the life yet to come, and he did his best to immerse himself in it, hoping that by surrendering to it, the presence he had felt would make its purpose known.

*

After the lull around the holidays, Pablo’s work for the Cardinal fell into a routine that revolved around the deliberations of various committees. He had come to dread one in particular. A meeting was overdue and could not be put off any longer. Gritting his teeth, he sent out the invitations, hoping their recipients would find reasons why they couldn’t attend, while knowing in his heart that they wouldn’t.

A murder of crows: the thought refused to be dislodged as he surveyed the black-clad churchmen perched around the long table.

The Cardinal’s usual cordiality had been strained by the refusal of the bishops from the western provinces to wear a formal soutane. He had made a point of giving an effusive welcome to Archbishop Laghi, the Papal Nuncio, who looked every inch the regal prelate, elegance personified in a soutane Pablo thought must be made of silk, its surface a sheen of purple so dark it was almost ebony. Laghi, with his face gleaming pink and his white hair brushed back from his high forehead, looked at ease, his hands resting on the table, his self-assurance unmistakeable.

For the fifth time in twenty minutes, Pablo pulled back his sleeve to look at his watch. The meeting had overrun by an hour already and showed no sign of reaching a conclusion. At issue was whether Father Gutiérrez, a Dominican priest from Peru, should receive an invitation to the upcoming conference in Bogotá. Archbishop Laghi had asked to attend the meeting specifically to address this question.

‘He cannot be allowed to speak at the conference,’ the Vatican representative insisted. ‘His Holiness has expressed grave concerns that the theology espoused by Father Gutiérrez is Marxist in character and incompatible with the teaching of the Church that the primary need of mankind is spiritual, not temporal.’

‘None of us can be in any doubt that his teaching is contentious and open to question, and is undoubtedly divisive,’ the Cardinal added.

The Bishop of Concepción did not agree. ‘Father Gutiérrez is someone who demands to be taken seriously,’ he said. ‘Although not everybody shares his views, his conclusions are not frivolous, they are the result of sincere and thoughtful deliberation. If he is prevented from speaking, there will be many who will question our ruling on this matter, and others who will say we did not take sufficient account of the plight of the poor.’

‘The plight of the poor is a stain on many parts of the world, not least in Latin America,’ Laghi conceded, ‘but Christ did not say, “Blessed are the poor.” He said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit,” and it is this interpretation of our mission to the poor that must be given precedence. Christ did not discriminate between the spiritual needs of the poor and the wealthy.’

Stifling a yawn, Pablo moved his fingers to flick a few strands of hair from his forehead. He had stopped taking notes. The Cardinal had lobbied hard to be given the leading role in bringing this conference together. He had confided to Pablo that it would be a demonstration of the pre-eminent position held by the Argentinian Church in Latin America. And of your own pre-eminence, Pablo thought to himself, especially at a time when, everyone knew, the Pope was ailing. He had not voiced his thoughts. It would do his career no harm to be latched to the Cardinal’s rising star. What the Cardinal had not told Pablo was that he had also lobbied General Videla. The President had warmed to the Cardinal’s assertion that the conference would both improve the international standing of Argentina and strengthen relations with the Vatican, and had been enthusiastic in his support.

For over an hour the argument had passed back and forth. The Cardinal had sided with Archbishop Laghi, while the bishops from San Rafael and Concepción had demanded the inclusion of Gutiérrez. Both sides had become locked in stubborn disagreement with neither giving an inch. With no sign of any willingness to compromise, Pablo raised a hand to request permission to speak.

He cleared his throat. ‘I am newly arrived from Rome,’ he said, ‘and not familiar with the theology of Father Gutiérrez. In the spirit of conciliation, I have a suggestion to offer. I am instructed that the minutes of this meeting are to be circulated for comment to all metropolitans across Latin America.’ He paused to let his words sink in. ‘I can add a note that this committee was divided on the question of whether the good father should be invited to address the conference and ask for the opinions of all to be brought back to this table to see if it will aid us in reaching a consensus.’

Laghi, the Papal Nuncio, sat bolt upright. His dark eyebrows and long, aquiline nose only heightened Pablo’s perception of the churchman as a bird. He had neatly manicured hands, smooth, as if sculpted from fine marble, and he brought them together almost in an attitude of prayer, fingertip to fingertip, flexing gently.

‘I think that is an eminently sensible suggestion,’ he said. ‘Does anyone object?’

‘Well done,’ the Nuncio said, as the other committee members trailed after the Cardinal to go for lunch. Pablo was absorbed in arranging his papers and notes, and responded with only a thin smile. ‘You’ll have to forgive me, Monsignor,’ Laghi continued, ‘I’m afraid I wasn’t paying attention earlier, and I neglected to make a note of your name.’

‘Pablo. Pablo Morales.’

‘You haven’t been working for the Cardinal for very long, have you?’

‘A few months now.’

Laghi nodded. ‘I’m sure I would have remembered if our paths had crossed before,’ he said. He laid a hand lightly on Pablo’s arm. ‘Will you be joining us for lunch?’

‘I’ll be there as soon as I’ve taken my notes up to my office.’

The twin arches of the Nuncio’s eyebrows lifted as his lips curved into a grin. ‘I’ll keep a place for you,’ he said.

*

It was clear to Jorge that something had happened to upset the Cardinal’s equanimity. As always, he had allowed half an hour before returning to the morning room to pick up the breakfast dishes, only to find the food untouched and the Cardinal lost in thought.

‘Should I leave something for later in case you are hungry, your Eminence?’

The Cardinal seemed surprised to find Jorge in the room. ‘No. No, thank you, Jorge,’ he said. ‘You may clear everything away.’

When the Cardinal had been installed as Archbishop of Buenos Aires, among the staff he had inherited was Jorge, the butler. After nearly three years he had yet to hear Jorge express an opinion on anything, and he rarely spoke unless he was spoken to first. Initially, the Cardinal had wondered whether the man’s silence was a form of passive insolence. Now, he knew the taciturn servant was a treasure who ran the household like clockwork.

Jorge seldom permitted other staff to attend to the Cardinal’s needs. He cleared the dishes without a word, wrapping the cutlery in a napkin to prevent it clattering on the crockery.

‘Have some fresh coffee sent up to my office,’ the Cardinal said as Jorge pushed the breakfast trolley from the room. The only acknowledgement he received was a grave half-bow.

Pablo met Jorge on the landing by the service lift.

‘How is his Eminence this morning?’ he asked.

‘It’s not really for me to say, but I had the impression that something was troubling him.’

‘It’s probably this,’ Pablo said, holding up the folder with his notes. He grinned. ‘Sitting in that meeting yesterday was worse than going to the dentist.’ He looked at the trolley. He was tempted to help himself to one of the medialunas he saw peeking out from under a napkin: Jorge’s poker-faced expression made him reconsider. The lift arrived. Without another word the butler pushed the trolley in and regarded Pablo with an unblinking gaze until the doors closed.

Reaching the Cardinal’s office, Pablo knocked on the door. ‘Buenos días,’ he said, going in.

The Cardinal was seated at his desk, elbows resting on the arms of his chair. He waved a hand for Pablo to sit down.

Pablo settled himself on the seat in front of the desk. ‘There’s not much post; in fact, nothing urgent at all,’ he said. ‘We could go straight to the notes from yesterday’s meeting, if you wish.’ He took a typed transcript from the folder and passed it over. The Cardinal gave the front page a perfunctory glance before letting it fall to the desk.

Pablo had stayed late the previous evening to transcribe his notes. He tried not to show his irritation at the Cardinal’s lack of interest. ‘It’s all done,’ he said. ‘I thought it was urgent, so I came in early to correct any typing errors. Do you not wish to go through it?’

The Cardinal ignored the question. Instead, he asked, ‘How are you settling in with your duties at the cathedral?’

Pablo had not been expecting the question. ‘Well, I think,’ he replied, after a moment’s hesitation. ‘I hear confessions every Saturday and say mass in one of the side chapels whenever I have some spare time. I also say mass on Sundays at San Juan Evangelista.’

The Cardinal leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest. ‘I really don’t know why you insist on staying there. The accommodation here is much more comfortable, and there is a chapel where you could say mass.’

Pablo could not tell the Cardinal the truth of the matter: he did not want to live in the residence unless he was its master. A half-truth slipped smoothly from his lips. ‘It helps Father Castillo. He’s been running the parish single-handed since the death of Father Peralta, and I do what little I can to take some of the weight off his shoulders.’

‘He’s a troublemaker. If he learned to be more cooperative, it might be less difficult to find him the help he needs.’

Pablo was taken aback by the Cardinal’s revelation. He had not considered the possibility that the help Joaquín needed was being withheld deliberately. The Cardinal’s face was creased with displeasure. Pablo wondered what could have brought it on: was it to do with him, or was it to do with Joaquín?

The Cardinal removed his spectacles and started to polish them with a handkerchief, never taking his eyes off Pablo, watching the younger man’s discomfort grow. Putting the spectacles back on, he said, ‘It has come to my attention that the madwomen were at the cathedral and that you took it upon yourself to speak to them.’

Pablo felt his stomach lurch. He berated himself for ignoring the fact that, sooner or later, the Cardinal was bound to hear about his encounter with the Madres.

‘Your Eminence, it was not I—’ Pablo began.

The Cardinal cut him off. ‘I thought I had made my wishes about these women perfectly clear,’ he said, ‘and yet you have seen fit to ignore them. Before I appointed you, I told you I needed someone I could trust, but it seems you can’t be depended on with even a simple instruction.’

‘Your Eminence, if I might be permitted to explain?’

The Cardinal responded with nothing more than pursed lips and a slight nod.

‘I did not seek out the Madres,’ Pablo said. ‘They were waiting in the portico when I came to the cathedral to hear confessions. They surrounded me asking for a blessing. It was like an ambush. I could not get away. I thought the best thing was to do as they asked. As soon as I had given the blessing, I pushed through them and went inside.’

‘That is not how I heard it, Pablo. I was told you engaged in conversation with them in the cathedral nave.’

‘They ran after me, but I was short with them, almost rude.’

The Cardinal leaned forward, giving Pablo a searching look. ‘Are you sure that’s all there was to it, Pablo?’

‘Yes, because of what you had told me about them, about being a nuisance and a menace. I didn’t know what they were up to, but I wanted no part of it, and that is the truth, your Eminence.’

The Cardinal let go a long sigh. ‘Very well. If that’s all there is to it, I will let it pass, this time. But Pablo – be sure it does not happen again. I am forced to put up with their presence in the cathedral, but I do not want them to be given any encouragement. And I will not be as tolerant the next time if I hear that my instructions have been disobeyed again. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Perfectly, your Eminence.’

The Cardinal picked up the discarded transcript. ‘In that case,’ he said, his voice still tense with annoyance, ‘let us go through the notes of this infernal meeting.’

*

Over the following days, the Cardinal’s temper was little improved. After asking for minor changes to the minutes of the meeting, he announced he would be making a visit to his old province of Tucumán. The trip was a personal one, he said, to see an old friend who was ill. Pablo wished him a safe journey, leaving unsaid his hope that when the Cardinal returned his mood would be better than when he left.

As they strolled in the shade of the trees on the calle Martín Rodríguez, Joaquín jerked his head in the direction of Gonzalo’s liquor store. ‘Did you remember to speak to the Cardinal about a job for Josefina?’ he asked.

Pablo shook his head. ‘I couldn’t. He’s been in such a foul mood recently I didn’t think it was a good time to mention it. I’ll see how he is when he gets back. I suppose I ought to let Gonzalo know.’

‘Don’t forget he said he had bought in some special wine for you,’ Joaquín said. ‘Don’t pay too much for it, though,’ he added, with a laugh. ‘I’ll see you back home. There’s a treat for supper tonight. Señora Garcia said she was cooking locro with quiquirimichi.’

‘In that case I’d better get some beer as well,’ Pablo said.

As Pablo entered the murky interior of the liquor store a voice came from the shadows: ‘Buenas tardes, Padre. I was wondering when you would be calling in.’

As his eyes adjusted to the dim light, Pablo made out the shape of a man sitting in a corner. ‘Don Gonzalo,’ he started to say, ‘I came—’

‘You came for your wine, Padre,’ the old man said, interrupting. ‘I knew all I had to do was be patient.’ He rose from his chair and shuffled to the counter and pulled two bottles from a shelf underneath. The labels looked like they had been nibbled by mice. ‘Don’t be put off by the labels,’ he said, ‘this comes with my personal guarantee of satisfaction.’

‘What I really wanted was some beer,’ Pablo said. Seeing the look on Gonzalo’s face he added, ‘but I’ll take the wine too.’

‘What beer do you want, Padre?’

‘What do you recommend?’

‘Quilmes is what most people drink around here.’

‘Then that’s what I’ll have.’

‘How many bottles, Padre?’

‘Four… no, make it six.’

Gonzalo placed the bottles on the counter. ‘And what about cigarettes, Padre? I got some Benson & Hedges in, like you asked for.’

‘Actually,’ Pablo said, ‘I’ve stopped smoking.’

Gonzalo blinked with astonishment. ‘Why would anyone stop smoking?’ he asked.

‘I lost the taste for them,’ Pablo said.

‘It’s a pity,’ Gonzalo said with a toothy grin. ‘You were on your way to becoming my best customer.’

‘I could take them for Father Castillo,’ Pablo offered.

Gonzalo was doubtful. ‘Too rich for the Padre, those ones. No, Padre, forget about it. I’ll smoke them myself.’

‘Let me pay for them anyway,’ Pablo suggested.

Gonzalo was affronted. ‘I’m a businessman, Padre, not a charity. It wouldn’t be right to let you pay for them and not take them.’

‘Then I’ll take them,’ Pablo said. ‘You know what it’s like when you give up smoking. Before you know it, you’re desperate for one but you haven’t got one.’

Wine, beer and cigarettes were packed into a string bag. ‘There was another thing,’ Pablo said, ‘about Josefina.’

‘What about her?’

‘For one thing, how is she?’

‘Not good, Padre. She bursts into tears at the slightest thing. And she has nightmares. She thinks I don’t hear her, but I do.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that. I thought I might have seen her helping in the shop,’ Pablo said.

‘She tried, but she’s not really up to it.’

‘I haven’t been able to ask about a job for her yet, but I haven’t forgotten.’

‘Thank you, Padre.’

‘I was wondering – did the family engage a lawyer to try to find out what had happened to her husband?’

‘A lawyer? No, Padre. No lawyer wants to get themselves mixed up with the disappeared.’

‘But why not? The law is the law. It’s illegal for people to be detained without trial. There’s a thing called Habeas Corpus. People who have been arrested must be brought before the courts or released.’

Gonzalo looked at Pablo as if he were an imbecile. ‘What world do you live in, Padre?’ he said, as if explaining to a child. ‘The law is what the police say it is. When people are disappeared, they cannot be found. That is the law now. Everybody knows that.’

‘If everybody knows, why does nobody say anything?’

‘Who would they say it to, Padre? Who would listen? All anyone can do is keep their heads down and pray that nobody notices them.’

‘They could tell us, their priests,’ Pablo said.

For a moment, Gonzalo’s eyes flared. ‘And what good would that do? The police or the army can do whatever they want. Who is going to stop them? You? A few foolish old women in the Plaza de Mayo?’

‘So you stay silent.’

‘It is the only thing to do, Padre,’ Gonzalo said. ‘People who stay silent stay healthy.’

The old man shrugged and looked away. He reminded Pablo of an adolescent caught in a lie who can think of nothing better to do than to take shelter in it. But in Gonzalo, it was not dumb insolence, Pablo realized, it was shame.

‘Think about it, Padre,’ he added. ‘Anyone you meet could be a police agent or an informer. You have to watch what you say, even to your friends. You could be betrayed by someone you have known for years.’

‘Yes. That is what happened to my husband.’ Unnoticed by the two men, Josefina had come down the stairs and into the shop. She looked pale, even haunted, but her voice was firm. ‘He was a lecturer at the university, Padre,’ she continued. ‘He was a socialist, but never active in politics. When the union was banned, he did not join the protests. Somebody must have denounced him. Whatever they said about him had to be a lie, but when you are denounced, how do you prove your innocence?’

‘Who do you think could have denounced him?’ Pablo asked.

‘I know who it was. His name is Sergio Otero. He was my husband’s deputy. Now he has taken my husband’s job.’

Josefina had always found Sergio Otero repellent. It wasn’t so much that he was overweight, with greasy black hair and a wispy moustache that he told himself women found attractive, or that his clothes smelled of stale tobacco smoke. It was the fact that whenever he found himself anywhere near her, he would find a reason to sidle up close, making sure that some part of their bodies touched. The customary fleeting cheek-on-cheek kiss of greeting would end with his arm around her, pulling her into an unwanted embrace. More than once, she had sensed his hand moving towards her bottom and had pulled away.

Her husband, Lucas, was aware of Otero’s behaviour, and how much Josefina disliked it. However, Lucas observed, he was the same with every woman and worse, in fact, with most; and he wasn’t the only one in the department who was like that. Lucas did not like Otero either: he did not pull his weight in the department, but he obviously had friends in high places. Lucas had had no say in Otero’s appointment and didn’t have the power or influence to have him removed or transferred. Josefina stopped calling by to see Lucas in his office, but there were occasions she couldn’t avoid, like graduation day, which lecturers’ wives were expected to attend with their husbands. She would watch with barely disguised contempt as Otero would insinuate himself among the students, fondling or pinching the bottoms of young women, making a joke of their displeasure, a demonstration of his power.

He was the last person she had been expecting when the doorbell rang, nearly two weeks after Lucas had disappeared.

‘Buenas tardes,’ he had said, standing on the threshold. He was diffident, and made no attempt to enter, waiting for her to invite him in. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t called before now,’ he continued, his voice low, apologetic. ‘I thought it was better to wait a little, to see if anything turned up.’

She was so surprised to see him she couldn’t think of anything to say.

‘May I come in?’

Without a word she stepped away from the door, allowing him to enter, and led him to the sitting room. ‘Would you like to sit down?’ she said.

He made a clumsy attempt to embrace her, the look on his face a parody of commiseration. Josefina pushed him away.

‘How long have you lived here?’ he asked.

Josefina ignored the question. ‘Perhaps you would like something to drink? Coffee, or tea, perhaps?’

‘No, thank you.’ He lowered himself into a chair by the fireplace. Lucas’s chair.

She took a seat on the couch opposite, perched on the edge of the cushion, trying not to let her nervousness show.

‘How are you managing?’ he asked.

Such a question is normally one of concern, but she detected none of that quality in his voice. The question was an invasion. There was no sincerity in it. It was a question from someone who had detected a weakness and wanted to find a way to exploit it.

‘Fine,’ she said.

Otero’s eyes roamed around the room, taking in the bookcases, photographs, pictures on the walls. ‘It’s a nice place,’ he said. ‘Have they said how long you’ll be allowed to stay?’

‘They?’

‘It’s a university house, isn’t it? If Lucas isn’t found…’

‘But he will be,’ she said.

He gave her an ingratiating smile. ‘Of course. But it’s important not to close our eyes to the possibility that he might not.’ He looked directly at her. ‘It’s a sad fact, but other people have disappeared and not been found.’

She turned away. He inspected the room in the manner of a landlord checking on a tenant. Although the furniture was quite new, it was not to his taste; no matter, that could easily be changed. A photograph of Lucas in a silver frame took his attention. He picked it up to take a closer look before putting it back, shaking his head.

‘It’s a possibility,’ he insisted. ‘We have to be prepared.’

She looked back at him. ‘We?’

‘I could help you, if you would let me.’

‘Why would you want to help me?’

‘Because Lucas was my friend.’

She was on the cusp of saying, He was no such thing. From somewhere, she found the presence of mind to say nothing.

Such self-restraint was not part of Otero’s make-up. He couldn’t prevent himself from jumping into the silence. ‘I think he was denounced by someone,’ he blurted.

‘Lucas? Denounced?’ she said. ‘Why? Who would do such a thing?’

‘Who knows why anyone is denounced?’ he said.

She looked at him intently, as if she had seen something she had never noticed before. The thought began to take shape that it was Otero who had denounced Lucas.

‘You’re a teacher, aren’t you?’ Otero continued. ‘Are they allowing you to take time off?’

It struck her that Otero knew the answer to the question before he asked it.

‘Yes. They’re being very good. I can take as much time as I need.’

‘Are you sure?’ he said. ‘I heard a rumour that you had been sacked.’

He rose from his seat, standing over her.

‘You heard wrong,’ she said, tilting her head to look up at him, her face taking on a defiant look.

‘I’m sure I didn’t,’ he said. ‘Look, we both know you’re in a bind. The university won’t let you stay here much longer, and you’ve lost your job. You need help. Let me help you.’

Josefina stood. ‘Thank you, Señor Otero, but no. I’ll manage.’

‘Call me Sergio, please. They’ve offered me Lucas’s job, you know.’

‘Really? Congratulations. But isn’t it a little premature?’

‘I don’t think so. I’ve accepted. It becomes official on Monday.’

That was when she knew for sure. Otero was certain Lucas would not be coming back. He could only be that confident if—

Without warning, he reached for her wrist, pulling her to him, wrapping his arms around her. She could smell alcohol on his breath. He tried to kiss her. It was clumsy. She pulled her head away. Drool dripped on her cheek. She squirmed but he had her held fast.

‘You know, from the first time I saw you I envied Lucas, the way the two of you were together,’ Otero grunted. ‘Now he’s gone, you need someone like me, someone who can look out for you, someone to protect you.’

Josefina yelled, ‘Get off me, you bastard!’ She brought her knee into his groin, hard. With a bellow of pain he let her go, a look of outraged disbelief on his face.

She backed away from him.

He was breathing heavily, recovering, his resentment palpable.

‘Stay away from me.’

He took a step forward. ‘Josefina…’

Her hand reached for a brass candlestick on the top of a bureau. ‘Don’t come any closer,’ she said, holding it up, ready to strike. ‘I mean it. Touch me again and you’ll get this.’ She moved away from the door, leaving space for him to edge past. ‘Get out. Get out. Now.’

He extended an arm, weighing up whether he could make a grab for the candlestick. With a swift, sideways movement she hit the back of his hand as hard as she could.

He screeched with pain. ‘Chinga tu madre!’ His face creased with agony. ‘You bitch. You’ve broken my fucking hand.’

With his uninjured hand he cradled his damaged one on his chest. She watched with satisfaction as blood welled through the fingers. ‘It will be your head, next time, cabrón. Now get out before I call the police.’

‘Call them,’ he said. ‘We’ll see which one of us they listen to.’

Josefina lifted the candlestick and threatened a blow to his head. He stepped towards the door.

‘You need to be careful, sweetheart, that you’re not denounced too, like your idiot husband,’ he said, as he went into the hall.

The doorbell rang. A look of panic crossed Otero’s face.

‘My parents,’ Josefina said. ‘I’ve been expecting them. You’d better be on your best behaviour as you leave.’ She used the candlestick to point at the catch. ‘Go on, open it.’

‘Don’t think we’re finished,’ he growled as he swung the door open.

‘Mamá, Papá,’ Josefina said, forcing a smile. ‘You’re just in time to meet Señor Otero, Lucas’s deputy. He was just leaving.’

Otero edged past, saying nothing.

‘What an odd man,’ Josefina’s mother said as they watched Otero’s back recede down the path.

‘Looks like he’s hurt his hand,’ her father said.

‘You don’t know the half of it,’ Josefina said.

She followed them into the sitting room. ‘I have some news,’ she said.

‘About Lucas? Has he been found?’

Josefina shook her head. ‘He’s not going to be found,’ she said.

‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m sure. And Papá,’ she added, ‘I have to leave La Plata.’

‘Leave La Plata? When?’

The tears she’d been holding back were not good tears. They were tears of regret, sorrow, pain, loss, fear. She fell into her father’s arms and let them go, chest heaving. ‘As soon as possible,’ she said, as her sobbing subsided. ‘Today. Now.’

*

Back in the apartment Pablo savoured every spoonful of the spicy stew the housekeeper had left for them and mopped up the last of the sauce with a hunk of bread, wiping his bowl clean. He gave an appreciative sigh. ‘That,’ he proclaimed, ‘is probably the best locro I’ve ever had. Proper home cooking.’

‘Be sure to tell Señora Garcia,’ Joaquín said, amused, as always, by Pablo’s love affair with food. He stood to open the fridge. ‘Another beer?’

‘Why not?’ Pablo replied. ‘After such magnificence it would be ill-mannered not to.’ While Joaquín opened the bottles, Pablo continued, ‘You know, after talking to Gonzalo, I think more than ever we’ve got to do something to help his niece.’

‘There’s nothing to be done, Pablo. Her husband has disappeared. It’s true that some people reappear, but very few. When they do, they never talk about what they’ve been through – they’re too frightened.’

‘I asked Gonzalo if the family had been in touch with a lawyer and I thought he was going to laugh at me.’

Joaquín handed a bottle to Pablo. ‘What did you expect? You sit in your ivory tower with the Cardinal and you have no idea of what goes on in the lives of ordinary people.’

Pablo took a swallow of beer. ‘Mea culpa. But I am trying, Joaquín; give me that, at least.’

‘So what do you think we can do?’

‘I thought maybe I should attempt to make the Cardinal open his eyes to what’s happening. If the Church can’t do anything to prevent what’s happening, at least we could condemn it.’

‘Good luck with that,’ Joaquín said, rolling his eyes. ‘Any more clever ideas?’

‘As a matter of fact, yes. Amnesty International,’ he said. ‘We could contact them about Josefina’s husband and ask if they will take up his case. What do you think?’

*

With the Cardinal absent, Pablo had time on his hands. He knew he should have used it to call on Gonzalo to discuss the possibility of involving Amnesty in Josefina’s case, but he kept finding other things to occupy his time: small, inconsequential things that kept him busy and gave him an excuse for inaction. On Joaquín’s bookshelves he had found a copy of Father Gutiérrez’s book – A Theology of Liberation. After his time in Rome, Pablo could understand why the Vatican would take a dim view of this work, with its emphasis on the injustice of poverty and the oppression of the poor by the wealthy and powerful. The arguments Gutiérrez made were compelling when seen from the perspective of the uncounted millions who scraped a living on the land or in sweatshops throughout South America.

Still, Pablo found it difficult to shake off the thinking he had absorbed in Rome. ‘The Church has to work from two directions,’ he said to Joaquín over supper one evening. ‘On the one hand, there is the influence it can have at national and international level. And it’s important that we do that, to put pressure on political leaders. On the other hand, we must continue local work with communities in every parish, in education, social activity and support for our people.’

‘And do you think that’s what the Church in Argentina is doing?’

‘Yes, of course. I see it in what the Cardinal does, trying to influence the government as best he can. And I see it in the work you do here, in your parish. Other priests must be doing the same in other places. I don’t see why there has to be any real disagreement between Gutiérrez and the hierarchy. What’s needed is dialogue and a spirit of mutual understanding.’

‘What’s needed is a powerful laxative to get rid of all the bullshit you’ve swallowed,’ Joaquín said, acidly. ‘I thought you were coming round to the notion that the Church should be doing more to denounce this horrendous regime.’

‘The Cardinal told me he had made a point of asking Colonel Ramón about the disappeared. He said they are sent to re-education camps in the south.’

Joaquín looked askance at Pablo. ‘If that is the case, why can’t the relatives be informed? Why are there no letters? Why, when a relative asks about a member of their family who has disappeared, do the police say they know nothing? Ask your Colonel Ramón to explain that.’

‘Joaquín, be reasonable. Argentina is a civilized country. The idea that people are being kidnapped and murdered wholesale is unthinkable.’

‘I’m not saying they’re being murdered wholesale. I’m just asking where they are. Until I can see one of these camps with my own eyes, I refuse to believe they exist.’ Joaquín pushed his chair back from the table. ‘And unless your precious Cardinal starts to use his position and the position of the Church to call out this government for all the pain it is causing, nothing that I do in my parish, or any other, for that matter, will amount to anything.’

‘Okay, Joaquín,’ Pablo retorted, ‘tell me what you think I should do. I’ve tried speaking to him, and I told you what he said. He won’t change unless something so awful happens that he can’t ignore it any longer.’

‘You mean like his priests being murdered by so-called terrorists? It won’t matter how awful the next outrage is. His eyes and ears are closed.’ Joaquín had had enough. He stood and walked away. At the door he paused. ‘Sometimes, Pablo, I wonder about you. One minute you seem to be on the side of the people and the next minute you’re back where you started. You won’t be able to do anything until you make your mind up whose side you are on. Only you had better do it soon, before it’s too late.’

‘Too late for what?’ Pablo said. Joaquín did not reply. All Pablo heard was the crash as the door slammed behind him. ‘Too late for what?’ Pablo murmured to the empty room.

*

Going through the post the next morning, Pablo was intrigued to find an envelope embossed with the crossed keys of St Peter addressed to him personally. He tore it open to find an invitation to lunch from Archbishop Laghi. He leaned back in his chair beaming with pleasure, the disagreement with Joaquín forgotten. This was exactly the kind of connection he had been hoping for when he had taken the job as the Cardinal’s secretary. He wouldn’t mention it to Joaquín; he would only disapprove.

The taxi from the Cardinal’s residence took only twenty minutes. During the ride, Pablo couldn’t help hoping that the Pope’s ambassador to Argentina would have a discerning palate. Of course he would, he told himself. His mouth watered at the prospect. Arriving before the appointed time, Pablo paid the driver and took a stroll around the block.

Situated on a corner of the Avenida Alvear, in the well-heeled Recoleta district, the Nunciatura Apostólica was one of the grand colonial-style buildings of Buenos Aires. Pablo paused on the street outside, looking through the wrought-iron railings, taking in the imposing white stone façade with its central turret and curved wings. He was used to the grandeur of the Church in Rome, its history written in the stone of its buildings and monuments. The Nunciatura was no less stately. Passages from Gutiérrez’s book came into his mind: What should the poor make of the splendour of the Church and the manner in which their priests and bishops conducted themselves? Why would they think otherwise than the Church kept its wealth and privileges for itself and worked with oppressive regimes to keep it that way?

He could imagine what a beggar from one of the villas miserias that were springing up on the outskirts of Buenos Aires would think if they saw this place, with its arched gates and magnificent portico complete with marble pillars. They would ask themselves: What prince lives here? The place oozed opulence and wealth. Its ostentation was an insult to the poorly paid labourers across the country who put their hard-earned coins in Church collection plates every Sunday. Perhaps Gutiérrez had a point.

Pablo reminded himself that the building was the Vatican’s embassy to Argentina, that embassies of other states were equally grand, if not more so. He pushed those thoughts aside as he stepped into the shade of the portico and up to the door.

Pablo’s hopes of a sumptuous lunch were dashed when a salad with a selection of cheese and cold meats was served. It explained the Papal Nuncio’s slight frame, Pablo thought to himself.

Laghi had not dressed in a formal soutane, which the Cardinal always insisted upon for his staff. He wore a simple black jacket and white clerical collar, but tailored, elegant. Not for him the sandals of the fisherman, his were the polished Oxfords of the diplomat.

‘I told the Cardinal I would send you an invitation while he was away,’ Laghi said, smiling. ‘I wanted to see his prodigy for myself.’

‘You mean protégé, surely?’ Pablo said.

Laghi shook his head, smiling, like an indulgent teacher with a gifted pupil.

‘I’ve never been called that before,’ Pablo continued, helping himself to more ham. He noticed the Archbishop ate sparingly and did not go back for a third helping.

‘Are you sure you’ve had enough?’ Laghi asked.

‘Quite sure, thank you,’ Pablo said, hoping that his favourite bakery would still be open later.

‘The Cardinal told me you were ambitious,’ Laghi went on, ‘and I saw for myself how ably you conducted yourself at the meeting the other week. I was impressed. You cut through all the hot air to find a solution that had eluded the rest of us.’

‘I don’t think I can take too much credit,’ Pablo said. ‘It wasn’t as if I spent hours working it out. The idea came to me out of nowhere. One second it wasn’t there, the next second it was.’

‘Modesty,’ Laghi said, with an approving smile, ‘is good, as long as you don’t take it too far. You still had to have the necessary discernment to put your suggestion forward. There were several senior prelates present, and the item under discussion was becoming more contentious by the minute. In such circumstances, it’s tempting to remain in the background. Nobody would have been any the wiser if you had kept your own counsel. But you didn’t, and you saved the day, if you don’t mind my saying so.’

‘I don’t mind at all,’ Pablo said, taking a sip of water. The Nuncio did not offer wine to his guests, it seemed.

‘I’ve met many ambitious men over the years. Most of them didn’t have the right qualities to advance in the Church. Ability by itself is not enough. There has to be confidence, tempered with a degree of humility, and although you must be driven by your ambition, you must be careful not to let it show too much. Quality recognizes quality, and I have to tell you, I see all these things in you.’

‘Thank you,’ Pablo said, flattered. ‘I had a similar discussion with the Cardinal. It seems that from the first moment he could sense my ambition. I told him I saw nothing wrong in being ambitious as long as it was for the right thing.’

‘That was well said. There are too many in the Church who see ambition in a negative light. They see the sin of pride and a lack of humility. Those of us who are ambitious and have the ability to act need to help one another, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Yes,’ Pablo said. ‘Naturally.’

‘Are you familiar with the phrase quid pro quo?’

‘Of course.’

‘The Latin is vulgar, but its meaning is clear.’ Laghi paused to give his words effect. ‘As you know, the Cardinal and I are very concerned over the question of Father Gutiérrez. Did the Cardinal tell you why he was going to the west of the country?’

‘He said he was taking a break to visit an old friend.’

‘Yes, and he will do that, but he has other business while he is out there.’

‘He didn’t say anything about it to me. Is it official?’

‘It is official,’ Laghi said, ‘but sometimes what appears to be an unofficial approach will succeed when the official cannot.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t follow.’

‘He will undertake pastoral visits to our apostolic brothers from San Rafael and Concepción, Gutiérrez’s supporters. We hope that a personal appeal will help them to see sense. He wanted nobody to know of it in case he failed. If the visits were official, his position leading the conference could be undermined.’ The Archbishop steepled his fingers and looked over them at Pablo, his eyes unblinking. ‘I myself have little faith that the Cardinal will succeed, so we will need to find another way of making sure the Bogotá conference is a success.’

‘You mean, of preventing Father Gutiérrez from speaking?’

A crooked smile spread across Laghi’s lips. ‘The Cardinal told me you were quick on the uptake. Yes, that’s exactly what I mean. Do you think you can do it?’

Pablo did not hesitate. ‘Of course.’

‘How?’

‘It’s quite simple. Father Gutiérrez is in Peru. The postal service can be quite erratic. Long delays are not uncommon. Sometimes correspondence can be lost completely.’

The Archbishop leaned forward to squeeze Pablo’s hand. He let his hand linger while looking the younger man in the eye. His smile was warm and intimate, the sort that denoted a long and close friendship. ‘I knew you would be able to find a way,’ he said. ‘When the time comes that you need a friend, rest assured, I will not forget it.’

*

After saying mass in the chapel on Saturday morning Pablo went to the confessional stalls, entering the last one. His allotted time was almost up when, from the creaking sound the kneeler made, Pablo could tell that a heavily built person had come into the confessional.

‘I am the one José told you about.’

It was an older man. Coarse and gravelly, it was the voice of a heavy smoker, or a heavy drinker, or both. ‘José?’

‘The boy. The one who told you about the things he sees with the prisoners.’

‘I remember. Is that the boy’s name?’

‘Sí, Padre,’ the man said.

‘Do not tell me any more about him. I want his secrets to be safe with me.’

‘Bless me, Father…’

‘And your secrets too,’ Pablo said, speaking over the man’s preamble. ‘I would never tell anyone that you made your confession to me, even if I knew who you were.’

‘Gracias, Padre.’ The man sniffed and the curtain separating them moved slightly. Pablo pictured the man wiping his nose with the back of his hand.

‘What do you wish to confess?’

‘I am a guard in the prison, Padre, the same as Jo—the boy,’ the man said. ‘I am more senior than he is, and I must assist in the questioning of prisoners.’

‘Men, or women?’

‘Both, Padre.’

‘What do you have to do?’

‘You understand, one man by himself cannot hold a struggling prisoner. Sometimes a prisoner is beaten, and I have to hold them so they cannot fight back. Sometimes I have to pick them up off the floor when they fall.’

‘And is this how the prisoners are questioned?’

‘No, Padre. This is only to soften them up. They might be beaten two or three or more times before they are questioned.’

‘And is it the same for both men and women?’

‘It is worse for the women. If a woman is good-looking, she is likely to be violated.’

‘And do you hold them while they are being violated?’

The man did not reply.

‘Do you hold them while they are being violated?’ Pablo demanded, his voice hissing with disgust.

The man hesitated, then whispered, ‘Sí, Padre.’

‘I did not hear you.’

‘I said, yes, Padre, yes,’ the man said, almost choking on his words. ‘Sometimes.’

‘And do you take part in beating the women, or violating them?’

‘No, Padre. I am not senior enough for that.’

‘That sounds hard to believe,’ Pablo said.

‘It is true, Padre. Only the sergeants or the officers are allowed to do that.’

‘And after the prisoners have been beaten or raped, then they are questioned?’

‘Yes, Padre.’

‘And how does the questioning take place?’

‘They use the machine on them.’

‘I don’t know what the machine is. Explain it to me.’

The man sniffed again. ‘It is also called the picana. It is a rod made of wood, perhaps half a metre long. At its tip are two electrodes. Whoever is to be questioned is stripped of their clothes and strapped to a metal table. Water is thrown over them. Then the machine is touched to their skin. It is agonizing, Padre. Grown men cry for their mothers. And the women… the women scream.’

‘And does nobody hear the screams?’

‘Loud music is played to cover them up, Padre, but still, you can hear them.’

‘And the chaplain? Does he hear the screams?’

‘Of course, Padre, everybody does.’

‘But he says nothing?’

The man’s voice caught, and he coughed to clear it. ‘No, Padre, he does not say nothing. He says it is necessary. He tells us that we are fighting against the Antichrist, and that desperate times call for desperate measures. He says we are heroes for doing such work, that we must steel ourselves against pity for our enemies, that we must be prepared to do whatever must be done because the life of our country is at stake.’

‘And how many prisoners are treated in this way?’

The man seemed surprised by Pablo’s question. ‘All of them, Padre,’ he said, as if it were obvious.

Pablo was shocked to silence. He had allowed himself to believe that the atrocities the boy had described were the work of a few maverick guards and their officers, that there must be at least some semblance of secrecy about the beatings and torture. But if all prisoners were treated this way, and even the prison chaplain knew about it, that was…

No, Pablo told himself. It was ridiculous. It was beyond the bounds of credibility that such things could happen. This was Argentina, the 1970s; not Nazi Germany in the 1940s.

He heard himself saying, ‘All of them? Are you sure? Is that even possible?’

‘Yes, Padre,’ the man insisted. ‘Every one of them.’

‘And what happens to them afterwards?’

‘I don’t know, Padre. They are taken away and I never see them again.’

*

After the mute coolness of the cathedral, the noise and heat of the city should have hit Pablo like the scorching din of a blast furnace. But his senses registered nothing: not the searing intensity of the afternoon sun, nor the clamour of traffic, sirens, the calls of news vendors. His steps were rapid, furious. Crossing the boulevard at the Plaza de Mayo he was caught in the surge of people and carried with them. Once across, he stopped dead until he was free of them. There was dust that needed to be shaken from his feet. Reaching the other side of the plaza, he weaved through the traffic, not looking to see what was coming, reckless, but unaware of it. He had never known such rage. It was like black smoke rising from a forest fire that had been whipped to an inferno by storm winds. He must vent it, and the only thing he could do was walk.

The serene colonial façades of the Plaza de Mayo passed in a blur. The uneven cobbles along the calle Defensa did not slow his pace. The baroque splendour of the basilica of Santo Domingo could have been a smouldering ruin for all he saw of it. Long before he reached San Telmo, he was breathing hard and the shadows and the stink of urine in the underpass went by unnoticed. The growing seediness of La Boca, four kilometres from the grandeur of the Plaza de Mayo, failed to register, and it was not until he entered the cloistered calm of San Juan Evangelista that he began to come back to himself.

Joaquín was at the vestry door talking to a parishioner.

‘Thank Christ,’ Pablo gasped, collapsing on to a pew.

Priests rarely run in church, but Joaquín did now. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked, coming to a halt before Pablo’s heaving frame.

‘What do you mean?’ Pablo panted.

‘Look at you. Your hair’s all over the place, your face is bright red, you’re out of breath. You look like the Devil himself has been chasing you.’

Pablo held up a hand, trying to get his breath back. ‘I’m sorry, Joaquín, I’m out of shape. I didn’t realize how badly. Are you very busy?’

Joaquín called to the parishioner. ‘Was there anything more?’

The look of alarm on the man’s face was plain for anyone to see. Dumbly, he shook his head.

Joaquín turned back to Pablo. ‘No, I’m not busy.’

‘Good. I need you to hear my confession.’

*

‘Holy Mother of God,’ Joaquín murmured later, when they were back in the apartment. ‘It’s worse than even I thought possible, and that’s saying a lot.’

‘He told me he doesn’t agree with what’s going on, but he’s a military man and he must follow orders. He said that if he refused to obey, he would be court-martialled, or worse, the same thing would happen to him, and even to his family. Joaquín – he was frightened even to confess.’

‘It’s understandable why he doesn’t confess to the prison chaplain.’

‘That’s just it, Joaquín, it’s not even a prison. It’s a secret detention centre hidden in the middle of a military base.’

‘Did he say where?’

‘The navy engineering college.’

‘ESMA?’

‘What’s that?’

‘It’s what everybody calls it. Escuela Superior de Mecánica de la Armada. It’s on the Avenida Libertador. The entrance looks like a Roman temple, complete with marble columns, and its grounds are all flowerbeds and lawns with white-uniformed officers strolling across them. Nobody would dream it was hiding a torture centre.’

‘I think that’s the whole point. Everything is done to conceal what’s going on there.’

‘Have you seen La Opinión this morning?’ Joaquín said.

Pablo shook his head. ‘No, I was out first thing. Why?’

‘They’ve published a list of two thousand people who have gone missing since the junta took power, along with their national identity card numbers. They are calling them desaparecidos – the disappeared. Two thousand, Pablo, and those are only the ones they know about. This whole thing may be much bigger than we imagine.’

Pablo put a hand on his friend’s arm. ‘Joaquín,’ he said, ‘something has to be done.’

‘Do you think I don’t know that? What do you think we can do? We need to be very careful, Pablo. Do you really think it’s likely the Cardinal knows nothing of what’s going on? If the Church sees what is happening but keeps its mouth shut, that makes us complicit.’

‘Complicit? With whom?’

‘With them: Videla, Massera, Agosti. The “fathers” of our country. The three men who decide everything.’

‘The Cardinal assures me that once the situation is under control, everything will return to normal.’

‘But isn’t everything already under control? The streets are quiet. Factories are working. The banks are open, trains and buses are running on time, people go about their daily business. But it’s not normal, is it? Go out on to the streets, Pablo. You can feel the fear. Everything is under control, but it’s the control of an iron fist. How on earth can things go back to normal when nobody knows what normal is any more?’




Et cum spiritu tuo

It felt like only yesterday that Pablo had last entered this room, though it must have been ten years. The thick smell of furniture polish hung on the threshold, bringing a smile to his face: some things never changed. Torres’s desk stood by the window, mottled with age, on its surface scattered stains left by countless cups of maté. Every nook was crammed with books and periodicals. Pablo stood when Torres swept into the room, in a rush as always, followed by one of the seminarians, his teenage face pock-marked with pimples, arms laden with books.

‘Pablo, what a pleasure,’ Torres said, taking both of Pablo’s hands in a gesture of welcome. ‘Just leave them on the desk,’ he said to the boy.

The boy scurried out. ‘Can I offer you some tea?’ Torres asked. The ancient chair behind the desk creaked as it took Torres’s weight.

‘No, thank you.’

‘You said on the phone you wanted to see me on a personal matter.’

Pablo resumed his seat. ‘Yes. I need some advice, and there aren’t many people I can turn to.’

‘Not even Father Castillo?’

Pablo shook his head.

Monseñor Torres took off his spectacles and began to polish them with a handkerchief. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘It’s obvious you have something on your mind, Pablo,’ he continued, ‘and you’re finding it hard to talk about it.’ He paused to put his thoughts in order. ‘In my experience, priests tend to struggle with one of two things. One is they start to have doubts about their vocation or their faith. The other is that celibacy becomes intolerable to them, usually because they have become involved with a woman.’ He put his glasses back on and peered at Pablo. ‘Am I close?’

Pablo gave Torres a thin smile. ‘I’m afraid not. My faith is as strong as it’s ever been, and I’ve never had a problem with celibacy.’

It was Torres’s turn to smile. ‘It’s serious, then.’

‘The thing is, it’s something that shouldn’t be difficult for a priest to talk about, but it is.’

Torres’s brow furrowed with concern. ‘What on earth is it, Pablo?’

‘I was saying mass, in the cathedral, a few weeks ago, when something extraordinary happened.’

Torres had enough experience of confessions to know when to stay silent.

‘The closeness of God’s presence was almost overwhelming,’ Pablo added, ‘but I don’t know how to respond to it.’

‘Were you the only one affected, Pablo, or were there others?’

‘The deacon who was serving mass for me felt it too. Two days later, a woman who had been badly beaten only a day or two before said her wounds were healed.’

‘But you haven’t spoken to anybody about it?’

‘Only to Joaquín and to the deacon,’ Pablo said. ‘And to the woman who was healed.’

‘I see. What did you say to her?’

‘I told her to report it to her parish priest.’

‘And the deacon?’

‘I asked him not to mention it to anyone.’

‘Astonishing.’ Torres leaned back in his chair, eyes fixed on Pablo. He saw no hint that his former student might be fabricating the story. ‘I’m gratified you chose to tell me about this, Pablo. But what do you think I can do to help you?’

‘I hoped you might help me to find a way through.’

‘Through what?’

‘I spent seven years in Rome,’ Pablo said. ‘I thought a career in the Curia was what I wanted. I thought of myself as a conservative, never an evangelical. My work with Bishop Joffe was only a step on my career path. Even when the Holy Father told me that saints and saints’ days were signposts for the faithful, which was why my work was so important, I felt no differently.’

‘And now?’ Torres murmured.

‘I know there is only a gossamer-thin veil separating this world from the next. It is there, all around us, invisible, but present. And now I have had a glimpse through it.’

Torres waited in silence. Pablo sat before him, wringing his hands, as if about to confess to the most shameful wrongdoing.

‘What is it, Pablo,’ Torres said eventually, ‘that is causing you so much torment?’

‘Ever since I was a child, I prayed for something like this to happen. Now it has come I don’t know how to trust it.’

Torres let go a long sigh of relief. ‘You had me thinking you’d done something dreadful,’ he said. ‘You are troubling yourself needlessly. The answer to your question is simpler than you know. God is truth. If what you experienced came from God, the truth will reveal itself. It always does.’

*

The Cardinal’s return was marked by nights that were starting to close in and cooler winds from the south. Pablo allowed himself to fall back into the routine of running his office, but he could not shake the feeling that something was not as it should be, that an adjustment was needed somewhere. The answer came to him while the Cardinal was relating the outcome of his visit to the western bishops.

‘The two of them have been taken in completely by Gutiérrez. It’s obvious they have been communicating with him and are working to spread his idiocy. No matter how many times I tried to impress on them that the mission of the Church is first and foremost to minister to the spiritual needs of our flock, they would not have it. I came away most disheartened. I had hoped for great things for this conference, but now I think we must bow to the inevitable and make the best of it we can.’

‘I went to see Archbishop Laghi while you were away,’ Pablo said.

‘Yes. He said he was going to invite you. I think he finds you intriguing.’

Pablo ignored the remark. ‘I suggested a way around the difficulty of Father Gutiérrez. His invitation to the conference will simply be lost in the post. When he fails to respond to his invitation, another speaker will be appointed in his place.’

‘Pablo, that’s… I’m lost for words. It’s such a simple, elegant solution. You’re a sly one, aren’t you? You haven’t been reading Machiavelli, by any chance?’

‘My time in Rome wasn’t entirely wasted,’ Pablo said, forcing a smile. ‘I thought you would be pleased, as was the Archbishop.’

‘Very pleased. It was a most vexing situation.’

‘It goes without saying that it must not be spoken of outside these walls,’ Pablo said.

‘Absolutely. Not one word.’

‘Your Eminence, there is something I wanted to ask you,’ Pablo said.

‘Something special, I presume?’

‘You’ve spoken – convincingly, if I may say so – about the primary mission of the Church in meeting the spiritual needs of its people. I’ve become concerned about certain spiritual needs that are not being attended to.’

‘What are you talking about, Pablo?’

‘You know that I hear confessions in the cathedral, every Saturday. I have heard some very disturbing revelations in the past few weeks, from a number of penitents.’

The Cardinal leaned back in his chair, unsure whether he wanted to hear what Pablo had to say. ‘Go on.’

‘It seems that the military are imprisoning and torturing people in secret detention centres.’

The Cardinal inhaled sharply. ‘That is a very serious accusation, Pablo. Do you have any evidence to back it up?’

‘No, your Eminence, only my belief that when men come to confession it is to speak truth to their maker.’

‘And you want me to denounce these alleged abuses, of which you have no evidence?’ Before Pablo could reply, the Cardinal held up a hand to silence him. ‘The Church has many responsibilities, Pablo. We must face the fact that the country is exhausted. It is fighting for its life. Sacrifices are necessary. Hard times demand hard measures and subversives must be rooted out wherever they are to be found. And through all this, the Church must tread a most delicate path. We live in the world as it is, not as we would like it to be. That means we are forced to compromise, even when regimes follow policies that we might find distasteful. That is not the same thing as condoning them. We are on a knife edge. The slightest slip could plunge the country into the idolatry that is communism. Is that what you want to happen?’

Pablo shook his head. ‘No, your Eminence. I would do everything I could to avert such a catastrophe. All I am asking is to be allowed to minister to the spiritual needs of people who find themselves caught up in this… situation. I want your permission to go into the prison I have been told of to hear confessions and give the sacrament, nothing more.’

The Cardinal regarded Pablo through narrowed eyes, wondering, trying to understand what was really taking place. ‘That might seem like a small thing to ask, but you and I know that it is quite the opposite. Cannot the military chaplains minister to their needs?’

‘From what I have been able to gather, even the military do not trust their chaplains. That’s why they come to the cathedral to make their confessions. And the chaplains do not hear the confessions of prisoners because they say they are atheists who have turned their back on God.’

‘But still, Pablo—’

‘Some of them might be atheists, but not all of them. Christ Himself laid a special duty on His followers to care for prisoners: I was hungry and you fed me, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and you clothed me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ Looking the Cardinal in the eye, he continued, ‘When you do this to the least of my brothers you do it to me.’

The Cardinal looked sharply at Pablo. ‘I don’t need a lecture from you on St Matthew. Even if I thought it was a good idea, you’ll need more than my permission, Pablo; you’ll need the military’s too, and I doubt very much you’ll get it.’

‘Why not?’

‘Really, Pablo, please don’t pretend to be so naïve. If what you say is true, you won’t get permission because to give it would mean they would have to admit – at least to you – that they are operating a secret torture centre.’

‘I’m not pretending to be naïve. Christ said if we had enough faith, we could move mountains. My faith might not be strong enough for that, but how strong does it need to be to open the doors of a prison?’

The Cardinal scratched his head. ‘What’s got into you, Pablo? I thought you were ambitious.’

‘I am, but if you had heard the confessions I heard, you would not be able to forget them any more than I can. I have prayed for many hours asking God to tell me what I must do, and this is how He has answered me. With your backing, doors will open.’

‘Is there no one else who could do it?’ A thought occurred to the Cardinal, bringing an ironic smile to his face. ‘What about your partner in crime, Father Castillo?’

‘No, your Eminence. It has to be someone who has an awareness of the Church’s wider concerns and responsibilities, someone who has your complete confidence. I have deep admiration for the work Joaquín does, but he’s not the right man for this. God has called me to take up this cross, not him.’

‘It will be a heavy burden, Pablo. Are you sure?’

Pablo shook his head and sighed. ‘I am sure that it’s the last thing I want to do, but do it I must.’

*

The next day the Cardinal summoned Pablo. ‘I have decided,’ he said, ‘that I cannot support you in this venture.’

‘But—’ Pablo began.

‘I have not taken this decision lightly. It’s not because I don’t trust you. It would be one thing if you were to act solely on your own initiative, unofficially, without my knowledge. But a formal request from the Church to the government is another matter entirely. The Church cannot have any association with what might or might not be going on in secret military camps. If I were to allow such an association and years later it emerged that we had known about abuses but done nothing to condemn them, we would be accused of being collaborators. It would cause enormous scandal and perhaps even cause some people to question their faith.’

‘Are there any circumstances in which my request might gain your approval?’

The Cardinal sighed. ‘Pablo, as you know, the situation in the country is very delicate. Once stability has been restored, then it might be possible.’

‘But the country is stable,’ Pablo retorted. ‘It’s in the papers every day: the government is winning, the terrorists are being rooted out. There have been no incidents for months. Or have I read it wrong?’

‘I didn’t tell you that before I went away I met briefly with Colonel Ramón. He told me that what passes for normality on our streets is only a thin veneer. Underneath, there is a seething frenzy of revolution, waiting only for the government to relax its vigilance. The enemy is hidden, biding its time. The duty of the Church is clear: we must support the government in its efforts to restore the rule of law to Argentina and do nothing that might give hope to the Marxists.’

‘But the government is operating secret torture centres. How is that bringing back the rule of law? How can the Church condone torture?’

‘The Church does not condone torture, Pablo,’ the Cardinal snapped. ‘I’m shocked to hear you even suggest it.’ His voice took on a more conciliatory tone. ‘Consider, Pablo – how does someone become a terrorist? It is well known that the first step is ideology. Marxism is a pernicious evil that has taken root in our country. Its aim is nothing less than the destruction of the state. Shootings, bombings, chaos, destruction and anarchy. And, to Marxists, the Church is an affront to everything they believe. They will force us underground. Who will care for the people then? Can you not see it is better to apprehend a subversive before he has made the leap from ideology to murder?’

The Cardinal held up a hand, palm outwards, to stave off Pablo’s response. ‘I know what you are going to say,’ he continued, ‘that we cannot accept any principle that suggests the end justifies the means. But imagine a prisoner who knows the location of a bomb. Imagine it is in the Mercado Abasto, set to go off at the busiest time of day. Hundreds would be killed: workers, shoppers, mothers, fathers, grandmothers, children. The authorities would be responsible for the deaths of all those people, because they were too squeamish to use torture.’

Pablo was appalled. ‘Can you tell me of one instance where torture has revealed the presence of such a bomb? Torture is immoral, no matter where it is employed, or for what reasons. It can never be justified for the greater good. And from what I have learned, prisoners are not interrogated about bombs and when they are to go off. They are questioned about their friends, their work colleagues, about the money they gave to a charitable cause; doctors are tortured to make them inform on their patients, which is a violation of a sacred trust. How would we react if a priest were tortured to reveal the secrets of the confessional?’

The Cardinal stood, giving Pablo a pointed look to indicate he had had enough. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t be completely surprised by your attitude, Pablo,’ he said. ‘You were in Rome, insulated from all we’ve had to endure these past years. You might think differently if you had gone through all the things we have. I don’t see the point of discussing this any further; my decision is final.’ He made to move but stopped mid-stride. There was one last point he wanted to make. ‘You said that if a person had enough faith, he could move mountains,’ he said. ‘If your faith is strong enough, then God will see to it that other doors are opened for you, even as this one closes.’ He let his words hang between them for a few seconds before turning on his heel and leaving the room.

Pablo was stunned. There was nothing he could say. He had pinned his hopes on securing the Cardinal’s support and they had come to nothing.

He stalked back to his office and threw all his work on to his desk, not caring how it landed. Without a thought for where he was going, he strode out of the residence and on to the street. Angry. With everybody. With the Cardinal. With himself. With the guard in the confessional, with Joaquín. With God. Come back to me, he raged. What was the use of a God who revealed Himself and then vanished?

He came back to himself on the Plaza de Mayo. He had marched past the Pirámide without being aware of it and come to a halt at one of the fountains.

‘Monsignor Morales!’ He heard the voice from a distance, using the Italian form of address rather than the Spanish. He turned, looking for whoever was calling his name. He found him on the far side of the fountain, his silver hair and bird-like features unmistakeable.

Pablo had to raise his voice to be heard above the roar of the fountain. ‘Your Grace,’ he said, ‘what a pleasant surprise.’

Archbishop Laghi was already making his way around the plinth that surrounded the fountain, a broad smile on his face. If Pablo had been thinking clearly, he might have wondered at the older man’s eagerness.

‘Of all the people that I might have seen here, you are the one I least expected,’ Laghi said. ‘I thought that with the Cardinal back only recently, you would have had your work piled high.’

‘I have,’ Pablo admitted. ‘It’s been quite hectic since he returned, but I needed some space to think, and my feet seemed to find their own way here.’

The breeze caught the spray of the fountain, showering them in fine droplets of water. Chuckling, Laghi took Pablo’s arm and pulled him away. He headed in the direction of the Casa Rosada, gesturing for Pablo to follow.

‘I know what you mean,’ Laghi said, as Pablo caught up. ‘Despite being surrounded by the noise and bustle of the city, it’s possible to lose yourself here. I come here quite often, simply to watch the world go by and to allow my mind to wander where it will.’

Pablo’s eyes lifted to sweep the rooftops of the grand buildings all around them. ‘Yes, sometimes it’s not enough to pray. You have to find a way to let something else in.’

‘Something? Or someone?’ Laghi said.

‘Something, usually.’

‘You don’t have anyone you’re close to? Someone you can confide in?’

‘I have a friend from our seminary days,’ Pablo said, ‘but we don’t see eye to eye on everything. It’s not always possible to confide in him.’

‘If ever you do find you need someone…’

‘Thank you,’ Pablo said. ‘That’s very generous of you.’

‘Think nothing of it.’ Laghi put a hand on Pablo’s arm. Its warmth made Pablo feel uncomfortable but to push it away would have seemed ill-mannered. Laghi squeezed lightly before letting his hand fall, his fingers brushing the back of Pablo’s hand. ‘If you don’t have to go back straight away, perhaps you would like to join me for a coffee?’

‘I really ought—’ Pablo began.

‘Nonsense,’ Laghi said, smiling. ‘If the Cardinal asks what kept you, tell him you bumped into me, and I kept you talking.’

‘What about?’

Laghi smiled, the same smile as when he had walked around the fountain, a smile of unexpected pleasure. ‘Who cares?’

The Archbishop was an entertaining conversationalist. They had mutual acquaintances in Rome. Pablo’s simmering anger at the Cardinal’s obtuseness cooled and was set aside as they exchanged anecdotes and lampooned the foibles of self-important churchmen.

Facing one another across a table, Laghi reached for Pablo’s hand. ‘Do you mind?’ he said, turning it over to inspect as if he were a fortune teller. ‘I have always been interested in people’s hands,’ he explained, stroking a manicured fingertip across Pablo’s palm. ‘Hands can tell you a lot about a person. Take the Cardinal, for instance. His hands are those of a peasant. Strong, sturdy, heavy. You know he will be a hard worker and reliable, but he’s not blessed with the gift of original thinking. He’s at his best when somebody tells him what to think or gives him a push in the right direction. Then he’s like a dog that won’t let go of a bone. Just between ourselves, he’s done well to come so far in the Church, but he won’t be going any further.’

He paused, looking Pablo in the eye. ‘But you, Pablo, have the hands of an artist. You are the kind of person who, without even having to think about it, sees new ways of doing things, who can find their way through complex problems that leave other people floundering. It’s a rare talent,’ he concluded, releasing Pablo’s hand. ‘With advice from the right people, you could go far. Very far.’

Pablo could not help smiling at Laghi’s metaphor concerning the Cardinal. ‘The right people?’ he said. The Archbishop was correct, he realized. Up to now, he had been alone on his journey. The Cardinal was motivated by his own self-interest. Pablo could hitch a ride with him, but he could never expect anything beyond that. Laghi seemed to be offering more.

A clock behind the bar chimed. Laghi looked at his watch. ‘Dear Lord,’ he said. ‘Time flies, doesn’t it? I’ve had a very pleasant time,’ he added, as he signalled a waiter to bring the bill. ‘A welcome respite. We should do it again.’

To his surprise, Pablo realized he had enjoyed himself too. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’d like that.’

‘I come to the plaza every second Tuesday,’ Laghi said. ‘I play tennis with Admiral Massera in the morning. We have lunch and afterwards he drops me here while he goes back to the Casa Rosada.’

The name struck Pablo like a lightning bolt. ‘Admiral Massera?’ he said. ‘The Admiral Massera? The head of the navy?’

Laghi looked amused. ‘Is there more than one?’

In that instant Pablo realized it was not random chance that had directed his footsteps to the Plaza de Mayo. ‘You remember,’ he said, trying to find the right words, ‘how you said if I ever needed a favour…’




Credo

There was no denying that the main entrance of the ESMA was imposing, with a portico that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a Greek temple. Its four white columns, topped by a rectangular pediment, were so dazzling in the autumn sun he had to screw up his eyes as he approached. Inside, Pablo stood at the reception window while a lieutenant perused his permit with a distracted, disinterested air until he saw the signature at the bottom. He reacted with a wondering look at Pablo, at the same time reaching for the telephone.

‘If you would be so good as to take a seat, Padre,’ he said, indicating a wooden bench against the opposite wall, as he waited for somebody to pick up at the other end.

Over twenty minutes passed before another officer descended the staircase, his footsteps echoing on the stone steps like languid drumbeats. The officer took Pablo’s permit from the lieutenant, and walked slowly across the foyer reading it, his face creasing with disbelief.

‘Good morning, Padre,’ he said. ‘I am Rolón, Capitán de Corbeta, at your service. Welcome to ESMA.’ The officer’s tone was perfunctory, almost dismissive, and Pablo detected no hint of welcome. The officer flicked the sheet of paper with his fingers. ‘You must forgive me, Padre,’ he continued. ‘This is most irregular and I have had no warning of your arrival. What exactly can I do for you?’

‘It’s quite simple, Capitán,’ Pablo said in a confidential tone. ‘We have learned that, due to the sensitive nature of certain activities against the state—’

The officer stopped Pablo with a raised hand. ‘We?’ he said.

‘The Church,’ Pablo replied, as if it were obvious. ‘As I was saying,’ he continued, ‘because of the need to maintain secrecy, it is not appropriate to detain suspected terrorists within prisons designated for the custody of criminals. Special measures are needed to combat subversive elements and we understand that ESMA has been chosen to take on a custodial role for selected prisoners. All this is perfectly understandable. But while the authorities must defend society from terrorism and subversion, the Church has a duty to attend to the spiritual needs of all, including those who have been detained.’

‘The military chaplains—’ the captain started to say. ‘Have divided loyalties,’ Pablo said, determined not to be browbeaten. ‘For them to show compassion both to the soldiers and sailors in whose company they move, and to those who threaten them, is difficult. And prisoners may be reluctant to make their confessions to military chaplains for fear that what they say in confession may be used against them. That is why I am here. I am not here to judge. I have been granted special permission by Admiral Massera to hear confessions and to administer the sacrament to those who wish to receive it.’

The officer stared at Pablo’s authorization, his mind running at a furious pace to work out what he should do.

‘We were not expecting you, Padre, and nothing has been prepared. I will have to ask you to give me some time so I can make the necessary arrangements.’

‘I expected that might be the case, Capitán. I will come back in one week.’

‘A week may not be enough, Padre.’

‘In which case, I will be forced to go back to the Admiral to ask why his officers are refusing to follow his orders.’

The officer glared at the document. ‘I’m sure it won’t come to that, Padre.’

‘Good.’ Pablo held out a hand for the return of his authorization.

‘I’m afraid I will have to keep this,’ the officer said.

‘I think not,’ Pablo replied, with a condescending smile. ‘Unless you want me to go back to the Admiral today?’

The officer frowned but handed the document over. He remained in the same spot, eyes fixed on Pablo as he exited the building. A look towards the reception and a click of his fingers brought the lieutenant scurrying over. ‘Hijo de puta!’ the captain hissed. ‘Why did you put that call through to me? What were you thinking?’

The lieutenant swallowed. ‘I checked the roster, sir. You were the duty officer. I didn’t know who else I should call.’

‘If that cabrón shows his face again within a week, show him the door, understood?’

‘But sir, his authorization was signed by Admiral Massera himself.’

‘Don’t talk about the Admiral to me, you pathetic little maricón. I will sort out the Admiral. You just make sure he doesn’t come in here again, understood?’

‘Completely, sir.’

Outside, Pablo waited at the bus stop. The sky was heavy with clouds that looked ready to unleash a deluge over the passing traffic. When the bus arrived, he bought a ticket for the city centre. If the rain held off, he would walk from there to La Boca. He took a seat on the driver’s side, twisting his neck to watch the many buildings that made up the ESMA complex slide past. He would never have guessed what was hidden behind its pristine whitewashed walls and manicured lawns. A torture centre, surrounded by flowerbeds? It was galling to be turned away so peremptorily. He had hoped that obtaining a permit would be straightforward. Laghi would ask, Massera would reply with a simple yes or no. But Laghi had told him it had taken weeks of protracted haggling, though he hadn’t been forthcoming about what. Perhaps he should not have been surprised at the reluctance to grant him entry, even with the permit. Laghi had hinted as much when he handed Pablo the envelope.

‘Are you sure about this, Pablo?’ Laghi had said. ‘It’s not too late to say you’ve thought better of it. I suspect they won’t make things easy for you.’

‘You didn’t mention it to the Cardinal?’

‘No, I did as you asked.’

‘Thank you.’

‘You are going into a situation where you do not know what you will find,’ Laghi said, still unsure whether he had done the right thing. ‘Such things have a habit of ending badly. If it does, there is the distinct possibility you could end up spending the rest of your career in complete obscurity.’

‘Yes, I know,’ Pablo said. ‘But I’ve never been so sure of anything in my entire life. I know this is what God wants of me. And it’s not pride or arrogance that makes me say that. It’s simply that there’s nothing I can do other than answer His call.’

Laghi sighed. He reached for Pablo’s hand and squeezed it. The intimacy of the gesture was unexpected, and Pablo’s automatic reaction was to pull his hand away, but he forced himself not to. ‘Hearing you say that, I feel almost a sense of awe,’ Laghi said. He raised his hand to the back of Pablo’s head, his fingers nestling in his hair. ‘Yes, I have felt the call of the Lord – what priest hasn’t? But never like this. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such certainty as I see in you. God be with you, my boy.’

‘And with you,’ Pablo replied, pulling gently away before putting the envelope into his pocket and stepping to the door.

‘Such a pity,’ Laghi breathed to himself as Pablo left.

*

Pablo stepped off the bus at the junction of Belgrano and Bolívar. Raindrops were spotting on the ground and he hailed a passing cab. Sitting in the back, he reflected on the brief conversation he’d had with the captain. Why had the officer been so unfriendly? Perhaps suspicion had become ingrained in the military consciousness. It made sense only if what the guards had told him in the confessional were true. He was paying no attention when the driver steered the car to the side of the road.

‘If you don’t mind walking the rest of the way, Padre,’ he said. ‘It’s not far now.’

‘But it’s raining.’

‘No,’ the driver said. ‘It’s stopped.’

Pablo looked out. It was true, the rain had never really made its presence felt. Still, it was a nuisance, having to walk.

‘Padre?’ the driver added, waiting.

The driver sounded nervous. Pablo pulled himself forward to peer over the seat. ‘What’s the matter?’

The driver pointed ahead to where several police cars and military trucks were slewed across the road. ‘Checkpoint,’ he said.

Pablo frowned with annoyance, but there was nothing to be done. The driver fussed over Pablo’s change and coins fell through his nervous fingers. Standing on the pavement, Pablo registered the metallic clunk of the door as it closed and was only half aware that the driver was doing a U-turn; his attention was on the road ahead where people had been corralled between shopfronts and lines of vehicles. Soldiers with rifles or machine guns cradled in the crooks of their arms lounged in the background looking bored, while police officers demanded to see identity cards. Most of the people seemed resigned and shuffled forward in turn. Pablo felt for his card in his jacket pocket, a surge of indignation rising. He had no reason to fear going through the checkpoint. The natural deference people felt for their priests would see him through. But there was no need for this mass humiliation of innocent people. He would not submit to it. Turning his back, he walked away. At the corner he turned left, then left again, unaware that behind him, a car had pulled out from the cordon of police vehicles.

He was only a block away from the church. Not far from the corner with Palos, half-hidden in the shade, was a small bookshop. A shelf ran along the bottom of the window, stacked with ancient volumes. Pablo paused to browse and didn’t notice the Ford Falcon with no number plates that stopped nearby, or the two men who got out.

He became aware of them only when they stood on either side, crowding him.

‘Do you mind?’ Pablo said.

‘Your papers, Padre,’ one of the men said.

Pablo looked at the man. ‘Who are you?’

‘Police.’

‘If you are police, you know that you cannot demand to see my papers without showing me some identification of your own.’

The man winked at his companion. ‘You think you know the rules, cabrón,’ he said to Pablo. With a sinister chuckle, he added, ‘Think again. We will tell you what the rules are.’

‘Who are you?’ Pablo said, trying to remain calm.

‘I told you. Now do as you’re told and show me your papers or take the consequences.’

‘Consequences?’ Pablo said, eyes flashing. ‘Lay a hand on me and you’ll find out what consequences mean.’

The man said nothing. He glanced at his companion who grinned and nodded. Without warning Pablo was punched hard in the stomach. Winded, he lurched forward, trying to breathe. The other man pulled a bag over Pablo’s head, forcing him to his knees. Pablo was unable to resist when his hands were pulled behind his back and handcuffed, nor when the two men pulled him to his feet and threw him into the back of the car, shoving him down into the footwell. People on the street hurried past, pretending there was nothing to see.

*

‘Padre! Padre!’ Joaquín was roused by loud banging on the front door. ‘Padre!’

Señora Garcia opened the door to find Gonzalo, breathless and agitated.

‘Is the Padre in?’ Gonzalo said. Señora Garcia stood aside as Joaquín came into the hallway.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘It’s the Padre,’ Gonzalo said, between breaths. ‘They have taken him.’

‘The Padre?’

‘The other Padre. Your friend,’ Gonzalo wheezed. ‘The one who lives with you.’

‘Pablo? What’s happened? Who has taken him?’

‘I don’t know, Padre, but I saw them. Two men in an unmarked car, no number plates.’

‘When?’

‘Five minutes ago, on calle Olavarría. I came here as fast as I could.’

‘Do you have any idea where they might have taken him?’

‘No, Padre.’

‘Mierda. I mean, thank you, Don Gonzalo.’

‘Is there anything I can do, Padre?’

‘Yes. Put the word about that Pablo has been taken. Find out if anyone else saw it.’

‘Sí, Padre.’

‘And Gonzalo—’

‘Sí, Padre?’

‘Be careful.’

The Cardinal refused to take Joaquín’s frantic call. The proprietor of the café opposite the church had a car and Joaquín begged a lift to the residence. With a snatched word of thanks, Joaquín dashed up the steps. ‘Come on,’ he growled through clenched teeth, as he rang the doorbell again and again.

When Jorge opened the door, Joaquín barged past him. ‘The Cardinal,’ he said, ‘where is he?’

‘Do you have an appointment?’ Jorge asked, unruffled.

‘Do I look like I have an appointment?’ Joaquín almost yelled.

‘His Eminence only sees people if they have an appointment.’

‘To hell with appointments,’ Joaquín shouted. ‘It’s an emergency. Monseñor Morales has been taken.’

‘Taken?’

‘Kidnapped. Two men in plain clothes in an unmarked car.’

Jorge did not hesitate. ‘Follow me, Padre.’

The Cardinal listened to Joaquín stony-faced. ‘What has Pablo got himself involved in?’ he asked.

‘He hasn’t got himself involved in anything,’ Joaquín said.

‘He must have. They wouldn’t arrest him for nothing – he’s a priest.’

‘I’m telling you. He’s not involved in anything.’

‘You’re his oldest friend, aren’t you?’

Joaquín nodded.

‘So, if he had done something,’ the Cardinal continued, ‘you would know about it, wouldn’t you?’

‘Of course I would know about it. But he hasn’t, I swear. For God’s sake, when would he find the time? He’s here practically every hour of the day.’

The Cardinal shot a telling look at Joaquín. ‘Not for the last few days he hasn’t been. He asked for some time off. He hasn’t been here since last week.’

‘That’s not possible…’ Joaquín began, suspicion growing that the Cardinal was playing with him. ‘Your Eminence,’ he said, ‘I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye, but this isn’t about me. Pablo really has been kidnapped and if you won’t help to find him, it’s likely we’ll never see him again.’

*

It was true. Everything he had heard in the confessional was true: the bag pulled over his head, the handcuffs, the tiny cell into which he had been thrown.

The reality of it was far worse. Pablo pushed himself up from the floor to sit against a wall, his hands shackled behind him. He felt disorientated. Isolated. Defenceless. With the hood over his head, he could see nothing. Yet his other senses were heightened. Noises echoed along the passageway outside, connecting him to an underworld of guards shouting, and the low murmur of other voices, all pushing through the sour reek of vomit and stale piss. The floor was wet, and moisture was seeping into his clothes. It was piss, he realized, surprised to find he wasn’t disgusted by it.

Little by little, he formed a mental picture of his surroundings. He was in a small room: brick walls and a floor of rough concrete. There must be more rooms like it on either side, probably in a row, with a corridor connecting them. He was not the only prisoner: he could hear others through the walls, their mutterings of pain or fear. Had he been a visitor to this place he would have felt pity for them, but now he felt pity only for himself. The realization made him freeze. Although there were many people nearby, he was as alone as it was possible to be. Helpless. At the mercy of his captors. As were all the others. During the mad ride from La Boca, thrown about like a rag doll as the car accelerated around corners, he had feared for his life. Blinded by the hood, his perception of the vehicle’s motion was so exaggerated he felt a compelling urge to throw up. He fought against it. If he vomited, with his hands pinioned behind his back, he would surely choke. His heart hammering, he had prayed, desperate prayers begging to be saved. Even as he had called out to God and any saint he could think of, he had known it was useless. He was on his own.

‘Hello,’ he shouted. ‘Can anybody hear me?’

Nobody answered. He called again. Somebody pounded on the door. ‘Shut up in there,’ a voice called, ‘no talking.’

‘I need the toilet.’

‘No toilet.’

‘I need to take a piss.’

‘Piss in the corner.’

‘I can’t. My hands are tied behind my back.’

‘What do you want me to do? Take your fucking dick out for you? Piss where you are, or don’t piss. But shut the fuck up.’

The hot liquid on his skin almost scalded, before turning cold as it soaked into his clothes.

It could have been half an hour, or two hours, or four. He could have fallen asleep and a whole night passed without him knowing. With a creaking of rusty hinges, the door opened.

‘Hey. Imbécil. Get up.’

‘I can’t,’ Pablo said.

The guard came over to hoist him to his feet. ‘You still need to piss?’

With the bag still in place, the guard could not see Pablo’s grimace. ‘I couldn’t hold it any longer. I had to let it go,’ Pablo said.

‘Good for you,’ the guard said.

Pablo was guided out of the cell and along the passage outside. Every so often, a pair of hands would grab his shoulders and set him in the right direction. Twists, turns, so many he lost count, and then down a flight of stairs and into another room. The handcuffs were released, and he was pushed on to a metal chair to which his left hand was then shackled. He could sense other people in the room. ‘Where am I?’ he said.

Without warning something hit the side of his head. The crash of the blow threw him to the floor. The pain was sickening. A rain of blows fell – rubber truncheons, boots, other things. There was nothing Pablo could do to protect himself and, as they landed, he could feel welts forming, blood bursting from lacerated vessels. He tried to curl into a ball, but he was still attached to the chair and all the while the points of pain were multiplying. He must have cried out, but, strangely, all he heard were the voices of his tormentors, some grunting with the effort of striking him, others making spiteful remarks or laughing.

And then it stopped. He lay on the floor, groaning, tensed, waiting for the onslaught to begin again. Unseen hands lifted him from the floor and placed him again on the chair. The hood was pulled off and he saw them for the first time: six men in olive-green fatigues, none with any insignia of service or rank.

‘Who are you?’ he tried to say, but his lips were split and swollen; blood welled into his mouth, so the words came out as an incoherent croak. He wiped his mouth with his free hand, wincing at each touch. ‘Who are you?’ he said again, this time clearly.

‘Who we are does not concern you,’ one of the men said, a tall man with a pencil moustache and short hair swept back from his forehead. He reminded Pablo of the film star David Niven. ‘The question is,’ the man continued, ‘who are you?’

‘You have my identity card,’ Pablo said. ‘You know who I am.’

‘A forgery,’ another man said, more heavily built than the other, with thick dark hair and a straggly beard. All he lacked was a beret with a small red star and he could have passed for Che Guevara. ‘Where did you get it?’

‘It’s not a forgery,’ Pablo said. ‘You must know that. You must have ways of knowing whether documents are genuine or not.’

‘The identity card is intriguing,’ David Niven said. ‘It’s a very good forgery, but we’ll come back to that. A permit signed by Admiral Massera is much more interesting.’ He came close enough that Pablo could smell the tobacco on his breath, bending down so their faces were level. ‘I have been in this business a long time,’ he continued. ‘And when I come across something like this, I get a tingling sensation down my spine. It has never failed me. How, I ask myself, does anybody come by a permit to enter one of our country’s high-security military establishments?’

‘Perhaps you should ask the Admiral,’ Pablo said.

Che Guevara motioned to one of the other men. He took a grip of Pablo’s free hand while another came from behind and delivered a vicious blow across Pablo’s knuckles with a length of hosepipe. The pain was instant and so intense that Pablo felt again that he was going to vomit.

‘You should understand, we have perfected the art of pain,’ Che said, almost pleasantly. He could have been a guide in an art gallery for all the menace that his tone of voice conveyed. ‘This is only the start. You will soon learn that you have woken up to a new reality. In this reality, you are nobody. You do not even exist. You have been masquerading as a man of God, but no more. Now I am your god. And you are in my power. Completely. If I say you will live, you will live. If I say you will die, you will die. There is no middle way. I hope you understand this and will decide to cooperate. Otherwise, things could go very badly for you.’

‘You shouldn’t have annoyed him,’ David Niven said. ‘You would have done far better to talk to me. People say I have a heart of gold, but him,’ he turned to point at Che, ‘he is an animal.’

‘I am Monseñor Pablo Morales,’ Pablo said through his swollen lips. ‘I am a Catholic priest, and I work for the Archbishop of Buenos Aires.’

Che Guevara laughed. David Niven shook his head.

‘I think it is time he was introduced to Susan,’ Che said.

David shrugged, as if it were out of his hands. ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ he said to Pablo.

Pablo recognized it as soon as it was wheeled in. A trolley on which sat a small control panel that sprouted coiled wires. Connected to the wires was what looked like a small, slim truncheon, its wooden shaft smooth and polished. Brass electrodes protruded from its end. Exactly as it had been described in the confessional.

‘Sometimes it’s called the machine, but here, we like to call it Susan,’ David Niven explained.

Che gestured to one of the others, who first ripped Pablo’s jacket away from his shoulders, then his shirt. Che picked up the truncheon, making theatrical sweeps with it through the air like a sword. ‘We’ll start with ten thousand,’ he said. One of the men turned a dial on the control panel. Che took up position facing Pablo, holding the electrodes inches from Pablo’s eyes.

Beads of sweat erupted on Pablo’s face. He turned away, trying to pull himself back from Che and the wicked-looking instrument in his hand. Somebody threw a jug of water over Pablo.

‘Just a little taste,’ Che murmured, touching the electrodes to Pablo’s chest.

The jolt of pain was indescribable. Pablo jerked in the chair, skinning his wrist as he pulled against the handcuff. He couldn’t help but cry out.

‘And that was just a starter,’ Che said again. ‘Imagine how much worse it can get.’

Pablo looked down at his chest where the electrodes had touched, expecting to see deep burns in the skin, but all he could see were two small pink spots, no more sinister than mosquito bites.

‘How did you obtain a permit signed by Admiral Massera?’ David Niven asked.

‘He gave it to me,’ Pablo gasped.

Niven rolled his eyes at Che. A look of resignation passed across Che’s face. ‘Don’t they ever learn?’ somebody said. Another touch of the electrodes, this time for longer. Pablo roared and lost control of his bladder.

He was aware of laughter but could not work out where it was coming from. He heard someone say, ‘I’ve seen women with bigger balls than him.’

‘I need to take a piss,’ Che said, placing Susan on the trolley and leaving the room.

Niven took out a packet of cigarettes and lit one, inhaling deeply, savouring the rush of nicotine. ‘Smoke, Padre?’ he asked, companionably. Pablo nodded. Niven held the packet for Pablo to take one and lit it for him.

‘You called me Padre,’ Pablo said.

‘Sí,’ Niven agreed.

‘So you know who I am.’

‘Naturally.’

‘Then why are you doing this?’

Niven sniffed and plucked at his lips to remove a strand of tobacco.

‘It’s like this, Padre. We don’t care who you are. But we want to know what you know. If you tell us, we will let you go.’

‘And if I don’t?’

Niven shrugged. ‘It’s like I said.’ He jerked his head towards the door Che had gone through. ‘My compañero really is an animal. He likes to hurt people. Sometimes he doesn’t know when to stop. It will be so much better for you if you cooperate.’

The words of the guard in the confessional came back to Pablo. Everyone is tortured. Sometimes they don’t even bother asking questions, or they ask questions that don’t make any sense.

‘Why do you want to know about the permit?’

‘You’re here to answer questions, Padre, not to ask them. Tell me now, before my colleague returns – where did you get it and who gave it to you?’

‘I told you – the Admiral gave it to me. He will tell you the same if you ask him.’

Niven sighed and shook his head. He drew hard on his cigarette, making the tip glow. When Che returned, he went across to him and spoke quietly into his ear. Grinning broadly, Che swaggered across to Pablo and stood over him, a hand held out for somebody to pass Susan to him.

‘He thinks you are one of the stubborn ones,’ Che said. ‘We will see about that.’ He turned to the man standing next to the trolley. ‘Twenty thousand,’ he said.

Pablo came to by having a bucket of cold water dashed in his face.

‘He’s waking up,’ somebody said.

‘Can you hear me, Padre?’ David Niven asked. When Pablo nodded, he continued, ‘You can relax – for a little while.’

‘Why?’ Pablo asked, not sure he was hearing right.

‘It’s the rules. We have to wait for the doctor. If a prisoner passes out, he must be seen by a doctor to make sure he’s fit enough for the interview to continue.’

He pulled up a chair and seated himself on it, resting his arms on the back, facing Pablo.

‘Why don’t you tell us what we want to know, and we can put a stop to all this unpleasantness?’

Pablo tried to understand what was being said to him. ‘I’m telling you the truth,’ he said. ‘The permit is genuine. I got it from the Admiral.’

A man entered the room. Unlike the others, he was wearing a smart-looking business suit. He glanced at Pablo before gesturing to Niven to follow him as he went out.

A minute later, Niven was back. He glared at Pablo. ‘Where is that fucking doctor?’ he demanded. The other men shrugged. He turned to Che. ‘Get rid of the machine,’ he said. To one of the others, he said, ‘Get those cuffs off him and take him down to the doctor’s room. He can wait there.’

‘What the fuck is it?’ Che asked.

‘A massive screw-up, that’s what it is,’ Niven said. ‘Thank Christ we didn’t kill the bastard.’

*

The Cardinal didn’t visit Pablo in hospital that night. It was left to Joaquín to tell Pablo how he had persuaded the Cardinal to intercede with Colonel Ramón.

‘It must have been him that telephoned David Niven,’ Pablo said.

‘Who?’ Joaquín thought Pablo was rambling and told him to get some sleep.

The Cardinal arrived the next morning. He had passed a troubled night. The conversation with Colonel Ramón had not been easy.

‘He has a permit to enter the ESMA facility signed by Admiral Massera himself,’ Ramón had said testily. ‘Of course my men were suspicious. Can you explain how he obtained it?’

The Cardinal couldn’t. Even now, on his way to the hospital, he had no clue how Pablo had managed it.

He was shocked by what he saw. Pablo looked like he had been in a car wreck. His face was a mass of swollen flesh, bruised to an angry purple, lips split and raw, one eye so swollen he couldn’t open it. His left arm was heavily bandaged. Yet the Cardinal didn’t ask Pablo how he was. His first words were, ‘How, by all that’s holy, did you persuade Admiral Massera to give you a permit? How did you even manage to see him?’

Pablo’s tongue flicked over parched lips. He gestured to a glass that was sitting on the cabinet next to his bed. Lips pursed with impatience, the Cardinal passed it to him. ‘Thank you,’ Pablo croaked, taking a sip of water. ‘God did it for me,’ he added, passing the glass back to the Cardinal.

‘Don’t play the fool with me, Pablo. How did you get it?’

Pablo regarded the Cardinal through his good eye. ‘You remember we agreed that with enough faith, we could move mountains,’ he said, ‘except I didn’t have to move a mountain, only an archbishop.’

The Cardinal gave an impatient sigh. ‘This isn’t a game, Pablo. For the love of God, tell me.’

‘I met Archbishop Laghi,’ Pablo explained. ‘I bumped into him in the street, a coincidence, nothing more. He was about to go when he mentioned he knew Admiral Massera well. In that moment, I sensed the ineffable will at work. I knew that if I asked, it would be granted to me. So, I did, and it was.’

‘Laghi obtained the permit for you?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you used it to visit the ESMA base?’

‘Yes.’

‘I knew there had to have been a reason why you were arrested. You know too much. Why do you think I was so opposed to your getting involved in this, Pablo?’

With a grimace of pain, Pablo shook his head. ‘It had nothing to do with my plans to visit prisoners. The ones who picked me up had no idea where I’d been. I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. And I’m glad I was because now I have seen the truth for myself. After what’s happened I’m more determined than ever.’

‘Are you completely mad, Pablo?’

‘No more than I have ever been.’

‘Did they give the permit back to you?’

‘Yes.’

‘I think you should give it to me.’

‘Why?’

‘For safe keeping, naturally. Colonel Ramón is most anxious to make sure it doesn’t fall into the wrong hands.’

‘You can tell the Colonel it’s quite safe,’ Pablo said. ‘There was something else I had on me that was much more important.’

‘I can’t think of anything of greater importance—’

‘I was carrying a pyx,’ Pablo said. ‘In case I was able to give communion to some of the prisoners. It had twenty consecrated hosts in it.’

‘And it wasn’t returned to you?’

‘No. The men who arrested me must have taken it.’

‘Sacrilege,’ the Cardinal said. ‘I will speak to the Colonel this afternoon. I will demand they are punished.’

‘You want them punished for stealing the pyx, but not for what they did to me?’

‘They are guilty of desecration.’

‘For which God will surely hold them to account,’ Pablo said. ‘Your Eminence, can’t you see that what happened to me is only the tip of the iceberg? I wasn’t the only one in that prison. I wasn’t the only one being tortured.’

‘Did you see other prisoners? Did you speak to them? Did you see anyone else being tortured?’

‘No. I couldn’t see a thing. They put a bag over my head. But I heard them.’

‘But you didn’t speak to them,’ the Cardinal said. He seemed almost relieved that Pablo had been blindfolded. ‘Evidence, Pablo,’ he continued, ‘I need hard evidence. Until then, my hands are tied.’

Pablo was incredulous. ‘Look at me,’ he said, leaning forward to pull on the Cardinal’s sleeve, making the older man face him. ‘Look at what they did to me. Isn’t this evidence enough? What more do you need?’

‘I have Colonel Ramón’s assurance that what happened to you was a regrettable misunderstanding caused by you having the permit in your possession. He also said you were evasive in the answers you gave.’

‘That’s not true. From the beginning I told them I got it from the Admiral.’

‘That’s not how I heard it.’

‘You believe them rather than me? Why are you so determined not to see what’s going on in front of your very eyes?’ Pablo said.

The Cardinal stood. ‘I will speak to the Colonel about the missing pyx,’ he said. ‘Beyond that…’ At the door, he paused. ‘Are you sure that a position in my service is still the right one for you, Pablo? You’ve changed, and I can’t help but wonder whether some time spent with a contemplative order might be better for you.’

Pablo shook his head. ‘No. I will come back to work as soon as I am able, if you still want me.’

‘Of course I want you. You have good instincts and you’re very capable. I hold you in very high regard. But I’m not sure that the path you’re choosing is right for the Church.’

‘I have no desire for a life of contemplation,’ Pablo said. ‘I want to be in a place where I can serve as many of God’s people as I can. That’s why I want to carry on as your assistant. That’s why you will always find me a devoted servant of God and of His Church.’

‘And of His Church? Are you sure of that, Pablo?’

‘God and His Church are indivisible.’

‘I will pray for you, Pablo,’ the Cardinal said, ‘that you are not put in a position where you have to make a choice between God and Church.’

‘Say a prayer for me to St Felicitas,’ Pablo said.

‘Why that saint?’

‘I could tell you, but perhaps it would be better for you to find out for yourself.’




Sanctus

The guard pulled on Pablo’s sleeve and pointed to the washbasin in the corner of the cell. ‘Don’t drink the water, Padre,’ he said, ‘it’s not good.’ The porcelain was cracked and stained, with notches around the lip where pieces had broken off. Pablo could imagine how the damage had been done and shuddered at the thought. He turned the tap. Nothing happened. It took a few turns before a trickle of water came forth, coughing into the sink.

Several months had gone by since Pablo’s ordeal. The onset of winter had passed him by as he spent his time recuperating in the apartment in La Boca. Laghi had sent flowers, and a card inviting him to lunch when he felt up to it. There had been no similar show of sympathy from the Cardinal. Pablo’s physical wounds had healed, though the Cardinal’s indifference still rankled. For weeks afterwards, every time he closed his eyes he saw Che advancing on him with the machine. The image had faded, but there were still nights when he would wake up with a start, breathing hard and bathed in sweat.

Once his wounds had healed, he had returned to ESMA every week demanding to be given access to the prisoners, only to be turned politely, but firmly, away. Now it seemed that the barriers had been removed. He had been brought to this cell and told to wait. The prisoners knew he was here, the guard had said, but it was up to them to come to him – if they wanted to.

The first to arrive was a man, perhaps in his fifties. He had a shock of silver hair and a thin beard of white stubble.

‘Would you like me to hear your confession?’ Pablo asked. The man nodded. Pablo pointed to where two rickety stools had been placed in the centre of the cell. Taking one of them he said, ‘I can give you communion if you wish, too.’

The prisoner perched on the edge of the stool. ‘What do I do, Padre, if I confess my sin, but don’t feel sorry for it?’

‘Confession is only valid if your contrition is sincere,’ Pablo said. ‘The priest is only the go-between. Absolution does not come from me, it comes from God, who looks into your heart and sees it laid bare. He knows whether you are sincere or not.’

‘I am sincere, Padre, I promise. But I can’t stop hating them, and I don’t see why I should feel sorry for it.’

‘Them?’

‘All of them. The police, the kidnappers, the guards, the torturers, even the doctor.’

Pablo looked closely at the man. He did not have the haunted appearance of a victim of torture. Yes, his clothes hung loosely on his limbs, and they were tattered and stained, but he bore no scars that Pablo could see.

‘I can understand why you might feel like that—’ Pablo began.

‘Don’t kid yourself, Padre. You have no idea,’ the man said. ‘To tell you the truth, I was sent to suss you out. To see if you were for real.’

‘Sent? Who sent you?’

‘The other chupados in the fish tank.’

‘Chupados?’

‘It’s what they call us because we have been swallowed up. We don’t deserve the dignity of being called prisoners.’

‘I see. What’s the fish tank?’

‘It’s where chupados like me are sent before we are released. They put us through a programme of what they call recuperation. Then they let us go. It’s all bullshit. We’re not recuperated, we’re afraid.’

‘And do you think I am for real?’

‘I haven’t made my mind up yet.’

‘Would it make any difference if I told you I had been tortured myself?’

The prisoner looked at Pablo, disbelief plain on his face. ‘You, Padre? And I was beginning to like you.’

‘I’m being serious,’ Pablo said.

‘Funny that,’ the prisoner replied, ‘so am I.’

The next penitent was a small, mousy man who kept casting furtive glances at Pablo over half-moon glasses. He had to keep adjusting them with fingers that were stained black, deep into the nail beds. He too was from the fish tank, he said. He had confessed to running a clandestine printing press for the Montoneros, and to forging identity cards. The fish tank had a printing press that produced pamphlets for the government, so he was employed again, after a fashion.

‘Is there anything more you want to tell me?’ Pablo asked.

The man shook his head.

‘Then for your penance, say a decade of the rosary.’

‘I don’t have a rosary.’

Pablo pulled one from his pocket, a simple chain with a plain cross and beads the colour of coffee beans. He gave it to the man.

‘It’s not allowed…’ the man said.

‘I won’t tell anyone,’ Pablo said. ‘Would you like to take communion?’

The man said, ‘No,’ and banged on the door to be let out.

The next penitent was also male, elderly, who at first seemed to be confused. Muttering under his breath, he wandered over to the wall furthest from the door before beckoning Pablo to follow.

‘They can’t hear us over here,’ he whispered, so quietly that Pablo had to strain to listen.

‘Do you want to make your confession?’ Pablo asked.

The man got down on one knee, as if he were confessing. ‘You know it’s all a set-up, Padre,’ he murmured. ‘They won’t let you see anyone who is in line to get their ticket, only the ones who are so broken they think we’re harmless.’

‘Why would they do that?’ Pablo asked.

‘Why do you think? There are things they don’t want you to see or even hear about, so they send us in, the ones they think they can trust. It’s a sham.’

‘How? Any confession in a place like this is worth hearing.’

‘You think so? What if I told you that last fellow they sent in was a Jew?’

‘Why would a Jew come to confession?’

‘I can only think, Padre, that he asked you to get a message out.’ The man’s eyes almost glittered with malice. ‘He did, didn’t he?’

‘I can’t say,’ Pablo said.

The man winked. ‘Of course you can’t, Padre.’

‘You mentioned something about the ones who were in line to get a ticket. Who are they?’

‘They’re the ones the rest of us never see, but we hear them when they’re taken up to the eggbox.’

‘The eggbox?’

‘The torture room. We’ve all been there. Afterwards, some of us get a ticket, some of us are sent to the fish tank. There doesn’t seem to be any sense to it.’

‘I still don’t understand. What ticket do these people get?’

‘A one-way ticket, Padre. Strictly one-way.’

An hour passed and no more prisoners came to the cell. It wasn’t what Pablo had hoped for. He removed the stole from around his shoulders and folded it into a small leather valise, which also held a pyx containing communion wafers, not that any of the penitents had shown an interest in receiving the sacrament. The door was not locked, so he pushed it open and looked out into the corridor. At the end was a desk where a man in blue fatigues was seated. Like the men who had interrogated Pablo, his uniform bore no insignia.

‘I beg your pardon,’ Pablo said, walking towards the desk, ‘are there no more prisoners wishing to confess?’

‘I don’t know, Padre. I only just came on duty.’

‘The one who was on duty before you – I’m afraid I didn’t get his name – said there were enough to keep me busy for a week.’

The guard grinned. ‘That would have been Dr Tangalanga. He likes a joke.’

Pablo frowned, perplexed. ‘That can’t be his real name.’

‘Nobody around here has a real name, Padre.’

‘So, what is your name?’

‘Everybody calls me Búho.’

‘Why do they call you that?’

‘When I started, one of the sergeants said I had eyes like an owl and it stuck.’

‘Do I have a name?’

‘You really want to know?’

‘I do.’

The guard hesitated. With a shrug, he said, ‘El Hazmerreír.’

Laughing stock. No doubt that name would stick as well. ‘Well,’ Pablo said, ‘I suppose I asked for that. It certainly puts me in my place, doesn’t it?’

‘It wasn’t me who called you that, Padre.’

‘Can you tell me who did?’

The guard shook his head.

Pablo sighed. ‘So, Búho,’ he said. ‘Do you think you could drum up anyone else to see me today?’

‘I don’t know, Padre, I’ll see what I can do.’

It was a quarter of an hour before a woman shuffled into the cell. She seemed unsure whether she had come to the right place. Seeing Pablo, she closed the door behind her and genuflected. She wore a filthy baggy dress from which skinny arms and legs extended like the stick limbs of a puppet.

‘I am Padre…’ Pablo hesitated, ‘Hazmerreír. I’m not one of the military chaplains. I am here to hear your confession and offer you holy communion, if that is what you would like.’

‘Sí, Padre,’ the woman said in a low voice. ‘Gracias.’

Pablo took the stole from the case, kissed the cross embroidered at its centre and draped it over his shoulders. The woman was about to kneel, but he stopped her. ‘No need for that in here,’ he said, taking her hand and leading her to one of the stools. ‘Tell me your sins and I will grant you absolution.’

The woman settled on the stool heavily, like a crone with creaking joints. ‘I have many sins on my conscience, Padre,’ she said. ‘Before I was brought to this place many people said I was a pelandusca. I slept with many men. Not for money, you understand, I never did it for that. I did it because… because it was a life I enjoyed. And then I was brought here. And my reputation came with me.’

Pablo peered at the woman. She might have been a beauty once, and could perhaps be again, but here, she looked haggard, her face unwashed, her cheeks gaunt, her eyes sunken. She had an air of defeat, or perhaps resignation about her.

‘One of the sergeants here, the one they call El Tejano, took a liking to me, at least that’s what he would say to me. He said that with my looks I should have been in the pages of a society magazine. He made a point of always being the one to bring me to the avenue of happiness—’

‘The where?’ Pablo asked.

‘The passage that leads to the eggbox. You always know when somebody is in there. From the outside you can hear them playing rock music as loud as it will go.’ She shuddered, remembering something painful. ‘And El Tejano would come to my cell and rape me,’ she said. ‘Time after time. Until he got tired of me. Then he let anyone take their pleasure on me. And they did. Many of them.’

‘None of this is your fault,’ Pablo said. ‘God will not judge you for things that other people did to you. They are the ones who will be judged, not you.’

‘That’s not what El Tejano says. He says it was my own fault I was picked up. If I hadn’t been sleeping with a terrorist, I would not have been touched.’ Her dark eyes blazed into Pablo’s. ‘I don’t sleep with just anyone, Padre. He was a professor from the university. I was in love with him. One night they burst into his apartment and took both of us.’

‘What happened to him?’

The woman shook her head.

‘Why are you telling me this?’ Pablo asked.

‘The Church says it’s a sin for a woman to take precautions, but you know that no one pays any attention to that. And when you are in a place like this there are no precautions that a woman can take.’

Pablo nodded.

‘I vowed that if I became pregnant, I would kill myself. I prayed to the Virgin to keep me safe, but she didn’t hear me. One day I was sent to clean one of the dormitories and I stole a razor and hid it in my dress, but before I could use it El Tejano found it and took it off me. He told me I was his little girl, and I needed his permission before I was allowed to die. He said he forgave me this time, and he wouldn’t beat me unless I tried again. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone laugh so much as he did on that day.’

She pulled her voluminous dress tight to show her belly. ‘It is nearly my time, and before my baby is born, I want my conscience to be clear.’

*

‘I surprised myself,’ Pablo said to Joaquín that night over a muted supper, ‘that I didn’t feel angry over the name they gave me. They intended it as a calculated insult, but I wasn’t dismayed or even disappointed by the lack of respect. All it did was show me how low they have sunk, twisting the rules of civilized behaviour.’

‘An insulting name can’t hurt you, but the lack of respect could,’ Joaquín said.

‘Yes,’ Pablo agreed. ‘So I have to find a way to turn it against them.’ He took a sip of wine. ‘I’m going to wear it as a badge of pride. I will use my new name at every opportunity and make them use it too. I’ll show them I’m immune to their insults. I’m going to make them feel ashamed every time they use that name. That’s how I’ll win their respect.’

‘A nom de guerre,’ Joaquín said, ‘I like that. Every revolutionary needs one. Lenin… Che Guevara… Padre Hazmerreír…’ Their eyes met. Both men laughed. ‘It won’t be easy,’ Joaquín continued. ‘From what you tell me, they have no respect for anyone or anything.’

‘I think that’s true of some of them,’ Pablo said, ‘perhaps even most of them. The officer who turned me away the first time I went there, he was like that. But with the lower ranks, I sense that many of them are aping their superiors, and they go along with it out of fear of what will happen if they don’t.’

‘I think you’re very brave after all you went through,’ Joaquín said. ‘Most people would say enough, that they’ve had a lucky escape and won’t tempt fate a second time.’ He held up his glass to toast Pablo. ‘Good luck,’ he said. ‘You’re a better man than me.’

‘We both know that’s not true,’ Pablo replied with a self-deprecating smile. ‘How is your plan to help the Madres coming along?’

‘I don’t know whether I should tell you,’ Joaquín said. ‘I mean, after what happened. If you were tortured again…’

‘It’s not going to happen again,’ Pablo said. ‘I have been assured that the men concerned have all been disciplined. They won’t make the same mistake twice.’

‘That’s the problem, though. What if it wasn’t a mistake?’

*

The next day, Pablo was back at work. He gave the Cardinal a written summary of what he had done in ESMA, but days passed and the Cardinal made no mention of it. Pablo decided to confront him.

‘It’s as if the entire country has been bullied into a conspiracy of silence,’ he said. ‘And the silence creates the space where people can be kidnapped and imprisoned and tortured with impunity. Some are even killed. We have a duty to break the silence, to condemn the junta, to show the people which side we are on.’

‘Pablo,’ the Cardinal said, ‘it is not on my insistence that the Church is keeping its own counsel regarding the excesses of the military. I act on advice from the Curia.’

‘From the Curia? Who in the Curia would give such advice?’

‘I can’t say, but it was conveyed to me by the Papal Nuncio himself.’

‘Archbishop Laghi? What has he to do with what is going on?’

‘Like me, he must take the long view. There is an existential threat from communism, not just here, but all over the world. He is convinced that Argentina is engaged in a life-or-death struggle against it and, again like me, he has asked the most difficult of all questions: what can the Church do against machine guns and tanks? The answer, Pablo, is nothing. Nothing. What the people need from the Church are masses and novenas, not politics.’

‘I find it hard to believe the Archbishop would take such a position,’ Pablo said. ‘I spoke to him after I was abducted. He told me he was aware that there were abuses, but that he had never imagined that a complete innocent could be taken and tortured.’

‘Why are you so surprised, Pablo? He has a duty, as do I, to protect the integrity of the Church. He knows much more than you imagine.’

The conversation had ended there. Back at his desk, Pablo was uneasy and found himself wondering about the Cardinal. It was clear that he knew a great deal of what the junta was doing, far more than he had ever admitted before. Had he revealed more than he intended? Why would he do that? And then there was Laghi. He had thought the Archbishop was sincere in the concern he had expressed for what Pablo had gone through and the situation in the country generally. Had he misjudged him too?

*

Archbishop Laghi was at the naval club, enjoying a game of tennis with Admiral Massera. The winter sun was bright but gave little heat and, to keep warm, they played as hard as they were able, despite their almost charming amateurishness. They were evenly matched, but the Admiral edged ahead in the final two games to win the set.

As they walked from the court, the Admiral draped an arm around the Archbishop’s shoulders. ‘You didn’t let me win, did you?’

Laghi shook his head. ‘As God is my witness,’ he said. They laughed.

After showering, they sat down to lunch in the senior officers’ mess.

‘The Holy Father is becoming increasingly concerned about the rumours,’ Laghi said, after a steward had deposited two Scotch and sodas on their table.

Massera was absorbed with the menu. ‘Rumours?’ he said, not looking up. ‘What rumours?’

‘Don’t play the innocent with me, Emilio: you know perfectly well what rumours.’

‘And what exactly have you told him?’

‘I’ve been able to reassure his Holiness – up to now. But the trickle of rumours is becoming a stream, soon it will be a river, then a torrent and it is only a matter of time before the dam bursts.’

Massera raised an eyebrow, but without any indication of concern. ‘Would a visit from the Inter-American Human Rights Commission help to allay his Holiness’s concerns?’

‘Most certainly. That would be very satisfactory. Are they likely to carry out such a visit?’

‘There’s a possibility it could be arranged.’ The Admiral adopted a satisfied, confident expression, like a magician who has saved his best trick till last. ‘Have you tried the tuna? It’s caught just off the coast, not far from here. It’s very good.’

The Archbishop lifted his spectacles off his nose to peer at the menu.

With barely a pause, the Admiral continued, ‘I don’t quite know how to put this, but since you bring up the subject of rumours… it has come to my attention that there was another fish caught on the coast, not too far from here. A rather large one.’

The spectacles slipped down Laghi’s face. ‘Eh?’ he said, with a puzzled look. ‘I’m sure I have no idea what you are talking about.’

Massera took a deep breath. He eyed his Scotch, wondering whether to take a drink before continuing. Lowering his voice, he said, ‘Pio – may I speak frankly?’

Laghi nodded, suddenly very tense.

‘I like to think that we are friends, good friends. And the government of Argentina wishes to maintain the most cordial relations with the Vatican, as you know. But certain rumours have reached my ears…’

‘Certain rumours?’ Laghi looked around the room to make sure there was nobody close enough to hear.

‘Let us call them… indiscretions, on the part of a senior churchman, on the road to La Plata, near the university nautical club. Young men, and boys.’

‘What makes you think it concerns me?’

‘One of the young men comes from an old naval family. He has made an allegation – a serious allegation. I know his father well. I need to decide what action should be taken, if any.’

The Archbishop flushed. ‘Scurrilous imaginings of an over-active mind,’ he muttered. Flustered, he wiped the perspiration off his face with a napkin.

‘There are witnesses.’

‘And who are these witnesses? Taxi-boys?’

‘Some, yes. But not the only ones. Naturally, I will do my best to make sure the rumours do not gain currency.’

‘Are they likely to?’

The Admiral smiled. Shaking his head, his heavy-lidded eyes crinkled shut, then opened, fixing a lizard-like gaze on the churchman. ‘Of course not. I shall use my most strenuous endeavours to make sure that they don’t. Forget I ever mentioned it.’

The Admiral drained his Scotch. The Archbishop did likewise. Massera raised a hand to summon a steward. The man padded across the thick carpet, brass buttons gleaming on his starched white tunic. ‘I’ll have the tuna,’ the Admiral said. He glanced at Laghi. ‘What about you?’ The Archbishop closed the pages of the menu and nodded. ‘And so will my guest. And bring us a bottle of Chablis, the ’69 if there’s any left.’ As the waiter moved away, Massera continued, ‘There is another matter that I should like to discuss, which also needs to be handled sensitively.’

‘Does it concern the Church?’

‘Naturally, or I would not have raised it. I have learned that the madwomen from the Plaza de Mayo intend to seek an audience with the Pope. I don’t need to tell you that, if such an audience were granted, it could be very embarrassing for my government.’

‘Surely you could just refuse them permission to leave the country.’

‘It’s not as simple as that. Argentina has long borders. It would be easy for them to cross into Chile or Uruguay and travel from there.’

‘Without visas?’

‘It’s not difficult to obtain a visa. No, what’s needed is for their petition for an audience with his Holiness to be refused. I’m sure it would not present too many difficulties for you to arrange it.’ He paused to allow his words to penetrate. ‘A word from you, Pio, to his Holiness. Is that such a big thing to ask – between friends?’

‘This is blackmail,’ Laghi muttered.

‘Blackmail? That’s such an unpleasant word. Besides, I never heard of blackmail that involved sharing a bottle of ’69 Chablis.’

Massera threw back his head and laughed, causing other officers in the restaurant to look in their direction, though not for long.

‘What’s so funny?’ Laghi asked, not sharing the Admiral’s amusement.

Massera stopped laughing, but the smile remained. ‘I don’t suppose you heard my most recent speech.’ Laghi shook his head. ‘I said, Some must speak, and some must be still so we can hear the silence of the sinners. Don’t you find it ironic, given the conversation we have just had, how apt my words were?’

*

The Cardinal leaned across his antique desk to pick up the ringing telephone.

‘Juan Carlos? It’s Pio,’ said the voice on the line. ‘Something important has come up. It’s potentially a big problem and it needs to be managed carefully. I’ve just had a conversation with Massera.’

‘Really? What did he want?’

‘It appears the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo have raised the stakes. Massera has learned they intend to petition the Holy Father directly. Naturally, this is the last thing he wants. I said I would do what I could to stop it from happening.’

‘Why would that be a problem? Surely any request would have to go through you?’

‘In normal circumstances, yes. But these are not normal circumstances, with human rights organizations on the prowl.’

‘I see,’ the Cardinal said, ‘and not forgetting Pablo.’

‘Pablo? What’s he got to do with it?’

‘We need to find a way to keep him onside.’

‘Why?’

‘I’ve just had another talk with him about the disappearances. I think I may have said more than I intended. He certainly wasn’t happy when we finished. He knows many people in Rome. If he took it upon himself to help the madwomen, who knows what might happen?’




Oremus

On Pablo’s next visit to ESMA, the lawns were littered with ground doves, the birds picking their way through the well-trimmed grass, stepping with the haughtiness of presidential guards. The officer at the reception desk recognized Pablo and within minutes had summoned a petty officer to take him to the confessional cell. A guard was lolling on the small table at the end of the corridor, moving his hands through the air like imaginary aeroplanes, his head tilting first one way, then another, following the sinuous movements.

‘Hey you!’ the petty officer barked in his best parade-ground voice. ‘What d’you think you’re playing at?’ The guard jerked to his feet, his face the picture of a guilty man caught in the act. The petty officer marched forward, Pablo following in his wake.

The guard came to attention, stamping hard on the concrete floor to demonstrate his military bearing. ‘Nothing, Jefe,’ he said.

Glaring at the guard, the petty officer turned to point at Pablo. ‘This is Padre—’

‘Laughing Stock,’ Pablo interjected. He almost guffawed at the look on the petty officer’s face. ‘Or, at least, that’s what I’m called in here. Not outside in the real world, though.’

‘He’s here to hear confessions from the prisoners,’ the petty officer explained. ‘In the fish tank,’ he added, with another glare at the mystified guard.

‘What do they call you?’ Pablo asked.

‘Plant Pot,’ the guard replied.

‘Oh.’ Pablo had to bite his lip to stop the amusement showing on his face. He was on the verge of asking where the name had come from but thought better of it. ‘Do you know if there are any prisoners wanting to make their confessions today?’

Plant Pot didn’t know, he told Pablo gravely, but he would find out.

Word must have gone out that Pablo was ‘for real’. Over the next two hours, a dozen or more prisoners arrived. Each of them made their confession and took communion. Four of them asked Pablo to take a message out.

‘I can’t,’ he told them. ‘I had to give an undertaking that I would not reveal the identity of any of the people I saw here, or even that I had seen anyone at all.’

None of the prisoners protested or showed any disappointment. They were, as Pablo had been told the week before, broken, and no longer entertained any hopes or expectations.

The pregnant woman didn’t come back. Of all the prisoners he had seen, she had seemed the most sincere, the one with the greatest desire to confess; Pablo wondered why she had stayed away. When the confessions came to an end, he went in search of Plant Pot.

‘Last week, I saw a woman prisoner. Tall, very thin, with dark hair. I thought she might have come to see me again. Do you know who she might have been?’

‘No, Padre.’

‘Or where she might be now?’

‘No, Padre.’

‘Is there anyone you can ask?’

The guard thought for a moment. ‘I can try the fish tank, if you like.’

There was a telephone on the guard’s table. Consulting a list of numbers affixed to the wall, he called his opposite number in the fish tank. A brief conversation ensued. Holding his hand over the mouthpiece, the guard said to Pablo, ‘Padre, they say they don’t know who she is, but that there is no one else wanting to come to confession today.’

‘Tell them she was pregnant,’ Pablo said.

Plant Pot passed this information on, but with the same result. He put the phone down and looked at Pablo with a blank expression.

‘Can you think of anywhere else she could be?’ Pablo asked.

‘No, Padre.’

‘Think, damn it. Where would a pregnant woman be kept in this place? Is there a hospital?’

‘No, Padre.’

‘There must be a sick bay for the people who are stationed here.’

‘Yes, Padre.’

‘Isn’t there something for the prisoners?’

‘I don’t think so, Padre.’

‘There must be.’ In his frustration, Pablo leaned over the desk to look at the list of phone numbers on the wall. ‘What about here?’ he asked, jabbing his finger at one: infirmary.

Plant Pot peered at the list. ‘Oh. There.’ He dialled the number.

Pablo was beginning to understand why the guard had been endowed with his nickname.

‘There’s a pregnant woman up there,’ he said.

‘Can you take me?’

Plant Pot shook his head. ‘I’m not supposed to leave my post.’

Pablo reached into his jacket pocket for his wallet. He extracted his permit and unfolded it. ‘Here’s my authorization,’ he said, smoothing the paper over the surface of the desk. ‘It’s signed by Admiral Massera himself. You know who he is, don’t you?’

Plant Pot shook his head.

‘He’s the head of the whole navy. Now will you take me?’

The woman in the infirmary was not the woman Pablo had seen the week before. The nurse in charge was not at all happy with Pablo’s intrusion.

‘If a woman was about to give birth, would she be brought here?’ Pablo asked.

‘Not necessarily. It depends.’

‘On what?’

‘If there is not much warning that the baby is coming, there might not be enough time to bring her up here. She might give birth in her cell,’ the nurse explained.

‘If they’re anything like the cell I was given,’ Pablo said, ‘they’re filthy. How could you let a woman give birth in one? Why wouldn’t she be brought up here if she was close to her time, as a precaution?’

‘Security, Padre. There is no lock on the door here, as you can see, and not enough guards. Women are kept in their cells until the last minute.’

‘Do you know of a woman who gave birth in the last week, even if it wasn’t here?’

‘Yes, Padre.’

‘Where is she now?’

The nurse shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Is she still here?’

‘I don’t know.’

Pablo’s lips tightened. ‘And the baby?’ he said, trying to keep his voice even.

‘A girl.’

‘Do you know what happened to it?’

‘The doctor took it.’

‘Where did he take it?’

Another shrug. ‘I don’t know. It’s not my place to know.’

‘Do you even care what’s happened to the woman, or her baby?’ Pablo said, trying to keep control of his mounting outrage. ‘No, don’t tell me, let me guess – it’s not your place to care, either, is it?’

*

The next day Pablo made an excuse to leave work early and took a bus back to La Boca. Going straight to San Juan Evangelista he found Joaquín in the tiny parish office.

‘You look done in,’ Joaquín said, eyeing his friend with concern.

Pablo sighed. ‘It’s these visits to ESMA,’ he said, rubbing his eyes. ‘Every time I discover something more. It’s like being allowed glimpses into the different circles of hell. A woman who has just given birth vanishes, and nobody seems the slightest bit bothered. Her baby is whisked away by the doctor and nobody is bothered about that, either.’

‘Mother of God,’ Joaquín breathed. ‘With everything you hear you think it can’t get any worse, and then you learn something more and you find it is.’

‘I’m not letting it lie,’ Pablo said. ‘I found out who the doctor is. His name is Bergés. He goes into ESMA to examine prisoners and say whether they are fit to be tortured, or, if it’s already started, whether it can continue. Remember, they stopped torturing me because they were waiting for a doctor. If a woman gives birth, he takes the baby, and the mother is never seen again.’

Joaquín crossed himself. ‘But how does he get away with it? Babies can’t be given away. There are procedures, documents. Even orphaned babies must be recorded by the social welfare before they can be adopted.’

Pablo spoke so quickly his words tumbled over one another. ‘What if there are no parents? What if the father is one of the disappeared, or the mother was raped by the guards? What if the mother is taken away and shot after she has given birth? What if there is no birth certificate? What if the doctor who delivers a baby in ESMA is allowed to take it away and then lie about who the parents are?’

Joaquín’s hand flew to his lips. The implications crowded in on one another like passengers on the subway during rush hour. ‘Even if I don’t doubt you, and I don’t,’ he said, ‘many will call you a liar or say you have a vivid imagination and no proof. Will the nurse you spoke to testify? Like hell she will. And what about this Dr Bergés? He’s bound to say it’s nonsense.’

‘What do you suggest?’

Shaking his head in disbelief, Joaquín closed his eyes to think. ‘Prudens qui patiens,’ he murmured. After a while he said, ‘If the doctor is stealing babies, he must be falsifying the birth certificates. It can’t be that difficult to find births registered by him and discover who the parents are. We could see if any pattern emerges.’

‘How do we obtain copies of the birth certificates?’

‘By a strange coincidence,’ Joaquín said, opening a drawer in his desk and taking out an address book, ‘I know somebody in the social welfare department.’

Pablo listened with rising frustration while Joaquín spoke to his social welfare friend. Yes, it was possible to obtain the details of births registered in Buenos Aires, but it would be an enormous task, impossible for her to do. Besides, if somebody in her department noticed what she was doing, questions were sure to be asked, and questions, as everyone knew, were dangerous. Joaquín almost slammed the receiver into the cradle.

‘What now?’ Pablo asked.

Joaquín’s eyes narrowed. ‘Well, let’s think about what we do know. Copies of birth certificates are kept in the Registro Civil. If the parent doesn’t register the birth, that must be stated on the certificate, so it should be easy to find the births registered by this doctor. The problem is we’ll have to go through thousands of certificates. That’ll take time and, as my friend pointed out, questions might be asked. How can we ask someone to take a risk like that?’

‘How many thousand?’ Pablo asked.

‘About two hundred.’

‘Thousand?’

‘Yes.’

‘How far back does that go? Can’t we narrow it down?’

‘That’s only for the past twelve months.’

Pablo let out a muted whistle. ‘That many? I had no idea.’

Joaquín shook his head. ‘Neither did I.’

‘So what can we do?’

‘I don’t know.’ Joaquín looked at his watch. ‘I have to go to the school for a parents’ meeting. Why don’t we meet back at the apartment later? Maybe you could stop off at Gonzalo’s and get us some wine.’

Pablo stood. ‘Sure. I suppose I ought to drop in, anyway. I haven’t seen him since I came out of the hospital. How long do you think you’ll be?’

‘Not long. An hour, two at the most.’ Joaquín cleared the papers from his desk and locked the ancient safe that nestled against the wall behind him. ‘You need to thank him, you know,’ he added. ‘He was the one who raised the alarm when you were taken.’

Pablo paused at the door. ‘I will,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you later.’

*

The curtain blind, which Pablo thought of as a feature of Gonzalo’s store, was gone, and the door was closed. Pablo peered through the glass. There were no lights on. He pulled back his sleeve to check his watch. It wasn’t late. He’d never known the store to be closed this early. He rattled the door. It moved a little, and then gave against the catch. The brassy tinkle of a bell echoed around the shelves. As it faded, Pablo thought he could hear a gasp, like someone running up a hill. ‘Don Gonzalo?’ he called. There was no answer.

As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, Pablo heard the gasp again. A woman. Followed by a moan, muted, somebody trying to hold it in but not succeeding.

Pablo took a step towards the counter. His foot came down on something hard and angular and he lost his balance, twisting his ankle and crashing down on the terracotta tiles that covered the floor. He yelled – a combination of surprise and pain.

Somebody shouted from the storeroom, the voice breathy, irritated: ‘Who’s there?’

There was no mistaking Gonzalo’s voice.

‘It’s me, Father Morales,’ Pablo called back, pushing himself up, wincing as his hands explored the knee that had taken most of the impact.

‘What happened?’

‘Nothing. I tripped on something.’

‘Are you hurt?’

‘I told you – it’s nothing.’

Pablo’s eyes scoured the floor looking for what had felled him. He saw a little mound, dark against the paler background of the tiles. He stooped to pick it up. A woman’s shoe. Its high heel had come away from the sole, perhaps when Pablo had stepped on it. Looking further, Pablo saw another heap on the floor, lying in the lee of the counter. He picked that up too. A garment, cotton but fine. A woman’s blouse.

‘Give me a minute, Padre,’ he heard Gonzalo call. ‘I’ll be right out.’

Gonzalo emerged into the shop, buttoning his shirt. His hand reached for a switch and turned on the lights. ‘I’m sorry to keep you waiting, Padre,’ he said. ‘I was busy.’

‘Hey, grandullon…’ a woman’s voice came from the storeroom. ‘What have you done with my blouse?’

Pablo held it up, a sheepish look on his face.

‘It’s here, mi amor,’ Gonzalo called back, his lips spreading in a smile that revealed his dreadful teeth. ‘Come and get it.’

A woman came from the storeroom, hands behind her back, fastening the clasp on her bra. She looked half Gonzalo’s age. Pablo turned away. Gonzalo took the blouse and held it up by the shoulders for the woman to put her arms in.

Trying not to look, Pablo held out the shoe. ‘I think I broke it,’ he said, glumly. ‘I’ll pay for it to be repaired.’

The woman examined it. ‘It’s a new shoe I need, not a repair.’

‘Whatever’s needed,’ Pablo said, steadfastly looking the other way, ‘is fine by me.’

‘Run along, cariño.’ Gonzalo winked at the woman. ‘I’ll see you later.’

She kissed her hand and held it to Gonzalo’s cheek. ‘I’ll be back about ten,’ she said. ‘Be sure to wait up.’

‘It’s all right, Padre,’ Gonzalo said a moment later. ‘You can relax. She’s gone.’

Turning around, Pablo let go his breath. ‘I’m sorry, Don Gonzalo,’ he said, ‘I didn’t mean to—’

‘Don’t worry about it. I thought the door was locked. I’ll get someone to look at it.’

‘It probably was locked,’ Pablo admitted. ‘It only opened when I pushed it.’

‘Don’t be embarrassed, Padre,’ Gonzalo smiled, ‘I’m not. So now you know what goes on when my door is closed. You’re not the only one.’ He tapped a finger against his nose. ‘Father Castillo knows too. He hears my confession.’ Hands on his hips, he regarded Pablo with amusement. ‘Now, what can I do for you, Padre? Some wine, perhaps?’

‘Cool as a bloody cucumber, he was,’ Pablo said later, to Joaquín, as he recounted the tale. ‘And there was me, not knowing where to look or what to say.’

‘It’s hilarious,’ Joaquín said, between chuckles. ‘I told you he was a bit of a boy, our Gonzalo.’ He giggled. Seeing Pablo’s disapproval, he added, ‘I’m sorry, I can’t help it. I keep seeing the look on your face when you realized what you had barged in on.’

‘That’s nothing compared with what happened next.’

Joaquín shook his head in amused disbelief. ‘Go on.’

‘He said if I ever wanted him to find a woman for me, he would be more than happy to oblige.’

‘No!’ This time Joaquín’s belly laugh was so infectious Pablo found himself seized by it too. Neither of them could speak. ‘Hang on,’ Joaquín said between breaths, leaving the room, ‘I’m going to wet myself.’

‘What did you say to that?’ Joaquín asked, when he returned.

‘What do you think I said? Then he said that, underneath my fine black suit I was the same as any other man. He said that no one would know I was a priest, and, what’s more, no one would care. And, then he said, I wouldn’t be the first.’

‘The first priest to go with a woman, or the first to use Gonzalo as a pimp?’

‘Probably both.’ Pablo took a sip of wine. ‘I take it,’ he continued, ‘he has never made a similar suggestion to you?’

A wry smile appeared on Joaquín’s face. ‘I’m afraid not. I wonder why he said it to you.’

‘I have no idea. What he said was quite disgraceful, but, at the time, I couldn’t think of what to say back to him.’

‘Maybe he thought he saw something in the way you looked at his girlfriend.’

Pablo shook his head. ‘He couldn’t have. I made sure I looked the other way.’

‘I can imagine. But it might have been because you looked away that he thought you were interested, if not in her, perhaps in someone else.’ Joaquín pulled a cigarette from a pack and lit it. Blowing the smoke up at the ceiling, he said, ‘And what did you say?’

‘I said I still wasn’t interested. He looked at me with that lopsided grin he has, like he doesn’t believe a word you’re saying, and said it was up to me, but if I changed my mind, I knew where to find him.’

Joaquín was mid-breath puffing on his cigarette. His guffaw transformed into a hoarse cough. ‘If you do change your mind,’ he said, recovering, ‘can I ask you one thing? Please don’t come to me to make your confession.’

Pablo smiled. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t.’

‘What happened next?’

‘I said I had only come in for a couple of bottles of wine and to thank him for raising the alarm when I was kidnapped. He shrugged it off. I tried to tell him how grateful I was, that it was probably because he had reported it so quickly that I was found and released. He told me not to mention it. I said, no really, I wanted him to know that what he had done was crucial and if not for him, I wouldn’t be here now. Do you know what he said?’ Pablo paused to let the words sink in. ‘He said, I should never mention it again, not to him, not to anyone else. He stressed the anyone else, looked me straight in the eye and asked me if I understood.’

All signs of merriment fell from Joaquín’s face. ‘He’s frightened. He doesn’t want anyone to know that he was the one who saw the police picking you up. If they found out it was him, I don’t think they’d be calling round for bottles of wine, do you?’

‘The strange thing was,’ Pablo said, ‘that’s when it came to me how we could start looking for all these babies that have vanished.’ He paused to gather his thoughts. ‘Gonzalo’s niece, Josefina. She could go through all the birth certificates, looking for this doctor. Nobody in Buenos Aires knows her, so nobody will ask questions about what she’s doing, and, if they did, we could say that she’s doing research about illegitimate babies for the Church. I could even write her a letter of introduction on archdiocesan headed paper. What do you think?’

Joaquín pondered Pablo’s words. ‘I can think of two reasons why not. The first is the danger. How can we ask her to take such a risk? The second is more mundane. There’s no money to pay her. The money you gave me has already been spent. I can’t even find money for the new books the school needs.’

‘Yes, there’s a risk,’ Pablo said, ‘but if anything happens, the letter of introduction will come straight back to me. I’ll say she was acting on my instructions, and that as far as she knew, the research was legitimate. I actually think she would be happy to take the risk, to pay them back for disappearing her husband.’ He smiled. ‘And as for the money, that’s the least of our worries.’

‘But where will we get it, Pablo?’

‘The rest of my mother’s legacy. I haven’t touched it. What better way to use it than to find these lost babies?’




Hoc est enim Corpus meum

Clouds sat like a grey cloak on the rooftops of the city, reminding Pablo of a grainy black and white photograph. Archbishop Laghi had telephoned the day previously and now Pablo was waiting for him on the Plaza de Mayo, leaning on the railings at the base of the Pirámide.

‘Ironic, don’t you think?’

Pablo had been watching people coming and going across the plaza and hadn’t seen Laghi’s approach. ‘What is?’

Laghi pointed to the top of the column. ‘People pass by, but they never look up. I don’t think anybody even notices any more.’

‘Notices what?’

‘Have you never wondered about the statue up there?’

‘Not really, why?’

‘It’s supposed to be a representation of liberty.’

Pablo shrugged. ‘So what?’

An indulgent smile appeared on Laghi’s face. ‘See: you’re no different from the rest. You either don’t know or you don’t care. That’s why it’s ironic. Thousands of people pass under the eyes of liberty every day and never give it a second thought.’

‘I’m not sure I understand.’

‘Think, Pablo. You and I have had the good fortune to live in places where people would never tolerate the assaults on liberty that happen every day in Argentina. You have felt with your own flesh how little regard the authorities in this country have for the freedoms of their citizens. It’s the most absurd irony that the country’s main square is devoted to liberty, an idea that nobody dares speak of, for fear that it would ruin them.’

‘I don’t think the Cardinal sees it that way,’ he said.

Laghi turned to face the Casa Rosada. ‘There are some things the Cardinal prefers not to see,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, for a diplomat, such short-sightedness would be catastrophic. I have to be a realist, Pablo, and I have to play the cards that are dealt to me, not the cards I would like to have.’

The noise of the traffic intruded on Pablo’s thoughts. He frowned, thinking he might have misheard. He hadn’t. Laghi’s fixed smile was unsettling. How could he speak of such things and smile? ‘Why are you telling me this?’ Pablo asked.

‘Because somebody needs to protect you, Pablo,’ Laghi replied, adding, ‘from yourself.’

The rain that had been threatening since early morning began to fall. Within seconds it was bouncing off the stones beneath their feet. ‘We’d better find somewhere to shelter,’ Laghi shouted through the downpour, taking hold of Pablo’s sleeve and pulling him away.

Abandoning any sense of dignity, the two churchmen dashed across the square. It did them little good. By the time they tumbled into a café on Rivadavia, they were soaked through. They laughed with relief at being out of the deluge, shaking water from their hands, trailing puddles across the floor. ‘It’s the Santa Rosa storm,’ Pablo explained, looking out of the window at the torrents outside. ‘It’s supposed to mean that spring is on the way but it’s late this year.’

The café owner came out to fuss over them, tutting and clucking, which only made them laugh more. ‘Two coffees,’ Laghi said, squeezing into a booth. He grinned at Pablo. ‘And I think we had better have two brandies as well.’

Pablo shook his head. ‘Not brandy. Grappa,’ he said to the owner.

‘Why,’ Pablo asked, once coffee and grappa had been deposited on their table, ‘do you think I need to be protected?’

Laghi took a sip of the spirit, enjoying its warmth as he swallowed. ‘I’ve been privileged to have experiences that are not granted to many. I see things others do not. I have no illusions about this government, but, like it or not, it is my duty to work with them. To do so, my eyes must be wide open. And then I see you, Pablo: young, talented, but an idealist, and a foolhardy one at that. You’ve had one escape, a very narrow one. You won’t be granted another.’

‘I cannot stand by and see everything that is happening and do nothing.’

‘Nor should you, Pablo. But it would be a profound error for you to end up on the side of terrorists.’

‘I’m on the side of the people, not terrorists. It is not rational to oppose oppression with terror. A terrorist can never count on popular support. That is why they can never win.’

‘Yes. And that is why, sooner or later, the government will prevail, and everything will return to normal.’

‘But the terrorism of the military is even greater than that of the Montoneros.’

Laghi fixed his eyes on Pablo. ‘Nevertheless…’

Pablo looked around to see if they could be overheard. He lowered his voice almost to a whisper. ‘Have you considered the possibility that the government might not prevail? Their violence gives the terrorists the excuse they need for even more terrorism. Fear breeds fear and hatred breeds hatred. When they stoop to terror, the government abandons any pretence of morality. They say they are committed to Christian values, but when can violence ever be justified?’

Laghi reached across the table to grip Pablo’s hands. ‘When it is for the greater good, Pablo. Christ Himself said that He came not to bring peace, but a sword.’

‘But not a sword of oppression. In the same chapter of St Matthew, Christ tells us to bear witness before governors and kings, for His sake. Evil can never beget good, only more evil.’

Laghi released Pablo. ‘You are young, Pablo, and you see the world very clearly, hot or cold, darkness or light. The truth is the world is night and fog and we must step warily to find our way, edging forward, our hands held out before us like a blind man.’

‘Or a blindfolded one.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘That’s what happens. Prisoners are kept blindfolded for days or even weeks at a time.’

‘That can’t be right, Pablo.’

‘It’s what they did to me. That is truth. Terrorism isn’t only about a shooting on the street or a bomb in a marketplace. It’s an assault on the soul, and to achieve that, they must strip the soul bare. That’s what they do.’

‘Who?’

‘All of them. Police, army, navy. It doesn’t matter. They try to outdo one another until they descend to the level of animals. The blindfolds are only the start.’

*

Entering the wine shop, Joaquín shook his umbrella in the doorway to remove as much water as he could. ‘Filthy weather,’ he said to nobody in particular. There were several customers already in the shop, waiting their turn. Each insisted that Joaquín should go to the head of the queue, but he refused. They were all his parishioners, and they exchanged pleasantries while they waited. When it was Joaquín’s turn, Gonzalo offered his best smile.

‘Padre,’ he said, ‘I wasn’t expecting to see you. What can I do for you? Some wine, perhaps?’

‘Yes. I’ll have some of what you’ve been getting in for Father Morales. Two bottles. And a pack of cigarettes.’

After paying, Joaquín made no move to leave.

‘Was there something else, Padre?’ Gonzalo asked.

‘Yes, actually. There was.’ Joaquín stepped to the window, looking out to check that nobody was about to come in. ‘I need a quick word, if that’s all right. In private.’

‘Of course. Would you like to come inside?’

‘No, here is fine, but would you mind closing the door for a minute?’

Gonzalo came from behind the counter and shuffled to the door. He turned the sign to closed and depressed the snib on the lock. ‘Did Father Morales tell you he walked in on me and Martina the other day? Is that what this is about?’

A rueful smile formed on Joaquín’s face. ‘No. As a matter of fact, I have some work I would like to offer to Josefina.’

‘Oh. Good. But you should speak to Josefina. I’ll call her. She’s upstairs.’

‘Perhaps in a minute. I wanted to check with you first that she’s up to it.’

‘What exactly will the work involve, Padre?’ Josefina asked, after Joaquín had followed Gonzalo up to the apartment above the shop.

Josefina was much changed from the last time he had seen her. She was dressed in a plain white blouse and a grey pleated skirt, the very picture of the schoolteacher she had been before her husband had been disappeared. She was not downcast, though neither was she cheery. She did not immediately say yes to the offer of work but asked sensible, practical questions. He made a mental note to mention her to the principal of the local school, even if there was no money for an extra teacher.

‘It’s quite simple,’ he said, though in truth he had no idea whether it would be simple or not. ‘We want you to go through all the birth certificates from Buenos Aires for the past year, looking for births registered by a Dr Bergés. We want to know who the parents are, that’s all.’

‘But why?’

The young woman was nobody’s fool. Joaquín decided it was best to be honest.

‘We think babies are being stolen. They are born to women in prison. After the women have given birth, the babies are taken from them. Dr Bergés is the prison doctor, and we think that he steals the babies and then sells them to wealthy couples who have no children of their own.’

Josefina’s mouth fell open. For a moment she couldn’t speak. ‘That’s terrible,’ she said, eventually. ‘How could a doctor do something like that? Somebody should report him.’

‘We agree. But first we need evidence. That’s why we need to check the birth certificates.’

‘Excuse me, Padre,’ Gonzalo cut in, ‘who’s we?’

‘Me and Father Morales.’

‘So it’s not official?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘How will I be able to go through all the birth certificates if it’s not official?’ Josefina asked.

‘We will make it look official,’ Joaquín said. ‘Father Morales will provide you with authorization from the Archbishop’s office. It will say you are from the child welfare department of the Catholic Social Welfare Association. He will also make an appointment for you to meet with the section head of birth registrations in the city archives.’

Gonzalo cut in again. ‘Will Josefina be working for the Catholic Social Welfare?’

‘No. She’ll be working for me and Father Morales.’

‘Then how will she be paid?’

‘Father Morales was left a large sum of money by his mother. He will pay her.’

‘No,’ Gonzalo said, wagging his finger at the priest. ‘I will not allow it. It’s too dangerous. If she was working for the Church, that would be one thing, but to do it like this…’ He glared at Joaquín. ‘If the police found out—’

‘Uncle Gonzi,’ Josefina said, laying a hand on his arm to stop the wagging finger. ‘This is important. They are stealing babies. Babies! This is something that must be done.’ With a deep breath and a determined look at both men, she continued, ‘I will be proud to do it.’

Gonzalo reached for his niece’s hand, enclosing it in his gnarled fist. ‘Please, Chepina, at least sleep on it before deciding. After what happened to your Lucas, I would not be able to look your father in the eye if something happened to you while I was supposed to be protecting you.’

‘You’re very sweet, Uncle,’ Josefina said, pulling her hand from his grasp to caress the old man’s cheek, ‘but you can’t protect me. No one can protect anyone these days.’ She turned to Joaquín. ‘I don’t need to sleep on it, Padre – when would you like me to start?’

‘I’ll need to speak to Father Morales.’

‘And tell Father Morales he can keep his money. I don’t want to be paid for this.’

‘I’ll tell him that,’ Joaquín said, standing and picking up his shopping, ‘but I don’t think it will do much good. He can be quite stubborn about some things, and when we spoke about asking you, he was insistent that you should be paid.’

‘Yes,’ Gonzalo rasped. ‘If you’re not going to do as you’re told, at the very least you can get paid for it.’

*

‘What are we going to do about this fucking priest?’

The sergeant regarded the officer with a deadpan expression. To prevent any prisoner from discovering their identity, it was protocol in the capucha never to refer to navy personnel by their name or rank, but he was wary of calling Lieutenant Pernías by his alias: the Rat. He had once made the mistake of ignoring one of Pernías’s orders, thinking he was a bit of a soft touch, a mummy’s boy with family connections in the navy’s top brass – God knew there were enough of them. His mistake had cost him. He’d spent three months pulling night duty driving a truck, having to be ready at a moment’s notice to transport items stolen during kidnap raids to the Mercado Abasto, where they were sold at a healthy profit. Not that he ever saw any of the money.

For Sergeant Simón, or Julián the Turk, driving a truck was a complete waste of his talents. As a priest could be said to have a vocation, so did Julián. He had a gift, his colleagues said, and a rare one at that. Gift it might be, but he had worked hard to hone it. If practice made perfect, he must be approaching perfection. When he thought about it, as he often did, he understood that his real gift was empathy, an unusual quality in one of his profession. For Julián was a torturer, perhaps the most creative of all the torturers at ESMA, and that was saying something.

So, when Lieutenant Pernías came into his office, pulling out a chair, lighting up a cigarette and putting his feet up on the desk, Julián was not quite sure what to expect after their rocky start. He stretched a hand to reach the ghetto-blaster on top of the filing cabinet to stop the music that was playing – Verdi, his favourite – before giving the officer his full attention.

‘Is it not possible to arrange for him to have an accident?’ Julián ventured.

‘If only,’ the lieutenant said. ‘He’s strictly off-limits. Friends in high places, apparently.’

‘How did he manage to get in here in the first place?’

‘I’ve no idea, but his authorization was signed by Massera himself.’

Julián let go a low whistle. ‘What the fuck is he doing here?’

‘Bringing the word of God to the chupados.’

‘No shit. Why would anyone want to do that?’

The lieutenant took a last drag on his cigarette and flicked the stub into the air. ‘Fucked if I know. But we need to do something. Máximo thought that letting him hear confessions in the fish tank would keep him out of harm’s way, but he seemed to forget that the point of confession is to get people to talk, so it’s only a matter of time before the damned priest hears about the capucha and starts agitating to be let in here too.’

Julián’s voice rose, a coming together of astonishment and indignation that such a thing might happen. ‘Fuck that,’ he said. ‘Sorry, sir,’ he added. ‘The Admiral won’t allow that – will he?’

‘The Admiral knows shit about how things are done, only that they are done. Máximo doesn’t want a whining priest going back to the Admiral making things difficult, so I’ve been told to do something, but I’ve no clue what. I’m asking you because you know how this place works better than anyone else. You know every inch of every corridor, and you know every prisoner.’

Julián took a pack of cigarettes from his tunic pocket. ‘Mind if I smoke, sir? It helps me think.’ He held the pack out to the lieutenant.

Pernías waved the pack away but told Julián to go ahead. Pleased that the lieutenant had taken him into his confidence, the torturer leaned back in his chair sucking the nicotine deep into his lungs, trying to think of a way to stymie the meddlesome priest.

‘If we can’t stop him from coming,’ Julián said, blowing out a copious cloud of smoke, ‘and we can’t get rid of him, we have to find a way of diverting him. We should treat it as a question of military tactics. What we need is a zig-zagging course and a well-placed smokescreen.’

‘I’m not following.’

‘We have to create a distraction, something irresistible, something that will take such a grip on him it will keep him where we want him to be, which is as far from the capucha as possible.’

‘Do you have something in mind?’

‘Oh yes,’ Julián replied, pinching out the glowing end of his cigarette between his thumb and forefinger.

‘Would you care to tell me?’

‘A woman. The most stubborn prisoner I’ve ever had. The bitch withstood every treatment. She’s the only one I’ve ever given up on. She was about to get her ticket when the new instructions came through.’

‘Which ones?’

‘The ones about women who are pregnant. Keep ’em until they’ve dropped the brat, then they get their ticket. According to the doc, she’s about six months gone.’

‘That only buys us a few months.’

Julián gave a crooked smile. ‘Of course, if you have a better idea, sir…’

‘What makes you think this will work?’

Julián tapped his nose. ‘Intuition. The woman is a harpy. She’s strong, but it’s because she’s angry. You know what happens when a woman comes into this place – they beg for mercy, they scream, they curse you, they plead with God to save them. Almost always they latch on to someone in the hope of better treatment. Not her. She doesn’t believe in God. And if anyone tries to be gentle with her, well – let’s put it this way – nobody’s ever tried a second time.

‘So, when this priest comes along, she’ll think he’s one of us, that he’s trying to get to her in a different way. She’ll fight him the same way she’s fought the rest of us. And if he’s what you say he is, he’ll want to save her. And the more he tries to save her the more she’ll fight him, and the more she fights him, the more he’ll try to save her.’

‘It sounds like you have it all figured out.’

‘Not yet, but I will.’

The lieutenant rose to his feet. ‘Thanks, Julián. You have an interesting way of seeing things.’

‘It’s nice of you to say so, sir.’ Julián waited until the officer’s footsteps were out of earshot before reaching again for the ghetto-blaster. The notes of Verdi’s Otello filled the room. It was apt, Julián mused, increasing the volume: if only life were as simple as opera. He would cast the priest as Othello and the woman as Desdemona and the problem would solve itself.

*

The Cardinal was in the residence watching television, a not-so-guilty pleasure. One of the most eagerly anticipated games of the season: River Plate versus Boca Juniors. The rivalry was legendary and the players fought like gladiators, as did the fans. It was a game not to be missed. He ignored the telephone when it rang twenty minutes into the second half, still 0–0. Jorge could answer it. He was not pleased when the door opened and the butler entered.

‘Your Eminence, the telephone,’ the servant said, raising his voice above the roar that was coming from the TV set.

‘I said I didn’t want to be disturbed.’

‘It’s his Grace, Archbishop Laghi.’

The Cardinal flicked his fingers at the TV set. ‘Just turn it down, not off,’ he said, lips pursing in irritation. He eased his bulk from the chair and walked to the console where the telephone sat.

‘Yes?’

‘Juan Carlos? It’s Pio. I need to talk to you urgently.’

‘Can’t it wait? The Superclásico is on.’

‘I’m going back to Rome tonight and I wanted to speak to you before I go.’

The Cardinal rolled his eyes. ‘Fine. What about?’

‘Pablo.’

Jorge was hovering. ‘Just a moment,’ the Cardinal said, covering the mouthpiece with his hand. ‘Yes?’ he said, to Jorge.

‘Do you need anything more, your Eminence?’

Shaking his head the Cardinal returned to the call. ‘What’s he done now?’

‘Nothing specific, that I know of. I’m worried about him, that’s all, and I wanted to tell you before I left.’

‘What’s happened to make you so worried?’

‘I had a conversation with him yesterday. His brush with the police has affected him deeply.’

The Cardinal narrowed his eyes, fixing them on the television. A goal to Boca. He did a small fist pump. The moment passed. ‘I wouldn’t worry yourself too much,’ he said. ‘He’s young. He’ll get over it.’

‘I said he must be feeling a great sense of injustice and I told him I could see why he was determined to go through with his plan to bring Christ to the imprisoned, but I also told him to remember his ambitions.’

‘I’ve been telling him that too, but he seems to have forgotten about them.’

‘Yes, but did he tell you why?’

‘No.’

‘He told me something quite extraordinary. He told me he’d had a revelation.’

Cradling the receiver under his chin, the Cardinal stretched to pull out a chair and lowered himself on to it. ‘A revelation? What sort of revelation? He said nothing about it to me.’

‘He said he’d had the most intense feeling of being touched by the divine presence. He says it has stayed with him ever since. When I asked why he hadn’t mentioned it before he said that at first he had found it difficult to believe. Then, as he thought about it, he saw that if he spoke about it, it was likely that its purpose would be lost. It would be subsumed in a flurry of novenas, processions, candles, incense; all the pomp and splendour of the Church. That wasn’t why it had been given to him. It was intended to give him the faith and strength that he would need to see him through.’

‘See him through what?’ the Cardinal said. ‘You’re not making sense.’

‘Through whatever it is that God intends for him.’

‘And do you believe him?’

The line crackled, but Laghi’s voice was clear: ‘I believe that he believes it.’

‘You don’t believe in miracles, though?’

‘Tell me of one miracle you know to be real, and I will tell you of the charlatan who conceived it.’

The Cardinal smiled to himself. ‘That’s quite an admission coming from one senior churchman to another. You think Pablo is a charlatan, then?’

‘Possibly. I don’t think so. Only time will tell.’

‘In the meantime, what do you want me to do?’

‘Keep as close an eye on him as you can. My last words to him were that he needed to be protected from himself. There are only two of us who can do that, and while I’m away, I’m afraid it’s up to you.’




In mei memoriam facietis

She had always been proud of her memory, so good that it would confound friends, colleagues, family. Chela, they would say, in voices that ranged between admiration and consternation, how do you remember such things? But she did. Always.

The first time was the worst: the shock, the horror, the utter unexpectedness of it. Being walked along the corridor between two men, not knowing where they were taking her. Blind. Helpless. Frightened. Alone. Yet she registered the pressure of their grip on her arms, the scrape of her shoes on the rough concrete underfoot, the sound of classical music being played somewhere, getting louder with every turn. Unfamiliar smells, like she imagined would inhabit a sewer, but with a sourness she could not fathom. She soon discovered what it was – the stink of fear.

Not being able to see made the fear climb to heights she had never known. The breakneck ride sitting blindfolded between two men on the back seat of a car; being thrown into a cell, hands pinioned behind her so she couldn’t break her fall, skinning her face on the floor; the echoes of voices, shouts, doors slamming. They were going to kill her. Her body would be found in a ditch. Her family would stand weeping at her graveside, never knowing what had happened to her.

The music was loud now. A soprano. An aria. Familiar. She knew the opera, but she couldn’t put her finger on which one it was. It would come back to her, of course. The hood was snatched from her head. Light so bright it made her screw up her eyes. A man put his hand on her face, clamping her jaw so hard she cried out.

‘No shutting your eyes in here, my beauty,’ he said. ‘We want you to see everything.’

Her memory was like a camera. A tall man. Dark moustache. Mirrored sunglasses. White tiles on every wall. The floor wet, as if it had been freshly scrubbed. A ghetto-blaster on a table in a corner. Another table in the centre of the room, stainless steel, gleaming in the harsh light.

The tall man looked around the other men in the room. Seven of them, including the two who had brought her from the cell. His mouth curled in anticipation. ‘She’s a beauty, this one, muchachos, and no mistake,’ he said, leering at her, licking his lips.

If only her memory could fail her now, but it refused to cooperate. Every detail was fixed. The sound of cotton tearing as they ripped her dress. The unwelcome warmth of sweaty fingers as one of the men fumbled with her bra clasp. The shock of hands like vices that forced her on to the table, face-down.

The tall man walked around the table, taking in her nakedness as if he were a connoisseur. He laid a hand on her hair, stroking it, and let his fingers glide down to caress her cheek. ‘Calm yourself, querida,’ he said, ‘we’re not going to kill you.’

She wished they had. It was only when she felt the pressure of his hands on her buttocks, easing them apart, that the full horror of what was about to happen hit her. One part of her mind refused to believe it. They wouldn’t, it insisted, these men were not animals, all they wanted to do was frighten her, soften her up. The other part of her mind told her she knew full well what men were capable of, that women were violated every day in every corner of the world. But not me, the first part pleaded.

‘I’m going to take this slowly,’ the tall man said. ‘I want her to enjoy every minute.’

She twisted her neck, straining to see what he was doing, but she was held fast. Tears trickled down her face. ‘No,’ she cried, trying to shake her head, pleading with the tiled wall in front of her. ‘No, no, no! Please.’

She could not see the amused look that appeared on his face. ‘I should have known,’ he said, with a cocky grin for the men holding her. ‘Another fucking tortillera. Who knew there were so many of them about?’

The men holding her laughed. ‘You’re such an artist, Julián,’ one of them said.

She screamed. She yelled. She struggled with every ounce of strength that she possessed. Five of them that day.

Since then, she had endured many times the walk along the avenue of happiness, as it was called in the perverse patois of the prison. The torture chamber that was called the eggbox. The prisoners who were called chupados. The capucha was where those awaiting torture were held, so-called because the prisoners were all hooded; the stainless-steel table was the parrilla – the grill. Torture was intensive therapy. Mojarritas – tiny fish – were prisoners who had been selected for the special torture that involved being held under water until they were on the point of drowning and then released. The guards who held the keys to the doors were los Pedros.

She still did not know where she was. Everything was meant to be incomprehensible. Nobody had a proper name. Each guard, torturer, officer – everyone, even the doctor – had an alias. Tiger, Rat, Raven, Tex, Turk, even one called Padre. They were careful to make sure she would never be able to figure out the layout of the place. Whenever she was taken from the capucha to the eggbox and back, they put a hood over her head. That didn’t stop her. She counted every step, every twist and turn, every staircase so many times she would be able to find her way in her sleep.

In her sleep. She did not know which was worse: her implacable memory or the dreams that took her back to the eggbox every night. One part of her mind wanted to shrink into a corner and beg to be left to die. The other told her she must resist. As weeks passed, and ever more degrading ways were devised to inflict pain on her, it was this part of her mind that came to dominate. Now when the hood was removed, she would spit in the face of her tormentor. She had found a strength she had never known she possessed; it took four men to wrestle her on to the parrilla. She screamed the most vile insults she knew of:

¡Me cago en tu puta madre!

¡Que te folle un pez!

¡La concha tu madre!

¡Chinga tu madre!

They called her the Witch.

Through it all, it was her memory that stood between her and surrender. For some, memory serves to anticipate a coming horror, making it even more unbearable. For her, memory told her she had been able to withstand what they had inflicted on her. She would withstand it again.

*

Last night was the President’s address on television for Día de la Raza, celebrating the arrival of Christopher Columbus to the Americas. Take heart from the arrival of spring, he’d said. It had been a difficult winter, but now was the time for national renewal. The people of Argentina must come together. Ignore the silken lies peddled by subversives; the Process for National Reorganization was proceeding according to plan. He wanted to reassure the people in case there were any who doubted. Necesitamos una mano dura, he’d added – We need a strong hand. The government’s resolve couldn’t falter now. The watchword, he said, was vigilance.

In every city, town, factory and farmhouse, the people listened. Since the junta had taken power, they had learned all about vigilance. A rolled-up newspaper can be a sign of dissent; the dancing gait of a young man on his way to meet his girlfriend reveals he is up to no good. A friendly good morning to a passer-by is evidence of a conspiracy. The woman who chooses not to carry her shopping in a string bag like everyone else – what is she hiding?

A stray glance is enough to alert those who are vigilant. There is a form of magic that the milicos keep hidden behind their sunglasses. When they take them off it is time to run, before the magic finds you and reveals that the patterns worn into the soles of your shoes contain a secret message, or the button you left unfastened on your shirt because you were late for the bus is a sign for your handler at the Russian Embassy.

Everybody looks over their shoulder, suspicious of colleagues, wary of friends, of people they see in church, people they have known all their lives. Who can be trusted when there is nothing anyone can be trusted with? Fear feeds on the unknown, and nobody knows what happens to people when they disappear, only that they have disappeared, and those who are left behind are like rabbits wondering if there is a hawk hovering above them on silent wings.

People go about their business with eyes closed because they are afraid of what they might see, their ears closed because they are afraid to listen, and their lips closed because they are afraid of what somebody might hear. But nowhere can anyone plead ignorance because everyone knows: the watchword is vigilance and the Process is on track.

*

‘Good evening, Sister,’ Joaquín said to the nun who opened the door to him. ‘I’m Father—’

The nun pressed her fingers against his lips, a gesture of caution. ‘No names, please, Padre,’ she said, looking past him to see who was on the street. ‘If I don’t know your name, I can’t reveal it to the police.’

‘But surely the police would never—’

‘Who knows what they would do, Padre? Best to take no chances, eh?’

The nun ushered him into the main body of the church, where the meeting had already started. He genuflected, and, with a muttered apology, took a place on a pew behind the small group of women who were kneeling while another priest led them in prayers. It was Joaquín’s first visit to the church of Niño Jesus. It was on a busy shopping street in the heart of the Villa Lugano district, a stone’s throw from the highway that led to the city centre. Although he’d never been here before, he had been wary of asking directions. You can’t miss it, he’d been told – it’s opposite the old market: if you reach the railway tracks you’ve gone too far. He’d taken the bus from Constitución and it was only when it bumped over the level crossing that he realized he’d gone past his stop.

‘Padre,’ one of the women asked the priest who had led the prayers, ‘do you know if there’s been a reply to our letter yet?’

The priest looked at Joaquín. ‘Padre,’ he said, ‘perhaps you can answer that question?’

Joaquín stood and made his way to the front. ‘A friend of mine spent several years as a priest in Rome,’ he said. ‘He’s promised to do all he can to find someone who will take up your cause. I know he’s written to several people, but he hasn’t had a reply yet.’

‘When was the last time you saw him – your friend?’ the woman asked.

‘Only this morning. If he’d heard anything, I’m sure he would have mentioned it.’

‘In the meantime,’ another nun stood and joined the two priests at the front, ‘how far has everyone gone with the list?’

‘So far we have gathered nearly seven hundred names.’ The woman who spoke was older than most of the others, her hair white, hands gnarled with rheumatism. ‘We have had a wonderful stroke of luck and found our Angel Rubio.’ She pointed to a young man seated at the end of one of the pews, thick blond hair brushed back from his forehead. She smiled, the kind of smile a doting mamagrande might bestow on a favourite grandchild. ‘His brother was disappeared two months ago. He’s been helping us. He is in charge of the list. Everything is written down, every record of all the people we could find.’

‘Only seven hundred?’ Joaquín asked. ‘I thought there would be more than that. The lists in the papers have thousands of names.’

‘Yes, Padre,’ the woman said, as if she were talking to a child. ‘Our list is different. We are including only people from Buenos Aires and we contact every family for verification. Some of the families refuse to speak to us.’

‘How many?’

‘Too many.’

‘And why won’t they speak?’

‘Because they are frightened, Padre.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ the nun said. ‘Imagine if seven hundred people had disappeared without trace in any other capital city – in Rome, or Madrid, or Paris – think of what the outcry would be. We will be able to show the Holy Father documented evidence, painstakingly put together, that hundreds, perhaps thousands of people have been murdered by their own government, a government that proclaims its Catholicism to the four winds.’

The meeting concluded with more prayers and a blessing.

Afterwards, Joaquín waited at the bus stop with the two nuns. ‘You’re not from Argentina,’ he said.

‘No,’ one of them admitted. ‘I’m French. We both are, but we’ve been here a long time.’

‘Why are you helping the Madres? Don’t you know how dangerous it could be? You wouldn’t need anyone to betray you, your accents would give you away. And your embassy would never be able to find you if you were taken.’

‘We’re helping them for the same reason you are, Padre, because it’s what God has called us to do. And yes, it might be dangerous, but it’s dangerous for you too. Being a priest won’t save you if the authorities take against you. You only have to look at what happened last year in the church of San Patricio.’

‘You may be right about that, Sister,’ Joaquín said, ‘but at least there’s a chance I would be able to blend in with the crowd.’

The nun smiled. It was not quite a dismissal, but it was an indication that nothing Joaquín might say would sway her. ‘I’m intrigued by this friend of yours who has contacts in Rome,’ she said. ‘Do you really think he’ll be able to deliver?’

*

Only four prisoners today. Two of them, both women, had also come the week before. None asked if he would take a message out. Pablo felt a degree of relief about that: word must be getting around.

A different guard was occupying the table at the end of the corridor, a petty officer. Pablo tried to strike up a conversation. ‘Where’s Plant Pot today?’ he’d asked.

‘Not here,’ was all the guard would say.

So that was how it was going to be, Pablo thought to himself. A different guard, less pliable than Plant Pot and seemingly under orders not to cooperate. There would be no more impromptu visits to the infirmary, or anywhere else.

The woman was mopping the floor in the NCOs’ mess. It was drudgery, but better than being cooped up in a cell. Sometimes she would be given a cigarette, or even a bar of chocolate, usually followed by a grope of a breast. Despite the constant rage that burned in her, she was not so stupid as to turn these trifles down: gift or no gift, these men – pigs – would grope her anyway. Chocolate she kept for herself, to keep her strength up; cigarettes she bartered. Soap was more precious to her than tobacco. She dipped the mop into the bucket and squeezed out the water before applying it to the floor again. Her back ached. Perhaps it was because she was pregnant. Or it might have been because every day she was forced into a cramped cell that was damp and cold and all she had for a bed was a single blanket on a concrete floor. Not that the doctor who examined her every month ever commented on the state of where she was kept or the things she was forced to do.

‘Querida.’

She would have known the voice anywhere. She didn’t have to look to see him: tall, moustache, sunglasses; bombastic, sadistic, heartless bastard.

She stopped the side-to-side motion and leaned on the mop handle, saying nothing but eyeing him warily as he weaved his way between the tables.

‘What?’ Julián the Turk said. ‘No hello, no smile, no kiss for the one who takes such good care of you?’

The woman spat on the floor. ‘Vete a la mierda,’ she said.

‘But my angel, look what I’ve brought you.’ He placed a paper bag on a table and tore it open. Inside, a sugar-glazed medialuna.

‘What do you want, Julián?’

‘There’s someone come to see you.’

She had been locked up, beaten, raped, tortured for the last eight months. In all that time, nobody had been to see her. She knew how it worked when somebody was disappeared: they were never to be seen again. Their family would harbour hope that their loved one would return, but in their hearts they knew hope was futile. Although they would never admit it, her family knew she was dead. And now there was somebody come to see her.

Julián watched with an amused expression while she returned the mop and bucket to the supervisor. The pastry she stuffed into her dress pocket. As they left the canteen, Julián pulled a bag over her head.

As always, she counted the steps and turns along the route. Julián wasn’t leading her anywhere she had been before. He tried to take her hand, but she pulled away. He might be the father of her child – he had visited her cell often enough – but his touch made her skin crawl. He resorted to verbal instructions, which she obeyed without question. Every now and again he would leave it too late, and she would walk into a wall, or take a wrong turn and need to be called back. It entertained him to think how easy it was to exert such control over a woman.

Pablo had come to the conclusion that there would be no more confessions when the cell door creaked open. In walked a tall man, wearing mirrored sunglasses and the usual military fatigues.

‘That’s it, querida,’ the man said to the woman who was following him. ‘You can stop now. We’re here.’

The woman stopped. A hood covered her face, but the man did not remove it. Instead, he sauntered over to Pablo. ‘Take good care of this one, Padre,’ he said, his lips twisting into a mocking grin. ‘She’s special.’ He winked at Pablo, tapping a knowing finger to his nose as he walked out, affecting the exaggerated sway of a gunslinger, his cackling laughter bouncing off the walls of the corridor until it faded into the distance.

‘Is it all right if I take it off?’ Pablo said as he approached the woman.

The slightest of nods. He edged the hood up with the tips of his fingers. Her nostrils flared as her face was exposed. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘I’m Padre Hazmerreír.’

A look of incredulity appeared on the woman’s face.

‘At least, that’s what they call me behind my back,’ Pablo went on. ‘They pretend I don’t know, but of course I do. My real name is Monseñor Pablo Morales. I’m from the parish of San Juan Evangelista, here in Buenos Aires.’

‘I’m in Buenos Aires?’ the woman said, wonderingly.

‘Yes.’

‘All the time I’ve been in this place, and I never knew where I was.’

‘Are you from Buenos Aires?’

‘Yes. My family is from Nueva Pompeya.’

‘And your name?’ Pablo asked.

The woman’s eyebrows arched. ‘Why do you want to know?’

‘No particular reason. It’s just that—’

Her voice hardened. ‘Why have I been brought here, Padre?’

‘To make your confession.’

‘My confession?’

Only two words. Yet they conveyed depths of contempt, suspicion and loathing, the likes of which Pablo had never before encountered.

‘That’s not a good word to use in this place, Padre,’ she continued. ‘It’s what they say every time.’

‘They?’

‘You’ve got some nerve.’ Her words seemed to burn the air between them, each one a red-hot bullet aimed with the precision of a sharpshooter. ‘Look at you: as self-important as one of their generals with a chest full of medals. What makes you any different from them, the ones who say all they want is a confession before they strap you naked to the parrilla? Confess – it’s good for the soul, they tell you, and then they laugh. You should hear them laugh, Padre. And then they beat you, or use the machine on you. If you’re lucky, they don’t rape you. And all you have to do to make it stop is confess, purge your sins, cleanse your soul. How much better things will be for you if only you confess, they say.

‘But tell me, Padre, is it right to confess to something you haven’t done? I have committed no crime. No charge has been brought against me, but still I am beaten, tortured and raped. And now you want to hear my confession. What will you do if I refuse? Will you beat me too?’

‘No, of course I won’t beat you. I’m here to absolve you of your sins, nothing more.’

‘Absolve me? I have done nothing. Nothing. And you presume to absolve me?’ Eyes glaring, the woman spat on the floor. ‘You are a coward. You come here but you do nothing. And even if one of those – those men – came to you to make their confession, still you would do nothing.’

‘I believe in the power of forgiveness and absolution. I have to believe that when they confess, they are truly sorry for their sins.’

‘Are you mad? Listen to yourself: they are so truly sorry that after they confess, with their souls as pure as snowflakes, they go back and do it again and again and again.’

The woman paced around Pablo, arms flailing, possessed of an energy born of all she had endured, flinging accusations at him. ‘How do I know you’re not one of them? How do I know that as soon as I leave here, you won’t pay a visit to Julián to tell him everything I told you?’

‘Julián?’

‘The man who brought me here. The torturer-in-chief.’

The man who laughed. Pablo saw him in his mind’s eye, heard again the mocking laugh as he walked away.

‘I made a vow. To say nothing of what is revealed to me in confession.’

‘What good is your vow if it lets the suffering and the torture continue?’ The woman stopped pacing. ‘And what will you do when they torture you too?’

‘They will not torture me.’

The woman flung her arms at Pablo, aghast at his blind obstinacy. ‘Why wouldn’t they torture you? Do you walk under God’s protecting hand? Does He send His angels to watch over you?’

Pablo swallowed, uncertain what he could say that wouldn’t be thrown back at him. He remembered his first visit and the prisoner who had refused to believe him. ‘I have been tortured – once,’ he said. ‘With the machine. A mistake, I was told. They promised there would be no repeat.’

The woman shook her head. ‘Even if I thought you were telling the truth, how can you believe them?’

‘I have to. What else can I do?’

‘Fight them, Padre,’ she said, baring her teeth in a snarl that was almost feral. ‘Fight them.’

A thin, uncertain smile flickered on Pablo’s lips. ‘In my own small way, that’s what I am doing. I fight them by hearing the confessions of those they have imprisoned and bringing the comfort of God’s word.’

‘It’s no comfort to me, Padre.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘You’re sorry? Why would you be sorry?’

‘I’m sorry because I believe God has called me to bring comfort to His people, and with you it seems I am failing.’

Turning away in exasperation, her eyes lit on the sink in the corner. She walked over to it. ‘Is the tap connected?’ she asked. Pablo nodded. ‘Do you mind if I have a wash?’ she said. ‘I’m only allowed to wash once a month.’

‘Go ahead. But don’t drink the water, it’s not good.’ Pablo turned to face the wall.

‘You don’t have to turn away, Padre,’ she said. ‘My dignity was stolen from me a long time ago.’

‘But not by me,’ Pablo said.

He could hear the coughing of the pipes and the splutter of water as she turned the tap, followed by the sounds of water being splashed and hands rubbing wet skin. Then a sound like something heavy hitting the floor and a cry of pain. Pablo turned. The woman had fallen and was on all fours, stripped to the waist, her hair plastered across her face and her skin glistening in the glimmer of the bare light bulb. He crossed the cell to help her up.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I didn’t intend to look.’

‘It’s all right, Padre, there’s nothing to see,’ she said, pushing her arms into the sleeves of her dress. It was filthy, stained like a mechanic’s overalls. She fastened the buttons up the front, the fabric clinging to the wet skin beneath and making the stains even more vivid. ‘You have no idea how much better it feels to be even half-clean.’ She felt in a pocket and pulled out the paper bag with the pastry, now crushed. She took a bite. ‘He gave me this,’ she said, chewing. ‘Julián.’

‘Why did he do that?’

‘Who knows why he does anything? It’s not out of the goodness of his heart; he has no heart, that one. I think it’s to show me who’s in charge, that he can just as easily bring me sweets as fuck me, though I think he’s grown tired of me.’ She took another bite, eyes closing as she savoured the sweetness.

‘You’re pregnant,’ Pablo said.

‘How very observant you are.’

‘Is he the father?’

She shrugged. ‘He might be, or it might be any of half a dozen others. No woman is safe in this place, Padre.’

‘I heard the confession of another woman in here who was pregnant. She said she wanted to be in a state of grace when her baby was born. Wouldn’t you like that?’

The anger resurfaced. ‘You’re not going to give up, are you? I don’t care about your state of grace. It’s true my husband is not the father of my baby, but I have never been unfaithful to him. Not in thought, not in deed.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Pablo said, ‘truly I am.’

‘Will you stop telling me how sorry you are? It doesn’t help. It doesn’t get me out of here, it doesn’t stop them beating me, it won’t help my baby when it’s born. Your sorrow is just useless shit.’

Pablo could think of nothing to say. Glaring at him, she stuffed the last of the pastry into her mouth.

‘You still haven’t told me your name,’ he said.

Her mouth was too full. Pablo had to wait until she had finished chewing. ‘Graciela,’ she said, picking crumbs from her dress with her fingertips and putting them into her mouth.

Pablo couldn’t help noticing her fingers, long and elegant. ‘Show me your hands,’ he said.

‘Why?’

‘Your hands say a lot about the kind of person you are.’

‘What rubbish,’ she said, balling her fists, fixing him with her eyes, daring him to insist. When he didn’t, she said, ‘Padre, will you come back?’

‘Yes, next week.’

‘And will you make a point of asking to see me?’

‘Of course, if that’s what you want.’

Graciela nodded. ‘I want you to do something for me,’ she said.

‘If I can.’

‘I want you to take word to my mother that I’m still alive.’

Compassion, helplessness, shame: Pablo hung his head like a guilty felon. ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘I had to make a promise not to bring messages in or out of here.’

‘I want her to know that she will soon be a grandmother.’

‘Even though the father is one of the men who raped you and you don’t know which one it is?’

A bitter laugh escaped Graciela’s lips. ‘They are all the father, Padre. The guards, the torturers. They take turns with the women. They strut around like cockerels outside a hen house, deciding which one of us they will favour tonight. They tell us we are lucky. Young women are especially lucky. And the reason you see no tears, Padre, is because it happens so many times it makes you numb.

‘At first you scream, you fight. They like that, Father. They like the new ones, the ones who don’t know that the more they struggle, the more they will be hurt. The first night I was here, there were five of them. I ran from them, I tried to bite them, I screamed like a witch, I cursed them. They laughed. They held me over a table and whipped me with their belts until I had no breath left to scream. Then they all took their pleasure on me, laughing all the while, passing round bottles of wine. Afterwards, I couldn’t move. Two of them dragged me back to my cell. They left me on the floor and threw my clothes on top of me. I couldn’t understand it, Father. What evil enters men’s hearts that leads them to do this to a helpless woman?’

Pablo shed silent tears, shamed by her words. ‘I’m sorry. I really am.’

‘Stop saying you’re fucking sorry!’

‘I can’t help it. I don’t know what else to say.’ He wiped the tears with the back of his hand.

Graciela’s eyes were pitiless. ‘So, you’re sorry. If you’re truly sorry, you’ll help me. Take a message to my mother. Otherwise, your sorrow is worthless.’

At the end of the corridor, the guard looked at his watch. Julián had told him to bring the woman back to the capucha when she was done, but it was taking forever.

A good Catholic, he knew better than to interrupt a priest in the confessional. The woman must have had much to confess. He edged towards the cell with the stealth of a burglar, ears pricked, trying to hear what was being said inside. There was nothing but a low murmur of voices. He slapped a hand against the door.

‘Padre,’ he shouted, ‘is everything all right?’

‘Yes, thank you. Fine.’

‘Only she has to go back for rollcall.’

‘Quickly,’ Pablo hissed at Graciela. ‘What’s your name?’

‘You know my name.’

‘Your family name.’

‘Ramirez.’

‘And where does your mother live?’

*

That night darkness lay heavily on Graciela. But it was not oppressive, not like when she had first been put in this place. She pulled her blanket around her, warmed by the press of its rough fabric against her skin, replaying her encounter with Padre Hazmerreír. She decided she did not much like the Padre, with his conceit and presumptuousness. What did he really want? She remembered Julián’s shrieks of laughter as he had walked away. The Padre might not be in on Julián’s scheming, but could she trust him? If she could… If he took the message to her mother… He could say that he had done, but how would she know? Hope had never left her entirely. It sat in the pit of her stomach like hunger in a famine victim. The desire to trust someone gnawed at her. Could she give her trust to somebody she didn’t know – this laughing-stock priest? What if he was Julián’s unwitting stool pigeon? If he asked her about the Padre, she wouldn’t go along with his game: she would say nothing. He hated silence. Silence was something he couldn’t control. She would be silent, but still, she wondered what he was playing at.




Pater noster

The Registro Civil is a six-storey office building in downtown Buenos Aires, constructed in the plain, almost austere style of the post-war years. Josefina boarded a bus to the Plaza de Mayo then took the subway to Tribunales. Coming up to street level she consulted the map Gonzalo had given her, squinting to read it in the bright morning sunlight.

‘You’ll come out on Tucumán,’ he had told her over breakfast, his voice thick with phlegm, the first cigarette of the day dangling from his lips. His arthritic fingers struggled to keep the lines straight as he drew a map in thick pencil on a scrap of paper. ‘Stay on Tucumán, heading away from the plaza,’ he said, pointing with the tip of the pencil. ‘The first intersection you come to is Uruguay. Take a right there. The place you’re looking for is only a few blocks up.’ It would be easy, he had assured her. Easy for someone who had spent their life in Buenos Aires, she thought to herself. Not so easy for someone from out of town.

Putting the map back into her pocket, she stepped into the flow of people moving towards Uruguay. She breathed deeply, taking in the unfamiliar brew of petrol fumes mingled with the aroma of freshly made coffee. She was one with the bustle and haste of the people around her, the cacophony and seeming chaos, the relentless motion: cars, buses and lorries, people pouring across the street like herds of migrating animals whenever the lights changed; tall buildings casting long morning shadows. So different from her past life in La Plata. She felt invigorated, alive again after months of emptiness. She had a purpose, and it made her feel strong. Until she saw the two police officers standing at the corner, smoking, leering at young women as they passed by. Josefina’s chest tightened. If they noticed her…

Josefina had dressed in a dark skirt and a plain white blouse with long sleeves; her hair was gathered into a ponytail, held in place with a simple elasticated band. No makeup. She wanted to be invisible in a crowd: unremarkable, forgettable. She kept as far away from the police as she could as she mingled with the crowd waiting to cross. She could not shake the feeling that she looked suspicious, that something about her would give her away. The lights changed. Her legs felt weak as she stepped off the kerb. When she reached the safety of the far side, she couldn’t help stealing a glance behind. She needn’t have worried. The two men were facing away from her, shouting after a young office worker in a bright yellow miniskirt.

She had no difficulty finding the building, with its polished stone façade, and Registro Civil de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires carved in block letters above the entrance. She pushed open the heavy glass and metal doors to enter an atrium that extended the whole width of the building. At the reception desk, she presented her identity card and told the official that she was expected. ‘Ignacio Ramos,’ she said, when asked who she had come to see.

Ramos was a small man with beady eyes and long sideburns growing like thick bushes down each side of his face. His hair stood up at the front as if he had only a few minutes ago been on the receiving end of an electric shock. Josefina bit her lip to stop herself from smiling. Years ago, on a school trip to the zoo she had been fascinated by the capuchin monkeys with their solemn faces and dark manes that would have made Elvis proud. Here, walking towards her, a cardboard file under his left arm, was their human facsimile.

‘Señora Calvo?’ Ramos said, consulting a piece of paper he’d extracted from the file. ‘You’re here to do some work for the Archbishop’s office?’ He directed his gaze at her, every bit as solemn as a capuchin’s, giving away nothing of what he might be thinking. He peered at her identity card through thick glasses. ‘Follow me, please,’ he said.

Beyond the reception desk was a waiting area with chairs facing a wall of booths, each with a glass screen to separate the officials from the public who sat in varying degrees of impatience. Ramos led Josefina to a space at the end where the counter lifted to make an opening. ‘We’re on the second floor,’ he explained, as they walked to the lifts. ‘First floor is marriages, second floor births, and third floor deaths.’

‘It seems very logical,’ Josefina said, wondering what was to be found on the floors above that. What came after death?

Ramos said no more as the lift ascended. He spent the time with his eyes fixed on the space above the doors and the numbers that showed which floor they were on. At ‘2’, the lift stopped, and he stepped into a corridor with double doors at either end. ‘Follow me,’ he said again, turning right. ‘We have a one-way system, to prevent people from bumping into each other. In this way,’ he said, pointing to the doors ahead, ‘and out through the doors behind us.’

‘Ingenious,’ Josefina said.

‘It can get quite congested, some days,’ he assured her.

The department for birth registrations occupied the whole of the second floor. Entering through the doors, Ramos followed a passageway that meandered between desks and document stacks going right and right again until Josefina guessed they must be somewhere behind the lift shaft. ‘In here,’ he said, pointing to a cubby hole that had been made by bringing together several stacks to create the semblance of an office. The entrance was lined with piles of ancient-looking files that bulged with documents. Ramos ducked and burrowed his way in. Taking a deep breath, as if she were about to dive into a swimming pool, Josefina followed.

The space was gloomy, with the only light coming from a brass reading lamp perched atop an old, battered desk. The only other items the space contained were two chairs and a telephone. When Josefina emerged from between the files that lined the entrance, she saw Ramos had seated himself behind the desk. Before him, at a precise ninety-degree angle to the long side of the desk, was the file that he had carried with him from downstairs. He gestured for her to take the other seat. ‘I’d offer you a coffee,’ he said, ‘but it’s such a nuisance having to go all the way to the kitchen.’

He leaned back in his chair to get a better look at her. His unblinking gaze made her feel unsettled and Josefina found herself checking that her buttons were fastened and adjusting the hem of her skirt. ‘I understand you are here to do research of some kind,’ he said.

‘Sí.’

Ramos opened the file and extracted a document that ran to several pages. ‘I have a letter from Monseñor Morales, the Cardinal’s personal secretary. He says the Catholic Social Welfare Association needs to gather information about illegitimate births to aid the planning of their adoption services.’

‘I know what information the Monseñor wants me to collect,’ Josefina said, taking the line that Pablo and Joaquín had suggested. ‘He hasn’t told me what he wants it for.’

Ramos stroked the corners of his mouth between finger and thumb, scanning the letter for more information. He looked disappointed. ‘Well, we like to assist the Church in any way we can. Please be sure to tell the Monseñor that we’ve gone out of our way to be helpful.’

‘I’ll make a point of it,’ Josefina said.

Ramos shifted his position, bringing his foot up to set his heel on the edge of his chair, rocking back and forth, which made him look even more monkey-like. ‘We don’t have much space, and I can’t assign anyone to assist you, but I’ve done what I can. It’s a bit out of the way but I’ve managed to find a desk for you, and I can let you have a typewriter, but there’s no telephone, I’m afraid.’

‘I’m sure that will be perfect,’ Josefina said. ‘And I won’t need a telephone. If you or someone else can show me to my desk, I’ll get started.’ She gave him a smile. Men responded to women who smiled at them. ‘The sooner I start, the sooner I’ll be out of your hair.’

A pained look appeared on Ramos’s face. He ran his hand through his hair, trying but failing to smooth it down. Why did she have to mention hair?

*

‘Not hungry?’ Joaquín said, clearing the plates from the table.

‘What?’ Pablo said.

Joaquín scraped the remains of Pablo’s breakfast into the bin. ‘It’s Josefina’s first day at the registry, isn’t it?’

‘Is it? Yes, I think it is, now you mention it.’

‘You’d be better off praying for her rather than stressing about it.’

‘I suppose.’ Pablo let go of the newspaper he was trying to read. ‘I don’t know why I’m even bothering with this,’ he said, flicking the front page dismissively. ‘I haven’t taken in a single word.’ He shot a hopeful look at Joaquín. ‘Have you got any cigarettes?’

‘I thought you’d given up.’

‘I have. But right now, I could murder one.’

‘In my jacket pocket,’ Joaquín said, using a dishcloth to point to where his jacket was draped over a chair.

Pablo rummaged through the jacket and pulled out a crushed pack of cigarettes. ‘You must have sat on them,’ he said, unimpressed. When he saw the brand his lip curled in disgust. ‘Are these all you’ve got?’

‘They’re all I can afford.’

‘Seriously?’ Pablo replied, stuffing them back into the pocket.

‘Not up to the exalted standards of the Vatican, I take it?’ Joaquín said, grinning.

‘You’re not kidding. I don’t know how you smoke this rubbish. If I tried, I’d be coughing my lungs up for a week.’

Joaquín shrugged.

‘I’ll call in to Gonzalo’s on my way back tonight and pick you up some decent ones,’ Pablo said. ‘I can ask how Josefina’s first day went while I’m there.’

‘I don’t think that’s such a good idea. We shouldn’t do anything that might call attention to her.’

‘Are you saying I should stop calling in?’

‘No, I’m saying you shouldn’t do anything out of the ordinary.’ Joaquín let the water drain from the sink, drying his hands on a tea towel. ‘Leave it to the weekend, like you usually do, and make sure you come out with a couple of bottles of wine. And you are paying her in cash, aren’t you?’

‘I hadn’t really thought about it,’ Pablo said, even though there was a cheque made out to Josefina sitting on the chest of drawers in his room. He drank the remains of his coffee. ‘I have to go. I have a lot to get through if I’m going to ESMA today.’

‘How is it going?’ Joaquín asked. ‘You’ve hardly mentioned it these past few weeks.’

‘I’ll tell you tonight.’

*

The Cardinal never showed any curiosity about Pablo’s visits to ESMA. Pablo had compiled a brief written report for each of the first two. The second time, the Cardinal had asked Pablo to wait while he pushed the button on his intercom to summon Jorge. When the steward arrived, the Cardinal had handed over Pablo’s report with the words, ‘Please put this on the fire in the kitchen, Jorge.’

After Jorge had departed, the Cardinal had said, ‘In case you’re wondering, I had the other one burned too.’ Ignoring Pablo’s look of displeasure, he continued, ‘I told you I wouldn’t support you in this nonsense, Pablo, and I meant it. I don’t want to hear anything about it, and I certainly don’t want any record that could conceivably come back to haunt me. I hope that’s clear now.’

Today, the Cardinal was hosting a reception for head teachers to mark the first lessons that would be delivered as part of the much-celebrated policy of Catholic religious instruction in Jewish schools. Pablo had done most of the legwork but, naturally, it was the Cardinal who was taking the credit. In addition to the two large Jewish high schools in Buenos Aires, all private schools also now had to provide weekly lessons to every year group. Catholic head teachers had been enthusiastic in their support, falling over themselves to volunteer members of staff, likening them to explorers on expeditions to the most impenetrable rainforest. The Buenos Aires Kehilla had made strenuous objections, pointing out that implicit in the imposition of these lessons was the proselytization of Jewish children that was contrary to the right to religious freedom enshrined in the constitution. They had been given short shrift, much to the Cardinal’s delight.

Pablo had taken up position at the Cardinal’s side to greet the arrivals as they trooped into the grand dining room. Over the preceding months he had met most of them in person to gauge their support and find teachers willing to go into the Jewish schools. He had not expected any military presence, and the gold-beribboned uniform he saw from the corner of his eye looked as out of place as a fox in a chicken run.

‘Colonel Ramón,’ Pablo said when the police chief made a point of coming over. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’

‘General,’ Ramón said, correcting him, pointing to the new insignia on his collar. ‘I’m glad you’re here, Padre. I was hoping to have a word with you.’

Pablo turned to the Cardinal. ‘With your permission, your Eminence?’

Pablo led Ramón to one of the white-jacketed waiters stationed at strategic points bearing trays laden with glasses of champagne. Taking two glasses, he handed one to Ramón. ‘What can I do for you, General?’

‘Can we go somewhere more private?’

Pablo led Ramón to the library. The General was fascinated. ‘You know,’ he confided, ‘I would love to have something like this in my house. It would be very…’ He hesitated, searching for the right word. ‘Dignified,’ he said at last.

‘It’s not the work of any one man,’ Pablo said. ‘It’s taken years for all these books to be accumulated. Every incumbent adds to their number. The first time I came here I picked a book out at random. It was hundreds of years old. Look.’ He pulled out the volume of Thomas Aquinas and handed it to the General.

‘It’s superb,’ Ramón said, eyes glittering with envy. He stroked the cover with the tips of his fingers before opening it. ‘Latin, I presume?’ he asked, his eyes scanning the yellowed pages.

‘You’re very observant, General.’

‘You understand it, I take it?’

A self-conscious smile appeared on Pablo’s face. ‘Yes, but it’s a common misconception that Catholic priests understand Latin. We have to study it, of course, but most of us do the minimum we have to, to get by.’

‘But not you?’

‘No. I did a doctorate in the cultural patrimony of the Church. Like it or not, I had to get to grips with Latin.’

Ramón tapped a finger to his nose and pointed knowingly at Pablo. ‘But you did like it, didn’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘You see,’ Ramón went on, ‘I can tell these things about people. I have a nose for it.’ He opened the book at a random page. ‘Read this for me,’ he said.

Pablo took the book from him. After perusing the text for a few moments, he started translating for the General: ‘The truths concerning God fall into two categories. There are those that are beyond the abilities of human reason, like the fact that God is both Three and One. Others are amenable to human reason, such as the existence of God, which many philosophers have proven following the light of natural reason.’

‘Marvellous,’ the General chuckled. Pablo watched as he continued to stroll around the shelves, pulling out a book here and there but looking no further than the cover. ‘It intrigues me,’ he said, turning to face Pablo, ‘that a man like you would devote so much of himself to a language that has been dead for centuries.’

‘A man like me?’ Pablo said. When Ramón did not reply, he added, ‘That’s only your perception. It may have been lost as a language of the masses, but to those who understand it, it is rich and expressive, and quite beautiful. You should try reading Cervantes in Latin.’

‘Cervantes?’ the General scoffed. ‘I don’t even read Cervantes in Spanish.’

Pablo said nothing. It was obvious Ramón had a purpose behind his visit but wanted to reveal it in his own time.

‘I wanted to see how you were, Padre,’ Ramón said, eventually, ‘to be sure you had fully recovered.’

‘From the unfortunate misunderstanding,’ Pablo added.

Ramón smiled. A condescending, counterfeit smile. ‘I couldn’t have put it better myself.’

‘I’m as recovered as I can be.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘I mean that physically, my wounds have healed. Mentally is another matter. But I manage.’

‘Good,’ Ramón said. ‘Good. However, I sense you are keeping something back.’

‘Not at all, General. I have nothing more to say on the matter, and I have complete confidence in your assurance, which was conveyed to me by the Cardinal, that such a thing will never happen again.’

‘Of course. I wondered – wouldn’t you like to know what happened to the men responsible?’

‘Not really. The fact of the matter is, General, that even if those men are no longer employed to kidnap and torture people, others must have taken their place.’

Ramón frowned. ‘You are a brave man to speak to me like that, Padre,’ he said.

‘Am I? Is your assurance not to be taken seriously, then?’

The General crossed the room to stand face to face with Pablo. ‘You must understand we are at war, Padre. A war against an enemy who hides in dark places and who refuses to fight by the rules. If our enemy has no qualms about fighting dirty, should we be any different? As for torture, it has always existed, and it always will. You might as well ask for the rain to stop falling from the sky as ask that torture be stopped.’

A nervous twitch started in the corner of Pablo’s eye. ‘Then I will pray for the rain to stop falling,’ he said.

Noticing the twitch, a satisfied smirk spread across Ramón’s face. ‘You see,’ he said, ‘you know I’m right. You just don’t want to admit it.’

‘You’re wrong, General.’

Ramón’s voice hardened. ‘What exactly are you up to, Padre?’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Your visits to ESMA. What do you do there?’

This, Pablo realized, was why Ramón had wanted to speak to him in private. ‘It’s very simple. I bring the comfort of God’s forgiveness and the saving grace of the blessed sacrament to those who are imprisoned, as we are commanded to do by the gospel, nothing more.’

‘How very saintly of you,’ Ramón sneered. ‘But you should be careful, Padre. Think well about whose side you’re on. It doesn’t pay to go shoving your nose in where it’s not wanted.’

*

The address was for an apartment in a shabby tenement at the junction of Ventena and Enrique Ochoa. A forlorn-looking hair salon occupied the street level. Pablo walked past, trying not to make it obvious that he was looking at the apartment. Dressed in jeans and a shabby jacket he hoped to pass for an unemployed thirty-something with nothing better to do than wander the streets. After Ramón’s veiled threat, he’d decided it was likely he was being watched, at least some of the time, so he’d changed buses three times and walked the last kilometre, making unexpected stops to quickly turn and look for anyone who might be following him. That was how to lose a tail, or it’s what they did in all the best spy novels. He was being paranoid, he told himself, but better to be paranoid than to be picked up again, or for someone else to be picked up because of him.

The apartment was on the second floor, with a small balcony shrouded by a sunscreen. He craned his neck to see in, but the interior was in shadow. He carried on. He decided he would walk around the block and come back from the other direction. There was a bar on the opposite corner. The spring sun was warm and the thought of sitting outside with a beer and keeping a casual eye on the apartment was tantalizing. That’s what they did in spy novels too. He had gone perhaps fifty metres when a car came around the corner from Ventena, a Ford Falcon. Falcons were a common sight on the streets of Buenos Aires, yet his heart started to race, blood pounding in his temples, lips dry as dust. Don’t look, he told himself, but how could he not look? What use was it anyway when they would easily outrun him? If it was them.

The car cruised past. A middle-aged couple sat in the two front seats in the depths of an argument, the woman’s words clear through the open window despite the sound of the engine. Pablo let his breath go, a long, shuddering sigh. He was not cut out for this. He decided against going to the bar. He didn’t want to give anyone a reason to remember him.

*

Pablo was late arriving at ESMA. He found the same petty officer on duty as last time. When all the prisoners in the fish tank who wanted to make their confession had been and gone, would the petty officer call Julián and ask if the woman wanted to come again?

‘You mean the Witch, Padre?’ the petty officer said, without a hint of anything but mind-numbing ordinariness.

‘If that’s what they call her, yes.’

Julián was not there, but he had left word that the woman was to be taken to see Padre Hazmerreír, whether she wanted to or not.

As on the previous occasion, Graciela was hooded when she was pushed into the cell. Pablo could hear the escort speaking to the petty officer outside, something about Julián the Turk’s crazy plan, but it didn’t make sense.

‘Why don’t you take the hood off?’ Pablo said.

Her voice was muffled and had a disconnected quality to it, like it was coming from somewhere other than inside the hood. ‘It is not permitted.’

‘Take it off. Please.’

She pushed the rough cloth slowly up each side of her face. When she turned to look at him the suspicion and anger he remembered from the week before were still there, smouldering. She was wearing the same filthy dress.

‘Would you like to wash?’ He held a small packet out to her. ‘I brought you some soap.’ She took it, holding it to her nose, closing her eyes as she inhaled its fragrance. ‘And this,’ he added, taking a small towel from his valise. ‘I won’t watch,’ he said, ‘look.’ He picked up the hood and pulled it over his own head. ‘Tell me when you’re finished.’ Graciela did not reply, but he heard the flat sigh of her clothes as they fell to the floor.

The sounds of the water coughing out of the tap, the lathering of soap on skin, the rubbing of a towel: simple, everyday sounds. Yet, to Pablo, each was the essence of a small miracle. God’s Grace was not in him, as he had imagined, it was in the water, the soap, the towel. His hearing seemed preternaturally attuned to every frequency in the confines of the cell. The silence that echoed when she stopped the flow of the water, the snap of elastic as she pulled on her underwear, the sweep of fabric as she pushed her arms into the sleeves of her dress.

She crossed the space between them and reached up to remove the hood. ‘Thank you,’ she said. Her hands framed his face. She kissed him, no more than a brief touch, until, for a moment, her lips pulled on his. Suddenly self-conscious, Graciela moved away.

‘You’re welcome,’ Pablo mumbled, embarrassed. He put his fingers to his lips, as if something of her lingered on them.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I don’t know why I did that. I think it’s because you’re the first man I’ve seen since I was taken that I think I might be able to trust.’

He looked into her eyes. She seemed different from the week before. ‘I want you to trust me,’ he said. ‘How can I hope to hear your confession if you don’t trust me?’

‘Is that really what this is all about?’ She shook her head. ‘How many times do I have to tell you I don’t want to confess?’

‘Why don’t you sit down?’ he said, pointing to a stool.

Graciela lowered herself on to one of the stools, resting the palms of her hands on her swollen belly. ‘Tell me what it’s like on the outside,’ she said.

‘It’s the same as always.’

‘No, it’s not. I’m not there. It’s a long time since I was. Tell me. Tell me about the weather, about what people are saying, what’s playing at the theatre, the cinema, football. The world outside of Argentina. Anything.’

‘It’s late spring, and flowers are coming into bloom. In the parks and along the boulevards you can hear birds squabbling, making new nests. River Plate won the Superclásico. Plans for the World Cup are well advanced. Everyone says Kempes will be our star player.’

A smile flickered on Graciela’s lips. ‘My husband used to like him, until he went to Spain.’

‘I have to admit, I’m not much of a football fan,’ Pablo said.

Graciela reached a hand inside the neck of her dress where the worn fabric chafed, slowly rubbing the skin with her fingers, unconscious of what she was doing. Her eyes took on a distant look, as if she were remembering a caress from a life long ago. With a start, Pablo realized he was staring, wondering what it would be like to be the one giving the caress. She caught him watching, catching the hidden, unintended moment of intimacy.

‘What are you thinking?’ she asked.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, blushing, ‘I didn’t mean to—’

‘To what? There is nothing you could possibly take from me that hasn’t already been taken.’

‘You’re wrong,’ he said. ‘Very wrong.’

Graciela’s features hardened. ‘Do you want to know what they did to me yesterday? They stripped me and fastened my hands behind my back, then blindfolded me and led me along a corridor. Nobody spoke. Only a tap on the shoulder to turn left or right, a hand against my chest to make me stop. They took me to a place and made me stand there for hours. I knew I was facing a wall because it’s hard to keep your balance when you’re blindfolded. I leaned forward and my face hit it.

‘That’s when I knew there was somebody there, watching me in all my nakedness. He sniggered at me. Stupid whore. I could almost see him rolling his eyes. He smacked me and I hit the wall again, harder this time. At one point I heard soft steps creep up behind me. I could sense somebody standing there, their breath warm on the back of my neck – it was coming fast, as if he had been running. I tensed myself, waiting for him to grope me, but nothing happened. I need the latrine, I said. A hand slapped my ear. Shut up, whore, a voice said.’

‘What did you do?’

‘What do you think I did?’

‘What did the guards do?’

‘They laughed. Fits of giggles, like little boys. I think it turns them on to see a woman piss herself. The guard called me a dirty whore and smacked the back of my head again. You can’t imagine the fear that every sound strikes into you while you are standing, blindfolded, at their complete mercy. Something scrapes against a wall and all you can think is somebody is bringing an iron bar to beat you, or you hear them laughing and wonder if you will be next on the machine. I don’t know how long I was made to stand there. All I had to give me any sense of time passing was the noise they made when they went off to relieve themselves and the smell of cigarettes when they lit one up. Eventually they took me back to my cell. You can take your hood off now, whore, they said, and tidy yourself up. Your boyfriend is coming to see you tomorrow.’

‘Boyfriend?’

‘You.’

There was no hint of mockery in Graciela’s voice, yet the look she gave him suggested she had wondered about him, what he wanted.

Pablo said nothing. He had had too many surprises already. The kiss, the look he had stolen, now this.

Graciela took his silence for indignation. ‘I’m only telling you what they said to me,’ she said.

‘I suppose it was to be expected,’ he answered. ‘I know I’m not welcome here. They want to find a way to discredit me.’

‘They won’t find it with me.’

A faint smile flickered on Pablo’s face.

‘That’s it,’ she said. ‘If you’re not going to let it make you angry, the only thing left is to laugh or cry, and I would rather see you laugh.’

The smile vanished. He looked away. He couldn’t meet her gaze.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Did you wonder why I was late today?’

‘I have no way of knowing the time,’ she said, ‘so I had no idea whether you were late or not, or even whether you would come, or not.’

‘I went to see your mother this afternoon.’

Graciela gasped, her eyes went wide with sudden hope.

‘I’m afraid I didn’t find her.’

Graciela exhaled.

‘I went to the address you gave me,’ Pablo continued, ‘but I was afraid. I thought someone might be watching me.’

‘Why would anyone watch you?’

‘I had a warning, from a high-ranking policeman. He told me they were on to me, and that I should watch my step. I found the street where your mother’s apartment is and I couldn’t be certain that no one was watching me, so I walked past.’

Her face twisted in contempt. ‘I should have known,’ she said. Words flew from her mouth like knives. ‘You’re a coward. Of course you are, you’re a priest. I don’t know why I even bothered to ask you.’ She pushed herself up from the stool and made for the door. ‘Thank you, Padre, for taking the time to visit me, but please don’t trouble yourself again.’

He ran after her, taking her arm to stop her from banging on the door. She pushed him away, trying to free her arm.

‘No. Wait. Please,’ he grunted, his voice low, urgent. ‘If the police were watching me, it’s not only me they would go after. Do you want your mother to disappear too?’

She stopped trying to shake him off but didn’t move from the door.

‘There has to be somewhere else I could go to find her,’ Pablo continued, ‘somewhere that’s not so obvious.’

They stood, face to face. Pablo could feel the trace of her breath on his cheeks. In her eyes he saw the lack of trust, but also her deep need. ‘I won’t let you down,’ he hissed.

‘How can I be sure?’ she said.

Pablo released her. Holding a palm up to her to indicate that she should stay where she was, he went to his valise and pulled out a small silver receptacle. He opened it to reveal several circular white wafers. ‘You know what this is?’ he asked, holding it out to her.

She nodded.

‘Then you know how important it is to me.’

‘Yes.’

‘Then I swear to you, Graciela, by the body and blood of our Lord, Jesus Christ, that I will not let you down.’ He took a wafer between his thumb and fingertip. ‘Would you like to receive Christ?’

A shake of her head. Eyes closed. A ragged release of breath.

‘It seems I must trust you,’ she said, at last. ‘God knows, there is no one else.’

*

In the apartment on Martín Rodríguez, the housekeeper had left a note: she had prepared a meal for the two padres and left it in a casserole dish on the kitchen table. All they had to do was put it in a hot oven for an hour.

‘It’s not much to ask, Pablo,’ Joaquín muttered, irritated at finding the note and the uncooked supper sitting side by side on the kitchen table. He crushed the note into a ball and threw it into the bin. He found Pablo in the sitting room, hunched in an armchair, staring out of the window at the fading light. ‘So, you are here,’ Joaquín said. ‘I was beginning to think you’d disappeared again.’ He pulled the cord on the lamp, filling the room with pale yellow light. ‘Why are you sitting in the dark?’

Pablo blinked myopically. ‘Time passes more slowly with the light on.’

‘Didn’t you see the note from Señora Garcia?’ Joaquín continued. ‘I’ve had a long day, and I’m bloody starving.’

‘The note?’ Pablo’s memory stirred. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t think.’

‘You didn’t think?’ Joaquín said. ‘You’ve been here all evening. What was so important you couldn’t find half a minute to light the oven?’ He stalked back to the kitchen. Pablo pushed himself up from the chair and followed to watch Joaquín pick up the casserole dish and empty its contents into the bin.

‘I’m sure it would have been all right,’ Pablo ventured.

‘It was thirty degrees today,’ Joaquín retorted. ‘That chicken has been sitting on the table all afternoon. You can chance getting food poisoning if you want, but leave me out of it.’

Pablo shook his head. ‘Joaquín, I’m sorry. I really am. It’s just…’

‘Just what?’ Joaquín peered at Pablo. ‘Are you all right?’ he said, though his voice sounded more annoyed than concerned.

‘I don’t know,’ Pablo replied. ‘Sometimes I wonder if I know anything any more.’

There was jamon in the fridge, and cheese, and, in the pantry, bread, a jar of pickles and wine. Joaquín loaded everything on to a tray and carried it to the sitting room. Pushing open the door, it struck him how old and tired the lampshade was, throwing circles of light up to the ceiling and down around its base, but precious little else. Pablo stood at the window, watching people passing on the street below, emerging into the pools of light around each streetlamp only to fade into the darkness in between.

‘Here,’ Joaquín said, putting two plates on to a small table before pouring wine into two glasses. ‘You need to eat something.’ He raised his head to look at Pablo. ‘On the other hand, maybe it’s time you lost a bit of weight.’ He held out a glass.

Pablo gave an unconvincing smile. ‘Thanks.’

Joaquín put ham and cheese between two slices of bread and took a bite. ‘It’s the first thing I’ve had since breakfast,’ he said. ‘I’ve been at the Mendoza house all evening. The doctor was convinced the old lady wouldn’t last the day, but she’s a tough old bird. She was still hanging on when I left.’

‘That’s good,’ Pablo said absently.

‘What’s good about it? There’s a family gathered waiting for their mother and grandmother to die. She’s a pillar of the church. When she goes…’

‘I meant it was good because when she dies, it will be in her own bed surrounded by people who love her. A good death. Unlike many people in this country who die alone with a bullet in the head.’

‘You’re right, of course,’ Joaquín said, mollified. He took another bite and raised his head to look at Pablo. ‘Aren’t you having anything? It’s not like you to turn food down.’

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘It’s your funeral.’

The comment was inappropriate but funny. Both men felt the release of tension and chuckled.

‘You said you were going to tell me how things were going at ESMA,’ Joaquín said.

‘I did, didn’t I?’ Pablo took a sip of his wine and looked away.

‘And?’ Joaquín said.

Pablo did not respond. Joaquín did not press him. There was silence between them but it felt tranquil, not strained. Eventually Pablo said, ‘Most of it is as I had thought it would be. I think they’re trying to keep me away from the worst of what’s going on there. I’m only allowed to see prisoners who are safe.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Prisoners who are too frightened to tell me anything really important.’

‘But somebody has, haven’t they? I know you, Pablo, and you wouldn’t be acting like this if something hadn’t happened.’

‘No, it’s not that. I have a terrible feeling I’ve failed.’

‘Failed? How? Nobody believed you would be able to worm your way in there, but you did. And now you’re there—’

‘There’s a woman. She’s the one I’ve failed.’

Joaquín put down his plate. He crossed the room to stand beside Pablo, laying a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘I thought I already had. She’s pregnant.’

‘The one whose baby was stolen?’

‘No, it’s someone else. She’s suffered horribly, and for no reason. I’m sure she’s guilty of no crime. She became pregnant after she was raped by the guards.’

‘How have you failed her?’

‘She’s angry. More than angry. She is consumed by hatred for what has been done to her. When I ask if she wants to confess, she says she doesn’t believe in it. When I offer her communion, she refuses and says it would bring her no comfort. I can’t get through to her, Joaquín, and yet I must. I have to find a way.’

‘We’ve all known people who refused to believe,’ Joaquín said. ‘You have to accept it and leave them be in the hope they will change, for their sakes, not yours.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Why not?’

‘She kissed me.’

‘She kissed you?’ Pablo’s words took Joaquín aback. ‘Why would she do that? How did she kiss you? Was it like you would kiss a lover, or like a friend?’

‘It wasn’t a passionate kiss, if that’s what you mean,’ Pablo said, shaking his head. ‘It was only a moment, but I’ve never known such tenderness. I could feel her need, and, in that instant, I became aware of my own need. If anyone had told me a kiss could affect you in that way, I would never have believed it, but it has.’

‘You’re a man, Pablo. These things happen. Sooner or later, you were bound to come face to face with temptation.’

‘Have you ever been tempted by a woman?’

‘Once or twice,’ Joaquín admitted.

‘What did you do?’

Joaquín gave a wry shrug. ‘I took myself away from the situation. I told myself to put it out of my mind. I prayed. The usual. All the things we were told to do.’

‘That’s the problem. I can’t take myself away from the situation. I must try to save her. And I’ve been praying since I left ESMA, but I can’t get her out of my mind.’

It was more than the kiss, but he could not admit that to Joaquín. It was the way he had looked at her, and how she had seen him looking. The memory of it took his breath away. Her expression told him she knew what was going through his mind, how something that had been pushed far down in his consciousness had been released. During their time in the seminary, they had been told how to deal with temptations of the flesh. They were anathema, forbidden. But nothing had prepared him for the desire that now burned in him.

It was not lust, he told himself. It was not sex he wanted. It was the tenderness, the intimacy. Now he had felt a whisper of it, he knew as he had never known before that his life was empty without it.

He stood. ‘Joaquín,’ he said, ‘would you mind opening the church for me?’

Joaquín looked at his watch. ‘It’s late.’

‘I know, but I feel a quite desperate need to say mass. You could join me, if you like.’

Joaquín smiled. ‘All right. I think that would be a good thing to do, for both of us. Do you have a particular intention you want to offer mass for?’

‘Yes. I want to pray for the strength to see it through to the end.’

‘See what through?’

‘Whatever it is the Lord intends for me.’




Peccata mundi

The next day, Pablo skipped lunch and left work on the pretext of needing to see one of the head teachers. He boarded the subway at Bolívar, taking a seat in the rearmost coach. After the conversation with General Ramón, he couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. Walking to the station he looked over his shoulder again and again, trying, in his absurd way, to be sure he was not being followed.

Coming up to street level at Moreno he found himself at an intersection of two wide boulevards. The afternoon heat bounced off the pavement as he set off along the Avenida José María Moreno. He’d estimated it would take about half an hour to walk to where Graciela had said he would find her mother. Forty minutes later he still had not reached his destination and was perspiring heavily. The neighbourhood around him had a look of neglect and decay, plaster flaking off walls that propped up roofs of mildewed asbestos. When he found himself at a concrete barrier instead of the entrance he had been expecting, he realized he must have taken a wrong turn and went into a nearby shop to ask for directions.

A good thing about a being a priest in Argentina was that nobody was surprised when he asked for directions to a cemetery. ‘No, Padre, you have taken a wrong turn,’ the shopkeeper said solemnly. ‘But it isn’t far. Turn right out of my door and follow the Avenida Varela until you reach the end. The cemetery gates are there, on the left. They’re big. You can’t miss them.’

Pablo thought he could safely ask for a glass of water.

A further ten minutes brought him to the cemetery gates. Large metallic letters set into the brickwork proclaimed Cementerio San José de Flores. There were flower stalls on either side and Pablo made for the nearest, relieved to be able to shelter in the shade of its awning.

‘I’m looking for Doña Constanza,’ Pablo said to the proprietor, a middle-aged man with a face lined from years spent outside.

The man shook his head. ‘I don’t know anyone of that name, Padre.’

‘She has a flower stall, at the Flores cemetery,’ Pablo said.

‘Not here, Padre.’

‘How long have you been selling flowers here?’ Pablo asked.

‘Over ten years, Padre.’

Pablo had no better luck with the other stallholders, until one of them said, ‘Have you tried the other entrance, Padre, on the Avenida Lafuente?’

Pablo sighed. ‘How do I get there?’

‘Just follow the road through the cemetery, Padre. It’s not far.’

Not far? It was like walking in an oven, Pablo thought to himself, even though there were trees along the path to create pools of shade. The gates at the back entrance were much less imposing, and the flower stalls were ramshackle affairs. The stall to the right was empty. Pablo surmised that the stallholder must have gone home early. It was hardly surprising. It was open to the full intensity of the sun’s rays. The other stall had a faded canvas awning that offered a little cover. A woman was bent over a display of flowers, pulling out those that had wilted in the heat, rearranging the others to make them appear tidier. She had a careworn look, of being old before her time.

Pablo ducked under the awning. ‘Doña Constanza?’ he said.

The woman regarded Pablo through world-weary eyes. ‘Sí, Padre.’

‘I have news of your daughter.’

*

Laghi was back in Buenos Aires. The top item in his intray was a request from Admiral Massera for an urgent meeting. The Admiral had insisted, his secretary informed him, that it could not wait for their game of tennis at the Navy Club: Massera would come to the Nunciatura at the Archbishop’s convenience.

Gone was the suave courtesy the Admiral usually affected. There were no polite questions about Laghi’s trip away, no enquiry about the long flight back from Rome, nor any pretence of concern over the Pope’s ailing health.

Even his handshake with the diplomat was perfunctory. ‘I thought we had an understanding,’ Massera said, taking a seat without being invited and waving away Laghi’s offer of refreshments.

Laghi’s eyebrows rose slightly. ‘An understanding?’

‘Don’t play the urbane prelate with me. You know exactly what I’m talking about.’

Laghi held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. ‘I really don’t, Emilio. If something has vexed you, please come out and say it.’

‘The fucking madwomen. Their petition to the Pope. You were going to stop it, remember?’

Laghi’s face creased into a frown. ‘I assure you, Emilio, I have been keeping a close eye on this. Take it from me there has been not a whiff of it in Rome. Have there been developments here while I’ve been away?’

‘You could say that,’ Massera said. ‘The women have organized themselves. They are creating a list of names of people who have disappeared. When it’s ready they are going to send it to the Pope.’

‘What’s different about that and what we discussed that time at the Navy Club?’

The Admiral’s lips tightened into a thin line. ‘What’s different is that now we have proof that the Church – your Church, Pio – is helping them. They are using churches here, in Buenos Aires, to hold their meetings, and they are being helped by your priests. One of them is said to have influential contacts in Rome.’ He leaned forward to the edge of his chair, stabbing a finger at Laghi. ‘And this is what you were supposed to be putting a stop to.’

A momentary shiver of panic passed up Laghi’s spine. He knew of only one priest in Buenos Aires with contacts in the Vatican of sufficient influence to help the Madres. ‘Emilio,’ he said, ‘you were right to bring this to me. Give me a day or so to look into it.’ He looked Massera in the eye. ‘I will live up to the undertaking I gave, one way or another. I guarantee it.’

After the Admiral had left, Laghi pressed the intercom to speak to his secretary. ‘Have you been able to contact Monsignor Morales yet?’

‘Not yet, your Grace.’

‘Keep trying, will you?’ He released the button then pressed it again. ‘What’s the best restaurant in Buenos Aires?’

‘For steak or fish?’

‘Fish.’

‘Restaurante Puerto Atlántico has a very good reputation.’

‘That’ll do. Book a table for dinner for whenever the Monsignor is free.’

‘What if you have other diary commitments?’

‘Cancel them. This can’t wait.’

*

Josefina did not know what to make of Señorita Carrizo. When Ramos had shown Josefina to her desk, the señorita had appeared at his side like a magician’s assistant, responding to a tap of his magic wand. She almost draped herself over Ramos while he explained what Josefina was doing and asked the señorita to help. She was tall but heavy, with makeup thickly applied, and curly hair dyed blonde. Pushing fifty, Josefina thought to herself. With a dismissive flick of her fingers at Ramos’s retreating back, Señorita Carrizo said, ‘Don’t worry about him. He thinks he’s God’s gift, but nobody takes the slightest bit of notice.’ Before another minute had elapsed, she announced, ‘I have a passion for Marilyn Monroe,’ tilting her head in what she imagined was a pose that would be demanded by a Vogue photographer and primping her curls with the tips of manicured fingers. She smiled, the sort of smile that girlfriends who know each other’s secrets share. ‘I bet he never bothered to show you round, did he?’

When Josefina shook her head, the señorita said, ‘Then let me show you the two most important places in this shit hole: the kitchen, and…’ her nose wrinkled, giving her a mildly disgusted look, ‘the shit hole itself.’

As Josefina had expected, the birth certificates were filed by birth dates. Pablo had suggested that she start in March 1976, when the junta had seized power, and work forward from there. Josefina had pointed out that since a normal pregnancy lasted nine months, their search should start at least nine months later, removing at a stroke the need to go through tens of thousands of records.

Josefina sensed that the señorita’s interest in her was contrived. She suspected she was the sort who liked to take the credit for other people’s work. She’d seen it before, with one of the teachers she’d worked with in La Plata, who had pretended interest in her work only to plagiarize the assignments she’d prepared for her students. There was no need for it: Josefina would have been happy to share, if only they had asked, but then they would not have been able to pass it off as their own.

Yet that couldn’t be the case here, could it? Perhaps it was simply that the señorita was lazy and expended more energy in avoiding work than she would have actually doing it. Pablo and Joaquín had warned her about the possibility of informers. It was, after all, a government building, part of the official bureaucracy; there were bound to be informers who would betray colleagues in return for advancement. But the señorita? There was no room in her head for anything other than Marilyn, hair salons and nail polish.

There was little room for doubt that the señorita was a fixture in the birth registry. Josefina never saw her do any work. She lolled on people’s desks, a supercilious smile affixed to her face, engaging them in conversations of stultifying banality. It didn’t make sense. There was nothing specific that Josefina could put her finger on, but every so often, it was noticeable that the señorita was nowhere to be seen.

Twice, Josefina was invited for drinks after work. Both times she had made her excuses. ‘I’m not taking no for an answer this time,’ the señorita said, standing at the corner of Josefina’s desk and smiling sweetly. ‘There’s a few of us going: Abril and Gaby, and Thomas from foreign births.’ She leaned in and lowered her voice. ‘Between me and you, querida, I think he’s got the hots for you, but don’t take him too seriously – you can do better than him.’

The bar was on Avenida Córdoba. The flashing neon sign Señor Dario was visible from the corner. Josefina had never been there before, but then, she had hardly been to any bars in Buenos Aires, and none at all since her husband had disappeared. She hesitated at the door, trying to see into the dimly lit interior, uncertain about going in. A voice from behind cut off her retreat. ‘Oh, querida,’ the señorita gushed. ‘I’m so glad you decided to join us this time.’ Pushing Josefina before her, she continued in the same vein: ‘Don’t you think this place is just a marvel? The cocktails are divine.’

*

This was the third meeting of the Madres that Joaquín had attended. Though he had suggested his parish could act as host for one, none had yet taken place there. At each meeting he was asked when would they have a reply from the contacts in the Vatican. It was becoming embarrassing. He had pressed Pablo for more information several times, and Pablo had assured him he was pursuing his contacts assiduously, but Joaquín could not dismiss the growing feeling that his friend had lost interest.

Tonight was no different. Two matters came up at every meeting: the reply from the Vatican (if it was ever coming) and the list. Nearly a hundred more names had been added. The young man who was helping with the list would sit silently at the end of a pew and nod to confirm the various points the Madres raised. He told Joaquín to call him Gustavo, which had been his brother’s name.

‘He was collecting money to help the Madres,’ he told Joaquín. ‘He would never have harmed a fly and still they took him – off the street in broad daylight. We never saw him again.’ Gustavo’s voice caught, and he had to pause to collect himself. ‘It makes everything worse,’ he continued, ‘the disappearing. If we knew he was dead, we could maybe learn to accept that, but this – not knowing… We cannot give up hope, even though we know there is no hope.’ He raised his head to look Joaquín in the eye as if daring him to say that he was mistaken, that his brother would somehow be restored to his family. ‘They have not killed him, Padre,’ he went on, beginning now to speak through sobs, ‘they have erased him. And because we are not allowed to know anything, it makes you wonder if all the other things you once thought were true are lies too.’

The French nuns had also been present at every meeting. ‘I can’t carry on without names,’ Joaquín had finally insisted, ‘I have to call you something.’

‘Very well,’ one of them said, ‘but only if we all take an alias.’

‘How about… Sancho?’ Joaquín suggested.

‘That’s an interesting one,’ she said, with a smile. ‘Where did that come from?’

‘Sancho Panza. I think it’s quite apt. I’m more of a helper, not a leader.’

‘Everyone is a leader here, Sancho,’ she replied, ‘whether they like to admit to it or not.’

‘And what shall I call you?’

‘You can call me Sister Caty.’

‘But it’s not your real name?’

‘No.’

‘And your friend?’ Joaquín said, looking at the other nun.

‘Sister Bichette.’

A third nun joined them. She extended a hand to Joaquín. ‘Sister Léonie,’ she said.

Caty and Bichette rolled their eyes. ‘We’ve tried to persuade her it’s for her own safety,’ Bichette said, ‘but she refuses to use an alias.’

‘God is my protector,’ Sister Léonie said.

Sister Caty was addressing the meeting now. ‘International Human Rights Day is on the tenth of December,’ she was telling them. ‘I know our list is not complete, but I have spoken to the editor of La Nación, and he has agreed to publish what we have in a special edition to mark the day.’

‘But what about sending the list to the Holy Father?’ someone said.

‘We will still do that,’ Caty replied, ‘but this is something that will be noted on the international stage, especially so because next year the World Cup will be in Argentina. It is sure to have a powerful impact. Imagine all the foreign journalists coming to Buenos Aires and wanting to speak to us about the list of the disappeared.’ She turned her head to look at Gustavo. ‘Will you be able to have everything ready before then?’

He looked embarrassed. ‘It’s not much time,’ he said.

‘If you need help, I’m sure there won’t be a shortage of volunteers,’ the woman who led the Madres said.

‘I’ll do it,’ Joaquín said.

The look Gustavo shot him took Joaquín by surprise. It was not a look of gratitude, more of annoyance, as if Joaquín’s help was unwelcome. The meeting ended with an agreement that they would convene again in two weeks, a few days before the deadline for publication, in the church of Santa Cruz, in the Balvanera district.

*

The look of utter shock on Doña Constanza’s face would stay with Pablo for days afterwards. ‘It’s not possible,’ she’d gasped.

‘It’s true.’

‘How do I know that?’

Graciela had given Pablo a truth to tell her mother, something that had happened between them that nobody else knew about.

‘She told me where you were when you heard that President Kennedy had been shot.’

Doña Constanza folded her arms, regarding Pablo with suspicion. ‘Very well: where was I?’

‘You were at home, in your apartment on Enrique Ochoa.’

‘A lucky guess. It means nothing.’

‘Wait,’ Pablo said, ‘there’s more. Graciela was still in high school. She was home that day, with a stomach bug. You were trying to make her eat some soup when the news came on the radio.’

‘So what? That doesn’t prove a thing. You could have looked at the school records and the rest of it is no more than another lucky guess. Every mother makes soup when their child is ill.’

‘Just before the newsflash, you said to her: Eat your soup. There’s nothing that can’t be fixed by a good bowl of chicken soup. Then the news came through of Kennedy’s death and she said to you: There’s no soup in the world that can fix what’s happened now.’

Doña Constanza’s legs buckled. Pablo leapt forward to catch her. She looked up at him, her eyes narrowing at the brightness of the sky behind him. ‘Is it true, Padre? Really true? My Chela is alive?’

Doña Constanza was a woman who concerned herself with practicalities. Despite all the things she wanted to ask, they could not talk there, she said, they would be interrupted constantly by people wanting to buy flowers. Did the Padre know the parrilla restaurant in Nueva Pompeya called Chacabuco? He didn’t, he said, and added it would probably be better to go to a part of town where nobody knew either of them. They arranged to meet at the Corrientes subway station, near the Mercado Abasto. They would find something nearby.

He looked at his watch. She was late. There was always a question to be asked when people were late: were they late because something innocent had held them up, or were they late because they had been picked up by the authorities? He felt conspicuous leaning on the iron railings that framed the concrete steps leading up from the station and checked again for any sign that he was being watched.

‘I’m sorry, Padre,’ Doña Constanza said as she arrived, flustered and out of breath. ‘There’s a big funeral tomorrow and they asked me to do the flowers. I couldn’t let them down.’

Pablo gave her a nervous smile. ‘Don’t call me Padre,’ he whispered as he led her towards the market.

She twisted her neck to look sideways at him, noticing he was not in his priest’s garb. ‘Then what should I call you?’

It occurred to Pablo to say Hazmerreír, but he stopped himself. ‘My name is Pablo,’ he said.

They found a small parrilla steak house not far from the market. It was busy, but a table near the kitchen was available. Away from the door, there was no evening breeze to cool them, only a squeaking fan in the ceiling that struggled to dissipate the heat from the grill. The noise of the fan and the clamour of conversation from the other patrons meant there was little chance of being overheard.

Doña Constanza lowered herself on to a chair and pulled it up to the table. Pablo searched her face. Close up, he could see she was not as old as he had thought. It was her grey hair, he realized. The fine structure of her face could have been the work of a gifted sculptor, the same as her daughter.

‘Where is she?’ It was the question she had been holding in since Pablo had left her at the cemetery. Tears started, welling in her eyes and trickling down her cheeks.

Pablo reached for her hands, squeezing them. ‘I’m sorry, but Graciela told me not to say. She said if you knew, you wouldn’t be able to resist going there and that would only put you in danger.’

Lips tightening, Doña Constanza nodded, as if she had expected as much. Pablo unfolded his napkin and held it out to her. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘take this.’

A waiter approached their table. ‘Señor, Señora,’ he said, in the bored, distracted way that waiters have, depositing menus on the table. ‘Can I get you something to drink?’

‘What can you tell me?’ Doña Constanza asked, after the waiter had retreated.

‘I can tell you she is alive. She has had to endure terrible hardships, but she lives in hope for the future.’

‘My daughter was always a fighter. Always. She and her brother…’

The waiter returned with bread, olive oil, a small dish of dried herbs and a bottle of wine. With a flourish, he pulled a corkscrew from his pocket and extracted the cork, pouring a goût into Pablo’s glass. ‘Are you ready to order?’ he asked, while Pablo tasted.

Once he had gone, Pablo leaned in to say, ‘She’s pregnant.’

A sob escaped from Doña Constanza’s mouth. ‘Is it… is Daniel the father?’

‘Is he Graciela’s husband?’ When Doña Constanza nodded, Pablo continued, ‘I’m afraid not.’

‘They violated her, then?’

‘I’m sorry – yes.’

‘Was it… was she…’

‘To be violated is a terrible ordeal for any woman,’ Pablo said. ‘I can’t begin to imagine what she went through, but she is strong. I am in awe of how strong she is.’

Doña Constanza bit her lip, but it did not stop more tears from coming. It was more than the desire she felt to take her daughter’s pain on herself. More than anguish. More than outrage. Her feelings clamoured for release yet there was nowhere for them to go. She was trapped by her impotence. There was no escape from this hot-house with its squeaky fan and indifferent waiters. She reached for her wine and gulped it. Her eyes took on the look of the destitute, begging Pablo to be merciful but still wanting him to tell her everything. ‘Yes,’ she found herself saying. ‘She’s very strong.’ Another gulp of wine. It made her cough. Helpless, Pablo looked on. ‘Will she be released to have the baby?’ she asked when she had recovered.

‘I don’t know. I doubt it.’

‘When is it due?’

‘Very soon.’

‘Will I be able to see it?’

Now it was Pablo’s turn for tears. He wiped at them with the back of his hand, smearing them across his cheek. ‘I suspect that the babies that are born there are sent for adoption,’ he said, trying to soften the impact of what he was saying. ‘They don’t give the babies to the mother’s family because then they would have to admit that they had her in their custody, which is something they won’t do.’

The waiter returned with their food.

‘She was such a good daughter, you know,’ Doña Constanza said, picking at her food, her words slipping into the empty space that had opened between them. ‘Never got into any trouble. Even when her friends would awaken the neighbourhood fighting with their boyfriends, Graciela never got involved. Her father died when she was still in high school. I started to work on the flower stall to make ends meet. Even after she went to university, she would come home every weekend to help me on the stall.

‘She met Daniel at university. He was a fiery one. He had a passion for politics. It was like football to him, but with Castro instead of Boca Juniors. He would rage about the history of Argentina. In all that time, he would tell us, nobody has ever done anything to help the poor. He wanted to go to Cuba, he said, to learn from the great man, and when he came back, he would take his place at the heart of the revolution.

‘But then there was a different revolution, wasn’t there?’ She looked at Pablo over the rim of her glass. ‘Daniel said it was a betrayal. He’d been active in the union of transport workers, and then the government banned strikes. How Daniel howled about that.’

‘Did he ever turn to violence?’

Doña Constanza seemed astonished that Pablo should ask such a question.

‘Violence? Daniel? No, never,’ she said. ‘He wanted to work with members of the national assembly, with judges. He wanted the ban on strikes to be declared illegal. He went to the newspapers, but he was never violent.’

With a clatter, her knife and fork fell to her plate. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m not really very hungry.’ Her eyes met Pablo’s. ‘When I stop to think about it…

‘It was a Tuesday evening,’ Doña Constanza continued, her voice becoming a monotone. ‘It was quiet. Me and Graciela were at home, darning socks, watching the television. Daniel was at a union meeting. She told me they had been trying for a baby. I was happy at the thought of being a grandmother, but also worried about Daniel. The government was clamping down. He insisted there was no danger, the meeting was secret, but I asked him what good it would do if he ended up dead. He said: What is life, if it cannot be lived freely? It is still life, I told him, and when you have a child to care for it is no longer yours to do with as you wish. But there was no arguing with him, so we sat there, Graciela and me, darning socks because it took our minds off everything.

‘And then they came. The police kicked their heels outside, their cars and flashing blue lights blocking the street while the milicos ransacked the apartment. Then came the man in civilian clothes. The milicos were nasty, but he was evil. I could smell it. The scent of the Devil. He lectured us about our duty to the state, which protects us, how only traitors and criminals opposed it.

‘He shouted at Graciela: Where is your husband? She told him he had to work late. She carried on darning the sock. He snatched it from her. The needle caught and cut her hand. She sucked at it, as anyone would. She was angry but she didn’t say anything. And he – this devil in a linen suit – he sees how angry she is and laughs. He jokes with the police who are waiting outside on the landing. It doesn’t matter that she’s lying, he tells them, he knows all about her and her criminal husband. It’s only a matter of time before they get him. And if they don’t, they have ways to flush him out. It would be better if he gave himself up. If he’s done nothing wrong, he has nothing to fear. Then he takes hold of Graciela’s chin, pulling her round to face him. I can see it in your eyes, he says. He has done something wrong.

‘And then they went away, leaving us to clear up after them. When Daniel came back, he was agitated, his clothes messed up. The meeting was raided by the police, he said. There must be an informer, it’s the only explanation. Then he noticed the state of the apartment. What happened here? he said.

‘I said: The police have been. They went through everything. They know all about you. Graciela told him he would have to go into hiding.

‘A fine thing, I said, for a man to have to go into hiding. What if your wife is already pregnant and ends up having to look after a child on her own?

‘I knew I shouldn’t have reproached him like that, but I couldn’t help it. Tell me, he said, when my child grows up to be a man, how will I look him in the eye knowing that I was a coward who had done nothing?

‘By then I was angry too. The coward is the one who runs away and leaves his family to face the consequences alone, I said. Graciela was the sensible one. There’s no time for this, she said. She told him to go. Later that night, he went. He hasn’t been seen since.’

‘And Graciela? What happened to her?’ Pablo asked.

‘She went to work the next day, as usual, and I never saw her again.’

The waiter was back. He looked at their plates, the food hardly touched. ‘I’m sorry,’ Pablo said, ‘there’s nothing wrong with the food. I guess we’re just not hungry.’

After paying the bill, Pablo insisted on seeing Doña Constanza to the train. Walking to the station she linked her arm with his, pulling him close so they could talk without being overheard.

‘Everyone knew that people were disappearing,’ she said. ‘I told myself, there must be a reason, otherwise what can anyone believe any more?

‘My brother came with me to the police, to ask for my daughter. All they said was: No, Señora, we know nothing, Señora. Most likely there is a very simple explanation. Perhaps she is visiting friends. Try again tomorrow… I kept going back for many tomorrows but every time they said the same thing until, in the end, I gave up.’

‘At least you are still free, Señora,’ Pablo said. ‘They haven’t taken you.’

‘Yes, I am free, but what is free any more? I feel like I am in prison myself, just like my Graciela.’

Pablo did not know what to say. They turned into the station stairwell, their feet clattering on the steps as they descended. On the platform they stood apart from the other travellers.

As the train pulled into the station Doña Constanza tugged on Pablo’s sleeve to bring him around to face her. ‘Please tell me, Padre, that one day I will see my Chela again.’

*

Joaquín was waiting for Gustavo on calle José Cubas. A priest loitering on the steps of the metropolitan seminary attracts no attention at all, but there was no sign of Gustavo. When they had arranged the meeting place, Gustavo had insisted he knew where it was, but perhaps he didn’t know his way around the city as well as he claimed. With an irritated sigh Joaquín peered up and down the street. Nothing. He decided to walk along the street in the hope of finding him. A man was lounging against the railings outside the church of the Immaculate Conception, but it was not Gustavo. A car passed by, moving slowly, its tyres making a pattering noise as it passed over the cobbles. Joaquín peered at it, but the driver was a woman. He carried on. He saw a figure leaning against a tree opposite the entrance to the Episcopal College. It was him. Joaquín crossed the road.

‘Where have you been?’ Gustavo said crossly. ‘I was about to give up on you.’

‘I was waiting where I said I would be,’ Joaquín replied, pointing down the road behind him. ‘At the entrance to the seminary.’

‘That’s not it?’ Gustavo said, gesticulating with both hands at the college entrance.

‘No.’

‘I thought that was it,’ Gustavo insisted.

Joaquín couldn’t shake the impression that Gustavo had wanted to miss their meeting. Joaquín would explain that the two institutions were at opposite ends of the same street and the Madres would smile and say it was an easy mistake to make. Gustavo was going out of his way to help them when few others would. Their angel.

‘Do you have the list?’ Joaquín asked.

‘Not exactly.’

‘What have you got then?’

Gustavo raised the satchel he was carrying. ‘I have all the names, a file for every one of them, but I haven’t put them all in order, in a separate list, not yet.’

‘Why not?’

‘New names are found every week so the list would have to be changed every week. It’s easier this way.’

‘But if you lost the files, if there was no list kept separately, we would lose everything,’ Joaquín pointed out.

‘I never thought of that,’ Gustavo said.

‘Come on,’ Joaquín said, pulling Gustavo’s sleeve. ‘There’s more to do than I thought.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘There’s a café not far from here. I used to go there when I was a student. The owner has a small room at the back where I would go when I needed some peace and quiet to study. I’m sure he’ll remember me.’

Gustavo seemed dubious. ‘I thought we were going to the seminary.’

‘No. The Archbishop has forbidden his priests from helping the Madres. If it was discovered that the seminary was being used to help them, even unwittingly, it would create so much trouble it doesn’t bear thinking about. Trust me: this way, nobody other than the two of us will know what we are up to, and we don’t even know each other’s names.’

Gustavo nodded, slowly. ‘The unidentifiable looking for the disappeared,’ he said. ‘I like that.’




Domine, non sum dignus

This is ridiculous, Pablo told himself, turning in his bed again. He was hot, and he pushed the sheets off, eyes closed, determined to sleep. Think of something else: anything. He tried to conjure up the image of the Pietà in the cathedral chapel, but the Madonna took on Graciela’s features, the shape of her eyes, nose, mouth, chin. Why was the memory of her face so insistent when he had only ever known her in the glimmer of a single light bulb? Her beauty had nothing to do with her body. It shimmered around her like an aura, even in the dim gloom of the prison cell that doubled as the confessional. ‘For Christ’s sake…’ he muttered.

*

‘It is not your usual day, Padre,’ the duty officer said again, making no attempt to conceal his impatience.

‘My authorization does not specify any particular day,’ Pablo retorted, holding his permit up to the officer’s face.

The officer pushed Pablo’s hand away. ‘It does not matter, Padre. You know very well that on the day of your visit we make special arrangements to accommodate you. It can’t be done on other days just to please you. Come back on your normal day. Please.’

There was no point arguing. Pablo stalked through the reception area and out to the portico. He stood there, fists clenched in frustration, willing himself to calm down.

‘Is something the matter?’

Pablo looked round to see who was speaking. It was another priest.

‘I saw you inside with Lieutenant Correa,’ the priest said. ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’

Pablo regarded the priest almost with amazement. ‘No,’ he said, hesitantly. ‘I should have known better. They are quite inflexible about their routines and regulations. I’ll have to come back another time, but thanks for asking.’ He held out a hand. ‘Pablo Morales. I work for the Cardinal.’

The other priest took Pablo’s hand in a firm grip. ‘Emilio Graselli. I’m with the military chaplaincy. I work for Archbishop Tortolo. I’m pleased to meet you, Pablo.’

The smile seemed sincere and not at all consistent with what Pablo had heard in confession about the military chaplains.

‘I’m heading back into town,’ Emilio said. ‘Can I offer you a lift?’

Emilio had a tiny Fiat that had seen better days. Pablo squeezed into the passenger seat. The starter motor whirred hopefully until, with a blast of smoke from the exhaust, the engine fired. ‘If you don’t mind my asking, what are you doing all the way out here?’ Emilio asked, putting the car into gear and pulling into the traffic.

‘I hear the confessions of the prisoners,’ Pablo said, ‘and bring them communion.’

‘Oh? That’s interesting. How long has that been going on? I only ask because it’s something I would have expected the Archbishop to have been informed about.’

‘It’s not official,’ Pablo explained. ‘I suppose you could say it’s more of a personal project.’

‘Not official?’ Emilio took his eyes off the traffic to give Pablo an appraising look. ‘Why does a priest from the outside come into ESMA to hear confessions,’ he said, ‘when there are plenty of military chaplains?’

Pablo kept his attention on the road ahead. ‘I was told that prisoners are sometimes reluctant to confess to the military chaplains. They think that anything they say will be reported. And since I’ve been coming here, I’ve had the same thing said to me many times.’

‘That we report what we hear in confession?’ A grinding sound filled the car as Emilio struggled to find the right gear. The lights turned to red, and he let the car coast to a halt. ‘That’s outrageous. We would never do that. I’m shocked you could even think it.’

‘I don’t,’ Pablo said. ‘Not for one minute do I believe that a priest would abuse that trust. But if prisoners believe it, and it stops them confessing, then we have to find different ways of bringing God to them, wouldn’t you agree?’

‘Possibly,’ Emilio said, a doubtful look creasing his face as the car moved off with a jerk.

‘The problem is, it’s a thorny and sensitive issue. The Cardinal wouldn’t make an official request for me to go into ESMA because, in theory, as you said, the needs of the prisoners are met by the military chaplains. But if prisoners were refusing to confess and not taking communion, something had to be done, so I was allowed to find another way, a sort of back door.’

‘But why you?’

‘Because I could be trusted to be discreet.’

‘I don’t like the sound of it, it’s very irregular,’ Emilio said. ‘I ought to inform Archbishop Tortolo.’

‘Of course – if you think it’s necessary. It’s been sanctioned at the highest level: the Cardinal and General Ramón of the Buenos Aires police are both fully aware and I have permission from Admiral Massera himself,’ Pablo said, surprised by how easily glibness came to him.

Another red light. Emilio stopped the car and turned to face Pablo. ‘I suppose it fits,’ he said. ‘After all, we are supposed to be working together on the Process.’

Pablo wasn’t sure what Emilio was referring to. ‘What process?’

‘The Process.’ Seeing Pablo’s mystified face he added, ‘For National Reorganization.’

The lights changed. Pablo pointed at them. Emilio engaged the clutch, and the car surged forward. It dawned on Pablo that something was going on that he wasn’t aware of. ‘I don’t remember anything from the military chaplaincy crossing my desk about working with the diocese on the Process,’ Pablo said. ‘And I’m sure it would have gone through me: I’m the Cardinal’s private secretary.’

‘Yes,’ Emilio agreed, ‘it should have. What about the memo on the disappeared?’

‘When was that?’

‘Last April.’

Searching through his memory, Pablo realized it was when he’d been kidnapped. He hadn’t worked for weeks afterwards. ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘I was in hospital. I’d had an accident and was injured quite badly. I was off for several months. Since then, the Cardinal has kept me chasing my tail organizing this blessed conference of bishops in Bogotá.’

A look of relief appeared on Emilio’s face. ‘Thank the Lord for that,’ he said. ‘I was beginning to worry I’d picked up someone I shouldn’t have.’

‘Me too!’ They both laughed.

‘How do you find working for the Cardinal?’ Emilio asked.

‘It’s interesting and challenging. He’s very direct, he knows what he wants and he says what he thinks, but he has the best interests of the Church at heart. He likes his office to be run with quiet efficiency with me very much in the background so he can take the credit when things go well.’

‘And if they don’t go well?’

The car came to a halt behind a bus that had stopped to pick up passengers. Pablo put his head out of the window to see how many were waiting to get on. Turning back to Emilio he said, ‘One of the more interesting qualities I’ve observed in the Church is how humility is shared out among the priesthood. Without any shadow of a doubt the most humble are the ones who work for prelates. They have to be because they take the blame for their masters’ mistakes and none of the credit for their successes. However, it turns out this humility is only temporary. When they become prelates themselves, they have the generosity of spirit to pass it on in their turn to their assistants.’

They laughed again. ‘You’re so right,’ Emilio said. ‘Tortolo can be a tartar when the mood takes him.’

‘So I’ve seen,’ Pablo said.

‘You know him?’

‘Not really. He’s attended some of the planning meetings for the Bogotá conference. He doesn’t stick around afterwards, and he never sends comments when I circulate the minutes.’

‘He can be a bit secretive,’ Emilio agreed. ‘It makes life difficult at times. He’s hardly mentioned the conference to me.’

‘That’s not a problem. I can send the minutes directly to you, if that would help.’

‘It would be a great help. Thanks.’

‘And perhaps you could do something for me in return.’

‘Of course.’

‘The memo you mentioned on the disappeared – would it be possible to send me a copy, marked for my attention, to make sure I get it?’

*

That evening, Josefina came to the apartment to see Pablo and Joaquín. Something had happened at the Registro Civil. Somebody had been going through her desk.

‘I noticed it last week,’ she said.

Josefina’s gaze went from one priest to the other, then back. ‘Because I know that what I’m doing needs to be kept hidden,’ she said, ‘I have a system, a sort of code. If anyone takes an interest who shouldn’t, I make sure it looks like I’m doing what we said I was doing – collecting information on illegitimate children. When I finish at the end of every day, I make sure to put things in my desk in a particular way.’

‘Is that how you noticed someone has been going through your desk?’ Joaquín said.

‘Yes. My notes and the files I was working on weren’t exactly where I had left them.’

‘Can’t you lock your desk?’ Pablo asked.

‘I can, but I thought if I didn’t, people would think there couldn’t be anything important in there.’

‘Or incriminating,’ Pablo added.

‘How do you know for sure that it wasn’t simply an accident, or someone just being nosy?’ said Joaquín.

‘Because it happens every night.’

‘How do you know?’

‘After I noticed the first time, I set a little trap. I took a hair and used my spit to stick it on the second file in the drawer, the one I keep my notes in. If the file wasn’t opened, the hair would still be there when I came in the next day. It’s been gone every morning.’

Deep in thought, Pablo began to stroke his beard. ‘Do you have any idea who it could be?’ he said.

‘I’m not completely sure, but I have my suspicions.’

‘Josefina,’ Joaquín said, ‘perhaps it’s time for you to finish. It’s obvious you’re being watched. You could be picked up on the slightest pretence. It’s not safe.’

Josefina shook her head. ‘No, Padre. Not now. I’m beginning to make progress. Last Friday I found the first birth registered by Dr Bergés. This week I found two more. I copied them.’ She reached into her handbag and took out several sheets of paper. ‘Look.’ While Pablo and Joaquín examined the birth certificates, she carried on, ‘I could be picked up anyway because no one is safe. My Lucas was taken from his office. Four men in plain clothes. They showed no identification. Nobody tried to stop them. Everybody knew who they were. Each person was secretly praying that they hadn’t come for them.’

Pablo looked up from the sheets of paper. ‘You said you had your suspicions. Who do you think it is?’

‘I’d rather not say until I’m sure.’

‘No,’ Joaquín insisted. ‘You must tell us. If anything should happen to you, we will know where to start.’

‘Start what?’

‘The rescue attempt.’

Josefina shook her head. ‘It would be pointless. Nobody is rescued.’

‘Don’t be too sure about that,’ Pablo said, a wry smile appearing on his face. ‘Miracles do sometimes happen.’

‘I never heard of any miracles,’ Josefina scoffed. ‘Tell me about one of them.’

‘When I was taken, Joaquín rescued me.’

‘I see.’ Josefina weighed up Pablo’s words. ‘It’s a woman,’ she said, at last. ‘I don’t know her first name, nobody seems to, but her family name is Carrizo. Everyone calls her Señorita. I’ve never seen her do any work, but every time I look up from my desk she’s never far away. She loiters. She pretends to be obsessed with having her hair or nails done, or prattles on about film stars. There doesn’t seem to be much going on inside her head, but I’m sure that’s just what we’re meant to think.’

*

The Restaurante Puerto Atlántico catered for discerning diners, which meant it was expensive and discreet. The interior was a labyrinth of heavy velvet drapes in turquoise hues folded around statues and bas-reliefs of ancient gods and nymphs of the sea: Poseidon, Thetis and Aphrodite rising from the waves.

The maître d’ showed Pablo to a booth at the back of the restaurant. Laghi was already there. Pablo held out a hand in greeting, but the Archbishop stood to embrace him, holding Pablo by the shoulders and smiling while he gave him an appraising look. Laghi patted the seat beside him to indicate where Pablo should sit. ‘You look well, Pablo,’ he said. ‘I’ve missed you. I hope you’ve not done anything too outrageous while I’ve been away?’

‘That would be telling,’ Pablo said. Laghi seemed to be looking at him oddly. ‘What is it?’ Pablo asked.

‘Nothing,’ Laghi said, patting Pablo’s hand. ‘It’s good to see you again, that’s all.’ Pablo picked up his menu. ‘I’ve already decided what I would like to have,’ Laghi said, still smiling.

‘Have you?’ Pablo said. ‘What?’

‘No. Have a look at the menu, then I’ll tell you.’

Pablo turned the pages quickly, working his way through the array of dishes, then said, ‘I’ll have the rabas to start. But I can’t quite decide between the merluza and the Patagonian prawns.’ He paused, weighing the two options. ‘It may sound a little ridiculous,’ he continued, ‘but my mother could do amazing things with breadcrumbs; she used to cook the most delicious merluza. So, I won’t have that in case I’m disappointed.’

‘I don’t think it’s ridiculous at all. There’s a lot of comfort to be had in memories of home and family.’ Laghi took a sip of water before continuing. ‘I’m going to have rabas to start, too, but I wondered if I might persuade you to share a main course.’

‘Oh?’ Pablo said, his eyes returning to the menu.

‘The king crab. What do you think? You never see it in Europe, and it’s far too much for one person to eat alone.’

Pablo’s stomach gurgled at the prospect. ‘It sounds delicious,’ he said. ‘I’d be happy to.’ The tip of his tongue emerged to moisten his top lip. The gesture was unconscious on his part, but it wasn’t lost on his companion.

Laghi raised an arm to signal the waiter. ‘And we’ll have a bottle of the Château Margaux Pavillon Blanc,’ he added, after giving their order. Turning his attention back to Pablo, he said, ‘It’ll go perfectly with the crab.’

The waiter was wearing tightly fitted black trousers. As he walked away, Laghi’s eyes followed his progress with the appreciative gaze of a connoisseur. Pablo turned to see what had taken the older man’s attention, but the waiter had already gone from view. ‘Tell me, Pablo,’ Laghi said, ‘what have you been up to while I’ve been away?’

‘You make it sound like you’ve been away for months.’

‘Do you remember what I said to you before I left?’

‘About needing to be protected from myself?’

‘Among other things.’

‘Well,’ Pablo said, ‘the Cardinal keeps me busy, as you know. Planning for the conference in Bogotá next spring is now well advanced…’

‘What about the thorny question of Father Gutiérrez?’

‘In the end it was agreed he should be invited. I sent his invitation at the beginning of November.’

‘And?’

‘So far, he has not replied.’

‘I see. Well, that’s encouraging.’ Laghi permitted himself a brief satisfied grin. ‘And the other thing you were doing, Pablo, hearing confessions in the prison, how has that gone?’

‘I go every Monday. I usually hear confession from six to eight inmates and give them communion.’

Laghi gave an approving nod. ‘You are to be commended, Pablo. You’re bringing lost souls back to God. A modern-day good shepherd.’ He gazed into Pablo’s eyes with a wistful, almost longing, look. ‘But at what cost to yourself?’ he added.

‘It’s God’s work I’m doing,’ Pablo said. ‘I don’t count the cost.’

‘Nor should you,’ Laghi said. ‘Those who do are destined to fail.’

Pablo was about to ask what his companion meant by his remark when the waiter returned with the wine. Laghi tasted and pronounced it excellent. ‘They’re very good, the waiters here, don’t you think?’ he murmured as the waiter threaded his way between the tables back to the kitchen.

‘I can’t say I’d noticed.’

‘Didn’t you?’ Laghi shrugged. ‘Not that it matters. Perhaps it’s just me. I’m one who pays attention to such things.’

The rabas arrived. Both men ate with gusto. ‘Superb,’ Laghi said. ‘More wine?’ he asked, lifting the bottle from the ice bucket.

The king crab was a triumph. It was so big it sprawled over the entire surface of a large silver platter, its orange-red carapace contrasting with the green of the salad leaves it sat on. Pablo was fascinated by it. ‘It looks like it’s watching us,’ he whispered, as if it could hear him.

‘Here, try this,’ Laghi said, spearing a choice morsel on his fork and holding it to put straight into Pablo’s mouth. His grip on the fork slipped and sauce dribbled down Pablo’s chin. ‘Let me,’ Laghi murmured, leaning across to wipe it away with his napkin.

Even Pablo’s appetite had met its match. ‘That,’ he said, wiping his mouth after he had admitted defeat, ‘was nothing short of incredible.’

‘And the wine was not bad either.’

‘Not bad?’ Pablo grinned and shook his head. ‘I think it’s probably the best I’ve ever had.’

Laghi emptied the bottle into Pablo’s glass. ‘Shall we order another one?’

‘Another one?’ Pablo’s eyes searched Laghi’s face. Something in the older man’s demeanour had changed. ‘Are you trying to get me drunk?’ he said, a half-smile forming on his lips.

‘Don’t tell me you’ve never been drunk before.’

‘No. Absolutely.’ Pablo raised his glass and emptied it. ‘Why not?’ he said, turning in his chair to beckon the waiter.

It was as if the waiter had known in advance that a second bottle would be ordered. A fresh ice bucket appeared with almost miraculous speed and their glasses were soon replenished. Pablo drank deeply. Laghi, watching the younger man intently, only sipped.

‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ Laghi said. ‘I think it’s vulgar to smoke while one is eating, but afterwards… It’s such a pleasure I can never make my mind up whether it’s a vice or not.’ When Pablo did not object, he took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. He took one and offered the rest to Pablo.

‘I’m afraid I’ve given up,’ Pablo said.

‘I’m impressed,’ Laghi said. ‘It’s not easy, I know. I’ve tried, many times. Well done,’ he added, ‘it’s a filthy habit, really.’ Inhaling deeply, he blew the smoke at the ceiling and sat back in his chair, visibly relaxed, regarding Pablo with the same wistful look as he had earlier. ‘I hope you won’t mind,’ he said, ‘but I have a gift for you.’

Pablo’s eyebrows shot up. ‘A gift? That’s very kind of you.’

‘Don’t get your hopes up too much,’ Laghi said. With his free hand he reached into his jacket pocket and took out a small package wrapped in plain brown paper. Handing it to the younger man, he let his fingers slide along the back of Pablo’s hand. It was not the contact itself that caused Pablo’s searching look at Laghi, it was the manner of it: a caress.

Pablo said nothing, engrossed in tearing the package open.

It was small, but exquisite. A holy icon, no bigger than the palm of his hand, of a woman’s head and upper body, her hands in an attitude of prayer and her head covered by a veil of finely beaten gold. The craftmanship was extraordinary. The gold shimmered in the candlelight, and a constellation of tiny jewels in the veil sparkled like miniature stars.

‘It’s beautiful,’ Pablo murmured, transfixed. ‘Thank you.’ He turned the icon over and over in his hands, wanting to examine every detail, lost for words.

‘It’s Mary Magdalene,’ Laghi said, a broad smile lighting his face, delighted at how affected Pablo was by the gift. ‘An unknown artist but thought to be from a workshop on Mount Athos, late fourteenth or early fifteenth century.’

‘Where did you get it?’

‘A dealer in religious artefacts. I’ve known him for some years. He obtains items like this for churches all over Europe and the Levant. When I saw it, I immediately thought of you. I’m so pleased you like it.’

‘It must have cost a small fortune,’ Pablo said. ‘What have I done to deserve it?’

‘It’s not what you’ve done, Pablo, it’s who you are and who you could become,’ Laghi said. ‘I see immense potential in you, a great and important career in the Church, and I would like to help you on your journey. In fact, I would like to be part of your journey, if you will let me.’ He reached across to squeeze Pablo’s hand. He did not let go, allowing his hand to linger, an invitation for Pablo to respond in kind.

Pablo pulled away. ‘Your Grace—’

‘Pio. Call me Pio. Please.’ Laghi’s voice was suddenly soft, hinting at intimacy.

And now it came to Pablo, what he had not realized about the Archbishop before this moment. ‘Your Grace,’ Pablo repeated. ‘I think I’m beginning to understand. Your gift is astonishing. It is truly beautiful, and something I would treasure, but I can’t accept it.’

‘Why ever not, Pablo?’

Pablo looked directly at the older man. ‘I’m not the person you think I am.’

‘Who do you think I think you are?’

‘A man who likes other men. In a sexual way.’

Laghi sighed, lowering his gaze. ‘I understand, Pablo. But please grant me one favour: don’t be hasty. It can be something of a shock the first time you are confronted with such a thing. It was for me, and for a long time I felt confused, even guilty, until I searched within and discovered that it was simply my nature to be this way, a nature I had suppressed for years.’

‘It’s not natural, if that’s what you’re trying to tell me,’ Pablo said, his features hardening. ‘It’s unnatural. Completely.’

‘No, Pablo, I assure you—’

Pablo pushed the icon across the table. Laghi pushed it back.

‘I bought it for you, Pablo, and I want you to have it, no matter what.’

His reward was a sour look from Pablo. The mood of possibility had turned to ashes.

‘Is that why you invited me to dinner,’ Pablo asked, ‘to seduce me?’

Laghi sighed. ‘It’s obvious I misjudged you, Pablo, and for that I’m truly sorry,’ he said. ‘But it needn’t affect our friendship.’

‘Always the diplomat, aren’t you?’

Laghi ignored Pablo’s barbed comment. ‘As a matter of fact, though perhaps you won’t want to believe me now, the main reason I invited you was to discuss an opportunity for your advancement.’

Pablo rolled his eyes. ‘Go on. I’m all ears.’

‘It’s only partly true that I was away from Argentina to take an overdue vacation. I was summoned to Rome to confer with Cardinal Villot.’

‘The Secretary of State?’

‘Yes. It appears I am being considered for a promotion. There is a strong possibility I will be appointed Papal Nuncio to the United States. If it happens, I will be ordained as a cardinal. The job itself is far too big for one person. I asked if I would be permitted to choose an assistant. I didn’t tell Villot who I was considering. Instead, I went to see your old mentor in Rome, Bishop Joffe.’

‘How is he?’

‘Not in the best of health, I’m afraid. Cancer. He asks you to remember him in your prayers. It was you I wanted to talk to him about.’

‘You want me as your assistant? I suppose I should be flattered. What did Joffe say?’

Laghi took a last, long drag of his cigarette. ‘In his opinion you are easily up to the task,’ he said, stubbing out the glowing end of the cigarette and depositing the remains in an ashtray. ‘He said you were more than capable, that you were focused, had an eye for detail and that you had a rare gift for languages, something that could come in very useful in the diplomatic service.’

‘I wouldn’t take everything he says as gospel. He had something of a soft spot for me.’

‘I think you do yourself a disservice, Pablo. I expected him to overstate your talents. Do you know when I became impressed? When he told me that you had not only studied medieval German, but that you had mastered it to the extent that you could translate it directly into Latin. That showed true dedication.’

‘It had to be done,’ Pablo said. ‘It was necessary for my work.’

‘When I went back to Cardinal Villot and told him I would like you as my assistant, he was not so easily convinced.’

‘I see. That’s that, then, isn’t it?’

‘Don’t be so dismissive. It was a question of your lack of experience, that’s all, but he didn’t feel it to be an insurmountable barrier. And if I was so convinced of your talents, he said perhaps he ought to take a look at you for himself.’ Laghi paused, fixing his gaze on Pablo as he allowed his words to sink in. ‘He is offering you a position in Rome, in the secretariat, where you will be able to show what you’re capable of.’ Laghi’s voice took on a persuasive tone. ‘Pablo, I don’t know where exactly you see your future in the Church, but diplomatic service is endlessly fascinating. And it’s a vital role that can lead to positions of great influence. It’s where the Holy Father started his career in the Curia, and before him Pope John and before him Pope Pius.’

‘Is Villot really offering me a job?’ Pablo said. He could not keep the eagerness from his voice, yet he was suspicious. ‘It sounds too good to be true. There has to be a catch. Is there a catch?’

‘There’s no catch, Pablo. A real job, right at the heart of things. It would be a significant step in your career. To reflect your new status, you would be ordained a bishop. I believe it would make you the youngest bishop in the history of the Church in Argentina.’

‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’ Pablo’s eyes narrowed. ‘Why are you doing this? I’ve told you I’m not interested in a liaison with you.’ Suddenly, it became clear to him. ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘You want me out of Argentina. That’s what this is all about.’

‘It’s for your own good, Pablo, believe me, in more ways than you realize.’

‘My own good? What would you know about what’s good for me?’ Pablo’s eyes flashed with scorn. ‘Let me tell you about something I heard in confession the other week,’ he continued. ‘Not in ESMA, in the cathedral. It was a woman. Very upset. She told me she’d been on the bus to San Telmo. As ordinary a journey as you could think of. The bus stopped to pick up passengers. Two men boarded. As soon as she saw them, she said, she was frightened. What was it about them that made you afraid? I asked her. She said she could tell they were milicos. They had something about them, the way they held themselves, the way they looked at the people on the bus. Everyone shrank from them. They went to a seat behind her, and without a single word, one of them grabbed the hair of a woman who was sitting by herself, minding her own business. He yanked the woman out of her seat and dragged her down the bus by her hair and forced her out on to the street.

‘The woman in the confessional said she watched, horrified, as the men pushed her into a car and drove off. She told me she wanted to scream at them, What are you doing? But she was too frightened. The other passengers averted their eyes, not daring even to watch. It was broad daylight, in full view of all the people on the bus, yet none of them tried to intervene. For the rest of the journey, nobody said a word or even looked at their fellow passengers. It was as if they had all been struck dumb. When she got off, she spoke to the driver: Did you see that – what happened before? The driver said, See what? I saw nothing. But she persisted. The woman, she said, two men came on the bus and took her. They pulled her off by her hair. She was screaming. The driver would not be drawn in. You must be seeing things, he said. Nothing happened. The woman could not believe what she was hearing. But you must have seen them, she insisted. Now the driver became angry. I told you. I saw nothing. If you know what is good for you, you will stop asking these stupid questions. You will get us both into trouble.’

‘Why did she bring this up in confession?’ Laghi asked. ‘It wasn’t her that took the woman away.’

‘No,’ Pablo conceded, ‘but she thought it was a sin to do nothing, to simply ignore what was happening, as if it were completely normal.’

‘What is the point of telling me this?’

‘A minute ago, you told me I should leave Argentina for my own good. If I did as you suggested, it would mean abandoning my people. I can’t do it.’

‘Your people? Come off it, Pablo. That’s more than a little arrogant, wouldn’t you say?’

‘If they’re not my people, your Grace, then whose people are they?’ Pablo said. ‘Certainly not yours.’

Laghi shook his head in exasperation, as if there were only one point of view that could be taken seriously, and it was not Pablo’s. ‘I didn’t want to mention this, Pablo,’ he said, ‘but it seems I must. You are in danger. Very real danger. It would be best for all concerned if you went back to Rome.’

‘What do you mean?’

Laghi took a deep breath. ‘They know about your plan with the women from the Plaza de Mayo.’

A wave of nausea hit Pablo. Not nausea, he realized. Fear. ‘The Madres?’

‘Yes.’

‘What do they know?’

‘They know that a list of people who have disappeared is being compiled. They know that priests are helping them. They know that someone with contacts in the Vatican has offered to get them a hearing with his Holiness.’ Laghi paused to emphasize what he had to say next. ‘There’s only one person in Buenos Aires I can think of who has contacts like that.’ He looked him in the eye. ‘You, Pablo.’

Pablo felt as if all the breath had been sucked from his body. ‘Have you told them?’ he asked.

Laghi shook his head. ‘No. But it’s only a matter of time before they find out. And be under no illusions, Pablo – they will stop at nothing to make sure you fail.’

‘How do they know?’

‘How do you think, Pablo?’

‘An informer.’ Pablo’s eyes turned to the restaurant’s entrance, as if expecting to see a snatch squad waiting for him. ‘Thank you, your Grace, for telling me. I can see you were trying to protect me. But what if God doesn’t want me to be protected? You must see that now, more than ever, I must stay here. Anything else would be running away.’

Pushing his chair back from the table, Pablo stood. ‘I should go,’ he said. ‘Thank you for your concern, but I am not a fictional character whose fate you can change with a stroke of your pen.’ He hesitated, waiting for Laghi to look him in the eye. ‘I think you have lost your way, Pio,’ he continued. ‘I will pray for you. I would be grateful if you would do the same for me.’

‘If what you say about losing my way is true,’ Laghi said, ‘I’m not sure my prayers will have much value.’

‘God alone can weigh the value of our prayers. The fact that you pray will be enough.’ Pablo picked up the icon from the table. ‘If you don’t mind, I will take this. I have often wondered which saint I should pray to, for guidance. Now I know.’

‘It’s yours, Pablo, you know that.’

‘Goodbye, Pio,’ Pablo said.

As Pablo made his way between the tables, Laghi mouthed his first prayer. ‘May God send His angels to watch over you, Pablo,’ he whispered, making the sign of the cross at the younger man’s retreating back.

*

On the landing outside Joaquín’s bedroom, Pablo hesitated, listening. No sound came from within. He tapped on the door. ‘Joaquín. Are you awake?’ There was no answer. Pablo knocked harder. ‘Joaquín,’ he said, raising his voice, ‘it’s me, Pablo. I need to talk to you.’

The door opened. Joaquín, wearing pyjamas, regarded Pablo through bleary eyes. ‘Can’t it wait?’ he said. ‘I was nearly asleep.’

‘Come to the kitchen,’ Pablo said. ‘I’ll put some coffee on.’

A cigarette later, Joaquín leaned back in his chair, tapping a finger against his lip, eyeing Pablo with deep concern. ‘Let me be sure I have this straight,’ he said. ‘Laghi told you two things. First, he said you were in danger, and offered you a way out, which you refused. He also said the military know of the Madres’ plan to seek an audience with the Pope and that certain priests are helping them, one of them being you.’

‘No,’ Pablo said, ‘not quite. The military don’t know about my involvement, not yet. Laghi reached that conclusion for himself, but it’s only a matter of time before they do, he said, and when they do—’

‘They’ll kill you,’ Joaquín said. His words seemed to take physical shape: dark, monolithic stones, balanced on a cliff edge. ‘Pablo, why don’t you just take him up on his offer? It’s what you always wanted anyway. And with you gone, the military will lose interest in the Madres because they’ll know any hope they ever had of seeing the Pope will have vanished.’

‘Yes, Laghi had it all figured out, didn’t he? Problem solved and no danger to the Church. It’s ingenious, except for one thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Me. I’m not interested in being bought off. Once, it might have been what I wanted, but not any more.’ Pablo lowered his cup to the table, its contents untouched. ‘If I was the only one involved, I wouldn’t hesitate,’ he went on. ‘But don’t think for a second they’ll leave the Madres alone. Laghi all but told me there was an informer. How else could he have known what he knew? You have to warn them, Joaquín.’

‘If there’s an informer, I can’t think who it might be,’ Joaquín said. ‘It’s a very tightly knit group. A few priests and nuns, and everyone else has at least one person from their family who has been disappeared.’

‘It doesn’t matter. You must tell them. You have to make them stop.’

‘You’re right, of course. I’ll tell them at the next meeting. It’s only a week off.’

‘Can’t you do it before?’

‘Is it really so urgent? You said the Pope was ill so there was no prospect of an audience until after Christmas. The junta must know that too.’

‘Yes, but there’s no telling what they’ll do, or when.’

*

Pablo left it with Joaquín to tell the Madres. On Monday afternoon at ESMA he heard more confessions than ever. Penitents were almost queueing up to see him. When the last of them had gone, he went to find the guard. He wasn’t at his post. Instead, Pablo found Julián the Turk sitting at the desk, amusing himself by blowing smoke rings at the ceiling.

‘I came to tell the guard I was finished, and to ask if the woman wanted to see me,’ Pablo said.

Julián the Turk did not respond; he was concentrating on blowing one smoke ring through another. Only when he had succeeded did he turn his attention to Pablo, a broad grin on his face. ‘Sí, Padre, she will be down presently.’

With a slight nod, Pablo turned to retrace his steps to the cell. Julián the Turk pushed himself up from the desk to follow him, continuing to blow smoke rings as he walked.

‘I wanted to ask how you were getting on with her,’ Julián said, in the manner of a headmaster discussing a troublesome pupil with their teacher.

‘How do you mean?’

‘You think she is innocent, that she has committed no crime, don’t you, Padre?’

‘I’m not here to judge people, only to hear their confessions and give them communion.’

Julián blew another ring. ‘Of course, Padre, of course. But that one doesn’t think much of priests. Did you hear her confession?’

‘That is between me, her and almighty God.’

‘As you say, Padre.’ Julián threw the stub of his cigarette on the floor and wandered over to the sink in the corner. Idly, he turned the tap. Water coughed out, splashing over his fatigues. ‘Mierda,’ he muttered, jumping back. Brushing his hands down his front, he said, ‘Someone needs to have a look at that.’

‘It’s not my department,’ Pablo replied.

Julián chuckled. ‘That’s funny, Padre. Very funny. Do you tell a lot of jokes, Padre?’

‘Not usually.’

‘I didn’t think so.’ He leaned over the sink to turn the tap off. ‘I bet she gives you a hard time, when she’s here with you, doesn’t she, Padre?’ When Pablo didn’t reply, Julián continued, ‘It’s okay, you can tell me. I won’t tell anyone, scout’s honour.’

Pablo was beginning to wonder where this was leading. According to Graciela, Julián was the torturer-in-chief, and he believed her. Even to have a conversation with this man filled him with disgust. He tried not to let it show.

‘I can tell what you’re thinking, Padre,’ Julián went on. ‘It’s written all over your face. It doesn’t bother me. I know that people like you look down on people like me. You like to think you’re so civilized, but civilization is a luxury, and luxuries must be paid for and the people who pay are people like me.’

‘No,’ Pablo retorted. ‘The people who pay are the people you torture and kill.’

That brought a smile to Julián’s face. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes. ‘So, you do have an opinion. That’s good, Padre, very good.’ He held the pack out to Pablo. ‘Cigarette?’ Pablo shook his head. ‘Too good to take a cigarette from me, are you?’ Julián continued, pulling out a lighter.

‘I don’t smoke.’

Julián rolled his eyes and inhaled as he lit himself another cigarette. ‘The thing about civilization is it makes people soft,’ he said, stuffing the lighter back in his pocket. ‘You might find it hard to believe, but I was soft once, like you. I had to learn to be hard. It didn’t come easily. Now I’m proud of it. It was necessary for the survival of my country. Can you understand that, Padre?’

‘It’s my country too,’ Pablo said.

‘My point exactly, Padre. It is our country, yours and mine, and it needs to be protected.’

‘From helpless women?’

Julián had started to pace across the cell. ‘You are too easily taken in, that’s your problem, Padre,’ he said, stabbing the air with the cigarette for emphasis. ‘The woman is a liar and a traitor to her country. Do you honestly believe what she tells you?’

‘She has given me no reason to disbelieve her,’ Pablo said.

‘Give her time, Padre. She will.’ Julián took another drag on the cigarette. ‘All traitors are liars,’ he continued, ‘that is why they have to be interrogated carefully. Why do you think she is here? Because she is innocent?’ He threw his arms out wide. ‘She has confessed to so many crimes you would not believe it.’

‘People can be made to confess to anything under torture.’

‘You think so, Padre?’

‘I know so.’

‘And what would you know?’ Julián sneered.

‘More than you think,’ Pablo replied, trying to keep his voice even.

Julián’s pacing was brought up short when Pablo said, ‘Maybe it’s you who should make your confession. Has it never occurred to you that every time you beat that woman, or rape her, or even speak harshly to her, you endanger your immortal soul?’

‘I’ll think about it, Padre.’

‘You treat her as your plaything,’ Pablo said, his voice losing its habitual mildness. ‘You have to stop.’

Julián’s face twisted into a dismissive leer. ‘And what will happen if I don’t?’ he said. ‘Who will you tell? Who will even care? She refuses to accept it, but she is nothing now.’ He snapped his fingers in Pablo’s face. ‘She does not exist. She is not even a woman any more. She has disappeared and no one will ever find her again, and that, Padre, is why you are wasting your time with her.’ With a derisive flick of his fingers, he launched the glowing butt of his cigarette at Pablo. ‘Think about that when you see her.’

Pablo seethed with righteous anger as Julián turned on his heel and walked away. Graciela did not appear. Alone in the cell, Pablo waited. Julián was playing with him, he realized. And yet. Time spent waiting with nothing else to do was God-given. Lowering himself to his knees, he leaned on one of the stools and crossed himself. In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti, he murmured. He could wait as long as they could.

Over an hour later his meditation was interrupted by Graciela’s cry as she was hurled into the cell and the door slammed behind her. She winced as he helped her up from the floor, her hands and knees grazed by the fall.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, pulling off the hood, ‘I think that may have been because of me.’

‘Why would it be because of you?’

‘I had words with Julián. I think I hit a nerve.’

‘What did he want?’

‘I don’t know,’ Pablo said, ‘but he’s up to something.’

‘He’s a schemer. He’s always up to something.’

‘He was trying to goad me, but I couldn’t work out why.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Graciela said, lifting the hem of her skirt and gingerly brushing the dirt from her knee. ‘This is nothing. Less than nothing. If it hurt ten times more than it did, it would be worth it.’

‘Worth it, why?’

‘Because I am able to see you again.’

‘Would you like to wash?’ he said, evading a reply as he opened his valise to reveal soap and a towel.

‘Yes, but I do not want you to wear the hood. I want you to see me, as I really am.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I want a man to look at me with love in his heart, not depravity.’ She took the towel and soap from him, letting her hand rest on his. Looking up at him, she said, ‘Will you do that for me, Pablo?’

There was no immodesty in the way that Graciela removed her clothes. It was as if she were at home, in her own bathroom, safe in her private space, unobserved, a moment for her and no other. Her skin was light golden brown and seemed to shimmer in the glow of the single light bulb. She did not belong in this place. She was vital, a thing of the sky and the elements. Pablo had never experienced a moment so fragile, yet so wonderful: a moment of transcendence, impossible to corrupt, impossible to forget.

‘For a moment I thought…’ Pablo said, as she pulled on her dress.

‘Thought what, Pablo?’

He could not speak. He was transfixed by the sight of her fingers fastening the buttons on her dress, so graceful in their movements.

Finished, she let her hands fall to her sides. ‘Thought what?’ she said again.

‘While you were getting washed,’ he said, his voice so soft it was almost a whisper, ‘you seemed lost in what you were doing, as if you had been transported somewhere else. I saw a light shimmering around you, like a halo.’

‘Like you see in pictures of Christ and the saints?’

‘Yes.’

Graciela gave Pablo a wry smile. ‘You must have been seeing things,’ she said. ‘I’m no saint. I don’t even believe in God any more.’

‘That’s why I’m here,’ Pablo said, ‘to restore your faith in the One who is always with you, even in your darkest moments. Christ Jesus.’

Shaking her head, Graciela held up a hand, a gesture of rejection. ‘No, Pablo, He’s not. Would you like to know where He is? He’s laughing, taking His ease with the soldiers at the end of the passage, that’s where. I hear Him every time they jangle their keys.

‘Don’t ask me to put my faith in God, Pablo. I did once. I begged Him to send someone to me, someone who would help me. And who did He send? Nobody. And then I realized, nobody would come because there was no God who could send them.’

‘But He did send somebody.’

‘Who, Pablo? Who did He send?’

‘He sent me.’

She caressed his face. ‘You are a good man, Pablo, and I am glad you are here, even if it is because of Julián’s conniving. But it is not God who comes to you in your darkest hour. The only person who can save you is yourself.’

‘I think you’re wrong,’ Pablo said. ‘I told you I was tortured – with the machine. Mercifully it was only once. At first, I was terrified, alone. I thought they would kill me. In that moment, God came to me. He was there, beside me, I’m certain of it. I could sense His presence, and I even thought I could hear Him calling my name.’

‘That’s not how it is for me, Pablo,’ Graciela said, letting her hand fall.

‘Tell me,’ he said.

Graciela lowered herself on to a stool, clasping her hands on her full belly. ‘When they put the blindfold on me, I have to retreat into myself. It’s terrifying, having the blindfold. Your mind fills with all the unspeakable things that were done to you when the blindfold was put on before. So, I make myself escape. I picture myself walking along familiar streets, saying good morning to people as they pass by. I picture my mother when I visit, opening the front door, walking into the hall. The photograph of my father on the wall near the telephone. The smells of coffee and baking bread. The comfort of my bed. The touch of my husband. Feeling safe in his arms.

‘I refuse to belong to this world that locks me in. The screams in the night. The knowing looks of the guards who have violated me. I will not let them possess me. They have taken my body, but I will not surrender my mind to them. Do you understand? I won’t permit that.

‘My biggest fear is not the violations, the degradations, the machine. My biggest fear is that they will violate my memories.’

Pablo moved the other stool to sit beside her and put an arm around her. She began to cry, silent tears that she didn’t try to brush away. Her body felt frail and wasted, shaking with each sob. He didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.

When she stopped, he wiped her face with a handkerchief. ‘I never saw it before, but your eyes are beautiful,’ he said. ‘At first, I thought they were hard, like flint. You could strike sparks on them. But now, they’re soft, full of…’

‘Love?’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Love can be hard too, like flint.’ She kissed Pablo on the cheek. ‘They’ll be back for me soon,’ she said. ‘Let’s not waste time talking nonsense. Did you see my mother?’

‘Yes.’

‘How is she?’

‘She’s managing. She misses you. It’s very hard for her not to know where you are. I told her about your baby. It breaks her heart that she’ll never get to hold him.’

Graciela reached for Pablo’s hand and held it to her belly. ‘Here,’ she said, with a wan smile, ‘you can feel him kicking.’

‘Yes.’ Pablo’s eyes widened, looking into hers. ‘Yes, I can really feel him.’

‘It might be a girl.’

‘Does it matter?’

‘What matters, Pablo, is that my mother is not the only one who will never be able to hold my baby.’

‘What do you mean?’

Graciela smoothed Pablo’s handkerchief on her lap, folding it again and again. ‘The other day I was taken to see the doctor,’ she said. ‘He said my time is close now. When my baby is born, it will be taken from me.’ She moved her stool so she could sit facing Pablo and look into his eyes. ‘When he told me I felt a pain in my belly, like a knife cutting through me. And after all the pain I have endured, in that instant I realized there is no pain in the world greater than the pain of having your child taken from you.’

‘Even a child whose father raped you?’

‘Even then. It was not the child who raped me.’

‘Even greater than the pain of having your life taken away?’

‘What is my life compared with my child?’




Corpus Christi

On the bus back to the city, Pablo struggled to contain his agitation. He wanted to ask the driver whether he could go any faster, though he knew what the answer would be. His mind was a whirl of thoughts that kept repeating, over and over. Try as he might, he could not stop them: Graciela’s baby would be born soon; the other pregnant woman he had encountered in ESMA had disappeared after giving birth; the attitude of the nurse he had spoken to suggested there was nothing unusual about that; Graciela’s baby would be born soon; the other pregnant woman… There must be something he could do but he could not break out of this spiral of looming catastrophe.

It felt like time was accelerating away from him, out of his control. He couldn’t bear to think that Graciela might suffer the same fate but there was only one person he knew who had the necessary influence to help. The problem was, he had probably used up all his credit.

His position was weak, and he knew it. There was only one thing in his possession he might perhaps be able to use to his advantage. Knowing that the Cardinal’s secret instructions to exclude Father Gutiérrez from the Bogotá conference could be extremely damaging if they ever came to light, Pablo had kept a detailed record of everything he had done and been asked to do, the notes of every discussion, and the minutes transcribed from every meeting. He had started when his doubts about the Cardinal’s integrity began to take shape. At the time, he had thought of it as an insurance policy, an ace in the hole should it ever be needed. Now it was the only card he had left to play.

The bus dropped him near the Avenida 9 de Julio. From there it was a short walk to his office. This late in the day it would be deserted. He would retrieve his records, copy some of the key documents and ask Joaquín to put everything in the church safe. Only then would he put the rest of his plan into action.

It was past eight o’clock when he let himself in. Unlocking his filing cabinet, he opened the bottom drawer: the file he wanted was at the back. He retrieved it, carried it to his desk and was extracting the pages he intended to copy when his eye fell on a package that had been left in his mail tray. It was a large envelope embossed with the coat of arms of the Military Vicariate. He tore it open. Inside he found a handwritten letter, two sheets of paper stapled together, and another fifty or so sheets that seemed to be a list of names. He started with the letter.


A.M.D.G.

Dear Pablo

Following our meeting the other day, I confirm receipt of the minutes of the meetings concerning the bishops’ conference in Bogotá. Thank you. As you requested, I’ve enclosed a copy of the minutes of the meeting where the question of the desaparecidos was discussed. I’ve also included the most recent list we have of people who have been reported as disappeared, compiled in collaboration with Archbishop Laghi’s office.

If there is anything more that I can do to assist, please don’t hesitate to ask.

Yours in Christ,

Emilio



The two sheets were the notes from the meeting relating to the disappeared, dated 10 April. Present were President Videla, and the three most senior prelates of the Church in Argentina: Cardinal Primatesta of Córdoba, Archbishop Zazpe of Santa Fe and the Cardinal.

Pablo had never seen anything like it in his life. Since his return to Argentina, he had seen and heard many shameful and shocking things. None of them came close to this.

*

It was one of those pale summer evenings when the setting sun cast a rose-coloured tint over the whole city. Joaquín had taken the bus to La Rioja, in the well-heeled Balvanera district, and was strolling along the Avenida Estados Unidos in the deepening twilight. Although he had not found Gustavo an easy person to work with, they had made good progress: the list was now cross-indexed by name, location of disappearance and date. He was sure that when La Nación published it there would be a furore. The prospect of the howls of rage that would emanate from the Casa Rosada made him smile. He was so caught up in his thoughts that he failed to notice the approach of two people, a nun and a priest, until the nun stepped in front of him, blocking his way.

‘Father Sancho?’ she said. She looked anxious, her lips tightly compressed, eyes scanning every direction. ‘How nice to see you.’ The tone of her voice told another story: Joaquín was the last person she had wanted to see walking towards her. ‘Were you on your way to the church of Santa Cruz?’

It was one of the nuns who had been working with the Madres, but Joaquín had never seen the priest before. He looked from the nun to the priest and back, puzzled.

‘It’s me, Sister Bichette,’ she said.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I was miles away. Yes. I’m a bit late. The church is just up there, isn’t it?’ He pointed in the direction from which the two had come.

‘No, Father. You must have taken a wrong turning.’ She took his arm to turn him around. ‘It’s this way,’ she said, trying to push him back the way he had come.

Joaquín wouldn’t give way. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m sure it’s not. Look, you can see the steeple.’ The bell tower stood starkly against the darkening sky, reflecting the harsh glare of the streetlights that had just come on.

The priest spoke. ‘Father Sancho, please take a closer look.’

Joaquín peered down the street. His composure suddenly deserted him, replaced by a chill of fear. The streetlights revealed what he had not noticed only a minute ago: military vehicles on the kerb outside the church; soldiers armed with rifles standing on the corner.

‘We must go,’ the priest said.

Joaquín’s heart was pounding. He had always thought that when confronted by something like this, he would find the courage to do the right thing. But he did not feel brave, not when the danger, which he had so blithely dismissed, was staring right at him. Olive-green lorries, jeeps, men in steel helmets with rifles held as casually as umbrellas. If he had arrived five minutes earlier, he would have walked right into them.

The three walked away, as quickly as they could without attracting attention. At the first corner the priest led them right, then left, right, left and right again, through a maze of streets until they emerged near a busy junction.

‘Do you know where you are?’ the priest asked. Joaquín and Sister Bichette shook their heads. The priest pointed to the far side of the junction. ‘The subway is over there,’ he said. ‘It will be safer than a bus or a taxi. Nobody will know you were here.’

‘Where will you go?’ Joaquín asked.

The priest straightened up. ‘I must go back to my church. My people need me.’

‘You’re from…?’ Joaquín said, slowly beginning to understand. ‘We should go with you.’

The priest pointed to the envelope Joaquín was carrying. ‘Does that contain incriminating evidence?’

Joaquín nodded.

‘Then it is not safe for you. You must go. Now. And may God be with you.’

Joaquín and Sister Bichette watched the priest’s receding back as he returned the way they had come. Then the traffic lights changed and they were able to cross the road.

‘He’s a brave man, to go back when he knows what’s waiting for him,’ Joaquín said as they descended the subway steps.

‘I’ll pray for him,’ Bichette said. Only then did Joaquín notice that she had her rosary in her hands and was saying frantic Hail Marys under her breath.

They took the subway towards the city centre. ‘Where are you going?’ Joaquín asked. ‘I’ll see you to your door.’

‘I don’t know,’ Bichette said. ‘They took Caty and Léonie. What if they torture them? What if they tell them everything? I won’t be safe anywhere.’

‘They’re nuns,’ Joaquín said. ‘Surely they’ll respect that?’

‘Who knows what they’ll respect?’

‘You could come with me. There’s a spare room. It’s not much, but it’s hidden away and nobody needs to know you’re there.’

Bichette passed another bead between her finger and thumb. ‘Thank you, Father. If I could stay until we know how things stand, I would be very grateful.’

At Independencia they switched lines to head for Constitución. The train was almost empty and Joaquín could wait no longer to ask what he needed to know.

‘What happened before? How did you manage to evade them?’ he said, keeping his voice low even though there was nobody near them in the carriage.

Bichette held up a hand to indicate she was in the middle of a prayer. She finished and let go of her beads, threading them through her belt. ‘I was late too,’ she said. ‘I was coming up the street at the side of the church. When I saw the trucks, I stepped into a doorway so they would not see me. I saw them being brought out, Father. Hands tied behind their backs, the soldiers hitting them with the butts of their rifles, forcing them into the lorries.’

Joaquín leaned in close, reaching for her hands, taking them in a tight grip, looking around to make sure nobody would be able to hear. ‘Who did you see?’ he hissed.

‘The Madres. I couldn’t see how many. And Caty. And Léonie. Both of them.’ She swallowed, holding back her tears, trying to show Joaquín she could be brave.

‘Did you see anything else?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’ She nodded. Now the tears broke through, falling down her cheeks. Furious that she could not keep them in check, she wiped them away with the back of her hand. ‘I saw Gustavo, Father.’

Joaquín felt a pang of horror run through him. What had Gustavo done, other than lend his help to a group of desperate women who had lost their loved ones, just as he had? ‘Dear God,’ he said. ‘Not Gustavo too. Isn’t it enough that they have already taken his brother?’

‘Oh no, Father,’ Bichette said, her voice hardening. ‘They didn’t take Gustavo. He was with them. He was wearing an officer’s uniform and talking with them, smiling and joking. I saw another officer give him a cigarette. They were clapping him on the back, like he had just won the lottery. They did not take Gustavo because it was Gustavo who was telling them what to do.’ Joaquín and Bichette reached the apartment without further incident. Taking her into the sitting room he lifted a telephone directory from a shelf by the phone. ‘Sister Caty is French, isn’t she?’ he said. ‘And Léonie too?’ He started to leaf through the telephone directory.

‘Yes. What are you going to do?’

‘We are going to inform the French Embassy that two of their citizens have been abducted.’

‘Do you think they will be able to do anything?’

‘I don’t know. But can you think of anything better? I’ll need to know their real names.’

‘Caty’s name is Alice. Alice Domon. Léonie always used her own name.’

‘Her family name?’

‘Duquet.’

Joaquín found the number and dialled. After what seemed an interminable wait, the call was answered. There was nobody available, the switchboard operator informed him.

Joaquín was incredulous. ‘Not even in an emergency?’

‘Perhaps if you could tell me the nature of the emergency?’ the operator said.

‘Two of your citizens have been kidnapped, both of them nuns.’

‘Then that is a matter for the police. I can give you a number if you wish?’

‘It is the police who have kidnapped them!’ Joaquín nearly shouted.

‘I’m sorry, there is nothing I can do. Please call back in the morning.’

‘Here,’ Joaquín said to Bichette, handing the receiver to her. ‘See if you can get more sense out of them than I can.’

They were interrupted by the sound of the front door being opened. ‘They can’t have followed us,’ Joaquín said, pointing at the receiver to indicate she should carry on speaking to the operator.

‘Joaquín?’ a voice shouted. ‘Are you home?’

Joaquín sighed with relief. ‘In here, Pablo.’

Pablo entered the room. Seeing Bichette, he gave Joaquín a questioning look. Joaquín took his friend by the arm and led him into the hallway.

‘I thought you were supposed to be at the meeting with the Madres?’ Pablo said as Joaquín propelled him towards the kitchen.

‘I was. My guardian angel has been working very hard tonight. By a stroke of luck, I was late. It was an ambush, Pablo. We were betrayed. I almost walked straight into it. The church was surrounded by military trucks. The only ones who weren’t captured were me and Sister Bichette, and the parish priest.’

‘Cago en la leche,’ Pablo muttered. ‘You didn’t warn them?’

Joaquín shook his head. ‘I was going to, and then… you know how it is: there’s so much that must be done that even things you know are important get forgotten. I told myself it would be all right if I warned them tonight.’

‘How did you manage to escape?’

‘Like I said, I was late. So was Bichette. She was there before me and hid in a doorway. She saw everything. Then she saw me coming and stopped me from going any nearer.’

‘What about the parish priest?’

‘He was with Bichette. He took us to the nearest subway station and then went back.’

‘He’s a brave man,’ Pablo said.

‘Braver than me,’ Joaquín said.

‘And the Madres – what happened to them?’

‘The usual. Carted off in handcuffs. And two nuns from Bichette’s order – they took them too.’

‘Who is she on the phone to?’

‘The French Embassy. They’re both French but the embassy doesn’t seem to be interested. We’ve been told to call back tomorrow. I’m afraid by then it will be too late.’ Joaquín sank on to a chair and put his head in his hands. ‘I don’t know what else to do,’ he said.

‘What about their Mother Superior?’ Pablo said.

‘What about her?’

‘She could plead with the Cardinal to intercede on their behalf.’

‘Do you think that would help?’ Joaquín said.

‘I don’t know,’ Pablo replied. ‘They were helping the Madres, and you know what he thinks about them. Besides, I have just learned something about the Cardinal that has made me see him in a whole new light.’

‘What are you talking about, Pablo?’

‘Last week, by sheer chance, I ran into Archbishop Tortolo’s private secretary, Monseñor Graselli. He told me about a meeting that had taken place between Argentina’s most senior churchmen and the President.’

‘Videla, you mean?’

‘Yes. I told him I had not received the minutes of the meeting, and he offered to send me a copy. It arrived this afternoon. I was at ESMA, but I called in at my office on the way back to pick some things up.’

Pablo put his valise on the table. Opening it, he extracted two sheets of paper and passed them to Joaquín.

‘They know, Joaquín. About everything,’ Pablo said, struggling to keep his voice even. ‘They’ve known all along. The kidnappings, the murders, the cover-ups. Look,’ he said, jabbing a finger at one of the sheets. ‘Here’s where it tells us just how dirty these bastards were prepared to get their hands. The word disappeared has taken on a whole new meaning in Argentina. And look who it was who was behind it.’

Joaquín was slowly working his way through the document, silently mouthing the words. ‘Holy Mother of God,’ he breathed.

Videla had asked for the advice of the three prelates about how to handle demands for information from the families of people who had been abducted by the military. It wasn’t possible to admit they were dead, he had said, because that would lead to further questions about how they had died and where the bodies were. The government couldn’t answer these questions truthfully because of the consequences it would have for people involved.

‘He means the kidnappers and the killers, that’s who he’s talking about there,’ Joaquín said.

‘Yes,’ Pablo said. ‘But that’s not the worst of it.’

The worst had come from the Cardinal himself. His advice to Videla was to tell the families that the authorities weren’t in a position to give any information and that their loved ones were simply missing. Not dead. Disappeared.

‘And look whose names are on the distribution list,’ Joaquín said.

‘Exactly,’ Pablo said. ‘Every one of them was in on it. Laghi included.’

Sister Bichette came through from the sitting room. ‘It’s no use,’ she said. ‘They wouldn’t listen to me any more than they would listen to Father Sancho.’

Pablo shot a questioning look at Joaquín.

‘My nom de guerre,’ Joaquín explained. ‘We thought it safer not to use our real names.’ He turned to Bichette. ‘My real name is Joaquín Castillo. And this,’ he pointed to Pablo, ‘is Monseñor Pablo Morales. Pablo is the friend I told you about who could help with the request for an audience with his Holiness.’

‘And I’m Sister Bernadette Daniau, though I’ve been called Bichette for so long I had almost forgotten my real name.’

‘We should inform your Mother Superior about Caty and Léonie,’ Joaquín said. ‘She could speak to the Cardinal and ask him to intervene, though Pablo doesn’t think it will do much good. The Cardinal is not kindly disposed towards the Madres.’

‘How do you know that, Pablo?’ Sister Bernadette said.

‘I used to work for him.’

‘Used to?’ Joaquín said.

‘Couldn’t you speak to the Cardinal?’ Bernadette said to Pablo. ‘It might be better coming from you, seeing as you know him.’

‘I really don’t think he would listen to me,’ Pablo said. ‘We haven’t seen eye to eye for some time.’

‘What would you suggest, then?’ Bernadette asked.

‘I think that the best thing is for you and your Mother Superior to speak to the Cardinal as soon as possible,’ Pablo said. ‘I know from experience that after a kidnapping, time is of the essence. I would telephone her and insist she meets you at the Cardinal’s residence. I know he’s there tonight. Demand to see him and don’t take no for an answer. He’s on friendly terms with President Videla, so if anyone can intercede on their behalf, he can. If he refuses to help, then I would present myself at the French Embassy tomorrow morning and explain what has happened. It’s not much, I’m afraid, but it’s the best I can think of.’

Sister Bernadette turned to Joaquín. ‘Will you come with me?’

‘Of course.’

‘No,’ Pablo said. ‘That’s not a good idea. I’m sure Joaquín wants to help, but to be honest, he and the Cardinal can’t stand each other. If he sees Joaquín, that’ll put an end to any hope you might have.’

‘What are you going to do, Pablo?’ Joaquín said.

‘I’m going to see Laghi.’

‘Why?’

‘Graciela is about to give birth. When she does, it’ll be the end of her. I’m going to confront Laghi with what I’ve found tonight and threaten to expose the whole filthy mess unless he gets her out.’

*

It was dark by the time Pablo arrived at the Apostolic Nunciatura. His frantic ringing of the bell was answered by a servant who told Pablo politely but firmly that the Archbishop had retired for the evening and wasn’t to be disturbed.

‘You know who I am, don’t you?’ Pablo said, trying not to let his agitation show. The servant acknowledged that he did. ‘So, you also know I wouldn’t have come so late if it were not an emergency. I would be very grateful if you would inform his Grace that it is a matter of the utmost importance.’

The servant showed Pablo into a small reception room. A large wooden crucifix hung on one of the walls. Habits of a lifetime are not lost overnight, and Pablo crossed himself. He chafed at being kept waiting and paced from one side of the room to the other. He looked at his watch. It was taking too long. Laghi would not come.

The door opened. Pablo stopped mid-stride and turned to see who was there. It was the servant. ‘Well?’ Pablo said, unable to conceal his impatience.

‘If you would be so kind as to follow me, Monseñor,’ the servant said.

He was taken to another reception room, larger and lavishly furnished. Opposite the door was an ornate fireplace that wouldn’t have been out of place in a Venetian palazzo. Laghi was standing there, an arm resting on the mantelpiece. He straightened as the door opened.

‘Thank you, Santiago,’ he said to the servant.

The servant bowed. ‘Can I bring your Grace anything?’ he asked.

‘No. And I will show Monseñor Morales out when he leaves.’

The servant backed out of the room, shutting the door behind him. There was an almost inaudible click as the catch engaged.

‘Well, Pablo. You’re full of surprises, I must say,’ Laghi said, in a neutral voice. ‘I never thought to see you again so soon.’

‘Nor I, Pio,’ Pablo replied, ‘but there have been developments, you might say.’

Laghi noted that Pablo had called him Pio, not ‘your Grace’. He extended his hand with its episcopal ring for Pablo to kiss. Pablo ignored it. A flicker of displeasure crossed the Archbishop’s face.

‘Developments?’ Laghi said, producing a condescending smile. ‘How intriguing.’

Pablo reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out an envelope that he handed to Laghi.

‘These are the developments, I presume?’ Laghi said.

Pablo nodded.

‘You want me to read what’s inside, I take it?’

‘I do.’

It did not take long. Laghi’s face darkened. ‘Where did you get this?’ he demanded.

‘It doesn’t matter where I got it,’ Pablo said. ‘Your reaction tells me it is genuine. You’ve known all along, about everything. As far as you’re concerned, all that matters is that I have it – and what I will do with it if you don’t do as I ask.’

Laghi shook his head. ‘You think you can blackmail me, Pablo. Whatever you want, you think you have found an easy way to achieve your ends. It isn’t. Blackmail never is. What you want is an impossibility, pure and simple.’

‘Call it what you like, Pio, I couldn’t care less. And you have no idea what I want. You can’t be sure it’s impossible.’

‘I would say it’s pretty obvious you want my resignation, and that of the Cardinal,’ Laghi said. ‘And if you don’t get it, you will take this to the press. Am I near the mark, Pablo?’

‘Not even close,’ Pablo said.

‘Think, Pablo,’ Laghi said. ‘If you reveal what is in this document, you will be finished in the Church. I will say that my conscience is clear, as will the Cardinal. We will say that we did what we did for the greater good of the Church. And the people who matter will listen to us, not you. Your glittering career will be in ruins. You will be known as Monsignor Might-Have-Been. Is that what you want?’

‘You are deluding yourself if you think that anyone will take your side, Pio. If my career ends in ruins, so will yours, not to mention the Cardinal’s. And I intend to have a long and fruitful career if only to do as much as I can to prevent people like you from reaching high office.’

‘People like me?’

‘Hypocrites. Degenerates.’

A twitch started at the corner of Laghi’s eye. ‘You have no proof of that,’ he said.

For a moment, Pablo’s icy control left him. ‘Do you think I’m stupid?’ he shouted.

Laghi paled. ‘Is that what you intend to reveal, then?’

‘No, Pio. It is not,’ Pablo shouted again. He was trembling with rage. Forcing himself to calm down, he said, ‘I came to make a simple bargain with you. It is not my intention to remove you from office, much as I would like to – you and the Cardinal. It would be pointless. Even if it could be done, you would be replaced by others who would be every bit as hard-hearted and two-faced as you. No, what I want is very simple. I want the release of a prisoner, nothing more than that.’

Laghi lowered himself on to a nearby chair. ‘A prisoner? Just one prisoner? And what will you give in return?’

‘It’s not just her release I want,’ Pablo said. ‘I want her to be given safe passage out of Argentina. When she is safe, I will hand over everything I have.’

‘You have more than this?’

‘Much more. I have a list of people who have been disappeared. It was compiled by your office and the Military Vicariate. It contains thousands of names. Thousands.’

Laghi gazed at Pablo intently. ‘One prisoner. Are you sure that’s all you want, Pablo? I’m not saying I can arrange it, but if I can, I don’t want you coming back to demand something more.’

‘One prisoner.’

‘It seems rather an insignificant demand, in the scale of things.’

Pablo took a deep breath. It could have been exasperation at Laghi’s obtuseness, or impatience. If the birth of Graciela’s baby was imminent, every minute was precious. ‘The Jews have a saying,’ he said. ‘Whoever saves one life, it is as if he had saved the whole world. I can’t save the whole world, or even the whole of Argentina, but I can perhaps save one life.’

The Archbishop nodded. ‘Where is she being held?’

‘ESMA.’

‘And her name?’

‘Graciela Ramirez.’

‘If I may make a suggestion, Pablo? I think it would be much easier to arrange this woman’s release if you were to agree to leave Argentina with her. You don’t need me to spell it out that the government is extremely unlikely to welcome your continued presence. You’ve already had one brush with them. If you wish, I can still speak to Cardinal Villot about that job in Rome.’

‘I’ll leave Argentina, Pio, but the last thing I want is to be beholden to you. I think Spain would be the best place to go, for both me and Graciela.’

Laghi rose to his feet. ‘Very well, Pablo. I make no promises, but I will do what I can. I will have to make some calls.’

‘Who will you call?’

‘Admiral Massera. He’s the only one with the authority to order this woman’s release.’

‘And her baby,’ Pablo said.

Laghi frowned. ‘This is exactly what I was talking about, Pablo,’ he said. ‘A minute ago, it was just one person. Now it is one person and her baby. Who next? Her mother and father? Brothers? Sisters? A husband?’

‘You are a heartless bastard, aren’t you?’ Pablo said, shaking his head in disgust. ‘Her father is dead, and her husband is a desaparecido. Her mother is an old woman. If Graciela is still pregnant, she is the only one who will need to be released, but if she has given birth, she cannot be separated from her baby.’

Laghi ignored Pablo’s insult. He pointed to the clock on the mantelpiece. It was nearly midnight. ‘I can’t call Massera now. I will call him first thing in the morning. If you wish, I can have a room made up for you to stay here.’

They were interrupted by a knock on the door. It was the servant. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, ‘but there is a telephone call for the Monseñor. I said you were busy, but they said it was extremely urgent.’

‘Have it put through here, please, Santiago,’ Laghi said.

Pablo picked up the phone. At first, he could hear nothing, then a voice. Frantic. Distressed.

‘Pablo?’ It was Joaquín.

‘Yes. What is it?’

‘Something’s happened. You must come back straight away.’

‘I can’t. The Archbishop has some calls to make. I’m staying here tonight.’

‘No. You have to come back.’

‘Why? What’s happened?’

‘Pablo. It’s Josefina. She’s been taken.’

The lurch Pablo felt in his stomach was instantaneous, as if he had been hit by a sucker punch. ‘I’m on my way,’ he murmured. He placed the receiver in its cradle in a trance-like state. He was suddenly bone-weary. He rubbed his knuckles into his eyes to try to clear them. ‘I have to go,’ he said to Laghi. ‘I’ll come back in the morning. I expect to be told that you have arranged everything as we discussed.’

‘All I promised was that I would do my best,’ Laghi said.

Pablo was too tired to argue. He followed Santiago to the entrance and the coolness of the night air.

*

Standing at the top of the staircase above the entrance hall, Laghi waited until he heard Santiago’s measured footsteps walking away from the door before running to his office as fast as his diplomatic dignity would allow. Picking up the telephone, he opened his address book. The number he wanted was on the first page.

He was surprised that the call was picked up almost immediately. ‘Juan Carlos?’ he said, his voice urgent. ‘It’s Pio.’

‘You’re up late,’ the Cardinal observed.

‘Yes. I’m having to deal with something of a crisis, and I need your help.’

‘What is it?’

‘It’s Pablo.’

The Cardinal’s silence was ominous.

‘Did you hear me?’ Laghi said. ‘The crisis has to do with Pablo.’

‘Yes, I heard you,’ the Cardinal said.

‘You don’t sound very surprised.’

‘No. I’ve been dealing with a crisis myself. It wouldn’t surprise me if Pablo was involved in that too.’

‘What happened?’

‘You are aware of the group of women who call themselves the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo? It seems that some of my priests have been helping them by allowing them to meet in their churches. One of them was raided tonight. The Madres were arrested. What has complicated matters is that among them were two French nuns, Sister Alice Domon and Sister Léonie Duquet. Their Mother Superior was here haranguing me for the best part of two hours demanding I get them released. I told her that I would do what I could. Unfortunately, no one is returning my calls.’

‘That’s regrettable,’ Laghi said. He felt a surge of relief. At least that was one of his problems solved. Massera must have lost patience and taken matters into his own hands. With these arrests, the possibility that the Madres might obtain an audience with the Pope had vanished. That two French nuns had been taken was a complication, but hardly insurmountable, providing they weren’t harmed. ‘If you remember,’ he continued, ‘we spoke a while ago about the Madres seeking an audience with the Holy Father. Only last week I had a conversation with Admiral Massera. He told me that a priest with contacts in Rome was helping them. It can only have been Pablo.’

‘Do you know where Pablo is?’

‘He was here earlier. He was going to stay here tonight but somebody telephoned. I don’t know what was said but Pablo turned white as a sheet and said he had to leave.’

The Cardinal said nothing, digesting the information, then said, ‘Am I right in supposing that Pablo is also involved in your crisis?’

‘Very much so.’ Laghi hesitated, unsure of how to say what he needed to say. ‘Juan Carlos,’ he said, ‘I don’t know how, but somehow he has obtained a copy of the minutes of your meeting with General Videla where you discussed the problem of the disappearances.’

‘It wasn’t only me,’ the Cardinal protested. ‘Primatesta and Zazpe were there too. And you knew the meeting was taking place and received a copy of the minutes.’

‘Yes, yes,’ Laghi said. ‘The point is he’s threatening to expose it to the press, unless his demands are met.’

‘He’s in no position to make demands. If he was involved with the Madres, it’ll come out as soon as they start being questioned. They won’t hold out for long. If Pablo’s name is mentioned, it’ll only be a matter of time before he is picked up too.’

‘By then it’ll be too late. The information Pablo has is explosive. None of us would survive its publication. We have no option but to go along with him.’

‘Unless the authorities were to find him first,’ the Cardinal said.

The Cardinal’s words were more than an observation: his tone hinted that he was prepared to put such a move in motion.

‘Are you suggesting that we should do something to make that happen?’ Laghi said. ‘No. No. Let us not wish that on him.’

‘As you wish,’ the Cardinal said, as if his words had been no more sinister than a suggestion to visit the dentist. ‘What is he asking for?’

‘Something that you might think would be very simple, except I know it’s bound to be horribly complicated.’

‘You’re speaking in riddles,’ the Cardinal said.

‘He wants a prisoner to be freed from ESMA and given safe passage out of Argentina.’

‘Why is that so complicated? When Pablo was arrested it was a simple matter to have him released. It was all arranged quickly and without fuss by General Ramón.’

‘Unfortunately, the only person with the authority to release this prisoner is Admiral Massera. With all due respect, Juan Carlos, what General Ramón does is of little interest to Massera. He told me he believes the Church has not been supportive enough of the regime in recent months. He may say no.’

Laghi looked longingly at the pack of cigarettes that he had dropped earlier in the day on the far side of his office. ‘I will speak to Massera in the morning,’ he continued. ‘It will require some delicacy. I wondered – do you think you could speak to Pablo, try to reason with him? Explain that what he’s asking for is not in our gift, no matter how much we might wish it to be. If we could convince him of this, he might be prepared to accept an alternative.’

‘Such as?’

‘I’ve already sown the seeds of a potential career in the Vatican diplomatic service. Cardinal Villot has indicated he would be willing to find a suitable position for Pablo. However, when I tried to persuade Pablo what an exceptional opportunity this would be, he said he didn’t want to be beholden to me. You know him better. He might be more prepared to listen to reason if it came from you.’

‘It’s possible,’ the Cardinal said, ‘though I should tell you Pablo has been more and more distant over the past few months. And I suspect that he is being driven by righteous anger.’

‘At least make the attempt. If we fail…’ The words caught in Laghi’s throat. ‘Juan Carlos, if Pablo were to become a victim and we did nothing to prevent it… I do not want to have that on my conscience.’

‘No. Of course not.’ The Cardinal sighed heavily. ‘It’s past midnight. We should speak again in the morning. In the meantime, you will try to contact Massera and I will do the same with Pablo. Let us hope that between us, we will find a way to resolve this.’

Laghi put the receiver down. Sleep wouldn’t come easily to him now. He could take one of the sleeping pills he kept in his travel bag, but they always made him feel groggy the next day. On balance, losing a night’s sleep was probably better, if only he could be sure that the morning would bring with it a solution to his problems.




Dies irae

Coming out of the Nunciatura, Pablo flagged down a taxi. Settling himself on the back seat, his mind returned to the phone call with Joaquín.

Josefina. Disappeared.

It could mean only one thing. There must be an informer at the registry. Angrily, he berated himself. Why hadn’t he insisted she quit when she had told them her suspicions? He had convinced himself that if she were questioned, the letter he had written to gain her entry into the registry would protect her. He was a fool. He should have known better. This was the last thing he needed now. He needed his mind to be clear, no distractions. If it wasn’t, he might fail Graciela. But he had a responsibility to Josefina too. He should not have put her in danger, not when he would never have been able to protect her.

His thoughts were broken when a bolt of lightning hit the ground perhaps fifty metres ahead of the car, followed by a clap of thunder that cracked the air like an explosion.

‘Madre de Dios!’ the driver yelped, instinctively swerving away, throwing Pablo across the back seat.

Pushing himself back into his place, Pablo saw the driver was watching him in his rear-view mirror. ‘That was close, eh, Padre?’ he shouted over the noise of the engine.

Pablo nodded, straightening his jacket.

‘It was on the radio,’ the driver carried on. ‘They said there was going to be a storm. If I knew it was going to be this bad, I would have stayed at home.’

‘You can go home after you’ve dropped me off,’ Pablo replied. ‘How far away is it?’

‘Not too far,’ the driver admitted, ‘only Barracas. But, you know, maybe I should stay out. People will not want to be walking in this. I could maybe do good business.’

‘Maybe you could.’

While they were stopped at a red light at the junction with Avenida 9 de Julio, the rain started. Heavy sheets driven almost in waves by gusting winds. When the lights changed, the driver revved the engine hard as if he intended to race against the storm, spinning the wheels to accelerate on to the wide boulevard.

Without warning, a gust of wind slammed against the car, pushing it into the next lane. The driver almost lost control. ‘Hijo de puta!’ he exclaimed, slamming his hand against the steering wheel. ‘I don’t mind admitting, Padre, that was a bit too close for comfort,’ he said, again looking at Pablo in the mirror.

Pablo said nothing. His fingers took a tight grip on the door handle. It felt like they were at the centre of the storm. Streaks of lightning arced across the sky; thunder so loud its presence was almost physical.

The driver leaned forward to look at the sky above. ‘I think this storm is much worse than they said it would be.’

The wind was starting to make itself felt. The palm trees that lined the route were being shaken as if by a giant invisible hand. The car had slowed to an almost sedate fifty kilometres per hour, but still the wind was buffeting it hard. But at least the rain had stopped. For now.

‘Let’s see if I can get you home before the rain comes back, Padre,’ the driver said. Pablo wondered if the driver’s grin was a permanent fixture.

Fifteen minutes later the taxi pulled up outside the church of San Juan Evangelista. Stepping out, Pablo looked up at the bell tower, glowing like neon whenever the lightning flashed. Seeing it brought a sense of relief: he had made it. As he moved away, a shout from the driver brought him back.

‘Hey. Padre. Is this yours?’ He was holding Pablo’s attaché case.

‘Yes. Thank you,’ Pablo said. Christ, he thought: if he’d lost that…

‘Adios, Padre,’ the driver called, as he pulled away.

‘Adios,’ Pablo murmured at the receding tail lights.

At the corner, the tarpaulin on the empty flower stall flapped in the wind like a ragged flag. The rain came back, spotting the ground at Pablo’s feet. Turning into calle Martín Rodríguez, he walked as fast as he could towards the apartment block behind the church.

‘Padre!’

Pablo stopped in his tracks. Turning around, he saw the door to Gonzalo’s liquor store was open, shedding a pale light on to the pavement. Gonzalo was in the doorway, his shirt hanging open, a string vest underneath. His bulging eyes were accentuated by dark bags beneath them. He looked like he hadn’t slept for days.

‘Father Joaquín told me what happened,’ Pablo said. ‘I’m on my way to see him now.’

‘There’s something I need to tell you first, Padre,’ Gonzalo said.

Pablo hesitated. He had to find out what had happened to Josefina before the trail went cold. If she had been arrested by the police, they would find his letter. If they contacted the Cardinal, they would soon discover it was not genuine. That would be her death sentence. He needed to speak to Joaquín to work out what to do.

And yet. Gonzalo was Josefina’s uncle, and it was him who had raised the alarm when Pablo had been abducted. He owed him.

‘Quickly, then,’ Pablo said, stepping off the kerb and into the road. Gonzalo shuffled to one side to let Pablo into the shop.

‘A drink, Padre?’ Gonzalo said.

‘What? This is no time for a drink. If we are to save Josefina, we have to find out what has happened to her. What did you want to speak to me about?’

‘You promised she would be safe, Padre. You promised you would protect her. And look at what your promises have come to.’

Pablo waited for the old man to strike him. Instead, his rheumy eyes released a trickle of tears, spilling over down his cheeks. He made no attempt to wipe them away.

‘I’m sorry, Don Gonzalo,’ Pablo said. ‘I will do everything I can to bring her back to you, I swear.’

Gonzalo’s eyes glittered in the dim light. ‘Everything? Do you mean that, Padre? Do you really mean that?’

‘No matter what it takes,’ Pablo said, mystified.

This seemed to satisfy the old man. He nodded and pushed the door closed. Pablo heard a well-lubricated click as the key turned in the lock. ‘I had it repaired,’ Gonzalo said with an air of embarrassment, ‘after… well, you know.’ He put the key in his pocket. Turning to face the counter, he called out, ‘He’s here!’ He turned to Pablo. ‘I’m sorry, Padre, I truly am. But they said if I didn’t do as they told me, I would never see Josefina again.’

*

It was a girl. The doctor told Graciela her labour had not been overlong, not for a first baby, but after eighteen or more hours, and ending with the doctor using forceps, Graciela was exhausted. Perhaps if she hadn’t been brutalized and half-starved, the birth wouldn’t have been so difficult. Assisting the doctor was a solitary po-faced nurse. When the baby made her first gurgling cries, there were none of the smiles that usually go with the birth of a healthy child. No congratulations for the mother. Nobody shouted down the corridor to the father. Nobody asked what the child was to be called. Instead, as Graciela fell back on to the bed and they waited for the afterbirth, the nurse gave the infant a perfunctory wash and wrapped her in a blanket, while the doctor gave her instructions on where the baby was to be taken. Graciela couldn’t hear what he was saying. She knew there was something she should say, but her thoughts were toiling through treacle, and she couldn’t work out what it was.

‘It’s coming now,’ the doctor said, as the afterbirth came away.

Graciela knew he was talking to her, but he seemed to be speaking a language she could not understand.

‘You have a small tear,’ he said, shining a light into her birth canal. ‘You should have it stitched.’ He turned to a small stainless-steel trolley on which was laid out a variety of instruments, dressings and antiseptic. ‘I’m afraid it’s going to sting like hell,’ he said, applying a swab soaked in iodine. The sharpness of it made Graciela yelp, but it was momentary and soon faded into the haze of all the other pain she had accumulated during her time in ESMA. ‘Normally I would use a local anaesthetic,’ the doctor said. ‘But there isn’t any.’

The doctor’s voice was distorted and fragmented like it was being fed through a booming echo chamber. Graciela closed her eyes and tried not to listen. She told herself to concentrate. It worked. Her thoughts coalesced to a single idea. She knew what it was she needed to say. ‘My baby,’ she groaned. ‘I want my baby.’

‘You’re too weak,’ the nurse said, primly. ‘You need to rest.’

With an enormous effort, Graciela pushed herself up on her elbows. ‘I want my baby,’ she shouted.

‘Keep still,’ the doctor said, sharply, ‘or I’m going to make a mess of this. You’ll see your baby later, when you’re up to it. Understand? Now lie back and let me do my job.’

Her sight was fading to blackness. Exhaustion claimed Graciela and she didn’t feel the doctor inserting the needle into her torn flesh. When she awoke, she could hear men’s voices. She had no idea how long she had been unconscious.

‘Yes, she can be moved, if it’s necessary,’ she could hear the doctor saying, ‘but she should really be left in the infirmary to recover for at least twenty-four hours.’

‘She doesn’t have twenty-four hours,’ somebody else said. ‘She’s got her ticket. There’s a flight in the morning. She’s going to be on it.’

‘My baby,’ Graciela murmured. ‘I want my baby.’ Nobody heard.

*

Two men came through the door behind the counter. One in the uniform of a police lieutenant, the other in olive-green military fatigues bearing no insignia of rank. They came to a halt facing Pablo. Another four policemen filed through the door after them. One of them remained behind the counter, the rest occupied the space between Pablo and the door to the street.

Tears were now flowing freely down Gonzalo’s face. ‘I’m sorry, Padre, truly sorry. They made me.’

‘There’s no need to be sorry, Don Gonzalo,’ Pablo said. ‘None of this is your doing. I forgive you.’

‘Father Pablo Morales?’ the lieutenant asked.

‘Monseñor,’ Pablo corrected him.

‘You are under arrest.’

‘On what charge?’

‘Does it matter?’ the man in fatigues said. ‘Sedition, subversion. We’ll come up with something.’

‘You are holding Don Gonzalo’s niece,’ Pablo said. ‘Now that you have me, I expect you to release her.’ He looked at Gonzalo, as if to tell the old man he would live up to what he had promised.

‘Don’t worry, Padre,’ the lieutenant said. ‘We’ll keep our side of the bargain.’

He jerked his head at the man behind the counter, a signal to shout upstairs: ‘Bring the woman down.’

It struck Pablo that although the police were being led by a lieutenant, it was the man in fatigues who was in charge. He didn’t look like a kidnapper, or a torturer, or a killer. He had the mild-mannered look of an office worker who had long since been passed over for promotion: slight build, clean shaven, thinning hair and a high forehead. Yet he radiated an aura of unspoken menace. He pointed to Pablo’s valise. ‘What do you have in your briefcase, Padre?’

‘Church business.’

The man exchanged a knowing look with the lieutenant. ‘Oh, yes? Would it, by any chance, be the same kind of Church business that the señora was working on?’

‘No.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that. Hand it over, please.’

‘It is Church property,’ Pablo said.

The man’s lips curled in a moue of irritation. ‘I’m asking nicely, Padre, but I can just as easily force you to hand it over, if you prefer.’

The front door rattled as if someone was trying to come in. All eyes turned to it. The policeman nearest the door peered through the window and shook his head. ‘It’s the wind,’ he said.

‘Padre?’ the man said, holding out a hand for the case. The memory of what had happened the last time he was abducted flashed past Pablo’s eyes. He passed it over.

‘Thank you,’ the man said. ‘You see, we are quite civilized once you get to know us.’ His voice was cold, detached, tinged with ennui. He turned to the lieutenant. ‘I’ll keep hold of this.’

‘Sí, Jefe,’ the lieutenant said.

‘So, you’re not going to beat me?’ Pablo said.

‘What would be the point of that, Padre?’ Jefe replied.

‘It’s what happened to me last time.’

‘You’ve been arrested before?’

‘Abducted,’ Pablo said.

‘But not by me,’ Jefe said. ‘There’s no need to beat you. Unless you would like to be beaten?’ With a half-amused smile, he added, ‘You’d be surprised, Padre. Some people do.’

The sound of footsteps made everyone turn towards the counter. A policeman emerged, walking backwards, a woman behind him. The woman was in handcuffs, her eyes hidden by a blindfold; the policeman had hold of the chain between the cuffs and was using it to lead the woman forward.

‘Josefina!’ Gonzalo exclaimed and ran to her. He gripped her arms as if to make sure she was real and made to take off her blindfold. His hands were knocked away by the policeman.

‘Not just yet,’ Jefe said. He looked at Pablo. ‘Can you confirm you know this woman, Padre?’

‘Yes,’ Pablo said. ‘Her name is Josefina Calvo. She works for me.’

‘Not for the office of the Archbishop of Buenos Aires?’

‘No. I lied to her about a job, and I gave her forged documents so she could gain access to the Registro Civil.’

‘That seems a very strange thing to do, Padre. What possessed you to do that?’

‘From my work at ESMA I learned that a certain doctor was taking the babies born to women prisoners and selling them to wealthy but childless couples. I wanted to expose him so he would be disbarred from practising.’

‘What was the name of this doctor?’

‘Bergés. Do you know him?’

‘Of course I know him. Dr Bergés is a good man. He does important work. More importantly, he is one of our people and we look after our people.’

‘That’s not what he told me – or my niece,’ Gonzalo shouted, jabbing a finger at Pablo.

‘I do not tolerate interruptions,’ Jefe said, raising his voice to Gonzalo. ‘Be warned.’ Turning back to face Pablo, he said, ‘What did you tell them, Padre?’

‘I told them that the Church in Buenos Aires needed information about the births of illegitimate children put up for adoption, to help our social services department with their planning.’

‘And that was in the letter you sent to Señor Ramos?’

‘Yes.’

‘It is fortunate for us that Señor Ramos is a perspicacious and honest man,’ Jefe said. ‘Unlike Señora Calvo and her uncle. You see, he wasn’t convinced by the letter you sent, and he thought Señora Calvo was too capable for what was, after all, a simple clerical function. So even though he knew the Cardinal was a busy man, he decided he must speak to him. The Cardinal told him he had never heard of Señora Calvo and had no knowledge of this project pertaining to adoptions of illegitimate children.’ Jefe waved a forefinger at Pablo, a look of disappointment on his face. ‘Your lies have found you out, Padre. Señor Ramos felt he had no option other than to tell the authorities.’

‘So, it was him,’ Josefina said softly.

‘Yes, Señora. But you need not worry on that score. You will not be returning to the registry.’

‘But you said—’ Gonzalo erupted.

Jefe whirled on Gonzalo. Stabbing the air with his index finger, he spat, ‘Be quiet, old man. I have told you once. I will not tell you again.’

‘You will release Señora Calvo, won’t you?’ Pablo said, looking at Josefina.

‘Of course, Padre. I am a man of my word. And since you have admitted you lied to her, and naïvety is not a crime in this country, she can hardly be held responsible. You, however, Padre, are quite a different matter.’

Through the gloom, Pablo saw Josefina mouth a single word: ‘Gracias.’

Jefe turned to the lieutenant. ‘I think we are finished here,’ he said. ‘Leave two of your men to keep an eye on the old man and the woman. Have them taken upstairs for an hour and then release them. If there is a telephone, pull the cable out of the wall. That should slow them down for long enough.’

‘Long enough?’ Pablo said. ‘Long enough for what?’

‘Long enough, Padre,’ Jefe said, with a mocking smile, ‘for you to disappear.’

One of the police officers took a set of handcuffs from his belt. He gestured for Pablo to put his hands out. After closing the cuffs on Pablo’s wrists, he reached into a pocket and pulled out a hood. Pablo turned to Jefe.

‘Is that really necessary? I know where you’re taking me, and I give you my word I won’t try to escape.’

‘Your word, Padre? How can I believe you when, by your own admission, you are a liar and a traitor?’ Nonetheless, Jefe gave a slight shake of his head. The policeman put the hood away.

The lieutenant turned to Gonzalo. ‘The key, old man,’ he commanded.

Gonzalo shuffled forward to unlock the door. Outside, two cars had pulled up. One was a police car and the other, a vehicle that brought terror in its wake, no matter that it was a common sight on the city’s streets: a Ford Falcon. Without number plates. Held fast between two police officers, Pablo was bundled into the back of the Falcon. Jefe took the seat beside the driver. He wound down the window to speak to the lieutenant.

‘You lead the way. No siren or blue lights unless it is absolutely necessary. When we get to ESMA you will wait outside. As soon as we have taken him in, you and your men will leave.’

‘Sí, Jefe.’

‘And, Lieutenant,’ Jefe added, almost as an afterthought. ‘You and your men were never here tonight. You have never seen me. This never happened. Have I made myself clear?’

‘Sí, Jefe. Very clear.’

At the end of Martín Rodríguez, the two cars turned left, departing the worn and washed-out streets of La Boca. Without turning his head, Jefe spoke to Pablo. ‘If I were you, Padre, I would try to relax. We are in no hurry. Not now.’

Although the car was not travelling at speed, it was rattled by the storm as they took the coastal highway to the north end of the city. They had not gone far when the rain hit, breaking across the car with each gust of wind. As the visibility fell, the two cars moved even more slowly.

‘I would not like to be out in this,’ Jefe observed, gazing at the deserted streets; lamp posts and trees alike were bent and shaken by the storm.

‘Do you mean out at sea?’ Pablo asked. When Jefe did not reply, Pablo continued. ‘I was just thinking,’ he said, ‘what you just said about not wanting to be out in the storm. ESMA is a navy facility. It would make sense for you to be a naval officer.’

‘That’s your problem, Padre,’ Jefe replied. ‘You think too much. Look where it has brought you.’

Pablo fell silent. He stared ahead as if mesmerized by the back and forth of the wipers struggling to clear the rain from the windscreen. He was surprised at how calm he felt. When he had been abducted before he been paralysed by fear. Now he told himself, This is what is meant to happen. God was with him. Lifting his hands, he managed to look at his watch. Joaquín had expected him the best part of an hour ago. He would be wondering what could have happened. On the other hand, he had been in the Falcon for only ten minutes. Before Gonzalo and Josefina were released, he would be a prisoner in ESMA, and it was likely they would be too afraid to raise the alarm anyway. If they did, what would it accomplish? Even if the Cardinal could be persuaded to ask General Ramón to intervene, the police chief had no authority in ESMA, which was Massera’s territory.

His only hope then was Laghi, who wouldn’t suspect anything was amiss until Pablo failed to return to the Nunciatura in the morning. He would know that Pablo would stop at nothing to see Graciela freed and wonder why he had not returned. But would it occur to him that Pablo had been abducted? If it did, would he speak to Massera about it? After what Pablo had threatened, he could imagine Laghi’s self-satisfied smile, telling himself that Pablo had only got what was coming to him.

Tendrils of doubt edged into his consciousness, and with them, cold fingers of fear started to clutch at him.

There was nothing he could do to help himself. There was nobody who could help him. Only God. Closing his eyes, he bowed his head to pray. He would not pray for himself. He prayed for Graciela and her baby; he prayed for Joaquín; he prayed for Sister Caty, Sister Léonie and the Madres; he prayed for Josefina and Gonzalo. A voice spoke to him. Everyone prays for their friends, it said. He should also pray for his tormentors. The Cardinal, Laghi, Massera, even Jefe. He opened his eyes. Looking out of the car, he could see they were on the Avenida del Libertador, only minutes from ESMA.

He broke the silence, speaking to Jefe. ‘Are you a Catholic?’

Jefe half-turned his head. ‘Are you talking to me, Padre?’ When Pablo nodded, he said, ‘Yes, I’m a Catholic.’

‘Then you understand the power of the sacrament of confession and the saving grace of forgiveness.’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Next time you go to confession I want you to know that I forgive you,’ Pablo said, ‘but it is God’s forgiveness you need, not mine, so be sure to make a good confession.’

‘A good confession, Padre? How does one make a good confession?’

‘There is only one way. You must be sorry for your sins. And your sorrow must be sincere. During confession, God looks into your heart. He sees what is there, and if you are not sincere, you will not be forgiven.’

‘Are you trying to tell me that what we are doing is sinful and must be confessed?’

‘That’s it exactly.’

‘In that case, Padre, I’m afraid I can’t accept what you say. I’m not sorry for what I’m doing. I’m doing it because I love my country. I’m doing it to save my country from destruction at the hands of terrorists and subversives.’

‘Subversives like me and the old women and the nuns who were abducted yesterday evening?’

‘Subversives come in many guises, Padre. We have to be on our guard against all of them.’

‘Who is we?’

‘Any man and any woman who loves their country, Padre. That’s who.’

The police car in front slowed, its indicators flashing for a left turn. It stopped at the barrier on the gate, the lieutenant winding down his window and saying something to the guard, pointing at the Falcon behind. The barrier was raised and both cars drove through.

Jefe was first out of the car, braving the downpour while the two policemen and Pablo extricated themselves from the back.

‘This way,’ Jefe said, leading them to a metal door set in a featureless brick wall. He pressed a button on an intercom and spoke briefly to somebody inside. The door opened. Jefe moved aside, indicating that Pablo should enter. As Pablo stepped across the threshold, he said, ‘It’s over, Padre.’

Inside, two guards were waiting. To one of them, Jefe handed a small key. ‘You know where he’s to go?’ he said.

‘Sí, Tigre,’ one of the men said.

‘You must have had prisoners tell you about a place called the capucha,’ Jefe said to Pablo. ‘That is where you are being taken.’

‘Why are you telling me?’ Pablo said.

‘So you are under no illusions about what the future holds for you. Goodbye, Padre. You will not have the pleasure of seeing me again.’

With an irritated flick of his fingers, like he had noticed something unpleasant on them, Jefe indicated to the guards that they should take Pablo away. One took a grip of Pablo’s arm while the other led the way. This is what the corridors of hell must look like, Pablo thought to himself as he was marched along. They were not shot with fire and smoke, as many imagined. They were featureless and claustrophobic, with peeling paint and plaster – the top half sickly yellow, the bottom anaemic blue – plain concrete floors, and fluorescent lights flickering on the ceiling.

The twists and turns of the corridors formed a maze that didn’t follow any discernible pattern. A door opened on to a concrete stairway that they ascended, then another corridor, now with iron doors on either side, each possessing a peephole. They stopped at one of them. Like all the others, it had no number to distinguish it. The guard pulled out the key he had been given by Jefe, showing it to Pablo. ‘Cuffs,’ was all he said. Pablo held out his hands for the handcuffs to be removed. Seeing Pablo’s watch, the guard indicated he should remove it. After a glance at it, he stuffed it into his pocket. Pablo stood for a few seconds, gingerly rubbing his wrists. The other guard drew back the bolt on the door and pulled it open. He didn’t speak, indicating with a jerk of his head that Pablo should enter. As soon as he was in, the door was slammed behind him, and he was enveloped in blackness.

Pablo didn’t move, allowing his eyes to become used to the darkness. It was not quite total. There was a faint line of light along the bottom of the door. As he waited, a noise became apparent. Ragged breathing. There was somebody else in the cell.

‘Who’s there?’ he said.

There was no answer. Pablo pushed his left foot forward. Nothing. He brought his right foot up to stand beside it. He did it again. In this way he shuffled around the cell seeking the other person. His foot met resistance. It was not hard, like a wall would be. Squatting down, he reached out with his hands, fingertips feeling for what might be there. They found a person, sleeping, in a ragged blanket, curled up like a child. Gently, he ran his hands over the body. It was a woman.

Pablo jerked his hand away and lost his balance. Flailing his arms, he tried to recover and fell in a heap across the sleeping form.

With a yell, the woman woke. Instantly on her guard, she scrabbled into a corner. ‘Get off me,’ she shouted into the darkness.

He could hear her fear. ‘It’s all right,’ he said, his voice low and gentle, ‘I won’t hurt you. I didn’t know there was anyone there and I fell over you.’

The woman said nothing. All Pablo could hear was her rapid breathing. Gradually it slowed.

‘The guards put me in,’ he said. ‘They didn’t tell me there was already someone else here. When the door closed it was dark. I couldn’t see. I’m sorry I woke you. I hope I haven’t hurt you.’

He heard a catch in the woman’s breath.

‘Pablo?’ she murmured. ‘Is that you?’ Her voice was tremulous. ‘How…’

‘Graciela?’ he said. ‘Praise God. They’ve put me with you. I don’t know why.’

‘Why are you here, Pablo?’ she asked, hardly daring to believe it was him.

‘It’s a long story,’ he said.

She reached for him, her hand taking his to hold it to her face. Pablo pushed himself up and helped Graciela to her feet. She embraced him tightly, burying her head in his chest. And then she was sobbing in his arms.

‘What is it?’ he whispered, stroking her hair.

‘My baby,’ she wailed. ‘They took my baby.’

He didn’t know what to say. He knew of no words of comfort, no way to ease her pain. All he could do was hold her.

After a while, Graciela’s tears ebbed away. ‘All the times they used the machine on me, I never felt pain like this,’ she said. ‘I don’t know if I can stand it.’

All Pablo could think to say was, ‘We can’t stay like this all night. Can we lie down, or at least sit?’

There was nothing in the cell apart from them: no bed, no latrine, no wash basin; only bare walls and a concrete floor.

‘There’s only the floor,’ Graciela said. ‘I’ve had no other bed since the day I arrived.’ Taking hold of his sleeve she pulled him to the back of the cell. ‘I try to keep this end dry,’ she said. ‘Sit here.’ Pablo lowered himself on to the rough concrete, his back against the wall. Graciela snuggled beside him, dragging a threadbare blanket over them and pulling his arm around her shoulders. She rested her head on his chest.

‘Julián told me I would never see you again,’ she said. ‘I prayed he was wrong. I begged God to send you to me again.’

‘You prayed?’ Pablo said, surprised by her admission.

‘Yes. But don’t read too much into it. Everyone prays when they are desperate.’ Graciela fell silent, then said, ‘Pablo – do you think it was selfish of me to pray for you to come?’

‘No. I think it’s what God intended for me all along.’

They lay quietly in each other’s arms for a while until Pablo said, ‘What did you have? A boy, or a girl?’

‘A girl.’ Graciela’s voice caught. ‘Don’t make me talk about it, Pablo, I can’t bear it. Tell me how you ended up here, instead.’

‘So, your friend Joaquín doesn’t know you’re here?’ Graciela said, interrupting Pablo again.

‘No.’

‘Do you think anyone does?’

‘God does,’ Pablo said.

‘I’m being serious, Pablo.’

‘When I don’t turn up to see Archbishop Laghi in the morning, he’ll know something is wrong. But whether he would try to do anything about it is another matter.’

‘Why wouldn’t he? He might not like you, but you are both part of the same precious Church. Doesn’t that count for anything?’

‘It should. But I think he’ll be relieved to see the back of me. The Cardinal too. What I know about them is too dangerous. This way they can say they knew nothing and leave me to my fate. They can even say they made vigorous enquiries but that the authorities denied all knowledge.’

‘Why would anyone want to be in the same Church as people like them?’ Graciela said.

‘If you find a few rotten apples, you don’t burn down the whole orchard,’ Pablo replied. ‘It’s a few twisted individuals doing this, not the entire Church.’

‘We aren’t talking about apples, Pablo.’

‘No.’

Graciela shifted. Although they could not see one another, Pablo could feel her looking up at him. ‘Pablo,’ she said, ‘I heard the guards talking. I have my ticket. They said I would be on a flight tomorrow. This morning.’

‘There will be no flights this morning,’ Pablo said.

‘Why not?’

‘You can’t hear it in here, but a storm has blown up. It’s very bad.’

‘Perhaps they put you in here with me because they intend us to be on the same flight,’ Graciela said.

‘Perhaps. Do you know where the flight goes?’

‘No. There’s a rumour about a camp in Patagonia.’

‘Patagonia?’ It hadn’t occurred to Pablo. ‘That would be ironic. Joaquín and I used to joke that I would go back to Rome, and he would end up in Ushuaia. It’s funny how things work out.’

‘It must be God working in mysterious ways.’

They were woken by the creaking of the cell door as it was pulled open and the hallway light flooded in. Julián the Turk stood silhouetted in the doorway, arms akimbo.

‘My, my,’ he said, seeing them lying together. ‘Isn’t that sweet?’ He entered the cell, a mocking smile on his face. ‘I wonder what your Cardinal would say if he knew you had spent the night in the arms of a woman, Padre.’ He clapped his hands. ‘Come along, love birds,’ he said. ‘It’s getting late, and we have a busy day ahead of us.’

Pushing himself up, Pablo said, ‘How late is it?’

Julián pretended to be surprised by Pablo’s question. ‘You don’t know what time it is?’

‘Somebody took my watch.’

‘In here? One of the guards? Tut, tut.’ He gave an exaggerated shake of his head, a look of pretend disapproval. ‘Disgraceful. You can’t trust anyone these days.’ He brightened. ‘Don’t worry, Padre. I will make a point of looking into it. It will be found, I promise.’

Two guards had followed Julián into the cell. Julián jerked his head to indicate that Pablo should go out into the corridor. The guards flanked him. Graciela made to follow. ‘No, no, querida,’ Julián said. ‘You stay here. The doctor said you need rest.’

‘Where are you taking him?’ Graciela said.

‘Oh, nowhere special,’ Julián said, his lips parting in a jubilant smile to reveal tobacco-stained teeth. ‘Ciao, corazoncito,’ he added. ‘Hasta luego.’

Julián followed Pablo and the guards into the corridor, pausing only for one of them to shut the door and ram the bolt. From his breast pocket he extracted a pair of mirrored sunglasses. He had been looking forward to this day for quite some time.

Julián took up position at Pablo’s side as they strolled along the corridor. He didn’t seem to be in any hurry. On the way he pointed things out or rattled off various facts, as if he were a tour guide. ‘We are going to the eggbox,’ he said, pleasantly, ‘I like to think of it as my office. You might not think it to look at me, but I come to work like anyone else. After a morning’s work, I take lunch in a nearby café. At the end of the day, I go home. Completely normal.’

Down a flight of stairs. More corridors. Up a flight of stairs. ‘We like to call this passageway the avenue of happiness,’ Julián said. ‘Nearly there.’

They stopped before a door marked Treatment Room. One of the guards unhooked a set of keys from his belt and inserted one into the lock to open it. ‘After you,’ Julián said to Pablo.

The centre of the room was taken up by a stainless-steel table, similar to those found in pathology suites. Ceramic tiles covered the floor, glistening from being freshly cleaned. It reminded Pablo of the room in the police station where he had been tortured, but that room seemed less sinister than this one. Pablo had never been in an operating theatre, but this was how he imagined it would look: surfaces scrubbed and gleaming; equipment laid out on trolleys; bright lights overhead so the surgeon could see clearly; electrical paraphernalia dotted around the walls. In one corner stood a stout wooden chair, with leather straps for arms, legs, and a belt for the waist. Julián pointed to it. ‘I think we will have you in there, Padre,’ he said.

Pablo did not resist as the guards led him to the chair, made him remove his jacket and strapped him in. ‘Make sure the straps are good and tight,’ Julián said, grinning. ‘We don’t want any accidents.’

On a table in a corner sat an impressive-looking ghetto-blaster. Julián opened a cupboard on the wall above it to reveal hundreds of cassette tapes. ‘You like music, Padre?’ he said, over his shoulder. ‘Myself, I have no time for any modern rubbish,’ he continued, looking through his collection, picking up some to look at before putting them back. ‘The classics. They are what will endure, don’t you agree?’ He turned to Pablo, frowning with indecision. ‘I can’t make my mind up. Do you have any favourites, something you would like to hear?’

Pablo said nothing. Julián’s small talk was unsettling. On the way, Pablo had recognized various landmarks from what he had heard in confessions, but the reality of the eggbox came as a shock. It hit him with the stark menace of having a knife held to one’s throat. He could feel his heart pounding. Sweat was running down his face, irritating his eyes. He tried to blink it away. He knew what was coming. His eyes searched every surface, looking for the machine. He found it, on the far side of the steel table, innocuous in its wooden case, waiting.

‘Do you like Verdi?’ Julián said, tapping a cassette box against his palm. ‘He’s a musical genius, but I think we need something a little more tranquil to start, don’t you?’ He pulled out another tape. ‘This one, I think. Rachmaninov. His second piano concerto. Perfect.’ He inserted the tape and pressed play.

There were chairs lined up against one of the walls. Julián took one and set it down in front of Pablo and sat facing him. ‘It’s time for us to have a little chat, Padre,’ he said.

‘What about? The weather?’

Julián slapped a hand on his thigh and laughed. ‘Another joke, Padre. I said you were funny. No, not the weather,’ he added. ‘Not today.’

‘What is it you want me to confess to?’ Pablo asked.

‘Nothing, really,’ Julián admitted. ‘El Tigre told me you made a full confession when you were arrested. More than enough to seal your fate.’

‘El Tigre? That’s not a name you hear very often.’

Julián chuckled. ‘Still, you insist on making jokes. I like that about you, Padre. It’s not his real name, of course. Nothing is real here. I thought you would have figured that out by now. No, I thought perhaps we could have more of a discussion on the question of torture.’

‘Now you’re the one who’s joking.’

‘Not at all, Padre. You see, I’m not ashamed to be a torturer. I’m proud of it. Without it, our fight against the terrorists would fail. Some people – like you – say that torture is wrong, that it should not be permitted. Not me, though.’

Warming to his theme, Julián lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply before continuing. ‘I am not a philosopher like you, Padre. I’m merely an artist and my art is pain.’ Turning in his chair, Julián moved his hands in an arc, taking in the whole of the chamber. ‘Like all artists, one day I hope to create my masterpiece.’ He leaned in close to Pablo, and in a confidential tone, said, ‘And, between you and me, Padre, I think maybe that day is today.’

He stood and began to pace slowly around the room, running his fingers over various surfaces. ‘By the way, Padre,’ he said, ‘what do you think of the music? Nice, no?’

Pablo felt a sense of dread creeping over him. The soothing music, Julián’s conversational tone, his relaxed demeanour: it was all leading up to something. Pablo’s memory of the torture session in the police station was still vivid. The tearing off of his shirt, the water dashed over him, the application of the electrodes to his wet skin, the searing pain…

‘Torture,’ Julián was saying, pausing to take another drag on his cigarette, ‘has taught me how different people are. Did you know, for example, that some people have almost no resistance to pain, but others can resist it to the point where to go any further would kill them? Sometimes it does, and that is a great pity because the information they withheld could have been very useful. But I don’t cry over spilt milk. I tell myself I must question what I do and learn from it. And one of the questions I have asked myself is quite profound when you think about it: is it possible to torture people without even touching them? And the answer, surprisingly, is yes, it is.’

Pablo shook his head. ‘You’re sick,’ he said.

‘No, Padre,’ Julián said, stubbing out his cigarette on the surface of the steel table. ‘Not sick. I told you: an artist.’ He shook his head, smiling as if he had just remembered a private joke. ‘That is what we are going to do today, Padre. I will not use the machine on you, but before the day is out, I guarantee you will be begging me to.’ Julián took his seat again and cocked his eyes at Pablo. ‘You think I’m exaggerating, that you will never beg for the machine, don’t you? We’ll see.’

He leaned back in the chair, stretching his arms above his head. ‘It’s not as difficult as you might think, Padre. All I have to do is find your vulnerability and, when I find it, make the most of it. So, I ask myself, what is your vulnerability? It’s obvious, isn’t it?’

‘Is it?’ Pablo said.

‘Your woman, Padre. Think how you would feel if I were to take the machine to your woman while you were forced to watch.’

‘My woman?’

A thin smile of disappointment flickered on Julián’s lips. ‘You know who I’m talking about, Padre. But that would give me no satisfaction. It’s too easy. Besides, she knows how to resist pain. So, I asked myself, what else is there? And, by a stroke of luck, a package arrived last night, not long before you did.’

*

Joaquín was frantic. The night before, after Gonzalo’s phone call to say that Josefina had been expected home but had not turned up, he had called the Nunciatura to find Pablo. He had promised to come back immediately only he had not arrived. It wasn’t Joaquín’s first thought that Pablo might have been in an accident caused by the storm, but he had now telephoned all the emergency units in Buenos Aires. If Pablo had been involved in an accident, he hadn’t been taken to a hospital. If he had decided to remain at the Nunciatura, he would surely have telephoned, no matter how late. No, there could be only one explanation for Pablo’s absence. Joaquín tried to stay calm. The clock in the sitting room chimed eight o’clock. He would call the Mother Superior, then Gonzalo, then the Nunciatura again.

He could hear the deep worry in the Mother Superior’s voice. The Cardinal had told her he would do what he could, she said, but he had been scathing in criticizing her for not keeping her sisters under control. The embassy opened at nine. She would be waiting outside the door with Sister Bernadette, she said. She felt helpless and had no idea what else she could do. Pray, Joaquín told her.

Next, he rang Gonzalo. The line was dead. The empty echo in the earpiece hit Joaquín like a kick in the stomach. He had a picture in his head of Gonzalo’s shop looted, the apartment above it ransacked, Gonzalo’s broken body lying at the bottom of the stairs. He let the receiver fall from his hand. Gathering his courage, he left the apartment, taking the stairs two at a time. Outside, the rain was still lashing down. He sprinted through the deluge and reached the liquor store soaked to the skin. The door was locked. Of course – it was too early. He ran to the apartment door, pressing the bell repeatedly until he heard footsteps on the stairs and Gonzalo’s wheezy voice shouting, ‘All right, all right…’

As soon as Gonzalo saw Joaquín, a look of utter misery appeared on his face. ‘I’m sorry, Padre,’ he said. ‘I had no choice. They made me do it.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Last night, Padre. Josefina. The police. Father Pablo.’

‘Has Josefina been found?’

‘Sí, Padre. The police. They brought her here last night.’

‘And Pablo?’ Joaquín asked, not wanting to hear Gonzalo’s reply because he already knew what he would say.

It was Josefina who answered, coming down the stairs behind Gonzalo. ‘It was a trap, Padre,’ she said. ‘The police took him. They told my uncle if he did not help them, he would never see me again.’

Aghast, Joaquín grabbed Gonzalo’s shirt front, two hands shaking the old man. ‘What have you done?’ he shouted. The old man cowered, whimpering, trying to pull himself from Joaquín’s grasp.

‘Stop it, Padre, please,’ Josefina cried, trying to come between them. ‘It’s not his fault. The police were waiting in the shop. Father Pablo was walking up the street. They were watching for him. They sent my uncle out to call him in, that’s all.’

‘Did he say anything?’

‘Yes. He lied to save us. Then they took him away.’

‘Do you know where?’

Josefina shook her head. ‘No.’

Joaquín walked away through the downpour, oblivious to it, dazed and unable to take in what he had been told. By the time he got back to the apartment, Señora Garcia had arrived, and was in the kitchen, pulling cleaning materials out from under the sink. When she saw the sodden figure of Joaquín she shrieked as if she had seen a ghost.

‘Padre. What’s the matter? What are you thinking of?’ She went behind him to take his jacket, heavy with water. ‘Let me take this. I’ll put it to dry. You go and change out of your wet clothes.’

‘Gracias, Señora,’ Joaquín said. ‘But there isn’t enough time.’ He went to the sitting room, pools of water trailing behind him. The numbers he needed were in the address book. At the first number he called, he was told the Cardinal was not available. ‘Please tell him it’s Father Castillo, from San Juan Evangelista. Tell him it’s an emergency, and it involves Monseñor Morales. And also tell him that coming to the phone will be preferable to my coming to the residence and breaking the door down.’

‘What is it now?’ the Cardinal growled when he came to the phone. ‘You’ve got a nerve pestering me. Don’t you think I have better things to do with my time than to run round after renegade priests?’

It took all Joaquín’s willpower not to say what he really thought of the Cardinal. ‘Your Eminence,’ he said, trying to keep his voice even, ‘Pablo has disappeared. He went to see Archbishop Laghi last night. I spoke to him there on the telephone. He told me he was coming straight back here, but he didn’t arrive. I think he’s been kidnapped by the police.’

‘Nonsense,’ the Cardinal said, dismissing Joaquín. ‘General Ramón assured me that would not happen again. Are you sure he hasn’t been in an accident? Have you checked the hospitals?’

‘Yes.’

‘And?’

‘He hasn’t been in an accident.’

‘What, then?’

‘The only explanation is he was abducted. I spoke to a witness who said he saw Pablo being taken away in an unmarked car.’

‘And will this witness come forward and repeat what he told you?’

‘You know he won’t. He’s too scared.’

‘Then there’s nothing I can do.’

Joaquín snapped, ‘Listen to me, you son of a bitch, as soon as I hang up you will make a telephone call to General Ramón and you will find out what has happened to Pablo and you will do whatever it takes to get him freed, understood?’

‘I do not take instructions from my priests,’ the Cardinal retorted, icily, ‘especially not when they are hysterical.’

‘No? Well, how’s this? If you don’t, I will go straight to the editor of La Opinión to give him an exclusive about how the Archbishop of Buenos Aires has forbidden the priests of his diocese to help the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, and how you refused even to make enquiries when your own personal assistant was abducted by the police. On top of that I’ll tell them you’re in the pocket of Ramón and Videla and how you’re helping them to cover up the disappearances.’

‘You wouldn’t dare.’

‘I’ll also tell them about two French nuns who were abducted last night from the church of Santa Cruz and that you couldn’t be bothered to shift your fat bloated arse to help them either.’

The Cardinal hesitated. ‘How do you know about them?’

‘How indeed, your Eminence? Do I have your word that you will move heaven and earth to find Pablo and have him released?’

‘And the French nuns?’

‘Them too.’

‘I will do what I can.’

‘It had better be enough.’ Joaquín slammed the phone down. He was trembling with rage but there was another call to make.

*

The boy was about fourteen years old. He was brought into the eggbox by two guards.

‘Hola,’ Julián said, amiably. ‘What’s your name, amigo?’

The boy didn’t seem to have heard. His eyes were wide with apprehension as he looked around the room. He stared at Pablo.

‘What is your name?’ Julián repeated, with the weary patience of a teacher with an inattentive pupil.

‘Alejandro, Señor,’ the boy replied.

Julián smiled. ‘You can call me Julián,’ he said. He rose from his chair and stepped to where the boy was standing. He reached into his tunic pocket for his cigarettes and offered one to the boy. ‘Smoke?’

The boy took one. ‘Gracias, Señor, I mean, Julián.’

Julián took one for himself. From another pocket he took a lighter, flicked the top open to light his own cigarette then held the flame out to the boy. The boy locked eyes with Julián as he inhaled, as if he knew what Julián wanted, and that it would not be the first time.

‘I bet you’re wondering about the Padre, eh, Alejandro?’ Julián said.

The boy’s eyes returned to Pablo. He nodded.

‘Of course you are,’ Julián said. ‘It’s only natural. You don’t expect to see a priest in a prison. But even priests break the law, like the Padre here.’ He drew hard on his cigarette. The boy copied him. ‘He’s in a lot of trouble,’ Julián continued, ‘and there’s nothing you can do to help him, so the best thing you can do is pretend he’s not even here. Do you think you can do that, Alejandro?’

‘Sí, Julián.’

‘Good boy.’ Julián put a hand on the boy’s head and tousled his hair affectionately. ‘Where do you live, Alejandro?’

‘On the street.’

‘Sí, but where?’

‘There’s some empty shops on the Avenida Corrientes, near the Mercado Abasto. I live there. There’s a few of us.’

‘Kids?’

‘Sí.’

‘Do you ever go into the Mercado Abasto?’ Julián said, pushing a fingernail into a gap between his teeth to remove a strand of tobacco.

‘Sometimes.’

Julián grinned. ‘Maybe I’ve seen you there.’

‘I don’t think so,’ the boy said.

The smile and the pleasant, genial tone vanished. ‘Why do you go there, Alejandro? You go there to steal, don’t you?’

Alejandro was confused by the way Julián had changed.

‘No, Señor. I swear.’

‘From the look of you I’d say you were a pickpocket. I bet you’re good at it too.’

Julián turned to the guards who had brought him in. ‘Is that why he was brought in?’

‘No, Julián. There was an operation last night near the market. They found this one hiding behind some bins. He tried to run away.’

Julián turned his attention back to the boy. ‘Is this true?’ he asked. The boy nodded. ‘Why were you hiding? Only somebody who has done something wrong needs to hide.’

‘I saw the police and the soldiers, and I was afraid. I didn’t have any papers.’

‘No papers? Where are they?’

‘I don’t know. I lost them.’

‘Why don’t you get new ones?’

‘Because I can’t. I’m a street kid. Nobody gives papers to street kids unless they go into an orphanage.’

‘And why can’t you go into an orphanage?’ The boy did not answer Julián’s question. The cigarette in his hand had burned down to a stub. He dropped it on the floor and ground it under his foot. Julián slapped him. The boy fell backwards, hurt and surprised, holding a hand to his face, keeping his eyes on Julián.

‘Imbécil!’ Julián shouted. ‘Have you no manners? This is the navy. We do not throw our cigarettes on the floor.’ He gestured to one of the guards who passed an ashtray into which Julián dropped his cigarette. He pointed at the boy’s stub. ‘Pick it up,’ he said. Keeping out of Julián’s reach, the boy stooped to pick up the offending butt. ‘Now swallow it,’ Julián added. The boy hesitated, his eyes flicking between Julián and the door.

Julián saw. ‘I bet you’re quick on your feet, aren’t you, muchacho?’ he said. ‘Go on, take a good look. Do you really think you can make it out of here? Be my guest. Try. You won’t get five metres. Now,’ he continued, ‘swallow it.’

With a grimace of disgust, the boy put it in his mouth and swallowed. Julián was all smiles again. ‘Was that so hard?’ he said. He turned to Pablo. ‘I think this boy is going to work out very well, don’t you?’

Julián beckoned to the boy. Alejandro shuffled forward until he was close enough for Julián to put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Have you ever been in a place like this before?’

‘No, Julián.’

‘And do you know why you have been brought here?’

‘No, Julián.’

‘It’s quite simple. I am going to ask you some questions, and you will answer them. How does that sound?’

‘It sounds okay, I suppose.’

‘Good.’

Looking up, Julián caught the guard’s eye and made a slight upward motion with his head.

Two men took hold of the boy’s arms. ‘Put him on the table,’ Julián said.

Alejandro yelled and struggled against the men’s grip, kicking and trying to bite them. It was no use. They lifted him like a sack of laundry and dropped him on the steel table, pinioning him on his back. Another guard came and fastened a series of straps to hold him in place.

‘Julián.’ It was Pablo. ‘You were right. You’ve won. You said that before the day was out, I would ask you to use the machine on me. So do it. Let me take the boy’s place.’

Julián strolled over to Pablo. The smiling affability that he had displayed earlier was gone. What Pablo saw in its place was hunger, anticipation, desire that was almost sexual.

‘That’s not how this works, Padre,’ he said. ‘You will have to bear with me a little longer.’

‘Julián!’ Pablo shouted. ‘We both know what this is about. You’re demonstrating that I’m in your power and that whatever you want to do there is nothing I can do to stop it.’

Julián reached out to pinch Pablo’s cheek affectionately. ‘You see, Padre, you can’t help yourself, can you? I said you were a philosopher. But I am an artist, remember? This is not about your philosophy, it’s about my art.’

He turned back to the table, where Alejandro was writhing, pulling as hard as he could against the straps. ‘Struggle as much as you like,’ Julián said. ‘It won’t make any difference.’

One guard tore Alejandro’s shirt open. Another poured water over him. Pablo could see the boy’s chest heaving in panic.

Julián had the manner of a surgeon about to perform a complicated operation. Without taking his eyes off Alejandro’s face, he held out a hand. One of the guards placed the baton in it. ‘Since this is his first time, we’ll go easy on him,’ Julián said. ‘Just five thousand to start.’

Alejandro’s eyes were locked on Julián’s, pleading to be let go. ‘No, Señor, please,’ he begged.

‘But you don’t even know what’s going to happen yet,’ Julián said, holding the wicked stubs of the brass electrodes inches above the boy’s jerking body. ‘You’d better keep still,’ he added, in a conspiratorial tone, ‘you don’t want it to touch you by accident.’

‘Julián!’ Pablo yelled. ‘Stop this.’

Julián seemed fascinated by the boy’s creamy skin, which looked like ivory under the ceiling lights. He held his hand above Alejandro’s chest, his fingers almost touching. Alejandro shrank from him as if he were more afraid of Julián’s fingers than of the baton.

Julián and Alejandro seemed locked in this pose, almost as if they had been transformed into a photograph. Slowly, Julián moved his fingertips from side to side, the tip of his tongue touching his top lip, barely breathing.

‘It’s time for the questions,’ he whispered.

‘Questions?’ Alejandro replied.

‘Sí. I will ask you a question and you will answer. If you don’t answer, or if you give me the wrong answer, then I will touch the machine to your skin. Understand?’

Alejandro nodded.

‘The first questions are all about names,’ Julián said, softly. ‘What is the name of the President of Argentina?’

‘General Videla?’

Julián smiled. ‘See? It wasn’t so hard, was it? Next question. What is the name of the team that won the Superclásico this year?’

‘River Plate.’

Julián shared an approving look with his cronies. ‘I like this boy,’ he said, ‘he catches on fast.’

Alejandro’s face was contorted in fear, his eyes fixed on the end of the baton, still poised above his chest.

‘Next question,’ Julián said. ‘What is the name of your contact at the Russian Embassy?’

Alejandro looked goggle-eyed at Julián, bewildered. Julián gave him a slight nod of encouragement. ‘It’s a simple enough question,’ he said.

‘For pity’s sake!’ Pablo yelled. ‘This is ludicrous. He’s a street kid. He hasn’t got a clue what you’re talking about.’

Julián rewarded Pablo with a baleful look. ‘Ludicrous? Is that what you think, Padre? I’ll show you what’s ludicrous.’

*

They put a blindfold on Pablo for his return to the cell. Now he understood what Graciela had told him about every step being a step into the unknown. Even though he could see nothing, his eyes refused to stay closed, as if they were beyond his control and hoped for even the dimmest glimmer of something – anything – that might be visible. Stumbling his way between two guards, Pablo had no way of knowing whether they were following the same route as before. It seemed to take hours. By the time they came to a halt, Pablo was exhausted and his legs were trembling. He heard a bolt being drawn back and a door pulled open. Pushed into a cell, he stood immobile while the door closed behind him.

‘Graciela?’ he said into the darkness.

‘Here, Pablo.’

He heard her soft footsteps coming across the cell. She put her arms around him and pressed her body against his.

‘What did he do to you?’ she said.

‘He didn’t touch me. It was much worse than that.’

Graciela raised a hand to touch Pablo’s face. ‘Worse than the machine? How could that be?’

‘He tortured a child, a young boy, and made me watch while he did it. I begged him to let me take the boy’s place, but it made no difference, he carried on.’

They were startled by a bang on the door. ‘Move away from the door,’ a voice shouted. Graciela took Pablo’s hand and pulled him to the back of the cell. The door swung open. Outside, a prisoner and a guard stood beside a trolley. On its top were two large metal canisters, beneath, stacks of metal bowls and cups. The prisoner retrieved two bowls and two cups. The cups he dipped into one of the canisters, filling them with water. The bowls he filled with brown mush, ladled from the other canister, and threw a hunk of bread on top. He placed them all inside the door, which was then closed again.

‘Dinner,’ Graciela said.

Pablo’s last meal had been more than twenty-four hours ago, but he could not bear the thought of eating.

‘I can’t,’ he said, ‘not after…’

‘You must,’ Graciela said. ‘You have to do whatever you can to keep your strength up, otherwise they win.’

‘They won’t win,’ Pablo said. ‘God will not permit it.’

Shaking her head at his foolishness, Graciela insisted Pablo ate every scrap.

‘You’re worse than my mother,’ he said. ‘When I was little, and I didn’t want to finish my supper, she would always tell me to think of the poor hungry children of Africa.’

‘It’s fuel, Pablo. That’s all. I’m glad they fed you,’ Graciela went on, ‘it means they don’t intend to kill you, not yet, at least.’

‘What about you?’

Graciela shrugged. ‘Who knows? I was supposed to be on a flight this morning. Perhaps tomorrow I will be on one. All I know is that we will have another night together.’

‘And the boy?’

Graciela shook her head. ‘You can’t think about him,’ she said. ‘If you do, it will drive you mad. You didn’t cause what Julián did, and there’s nothing you can do to help him.’

Graciela took the empty cups and bowls and left them on the floor by the door. Then she led Pablo to the back of the cell, and they lay together, as they had the night before. For Pablo, the memory of the boy’s ordeal was so sharp, so excruciating there was no room in his mind for anything else.

‘I can still hear him howling,’ he said. ‘He was screaming, swearing to God he hadn’t done anything wrong, swearing he didn’t know the answer to Julián’s questions, begging for his mother, even though he had told Julián she was dead. I have never witnessed anything so brutal. Every time Julián went near him with the machine, the boy screamed before he had even been touched. The terror in his eyes was pitiful.’

‘It’s Julián,’ Graciela said, her voice etched with the memory of all the pain he had inflicted on her. ‘He’s a sadist. He takes pleasure in it. Once he told me how he likes to use the machine on pregnant women. He was gleeful about it, because he had just learned that I was pregnant. He would wait, he said, for a month or two, for my breasts to swell, because the nipples of a pregnant woman were special. They were made for the machine, he said, they invited it.’

‘Jesus wept,’ Pablo murmured, ‘I never dreamed…’

‘I never heard of him torturing a child, though,’ Graciela said. ‘That’s a new low, even for him.’

‘He was doing it to get at me,’ Pablo said. ‘I wanted to block out the boy’s screams and as soon as that thought entered my head, I was ashamed. I yelled at Julián that he would burn in hell for what he was doing. He laughed.’

‘What was the boy’s name?’

‘Alejandro. And he was truly alone. A street kid. No family, nobody to look for him or be worried about him. Nobody to ask for him, or to grieve for him. I don’t think I have ever understood before how alone a person could be. He had nobody in the world. Literally nobody.’

‘He had you,’ Graciela said.

‘What could I do? I was helpless. His screams burned into me, every single one of them. The more I asked Julián to stop and let me take the boy’s place, the more he laughed at me.’

‘You could have prayed for him.’

‘I wish…’ Pablo could not continue.

‘What?’

‘In that moment I couldn’t pray. I didn’t know how.’

‘What made Julián stop?’

‘The boy fainted. Like I did when I was tortured. When the doctor came, he told Julián the boy had had enough.’

‘What did he do next?’

‘He shrugged, like he was completely indifferent.’

‘And then?’

‘Julián looked at his watch. Is that the time? he said, like he was surprised at how late it was. I could tell he was just pretending. He winked at me and walked out.’

‘What happened after that?’

‘They left me alone in the room for what seemed like hours, then brought me back here.’

‘And the boy?’

‘I don’t know. They took him away.’

*

Joaquín was drained. He had spent most of the day with Sister Bernadette and her Mother Superior at the French Embassy to offer them what support he could. They had been passed from a junior to a more senior official and from him to one more senior still. Each time they’d had to repeat their story. The more they repeated it, the more improbable it sounded, yet, at the same time, more urgent.

‘It’s true that some of the reports about the regime have been troubling,’ the most senior official admitted, ‘but I think it highly improbable your sisters will be harmed – for two reasons. The first is because they are religious, and the Argentinian government wears its Catholicism like a badge of pride. The second is because the sisters are French citizens, and I’m convinced the Argentinian government has no wish to provoke an international incident.’

‘You are here, in our country, Señor,’ Joaquín said, ‘but you do not understand what it’s like to live here. The government is a gang of assassins, who kidnap and murder with impunity. Their Catholicism did not prevent them from murdering priests and seminarians at the massacre of San Patricio last year.’

‘Yes, that was unfortunate,’ the official admitted. ‘But I understand the victims were all Argentine nationals, and the murders were laid at the door of the Montoneros. The perpetrators were later tracked down and killed in a gun battle, I believe.’

‘It was a stitch-up. It’s an open secret that the killings were done on the orders of General Suárez Mason. The killing of the so-called perpetrators was nothing but a cover-up.’

The official gave Joaquín a look of reproof. ‘You need to be careful what you say, Father. Unless you can give me credible evidence rather than hearsay, there is no proof to support these allegations.’

‘You, yourself, said that some reports about the regime were troubling,’ Joaquín countered.

‘Indeed, but that is not the same as having proof. I did not say I didn’t believe you that the two sisters had been kidnapped. I said I would make the most vigorous enquiries on their behalf.’

With that, they had been dismissed. Go home, the official had said. He would be in touch as soon as he had anything concrete to tell them.

Picking up the telephone, Joaquín dialled the Cardinal’s number. It was answered by Jorge, the Cardinal’s butler. The Cardinal was not in the residence, he insisted. Joaquín tried to control his temper. The Cardinal was expecting his call, he explained. If he was not in the residence, he would surely have left word about where he could be contacted.

Jorge hesitated. ‘It’s about the disappearance of Monseñor Morales, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘I have your number, Padre. Give me ten minutes and I will call you back.’

‘I won’t be ignored,’ Joaquín said.

‘I promise you, Padre, I will not try to brush you off. Monseñor Morales is well liked here. We want to see him returned to us safe and well.’

Joaquín put the telephone down and looked at his watch. Ten minutes.

Jorge was as good as his word. The Cardinal had gone to confer with Archbishop Laghi at the Apostolic Nunciatura. He gave Joaquín the number.

Joaquín was met with the same response as before. He spoke to a secretary who said the Archbishop had gone out and there was no way he could be contacted until his return. When was that likely to be? The secretary responded that it was not their practice to give information about the Archbishop’s whereabouts over the telephone.

Think, Joaquín told himself. How to break through this wall of obfuscation? He waited fifteen minutes and called again. This time he said it was the office of Admiral Massera and that the Admiral was on the line for Archbishop Laghi.

‘Just a minute, I’ll put you through.’

The line went dead for a moment, then a man’s voice. ‘Emilio? It’s Pio.’

‘Archbishop Laghi?’

‘Who is this?’

‘I am Father Joaquín Castillo from the parish of San Juan Evangelista, here in Buenos Aires. I am a friend of Monseñor Morales. If the Cardinal is with you, he can vouch for me: he knows me well.’

Joaquín heard a muffled voice ask, Do you know a Father Joaquín Castillo?

Laghi removed his hand from the receiver. ‘The Cardinal is here,’ he said. ‘He vouches for you. You must know, Father Castillo, that this is a very difficult time for us.’

‘Not as difficult a time as it is for Pablo, or the woman he wants released, or the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo or the two French nuns who were abducted last night,’ Joaquín retorted. ‘What I want to know is what you are doing about it.’

‘We’re doing everything humanly possible,’ Laghi snapped. ‘If you think we would stand by while—’

‘It doesn’t matter what I think, your Grace. The only thing that matters is what you do. What matters are the lives of many innocent people and whether you are prepared to lift a finger to help them.’

‘I promise you—’

Joaquín couldn’t help raising his voice. ‘What? What do you promise me? I don’t care what you promise me. I care only what you do. So, let’s put an end to all this nonsense about humanly possible and promises – what exactly are you doing?’

‘I have been doing my utmost to contact Admiral Massera. The Cardinal has been doing the same with respect to General Ramón.’

‘And?’

‘The Admiral’s office informed me that he is at sea observing fleet exercises. He cannot be contacted other than for a national emergency until radio silence comes to an end.’

‘And when will that be?’

‘At 06:00 tomorrow.’

‘What about General Ramón?’

‘He is not returning the Cardinal’s calls.’

‘What do you propose to do?’

‘At 06:00 tomorrow morning I will ask to be put through to the Admiral. There is nothing more I can do.’

Joaquín shut his eyes. He felt defeated. Powerless. The finality in Laghi’s voice was almost tangible.

‘Father Castillo,’ said Laghi, ‘are you still there?’

‘Yes,’ Joaquín said. He had hoped against all the odds, and it had come to nothing. ‘Your Grace,’ he continued, ‘will you permit me to be present when you make that call?’

A pause. Joaquín could picture Laghi with his hand over the receiver, asking the Cardinal what he thought.

‘Yes. If you wish,’ Laghi said.

It was something.

‘Your Grace,’ Joaquín said, ‘you said there was nothing more to be done. You’re wrong.’

‘Well, if you can think of something,’ Laghi said, ‘I’m all ears.’

‘We can pray.’




In sæcula sæculorum

‘Wake up!’ A guard had yanked the cell door open and was hammering his truncheon against it. The din was deafening. ‘Come on. On your feet. Quickly. Let’s go.’

Graciela was instantly awake and on her feet. Beside her, Pablo tried to open his eyes, but his senses were wading through mud.

‘What is it?’ he said, blinking his eyes into focus, pushing himself off the floor with the sluggishness of an arthritic.

‘Come on. Move it!’ the guard yelled, still beating the door.

Pablo and Graciela shuffled towards him. Two more guards were waiting with handcuffs. Hoods were pulled over their heads.

‘Where are you taking us?’ Pablo shouted through the heavy fabric. In reply, he received a shove in the back.

‘Move,’ a voice bellowed.

For several minutes they were hustled through a series of corridors and doors, rough hands grabbing or pushing them to change direction. Then outside. The storm had abated, but a stiff wind tugged at their clothes, like the fingers of a beggar trying to catch their attention. The guards increased the pace. They entered another building and stopped. Words filtered through the fabric of Pablo’s hood. Wherever they were being taken, it seemed they had arrived and were being handed over to somebody else. ‘The hoods can come off now,’ a voice said.

They were in a corridor with double doors at its end. A blackboard was attached to a wall on which had been chalked the words Convoy of prisoners to BA naval airbase. The date was yesterday’s.

A man in military fatigues was looking at a clipboard. ‘Father Morales?’ he said, looking over the clipboard at Pablo.

‘Monseñor,’ Pablo said.

The man ignored him. ‘Graciela Ramirez?’ he said to Graciela.

‘Sí.’

The man jerked his head at a guard who was standing at the double doors. ‘That’s the last of them,’ he said. The guard opened the door and motioned Pablo and Graciela through. Outside was a military truck. The guard did not speak but indicated they should get in.

Two soldiers climbed in after them and settled themselves at the ends of two benches that ran the length of the interior, sub-machine guns resting on their thighs. As soon as they were in, the tailgate was slammed closed and a thick tarpaulin pulled down. Nobody could see in; nobody could see out. They could hear the whirring of a starter motor and the gruff roar of the engine as it caught. With a jerk, the truck moved off.

Pablo counted fourteen people in the truck, not including him and Graciela, nine men and five women. All looked downcast, bedraggled, defeated. Pablo didn’t know whether to be relieved that the boy was not among them.

‘Do you know where we’re going?’ Pablo murmured to the prisoner next to him.

‘The south,’ the man said. ‘Patagonia. A work camp.’

One of the guards lashed out with his boot. He glared at Pablo. ‘No talking,’ he said.

Pablo directed what he hoped was a reassuring look at Graciela. She forced a thin smile and shook her head. There was nothing to be done but wait.

*

‘I’m sorry, it is simply not possible to put your call through to Admiral Massera.’

‘But I was told that radio silence would end at 06:00 today,’ Archbishop Laghi protested.

‘That is correct, but standing orders are not to disturb the Admiral unless it is a matter of the utmost importance.’

‘It is a matter of life and death,’ Laghi insisted. ‘It is imperative that I speak to the Admiral.’

‘The best I can do is to have a message transmitted to the fleet to inform the Admiral that you wish to speak to him.’

Laghi sensed that no amount of berating the officer at the end of the line would make any difference. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘But may I have your assurance that the message will be sent immediately and that you will stress the urgency of the situation?’

‘Naturally,’ the officer said, hanging up. He turned to his fellow midshipman beside him, sharing the early comms watch. ‘You wouldn’t believe who I’ve just had on, demanding to speak to Admiral Massera.’ When his companion shook his head, he continued, ‘Only a fucking archbishop. He said he was the representative of the Pope and had to speak to the Admiral urgently.’

The other officer rolled his eyes. ‘Jesus,’ he said. ‘A lunatic. At this time of day.’

‘For sure,’ the first said, ‘but I’d better go through the motions, just in case.’ He reached for the comms pad and scribbled a message to be transmitted to the flagship, making a note of the time in the top corner. 06:12. Tearing off the top slip, he dropped it into a wire mesh basket for a rating to pick up and take to the radio room. Leaning back in his chair, he put his feet up on the desk. ‘I’ve never spoken to an archbishop before.’

‘You probably still haven’t,’ came the reply.

The duty lieutenant at the end of the corridor heard their snorts of laughter and decided to investigate.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked, standing at the entrance to their cubicle.

The two midshipmen sat up straight.

‘Sir. We have received what we believe to be a hoax call from someone claiming to be an archbishop requesting to be patched through to Admiral Massera.’

‘Did he give you a name, this archbishop?’

‘Yes, sir.’ The midshipman picked up the message slip and read from it. ‘Laghi, sir.’

‘And where was he calling from?’

‘He said it was the apostolic something or other. I couldn’t make out exactly what he was saying.’

‘And what have you done about it?’

‘I’ve made out a message slip for transmission to the flagship.’ He handed the slip to the lieutenant.

The lieutenant read the slip and frowned. ‘When will it go?’

‘A rating comes every half hour to collect the slips, sir.’ The midshipman looked at his watch. ‘He’s due in about twenty minutes.’

‘Thank you,’ the lieutenant said, handing the slip back to the junior officer. ‘If you want to progress beyond your current rank, I suggest you take it to the radio officer yourself and ask him to transmit it immediately.’

*

Without his watch, Pablo could only guess at how long the journey was taking. They had departed ESMA as day was breaking; now he could see slivers of light through the gaps between the heavy canvas sheets that covered the truck. As the truck moved, the light flitted across the faces of the prisoners giving them an other-worldly appearance, like gargoyles. Pablo reckoned they had been travelling for at least an hour when the truck pulled to a halt. The rear canvas was rolled up from the outside and the tailgate released. The two guards jumped out and indicated with their machine guns that the prisoners should line up along the side of the truck. They were herded past a chain-link fence towards a low brick building that stood beside a large metal hangar.

A curtain of fine rain drifted in from the east, the lingering coat-tail of yesterday’s storm. ‘Do you have any idea where we are?’ Pablo said, shivering, pulling his jacket tight.

‘Shh,’ Graciela said.

‘Why?’

‘Listen.’

Pablo was puzzled. ‘What am I listening to?’

‘The rain. Isn’t it wonderful?’

As they came nearer to the building, they could see its windows had been boarded up. Inside, a heavy wooden bench ran the length of one of the walls. The prisoners were told to sit. They weren’t kept waiting long. A side door opened and a man in a white coat appeared.

‘I am a navy doctor,’ he said. He sounded bored, as if he had said what he was about to say many times before. ‘You are being transported to a work camp in Patagonia. Before transit, you must be inoculated against yellow fever. You will form an orderly line over here.’

There was no dissent, no questions. The prisoners did as they were told. One by one, they edged forward to present themselves for the injection.

‘I forgot to mention,’ the doctor called over the heads of the people waiting in line, ‘one of the side effects of the injection is it can make you sleepy, but it’s nothing to worry about. It will make the journey go more quickly.’

Pablo and Graciela were at the back of the line. Graciela noticed a tall man come in, wearing mirror sunglasses. She nudged Pablo.

‘What’s he doing here?’ she hissed.

Pablo’s stomach lurched. Julián saw them and sauntered across.

‘Hola,’ he said, smiling, touching a finger to his brow in salute, as if they were old friends he had bumped into on a busy street. When they didn’t respond he added, ‘What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?’

Graciela scowled. ‘Why are you here, Julián?’ she said. ‘Was this all a ruse to make us think you weren’t going to kill us after all?’

‘No, querida. You’ve got me all wrong. I’m only here to make sure you don’t miss your flight.’

The line shuffled forward.

‘It’s a long way to come to do that. Wouldn’t a phone call have done just as well?’ Pablo said.

‘Padre, please.’ Julián spread his hands apologetically. ‘I felt bad that I didn’t have the chance to say goodbye properly.’

‘Where is the boy?’ Pablo asked.

‘The boy?’

‘From yesterday. Alejandro.’

‘Oh, him. I wouldn’t concern yourself about him, Padre. He’s a street kid. Tough as nails. He’s probably back picking pockets already.’

Pablo reached the front of the line. He extended an arm towards the doctor. Julián pushed it aside. ‘Not him, doctor, or this one,’ he said, pointing at Graciela. ‘They are for special treatment.’ He winked at the doctor. ‘You understand, doctor,’ he said, ‘they will have to take their chances with yellow fever.’

The doctor raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

Julián turned on his heel and walked away. ‘Adios,’ he called over his shoulder.

By the time they were taken out to board the flight the rest of the prisoners were so drowsy that their handcuffs had to be removed so they could be helped across the tarmac. Not Pablo and Graciela. They were sent first.

‘What do you think he meant by special treatment?’ Pablo muttered, as they approached the steps up to the aeroplane’s rear door.

Graciela shrugged. ‘Who knows? Probably another one of his mind games.’

The aircraft was painted dark grey and bore the words Armada Argentina in yellow on its fuselage. Its four propellers were idle, waiting for the prisoners to board. Graciela and Pablo mounted the steps.

‘What’s this?’ Pablo breathed, as he entered. He turned to help Graciela clamber in.

Graciela noticed the same thing. ‘Where are the seats?’ she said.

A navy NCO was standing inside the door.

‘Where are we supposed to sit?’ Pablo asked.

‘It’s a military transport,’ the NCO said. ‘There are only a few seats.’

He led them to the front of the cabin. There were twelve seats made from canvas clipped to thick metal frames. ‘There,’ he said, indicating the front row. ‘Sit.’ Graciela went first. He unlocked one of her handcuffs to fasten it to the metal frame before using Pablo’s to handcuff the two of them together.

The rest of the prisoners were manhandled aboard by four ratings supervised by a lieutenant. Leaving the prisoners lying on the floor at the back of the cabin, officer and ratings occupied the seats on the opposite side of the cabin from Pablo and Graciela. They were followed by the doctor. He picked his way through the prisoners’ outstretched limbs and took the seat behind Pablo and Graciela.

‘Doctor,’ Pablo said, twisting in his seat. ‘What is special treatment, and why have we been selected for it?’

The doctor didn’t reply. He pretended something at the back of the cabin had taken his attention.

‘We are both being held illegally. Neither of us have done anything wrong,’ Pablo said, his voice becoming more insistent. ‘We have a right to know what is going to be done to us.’

Outside, the engines coughed into life. The NCO closed the door. The doctor moved to sit beside the lieutenant. The NCO made his way to the cockpit door and said something to the pilot before taking a seat at the rear of the cabin. The pitch of the engines rose. With a slight jerk, the aeroplane rolled forward.

*

Joaquín had spent the night in the Nunciatura chapel. No matter how he tried, the right prayers refused to come. Many times in his life, he had sought the inner voice of the Holy Spirit. Now, when he needed it most, it was silent. Sister Bichette would probably have told him to say his rosary. He did. Nothing. Pray for us sinners, now, and at the hour of our death… He lost count of how many times he said it. Sometimes out loud, sometimes under his breath, always willing God to listen.

At some point during the night, he pushed himself up from his knees and explored the rooms off the chapel. Finding a box of communion wafers and a store of wine, he said a mass, offering it for the rescue of Pablo. And the Madres, an inner voice said, and Sister Caty and Sister Léonie. It was unworthy, he knew, but it was Pablo he wanted saved. Afterwards, he told himself there was nothing more he could do. All that remained was to put his trust in the Almighty. It was not enough.

A memory came to him of a seminar he had attended when he had been training for the priesthood. It had been given by a Jesuit and his subject had been the three virtues and how to interpret the letter of St Paul to the Corinthians. The instructor had seemed more interested in sin than in virtue. He had singled Joaquín out for a question: ‘What are the sins against hope?’ Joaquín didn’t know. ‘For the sake of your soul, if you remember nothing else from today, remember this,’ the Jesuit had said. ‘The sins against hope are despair and presumption.’ Joaquín had taken it to heart and had even written an essay on the subject. His tutor, Father Herrera, had said he thought it dismal and uninspiring. ‘This preoccupation with sin distracts from the light and wonder that faith in Christ brings,’ he’d said. ‘From this faith comes the hope that will never disappoint us because it is made manifest through the power of the Holy Spirit.’ Father Herrera had been a saintly old man. Joaquín had treasured his words, which had rescued him from the depths of despair and presumption. Now he needed to be rescued again: never had he known despair so deep.

After Archbishop Laghi’s unsuccessful call to Admiral Massera, Joaquín was at a loss for what to do. He couldn’t bear to remain in the same room with him.

‘Where are you going?’ the Cardinal said, as Joaquín opened the door.

‘The chapel,’ was all Joaquín said, closing the door behind him.

‘Leave him,’ Laghi said. ‘I will send Santiago after him if the Admiral calls back.’

*

Engines screaming, the navy transport hurtled along the runway and into the air. In the aftermath of the storm, the wind was still gusting, and the aeroplane juddered. Graciela had hold of Pablo’s hand, her skin white around the knuckles.

‘Is it always like this?’ she asked him.

‘No,’ Pablo replied, ‘only when it’s windy.’

The aeroplane soon levelled off. The NCO made his way forward to the cockpit. When he came out, he spoke to the officer and the doctor, but his words didn’t carry to Pablo or Graciela. Placing a hand on the shoulder of one of the ratings, he jerked his head to indicate that they should follow him to the rear of the cabin. Working in pairs, the ratings started to remove the prisoners’ clothing.

‘Why are they doing that?’ Graciela asked.

Pablo shook his head. He was mystified. He’d had no luck speaking to the doctor; perhaps the officer might be more responsive. He waved a hand to attract his attention. ‘Why are the prisoners being undressed?’ he shouted. The officer turned his head to look out of the window.

Graciela pulled Pablo’s sleeve and pointed out of the window to the ground below. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘It’s the coast. Why are we flying out to sea when we’re supposed to be headed south?’

‘It’s probably something to do with flight corridors,’ Pablo said. ‘Everyone thinks aeroplanes fly in straight lines. But there are routes in the sky that they have to follow just like roads on the ground.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘I think so.’ He squeezed Graciela’s hand. It was all he could do. Twisting in his seat, Pablo watched as the ratings continued to undress the prisoners. The NCO came up the cabin to speak to the doctor. Pablo heard him say, There’s a couple of them beginning to wake up. The officer said something to the doctor, who nodded. He unfastened his seat belt and went with the NCO. From a locker at the rear of the cabin, he took out a metal box. Pablo could not see what was in it until the doctor gave a second injection to a prisoner who was stirring.

‘Jesus wept,’ Pablo said.

‘What is it?’ Graciela asked.

‘Those injections. They’re not inoculations for yellow fever. They’re sedatives.’

‘They must do it to make prisoners quiet during the journey,’ Graciela said.

‘But why lie about it?’

‘Nobody wants to get yellow fever, do they?’

‘But not us?’

Graciela shook her head. In silence, the two watched while the ratings removed the clothes from the remaining prisoners.

They continued flying out over the sea for about thirty minutes. From another locker, the NCO took out two webbing harnesses, like the sort used for parachutes. He handed them to two ratings, who put them on. The ratings then attached wire cables to fasten the harnesses to the door frame. A green light went on. One of the ratings hit the release mechanism to open the door. A cyclone of noise filled the cabin. The two ratings took hold of one of the unconscious prisoners and bundled him out into the sky.

Graciela’s hand flew to her mouth. She screamed, eyes wide with the horror of what she had witnessed.

The ratings lifted the next prisoner, a woman. They might have been throwing a sack of onions off the back of a lorry for all the concern they showed. For a fraction of a second, she was held in the doorway, framed by its edges, then she too was gone.

One by one, each of the prisoners was disposed of, until none remained. Then the door was closed.

Only now did the officer stir. He spoke to the NCO and the ratings. From the stern, proud looks on their faces, he seemed to be telling them that they had performed a difficult duty in exemplary fashion. The doctor put the metal box back into the locker and returned to his seat.

The officer came up the cabin and squatted in the seat behind Pablo.

Pablo was sickened; this was worse than anything he had ever imagined. Cold-blooded. Calculated. Brutal. It was not possible that he and Graciela would be spared, not after what they had seen. And yet it was not fear he felt. He had never been so sure of being part of God’s plan. ‘Is that what is going to happen to us?’ he asked.

‘Sí, Padre,’ the officer said. His voice had the mournful sincerity of an undertaker. ‘You must have powerful enemies, because I have never had orders like these before. You are to be taken out to two hundred kilometres and put into the sea without the anaesthetic.’ He sighed, heavily. ‘I wanted to tell you I’m sorry. I cannot go against my orders. I should not even have been on duty today, I had to take the place of a colleague who was sent to hospital with appendicitis.’

‘Is this why people disappear, and no bodies are ever found?’ Pablo asked. The officer said nothing. ‘Why are you telling us? What do you want?’

‘To be able to live with myself.’ With that, he went back to his seat.

Graciela had heard every word. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said to Pablo. ‘If I hadn’t come to you, none of this would have happened.’

‘No,’ Pablo said, ‘it’s not your fault. You didn’t come to me, you were sent. And I was sent to you. This is meant to be. There’s no need to be afraid. In a very short time, we will be with God.’

‘I wish…’

‘What?’

‘I was going to say I wished I could believe in God the way you do. But what I really wish is that I could have known you a long time ago. Who knows how different our lives might have been?’

‘I can’t imagine any life other than the one I’ve had. I knew, from a young age, that I wanted to serve God, and I have done the best I could.’

Graciela twisted in her seat to look at him. ‘You must be a good priest, Pablo. But for me it’s more important that you are a good man.’ She leaned against him, holding his hand like a lover. ‘When I was in ESMA, I told myself I wasn’t afraid to die. I steeled myself not to be afraid of Julián, or pain. What is death compared with that? It’s going to sleep, that’s all. But this…’ With a sharp gasp of breath, she shuddered, and Pablo could feel her sobs breaking like waves on his arm.

The NCO returned, accompanied by two ratings. ‘You must come with me,’ he said. He unlocked the handcuff chaining Graciela’s wrist to Pablo. ‘The woman first.’

‘No!’ Pablo pushed himself against Graciela, preventing the NCO from reaching her.

‘You want to go first, Padre?’ The NCO seemed surprised that anyone wouldn’t want to hold on to their life until the last moment. ‘It’s all the same to me.’

Looking over to the ratings at the rear, he gestured for them to open the door.

As the roar of the slipstream filled the cabin, Pablo yelled, ‘No. We go together.’ He locked eyes with the NCO.

‘What is it?’ the officer called.

‘We will go together,’ Pablo shouted.

The officer shrugged. ‘As you wish, Padre.’

Both sets of handcuffs were removed. One of the ratings took a grip on Pablo’s arm and pulled him towards the open door. Pablo stopped dead. He shook the rating off. Turning to Graciela, he offered her a hand and together they shuffled along the cabin.

*

‘Padre…’ The word was spoken so softly Joaquín barely heard it. Then a muted cough. He turned to look down the chapel. It was Laghi’s man, Santiago, loath to disturb someone at prayer.

‘Has there been word?’ Joaquín asked.

‘Sí, Padre,’ Santiago said.

The pounding of Joaquín’s heart seemed so loud he thought Santiago must be able to hear it.

‘And?’ Joaquín said, pushing himself up from where he had been kneeling.

‘His Grace did not say. He just sent me to fetch you.’

Turning back to face the altar, Joaquín quickly genuflected and crossed himself. ‘Come on then,’ he said. ‘What are we waiting for?’

*

‘Wait!’

Sucked into the vortex of the slipstream, the word was almost lost. One of the ratings was facing forward. He saw the navigator leave the cockpit and hurry down the cabin. Putting an arm across the door, the rating blocked it while the navigator pulled on the lieutenant’s sleeve to attract his attention.

‘What is it?’ the lieutenant yelled.

The navigator pointed at Pablo. ‘New orders,’ he shouted. ‘He’s to come back with us.’

‘What about the woman?’

‘Nobody said anything about a woman.’

The lieutenant nodded and jerked his head at the NCO. He took a grip of Graciela to pull her away from Pablo.

‘No,’ Pablo yelled. ‘What is this?’

‘It seems someone has had second thoughts, Padre,’ the lieutenant said. ‘You have been reprieved. But not the woman.’

Pablo looked stricken. He shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I won’t… I won’t be part of this. If Graciela doesn’t go back, neither will I.’

‘I’m sorry, Padre. I have my orders.’

Pablo still had hold of Graciela’s hand. He squeezed it hard. She placed her other hand on his chest and looked into his eyes. It was not resignation he saw, but acceptance. It was simple: if he could live, then he must, even if she could not.

Pablo turned to face the officer. ‘I need a favour,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘She should be allowed to make a last confession, if she wishes.’ He turned to Graciela. ‘Do you?’

She nodded.

‘You will allow us some privacy,’ Pablo said.

The NCO shook his head. ‘What if she tries to escape?’

‘Escape?’ Pablo shouted, incredulous. ‘How would she do that – by jumping out of the door?’

The officer gave a reluctant nod. He jerked his head towards the cockpit to indicate that priest and penitent should be allowed the space they needed.

With his thumb, Pablo traced the sign of the cross on Graciela’s forehead.

When Graciela spoke, Pablo couldn’t hear her over the noise of the maelstrom from the still-open door. He tapped his ear. She pushed her chin up to his shoulder. ‘I want to confess to loving you. It’s probably a sin, you being a priest.’

Pablo shook his head. ‘It’s not a sin, because your love is pure, not carnal. It’s a love that has come from God.’

‘How do you know it’s not carnal?’

Pablo couldn’t prevent a smile. ‘In any case,’ he yelled into the noise, ‘I absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father, and of the Son…’

He saw that she was looking at him strangely, like she had seen something she hadn’t noticed before. ‘What is it?’ he asked.

She shook her head, her eyes still fixed on his face, searching for something. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘But there’s something different. If only I could believe like you, Pablo.’

‘You can,’ Pablo said. ‘Did Christ not say, Ask, and it shall be given to you?’

‘If you say so, Pablo.’

‘I do.’

‘I can’t see Him.’

‘You don’t need to see Him. Close your eyes and feel Him. He’s here.’

Even as he spoke, Pablo’s eyes grew wide with wonder. There was a presence, all around them, holding them. He knew what it was. He took Graciela’s arms, gripping them tightly. ‘He is with us now, Graciela, standing so close you could reach out and take His hand.’

Graciela looked into Pablo’s eyes. A look that spoke of both fear and of love. ‘I believe you, Pablo,’ she said.




De profundis

On the drive from the city, neither Joaquín nor Laghi spoke. Laghi was impassive, and maintained an outward appearance of icy calm, but Joaquín couldn’t hide his agitation, repeatedly moving his rosary beads through his fingers with quiet desperation. By the time they reached the air base it was raining heavily. The Nuncio’s official car was stopped at the gate where a perplexed guard asked what their business was. Despite the lack of any official permit, Laghi’s unruffled persistence persuaded the sergeant to telephone his superior. It was an age before an officer arrived, gesturing impatiently through the downpour for the barrier to be raised. As he approached, Laghi wound down his window. The officer saluted and bent down, raindrops falling from the peak of his cap into the interior.

‘My apologies, your Grace, for keeping you waiting,’ he said, ‘but we have only just received instructions to expect you. Please allow me to accompany you to where you need to go.’

Laghi nodded and the officer took the seat beside the driver, indicating that he should follow the road to the left.

He directed the driver to stop on the tarmac below the control tower. Nearby was a group of brick buildings that had seen better days. In the rain they had a forlorn, almost lonely appearance. The driver was out first and produced an umbrella for the Archbishop. The officer led them to the door.

‘Please take a seat,’ he said, showing them into a windowless room where armchairs were pushed against every wall.

‘Where are we?’ Joaquín asked.

‘This is the waiting room our pilots and navigators use while their aircraft are being prepared,’ the officer answered.

‘Why are there no windows?’

‘It’s a military base, Padre, not a hotel.’ As the explanation seemed to satisfy Joaquín, the officer continued, ‘Can I offer anyone a hot drink?’

‘Thank you, no,’ Laghi said. ‘But I would like to know how long we are going to have to wait.’

The officer gave his best professional smile. Condescending, almost dismissive. ‘I’m not sure. Let me check with the control tower.’

In the control tower, the officer’s query about the aircraft’s estimated arrival time met with raised eyebrows. ‘Who wants to know?’ the duty flight control officer asked.

‘Admiral Chamorro.’

‘But he’s the ESMA commandant, isn’t he?’

‘Yes. But we’re cooperating with him on a special operation.’

The flight control officer frowned. ‘It’s against procedure,’ he said, ‘I’ll have to log it.’

‘Fine. Just please tell me the ETA.’

‘It’s due to land in about forty minutes,’ the officer said on his return to the waiting room.

Laghi, who had settled himself in one of the chairs, acknowledged the officer’s words with an almost imperceptible nod. Joaquín said, ‘I can’t stay in here that long, I’ll suffocate. I’d rather be outside.’

A pained look appeared on the officer’s face. ‘But it’s pouring,’ he objected.

‘It’s only rain,’ Joaquín said.

Laghi didn’t offer his umbrella.

After an hour had passed with no sign of the aircraft, Laghi asked the officer to return to the control tower for an update.

From the control tower, Joaquín could be seen huddled in the lee of a wall, a wretched figure with his collar turned up against the rain peering out across the airfield. ‘Who are these people and why are they here?’ the flight control officer asked.

‘You don’t want to know,’ came the reply.

‘Strong headwinds,’ the officer said, on his return to where Laghi was waiting. ‘But it’s now on the radar. Shouldn’t be more than another ten minutes.’

Laghi said nothing.

For over an hour, Joaquín had kept vigil staring at the eastern horizon. When the aircraft appeared as a dark speck visible against the grey clouds, he couldn’t be sure it was real. He screwed up his eyes, but the heaviness of the rain made everything indistinct. Gradually it grew larger until he could hear the scream of its engines and it touched down in a cloud of spray. The engine noise took on a deeper throbbing note as the plane taxied to the apron. Joaquín emerged from his shelter but was waved back by the ground crew.

Laghi appeared, as unperturbed as ever, his driver holding the umbrella with difficulty as the wind buffeted them. Joaquín glanced at him, but the Archbishop looked straight ahead, motionless, while the aircraft’s engines became ever louder until, with a mechanical cough, the power was cut and they feathered to a stop.

A set of steps was wheeled to the rear door, which opened, and the aircrew exited. Joaquín stood on the tarmac straining to peer into the interior as they descended until there were no more.

‘Where’s Pablo?’ he demanded, grabbing the arm of the last one down. The man shook his head and pulled away. Joaquín ran to the officer who had been with them since their arrival. ‘Where’s Pablo?’ he shouted. ‘He was supposed to be on the flight. Where is he?’

The officer held out his hands to placate Joaquín. ‘I don’t know. Wait here. I will ask.’

Joaquín turned to Laghi. ‘He’s not here. You said he would be here. Where is he?’

Laghi shook his head. ‘You know as much as I do. You were there when I took the call. I don’t know what’s happened, but we will find out.’

The officer asked them to return to the waiting room. For Joaquín, each minute felt like an hour. His rational mind told him that if Pablo was not on the aircraft there could be but one explanation. Yet what if there was another explanation? The flight was an hour late returning, could they have touched down somewhere and left Pablo at another air base? It was a sin to lose hope, but hope was surely deceiving him. He felt like a drowning man raising a hand above the waves only to find nothing within reach. Nothing but a terrible emptiness.

The officer returned, accompanied by another officer in flight overalls. Joaquín noticed a dark patch on the overalls where a name badge had been ripped off. ‘This man can tell you what happened,’ the first officer said.

‘We have never had a priest on a flight before,’ the nameless officer said. ‘We received orders that he was to be brought back. I was very happy for that. I didn’t want to have the death of a priest on my conscience.’

Laghi spoke up. ‘You received orders to bring him back. Why did you not do so?’

The officer moved towards them. Pablo caught his eye and shook his head, stopping him. Taking Graciela’s hand, he led her towards the door. The slipstream pulled at them, stronger and more insistent with every step.

‘Pablo,’ she yelled into his ear, ‘I promised myself I wouldn’t be afraid to die, but I am.’

They were standing at the door, braced against the slipstream. A slip or a stumble and they would be gone.

‘Hold me, Pablo,’ Graciela said. He put an arm around her and pulled her to him. She laid her head on his chest, a last comfort. ‘I don’t want to die, not now that I’ve found you.’

‘This is why God sent me to you,’ Pablo said. ‘I will be with you forever.’

There was no need for him to do anything but stop bracing himself against the insistent pull of the vortex whirling around them.

‘I was maybe three metres away from them,’ the officer continued. ‘I don’t know exactly what I saw. They were there, then they were gone. Disappeared.’

Ite, missa est




Historical note: The Dirty War

This novel is a work of fiction. Although many of the key characters were living people, their activities and the conversations portrayed in this story are all fictional. However, the narrative is closely based on real events that occurred during the time of one of the most vicious and brutal military regimes in the history of Latin America. The disappearances; the clandestine detention centres; rape, torture and murder; death flights; the complicity of the Church hierarchy; the merciless calculation of the senior figures involved, have all been documented. This brief historical note offers some insight into these appalling happenings.

Background

Following the death of Juan Perón, President of Argentina, in 1974, the country seemed to be set on a slow descent into anarchy. Terrorist atrocities by opposing political groups were common, inflation was at 30 per cent per month, and export earnings fell by a quarter.

In March 1976, the chaos was brought to an end by a military coup led by General Jorge Rafael Videla, head of the army, ostensibly to save the country from communism. Power was held by a military junta of three men: Videla, Admiral Emilio Massera, head of the navy, and Brigadier General Orlando Ramón Agosti, commander of the air force. The media were broadly supportive and expressed optimism that order and prosperity would be restored, and that Argentina would be ‘civilized’ again.

The junta had a plan: the Process for National Reorganization. It would be a fight, not solely for Argentina: western Christian civilization itself was at stake. The nation had a sacred duty to eradicate subversion. The regime presented itself as a noble, principled victim. Groups that the regime called terrorists were portrayed as traitors to their country who did not follow normal rules of conflict and were determined to destroy the country’s social and economic fabric.

Freed from any democratic oversight, the authorities – the police and all branches of the military – conducted a campaign of vicious brutality against the people of Argentina that lasted from 1976 to 1983. It is known as the Dirty War. The junta and the forces they commanded were obsessed with finding concealed enemies that, supposedly, were hidden in their midst. Categories of suspicion included intellectuals, writers, journalists, trades unionists, psychologists, social workers, and those of any background engaged in helping the poor. Targets included unions, professional associations, even student councils. Strikes were prohibited. The bank accounts of the General Confederation of Labour were seized.

Kidnap, disappearance, torture and murder

The events described in the book – the kidnappings, torture, rape and executions – are based on the testimony of witnesses and survivors. Over the nearly eight years that the military held power, an estimated 30,000 citizens were kidnapped and murdered: they became known as los desaparecidos – the disappeared. About five hundred women gave birth in the clandestine detention centres before being murdered and their babies given to supporters of the regime.

The disappearances were a central element of the junta’s strategy, with the deliberate intention of creating terror. The seeming randomness of the abductions and the uncertainty about their fates added to the feeling of dread that pervaded every level of society. Nobody was safe. Families feared making a fuss in case it made things worse for their loved ones. Even when, as Videla pointed out in his meeting with the Church leaders (see below), it was obvious that a person must be dead, the lack of a body, a grave, or any information about the circumstances of the death meant that families could not mourn their loved ones. The pain of their loss was never-ending.

Euphemisms were often used in the depersonalization and dehumanization of prisoners. Kidnap victims were known as merchandise or packages, or chupados – from the word chupar, meaning to swallow. A torture chamber was called an operating theatre, a torture table referred to as a parrilla (grill), and torture itself was called persuasion. Dead bodies were called enfriados – literally cold stiffs.

Torture was routine. The vast majority of kidnap victims were tortured. Men would be beaten, women were raped, often repeatedly, during their detention.

The principal instrument of torture was the picana, also called the machine – an implement not unlike a cattle-prod. The victim would be stripped and tied to a chair or table. Water would usually be thrown over them to increase the effect of the shocks, which would be inflicted on sensitive places on the victim’s naked body, such as the head, mouth, genitals, breasts and nipples.

Shocks from the picana are high voltage but low current. This means the shocks are excruciatingly painful, but unlikely to be fatal, enabling longer torture sessions and many shocks to be given.

Interrogations were often meaningless. Questions were impossible to answer or absurd and were based on the interrogator’s mood or their predetermined beliefs about the prisoner. ‘Where were you trained in the art of making bombs?’ ‘Who is your contact in the Russian Embassy?’ ‘Have you ever been to Russia?’ ‘Do you drink vodka?’

In her book A Lexicon of Terror: Argentina and the Legacies of Torture, Marguerite Feitlowitz cites the testimony of a survivor of torture, Martín Gras, a lawyer: ‘“The only way to identify this hidden enemy is through information obtained through torture. And for torture to be effective,” they’d tell us, “it has to be limitless…”’

After they had been tortured, most victims were murdered. Some would be released after being intimidated into keeping silent about their experiences.

Death flights

The death flights remained a secret until the mid-1990s when a former navy pilot, Adolfo Scilingo, revealed their existence to investigative journalist Horacio Verbitsky, who recorded his ‘confession’ in his book The Flight: Confessions of an Argentine Dirty Warrior.

Scilingo was evasive about his motivation for revealing the existence of these crimes, but he told Verbitsky that every week prisoners would be taken to a military air base where they would be sedated before being put on board a navy transport aircraft. This would then fly out over the Atlantic Ocean where the prisoners would be thrown out, alive. The sedative was given by injection administered by a navy doctor who would accompany the prisoners on the plane in case a second injection was needed. Prisoners were told they were being transferred to a work camp in the south and must receive a vaccination. The total number of people who were murdered in this callous, premeditated way is unknown but is suspected to run into the thousands. Scilingo was the pilot on numerous flights, though he insisted that he was not the only one – according to his account, most navy pilots who were qualified to fly transport aircraft were involved at some point.

Sometime after his revelations to Verbitsky regarding the death flights and the part he had played in them, Scilingo moved to Spain. In 2005 he was indicted in the Audiencia Nacional (Spain’s special court for international crimes) and was convicted of crimes against humanity as well as genocide, terrorism and torture. The conviction for crimes against humanity was unexpected because this offence had not been part of the Spanish legal code until 2004, and Scilingo’s lawyers argued that the law could not be applied retroactively. The judgement was referred to the Supreme Court, which upheld the conviction on the grounds that international law could be applied. Scilingo was sentenced to a prison term of twenty-five years.

ESMA

ESMA – Escuela Superior de Mecánica de la Armada, the navy’s advanced engineering college – was an elite training institution and is now a museum. During the Dirty War it became the navy unit ostensibly dedicated to combating the Montoneros, even though they were by then a spent force. It was the main detention centre for Buenos Aires and the largest and, by reputation, the most brutal of the many that existed across Argentina. An estimated 5,000 people were murdered there.

ESMA was staffed by navy officers but those involved in kidnappings, illegal imprisonment, torture and murder did not wear badges of rank, and, in front of prisoners, were addressed only by aliases. Corruption was rife. One officer was said to run a thriving business in the Mercado Abasto selling items that were stolen when houses were raided by kidnap squads.

The Roman Catholic Church in Argentina during the Dirty War

The military dictatorship loudly proclaimed its ultraconservative Catholicism and its desire to build a Catholic redoubt to defend the country from leftist atheism. The Process for National Reorganization would purge the country of secularism by disappearing those who were judged to be subversives. The Catholic hierarchy sought to preserve the Church’s privileges but without being directly implicated in the abuses, which senior churchmen knew were happening but failed to condemn. Many priests and religious worked behind the scenes to bring aid to oppressed citizens but feared to do so openly for fear that they themselves would become targets for the murder squads, as indeed happened in the cases of the San Patricio killings and the abduction of the French nuns described in this story – both were real events.

Archbishop Pio Laghi

Suave, urbane and dignified, Pio Laghi was appointed Papal Nuncio (Vatican Ambassador) to Argentina in April 1974. His six years in post coincided with the worst excesses of the junta. It has been asserted that Laghi, who often played tennis with one of the leaders of the junta, Admiral Massera, turned a blind eye to the disappearances and murders.

Laghi is an enigmatic character. He gave aid to some, but others have testified that he was dishonest and pitiless towards those who sought his help. In a 1995 radio interview, two bishops praised him for having saved people, but on another programme, Laghi insisted he knew nothing about the inner workings of the junta’s crimes. This was untrue. Survivor testimony showed that Laghi was selective about those he was prepared to help. He intervened in the case of Jacobo Timerman, the editor of the progressive newspaper La Opinión, who was arrested in April 1977, but he would not help those suspected of leftist activities and never once spoke out to condemn the junta.

From 1980 to 1990, Laghi was the representative of the Holy See in the United States where he successfully lobbied the Reagan government to cut US funding for development programmes that included the provision of abortion. In 1991, following his return to the Vatican, he was made a cardinal. In the 1990s, the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo petitioned the Italian government to bring charges against Laghi for his complicity in the crimes of the military dictatorship. They claimed to be able to produce twenty witnesses, including two bishops, two priests and a mother superior who were prepared to testify against him. However, a prosecution could not take place unless the Vatican waived his diplomatic immunity. As Pope John Paul II’s health declined, Laghi’s name was touted as a successor, but the rumours relating to his conduct in Argentina were enough to dash any hopes he may have had for this. He died in 2009, aged eighty-six.

Cardinal Juan Carlos Aramburu

Cardinal Aramburu, the Cardinal of our story, was Archbishop of Buenos Aires from April 1975 to July 1990, when he retired. He was elevated to cardinal in May 1976. He died in November 2004, aged ninety-two, by date of consecration the most senior bishop in the entire Catholic Church.

The meeting between the Church leaders and President Videla that is described in the novel took place on 10 April 1978. In the novel, to accommodate the story’s narrative arc and maintain the pace of events, I brought this meeting forward by a year to 1977. A copy of the minutes was obtained by the investigative journalist Horacio Verbitsky and, in May 2012, published in the Argentinian newspaper Página/12.

Three senior churchmen attended: Cardinal Aramburu, Cardinal Raúl Primatesta of Córdoba and Vincente Zazpe, Archbishop of Sante Fe. According to the minutes, Aramburu described the meeting as taking place ‘in an atmosphere of warmth and sincerity’.

The meeting had been called to address a concern that had been raised by Videla: how should the authorities respond to the demands for information coming from the families of the disappeared? It was obvious that these people were dead, but this could not be admitted because that would lead to further questions regarding where the bodies were buried: Are they in mass graves? If that is the case, who put them there? According to Videla, these were questions the government could not answer truthfully because of the consequences it would have for people. Verbitsky pointed out that the people he was referring to were those in the security forces who, on the orders of their superiors, were engaged in kidnapping and murder. Primatesta agreed that they should be protected.

Aramburu’s contribution was the observation that the problem was ‘how to answer people so they don’t keep arguing about it’. His recommendation to Videla was that the authorities should ‘at least tell the [families that the authorities] aren’t in a position to give any information – simply say that they are missing’. In a subsequent press conference, Videla used precisely this formula when he announced, ‘Es un desaparecido. No tiene identidad. No está. Ni muerto, ni vivo. Está desaparecido.’ (‘It is a missing person. It has no identity. It does not exist. Not dead, not alive. Disappeared.’)

This document reveals the complicity of the Church hierarchy in aiding the junta in the concealment of its crimes. Its authenticity was confirmed when, in the light of its exposure by Verbitsky, Judge Mariana Forns, presiding over a court hearing concerning the fate of one of the disappeared, Roberto Santucho, demanded that the Church authorities provide a copy from their archive.

Justice

In 1983, civilian rule was re-established. Shortly after the inauguration of Raúl Alfonsín as president, the National Commission on the Disappearance of Persons (Comisión Nacional sobre la Desaparición de Personas, CONADEP) was established. Its report – Nunca Más (Never Again) – ran to 50,000 pages and contained testimony of survivors relating to disappearance, torture and executions during the Dirty War. The report documented nearly 9,000 disappearances and deaths in the first year of the military dictatorship alone, identified 300 clandestine detention centres, and established the locations of mass graves throughout the country. In addition, it recorded how torture was routinely used and that women prisoners who were pregnant would be murdered only after they had given birth so that their babies could be taken for illegal adoption. Nunca Más provided the basis for the prosecution of those responsible for the many crimes perpetrated during the military dictatorship.

In 1985, Jorge Videla, who led the junta from 1976 to 1981, was sentenced to life imprisonment, as was Emilio Massera; other leading figures received long prison sentences. In 1986–7, at the urging of President Alfonsín, two laws relating to crimes committed during the Dirty War were passed. These were the Punto Final (Full Stop) law, which set a cut-off date for any trials for crimes committed by or on the orders of the junta, and Obediencia Debida (Due Obedience) whereby officers below a certain rank were presumed to have been ignorant of the illegality of their orders. The result was an almost complete amnesty for even the most appalling of crimes.

In 1989, Carlos Menem was elected president. Citing the need for national reconciliation, he took the unpopular step of issuing presidential pardons to the convicted military leaders. When Néstor Kirchner became president in 2003, he asked the Congress to repeal the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws. In 2006, the pardons granted by President Menem were ruled unconstitutional and Videla and others were returned to prison, where Videla died in 2012.

Two of the characters from this story also received belated justice from the Argentinian courts.

Sergeant Julio Simón, AKA ‘Julián the Turk’

Simón was a sadist who took pleasure in torture. Survivor accounts described him as an animal.

In her forensic account of the atrocities that occurred during the Dirty War – A Lexicon of Terror – Marguerite Feitlowitz describes how, in 1995, Simón took part in a television interview. Looking straight at the camera, he said, ‘The norm was to kill everyone, and anyone kidnapped was tortured.’ However, he insisted that he himself was rarely involved in torture, contrary to the testimony of survivors.

In 2003, Simón was indicted for crimes against humanity (illegal detention, torture and forced disappearance). He argued that the 1986–7 amnesty laws gave him immunity from prosecution. In 2005, the Supreme Court ruled that the amnesty laws were unconstitutional and the following year Simón was convicted for illegal detention and torture and sentenced to twenty-five years in prison. A year later, he was sentenced to a further twenty-three years’ imprisonment for the kidnapping, torture and disappearance of six people.

Lieutenant Alfredo Astiz, AKA ‘the Raven’

Astiz often acted as an agent provocateur. He would infiltrate suspect gatherings and identify them to the kidnap squads. He infiltrated the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo using the name Gustavo Niño, posing as the brother of a disappeared man. The Madres called him El Angel Rubio – the Blond Angel. It was he who called in the kidnap squads to the church of Santa Cruz on Christmas Eve 1979, which led to the kidnapping of the Madres and the French nuns Alice Domon and Léonie Duquet, all of whom were subsequently tortured and murdered. Léonie’s body was discovered in 2005 in a shallow grave near the banks of the River Plate.

The successful prosecution of Julio Simón opened the door for proceedings against Astiz.

In 1985, authorities in France had requested the extradition of Astiz for his role in the murders of Alice Domon and Léonie Duquet, but there was no extradition treaty in place. In 1989, he was tried in absentia in Paris and sentenced to life imprisonment.

In May 2006, Astiz was taken into custody and indicted in relation to the Santa Cruz church abductions. Later that year, the case of the January 1977 killing of the seventeen-year-old girl Dagmar Hagelin was reopened. In a bungled kidnapping attempt, Hagelin was mistaken for the intended victim and shot by Astiz. She was never seen again. Hagelin had Swedish nationality but, despite enormous diplomatic pressure, the Argentinian authorities denied any knowledge of her.

After two and a half years in custody, proceedings against Astiz had still not started and he was released.

During this time, proceedings against Astiz and three others were held in absentia in Italy. He was convicted of forced disappearance, illegal detention and torture, and sentenced to life imprisonment. In October 2011, Astiz was finally put on trial in Buenos Aires and found guilty of thirteen counts of murder aggravated by premeditation, eighteen counts of torture aggravated by the condition of political persecution of the victim, eighteen counts of aggravated unlawful deprivation of liberty, and aggravated robbery. He was sentenced to life imprisonment.
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