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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.’
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