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“This novel is a study of the encroachments of horror upon dignity and the psychology of the tortured. A remarkable piece of literature.”

—Norman Mailer

“The terrifying intensity of this work makes me suspect that it is far more than a novel. When you read it, you will never forget it.”

—Peter Maas

“A devastating case against torture, this book is a major contribution to the struggle for justice. It demands to be read.”

—Adolfo Pérez Esquivel, winner of the 1980 Nobel Peace Prize

“A powerful brief against political torture.”

—Madres de Plaza de Mayo

“This is not a novel about the past horrors of Argentina. It’s an urgent and unforgettable reminder that brutish assaults on the human body and spirit are going on even as we turn these pages. And to compound the horror, too often we seem unable to distinguish between allies and sadists. It is a ‘shocker’ in the truest sense. Read it and weep.”

—Budd Schulberg

“Shocking and compelling … This book is a major contribution to furthering the cause of women’s rights …”

—Ann Ruth Turkel, M.D., Committee on Women of the New York County District Branch of the American Psychiatric Association
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I

It was at the 7:00 A.M. mass that I saw her. She sat alone in the last row of pews, hugging a large cardboard box, that partially hid her face, on her lap.

It was the box that first caught my attention as I mounted the pulpit and briefly scanned the small nave, more out of habit than to find out which parishioners were present.

The eyes of the woman never left me as she fiercely held onto the box. I wondered if in her possession was a newborn infant.

During the mass I was obsessed with the woman and her cardboard box. Several times while praying I gazed furtively at her, searching for some clue to her identity. It had been six months since I had taken charge of this parish in this small town of less than one thousand inhabitants, and by now I had gotten to know almost everyone in town. But I had never seen this woman before—in church or on the street. I now had a sudden premonition that something secret and strange could erupt that morning.

At the end of the mass, as the congregation began to file out slowly, some waited at the foot of the pulpit to talk to me about private matters and were surprised when I did not descend the two steps to the floor. But all my attention was on that woman with the box, who stared straight ahead impassively despite the murmuring and the stares of the parishioners who passed her on the way out.

Her solitude amidst the empty pews, heightened by her extremely pale face, gave her an aura of sanctity.

The church was now empty.

The woman remained seated for another few minutes, as if she were making sure that no one would return. Then she placed her box on the bench next to her and emerged from behind the pew. As she took her first steps toward me, I noticed that she limped badly.

“Who are you?” I asked.

She didn’t answer.

“How can I help you?”

She kept coming slowly toward me, her eyes focusing only on my lips.

“Are you all right? Who are you?” I stammered. As she came closer to me I realized that she was struggling to hear me.

“My name is Luisa. I became deaf over six months ago, Father,” she said in a tone of despair that moved me to compassion.

“How can I help you?” I repeated slowly, exaggerating the movement of my lips. She read my lips carefully and paused.

“Susana sends you that,” she said, pointing to the box in the pew.

Then she turned around and headed for the door.

“Who is Susana?” I shouted as she limped out of the church. She didn’t look back.

“Who is Susana?” I shouted again, forgetting that she couldn’t hear me.

I heard the sound of an engine outside the church and as I ran into the street I found myself enveloped by a cloud of dust raised by a compact car leaving the scene in a hurry.

Back inside the chapel, I went to the pew where the box lay. I stood there staring at it, uncertain about what to do next.

I approached the cardboard box cautiously. Slowly I slid my fingers under it and strained to lift it. But I overestimated its weight and fell backwards, laughing nervously at my clumsiness.

I carried the box to my room in the parish house. The top was tightly secured by broad strips of adhesive tape. As I succeeded in opening the box, I was assaulted by an intense odor as of a mixture of urine and human excrement. Whatever lay at the bottom of the carton was covered by abundant wads of paper.

I recoiled, convinced that someone had played a bad practical joke on me. I grew afraid; I felt in danger. Before my transfer to this chapel a few months before to this desolate country village, Bishop Antonelli had warned me that my life might be threatened despite all our precautions. During the ten years I had been assigned to the Inmaculada Concepción in the capital city, under Bishop Antonelli’s jurisdiction, I had voiced strong criticism against the government’s unjust treatment of the poor. I was a social worker. I had always thought, like a few other priests, that the church should be militant. Part of my admiration for Bishop Antonelli lay in the fact that he was one of the few in the high hierarchy who thought that our being politically submissive was a contradiction of our faith. He always encouraged us with his own involvements, and he often reassigned “outspoken” priests to protect them.

In the small makeshift kitchen that Juanita, my housekeeper, had created for the few occasions on which I had dinner at the parish, I went through every drawer until I came across the rubber gloves Juanita wore to scrub the floors.

Back in my room, I opened the window to let the cool air of the morning flush out the lingering odor of the contents of the box.

Annoyed, I closed it, and kicked it into a corner, resolving to get rid of it the next day.

When I returned from mass the following morning, Juanita had cleaned my room, but the box was still in the corner.

“Why did you leave this trash here?” I called to her.

“It didn’t look like trash to me, Father,” she replied with an innocence that has always made me suspect her of being a rascal, a combination of candor and mischief I found disarming.

“There’s writing on the pieces of paper, Father,” she continued.

“Writing?”

“Yes, Father.”

I unfolded one of the wads. “Go back to the kitchen,” I said.

As soon as Juanita disappeared, I unfolded a second piece of the paper. Scribbled in such minute handwriting that I had to strain to read them, were three paragraphs of what seemed to be a diary. The entry was dated “January 18.”

Today they led me hooded back to the same place. The muffled noises I heard as I walked up the metal stairs poured out like a flood when they opened the door. They ceased abruptly as soon as we entered.

“This nut here again?” asked the same voice that had yelled at me the time before. “You filthy seditious whore,” he said, as he shoved a hard pointed object up my anus.

I struggled to control my impatience. Clumsily, I unfolded a few more pieces of paper. As I read them, I was overcome by nausea; my hands started to shake. An uncontrollable anguish swept over me, as when ten years before, I had read the first paragraphs of a letter from my sister telling me of the death of our mother.

I paced the room for a while trying to regain some calm. I then joined Juanita in the kitchen. I asked her to brew some coffee, and deliberately engaged her in small talk as a distraction.

Back in my room I grabbed a handful of the strips of paper and read. One hour later, I gave up reading and spent the rest of the day wandering along the muddy streets of the shanty town in the outskirts of the village, unable to chase away the ghost now haunting my life.

Then, one night, I picked up a few more of the little rolls with the absurd conviction that I was ready to make the self-sacrifice to face the challenge of exposing myself to whatever the notes would lead to. From that moment on, I set aside all my activities to decipher and organize the diary of an unknown woman.


II

For the next week I left my room only to say mass. My sermons were weak and my preaching unconvincing. I would head back to my room feeling ashamed at my inability to inspire. I would not even permit Juanita to enter.

She must have thought I was mad. The room looked like a dump. Scraps of paper were scattered all over the floor and on top of the night table. Some were pinned to the closet doors and on two wooden panels. Others which I was working on at the moment hung by clothespins from a wire I’d strung across the room, trying to decipher. Soon I realized that the length of the wire allowed me to lay out diary entries covering five days at a time. The work was not as disorganized as might appear at first glance, but it was complicated by the fact that after transcribing what I believed to be a complete entry, the resulting text would be incomprehensible. I would have to go through the shreds of paper scattered on the floor until I found another one pertaining to the day in question. In other circumstances, perhaps I would have designed a more coherent plan, but I was consumed by anxiety. The complexity of the puzzle was irresistibly seductive.


III

January 6

There was banging at the door around 4:00 A.M., and when my father asked who it was, he heard a voice with authority identify itself as the police. Because my father is a doctor, and on previous occasions the police had asked him to treat seriously wounded “cases,” he opened the door without hesitation. Six men dressed in army fatigues burst into the living room, knocking over everything in their way. Mama and I got to the living room in time to see one of the soldiers strike my father on the head with the butt of a gun, knocking him out. Two of the men pushed mama into the bedroom, and the others jumped on me. One of them covered my head with a thick hood while the other two held me as I tried to break free. It seems incredible that today, after so much has happened, I still vividly remember the sound of my fine linen nightgown being torn and the panic that came over me when, in that desperate fight, I swung my fist into the groin of the soldier who was trying to handcuff me.

They wrestled me to my feet and pushed me out of the house. I stumbled over the unconscious body of my father. I heard one of them ask:

“What shall we do with the old folks?”

“The old man is going to sleep for a while,” someone answered.

“And the old woman?”

There was some laughter. I fainted.

When I regained consciousness I found myself sprawled on the floor of a vehicle, a pair of boots pinning my body down. Someone asked:

“Shall we do it?” His partner answered no and from there on nobody spoke another word.

I could hear only the sound of the engine, and I thought that we must be moving along a road. Soon I realized, from the number of turns we made, that we were still in the city and that the surrounding silence was typical of early morning.

I have no idea how long we traveled, but when I was finally dragged out of the car, it was dark; no light penetrated the hood I was wearing. My captors’ boots echoed as we walked down a corridor that led to a space where I could sense that I was in the company of other people. I don’t know how long we were kept out in the open but I seem to remember periods of light and darkness, night turning to day. I was kept there for three or four days.

January 9?

During those days in the open I was blindfolded and fed only twice. Despite my pleas, I was not allowed to go to the bathroom. Neither were the others. By the second day the smell of urine and feces was unbearable.

January 10?

I sensed the special silence of dawn. I felt a blow to my left breast from the open hand of someone who had steathily approached me. Suddenly, I was suspended in midair as two men picked me up while laughing softly. One of them grabbed my feet while the other held me under my arms. I was carried back down the same corridor of days before and was dumped into a vehicle that seemed to be a jeep. They set off on another journey.

The three men riding with me in the back were disgusted by the stench of my body and viciously dug their boots into me all over (as revenge against whomever had given them this unpleasant assignment).

After almost an hour of traveling on bumpy dirt roads, a voice at some distance shouted, “Halt!” and the jeep came to a stop. I heard the sound of a barrier rising; we proceeded. Minutes later we stopped again. My three guards dismounted and two of them shoved me out and dragged me across a path of fine sharp gravel.

“Here’s another seditious pig,” said one of my custodians, as he kicked me in the pelvis.

“She looks like a good fuck,” someone said.

“She stinks like hell.”

“The boys will give her a bath.” All of them exploded into laughter.

Two soldiers pulled me to my feet, fondling my breasts as they joked about the way I smelled. They pushed me through one door, then a second, which seemed to have glass panels. Another fifty paces and we stopped. I heard metallic noises and they shoved me onto a cot.

My left hand was shackled to the head of



January 12?



January 13?
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