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 This book is for Angélica.



I know how men in exile feed on dreams.

—Aeschylus



 A Note about Time and Exile

PERHAPS IT was inevitable. Because I have lost my country three times in the course of one lifetime, the attempts at self-scrutiny that habitually accompany human existence have, in my case, been forced to grow and ripen through the fragmentation of many arrivals, returns, and departures, complicating the natural intricacies that every exercise in remembering, every memoir, already faces. Life may unfold chronologically for the body and for bureaucracies that keep track of such things as births, marriages, deaths, visas, tax returns, expulsions, and identity cards, but memory does not play this game in quite the same way, always manages to confound the desire for tidiness. And so, for readers who might feel perplexed as they accompany the protagonist in his struggle to find a way in and out of a labyrinth of recollections, a timeline, fixing the major events into a semblance of order, has been added at the end of this book. I don't necessarily recommend that readers consult that chronology. But how could I, of all people, deny to those who wander in the desert a stable glimpse of stars that can perhaps guide them to a safe haven?


 Introduction

AS A CHILD, I would often dream of surviving my own death.

Lying there alone in the dark, I'd imagine what it would be like to watch my body stretched out on a bed, and everyone so sad, and all the while I'd be invisibly nearby, eager to jump out from the other side of immortality. Gone from this world for just a few hours and then mischievously alive again, ready to witness the bewilderment of the living when I'd resurrect, Hey, look at me.

Of course, when the opportunity finally did arise, when the day came many decades later and I heard a voice tell me that I was dead, that according to a newswire my body had been discovered that day, September 12, 1986, in a ditch on the outskirts of Santiago, hands tied behind my back and throat slit, it turned out that to witness my own death was less amusing than my childhood fantasies had anticipated.

Not that the news itself was that surprising. After all, I had been returning on and off to hazardous, dictatorial Chile for three years, ever since the military had allowed me back in 1983 after a decade in exile; so anything and everything could have happened to me there, but not now, not now that I was teaching a semester at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina, safely ensconced in the office where the reporter from United Press International had tracked me down—could I comment, please, on the fact that I had died?

"The reports of my death," I said to him, "have been greatly exaggerated."

A moment after I'd delivered that deliciously absurd sentence of Mark Twain's, I began to feel sick. The humor had put a cautious, witty distance between myself and somebody else's death, and postponed the need to ask the question: If I hadn't been murdered—at least not yet—then whose throat had been slit in that ditch in Santiago?

I learned the answer soon enough, but first had to respond to another telephone call—from my mother in Buenos Aires, desperate because she'd been contacted by some callous journalist seeking a statement on her son's assassination. Having reassured her that I was very much alive, my thoughts went out to another mother; there had to be a woman in Chile who could not explain away that killing, a woman who was at that very moment overwhelmed with grief, a woman, a wife, a sister. I had been infected enough by recent history to know that in times of tyranny it is mostly the men who do the dying and the women who do the mourning.

Somebody real had died in Santiago.

His name was Abraham Muskatblit.

On September 7, 1986, just five days before that macabre telephone call, a small ultra-left guerrilla commando had come within inches of slaying Chile's dictator, General Augusto Pinochet. A massive and peaceful movement in opposition to Pinochet had been growing in strength, and the military took advantage of that attack to clamp down on dissidents of all stripes.

As I watched the repression unfold from afar, my weird hope was that my friends in Chile would be taken to prison, the only safe place in a country where men in ski masks, bent on revenge, were breaking down doors and kidnapping citizens. By the afternoon of September 8, bodies began to turn up all over Santiago.

Among the dead was Pepe Carrasco. I had taught him the delights of Don Quixote at the University of Chile when he had been one of my students in the early sixties. Though he had afterwards abandoned literature for the more urgent career of journalism, we had not lost contact, nor our shared love for Cervantes. In fact, when we'd managed to meet the few times I'd been able to visit Chile since 1983, I would jokingly call him Sansón, an allusion to another Carrasco, the barber in the Quixote.

"Sansón, Sansón," I had called out one afternoon in Santiago a few months before he was executed, when I'd noticed him at the edge of a crowd that had gathered for the funeral of a student killed by the police. Pepe was accompanied by two sons just arrived from Mexico, where the family had been exiled. "This is the man," he said to them, pointing at me, "who taught me to tilt at windmills." The extent of our last conversation. Tear gas and batons broke up the throng of mourners, but I'd managed to send a farewell gift to Pepe Carrasco, the same words for everybody in Chile those days: Cuídate, Sansón. I asked my friend to take care of himself.

As if by pronouncing those syllables, naming the danger, we could conjure it away.

Now it was his funeral being carried out in Santiago and I wasn't there to attend it. That the circumstances were so familiar only made them more painful. We seemed to be trapped in an incessant repetition of the 1973 coup, when the democratically elected government of Salvador Allende had been brought down. Now, again, thousands were being hunted down, and again it was impossible to ferret out their fate, even to speak openly on the telephone. The wife of one of my friends was enigmatic when I called from abroad. "Jaime let me know that he's sleeping with his clothes on," she said. I completed her words with my own thought, just in case...

Because I'd already been told that Pepe Carrasco's captors hadn't let him dress before they hauled him away. No te pongas los zapatos, they said to him. No te van a hacer falta. Don't bother to put on your shoes. You won't be needing them.

And two days later, the news of my fraudulent demise had arrived, flowing and bleeding into the slow and endless death of Chile itself.

I felt like a ghost, and not only because I could not intervene in what was happening in that country of mine to the south of nowhere, change any of it. A ghost because I couldn't remember a time when there were other forms of passing away, when people died of old age or of sickness or in car accidents. Because everyone who had received the announcement of my execution hadn't for a moment doubted its veracity; every last person had considered a murder of this kind to be a most natural, indeed almost normal, occurrence.

Death had violently entered my life forever on September 11, 1973, the day of the military takeover. I had been able to escape the carnage due to a chain of miraculous coincidences that had kept me away from La Moneda, the presidential palace, where I'd been working as the cultural and press adviser to Allende's chief of staff. But luck would take me only so far. The Chilean Resistance—hammered out of the remnants of the Unidad Popular parties that had accompanied Allende's presidency and were fighting to continue to struggle under extreme duress—had ordered me to leave the country, and I had eventually, and reluctantly, made my way into exile. Nevertheless, I could never shake the sense that I was living on borrowed time, that a death was awaiting me in Santiago. Barely a few months before I was informed of my execution in Santiago, Jesse Helms, an ultra-right-wing Republican senator from North Carolina, had denounced me on the Senate floor and offered a dossier on my travels that could only have been culled by Pinochet's secret police, could only have existed if those men were spying on me. Maybe I was in danger. Hadn't Pinochet targeted opponents in Mexico, blown up Orlando Letelier, Allende's minister of defense, in Washington? Hadn't his neofascist allies stabbed a prominent Chilean in the streets of Rome? Was this a premonition of things to come, a night in my future when I would be transformed into a real ghost?

I fought back against my phantom circumstance with the weapon I had been brandishing since childhood to defeat the threat of my own extinction: I began to tell the story, transmit the lives of those who could not speak, either because they were dead like Pepe or because they were silenced like my imprisoned compañeros.

And I did so in English, the lingua franca of our era, which might give me access to the decision-making elite of the United States. And what of Spanish? The Spanish in which Pepe had died, the Spanish of his tormentors as they approached him, the Spanish that awaited me, along with my possible death, as soon as I returned to the Santiago of death squads, what of the Spanish spilling out of me and inside me? The Spanish that needed to tell the story as well, in the language of the victims, in the language of the perpetrators, so the community and the country would not forget, so the terror could be tamed with words? The Spanish of Borges suggesting that the future was an indecipherable book that we are unable to read until fate has brought us face to face with the man who will murder us? The Spanish of García Márquez and his hope that death might someday not be foretold, una muerte anunciada? The Spanish of García Lorca as he looked straight at the firing squad, the Spanish he whispered to name the ditch, la zanja, into which his body would be cast?

Spanish would get its turn. I promised my Spanish that I would get to its ambivalent sweet syllables as soon as I dispatched the article on my false death in English. The Spanish I had been born into had, by then, learned patience and tolerance, the advantages of sharing its breath with a rival tongue, had learned to cohabit in a civil way with the English zone of myself.

It had not always been like this.

It was in a New York hospital in the winter of 1945 and on a day I do not remember that I had renounced the language of my parents. An Argentine child of two and a half only recently arrived at the cold desolation of wartime Manhattan, I had caught pneumonia and, after three weeks of confinement in a hospital ward, had toddled out sane in body and probably insane in mind, unwilling to speak a word of my mother tongue, unable even to this day to recall the loneliness I must have endured under those white monolingual walls where I embraced English forever. Though forever is a dangerous word for anyone belonging to a family of perpetual wanderers. In 1954, McCarthyism forced my father to flee the United States (just as fascism had previously forced him to leave Argentina), and the family trailed him to a Chile where everyone spoke Spanish, that dreaded, despicable, alien tongue. It took me a while, but ever so slowly I fell in love with the land and the language and, ultimately, with one woman, Angélica. I also fell in love with the peaceful revolution led by Salvador Allende, so by the time he had won the elections in 1970, I had reappropriated the word forever: I would live and die forever, para siempre, in that one country of my dreams, I would see social justice in all of Latin America, I would not need to speak or write in English, not ever again, a language that my febrile radical brain identified with imperialism and U.S. domination. Nor did my attitude change when the 1973 coup ferociously descended upon me and my people, and I was flung into an exile I did not desire. I would stay faithful to my Spanish, I told myself. I would return in glory, en gloria y majestad, to Chile. Along with my people, mi pueblo, I would emerge, we would emerge, from the shadows. Saldremos de las sombras.

In July of 1990, when the dictatorship ended and I returned to Chile in what I thought was a final homecoming, it seemed that my prophecies had come true, it seemed that my exile was over.

History had other plans. Six months after our arrival in Santiago, Angélica and I packed our bags one more time and headed north—and here I am, twenty years later, sitting in my study in North Carolina, writing this introduction in English, far from Chile and far from the young exile who swore that some things are forever, here I am, living in a land defined by a second September 11 and yet another act of terror. It is true that when I finish this text I will immediately turn to my Spanish, as I did that day when I was informed that I had been murdered in Chile. And it is true that I still predict that we shall, our species shall, someday emerge from the shadows.

And yet this is not the future I had imagined, this separation from my community, this mongrel heretic of language that I have become, this insurgent nomad of the earth who writes these words.

How did it come to pass? How did the exile I had been so intent on renouncing forge me into someone who could not find a way home? Why did my country not respond as I expected to my love affair with it? Who was to blame? Was it that land, the world, me? And how is it that I became a bridge for the multiple Americas so often at war in the outside world of murderous nations and forbidden borders? Was it necessary and even inevitable that I should end up thus, my Spanish and my English making love to each other inside me after so many years of fighting for my throat? Was there a deeper meaning or message in the maelstrom of my dislocations, had I learned a lesson worth sharing with others during these intense journeys to the South and then to the North, this back-and-forth of body and mind into which my existence has been transformed?

It has taken me many years to grapple with those baffling questions about my own identity. I made a first attempt in the mid-1990s to come to terms with the reasons why I always set out resolutely in one direction and ended up, over and over, taking a different, even opposite path, as if the sadistic demons of history were bent on playing with me and my expectations. But that book, Heading South, Looking North, only took me and the reader up to the coup of 1973 that forced me to flee Chile; it left the author dangling and about to start his exile, left many questions unanswered. I may have avoided tackling the decades of death and tenderness and solidarity and despair that followed because they were too painful to deal with, maybe I needed time to understand the hidden traumas of separation, the revelations that come to us when—as in the course of a terminal illness—we suddenly see in an entirely new light family and friends, light and darkness, betrayal and loyalty, power and responsibility.

Or maybe I was wise enough to know that we do not choose our books but, rather, they choose us, they are aware, sitting or seething quietly in the recesses of the heart, that their moment of birth will arrive only when the midwife, the birth canal, the many strands of creative copulation come together, demand relief and recognition and air. Waiting for the seeds that have been planted who knows how long ago—such a tired metaphor and yet so true—to ripen into words.

When was that moment for me? When did Feeding on Dreams start to swim towards these words I now write?

It must have been a vague day in 2006 when I accepted the suggestion of Peter Raymont, the renowned documentarian from Canada, that he film the story of my life in the three countries that had defined it. Or perhaps it was during the subsequent journey to the Argentina of my birth, to the Chile I had returned to and then left for good, to the New York I had never wanted to leave as a child, maybe it was while I retraced and filmed my steps that some earthquake of language began to shudder me into the need to make final sense of my existence, to attempt to resolve in my literature what my life had denied me, craft some illusion of home and stability, some sort of pattern behind and inside and beyond my incessant drifting from language to language and land to land, the fate of so many in our times, so many in our forgotten past.

The project was given more urgency, I believe, by the events of 9/11 in the United States, that strange and terrible Tuesday when my life was torn asunder again as death surged from the sky, the second September 11 of desolation I had experienced. More urgency because that day confronted the citizens of the land where I lived, where I had made my home with Angélica and our two sons, where my granddaughters were born, it forced the United States, and therefore the world as well, to confront the major questions about violence and forgiveness, memory and justice, tolerance and terror, that I had been working through with my fellow Chileans and fellow exiles for a good part of my life. More urgency because we live in times when, in some twisted sense, we are all exiles, all of us like a motherless child a long way from home, times when we are threatened with annihilation if we do not find and celebrate the refuge of a common humanity, as I believe I did during my decades of loss and resurrection.

So here is my story.

As near to an understanding as I can achieve.

It is, above all else, I suppose, the story of how I tried to defeat death in the late twentieth century, what I would like to remain behind when it comes for me and I won't be around to state that, alas, the reports of my death have not, after all, been that greatly exaggerated.




 Part I

ARRIVALS

You will be separated from yourself and yet be alive.

—Ovid, The Metamorphoses



Fragment from the Diary of My Return to Chile in 1990

JULY 21

All I ever wanted was to come home.

That's all I wanted, day and night and hour by hour, year after year, my one devouring obsession, to return to Chile. Ever since I was forced into exile in early December of 1973, though perhaps even before that, perhaps from the moment of the coup against Salvador Allende, something whispered to me, as the bombs fell on the presidential palace where I should have died and did not, perhaps from the moment I escaped death as a prelude to escaping the land where death suddenly reigned, ever since then, to return, volver, voy a volver, that's what I swore I'd do, find a way back and never have to leave again.

To see the mountains in the morning, every morning, just like now, on this first dawn of my final return, what more can I ask for as I begin to write this diary of my homecoming, these words with which I greet myself this dawn. There for me, los Andes, my sentinels, telling me that it's over, my exile is finally over.

The mountains—the first thing I remarked on when I arrived in Santiago, barely more than a child of twelve, speaking not a word of Spanish. One of the first words I must have learned, I must have asked my parents what they were called, I—wait, wait, you're making this up. You did not want to speak a word of Spanish, but understood most of what was said in that language, had heard the term montañas many times, so let's honor this retorno by not overly exaggerating things in this journal, Ariel. Prove you've really left exile behind. Because out there, in that merciless world where nobody knew who you were, you could invent your past, try on a past as others try on neckties. There's a reason why the Greeks called exiles liars, pretenders, manipulators of facts, because who could corroborate their boasts about exploits or wealth back home, who knew their mother and their grandmother and their ancestral threshold? But here in Chile, where a community of welcoming hands and prying eyes awaits you, well, no more twisting the past for effect, what do you say?

This much, then, is true: it was not love at first sight between me and the mountains.

My first impression of the Andes, back in 1954 when I was forced to follow my persecuted father and my loyal mother, forced to leave the New York I adored to settle in a country I did not care to know, far from my baseball and my musicals, far from my friends and our apartment on Riverside Drive from where I could watch the slim-legged girls of Barnard playing tennis, far from my teachers at Dalton on East 89th Street, far from everything familiar, what struck me at the beginning of that childhood banishment to the Andes was ... I guess the right word would be terrifying, the mountains struck terror into me. Those unconquerable slopes, that vastness blotting out half the sky, overwhelmed the small beat of my heart with a sense of suffocation, isolated me from the world, told me that I was trapped in this foreign place without any possible reprieve.

But it was not long before I realized that the immensity of that mountain range contained a proposal of shelter, an almost maternal intimacy for those who resided under its peaks. Because it was enough to glance up to know where the East lay, and the South, and therefore the North I pined for: nobody in Chile could be disoriented. Maybe that's why, for a boy who had been cast out of the Argentine city of his birth as an infant and then had to mourn the American city of his childhood, to abide in the valley of Santiago became a way of living with the gods at his back, guarding the entrance to paradise.

And as he allowed the country to seduce him, it had indeed been like paradise for that boy who turned into an adolescent and then a young man, except that it was too visibly an inferno for too many of its inhabitants, the blight of poverty and injustice plaguing that land so full of delights. I was fortunate, nonetheless, to come of age at a time when those inhabitants were ripe for the promise that was Chile, at a time when a majority demanded a taste, and more than a taste, of heaven. I was blessed to grow into manhood at a time of revolution. Not ordinary, this revolution inaugurated by Allende, when he was elected president in 1970: one that was peaceful and democratic and did not believe that you must kill your adversaries in order to create a world of justice and freedom for all. One that was as vast as the mountain range that presided over our three years of joy and exultation, because nothing can compare to inhabiting the giddy center of history, nothing compares to being set gently on fire with the knowledge that the world does not have to be the way you found it, the certainty that everything wrong and unfair and ugly in the world can be changed, nothing can compare to the conviction that we the people, el pueblo, are the sovereign masters of our fate, three years marching with millions of others towards liberation under the gaze of those mountains, as if they could guarantee that nothing could corrode our dreams, as if the horizon were there for the taking and death did not exist.

And then the mountains vanished, swallowed up by exile. There was a void in the scenery when we most needed some substitute womb to crawl back into, at the very moment when all vestiges of permanence were being blown away, the country of our love decomposing under the double assault of Pinochet's dictatorship and the less violent passage of time with its grind of inevitable blurring and misremembering. All that was left: a brooding sense of emptiness, the compass of existence abolished, the cardinal directions erased by some fiend.

Unmoored. Desperate. Queasy.

As soon as I arrived in Buenos Aires from Chile, scarcely months after the coup, there, in the flattest city on earth surrounded by thousands of miles of pampa, I could feel the mountains calling from inside me, crouched in some unforgiving, unforgetting network of cells in the brain, waiting for a pretext to materialize, waiting for me inside my neurons and back here, waiting for this morning in Santiago at the end of July of 1990, when I would be able to drink in their stability and not feel everything tambalearse, disintegrate around me.

As my days of banishment turned into months, and the months into years, I learned to control the vertigo of dislodgment, pretended that I could live without the mountains—that's what exile does to you, like the dwindling away of a love you held dearest and swore you'd never survive, and then one day you find yourself drinking wine with someone else, you find yourself walking down a foreign boulevard and there is not a twinge of regret, you can live away from the mountains, you tell yourself. Except you can't. Except you watch what happens to your son—the mountains also began to disappear from my Rodrigo's drawings. No small event, this. Ask any child from Chile to sketch something, anything at all. Before any human figure, a cloud, a tree, they'll fill the upper space with an array of jagged peaks—so when the zigzag mountaintops began to wane from the pictures of our exiled sons and daughters, we took it as a warning from the very earth of Chile to beware, cuidado, the country was receding from their eyes and perhaps from ours.

And then a child is born in exile, as our Joaquín was, in an extremely horizontal Holland, and there was not a hill in any of his drawings, and we didn't even attempt to nudge him into smuggling a mountain into his picture, force him to retain our memories or enact our desires. In this, as in so many things, Angélica has been wise, and insists on keeping our youngest son safe from the adult manias and quests that I injected, exhorted, into Rodrigo. Now that eleven-year-old Joaquín has returned with us to the Chile where he was not born, his dreams and his drawings will slowly begin to overflow with undulations.

We'll see how long this conditioning takes. Joaquín is not enthusiastic about living here or leaving his friends behind. He's safe from the dictatorship, we've only come back permanently now in 1990, now that Pinochet no longer rules Chile; but we cannot keep Joaquín safe from the aftermath of that dictatorship, he isn't safe from the potential ravages of this return. Nor safe from repeating his father's story. I was more or less his age when I was uprooted from the States and dumped in an alien land. But he has cousins, he has visited often, he speaks enough Spanish to get by, he has an elder brother to receive and coddle him, he'll work it out, I'm sure he will soon find the mountains to be his best friend, nothing to worry about.

Am I speaking to him or to myself?

Am I the one who is worried, needs comforting? Under all this early-morning euphoria, do I sense an unease that will not melt away? Have I fixed on the immobile constancy of the mountains because I fear that the man who looks up at them now has been hammered and reforged in ways that will make this return arduous? Is it possible that these seventeen intervening years have changed me and changed the country in ways that are irreparable? Would the people of Chile, the pueblo I so ardently defend, understand these hesitant words meant for my own consumption?

The mountains are still here, but so is Pinochet, so is his influence.

He was compelled to withdraw from the presidency two years after being beaten in the 1988 plebiscite, but he is still commander in chief of the army for the next eight years, and from that impregnable position he issues threats and throws tantrums, reiterating that if one of his men is touched, the state of law, el Estado de Derecho, is over—in other words, he is more than willing to unleash another September 11, 1973. Just as decisive as the fear he continues to instill in a traumatized population are the bonds with which he controls the transition to democracy headed by Aylwin, our newly elected president. I use the word bonds advisedly. Pinochet has boasted—mimicking Franco—that he has left "todo atado y bien atado," everything tied down, well tied down. His constitution, fraudulently approved in 1980, warrants that our democracy will be protegida (but protected against whom? against the people, against an excess of democracy) and tutelada (as if we were children requiring tutors and supervision). Consequently reforms become unattainable because all the institutions have been bolted down to their places: the Constitutional Tribunal, the Council of State, the Supreme Court, the armed forces, each one an authoritarian enclave stacked with supporters of the former regime. Even the Parliament cannot function without the consent of the Pinochetistas, because the senators he named before leaving office can veto any legislation that menaces his legacy. And his followers dominate the economy, the media, the university hierarchies. Tied down, well tied down. Bound by previous legislation: the Leyes de Amarre. Amarrar: to fasten, clinch, rope in.

What I find fascinating—and chilling—about these words inflicted on post-Pinochet Chile is how they insinuate and portend a subtext of bondage and repression. Chile is being treated as if it were a prisoner tied—amarrado—to a chair or a cot in some dank basement, each limb lashed in, each eye-glimmer of protest slammed shut, reminding me of the fate of the imbunche, a legendary creature in Chilean mythology, a baby stolen from its parents by underground demons, all of its orifices sewn up, blind, deaf, mouthless, a defective child subject to experiments by its captors.

I am obviously exaggerating. Pinochet is not omnipotent and we will without doubt find ways to limit his authority and sway in the years to come. And yet, that I have so noticeably slipped into images of cruelty and coercion, that I have attached myself to metaphors of torment and deformity, is a disquieting sign of how I have been penetrated by the terror that has corrupted the country. Maybe I'm the one tied up, with other, less visible, less obvious ropes. Maybe I'm the one who is atado y bien atado. Ropes provided by history, by exile, by what I have had to do in order to survive, so that we all could come home. Is rejoicing at the permanence of the Andes one more fantasy? Is it possible to enjoy every mountain peak and every crepuscular sunset and still no longer fit in, no longer belong here anymore?

I will soon find out.


***

IT WASN'T as if I had not been forewarned.

That's what I say to that alter ego of mine, the man who wrote the diary in 1990, that's what I can realize now, twenty years later.

As I remember the evening when I had dinner at the Smithsonian, in Washington, D.C., with Bruno Bettelheim, the Austrian author and child psychologist, sometime in the early eighties.

"How long have you been away from Chile?" he asked. He had been in the States since 1939, after having escaped Hitler's Germany and eleven months in Dachau and Buchenwald. When I told him that it had been seven years at that point, he nodded and smiled. He was not a jolly man but I remember that he smiled. "Good," he said. "If you are gone for fifteen years, you will not return. Even if you return, you will not return."

Even if you return, you will not return.

My answer to Bettelheim that night was to recount a story, a possibly alternative scenario, that had been confided to me in Buenos Aires by another author, the preeminent novelist Augusto Roa Bastos, when I had gone to see him in late 1973. Demoralized and defeated and at the start of an exile that had no clear end in sight, I sought out Roa as a real expert on diaspora and bereavement: in 1946 he'd fled the brutal dictatorship in his native Paraguay and still couldn't go back to the rivers that had inspired him. He was one of untold numbers of his compatriots living abroad—in fact, one-third of the country's people had left, the equivalent of one hundred million Americans forced from their land. Did he have any advice?

The Guaraní Indians, he said to me, believed that exile is a form of death, that he who is banished journeys into the country of the dead. Beware of this journey, that was his advice. In societies that Westerners in their ignorance consider primitive, the worst insult is to call someone an orphan, because it means you have lost your community, what gave daily meaning to your life. Beware of the orphan you may become, that ostracism can turn you into, beware of becoming a ghost.

And what happens when you return?

He looked at me enigmatically. "If you return, you mean, if you return."

"Yes. What happens if you return?"

"The Guaraní celebrate the return of an exile as if it were a resurrection."

I held on fiercely to that story of the Guaraní Indians through the seventeen years that followed. And when I finally did return, in 1990, I used the mountains as proof that Bettelheim was wrong, that exile does not mark you forever, that it can be a mere parenthesis. I dismissed the mayhem of doubts that accompanied me—what if Bettelheim had been right, what if my real future lay abroad, what if Chile had become the country of death rather than the land of life, a country dripping with fear and ropes and inhabitants sewn up like an imbunche, like a deaf-mute child, what if it made no sense to return?

Those dark thoughts were no way to begin a homecoming.

I wagered back then that the mountains were telling me the truth. I celebrated my return to Chile as a resurrection, I trusted that I would not be, could not be, an orphan forever.

 


ARGENTINA, 1973. That's when and where it all started, all the dilemmas seeping out, the future already written by history for me when I was least ready, most lost, the decisions I made while hardly understanding what I was doing; all this leading me to this day in 2010 when I try to make sense of the past.

No sooner had I landed at the Buenos Aires airport in early December of 1973 than the Argentine police shattered the fantasy that I would be able to remain there for as long as I wanted. The interrogation by the security forces lasted for hours, until they let me go with a warning: I'd damn well better behave myself. Behave myself? On the contrary, I expected the right-wing Peronista government to aid and abet my revolutionary activities by providing me with a dark blue passport that would allow me to crisscross the globe working for the Resistance protected by la flamante República Argentina. I might have renounced my Argentinian birthplace upon becoming a citizen of Chile, but it could not, by law, renounce me—that was the plan I had hatched in Santiago once I realized I was bound for exile. It was the prospect of that illusory passport that had allowed me to refuse the status of refugee, declining the offer from the United Nations functionaries who came to interview those who had sought asylum in the Argentine embassy. Hunted down and humiliated, I wanted to hold on to one straw of self-respect as the waters rose to engulf me. I was determined to cast myself in the role of heroic exile, a Byronic avatar roaming the continents in search of justice and beauty, rather than another faceless victim among a flood of anonymous millions fleeing the planetary carnage. Sheltering my battered ego, I pretended I could exercise some control over who I was and where my body could travel.

And in spite of my less than warm welcome to Argentina, I was still under that illusion when, the morning after my arrival, I set out, full of love and confusion, to meet the leaders of the MAPU, the revolutionary party I belonged to. Armed with my chimerical liberty of movement, shielded by the Argentine passport that I did not yet possess and would receive only after arduous months of wrangling, and then only thanks to the last of my father's faltering contacts in the government, I offered the three men heading the party in exile jurisdiction over my body and even my soul. It's hard to believe now that I would put my life and that of my family in the hands of men no older (and often younger) than my thirty-one years, who were just as mystified as I was by the novel situation we were all living in. But those were times of war and I saw myself as primarily that, a warrior, a militant. A word that comes from miles militis, Latin for soldier. The image I wanted to project: a soldier of the antifascist struggle. Someone who finds meaning inside a hierarchy of command and consents to becoming a pawn in a strategy decreed by the collective wisdom of superior minds.

Not the only key encounter that Buenos Aires had prepared for me. I had been summoned that first morning of my exile by Jacobo Timerman, the remarkable journalist who ran La Opinión. That Argentine newspaper had awarded me a prize for a wild, experimental novel I had written about the Chilean revolution that had just been published in Buenos Aires. Maybe he wanted to help me promote the book?

That wasn't what was on his mind. "I have a proposition for you," Jacobo said. "Work. Four articles on what occurred inside the Argentine embassy over the last months. A thousand refugees, from all over Latin America. Interesting things, strange things must have happened."

It certainly would have constituted a heartbreaking chronicle of a revolution gone down in flames and its champions left marooned, listening to death rampaging just outside the walls. But I said no thanks, no, I could only tell that tale if I revealed the whole truth, and this wasn't the moment to expose our disarray and dirty linen to the world, I'd have to delve into betrayal and pettiness and cowardice. Lost amid the anecdotes about the man who had gone to the embassy to escape his wife and the insults traded by three factions of Bolivian revolutionaries would be the story of those who kept their passion and faith alive. My articles would distract from the fight against the junta and the image of victory we needed to nurture if we were to win.

"I respect your decision," Jacobo said, "but I think it's always necessary to tell the truth, no matter the consequences, and as for the time, siempre es ahora, it's always now. We shouldn't subordinate our writing to any politically expedient cause, no matter how noble it may appear."

I'd remember his words a few years later when he published the names of the Disappeared of Argentina on the front page of his paper, I'd remember Timerman when they arrested and tortured him for daring to do so, and I'd remember his words again when he wrote his searing book on Israel, the country that had received him once he'd been released from that ordeal.

And I remembered those words and used them, in fact, when I returned to Chile in 1990 and wrote my play Death and the Maiden in spite of those who suggested that perhaps I should consider not upsetting the apple cart, that some apples are indeed forbidden to us, that we need to be conscientious and not provoke the military, not stir up the flames of retribution. I said to myself then, the time is always now.

But that was not the sole lesson about writing and responsibility posited to me that day in Buenos Aires. As I was leaving La Opinión later that morning, after meeting up with Argentine friends who worked there, as I headed for the elevator, I bumped into a Chilean writer, whose last name I can't recall but whose glee I still can't forget.

"I just came from meeting with Timerman," he said, pushing the button for the lobby, "and I'm going to write an article for La Opinión about the death of Victor Jara. A thousand dollars," he chortled, "that's what he's paying. The whole world is going to know that they cut Victor's hands off with an ax!"

"But they didn't," I bristled, "when they murdered him. I heard that they beat him, broke his hands maybe, but nobody cut his hands off with an ax."

He went ahead and wrote the piece, and the legend of the invincible Victor Jara singing in the stadium with his stumps spurting blood still persists decades later.

So there it was, greeting me from the very beginning, the multiple quandaries of every writer in exile, of every writer trapped in the war years, of every writer as he or she searches for the many elusive faces of the truth in a world defiled with lies.

That first day in Buenos Aires was giving me a taste of what it would be like to navigate the temptations and pitfalls that open when you're far from your land. Buenos Aires was where it first dawned on me how vulnerable a foreigner can feel, what befalls you when all the shelters you take for granted dissolve. Buenos Aires was where I discovered that Kafka was a realist, as I shuffled from one waiting room to the next, seeking someone, anyone, please, who could offer a way to obtain a passport before the death squads came for me. Because it was clear that a massacre was about to occur, a repression just as terrible as Chile's about to descend upon the Argentine revolutionaries, and anyone in the slightest way associated with them, they are going to kill you, all of you, don't you understand? They're going to hunt you down as if you were dogs, worse than if you were dogs, because dogs will have rights that you won't dream of—and my Argentine friends responding what I had responded to in Chile up until the coup, as adamant and deaf as I was back then, reassuring me that such things did not take place in their country, the sort of drastic interruption of democracy that had destroyed Chile, surely I was exaggerating, not to panic, not to worry, we're not going to leave our land like you had to leave yours, Ariel. It was in Buenos Aires that I first realized the futility of being a prophet in a foreign land if no one understood your garbled tongue, it was in Buenos Aires where those lessons began to be learned, those lessons and so many more.

So it made sense, when we were planning the 2006 journey to film the story of my life, to pick Buenos Aires as our first stop. The film's director, Peter Raymont, wanted shots of me visiting the places where I had spent my infancy, wanted to record me as I went to speak to my sister Eleonora and my cousin Leonardo and above all to capture me leafing through family albums seeking photographs and documents that would attest to my family's lineage of displacement.

As for me, I had unfinished business in Buenos Aires. My thirty-nine-year-old son Rodrigo, who was coming along as the location scout and associate producer of the documentary, had been insisting for years that there was a debt I had to pay in the city where I'd been born.

Just before leaving Buenos Aires in February of 1974, I had stopped to say goodbye to Baba Pizzi, my favorite grandparent, the one who knew most about exile, since she had been forced to leave her native Odessa not once, but twice. Not the only bonds that joined us. She'd been a quasi-Bolshevik, Trotsky's interpreter at Brest-Litovsk. She had heard Trotsky say that he was willing to concede everything to save the revolution, everything except the revolution itself. And we shared a love of literature. She'd been the first Spanish translator of Anna Karenina, a journalist and author of stories for children.

What I loved most was her fierce enjoyment of life, that survivor of odysseys and catastrophes, a woman who had gone through the First World War and the Communist insurrection and the Russian civil war and had managed to escape alive with her son, my father, not a scratch on her body, and then, in Argentina, decades later, walking to the bus stop on a day filled with the skirmishes that accompanied who knows what general strike, my Baba Pizzi had heard a shot and looked down and her index finger was gone, just like that, a fascinating item for her little grandson, to rub my own fingers against the shiny round stump. Our relationship was made possible because she spoke almost perfect English (and Russian, French, Spanish, German) and I was a monolingual imp who spoke only the language acquired in New York. My Baba Pizzi provided the one thread back into the past, a link to the ancestors, all those generations coupling through history, and to the future as well, because she adored Angélica, her nietecita. And on our honeymoon, in 1966, when Angélica and I hitchhiked from Santiago to Buenos Aires and Montevideo, my grandmother had taken care of the newlyweds, only endangering us all when, in a taxi in Uruguay, she had berated and beaten with her umbrella a driver who, she discovered, was a White Russian and therefore deemed personally responsible for her penury during the siege of Odessa. How could it be that I would not share her last years? And yet, the right thing to do, the only thing to do: a few days after we left Argentina in 1974, a death squad descended on my Baba Pizzi's apartment.

She told me the story in a letter that I received in Paris, and I called her to hear her bird-like voice, with faint traces of Russian still there, assuring me that she was fine, she knew how to deal with that sort of scum.

A few years later, another telephone call, this time from my father in Buenos Aires, announcing that my Baba Pizzi had passed away. Though in a sense, exile had killed her before she died, she had disappeared day by day from our lives once we had been forced to leave Argentina, so we had already mourned her absence before it became final.

Perhaps that's where I wished to keep her death, conveniently suspended beyond time and space, perhaps I did not wish to confront the corporeality of that loss, perhaps I had been burdened with more pain than I knew how to cope with, more deaths than I knew where to store. There are many reasons for the fact that when the disastrous invasion of the Malvinas by the Argentine military led to democracy being recovered in 1987, and I was able to return to Buenos Aires for the first time since our getaway, I did not visit my Baba Pizzi's grave. Not then, and not during any subsequent visits to Argentina.

"This can't be," Rodrigo said to me before we left for the filming in 2006. He was particularly puzzled by what it meant that the ashes of my dad and mom, his grandparents, were in two urns in my sister's tiny Buenos Aires apartment, waiting for us to decide what to do with them, whether to take them back with us to the United States or scatter them in the Río de la Plata. Meanwhile, their remains had no final resting place, whereas at least Baba Pizzi was in a cemetery. "I think it's really strange that you've never gone to pay your respects to her," Rodrigo said, "tell her about Isabella and Catalina, that now that you have grandchildren you understand how she must have loved you, how she must have missed you when you left as a baby and then again as a young revolutionary to save your own life."

And so one morning, trailed by our fly-on-the-wall film crew, we set out for La Chacarita, where a certificate specified where Baba Pizzi and my grandfather Dieda were buried.

Rodrigo and I were in for a rude awakening.

She wasn't there.

The number was right, the pabellón was right, but no, some stranger was resting in my grandmother's alcove—all those names engraved in the wide wall, with flowers and other signs that they were cared for, a hand had come to shine the marble, leave a message, name after name after name and among them none that spelled out the words Raissa Libov de Dorfman.

A measureless sorrow began to well up from within. As long as in some recess of my existence I knew that Baba Pizzi was safely interred, there was no need to exhume her memory or realize that she was really dead, but now ... Where was she?

A nice woman on the cemetery's staff explained that nobody had paid for that niche in years, and so my grandparents had been taken to the fosa común, the common ground where paupers are buried, where those neglected and forgotten, the endless armies of the disinterred, all end up, where "we all end up," she said softly and wisely, "one day or another everybody ends up there."

Now I was truly shaken. I thought of the hands that were not mine and not Rodrigo's carting my Baba Pizzi away, violating her peace, with no ceremony and no ritual, no words of farewell or hello, how could I have facilitated this desecration, however unwittingly?

And then, some comfort.

As Rodrigo and I walked towards that common ground, I saw men working on the gardens and amid the tombs. They were the ones, those men, or some brother or colleague of theirs, they were the companions of the dead, they lived among the dead and lived from what the dead bequeathed to them, their children ate thanks to the seeds and rot of the cemetery, they were the right ones to have carried my Baba Pizzi on her final journey. They had passed her ashes day after day, had kept the marauders and the wild cats away, had tended to the ground and stones and plants surrounding her while I was desperately surviving the cruelty of Paris and the distances of Amsterdam and the difficulties of Washington, D.C., and the military perils of Santiago de Chile, they had taken care of my loved ones when I had been unable to do so, they had the right to spirit her away into her last night, they must have given her some love and tenderness born of familiarity and duty as they let her dust fall to earth.

When I came to the ground itself, with its verdant pastures and majestic trees and a wall covered with graffiti where relatives like me had come to write their homage, when Rodrigo and I came to a particularly noble-looking tree, it all began to make sense. Sobbing in each other's arms, sobbing for our Baba Pizzi and our Dieda and my forever parents and all the rest of the endless dead, but above all for ourselves, we stood in front of one tree that chose us, called to us—here's where she was, under these leaves, and Rodrigo handed me photographs of his girls and he had bought flowers and we placed one flower after the other next to the roots of that giant friend with its boughs reaching up into the sky, each flower accompanied by the name of a surviving member of our family, this is for Angélica and this is for Joaquín and this is for Isabella and for Catalina and for Rodrigo's wife, Melissa, this is from me, and then I spoke to the tree and asked it to take care of my Baba Pizzi, reminded the tree that my grandmother had been a writer herself and that as far as I was concerned this meant that the earth should treat her with particular care, be sure she was not too lonely.

Was that peace I found in La Chacarita just another delusion? One more way of assuaging the demons of exile and making believe I was not evermore damaged, that they had not interposed themselves between me and my Baba Pizzi? Was it a delusion that the links in the long chain of ancestry had not been broken?

If it's a delusion, it is a sweet and significant one.

An old woman in Chile—not as old as my Baba Pizzi, but old enough—once told me a story. Every Sunday, this widow, whose name was Sarah, visited her husband at the cemetery, she said, at about the same time another woman came to deposit flowers for her dead son, and they kept each other company in their eternity of loss, and so it had been week after week. Then one Sunday—it was the first Sunday after the military coup—that other woman had not been there when Sarah went to the cemetery, nor did she appear again the next Sunday or any other Sunday after that. So Sarah started to care for both graves, she bought flowers for her own husband as well as for the unknown child who lay close by and who apparently no longer had a mother. That's the way it is, the way it has to be, así tiene que ser, Sarah said to me, because when I am gone someone will take care of me and clean my husband's grave and also that boy's resting place, and when there is no one left, the wind will do its job, the wind and the rain will do what they must, and it will be all right, there will always be someone who remembers.

My consolation, then: there will always be a tree in Buenos Aires that remembers. In Buenos Aires, where so many of my journeys had their start.

 


Fragment from the Diary of My Return to Chile in 1990

JULY 23

When I returned to Santiago in 1983 on the first of many visits, I just couldn't stop writing. For the next seven years, maddened by the desire to compensate for what I had missed during my exile, I ravenously drank the boundless ocean of everyday Chile and just as avidly poured out an ocean of words, tried to transfer the country into a fury of meaningfulness, interposed the sin of impatience between myself and the land, myself and the people. A pattern of profligacy and haste that also pervaded the way I've lived my banishment, a potential deafness to what reality may be muttering as I rushed from new project to newer project, from article to story, from story to essay and essay to poem, this play and that novel and the next novel, on and on, this op-ed and that speech, goaded on by the faith that my incessant creativity was a way to prove that the dictator had not crushed my spirit.

Well, Pinochet is gone, and democratic Chile in 1990 now offers me the balm of peace, an interval when I can gather my bearings and catch my breath. And so I've taken a solemn vow of silence, sworn that I won't write a thing, not a word, during these upcoming six months here, at least nothing destined for an audience. Of course I've sworn many things in my life and more often than not found myself forced to alter my plans. I swore the revolution was unstoppable, I swore I'd rather die than go into exile, I swore it would take us a year at most to oust the generals and return to Chile, but I think this vow of silence should be easier to keep.

Maybe this chronicle of a return foretold is a sort of compromise—a way to keep the words rolling cautiously, but for my eyes and no one else's, a way of taking stock of where I am at this critical juncture and how I got here. A guarantee that I'll spend this period unobtrusively, avoiding controversy and the public arena, sedately edging into the country. Perhaps this is a way of addressing my compatriots from a distance akin to that of exile, a way of practicing for the book this diary may someday become. For now, I'm sending these messages read only by me to all those who may not be ready for them quite yet.

Because it really does seem that the time has come to yield to the muses of slowness and acquiescence and wait for Chile to speak to me, let my country tell me what it wants from my hands and mouth and eyes.


***

IT'S EASY TO smile at my vow twenty years later, now that I know it was not to be. That I could no more remain quiet and withdrawn on that return in 1990 than I could stop breathing.

Fraught with irony even then, that forceful declaration of self-restraint, given that it was precisely silence that had almost destroyed me during the first two and a half years away from Chile, a plague festering in my throat that I could not comprehend and felt that I did not deserve.

I had not, of course, been able to write one phrase during the three weeks I had been hunted down by the military after the September 11 coup, and circumstances were hardly more propitious while I was crammed in with nine hundred other disposable asylum seekers at the Argentine embassy in Santiago, but I predicted that as soon as the junta allowed me to cross over the cordillera to Argentina, I would find my voice. Emerging from defeat, weighed down by the memory of those who had died in my place, accusing myself of weakness for having accepted the order to leave, I fought off survivor's guilt by trusting that I had been spared in order to tell the story, keep our resistance and memory alive in language.

What awaited me instead, in Buenos Aires and beyond, was a blank page.

I would stare at the quiet, recalcitrant typewriter for hours, my fingers dysfunctional, unable to indulge in the slightest flight of imagination. I shook off that numbness to do political work. I clacked out letters to friends in Chile and lobbied powerful people abroad, badgered journalists to cover our specific cataclysm among so many crying for attention, composed memos to the banished leaders of the Resistance. I contacted foreign artists and musicians and authors to see if we could send money to our distraught colleagues in Santiago and Valparaíso and Valdivia. I compulsively spelled out the names of political prisoners and the names of the executed, my life was full of names and exhortations, all of it urgent and supremely eficaz, hack work that needed to be done to save lives, my small way of helping to save the country. Work that would not, could not, save me.

And it was salvation I needed, the same salvation that literature had afforded me from the age of nine when I had first discovered its wonders, first used writing as a bulwark against solitude, a sanctuary against chaos, I said to myself when I had been forced to leave New York for Chile so many years ago, something I can carry with me. I comforted myself with the thought when again I had to leave the country I had adopted, assuring my battered self when I left the Chile now belonging to Pinochet, the one item I could transport with me like a toothbrush, smuggle invisibly out of the country, past the border guards and the censors, as much a part of me as my ankles or my sex.

I had not been valiant enough to die next to Allende, but I would at least become the guardian of the words forbidden back home, the words that persist only in the shadows back home—I can hear myself now, that lyrical earnestness!—I would turn the curse of distance, its exacting punishment, into the blessing of creativity, connecting readers to a past that was being fractured like the legs of a bride on her wedding night, every last bone in her body broken on the night she should have wed. I would, in the words of one of my favorite songs of struggle, overcome. It was a matter of opening the faucet of my inventiveness and letting the words flow.

And I had opened the faucet as soon as I had escaped from Chile, and not a drop of water, not an inspired, inspiring word dribbled out, no story at all, nothing, no muse was saddened by my plight.

My literature had dried up.

Only once did something come to me, like a disease in the night. Just before dawn, in a Paris hotel in May of 1974, eight months after the military takeover, I awoke and felt the urge, grasped five words like an imprecation, stood up in the darkness, skirted my way to the bathroom, closed the door behind me, and flicked on a desultory lightbulb hanging like a corpse from a shredded ceiling.

Softly, gingerly, I lowered the lid of the toilet bowl, sat down on it, and placed the green Olivetti on my knees, and there in the hotel on la Rue Blomet, I wrote out what had been soiling my mind, hiding in my mind, rapidly pounded out those words in Spanish that I could finally formulate. The sound of each key striking the paper seemed oddly disruptive, that tapping sound which had, for as long as I could remember, been normal and friendly, a sound suddenly harsh, suddenly undesirable. It was five in the morning and darkness surrounded me, so peaceful that I could hear Angélica and Rodrigo in the next room, the hush of their breath in the night just beyond the closed bathroom door.

So the racket hadn't awoken my wife and son or anybody else. That was all I needed, a cohort of guests hurling catcalls up through the inner courtyard of the
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