
hen at last they allowed him in he saw w that they had begun work on the Mo- 
neda. They had rebuilt the bombed portions of the walls. 
They put new mortar over the scorched parts and they 
refilled the bullet holes. But the rubble remained piled 
up inside. He suspected they took it out at night. It was 
another country, more placid. Compared to the way it 
had been it was now a cemetery. But that metaphor had 
been overused. After dark, a liquid silence filled the 
streets. The military curfew was enforced; night prowl- 
ers were shot, it was said. The iron gates of the Hotel 
Crillon clanged shut at eight o’clock. He had made it 
back just in time. Late at night, as he sat smoking and 
staring down into the street, he felt the floor shake: a 
tremor, a faint shrug of the earth. It happened frequent- 
ly in Chile, and it always came suddenly, and with it a 
small knife of fear. Then he laughed as he posed the 
possibility: What if there were a real quake, a big one, at 
night? Would they let us come out? Or would we all die, 
fear-filled and obedient to the end, under the rubble? 

e first saw Kara in the streets. She had HI that furtive look many people in San- 
tiago had during those days, the eyes narrowed and on 
the watch for misfortune. She moved quickly through 
the slow traffic and entered a dark galeria. Sean 
followed without trying to explain to himself, or know- 
ing what he would say. But he lost her. He saw her again 
a week later near the Congreso, in the park with the 
gazebo that needed painting. She wore the red poncho; it 
helped him identify her. He went to her directly, impet- 
uously. She remembered it. Later she said to him: “You 
were like Garibaldi when he was fighting in Brazil. He 
saw Anita on the hill and came off his ship and declared 
himself to her, a total stranger.” 

Kara was twenty-eight when Sean knew her, ten years 
younger than he. She was tall. From the start he thought 
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she had Mapuche blood. I t  seemed evident from the 
determined set of her mouth, her high arching cheek- 
bones, and the fixed way she looked at .him, or at 
anything or anyone else who caught her attention. She 
had long hair, which emphasized her height, and a face 
that seemed formed by exalted tragedy. She spoke occa- 
sionally of the Indian people who had thrived in the 
southern Andes, though she betrayed no longing for the 
way those people had lived before they were subsumed 
by the Europeans. “The People,” she called them, as if  
there were no other, “the People were pushed aside. I’m 
Chilean. I’m South,American.” Then she would tell him 
how she believed, with all South Americans, in fate, 
even before God. “A plan for our lives,” she called it .  

Kara’s father had come to Chile from Spain in the 
Twenties. He was one of the early members of the 
Chilean Communist party. He was shot at Rancagua for 
organizing the copper miners. Her mother was born in 
Temulco. If there was Indian blood in Kara, it came 
from the frigid regions below that city. 

After her father’s death Kara’s mother brought her to 
Santiago, where they lived on a small sum left her by her 
grandfather, who had owned a saw mill near Temulco. 
Kara entered the National University at sixteen and 
studied history. After graduation she took up teaching 
in an elementary school in  a place outside Santiago 
called la Merced, a slum of tin and wood shacks. 

“I would fight for Chile,” she told him one day, her 
voice precise and unselfconscious. “At some point you 
have to fight for something. Now I have something, as 
my father had.” 

“That’s all romance,’’ .he said. “You see life and its 
possibilities larger than they are. All you people do. You 
think that something is happening here that has never 
happened anywhere else before.” 

Sean drew a small circle in the air with his finger. “A 
revolution is like this,” he said, “a movement that starts 
at this point, goes all t h e  way around, and comes back to 
where it started. The trip is rarely worth the effort. But 
as far as you and me are concerned, how can you say that 
kind of thing and expect me to take you seriously? What 
do you know about fighting?” 
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But he did take her seriously. If  he seemed conde- 
scending, it  was only his way of fending her off. She had 
a fervor about her, as those people do who feel anchored 
deep down to an unshakable truth. 

“You’re a foreigner, a journalist. You’re a profession- 
al spectator here. And fighting does not have to do only 
with guns. One who joins, fights.” 

“And the plan, the destiny you speak of?” 
“ I t  is with us.” she said. 
(Years later, when his passion for remembering her 

had cooled, he would recall how i t  was then in Chile, 
how anyone who wanted to could have foreseen the 
outcome. But nobody wanted to; no one wanted to blow 
away the hope. Could he have kidnapped her? Taken 
her from the country? Would they have grown old 
together?) 

They were friends and lovers then. When in Santiago, 
he would stay with Kara and her mother in  their apart- 
ment in a turn-of-the-century building near the center 
of the city. I t  had ;I grand entrance with a black iron 
door splotched with rust. The house had seen better 
times when it had sheltered a single family. The owner, 
who lived elsewhere, let it fall into disrepair. The ceil- 
ings were vaulted in the hall and the walls were cracked 
here and there from the  quakes and tremors that had 
shaken the city over the years. 

Kara’s mother usually kept to her room, though she 
occasionally went out and sat in  a small plaza nearby. 
She murmured occasionally of the noise and the blasted 
look of the city. She talked of how things were so much 
better when Julio, Kara’s father, was alive. But Kara, 
who was solicitous of her, was certain she had put from 
her memory most of the pain of her life and, with many 
old people, dwelled only on the illuminated parts. The 
old woman had a saying she never tired of repeating: 
“Things are never as good as they were.” It was her own 
law of depreciation; it explained the world for her. 

She called Sean “Chacho,” because he reminded her 
of a dead nephew of that name. She would take him by 
the arm, holding firm to his sleeve, and talk to him of 
her youth and Temulco, of the cold forests there, the 
blood red copihue plants, the fresh, crystal air of the 
place. 

Sean relished his days in Santiago. He and Kara went 
to the market sheds together at least three times a week. 
The variety and quantity of food was meager. Most of 
what was produced on the large farms in the valleys near 
Santiago was being diverted into the  expanding black 
market. Or  the farms, deserted by their owners, were in 
the hands of people more enthralled by the idea of 
possession than of production. Dried’ mushrooms were 
available for the sauce they liked. They could buy pork, 
but rarely beef. The cattle, he had learned, were being 
slaughtered and kept off the legitimate market, where 
prices were controlled by the government. Centoya, the 
Antarctic crab, was available, the  mollusks, all the sea 
food that had sustained the Chileans through the years, 
and the golden reisling they loved. 

Sean was filing from Chile nearly every day to papers 
in  England and the United States. He was a freelance, 
and for the first time in  years there was interest in  those 
quarters in a continuing story from South America. 

Once he had been offered a job as a staff correspondent 
for an American paper. I t  represented security, better 
pay. But he turned it down. He enjoyed his freedom and 
embraced the challenge it set him. At thirty-eight Sean 
was holding together well. Though he rarely exercised, 
except for occasional long, exhausting walks, his body 
remained rugged and compact, the result, he suspected, 
of much vigorous exercise as a youth on Cape Cod. He 
was lined about the eyes and jaw; though quick to smile, 
his face in repose reflected a relentless melancholy. 

He  had come to South America twelve years earlier. 
One of those self-confident, secular missionaries dis- 
patched by the Peace Corps, he was assigned the care of 
a group of Indians in a village in Paraguay, a grassless 
place on the edge of the Chaco desert. One day, after he 
had been there about six months, an infant died and its 
parents, who were Christians, brought the child to Sean 
in a small wooden box. They expected him to bless it. 
Though he had not misrepresented himself, he was 
never able to persuade these people he was not God’s 
agent. They would not accept that, for reasons he never 
understood. What he also did not understand at  the time 
was why the Indians received his service, and that of the  
religious missionaries in  the area, with not a hint of 
gratitude. He learned the reason for that on the day the 
child died in his village and he, unable to explain his own 
role, acceded, agreeing to play the role of priest. On 
impulse, and weary of the father’s importuning, he made 
the sign of the cross over the box. 

As he watched the parents disappear in the dust of the 
road, the father bent by the weight of the small box, he 
experienced a strange and unaccountable exultancy, 
almost a sense of power. This sensation lasted only brief- 
ly; as it waned he was left despondent, more so than he 
could remember ever having been. Then he grew resent- 
ful, bitter toward the Indians because they would not 
permit him to see beyond the impassive mask that each 
presented to the world; he could not touch the personal- 
ity of a single one, could not reach the youngest child. 
He began to suspect they were laughing at  him behind 
their still, morbid eyes. 

It came to him suddenly, as self-revelatory things do: 
He  had come to Paraguay not to help others but to exalt 
himself, by his sacrifice to assert his superiority over 
those in whose name he endured this marginal existence. 
He knew then also that the Indians had understood from 
the start the emotions he had concealed from himself. 
They saw themselves as his patrons, not ‘his charges. 
They did not understand what motivated people such as 
Sean. But they knew they were the key to his self- 
respect. He  left Paraguay, somewhat ashamed of his 
arrogance and deeply distrustful of the missionary 
instinct and those who proclaim it. He drifted south to 
Argentina, where he found work in an English news 
agency. Thus began a decade of traveling and writing. I n  
the process he discovered and developed in himself a 
sharp critical instinct. It served him well in his new 
profession. 

He sat on a bench in the plaza behind the Moneda, the 
squat, granitic fortress that harbored the besieged 
government of Salvador Allende. He waited there for 
Kara each Friday. She came on the bus from la Merced. 
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It was early evening; the plaza was filled with workers 
from the ministries passing on their way home. His eyes 
moved away from the stolid Moneda, to the ditch on the 
Avenida O’Higgins. It had been dug the length of this 
main artery of Santiago years before, for a subway. But 
those plans had gone unfulfilled. Today the government 
did not even have the money to fill i t  up; the trench was 
bridged with wooden planks. 

H e  watched the people scurrying across the makeshift 
bridges to the waiting buses, old machines, farting and 
smoking, quivering in their mechanical senescence. The 
people, Sean thought, had a fugitive quality; they moved 
with the quick desperate motions of escapees. The word 
was perfect, Sean concluded. They were escaping! Every 
day they tried to escape, and yet they were trapped, 
trapped by the revolutionaries and the counterrevolu- 
tionaries, mesmerized by the careless men and women 
with the hot, violent words, the fervid agitators who 
seized their streets each night, who orchestrated the 
rallies and led the marches, waved the flags and uttered 
only threats. He  had seen much of the operatic politics 
of South America. Yet he had to admit he had never 
seen anything like Chile in 1973. This was different. 
The  world was watching. Players from everywhere were 
in the game. 

He saw her from across the plaza. She was a shadow 
at first, like the others. Then as she approached her form 
grew more definite, filled out, and took shape, and her 
movements became more fluid. Again it was like the 
first time: A sudden flash of desire, then a calmer 
warmth spreading through him. He was always warmed 
by the walk of graceful women. To his mind there were 
no women more beautiful than the Chilean. I t  was not 
an original observation, but came eventually from most 
men who spent some time there. 

Kara’s shoulders were hunched forward, as if she were 
chilled inside. Sean saw the pain on her face. He  rose 
and went toward her. She was trembling; she kept her 
eyes fixed on the ground. He  took her hands, drew her 
back to the bench. They remained there for a long time, 
he rocking her back and forth. A few people stopped to 
stare at  them out of curiosity, lured by the prospect of 
witnessing an honest tragedy publicly expressed. After a 
while, when she had calmed, they moved on. In  their 
room he lay her on their bed and carefully removed her 
blouse and skirt. He saw the bruises on her shoulders 
and arms. She told him later that two men had grabbed 
her as she left the school building. They took her to a 
small utility shed in back. They called her a “Commu- 
nist whore.” Her voice was dry and small. She kept her 
face turned toward the wall as she spoke. Her neck was 
red with shame. He  covered her with a blanket and went 
out of the room. When he returned with some wine, he 
saw that she had not moved. He  sat down on the bed. 
She drank the wine, then curled up with her back to 
him. He did not realize until he felt the breeze from the 
window touch his face that he was crying. He felt he had 
been violated himself, consumed and discarded. His 
mind, no matter how he tried, would not stray from his 
own pain and sense of outrage. He could not give 
himself to her, or feel the pain that she felt, though he 
wanted to do only that. He embraced her again and 

again, but the physical contact was not enough-it never 
was-and he could see the distance between them in 
Kara’s eyes. In the first hard gray light of the morning 
Kara fell asleep. 

Padre Marcelo, Kara’s superior, occupied an office in  
a dilapidated church near la Merced. He was one of 
those men who seemed to diminish as he aged; he was a 
dry, bald little man, stooped so that he generally looked 
upward at  all but young children. He had a perpetual air 
of apology, and his posture gave him a twisted look, like 
a tree near the sea, bent round on itself. 

The priest shrugged his bony shoulders. “These are 
not normal times, at least in  this country at this moment. 
You don’t seem to understand. This is her home. Is it 
because you have taken an interest in her that now you 
would separate her from her people? Now that she 
belongs to you, she should not also belong to them? Is 
that it?” A Brazilian, he spoke a mixture of Spanish and 
Portuguese. “Portanol,” Sean called it. But Sean had no 
difficulty following him; they had been friends in  Para- 
guay * 

“Why are you always so exasperated with her?” the 
priest inquired. He  continued without waiting for an 
answer. “You seem to be angry with her because she 
doesn’t think the way you do. You want to own her 
mind. I think she has something about her you don’t 
understand and can’t cope with.” The priest’s face was a 
vast congestion of wrinkles. “I believe that you devel- 
oped these totalitarian tendencies after you became a 
journalist.” His face broke into a smile. “You ought to 
return to honest work.?’ 

Two months had passed since the attack against Kara. 
There had been no further violence, but to Sean it indi- 
cated that she had been singled out. Kara had become, if 
anything, even more committed to her work in la 
Merced. She cried at night in  her sleep. But in her 
waking hours she displayed an alert confidence, like 
someone who has survived a dangerous initiation. Sean 
had increased his efforts to persuade her of the danger 
about her. “You are like a crazy diligent housewife, 
sweeping the floor in the midst of an earthquake,” he 
told her. 

Sean regarded Marcelo, tried to assay just how seri- 
ous he was. To  this priest alone he awarded a rare drop 
of sympathy. He  was a man impaled by contradiction: A 
priest and unbeliever, he had been so all the years Sean 
had known him. Yet unlike most people torn by such a 
conflict, no appeal for pity escaped him. Marcelo could 
accept violence under no circumstances; he knew he was 
in the wrong place at the wrong time, for violence was 
frequent in Chile and the expectation of it widespread. 
I n  a land of revolutionaries Marcelo was only a reform- 
er, offering the poor among whom he worked only 
amelioration while so many others were promising deliv- 
erance. 

The priest leaned forward. He looked severely at the 
American. The levity, if there had been any, was gone 
now. “I think you should break with Kara.” 

Sean had not expected that. Before he could speak, 
the priest continued. “What I think won’t matter in the 
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end. But believe me, I’m trying to help you, to save 
you.” 

“Save me? Save me from what?” 
“From Kara?” 
“From Kara?” Sean repeated the words as if he did 

not understand them. The priest rose from his chair. His 
weariness was evident in  the deepening lincs that curved 
down around his mouth and defined his bony cheeks, in  
the sluggish motion of his small body. “I believe Kara 
will show you something of yourself you will come to 
despise,” the priest said, his face still. Even the eyes 
dimmed, as though their attention had been drawn back 
into the mind in search of more precise words to convey 
his thoughts. “It is not simple. Something I’ve felt about 
you these many years. You are so hard, and at the same 
time so weak. You see so much, but to a certain extent it 
makes you blind. There is much you can teach Kara, and 
I know that if she had your perspective, if she were as 
obedient as you are to the lessons of her experience, she 
would leave off what she is doing. But that would finish 
her, and she knows this. It  is a self-deception of a sort 
she practices, which she must do to go on. And that is 
what she wants’ to do, simply to go on.” 

Sean left the church and came out into the pale 
Andean sun. He felt rancorous. Yet the rancor was not 
directed toward the priest, but inexplicably toward 
Kara. He hated her for her vulnerability, for her weak- 
ness, but mostly because she resisted him. I t  was late 
June. He could smell winter crouching in the moun- 
tains. The snow crept down the flank of the cordillera, 
pale blue under the sun, gray on the sunless days. 

As the days wore on a palpable tension settled over 
their lives and over the city. A convergence of events 
was imminent; he knew it, possibly she did too, but they 
would not speak of it. They slept less in those days. They 
would lie awake in the dark before the winter dawn. 
Once they heard a faint laugh float in  from the street. I t  
was a brittle, plaintive sound on the edge of the dark, a 
“ghost laugh,” Kara called it. Each morning she would 
rise early and return to la Merced. Sean worked later, in  
the afternoon and evenings. 

One Friday Sean met her as she came off the bus; 
they went to a restaurant nearby. Their conversation was 
strained. They talked of the weather, and of the difficul- 
ty she had in buying clothes. Most of the stores in 
Santiago were empty of goods by now, or offered only 
merchandise of poor quality. The best things were found 
only on the black market, which Kara would not patron- 
ize. The silence between them grew painful; he spoke 
only to fill up the dead spaces. 

“I’m always thirsty these days,” he said. 
“Maybe it’s the wine or the dry air.” 
“It’s the altitude,” he affirmed. 
“Santiago’s not high,” she returned. 
He looked at her lowered eyes; he felt diffident where 

he never had been before. He knew that something 
would be lost unless he spoke out, found the right words 
to retrieve it. Suddenly he knew desperation. He saw the 
streets of so many cities and towns running away before 
him, foreign places where he had stopped and had been 

intensely but only briefly engaged. All the places he had 
been in recent years. He wanted then to be beloved by 
someone in some one place; he wanted to stay still, to 
learn the secrets hidden in faces that would become as 
familiar to him as his own. He thought of the towns of 
New England, the houses against the green hills, tran- 
quil, with their cool garden walls encrusted by the years, 
and dark libraries and regiments of damp, ancient books. 
He would have such a house; Kara would know it. 

“What will you do when I leave?” he asked, not 
knowing what drove those words from him. 

She waved her hand, as though the question were not 
important. “You’ll come back.” 

“What will I do if I leave?” 
“You will go on. I have to stay here.” 
“There you gd again. You take it all too seriously. 

Everything set in a mortal context. You could leave with 
me if you wanted.to. We could take your mother . . . . 
But as h’e spoke he’realized the impossibility of what he 
was suggesting. He saw the anger rise in her cheeks. 

“Can’t you ur/derstand! You demean me when you 
refuse to take my seriously. Don’t you believe you can 
have a purpose that you can  love as much as you can love 
a person? A family?” 

“I’m not sure,” he said quietly. “I never have. I 
believe in the more elemental attachments, in having 
something soft or solid to love. Religion, politics, they’re 
cold hash in my view. Look at Marcelo. He’s devoted his 
life to an idea he doesn’t even believe in. Do you think it 
has made his life worthwhile? He is the only priest I 
know who never prays.” 

“What do you think keeps him going?” she asked. 
“I don’t know. Maybe the hope that what he once felt 

in the years before I knew him will come back. You 
can’t live without some expectation. Then there’s the 
force of inertia. Something set in  motion will continue 
until something else stops it. Marcelo may go on because 
he always has.” 

1,  

“Can’t you see his hope as a kind of belief?” 
“Maybe, but it seems a cold comfort.” 
“You should believe in me,” she said, her words dry 

and final. 
Sean felt his face flush, his eyes burn. “I  do believe in 

you. I don’t know that you understand that. But for you 
I think I would do anything.” He paused, then spoke 
again: “1’11 do whatever you want. I want to under- 
stand.” 

“But you can’t,’’ she said. “I cannot make you some- 
thing you are not. I don’t know what I want of you, 
except that you be like me, to believe as I do. And that is 
impossible. No, I want you to go, and to let me get on 
with what I am doing.” 

But Sean remained, and during t5e days that followed 
their relationship developed a franticness, a morbid 
abandon. One morning Kara was still sleeping when 
Sean left the room. He returned in the afternoon to find 
her sitting undressed on the bed. Her skin on her upper 
arms, he saw, bore the marks of his hands. She had a 
wasted, distracted look that told Sean of the damage he 
was doing her, of how he was tearing her away from 
herself, using her affection for him against her, love 
sowing pain, destroying. 
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he huge jet shuddered up through the fog 
and breached the Andes. The mountains 

rose about him, their skirts falling away into the frigid 
desert that separated Argentina and Chile. For the first 
time he felt an alien in this region at the bottom of the 
world. He tried to think ahead, but could think only of 
Kara, of the way she was on that last day, melancholy 
and apathetic in the gray city, like one of the children in 
la Merced. 

It occurred only two weeks later. He was in Buenos 
Aires when the tanks entered Santiago and the planes 
bombarded the Moneda. Air traffic into and out of 
Chile was suspended, so Sean moved west in Argentina, 
first to the city of Mendoza, then, in  a rented Citroen, 
up the winter Andes to the village of Las Cuevas, which 
balances on the spine of the continent at the frontier. 
(He had crossed once, years earlier, but it had been 
during the summer when there was no snow or possibil- 
ity. of being trapped.) 

The guards at the frontier had been increased. They 
would permit no one over the high pass into Chile. The 
country had been sealed. He remained in Las Cuevas for 
two days. He tried unsuccessfully to bribe the guards. 
But they were anxious and fearful, as if an invidious 
force hovered over them. Once he tried to go over the 
border late at night. They put a strong light on him and 
he froze in its glare, his legs sunk knee-deep in the snow. 
“Pare! Pare, Seior!” The words echoed in his mind, as 
if they had been shouted at him down a long tunnel. 
They had been ready’to shoot; it had been the most 
impulsive thing he had ever done. He would have died 
there in the Chilean mountains, the winds at-war above 
his head. 

Sean did not sleep; he could not eat. The sense of 
helplessness that gripped him was unshakable. His igno- 
rance of events inside Chile fed his imagination. Sketchy 
radio reports beamed out of Santiago told of the atroci- 
ties, of summary executions, of a people besieged by 
their former protectors. 

Several days later, at his hotel down in Mendoza, he 
was given a letter by a young priest who had come over 
the mountains in a special train with fifteen others. They 
were the first of thousands. The priest had the startled, 
uncomprehending look of all refugees. The letter was 
from Marcelo. 

Dear Sean: 
They have told me I must leave the country. They 

have declared me a subversive. A new order is upon us 
here. I t  is worse than anyone thought it would be, 
much worse. I am afraid of what is ahead. At the same 
time, the thought of leaving frightens me even more. I 
was engaged here, and at my age the worst thing is to 
be cut off from useful work. 

I do not know an easy way to tell you this. Kara has 

disappeared. She was at the school when the soldiers 
came. She would not go to one of the embassies for 
safety as so many did. They took her to the stadium 
with all the other people they arrested and they shot 
some of them ther . An old woman who lives near our 
church told me Kaja was dead. She would say nothing 
about how it hapFned. I think there was never any 
doubt she would stay. 

I hope to see you in a safe country and we will talk. 
It is all over here. I have prayed for Kara. 

Your friend, 
Marcelo 

ean left the ‘Crillon around nine in the s morning. The streets were still damp 
from the water trucks. It  was unseasonably warm, hint- 
ing of spring. The children who used to beg outside the 
hotel were no longer there. He felt their absence. Every- 
thing that had been familiar to him, that had anchored 
this place in his mind, had been swept away. He walked 
down past the Moneda, across the plaza. An old woman 
he had never seen before sold flowers from a stand he 
had never noticed. Perhaps it was the sheer innocence of 
the scene, possibly it provided the needed counterpoint, 
but for the first time he came to appreciate the extent of 
the treachery, and it sickened him. He walked on until 
he came to the black, gothic door. He knocked twice, 
then waited. He knocked again without response. He 
went around the corner to the small park and saw the old 
woman on the bench. She wore the green shawl he had 
brought her from Peru. She was rocking herself, the way 
old people tend to do, her hands flat on her knees, push- 
ing her body back on the balls of her feet. Her face 
registered no surprise as he sat down beside her. 

“Chacho, you have come back too late.” She smiled; 
there was no reproach in her face. Her glance fell to the 
ground. Two birds strutted into her line of vision, root- 
ing for seeds and morsels in the dirt. Her smile narrowed 
down to a grin, one of sly and friendly connivance. She 
patted his knee and continued to rock. Sean was puzzled 
by her animation. “They won’t take me,” she said to the 
birds. “They have taken everything from me. There is 
nothing left but myself, this old body. I don’t suffer, but 
they do not know that. If  they knew, they would take 
me.” 

She turned toward him. Her eyes, Sean thought, were 
wonderfully clear. “They don’t know.” That affirmed, 
she bobbed her head up  and down as if  to punctuate 
what she had just said. “There’s a place for me in 
Tem u Ico. ” 

There wasn’t, Sean knew. He sat beside her as she 
began to maunder and hum. When it got cool and the 
breeze came up, they rose:He took her by the arm and 
led her home. 


