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KYIV, Ukraine — Rus-
sian drones battered the
Ukrainian port city of Odesa
and glide bombs hit Zapor-
izhzhia, local authorities
said Tuesday, as the Krem-
lin again warned that negoti-
ators are unlikely to obtain a
swift breakthrough in peace
talks on the war.

Ukrainian, British,
French and U.S. officials are
due to meet in London on
Wednesday to discuss the
war. Anticipation is building
over whether diplomatic ef-
forts can stop more than
three years of fighting since
Russia’s full-scale invasion
of its neighbor. Hostility has
run deep since Russia invad-
ed and illegally annexed
Ukraine’s Crimean penin-
sula in 2014.

U.S. President Trump
said last week that negotia-
tions were “coming to a
head” and insisted that nei-
ther side is “playing” him in

his push to end the war. That
came after Secretary of
State Marco Rubio sug-
gested that the U.S. might
soon back away from nego-
tiations if they don’t prog-
ress.

Rubio has suggested that
Wednesday’s meeting could
be decisive in determining
whether the Trump admin-

istration continues its in-
volvement.

But Kremlin spokesman
Dmitry Peskov cautioned
that “the settlement issue is
so complex that it would be
wrong to put some tight lim-
its to it and try to set some
short time frame for a settle-
ment, a viable settlement —
it would be a thankless

task.”
Western analysts say

Moscow is in no rush to con-
clude peace talks because it
has battlefield momentum
and wants to capture more
Ukrainian land.

Russia has effectively re-
jected a U.S. proposal for an
immediate and full 30-day
halt in the fighting by impos-

ing far-reaching conditions.
Odesa came under a

“massive attack” by Russian
drones overnight, injuring at
least three people, the head
of the regional administra-
tion, Oleh Kiper, wrote on his
Telegram page.

A residential building in a
densely populated urban
area, civilian infrastructure
and an educational facility
were hit, he said.

Later Tuesday, Russia
hit the southern city of Za-
porizhzhia with two massive
aerial glide bombs — a retro-
fitted Soviet weapon that for
months has been used to lay
waste to eastern Ukraine.

The attack killed a 69-
year-old woman and injured
24 people, including four
children, according to re-
gional Gov. Ivan Fedorov. 

Peskov, the Kremlin
spokesman, said there are
no plans for talks on Ukrain-
ian President Volodymyr Ze-
lensky’s proposal to halt
strikes on civilian facilities.
He said Moscow is prepared
to consider such a step but
noted that reaching an
agreement could take time.

“While talking about ci-
vilian infrastructure, it’s
necessary to clearly define
when such facilities can be a
military target and when
they can’t,” he said. “If a mili-

tary meeting is held there, is
it a civilian facility? It is. But
is it a military target? Yes, it
is. There are some nuances
here that need to be dis-
cussed.”

The Ukrainian air force
said Russia fired 54 Shahed
and decoy drones at Ukraine
overnight, marking a re-
sumption of long-range at-
tacks that have blasted civil-
ian areas and sown terror.

Russia has stepped up its
use of Shahed drones, ex-
panding its production of
the weapon and refining its
tactics, the International In-
stitute for Strategic Studies
said in a recent analysis.

After Putin declared a
unilateral ceasefire Sat-
urday, Ukraine said it was
ready to reciprocate but said
Russian attacks continued.
Zelensky asserted that Rus-
sia violated the ceasefire
more than 2,900 times.

The Associated Press
was unable to verify whether
a ceasefire was in place
along the roughly 620-mile
front line.

Meanwhile, both Russia
and Ukraine are preparing
for the spring-summer mili-
tary campaign, Ukrainian
and Western officials say.

Novikov writes for the
Associated Press.

Russia batters 2 cities, warns talks will take time
Peace settlement is
too complex to rush,
Kremlin says. Western
nations are to meet
with Ukrainians. 
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POLICE officers try to calm an injured dog while a body lies near a building dam-
aged by a Russian strike on a residential neighborhood in Zaporizhzhia, Ukraine. 
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SRINAGAR, India —
Gunmen killed at least 26
tourists at a resort in the In-
dian-controlled portion of
Kashmir, police said Tues-
day, in what appeared to be a
major shift in the regional
conflict in which tourists
largely have been spared.

Police described the inci-
dent as a terrorist attack
and blamed militants fight-
ing against Indian rule.
“This attack is much larger
than anything we’ve seen di-
rected at civilians in recent
years,” Omar Abdullah, the
region’s top elected official,
wrote on social media.

Two senior police officers
said at least four gunmen,
whom they described as
militants, opened fire on
dozens of tourists at close
range. The officers said at
least three dozen others
were injured, many in seri-
ous condition.

Most of the tourists killed
were Indian, the officers
said, speaking on condition
of anonymity in keeping with
departmental policy. Offi-
cials recovered at least 24
bodies in Baisaran meadow,
about three miles from the
disputed region’s resort
town of Pahalgam. Two oth-
ers died while being trans-
ported for medical treat-
ment.

There was no immediate
claim of responsibility. Po-
lice and soldiers were
searching for the attackers.

“We will come down heav-
ily on the perpetrators 
with the harshest conse-
quences,” India’s home min-
ister, Amit Shah, wrote on
social media. He was head-
ing to Srinagar, the main city
in the Indian-held part of
Kashmir. He said Prime
Minister Narendra Modi, on
an official visit in Saudi Ara-
bia, has been briefed.

Modi was cutting short
his visit and returning to
New Delhi early Wednesday,
the Press Trust of India
news agency reported.

Mirwaiz Umar Farooq, a
key opposition politician
and Kashmir’s top religious
cleric, condemned what he
described as a “cowardly at-
tack on tourists,” writing on
social media that “such vi-
olence is unacceptable and
against the ethos of Kashmir
which welcomes visitors

with love and warmth.”
The gunfire coincided

with the visit to India of Vice
President JD Vance, who
called it a “devastating ter-
rorist attack.”

He added on social me-
dia: “Over the past few days,
we have been overcome with
the beauty of this country
and its people. Our thoughts
and prayers are with them as
they mourn this horrific at-
tack.”

President Trump on so-
cial media noted “deeply dis-
turbing news out of Kash-
mir. The United States
stands strong with India
against terrorism.” Other
global leaders, including
Russian President Vladimir
Putin and Italian Prime
Minister Giorgia Meloni,
condemned the attack.

Nuclear-armed rivals In-
dia and Pakistan each ad-
minister part of Kashmir,
but both claim the territory
in its entirety.

Kashmir has seen a spate
of targeted killings of Hin-
dus, including immigrant
workers from Indian states,
after New Delhi ended the
region’s semiautonomy in
2019 and drastically curbed
dissent, civil liberties and
media freedoms.

Tensions have been sim-
mering as India has intensi-
fied its counterinsurgency
operations. But despite
tourists flocking to Kashmir
for its Himalayan foothills
and exquisitely decorated
houseboats, they have not
been targeted.

The region has drawn
millions of visitors who enjoy
a strange peace kept by
ubiquitous security check-
points, armored vehicles
and patrolling soldiers. New
Delhi has vigorously pushed
tourism and touted it as a
sign of normality returning.

The meadow in Pahal-
gam, surrounded by snow-
capped mountains and dot-
ted with pine forests, draws
hundreds of tourists daily. 

Opposition leader Rahul
Gandhi, while condemning
the attack, said the Modi
government should take ac-
countability instead of mak-
ing “hollow claims on the sit-
uation being normal” in the
region.

Hussain writes for the
Associated Press. AP writer
Sheikh Saaliq in New Delhi
contributed to this report.

Gunmen kill at least 26
visiting Kashmir resort,
Indian authorities say 

POLICE blamed militants fighting against Indian
rule in Tuesday’s attack. Above, tourists in Srinagar.
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BUENOS AIRES —
Jorge Mario Bergoglio, born
in Buenos Aires, never set
foot in his homeland after
becoming Pope Francis in
2013.

That left many of the
faithful in Argentina feeling
puzzled and snubbed by the
world’s first Latin American
pope. The question of why
he never returned quickly
dominated airwaves and
headlines on Tuesday in
Buenos Aires.

Francis, who died
Monday, said little about his
decision to steer clear of Ar-
gentina. But Vatican insid-
ers and interlocutors said
the pontiff wanted to avoid
being swept up in the polar-
izing politics that character-
ized his country.

“It’s sad, because we
should have been proud to
have an Argentine pope,”
said Ardina Aragon, 94, a
longtime friend and neigh-
bor from the middle-class
neighborhood of Flores,
where Francis was born in
1936. “I think there were po-
litical factors that influ-
enced him.”

Francis, a devotee of soc-
cer, tango and other signa-
ture aspects of Argentine
culture, was known to have
tense relationships with
some of his country’s lead-
ers. His ideological clash
with President Javier Milei,
who took office in 2023, cre-
ated even more challenges.

Popularity decline 
Argentina celebrated

Francis’ becoming pope
with an ecstasy otherwise
reserved for the country’s
three World Cup soccer
championships. But that
initial excitement over the
former archbishop of
Buenos Aires faded as the
years passed.

A recent Pew Research
Center report showed that
Francis’ popularity had
dropped more in Argentina
than anywhere else in the re-
gion over the last decade.
About 64% of respondents
said they had a positive view
of Francis in September
2024, compared with 91% in
2014.

“There are many among
us who think he made mis-
takes. Not everyone in our
community is proud of the
association,” said Adriana
Lombardi, 62, a retired
teacher in Buenos Aires, re-
ferring to traditionalist
Catholics in Argentina and
beyond who accused Fran-

cis of leading the church
astray.

Some in Buenos Aires felt
slighted by Francis’ avoid-
ance of Argentina.

“Despite his history here,
it seems like he doesn’t care
about us,” said Bruno Rent-
ería, 19, who was praying in
front of an icon of the Virgin
Mary at the Basílica de San
José de Flores in Buenos Ai-
res. Older churchgoers re-
called the very confessional
where Bergoglio, at age 16,
had first heard the call to the
priesthood. “It’s odd be-
cause it seems like he has
time for everyone else.”

Political tensions 
Some trace those ten-

sions to when he was arch-
bishop of Buenos Aires dur-
ing the leftist tenures of late
former President Néstor
Kirchner and his successor
and wife, the divisive
Cristina Fernández de
Kirchner, whose strain of
populism dominated Argen-
tine politics for decades.

Francis and Fernández
de Kirchner were unfriendly
neighbors in Plaza de Mayo,
the central square that
hosts both the government
headquarters and the cathe-
dral where Francis delivered
homilies during much of her
presidency from 2007 to 2015.

From the pulpit, Francis
criticized the “exhibition-
ism” and autocratic tenden-
cies of Argentina’s political
class — a subtle dig that the
Kirchners interpreted as a
direct attack. His support
for the Vatican’s conserva-
tive positions on key social
issues deepened rifts with
Fernández de Kirchner’s
progressive government as
it expanded sex education
and, in 2010, legalized same-
sex marriage — a first for
Latin America.

Perhaps most signifi-
cantly, supporters of the
Kirchners accused Francis
of complicity in Argentina’s
1976-83 military dictator-
ship, when as many as 30,000
people were estimated by
human rights groups to have
been killed or simply “disap-
peared.” Francis was head of
Argentina’s Jesuit order
during those violent years,
when the junta targeted
radical clerics and priests
who worked with the poor.

Francis rejected the ac-
cusations of complicity. In
his 2024 memoir, “Life: My
Story Through History,” he
recalled hiding wanted ac-
tivists and pressing military
officials behind the scenes to
free two abducted priests
from his order.

Eventually, Kirchner’s
social welfare policies reso-
nated with Bergoglio. The
two drew closer after he be-
came pontiff and set about
softening the image of an in-
stitution that had long ap-
peared forbidding. 

“Conservatives in Argen-
tina failed to understand his
change of attitude,” said Ser-

gio Berensztein, who runs a
political consultancy in
Buenos Aires.

A ‘Peronist pope’
Unsettled by his critiques

of the excesses of capitalism,
right-wing critics branded
Francis the “Peronist pope”
— a reference to the Argen-
tine populist movement
founded by three-time Presi-
dent Juan Domingo Perón,
who employed an authori-
tarian hand and powerful
state to champion social jus-
tice causes.

From that point on,
Berensztein said, Francis
“felt everything he said or
did would lead to fighting on
either side of the divide.”

Francis’ politics came
under more scrutiny in 2016,
when he wore an unusually
grim expression while pos-
ing for a photo beside former
President Mauricio Macri,
Kirchner’s conservative suc-
cessor, whose austerity pro-
gram battered the poor.

The awkward photo op
paled in comparison with
Francis’ discomfort with
what followed.

Before coming to power
in 2023, Milei, a former televi-
sion pundit and corporate
economist, called Francis an
“imbecile” and “the repre-
sentative of the Evil One on
Earth.” He lashed out at the
pope for promoting social
justice, supporting taxes
and sympathizing with
“murderous communists.”

Francis expressed sym-
pathy for the strife of Argen-
tines pulled into poverty as
they bore the brunt of Milei’s
fiscal shock therapy, voicing
concern over what he called
a “save yourself approach” to
doing politics and publicly
criticizing Argentine securi-
ty forces for using pepper
spray against Argentine re-
tirees protesting for better
pensions.

The Vatican described a
meeting between Francis
and Milei in 2024 as “cor-
dial,” but ideological differ-
ences resurfaced with the
ascension of Milei’s political
ally, President Trump. 

Since Trump’s reelec-
tion, Francis has intensified
direct attacks on the U.S. ad-
ministration, criticizing its
mass deportation of mi-
grants and other policies.

“Francis cultivated a so-
cial doctrine in the church

that generated opposition,
particularly among conser-
vatives in the United
States,” said Sergio Rubin,
an Argentine journalist and
Francis’ authorized biogra-
pher. 

Grateful followers
After a dozen years of pa-

pal travel — including to
nearly all of Argentina’s
neighbors — Francis refer-
enced a plan to visit his
homeland last year. Nothing
came of it.

“He went to Brazil, Peru,
Chile; he passed over our
heads,” said Lucia Vidal, a
retired nurse who attended
Bergoglio’s Mass when he
was archbishop. “That pains
me.” 

In contrast, Pope John
Paul II visited his native Po-
land less than a year after
becoming pontiff in 1978. His
successor, Pope Benedict
XVI, chose his native Ger-
many for his first foreign trip
in 2005.

Other Argentines ap-
peared less indignant about
the snub and more grateful
for his contributions to 
the impoverished neighbor-
hoods of Buenos Aires,
where Bergoglio first earned
fame as the “slum bishop,”
leading processions, cre-
ating a cadre of priests who
follow in his footsteps and
founding shelters for home-
less addicts and community
centers on violence-scarred
streets. 

“I can’t express what his
humility, his open hands,
meant to me, my family, my
neighborhood,” said Angela
Cano, 51, at a Mass in his
honor Monday at Villa 21-24,
a neglected suburb near the
railroad. “We saw up close
how he was the pope of the
people. He helped us find
God.”

Back in Flores, Carlos
Liva, 66, a retired cabdriver,
said that he couldn’t be-
grudge the pope for priori-
tizing the rest of the world
after spending most of his
years in Argentina.

“It’s clear that he felt at
ease in Rome,” Liva said. “In
his own country, people
found every reason to ques-
tion him.”

Calatrava and Debre write
for the Associated Press. AP
writer Natacha Pisarenko
contributed to this report.

In Argentina, some
ask why Francis never
came back for a visit 

“IT’S CLEAR that he felt at ease in Rome,” one Ar-
gentine man said of the future pope, shown in 2009.
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Vatican insiders and
others say it was not a
snub but an effort to
avoid being swept up
in polarizing politics.
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