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			Chiloé Islands, Chile

			Day 1, January 31

			Lucky that Martinet Martin didn’t assign me to write about what I liked in Chile, since I could list that on one hand so far. But the first thing I’ve learned here is that nothing’s ever as good as you hope or quite as bad as you fear. I don’t know what I expected when Linda called Chiloé a group of islands in the South Pacific. Tahiti? You can always dream. But whatever I imagined, it wasn’t this.

			Anyway, put a good face on bad karma, that was my philosophy. A week ago, visiting my missionary sister didn’t even register on my radar, and here I was warp-speeded to a galaxy far, far away. The final frontier…

			Nah. Blame the mashed-up plotlines on my reeling head, but it looked more like a rerun of a sixties sitcom — in the uttermost fringes of the earth. I threw a smirk at my sister as I trudged after her and my nieces down a pier jammed with fishing tubs bobbing low in the water. “What is this, some kind of Gilligan’s Island set? A three-hour tourrr…”

			“You’re Ginger and I’m Mary Ann?” Linda shifted her toddler, Rachelle, on her hip and pointed toward one of the grungy boats huddled along the crumbling concrete jetty. “There’s our version of the Minnow, Melissa.”

			The name Última Esperanza sprawled across the peeling hull in wine-red streaks. Oh, perfect. If that boat was my Last Hope, then I was going down, for sure. A horde of sleazy fishermen jostled between the other vessels, hauling beer crates and baskets of bug-eyed fish and other creepy crawlers. I scrunched my nose at the stench. Shrill alien voices scraped across my nerves.

			How would I survive a whole month in this Chilean backwater? I’d die if I had to hang around longer than that. Even if it did mean my last hope of temporary escape from home. And maybe my parents’ last-ditch hope of reforming me. Not going to happen. I’d had enough of squeezing into their mold. God knew I didn’t want to hurt them more, but why couldn’t they just leave me alone?

			Sure, I was grateful to Linda. The invitation to visit her family couldn’t have come at a better time, and the travel plans had worked out fast. Just six days after Martinet Martin suspended me from Mt. Washington Christian Academy, I’d boarded a plane to South America.

			Figured I could do a lot worse than Chile in February.

			Only now, doubts swamped me.

			At least I had my big sister. Floundering in this tidal wave of unfamiliar faces and accents, I hung on to her encouraging smile. Though why Linda chose a white cotton blouse and lime-green print skirt — I kid you not — to clamber aboard a grubby boat mystified me. Didn’t she know the 1990s had arrived? The Iron Curtain had fallen; Star Wars had sprung to life. But even in this last decade of the millennium, the Chiloé Islanders seemed to lag fifty or a hundred years behind the rest of the world.

			No question, though, Linda shone a beacon of cool elegance amid the filth. I grinned at her. “You got it wrong. Ginger was the redhead. At least you’re not wearing high heels. Are we the ‘fearless crew’?”

			“Yep, but relax, ours is the next launch down.” Linda grinned. “You were looking a little skeptical at the Última Esperanza.”

			The wooden craft moored beside the Last Hope glared an immaculate canary yellow, trimmed in black and white. “Okay, that’s a bit less scary, I take back the scowl,” I said. “But Ambassador? Sounds way too grand, Lin. Better go with Minnow. Except it’s bad luck to change a ship’s name, isn’t it?”

			“One thing we don’t need around here is more superstitions. But ambassadors for Christ is the idea, you know.”

			Right. I rolled my eyes, heaved my bulging canvas bag onto the mold-caked dock, and tore off the fleece jacket I’d layered on. Linda had warned me that Chiloé might turn cool, even in midsummer. Not that it was tropical-humid, but still, I hadn’t expected this heat wave.

			Or a lot of other fine points. Like the total shabbiness of the seaside hamlet where Linda and her husband, Cole Peterson, lived. Like getting hauled off to another island before I’d grabbed a nap or even caught my breath from all the traveling. Like the slime underfoot or the reek of diesel fuel, rotten wood, and seaweed. Bottom of the globe, bottom of the barrel. Bottom of my bucket list, too, though my parents hadn’t laid out many options.

			I’d painted the trip as an early spring break to my friends back in Baltimore, but this miserable village dock felt more like the end of the world than any top vacation destination. So not my dream of a holiday cruise — 

			Someone plowed into me from behind and all but toppled me across the bag at my feet. “Ow!” Bracing myself with my fingertips, I shot a glare after the klutz.

			A heavyset man with a grizzled beard bushing from a sweaty red face gripped the armful of boxes he carried and barely spared me a glance. Never mind an apology. He bellowed something at a dilapidated craft named the Akina and shoved his cargo to a sailor on board.

			Seriously, they were loading Christmas lights? At nearer Valentine’s Day? These people couldn’t even get their seasons right, let alone the century.

			“Sorry, people aren’t usually that rude here.” Poor Linda didn’t have to offer excuses for the jerk, but she did.

			“Rude man,” echoed her five-year-old, Reba, and slipped her hand into mine.

			A gust of wind fragrant with salt and pine scuttled off the ocean, making the red-white-and-blue Chilean flags billow from the row of masts with a synchronized snap. My eyes watered in the brisk breeze. So maybe Chiloé wasn’t Hawaii, and this was no five-star boardwalk thronged with beautiful people. But it smelled, even looked, a little like the coast near my grandmother’s cottage in Maine.

			Only I’d never stay there with Grandma Rose again.

			Nothing could bring her back. She’d intended for us to make this journey together, and now I had to fumble along however I could. And it was my own fault.

			Blinking tears, I swept my gaze back up the pier. “So this is it, huh? A thumbs-up for the scenery, at least. While the gang back home’s shoveling snow, I’ll be sunbathing.”

			“I — I wish that was true.” Linda winced and set two-year-old Rachelle onto the salt-pitted dock. “I have a confession to make  — two, actually.”

			Uh-oh. I blew a stream of air up over my flushed cheeks, fluttering damp bangs. “What’s the deal then? You already said you were kidnapping me to visit friends of yours on another island. Like, an even more remote paradise?”

			“Chauquelín, it’s called. But — there’s more to it than just visiting.”

			I chewed my lip. “So the boat might sink before we make it back?”

			“Hope not.” Linda’s dimples quivered. “But we’re staying for a week or ten days. To hold tent meetings. Believe me, I didn’t plan things this way when I invited you here. But a few days ago a young couple Cole met recently came by and begged us to visit their home island.”

			Gaping, I blurted, “What, you mean, like a revival thing?”

			A pair of dirty gulls flapped down the pier and squawked their protest, too. I should have known Mrs. Paragon-of-Perfection would con me into something like this. Had Linda even conspired with Mom and Dad? Pack the idle kid sister off for a month of hard labor disguised as educational tourism?

			“Not quite like that,” my sister said. “The Pérez family are new Christians, and they want to share with their neighbors. Though not everybody’s sympathetic. Some famous local machi — like a shaman, a-a witch doctor — just returned from…I don’t know…but he’s causing quite a stir…” She slid the clips out of her burnished-copper hair and tucked them back in. “Anyway, we don’t get such a wide-open door very often, so Cole feels we should go.”

			A weird prickle snaked down my back. “But…now? I thought it was summer vacation here.”

			“That’s the point. While the weather’s still good. Winters can be brutal.”

			I sighed. “Okay, right. Makes sense, I guess.” I could hardly blame Linda when she was trapped in the middle.

			But it also meant I had to go wherever my hosts dragged me in this strange country. I thought I could go with the flow, but this meant wading pretty deep. Who would’ve imagined? Ten years ago, when my family went missionizing without me — the baby of the Travis clan got in their way — I’d have been thrilled to tag along. Now that I couldn’t care less, I was hog-tied on a mission trip.

			Already my Great Escape had backfired.

			“I’m sorry we’re whisking you off to the boondocks before you’ve even had a chance to see the town or anything,” Linda said. “I promise we’ll tour the capital later in the month — ”

			“So I don’t need to unpack my tanning oil and sunglasses yet?” I tried to show a brave face. Do the right thing, for a change, instead of whining. The Petersons had a pressing reason for hustling me off the bus from the mainland and pausing at their home in the village only long enough for me to repack a bag.

			“And we’ll celebrate your fifteenth birthday in Santiago,” Linda said. “Do it up big like the — ”

			“Oh, would you quit apologizing.” I had an idea — I’d make myself useful. “How about I wash the dishes and babysit Reb and Rachelle while you and Cole rescue the perishing? Call it community service.” Just don’t try to suck me into your missionary stuff.

			“Sounds like a deal to me.” Linda smiled as she twirled prancing Reba back from the edge of the dock.

			Guilt gnawed at me. I hated my snarky suspicions. Linda and Cole and their two little girls had welcomed me — on short notice — and treated me with nothing but kindness. Just…why did my oldest sister have to be so perfect…so churchy?

			Compared to Linda and her fabulous hair, I always felt as pale as a spring bud next to flaming fall foliage. As dull and pathetic as the moon at noonday. Ginger and Mary Ann, all right. Oh, not just because my plain blond hair never flowed in a sleek waterfall like hers. But I was the oddball among the six Travis siblings, the one who didn’t belong. Misfit Melissa. I couldn’t even begin to measure up to their shining standards.

			Qué será, será. For now, while things cooled off at home and school, I’d do my penance, let the dust settle, and more or less play along with Linda and Cole. Get in, get out. Have fun, go home, quick and painless as possible — that was the strategy.

			I nudged my bag forward a couple of inches with the toe of my sneaker. “You said two confessions?”

			Linda’s face pinched. “Um, yeah. Mom and Dad called last night, and it’s not good news, I’m afraid.”

			My chest tightened. They’d already settled everything 
for my stay in Chile. What else could there be to talk 
over? I pretended to groan. “So what now, you’re gearing 
up to deliver their I-hope-you’ll-take-time-to-reflect-on-your-wayward-life-before-you-come-home speech?”

			My parents’ snap agreement with my getaway plan had already tipped me off that the trip to the Chiloé Islands was more of an exile than a get-out-of-jail-free card. Or maybe a bribe to come clean about the whole incident at school. They suspected I was holding something back — that the spiked-oranges episode wasn’t all my fault. And they were spot-on. I’d covered for my friends, taken most of the rap.

			But honestly, what did Mom and Dad think? No way was I going to snitch on my friends. I’d die first.

			“Dah, duh.” Little Rachelle tugged on my arm and pointed to her daddy on the Ambassador.

			My lanky, straw-haired brother-in-law towered at the deck end of a crude plank walkway between the dock and the boat. Hard to imagine any man less like the skipper of the Minnow than Cole. “You girls ready?”

			“To walk the plank?” I grimaced and hefted up my heavy bag again.

			“We can discuss this later, Melissa.” Linda handed Rachelle across the precarious bridge to Cole. “After we get underway, I’ll put the kids down for a nap and then we’ll talk.”

			Linda sounded more like Mom in full-blown worry mode than my usually cheerful and bossy big sister. But after helping Reba over the walkway, she pirouetted and scampered across like a gymnast along a balance beam.

			Huh. If my prim-and-proper sister — pushing thirty and in a skirt, no less — could do that, I wasn’t about to be left behind. Clutching my bag, I drew in a breath and wobbled across.

			A little less graceful than Linda. Maybe a lot less. Oh, what on earth was I doing here? Sure, nobody’d forced me to come. I’d voluntarily jumped out of the pressure cooker back home, and this backward place was about as far from Maryland as I could possibly go.

			How much was that worth putting up with? When I longed to get away, I didn’t mean to another planet. My plans didn’t include virtual time travel either. Was I doomed? Fate — cosmic payback, or whatever — just wouldn’t stop chasing me.

			But what could I expect when I’d killed my grandmother? Yeah, it was an accident, not some premeditated horror flick. I wasn’t even there. But I should’ve been.

			So I was responsible for her death. Even if nobody knew except me and God.

			That first wretched mistake.

			My friends could believe this was a cool vacation. My parents might sigh in relief and pray I’d be sorry and “smarten up.” And my sister might hope I’d come to Chile to help her save the world. I didn’t have to wonder what God had sentenced me here for.

			Did Ginger and Mary Ann get a bad feeling about boarding the Minnow? I took another deep breath. Okay, I can do this. For a month. Just a month.
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			As I settled onto the deck of the Ambassador, my head throbbed. Had I ever zigzagged between such mixed feelings in my life?

			On one hand, adventure beckoned. And then it seemed all wrong…without Gran. I’d chosen fun with my friends over keeping her company last summer. Now I had to pay the piper.

			A deafening engine growled from the open mouth of the stern, so I slouched against the low wall of the forward hold and tucked my arms around jeans-clad knees. The whole reverse-seasons thing hadn’t sunk in until now. It was hot today, even on the ocean.

			A light wind caressed my face as I tilted my nose toward the sun. While Linda settled my nieces for their siesta, I shaded my eyes against the water’s glare and tried to shift my mind into neutral.

			Moss-green bluffs slid by, smudged in the distance. Ahead down the channel, mountains floated in a violet haze over the far-off mainland. The Andes looked like a sandwich — rippling slices of snowy tips between sky and sea.

			I should get my camera for the Kodak moment, but I’d tossed my gear into the cabin. Didn’t want to disturb the girls now. My notebook was still packed too, and — oh, great. I had a suspicion I might have left my books behind at Linda’s house. Hardly surprising. Even though only a couple of hours separated winter in Maryland from summer in Chile, my brain still spun to catch up.

			The flight to the Chilean capital of Santiago. An overnight bus ride south to the final outpost of mainland civilization. Then another bus-plus-ferry to the little town of Mellehue on Grand Chiloé where Linda and Cole lived.

			After the long journey — and two nights in a seat — I could use a nap myself. Mabel Baker, Linda’s elderly colleague, had chattered nonstop on last night’s bus trip too. My eyelids drooped.

			[image: ]

			But I tensed the instant the cabin door thudded open and shut. Linda joined me in the prow, perching against the edge of the hot zinc roof.

			“I knew that wouldn’t take long.” She didn’t notice that I pretended to be asleep. “The kids got up at the crack of dawn, and they’ll probably be up late tonight, too.”

			I gave up, stretched my legs out, and pried my eyes open. The sunlight on the water dazzled.

			Linda fiddled with the tie-belt of her skirt. “So…how are Mom and Dad?”

			Here comes the sermon already. Not-so-slick workup to the topic, Mrs. Missionary. I squinted at a looming headland. “The same. They drove me all the way to JFK and saw me off. Greatly relieved, I’m sure.”

			“What do you mean? Mom’s usually reluctant to let one of her chicks head off alone for the first time.”

			I stifled a yawn. “Oh, she clucked enough about it. All the mother hen stuff. But too bad my plane wasn’t hijacked to Cuba. Convenient load off their minds.”

			“Melissa Rose Travis, what an awful thing to say. I’m sure they don’t feel like that at all.”

			“Yeah, well, nobody needs to tell me I’m the black sheep of the family. In deep disgrace at the moment.” I scowled at the mountains that hovered on the horizon. Like an army of rugged giants, they seemed to guard against any possible escape from Chile. That was my life — forever fenced in, trapped wherever I went. “Kind of a disappointment after my five virtuous brothers and sisters.”

			Linda bent toward me, her green eyes round and luminous. “That’s what you really think of us?”

			“Oh, I salute you all.” I twisted to my feet and flopped beside her on the roof. “Then there’s me, the family embarrassment.”

			Not that I was proud of that. I was sorry they were ashamed of me. But not sorry for being myself. I was not going to play the saint just because the rest did. Maybe my parents could make me attend Christian school, but they couldn’t make me drink the sappy Kool-Aid.

			“Don’t you think you’re overreacting a bit?” Linda said.

			“If you think they shipped me off to the ‘mission field’ as a reward for good behavior, then you’re overestimating Mom and Dad’s mellowing in their old age.” I stared her down.

			“Maybe being the youngest is kind of hard.” Linda popped up and clung to a steel cable at the tip of the bow, rocking on her sandals. Her hair danced in a flourish of cinnamon-colored waves behind her. “Tough act to follow.”

			Icy sea spray hit my ankles and gave me goose pimples. I shivered in spite of the heat. “Believe me, I’m not even trying.”

			The spray drizzled over her freckled face while she studied me for a second, then dropped her gaze. With the toe of her sandal, she scuffed at the pitch that patched a crack between the deck boards. “So…what exactly happened with you at old Mt. W.?”

			“You don’t mean they haven’t told you the dirty details?” I leaned back on one elbow.

			“Just bits and pieces. I want to hear your version, Meli.”

			“I got bounced for a month, that’s all.” The wind swept my hair into a tangled cloud about my head. I caught it and concentrated on taming it into a side braid.

			“But isn’t this the second time this year? You’ve lost quite a bit of school.”

			“I made all my credits last semester, I can do it again. Nothing wrong with my grades, so their big punishment will hardly put me behind at all. No great loss, just vacation time.”

			A twinge of regret stabbed me. I’d miss the school music festival. But as long as I made it for the drama finals…and I’d be home again well before then. “I do have to write this corny essay on ‘What I Learned in Chile’ while I’m here, so I won’t laze around completely.” I snickered.

			“You were suspended, but you still have school assignments?”

			“Yeah, go figure.” I scratched at a spot of salt on my jeans.

			“But why? I mean, I’ve heard the what…the drinking and partying and all. But on the bottom line, why would you — ?”

			“Why did I do it?” I finished for her. I bit my bottom lip and closed my eyes.

			Because I’m not your clone. That boring school smothered me, everything Linda and her type stood for. I only wanted the chance to be myself. Make my own decisions.

			No point going into it all, though. Linda would never understand. I tried to sound flippant. “Oh, Mr. Martin called it ‘attitude.’ Guilty as charged.”

			“I see.” My sister’s tone went quiet and flat, like a pond smoothing out after a stone plunks into it and sinks.

			Did she see? Not likely. “I really don’t care what that old goat of a principal thinks.”

			“I wonder if you’ll care — ” Linda broke off. The wind snatched her voice and carried it away like the hollow echo in a deserted classroom.

			The boat — launch, they called it — gave a sudden thrust to starboard. Now headed south, it skipped over the swells as we chugged along offshore of an island — our destination, I assumed. I couldn’t help giggling as the motion tickled my stomach.

			“Never mind, we’ll talk about it later,” Linda said. “We’re almost there now. How’d your Spanish hold up on the trip down?”

			“Hold up? It was on hold. I didn’t have a chance to practice a word with Mabel there. She even tried to translate Coca-Cola for me.” I refrained from grumbling about the forty years’ worth of South American missionary anecdotes my travel companion had subjected me to on the bus trip south.

			Linda chuckled. “Maybe Mabel was a bit too helpful.”

			“Never mind, I’d have freaked without her. How long does it take to become fluent in Spanish?”

			“Only the rest of your life.” She winked, her lips twitching. “But you could make some progress even in the short time you’re here, though, if you’re willing to use what you know. And don’t let mistakes discourage you from trying again.”

			“Ha, never fear. If I did that, I’d never open my mouth all month.” I waved a hand toward the onshore vista. “So what’s this place like, anyway?”

			The hills above the sea unrolled in a haphazard patchwork quilt of lush greens and golden browns. Dark stands of trees made a vivid contrast with the fields of ripe grain and the emerald meadows. Here and there, houses dotted the landscape in flashes of brick red, patina green, and driftwood gray. Gran would’ve liked it. All through the voyage, I’d dreaded washing up on a deserted isle. But a place sort of like Maine, even wound back a hundred years, couldn’t be all bad.

			“I’ve never been here before,” Linda said, “though Cole has. Chauquelín’s supposed to be one of the most pagan islands in the archipelago. There’s a twenty-dollar word for you, archipelago. Means a group of islands.”

			“Looks gorgeous, even if it’s not Hawaii. Hey, what are those — they aren’t — oh, wow, dolphins!”

			A real Flipper show glued us both to the deck railing. Several of the creatures — an entire pod, maybe — played leapfrog just off the launch’s port side. They breached in and out of the creaming wake, soaring, diving, racing with the boat. For almost ten minutes, the black-and-silver silhouettes romped alongside the Ambassador. Then, with a chorus of throaty barks and ticks, they charged away toward another island west across the channel.

			“Must’ve located some lunch.” I released a pent-up sigh. “Wow. I just love them. Did you hear the Baltimore Aquarium’s opening a new marine mammal pavilion later this year? I can’t wait to go.” When I was six, Gran had taken me to the aquarium as a consolation prize while the rest of my family went off on one of their save-the-world missions. I’d been crazy about the place ever since.

			“The Chilean dolphin’s called a tonina,” Linda said. “We see them a lot around here. Don’t even have to visit the aquarium.”

			“That’s so awesome. My friends will drool with envy when they hear.” At least, I hoped they would. This cool experience deserved writing home about. I gave a snort. “Something else for my ‘What I Learned in Chile’ essay, too.”

			“Um, yeah. Right.” Fidgeting with the belt of her skirt again, Linda inched along the narrow deck toward the cabin. “I’d better rouse the girls.”

			The launch’s motor geared down a notch and eased to a dull rumble. Our two-hour voyage — not three, Gilligan — came to an end. Straight ahead lay a peaceful cove and a boulder-strewn beach, glittering in the sunshine. Definitely no white sands or swaying palms. Still, a lot better than February slush in B’more.

			Cole, his close-clipped curls bleached white against his sunburned face, dashed onto the deck, dropped an anchor, and ducked back into the cabin to cut the engine. On shore, two boys in shorts and flip-flops hopscotched from stone to stone and tossed pebbles into the pools left by the last high tide. A skinny leprechaun of a man shouldering a hoe and a rosy-cheeked woman piggy-backing a little girl also picked their way toward us.

			So we’d landed on Chauquelín. Hanging out on this island had to be better than enduring the school grind or loafing around home listening to Mom’s lectures. But tent meetings? Get a life. The language might turn out the least of my hassles this week.

			It occurred to me then that Linda hadn’t even mentioned what Mom and Dad had called about. Either it wasn’t as important as she’d insinuated — or it was worse than I could possibly imagine.
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			One by one, Cole loaded our fearless female crew into a rowboat to make the short glide to the beach. When the boat struck the shallows with a scrape of gravel, he leaped out and dragged it ashore with the leprechaun’s aid, both men sloshing through crystal-clear water in tall rubber boots. Then Cole lifted the children out while Linda and I jumped onto the shore. My duffle bag only got partially wet in the maneuver.

			Cole made the introductions. Our host, Ramón Pérez — the leprechaun — grinned like a scarecrow under his crooked wool hat. Seriously, wool? He must be cooking. Despite his scrawny frame, his biceps bulged as he skidded the rowboat over the rocks to tie it on higher ground. His equally robust wife, Virginia, had a glowing complexion and curly black hair bobby-pinned behind her ears. Her limp red polyester blouse, drenched with sweat, clashed with her rose-pink peasant skirt.

			“Just call me Gina.” She hugged me. “I’m so glad to meet you, Sister Melissa.”

			Sister? Did I look like a nun? Whatever. At least her soft country accent was easy to understand. So maybe the woman could stand a shower and a toothbrush, but her greeting was so sweet that my eyes prickled.

			The Pérez children shared their parents’ bronze skin and solid limbs. The toddler, Anita, raced Rachelle up the beach. The boys pumped my hand and kissed my cheek with polite solemnity, then nudged Reba to show off a boat they’d concocted from a wooden shingle and a tin can. The toy launch floated down a brook that trickled into the sea.

			“Come on up to the house for tea.” Gina linked her arm through Linda’s.

			“I’ll help you unload afterwards, Don Colin,” Ramón said as we started along the road above the beach. It was little more than a trail of hard-packed earth and shells.

			“Great.” Cole wiped a layer of peeling skin along with the perspiration from his brow. “Got a mountain of stuff. We’ll need some extra hands.”

			“Julio and Joelín were worried you wouldn’t make it today,” Gina said. “They’re so excited about the Bible classes for the kids, they’ve already invited half the island.”

			Linda laughed. “Makes our work easier anyway.”

			The Pérezes’ house — I assumed — floated on a green hillside overlooking the cove. Cedar shingles, faded to glossy silver-gray, cloaked the square, two-storied cottage. In helter-skelter English style, a huge flower garden framed the house in a riot of color. Above double front doors, a crescent moon–shaped balcony skirted the second-floor gable end, and … a black-clad woman, her hair like a bank of fluffy snow, hunched over the railing. She peered hawk-eyed at our approach. Seriously, only missing a conical hat.

			But we bypassed the path of crushed shells leading up to the house. “That’s not it?” I asked Linda.

			“They’re our nearest neighbors,” Gina said. “Luisa Guzmán and her daughter, María Angélica De la Cruz. Both widows. Angélica’s two boys went to school in Mellehue last year.”

			“Not the Serrano boys?” Cole said. “They’re from this island, I know.”

			Ramón nodded. “Sí, Nicolás and Marcos. Good young fellows, a bit cocky, but they help their mother plenty. You met them in town then, Don Colin?”

			“I referee some soccer from time to time.”

			“Didn’t Nicolás come to the youth meetings at church, Cole?” Linda said.

			“Yeah, came with Tito Bahamonde a few times toward the end of the school year. Good at ping-pong. Always very quiet, though.” Cole winked at me. “These guys would be about your age, Meli.”

			“Charmed.” Bother, the last thing I needed — a couple of backwoods bumpkins competing to impress me.

			We detoured off the main path onto a narrow track that wound uphill through a tidy field of potatoes. Amazing they could even plant anything on land this steep. But when we arrived at the Pérez yard, I couldn’t hold back a gasp. Mud oozed to the very front doorstep of a low, teal-blue cabin. My white sneakers would never look the same.

			Squawking chickens flapped in every direction. As we passed a shed where tools and sacks of grain were stored, I heard a pig snuffle in a crude pen nearby. In another thatched shack, meat and fish dangled on ropes from the rafters, drying in a haze of smoke and flies. I wrinkled my nose and coughed.

			Gina threw open the front door into a dank cave of a room, a living area of sorts where the reek of garlic and mildew mixed with a kerosene-scented floor wax. Painfully neat, the furniture consisted of two chairs and a settee of stiff bamboo, piled with lumpy, garish, flower-print cushions. Flattened cardboard cartons carpeted the red pine-board floor like scatter rugs. Presumably to protect the wax job?

			Our hostess waved us through into the kitchen. “Sit down by the stove while I reheat the kettle.” She slid a soot-smudged aluminum kettle to the center of a decrepit cookstove.

			Gingerly I took a seat on the grimy cushioned bench that bordered the stove. Filth encrusted the stovetop. The rust-eaten chimney pipe belched smoke. Conversation flowed on around me, but I couldn’t concentrate on the Spanish any longer. My head pounding, I could only gawk zombie-like around me.

			In contrast to the living room’s humble spotlessness, the kitchen floor had rarely seen a broom, let alone wax. Burnt matches wedged between the boards. In a murky corner stood a precarious open cupboard, crowded with chipped cups and plates, grease-caked tins, and jars of crimson sauce — hot peppers? Nearby, a lone faucet dripped over a dirty porcelain sink. The oilcloth table covering looked sticky enough to be made of flypaper.

			The oldest Pérez boy, Julio César — what a goofy name — shooed a nosy hen out to the yard and shuffled back to Cole’s side. He made no attempt to clean up the hen’s contribution to the nasty floor.

			A creepy sensation, like spiders, crawled up my back. I shuddered, hoping no one picked up on it.

			I could barely touch the generous slices of homemade bread that Gina offered me. When she handed Linda a cup of tea, I stood up. Gag, three spoonsful of sugar, and — instant? My stomach churned.

			“Uh, sorry, I’m not too fond of tea at the best of times.” Lame, but I knew I couldn’t choke anything else past the lump in my throat. I had to get out of this squalid kitchen before I upchucked. “I — I think I need some fresh air. Maybe I could watch the girls outside for a while, Lin.”

			Linda frowned and nodded. “The men will get our tent stuff soon and we can set up camp, okay?”

			I was supposed to spend ten days in this dump? A tragi-comedy show, all right. It made the Fells Point slums back in Baltimore look like upscale Guilford. I kind of liked our host family, but how could nice, decent people live in…such degradation? Oh, I was ashamed of my snobbiness, but my nose was going to be permanently scrunched.
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			Gulping deep breaths, I lurched into the backyard and slumped against a rustic fence woven from twigs. The children ran and shrieked with the dogs and the chickens, oblivious to the mud spattering their clothes. I couldn’t help smiling as little Rachelle waddled, squealing with delight, after a dusty-feathered goose.

			That’s when I noticed him — a teenager chopping firewood on the far side of the yard, near one of the outbuildings. Noticed, such a dull word. More like I was arrested.

			The lean-muscled boy in faded cutoffs and a navy T-shirt worked steadily, his movements lithe, almost relaxed. As if he relished the exercise, swift and streamlined as the dolphins. So alive…with the easy energy of a kid at play, and the strength and skill of a man. Only the glistening wetness of the coffee-brown hair plastered to the back of his neck hinted that the task required any exertion.

			He raised a golden forearm in greeting, and I waved back, hiding my smirk at the smear of mud on his right cheek. He couldn’t be much older than I. Once again, he hefted up the next chunk of wood, balanced it on a rock-hard stump, and split it in three or four effortless strokes, stacking the sticks with the others inside the shed.

			He never once stopped to rest. For a while, I lounged against the fence and watched his rhythmic swings, humming to myself under the ring of the axe on the block. I was fascinated by a Rambo guy chopping wood? Sheesh, was I hard up.

			The men strode into the yard again. Ramón made a beeline for one of the pasture gates. “I’ll hitch the oxen up right away, and we can — oh, there’s the Serrano boy, Don Colin.” The pom-pom on his wool hat tilted toward the young woodcutter.

			My brother-in-law turned to me. “Have you met Nicolás? No? Don’t be shy then. Aren’t many teenagers around here, so you might want to get along with him for the duration.” He grinned and steered me around the edge of the mudflat.

			So he was Cole’s soccer friend from the next house.

			Nicolás Serrano paused and extended a hand to Cole. “Hope you had a good trip to Chauquelín.”

			“Thanks, I just hope the weather holds for a bit,” Cole said. “Nicolás, this is my wife’s sister, Melissa Travis. She’s visiting us from the States for a few weeks.”

			Close up, he reminded me of one of those hot Latin singer sensations: the olive complexion, the deep-set eyes that flashed like topazes. His clasp firm, he took my hand, leaned, and kissed my cheek. “Encantado, Meli…Melissa. Do you speak any Spanish?” A quick smile, showing even white teeth, brightened the dark tan of his face.

			Encantado. Had he just said enchanted — charmed — with every indication of meaning it? The old-fashioned courtesy of his Chilean manners astonished me, but his pronunciation of my name, May-lee-sa, definitely charmed. I dug out my best smile and accent. “Un poco.”

			“I speak a little English, too, so we will manage. Don Colin, you need help unloading your launch?” He thrust the axe head into the chopping block. “I could stop at the house and get my brother, too.”

			“Then maybe a game of soccer afterwards,” Cole said.

			Nicolás’s eyes lit up as he sauntered after Cole toward the lane.

			Soccer, huh? I like soccer. Maybe the local yokels wouldn’t turn out so boring, after all.
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			“I feel like part of a circus crew,” I said to Linda, only half joking.

			The two of us were trying to organize the chaos of boxes and barrels in the camp setup. The men and boys had already made several trips via oxcart from the shore to this large, flat meadow above the Pérez home. Cole and the Serrano guys drove in a circle of stakes for the enormous tan canvas tent and strung lines for electric lights to be powered later from a gas generator. A sound system, a film projector, a dozen wooden benches, a port-a-potty stowed behind a curtain, a tiny gas cookstove on a folding table, and a metal trunk full of dishes all furnished the grassy space under the Big Top, as I’d christened it.

			Linda laughed, a gurgle like a fountain. “Are you a clown and I’m a monkey? As long as Reba doesn’t use the power cable for a trapeze.” She opened a box of groceries and then paused. “Oh, let’s not unpack everything now. Gina invited us back for supper, so we won’t need any of it until morning.”

			Oh, thrilling. I hoped tea-syrup wasn’t on the menu again. The heavy bread still rolled around like a bowling ball in my stomach. I sidled closer to my sister. “How can they live like that, Lin?”

			She plopped down on one of the slab benches and studied me — again, lips pressed together. “If you mean the shabbiness… you just have to understand these people.”

			“Understand what? Shabby’s one thing, this is something else.” Sheesh, their house smelled as mildewy as this old canvas tent. I wrinkled my nose. “Just because they’re poor doesn’t mean they have to be dirty.”

			“I know.” Linda heaved a sigh. “Honestly, I struggle with it too. I’ve only lived in Chiloé a few years, myself.” She plucked a handful from the grass carpet at her feet. “I wonder what kind of housekeeper I’d be, though, without conveniences of any kind, without even some of the most basic resources we take for granted. Sometimes they have to choose between soap or food, you know.”

			I bit my lower lip and scraped the muddied toe of my sneaker along the ground. “There’s always water.”

			“Yes.” Linda let the blades of grass filter through her fingers. “But the islanders in general haven’t had much education. Most of their neighbors live in similar conditions, or worse. They don’t know any other way. I think Ramón and Gina try hard, considering their background. They even have indoor plumbing of sorts.”

			“And a television set in the kitchen. What’s with that? I thought they didn’t have electricity out here.”

			“It’s run off a car battery they recharge in the village. But you should see some of the other places, Melissa. Of course, a few live better, too, depending on their financial situation or experience of the outside world.”

			“How…how did you say you met this family?”

			“They attended tent meetings like the ones we’ll be having here while they were visiting Gina’s folks on another island just before Christmas. As far as we know, they’re the only believers on this island. Pretty dark and needy place.” Linda stood as Rachelle burst through the tent door-flap, wailing, and picked her up. “Gina’s a hard worker, and she’s so hungry for Bible teaching. She and Ramón practically begged us to come here when they passed through Mellehue last weekend, so I hope we can at least encourage them this week, if nothing else. It’s a bit spur-of-the-moment. Normally we’d enlist a support team for this sort of thing.”

			I held out my arms. “Give her to me, she’s finally warming up a little. And did I hear you call her Keli? How’d she get that?”

			“Rachelle translates to Raquel, which evolved into Keli for short.”

			“Got it. And Cole is Don ‘Cole-in’ here?”

			“That’s how some people pronounce Colin in Maine too, you know.”

			I brushed Keli’s red-gold hair off her flushed face. “Looks like I may not see Reba again till the end of the week. New friends trump the old aunt every time.”

			“Seems so.” Linda chuckled. “Maybe your new friends will trump the old sister, too.”

			“Don’t count on that.” My smile turned into a grimace. “I’m it here, right? Your support team.”

			“Afraid so, sis. Sorry about that.”

			“I’ll survive. Pretend it’s summer camp in Maine. Better than shoveling snow in B’more.” If I kept telling myself that, I might even believe it.

			“What was supposed to be wrong with your attitude, anyway?” Linda grinned as she blotted Keli’s face with a paper towel.
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			I dreaded returning to the Pérezes for supper, but by eight o’clock I was starved enough to rate the meal as tasty: a thick soup they called carbonada, followed by a heaping plate of rice, whole potatoes, and slices of smoked pork. More of the dense bread, and this time, real coffee, blended with dried figs, which mellowed the taste, Gina told me as she poured boiling water through a tiny cheesecloth strainer at the table. Maybe they weren’t much for housekeeping, but these Chilote islanders believed in hearty meals.

			Close to nine o’clock, Linda prodded her girls. “These two need to get to bed. It’s been a long day, and lots more activity tomorrow.”

			“Got a few minutes to kick the ball around, Don Colin?” Nicolás Serrano asked. He and his younger brother, Marcos, were invited for supper, too, after their work rowing our baggage ashore from the launch and hauling it all uphill. They ate, plates in hand, squeezed with the Pérez boys onto the bench behind the stove.

			“Guess we have another hour or so of light,” Cole said. “Where, then? In the meadow? What about it, Ramón?”

			Cole straddled Keli over his shoulders. Ramón carried Reba piggyback. At our campsite in the high field, Cole grabbed a soccer ball from the Big Top and headed out. In the smaller, sky-blue nylon tent the Petersons would sleep in, I helped the children get into their jammies.

			“Yeah, yeah, I’ll read you the new storybooks in the morning,” I told Reba. “I promise. I’ve got a couple in Spanish, too.”

			Linda knelt on a foam mattress on the tent floor. “I’ll lie here with the kids for a few minutes, so they’ll settle down. Are you into playing ball with the guys, Meli?”

			Already engrossed in their game, they looked set without me. I shook my head, pretending indifference. “Uh…not this time. I’ll just watch, I guess.”

			“If you want to read or whatever in the other tent, I’m sure Cole would light the kerosene lantern for you.”

			I grabbed up my spiral notebook and stretched out in the doorway of the Big Top. The guys had set up a pair of decaying logs as goalposts at opposite ends of the meadow. Cole and Marcos teamed against Ramón and Nicolás. Quite evenly matched, too. Cole had played college sports, and Ramón probably worked out every day in his fields. But the boys were younger and incredibly agile.

			The two of them flew fleet-footed as deer through the slick grass, now slipping and skidding, then in a burst of footwork racing halfway down the field with the ball, hair rippling in the breeze. Long-legged Marcos might be half a head shorter than his older brother, but he was a lot taller than me and only thirteen, I’d heard at supper. Not as dark as Nicolás, he had apple-red cheeks and pale eyes — gray, maybe. Both cute guys, in their different ways.

			I breathed deeply. Crushed underfoot, some kind of mint mingled with the green smell of grass. Eucalyptus from the woods wafted on the crisp wind, along with evening sounds — barking dogs, bleating sheep. Like in Maine, an undercurrent of waves whispered from the beach.

			I wrote nonstop about “What I Learned in Chile” until the light faded: Chile is like the West Coast of the U. S. turned upside down…

			The temperature dropped with the sun in this South American Alaska. Too chilly for any tropical paradise. Shivering, I scrambled up to get my blue fleece hoodie from the tent. Earlier today, I’d figured it was a waste of luggage space, but I needed it, after all. I fished around in the bag for my Walkman. Cross-armed in the doorway, I slapped on the earphones and blocked out the shouts and thuds of the soccer players. How could they still make out the ball?

			Below the hillside, the cove faced the sunset west. Puffs of cloud floated in the sky like copper-hulled boats sailing in a sea of fire. I watched, a knot in my throat, until the flames burned out and left only the stark lumps of surrounding islands in a coral glow.

			Dusk stole over me. The whole surreal place segued into the lost memory of a dream, the watery reflection of a faraway landscape. These Chiloé Islands of Linda’s were so lovely — and so ugly at the same time. The contrast of fabulous beauty and appalling poverty, crowded side by side, made me feel a little dazed.

			Already the time here stretched out in a blur. An endless day. Would I have to spend the next week — or month — the way I had today, stuck on the sidelines, dumbstruck and horrified, or else ignored and bored? Destined, as usual, to play the unused cup in the family cupboard.

			Maybe there was something to be said for kicking around home.

			No! I preferred any kind of monotony in this island to the punishment of one-sided tea talks with Mom.

			But fate had conspired against me, for sure. First, the banishment to Chile — veiled as a holiday invitation, of course. Then, as soon as I arrived at temporary refuge in this far corner of the globe, Linda’s little bombshell — her surprise confession about their missionary agenda on Chauquelín.

			If any more twists popped up in the plan, I’d — 
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			Day 1, continued

			A voice at my elbow startled me. “We left you out, no? I am sorry.”

			The soccer game had broken up. I turned to Nicolás Serrano, yanking off the earphones. “Never mind, it’s, um, really peaceful here. I was sort of enjoying it.”

			“Don Colin said I could take you down to the bay for a while.” He pulled his T-shirt up and wiped his face. Even in the indigo shadows, he glistened all over with sweat. “If you like — would like — to go.”

			“Now?” I said incredulously.

			“Go ahead, if you want.” Cole drew aside the flap of the big tent. “I’d be glad to another night, Nicolás, but an old guy like me has to rest sometime. Bet Linda fell asleep with the kids. I’ll just light the lantern in here for when you get back, Melissa.”

			Cool. A night on the town, haha. Maybe managing Cole and Linda as my keepers would be a cinch, after all.

			I stumbled down the hill with the Serrano brothers. Lucky jail bust, but still, a late-night jaunt with two strange guys? I felt a little skeptical, but Cole appeared to think it harmless. He’d even lent me a flashlight for the hike.

			A lot better than brooding about my problems in the tent, anyway.

			Maybe I just needed to relax and enjoy myself while it lasted. Even Linda had said something about having fun while I was here, though her idea of fun and mine were probably galaxies apart. Whatever, this presented a welcome distraction for now.

			Falling dew made the grass slippery until we reached the well-trampled shell pavement. The three of us headed north on the road that apparently traced the shoreline of Chauquelín. Just what kind of quaint island amusement did Nicolás Serrano have in mind? Something really exciting was probably too much to ask for in this deadbeat locale. I only hoped “down to the bay” didn’t mean grubbing for worms for a fishing trip.

			When we reached the lane that wound to his home, the younger boy, Marcos, turned uphill again.

			“Not coming, Marc?” Nicolás asked.

			“No, Cahuel, I am — how do they say in English? I am beat tonight. I wash and to bed.” He yawned and cocked a mischievous grin. “Also, I do not play the violin.”

			I lifted my eyebrows. “What’s the violin got to do with it?”

			“Nothing,” Nicolás said. “He is just an idiot little brother, no?”

			A three-quarters moon hung over the water, flooding the shore with milky light. The yellow oars in Cole’s rowboat, tied up above the high-water mark, shone like glow sticks, but Nicolás skirted around it. “Isn’t this where we’re going?” I asked.

			“It is another caleta — what do you call it? Another cove just across the peninsula there.” He pointed out a rocky curve of land jutting out ahead and cut a path toward it.

			“And? What’s there?”

			The moonlight made weird shadows in the hollows of his face as he grinned. “Amigos of mine. Wait and see.”

			When I tripped among the stones, he took the flashlight and towed me across the beach onto a dim but even trail. The path bisected a strip of woodland that smelled of damp pine and eucalyptus. Silently I moved behind him. Like in a bizarre dream.

			In just a few minutes, we stood on the shore of a larger cove, a bowl of liquid silver. Nicolás clicked off the flashlight. “This is Dolphin Bay.” His voice quivered, as though he held back some emotion. Anticipation? “If they come tonight.”

			“Who?”

			“You will see. Sit here and watch, Melissa.”

			What was the big deal here? More mystified by the minute, I perched on the edge of a flat bench the size of a loveseat, a niche gouged into an outcropping boulder. He kicked off his sneakers and tossed his T-shirt beside me. Then, humming a quick lilting melody that echoed over the water, he walked into the sea.

			At first he treaded through the gravelly shallows. Then he shot into the depths with a swish like an arrow from a bow. He swam underwater without disturbing the smooth-as-glass surface with the slightest ripple. Wow, champion swimmer. My neck prickled as curiosity gripped me. What on earth was this extraordinary guy up to? The water had to be frigid, even on this summer evening. For several moments, I lost sight of him.

			Then I heard a series of odd blowing sounds, followed by a hoarse squeal. Nicolás’s head burst from the water with a shout of laughter, and beneath him the dark, sleek body of a large fish. At once I knew it must be a dolphin. I gasped as a second dolphin leaped high into the air, its great fluke waving, and arched back down beside its mate in a cascade of jewels. A third and fourth surged up behind.

			Energetic splashing and whistling now pierced the quiet bay as the group of playmates swam and dove, flipped and twirled in a froth of water, the satin figure of the boy one with the dolphins. Sometimes Nicolás clung to the back of the largest of the pod, as if he were taming a bronco. Then a flick of the creature’s tail catapulted him into the air, and he flew across the horizon like a shooting star, a streak of gold against purple foil. The others encircled and nudged him, then dashed away in some marine version of a game of tag.

			My gaze never wandered from the scene. If only I dared brave that icy sea to join them. If only it were daylight, at least, so I could see them more clearly. So it wasn’t Baltimore nightlife — it rated way better. This was my kind of fun, like those long-ago visits to the aquarium with Grandma Rose.

			If only Cole’s rowboat were closer. If only I’d brought my camera…

			I had no idea of the time while I watched, riveted, but the water acrobatics must have lasted for more than half an hour. At last the creatures glided out of the bay, back to the open sea. Their barks and clicks dwindled into the distance.

			I sighed. If only my life held that kind of joy…that kind of freedom to be myself…

			Nicolás thrashed back to shore, spinning water like a top. I ran to meet him, clapping and shaking his crumpled T-shirt like a cheerleader’s pom-pom.

			“That was quite a show! For an audience of only one, at that.”

			“Did you like it?” His smiling face glittered with wet diamonds in the muted white light. “They are great, no?”

			“Wonderful. So you’re some kind of dolphin whisperer, huh? But aren’t you cold?”

			He used the T-shirt as a towel and slid it back on. “Are you? We can head back now if you want.”

			“No, no, I meant you — the water…”

			He shrugged and grinned. “It is not bad. Just getting out again.”

			I returned to my stone banquette. “How long have you been doing that, swimming around with those dolphins — toninas, right? They seem to know you pretty well.”

			“It started this summer, just before Christmas.” He took a seat beside me as he retied his shoelaces. “I was sitting here — right here — playing my guitarra and singing a little — ”

			“You play the guitar? Me, too.”

			He looked over, eyebrows raised. “Cool. We will play together sometime then.”

			“Yeah, maybe. Go on, about the dolphins.”

			“So I noticed them swimming around in the cove. You often see toninas in the channels here when you travel by launch, but I never knew them to come so close to shore before. It was a warm evening, so I thought to have a swim and see if they will let me get close to them.”

			“And they did.”

			“Síp.”

			Síp? That was like the Spanish version of yep? “So it’s fairly recent then. Kind of thrilling.”

			“I started to come here most evenings. Sometimes they come, sometimes not. After a while, I understood — it is the music they like.” From his jeans pocket, Nicolás pulled a round object threaded onto a length of yarn. “So now I use this. A sort of clay flute called an ocarina. If they are not here, I play a tune and they respond. Usually.”

			“But you didn’t have to use it tonight.”

			He grinned. “But I did. Underwater.”

			“And they only come in the evening?”

			He nodded. “Or early morning. They have come close a few times in the afternoon, but they are more cauteloso — more afraid…”

			“Cautious.”

			“Sí, when there is much activity or noise.”

			“Marcos usually comes with you?”

			“Almost always. Other than him, I introduce my dolphin amigos to only a few special people. My mother and sister.”

			“Oh…” And he invited me. “So you have a sister, too?”

			“Valeria is ten.”

			I bit my lip. “Thank you, Nicolás. Gracias for bringing me.”

			In silence, we relaxed against the stone loveseat, as if we were sitting on a rock’s lap. The tide crept in, stroking the pebbled beach. I was watching the tide come in? Lame, but…

			The stillness began to weave its enchantment. The very hush of the air tuned my ears to the music all around. The wind murmured a lullaby, rustling the eucalyptus leaves and pine branches on the hill behind us. The steady lick of the waves, the random screech of a gull, in the distance the tinkle of a brook as it ran to the ocean — everything integrated in an immense orchestra of land, sky, and sea.

			Until a note of discord jarred. The grind of footsteps approached on the road. I whirled, startled, as the blinding light of a lantern shot toward us.
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			“What are you kids doing here?” the intruder’s gruff voice demanded from behind the lantern’s glare.

			The stench of stale sweat, sour beer, and kerosene assaulted my nostrils, but I could see only the outstretched arm of a short, dark form, topped with a wool hat. My breath cut in rapid jerks.

			But Nicolás acted calm and cool as the cove waters. “Sitting.”

			“Eh, Nico! Didn’t recognize you, boy.” The man’s tone moderated. “Shouldn’t you be getting on home? It’s almost midnight. Your poor mamá will be worried.”

			“My mamá knows where I am, Don Juan.”

			An annoyed sound — part cluck, part growl, part sigh — escaped the raspy throat. “Chu, I keep telling Angélica you boys need a man’s hand. More every day. Run along now, boy.”

			Nicolás also made a low sound of disgust, but he stood up. “Let’s go, Melissa.”

			As we retreated toward the path back across the peninsula, crunching through the stones, I whispered, “Who…who was that? You know him?”

			“Juan Bórquez.” Nicolás scowled. “A neighbor of ours. Also a distant relative of my grandmother.”

			“He…doesn’t seem very nice.” Didn’t smell too nice, either.

			“He is a good-for-nothing troublemaker.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. I am not sure what he is up to, but it’s not good.” Nicolás tore a leaf off a nearby tree and chomped it between his teeth. The aroma of eucalyptus punctured the air. “He left Chauquelín long ago, and then last July he showed up here again. God only knows where he has been for the past twenty years.”

			“Was he, like, some sort of political prisoner?” I didn’t know squat about Chilean politics, but hadn’t I heard mention of recent tensions? They’d had an election or something?

			“Maybe, but I doubt it.” He snorted. “He came back flashing money and acting like he owned the whole island. Bought up property all over.” He swung around and pointed back through a break in the trees, across to the northern end of Dolphin Bay. “Robbed that piece of land from a poor viuda — what do you say? A widow.”

			A half dozen ramshackle cottages were sprinkled along the shore road. With my attention on the bay earlier, I’d barely registered them. But beyond, a steep, wooded hill rose from the beach, and in a clearing near the top soared a three-story house, its gingerbread trim frosted golden-pink in the moonlight. How could I have missed this one?

			“Looks a bit out of place here. What do you mean, he didn’t pay the woman for it?”

			“Oh, he paid…something…but not nearly what it’s worth. He wanted only the land anyway, see? Bórquez demolished her house and built his own. The old lady moved in with her sister in the south of the island. But her son and his family really need the land — they live in that cottage at the foot of the hill.”

			I still stared across at the ginormous structure, a lord’s chateau surrounded by a jumble of serfs’ huts. It only lacked a backdrop of snowy mountains and a touch of Baltimore Formstone work — job for Travis Masonry, Dad — to resemble a miniature Neuschwanstein Castle. “I take it this Bórquez wasn’t exactly king of the island when he lived here before.”

			“Had nothing but a shack no better than our grain shed. He never worked hard and wasted what he did have. At least, that is what my mother says. Now he has his own lancha — fishing boat — and half the carpenters in Chiloé finishing up that big fancy cedar mansion for him.” Nicolás’s right cheek twitched as he glanced down at me. “Don’t think I am envidioso — jealous. But the man does not own the beach. He has no right to tell me what to do. But he — ”

			A spear of light stabbed into our eyes. Bórquez, a stout troll figure sporting a rat’s-nest beard, now stood atop the stone bench Nicolás and I had just vacated, pumping his lantern up and down.

			“Wait a minute,” I said. “That guy — he practically ran me down at the dock in Mellehue. Rude doesn’t begin to describe it.” Sheesh, the stink alone had almost knocked me over.

			“Not surprising,” Nicolás said.

			“He — he can’t see us here, right?” We stood just under the shadow of the trees that blanketed the peninsula. Nicolás hadn’t turned Cole’s flashlight back on yet.

			“I’m sure he thinks we are long gone. Otherwise he would not do that silly dance on the rock.” Nicolás peered out to sea, north of the curve of headland dominated by the Bórquez mansion. “Almost like he is signaling to someone. And look, a couple of lanchas are coming in.”

			Both fishing boats cut their lights as they slid around the headland, but not before I saw that one was larger than Cole’s Ambassador and the other a bit smaller. The drone of their engines throttled almost immediately, too.

			Nicolás grunted. “That small one is Bórquez’s, the Angélica. Don’t know the other one.”

			What was the name of the launch I’d noticed in Mellehue? Not the Última Esperanza, but something feminine and foreign sounding. “Not…the Antonia?”

			He shrugged and wheeled around. “Wonder what that devil is up to now? Probably bringing in something else for his castle that he does not want us commoners to see. I would walk down there and watch just to spite him, except — ”

			I snatched his arm. “Wha-what’s that?” A gauzy shape, silver-washed in the moonlight, flitted down the hill from the Bórquez mansion. Floated among the trees like a random bubble on the breeze. Silly goose pimples popped on my skin. “It-it’s
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