
		
			In memory of 

			William and Jessie Strong, 

			who first caught the vision for the Chiloé Islands; 

			George and Letty Black,

			who passed the torch on to me;

			and my missionary colleagues and mothers, 

			Sadie Minnis of Belfast, Northern Ireland

			and Helen Prado of Los Angeles, California—

			You’re my heroes!

		


		
			Going Home

			Until we reach our final destination in heaven, a world Christian never feels completely at home. You might say it’s part of the price we pay for being able to make ourselves a home anywhere.

			While I haven’t lived everywhere, I aim to think globally about God’s purposes on Earth and learn joy and confidence wherever He takes me in the world.

			That, of course, isn’t the same as clinging to the world or belonging to the world. We don’t. In fact, just the opposite. Collecting treasures from around the globe, I recognize I’m on a continuing journey of transformation from glory to glory on my way to glory.

			Grasping the worldview of the apostle Paul will transform the outlook on our journey: “Everywhere and in all things, I am instructed both to be full and to be hungry” (Phil. 4:12, KJV). The world Christian is destined to feel forever homesick, yet always quite at home. Longing, yet satisfied. Never far from home, never yet arrived. No matter where I am, my heart is here and also there.

			In my young adult novel, Destiny at Dolphin Bay, the character Melissa Travis wrestles with a school essay entitled “What I Learned in Chile.” I call this memoir my personal version of her assignment. As I pick up sea glass jewels in my travels, I also gather nuggets of wisdom and life lessons to add to my spiritual treasure trove.

			Welcome to the mystical Archipelago of Chiloé, a tiny niche of the globe where I lived with my husband and three small daughters for eight years through the decade of the 1980’s. Where in the world is Chiloé? you may well ask. The long, narrow Republic of Chile showcases a vast variety of landscapes and climates along its 4500 kilometers of coastline. Just off the mainland around the 43rd parallel lies the island group called Chiloé.

			To say these are South Pacific islands would be perfectly correct yet totally misleading. Think pines, not palms. Frigid, rockbound coasts, not warm sandy beaches. And rain thirteen months a year, or eight days a week—whichever adds up to more.

			What’s so special about this singular place I once called home? At that long-ago time in that far-away place—during a period of socio-political upheaval in the country, amid a breathless ministry pace and the nonstop activity of a young family—I learned, I’m sure, a great deal that I can’t recall now. I seldom paused long enough then to reflect or to search for buried treasure and hidden gems in this “last corner of the earth.”

			So I have to go back. Though not all my Seaglass Books are set in the islands, they are rooted and grown out of Chiloé. I feel the need to retrace my steps on the gravel shores, breathe the bracing salt air, and re-encounter my first love for this land and its peculiar people. 

			My original teenage character, Melissa, traveled to Chiloé as an American visitor, unaware, like me and perhaps many of my readers, of Chile’s bumpy past. Now I’m returning as Diana, the missionary writer fast hurtling through middle age and familiar with the modern Chilean scene.

			Even so, I’m still truly Melissa, discovering unexpected pearls in an isolated oyster of an island, finding parables in this fabled chest of misty memory and magic.

			What stands out on my return to Chiloé? What do I dig up and re-connect with here? I invite you to get out your mate cup and come along with me on an adventure to another world, a world I love. I didn’t grow up here, and I certainly wasn’t born here. Maybe it was never my world, but once…it was my home.

			Here I’ll touch again and weave together the threads of that long-ago life, so full and fantastic, so lush and lonely that it gives me shivers still. What am I searching for? Stories that matter.

		


		
			Back to Chiloé

			If you’ve read my novel Destiny at Dolphin Bay, you’ll recognize the story universe of the Chiloé Islands. As the character Melissa connected with island life, she unpredictably fell in love with Chiloé and its people, almost against her will. I learned to love them the same way.

			So today I’m launching us into an exploration of Chile’s remarkable southern islands, at the crack-off of the continent and the cusp of northwestern Patagonia. Like Melissa later in the series (Desert Island Diaries), I long to go back to Chiloé after a long absence.

			Oh, not to live. “We” Chileans are people of countless contradictions, but I admit I’m now spoiled in Chile’s sunny central valley by blue skies, export-quality fruit, and beaches with, ahem, actual sand (as opposed to stones and gravel). I enjoy summer clothes and sandals, salad season, and sizzling Christmases. And oh yeah, the malls of Santiago.

			But for a visit, no spot on earth charms the heart like those picturesque islands. In the first decade after we moved north in 1992, we traveled back to Chiloé regularly. At least, often enough to maintain a feel for the changes, teach the occasional class, watch the neighbor kids grow up, and check the old saltbox house hadn’t fallen down yet. We kept caught up with the old friends and introduced new ones to our passion for the place.

			Not anymore, though. We haven’t been back to Chiloé since we christened the latest “fishers-of-men” launch, Mensajero (Messenger) III, with our muddy footprints. And that’s only once in the fifteen years since our friends Zoe and Tito’s* marine wedding where we drove the newlyweds around town for their post-ceremony getaway (a Chilean tradition!) and the reception began so late our middle daughter fell asleep over the abalone appetizers. Never mind making it to the midnight cake cutting.

			Perhaps we dreaded going back to Chiloé after our old home burned down. We’d never bid it a proper good-bye, and somehow that was okay. It still felt like home. As if we’d never really left, only gone on a long furlough.

			Jumping off the Continent

			But now… Things are changing a lot, and we haven’t visited in more than ten years. In the midst of writing The Sea-Silk Banner, the finale of Melissa’s story, I sense the need of a refresher. A new tale I call Hope Chest, about Angélica, a native Chilote girl coming of age at a crucial moment in Chilean history, has also been spinning in my imagination.

			We have a significant wedding anniversary approaching. A more perfect opportunity won’t likely ever present itself. I want to go, but I’ve spent the past four months struggling with health issues and under-functioning. I’m afraid to take the leap and end up miserable the entire trip.

			However, my husband books the plane tickets and car rental and encourages me to plan our six days of relaxation and research. (Division of labor there.) I do so, still wondering how it will all turn out.

			“Arise, my darling… and come along!” 
–Song of Solomon 2:14 (NASB)

			Then, a miracle: One morning, just a week or two before the trip back to Chiloé, I wake up with all pain vanished. We pack in high anticipation and fly out of the capital of Santiago on an early morning flight.

			…And into the port of Puerto Montt, last mainland city. There’s an airport on Grand Chiloé now, located between Castro and Dalcahue, the perfect hub for our touring adventure. But practical considerations have won out as we earlier weighed the cost of rentals out of the mainland compared with the small island airport. Besides, we’ll get more of a glimpse of the countryside by driving and a ferry ride to boot.

			We’ve always liked Puerto Montt anyway. Our youngest daughter was born during a ferocious winter tempest here. Once again, I look for the statues of the original German colonists that someone told us mark this “jumping-off point” to Chiloé. I still can’t locate them, but I’ve featured those immigrant families in Legacy of the Linnebrink Light.

			Neither do we find the string of colorful concrete grottos, choked with smoking candles, that used to hedge a couple of alleys leading to the highway.

			Crossing the Channel

			But Puerto Montt’s no longer the quaint little city, hugging multiple hills, that we knew before. It’s mushroomed into a sprawling, cosmopolitan megalopolis. We almost get lost winding out of there toward Pargua and the ferry dock. “Terminal,” it never was—and still isn’t.

			Officially it’s spring, albeit barely, and (we know all too well) early spring in Chiloé is basically still winter. Yet we pride ourselves on being good Chilotes who won’t melt in the rain. We board the ferry under typical gray clouds and drizzle and feel right at home.

			Despite traversing the Chacao Channel countless times before, we climb out of our rental car to explore. After all, several of my story characters meet on such a voyage. Melissa arrives for the first time in Chiloé via bus and ferry. And years later, The Seagull Operation conducts her on a perilous mission via this crossing. I want to experience again the whipping wind, the stinging cold edged with ice, the odors of brine and diesel.

			The Chiloé ferries, run by two main companies, often boast names from Chilote mythology: La Pincoya, El Trauco, etc. This one resembles dozens of others we’ve traveled on over the years.

			That is, until we discover the addition of a novel passenger “lounge.” This long narrow cabin displays a row of brightly painted wooden tables anchored to the deck and beadboard walls papered with posters advertising Chilote tourism: The gastronomic delights, the new national parks, the heritage-church restoration program. If the place seems a little garish and grimy, hey, in the old days, you’d have been hard pressed to find a toilet aboard.

			Hitting the Highlights

			We don’t notice the differences immediately upon docking on Chiloé. The beacon, the pier, the Coast Guard office…all appear the same as always. Maybe the building has been enlarged and renovated, even rebuilt? And thanks to Sernatur [the government tourism service], a lovely new BIENVENIDOS A CHILOÉ sign scrolls over the entrance to the island.

			“Your life is a journey you must travel with a deep consciousness of God…” –I Peter 1:18 (MSG)

			It takes over an hour to drive from the ferry to the small city of Castro. Like horses galloping for the barn, we race by Ancud, colonial capital of the archipelago and Castro’s rival. We’ll plan to stop on our return, but for us today, back to Chiloé means back to El Sacho.

			And we’re almost late for lunch. We roll into town, barely glancing at the burgeoning growth and transformations, and beeline for Thompson Street. Hoping and praying that our favorite restaurant still exists.

			It does! Near the end of a quiet side street, Restaurant El Sacho still nestles in its cloak of cedar shingles, this year’s colors hydrangea blue with lemon yellow trim. The antique stone anchor that the rustic café takes its name from still swings overhead.

			We push open the double French doors. So much remains the same, true to iconic Chilote architect Edward Rojas’s original design: The glistening waxed wood floors, the lime linens and eclectic assortment of chairs, the polished slab counter beneath huge, mullioned windows painted to resemble stained-glass scenes of Chilote life and legends. The Bosca wood stove blazes in the corner near the wooden staircase, and…

			Catching Up

			As we mount the stairs to the main room, we see our favorite waitress. “Sara!”*

			Unbelievably, she is still here. She recognizes us in an instant, abandons her tray on a buffet, and runs to hug and kiss us. Like the memories of a dream, we reminisce about…

			…our first visit to El Sacho, for an anniversary dinner decades ago, when we ordered apio at Sara’s suggestion—without a clue we’d get celery!

			…the years of shopping-day lunches and the many times the Sacho staff hurried the menú del día so we could get our kids to school on time.

			…the kids ordering fried eggs and steamed mussels instead of something more interesting from an adult point of view; their regular visits to the kitchen to say hi to the grandmotherly cook; the mural of napkin notes and sketches.

			…the ivy that poked its way inside and crept along until it blanketed the wall beside “our” window table. “Gone now.” Sara shrugs. “It was taking over.”

			…the saffron-haired hostess, equally comfortable in her clicking high heels and battered pickup, always greeting us warmly. “Ah, la dueña… Señora Inés* passed away last year,” Sara explains. “But the girls and I pooled our savings and bought the business. We’re keeping it going.”

			She dashes down to find the two other former waitresses who now co-own El Sacho. They, too, traipse upstairs to smile and welcome us back to Chiloé and our old stomping grounds, where we’d all once been young and new at our work.

			After the reunion, we are seated in the familiar, light-filled dining room. The same pine walls, carved wood panels, and woven reed figurines. Updated with sparkling white trim, sapphire tablecloths, and a collection of baskets and wicker-clad bottles. I miss the trailing ivy, though.

			Coming Home

			Our meal at El Sacho won’t soon be forgotten. I have locos mayo, cold abalone with lemon and mayo, and congrio (conger eel) fish and chips. My husband, of course, sticks with his old faithful lomo a lo pobre, “poor man’s” steak and fries topped with easy-over eggs and caramelized onions. We eat ever so leisurely, watching the rain drip off the zinc roofs outside and the fishing launches huddled in the harbor below.

			This is the setting, removed to a nearby village in my story world, where Captain Serrano invites the students from the Desertores island group to celebrate their big music festival win (in Legacy of the Linnebrink Light). Here, down the road of time, Melissa teaches Bible classes and befriends a solitary islander. It’s where one day she’ll plan her wedding.

			Mingled with the nostalgia this afternoon at Restaurant El Sacho, I remember why I’ve come back to Chiloé. I recall the many things I love about the islands and the south of Chile. The soft and steady melody of falling rain, the lonesome screech of gulls, the crackling fires, steamy windows and cuddly sweaters. I realize I love warm wood so much better than cold bricks and tile. And I prefer the aroma of mint sprigs to tea bags.

			When we tell the Sacho ladies it’s my husband’s birthday, they treat us to the most exquisite cake I’ve ever eaten. Raspberry meringue as smooth as silk. We savor every bite.

			An awesome beginning to our trip back to Chiloé.

			“What if we still ride on, we two, with life forever old yet new, Changed not in kind but in degree, the instant made eternity?” 
–Robert Browning, The Last Ride Together

			*Names have been changed.

		


		
			Legends of Chiloé

			Many, many years ago, as a young wife and mother newly settled into the so-called godforsaken Islands of Chiloé, I encountered a cultural bubble where life plodded on much as it had for centuries. Planting, harvesting, tides, and weather ruled life, not technology and toys. Sí, a salmon boom flourished, big business. But so did seaweed soup, ox carts, battered fishing craft, and bizarre superstitions.

			One visitor to this realm of coastal hamlets and pastoral landscapes suggested it resembles the Shire of Lord of the Rings fame. Sounds enchanting, and truly it is. Yet like Tolkien’s Middle Earth, it’s deeply flawed. Fallen, the peace and order an illusion. For, what happens to religion without the bliss of God, to beauty without the restraint of virtue? Indeed, it becomes as bleak as the kingdom of Rohan, perilously close to the Black Lands, under the specter of death.

			The archipelago also has a unique epic mythology, including their own version of the worldwide flood. Since I’ve always enjoyed folklore and fairy tales, starting with Cinderella as a child and moving onto Greek mythology in high school, the storyteller in me was intrigued.

			“Everything you look at can become a fairy tale, and you can get a story from everything you touch.” 
–Hans Christian Andersen

			In my understanding, almost all legends are rooted at least partly in fact. They often attempt to account for the uncontrollable forces of nature or the otherwise inexplicable. Take the Chilote origins myth, for example
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