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Author’s Note:

For ease of reading, accents on Spanish words – except in spoken Spanish – have been omitted.






Chapter 1

When I close my eyes I see the flat, fertile plains of the Argentine pampa. It is like no other place on earth. The vast horizon stretches out for miles and miles – we used to sit at the top of the ombu tree and watch the sun disappear behind it, flooding the plains with honey.

As a child I was unaware of the political chaos around me. Those were the days of General Perón’s exile; turbulent years from 1955–73 when the military ruled the country like incompetent schoolchildren playing Pass the Parcel with political power. They were dark days of guerrilla warfare and terrorism. But Santa Catalina, our ranch, was a small oasis of peace, far from the riots and oppression taking place in the capital. From the top of our magical tree we gazed lovingly down onto a world of old-fashioned values and traditional family life punctuated with horse riding, polo and long, languorous barbecues in the dazzling summer sunshine. The bodyguards were the only indications of the trouble that simmered on our borders.

My grandfather, Dermot O’Dwyer, never did believe in the magic of the ombu tree. That’s not to say he wasn’t superstitious, he used to hide his liquor in a different place every night to fool the leprechauns. But he just didn’t see how a tree could possess any kind of power. ‘A tree is a tree,’ he’d say in his Irish drawl, ‘and that’s all there is to it.’ But he wasn’t made from Argentine soil; like his daughter, my mother, he was an alien and never did fit in. He didn’t want to be buried in our family tomb either. ‘I came from the earth and to the earth I’ll return,’ he was very fond of saying. So he was buried on the plain with his bottle of liquor – I guess he was still anxious to outsmart those leprechauns.

I cannot think about Argentina without the craggy image of that tree, as wise and omniscient as an oracle, rising to the surface of my thoughts. I know now that one can never recapture the past, but that old tree holds all the memories of yesterday and the hopes invested in tomorrow within the very essence of its boughs. Like a rock in the middle of a river the ombu has remained the same while all those around it have changed.



I left Argentina in the summer of 1976, but as long as my heart beats, its resonance shall vibrate across those grassy plains, despite all that has happened since. I grew up on the family ranch or campo as they say in Spanish. Santa Catalina was set in the middle of that plain which is part of the vast eastern region they call the pampa. Flat as a ginger nut biscuit, you can see for miles in every direction. Long, straight roads cut through the land, which is arid in summer and verdant in winter, and in my day those roads were little more than dirt tracks.

The entrance to our farm resembled the entrance to those spaghetti western towns; it had a large sign that swung in the autumn wind saying Santa Catalina in large black writing. The drive was lengthy and dusty, lined by tall maple trees planted by my great-grandfather, Hector Solanas. In the late nineteenth century he built his house, the house I grew up in. Typically colonial, it was constructed around a courtyard and was painted white with a flat roof. At the two front corners stood two towers; one housed my parents’ bedroom, the other my brother Rafael’s. As the firstborn he got the nicest bedroom.

My grandfather, also called Hector just to make everyone’s lives more complicated, had four children – Miguel, Nico, Paco (my father), and Alejandro – and each one built a house of their own when they grew up and married. They all had several children, but I spent most of my time in Miguel and Chiquita’s house with Santi and Maria, two of their children. I liked them the best of all. Nico and Valeria’s and Alejandro and Malena’s houses were always open to us as well, and we spent as much time there as we did at home.

At Santa Catalina the houses were built in the middle of the plain, divided only by large trees – pines, eucalyptus, poplar and plane trees mostly, which were planted equidistant from each other in order to resemble parks. At the front of each house were wide terraces where we would sit and gaze over the uninterrupted fields that stretched out before us. When I first arrived in England I remember how the houses in the countryside delighted me, their gardens and hedges were so neat and groomed. My Aunt Chiquita loved English gardens and tried to emulate them, but it wasn’t really possible at Santa Catalina; beds of flowers simply looked out of place due to the vastness of the land. My mother planted bougainvillea and hydrangeas and hung pots of geraniums everywhere instead.

Santa Catalina was surrounded by fields full of ponies; my uncle Alejandro bred them and sold them all over the world. There was a large swimming pool set into a man-made hill screened by bushes and trees, and a tennis court that we all shared. Jose managed the gauchos who looked after the ponies and lived in houses on the farm called ranchos. Their wives and daughters worked as maids in our houses, cooking, cleaning and looking after the children. I used to yearn for the long summer holiday, which lasted from the middle of December to the middle of March. During those few months we wouldn’t leave Santa Catalina. My fondest memories are of that time.

Argentina is very Catholic. But no one embraced the Catholic religion as fervently as my mother, Anna Melody O’Dwyer. Grandpa O’Dwyer was religious in a sensible way – not like my mother, whose life was inhibited by the need to keep up appearances. She manipulated religion to suit herself. Their arguments on the Will of God used to keep us children amused for hours. Mama believed that everything was the Will of God – if she was depressed God was punishing her for something, if she was happy then it was a reward. If I gave her trouble, which I managed to do most of the time, then God was punishing her for not bringing me up right.

Grandpa O’Dwyer said she was simply shirking responsibility. ‘Just because yer testy this morning don’t go blaming it on the Good Lord; it’s the way you look at the world, Anna Melody, that makes you want to change it.’

He used to say that health is a gift from God while happiness is up to us. To him it was the way you saw things; a glass of wine could be half full or half empty depending on the way you looked at it. It was all about having a positive mental attitude. Mama thought that was blasphemy and used to go quite pink in the face if he ever mentioned it, which he did often as he enjoyed tormenting her.

‘Slap me with a kipper, Anna Melody, but the sooner you stop putting words into God’s mouth and take responsibility for yer moods the happier yer gonna to be.’

‘May you be forgiven, Dad,’ she’d stammer, her cheeks clashing with her sunset red hair.

Mama had beautiful hair. Long red locks like Botticelli’s Venus, except she never looked serene like Venus, or poetical. She was either too studied or too cross. She had been unaffected once – Grandpa told me she used to run barefoot around Glengariff, their home in Southern Ireland, like a wild animal with a storm in her eyes. He said her eyes were blue but sometimes they were grey like a drizzly Irish day when the sun’s pushing through the clouds. That sounded very poetic to me. He told me how she was always running off up the hills.

‘In a village of that size you just couldn’t lose anything, least of all someone as lively as Anna Melody O’Dwyer. But once she’d been gone for hours. We searched those hills, calling for her to the skies. When we found her she was under a tree by a stream, playing with half a dozen fox cubs she’d found. She knew we were looking for her, but she just couldn’t tear herself away from them cubs. They’d lost their mother and she was crying.’

When I asked him why she had changed, he replied that life had been a disappointment. ‘The storm’s still there, but I can’t see the sunshine pushing through no more.’ I wondered why life had so disappointed her.

Now my father was a romantic figure. His eyes were as blue as cornflowers and his lips curled up at the corners even when he wasn’t smiling. He was Señor Paco and everyone on the farm respected him. He was tall, slim and hairy. Not as hairy as his brother Miguel – Miguel was like a bear and so dark-skinned they called him El Indio (the Indian). Papa was fairer like his mother and so handsome that Soledad, our maid, would often blush when serving around the table. She once confessed to me that she was unable to look him straight in the eye. Papa understood that as a sign of humility. I couldn’t tell him it was because she fancied him, she would never have forgiven me. Soledad didn’t have much contact with my father, that was Mama’s department, but she didn’t miss a thing.

In order to understand Argentina through the eyes of a foreigner I have to cast my mind back to when I was a child, riding along in the horse-drawn cart called a carro, with Grandpa O’Dwyer commenting on things that to me were commonplace and mundane. Firstly the nature of the people. Argentina was conquered by the Spanish in the sixteenth century and ruled by the viceroys who represented the Spanish crown. Independence from Spain was won on two days – 25 May and 9 July 1816. Grandpa used to say that having two dates to celebrate was typical of the Argentines. ‘They always have to do everything bigger and better than everyone else,’ he’d grumble. I suppose he was right; after all, the avenue in Buenos Aires called Avenida 9 de Julio is the widest in the world. As children we were always very proud of that fact.

In the late nineteenth century, in response to the agricultural revolution, thousands of Europeans, mainly from Northern Italy and Spain, immigrated to Argentina to exploit the rich land of the pampas. That is when my ancestors arrived. Hector Solanas was the head of the family, and a fine fellow he was too; were it not for him, we might never have seen an ombu tree or the ginger nut plain.

When I cast my thoughts to those fragrant plains it is the rough brown faces of the gauchos that emerge with all their flamboyance out of the mists of my memory and cause me to sigh from deep within my being, because the gaucho is the romantic symbol of all that is Argentine. Historically they were wild and untameable mestizo (people of mixed Indian and Spanish blood) – outlaws who lived off the large herds of cows and horses that roamed the pampas. They’d capture the horses and use them to round up the herds of cows. They would then sell the hides and tallow, which was very profitable, in exchange for Mate and tobacco. Of course, this was before beef became an exportable commodity. Now Mate (pronounced ‘matay’) is the traditional herbal tea they sipped from a decorated round gourd through an ornate silver ‘straw’ called a bombilla. It’s quite addictive, and according to our maids it was also good for weight loss.

The life of a gaucho is on horseback – his skill as a horseman is possibly unmatched anywhere else in the world. At Santa Catalina the gauchos were a colourful part of the scenery. The gaucho attire is showy as well as practical. They wear bombachas, baggy trousers with buttoned ankles that go into their leather boots; a faja, a woollen sash they tie around their waists which they then cover with a rastra, a stiff leather belt decorated with silver coins. The rastra also supports their backs during the long days on horseback. They traditionally carry a facón, a knife which is used for castrating and skinning as well as for self-defence and eating. Grandpa O’Dwyer once joked that Jose, our head gaucho, should have been in the circus. My father was furious and thankful that his father-in-law didn’t speak any Spanish.

The gauchos are as proud as they are capable. On a romantic level they are part of the Argentine national culture and there have been many novels, songs and poems written about them. Martin Fierro’s epic poem ‘El Gaucho’ is the best example of these – I know because we were made to memorize large portions of it at school. Occasionally when my parents entertained foreign visitors at Santa Catalina the gauchos would put on fantastic displays for them. This would involve rodeo, the breaking-in of horses and much riding around at terrific speed with their lassoes snapping the air like demonic snakes.

Jose taught me how to play polo, which was rare for a girl in those days. The boys hated me playing because I was better than some of them, and certainly better than a girl should be.

My father was always very proud of the fact that the Argentines are indisputably the best polo players in the world, even though the game started in India and was brought to Argentina by the British. My family would go and watch the top tournaments played in Buenos Aires in the summer months of October and November at the polo ground in Palermo. I remember my brothers and cousins using those tournaments to pick up girls, rather like at Mass in the city where no one paid too much attention to the priest because they were far too busy eyeing each other up. But at Santa Catalina polo was played almost all year round. The petiseros, stable-hands, would train and care for the ponies and we had only to call the puesto to let them know when we’d be playing and the ponies would be saddled up and ready, snorting in the shade of the eucalyptus trees, for when we wanted them.



In those days, the 1960s, Argentina was ravaged by unemployment and inflation, crime, social unrest and repression, but it hadn’t always been like that. During the early part of the twentieth century Argentina had been a country of vast wealth due to the exportation of meat and wheat, which is where my family had made their fortune. Argentina was the richest country in South America. It was a golden age of abundance and elegance. My grandfather, Hector Solanas, blamed the ruthless dictatorship of President Juan Domingo Perón for the decline, which resulted in Perón’s exile in 1955 when the military intervened. Perón is still as hot a topic of conversation today as he was in the years when he was dictator. He inspires extreme love or extreme hate, but never indifference.

Perón, who rose to power through the military and became President in 1946, was handsome, charismatic and clever. Together with his wife, the beautiful though ruthlessly ambitious Eva Duarte, they were a dazzling, charismatic team disproving the theory that to become ‘someone’ in Buenos Aires you had to belong to an ‘old’ family. He was from a small town and she was an illegitimate child raised in rural poverty – a modern-day Cinderella.

Hector said that Perón’s power was forged in the loyal following of working classes he had so carefully cultivated. He complained that Perón and his wife Evita encouraged the workers to rely on handouts instead of working. They took from the rich and gave to the poor, thus draining the country of its wealth. Evita famously ordered thousands of pairs of alpargatas (the traditional working-class espadrilles) to give to the poor and then refused to pay the bill, thanking the unfortunate manufacturer for his generous gift to the people.

Among the working classes, Evita became an icon. She was literally worshipped by the poor and the downtrodden. My grandmother, Maria Elena Solanas, told us a gripping story of the time she went to the cinema with her cousin Susana. Evita’s face appeared on the screen as it always did before the film and Susana whispered to my grandmother that Evita obviously dyed her hair blonde. Once the film had finished Susana was dragged into the ladies’ room by a mob of angry women who brutally cut off all her hair. Such was the power of Evita Perón; it drove people to complete madness.

Still, in spite of her power and her prestige the upper classes considered her little more than a common tart who had slept her way out of poverty to become the richest, most famous woman in the world. But they were a minority; when she died in 1952 at the age of thirty-three, two million people turned out to witness her funeral and her workers petitioned the Pope to grant her a sainthood. Her body was embalmed for ever like a waxwork by a Spanish specialist called Dr Pedro Ara, and after being buried in various secret places all over the world for fear that it would inspire a cult, it was laid to rest beside the ‘oligarchs’ she hated in the elegant cemetery of La Recoleta in Buenos Aires in 1976.

After Perón had fled into exile the government changed countless times due to the intervention of the military. If the present government wasn’t satisfactory the military stepped in. My father said they chucked out politicians before giving them a chance. In fact, the only time he was pleased the military interfered was in 1976 when General Videla ousted the incompetent Isabelita, Perón’s second wife, who had taken over the presidency when her husband died during his comeback in 1973.

When I asked my father how come the military had so much control, he told me that it was partly due to the fact that it was the Spanish military who conquered Latin America in the sixteenth century. ‘Consider the military like school prefects with weapons,’ he once said, and as a child this seemed to make sense. I mean, who’s more powerful than that? I don’t know how they did it with all the chopping and changing, but my family was always canny enough to stay on the right side of whichever government was in power.

During that dangerous time, kidnapping was a real threat to a family such as mine. Santa Catalina crawled with security. But to us children the men hired to protect us were just part of the place like Jose and Pablo and we never questioned their existence. They’d wander about the farm with their fat bellies bursting out of their khaki trousers and their thick moustaches twitching in the heat. Santi would imitate the way they walked – one hand on their guns, the other scratching their groins or wiping their sweaty brows with a grubby pañuelo. If they hadn’t been so fat they might have looked menacing, but to us they were there to make fun of, or as part of our games; it was always a challenge to get the better of them.

We were also accompanied to school. Grandpa Solanas had survived a kidnap attempt so my father made sure that in the city we were accompanied everywhere by bodyguards. My mother would have been delighted if they had kidnapped Grandpa O’Dwyer instead of Abuelo Solanas. I doubt they would have paid the ransom for him, though. Mind you, God help the kidnapper who’d be foolish enough to take on Grandpa O’Dwyer!

At school in the city it was natural for children to turn up with bodyguards. I used to flirt with them at tea break. They’d loiter around the school gates in the midday heat guffawing at stories about girls and guns. If there had been a kidnapping attempt, those sloths would have been the last people to notice. They enjoyed talking to me, though. Maria, Santi’s sister, always cautious, would anxiously beckon me to retreat back into the playground. The more she flustered the more outrageous my behaviour would become. Once when my mother came to pick me up because Jacinto the chauffeur had been taken ill, she nearly keeled over because they all greeted me by name. When Carlito Blanco winked I thought she’d burst with fury; her face was as red as one of Antonio’s tomatoes. After that, tea break was no fun any more. Mama had spoken to Miss Sarah and I was forbidden to hang around the school gates. She said the guards were ‘common people’ and I wasn’t to talk to those who weren’t from my class. When I grew old enough to understand, Grandpa O’Dwyer told me stories that made me realise just how ridiculous that was coming from her, of all people.

I didn’t understand the fear or ‘the dirty war’ as it was called when the military set out to destroy anyone who opposed their power during the mid–1970s, after the death of Perón. It was something I only learned about later when I returned after many long years to find it had slipped through the gates of Santa Catalina to claim one of her own. I hadn’t been there when those closest to me had been torn apart and our home violated by strangers.

How strange life is, and how unexpected. I, Sofia Solanas Harrison, look back on the various adventures I have played out, and think how far I am now from the Argentine farm of my girlhood. The flat land of the pampa has been replaced by the undulating hills of the English countryside, and in spite of all their beauty I still long for those hills to open up and to see that vast plain rise out of the fields and settle beneath an Argentine sun.






Chapter 2

Santa Catalina, January 1972

‘Sofia, Sofia! Por Dios! Where has she got to now?’

Anna Melody Solanas de O’Dwyer paced up and down the terrace, looking out over the arid plains with weary irritation. An elegant woman in a long white sundress, her flame-red hair pulled back into an untidy ponytail, she cut a cool figure against the Argentine sunset. The long summer holiday that stretched from December to March had been a drain on her patience. Sofia was like a wild animal, disappearing for hours, rebelling against her mother with a rudeness that Anna found difficult to deal with. She felt emotionally depleted, used up. She longed for the hot days to recede into autumn and for the school term to begin again. At least in Buenos Aires the children were shadowed by security, and thank God for school, she thought. Discipline would be her teacher’s responsibility.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph, woman, give the girl some rein. If you pull her in too hard, one day she’ll seize her opportunity and run off altogether,’ growled Grandpa O’Dwyer, shuffling out onto the terrace with a pair of secateurs.

‘What are you going to do with them, Dad?’ she asked suspiciously, narrowing her watery blue eyes and watching him lurch across the grass.

‘Well, I’m not going to chop yer head off, if that’s what yer worried about, Anna Melody,’ he chuckled, snipping at her.

‘You’ve been drinking again, Dad.’

‘A bit o’ liquor never hurt anyone.’

‘Dad, Antonio does the garden, there’s nothing for you to do.’ She shook her head in exasperation.

‘Yer dear mother loved her garden. “Them delphiniums are crying out to be staked,” she’d say. No one loved delphiniums like yer mother.’

Dermot O’Dwyer was born and raised in Glengariff, Southern Ireland. He married his childhood sweetheart, Emer Melody, when he was barely old enough to earn a living. But Dermot O’Dwyer always knew what he wanted, and nothing and no one could ever persuade him any different. Much of their courtship had taken place in a ruined abbey that stood at the foot of the Glengariff hills, and it was there that the couple were wed. The abbey had lost most of its roof and in through the gaping holes twisted and turned the greedy fingers of the ivy plant, determined to claim what it hadn’t already destroyed.

It rained so hard on the day of their wedding that the young bride wore rubber boots down the aisle holding her white chiffon dress above her knees, followed by her fat sister Dorothy Melody clutching a white umbrella with unsteady hands. Emer and Dorothy had eight brothers and sisters; there would have been ten had the twins not died before their first birthday. Father O’Reilly shielded himself against the rain under a big black umbrella and told the large gathering of family and friends that the rain was a sign of luck and that God was blessing their union with holy water from the Heavens.

He was right. Dermot and Emer loved each other until the day she was taken from him, a dull February morning in 1958. He didn’t like to think of her lying pale and cold on the kitchen floor so he remembered her the way she was on their wedding day thirty-two years before, with honeysuckle in her long red hair, her generous, mischievous mouth and her small smiling eyes that sparkled for him alone. After she had passed on, everything in Glengariff reminded him of her. So he packed his few belongings – a book of photos, her sewing basket, his father’s Bible and a bundle of old letters – and spent every penny he owned on a one-way ticket to Argentina. At first his daughter believed him when he said he would only stay with her for a few weeks, but as the weeks rolled on into months she realized that he had come for good.

Anna Melody was named after her mother, Emer Melody. Dermot loved her ‘tuneful’ name so much that he wanted to call their baby simply Melody O’Dwyer, but Emer thought Melody on its own sounded like the name you’d give a cat and so the child was christened Anna after her grandmother.

After Anna Melody was born Emer believed that God decided they didn’t need any more children. She would say that Anna Melody was so beautiful God didn’t want to give them another child to live in her shadow. Emer’s God was kind and knew what was best for her and her family, but she longed for more children. She watched her brothers and sisters raise enough children to populate an entire city, but her mother had always taught her to thank God for whatever He saw fit to give her. She was lucky enough to have one child to love. So she poured the love she had inside her for a family of twelve onto her family of two and suppressed the nagging envy she felt in her heart whenever she took Anna Melody to visit her cousins.

Anna Melody enjoyed a carefree childhood. Spoilt by her parents, she never had to share her toys or wait her turn, and when she was with her cousins she only had to whimper if she didn’t get her way and her mother would come running over to do whatever was necessary to make her smile again. This made her cousins suspicious of her. They claimed she ruined their games. They begged their parents not to have her in their houses. When she did appear they’d ignore her, tell her to go home, tell her she wasn’t wanted. So Anna Melody was excluded from their fun. Not that she minded. She didn’t like them either. She was an awkward child, happier out on the hills by herself than in a claustrophobic group of shabby youngsters running about the streets of Glengariff like stray cats. Up on those hills she could be anyone she wanted to be and she dreamed of living the fine life like those movie stars she saw at the flicks, all shiny and glossy with beautiful dresses and long, sparkling eyelashes. Katharine Hepburn, Lauren Bacall, Deborah Kerr. She would look down onto the town and tell herself that one day she’d be better than all of them. She’d leave her horrid cousins and never come back.

When Anna Melody married Paco and left Glengariff for ever, she barely cast a thought to her parents who suddenly found themselves alone in a home with only her memory to comfort them. The house became cold and dark without their beloved Anna Melody to warm it with her laughter and her love. Emer was never the same after that. The ten years that she suffered without her daughter were empty and soulful. Anna Melody’s frequent letters home were filled with assurances that she would visit, and these promises kept her parents’ hope alive until they knew in their hearts that they were shallow words written without thought or indeed, intention.

When Emer died in 1958 Dermot knew that it was because her heart, sapped of its juices, had finally broken. He knew it was so. But he was stronger than she was and more courageous. When he set off for Buenos Aires he wondered why the hell he hadn’t done it years before; if he had, perhaps his beloved wife would still be with him today.

Anna (only Dermot O’Dwyer called his daughter Anna Melody) watched her father rummaging around in the flowerbed and longed for him to be like other children’s grandfathers. Paco’s father, named Hector Solanas after his grandfather, had always been beautifully dressed and cleanshaven, even on weekends. His sweaters were always cashmere, his shirts from Savile Row in London, and he possessed a great dignity, like King George of England. To Anna he had been the nearest thing to royalty and he had never fallen off his pedestal. Even in death he loomed over her and she still longed for his approval. After so many years she still yearned to feel a sense of belonging that had somehow, in spite of all her efforts, eluded her. Sometimes she felt she was watching the world about her from a place behind an invisible glass window – a place where no one else seemed able to reach her.

‘Señora Anna, Señora Chiquita is on the telephone for you.’

Anna was abruptly drawn back to the present and to her father who like a mad botanist was snipping away at anything green.

‘Gracias, Soledad. We will not wait for Señorita Sofia but eat as normal at nine,’ she replied and disappeared inside to talk to her sister-in-law.

‘Como quiera, Señora Anna,’ replied Soledad humbly, smiling to herself as she padded back to the hot kitchen. Of all Señora Anna’s three children, Soledad loved Sofia the most.

Soledad had been employed by Señor Paco since she was seventeen years old. The newly married niece of Chiquita’s maid, Encarnacion, she had been instructed to cook and clean while her husband Antonio had been hired to look after the estate. Antonio and Soledad were childless, although they had tried to have children, but without success. She recalled those times when Antonio had slipped into her anywhere and everywhere, by the stove, behind a bush or tree – whenever an opportunity arose, Antonio had taken care not to miss it. What a pair of young lovers they had been, she mused proudly. But to their bewilderment, no child had ever been conceived. So Soledad had consoled herself by embracing Sofia as her own.

While Señora Anna had given all her time to her sons, Soledad had rarely been without the little Sofia wrapped in her apron, nestled against her foamy breasts. She even took to carrying the child to her bed – she seemed to sleep better that way, enveloped in her maid’s womanly scent and soft flesh. Anxious that the child wasn’t receiving enough love from her mother, Soledad asserted herself in the nursery in order to make up for it. Señora Anna didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she seemed almost grateful. She never was very interested in her daughter. But Soledad wasn’t there to put the world to rights. It was none of her business. The tension between Señor Paco and Señora Anna wasn’t her concern and she only discussed it with the other maids in order to justify why she spent so much time with Sofia. No other reason. She wasn’t one to gossip. So she cared for the child with a fierce devotion, as if the little angel belonged to her.

Now she looked at her watch. It was late – Sofia was in trouble again. She was always in trouble. She seemed to thrive on it. Poor lamb, thought Soledad as she stirred the tuna sauce and cooked the veal. She’s starved of attention, any fool can see that.

Anna marched into the sitting room shaking her head with fury and picked up the receiver.

‘Hola Chiquita,’ she said curtly, leaning back against the heavy wooden chest.

‘Anna, I am so sorry, Sofia has gone off with Santiago and Maria again. They really should be back any minute…’

‘Again!’ she exploded, picking up a magazine from the table and fanning herself in agitation. ‘Santiago should be more responsible – he’ll be eighteen in March. He’ll be a man. Why he wants to muck around with a fifteen-year-old child I cannot imagine. Anyhow, this is not the first time, you know. Didn’t you say anything to him last time?’

‘Of course,’ the other woman replied patiently. She hated it when her sister-in-law lost her temper.

‘Por Dios, Chiquita, don’t you realize there are kidnappers just waiting out there to prey on children like ours?’

‘Anna, just calm down a little. It’s quite safe here, they won’t have gone far…’ But Anna wasn’t listening.

‘Santiago is a bad influence on Sofia,’ she ranted. ‘She is young and impressionable, so she looks up to him. And as for Maria, she’s a sensible girl and should know better.’

‘I know, I will tell them,’ Chiquita conceded wearily.

‘Good.’

There was a brief, uncomfortable silence before Chiquita tried to change the subject.

‘The asado tomorrow, before the match, can I help with anything?’ she asked, somewhat strained. ‘Anything at all?’

‘No, I’m fine, thank you,’ replied Anna, softening a little. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Chiquita. Sometimes I don’t know what to do with Sofia. She’s so headstrong and thoughtless. The boys give me no trouble at all. I don’t know who she gets it from!’

‘Neither do I,’ replied Chiquita dryly.



‘Tonight is the most beautiful night of the summer,’ sighed Sofia from one of the highest boughs of the ombu tree.

There is no tree in the world like the ombu tree. Gigantic with low horizontal branches, its enormous girth can often exceed forty to fifty feet. Its thick roots radiate out over the ground in long bumpy tentacles, as if the tree itself has begun to melt, spreading like wax over the earth. Besides its peculiar shape, the ombu is the only tree indigenous to those dry plains. The only tree that truly belongs. The native Indians had seen their gods in the boughs and it was said no gaucho would sleep beneath it, even in Sofia’s day. To the children brought up at Santa Catalina it was a magic tree. It granted wishes where it saw fit, and being tall it was the perfect lookout tower allowing them to see for miles around. But above all, the ombu had a mysterious allure that one simply couldn’t put one’s finger on, an allure that had drawn generations of children to seek adventure within its branches.

‘I can see Jose and Pablo. Hurry up, don’t be boring!’ she called down impatiently.

‘I’m coming, be patient,’ shouted Santi to his cousin as he busily tended to the ponies.

‘Santi, will you give me a leg-up?’ Maria asked her brother in her soft, husky voice, watching Sofia climb higher into the spaghetti of thick branches.

Maria had always admired Sofia. She was brave, outspoken and sure of herself. They had been best friends all their lives, done everything together – plotted, conspired, played and shared secrets. In fact Maria’s mother, Chiquita, used to call them ‘Las Dos Sombras’ (the Two Shadows) when they were smaller, because one was always the shadow of the other.

The rest of the girls on the farm were either older or younger, so Sofia and Maria, being of the same age, were natural allies in a family dominated by boys. Neither had a sister so they had decided years ago to become ‘blood sisters’ by pricking their fingers with a pin and pressing them together to ‘unite’ their blood. From then on they had shared a special secret that no one else knew. They had the same blood and that made them siblings. They were both proud and respectful of their clandestine bond.

From the very top of the tree Sofia could see the whole world – and if not the whole world then at least her world, laid out before her under an awesome sky. The horizon was a vast cauldron of colour as the sun had almost set, flooding the heavens with splashes of pink and gold. The air was sticky and the mosquitoes hovered menacingly about the leaves.

‘I’ve been bitten again,’ winced Maria, scratching her leg.

‘Here,’ said Santi, bending down and taking his younger sister’s foot in his hands. With a swift movement he lifted her up so she could lean on the first branch with her stomach. After that she could make it on her own.

Santi then scaled the tree himself with a lightness of step that never ceased to amaze those who knew him well. As a small child he had suffered a polo accident that had left him with a slight limp. His parents, desperate that this handicap might hinder him in later life, flew him to the United States where he saw every possible specialist. But they needn’t have bothered. Santi had defied doctors’ predictions and found ways around it. As a little boy he had managed to run faster than all his cousins, even those a couple of years older than himself, even if he had run in a slightly odd way, one foot facing inwards. As a young man he was the best polo player on the ranch. ‘There is no doubt about it,’ said his father proudly, ‘young Santiago has a rare courage not often seen these days. He’ll go far. And he’ll have earned every step of the way.’

‘Fantastic, isn’t it!’ beamed a triumphant Sofia, when her cousin joined her. ‘Do you have the penknife? I want to make a wish.’

‘What are you going to wish for this time? It won’t come true,’ Santi said, sitting down and swinging his legs in the air. ‘I don’t know why you bother.’ He sniffed. But Sofia’s hand was already running over the trunk, searching the bark for traces of their past.

‘Oh yes it will, maybe not this year, but one day when it’s really important. You know the tree knows which wishes to grant and which wishes to ignore.’ And she patted it fondly.

‘Now you’re going to tell me the damn tree thinks and feels,’ he scoffed, pushing his thick blond hair off his forehead with a sweaty hand.

‘You’re just an ignorant fool, Santi, but one day you’ll learn. You wait. One day you’ll really need a wish to come true and then when no one’s looking, you’ll sneak up here in the dark to carve your mark in this trunk.’ She laughed.

‘I’d rather go and see La Vieja Bruja in town. That old witch has more chance of directing my future than this silly tree.’

‘Go and see her then if you like – if you can hold your breath long enough not to smell her. Oh, here’s one,’ she exclaimed, finding one of their latest wishes carved into the wood. Like an old wound, it had left a tidy white scar.

Maria joined them, flushed and hot from exertion. Her tawny brown hair fell about her shoulders in wispy curls, sticking slightly to her glistening round cheeks.

‘Look at the view, it’s magnificent!’ she gasped, gazing about her. But her cousin had lost interest in the view and was busy scanning the bark for her artistry.

‘I think that one was mine,’ she said, stepping onto the branch above Santi’s so she could study it a little closer. ‘Yes, definitely mine – my symbol, you see?’

‘It might have been a symbol six months ago but it’s a smudge now,’ said Santi, pushing himself up and settling on another bumpy arm of the tree.

‘I drew a star – I’m quite good at drawing stars,’ she replied proudly. ‘Hey, Maria, where’s yours?’

Maria edged her way up her branch with unsteady steps. After orientating herself a moment she crossed over Santi’s and sat down on a lower branch close to the trunk. Finding her scar she fingered it nostalgically.

‘My symbol was a bird,’ she said, and smiled at the recollection.

‘What was that for?’ asked Sofia, jumping confidently down to join her.

‘You’ll laugh if I tell you,’ she replied bashfully.

‘No, we won’t,’ said Santi. ‘Has it come true?’

‘Of course not, and it never will, but it’s still worth wishing for,’ she said.

‘Well?’ urged Sofia, intrigued now that her cousin was reluctant to tell them.

‘Okay. I wished for a beautiful voice so I can sing with Mama’s guitar,’ she said, then raising her hazel eyes saw that they were both laughing.

‘So, the bird symbolizes “song”,’ said Santi, grinning broadly.

‘I suppose so, although that wasn’t exactly why I drew it.’

‘Then why did you, dopey?’

‘Because I like birds and there was one in the tree as I made the wish. It was really close. Adorable. You know, Papa always said that the symbol doesn’t have to have anything to do with your wish. You just have to make your mark. Anyway, my bird’s not that funny – and it was a year ago. I was only fourteen at the time. If mine’s so funny what was your wish, Sofia?’

‘I wished for Papa to let me play in the Copa Santa Catalina,’ she replied haughtily, waiting for Santi’s reaction. As she had expected he exploded into exaggerated laughter.

‘The Santa Catalina Cup? You can’t be serious!’ he exclaimed in amazement, narrowing his pale green eyes imperiously and pulling a face to show his disbelief.

‘I’m very serious,’ she replied challengingly.

‘So what was the star for?’ asked Maria, brushing her shoulder where some of the moss had soiled her shirt.

‘I want to be a polo star,’ Sofia told them both casually, as if she had just declared she wanted to be a nurse.

‘Mentirosa! Chofi, it’s probably the only thing you can draw – Maria’s the only artist in this family.’ And he lay back on the branch chuckling. ‘La Copa Santa Catalina. You’re only a child.’

‘Only a child, you patronizing oaf?’ she retorted, pretending to be cross. ‘I’ll be sixteen in April. That’s only three months away, then I’ll be a woman.’

‘Chofi, you’ll never be a woman because you’ve never been a girl,’ he said, referring to her tomboy nature. ‘Girls are like Maria. No, Chofi, you’re not a girl at all.’

Sofia watched him flop down over the bough of the tree. His jeans were loose and worn, hanging low on his hips. His T-shirt had ridden up his chest revealing a flat brown tummy and hipbones that stuck out as if he needed feeding. But no one ate more than Santi. He devoured his food with the urgency of someone who hasn’t eaten in a very long time. She wanted to run her fingers over his skin and tickle him. Any excuse to touch him. They mobbed around most of the time and the physical contact excited her. But she hadn’t touched him for an hour or two, so the desire to do so was irresistible.

‘Where’s yours then?’ she asked, demanding his attention again.

‘Oh, I don’t know and I don’t care – it’s rubbish anyway.’

‘No it isn’t,’ insisted the girls in unison.

‘Papa used to make us carve our wishes every summer, remember?’ said Sofia wistfully.

‘They used to do it as children, too. I’m sure their scars are still here if we look for them,’ added Maria enthusiastically

‘They’ll be long gone, Maria. They disappear within a year or two I think,’ said Santi knowledgeably. ‘Anyway, you’d need a lot of magic to make Paco let Sofia play in the Copa Santa Catalina.’ And he began to laugh again, holding his stomach with his hands to show how ludicrous her ambitions were to him. Sofia jumped lithely from her branch to his and then ran her hand over his lower belly until he shrieked with pleasure and pain combined.

‘Chofi, don’t do that up here. We’ll both fall off and be killed!’ he gasped between gales of laughter as her fingers skipped across the line that separated his tan from the secret white skin that hid from the sun beneath his shorts. He grabbed her by the wrist and squeezed it so hard she winced. Santi was seventeen years old, two years older than his cousin and sister. It excited Sofia when he used his superior strength to dominate her, but pretending she didn’t like it was all part of the game.

‘I don’t see that it’s such a long shot,’ she argued, nursing her wrist against her chest.

‘It’s a very long shot, Chofi,’ he replied, smirking at her.

‘Why?’

‘Because girls don’t play in matches.’

‘Well, there’s always a first time,’ she told him defiantly. ‘I think Papa will let me play in the end.’

‘Not the Copa Santa Catalina. There’s a lot of pride riding on that match, Chofi– anyhow, Agustin’s the fourth.’

‘You know I can play just as well as Agustin.’

‘No, I don’t – but if you do end up playing it will have nothing whatsoever to do with magic. Foul play, manipulation – they’re more your style. Poor Paco’s wrapped around your little finger and he doesn’t even know it.’

‘Everyone’s wrapped around Sofia’s little finger, Santi,’ laughed Maria, without the slightest hint of envy.

‘Except Mama.’

‘You’re losing your touch, Chofi.’

‘With Anna, Sofia’s never had a touch.’

The Santa Catalina Cup was the annual polo match played against the neighbouring estancia, La Paz. The two estancias had been rivals for many years, generations even, and the year before, Santa Catalina had been beaten by only one goal. The cousins at Santa Catalina, and there were many, played polo most afternoons during the summer months, in the same way that Anna’s cousins used to play hurling back in Glengariff. Sofia’s father Paco and his elder brother, Miguel, took the most interest and bullied the boys in order to refine their game. Santi already played a six-goal handicap, which was excellent as the best handicap was ten and one had to be a very accomplished player to qualify for a handicap at all. Miguel was fiercely proud of his son and did little to hide his favouritism.

Fernando, Santi’s elder brother, was only a four-goal handicap. It irritated Fernando that his younger brother beat him at everything. It was even more humiliating that not only was he a superior athlete but he was superior and lame. It hadn’t escaped his notice, either, that Santi was not only the apple of his parents’ eye, but the entire fruit bowl. So he willed his brother to fail, he ground his teeth together at night from willing so hard, but Santi seemed invincible. Now the bloody dentist had given him an ugly mould to wear in his mouth at night to save his teeth – another nail Santi had happily hammered into his coffin.

Sofia on the other hand had two elder brothers, Rafael and Agustin, who made up the four players of the team. Rafael also played a four-goal and Agustin a two. Sofia, much to her fury, was not considered.

Sofia wished she had been born a boy. She hated girlie games and had grown up following the boys around hoping to be included. Santi always allowed her to join in. He often took the time to help her with her polo and insisted she practise with the boys, even when he had had to withstand fierce opposition from his brother and cousins, who hated playing polo with a girl, especially as she played better than some of them. Santi claimed that he only let her join in to keep the peace. ‘You could be extremely demanding, it was easier to give in,’ he told her. Santi was her favourite cousin. He had always stuck up for her. In fact, he was a better brother to her than Rafael and the hapless Agustin could ever be.

Now Santi threw Sofia his penknife. ‘Go on then, make your wishes,’ he said lazily, pulling out a packet of cigarettes from his breast pocket. ‘Do you want one, Chofi?’

‘Sure, why not.’

He pulled one out, lit it, then after taking a long drag passed it down to his cousin. Sofia climbed up to the higher branch with the expertise of a Venezuelan monkey and sat cross-legged, revealing her brown kneecaps through the frayed slashes in her jeans.

‘Now, what do I wish for this time?’ she sighed, and opened the knife.

‘Make sure it’s attainable,’ advised Santi, casting his eye over to where his sister was sitting quietly, watching her cousin with undisguised admiration. Sofia sucked on the cigarette before blowing the smoke out in disgust.

‘Hey, give me back my fag, if you’re not going to smoke it properly. Don’t waste it,’ he said irritably. ‘You can’t imagine how difficult it is to get my hands on these.’

‘Don’t lie, Encarnacion gets them for you,’ replied Sofia casually as she began to carve into the bark. The soft wood came away quite easily after the initial cut, the little shavings falling off like chocolate.

‘Who told you that?’ he asked accusingly.

‘Maria.’

‘I didn’t mean…’ began Maria guiltily.

‘Look, who cares, Santi. No one gives a damn. Anyway, we’ll keep your secret,’ said Sofia, more interested now in her wish than the squabble that she had ignited between brother and sister.

Santi inhaled deeply, holding the cigarette between his thumb and his forefinger as he watched Sofia drawing on the bark. He had grown up with her and had always considered her to be another sister, along with Maria. Fernando wouldn’t agree; he had always found Sofia trying at the best of times. Her face was fixed into an expression of intense concentration. She had beautiful skin, Santi decided. It was smooth and brown like Encarnacion’s milk chocolate mousse. Her profile revealed a certain arrogance, perhaps it was the way her nose turned up at the end, or was it in the strength of her chin? He liked her character; she was defiant and difficult. Her almond-shaped brown eyes could change from soft to imperious in a blink, and when she was angry they darkened from chestnut to a rich red-brown colour he had never seen in anyone else’s eyes. No one could say she was a pushover. He admired that quality; she had a charisma that drew people to her even though sometimes they burnt their toes on her coals when they got too close. He enjoyed watching them burn from his unique position of special status. He was always there to run back to when her friendships went awry.

After a while Sofia sat back and smiled proudly at her work of art.

‘Well, what is it then?’ asked Maria, leaning into the tree to see better.

‘Can’t you tell?’ replied Sofia indignantly.

‘I’m sorry, Sofia, but no,’ she replied.

‘It’s a love heart.’ She caught Maria’s eye, who frowned back enquiringly.

‘Oh?’

‘Bit of a cliché, isn’t it? Who’s the lucky guy?’ asked Santi who had flopped back onto his branch and was dangling his arms and legs in the air lethargically.

‘Not telling, I’m wishing,’ she replied, lowering her eyes coyly.

Sofia rarely blushed, but in the last few months she had begun to feel differently about her cousin. When he looked into her eyes in that intense way, her face coloured and her heart hopped about like a cricket for no apparent reason. She admired him, looked up to him, adored him. Oddly her face had taken to blushing. It had nothing to do with her, she hadn’t been consulted, it just happened. When she complained to Soledad that her face turned red when she talked to boys, her maid laughed and said it was all part of growing up. Sofia hoped she’d grow out of it just as quickly. She reflected on these new feelings with curiosity and exhilaration, but Santi was miles away, exhaling smoke like a Red Indian. Maria took the knife and carved a small sun.

‘May I be blessed with a long, happy life,’ she said.

‘That’s a bit of an odd thing to wish for,’ scoffed Sofia, screwing up her nose.

‘You must never take anything for granted, Sofia,’ said Maria seriously.

‘Oh God, you’ve been listening to my raving mother. Are you going to kiss your crucifix now?’ Maria laughed as Sofia pulled her face into an expression of piety and crossed herself irreverently.

‘Aren’t you going to wish, Santi? Go on, it’s tradition!’ she insisted.

‘No, it’s girl’s stuff,’ he replied.

‘Please yourself,’ said Sofia, throwing herself back against the trunk. ‘Mmm. Can you smell the eucalyptus?’ A satin breeze brushed softly over her hot cheeks, carrying with it the unmistakable medicinal scent of eucalyptus. ‘You know, of all the smells in the campo, this is the one I love best. If I were lost at sea and smelt this smell I would cry for home.’ And she sighed melodramatically.

Santi inhaled deeply, blowing the smoke out of his mouth in rings.

‘I agree, it always reminds me of summer.’

‘I can’t smell eucalyptus. The only scent coming my way is Santi’s Marlboro,’ complained Maria, waving her hand in the air.

‘Bueno, don’t sit downwind then,’ he retorted.

‘No, Santi, don’t you sit upwind from me!’

‘Mujeres!’ he sighed, his sandy blond hair falling about his head like one of those mysterious auras that La Vieja Bruja raved on about in the village. Apparently everyone had one, everyone except the very wicked. The three of them draped themselves like cats over the branches, searching in silence for the first stars through the dusk.

The ponies snorted and stamped wearily under the ombu, changing their weight every now and then to rest their feet. Tossing their heads they patiently fought off the cloud of flies and mosquitoes that gathered about them. Finally Maria suggested they begin to make their way back.

‘It’ll be totally dark soon,’ she said anxiously, mounting her pony.

‘Mama is going to murder me,’ Sofia sighed, already envisaging Anna’s fury.

‘I’ll get the blame again, I suppose,’ groaned Santi.

‘Well, Santiago, you’re the adult – you’re meant to be looking after us.’

‘With your mother on the warpath, Chofi, I don’t think I want the responsibility.’ Anna was well-known for her temper.

Sofia jumped onto her pony and with an experienced hand guided it through the darkness.

Back on the ranch they gave their ponies to old Jose, the most senior gaucho, who had been leaning against the fence sipping Mate through an ornate silver bombilla, waiting with the patience of someone to whom time means very little. He shook his grey head with gentle disapproval.

‘Señorita Sofia, your mother has been calling us all night,’ he chided. ‘This is a dangerous time, niña, you must be careful.’

‘Oh, dear Jose, you shouldn’t worry so much, you know I’ll get away with it!’ And laughing she ran after Maria and Santi who were already walking off towards the lights.

As predicted, Anna was outraged. Like a jack-in-the-box, the moment she saw her daughter she sprang up, her arms waving about as if she had no way of controlling them.

‘Where on earth have you been?’ she demanded, her red face clashing horribly with her hair.

‘We went for a ride and just forgot the time, I’m sorry.’

Agustin and Rafael, her older brothers, both stretched out on the sofas, smirked ironically.

‘What are they grinning about? Agustin, don’t eavesdrop! This has nothing to do with you.’

‘Sofia, you’re a lying toad,’ he said from the sofa.

‘Rafael, Agustin, this is not a joke,’ their mother snapped in exasperation.

‘ “Off to your room, Señorita Sofia”,’ added Agustin under his breath. Anna wasn’t in the mood for his jokes and looked to her husband for support but Paco returned to his sons and the Copa Santa Catalina. Grandpa O’Dwyer, who wouldn’t have been any help at all, was snoring loudly in the armchair in the corner. So Anna, as usual, was left to play the autocrat. She turned to her daughter and with the sigh of a well-practised martyr, sent her to her room without any supper.

Sofia left the sitting room unfazed and wandered into the kitchen. As she had hoped, Soledad was prepared, ready with empanadas and a bowl of steaming zapallo soup.

‘Paco, why don’t you support me?’ Anna asked her husband wearily. ‘Why do you take her part every time? I can’t do this on my own.’

‘Mi amor, you’re tired. Why don’t you get an early night?’ Paco looked up at her grim face. He searched her features for the soft young girl he had married and wondered why she was afraid to come out and show herself. Somewhere along the line she had retreated and he wondered whether he would ever get her back again.

Dinner was awkward. Anna wore a pinched expression on her face in an act of defiance. Rafael and Agustin continued to talk with their father about the polo match the following day as if she wasn’t there. They forgot that Sofia was absent. Her empty place at the dinner table was fast becoming a regular occurrence.

‘Roberto and Francisco Lobito are the ones we’ve got to watch out for,’ said Rafael, talking with his mouth full. Anna watched him warily, but at twenty-three years old he was too grown-up to be told what to do by his mother.

‘They’ll be marking Santi heavily,’ said Paco, looking up from under his serious brow. ‘He’s the best player on our team – that means you boys will have more responsibility. Do you understand? Agustin, you’re going to have to concentrate. Really concentrate.’

‘Don’t worry, Papa,’ replied Agustin, shifting his small brown eyes from his father to his brother in a bid to show his sincerity. ‘I won’t let you down.’

‘You’d better not, or that sister of yours will be playing in your place,’ said Paco and watched Agustin scowl into his veal. Anna sighed loudly and shook her head, but Paco didn’t notice her. She pursed her lips and continued to eat in silence. She had accepted that Sofia played polo with her cousins, but that was a private thing within the family. Over my dead body will she play in a match in front of the Lobito family from La Paz, she thought angrily to herself.

Sofia meanwhile lolled in a warm bath filled with glittering white bubbles. She lay back and allowed her mind to focus on Santi. She knew she shouldn’t think of her cousin in that way. Padre Julio would give her twenty Hail Marys if he knew what lascivious thoughts gripped her loins with longing. Her mother would cross herself and say that an infatuation of that sort wasn’t natural. To Sofia it was the most natural thing in the world.

She imagined him kissing her, and wondered what it would feel like. She had never kissed anyone. Well, she had kissed Nacho Estrada in the school playground because she had lost a bet, but that hadn’t been a proper kiss. Not the way two people who really loved each other kissed. She closed her eyes and pictured his hot honey face an inch away from hers, his full, smiling lips opening slightly before resting on her lips. She imagined his tourmaline-green eyes gazing into hers lovingly. When she couldn’t go any further than that because she wasn’t really sure what would happen next, she rewound the tape and started again until the bathwater had turned cold and the pads of her fingers resembled a wrinkled old iguana.






Chapter 3

Sofia awoke to the soft glimmer of dawn flickering through the gap in the curtains. She lay there a while listening to the first sounds of morning. The singing gorriones and tordos were a cheerful prelude to the day, hopping from branch to branch in the tall plane trees and poplars. She didn’t need to look at her watch to know that it was six o’clock; she always rose at six in the summer. Her favourite time of the day was early morning when the rest of the household were still asleep in their beds. She pulled on her jeans and T-shirt, tied her long dark plait with a red ribbon and slipped into her alpargatas.

Outside, the sun was a hazy glow, emerging softly through the dawn mist. She skipped with a buoyant heart through the trees towards the puesto and polo field. Her feet barely touched the ground. Jose was already up and expecting her, traditionally clad in baggy bombachas, rich brown leather boots and his heavy rastra, decorated with large silver coins. Together with his son Pablo she would practise hitting the ball about, called stick and balling, for a couple of hours before breakfast under the experienced guidance of the old gaucho. Sofia was happiest on a pony; there she felt a freedom unmatched anywhere else in her life, charging up and down the field while the rest of her family were far away and unaware.

At eight she gave the mare to Jose and made her way back through the trees towards home. As she went by, she glanced over at Santi’s house, half hidden behind an oak tree. Rosa and Encarnacion, their maids, in pristine white and pastel blue uniforms, were quietly laying out the breakfast table on the terrace but Santi was nowhere to be seen. He liked his sleep and rarely rose before eleven. Chiquita’s house was not like Anna’s; it was weathered pink with dusty-coloured roof tiles, bleached from the sun, and only had one floor. But Sofia loved her own house the best, with its gleaming bleached walls, dark green shutters somewhat obscured behind Virginia creeper and large round terracotta pots of geraniums and plumbago.

At home, Paco and Anna were already up and sipping coffee on the terrace, shaded from the sun under a large parasol. Grandpa O’Dwyer was practising card tricks on one of the skinny dogs who, hopeful for a scrap from the table, was unusually compliant. Paco, in a pink polo shirt and jeans, was sitting back in his chair reading the papers through the pair of glasses perched on the end of his hooked nose. As Sofia approached he put down the paper and poured himself some more coffee.

‘Papa…’ she began.

‘No.’

‘What? I haven’t even asked you yet,’ she laughed, bending down to kiss him.

‘I know what you’re going to ask me, Sofia, and the answer is no.’

She sat down and grabbed an apple, then noticing his mouth curve into a small smile she fixed him with her chestnut eyes and grinned back with a smile she reserved for him or her grandfather, childish and mischievous, but utterly charming.

‘Dale Papa, I never get the chance to play, it’s so unfair! After all, Papito, you taught me how to play.’

‘Sofia, enough is enough!’ scolded her mother in exasperation. She couldn’t understand why her husband fell for it every time. ‘Papa has said no, now leave him alone and eat your breakfast decently – with a knife!’

Irritated, Sofia stabbed sulkily at her apple. Anna ignored her and leafed through a magazine. She could feel her daughter watching her out of the corner of her eye and her expression hardened with resolve.

‘Why don’t you let me play polo, Mama?’ she asked in English.

‘It’s just not ladylike, Sofia. You are a young woman, not a tomboy,’ she replied steadily.

‘Just because you don’t like horses…’ Sofia mumbled petulantly.

‘That’s has got nothing to do with it.’

‘Yes it has. You want me to be like you, but I’m not like you – I’m like Papa. No es cierto, Papá?’

‘What were you talking about?’ asked Paco, who hadn’t been listening to their conversation. He tended to lose interest when they spoke English. At that moment Rafael and Agustin staggered out into the light like a couple of vampires, squinting uncomfortably into the sunshine. They had spent the best part of the dawn at the small nightclub in town. Anna put down the magazine and watched tenderly as they approached.

‘Definitely too bright,’ groaned Agustin. ‘My head is killing me.’

‘What time did you two get back last night?’ she asked sympathetically.

‘About five a.m. Mama. I could have slept all morning,’ replied Rafael, kissing her unsteadily. ‘What’s up, Sofia?’

‘Nothing,’ she snapped, narrowing her eyes. ‘I’m going to the pool.’ And off she flounced. Once she had gone, Anna picked up her magazine again and smiled wearily at her sons in a manner they were both familiar with.

‘Today is going to be a bad day,’ she sighed. ‘Sofia is very upset that she isn’t allowed to play in the match.’

‘Por Dios, Papa – no way is she going to play!’

‘Papa, you’re not seriously considering it, are you?’ choked Agustin.

Anna was thrilled that for once her capricious daughter hadn’t managed to manipulate her father and she smiled at him gratefully, placing her hand briefly on his.

‘For the moment I’m only thinking about whether to have butter on my media luna, to have toast with membrillo or to have nothing but coffee. That is the only decision I feel like making this morning,’ he replied and picking up the paper disappeared behind it once more.

‘What was all that about, Anna Melody?’ asked Grandpa O’Dwyer who didn’t understand a word of Spanish. He belonged to the generation that expected everyone to speak English. Having lived in Argentina for sixteen years he had never even attempted to learn the language. Instead of picking up the essential phrases, the staff at Santa Catalina had found themselves having to interpret his gestures or the few words of Spanish that he would attempt in a very slow, very loud voice. When they raised their hands and shrugged in despair he would mutter irritably, ‘You’d have thought they’d have picked it up by now!’ and shuffle off to find someone who could translate for him.

‘She wants to play in the polo match,’ replied Anna, humouring him.

‘Bloody good idea. Show those boys a thing or two.’



The water was cold against her skin as Sofia cut through the surface. Furiously she carved her way up and down the pool until she sensed she was being watched. Rising to the surface she noticed Maria.

‘Hola!’ she spluttered, catching her breath.

‘What’s up with you?’

‘Don’t ask, I’m completely loca with irritation!’

‘The match? Your father won’t let you play?’ she said, stepping out of her white cotton shorts and stretching out on the sunbed.

‘How did you guess?’

‘Call it intuition – you’re easy to read, Sofia.’

‘Sometimes, Maria, I could quite happily throttle my mother.’

‘Couldn’t we all,’ replied Maria, pulling her lotions out of her tidy floral bag.

‘Oh no, you have no idea, your mother is a saint – a goddess from heaven. Chiquita is the sweetest person alive – I wish she were my mother.’

‘I know, I’m very lucky,’ conceded Maria who was the first to appreciate the good relationship she had with her mother.

‘I just wish Mama would leave me alone. It’s because I’m the youngest and the only girl,’ Sofia complained, climbing up the steps and taking her place alongside her cousin on one of the other sunbeds.

‘I suppose having Panchito takes up most of Mama’s attention.’

‘Wish I had a younger brother instead of those two oafs. Agustin is such a nightmare, he’s always getting at me. It’s the way he looks at me with that superior expression of his.’

‘Rafa’s kind to you.’

‘Rafa’s okay. No, Agustin’s got to go. I wish he’d leave and study abroad. I’d love to see the back of him, I really would.’

‘You never know, your wish might be granted.’

‘If you mean the tree, I’ve got more important wishes to ask for,’ Sofia told her, and smiled to herself. She didn’t want to waste one on Agustin.

‘So, what are you going to do about the match?’ Maria asked, smoothing oil onto her voluptuous thighs. ‘Quemadas, no?’

‘Yes, you’re black, you look like one of the Indians! Hey, give me some. Thank God I haven’t inherited Mama’s red hair and pale skin – poor Rafa, he just goes as pink as a monkey’s bottom.’

‘So, come on, what are you going to do?’

Sofia sighed deeply. ‘I surrender,’ she said dramatically, raising her arms in the air.

‘Sofia, that’s not like you.’ Maria was a little disappointed.

‘Well, I haven’t devised a plan yet – anyway, I don’t know if I can really be bothered. Though it would be worth it just to see Mama and Agustin’s faces.’

Just then she was swept up from the sunbed by two very strong arms and before she could work out what was happening, found herself at once in the air and then in the water, sunglasses and all, struggling to free herself.

‘Santi!’ she gasped happily, coming up for air. ‘Boludo!’ Lunging at him, she pushed his grinning head under the water. To her delight he grabbed her in a bear hug around her hips and pulled her down with him where they wrestled together until they were forced to shoot up to the surface to breathe. Sofia wished they could fight some more but found herself reluctantly following him to the edge.

‘Thanks a bunch. I was just beginning to cook,’ she said at last when she had regained her breath.

‘You looked far too hot to me, like one of Jose’s sausages. I was doing you a favour,’ he replied.

‘Some favour.’

‘So, Chofi, you’re not playing this afternoon?’ he goaded. ‘You’ve really wound your brothers up like two clockwork mice.’

‘Good, they needed their cages rattling a bit.’

‘You didn’t really think Paco would let you, did you?’

‘If you have to know – yes, I thought I could get around Papa.’

Santi smirked in amusement, the lines around his eyes and mouth creasing in a way that was particular only to him. He looks so handsome when he smiles, thought Sofia to herself.

‘If anyone can get around old Paco, then you can – what went wrong?’

‘Let me spell it for you: M-A-M-A.’

‘Oh, I see. No hope then?’

‘None.’

Santi climbed out and sat on the hot paving stones; his chest and arms were already covered in soft, sandy-coloured hair that the young Sofia found curiously intriguing.

‘Chofi, you have to prove to your father that you can play as well as Agustin,’ he suggested, pushing his dripping blond hair away from his eyes.

‘You know I can play as well as Agustin. Jose knows I can – ask him.’

‘It doesn’t matter what I think, or what Jose thinks – the only person you have to impress is your father… or mine.’

Sofia squinted thoughtfully for a moment.

‘What are you plotting now?’ he asked, amused.

‘Nothing,’ she replied coyly.

‘I know you, Chofi…’

‘Oh look, we’re being invaded,’ said Maria as Chiquita and her youngest, three-year-old Panchito, neared the pool surrounded by five or six of the other cousins.

‘Come on, Santi,’ said Sofia, making for the steps. ‘Let’s get out of here.’ Then as an afterthought she turned to her cousin. ‘Maria, are you coming?’ Maria shook her head and waved to her mother to join her.



By twelve noon the rich, charcoal smell of the asado drifted on the breeze and hung about the ranch causing packs of bony dogs to linger hungrily about the barbecue. Jose had been tending the smouldering wood since 10 a.m. for the meat to be well cooked by lunchtime. Soledad, Rosa, Encarnacion and the maids from the other houses were setting out the tables for the traditional Saturday get-together. White tablecloths and crystal gleamed in the sunshine.

Occasionally Señora Anna would put down her magazine and wander around in her straw sunhat and long white dress, checking the tables. To the maids she was something of a curiosity with her flame-red hair and pale skin – like the austere Virgin Mary in the little church of Nuestra Señora de la Asunción in town. She was firm and direct and had little patience if something wasn’t to her liking. Her command of the Spanish language was surprisingly negligent for someone who had spent so many years of her life in the Argentine, and she was the subject of brutal imitation in the maids’ quarters.

Señor Paco, however, was much loved by all at Santa Catalina. Hector Francisco Solanas, Paco’s late father, had been a strong-willed, dignified man who believed that family came before business and politics. He believed that nothing was as important as a man’s home. His wife, Maria Elena, was the mother of his children and for that he had held her in high esteem. He respected her and admired her and in his own way he loved her. But they had never been in love. They had been chosen for each other by their parents who were great friends and believed the match to be beneficial to both parties. On certain levels it was. Maria Elena was both beautiful and accomplished and Hector was swarthy and dashing with an acute business mind. They were the toast of Buenos Aires, in great demand. They entertained lavishly and were loved by everyone. Put it down to chemistry, they didn’t love each other in the way that lovers should. However, in the darkness of the midnight hours they had sometimes made love with such passion, as if they had momentarily forgotten themselves, or each other, only to wake up to their usual formality, to find that the intimacy of the night before had evaporated with the dawn.

Maria Elena was aware that Hector had a mistress in town. Everyone knew. Besides, it was common for husbands to take lovers, so she came to terms with it and never spoke of it to anyone. To fill the void in her life she had given herself entirely to her children, until the arrival of Alexei Shahovskoi. Alexei Shahovskoi had fled from Russia to escape the 1905 Revolution. Flamboyant, dreamy, he had entered her life as her piano tutor. Besides the piano he had taught her to appreciate opera, art and the passion of a man to whom love was in concert with the music he taught. If Maria Elena had ever reciprocated the feelings that were played out in every note he touched and revealed in the silent way he gazed upon her with liquid eyes, she never betrayed herself or her husband. While she enjoyed his company and his instruction, she rebuffed his advances with the dignity of an honourable woman who has made her choice in life. He didn’t satisfy her need for love but he gave her the gift of music. In every score there was a country to yearn for, a sunset to cry over, a horizon to fly to… Music gave her the means to live other lives in her imagination and it brought her not only an escape from the sometimes stifling constraints of her world but a great deal of happiness. What Paco remembered most of all about his mother was her love of music and her beautiful white hands dancing over the keys of her piano.



At one o’clock the gong was rung from the tower to summon everyone to lunch. From every corner of the estancia the family made their way to Paco and Anna’s house, following the strong smell of cooked lomo and chorizo. The Solanas family was large. Miguel and Paco had two other brothers, Nico and Alejandro. Nico and Valeria had four children, Niquito, Sabrina, Leticia and Tomas, and Alejandro and Malena had five, Angel, Sebastian, Martina, Vanesa and Horacio. Lunch was as usual a noisy affair, and the food was rich and bountiful like a splendid banquet. There was, however, one person missing and once everyone had helped themselves from the barbecue and sat down, the gap became noticeable.

‘Sofia! Where is she?’ Anna whispered to Soledad as she passed with a bowl of salad.

‘No sé, Señora Anna, no la ví.’ Then suddenly turning her eyes to the polo field she exclaimed, ‘Qù horror! Ahí está.’

With that the whole family turned to look and a shocked silence descended upon them all. A confident, shameless Sofia was galloping towards them, stick in the air, whacking the ball in front of her. On her face was fixed a determined grimace. Anna jumped to her feet, flushed with anger and despair.

‘Sofia, how could you!’ she shrieked in horror, throwing down her napkin. ‘May the Good Lord forgive you,’ she added in English under her breath. Santi sank into his chair guiltily while the rest of the family looked on in bewilderment. Only Paco and Grandpa O’Dwyer, who was always stuck at the end of the table blinking down at his food because no one ever bothered to talk to him, grinned proudly to themselves as Sofia galloped with great panache towards them.

‘I’ll show you I can play polo better than Agustin,’ hissed Sofia through gritted teeth. ‘Just watch me, Papa. You should be proud – you taught me.’ As she thundered across the grass she deftly swung her mallet, sat firmly and competently in the saddle, controlled the ball and the pony, all the while smiling happily without embarrassment. She felt twenty pairs of eyes on her and she relished the attention.

Seconds before crashing into the table she pulled at the reins, drawing her snorting pony to a dusty halt and stood defiantly before her father.

‘See, Papa?’ she announced triumphantly. The whole table turned their attention to Paco, curious as to what he was going to do. To everyone’s surprise he sat placidly back in his chair, picked up his wine glass and raised it.

‘Bien, Sofia. Now come and join us – you’re missing a feast,’ he said calmly, and an amused smile crept across his weathered face. Thrilled, she jumped down and walked her sweating pony the full length of the table.

‘Sorry I’m late for lunch, Mama,’ she said as she passed Anna, who had sat down again for her legs could no longer sustain her.

‘I’ve never seen such a blatant display of attention-seeking in all my life,’ she snapped in English, barely able to get the words out she was shaking so much. Sofia tied the reins to a tree, then brushing down her jeans she sauntered over to the buffet.

‘Sofia, you will wash your hands and change before you join the table,’ Anna said crossly, her eyes darting about the silent faces of her in-laws in shame. Sofia huffed loudly before retreating into the house to do as her mother asked.

Once she had gone, the lunch-party continued where it had left off, except the subject of everyone’s conversation was La sin vergüenza Sofia. Anna sat tight-lipped and in silence, hiding her face beneath her hat in humiliation. Why was it that Sofia always let her down in front of the whole family? She quietly thanked God that Hector wasn’t alive to witness his granddaughter’s unabashed behaviour. He would have been appalled by her lack of restraint. She raised her eyes to her father who sat muttering to a group of dogs who salivated hopefully at his feet; she knew he admired Sofia more the worse she behaved. Maria giggled behind her hand and watched everyone’s reaction in order to give Sofia a detailed account of it later when they were on their own.

Agustin turned to Rafael and Fernando to complain. ‘She’s nothing but a bloody show-off,’ he whispered so that his father couldn’t hear. ‘Papa’s to blame. He lets her get away with everything.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Fernando smugly. ‘She won’t play in the match. My father would never allow it.’

‘She’s such an exhibitionist,’ said Sabrina to her cousin Martina. They were both a bit older than Sofia. ‘I would never do something like that in front of everyone.’

‘Well, Sofia doesn’t know when to stop. All that wanting to play polo, why doesn’t she just admit she’s a girl and stop being so childish?’

‘Look at Anna,’ said Chiquita to Malena. ‘She’s so embarrassed, I really feel for her.’

‘I don’t,’ Malena replied brusquely. ‘It’s her own fault. She’s always been too busy admiring her sons. She should have taken more trouble with Sofia instead of palming her off on young Soledad. Really, Soledad was only a child herself when Sofia was born.’

‘I know, but she tries. Sofia isn’t easy,’ insisted Chiquita, glancing sympathetically across the table at Anna who was trying to act normally and talk to Miguel and Alejandro. Her features betrayed her strain, especially around the throat, which was taut as if she were trying to prevent herself from crying.

When Sofia skipped back to the table she had changed into another pair of frayed jeans and a clean white T-shirt. After helping herself to some food she slipped in beside Santi and Sebastian.

‘What on earth was that all about?’ Santi whispered into her ear.

‘You gave me the idea.’ She giggled.

‘I did?’

‘You said I had to impress my father or yours. So I impressed them both,’ she said triumphantly.

‘I don’t think you impressed my father,’ said Santi, looking down the table at Miguel who was in conversation with Anna and his brother Alejandro. Miguel caught his son’s eye and shook his head. Santi shrugged as if to say ‘it wasn’t my idea’.

‘So you think you’ll play in the match this afternoon because of that?’ he asked, looking down at his cousin who was devouring her food to catch up with everyone else.

‘Of course.’

‘If you do, I’ll be amazed.’

‘I won’t. I will have earned it,’ she said, scraping her knife across the plate on purpose to make everyone wince.

Once the lunch was over Maria and Sofia disappeared behind the house and dissolved into fits of laughter. They tried to talk but their stomachs hurt so much from laughing that they had to hold them for a while with their hands and concentrate on breathing. Sofia felt very pleased with herself.

‘Do you think it worked?’ she asked Maria between gasps, but she knew that it had.

‘Oh yes,’ nodded Maria. ‘Uncle Paco was very impressed.’

‘What about Mama?’

‘Furious!’

‘O Dios!’

‘Don’t pretend you mind.’

‘Mind? I’m thrilled! We’d better not make too much noise or she’ll find me. Shhhhh!’ she said, holding her finger against her mouth. ‘Not a sound, all right?’

‘Not a sound,’ Maria whispered obediently.

‘So, Papa was impressed was he? Really?’ Sofia’s eyes were alight with merriment.

‘He’s got to let you play. It’s so unfair if he doesn’t. Just because you’re a girl!’

‘Why don’t we poison Agustin?’ Sofia sniggered wickedly.

‘What with?’

‘Soledad can get a potion from that witch in town. Or we can make one ourselves.’

‘We don’t need a potion, a spell will do.’

‘All right, I suppose it’s the only way. To the ombu,’ announced Sofia decisively.

‘To the ombu!’ Maria, repeated, saluting. Sofia saluted back. Then both girls ran across the fields together, their voices ringing out across the plains as they concocted their plan.



Anna was mortified. As soon as the lunch was over she feigned a headache and rushed to her room where she fell onto her bed and furiously fanned herself with a book. Pulling the austere wooden cross from her bedside table she pressed it to her lips and muttered a short prayer. She asked God for guidance. ‘What have I done to deserve this difficult child?’ she said out loud. ‘Why do I let her get to me? She only does it to spite me. How come Paco and Dad are blind to her capriciousness? Don’t they have eyes? Can’t they see? Or am I the only one who can see her for the monster that she can be? I know, it’s some sort of punishment for not marrying Sean O’Mara all those years ago. Haven’t I made up for that, Lord? Haven’t I suffered enough? God, give me strength. I’ve never needed it more than now. And while yer at it, don’t let her play in that ruddy match. She doesn’t deserve it.’



La Copa Santa Catalina began on time, which is rare in the Argentine, at 5 p.m. It was still hot as the boys in white jeans and gleaming brown boots galloped up and down the pitch in a frenzied fever of competitiveness. The four strapping youths from La Paz wore black shirts, Santa Catalina wore pink. Out of the four boys from La Paz, Roberto and Francisco Lobito were the best players; their two cousins Marco and Davico were the same standard as Rafael and Agustin. Roberto Lobito was Fernando’s best friend but during a match like this there was no room for friendship; for the duration of the game they would be bitter enemies.

Fernando, Santi, Rafael and Agustin had all played together since childhood. Today all were on form – except for Agustin who was still hungover from the night before. Santi played with flamboyance, throwing himself out of the saddle in a cool display of skill. However, the teamwork that Santa Catalina was so famous for was undermined by the fourth link, Agustin, whose reactions were unusually slow as if he were a beat behind everyone else. They were playing six chukkas – six periods of seven minutes.

‘You have five more chukkas to pull yourself together, Agustin,’ Paco said gruffly during the break at the end of first one. ‘If you hadn’t been floundering about in the middle of the field, Roberto Lobito wouldn’t have had the chance to score – twice.’ He said the word twice with emphasis as if it had all been Agustin’s fault. While they swapped their exhausted, frothing ponies for fresh ones Agustin glanced uneasily across the field at his sister. ‘You may well look anxious, son. If you don’t improve your game, Sofia will be taking your place,’ Paco added before striding off the field. That was enough of a threat to get Agustin through the second chukka, although Santa Catalina was still lagging behind by two goals.

The whole of Santa Catalina and La Paz had come out to watch. Usually they all sat together, but today was different; the importance of this match meant that they sat in groups watching the other camp suspiciously. The boys all stood together like packs of wolves, shuffling their feet nervously, one eye on the match, the other on the girls. The girls from La Paz draped themselves over the bonnets of the Jeeps in short A-line skirts and headscarves, discussing boys and fashion, their dark glasses obscuring eyes that more often than not were lustfully hooked on one of the boys from Santa Catalina. Meanwhile the girls from Santa Catalina, Sabrina, Martina, Pia, Leticia and Vanesa watched the handsome Roberto Lobito ride his pony like a dashing knight on a charger up and down the field, his pale blond hair flopping over his beautiful face each time he bent his head to hit the ball. Sofia and Maria kept their distance, preferring to sit on the fence with Chiquita and little Panchito, who played around the sidelines with a mini mallet and ball, so that their attention would not be distracted from their brothers and cousins.

‘They can’t lose!’ Sofia protested passionately, watching Santi gallop towards the goal, then pass the ball to Agustin who consequently missed. ‘Choto Agustin!’ she shouted in frustration. Maria bit her lip anxiously.

‘Sofia, don’t use that word, it isn’t dignified,’ Chiquita said softly, without taking her eyes off her son.

‘I can’t stand to watch my idiotic brother, he’s an embarrassment.’

‘Chopo chopo,’ laughed Panchito, hitting the ball against an unsuspecting dog.

‘No, Panchito,’ chided Chiquita, running to the rescue. ‘That’s not a nice word, even if you don’t say it properly.’

‘Don’t worry, Sofia. I can feel the wind of change,’ said Maria, catching her cousin’s eye.

‘I hope you’re right. If Agustin continues playing like this we’re sure to lose,’ she replied, then winked at Maria behind Chiquita’s back.

By the fourth chukka, in spite of Santi and Fernando scoring a goal each, Santa Catalina were still two goals down. La Paz, confident that they were going to win, sat back complacently in their saddles. Suddenly Agustin seemed to appear from nowhere, seize the ball and thunder towards the goal unchecked. With hearty encouragement from the sidelines he whacked it.

‘Oh my God!’ shouted Sofia, cheering up. ‘Agustin’s scored.’ There was an uproar from the Santa Catalina support team, who nearly tumbled off their bonnets with relief. However, his pony didn’t stop at the goal but galloped on victoriously before coming to a sudden halt, throwing a delirious Agustin into the air. He landed with a groan and lay inert on the grass. Miguel and Paco rushed to his side. Within seconds he was surrounded. There passed a terrible few moments that seemed to the distraught Anna to last an eternity before Paco announced that he had nothing more than a sore head and a heavy hangover! To everyone’s surprise he shouted for Sofia.

‘You’re on.’

She looked at him, stunned. Anna was about to object but a moaning Agustin diverted her attention.

‘Cómo?’

‘You’re on, now get a move on.’ Then he added gravely, ‘You had better win.’

‘Maria, Maria!’ cried Sofia in amazement. ‘It worked!’ Maria shook her head in disbelief and awe – the tree really was a magic tree after all.

Sofia couldn’t believe her good fortune as she scrambled into a pink shirt and mounted her pony. She noticed the boys from La Paz laughing in disbelief as she entered the game. Roberto Lobito shouted something to his brother Francisco and they both sniggered scornfully. She’d show them, she vowed. She’d show them all what she was capable of. She had no time to speak to Santi and the others. Before she knew it the game had recommenced. In seconds she was passed the ball and ridden-off by Marco who nudged his pony against hers, pushing her off-course; she could only watch helplessly as the ball whizzed between her pony’s legs and out the other side. Furious, she threw herself against him and then against Francisco for good measure before galloping off. She found that Rafael and Fernando were reluctant to pass to her; only Santi used her when he could, but Santi was heavily marked by a sneering Roberto Lobito. In fact, Roberto and Santi seemed to be playing out some sort of private battle as if they were the only two people on the field, knocking into each other, hooking mallets and shouting obscenities.

‘Fercho, on your left!’ Sofia shouted to Fernando when an opportunity arose. He glanced over to her, hesitated, then passed the ball to Rafael instead who was consequently ridden-off by both Marco and Davico at once in a vicious sandwich. ‘Pass it to me next time, Fercho. I had a clear ride to goal!’ she shouted furiously, glaring at him.

‘Sure you did,’ he replied spitefully and cantered off. She noticed Roberto Lobito break their silent rule and shake his head sympathetically at Fernando.

Sabrina and Martina were horrified that Sofia had been allowed into the game.

‘She’ll cock it up for them,’ Sabrina said irritably.

‘She’s only fifteen, for God’s sake,’ Martina sniffed. ‘She really shouldn’t be allowed to play with the big boys.’

‘It’s Santi’s fault, he encourages her,’ said Pia, spitefully.

‘He’s got a soft spot for her – God only knows why. She’s spoilt rotten. Look, she’s hanging around doing nothing. No one’s using her. She might as well pack it in,’ complained Sabrina, watching her young cousin floundering in the middle of the field.

At the end of the fifth chukka they were still one goal down.

‘Use Sofia, for God’s sake! We’re a team, and the only way we’re going to win is with teamwork,’ exploded Santi, dismounting.

‘We use her and we’re sure to lose,’ replied Fernando, removing his hat and shaking out his black sweaty hair.

‘Come on, Fercho, don’t be childish,’ said Rafael. ‘She’s playing and there’s nothing you can do about it. They won’t expect us to use her, so make the most of it.’

‘We’re not going to win as a three-sided team,’ shouted Santi, exasperated, ‘so bloody well include her!’ Fernando scowled at his brother with loathing.

‘I’ll show you chauvinists that I can play better than that idiotic Agustin. Just swallow your pride and play with me – not against me. The enemy’s La Paz, remember?’ And Sofia cantered confidently back onto the field. Fernando quietly smouldered while Rafael raised his eyes to the sky and Santi chuckled with admiration.

The tension was almost tangible as they cantered onto the field for the last chukka. When the game began, a hefty silence descended upon the spectators. The final chukka was an aggressive display of one-upmanship as each side desperately tried to outdo the other. Santi, who was undoubtedly the best player on the team, was heavily marked, and Sofia, who they all assumed wouldn’t get a look in, was hardly marked at all. Time was running out. In spite of their earlier dispute Sofia was hardly passed the ball and spent most of the time angrily covering for the others. At last, Santi managed to even the score.

The spectators were now on their feet unable to remain seated as the battle intensified in the last few minutes of the game. They all knew that if they didn’t finish it in time they would have to go on to ‘sudden death’. The field resounded with furious cries and impatient commands as Roberto tried to control his team and Santi tried to persuade his brother to play with Sofia. Maria jumped up and down in agitation, unable to keep still, willing Sofia to score. Miguel and Paco paced impatiently up and down the sidelines, without taking their eyes off the match. Paco looked at his watch – one minute to go. Perhaps it had been a mistake letting Sofia play, he thought bleakly.

Suddenly Rafael took possession of the ball, passed it to Fernando who passed it back. Santi snaked his way past Roberto and Marco who galloped after him in pursuit. There followed a burst of fevered shouts, but Rafael managed to pass it to Santi and he flew unmarked down the field. Only Sofia and her opponent, Francisco, stood between him and the goal. He had a choice, he could dare to ride past Francisco and try to score himself, or he could risk hitting it to Sofia. Sure that Santi wouldn’t pass to Sofia, Francisco left her side to ride him off the ball. Santi raised his green eyes to his cousin who understood immediately and positioned herself. Just before Francisco crashed into him he whacked the ball to Sofia. ‘Go for goal, Chofi!’ he shrieked.

Not one to miss an opportunity like that she cantered after it, clamping her jaw together with resolve. She hit it once, twice, then swinging her taco in the air with a practised arm she thought of Jose, her father and then of Santi as she struck it straight through the posts. Seconds later the whistle blew. They had won the match.

‘I don’t believe it!’ gasped Sabrina.

‘My God, she’s done it. Sofia’s scored,’ cried Martina, jumping up and clapping her hands. ‘Well done, Sofia!’ she shouted. ‘Idola!’

‘Just in the nick of time!’ Miguel beamed, slapping Paco on the back. ‘Luckily for you, or you just might have been barbecued with the lomo.’

‘She played well – let down by her own team. There’s no question about her ability, though,’ he said proudly.

Rafael cantered up to Sofia and patted her on the back. ‘Bien hecho, gorda!’ he chuckled. ‘You’re a star!’ Fernando nodded to her without smiling. He was pleased they had won but couldn’t quite bring himself to congratulate Sofia. Santi almost tugged her off her pony by grabbing her behind the neck and pulling her towards him so he could kiss her dusty cheek.

‘I knew you could do it, Chofi. You didn’t let me down,’ he laughed, removing his hat and scratching his damp hair.

Roberto Lobito walked up to her as she dismounted her pony. ‘You play well for a girl,’ he said, smiling down at her.

‘You play well for a boy,’ she replied arrogantly.

Roberto laughed. ‘So, will I be seeing you more often on the field?’ he said, his brown eyes tracing her features with interest.

‘Perhaps.’

‘Well, I look forward to it,’ he added, winking at her. Sofia screwed up her nose, before dismissing him with a husky laugh and running off to join her team.



Later that evening, when the first stars sprinkled the twilight with silver, Santi and Sofia sat beneath the sinewy branches of the craggy ombu and looked out onto the horizon.

‘You played well today, Chofi.’

‘Thanks to you, Santi. You believed in me. I had the last laugh, didn’t I?’ And she chuckled, remembering Agustin falling off his pony. ‘Those brothers of mine…’

‘Ignore them. They only wind you up because you rise.’

‘I can’t help it. They’re so spoilt – especially Agustin.’

‘Mothers are like that with their sons. Just you wait.’

‘A long, long time, I hope.’

‘Maybe a lot less long than you think. Life is never what you expect.’

‘Mine will be, you’ll see. Anyway, thank you for trusting me today and for standing up for me. I really showed them, didn’t I?’ she said proudly.

He looked at her earnest face through the dusk and placed his hand affectionately on her neck. ‘I knew you could do it. No one has the determination that you have. No one.’ He then went silent for a moment as if lost in thought.

‘What are you thinking about?’ she asked.

‘You’re just not like other girls, Chofi.’

‘I’m not?’ she replied, pleased.

‘No, you’re more fun, more… how can I put it? You’re a personaje.’

‘Well, if I’m a “character”, to me, Santi, you’re an ídolo! Do you know that?’

‘Don’t put me on a pedestal – I might fall off,’ he chuckled.

‘I’m lucky to have a friend like you,’ she replied bashfully, feeling her heartbeat accelerate. ‘You’re most definitely my favourite cousin.’

‘Cousin.’ He sighed deeply and a little sadly. ‘You’re my favourite cousin, too.’






Chapter 4

‘Girls are just as good as boys at games,’ announced Sofia, absentmindedly flicking through the pages of one of Chiquita’s magazines.

‘Rubbish!’ replied Agustin, breaking away from his discussion with Fernando and Rafael to rise to her bait like a hungry trout.

‘Ignore her,’ Fernando said testily. ‘Callate, Sofia, why don’t you go and find Maria to play with and leave us alone.’ Sofia was four and a half years younger than him and he had little patience with children.

‘I’m bored,’ she huffed, wriggling her brown toes that were stretched out in front of her across the sofa. It was raining. Fat summer drops that rattled against the windowpanes. It had rained all day, hard and constant and unrelenting. Santi had gone into town with his cousins Sebastian, Angel and Niquito. Maria was over at Anna’s house with Chiquita, Panchito and their Aunt Malena with her young son Horacio. Sofia didn’t share Maria’s love of playing with small children, so she had left her to it. She stretched lazily. There was nothing to do and no one to play with. She looked around the room and sighed. The boys were deep in conversation.

‘I’m just as good at polo as Agustin, and Papa knows it,’ she persisted, waiting for her brother’s response. ‘After all, he let me play in the Copa Santa Catalina.’

‘Shut up, Sofia,’ said Fernando.

‘Sofia, you’re being very boring,’ said Rafael.

‘I’m only stating the truth. There you all are, discussing sport like your sex is the only one that does it well. Girls would be just as good as boys if they were given the opportunity. I’m living proof.’

‘I’m not going to rise, Sofia,’ said Agustin, rising, ‘but what I will say is that I’ve got more strength than you could ever muster. So don’t even compare us.’

‘I’m not talking strength. I’m talking wit and skill. Of course I know men are stronger than women – that’s not the point. Typical you, Agustin, to miss the point.’ She laughed scornfully, pleased that she had provoked a reaction.

‘Sofia, if you don’t shut up, now, I’m going to personally throw you out into the rain, and then let’s see who cries like a girl,’ snarled Fernando, exasperated.

At that moment Santi burst in like a wet dog, followed closely by Sebastian, Angel and Niquito. They were all complaining bitterly about the weather, wiping the rain off their faces.

‘We could hardly drive back up the track,’ he said breathlessly. ‘The mud is just unbelievable.’

‘It’s a miracle we didn’t get stuck,’ said Sebastian, shaking his dripping dark hair over the tiled floor.

‘What’s your grandfather doing out in this weather?’ Santi asked, turning to Sofia.

‘I don’t know, what is he doing?’

‘Walking around as if the sun’s out.’
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