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I dedicate this book to the children who travel through life without their parents searching for happiness and a better world.

—M. A.

To my son, Emerson

—L. W.






PART 1 The Esmeralda Returns







An Unexpected Visitor


I wake from a restful sleep to the faintest sound of bells that seems to travel on the wind. It’s not Sunday, so it can’t be the bells of Santo Tomás Church on Concepción Hill, one hill over from Butterfly Hill. The enchanting sound comes and goes. As I leave my room to investigate, I see that Mamá and Papá are already awake. They’re in their bedroom looking out the window, cups of coffee in hand. They’ve heard the sound as well, but the only things we can see are the same two birds as always sitting on the telephone pole having their morning conversation of “Chirp, chirp, chirp.”

I run down the creaky stairs of our house, determined to get to the bottom of the mysterious noise. When I pull open the blue front door of our house, I find… a little mule on our front stoop. A mule! It looks dusty, like it’s just stepped out of a cupboard of antiques. Around its neck is a trio of small bells that make the delicate sound I heard earlier. Each time the mule moves its tail, it also moves its head, making the tinkle-tinkle sound.

The poor animal looks lost and afraid. I stroke its fur, and puffs of what looks like ash sparkle into the air. “It’s okay, little one,” I murmur reassuringly.

Nana Delfina comes bustling out onto the stoop with a bucket of soapy lavender water in one hand and a sponge in the other. How did she know about this unexpected visitor? Nana Delfina, my surrogate grandmother, our housekeeper, and one of my best friends all rolled into one, has an uncanny knack for knowing about things before they happen! She’s witchy that way.

“Nana knew someone was coming to our house today. The wind told me so in a dream,” she says with a curious smile, talking about herself in the third person, as she often does. “Nana doesn’t want any bad spirits floating into the house on the ash.” She’s also superstitious.

Mamá and Papá come to help. As we wash the mule, we can see that she—Papá, who’s a doctor, has declared she’s a girl—is a silvery brown, the same color as my morning coffee with frothy milk. The little mule looks at me with her huge brown eyes. My heart melts.

Seeing the look on my face, Papá says, “You can’t keep her, Celeste. We have to find her owner. When Mamá and I go to our clinic this morning, we’ll ask if anyone knows about a lost mule. Why don’t you and Cristóbal Williams ask around too? It will give you something to do.” He’s hinting, not so subtly, at my laziness of late. He says I spend too much time in my room “brooding,” whatever that means.
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Just then, Abuela Frida, my granny, magically appears in the garden, her wispy gray hair still in curlers. Her eyes, somewhere between blue and violet, go wide when she sees the mule, and she squeals in delight. “This mule is a sign of good things to come!” she says, and then, admiring the animal’s coat, she adds in a dreamy voice, “She’s the color of the stars just before they fall to earth.” And she begins scratching the animal’s long ears.

We take the mule to the back garden so she can graze and smell all the blooming flowers and the morning dew. She seems much more relaxed after her bath. Nana Delfina brings her a bucket of oats and carrots, and Abuela Frida brings her some plump figs. The little mule begins happily munching away. I rush back inside the house, put on my sneakers and a sweatshirt, and dash back outside, on a mission to find Cristóbal Williams.




Cable Cars at Rest


The cable cars that used to take us up and down the hills of Valparaíso have been out of service for the last six months, so I have to walk into town. Since returning to Chile from Juliette Cove, Maine, where my parents had sent me until the dictator’s death, I have noticed there’s been one strike after another, and services like the cable cars have stopped running. Apparently the once magenta, blue, and orange cars—now a dull gray—haven’t been renovated in decades and are no longer safe. Doors have actually come off their hinges! Thanks to the dictator, the whole country is now in a state of disrepair. No one knows what to fix first! Papá says it’s going to take a long time to fix things because most of the people who have money do not want to help solve the big problems, and the people who want to solve the big problems have no money. So, for now, we all just have to be patient, and hope President Espinoza can begin to set things right.

If the buses or trains didn’t run for six months in America, people would go ballistic! Here? It is what it is. One day the cable cars will run again, and then we won’t have to walk anymore. For now, we do what we have to. Jeez, I sound like Papá!

At least the houses on Butterfly Hill and the other hills of Valparaíso are still brightly painted compared to the more somber, run-down parts of the city. Some houses are orange and mint green, while others are canary yellow with blue trim. Nescafé cans that have been converted into planters hold magnificent bougainvillea plants that creep up fences and walls, showering the city with fuchsia and red blooms. I’m halfway down the hill when I see Don Alejandro leaning against his old taxi, the same one in which he took me to the airport on my way to Maine. “Don Alejandro, how are you?” I ask, giving him a hello kiss on the cheek.

He shrugs. “I’m fine, Señorita Celeste. I’m just waiting for someone to ask for a ride. Not many people take taxis these days. The rich people all have their own cars and drivers, and the poor people can only afford the cable cars… when they’re running. And I stay right here watching the world go by.”

“Any idea when the cable cars will be working again?” I ask. I personally don’t mind walking, but I imagine it’s hard for some people who have to carry heavy bags up and down the hills. Just then I see an old lady walking slowly, slowly with two canvas shopping bags overflowing with avocados, bread, and a bunch of violets.

“Well, it’ll probably be a while longer. The government’s focused on helping the people who lost their houses in the last earthquake.” He shakes his head. “It’s always something: earthquakes, tsunamis… So much damage. At least we, here, were spared. It makes you feel grateful for what you do have, even when you don’t have a lot.”

“You’re right about that, Don Alejandro.” This was something I started to notice when I came back from America: most people here look on the bright side, even after disasters. It seems to me we’re a country of good losers.

Just then, Don Alejandro asks, “Say, how are your projects going, the ones President Espinoza gave you a prize for?”

I laugh. “I wish… I shouldn’t have received that prize until I’d finished the work!”

“But you were doing so well—that traveling library you and Señor Williams came up with—people have enjoyed reading the books you two leave at the taxi stands and other places around the city.”

“Really?” I feel a surge of happiness. “I’m glad to hear that. I noticed books being taken and replaced, so I hoped people were liking them, but I didn’t know that for certain.”

“Well, rest assured,” he says with a smile, “the books have been a hit!”

“We still have more at home. Abuela Frida must have stored away a thousand of them for people during the dictatorship.” My mind flashes to the hideaway under our stairs, once chock-full of “dangerous” books. If the dictator had known, he’d probably have burned our whole house down! Now Don Alejandro asks me something else.

“What’s next? You’d talked about setting up classes so people could learn to read and write?”

“Ummm… yes, but I haven’t started that yet,” I reply sheepishly.

He looks surprised. “Why not?”

I hesitate a moment before saying, “Well… to tell you the truth, it’s… it’s been a bit more difficult than I thought, adjusting to being back in Chile. So much has changed.” I sweep my hands down toward the city. “Everywhere I look, there are shops with names in English instead of Spanish. Restaurants… So many things I once loved seem to have disappeared…” I gulp, and go on, “Including friends who never came back. Sometimes I get so sad about everything.” I take a deep breath. “I guess I’ve kind of been moping around.…”

“That doesn’t sound like the Celeste Marconi I know!” exclaims Don Alejandro.

“I know!”

“We must all remember that the general is finito—his dictatorship will never return. To think he died of a bad cold, of all things!” Don Alejandro scoffs.

There are many stories about the dictator’s death. Some people say he died of a terrible cold. Well… not really. They say he sneezed so hard that the walls of his house came tumbling down and squashed him. The true story is that he died of a heart attack. But don’t you need to have a heart in order to die of a heart attack? Where was his heart when he made my best friend, Lucila, disappear?! Or so many other kids from my school. Or when he took my papá prisoner?!

Don Alejandro looks at me thoughtfully. “We have to stop thinking about how different things are and start making life better. As soon as you’re in business with your classes, I will sign up to be one of your first pupils. I’ve always wanted to learn to read and write!”

“It’s a deal!” I say, then I wave good-bye and fly down Butterfly Hill.






Clocks Out of Sync

I arrive on Plaza Turri out of breath, but when I look up at the clock tower, it says it’s only six o’clock. That can’t be. I woke up at six and so much has happened since then.

In Valparaíso, there’s actually a fabulous mystery related to clocks and time. Though the city is chock-full of timepieces, each one seems to tell a different time. For instance, the clock on Plaza Sotomayor runs fast, while the one on Plaza Victoria is always late by an hour. They’re all out of sync! It’s as though each one marks its own unique territory in the vast chronology of time. Nana Delfina says each one has its own voice, and we’re the ones who walk out of step. Others say the out-of-sync clocks are a sign of decay, but I’m not so sure.

My parents tell me that during the dictatorship, time seemed to slow down as people tried to cope with their fear and what they had lost, living from one minute to the next, wondering if they would be the next to disappear. Everyone was a potential target—that’s why my parents sent me to Maine—but especially students, poets, and people who worked for social justice and human rights. Being a political prisoner, like Papá, was apparently the worst. They were locked away, never knowing whether it was day or night. Time stood still.

Time was actually controlled by the dictator, and Chileans were subjected to his whims. Cristóbal told me an amazing story about how the general demanded that it be light for more hours than was possible in a day! That reminds me of one of the other tales about the general’s death. When he tried to change time to make the days longer and the nights shorter, all the clocks stopped and an enormous one fell on his head. Finito!

I glance up at the clock tower on Plaza Turri again, checking it against my watch. Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpse a flash of lace and tulle. There’s a beautiful young woman flying down the exterior stairs of the church. Is that… a bride? Where’s her groom? She’s all alone, running as fast as she can. Is she…? She is! She’s trying to make her escape! As she runs out onto the square, I shout out to her, “Señorita, there’s a taxi driver just up the hill if you need a ride!”

“Gracias, niña,” she calls back, and tosses me her small bouquet as she heads in the direction I’m pointing.

As I watch her float up the hill like an angel, I press the sweet-smelling roses to my nose, and realize the fugitive bride must have decided at the last moment that she didn’t want to get married. She threw caution and fear to the wind just in the nick of time!

I make my way over to Señora Williams’s flower stand. She and Cristóbal look just about done setting it up.

“Hola, Celeste,” says Cristóbal. “What are you doing down here so early? I wasn’t expecting to see you until lunchtime.” Cristóbal has a new friend, a girl from France named Genevieve, who he wants me to meet. We’re having lunch with her and some of our other friends today at a new restaurant called Stephen’s.

“Hola, Cristóbal. Hola, Señora Williams. Cristóbal, I need your help. You’ll never guess what happened this morning.”

“Tell me,” he says, wiping his hands on a rag after plunging a bunch of copihues—the national flower of Chile—into a green bucket.

“It’s better if I show you. Señora Williams, can you do without Cristóbal for a while?”

“Sí, niña. We were just about to open. I can handle things from here.”






Revelations

When we reach the house, Cristóbal is as taken with the mule as everyone in the Marconi household. He promises to help me find her owner. Mamá and Papá come outside to say hello and invite Cristóbal in for coffee and avocado toast. As we turn to go inside, Mamá gasps. We follow her gaze. She’s looking out at the sea, where a magnificent sailboat is making its way toward the harbor.

“Is that… the Esmeralda?” I ask. “I haven’t seen it since I’ve been back!”

No one answers, because Mamá has collapsed to the ground in a faint.

“Mamá!” I cry as I run to help Papá sit her up.

“Ay, Celeste,” Mamá says, coming to, her face pale. “I knew I would have to see that ship again someday, but I wasn’t prepared.… I’m okay.… Just give me a minute.”

“Come, Esmeralda,” Papá says. My mother shares the very same name as the ship. Cristóbal helps Papá take Mamá back into the house. As they lower her gently onto the couch in the living room, it’s as though Mamá has entered a dark tunnel. Her eyes—a beautiful emerald green—have gone flat, and she seems to be staring at something only she can see. I move toward her, but then stop, afraid. The air in the usually breezy room feels thick, and it’s hard to breathe. Cristóbal stands awkwardly, not knowing what to say or do.

“Mamá, what’s wrong?” I’ve never seen her this pale. “Mamá! Can you hear me?!” Panic is building inside me.

Papá takes my hand. “Sit down, Celeste. I will explain, but first let me get some chamomile tea to settle your mother’s nerves.”

“Nana will fetch it,” Nana says, and bustles out.

“Esmeralda, take a deep breath. Good. Now another,” Papá says soothingly, but Mamá’s gaze is still far away.

“But I don’t understand, Papá. What’s wrong?” I ask.

Mamá slowly returns as if from a great distance, and she looks around, confused.

“How did I get here?” she asks, a sheen of sweat on her forehead and upper lip.

“You saw the Esmeralda, querida, and you fainted,” says Papá gently, and he wipes her brow with his handkerchief. Nana comes back with a steaming cup of tea. When Mamá takes it, her hand trembles. “I want you to stay put until you drink that tea,” he tells her, motioning for me and Cristóbal to follow him into the kitchen.

“What’s going on?” I exclaim as soon as we’re out of earshot of my mother. “It’s as though the Esmeralda scared Mamá to death.”

Papá looks out the window and back again quickly. “Ummm… Celeste… do you remember how each time the Esmeralda came to port, we would go down to the shore and welcome it home?”

“Sure, we used to go and wave to the sailors. You remember, don’t you, Cristóbal?” My friend nods.

Papá sighs. “That ship brought us such happiness and pride in those days. Our finest sailors were trained on it. But what you don’t know is that—and here’s the hard part, Celeste—during the dictatorship, while you were in Maine, the Esmeralda and several of our other ships, were used for… other purposes.” Papá’s voice sinks low.

Mine goes in the opposite direction as I ask, “Other purposes? What do you mean? Do you know about this, Cristóbal?” He shakes his head.

Papá’s voice goes even lower. “The Esmeralda, and other ships like it, were turned into detention centers where people who were considered the general’s enemies were sent to be questioned.”

“About what? Was it like a jail? What happened to them?” I ask, the questions spilling from my lips.

“We still don’t know exactly. Most of the people the general forced onto the ships disappeared and have not returned, but some managed to escape and have begun to tell stories about”—he glances through to the living room, then looks back at me—“horrible acts of torture that took place on those ships.”

“Torture? On the Esmeralda?” I glance out the window at the gorgeous ship with its sails full of wind. Torture?

Papá nods. “Yes, awful things happened on that ship, but until recently no one was ready to talk about it; because it’s still too raw, even after all this time.”

I think for a moment, back to when I was with Tía Graciela. Sometimes she would become very quiet and sit staring through the window at the falling snow. I would sit next to her and wonder what was wrong. One day, out of the blue, she told me about her former boyfriend Javier. She’d found out he’d been brutally beaten by the dictator’s men before he’d disappeared. Tía Graciela was heartbroken. I ask Papá if he knew about Javier.

He nods slowly, so slowly. “Most people, like Javier, never came back after they disappeared… but some—a few—did.…” He pauses and seems to be searching for the right words. “Celeste, Mamá was one of those people.… She was a prisoner on the Esmeralda, but she managed to escape.” He watches me carefully.

I gape at my father, speechless. But when I find my voice, I realize I’m shouting.

“WHAT? What do you mean, Mamá was a prisoner?! No! That can’t be true! Why didn’t you ever tell me? I’ve been home for… for… more than a year! Why didn’t I know about that ship? Why was Mamá taken there? What happened to her?” The questions tumble out, and all of a sudden I’m crying. Cristóbal comes over and wraps an arm around my shoulders. All I ever knew was that Mamá went into hiding! But I should have known it was more than that—she hasn’t been the same since she returned home.

“Hija,” Mamá calls. She’s standing in the doorway, flanked by Abuela Frida and Nana Delfina. She extends her arms toward me, her eyes glistening with tears. I go to her and she folds me into a tight hug.

“Celeste, we were trying to protect you from such awfulness, but the biggest reason is that it’s still very hard for Papá and me to talk about what happened. When people experience horrible things, they have to take the time they need in order to be able to process everything, to speak from a place of peace rather than anger.” She strokes my hair. “We know you will be patient and give us the time we need, and we promise to tell you more when we’re ready and able.”

I frown at my parents. I knew Papá had been imprisoned, but Mamá? It seems unbelievable. They’re doctors. They help people for free if people can’t pay! What did they ever do to deserve being imprisoned? I shake my head and say, “Okay, I’ll be patient, but you don’t have to hide things from me because you think I’m too young to understand. I understand more than you think.”

My parents look at each other. “You’re right,” Mamá concedes. “We’ll get better at telling you things from now on.” She hugs me again and, beginning to fulfill her promise, adds, “It was just such a shock to see the Esmeralda in the harbor.”

“Where has it been all this time?” asks Cristóbal.

Mamá glances toward the window, then back at us. “Well, right after the dictator died, his men made the ships disappear just as they’d made people disappear, to hide the horrors that had occurred there. I heard the Esmeralda sailed halfway around the world.… Out of sight, out of mind.”

“What exactly did happen on those ships?” I ask carefully.

Mamá’s eyes cloud. “Well, you know that thousands and thousands of people disappeared, Celeste.… Only a few hundred, like your papá and me, managed to escape. Others are still missing.…”

“Like Lucila?” I say, my voice catching. Cristóbal sucks in a shaky breath. Lucila was my best friend, but she was Cristóbal’s friend too.

“Yes, like Lucila.” Mamá’s voice cracks. “Her disappearance was never even recorded. When her grandmother asked the authorities where Lucila and her parents were, they feigned ignorance. The dictator… he went to great lengths to conceal his actions. He knew what a terrible thing he was doing.”

“But ‘disappeared’ doesn’t necessarily mean dead, does it?” I ask, because I honestly can’t let myself believe that Lucila and all the others might really be dead. They must be in hiding—in the mountains where no one can reach them.… But my father’s next words tear those hopes to shreds.

“Not always, hija, but”—again my parents glance at each other—“in most cases… yes, that’s what it means.”

I pull away from my mother. Lucila, dead? Every time that horrid thought crossed my mind in the past, I banished it, refusing to go there. But now there is no escaping the possibility. “I think I’m going to throw up.” I run for the bathroom just in time. Mamá follows and holds my ponytail away from my face as I heave and heave. Finally I sit back on the cool tiled floor. “But… but what did Lucila ever do to the dictator, Mamá? What did you do? I don’t understand.”

“None of it makes sense, m’ija. It makes no sense that a person could be taken away just for thinking differently from the dictator, or because their parents did. But I believe things are shifting. I heard that President Espinoza wants to turn the Esmeralda into a museum of some sort, as a reminder of the things that happened that so many people still do not want to admit. I didn’t know if that was anything more than a rumor… until today.”

“But… why? Isn’t it better to try to forget?”

“I thought the same thing at first, but the president is right; we can’t remain silent, and we must never forget.” Mamá looks out at the sea again. The Esmeralda is just outside the harbor now. Then she looks back at me. “If we remain silent, we become the dictator’s accomplices—what he’s done disappears, and the disappeared people and the tortured will be forgotten.” Then she adds, in a voice full of determination, “One day… one day soon, I will go on that ship again. I know it’s the only way for me to truly heal. I want you and Papá to go with me. Will you do that for me, Celeste?”

I don’t even hesitate. “Of course I will!” I hug her tight and realize with a jolt just how lucky I am. My parents both came home. So many others, like Lucila… it’s as if they just dropped off the face of the earth.

The Esmeralda’s wake looks like black tendrils slithering across the water. Goose bumps prick my arms—what exactly happened on that ship? Nana Delfina is always telling me that things are not always as they appear, that I need to look beyond the surface to discover the truth. It’s like what you have to do with the fog. You have to see through it or wait for it to lift to discover what lies beneath. I think I need to pay a bit more attention to the fog from now on. Just look at the truth that came sailing out of it this morning!






Don’t Be Late!


After Cristóbal heads back to his mother’s flower stand and Mamá and Papá leave for work, I retreat to the roof outside my bedroom window, my favorite place to write in my notebook of dreams. The Esmeralda is on the other side of the harbor now, but I still see it in my mind’s eye, and I can’t stop thinking about it. For my fourteenth birthday, my parents gave me a conch shell shaped like a snail. It’s peachy pink and as big as my head. I keep it by my pillow so I can put it to my ear and hear all the sounds of the ocean and have soothing sea dreams. But now that I know the evil Esmeralda sails on that same sea, I’m sure all my dreams will turn into nightmares. I continue to write for a long time until a pelican caw breaks into my thoughts. I’ve been so busy jotting things down that I’ve completely lost track of time. When I look at my watch, I gasp, “I’m gonna be late!”

As I run toward the front door, Nana Delfina exclaims, “Celeste Marconi, is the wind chasing you? What’s the rush? I’ve told you a million times—only ill-mannered people rush. Elegant young ladies like you should walk slowly, slowly.”

Elegant? Not me! “Nana, do you know where my sneakers are? I need to get going or I’m going to be late!” I call out, trying to slow down and follow Nana’s advice.

“Celeste, being early or on time is for people in other countries. Here we’re all born late and everyone’s watch is slow.” Nana laughs as she hands me my shoes. “Sometimes I think you forget you aren’t in the United States anymore. You’ll get where you’re going faster if you don’t hurry.” Nana Delfina is the calmest person I know, except for Cristóbal.… He’s so calm, he sometimes falls asleep midsentence. I, on the other hand, am most definitely not calm.

“Here, take an umbrella. It’s going to rain cats and dogs this afternoon,” Nana adds, handing me an enormous black umbrella that’s twice as big as I am. It’s the same one she was carrying when she first showed up on our doorstep so many years ago. I take it, give Nana a kiss on the cheek, and race out the front door completely forgetting her advice about walking like an elegant young lady. I do, however, take an extra thirty seconds to go to the backyard and scratch the mule’s ears.






Completos without Chimichurri?

As I reach Plaza Turri, I spy Cristóbal holding a beautiful bunch of jasmines in one hand and a huge black umbrella similar to mine in the other.

“Cristóbal! Hi! Are those for me? You shouldn’t have,” I tease, guessing they’re for the French girl.

“They’re for Genevieve,” Cristóbal says, blushing. I’ve never been able to resist teasing him—he turns the most fabulous shade of red. I hug him and we walk together toward the restaurant. He’s decked out in his nicest shirt, a yellow one, and his best khaki pants. His hair is neatly combed—well, neatly for Cristóbal. It only sticks up in a few directions, whereas usually it sticks up everywhere. I think he’s totally crushing on Genevieve.

“You’re here early,” I say as a breeze swirls down and tousles his neat hair.

“No, you’re late,” he replies, and we laugh. Then he looks at me, concern furrowing his brow. “How are you?” But before I can answer, Marisol and Gloria arrive from the other side of the square. Marisol is fourteen, like me, but she’s much taller and has long, curly brown hair and big brown eyes. She’s wearing a pretty blue cotton dress and wedge sandals. She jogs over, grinning, and gives me a kiss on the cheek. Marisol is my best girlfriend after Lucila, who just happens to be Marisol’s cousin. Gloria, however, eyes me warily. She and I have never been close, but we do hang out from time to time. She’s shorter and rounder than Marisol, and she’s wearing the most fashionable clothes. Her father, who was one of the dictator’s men, is very wealthy. He buys Gloria anything she wants, and Gloria makes sure everyone knows it. Having the latest gadgets and clothes has never impressed me, though I don’t let Gloria know that, of course. It would be rude.

Just then, someone with long blond hair runs up to us from the direction of Happiness Hill.

“Hi, Genevieve,” Cristóbal says, awkwardly thrusting the bouquet of jasmines in her direction as she comes skidding to a stop.

Genevieve is short—about the same height as me—and she smiles a braces-filled smile as she beams at Cristóbal and accepts his gift, breathing in the sweet aroma. “Merci, Cristóbal. Thank you! They’re lovely.” Oh—her accent is so charming.

“Celeste, this is Genevieve,” he says, his eyes bright.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” I say, and I give her the customary kiss on the cheek.

“Pleased to meet you, Celeste. Cristóbal has told me so much about you!” Then she kisses me three times, telling me that’s how they greet people in France. I like her already. After Marisol and Gloria—who already met Genevieve—say hello, we head into the restaurant.

Inside, my eyes go wide—talk about a change! Stephen’s, which used to be a cozy place called Quita Penas, is now ultra-modern. Everything is gleaming white, and the waiters are dressed in elegant suits. Gone are the squeaky mismatched chairs and the brightly colored tablecloths that the previous owner’s grandmother made by hand.

“Hello, everyone. I’m Ernesto, and I will be your waiter this afternoon. What would you like to order?” a rather stiff-looking man asks once we lay down our menus to indicate we have made our choices. The waiters at Quita Penas used to chat with their customers: “Hola, Celeste Marconi,” they would say, and even give me a hug. These new waiters treat us like strangers, which, I suppose we are.

I’m going to order a completo, which is like a juicy hot dog in the United States, only twice as big, and comes with my favorite Chilean toppings: tomato, avocado, and chimichurri—my favorite sauce, made of parsley, garlic, oil, and vinegar. I’m so hungry—yum!

“Could you bring me a coffee with frothy milk? And a completo with extra chimichurri?” I wriggle in anticipation.

“I’m sorry, señorita, but we don’t serve chimichurri in this restaurant; most everyone asks for ketchup,” says Ernesto, although he doesn’t look at all sorry.

“What do you mean you don’t serve chimichurri? How’s that possible?” I ask in a challenging tone. I’m in Chile—how could any restaurant not have chimichurri? It’s as if I’m back in the U.S., where everyone puts ketchup on their hot dogs.

He asks impatiently, “Do you want ketchup, or do you want to change your order?”

“Fine. I’ll take the ketchup,” I reply sullenly.

“Well, that was rude,” says Gloria haughtily, looking at me askance.

“I know! I can’t believe he didn’t even try to explain why they don’t have chimichurri.”

“I didn’t mean him, Celeste. I meant you. You didn’t need to be rude to him.”

“I wasn’t the one who was rude, Gloria. He was,” I say, glaring.

“Whatever,” she replies, and begins polishing a little jewel set into her manicured nails.

“Okay, everyone, let’s just try to have a good time,” says Cristóbal, glancing at Genevieve, clearly uncomfortable.

I didn’t mean to start anything with Gloria. The truth is, each new thing I find gone upsets me. No chimichurri isn’t the biggest deal in the world, but… but, after what my parents told me about what happened on the Esmeralda—fury starts rising within me. Things just keep disappearing! Does anyone think about what happened to the disappeared? Does anyone know what happened on the Esmeralda? I notice Cristóbal staring at me—my face must be red. At least he gets why I’m irritable today. I have to calm down. I take a couple of deep breaths. Who am I to talk anyway? I didn’t think much about those things until this morning either. What’s wrong with me? I’m judging others when I’ve had my head stuck in the sand as much as anyone else. I think I owe everyone an apology.






Genevieve

Once I get over my embarrassment, I settle into getting to know Cristóbal’s new friend—that’s why I’m here, after all.

“Genevieve, where in France are you from?”

“A little town just outside of Paris called Croissy-sur-Seine,” she replies with a smile that tells me she loves her town. I remember smiling that way when people on Juliette Cove asked me about Valparaíso. “I live there with my parents, my grandfather, and my little brother, Pierre. He’s ten.”

“Your Spanish is sooo good. How did you learn it?” I ask, impressed.

“Well, my father is Chilean! It’s my mamá who’s French. They met when Papá was sent to France for his job; he’s an architect. My grandfather came to live with us just before the dictatorship. Papá has just accepted a new job here in Valparaíso. Mamá, my brother, and Grandpa are still in France, but they will join us soon. I came early to help Papá find a place for us to live. I can’t wait to get to know more about Chile and to get to know all of you.” The only word to describe Genevieve is “enchanting.” No wonder Cristóbal likes her. Her big green eyes crinkle when she smiles; I think she and I are going to become fast friends.

“What about you, Celeste? Cristóbal tells me you have lived in America!”

Just then, Ernesto arrives with our completos and drinks. I sip my coffee, wondering where to start telling Genevieve my story.… There’s so much to say. Stories are always longer than you first imagine, like Abuela Frida’s colorful knitted scarf that goes on and on and never ends; that’s why it’s so beautiful. She’s been knitting the same scarf since I was a little girl. It could probably wrap around all of Valparaíso by now!

“I live here with my parents, my abuela Frida, and my nana Delfina. My parents are doctors—they own a clinic down by the port where they treat everyone, regardless of their ability to pay.” I eye Gloria, who I know doesn’t share the same feelings about the poor. “I guess I’m like your grandfather. I had to leave Chile when the dictatorship started. I went to live with my aunt in the United States, in a state way up north called Maine,” I tell her.

“What was it like there?” Genevieve asks in a way that tells me she’s truly interested in my answer.

“Mostly it was cold,” I say with a laugh. “I had never seen so much snow before! I made a few good friends, but I mostly missed my parents and my friends here. I spent nearly all of my time waiting for the mailman to bring me letters. Juliette Cove, the town where I lived, was really small—only about two thousand residents—and really secluded. Plus, people stayed inside for half the year because it was just too cold to go outside! Still, I was glad to spend some time with my aunt.”

Genevieve takes a bite of her completo, sighs happily, and then asks hesitantly, “Do you mind me asking… Why did your parents not go with you to the United States?”

I blink a few times, wondering how to explain something so complicated. “I don’t know, exactly.… All I know for sure is that they had to go into hiding at the beginning of the dictatorship, but they were both caught anyway and taken prisoner—” Genevieve gasps.

“They were really lucky, though, because they managed to escape. Now we’re all back together.” I take a tentative bite of my completo, red with ketchup.

Cristóbal looks at me with understanding eyes and says, “Genevieve, the general… you can’t even imagine how terrible he was. He was like an evil king. The worst, of course, was how he made people disappear—”

Genevieve cuts in. “By disappear, do you mean…”

“Yes, usually murder,” Cristóbal fills in, his voice husky, but he quickly recovers. “That was the worst, but he also had lots of insane rules, like forbidding people to laugh and giving everyone curfews. People even had to ask permission if they wanted to have a party! Those of us who stayed in Chile didn’t dare complain because we were all afraid the dictator would come after us and make us disappear too.”

Gloria is shifting in her seat as though something is stinging her, and I know why. When her father began working for the dictator in the early days of the takeover, she changed; she got mean—to anyone who didn’t obediently follow the dictator’s rules, as her family did. It’s only since I’ve been back in Chile that she’s been a bit more like her old self. I was starting to think she’s sorry for how she treated everyone, but I’m still not sure I trust her completely. I’ve noticed she’s become snippy again lately, so I’ve been inviting her out less and less, and she makes no effort at all to invite me to go anywhere with her group of friends. I guess you can’t be friends with everyone.

“That must have been awful,” says Genevieve, her voice bringing me back to the conversation. I remain quiet—images of Mamá being hurt begin to flood my mind. I shake my head hard.

“It was,” Marisol chimes in. “The general—he made my cousin Lucila and her parents disappear. No one’s heard from them in three years.” Her voice has gone wobbly.

I put my arm around her and, before I can stop myself, say, “Marisol, somehow we’re going to find out what happened to Lucila.” And, as I say it, I realize I really mean it. The image of that bride escaping from the clock tower flits through my brain again. Escape… She was escaping. My father and my mother, too. They escaped. So, why not others? Why not? My cheeks grow hot. Could Lucila have escaped? All of a sudden, I know what I’m supposed to do—I’m supposed to find out what happened to Lucila and the other children from my school who disappeared.

“How will you do that?” Genevieve asks carefully. Marisol has the same question in her eyes.

“I’m not quite sure yet,” I admit, “but I’ll try to think of something—no, I will think of something. Once I do, will you help me?”

“Mais bien sûr,” answers Genevieve. “Oops, je m’excuse. I meant, of course I’ll help. I’m still getting used to speaking only in Spanish!”

“If anyone can do it, Celeste can,” Cristóbal says. “Genevieve, Celeste came up with a plan to find her father after the dictatorship. Then she and I went looking for him and found him.”

“That’s true, but it was as much your plan as mine. I couldn’t have done it without you, Cristóbal,” I say, poking his arm affectionately.

“Sacré bleu! Goodness gracious! Where did you find your papá?” asks Genevieve.

“We heard some rumors about where he might be, and with the help of an old man named Oviedo and a crazy Scottish fisherman named Fergus, we were able to find Papá. He’d escaped from the Prisoner Islands and had been living on a ghost ship, El Caleuche.”

Genevieve looks at Cristóbal and me in awe. “Wait! A ghost ship! Really? Is there such a thing? Weren’t you scared?”

As I think about her question, I take my final bite of completo, which, I have to admit, is pretty yummy, even with ketchup. Cristóbal turns to me. “Were you scared, Celeste?”

“I was and I wasn’t.… When I first met Fergus, I was worried because he only had one good eye—the other was covered with a patch—and he insisted on only sailing when it was foggy. I remember shaking like a leaf as we went out on the rough waves in his tiny boat. I was certain we would flip over. But Fergus kept us right-side-up the entire time. When we reached El Caleuche was when I got really scared. It’s known as a ghost ship because it appears out of nowhere from the fog like a phantom. They say that not everyone can see it, only those who believe in the time of magic. Anyway, that’s exactly what happened; it was suddenly, impossibly, there in front of us, cloaked in fog. If Fergus hadn’t been there, I might have died from fright,” I admit, shivering all over. I rub my arms. “When I saw Papá, though, all my fear vanished. As we rowed back toward shore, El Caleuche once again disappeared into the fog, and to this day, it’s never been seen again.”

Genevieve’s eyes have grown even wider. “Wow! I can’t even imagine what that was like… And what about your maman?”

Just then Ernesto stops by the table to take our dessert order. I ask for suspiros de monjas, which are “nuns’ sighs.” I explain to Genevieve that they are delicious baked batter filled with cream and sprinkled with sugar. They have to be cooked at just the right temperature and for just the right amount of time to be crispy on the outside and light as air on the inside. Genevieve immediately says she would like the same.
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