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  To my parents




   

  
    
      Love gives naught but itself and takes naught but from itself.

      Love possesses not nor would it be possessed;

      For love is sufficient unto love.

      Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet

    

  




  PART ONE




  Chapter 1

  Viña del Mar, Chile, Summer 1982

  Federica opened her eyes onto a different world. It was hot, but not humid for the sea breeze carried with it a cool undercurrent from where it had dallied among the waves of
  the cold Pacific Ocean. Her room was slowly coming to life in the pale morning light that spilled in through the gap in the curtains, casting mellow shafts onto the floor and walls, swallowing up
  the remains of the night, exposing the regimental line of sleeping dolls. The constant barking of Señora Baraca’s dog at the end of the street had left the animal with little more than
  a raw husk, but he still continued to bark as he always did. Some day he’d lose his voice altogether, she thought, which wouldn’t be a bad thing; at least he wouldn’t keep the
  neighbours awake. She had once tried to feed him a biscuit on her way to school but her mother had said he was probably riddled with all sorts of diseases. ‘Best not to touch him, you
  don’t know where he’s been,’ she had advised, pulling her six-year-old daughter away by the hand. But that was the problem; he had never been anywhere. Federica breathed in the
  sweet scent of the orange trees that floated up on the air and she could almost taste the fruit that hung heavily like lustrous packages on a Christmas tree. She kicked off the sheet that covered
  her and knelt on the end of her bed, leaning out through the curtains onto a world that wasn’t the same as the one the sun had set on the day before. With the rising of the new sun a quiver
  ran through her skinny body, causing a broad smile to spread across her pale face. Today her father was coming home after many months travelling.

  Ramon Campione was a giant of a man. Not only in stature – at well over six foot he was tall for a Chilean and tall for an Italian, which was where his family originated from – but
  in his gigantic imagination, which, like the galaxy itself, seemed never-ending and full of surprises. His adventures took him to the far corners of the earth where he was inspired by everything
  different and everything beautiful. He travelled, wrote and travelled some more. His family barely knew him. He was never around long enough for them to find the person behind the writing and the
  magical photographs he took. In the mind of his daughter he was more powerful than God. She had once told Padre Amadeo that Jesus was nothing compared to her father who could do so much more than
  turn water into wine. ‘My papa can fly,’ she had said proudly. Her mother had smiled apologetically to the priest and rolled her eyes, explaining to him quietly that Ramon had tried out
  a new contraption in Switzerland for flying off the mountain on skis. Padre Amadeo had nodded in understanding but later shook his head and worried that the child would only get hurt when her
  father toppled, as he surely would some day, off the tall pedestal she had so blindly placed him upon. She should focus such devotion on God not man, he thought piously.

  Federica longed for it to be time to get up, but it was still early. The sky was as pale and still as a large, luminous lagoon and only the barking dog and the clamour of birds
  resounded against the quiet stirring of dawn. From her bedroom she could see the ocean disappearing into the grey mists on the horizon as if the heavens were drinking it up. Her mother often took
  them to Caleta Abarca beach, as they didn’t have a swimming pool to cool off in, although the sea was almost too cold for bathing. Sometimes they would drive to the small seaside village of
  Cachagua, about an hour up the coast, to stay with her grandparents who owned a pretty thatched summerhouse there surrounded by tall palms and acacia trees. Federica loved the sea. Her father had
  once said that she loved the sea because she was born under the sign of Cancer whose symbol was a crab. She didn’t much like crabs though.

  After a long while she heard footsteps on the stairs then the high-pitched voice of her younger brother Enrique, nicknamed Hal after Shakespeare’s ‘Prince Henry’. That had been
  Ramon’s idea – although his wife was English she had no interest in literature or history unless it was about her.

  ‘Darling, you’re dressed already!’ Helena gasped in surprise as Federica jumped across the landing and into Hal’s bedroom where she was dressing him.

  ‘Papa’s coming home today!’ she sang, unable to remain still even for a moment.

  ‘Yes, he is,’ replied Helena, taking a deep breath to restrain the resentment she felt towards her absent husband. ‘Keep your feet still, Hal darling, I can’t put your
  shoes on if you keep moving.’

  ‘Will he be here before lunch?’ asked Federica, automatically helping her mother by opening the curtains, allowing the warm sunshine to flood into the dim room with the enthusiasm
  that belongs only to the morning.

  ‘He’ll be here sometime before noon, his flight gets in at ten,’ she replied patiently. ‘There, sweetie, you look very handsome,’ she added, smoothing back
  Hal’s black hair with a soft brush. He shook his head in protest and squealed before wriggling off the bed and running out onto the landing.

  ‘I put on my best dress for him,’ said Federica, following her mother down the stairs with buoyant footsteps.

  ‘So I see,’ she replied.

  ‘I’m going to help Lidia cook lunch today. We’re making Papa’s favourite dish.’

  ‘What’s that then?’

  ‘Pastel de choclo and we’re making him merengon de lúcuma as a welcome home cake,’ said Federica, flicking her straight blonde hair off her shoulders
  so that it fell thickly down her back. She had pushed it off her forehead with a hair-band, which along with her small stature made her appear younger than her six years.

  ‘Papa’s coming home today,’ said Federica to Hal as she helped her mother lay the table.

  ‘Will he bring me a present?’ asked Hal, who at four years of age remembered his father only for the presents he gave.

  ‘Of course he will, sweetie. He always brings you presents,’ said Helena, placing a cup of cold milk in front of him. ‘Anyway, it’s Christmas so you’ll be getting
  loads of presents.’ Federica supervised Hal while he dipped his spoon into the tin of powdered chocolate and dropped it into his milk. She then grabbed the cloth from the sink to mop up the
  chocolate that hadn’t quite made it to the cup.

  ‘Fede, the croissants are ready, I can smell them beginning to burn,’ said Helena, lighting a cigarette. She looked anxiously at the clock on the wall and bit her lower lip. She knew
  she should take the children to the airport to pick him up as other mothers would. But she couldn’t face it. The awkward drive from Santiago airport to the coast, all the while making
  conversation as if everything was positively rosy. No, it would be much better to see him at home, the house was big, more space for them to lose each other in. How silly, she thought bitterly,
  they had lost each other a long time ago somewhere in the vast distances they had placed between themselves. Somewhere in the faraway lands and imaginary characters that seemed so much more
  important to Ramon than the people in his life who were real and who needed him. She had tried. She had really tried. But now she was empty inside and tired of being neglected.

  Federica buttered a croissant and sipped her iced chocolate, chattering away to her brother with an excitement that made her voice rise in tone, irritating the raw nerves of her mother who stood
  by the window blowing smoke against the glass. Once they had been in love, but even hate was an expression of love, just a different face. Now Helena no longer hated him, that alone would have been
  a good enough reason to stay. But she felt indifference and it frightened her. Nothing could grow out of that. It was a barren emotion, as barren as the face of the moon.

  Helena had made a life for herself in Chile because she had believed, as did her daughter later, that Ramon was God. He was certainly the most glamorous, handsome man Polperro
  had ever seen. Then his article had appeared in National Geographic with photographs of all the old smugglers’ caves and crumbling castles Helena had shown him, and yet somehow the
  photographs were suffused with a light that didn’t belong to Nature. There was something mystical about them that she couldn’t put her finger on. Every word he wrote sung out to her and
  stayed with her long after she had turned the last page. Now she recognized the magic as love, for it had followed them for the first six years, converting even the most mundane things, like
  filling the car up with petrol, into a magical experience. Their lovemaking had pertained to another plain far above the physical and she had believed that the power was within him and in him
  alone. Only after it had gone did she realize that the connection had been cut – like electricity, their ‘magic’ had been caused by the two of them and ceased the minute one of
  them felt disenchanted by it. Once it had gone it was gone for ever. That kind of sorcery is of high energy but low life span. At first they had travelled together, to the far corners of China, to
  the arid deserts of Egypt and the wet lakes of Sweden. When she became pregnant with Federica they returned to settle in Chile. Their ‘magic’ had followed them there too where the white
  powder coast and pastoral simplicity had enchanted her. But now it echoed with the emptiness she felt within her own being because the love that had filled it had drained away. There was no reason
  to stay. She was tired of pretending. She was tired of pretending to herself. She longed for the drizzly, verdant hills of her youth and her longing made her hand shake. She lit another cigarette
  and once more eyed the clock.

  Federica cleared away her breakfast, humming to herself and skipping around the kitchen as she did so. Hal played with his train in the nursery. Helena remained by the
  window.

  ‘Mama!’ shouted Hal. ‘My train is broken, it’s not working.’ Helena picked up her packet of cigarettes and strode out of the kitchen, leaving Federica to finish
  clearing up. Once the table was wiped and the crockery washed up she put on her cooking apron and waited for Lidia to arrive.

  When Lidia bustled through the gate she saw Federica’s small eager face pressed up against the glass, smiling broadly at her.

  ‘Hola, Señorita,’ she said breathlessly as she entered the hall. ‘You’re ready early.’

  ‘I’ve even cleared away the breakfast,’ replied Federica in Spanish. Although her mother spoke excellent Spanish they had always spoken English as a family, even when her
  father was home.

  ‘Well, you are a good girl,’ Lidia wheezed, following the child into the kitchen. ‘Ah, you angel. You’ve done all the work,’ she said, casting her dark
  eyes over the mixing bowls and spoons already laid out on the table.

  ‘I want it all to be perfect for Papa,’ she said, her cheeks aflame. She could barely contain her impatience and suppressed her desire to run by skipping instead of walking. That way
  the nervous feeling in her stomach was indulged a little but not too much. Lidia struggled into her pink overalls then washed her swollen brown hands. She suggested Federica do the same.

  ‘You must always wash your hands before cooking, you don’t know where they’ve been,’ she said.

  ‘Like Señora Baraca’s dog,’ giggled Federica.

  ‘Pobrecito,’ Lidia sighed, tilting her round head to one side and pulling a thin, sympathetic smile. ‘He’s tied up all day in that small garden, it’s no
  wonder he barks from dawn till dusk.’

  ‘Doesn’t she take him out at all?’ Federica asked, running her hands under the tap.

  ‘Oh yes, she takes him out occasionally, but she’s old,’ Lidia replied, ‘and we old people don’t have as much energy for things like that.’

  ‘You’re not old, Lidia,’ said Federica kindly.

  ‘Not old, just fat,’ said Helena in English, walking into the kitchen with Hal’s toy engine. ‘She’d have much more energy if she didn’t eat so much. Imagine
  carrying that bulk around all day, no wonder she wheezes all the time.’

  ‘Buenos días, Señora,’ said Lidia, who didn’t understand English.

  ‘Good morning, Lidia. I need a knife to mend this blasted train,’ said Helena in Spanish, not even bothering to force a smile, however small. She was too anxious and impatient to
  think of anyone else but herself.

  ‘I wouldn’t worry about that, Don Ramon will be home soon and he can fix it. That’s men’s work,’ said Lidia cheerfully.

  ‘Thank you, Lidia, that’s very helpful. Fede, pass me a knife,’ she said edgily. Federica handed her the knife and watched her walk out again.

  ‘Oh, it’s so exciting that your Papa is coming home,’ enthused Lidia, embracing Federica fondly. ‘I’ll bet you didn’t sleep a wink.’

  ‘Not a wink,’ she replied, looking up at the clock. ‘He’ll be here soon,’ she said and Lidia noticed that her small hands trembled when she began to cut the butter
  up into pieces.

  ‘Careful you don’t cut yourself,’ she said gently. ‘You don’t want your Papa to come back to a daughter with only seven fingers.’ She laughed, then wheezed
  and coughed.

  Helena, who was usually very deft at mending things, broke the engine. Hal started to cry. Helena pulled him into her arms and managed to cheer him up by promising him another
  engine, a bigger, better one. ‘Anyway, this engine was old and tatty. What use is an engine like that? The train looks much better without his engine,’ she said and thought how much
  she’d like to be a carriage on her own without an engine. She lit another cigarette. The doors to the garden were open, inviting in the gentle sea breeze that smelt of oranges and ozone. It
  was too hot to be sitting in suburbia, they should be down on the beach, she thought in frustration. She wiped her sweating brow with her hand then looked at her watch. Her throat constricted. His
  plane would have landed.

  Federica and Lidia buzzed about the kitchen like a couple of bees in a flowerbed. Federica loved to be included and followed Lidia’s instructions with great enthusiasm.
  She felt like a grown-up and Lidia treated her as one. They chatted about Lidia’s back pain and her stomach cramps and her husband’s verruca, which was giving him a lot of trouble.
  ‘I’m afraid of putting my feet where he’s put his,’ she explained, ‘so I wear a pair of socks even in the shower.’

  ‘I would too,’ Federica agreed, not sure what a verruca was.

  ‘You’re sensible like me,’ Lidia replied, smiling down at the skinny child who had a manner well beyond her years. Lidia thought she was far too grown-up for a child of almost
  seven but one only had to look at her mother to understand why. Helena gave her so much responsibility, too much probably, that the child would be quite capable of running the entire household
  without her.

  When Helena entered the kitchen the smell of pastel de choclo swelled her senses and her stomach churned with hunger and tension combined. Federica was drying up while Lidia washed the
  utensils and mixing bowls. Helena managed to grab the remains of the cream before Lidia’s podgy hands pulled it into the soapy water. She scraped her finger around the bottom of the bowl and
  brought it up to her pale lips. ‘Well done you, sweetie,’ she said, impressed. She smiled at her daughter and stroked her hand down her shiny blonde hair. ‘You’re a very
  good cook.’ Federica smiled, accustomed to her mother’s changeable nature. One minute she was irritable, the next minute she was agreeable, not like her father who was always cheerful
  and carefree. Helena’s praise delighted Federica as it always did and her spirits soared until she seemed to grow an inch taller.

  ‘She’s not only a good cook, Señora, but she’s a good housekeeper, too,’ said Lidia fondly, the large black mole on her chin quivering as her face creased into a
  wide smile. ‘She cleaned up all the breakfast by herself,’ she added in a mildly accusing tone, for Señora Helena always left everything to her daughter.

  ‘I know,’ Helena replied. ‘What I would do without her, I can’t imagine,’ she said nonchalantly, flicking her cigarette ash into the bin and leaving the room. She
  walked upstairs. She was weary. Her heart weighed her down so that even the stairs were an effort to climb. She walked along the cool white corridor, her bare feet padding over the wooden
  floorboards, her hand too disenchanted even to deadhead the pots of pale orchids as she passed. In her bedroom the white linen curtains played about with the silk breeze as if they were trying to
  open all by themselves. Irritably she pulled them apart and looked out across the sea. It lay tremulous and iridescent, beckoning her to sail away with it to another place. The horizon promised her
  freedom and a new life.

  ‘Mama, shall I help you tidy your room?’ Federica asked quietly. Helena turned around and looked at the small, earnest face of her daughter.

  ‘I suppose you want to tidy it up for Papa?’ she replied, grabbing an ashtray and stubbing her cigarette into it.

  ‘Well, I’ve picked some flowers . . .’ she said sheepishly.

  Helena’s heart lurched. She pitied her daughter for the love she felt for her father in spite of the long absences that should have made her hate him. But no, she loved him unconditionally
  and the more he went away the happier she was to see him when he returned, running into his arms like a grateful lover. She longed to tell her the truth and shatter her illusions, out of spite
  because she wished she still shared those illusions. She found the world of children so blissfully simplistic and she envied her.

  ‘All right, Fede. You tidy it up for Papa, he’ll love the flowers, I’m sure,’ she said tightly. ‘Just ignore me,’ she added, wandering into the bathroom and
  closing the door behind her. Federica heard her switch on the shower and the water pound against the enamel bath. She then made the bed, scenting the sheets with fresh lavender like her grandmother
  had shown her and placed a small blue vase of honeysuckle on her father’s bedside table. She folded her mother’s clothes and placed them in the old oak cupboard, rearranging the mess
  that she found there until all the shelves resembled a well-organized shop. She opened the windows as wide as they could go so that the scents of the garden and the sea would spirit away the dirty
  smell of her mother’s smoke. Then she sat at her dressing table and picked up an old photograph of her father that grinned out at her from behind the glass of an ornate silver frame. He was
  very good looking with glossy black hair, swarthy skin, shiny brown eyes that were honest and intelligent and a large mouth that smiled the crooked smile of a man with an irreverent sense of humour
  and easy charm. She ran her thumb across the glass and caught her pensive expression in the mirror. In her reflection she saw only her mother. The pale blonde hair, the pale blue eyes, the pale
  pink lips, the pale skin – she wished she had inherited her father’s dark Italian looks. He was so handsome and no doubt Hal would be handsome just like him. But Federica was used to
  getting a lot of attention because of her flowing white hair. All the other girls in her class were dark like Hal. People stared at her when she went into Valparaíso with her mother and
  Señora Escobar, who ran the sandwich shop on the square, called her ‘La Angelita’ (the little angel) because she couldn’t believe that a human being could have such pale
  hair. Helena’s best friend, Lola Miguens, had tried to copy her by dying her black hair blonde with peroxide, but had lost her nerve half way through so now she walked around with hair the
  colour of their terracotta roof, which Federica thought looked very ugly. Her mother didn’t bother to look after herself like Chilean women who always had long manicured nails, perfect
  lipstick and immaculate clothes. Helena bustled about with her hair scrunched carelessly up onto the top of her head and she usually had a cigarette hanging out of her mouth. Federica thought she
  was beautiful when she made an effort and judging by old photographs she was once very beautiful indeed. But recently she had let herself go. Federica hoped she would make an effort for her
  father.

  Helena stepped out of the bathroom followed by a puff of steam. Her face was pink and her eyes sparkled from the moisture. Federica lay on the white damask bedspread and
  watched her mother dress and prepare herself for her husband’s return. Helena could smell the lavender and the ripe scent of oranges and refrained from lighting another cigarette. She felt
  guilty. Federica was so excited she quivered like a horse in the starting gate while she awaited Ramon’s return with trepidation and the secret knowledge that any moment now
  she’d gather together her courage and leave him for good. As she painted her face she watched her daughter in the mirror while she didn’t know that she was being watched. She stared out
  of the window across the sea as if her father was arriving by boat and not by car. Her profile was childish and yet her expression was that of a grown woman. The anxious expectation in her frown
  and on her trembling lips betrayed too much awareness for a child her age. She worshipped her father with the devotion of a dog, whereas Hal worshipped his mother whom, Helena felt, was more
  deserving of his love.

  When Helena was ready, in a pair of tight white trousers and T-shirt, her hair scrunched up on her head, still damp and knotted, she sat on the bed beside her daughter and ran a damp hand down
  her face.

  ‘You look lovely, sweetie. You really do,’ she said and kissed her innocent brow affectionately.

  ‘He’ll be here soon, won’t he?’ said Federica softly.

  ‘Any minute,’ Helena replied, masking the tremor in her voice with a deftness that came from years of practice. She got up abruptly and hurried down the stairs. She couldn’t
  smoke in the bedroom, not after Federica had prepared it so lovingly, but she was in desperate need of a cigarette. Just as she reached the bottom, her espadrilles landing on the cold stone tiles
  of the hallway, the front door swung open and Ramon filled the entrance like a large black wolf. Helena gasped and felt her stomach lurch. They stared at each other, wordlessly assessing the frigid
  estrangement that still grew up between them whenever they found themselves together in the same room.

  ‘Fede, Papa’s here!’ Helena shouted, but as impassive as her features were her voice croaked with repressed emotion. Ramon’s dark brown eyes pulled away from the stony
  countenance of his wife in search of his daughter whom he heard squeal with delight from the landing before the soft patter of her small feet scurried across the floorboards and skipped down the
  stairs two at a time. She jumped past her mother and into her father’s sturdy embrace. She wrapped her thin arms around his bristly neck, nuzzling her face into his throat and inhaling the
  heavy, spicy scent that made him different from everyone else in the world. He kissed her warm cheek, lifting her off the ground and laughing so loudly she felt the vibration shake against her body
  like an earthquake.

  ‘So you missed me!’ he said, swinging her around until she had to wrap her legs about his waist to stop herself from falling.

  ‘Yes, Papa!’ she laughed, clinging on as her happiness almost choked her.

  At that moment Hal ran into the hall, took one look at his father and burst into tears. Helena, grateful for the distraction, ran to him and picked him up in her arms, kissing his wet cheek.
  ‘It’s Papa, Hal darling, he’s come home,’ she said, trying to boost her voice with a bit of enthusiasm but her tone was dead and Hal sensed it and cried again. Ramon put his
  daughter down and walked over to where his son was weeping in his mother’s arms.

  ‘Halcito, it’s Papa,’ he said, smiling into the child’s frightened face with his large, generous mouth. Hal buried his head in Helena’s neck and wriggled closer
  against her.

  ‘I’m sorry, Ramon,’ she said flatly, sensing his disappointment but secretly taking pleasure from the child’s rejection. She wanted to tell him that he couldn’t
  expect his children to love him when he took no part in their lives, but she saw Federica’s love set her cheeks aflame and the admiration shine in her pale, trusting eyes and knew that it
  wasn’t entirely true. Nevertheless, he didn’t deserve his daughter’s love.

  ‘I’ve got a present for you, Hal,’ he said, walking back to his bag and unzipping it. ‘And I’ve got one for you too, Fede,’ he added as his daughter placed an
  affectionate hand on his back as he rummaged around for his gifts. ‘Ah, this is for you, Hal,’ he said, walking over to the little boy whose eyes opened wide at the brightly painted
  wooden train that his father waved in front of him. He forgot his fear and held his hands out. ‘There, I thought you’d like that.’

  ‘I broke his engine today,’ said Helena, making an effort for the sake of the children. ‘That couldn’t have come at a better time, could it, Hal?’

  ‘Good,’ Ramon replied, retreating to his case.

  ‘Now where’s yours, Fede? I’ve got you a very special present,’ he said, looking up at her expectant face. He felt her hand on his back again. It was so typical of
  Federica who always had to have some sort of physical contact to feel close. His hands burrowed deep into the bag that was filled not with clothes but with notepads, camera equipment and souvenirs
  from faraway countries. Finally his fingers felt the rough surface of tissue paper. He pulled it out, taking care not to knock it against the hard metal of his equipment. ‘Here,’ he
  said, pressing it into her trembling hands.

  ‘Thank you, Papa,’ she breathed, unwrapping it carefully. Hal had run off into the nursery to play with his new train. Helena lit a cigarette and smoked it nervously, leaning back
  against the banisters.

  ‘So how are you?’ he asked without approaching her.

  ‘Fine, you know, nothing’s changed,’ she replied coldly.

  ‘Good,’ he said.

  Helena sighed wearily. ‘We have to talk, Ramon.’

  ‘Not now.’

  ‘Of course.’

  ‘Later.’

  Federica unwrapped the paper to discover a roughly carved wooden box. It wasn’t pretty. It wasn’t even charming. She felt the tears prick the backs of her eyes and
  her throat constrict with disappointment. Not because she wanted a nicer present, she wasn’t materialistic or spoilt, but because Hal’s present had been so much more beautiful than
  hers. She understood his presents as a reflection of his love. He couldn’t love her very much if he hadn’t even bothered to find her a pretty gift.

  ‘Thank you, Papa,’ she choked, swallowing back her tears in shame. ‘It’s very nice.’ But she didn’t have the strength to rebel against her emotions. The
  excitement had been too much, now the disappointment threw her into a sudden low and the tears welled and spilled out over her hot cheeks.

  ‘Fede, mi amor,’ he said, pulling her into his arms and kissing her wet face.

  ‘It’s nice,’ she said, trying to sound grateful and not wishing to offend him.

  ‘Open it,’ he whispered into her ear. She hesitated. ‘Go on, amorcita, open it.’ She opened it with a shaking hand. The little box might have been plain on the
  outside, ugly even, but inside it was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen, and what’s more it played the strangest, most alluring tune she had ever heard.




  Chapter 2

  Federica stared into the box in awe. The entire interior was covered with neatly cut stones of every colour that shimmered as if each little gem contained a small heart of
  light all its very own. There was not one patch of wood, not even a minute piece, that lay exposed between the mesmerizing crystals. From within, the box appeared to be made solely out of jewels
  and not out of wood at all, like the core of a crystallized piece of rock. On the floor of the box trembled the delicate wings of a butterfly that varied in colour from a dark ink blue against her
  body to the palest of aquamarines and finally amber. So delicate were they that Federica placed a finger onto the surface in order to convince herself that they were really stones and not drops of
  glittering water from some enchanted pool. A strange, iridescent light caused the butterfly to shudder as if about to extend her wings and fly away. Federica moved the box about slowly to see
  where the light was coming from and at once she was taken by the magical movement of the butterfly who, as she tilted the box, seemed to change from blues to pinks, reds and oranges. She caught her
  breath and put the box straight again. The butterfly returned to her cool sea tones before changing once more into fire as Federica tilted the box again.

  ‘It’s beautiful,’ she sniffed without taking her eyes off the sparkling treasure chest.

  ‘Beauty isn’t always on the outside, Fede,’ he said softly, hugging her. He looked up at his wife who still stood stiffly against the banisters, blowing smoke into the air like
  a dragon. She sighed impatiently and shook her head before walking out of the hall into the corridor, the smoke floating eerily behind her like a phantom. She wanted to tell him that he
  couldn’t buy his daughter’s love with presents all the time. But regretfully she knew he didn’t have to buy it at all; he already had it for free.

  Ramon stood up and tore his eyes away from the trail of smoke, which, along with the ill feeling, was all that remained of his wife. He looked down at the radiant face of his
  daughter, oblivious to the tension that caused the atmosphere to quiver with the invisible force of disappointment. He ran a hand over his unshaven face and down his dirty black hair that was long
  and reached his shoulders. It was hot. He needed air and he needed a swim. He had looked forward to returning home, built it up in his mind, romanticized it. But now he was home he wanted to leave
  again. Home was always a rosier place in the mirages of his mind. It was better to leave it there.

  ‘Come, Fede,’ he said. ‘Let’s go down to the beach, just you and me. Bring the box with you.’ Federica jumped to her feet, clasped her treasure against her thin
  chest and, taking his hand, she followed him out through the front door.

  ‘What about Mama and Hal?’ she said, delirious with happiness that she had been chosen to go with him and she alone.

  ‘Hal’s happy with his train and Mama’s with him. Besides, I want to tell you how I found your box. There’s a very sad legend attached to it and I know how you like
  stories.’

  ‘I love your stories,’ she replied, skipping along to keep up with his lengthy strides.

  Helena watched helplessly as her husband left the house, taking with him the overbearing weight of his presence and suddenly she felt cheated, as if the pressure that had built up inside her
  chest had been for nothing. The house felt still and somehow bigger than when his powerful body had dwarfed it and she bit her lip in frustration. ‘How dare he leave us,’ she thought
  bitterly, ‘why can’t he just stick around for once?’

  The midday sun was scorching in spite of the sea breeze that cooled it off around the edges. They walked down the street, passing Señora Baraca’s dog who pulled on
  his leash and let out a frenzied round of barks when he saw them. Federica told her father how the dog barked all the time because he wanted to run about and wasn’t able to in his small
  garden.

  ‘Well, let’s take him out then,’ said Ramon.

  ‘Really? Can we?’ she replied in excitement. She watched with pride as her father rang the bell. They waited in the shade of an almond tree. The sound of children playing in the
  street resounded through the air, their laughter like the song of sea birds on the beaches. Federica didn’t wish to be with them. She wished only that her father would stay this time and
  never go away again.

  ‘Sí?’ came a voice from behind the door. It was deep and guttural, muffled by the phlegm that caught in her throat.

  ‘Señora Baraca. It’s Ramon Campione,’ he said with the assertiveness that pertained to everything he did. Federica pulled herself up, copying her father who always
  walked tall.

  ‘Ramon Campione, indeed,’ she replied, venturing out of the house like a timid crow. She was old and bent and wore a black dress of mourning even though her husband had died more
  than ten years before. ‘I thought you were the other side of the world,’ she croaked.

  ‘I’m home now,’ he replied, softening his voice a little so as not to frighten her. Federica held tightly on to his hand. ‘My daughter would very much like to take your
  dog for a walk on the beach. Perhaps we could do you the favour of exercising him.’

  The old woman chewed on her gums for a moment. ‘Well, I know you, so you won’t be stealing him,’ she replied. ‘Perhaps you could shut him up for me. If I don’t go
  insane with grief, I’ll go insane with the barking.’

  ‘We’ll do our best for you,’ he said and smiled courteously. ‘Won’t we, Fede?’ Federica cowered behind him and lowered her eyes shyly. Señora
  Baraca’s knotted fingers fumbled clumsily with the lead, the hairs on her chin illuminated like cobwebs by the sun. Finally she opened the gate and handed the dog to Ramon. The dog stopped
  barking and began to jump about, puffing and snorting with the enthusiasm of a freed prisoner.

  ‘His name is Rasta,’ she said, hands on hips. ‘My son gave him to me before he disappeared for good. That’s all I have left. I’d rather have my son, he made much
  less noise.’

  ‘We’ll bring Rasta back before lunchtime,’ Ramon assured her.

  ‘As you wish, Don Ramon,’ she replied, blinking into the sunlight with the discomfort of a creature grown accustomed to the darkness of her melancholy.

  Ramon and Federica strode down the hill towards the sea, half running to keep up with Rasta who jumped and skipped in front of them, straining at his leash, thirsting to sniff
  every gateway and post, every patch of grass or tree, cocking his leg indiscriminately everywhere the scent of another animal lingered. He was pathetically happy. Federica’s heart floated
  with joy as she watched the skinny black mongrel experience freedom for the first time in perhaps many months. She looked up at her father and her cheeks burned with admiration. There was nothing
  he couldn’t do.

  They crossed the road that ran alongside the coast, then made their way down the paved steps to Caleta Abarca beach. One or two people walked up and down, a child played with a small dog,
  throwing a ball into the sea for it to chase. Federica took off her sandals and felt the soft sand, like Lidia’s flour, between her pink toes. Ramon changed into his bathing shorts, leaving
  his clothes and leather moccasins in a heap for Federica to look after while he went and washed himself off in the cold waters of the Pacific. She watched him jog towards the sea, followed eagerly
  by Rasta. He was strong and hairy, with the powerful physique of a man capable of climbing mountains, yet he walked and moved with surprising grace. Ramon Campione’s imagination was as deep
  and mysterious as the sea, full of shipwrecks and sunken continents. Federica had grown up on his stories and somehow those stories had made his absences less acute. When she looked back on her
  short life she saw only the long rides through her father’s fertile mind. Those were the adventures she remembered, not the many months of drought. She watched him splash about with Rasta in
  the glittering water. The light caught the tips of the waves and the silk of his hair and if she hadn’t known better she would have thought he were a playful seal. She placed the box on her
  lap and ran her hand over the rough wooden surface. She wondered to whom it had once belonged. A shudder of anticipation careered up her spine at the thought of another magical story. She opened
  the box to the ringing of little bells and marvelled once again at the glittering gems that caused the butterfly’s wings to quiver.

  Finally, Ramon’s wet body sat down next to her on the hot sand to dry off in the sun. Rasta, unwilling to stop enjoying his liberty even for a moment, galloped up and
  down the beach, playing tag with the sea. Ramon was pleased his daughter liked the box. She deserved it. After all, Helena was right, he wasn’t a good father. Good fathers gave their children
  their time. He couldn’t be that sort of father. It wasn’t in his nature. He was a wanderer, a nomad. His mother used to tell him that children give according to what parents put in.
  Well, he must have done something right, for Federica loved him and her love showed all over her face. He cast his eyes out over the blue horizon and wondered how long he’d last on this shore
  before the itchiness in his feet got the better of him and the winds of new adventures blew outside his window to lure him away.

  ‘Tell me the legend, Papa,’ said Federica. Ramon lifted his daughter between his legs so that he sat behind her with his arms around her body and his rough cheek
  against hers. They both looked into the mosaic of crystals and listened to the light clatter of tiny bells.

  ‘This box once belonged to a beautiful Inca princess,’ he began. Federica gasped in delight. She loved his stories and nestled in closer, for she knew this one would be special. She
  kept the box open on the folds of her yellow dress, running her hands over the stones and turning it from side to side to watch the colours mysteriously change as if by magic. ‘The Inca
  Princess was called Topahuay and lived in a palace on the hillside village of Pisac in Peru. The Incas were an ancient Indian civilization who worshipped the sun, Inti, and paid homage to their
  Emperor, the ruling Inca. Beneath the Emperor were the nobility, the “Capac Incas”, the true descendants of the founding Inca, Manco Capac. Topahuay was a member of one of these ruling
  houses called panacas. She had smooth brown skin, a round open face, sharp green eyes and long black hair that she tied into a plait that fell down her back, almost to the ground. She was
  admired by everyone and all the young men of the nobility longed to marry her. But Topahuay was secretly in love with a man of lowly birth, a member of the yanakuna, a domestic class who
  served the panacas. A marriage between these two such distinct classes was unthinkable. But Topahuay and Wanchuko, which was his name, loved each other so fiercely that they defied the
  laws of their land and saw each other in secret. Sometimes Topahuay would disguise herself as a woman from the yanakuna and they would walk the streets unnoticed, hold hands away from the
  suspicious eyes of her relatives and even kiss when no one was looking. Now, Topahuay was only thirteen years old. You may think that is very young for a girl to be thinking of marriage, but in
  those days thirteen was the beginning of womanhood and her parents were scouring their society for a worthy husband for her. Topahuay felt trapped in a world of strict social codes with no escape.
  She knew in her heart that she would have to marry a nobleman and relinquish Wanchuko for ever. So Wanchuko decided to make her a box that was so unremarkable she would be able to take it with her
  wherever she went without attracting suspicion, but which contained a secret message within that only she would ever see, to remind her of his love. So he set about making a plain wooden box. He
  made it so plain that it was almost ugly.

  Once the box was made he searched the hills and caves for the most beautiful stones he could find. Some were precious, some were simply crystals, others were rare gems he found at the bottom of
  the lake of such exquisite blues and greens that he believed them to have been made out of the water itself. Once he had gathered all his stones together he locked himself in his small room from
  dawn to dusk where he chiselled and carved, setting each stone carefully into the wood. Then he fashioned a much smaller box, which contained a special mechanism he invented so that when the larger
  box was opened a strange music, like the tinkling of tiny bells, resounded within. Legend has it that the box was a magical box, made with the very force of his love that was not of this world. It
  was due to that higher vibration that the stones were set in place, as if by enchantment. You see, he didn’t use a type of glue, as others would have, instead the stones are held together by
  each other, like a magnificent mosaic. If you were to take one stone out they would all fall away and the picture would be lost for ever. So you see, it must have been made with magic. There is no
  other explanation. On the bottom of the box he designed a butterfly to symbolize Topahuay’s entrapment and her beauty. When he gave it to her she cried large silver tears and said that she
  wished she had wings like a butterfly so that she could fly away with him. What Wanchuko didn’t know was that the symbolism of the butterfly would go beyond entrapment and beauty. Butterflies
  only live for a day. Topahuay’s life would be cut short, just like the butterfly’s, at the height of her magnificence.

  The Inca Empire was also at the height of its powers. It was the largest and most potent empire that South America had ever known. But it was all to go drastically wrong.

  The Spanish arrived to conquer Peru in one of the bloodiest episodes in the history of the empire. It was then, when all hope had drained away and the blood of thousands of Incas ran in rivers
  down the hills into the valleys that they sacrificed their most beautiful and cherished Topahuay to their god of war, in the desperate hope that he would save them. Clasping the box to her breast
  she was dressed in exquisitely woven wools, her hair plaited and beaded with one hundred shining crystals. Upon her head was placed a large fan of white feathers to carry her into the next world
  and frighten the demons along the way. Wanchuko was unable to save her. He could only watch, helpless and heartbroken, as she was led up the small mountain path together with an entourage of high
  priests and dignitaries. As she passed him her large green eyes gazed upon him with such intense love that a light ignited about her head, a light not of this world. His lips trembled and his
  outstretched hand grabbed her woollen cloak in an effort to save her. But it was no good, the entourage passed him and continued up into the mists of the mountain. Up to the bridge that joined this
  world to the next, a bridge that Topahuay would have to cross alone. He was too angry to cry, too afraid to run after her. He stood petrified, waiting, wanting it to be over. When he unclenched his
  hand he saw a brightly woven piece of wool sitting in his shaking palm. A moment later he heard a short, piercing scream. He turned his eyes to the mountain where the scream echoed momentarily off
  the jagged peaks before disappearing into the wind. When he looked down at his hand the piece of wool had transformed itself into a resplendent butterfly. He watched, aghast, as she stood quivering
  in his palm for a brief second as if stunned by her own metamorphosis. Then she lifted her fragile wings and flew away. Topahuay had become a butterfly after all and her spirit was free.’

  Federica was so moved a tear trailed slowly down her shining cheek, dropping off her lip onto her chin and finally into the box where it seeped into the crystals. ‘How
  did you get the box, Papa?’ she whispered, as if the sound of her voice would shatter the tenderness of the moment.

  I found it in a village called Puca Pucara. Topahuay’s family had managed to salvage it before she was buried on the mountainside. They brought it down to their village where they kept it
  for a while until the Spanish came with their weapons and their slaughter. It was then that Topahuay’s mother gave it to Wanchuko, for she had always known what her daughter’s secret
  heart contained, and told him to leave Peru until it was safe to return. So Wanchuko left as he had been told only to return many decades later as an old man. He had never married for he had vowed
  in his heart to love only Topahuay. He had wandered the world alone, thinking only of her. In dreams, when he was awake as much as when he was asleep, her open face and smiling eyes would come to
  him and comfort him through his lonely life. When he returned to Pisac he recognized no one. His family had been slaughtered along with Topahuay’s; in death there were no social divides. They
  had all died together, emperors and servants alike. On the brink of despair he climbed up the same path that Topahuay had walked that fateful day, all those years ago. At the top, to his surprise,
  he saw a little old woman sitting on the grass, looking out across the kingdom of mountain peaks. She was quite alone. When he approached her he recognized her as Topahuay’s sister, Topaquin.
  Time had warped her skin and shrunken her bones, just like his. But he knew her and when he came closer, she too recognized him and invited him to join her. There they talked about Topahuay, her
  short, tragic life and the Spanish armies of destruction who had stamped out their culture and way of life for ever. Wanchuko gave Topaquin the box, telling her that the spirit of Topahuay danced
  in the light of the crystals and sang with the music of the tiny bells. Then he lay back on the spot where Topahuay’s life had been so cruelly taken from her and died. He, too, crossed the
  bridge that joins this life to the next. But, he wasn’t alone, for Topahuay was with him and her love was there to guide him so no evil could touch him.

  The box was taken to Puca Pucara and remained there for all that time, handed down from one generation to another. The strange thing is that an old woman gave it to me. She said that it has
  special powers. She said that I needed it more than she did. So, she wrapped it up and handed it to me. It must be priceless, Fede, like you. So you treasure it, for it was made with love and must
  be cherished with love.’

  ‘I’ll cherish it for ever, Papa. Thank you,’ she replied, overwhelmed with gratitude and so moved by the story that her lips seemed to lose their colour and turn pale.

  Ramon glanced at his watch while his daughter sat transfixed, stroking the butterfly with an unsteady hand. ‘We should go home for lunch,’ he whispered into her
  ear, stroking the soft skin of her white neck with tender fingers. ‘Where’s Rasta?’ he chuckled, casting his eyes up and down the beach. He stood up and stretched before putting
  his clothes back on again. Federica followed his lead reluctantly. She closed the box and got to her feet. She straightened out the creases in her pretty yellow dress and called for Rasta. Still
  full of energy he appeared wet and sandy with a ball in his mouth.

  ‘Here, Rasta,’ she said, patting her thighs. He trotted up to her and dropped the ball on the ground. She shook her head. Some poor person would probably want that ball back, she
  thought, picking it up with a finger and thumb so as not to dirty her hands. She looked around but saw no one. ‘What shall I do with this ball, Papa?’ she asked.

  ‘Oh, I think he can keep it. Poor old Rasta. He doesn’t have anything else to play with and I can’t see anyone looking for it,’ he replied, slipping his feet into his
  moccasins. Federica threw the ball up the beach. Rasta scurried after it. ‘Come on, let’s go,’ he said, taking her hand and leading her back up the steps.

  ‘That was such a beautiful story, Papa.’

  ‘I knew you’d like it.’

  ‘I love it. I love the box. I’ll treasure it for ever. It will be my most treasured possession,’ she said, clutching it against her chest again.

  Ramon was pensive as they walked up the hill towards home. He had a dark premonition that Helena had given up. There was a distant look in her eyes that hadn’t been there
  before. A resignation of sorts. The feisty expression was no longer set into her features, as if she’d grown tired of battle and wanted out. He sighed deeply. Federica was still far away in
  Pisac with Topahuay and Wanchuko and walked up the hill beside him in silence.

  They returned Rasta to Señora Baraca who was grateful that he no longer barked, but panted heavily and wagged his thin tail with pleasure. She said that Federica could take him out
  whenever she wanted. ‘As he hasn’t bitten you, he must like you,’ she said without smiling, chewing on her gums.

  Federica followed her father up the street. ‘Mama says I shouldn’t touch him. She says we don’t know where he’s been,’ she said to her father.

  ‘We do now,’ he replied, smiling down at her. ‘Still, I’d do as she says and wash your hands before lunch.’

  ‘I cooked your favourite lunch with Lidia,’ she said proudly.

  He grinned, his gleaming teeth whiter against his dark skin. ‘Pastel de choclo,’ he said and she nodded. ‘I don’t deserve you.’

  ‘Oh yes you do. You’re the best father in the whole world,’ she replied happily, hugging her magical box and gripping his hand so tightly that he knew she meant it.




  Chapter 3

  Federica followed her father across the midday shadows of the leafy acacia trees, through their front gate and up the path towards the front door. Just before they reached it
  Lidia appeared, scarlet-faced and anxious.

  ‘Don Ramon! Señora Helena is waiting to have lunch. She told me to go and find you,’ she puffed, her heavy bosom heaving with exertion.

  Ramon strode up to her, disarming her with his wide smile. ‘Well, Lidia, you won’t have to now as we’re back. I hear there’s pastel de choclo for lunch,’
  he said, walking on past her into the hall.

  ‘Sí, Don Ramon. Federica cooked it all by herself,’ she said, closing the door behind her and following them into the kitchen.

  ‘Smells delicious,’ he said, inhaling the warm aroma of onions. ‘Don’t forget to wash your hands, Fede,’ he added, running his under the tap. Federica’s eyes
  sparkled with happiness and she smiled without restraint. After washing her hands she rushed into the sitting room to tell her mother about the legend of the box.

  ‘Mama!’ she cried, skipping up the corridor. ‘Mama.’

  Helena emerged cross-faced and weary, carrying Hal in her arms.

  ‘Where have you been, Fede?’ she asked, running her hand down the child’s windswept hair. ‘Hal’s dying of hunger.’

  ‘We went to the beach. We took Señora Baraca’s dog, Rasta. You know he doesn’t bark any more, he just wanted to be let out to run around. Poor thing. Then Papa swam and
  I looked after his clothes. Rasta swam, too. Then Papa told me the legend.’

  ‘What legend?’ Helena asked, humouring her daughter as she ushered her into the dining room.

  ‘About Topahuay and Wachuko. The Inca princess. This box was made for her.’

  ‘Really. How lovely,’ said Helena, patiently. She looked up at her husband as he walked into the room, filling it with his presence and the tense atmosphere that had once more
  returned to the house. They locked eyes for a moment like two strangers curiously looking each other over for the first time. Helena averted her eyes first.

  ‘I want to sit next to Papa,’ Federica announced happily, pulling out a chair and patting the placemat possessively.

  ‘You can sit wherever you like, sweetie,’ said Helena, dropping Hal gently into his chair. ‘I hope you washed your hands,’ she added, remembering the dog.

  ‘Oh yes. Señora Baraca looks like a witch,’ Federica laughed.

  ‘She does, actually,’ Ramon agreed, chuckling, attempting to lighten the atmosphere.

  ‘Well, I hope she didn’t cast a spell on you,’ said Helena, making an effort for the sake of the children. Her throat was tight and her chest constricted under the pressure of
  having to perform. She longed to talk to Ramon on his own. She needed to release the burden of her thoughts. She needed to resolve the situation. They couldn’t go on like this. It
  wasn’t fair on either of them.

  ‘Oh no. She was very grateful we had walked her dog for her,’ said Federica.

  ‘I want to see the dog,’ Hal whined, wriggling in his chair with impatience. Lidia entered with the steaming pastel de choclo.

  ‘Fede made this for you this morning,’ said Helena, sitting down at the other end of the table from her husband.

  ‘So I’m told. You’re very good to me, Fede,’ he said truthfully.

  ‘She certainly is,’ said Helena dryly. She would like to have added that he was wholly undeserving of her affection, but she restrained the impulse with a gulp of water from her
  glass. ‘She worked all morning, didn’t you, Fede?’

  ‘Papa hasn’t seen his room yet,’ she added and a bashful smile tickled her face.

  ‘What have you done to my room, you naughty monkey?’

  ‘You’ll have to see for yourself,’ she said.

  ‘Fede picked flowers this morning,’ said Hal disloyally. ‘Didn’t you, Fede?’

  ‘Mama!’ protested Federica in frustration.

  ‘Have you enjoyed your train, Hal?’ Ramon asked in an effort to distract the child from giving anything else away.

  ‘It’s brightly coloured and goes very fast,’ he said, making ‘chuga chuga chuga chuga’ train noises. Lidia placed a hot plate of food in front of him. ‘I
  don’t like sweet corn,’ he grumbled, sitting back in his chair and folding his arms in front of him.

  ‘Yes, he does,’ said Federica. ‘He’s just pretending because I made it.’

  ‘No, I’m not.’

  ‘You are.’

  ‘Not.’

  ‘Are.’

  ‘All right you two. Enough of this,’ said Ramon firmly. ‘Hal, eat your corn or you go to your room without lunch or your train.’ Hal scowled at his sister, his brown eyes
  darkening with resentment.

  Ramon and Helena’s conversation revolved around the children. If the children went silent, which they often did after an argument, they would be forced to talk to each
  other, which neither wanted to do, not with that false politeness, like a couple of actors in a badly written play. Ramon let Federica tell her mother the story of the Inca princess, only
  interrupting her when she turned to him for help over some detail that she had forgotten. Ramon was surprised at how much she had managed to remember. Helena listened, turning to answer her son
  once or twice when he whined ‘Mama’ just to get attention. Federica was used to being interrupted by her brother, she was also used to her mother indulging him by saying ‘What is
  it, my love?’ in a slow, patient voice. She didn’t mind. One often tolerates things purely out of habit.

  ‘Darling, what a delightful story. And the box is now yours. You are a very lucky little girl,’ said Helena. She didn’t add ‘and I hope you’ll look after it’,
  as other mothers would, because she knew Federica was more responsible about things like that than she was herself.

  ‘I thought we could drive up to Cachagua for a couple of weeks,’ Ramon suggested casually as if everything were normal, as if he hadn’t noticed the change in Helena’s
  countenance. ‘Spend Christmas with my parents. They’d love to see you and the children.’

  ‘Oh, yes please, Mama!’ squealed Federica in delight. She loved staying with her grandparents. They had a cosy, thatched house overlooking the sea. Helena wished he hadn’t
  brought it up in front of the children. They needed to talk first. He hadn’t consulted her. Now if she said they couldn’t go, she’d disappoint them. She couldn’t bear to
  disappoint them. Hal gazed up at her with hopeful brown eyes.

  ‘Yes! Yes!’ he cried, knocking his fork on the table. He also loved staying with his grandparents. They bought him ice creams and took him for pony rides up the beach. His
  grandfather read him stories and carried him about on his shoulders.

  ‘Okay, we’ll go to Cachagua,’ she conceded weakly. ‘Ramon, I need to talk to you after lunch. Please don’t disappear off with Fede again.’ She tried to sound
  casual so as not to alarm the children. She knew in her mind what she wanted to say to him and feared that her thoughts might seep through her words and betray her.

  ‘I won’t,’ he replied, frowning at her. There was something final in the tone of her voice and he didn’t like it. Women always had to tie everything up with bows.
  Everything had to be worked out. Helena was like that. She was incapable of just going along with things and seeing how they turned out. She had to make decisions and formalize them.

  After the first course, for which Ramon thanked his daughter by kissing her pale forehead fondly, she skipped out with Lidia to put the final touches on the welcome home
  merengon de lúcuma. While she was out Helena and Ramon talked to Hal, anything rather than talk to each other. Hal began to show off with all the attention and started singing a
  song he’d learnt at school about a donkey. Both parents watched him, anything rather than watch each other. Finally, the door opened and in walked Federica holding a white meringue cake with
  a single candle flickering on top. Hal sang Happy Birthday. Ramon and Helena both laughed and for a moment the strain in Helena’s neck and chest lifted and she was able to breathe
  properly.

  Federica placed the cake in front of her father and watched as he blew out the candle. Hal clapped together his small hands and giggled as the candle caught alight again as if by magic. Ramon
  pretended to be surprised and blew at it again. Both children laughed at the joke, certain that their father was truly baffled by the inextinguishable flame. Finally, he dipped his fingers in his
  water glass and pinched the wick. The flame was smothered and smoked away in protest. ‘Welcome home!’ he read out loud Federica’s curly girlish handwriting, written with brown
  icing sugar onto the white frothy cream that resembled a choppy sea. ‘Thank you, Fede,’ he said, pulling her into his arms and kissing her cheek. Federica stayed on his lap while he cut
  it. Hal waved his teaspoon at the cake, catching a bit of meringue on the end, which he then hastily put into his mouth before anyone could tell him not to. Helena pretended she hadn’t
  noticed. She was too tired to use the little energy she had left for her talk with Ramon on her mischievous child.

  After lunch Federica reluctantly joined Hal in the garden while her parents went upstairs to talk. She wondered what they needed to talk about and resented her mother for
  dragging her father away. She carried the box into the garden and, sitting under the shade of the orange trees, she opened it and reflected on the story her father had told her.

  ‘Can I see your box?’ Hal asked, sitting down beside her.

  ‘Yes, if you’re careful.’

  ‘I’ll be careful,’ he said, taking it from her. ‘Wow!’ he enthused. ‘It’s very pretty.’

  ‘Yes, it is. It used to belong to an Inca princess.’

  ‘What’s an Inca?’ he asked.

  ‘The Inca were a race of people who lived in Peru,’ she replied.

  ‘What happened to the princess?’ he asked.

  ‘Didn’t you listen to my story at the table?’ she said, smiling down at him indulgently.

  ‘I want to hear it again,’ he said. ‘Please.’

  ‘Okay. I’ll tell you again,’ she agreed. ‘But you must listen and be quiet or I won’t tell you.’

  ‘I’ll be quiet,’ he said and yawned sleepily. It was very hot, even in the shade. The low hum of bees in the flowerbeds and the distant roar of the sea were a soothing backdrop
  to the languid hours of siesta time. Federica placed her arm around Hal’s body and let him rest his head against her.

  ‘Once upon a time in deepest Peru,’ she began and Hal closed his eyes and looked into a strange new world.

  Ramon followed his wife upstairs. Neither spoke. He watched her walk down the corridor with her shoulders stooped and her head hung. As he approached his room the scent of
  lavender reached his nostrils and reminded him of his mother’s house in Cachagua. As if sensing his thoughts Helena told him that Federica had prepared his sheets with fresh lavender from the
  garden.

  The room was breezy and clean and smelt also of oranges and roses. He cast his eye around the place they had shared for the best part of seven years of their twelve-year marriage, but he
  didn’t feel he belonged there. In spite of Federica’s flowers and loving preparation it was his wife’s room and the coldness of her demeanour told him that he was no longer
  welcome.

  He placed his suitcase on the floor and sat on the edge of the bed. Helena walked over to the window and looked out across the sea.

  ‘So, what do you want to talk about?’ he asked, but he knew the answer.

  ‘Us,’ she replied flatly.

  ‘What about us?’

  ‘Well, it’s just not the same, is it?’

  ‘No.’

  ‘I’m tired of pretending to the children that everything’s fine. It’s not fine. I’m not happy. It’s all very well for you, travelling the world like a gypsy,
  writing your books of stories. But I’m the one trapped here in this house without you. Without any support. I’ve brought these two children up almost single-handedly,’ she said
  and felt the strain in her neck rise to clamp her head in its vice.

  ‘But you always knew that was my life. You didn’t have any expectations. You said so yourself. You gave me freedom because you understood that I couldn’t survive without
  it,’ he said, shaking his head and frowning.

  ‘I know. But I didn’t know how it was really going to be. In the beginning we travelled together. It was a dream. I loved it and I loved you. But now . . .’ Her voice trailed
  off.

  ‘Now?’ he ventured sadly.

  ‘Now I don’t love you any more.’ She turned to face him. Noticing the hurt cloud his face she added quickly, ‘Love has to be nurtured, not left to rot with neglect,
  Ramon. I loved you once, but now I don’t know you any more. I wouldn’t recognize love if it slapped me in the face. All I know is that I’m tired of being alone and you always
  leave me alone, for months on end. You always will,’ she said and the tears cascaded down her cheeks, one after the other, until they formed two thin streams of misery.

  ‘So what do you want to do?’ he asked.

  She walked timidly over to him and perched next to him on the bed. ‘If you were afraid of losing me, Ramon, you’d stay and write here. You’d change for me. But you won’t,
  will you?’ He thought about it for a moment, but his silence answered her question. ‘Do you love me, Ramon?’ she ventured.

  His shiny conker eyes looked at her forlornly. ‘Yes, I do, in my own way, Helena. I still love you. But I don’t love you enough to change for you. If I stayed here with you and the
  children I’d shrivel. I’d dry out like a plant in the desert. Don’t you see that? I don’t want to lose you, or the children, but I can’t change,’ he said,
  shaking his head. ‘I arrive home and the first thing I think about is when I can get going again. I’m sorry.’

  They both sat in silence. Helena cried with the relief of having given vent to her feelings. She felt the heaviness lift and the tension ease on her temples. Ramon sat wondering what she was
  going to do. He didn’t want to lose her. She was his safety net. He liked to have a home to come back to. Even if he rarely used it, he still liked it to be there. He loved his children. But
  he wasn’t used to the day-to-day routine of children. He wasn’t a family man.

  ‘So what happens now?’ he said after a while.

  ‘I want to go home,’ she replied, standing up again and walking over to the window.

  ‘You mean to England?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘But that’s the other side of the world,’ he protested.

  ‘Why should you care? You’re always the other side of the world and you always will be. What difference does it make where we are? You’ll always be on another
  continent.’

  ‘But the children?’

  ‘They’ll go to school in England. We’ll go and live in Cornwall with my parents.’ Then she rushed to his side and knelt on the floor at his feet. ‘Please, Ramon.
  Please let me take them home. I can’t bear it here any more. Not the way it is now. Without you there’s no point, don’t you see? I don’t belong here like you do. I would
  have belonged, I had planned to, but now I want to go home.’

  ‘What will you tell them?’

  ‘I’ll tell them that we’re going home. That you’ll come and see us, the same as you always have. We’ll just live in a different country. They’re young,
  they’ll accept it,’ she said firmly. She looked at him imploringly. ‘Please, Ramon.’

  ‘Do you want a divorce?’ he asked impassively.

  ‘No,’ she replied quickly. ‘No, not divorce.’

  ‘Just a separation then?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘Then what?’

  ‘Then nothing. I just want out,’ she said and hung her head.

  His premonition had been right. She was leaving him. She needed his permission to take the children out of the country and he would give it to her. How could he deny her that?
  Their children were more hers than his if one judged it by the amount of time they both spent with them. She was right, what did it matter where they were, he was always thousands of miles
  away.

  ‘All right, you can take the children back to England,’ he conceded sorrowfully. ‘But first I want to take them to see my parents in Cachagua. I want to give them a family
  Christmas, so they’ll always remember me like that.’

  ‘Ramon,’ she whispered, for her voice had gone hoarse with emotion, ‘you will come and see us, won’t you?’ She searched his eyes, afraid that by cutting herself off
  from him he would no longer make the effort to be a part of their children’s lives.

  ‘Of course,’ he replied, shaking his shaggy head.

  ‘The children will miss you terribly. You can’t desert them, Ramon. They need you.’

  ‘I know.’

  ‘Don’t punish them for my actions. This is between us as adults, not them.’

  ‘I know.’

  ‘Fede loves you, so does Hal. I couldn’t live with myself if you deserted them because of me.’ She sat up abruptly. ‘I won’t go if leaving you means depriving my
  children of their father. I will sacrifice my own happiness for theirs,’ she said and began to sob.

  Ramon was confused. He ran his hand down her blonde hair. ‘I won’t desert them, Helena,’ he said.

  She looked up at him with glassy eyes. ‘Thank you.’

  Suddenly his mouth was on hers. Without understanding their actions their bodies rebelled against the cold detachment of their minds. They clawed off their clothes like thirsty animals scraping
  at the ground for water. Helena felt the sharp bristle of his chin against hers and the soft wetness of his lips and gums. For the months he had been away she had only dreamed of making love to
  other men. She had had opportunities but she had rejected every one for the simple reason that she was the wife of someone else, if only in name. Now she abandoned herself to the touch of a man,
  even though she felt nothing for him now but gratitude. In these intense moments of intimacy they could have been mistaken for believing their love to have been re-ignited. But Helena knew that
  sexual pleasure alone was a false love, as illusory as a mirage. She closed her eyes, blocking out the sad reality of her situation and allowed herself to take pleasure as his hands stroked the
  curves of her body as if exploring them for the first time.

  It had been many months since they had last united in this way. They had both forgotten what the other’s body was like. As if she had no control over her impulses, her fingers followed the
  ridge of his spine and caressed the hair on his shoulders like they used to do when they had been driven by love. She ran her tongue over his skin and it tasted of the sea mingled with the scent of
  man. When he kissed her, his mouth on her mouth, his face only inches away from hers, she opened her eyes to find his were closed. She wondered whom he was dreaming of and whether he too had had
  opportunities on his travels. She didn’t want to know. Then he was inside her, awakening her dormant desire that had endured many months of hibernation and she thought no more about the other
  women he might have had. They both forgot the other as they moved like one writhing beast, oblivious to the low groans that escaped from their throats and the delirious sighs that vibrated deep
  within their bellies. When they lay sweaty and exhausted, the heady scent of their skin mingling with the sweet fragrance of lavender and rose, they both stared up at the ceiling and wondered why
  they had allowed themselves to get carried away.

  Helena was too embarrassed to look at him and covered her steaming body with the bedspread in shame. A ridiculous action after he had tasted it so intimately. She fumbled in the bedside table
  drawer for a cigarette. Finding one she lit it with a trembling hand and inhaled impatiently. How strange it is, she thought, that we can be as close as two people possibly can be then suddenly, in
  the space of a second, lie here side by side but thousands of miles apart. She looked over at him and he turned to face her.

  ‘That was nice,’ he said.

  ‘Yes, it was,’ she replied tightly.

  ‘Don’t regret it, Helena. It’s okay to indulge in the pleasures of the flesh, even if you feel nothing but physical desire.’

  She inhaled again. ‘I don’t regret it,’ she said. She didn’t know whether she did or didn’t. Had she really made love without love? She waved the thought away with
  the smoke. It no longer mattered. She was going home.




  Chapter 4

  Ramon watched his wife dress in the dim light of the bedroom. Neither spoke. The smell of cigarettes masked the lavender Federica had pressed into the linen and the garden
  flowers she had so lovingly picked and placed on his bedside table in the shiny blue vase. The messy bed was all that was left of their passion. He wondered if there was anything left of their
  love. Then he heard Federica’s soft voice singing in the garden and he realized that his children were the physical expressions of a love they had once happily given to each other, and he
  shuddered at the thought of being without them.

  Helena’s body was still firm and slim with that translucent pallor that had first attracted him to her twelve years before. She was now thirty years old, too young to be on her own without
  the attentions of a loving man to nurture her. When he had found her on those cold Cornish beaches she had been young and ready to sacrifice everything just so that she could be near him. They had
  travelled the world together, united by his thirst for adventure and her desire to be loved. It had worked until domesticity drove them apart. He watched her brush her long blonde hair and pin it
  onto the top of her head. He preferred it when she wore it down her back. Once it had reached her waist. Once he had threaded it with jasmine. She had been beautiful then. Now she looked tired and
  her disenchantment drained her face of colour so that her pallor, once so alluring, no longer glowed but lay stagnant like a diminishing waterhole in the dry season. If he didn’t let her go
  there’d be nothing of her left.

  She caught him watching her in the mirror but she didn’t smile like she once would have done.

  ‘When do you want to go to Cachagua?’ she asked.

  ‘Tomorrow. I’ll call my parents, tell them we’re coming.’

  ‘What will you tell them?’

  ‘About us?’

  ‘Yes.’

  He sighed and sat up. ‘I don’t know yet.’

  ‘They’ll think I’m heartless. They’ll blame me,’ she said and her voice quivered.

  ‘No they won’t. They know me better than you think.’

  ‘I feel guilty,’ she said and stared at her reflection.

  ‘You’ve made your decision,’ he said impassively and got to his feet.

  Helena wanted him to beg her to stay. She had hoped he would fall to his knees and promise to change like other men would. But Ramon wasn’t like other men. He was unique. It had been his
  uniqueness that she had fallen in love with. He was so self-sufficient he didn’t need anyone. He just needed the air to breathe, his sight to take in all the wondrous places he travelled to
  and a pen to write it all down. He hadn’t needed her love but she had given it to him, desiring nothing in return except his acceptance. But it is human nature to always want more than one
  has. Once she had won his love she wanted his freedom too. But he had been unwilling to relinquish it. He still was. He had been as difficult as a cloud to pin down, she should have known he would
  never change, that there would come a time when she would be alone, for the world possessed his soul and she hadn’t the strength to fight for it any more. But she still wanted him to fight
  for her. How could he still love her but refuse to fight for her? He made her feel worthless.

  Helena stepped out into the garden, squinting in the white glare of the sunshine, to find Hal asleep in the shade of an orange tree while Federica sang to herself on the swing. She knew Federica
  would be broken-hearted leaving Viña, but her parents’ separation would hurt her so much more. Helena watched her swinging in the sun, ignorant of the dark undercurrent that swelled
  beneath her perfect day. When she saw her mother standing in the doorway she leapt off the swing, picked up her magic box from the grass and ran towards her.

  ‘Have you finished talking to Papa now?’ she asked.

  ‘Yes, I have, sweetie. We’re going to Cachagua tomorrow,’ she replied, knowing how happy that would make her.

  Federica grinned. ‘I told Hal the story of the Inca princess. He’s asleep now.’ She laughed. Hal lay on his back, his arms and legs spread in blissful abandon, his chest gently
  rising and falling in the afternoon heat.

  ‘Well, let’s not wake him,’ Helena said, watching her child with tenderness. Hal was so like his father. He had Ramon’s dark hair and conker eyes without that maddening
  glint of self-sufficiency. Federica was happier on her own but Hal needed constant attention. He was the part of Ramon she had loved and been allowed to hold on to. Hal needed her and loved her
  unconditionally.

  Federica skipped into the house to find her father in the sitting room, talking on the telephone in Spanish. She walked up to him with her box and perched on the armrest, waiting for him to
  finish so that she could talk to him. She listened to the conversation and realized he was talking to her grandmother. ‘Tell Abuelita about my box,’ she said excitedly.

  ‘No, you tell her,’ he said, handing her the receiver.

  ‘Abuelita, Papa’s bought me a box that once belonged to an Inca princess . . . yes, a real princess . . . I will, I’ll tell you tomorrow . . . so am I . . . a big kiss to you,
  yo tambìn te quiero,’ she said and blew a kiss down the telephone, which made her father chuckle as he took back the receiver.

  ‘We’ll see you in time for lunch, then,’ he said, before hanging up. ‘Right, Fede, what shall we do now?’

  ‘I don’t know,’ she replied and grinned, for she knew her father always had something planned.

  ‘Let’s go into town and buy your grandmother a present, shall we?’

  ‘And buy a juice,’ she added.

  ‘A juice and a palta sandwich,’ he said, getting up. ‘Go and tell your mother we’ll be back in time for tea.’

  Mariana Campione put down the receiver and shouted to her husband Ignacio who was lying in the hammock on the terrace reading, round glasses perched on the bridge of his
  aquiline nose and his panama hat pulled down over his bushy eyebrows – an indication that he did not wish to be disturbed.

  ‘Nacho, Ramon’s back and he’s coming to visit with the family tomorrow,’ she said in delight. Ignacio did not move, except to turn the page. Mariana, a full-bodied,
  large-boned woman with silver-grey hair and a kind open face, walked out through the French doors to where her husband was lying in the shade of an acacia tree. ‘Mi amor, did you
  hear me? Ramon’s home. They’re coming to visit tomorrow,’ she repeated, her cheeks stung with joy.

  ‘I heard you, woman,’ he said without looking up from his book.

  ‘Nacho, you don’t deserve to have grandchildren,’ she said, but she smiled and shook her head.

  ‘He disappears for months without so much as a letter, what sort of a man does that to his family? I’ve told you before, Helena will lose patience with him eventually. I lost my
  patience with him years ago and I’m not married to him,’ he said firmly, then glanced at his wife over his book to see her reaction.

  ‘Don’t be silly,’ she chided gently, ‘Helena is a good wife and mother. She’s loyal to Ramon. I’m not saying he’s right to desert her like that all the
  time, but she’s an old-fashioned woman. She understands him. I’m thrilled they’re coming to stay.’ Her large face creased into a tender smile.

  ‘How long are they staying for?’ he asked, still looking at her.

  ‘I don’t know. He didn’t say.’

  ‘Still, I suppose we should be grateful,’ he said sarcastically. ‘Out of our eight children Ramon’s the one we see the least so when he shows up it’s more of an
  event.’

  ‘Now you’re being petulant.’

  ‘For the love of God, Mariana, he’s a forty-year-old man, or thereabouts, it’s high time he grew up and took some responsibility before he loses everything. If that
  long-suffering wife of his leaves him he’ll only have himself to blame, and I’ll be on her side one hundred per cent.’

  Mariana laughed and retreated into the cool interior of the house. She had listened to his argument enough times to know it by heart. Ramon was just a free spirit, she understood him like Helena
  did, she thought, wandering into the kitchen to inform their young maid, Estella, about the change in numbers. He was so talented it would be very wrong to tie him down and stifle such precious
  creativity. She read and re-read all his books and articles and felt immense pride when people told her how much they too enjoyed his writing. He was celebrated in Chile and he had earned every bit
  of the respect he was given. ‘I know I’m his mother,’ she said to her husband, ‘but he really does write most beautifully.’

  Estella had awoken from her siesta and was already chopping the vegetables for dinner when Mariana entered the kitchen. As in most Chilean households of the well-to-do, the kitchen was part of
  the maid’s quarters, along with her bedroom and bathroom, which were situated at the back of the house, hidden behind thick perennial bushes and bougainvillea trees. Estella was new. After
  Consuelo, their maid for twenty years, had died the previous summer they had been very fortunate to have found Estella, through friends who had a summer house in Zapallar, the neighbouring village.
  Mariana had liked her immediately. Whereas Consuelo had become too old to clean properly and too sour to cook with any enthusiasm, Estella had set to work immediately, polishing, sweeping,
  scrubbing and airing with an energy bestowed on her by her youth and with a smile that bubbled up from her sweet nature and desire to please. She was courteous, discreet and a quick learner, which
  was vital, for Ignacio was impatient and pedantic.

  ‘Estella, my son Ramon is arriving tomorrow at lunchtime with his wife and two small children, please make sure that the blue spare room is made up for them and the room next door, I know
  how my son likes his space. The children can share, it’s more fun that way.’

  ‘Sí, Señora Mariana,’ she replied obediently, trying to conceal her excitement. She had heard an enormous amount about Ramon Campione, seen his picture in the
  papers many times and even read a few of his articles. The poetry of his descriptions had stirred her heart and she had longed to meet him from the moment she had realized who her new employers
  were. She enjoyed wandering about the house, gazing at the photographs scattered over tables and mantelpieces. He was so handsome and romantic-looking, with his long black hair, acute brown eyes
  and generous mouth that seemed too large for his face but at the same time utterly captivating. She had spent long moments polishing the glass that protected his face from the dust. Now she was
  going to meet him, she could barely contain herself.

  ‘Scent the linen with lavender and I want fresh flowers in all three bedrooms. Don’t forget the flowers. Federica appreciates nature. She’s a sweet girl. Clean towels, fresh
  drinking water and fruit,’ said Mariana, not forgetting a single detail.

  ‘How long will they be staying, Señora Mariana?’ Estella asked, trying to control the tremor in her voice lest it betray her.

  Mariana shrugged. ‘I don’t know, Estella. Ten days, maybe more. I’m going to try to persuade them to stay for New Year, although it’ll be hard pinning my son down. Ramon
  takes every day as it comes, he never makes plans,’ she said proudly. ‘One minute he’s here and you think he’s here to stay then suddenly he’ll get up and leave, just
  like that. Then we don’t see or hear from him for months. That’s the way God made him so I don’t complain.’

  ‘Sí, Señora Mariana,’ said Estella.

  ‘My grandchildren love manjar blanco, please make sure there is enough in the house, I’d hate to disappoint them,’ she added before leaving the room.

  Estella sighed with pleasure. She set about preparing the rooms at once. She swept through the children’s room like a tornado, making up the beds with real Irish linen sheets, sweeping the
  wooden floorboards and dusting the surfaces. The marital room she arranged with more care, scenting the linen with lavender and opening the shutters to the fresh sea air and sound of chattering
  birds hopping about in the eucalyptus trees. When she opened the door to Ramon’s room she breathed in deeply before making the bed slowly and tenderly, smoothing her elegant brown fingers
  over the pillow to flatten any wrinkles. She imagined him lying there, gazing up at her, beckoning her to join him. Then she lay on the bed and closed her eyes, breathing in the heady scent of
  tuberose she had set in a vase on the dresser. She smiled as she thought that perhaps tomorrow his head would lie where hers was lying now and he would never know how close they’d been.

  She hoped he’d stay for a long time.

  Ignacio put down his book and rolled out of the hammock. He felt sleepy and lethargic. The evening was cool, the shadows lengthening, the tide edging its way up the shore like
  a nightly predator. He stood on the terrace, leaning against the railings, looking out over the smooth surface of the sea that sighed hypnotically. He felt uneasy. His weathered face crinkled
  anxiously as he tried to discover the root of his ill-ease. The light had ripened to a warm orange as the sun hovered behind the horizon about to dawn on another shore. Perhaps it was the natural
  melancholia of sunset that had brought on this feeling, he thought hopefully. But he knew it had more to do with his son than with nature. He sensed things weren’t as they should be.

  Mariana wandered out to join him with his nightly glass of whisky and water. ‘Here,’ she said, handing it to him. ‘You’re very quiet this evening,’ she added,
  smiling at him.

  ‘I’m sleepy,’ he replied, sipping from the glass.

  ‘You’ve been reading too much.’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘It can make one subdued, all that reading,’ she said kindly, patting him on his weather-beaten brown arm.

  ‘Yes,’ he repeated.

  ‘Still, you’ll have Ramon and Helena to entertain you tomorrow, and those adorable children.’

  ‘I know,’ he agreed, nodding solemnly.

  ‘He’s given Fede a box that once belonged to an Inca princess, or so she tells me,’ she said, watching the sun flood the sea with liquid gold.

  ‘That sounds like one of Ramon’s stories.’

  ‘Yes, it does, doesn’t it?’ she chuckled. ‘Typical Ramon, his imagination never ceases to amaze me.’

  ‘An Inca princess, indeed.’

  ‘Fede believes it.’

  ‘Of course she does, Mariana, she worships her father,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘She worships him and he just abandons her. It’s too bad.’

  ‘Oh, Nacho, really. Is this what your silence is about? Ramon’s lifestyle? It’s really none of our business. If it works for them it shouldn’t concern you or
  me.’

  ‘But does it work for them?’ he said, looking at her steadily. ‘I don’t know that it does. I feel something in my bones.’

  ‘They’re old bones, Nacho, I’m surprised they still feel anything at all.’ She smiled.

  ‘They’re old bones, woman, but they’re as sensitive as they always have been. Will you walk with me up the beach?’ he asked suddenly, draining his glass.

  Mariana looked surprised. ‘Now?’

  ‘Of course. We old people have to strike while we’re still able to. Tomorrow may be our last.’

  ‘What nonsense, mi amor, you really are very miserable to be with sometimes. But, yes, I’ll walk with you up the beach. We can take our shoes off and get our feet wet, hold
  hands like we used to.’

  ‘I’d like that very much,’ he said, removing his panama hat and kissing her soft cheek.

  ‘You old romantic,’ she said and laughed at their foolishness. They were too old to play these games.

  Ramon tucked Federica into bed. He noticed the box was on the table beside her.

  ‘I’m frightened the box might not be here when I wake up,’ she said suddenly, her smooth face creasing with anxiety.

  ‘Don’t worry, Fede, it will be here when you wake up. No one’s going to take it while you’re asleep, I promise.’

  ‘It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever had, I don’t want to be without it, ever.’

  ‘You won’t be,’ he reassured her, kissing her forehead. ‘Have you noticed Señora Baraca’s dog isn’t barking tonight?’

  ‘He’s happy and tired, like me,’ she said, smiling up at her father.

  ‘He’s exhausted.’

  ‘What about tomorrow, can we take him out before we go to Cachagua?’

  ‘Of course we can,’ he said, touching her cheek with the tips of his fingers. ‘We can take him up the beach again.’

  ‘I feel sorry for Señora Baraca,’ she said.

  ‘Why?’

  ‘Because she’s so sad.’

  ‘She chooses to be sad, Fede.’

  ‘Does she?’

  ‘Yes. Everyone has a choice, they can either be happy or sad.’

  ‘But Mama told me her husband died,’ she protested.

  ‘Mama’s right. But her husband died over ten years ago, before you were born. Now that’s a long time ago.’

  ‘But Wachuko was sad for his whole life.’

  ‘Yes he was. But he didn’t have to be. Sometimes it’s better to move on rather than dwell on the past,’ he said. ‘One should learn things from the past and then let
  them go.’

  ‘What should Señora Baraca have learnt from her past?’ Federica asked, yawning.

  ‘That she should spend more time looking after her dog than mourning her dead husband, don’t you think?’ he laughed.

  ‘Yes,’ she said and closed her eyes. Ramon watched her as she drifted off into the world of princesses and magic butterflies. Her long lashes caught the light that entered from the
  corridor, giving her a celestial beauty. Her face was long and noble, generous and honest. He felt his throat tighten with emotion at the thought of leaving her and while it didn’t weaken his
  resolve it just made it a little harder to accept. He bent down and kissed her forehead again, feeling her velvet skin against his dry lips. He smelt the fragrance of her soap and the clean scent
  of her hair. He wanted to wrap her up in his arms and protect her from the harsh reality of a world that would only disappoint her.

  Before he went to bed he crept into Hal’s room to watch him as he slept. He didn’t feel so close to his son. The child was only four and barely knew him. He was more attached to his
  mother and gave his father little attention. Hal didn’t need him like Federica did. He watched the little boy suck on his thumb and cuddle his toy rabbit as he slept. Hal looked as if he
  embodied the qualities of an angel, as though he had been dropped into bed by God himself. His skin was flawless, his expression serene and contented. Ramon ran his rough hand over the boy’s
  hair. Hal stirred and changed position but he didn’t wake up. Ramon left as quietly as he had come.

  The bed was cold in spite of the warm night. Helena slept curled up at one side, almost falling off the edge in her effort to avoid him. Ramon lay on his back staring up at the
  icy moonlight that crept across the ceiling. Neither recalled the fevered interlude of the afternoon. They didn’t want to. Helena wished it hadn’t happened and flushed with shame when
  she thought of it. So she pretended it simply hadn’t happened. She felt him next to her, not because he moved, he didn’t, but because the atmosphere was so heavy it was as if a third
  person occupied the space between them. She felt afraid to move or make a sound so she breathed shallow breaths and lay as rigid as a corpse. When sleep finally overcame them it was tortured and
  fragile. Helena dreamed of arriving in Cornwall but not being able to find Polperro. Ramon dreamed of standing on the beach while Federica drowned out to sea. He did nothing to save her.




  Chapter 5

  When Federica awoke she was disappointed to see the sea mist swirling dense and grey outside her window, obscuring the morning sunshine and silencing the birds. It was chilly
  and damp. Her mother always told her that the sea mist was sucked into the coast by the heat in Santiago. If it was really hot in the capital, Viña was misty. Federica hated the mist. It was
  depressing. Then she forgot all about the dreary skies and pulled her butterfly box onto her lap. She opened it, moved it about, ran her fingers over the stones, pleased that the light was still
  there causing the iridescent wings to shudder and tremble. That was how her mother found her, absorbed in Ramon’s magic world of make-believe, somewhere amongst the mountains of Peru.

  Helena had barely slept at all. Or at least she felt she hadn’t slept. Her head was heavy and pressured. She had taken painkillers and hoped they’d be quick to take effect. She
  padded into Federica’s room in her dressing gown, followed by Hal who was already dressed and playing with his new train. When Federica saw her, pale faced and grey around the eyes, she
  noticed immediately and asked if she was all right.

  ‘I’m fine, thank you, sweetie,’ Helena replied, forcing a thin smile. But her eyes didn’t smile. They remained dull and expressionless. Federica frowned and closed the
  lid of the box.

  ‘You don’t look very well, Mama. Shall I make you breakfast? Where’s Papa?’ she asked, jumping off the bed.

  ‘Papa’s still asleep, so best not to wake him. Why don’t you put on your dressing gown and we can make breakfast together?’ she suggested, patting Hal on his shiny head
  as he passed her making train noises. Federica scrambled into her dressing gown and wondered whether her father would remember his promise to take her to the beach with Rasta. She hoped he’d
  wake up and not spend all morning in bed, as he was apt to do. She skipped lightly down the stairs, through the hall and into the kitchen. Hal sat on the floor running his engine over the
  terracotta tiles, under the table and chairs, talking to himself and still making the noises of a train.

  Federica helped her mother lay up for breakfast in the dining room. When her father was at home they stopped eating in the kitchen, which was an English habit of Helena’s that she had
  never dropped, and ate like Chileans in the dining room. Lidia would arrive at ten to clean the house and cook the lunch. Ramon rarely went into the kitchen. He had grown up with staff, unlike
  Helena, whose family kitchen had been the very heart of her home.

  Ramon awoke to find himself alone in the strange bed. It took a moment for him to remember where he was and for the heavy feeling of his wife’s unhappiness to find him again. He cast his
  eyes to the window where the curtains danced with the cold breeze that came in off the Pacific bringing with it the damp sea mist. He didn’t want to get up. The atmosphere in the room was
  stiflingly oppressive. He wanted to cover his head with the sheets and imagine he was far away on the clouds, above the mist and the misery that hung dense upon the walls of the house like slime.
  He lay there with a sinking feeling in his chest, suppressing the impulse to get up, pack his bag and leave.

  Then he heard the gentle footsteps of his daughter. The sinking feeling turned to one of guilt and he peeped out over the sheets.

  ‘Are you awake, Papa?’ she asked. He saw her expectant face advance, her large blue eyes blinking at him hopefully. She treaded softly so as not to wake him if he was still sleeping.
  She moved slowly like a shy deer uncertain whether the animal in the bed was friend or foe. Ramon pulled the sheet down so that she could see he wasn’t sleeping. Her face lit up and she
  smiled broadly. ‘I’ve made you breakfast, Papa,’ she said and her cheeks shone proudly. ‘Can we go down to the beach, even though it’s misty?’

  ‘We can go to the beach right now,’ he said, brightening up at the idea of getting out of the house. ‘We’ll take Rasta with us. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?
  Then we’ll head off to Cachagua.’

  ‘Mama says it’ll be sunny by the time we get to Cachagua,’ she said, jumping from one foot to the other impatiently.

  While Ramon was in the bathroom Federica skipped around the room, opening the curtains and making the bed. She was used to looking after her mother, but looking after her father gave her more
  pleasure. It was a novelty. Ramon ate his breakfast for Federica’s sake. Hal had finished his and was playing quietly by himself in the nursery. His interest in his train far exceeded his
  interest in his father, whom he looked upon with suspicion because he sensed the strained atmosphere as all small children do. Helena sat at the table sipping a cup of black coffee. Ramon noticed
  her eyes were red and her face sapped of colour. He smiled at her politely, but she didn’t smile back until Federica bounced in with hot croissants. Only then did she sit up and make an
  effort to act as if everything were normal.

  After breakfast Ramon once again took Federica by the hand and led her down the road to the beach, the other hand holding onto Rasta’s leash. Federica no longer cared whether it was sunny
  or misty. She was with her father, just the two of them. She felt special and cherished and she hugged the butterfly box tightly against her chest. They took off their shoes, Ramon’s large
  brown explorer’s feet made Federica’s small pink ones look even smaller and more vulnerable. Together they walked up the beach, letting the sea catch their toes and cover them with
  foam. Ramon told her stories of the places he’d visited and the people he’d met and Federica listened transfixed, begging for another one until they were on the road to Cachagua,
  driving through the mist up the coast.

  As they left the town behind them the road ascended into the pastoral charm of the countryside. They passed small villages of brightly painted houses with crude corrugated tin
  roofs and glassless windows into dark interiors. Open fruit stalls spilled out into the road and mangy horses and carts ambled up the sandy tracks driven by weathered Chileans in ponchos. Skinny
  dogs sniffed the dry ground for something to eat and grubby-faced children played with sticks and faded cans of Coca-Cola, their large black eyes staring at the car with curiosity as it sped by.
  The road was dusty, with the odd precarious hole here and there. They stopped after a while for a break and a drink. The mist was beginning to lift and the sun push through. The shade of the
  slender acacia trees darkened as the light intensified behind them, fighting its way through the fog. Federica sat drinking a large glass of lemon soda while Ramon chewed on an empanada.
  The dark Chilean children sat in a huddle against the bleached wall of the shack, watching Federica and Helena with wide eyes, whispering behind their hands, longing to creep up and touch their
  white angel hair to see what it was made of.

  Helena and Ramon each felt much better being out of the house, away from the place that represented nothing but unhappiness for Helena and disappointment for Ramon. With the emergence of the sun
  they began to smile at each other and abandon themselves to the cheerful chatter of their children. The strain in Helena’s eyes lifted and the colour returned to her cheeks. Ramon hoped that
  perhaps she might change her mind. A couple of weeks away would do her good.

  Mariana and Ignacio took breakfast in the dining room as the sea mist made it too unpleasant to eat outside on the terrace. When Estella entered with the coffee and toast, in
  her clean blue uniform with her raven hair shining and loose down her back like a glossy pony, Mariana noticed there was something different about her and mentioned it to her husband.

  ‘Looks the same to me,’ he said, raising his eyes above his glasses to see her better. ‘The same to me,’ he repeated, returning to the large puzzle he was busy putting
  together.

  Mariana watched her pour the coffee. She definitely looked different. It wasn’t the hair, because she often let it down. It was something about her face. She was wearing more makeup. Her
  cheeks were pink and her eyes shone like wet pebbles. She smelt of soap and roses and her skin glowed due to the oil she had rubbed into it. Mariana smiled and wondered why she had made such an
  effort.

  ‘I think she’s got a “friend” in Cachagua,’ she said to Ignacio, who wasn’t remotely interested in the private life of his maid. ‘Yes, she must have a
  suitor, Nacho. Now I wonder who that could be?’ she said thoughtfully and rubbed her chin with her sensible brown fingers. Estella noticed Mariana watching her with a knowing look on her face
  and blushed. She smiled back nervously and turned away, fearful that Señora Mariana might guess the reason behind her blushes.

  By midday the sky was a majestic blue, the last of the mist burnt off by the fierce heat of the December sun. Mariana sat in the shade on the terrace, listening for the sound of the car, quietly
  doing her embroidery while Ignacio wrote letters inside. She had been to check the bedrooms and bathrooms and came away very pleased with their new maid who had carried out her every command,
  forgetting nothing. She liked the fact that the girl had initiative. She went that little bit further without being asked. Mariana swept her soft grey eyes over the dark wooden terrace, at the pots
  of plants and tall palm trees that gave it respite from the sun and noticed they had all been watered. Now she hadn’t asked Estella to do that, she had taken it upon herself without waiting
  to be asked. That was initiative, she thought to herself contentedly.

  As the car descended the sandy road into Cachagua, Federica rolled down the window and poked her head out. Cachagua was the most charming of seaside villages. A low wooden
  fence, partly obscured by rich green ferns and palms, surrounded each thatched house. Sometimes the only visible proof that a house lay concealed behind such an abundance of nature was the tall
  water tower that rose up to catch the rain. It was an oasis of trees – palms, acacias and eucalyptus. Their sweet scents mingled with the salt of the ocean and the bushes of jasmine buzzed
  with the contentment of bees. The sandy track weaved its way through the pueblo down to the long golden beach and navy sea. Ignacio and Mariana’s house was the nicest house in the
  village. Obscured behind frothy trees it resembled a log cabin on stilts with a large terrace overhanging rocks at the water’s edge. Inside it was sparsely decorated with brightly woven rugs
  and deep crimson sofas. Mariana had always had beautiful taste and Ignacio hated clutter. He had been known to throw his hands impatiently across surfaces that he felt were too busy, knocking
  everything onto the floor. He had a violent temper, which only Mariana could assuage with her calm, soothing voice and gentle manner, always detecting it early by the sudden swelling of his
  ears.

  As the car drove through the gates into the sandy driveway, Ramon beeped the horn. Mariana’s heart jumped in her chest, more out of surprise than delight, for she had drifted off and
  forgotten to listen out for their arrival. She called to her husband and, getting up slowly – age didn’t allow her to leap to her feet as she used to do as a young woman – she
  made her way through the house to greet them.
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