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Chapter One

There is a place where the sky and the earth meet the sea. If you look

towards the horizon from the beach on a clear day, there's a chance you’ll spot the
island. It’s a tiny fishing island where everyone knows everyone else and where
everything that happens in every house — behind closed doors — can be found down
at the market the very next day, mixed up with the fish. But you won’t find this
island on a map. Only lost fishermen and the sirens can visit. While many children
have seen it, of those who have set out to look for it, none have ever found it.

It’s summertime, Candela’s favourite season, when there’s no need to go to
school and you can be out and about or down at the beach until late because it
doesn’t get dark. What she still doesn’t know is that this summer will be unlike
any other. Adventures await her, and dangers she cannot even begin to imagine...

What Candela loves most of all is getting up really early to run to the
beach to welcome the fishermen returning with their nets full of fish. She walks
to the edge of the sea, and a wave licks her feet. She takes a couple of steps back
— areflex action — before striding into the cool water towards the rocks. Through
the crystal-clear water, she sees a crab and some starfish. When the crab scuttles
under a rock close by, Candela hears the hoot of an owl. She jumps and
immediately looks around, surprised, because owls don’t sing during the day.
And she sees Valenti, laughing as he walks towards her.

Valenti is Candela’s best friend; they’ve known each other for ever.
Candela can’t remember a summer, or a class, or any other moment outside the
four walls of her house when he hasn’t been there. Now he smiles from ear to ear
as he approaches, his trouser legs rolled up and a butterfly net on his back,
pleased with himself for making her jump. Candela feels put out, but more than
that, she’s embarrassed she fell into his trap so easily. Valenti likes to do animal

impressions, and he’s so convincing; he always manages to fool Candela. She



can’t stay angry for long, and she smiles. She remembers all the times they’ve
played tricks on other people in the village, like the day they pranked the
shopkeeper who was relieving himself in the bushes. First, they rustled the
branches, then they howled like a wolf, scaring the shopkeeper who ended up
running away without even pulling up his trousers.

Candela has noticed that Valenti has been acting differently around her
recently, but she has no idea why and has yet to pluck up the courage to ask him.
She won’t today, either. Now, she follows him down to the beach, towards their
favourite hiding spot, still a little annoyed by the smug grin on his face. Candela
and Valenti clamber up some rocks and reach a hidden corner of the beach where
they can no longer hear the fishermen and where the strip of shore between the
sea and the cliffs is very narrow. There is an abandoned, upside-down boat,
which is their favourite place to hide. It was one day some time ago, while they
were playing on the beach, that Valenti had stumbled across the hull of an
abandoned boat with a small hole in it, a hole that was more than big enough to
make the vessel useless in the water. Valenti’s father makes his living from
repairing the fishermen’s boats and Valenti often helps. He had run to fetch
Candela to show her his find and to tell her he knew how to fix it; they'd be able
to go out in it, travelling far, far away, towards that stripe on the horizon. Candela
had laughed — he still has a lot to learn about boat repairs — and it was she who
had suggested they flip it over and use it as a small hut. That day, they carved
their names into the wood on the inside of the boat and promised it would be
their secret; they wouldn’t show it to anyone else, ever.

Since then, they’ve found old pieces of boats that have washed up on the
beach after crashing into the rocks or that have been abandoned beyond repair and
they’ve been gathering them to extend their own Aladdin’s cave. It’s quite big
now; they both fit in, admittedly, only sitting or kneeling. They’re happier under
the boat than at home. The shade protects them from the sun as they play for hours
with the shells and the sea turtles that swim to shore. In their treasure cave, they
collect stones of crystalline colours that the sea leaves behind on the beach, shells

that hold the waves inside them and castaway objects from times gone by which,



after swimming for so many years, have turned into marine fossils. They often
play at pirates, planning how to get more marine treasure and how to defend their
cave from any possible intruders. When they play at pirates, they put on funny
voices. Valenti even made wooden swords to defend themselves against the enemy,
and they practice on each other. They’ve been having a great time until Candela
easily disarms Valenti and, out of the blue, says to him with strange certainty,
“We’re going to get married.”

Valenti goes as red as a tomato, and Candela laughs mischievously.

“Liar! How do you know?” he says, embarrassed.

“I just do,” she replies, convinced.

He doesn’t know how to respond. Candela jumps to her feet and begins to

run home. Valenti is so surprised, he doesn’t have time to follow her.



Chapter two

From the beach, Candela can see the lighthouse that crowns the highest

point of the island. Its red and white stripes make it stand out against the white
houses with their blue doors and windows that line the narrow village streets.
Candela lives in the lighthouse with her parents, Pilar and Gabriel, and her
grandmother Adela. The lighthouse’s light is always on, even though its powerful
beams can only be seen at night, or when a storm or the mist means it stays dark
during the day. Candela is proud that her father has such an important mission:
safely guiding mariners and their ships to prevent them from crashing into the
rocks, even though it was sometimes the captain’s carelessness that caused
disasters, or so she’d heard the adults say.

Candela takes a shortcut through the rocks and arrives at the main beach
where she sees the fishermen unloading the day’s catch into baskets and folding
their nets. They're singing songs their fathers used to sing, songs their
grandfathers had surely learned from their grandfathers. For Candela, these songs
make her think of the sirens her father always talks about, the ones who sing
melodies that cause shipwrecks or save seamen during legendary storms. Candela
greets the fishermen, who joke with her.

“If your mother catches you out barefoot...!” says one fisherman to her,
with a toothless smile.

“We ought to wrap you in a net and toss you into the depths of the ocean,”
said his companion.

She laughs, knowing that they’re still making the same joke they used to
make when she was little, when the threat of being tossed into the depths of the
ocean would send her running. Now she’s twelve, she finds it amusing that the
fishermen still think she’s a little girl. When her mum treats her like a little girl,

however, it makes her angry because, while she’s expected to help with chores at



home, they never let her do what she wants, like she’s still a little girl. It’s always
the same, “You can’t because you might hurt yourself,” or “Maybe when you’re
older,” or the phrase Candela hates most of all, “I said no, and I mean no!” One
day, Candela answered back, “Well, I said yes, and I mean yes.” She still
remembers how angry her mother got; she had been sent to her room and not
allowed out until the next day.

Candela walks quickly towards the lighthouse until she reaches a house
that’s completely blue. It would seem abandoned if it wasn’t for a black plume of
smoke that constantly emerges from the chimney, night and day. It’s where the
village healer lives, who the gossips call a witch. Candela avoids passing too
close in the dark because all the village kids know there are wolves watching the
house. But today, she has no choice, not if she doesn't want to upset her mother.
Once, when she was little, she saw the healer in person. But she doesn't quite
remember what she looked like. When she had told Valenti about it, he'd
suggested the healer had bewitched her and wiped her memory. All Candela
could remember were two hands with impossibly long fingers twisted into
impossible positions with dirty, sharp nails. In any case, the village children
know the healer has wild, white hair as if she has an angry cat on her head, and
that she had toad-like eyes that see more than is simply in front of her. As she
passes along the path in front of the house, she glances out of the corner of her
eye and the smoke coming from the chimney turns into the shape of a wolf about
to attack. A large lizard sunbathing on the wall hides quickly in a hole in the roof.
Candela feels like the house is watching her and speeds her footsteps quicker.
When she hears the howl of a wolf and the rustle of some bushes, she can stand it
no longer, and without looking back, she runs as fast as she can until she reaches
her house. Grandma Adela, dressed in black — as always since Grandfather had
died — is sitting in her rocking chair staring out to sea. When she sees Candela’s
bare feet, Grandmother pretends to zip her lips shut and she gives Candela a

conspiratorial smile. Her granddaughter gives her a kiss before going in.



Chapter three

Candela arrives home hot from running under the sun and worried

because she knows her mother will tell her off for being late. When she opens the
door, she sees Maribel — her favourite aunt, her father’s younger sister — has come
for dinner. She’s younger than Candela’s mother and always wears her hair
cascading down her back, long and wavy. She usually wears make-up, and
Candela’s mother always scolds her for being so vain and for making herself
dresses that accentuate her waistline. When Candela grows up, she wants to be just
like Maribel. Maribel has promised to teach her how to put on make-up and she’s
even painted Candela's nails a couple of times behind her mother's back.

“It’s about time! What have I told you about running around with bare
feet?” her mother says, instead of “Hello”. Suddenly, Candela flinches. She’s filled
with foreboding and says, “Watch out! The pot’s about to fall!”

Her mother, who is busy chopping onions and tomatoes, looks at the pot
bubbling gently on the stove next to the open window and turns to Candela. “What
have I told you about telling lies? You nearly gave me a heart attack! Go and wash
your hands, and then come and help me set the table if you don’t want a clip round
the ear!

Before heading to the spiral staircase, Candela approaches Maribel, who is
peeling potatoes, and she gives her a kiss on the cheek. Just then, a black crow,
black as charcoal, bursts through the window, its enormous wings out wide, and it
knocks the pot, which crashes to the floor. The crow, disoriented and confused
swoops around the kitchen a couple of times, scattering black feathers and making
an almighty racket, before finding its way out through the same window it came

in. Her mother, who screamed as the crow came in, is calmer now and grabs a



cloth while Maribel crosses herself and stares at her niece in horror. Candela can’t
believe what has just happened, but she has no time to think about it because her
mother passes her a cloth and tells her to clean up the spilled soup, warning her to
be careful not to scald herself.

Candela protests that it wasn’t her fault, but her mother doesn’t take any
notice and, without missing a beat, she places another pot on the fire to heat water.
Grandma Adela has seen everything from the door and crouches with difficulty to
help Candela.

“Candeleta, your mother doesn’t want to understand, but you are very
special.”

Her mother glares at Grandmother and looks at Maribel as if to say, “Not
now,” but what she actually says is, “Don’t you start with your nonsense about
witchcraft; she’s too old to believe in all your fairytales.”

As she says it, her mother chops the heads off a couple of fish and drops
them into the pot with the bones. Candela doesn’t understand why her mother

never says what she’s thinking.



Chapter Four

That night, Candela can’t sleep, she keeps thinking about what

happened. She has a book open on her lap, but she stopped reading a while ago.
She can’t concentrate. She has so many questions she wants to ask her
grandmother because it seems she’s the only one who understands. Her mother
never wants to talk about why Candela often says things that come true without
any sort of logical explanation. Tomorrow she’ll tell Valenti about it. Perhaps
between them, they can come up with an explanation. An owl hooting interrupts
her thoughts and she runs to the window. She opens it and looks out into the
street looking for Valenti. She leans out a bit further to see better, and then,
suddenly, Valenti comes out of nowhere and tries to kiss her on the kips. Candela
is shocked and pulls away, confused, slamming the window. She watches through
the glass as Valenti, as red as a tomato, climbs down the tree in the garden until
he drops and lands on his feet on the ground. He looks up once more at Candela
in the window, then sets off at a run down the street. Candela has no idea what
just happened, but she suspects it might explain why Valenti has been acting a
little strange recently. Why did he try to kiss her and then leave like that?
Candela starts to worry. Perhaps this summer wouldn’t be like the others, and
maybe Valenti won’t want to be her friend anymore, not now she’s slammed the
window in his face. But what was he expecting, jump scaring her like that? Who
on earth would climb a tree to get to someone’s window like that? Despite the
confusion, Candela can’t stop smiling. And she didn’t even have time to explain
to him what happened that afternoon with the pot, or how angry her mother got
with her, even though it wasn’t her fault. What worries her the most is who she’ll

play with if her best friend keeps behaving in such a strange way ... When she



finally stops mulling about all these things, she falls asleep, but it’s not until the

early hours.



