THEY EAT GUINEA-PIGS IN PERU

Extract from Prologue

As the sun had gone down darkness had already invaded the world, making further writing almost impossible. Just then the bells chimed; and all at once Ellie was drawn to Vespers. There was no electric light in Copacabana; in fact no light at all. When night fell, the local people went to bed. In the hotel, as she had done, everyone used candles. The village was swathed in utter blackness as she stepped out of the front door of the hotel. Only the lake was irradiating a faint shimmer, but the Cordillera stood massive and coal-black behind the little houses.

….

With cramp in her fingers, she finally crawled into bed. Overcome by tiredness, she forgot to extinguish the guttering flame of the candle.

When she awoke the next morning, Ellie could hardly believe that it had not all been a dream. She had to pinch herself to believe she really was in Bolivia, this legendary country, on the shores of Lake Titicaca. Opening the window of her first-floor room, she watched the dancing sunbeams that rippled the surface of the lake. Sighing, she noticed a white motor-launch moored to the beach nearby. If only she could have a ride on the lake … but then she noticed a mechanic down on the shore, tinkering with the boat’s engine. Perhaps she could ask him to take her out into the Lake. 

Casting all thoughts of breakfast aside, she ran downstairs, leaving all her precious belongings in the room. But in her haste to greet the bright morning sunshine, she let her door bang shut. The candle on the table sputtered, tipped over and landed upside down on the floor. A wisp of flame curled round a lump of dust, fanned by the sudden wind.

Her mind made up to face up to her disappointment should it be private property, Ellie walked along the beach towards the boat. But the mechanic straightened up and turned towards her. With his hand brushing his flaxen hair, he suddenly rushed towards her, breathless with excitement.  

‘Madame,’ he exclaimed, ‘how are you? Don't you know me, Madame?’

He was speaking in a foreign language, yet somehow the words penetrated into Ellie’s subconscious. As she stared at the fair-haired young man, her mind in turmoil, she became aware that he was still speaking to her.

At that moment there was a roar behind her, a fearsome cracking noise and a whoosh of heat. Quite oblivious to the commotion starting up in the hotel, Ellie stared at the blond-headed mechanic.

‘Madame, it’s Hans, don’t you recognise me?’

‘Hans?’ she murmured in a daze, the aspirated sound of her Spanish ‘h’ somehow grating in her ears.

And then it seemed as if a great wave of emotion washed over her. The last thing she was aware of was his flaxen head leaning towards her, his mouth open in a round ‘o’ of surprise. And then the ground came up to kiss her face, as waves of acrid smoke poured over her head, and her world dissolved into blackness.

