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	Although life may involve pain of all possible kinds, somewhere there is a river with flowers who spread their fragrance after the most terrible storms. Death is out there, and it’s not the most important thing.
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	1. looking back

	2. with tree

	3. in a dark, cold place with some young people

	4. what I understood afterwards

	5. I discover that time passes

	6. a return to end this story

	

	



	

To my wife and children, without whom there is no inspiration for me. 

	To my parents. 

	To Trinita, Esther, Saúl y Jesús. 

	To the friends of my youth, many of whom, thank God, I am still in touch with. 

	To all those who believed in me, whom I do not name, but I bear in my heart.

	 

	

1. looking back


	
It all began when I accepted that one day I was going to die. I felt at peace. Perhaps that is why, once again, I was enveloped by a fragrance of red flowers, which could only come from a place I got to know when those flowers were no longer there.

	Time passed and I knew it was time to write, with a certainty which came to me like an eagle that perches slowly on the edge of a cliff on a sunny day, and looks into the past. I had to recount how one can be a child forever, although I can only say it is something which is discovered according to each one’s path, and that reaching the river of the fragrant flowers depends upon it. So I was to encounter once more those poor young people lost in a cold cave in who knows where, and the years and dreams of Aldemar. Although I had never forgotten them, neither had I tried to recall them with sufficient strength drawn from the memory of Tree.

	I could remember. To remember is to be grateful for the beautiful things in our lives. The bad things are meditated on without making compromises, and without letting them poison the heart. Then they are left behind, although at times this may seem at first like struggling for a while through turbulent waters.

	Today, when I can boast of memories of the brief youthful years, and the longer mature ones, I also smile as I calmly meditate on certain events that I only came to understand much later, and which caused me justified pain and even brought me to tears when I had them before me, as occurred that day. And all this because I was still no more than a child... Could it be that being a child is bad, considering that understanding those events, or simply accepting them, is linked to what one calls «growing up» or «life» when one is older, after having been indoctrinated by adults as to what one should think about childhood or the passage of time? The truth is no. It is beautiful not to understand the world of adults, who no longer understand the world of children, and to live immersed in the most innocent experiences, until age and existence take hold of one. Yet innocence can never be our only nourishment. It is a shame one takes so long to realize these things, and that often no one advises us about them!

	But I was with Tree.

	As I write these lines, I recall with melancholy clarity the hours that cause me to say what I say. I meditate on my childhood, not on my first school years, but on an earlier time, when I had not yet had contact with my first human teacher. That sounds strange: that an adult like me should suddenly want to go so far back in his existence. However, I am sure that I will be understood as soon as some of the pages that follow have been read; even more so if the whole book is read. If the person who reads this is a child in the true sense, he will not have prejudices, and together we’ll be able to talk with Tree.

	Tree, my first teacher, whose memory persists in ever new ways. 

	Years later I realized that the day of our final parting had to come. Of course, reviewing our life at a distance is a great help in reaching acceptance. Some may say that I have indeed matured, to which I must reply: «isn’t maturing the same as seeing certain aspects of our life from a distance?» Let each one of us decide. The truth is that deep down I didn’t think that was to be the day. 

	

2. with tree


	
At that time I was not living in the city, but in a beautiful country house, through the grounds of which flowed a river. A long time ago that river was called Ubawe by the natives, or so the local people said. Ubawe is supposed to mean «fragrant flower» in their language, and the river was named that way because of some fragrant red flowers that once grew along its banks. This is what my father told me one rainy night, shortly before the painful departure:

	—Son —he explained—, I understand that ubawe actually means «flower with fragrance». The local elders told me that after the river had risen and everything was calm, their fragrance could be appreciated nearby. I didn’t get to see those flowers. I don’t know what happened; they were gone when I was born.

	—What is fragrance, Daddy? —I asked.

	—A very rich smell, Ismael. Not a nice, normal one. A rich one.

	—You mean it smelled good after the river was stirred up by a storm or something like that?

	—Precisely. I would have liked to have been there at one of those moments, when the air was filled with fragrance.

	I thought for a few seconds.

	—Yes, it must have been nice —and with total ingenuity I asked a question that was somewhat uncomfortable—: What happened to the natives? I’ve never seen one around here.

	My father made a face as if to say «I never thought to ask about that». Giving a great lesson in honesty, he didn’t shy away from giving the only answer within his reach:

	—I don’t know, son.

	I was born in that country house, and didn’t move from it except occasionally until shortly before my seventh birthday. It was usual for me to take long, solitary walks in the countryside, as is often the case with children growing up in contact with nature. And sometimes I would do this while telling myself stories that I made up from the books my mother read to me, or that I took from our library, because I could read. In the case of the books that escaped my understanding, I would think of something from the illustrations.

	This behaviour was what made my parents uneasy, because they saw in it the beginnings of a solitary personality. It wasn’t that I didn’t play with kids my own age, or that I didn’t go out exploring in groups, but that someone once overheard me in happy dialogue with myself with no one around me, while I walked aimlessly and interacted with imaginary beings. Soon after, I was caught teaching myself in front of the big mirror on my mother’s dressing table. Today I understand their concern, but... Ah, how wrong they were! Who said that someone so young who let his imagination run free should be considered strange?

	The truth is that they were worried about something else that I discovered later, because none of all this was the reason that determined our departure. 

	I also used the long walks to make a certain visit. I would go to a hill, about half a kilometer from the house, which could only be climbed through a crevice on the side facing the morning sun. The other parts were too rough and more suitable for goats than for a man, whereas the crevice I am referring to was easy to climb up, because there was a real natural staircase. However it did become very slippery and dangerous when it rained. I still think of the many times I climbed up that crevice. One time it rained while I was up there, so I had to go down very carefully. Before I got to the bottom of the hill, my foot slipped and I ended up rolling like a ball the rest of the way down, letting out groans as I went. Fortunately, nothing serious happened to me except being covered with mud, suffering several bruises, and enduring a good scare. That was the only bad thing —if such an event deserves to be qualified as such— that happened to me because of, or during the visits to my teacher, my good teacher, up there at the top: Tree.

	And that was my life: running from one place to another, participating in the chores of country life, playing and —what I liked best— visiting my teacher, whom I never called that way, even though I do today. How was I to understand at that time the true meaning of this word, even though it was not unknown to me? That sometimes happens with the words that concern us most: we do not succeed in grasping their deeper meaning immediately.

	I was happy. I was satisfied with the life I was leading... until the terrible hour came. It so happened that I had told my parents about Tree. The consequence didn’t come immediately, but a few days later. However, that one thing had to do with the other was obvious to me.

	—Ismael —said my father—, as your mother and I once explained to you, you’re old enough now to start studying and learning properly.

	I knew what was behind those words. «Study» and «elsewhere» could have no other meaning than «departure».

	—But here I’m learning properly! —I protested as if by doing so I would achieve something.

	My father smiled understandingly. No doubt he imagined that my statement had something to do with Tree.

	—Yes, young man, you learn a few things here —he replied, perhaps convinced that calling me «young man» would get a better reaction from me—. The thing is that your mother and I want you to go to a school in the city. No matter how much you learn here, you will never learn as much as in a school, if you see what I mean. —I didn’t answer—. That’s why we’re moving to the city in a week! —he concluded unexpectedly.

	It was inevitable that I should associate the expression «we’re moving» with «forever». At that age one reacts without moderation, over time one learns to measure oneself. Or one should learn how to do so.

	It was quite a blow. Leave? That meant I’d have to separate myself from my dear teacher!

	—Yes, sir —I said obediently; and I ran to my room, where I cried inconsolably and wanted to die.

	I knew I was exaggerating, and that I hadn’t the slightest intention of admitting it. I wasn’t going to make any compromises.

	I was sorry I had told them about Tree. It hadn’t been my idea, but Tree’s. He said that no matter how much I trusted him, my parents should know about his existence and what we talked about, because someone so young cannot do things behind their backs.

	Since I didn’t like the idea, it didn’t even occur to me to consider that Tree was right. Which he was.
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