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Absentminded, the boy contemplates the landscape that seems to chase them from the other side of the window. The trees, scattered in small groups throughout the extensive and practically plain terrain, seem like strange animals fleeing terrified from some unknown danger.

This time he travels in a modern police vehicle, its ashy color making it conveniently camouflaged, and that, apparently, is in charge of these types of transfers. 

It still echoes is his ears the severe words that the judge of the juvenile court, designated by the law, uttered to decide his fate. Actually, nothing has been as he hoped for. Obviously, he’d imagined something worse. Even the way the judgment went had seemed almost unreal to him, not even close to the image he had imagined in the previous days. In fact, it reminded him a family reunion more than a trial for attempted murder.

Although a couple of weeks has passed from all of it, he still keeps vivid the image of the other kids transformed into human torches, chirping and stirring themselves until falling in the ground for a last and useless effort to put away the flames, while he comfortably sat below the sink, watching them with indifference. 

"I have to say that, in the several years I've been judging, I've not known such heinous or sordid crime than the one that I have the obligation to judge here today. I'm not able of comprehend how a little boy of just fourteen years old was capable of planning, organizing and executing an act so vicious and cruel against another human being. However, I hope that staying in a juvenile detention center helps you to reconsider your actions, and that someday you come to regret the great suffering that you have caused, not only to your poor victims, but also to their families." 

He doesn't remember saying a word during the judgment, except to recognize all the facts when being interrogated by the public prosecutor. He also remembers giving a really quick smirk when hearing the word "victim" during the tedious assertion.

And he doesn't think he'll ever regret it, just as the judge had insinuated. 

He does not know.

The police vehicle that was transferring him slowed down while approaching a building that looked more like a huge summer camp than a reformatory itself. It's located in a rural area of Abarán, near a hill, and surrounded by towering pines that gave the place a beautifully bucolic aspect. 

They make a short stop at the blockage that leads to the precinct, right now it's closed. After a brief conversation of one of agents with the bored man who took care of the entrance, which isn't possible to hear due to the protection screen that isolated him in the back seat, he watches the barrier rising sluggishly and the car finally going inward. 

The boy watches with interest what will be his residency during the next years; three identical barracks, but painted in different colors for some strange reason, are aligned in parallel in front of another white construction with a more modern look, composed by three straight lines and beautifully glazed.  It's precisely where the police vehicle heads to; one last time it stops silently near the main door.

He was always conscious that what he was going to do would lead him here; in any moment he sheltered the hope of avoiding it: it was the expected. He even remembers searching the internet for information on how exactly worked the regime in these places, a few day days before what happened, during the meticulous process of planning. He had seen several similar pictures in many places throughout the country so nothing that he was seeing there caught him by surprise. Despite the overall peaceful aspect of the center, he wasn't fooled: he knows perfectly that now his life was going to be very different. That he won't be able of communicating with his family, — although this doesn't worry him much right now...he prefers it to be that way for now — or to use his time as he pleases. 

He's no longer free, he's an inmate.

He gets out from the car, aided by a policeman who leads him to the main door of the glazed building. There, he's introduced without further details in a little room with no windows or mirrors, where they meticulously search him and register his belongings. For a moment, a hint of rage looms in his eyes as he watches the monitor throwing carelessly in the ground the clothes that were neatly folded by his mother in the previous day. But he immediately tries to deviate the course that his mind takes because it starts to hurt.

When the painful process ends, the policeman says goodbye and leave him alone with the monitor that, taking advantage of that, gives him a sly look. 

"Hello, baby", he says in a mocking tone. "Are you the pyromaniac? We have never had pyromaniacs in here before. Your parents never told you that you shouldn't play with fire? That it can make you piss on the bed?"

Tall and broad-shouldered, with a square face and stupid and cruel traits, the fellow who's in front of him gives him a bad feeling. He looks too much with another person. 

"Yes. I really like the fire", he answers. Immediately afterwards he gives a smile that looks more like a grimace. The monitor, suddenly serious, pierces him with a surly tone:

"In that case, don't you worry. Here, you will learn fast. I promise you.”

The boy keeps silent. He knows when he should keep his mouth shut.

The door is opened again and a bigger, taller and extremely thin individual, with a straight and sad face, introduces himself as Marcos, the monitor coordinator.

"Well, kid, I can see that you've already met Fran, one of our most appreciated monitors. If you join me for a moment, we'll complete some simple bureaucratic procedures..."

The boy, after collecting hastily his suitcase, accompanies Marcos to the outside of the room. Before leaving, he directs one last look to their backs and surprises the monitor smiling maliciously. 

And in the end, they always come back...
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When half way through the journey of our life

I found that I was in a gloomy wood

because the path which led aright was lost.

And ah, wow hard it is to say just what

this wild and rough and stubborn woodland was

the very thought of which renews my fear!

Dante Alighieri

The Divine Comedy

Inferno First Chant
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CHAPTER 1


SANTIAGO
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He wished he could disappear: to simply not exist anymore. 

He knows perfectly where mom keeps these pills that you take to sleep; for her a half one is enough to make her fall into a deep sleep for several hours. Santiago thought that, perhaps, if he takes all the content of box at once, it'll be enough.

He had already asked himself, in a previous occasion, what would happen if he died. Would it be like going to sleep? An everlasting unconsciousness, without thoughts or dreams? He doesn't know it, but he seems to be sure enough that it wouldn't be a lot worse than what had become his life.

He had almost done it after he got back from school. Not her, neither dad was at home yet: today they worked until late. He entered their room, and after a quick search among the underwear, he found the comforting blue box. Diazepam, says the obverse. It contains some very small white pills, representing his salvation. The final flight, the ultimate peace, moving away from them forever...

He has remained with the box in his hand, still in his parents' bedroom, looking, without really seeing, towards and through the mirror.  Time seems to have stopped as Nacho and the others return to his mind. Again they are in the schoolyard, during break time, in the farthest corner. One more time, they surround him and make an effort to hide him from the group of teachers that, maybe, at this moment, talk wildly near the door of the school while rush to finish one last cigarette.  

Nacho pushes him again and again against the wall while insults him: "Fat faggot", "Nerd” or his favorite “Bag of fat”, are the epithets he dedicates to him today. Once in a while, he smiles looking around, searching and obtaining approval from the other kids. Santiago can see that many of them focus him with their cellphones while letting out a little smile of joy. He doesn't even stand up to defend himself; he knows that any hostile movement from him can end up in a total beat up. So, with his head low, ashamed and trying to cover his face in his hands, he limits himself to endure the barrage of blows that comes next. 

This time he doesn't allow a single tear to flow from himself. While the months passed away, he’d learned to suppress them, in order to deprive his executioners from any extra fun; it's the last citadel of his almost annihilated dignity. 

Finally, he's thrown in the ground and, after snatching the rest of his sandwich lunch, Nacho scrubs it in his face, staining it with pieces of tuna and tomato. In this occasion, as novelty, he also raises Santiago's large buttoned shirt and leaves his bulky body uncovered. 

"Look, guys... he has tits and everything...! Eww, that's disgusting!"  Nacho shouts with joy, while pinching rudely his tits. Santiago hears perfectly the shrill laughter of the boys and girls that swirl around them. He wants to wake up but that's impossible. It's not just a nightmare today, it's all very real. 

In the end, he can’t avoid it: thick tears of shame and pain slides through his face. He is scared. Scared that they might see him crying again. Scared that this never ends; that Nacho and the others keep torturing him forever. Scared of being converted into a fluffy and nauseating trembling bag of meat, with no name, no value nor identity. 

A grown-up voice. A young teacher, that Santiago doesn't know more than just by sight, screams angry.

"Come on! Everybody out of there!"

He helps him to get up and, after directing a furious look towards the curious who gathered to contemplate the show, he gets back to his bully. 

"You, to the principal's office! Now!” He orders in an angry tone. 

"Whatever you say, teacher", answers the aggressor with a fake voice. He allows himself to make another mocking gesture before marching off. Some of his comrades take advantage to pat the back of their hero, trying to encourage him. 

Santiago then begins to notice a deep and intense nausea rushing him from the bottom of his stomach up to his throat, that burns in an atrocious way. Unable of avoiding it, he desperate holds the teacher like a castaway holds a lifeboat and, between painful rales, he vomits convulsively. The vomiting continues, again and again, and the world gets filled with little white and black dots that dance and spin before his eyes, like shooting starts. He's about to fall. 

"Easy", he hears the teacher whispering from far away. 

When it all ends, he helps the boy to get up and accompanies him inside the building. Now, it's silence, thick and guilty, that owns the schoolyard and that follows him in his shameful path.

Again the principal, this time accompanied by the adviser. Again, the same awkward, empty and powerless words. Again, helpless and double humiliated, he gets out of the office towards his home, knowing that nobody awaits him.

And now, there, still in front of the mirror in his parents' bedroom, he contemplates the little blue box that he holds in his hands. His salvation. 

He opens it and extracts one tablet of pills. He just has to pull out the pills and drink them with some water. And stop suffering.

Right away, he has another memory. It's the precious and crystalline smile of his little sister Teresa, yesterday in the afternoon, while she was drawing her favorite Disney character, Princess Elsa. When she finishes it, she puts her hands on his face and contemplates it with enchantment, something similar to admiration. He hugs her and covers her face with kisses. For a brief moment, he allows himself to be happy.

A moment of reflection; the shadow of a doubt; the wish of a hope. 

Santiago puts the tablet back in the box and hides it back in his mother's bedside table, among the underwear. With a sigh, he moves away from there. 

He couldn't do it. Remembering his sister, who loves him passionately, prevented him this time. He looks his watch, checking that there’s still one hour left to his parents arrive, and goes to bathroom. He throws the clothes that are dirty and still stained with blood in the ground, and makes a sad pile, pulling it with one foot.

Again, the principal's voice, Mr. Carlos, is back.

"Santiago, I'm really sorry for what happened, but little we can do... if you don't report it with your parents", the principal whispers without looking into his eyes.

He limits himself to stare fixedly the ground. He doesn't want that they punish Nacho and others. This would only intensify the attacks.

"Mister principal, we must inform his parents, the aggression was very violent...” shyly suggests the rookie teacher that had accompanied him there.  

The principal raises his look to the teacher, with a gesture of reprehension... “You shouldn't have sticked your nose where you weren't called", he seems to be accusing him of. 

"I'll write them a letter, of course, that Santiago himself can deliver it", he finally decides it, raising his eyebrows. "What do you think, Santiago?" 

The adviser, a young lady using too much make-up, watches him stupidly. When he raises his glance towards her, she turns her head to the other side, towards the window. Something more interesting seems to be happening out there...

The first to arrive at home is dad. He is a plumber, but lately he doesn't receive much work. Most of the time, when he gets back at midday, his rancid breath tells that he spends most part of the time in a bar. On rare occasions, however, he returns happy and exhausted, still carrying his old toolbox. In these times he smiles to Santiago and even gives him an affectionate touch in the shoulder. 

Some years ago his father never visited bars. He worked for a big construction company, and he was always busy. It's true that he almost didn't see him the whole day, but that was compensated by the happy air irradiating from him. They went together to a park on the weekends, not very far from their home, and pretended to play soccer. They always ended up crying with laughter, embraced on the ground. Later they would return home, dirty and sweaty but satisfied, to hear mom scolding them with a smile of complicity:

"Wow, you two are a disaster...! You can leave the dirty clothes in the washing machine already", she ordered while moistening her finger to clean the mud stains of his happy and sweaty face. 

But plenty of time has passed. He was eight years old and still wasn't the "fat faggot", nor the "four eyes", he was just Santiago, or Santi: a little robust boy that enjoyed a lot his school. He even had two or three friends with which he played frequently, and the best grades were his, especially in math. 

Santiago misses that time a lot. He even dreams sometimes that time has stopped there, that he's still a happy and normal child that doesn't have to fight every day in school to avoid that his lunch is taken away and, above all, that he can still talk with another kids. 

But at the same time he hates these dreams. He hates them because he has to wake up in the mornings to return to his everyday calvary. And he can't avoid that his eyes fill with tears every time this happens.

"Hi, dad!" He welcomes him when he enters. He immediately looks him in the eyes, trying to find out what is his mood today. Quickly, he realizes that wasn't any work. 

His father or, better said, his shadow, walks hesitantly towards the sofa, where he lets himself fall with his weary face. 

"Hello, kid, how was school today?" He answers him, dragging the words with difficulty. It's evident that he started drinking again. 

Nonetheless, Santiago gets closer to him and hugs him with certain anxiety. In some way he realizes that his dear dad feels defeated and that, just like him, bleeds on the inside. 

"Wow! He exclaims surprised. "Where this came from?"

"I don't know, daddy." He doesn't get away from him immediately. Again, some tears have escaped and he doesn't want his father to know. It makes him a little embarrassed because as he said himself, men don't cry. "I'm sorry", he rushes to apologize. 

"You have nothing to be sorry about. Come here, big man." And he hugs him again, this time stronger. He stinks of alcohol, but Santiago doesn't care. They stay, together like this, for a long moment, one that Santiago wanted to make eternal. He wished they stood hugged like this forever. There, safe and guarded from insults and blows, embraced in this magical circle that only the arms of parents are able of creating. But this isn't possible.

They hear a key turning in the door lock. It's mom, exhausted, getting back from a long day. For a couple of years now, she works for a cleaning company. For seven euros the hour, his mom dedicates herself to sweep and scrub several houses and buildings of town. She worked as a secretary in a chemical company before, but it closed almost at the same time that his dad's, so she was forced to search another job. In her hand she brings his little sister Teresa, who she just picked up from the children's school. The uproar and joy of the little girl contrast with her figure, once agile and youth, now was stooping and sad due the weight of wearisomeness and worries. She tries to recompose herself when entering in the living room and, for a minute, reappears on her face a project of a smile that Santiago misses so much. 

Paula is a strong and, up to now, self-confident woman. She knows that her husband has an alcohol problem: he hasn’t been able to endure the setbacks of the last years, and he tries to drown his frustration in wine. However, she trusts that, when things get better, he will return to be the loving and responsible husband that he once was. She's obliged to believe in him to keep going on with her life. 

The girl thrusts herself on top of Santiago and joins the hug laughing.  Paula, on the other hand, stays contemplating them in silence, surprised, and asks in a jolly tone while raising her eyebrows:

"May I know what happens today with the two of you? Where such affection comes from?"

"Hello, mom!" Santiago exclaims as an answer. "How was the job?"

"Exhausting, honey. Besides that a colleague was absent today...” she starts to explain. However, after seeing sideways that her husband has turned away ashamed, she quickly changes the subject. "Anyway, the usual. And you, how was school today?"

For a moment, Santiago keeps silence. He doesn't like to tell lies, and besides, he never knows how to do it well. Every time he fools his parents about something that happens to him in school, he gets the impression that, somehow, they know it. 

"Nothing special... today I was scolded by the math teacher because I forgot to do my homework... and to worsen it I fell again playing soccer...” He babbles something. 

His mom look at him worried. She knows that something happens with her son in the school, but the economic problems keep her too busy to think about him. However, on that day, a sudden intuition guides her to the dirty clothes bucket. There, she quickly finds the pile of blood stained clothes of her older son. 

"Santiago, come here, please", she calls him with the voice a little strangled.

He slowly gets closer. An intense blush covers his cheeks while he supports himself in the wall, facing her. Ashamed, he contemplates the stained garments that his mother shows him. Then he lifts his glance to her. She's not angry but sad and worried, which is even worse. 

"What has happened, actually?” She asks in a low voice, looking to the living room where the father remains, apparently, unalarmed. "Please, tell me, honey...”

"Nothing, mom... I promise... 

"I don't believe you... Did you fight with someone?"

"No..." His voice breaking against his will and, for the umpteenth time today, a treacherous tear slides through his cheek. 

"Honey..." His mother then whispers while enveloping him in her arms. 

Then it comes. First, some simple hiccups but following them comes a heartrending and somewhat violent weeping. He lets himself to fall broken on his mother, fearful and humiliated, all in one, and lastly some hiccoughs escape him when a torrent of sorrow and bitterness threats to drown him. At a certain point, he can't say when, his dad appears, surprised. Next to him his sister, who watches him with frightened eyes. He still has a shred of shame but this is finally confused among the rest of emotions. 

"I'm sorry... I'm so sorry, mommy", he says from very far away.

"It's ok, sweetheart... it's ok. It's not your fault", she whispers in his ear while carelessing his hair.
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CHAPTER 2


PAULA
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The peak of emotions threatening to drown her doesn't prevent her to enter in the office and seat in front of the principal, even before he can utter a word. She had prepared her speech carefully. She knew perfectly what she had to say to the person who had tolerated that her son was mistreated systematically by his classmates for more than one year without doing anything. 

By misfortune, when she's in front of him, she forgets everything. Her thoughtful speech is replaced by a burst of yelled words, or better said, vomited, that resumes all the fear, anger and wild hatred that she's been feeling for the last couple of hours, after obtaining from her son the confession of what was happening to him.

"Ma'am, please, try to calm down, and let me explain..." Babbles the insignificant and coward little man sitting behind the huge desk.

"Yes, please, explain to me. Explain to me how it is that my son is being attacked for over a fucking year by a bunch of bullies and the school has done nothing to avoid it. Explain to me why on earth he arrived at home yesterday with all his body bruised, and the clothes covered in blood. Explain to me why he doesn't want to return to the school. Explain to me why you haven't told me anything so far. EXPLAIN IT TO ME, PLEASE!” She finishes it, yelling again. 

"You must try to understand that our resources are limited. We don't have enough teachers to control all the schoolyard. These things happen... fights between little kids have always happened."

"Fights? THIS WAS NOT A SIMPLE FIGHT, YOU BIG BASTARD!" She finally breaks out. She immediately regrets the insult, but the last excuse of the odious character has depleted the little self-control that she had left. She begins to understand many things. In the principal's eyes, she realizes his incomprehension mixed up with another emotion. Fear, perhaps. Fear of a scandal, or that the matter slips away from his hands. She finally realizes that in front of her there isn't a person who is able of understanding her anguish. Just a cold and insensible concrete wall. 

She gets up from the chair, glancing with contempt and anger the poor little guy that runs the school of her son.  In this place, there's no one who can help them.

Already in the corridor, she stops for a moment and takes a deep breath. The conversation that she just had has made her aware of the actual dimensions of the problem, but she fails to see another solution than taking her son out of this school. In that moment, a tall and young man, with a brown and curly hair approaches her.

"Are you Santiago's mother?" He questions anxiously. 

"Yes... something happened?" She answers, unable of preventing the suspicious tone. The meeting with the principal left a bitter taste on her mouth and left her emotionally exhausted. 

"Pleased to meet you", he said to her, offering a hand that she accepted doubtfully. She doesn't know what he wants. "My name's Rubén, I am a Physical Education teacher. I have little time working here", he clarifies. 

"Oh! I'm sorry, I'm not really humorous...”

"Can I talk with you for five minutes...? Please? It's important."

"Yes, of course", replies Paula intrigued.

He accompanies her up to the other end of the corridor, where there is a small office.

"Come in, please", he asks and closes the door behind her after giving a last look in the hall.

Paula is confused. She still doesn't know what he wants. But, instinctively, the teacher's youthful face inspires confidence. 

"You were saying", she says in a questioning tone.

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry for all that's happening with your son."

"Thanks, but..."

"I was present the last time it happened", he interrupts her with a smile. "It wasn't a simple fight between kids. In my opinion, your son is suffering what is usually called bullying or school harassment." He rushes to explain to her.

Paula contemplates him for a moment, without being able of avoiding the incoming tears again. She doesn't feel irritated anymore, but weary. She fears that the panic finally takes over her, so she looks away for a moment. When she looks the teacher again, she can see that he has a handkerchief which she gladly accepts. It's not a Kleenex but a classic one of fabric, however it's clean. 

"I'm sorry..."

"You don't have to apologize for anything." 

"I'm scared", she confesses when feeling recovered enough to talk without breaking her voice. "I don't know what to do, I feel lost..."

"I understand. You could say that school harassment is a phenomenon that’s more frequent than they want to recognize, but I know that this information doesn't comfort you." 

"No", she admits, drowning a sobbing. "What I really need right now is someone to take the responsibility that my son will never sustain any more damage." 

"This is practically impossible nowadays", Rubén confesses.

"Impossible...?"

"One moment", he interrupts. "We could... "we" the school, could prevent up to a certain point that your son would stop being bullied inside school. To guard Santiago during break time would be enough for that. But you must understand that this may lead to intensification of the attacks...and, outside school, we can't do much. The problem of bullying is that it's quite serious and deep and interventions of another nature are required. Maybe some sort of preventive program; teaching values, educating staff... are things that aren't being done here.

"Why?" Paula asks alarmed. "I mean, if there's something that can be done to avoid that this keeps happening, why it isn't applied here?

"Well, you see, these programs aren’t currently present in study plans. Its implementation depends on the school policy... "

"I see. The bastard of your boss, you don't feel like..." She interrupts abruptly. "Forgive my manners, usually I don't express myself like this", apologizes Paula, still keeping her fists clenched as if she really didn't feel sorry. 

"It's the second time you apologize", Rubén points out, with a smile. "Listen, I've thought of something. Here, the address of an association of parents of children in a bullying situation. Get in touch with them. I believe they have psychologists and pedagogues. Perhaps they can help you. Meanwhile, I'll try to speak with the director on the subject. He's a somewhat timid individual: hates scandals, and he's one of those that prefer to look away instead dealing with a problem. But maybe he listens if I explain to him that it can get out of his hands..." For a moment, he contemplates the woman that, scared and angry, watches him from the other side of the table. "Mrs...."

"Call me Paula"

"Paula. I hate school harassment. It always gave me shame and repulsion, an act in which some threaten, intimidate, isolate and assault their weaker companions before the applause or silence of the rest. I believe that one of my obligations as a teacher is to teach children so they can be better human beings, and not only to be great experts of concepts without a glimpse of respect to others. I promise to help you in whatever I can.

"Thank you very much", she replies. Again the tears, this time of gratitude and hope. After wiping her face again she gives him back his handkerchief while with the other hand she takes the card that the well-intentioned teacher offers. "I was very lucky to have found you. I wish everyone was like you", she recognizes gratefully. 

"We are more than you think. Although, unfortunately, there are still some «ostriches» that prefer to hide their heads..."

Paula is still thinking in the teacher's last words as she drives her old Seat towards work. There are contrasts on them that leave a strange feeling on her, ambivalent. She feels confused. She doesn't understand anything. How is it possible that some kids, having the same age as her son, were capable of behaving so viciously against an alike? As if they weren't affected at all by others' suffering. As if they were unable to imagine how much pain they inflict. 

On the other hand, she feels determined. Her child will need her and she'll do everything she can to protect him. Yesterday, she simply felt as if she was bleeding on the inside when seeing her son frightened and ashamed at the same time... but why ashamed? This Paula doesn't understand.

She's in doubt. She thinks that the best would speak with her husband and make him aware of everything. Share with him her concern. Maybe, this will make the burden less heavy. But she fears that he can't stand it. Even though she loves her husband, she's aware of his limitations. She doesn't say it, and they don't talk about it, but she knows he feels defeated, overtaken by circumstances. In these moments he's not a good ally. 

She gets in the company's locker room and starts to undress herself quickly, replacing her tattered everyday dress for the gray cleaning uniform. She puts the rude pants of black cloth, the blue cap and closes her closet somewhat violently.

"What's wrong with you today?" Scolds Carmen, the manager. "You look a little angry."
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