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Preface
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The boy stepped out of the vehicle.

A quick glance around him was enough to convince him he was completely disoriented. Where was he? Why had his parents brought him here without any explanation?

“Dad,” the little boy asked in a small voice. “What’s this?”

The man exchanged a look with his wife and his eyes suddenly became moist. He knew he shouldn’t cry. He had to be strong now. He had decided this was the best option for his son. If his wife noticed him waver, or even blink slightly differently, she’d take the little boy, put him back in the car and they’d go home, where they’d pretend that everything was fine. They’d been pretending for quite some time now. Too long, to be honest. So the man held back the tears that were collecting behind his eyes and feigned the confidence he lacked.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “There’s no need to be afraid. No one’s going to hurt you.”

The mother watched the scene discreetly in the background. Her beautiful blue eyes were hidden behind sunglasses. This fall morning she was wearing a light floral-print dress with jet black heels. A tiny bag with a magnetic closure hung from her shoulder.

Suddenly, a blast of air rose and billowed out her dress like a sail. The woman looked at her son. Would this be the last time she’d see him? She thought, No, of course not. She could go and visit him whenever she wanted to. Dr. Scott had told her so countless times. But a part of her—one that didn’t believe in words or hypocrisy—knew better. That part was fully certain that this was not ‘see you later’ but rather ‘goodbye for ever’ and the most painful goodbye of her life. The woman couldn’t contain her tears and wiped them away with a cloth handkerchief she was holding in her hand.

“Stop it!” she admonished herself inwardly as she calmed down. “Now’s not the time....”

She and her husband had discussed it the night before. They couldn’t let their little boy see how upset they were. Not at this particular moment. The woman straightened up and looked ahead, pleading that their farewells be over as soon as possible.

The strong air current changed direction and blew down the forest slope. The treetops danced in unison.

“Son, listen carefully.” The man knelt down in front of the boy and kissed him on the forehead. His skin was cold and clammy. “It’s not easy for Mom and me....”

“What’s not easy?” the boy asked.

“... but you must remember we love you,” the man continued, turning a deaf ear. He had to end the scene now. He didn’t want to make it more painful than it already was. “Dads often have to make tough decisions and want—”

“Mommy!” the little boy yelled, seeing his reflection in the black mirrors of her glasses. “What’s happening, Mom?”

“Listen to me carefully!” his father ordered, hardening the tone of his voice.

“Why don’t you answer me, Mom?” the boy insisted.

The infuriated man grabbed his son by the shoulders and shook him violently.

“Damn it!” he roared. “Pay attention to me!”

The boy looked away from his mother and stared at his father’s enormous head. He was irritated.

“I want you to keep this, OK?” the man continued more gently, pulling a box out of his jacket pocket. It was rectangular and made of pine. Etched on its surface was a heart, inside of which was the word ‘Forever.’ With his hands trembling, he gave it to the boy. “Hide this. Don’t show it to anyone, whatever happens ... No one! Understand?”

The boy didn’t answer. He remained motionless. This couldn’t be happening. At any moment, his alarm would go off and he’d wake up in his bed. It would be Saturday and he’d spend all day playing video games. When the clock struck one and the bells rang, his mother would call him for lunch.

“Son, lunch is ready,” she’d say.

He’d hit the PAUSE button and run to eat before it got cold. Yes. It was clear. This wasn’t real. Just a dream. The strangest nightmare he’d ever had.

“I asked you a question!”

“Yes, Dad,” he said at last. “I understand.”

A tear slid down his cheek. Maybe this wasn’t a dream after all....

The man stood up, kissed his son again, and waved to the man in the white coat waiting on the stairs. The latter nodded and came down toward them.

“Very good,” he said to the couple, placing a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Like I told you on the phone, you don’t need to worry. Our center has the most advanced methods. Your son will be looked after by our best professionals.”

The father opened the passenger door and squeezed his wife’s arm, encouraging her to get inside the car.

“Let’s go, honey,” he whispered. “We’ve done the right thing ... We had no choice.”

She shuffled toward the car without much conviction, absorbed in her caustic soliloquies. Once she was seated inside the car, her husband closed her door and addressed the man in the white coat.

“Here. This is for you,” he said. “Make sure my son has everything he needs.”

From his jacket pocket he produced a yellow envelope.

“Don’t worry!” the other man assured him, grabbing the envelope quickly. His fingers slid greedily through the bills inside with the agility of a banker. “I’ll personally see to it that he feels at home.”

The man in the white coat then drew the boy toward him with a gesture that inspired both confidence and deep fear.

After taking one last look at his son, the father got into the car.

Soon after, the vehicle disappeared.
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Part One

Chapter 1
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“Don’t even think about raising your voice to me!” Rose Anderson warned her daughter.

Helen, not wanting to give up so easily, looked at her mother sarcastically and smiled defiantly. Then, to make her position clear, she crossed her arms.

“I’ll do what I want,” she said. “You can’t order me around.”

They’d been arguing for over ten minutes and Rose was exasperated. She had always been a patient woman, but her fifteen-year-old daughter tended to be extremely insolent.

“I’m your mother, do you hear? And believe me when I tell you, I know what’s good for you.”

“What do you know?” Helen snarled. “You’re a bitter old woman.”

Rose was shocked. “What did you just call me?”

“You heard me.” Helen moved closer to her mother until they were just a few centimeters apart. “A bitter old woman.”

“Take that back immediately!”

“I don’t feel like it.”

“Take it back,” Rose insisted.

“Never!”

It had been a couple of years now since Rose and Carl Winfrey, her ex-husband, had gotten a divorce (after which she had officially changed her surname back to her maiden name, Anderson). It hadn’t been at all easy to end things because, after all, they’d been married for more than twenty years. So Rose, reluctant to separate, had given Carl every chance a man could need to make amends. Unfortunately, her efforts were in vain. The years changed nothing.

It was at times like these though she wished she had a man by her side. A father figure to silence the screams of her teenage daughter.

“Do you know what?” There was no anger in her voice now, only sadness. “I’ve had enough.”

“Enough of what?” Helen challenged her.

“Of this conversation. Go to your room right now. Tonight you’ll go without dinner!”

Helen knew her mother well enough to know when she was being serious. Tired of fighting, Helen turned and headed for the stairs. She climbed to the top floor, stomping noisily with each step, and once she’d reached her room, slammed the door behind her with a huge bang.

Rose flopped down on the couch and took a deep breath. Her heart was pounding, and her hands were shaking. Why was her daughter behaving like this? Why had she changed so much over the last few months? Was she a bad mother?

Rose reached for her purse, which was sitting on a round, glass table, and took out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. She stuck a cigarette in the corner of her mouth, lit it, took a deep drag and, for an instant, managed to make her mind blank and escape the world.

This is better, she thought to herself. Much better.

After three more puffs, her anxiety had subsided. Rose twisted what was left of the cigarette in the ashtray. She watched the sinuous outlines of the last trails of smoke disappear like dancers at the end of their performance.

***
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After slamming the door to her room, Helen lay down on her bed.

With nothing better to focus her mind on, she stared at her poster of Kevin Stahl, the latest boy craze for teenage girls. Any girl who mattered had at least one photo of him.

In the poster, Kevin was scantily clad. His piercing blue eyes were staring straight into the camera and his lips were drawn into a sensual smile.

Helen fantasized a little, imagining herself in his arms, nestling her little head on his muscular abs.

Why did her mother always insist on making her life miserable? Why did she never tire of contradicting her?

Her mother had been smoking for more than thirty years so what gave her the right to berate Helen for having smoked one cigarette. Where did she get the nerve? Anyway, what Helen did was none of her mom’s business.

She was fifteen years old, and her mother still treated her as though she were a baby. This made her angry.

Furious, she got off her bed and went over to her sound system located next to the poster. She pressed the ON switch and put a CD of pop music into the tray.

The sound of electric guitars and the singer’s husky voice calmed her down. Helen glanced at the clock on top of her wardrobe and was amazed to see it was already after midnight. She undressed and pulled on her warm pajamas. The pajama bottoms had images of kittens playing with balls of wool. They were far too babyish for her, she felt, but they were extremely comfortable. Trying to ignore the emptiness in her stomach insistently demanding something to eat, she lay down on her bed and closed her eyes.

Tomorrow’s going to be a very long day, she thought to herself.

The last thing Helen heard before falling asleep was the pop singer’s broken voice, saying “I do what I want. Yeah, yeah. I’m gonna have fun. Yeah, yeah....”
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Chapter 2
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Just like every morning, Craig was waiting for Helen to walk to school.

It was barely three hundred meters away, but he wasn’t going to miss the only opportunity he had all day to talk to her. Unfortunately, although they were in the same grade, they were in different classes. Craig was madly in love with the girl, and just walking by her side was an honor.

It was cold that morning and Craig had covered his neck with a maroon scarf his grandmother had knitted him for Christmas. Winters in Worte were always cold, but luckily the worst was over. Still, the last traces of snow had accumulated on the roofs of houses and seemed reluctant to disappear. Craig clutched his warm woolen scarf to prevent the wind from seeping through. It took a great deal of effort to restrain himself and stop his teeth from chattering. Helen might appear at any moment, and he didn’t want her to see him shivering like a child.

Geez, how much longer is she going to be? he wondered, tensing every muscle in his body. I’m freezing.

The icy blasts of air hit him harder, cutting through his clothing.

Just as Craig was about to turn around and go to school on his own, the front door of Helen’s house opened, and she appeared.

Her purse was slung over her right shoulder—as fashion dictated—and her hair was fluttering like a copper flag.

“Good morning, Helen,” he greeted her.

He was so impatient to talk to her his words were clumped together, making them almost unintelligible.

Helen started walking without opening her mouth. As he came up alongside her, she shot him a look full of disdain.

“It’s very cold this morning, isn’t it?”

Helen sighed and shook her head. Without deigning to answer him, she continued walking. This was precisely what Craig loved so much: her self-importance. While the other girls at least tried to be nice to him, Helen didn’t seem to care at all. It was as if he radiated some kind of invisible force; something that was dragging him down; something he couldn’t fight against.

“Helen, I’ve got something that might interest you.” Craig reached into his schoolbag and produced a meticulously folded piece of paper. “Look!” Craig held the sheet of paper in front of the girl’s face, but she looked away. “Do you see? Next weekend, the first Worte Young Readers Club will start just a couple of blocks from your house. Isn’t that great? It’s a wonderful opportunity to share ideas and feelings about ...”

***
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Why? Helen wondered as the annoying boy continued talking. Why do I have to put up with him every morning?

Helen had tried every conceivable way to get rid of him, but nothing had worked.

During the first few weeks, she had limited herself to speaking to him in monosyllables, then by grunting, and lately, she hadn’t even looked at him. But despite everything, there he was. Why did he keep insisting?

It was true, the walk to school only took a few minutes, but she couldn’t stand the boy. She would prefer to walk in silence, listening to the howling of the wind.

“... we’ll be able to meet young people our age who have the same literary curiosity as us....”

This was too much and Helen, without holding back, stopped short and stared at him with her piercing brown eyes.

“Listen to me, you little twerp,” she reproached, full of rage. “I’ve had enough of you. Don’t you get it? I’m done! I don’t want you to talk to me anymore. Do you hear me? I don’t want to see you ever again in my life. Get lost!”

Helen thought she glimpsed a gleam of astonishment and then deep sadness in the young man’s eyes.

“But it’s a select book club,” he insisted, unable to understand why she wasn’t interested in such an opportunity.

“I don’t give a damn!” she shouted. “Just forget about me!”

***
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After getting rid of Craig, Helen continued walking.

She had too many things on her mind, and they all overlapped, creating a discombobulation of stress and uncertainty.

She tried to calm down and analyze what was bothering her.

On the one hand, she’d been going to school for several days now without having done her homework. It didn’t bother her, but her teacher had warned her that if she continued like this, he’d have to have a talk with her mother.

On the other hand, she refused to touch a book. This didn’t bother her either. She had discovered how rewarding it was to spend the entire day doing nothing. The problem once again was a possible scolding from her mother.

Helen was afraid Rose would ground her, stop her from going out with her friends, and lock her in her room like a princess in a castle.

As she approached the school, a strange feeling came over her. It was different from what she’d felt before. Helen was well aware what it indicated: she needed a cigarette.

With an experienced gesture, she tilted her backpack up toward her chest, unzipped it, and extracted a packet of cigarettes from inside. She pulled one out, lit it, and took a few puffs.

Helen was surprised because she’d been smoking for only a couple of weeks. Her first had been offered to her by Richard, one of her friends. She remembered that when she had first inhaled it, she had almost thrown up it was so revolting.

“OMG!” she had exclaimed, coughing. “It’s disgusting!”

Richard had laughed out loud, and Helen had wondered why he thought it was so funny.

“You’ll get used to it,” he said, patting her on the back.

The next ones she tried were only so that she wouldn’t look like a prude to her group of classmates. They were all smokers and Helen didn’t want to be rejected because they were the only friends she had. For her, smoking was a way of being accepted socially, a way to feel part of the gang.

That’s why she was surprised. She was now smoking for pleasure! How could she experience pleasure in something that had initially made her feel so nauseous?

“You’ll get used to it,” Richard had told her.

Nevertheless, Helen decided not to dwell on the matter any further. She had more important things to think about.

Suddenly, the school building rose in front of her as if by magic.

Helen dropped the cigarette butt on the ground and stepped on it with the tip of her right sneaker.

***
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Mr. Erwin had already started his class.

“Do any of you know who Cervantes was? Quiet now! Come on guys, don’t be shy. Who was Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra?”

After a few tense seconds, Elton, the class bookworm, raised his hand.

“OK, Elton. Enlighten us with your wisdom.”

Mr. Erwin’s irony was rather commonplace. He didn’t use it to make fun of his students, but rather as a way to liven up his classes and make them more fun.

Elton placed his index finger on his chin and stroked his sparse beard in a gesture of mystical wisdom. After much thought, he said, “I think he was a cripple ... or something like that.”

Mr. Erwin smiled his best smile and placed his hand on his temple.

“OMG!” he exclaimed, still smiling. “Oh my God!”

Stanley, the second-most nerdy student after Elton, raised his hand, eager to score some points.

“Yes, Stanley? Tell us something about Cervantes!”

“I believe our classmate is confused.” Mr. Erwin’s face lit up with hope. “Cervantes wasn’t lame, but cross-eyed.”

Mr. Erwin had to make a huge effort to contain himself and not burst out laughing at his students. Although his students’ ignorance was well worth laughing at, it wouldn’t be professional for a teacher to ridicule them.

“Sorry but you’re both wrong.” The teens exchanged looks of astonishment. “Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra was neither lame nor cross-eyed ... and he wasn’t sterile either.” Laughter.

Mr. Erwin was a man in his thirties. He had straight white teeth and brown eyes and he always came to work smartly dressed. That morning he was wearing an unbuttoned brown jacket and a sweater with purple diamonds. He wore an elegant watch on his left wrist that gave him a certain manly air.

Despite his age and the fact that he was married, his students couldn’t help but be interested in Mr. Erwin. He was a handsome, educated, mature man, and to top it all off, he could recite all of Shakespeare’s sonnets. On more than one occasion, Helen and her girlfriends had joked about how he’d react if any of them were to flirt with him.

“Students,” he continued, “Cervantes was one-armed. He lost much of the mobility of his left arm as the result of a gunshot during the battle of Lepanto. That’s why he’s known as ‘El Manco[1] de Lepanto.’”

“That’s it!” Elton said, snapping his fingers.

“But that’s insignificant. What he’s famous for is his literary production. Cervantes was one of the best novelists, playwrights, and poets in the entire world. It was he who wrote The Ingenious Gentleman Don Quixote de la Mancha.”

Just at that point, Helen entered the classroom.

Mr. Erwin stopped speaking and the classroom fell into an eerie silence. All eyes were on Helen who, embarrassed, was contemplating her situation.

“Well, well, well!” Erwin greeted her rather smugly. “If it isn’t Sleeping Beauty.”

Standing by the door, not daring to move a muscle, Helen blushed. Mr. Erwin might be very attractive, but that didn’t give him the right to make a fool of her in front of her classmates. Helpless, Helen felt her cheeks flush.

“Helen, do you happen to know what time it is?”

Helen just shook her head, not even daring to look him in the eye.

Damn it, she thought. Why didn’t I just stay in bed?

“Well, perhaps you’d be interested to know that class started more than half an hour ago.” Helen clenched her fists, fighting her anger. It was later than she had thought. “Please take a seat. When class is over, I’d like to talk to you.”

***
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Try as she might, Helen couldn’t listen to Mr. Erwin. He’d made her look stupid in front of her classmates and, worst of all, she hadn’t even reacted. She could have made up any excuse: she’d slept in, forgotten a book and had had to go back home to fetch it, fallen on the road and hurt her leg ... anything would have been better than saying nothing at all!

To make matters worse, Mr. Erwin had picked up on Helen’s mental absence and asked her a question to make sure of her disinterest.

“Helen, since you seem to be very attentive, could you tell us when Cervantes died?” Then, after asking the question, he smiled at her.

“March the first?” Her classmates began laughing. Helen was annoyed that she’d become the sudden focus of hilarity in the classroom. Why couldn’t they just leave her alone?

***
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Once class was over and all the other students had left, Helen made her way to Mr. Erwin’s desk. The teacher was putting sheets of paper into a black binder and arranging his books, stacking them up in a perfect pile.

“Do you know? I’ll never understand Italians,” he said, looking at his tower of books. “They really did a wonderful job when they built the leaning tower.”

As usual, he began laughing at his own joke. Helen couldn’t understand what was so funny about it.

“You wanted to talk to me?” she asked, wishing she could leave as soon as possible.

Mr. Erwin put down his documents and looked at her with his handsome eyes. The fluorescent lights in the classroom shone in his pupils, flashing like the reflection of the moon in the sea. For a moment, Helen could see behind those eyes and gaze into the soul of a sensitive and well-educated man.

“That’s right. I wanted to talk to you. The truth is I’ve been wanting to talk to you for several weeks.” Mr. Erwin sat back in his chair with a sigh. “Helen, I’m worried about you. I don’t know what’s going on with you.”

“Nothing’s going on with me,” she defended herself.

Mr. Erwin tightened his lips into what appeared to be a smile.

“You’ve always been a good student, Helen, but lately you’ve hardly attended class, and when you do, you’re late and you haven’t done your homework ... Is there something you’d like to tell me?”

“Of course not!” she snapped with hostility. Who did he think he was? Her father? Her problems were nobody’s business, much less a stupid teacher’s!

Mr. Erwin nodded, understanding that their conversation was over.

“All right then.”

Helen turned and left the classroom.
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Chapter 3
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Craig wasn’t going to give up. If chess had taught him anything, it was that no matter how bad the situation was, there was always a surprising solution that could lead to victory.

Often, to win, you had to sacrifice pawns, knights, bishops, rooks, or even your own queen. But it didn’t matter if in the end you managed to checkmate.

Just like he used to at a chessboard, Craig analyzed the situation.

It was clear that his priority at that moment was to win Helen’s friendship, but she’d made it clear to him that he wasn’t to approach her again. That was a big problem. It’s impossible to make friends if the friends you have in mind don’t want to talk to you.

“There must be something I can do,” he told himself aloud. “There’s always a solution.”

Craig had returned home from high school and was in his bedroom. Despite being fifteen years old, his room didn’t look as though a teenager lived in it. His bed was made without a crease in its top sheet and his desk was as neat as a pin and contained a gooseneck lamp in one corner. What’s more, instead of the usual posters of scantily-clad, sexy girls, Craig had paintings of landscapes. His favorite was a watercolor depicting a rainy scene. The water was pouring down, blurring the distant mountains in a beautiful combination of purples and ochre.

By the window was an aquarium containing tropical fish. Craig took great care of them, making sure every morning that the water’s pH was neutral and the temperature, 25ºC. He had about ten fish, which were swimming and sparkling in the light in all the colors of the rainbow.

Think, Craig, think, he told himself.

Craig got up from his desk and paced his room, brooding. Sometimes walking helped him think better. He circled the small bedroom about five times, racking his brains.

There has to be a way, he thought. There always is.

Suddenly, an idea came to him.

Craig stared at his image in the mirror by the fish tank. He had flat, brown, disheveled hair, and round glasses. In addition, his forehead and cheeks were covered with small pimples that would repel any girl. Craig understood why Helen didn’t want to see him. His physical appearance would put off any female!

Helen was popular and she talked to popular boys about popular topics, so it was understandable she didn’t want to have a friend like him. The first thing he’d have to do was find out what popular girls liked and try to share some hobbies with her. She should see him as a peer, not as a lab rat.

Secondly, he thought it might be interesting to observe the kinds of alliances Helen already had. He considered trying to look and sound like her friends as much as possible. He was willing to change completely in order to gain her interest.

Encouraged by his brilliant idea, he took one last look at his reflection. Then he took off his glasses and put them in a drawer.

***
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Carol was cooking lamb chops in a skillet. She was simultaneously slicing tomatoes, lettuce, and carrots for the salad as she removed potatoes from the deep fryer. After twenty years of cooking, Carol was quite the juggler. She needn’t be jealous of circus trapeze artists.

“Craig, dinner’s ready!”

Knowing it would take her son a couple of minutes to wash his hands and come down to eat, Carol took the opportunity to divide the chops and potatoes onto two plates and dress the salad. She knew it wasn’t a very healthy meal, but her job kept her from spending more time in the kitchen.

When Craig sat down at the table, his mother looked at him in astonishment.

“Son, where are your glasses?”

Craig had never been good at lying, much less to his mother. Up until then he had had no secrets from her. But for some reason, he decided he was getting too old to tell her everything.

Everyone has secrets, he thought.

Craig merely poked a few potatoes with his fork and popped them into his mouth. After chewing them, he said, “Sorry, Mom. I think I’ve lost them.”

Carol was surprised. If there was a word to define her son, it was order. For fifteen years her little boy hadn’t even lost Bobo, a teddy bear he had been given at birth. Craig kept everything, no matter how insignificant.

“Well, not to worry. Anyone can get confused,” Carol told him, dismissing it. “Tomorrow we’ll go to the optician, and I’ll buy you some new ones.”

Two minutes later, Craig got up from the table.

“Finished already?” Carol asked, puzzled. “You’ve hardly touched your salad!”

“No ... I’m coming back.”

Craig left the kitchen and headed for the living room. There, on top of the marble countertop, was the remote for the television. He picked it up and returned to the table, whistling nonchalantly. He sat down, pointed the remote at the television, and pressed the ON button. The screen lit up and a woman appeared giving the weather forecast for the next day.

“Clear skies throughout the northern part of the country with the possibility of showers in the community of Ritlew.”

In her left hand she held a pen, which she was using as a pointer. The tip pointed to a round cloud partially covering the rays of an orange sun.

“In the south, the presence of fierce winds from the east will continue to cause low temperatures and—”

Craig hit the + button and the woman disappeared. Carol watched her son somewhat uneasily. What was he doing? If she remembered correctly, this was the first time in his life that he’d gotten up to fetch the TV remote while they were eating. Usually they’d tell each other how their days had been. She’d tell him little anecdotes about her work, and he’d tell her about his most remarkable moments at school.

Without saying a word, Craig zapped through various channels. He finally selected one with canned laughter.

Carol was, to say the least, speechless.

“But honey, what is this show?”

Craig shrugged and speared another potato with his fork.

“I don’t know but it seems interesting.”

A man and a woman appeared on the screen. Carol guessed they were married. They were both sitting on the couch, staring blankly ahead. He had his hands crossed over his plump belly while she was filing her nails. They were having the following conversation:


“Hello,” the husband said.

“Hi,” the woman replied.

Canned laughter.

“Would you like to do something?”

“No.”

Canned laughter.

“Well, I’m going to the washroom,” the man informed her.

The woman shrugged.

Canned laughter.



After listening to fifteen seconds of the conversation, Carol placed the palm of her right hand on her son’s forehead.

“Are you feeling OK?” she asked. “Do you have a fever?”

“I’m fine,” he answered, lost in thought.

Carol had barely half an hour to eat before going back to work, so she decided not to inquire into her son’s sudden change in behavior.

He’ll get over it, she thought.
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Chapter 4
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According to the clock on the wall, it was eleven p.m., and the seconds were ticking away with implacable coldness. The longer hand moved slowly, as if it were made of lead. The silence was only broken by the sound of the pendulum, which was swinging at a dizzying rate.

Helen gobbled down her frozen pizza without taking her eyes off Rose, her mother, who, in turn, was staring back at Helen grimly.

Since their argument the night before, they hadn’t spoken. Helen remembered she had called her mom a ‘bitter old woman’ and had yelled at her in a tone that no daughter should ever use. Deep down, Helen didn’t want to make her mother suffer, but she was reluctant to apologize. Rose had reprimanded her because she had discovered a packet of cigarettes in her purse. The first thing Helen couldn’t understand was why her mother was looking through her things, and the second was, who she was to reproach her for anything. Rose had been smoking for many years and Helen believed a mother should set an example through her actions. She had every right in the world to be pissed off!

“So? What now?” Rose asked, finally ending their muteness. “Are you planning to spend your whole life not speaking to me?”

It took Helen a great effort not to smile. She had won! Her mother couldn’t take it anymore and had broken the silence. She mentally scored herself another point.

Seeming indifferent, Helen shrugged. She leaned across the table and reached for the last slice of pizza. The melted cheese looped down in a rubbery string.

“Helen, you know how much I love you.” Rose’s eyes were glassy. “By God. I’d give my life for you!”

Helen couldn’t be happier. She’d not only won the battle of not speaking, but the war of pride. Her mother was falling apart by the second, crumbling like a house of cards. Satisfied with herself, she took a bite of the pizza and savored the moment.

“I can’t stand this situation.” A tear slid down Rose’s cheek to her lips, which then contracted into a bitter smile. “Please, Helen. Everything I do is for your own good. Don’t hold a grudge.”

As if the woman before her were nothing more than a figment of her imagination, Helen finished her slice of pizza in utter silence. After swallowing her final bite, she stood up abruptly, dragging her chair noisily.

“You know what?” she asked, addressing her mother for the first time in twenty-four hours. “You’re a bad mother!”

Rose felt faint. Why was she saying that? Didn’t she realize how much she had sacrificed for her? Helen had hurt her heart and had shattered everything she had fought for.

Suddenly Rose felt her strength leave her. She didn’t want to face her daughter again. She wanted to shut herself away and cry until the pain was gone.

“You heard me,” Helen insisted. “You’re a bad mother! If I smoke, it’s none of your business. Do you hear me? I’m old enough to do whatever I want.”

***
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Helen slammed the door to her bedroom with a tremendous bang. She hated her old lady more than ever. She couldn’t wait to turn eighteen, leave home forever and live independently. She just wanted others to see her as an adult and treat her as a responsible woman. Was that too much to ask?

Frustrated, Helen lay down on her bed. She had to show her mother she wasn’t a little girl and that she deserved to be treated according to her age. As she considered how she could earn her mother’s respect, she opened the top drawer of her nightstand and reached for the packet of cigarettes. It was empty.

Damn! she exclaimed as she crumpled up the cardboard and tossed it in the trash can. I’ll have to buy some more!

She knew that buying tobacco was a challenging task for a teenager. This one had been given to her by Richard, who was of legal age and could do whatever he wanted. How she wished she could enjoy the privileges of an adult! A couple of weeks ago she had tried to buy a packet herself. She had smoked the last cigarette and had called Richard to ask him to get her a new pack, but his cell phone was busy. Helen told herself she couldn’t always be dependent on Richard, and it was time for her to act like a woman. She had kicked off her shoes and tiptoed across the room to the table where her mother had left her purse. Her trembling fingers had opened it, and when she had reached for a ten-euro bill (it will be more than enough, she thought), she had felt like a real thief.

Before going out to the store, Helen had taken off her scrunchy and had let her hair fall around her shoulders. She was fifteen but her friends had always told her she looked a few years older. On seeing herself in the mirror with her hair down, she had smiled widely. She looked eighteen. She was convinced she’d be able to buy cigarettes without any problem. Happy, she had left the house with the ten euros in her jeans pocket.

Helen sank her neck into the pillow and remembered the shame she had felt when the clerk had asked her for her ID. Helen had told him she had left it at home and had asked why he needed to see it. The clerk had smiled at her and told her he couldn’t sell tobacco to minors. It was illegal.

That’s OK, she thought as she stared at her bedroom ceiling. For now, I’ll ask my friends for cigarettes. Then I’ll tell Richard I’ve run out and need more ... He’ll get some for me!

Just at that moment, her cell phone started ringing. Helen jumped to her feet and walked over to her desk where the device was vibrating to the beat of a polyphonic song. The screen read ‘Richard calling.’ With nervous fingers, Helen pressed the ‘talk’ key as she raised it to her ear.

“Hello?” she said, pretending not to know the caller’s identity.

“Hi Helen, it’s Richard,” a warm, friendly, male voice greeted her. “How are you?”

“Oh, Richard, it’s you!” Helen answered in a neutral tone. “I’m OK. Fighting with the old lady.”

There was a short silence.

“Right.”

“Why are you asking?”

Helen was trying very hard not to sound too eager. She had a crush on him, and it was difficult to hide her feelings. Helen would often fantasize about sitting in the passenger seat of his convertible with the window down and the wind blowing her hair.

“I was asking because I was planning to go to Kobla tonight for a few beers.” Helen jumped happily. “So, what do you say? Would you like to join me?”

Helen tried to relax. She had fantasized this moment for weeks, and now believed she was living her dream.

“What time?” she asked.

“Around midnight.”

“Midnight?” she repeated, stunned.

“Yes, yes ... of course.”

Helen had never gone out so late in her life. Usually, she’d go to the movies with her friends or to a pizzeria and before going home, they’d take a walk in the park. Then each of them would always get home before eleven o’clock.

Richard, at the other end of the line, sensed her indecision.

“Helen, are you still there?”

“Yes, yes,” she hesitated.

“Well, what do you say?”

For a moment, Helen was willing to say no, that she was sorry, and make an excuse. But then she thought if she wanted her mother to treat her like an adult, she should behave like one. Real women didn’t have to return home at eleven o’clock at night. They went home when they felt like it.

“Of course I’ll come!” she heard herself say. “You can count on me.”

“Good. Shall I pick you up?”

“No, no. It would be better if we met at the bar. OK?”

Although she was pleased that Richard had offered to come to her house specifically to fetch her, she didn’t want her mother to know.

“OK. See you then.”

Richard hung up. He hadn’t given Helen the chance to say goodbye.

***
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It was only a few minutes to midnight and Helen didn’t know what to wear. It’s not like she had a lot to choose from, but she wanted to be stunning. It was her first time going on a date with Richard and she wanted to impress him.

She had placed three dresses on her bed. They were the ones she liked the most, but she couldn’t make up her mind. One of them was black, bland like most of them, but it showed off her cleavage. The second was more youthful, sky blue and had a skirt down to her knees. The third was a simple floral-patterned dress that Helen had worn for her cousin’s christening.

After a great deal of thought, she chose the one that accentuated her cleavage.

Once she was dressed, Helen looked at herself in the mirror, in profile. She smiled, satisfied with how she looked. 

When he sees me, he’s going to fall over backwards.

Helen looked at the digital clock on her nightstand. It was 11:54 p.m.! Quickly, she picked up the high-heeled shoes with her left hand and opened the door with her right. She descended the stairs, placing her bare feet gently, trying to make as little noise as possible. When she reached the ground floor, she could hear the murmur of the television. Holding her breath, she headed for the front door, praying her mother wasn’t awake. She tiptoed across the living room stealthily like a butterfly and breathed out in relief when she saw her mother was sleeping. She was lying on the couch, curled up like a field mouse on a freezing, stormy night. The television was on, and the screen was illuminating her face in pale flashes. Without taking her eyes off her mother, Helen grasped the handle of the front door and turned it. As the latch released, there was a small click, but her mother didn’t hear it. Her eyes were closed, and her slow breathing indicated that she was sleeping soundly.

Helen stepped through the doorway.

I’ve done it! she told herself triumphantly. She won’t know a thing!

Once outside, Helen slipped into her heels and carefully closed the front door. If all went well, she’d go to Kobla with Richard, they’d have a good time, and she’d arrive home before Rose woke up to go to work.

Helen started walking. It was windy and she regretted not having chosen a different dress, something more appropriate for the temperature, or at least a jacket to cover her shoulders.

The last thing she thought before setting off was that it was a very chilly night. Then, she walked with no other company than the stars.
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Chapter 5
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Craig was walking Sauron, his poodle.

Since J.R.R. Tolkien was his favorite author, Craig had given his dog the name of the main antagonist of The Lord of the Rings, the Dark Lord.

The dog ran through the deserted streets, sniffing out the best streetlamps before lifting its leg. Like an expert wine taster asked to award first prize, Sauron sniffed them all carefully. The dog had insisted on going for a walk. As it always did, it had taken its lead in its mouth and placed it at its master’s feet. Then it had started wagging its tail and barking.

The moon had poked its huge silver head out of the clouds and was joined by thousands of stars, which flickered silently, bobbing, as if rocked by the sea. It was certainly a frosty night. Gusts of air whipped across Craig’s face, making his teeth chatter. Despite the sweater and overcoat he was wearing, he could feel his hair stand on end.

“Sauron, let’s go home,” he said, shivering.

The animal seemed to understand and headed back.

Craig appreciated his dog’s good sense of direction, because ever since he had taken off his glasses, his vision had been blurry. All the houses looked like his and he wouldn’t have been surprised if he had turned up at his neighbor’s instead. His eyes were stinging, tired from the exertion. Craig rubbed them with his fists.

Suddenly, a woman appeared. Craig wouldn’t have noticed her if she hadn’t been the only person he’d come across. Sauron, surprised by her presence, looked at her and tilted its head. The woman must have been no more than twenty years old and judging by the hurried manner in which she was walking, she was in a great rush. Her tall heels were hammering against the night’s silence. Craig thought she must have had a lot of experience walking in them, because the few times his mother had worn heels, she could hardly stand. The woman had dark hair and was wearing a low-cut black dress. Despite not wearing glasses, he was able to notice that detail.

As he got closer, he could make out more of her: brown eyes, lips painted with crimson ... Craig cursed his vision. It was Helen!

However, by the time he had identified her, the young woman had already disappeared around the corner.

Craig and Sauron looked at each other in amazement. What was Helen doing? Where was she going at this late hour? Why was she wearing make up? Did she have a boyfriend?

This last question shook Craig even more than the gusts of wind. He had planned to go to great lengths to win her friendship and was unwilling to continue wandering, letting himself be led by his poodle as if it were a guide dog. He couldn’t last much longer watching stupid TV shows like the one today. Nor could he continue to lie to his mother, pretending he had lost all the pairs of glasses she had bought him. And what good was it all anyway if Helen’s heart belonged to someone else? Why bother?

Be that as it may, there was only one way to find out. He’d have to follow her.

Craig decided he’d pursue her until he found out where she was going and if she was meeting anyone, then he’d turn around and go home.

“Sauron,” he said, tugging at the lead, “let’s keep going.”
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Chapter 6
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Kobla was an immensely popular bar for young people. Why it was so popular was a mystery since it was dirty, poorly lit and the drinks were very expensive. The air was so stale it made natural breathing a challenge. In addition, a perpetual haze of smoke made vision difficult and irritated the eyes. Although the illuminated sign on the door read ‘Kobla Bar’ in flashing letters, technically it couldn’t be considered a bar. Perhaps this was the reason for its success, since Kobla was actually a discotheque. It served only alcoholic beverages and played only electronic music.

At that moment, the place was chock full. It was Friday night and the number of young people gathered there dangerously exceeded the maximum capacity allowed. However, no one seemed to care. The more crowded it was, the higher the chances of meeting someone new. The loudspeakers were at full volume causing anyone near them to lose their hearing momentarily. Girls in cages hung from the ceiling. Unlike birds, they appeared to be enjoying their captivity. Dressed in their underwear, they were dancing to the music with rhythmic and sensual movements.

It was 12:26 a.m. and Helen hadn’t showed up yet.

Richard was starting to lose patience.

***
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Helen checked her watch and saw it was twelve-thirty. She tried to quicken her pace, but her heels were preventing her from running. The pathway on which she was walking was wet—a consequence of the intermittent rains Worte had been experiencing for several days. Helen had already stumbled several times and had nearly fallen once or twice. She decided not to push her luck. She certainly didn’t want to slip and get her dress dirty.

Streetlamps skewed the darkness with enormous cones of light, revealing the deserted streets. Other than a few cats sifting through garbage cans, there was no one around. Suddenly, Helen felt lonelier than she had ever been in her entire life. It seemed that each step was leading her to a different world. It was as if she were entering an unknown dimension.

After walking for a few more minutes, she finally caught a glimpse of the illuminated Kobla sign in the distance. The letters were flickering in bold colors.

Thank God! she thought.

She kept going until she arrived at the front door where a tall, strong man was guarding the entrance to the premises. His long hair was tied back in a ponytail and his face showed that he didn’t have many friends. Despite the late hour, he was wearing sunglasses.

“Good evening,” Helen greeted him.

“Good evening, miss,” he replied in a softer voice than one might have expected.

The man stepped aside, allowing her to enter.

***
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Sauron scampered down the street, moving its legs at great speed. The poodle was very grateful for the walk that night. Generally it wasn’t allowed out so long.

Between the two of them though, the one who seemed the least excited was Craig, who couldn’t manage to get warm. He felt like a complete idiot chasing Helen. Why was he, anyway? Why didn’t he just turn around and go home? His mother would start to worry at any moment.

But like a piece of metal drawn to a powerful magnet, Craig couldn’t change his path. He was walking about twenty meters behind the young woman, just enough so she wouldn’t be aware of his presence.

A few minutes later, the illuminated Kobla sign appeared in the distance. Craig watched as Helen quickened her pace and approached the bar. He saw her exchange a few words with the bouncer and then the man stepped aside and let her in. Helen disappeared behind the front door.

“Oh no!” Craig exclaimed, unable to hold back his frustration.

Despite the cold, and given how close he was, he wasn’t about to go home without finding out who she was meeting. He wished he had infrared goggles.

Trying not to let his disappointment consume him, Craig analyzed the situation.

Come on! Think! There’s always a solution....

It didn’t take him long to come up with an idea; it wasn’t a very good idea, but it might just work. He would try to convince the bouncer to let him in. He’d tell him he just wanted to say hi to a friend and that he’d be out in less than a minute. That way he’d have enough time to track Helen down, find out if she had a boyfriend, and disappear before she saw him. It was a brilliant plan!

The only downside was Sauron. A bar like Kobla was no place for a poodle, not even one as brave as his. Maybe the bouncer wouldn’t mind holding the dog for him. After all, it would be for less than a minute.

Satisfied with his plan, Craig headed to the bar entrance. Sauron followed him, tail wagging.

***
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“Excuse me, sir,” Craig said to the man at the door. “Would you mind looking after my dog?”

Aaron, the man Craig was talking to, had been working as a bouncer at Kobla for a couple of years. Throughout that time he had seen many strange things, but nothing quite as odd as this.

“What did you say?” he asked Craig, thinking he’d misheard.

“I said would you mind looking after my dog?”

Indeed, that’s exactly what Aaron thought he had said.

“Hey, kid! Who do you think I am?” he asked rudely. “Go home!”

“I’ll just be a minute,” Craig insisted. “I just want to say hello to a friend. I’ll be out right away.”

As if it knew they were talking about it, Sauron was listening to the conversation. Its right ear moved with interest.

“Well you see, kid,” Aaron bent down to match their heights, “people under eighteen aren’t allowed to enter. Are you of legal age?”

“No, but since when has that been a problem?”

“What did you say?” Aaron asked, straightening up.

“What’s wrong? Why do I have to repeat everything I say to you?” Craig had won chess games against men bigger than the bouncer. That’s why he wasn’t afraid of him.

Aaron grabbed the boy by his jacket collar and led him off the landing. Seeing its owner being handled like a rag doll, Sauron began to bark.

“Listen to me carefully, punk!” Aaron snapped. “Go home right now. There’s no way you’re coming into this bar. It’s for adults only.”

“But the girl who just entered is the same age as me,” he protested, outraged by the bouncer’s actions.

“Scram!”
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Chapter 7


[image: image]




The first thing Helen did on entering Kobla was to ask a girl passing by her for a cigarette. She was older but seemed friendly enough. She had a small nose, and her hair was tied back in a thick braid. The girl looked at her in surprise then broke into a wide smile. Sure enough, she opened up her bag and offered her one. Helen raised it to her lips and thanked her. As she lit up, a sudden calm washed over her, tickling her stomach. Helen held the air inside her mouth for a few seconds and then, like a mythological dragon, blew out a huge cloud of smoke.

Looking around, Helen was surprised to see that most of the young people around her were smoking. For the first time in a long while, she felt surrounded by friends. Although she didn’t know anyone, it was obvious they had a lot in common.

It won’t take me long to meet new people, she said to herself, smiling. Under the fluorescent lights, her teeth gleamed like pearls.

Kobla had a large stage that served as a dance floor. On it, young people were gyrating with their eyes closed, nodding their heads to the rhythm of the music, and shifting their body weight from one foot to the other with disproportionate clumsiness. It seemed as though they were trying to recreate a primitive choreography, the first dance of Homo Sapiens around a bonfire. To Helen, however, it looked more like a gathering of zombies out of a horror movie.

She stood on tiptoe and tried to locate Richard but couldn’t. There were too many people, and the semi-darkness of the place made her task extremely difficult. It would have been like looking for a needle in a haystack in the middle of the night. Suddenly, Helen had a horrible feeling. She raised her left wrist and looked at her watch. She couldn’t see a thing. She moved the cigarette to the corner of her mouth and with her right hand, now free, pressed a small button that lit up the screen with pink flashes. It was 12:36 a.m. She had arranged to meet Richard at midnight exactly and was more than half an hour late. 

Oh God, no! Her heart sped up. What if he got tired of waiting for me and left? What if he thinks I stood him up?

Helen pushed her way through the crowd, hitting stunned dancers in her wake. They were so absorbed in the powerful music they didn’t notice her. A minute later, she had reached the bar where she saw a few girls clinking glasses over their heads, spilling a strange blue liquid in a euphoric toast. Their hair and tops were soaked, and they burst out laughing, as though it were the funniest thing in the world. From their wild laughter and the color of their cheeks, Helen thought they must have already had quite a few drinks.
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