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Chapter 1:
CHUCK FROM DOWNSTREET




 

I can’t tell this story just as one story. Because there’s not just one: there’s many, so many, more than the leaves on the trees of the woods, more than the little grains of sand on the beach, more than stars in the sky. It may even be that one story has people that appeared in another, or happens at the same place, or seems alike. But each one is different, and has its own importance, just like each person in them.

There are stories that were told to me, ones that I read, ones that I created myself, and ones that I was there to see what happened. There is no story more or less important. This we find out later, when we see if we’ve learned anything from it. Then it doesn't matter if we were there to see it, or if it’s exaggerated gossip, or if it's an invention. If we learn something with a story, it was worthy to be told.

Those that came before me wrote exactly about that: stories need to be told. That’s why I do it. That's what I'm going to do now.

Which will be the first story? That I learned quickly. If we want to tell a story, we just need to remember how it started.

Another thing I learned is to say early the names of people, places and things that are important. Because then, it becomes easy when we want to tell what happened to them. Then I'll just say my name. I am Chuck, although at home they call me Bert, because my full name is Charles Robert, my older brother is called Charles Albert, my father is called Charles Junior, and my grandfather is the first Charles. It's pretty confusing, and it doesn't get any better with the nicknames. My grandfather all his life was Little Chuck, then my father ended up being Big Chuck. My brother ended up being Chuck. And I became Bert. But my brother, out there, likes to be called Bert. And I like to be called Chuck.
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Didn't you understand? It's gonna be easier, since the stories I'm going to tell don't happen at home. So, to shorten things: my grandfather is Little Chuck, my father is Big Chuck, my brother is Bert and I am Chuck. There you go.

My mother's name is Cecilia. She is the only woman in the house, which she makes a point of mentioning every, I don't know, half an hour, along with something about us driving her very crazy.

And this is my inseparable companion, Meteor. Of course I won't let you take it! You see with your hands, by any chance? Sorry. It is my most precious possession. It was from my father's. He gave it to me. It's my yo-yo. Look, it has this star on the side that changes color as I move it. On the other side there was another one, but it fell. And around it there is this plastic that was transparent, but after a while, it started to get scratched and chipped and turned white like that. I've already changed the string too. Another time, I'll show you the tricks that I know to do with it! Anyway, it appears in the story as well. You'll see.
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Our family lived in a nearby city, but my father got a job in the capital and we moved here. We first lived in a small apartment, near a busy avenue, and my mother kept saying that it was very dangerous for me and my brother to go out and play. But then, when we were in the room, or playing video games, she would get worried, wanted us to be able to go out, get some sun, breathe fresh air.

That's why we moved to Woods Street. Because it was less dangerous! 

Oh, if my mother knew it.

We went to a house, with a little garden in front and a backyard. The house needed renovation, so on the sidewalk in front of the house they put a pile of sand and another of crushed stone, to the happiness of children. Coming in through the gate, the little garden had some bushes and flowers. There was a gate through which you could go through a side pass straight to the backyard, which had an orange tree, a mulberry tree, and a pear tree.

Inside the House, grandpa had a room all to himself, the largest room was our parents’, and I had to share a room with my brother. I didn't care. I was never home. Me, my Meteor, my cap and my skateboard were on the Street at the first opportunity!

Bert was five years older than me. When we went to Woods Street, he had already twelve years. He was getting old. Look, I’ve learned to tell stories; this is the kind of detail you don’t tell freely. Remember what I said about age, believe me, it's important.

I was five years old. But until my mother felt that we were familiar enough with the neighborhood and the residents for me to walk the Street alone, I was seven, and even then my brother went with me. I mean, technically he'd go out and come back home with me. Bert wouldn't even enter the house if he hadn't found me and brought me along. The opposite wasn’t true, I mean, if I came home without him, mommy would only ask if I had seen him or knew where he was.

Woods Street wasn't called really that. It had the name of someone. Of three someones, if you count correctly. It would run around the Woods —that was also named after someone—and after a certain stretch, its name would change. And then the name would change again. What for, right? The Street is the Street, and the Woods are the Woods. There, way simpler. And it's not just me saying that, everyone in the neighborhood called it that.

At one corner of Woods Street there was a park, with a lake, a bike trail, an amusement park, and a very large shed with an important name: something Convinced. Convention? We called it the Castle. That part was busy; if not because some event, there were always people working out, going to the amusement park, or resting on the grass by the lake. Until the edge of the Woods there were trails, leading to glades with barbecue huts and exercise equipment, some made of logs.
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But the real Woods began after the trails. There, the trunks were closer to one another, the branches lower, the canopies tighter. It was dark inside there, and whenever you could see the ground through the bushes and tree roots, it was covered with a carpet of wet, rotting leaves. Puddles of water remained there for a long time after a rain, because the sun couldn't reach them enough to make them evaporate. 

A river ran almost all the way through the Woods to the park's lake. At the other end of the Woods, following the river, you could see that it emerged from beneath the Street through a huge pipe that looked like a frightening and awful maw from which all that water flowed, and that’s why it was called the Mouth.

So there was Woods Street on one side, around the part of the Woods that we knew better. And then there was the Other Side of the River, a distant, unexplored and unknown land.

The Street itself had everything. Following it, you could see the houses and residential buildings, where I lived; a stretch with a market, bakery, bar and cafeteria, a hardware store, a clothing store, a lottery and a pharmacy; the school where my brother and I studied; the Hunter's Square, with a church and a cemetery, and there on the other side, some warehouses and factories, a car repair shop with a junkyard, and a landfill.

The Hunter's Square was more or less in the middle of everything, and it had this name —which we gave, because the real name was, believe it or not, of someone— because the statue of a man, that was there, in the middle of a fountain. The statue was kneeling, and pointing a blunderbuss towards the Woods.

Now, you might be thinking that this must be some kind of sign in the story, "well" —that’s you thinking— , “there he goes again, saying there’s something in the Woods". You'd be right.

The children of the Street gathered on the Square. There was a playground there, where we started to play, before we scattered here and there. There was many children that came there, mainly because of the school, the park and the church, and this kinda helped shape the groups with which we spent more of our time. But it was a bit confusing, because the children could be part of different groups.
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For example, I played with the guys that lived Downstreet —this side of the Square, where the Park was. But beyond the Square was Upstreet, where people lived closer to the shops. And the Big Bottom, as it was called the most distant and poorest part, beyond the Mouth, around the landfill and the junkyard, also had its own group.

But I was also from the School Gang, which was the group that met after classes and included people from Downstreet, Upstreet, Big Bottom, and outside the Street. With the Church Gang, who came to masses and church school, it was the same thing. And the same with the Park Gang, that would rather stay there than on the Street.

The funny thing about all this is that the gangs from Downstreet, Upstreet and Big Bottom were kind of rivals, competing all the time, when they weren't fighting for real. But then, while the Street Gangs were fighting, there was people in them banding together because they were from the School, Church, or Park.

Now you know me and where I live! I can start to tell the story right, starting from the beginning. In a way, I’m already telling. Because as I said, it took time until I could walk back and forth in the street, and have friends to play. Until a certain point, I was Downstreet Chuck, because I lived on Downstreet, and there was another Chuck in the School Gang who, was called... School Chuck. Okay, I'll leave the explaining for when it’s really needed!

We used to play on Downstreet up to the Square. Our parents prohibited us from leaving the Street. We could play in the Park. Because of the fights, going into Upstreet or Big Bottom sometimes wasn't an option.

The Woods was something else altogether. Playing on the edges or along the trails was a calm adventure. And venturing a little into the Woods, the Gangs could even do it, if there was lots of people and until a certain time. But into the Woods’ deeps, no one went, even in daylight.

Nobody smart went, I mean.

I was at the Park that day with people from the School Gang. It was me, Leo, Upstreet Matthew, Lygia, Peter from Outside, Blonde Anne, and George of the Twins. His brother wasn't there, I don't know why. Anyway, it was already getting close to go-home time, and it's always at these times that the fun gets better. We ran out of the Park, everyone together, in two lines behind one of us, because we were playing train, and the conductor at the front would run and stop, and everyone behind had to do the same. Little by little we would switch the conductor and the train went wherever he wanted.

 At that time, the Downstreet and Upstreet Gang were in one of the many fights, and if any opportunity to embarrass someone from the other Gang appeared, it was taken. And Upstreet Matthew was always provoking the others to go deeper into the Woods, saying that if anyone went in, he would go in too. And no one ever went in there, and if anyone refused, he somehow called him a coward, even himself never going in alone.

When it was his turn to be the conductor, the train was at the entrance of one of the trails in the Woods, and Matthew was leading everyone along the trail, the children started laughing, having fun, and the train went in more, and more, until it reached the deepest clearing, where the trail made a turn to go out of the Woods.
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