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    To my dear son Andrés,




    who asks me every day if I’m writing a book


  




  

    Highway to hell


  




  

    





    





    





    It had been a while since the low fuel light on the gas gauge had turned on, and he hadn’t even realized it as he passed the sign for the next gas station. He wasn’t able to think about what he was doing. The last time he’d stopped to refuel, he spent forty euro. He crossed some four hundred kilometers, or at least he thought so. He wasn’t thinking clearly. Until now, he wasn’t conscious of what was happening, and he was very afraid that he’d become stranded in the middle of nowhere.




    “How did I get here?” he asked himself aloud without anyone answering his question.




    The cowardly decision that he’d made tormented his barely lucid mind. He would sleep on the highway that night, parked on the shoulder, in temperatures that were around thirty-two degrees, and in addition… without gas. He would have time to think about what he’d done, nothing really bad but…




    “How did I get here?” he asked himself again.




    That question had been bouncing around his head for hours, maybe days or even months, since the moment that he began his fall into hell. The gas gauge wasn’t blinking on or off anymore. That red light on the dashboard stuck in his retina like hundreds of needles.




    For the third time, the question arose in his head.




    “How did I get here?”




    A voice from inside answered him.




    “Because you’re a coward, and you’ve always been one.”




    “Who said that?” he screamed, looking around. But he got no answer. No one responded…




    In the same instant, the motor began to fail. The highway was deserted and there wasn’t anyone to give him a hand. For the first time, he found himself truly alone in the face of a situation that he couldn’t control. As well as he could and using the inertia of the car, he parked on the shoulder. Without even taking the key out of the ignition, the car turned itself off with a groan.




    What was it that really passed through his mind? So many things and nothing at the same time. So many contradictory feelings that seemed like they would burst out of his head. He didn’t know how to even express it. It seemed like his mind had turned into that of a child and had nothing more to give. Or was it more like an elderly person’s?




    Locked in the car, time passed. Night had fallen and the cold began to creep under his clothes. “How ironic!” he thought. After everything he’d done to survive two suicide attempts, it was strange to think that he could possibly die just when he’d decided that he only had one thing clear and it was that he wanted to live. With difficulty he got out of the car, and upon opening the door, a gust of cold wind froze him to the bones. “How ironic!” he thought again.




    The moon, very red, poked out through the mist, but it hardly lit so much darkness. The blood color that shone foretold nothing good.




    The frigid night fell around him, and he felt it in his bones. The wind cut his face like a sharp knife. He got out of the car with the vague hope that someone would pass by in that moment to help him.




    “God!” He’d always needed help but never new how to ask. He was in the middle of nowhere and absorbed in his thoughts. He hadn’t paid attention to the direction he’d been driving in. A cold sweat penetrated his body, covering him in unexpected fear that he started to feel.




    “There isn’t anyone around. Absolutely no one!” he said.




    He began to walk away from the car though without knowing very well where he was headed. Soon the vehicle turned into an indefinable line on the horizon. A series of memories that he thought he’d forgotten marched through his mind. He remembered the day in which he’d seen the light, the smell of the delivery room, his first scream soon soothed by his mother. The big and small disappointments of his childhood and the negligible details that he kept from that time in his heart. His first love, the first kiss of his turbulent adolescence. The indifference that had marked him so much he thought he’d never feel like that again for anyone. And how could he forget that beating inflicted without any apparent motive by a father who he’d hated from that very moment.




    “How did I get here?” he heard again in his head.




    “Fighting, damn it! Fighting every damn day of my life,” he answered himself, but no one was around to hear.




    He put his head in his hands and began to cry. He was devastated. His heart beat forcefully, without control. Now his body trembled due to the cold, or was it due to fear? His hands…his hands weren’t able to control their trembling. He thought the best thing would be to get back in the car: his precarious and only shelter.




    So many bad memories piled up to get out of his head that it seemed like the pressure would shatter him, but he couldn’t avoid it. Staggering, he put the key in the door.




    But why was he only able to clearly remember the beatings that life had dealt him? Why were the good memories such a blur? Maybe you only learn from the bad things? He didn’t know if he should torment himself again about his past or if he should run away. But run away… from who?




    Suddenly, his cell phone began to ring. Without looking at the screen, he recognized who it was by the melody: his torment from the last few years.




    “What the fuck does she want now?” he thought aloud but no one answered.




    He stared at the name on the illuminated screen and listened to the song. Bon Scott belted out “Highway to Hell” and he was unable to respond. He didn’t even reject the call. The sound stopped unexpectedly and the silence settled in again, wrapping him up in it. The silence that was so unbearable to him. How ironic that that song had played! In reality, he was on a highway to hell, like the song said, without stop signs or speed limit signs, without anyone who’d stopped him…




    He didn’t answer the call because it wasn’t who he wanted to talk to at precisely that moment. But he didn’t have the courage to call the person who he needed to talk to. He knew what he felt inside without hardly knowing her and even in silence she knew his thoughts.




    At moments, he felt desperate, but as soon as his anguish disappeared what he felt was an enormous liberation. To feel free? What was that like? A feeling that he thought he’d lost like so many others. But really he asked himself if he had lost them or if he’d been robbed of them.




    He struggled trying to put order to his thoughts, or at least put them in a logical order. The night was becoming darker and colder. Would he get to see another dawn…?




    The hours passed in the total darkness of night. The deafening silence gripped him only broken by a car passing by at high speeds without any intention of stopping in such a wasteland. The cold was so intense that he could no longer feel his hands. Was it maybe a sign that the end was near? He simply thought the answer was NO.




    He wasn’t going to stay sitting in the car, waiting for the end. No, this time he wouldn’t stay without fighting for his dreams, in spite of what people thought. His life was the first thing he had to save and he had to do it soon, but he felt so weak. He was thinking these thoughts when his cell phone rang again, the screen lighting up in the dark. The number was private and the melody was the one for unknown numbers. For an instant, he hesitated about answering. He wasn’t interested in talking to anyone, especially someone he didn’t know. Besides, his capacity to respond was quite limited. Faced with the caller’s persistence, he finally answered. “Who could it be at this time of night?” he muttered inwardly.




    “Hello?” he said in a gravelly voice. “Who is it?” he insisted in the same tone.




    “Is this Alfred Jones?” he heard a masculine voice say on the other line.




    “Who is this? Who’s asking for him?” he demanded to know almost angrily.




    “Please, could you tell me if you are Alfred Jones?” the caller insisted with urgency in their voice.




    “I’ll repeat, I want to know who it is,” he said in an angry tone.




    “We’re calling, sir, from the Police, missing persons unit,” answered the caller. “We’ve received a notice about the disappearance of a person. Now, would it be possible for you to indicate if you are or are not Alfred Jones, please?”




    “Yes, I’m Alfred,” he answered indifferently. “And I’m not missing. I don’t know where I am, but there’s a big difference between that and being a missing person. Can you tell the person who notified you that I am lost but not missing and that for the first time in fifteen years I am ok? A little fucked, but ok,” he let out that earful of words almost without breathing and very agitated.




    “Excuse me, but I’m just following the protocol for these cases, nothing more,” the Policeman answered without changing tone, seemingly used to these types of reactions.




    “I’m sorry. I’m a bit flustered but I’m calming down now,” he apologized not very convincingly.




    “Alright, if everything is ok I won’t bother you more. Goodnight,” responded the official and hung up.




    “Goodnight?” he thought. “What would they know?” If they only knew the conditions in which he found himself, or better yet didn’t find himself. The conversation had been so fast that he couldn’t have even asked for help. And since it was a private number, he couldn’t call back. It was clear that the clock was ticking and he had to make a decision. He’d always had difficulties making them, and the one time he’d taken the plunge, he was so lost he didn’t know what to do.




    He considered the options he had.




    Go back to his routine and empty life? Try to follow his dreams? Stop dreaming and live the “harsh reality?” Keep dreaming in spite of having to be hungry and forget his “former” status? Were they even “options?” Or was it simply how life shows you more paths to take? Why was it that for so long he’d felt like he was living in quotations?




    “It’s still so cold!” he said aloud.




    “And it will get colder if you don’t start moving,” repeated the voice that was answering him and which he still didn’t know where it was coming from.




    “Thanks for the encouragement,” he answered with irony to the unknown voice. “You’re a great help at the moment,” he continued sarcastically.




    “I’m not here to encourage you,” it answered. “I’m only here to remind you how things are. And I remind you that you’re running out of time.”




    “Please, shut up!” he blurted at the voice, more fearfully than authoritatively. “I must be really unwell to get mad at an ‘imaginary’ voice.” Again with the quotations!




    But how right the voice was. He was running out of time and all because he was stupid enough not to have noticed the low fuel light…




    “How did I get here?” he asked again aloud.




    “You were running away. You still haven’t realized that?”




    He began to get fed up with that voice, but this time the answer had come out of his own mouth. How many hours had he been stopped there? He’d totally lost his sense of time, though that feeling was not new. Lately he felt like it slipped through the fingers of his hands just like the sand in an hourglass.




    He ought to make a quick decision about what to do with his life. He tried to shake off the lethargy in which he was immersed. The lethargy that wouldn’t let him think. The lethargy that wouldn’t let him choose which path or option to take.




    He would go little by little. The first thing that he had to do was get out of where he found himself however he could and react before it was too late.




    He tried to warm himself up even though he got the feeling it was basically impossible. He couldn’t feel his stiff hands or legs due to the cold. The temperature had dropped quite evidently.




    He tried to grab his cell phone but he could hardly hold it. It would slip out of his numb hands. He didn’t even have the strength to turn on the screen. He wanted to see the time.




    It fell out of his hands onto the passenger seat. He cried out with rage and helplessness and a tear slipped down his cheek, its path freezing and stinging in the frigid night. Each breath of air burned his lungs.




    He couldn’t stay there, waiting for his end. He hurried to get out of the car however he could. He opened the door with difficulty—his limbs were stiff—and got out of the car without looking. He only heard the screech of the breaks of that enormous truck and the gleam of its headlights breaking the impenetrable darkness. After that only silence.




    He didn’t even have the chance to feel pain or to see his whole life flash before his eyes in the last second of his existence.




    Inside the car, Bon Scott singing “Highway to Hell” began to play once more. No one answered that cell phone again.


  




  

    Good morning


  




  

    





    





    





    That morning, she got up like normal despite it being Sunday. She often tossed and turned under the sheets, but today she felt so alive that she had to get up immediately.




    Without making a sound, she raised the blind enough so that the first rays of morning sun shone faintly into the bedroom.




    She sat in the armchair that was in the bedroom. She was nude but she didn’t care, despite the temperature of the room not being very high. She was very comfortable: more comfortable than she’d felt before in her life.




    She put her feet up on the chair, hugging her legs and feeling very sensual. She stayed like that for some time, contemplating the man who was still lying in bed under the sheets and remembering the most intense and sweet evening of her life.




    Smiling, she remembered those moments in which both of them had felt a little clumsy, like two teenagers without experience. It wasn’t that she was remembering, but the tender way he treated her: getting her to feel very comfortable in every magical moment, making her feel like a woman, which she hadn’t felt like in a very long time.




    She continued thinking about her lover as he slept. “He’s not very cute or attractive,” she thought. “But what does it matter?” She liked thinking about him, going over his skin with her eyes. He seemed to feel it, moving slightly as if a chill ran down his body with her gaze.




    She got up from the chair and she slid under the sheets again. She didn’t want to wake him or break that magical moment.




    “Maybe it was a dream,” she wondered. No, it wasn’t. It was real. It was very real and she gently moved closer to his body, curling up against him and feeling his warmth. Without waking, he settled in to the shape of her arm and again she felt loved.




    She hugged him intensely. Her lips melted into the skin on his back and she caressed it with a soft and warm kiss.




    With the tip of her index finger, she drew a heart on his chest. Before finishing it, he woke up. Taking her hand and lacing his fingers in hers, he put them firmly on his chest. She could feel the strong beat of his heart and gave him another kiss on the back. Slowly he turned, and hugging her softly but tightly, their bodies melted together.




    With her sweet gaze she told him that she didn’t want to wake him. Putting his finger softly on her lips, he told her not to say a single word that wasn’t about love. She kissed his finger delicately as if her lips were silk. In his arms, she felt soft and delicate. With a look, he responded that it didn’t matter.




    They melted together in a tender and sweet kiss, their lips caressing together. Little by little their bodies intertwined under the sheets. For an instant, she felt like time had stopped and he winked knowingly at her in that moment.




    Between them, there were no words. She felt so loved that they didn’t matter. They couldn’t express even a small part of what she was feeling. With just a look, a kiss and that warm hug, it was enough to express such an intense feeling.




    Face to face, going over him with her gaze, a smile surfaced on her lips, reminding her of last night when they loved each other as if tomorrow didn’t exist.




    “Good morning,” she whispered in his ear, pushing aside his hair.




    They hardly knew each other, but from the first moment that their paths coincidentally crossed, in that precise moment, they knew that their existence would not have made sense if they weren’t together. Their looks hid feelings of a sad past full of break-up letters, unanswered calls, abandoned and devastated hearts from the excessive ambitions of other people that seemed important at some moment in their lives. The past didn’t exist on their dates—maybe they hadn’t had the chance to talk about it—but in reality, they were only concerned with the here and now.




    At the end of the night, he accompanied her to the front door of her house. He parked the car a few meters ahead, between the semi-darkness that was left by two streetlights that hardly gave off any light. The road was deserted, and it didn’t seem like parking the car here would bother other drivers. In spite of the lack of light, he was able to contemplate the beauty of his companion. He didn’t want to rush the moment, so he would say goodbye with two kisses, one of them on her lips and a “Goodnight. Have a nice rest.” But before he could say even the first word, she leaped on him and their bodies melted into one through their lips, softly but intently without the gear stick getting in the way. After what seemed like an eternity, their lips separated slowly. Both of them lowered their heads as if in a way they felt embarrassed by what they had just done, like two teenagers discovering love. They didn’t say anything for awhile. They limited themselves to exchanging gazes: the type of gaze in which you say everything without pronouncing a single word.




    Her hair fell sensually over her shoulders. The first two buttons on her blouse were innocently undone, showing the top of her ample breasts. Their gazes melted into excessive desire. Again they wrapped themselves in the arms of the other, first in a shy hug and then embraced more tightly. They kissed intensely, devouring each other with the hunger of desire. He could smell her perfume strongly and at the same time her skin, clean and smooth under her blouse excited him even more.




    She laced her fingers in his hair and clasped them behind the nape of his neck to draw his lips to hers one more time. Their tongues got tangled up in a fiercely moist fight. There were no words, only throaty sounds: a rhythmic but intense breath, aroused by the passion of furtive lovers that had gone too much time without love.




    An unending kiss excited her breathing when their caressing was more daring.




    Suddenly she separated from him, her cheeks wet.




    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t. Right now, I can’t do this.”




    She seemed to feel uncomfortable for seducing him and then cutting it off so suddenly. He realized this and whispering he said, “You know that you don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to. I don’t…”
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