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PROLOGUE 

I

How much can someone forget about a tragedy which occurred during childhood and how much haunts you for the rest of your life, as a heavy and dark shadow attached to your skin, to each breath of your exhalation, along the walked path? This is what I am determined to discover, as I am driving, through the dark night, accompanying my loneliness and my sadness by the known sounds of the music that comes from the radio of the car at high volume. The female broadcaster, my only friend and mate in this long and difficult trip, has such a velvety, like voice as a warm and wet promise of pleasure, and she keeps, since midnight, introducing songs plagued with longing, songs from a time when music was something else: a feeling, a rebellion, something very far away from the concept of music that exists nowadays, nothing more than a pounding noise that drills your brain like a pneumatic hammer. 

The songs the presenter shatters with her sensual voice are the songs of my youth and, listening to them, now, at the moment when I return to my childhood, makes me feel as if I am going into the drain of time towards the deepest pipes of my life. The same as that presenter´s voice leads smoothly down that temporal river, towards another time, I move forward into my past, in search of a childhood almost completely forgotten, since I hardly keep a few isolated memories of my childhood, just as lonely islands in my memory which accompany since then my dreams and, above all, my nightmares.

Memories... I remember my mother: her smile, her long and silky blond hair agitated by the wind. I remember the pretty house with the red door and the golden latches; the tall fence of white stones, surrounded by willows; the huge garden, its greenery and fragrance; the roses, red as blood, plagued with honeybees. I remember the old weeping willow in the middle of the garden and, although it seems crazy, I remember clearly, as if I were watching it right now, glowing in the night sky, the moon: smiling in the night with a comforting smile that seemed to be directed exclusively to me. I remember a little wooden horse with its muzzle broken and a little dog that had one ear missing, although I cannot find in my memory the name of the animal and I do not even know if the doggie belonged to my family or if it was a simple street dog. I remember my little sister hugging her old rag doll, her weeping eyes very scared. I remember the fear and the blood, the darkness, but above all, I am conscious of a deep and devastating sorrow that covers all my memories with a heavy cloak.

My memory is collapsed by a thick layer of darkness that occupies almost all of it, as if it was an old chalkboard badly cleaned, one in which there could still be seen a few nebulous words. There is a lot of darkness in that chalkboard. With just a shiver I seem to remember that darkness as something alive and deeply evil. Lastly, although I wouldn´t like to remember that, I cannot avoid seeing the face of my mother dead, lying in a pond of her own blood and, not far from her corpse, my sister´s rag doll, abandoned next to a door of extremely dark wood, a door that seemed alive and cold as a hell of ice. Inside myself I know that behind that door there are only darkness and horror.

I remember all those things, but no image stays in my memory of my father or of what happened inside the fences that protected that house, along which I am now parking my car. I do not even keep in my memory anything of what happened before my world of little boy of ten years old changed forever. I don´t know if I was a happy child or a naughty one, quiet or nervous. Not even what my favorite toy was in those days, or what games I played with my sister, or what candies my granny made for me as dessert, if I happened to meet any of my grannies once. But, although I don´t remember my childhood, it is undeniable that what happened inside it is engraved in my heart, covering it with a dark and sticky patina, which I can´t get rid of. 

My first tangible and real memories are the ones of a gray orphanage room, years after ending my childhood, when I had become an adolescent, surrounded by other problematic adolescents, as problematic as me. 

A lost childhood. That is what I am looking for. That and the truth. During a couple of decades I have avoided fighting with that emptiness in my mind, but now a promise has made me come back. She, before the damn cancer had won the long and cruel battle over her body, made me promise that I would come back in search for answers. I could never refuse anything for her, so here I am, fulfilling my last promise. The promise of coming back. To come back to “The Home of the Willows”.

That is exactly what is written with stylized gothic letters in the sign over the old fence of rusty iron, that are illuminated by the lights of the car right now... “The Home of the Willows”...

A strange feeling, as if a piece of ice had gone through my heart, invades me with a bad feeling. My hands are shaking uncontrollably; I need to grab with strength the leather wheel to stop the tremor. A cold sweat goes along my body, soaking my dark shirt with a frozen and deadly sensation. I am at home. I have come back.

An owl of an untouched whiteness comes out of the darkness of the willows that surround the house, flying towards the gate, settling on the letter O of the word HOME. From there she watches me attentively, with her hypnotic huge ayes, big as round mirrors which seem to contain the whole wisdom, the whole knowledge of the world. For a moment I seem to sense, if this could be possible, a feeling of joy in the gorgeous bird, as if my presence in that place was pleasing to her, as if she had been waiting for me for a very long time. Then, she flies, crossing the skies in the night. I follow her path for some moments, fascinated by the magical elegance with which the splendid bird crosses the darkness, and at the same moment when she crosses in front of the moon, she disappears as if she had gone through an invisible door towards the abyss. And it is in that exact moment, the same as in my dreams, my nightmares or my memories, when the moon smiles sweetly at me, with a nice smile of affection that a loved and old friend keeps for a very special friend whom she hasn´t seen for a long time. 

II

A very strong coffee watches my dreams. Or, better still, avoids my dreams. From the window of the hotel bedroom I observe the silent city between mountains long past midnight. I don´t remember the little city, although I suppose I would spend long hours walking and playing on its narrow streets. From the chair that I have placed next to the window of the motel I can see the patio of the school in which, undoubtedly, I studied as a child, since that is the only school in the little city. I have never had it easy to make friends, I wonder if by then, being myself a child, it was easier, and also if that patio has been the speechless witness of the innocent tricks that I made up with my group of friends or, on the contrary, its cold walls had been witnesses of the humiliations that I suffered by those cruel kids. I cannot know, and the patio doesn´t seem to share with me its old memories. Maybe, that way is better. 

Luckily, from the place I´m standing now, my sight of the nocturnal sky doesn´t allow me to see the full moon. I have diminished the nerves and the tiredness, provoked by the long driving hours, just by seeing the strange vision of the moon and its sweet smile, as real as taken from my dreams. There may have had also something to do the horrible tension that has devoured my mind and my body during the last terrible weeks, waiting every minute until death came in search for my wife and everything ended. Sadly, it has happened, it´s a fact, and my wife has died. Death came for her putting an end to the pain and the suffering. Maybe it hasn´t been a good idea to come here, to fulfill my promise, just at this moment, with the sorrow of her lost so recent, but I needed to get away from everything. To run away. To escape to a place where nothing would remind me of her. To her absence. And what a better place than “The Home of the Willows”, where I had already forgotten everything in the past. Maybe that is exactly what I´m really looking for: an eternal forgetfulness. 

After the funeral, without saying goodbye to anybody, I have gotten on the car and I have headed to the little town that saw me grew up, because, even though I have no memories of this little city, that is what the documents of the orphanage say, documents that my foster family kept in a drawer full of other papers. 

Without knowing very well what I was going to find in that house, I have headed there, crossing the country from one side to the other, driving restless during the day, during the night and during hundreds of kilometers, determined to fulfill my promise immediately, but the curious owl and the crazy image of the full moon, smiling at me with affection, had made me think twice about my visit. Tomorrow it will be another day and the sunlight seems to be more proper to face old mysteries and dark secrets. I wish I could have some rest, even for just a moment, but I fear to close my eyes. It´s been days since I haven´t let myself rock in the sweet hug of a repairing sleep. Before, well I needed to live every instant that was left by her side. Now, because the smile of the moon threatens my dreams. Coffee is a very faithful travel companion, you give it your body and the soul, and in exchange it keeps you awake, even against your will. I zip from the steaming cup, fearing the arrival of the new day. What am I going to find? What will my visit to “The Home of the Willows” bring to me? What memories will I dig up from its deep graves without tombstones?

III

In the daylight nothing seems as terrible as under the shadows of the night, there´s no trace of the moon or its unsettling smile, the sun warms with will from the sky, it´s a splendid day. The weeping willows place, that last light seemed gloomy and cruel, full of dangers and threats, is now a nice place to have a stroll, under the fresh shadows and the warm beams of light that make my neck warm with its soft and comforting fingers. I find myself standing in front of the same rusty fence, crowned with the sign with the name of the ranch. From the fence I observe the house, it doesn´t seem, as I thought it would be, the archetype of the haunted house of any bad horror movie. It´s an old house made of stone, but warm and cozy. Or at least it could be, if it wasn´t, for what it seems, completely abandoned during a long period of time. Its beautiful gardens, one of the few things I remember about the place, apart from its name, it´s conquered by an army of bad weeds, dry and weakened, and nothing is left of them, of their greenness and that fragrance that accompanied my childhood. The roses, as red as blood, have entirely disappeared, giving place to a rough meadow, lifeless. Only the huge weeping willow, which reigned in the garden next to the pond, is still alive and green. Its leafy foliage fells into the ground like a million emerald tears. When my eyes look fixedly at that lonely tree, thousands of memories threaten to break my mind, as a fragile crystal that would smash itself against the floor. A deep dizziness, followed by a terrible headache, makes me stagger, luckily I don´t lose control, since I get to grab one of the rusty iron bars of the fence and I stay there sitting, leaning towards the door like a rag doll, without no one to manipulate my threads. 

Finally, the air comes back into my lungs and my mind gets clear. The memories have escaped, suddenly, as dry leaves scattered by the wind, I have slightly touched them with my fingers, but they are not there anymore. 

I need to sleep and have a rest. My body is about to say stop and, as it seems, my mind wanders, lost by strange and tortuous paths. I lay down against the stone walls, next to the fence, and I breathe trying to calm down for a while. The eyes fixed on the sign with the name of that house, where I spent my childhood. 

During the morning I have tried to make conversation with several people to get a little information, about what could have happened in “The Home of the Willows” so long ago, all those people have seemed to be very kind and given, until I mentioned the name of the house. 

My first try has been in the square of the city, where I have approached an old parishioner who was observing life passing by around him, with the ease that years and experience give, sitting on a bench, while he was feeding, very calmly, breadcrumbs to the boisterous doves.


-  Good morning, could I make you a question?



The old man has observed me, interested, with his eyes cloudy by cataract, since anything that varies just a little bit from the monotonous passing by of the slow life in the little city must be a whole celebration for him.


-  Of course, young man. Tell me— he has answered with a smile, tired because of the years of life and tough experiences, of old sorrows and broken hopes.

-  I am looking for a place. It´s an old ranch, next to the highway, surrounded by a willow plantation...

-  “The Home of the Willows” – the old man nodded without letting me finish. I could see how his interest in my person was multiplying, as if he was devouring me with his eyes almost blind by the cataract.

-  Certainly— I nodded, feeling a knot tightening strongly my stomach.



The mood of the old man has turned instantly sour, and he has told me, reluctantly, how to get to the house I was looking for. Even though I had tried to take more information from him, nothing could I get from the old man, only to know that the house had been abandoned for more or less twenty— five years.


-  So it´s empty— I have commented, trying to keep the conversation going. 

-  I said it is abandoned— the old man grunted, spitting on the floor, very close to my shoe, phlegm that seemed taken from his very toes. — I haven´t said it is empty.



Then the old man stood up, without paying any more attention to me, leaning on a beautiful cane of carved wood and he put his old body in movement, with a long series of creaking and groaning, ignoring me completely, getting away, with a slow calmness, by the tiny square full of children playing. Children as I would have been by then.

Very little I got to know apart from what the old man of the square has told me. Only worried gestures and strange staring, but no information. Under those people´s eyes, I seemed to sense a shadow of fear and shame. It´s clear that something happened in that house, something that left such a mark in those people, that more than twenty years later, they still show reluctance to speak about that, and their gut turns as if they have had bad digestion.

Now, from my uncomfortable place on the ground, with the back leaning on the fence, I can see that the front door has got a thick iron chain, to protect the house of unwanted visitors, being them adolescents who use it to have meetings, getting high, drinking or having sex; or homeless people who look for four walls to seek for refuge of the rain and the cold. It´s a good chain with a good lock and the fence is too tall, finishing in sharp edges. It doesn´t seem very easy to enter this way.  

Having recovered from my weakness, I stand up and I take a look around. The fences of white stones doesn´t seem easy to climb either, it´s tall and thick as the walls of an old castle. I turn, in this way, getting inside of the gloomy willow plantation that surrounds the house, following the stone wall in search for a place easy to get in.

The willows caress my head with their long fragrant beards of green leaves, as if all of them wanted to touch me, to hug me among their branches. Again I have the same feeling as when the moon looked at me with a frank friendship smile in her mouth, as if those willows remembered me, as if I was among old friends, as if the branches were murmuring with the wind, gossiping about me. A whisper seems to extend on the willow plantation, a happy whispering made up of the sizzling words, as old as the world, that make me go back to a time when the woods ruled, with no opponent, from one side of the earth to another, and a squirrel could cross extensions of thousands of kilometers, jumping from one branch to another, without touching the ground. Suddenly, the wind stops and the woods end up its whispering in an abrupt way. A girl watches me with her eyes as dishes, she may be thirteen years old, blond hair with ponytails, rosy cheeks, and she is wearing a beautiful dress of mauve flowers and white boots.

— You shouldn´t be here! — she exclaims, very surprised to see me in that place, interrupting her secret games among the trunks of the willows. 

I try to talk to her, to calm her down, but it´s useless. She slips away, fast as a deer in the weeds. For a moment I think about chasing her, but I realize how stupid that would be: an adult chasing an unknown child between the trees. So I carry on with my search, following the stone fence that surrounds “The Home of the Willows”, but I cannot find any spot through which I can get in the ranch. Disappointed, I arrive at the same place where I had parked the car, in front of the fence. For my surprise, the door is open ajar, and the chain and lock, useless now, are thrown on the floor. 

The door that leads to my memories, to my past, is opened in front of me. The path, that gives way to the truth about what happened a long time ago, is free. For a moment, I wish to be in any other place, except in the place I am now. I could take the car again and go back to my life, forget about this forever. This is what I am going to go right now... I move forward, as a sleepwalker, getting inside “The Home of the Willows”, turning my back to my life, entering into the deep hole that blinds my memory. 

IV

I walk through the path of light pink floor tiles that lead to the house. The bad weeds threaten to conquer even the path but, just for now, the tiles are resisting the invasion, leaving clear steps to the door. For a moment, I feel tempted to have a quick look at the weeping willow, next to the pond, but a voice within me tells me that it is not the moment, that I´m not ready yet. The door of the house is also open, ajar, as the fence. As it seems, somebody has entered the ranch, while I was strolling around it by the willow plantation, as I was looking for a hole in which I could get inside. 

It´s a huge red wooden door, with golden handles and a pair of large knockers, also golden, at the top part. There´s no doorbell and I guess that, if there was one, there may not be electricity anyway, so I knock it with one of the knockers. The banging are heard in the interior of the house with a deep echo, but nobody comes to the door to answer the calling. I knock again and I also call with a yelling: 

— Is it anybody there? Hey! Hello! 

But nobody answers my yelling, only the silence. I turn on the flashlight that I have brought for the occasion. I get inside of the phantasmagorical hall full of furniture covered with white sheets, dust and spider webs. My feet leave sole marks, with every step I make, on the tiled floor, which at some time had been of a light colour. There´s no doubt that nobody had entered the house before I did, for a long, long time, since no trace sullies the thick dust layer accumulated during the years, in front of my feet. Then: who would have opened the door?

I stroll along the empty rooms of my infancy, searching for the memories that fade in front of my eyes, but I cannot find in that impersonal emptiness anything that would make me remember. I go up the oak wooden stairs, caressing with my fingers the polished handrail. I ask myself if it had been just a reflex, something I used to do in my childhood, to slightly touch the smooth wood of the handrail, comforting myself with its warm touch. 

In the upstairs floor there´s a bathroom with a huge porcelain bath and, hanging above the sink, the golden frame of a mirror without crystal. A flask for the toothbrushes with frog shape is totally smashed on the floor. I remember my orange “red match” toothbrush inside the green frog, but any other memory comes to my mind.

My Little sister´s bedroom is painted in lively colours and full of dolls scattered everywhere. I move the light around the room, searching for the rag doll of my dream, but it isn´t among the rest of the toys. Something inside me tells me that it is abandoned next to a door, although I am not so sure about what that means. Thrown on the dirty floor there´s a piece of paper, a drawing made by a girl of no more than 5 years old, it´s full of colours and very schematic, just as children are used to drawing. 

I hold it in my hands watching it with excitement: the drawing consists on a deep blue sky with a moon painted, in front of a yellow sun with long rays. The moon smiles friendly and she has got very big eyes, there´s a faded layer of green and brown that represents the willow plantation surrounding the house. The building is drawn with squares, rectangles and triangles giving shape to the front, the windows, the door and the roof. Outside the house, next to the weeping willow, which is amazingly represented to have been drawn by the fidgeting fingers of a child of such short age, there appear the figures holding hands of a woman of yellow hairs and three children. One girl being the tallest, one boy a little shorter and another girl a lot shorter, with what I suppose it is a rag doll in her hand. At the other side of the weeping willow there´s a dark man, colored completely black, around him there´s a stain of jet darkness, as if that man emitted an intense threat around him. Lastly, leaning on the brown trunk of the willow there´s something I cannot identify; it´s a strange figure made up of leaves and branches that comes out of the trunk or it´s a part of it. I take the drawing and keep it with a deep homesickness inside my jacket pocket. It´s a drawing made by my little sister... my little sister: what happened with her? I find it difficult to remember. 

The next room in the upper floor is, with no doubt, a master bedroom, my parents´ bedroom. I get closer of a little table next to the bed and I remove the sheet that covers the tiny furniture. Several portraits are thrown; face down, on the table. I take one and have a look at it. In the picture, there is a beautiful woman of thirty— something years old with a long blonde mane and a very sweet smile. I sit on the bed with the portrait in my hands, but I can´t stop staring the woman´s gorgeous face. Intense is my will to weep in my chest, and my eyes are filled with tears, I hold the portrait in my hands, stuck to my heart, and I cry for a while: lost tears, forgotten tears. I weep, curled as a scared child who was lost in the woods and have just got home, to the safety of his parents´ bed. 

Then, I hear next to me the voice of my memory. A known voice hums a song in a sweet whisper. It´s my mother´s voice, I have no doubt because my heart shrinks with love and longing when hearing it. It sounds right behind me, as if she was singing it to my ear. As if she was leaning in my back, hugging me with all her love. 

To sleep goes the rose

Of the rose bushes;

To sleep goes my child

Because now it´s too late.

My child goes to sleep

With his little eyes closed,

As goldfinches sleep

On top of the roofs. 

This child is sleepy,

He very son will go to sleep;

He´s got one little eye closed

And the other he can´t open. 

That´s the lullaby that my mother used to sing, with a voice as sweet as honey, so I could get to sleep, always from the shadows that scared me. I can still see her face, while she was rocking the cradle to make myself calm, and I can still inhale her warm smell, as if she was right there next to me, as if I could feel her and smell her. It is the sweet aroma that only a mother can release, and that only her child can smell. When the song ends her voice disappears, the shadow of her smell and her warm and comforting presence that for a couple of moments I have felt around me, as something inexplicably physic. I can´t stop weeping, feeling the emptiness it left inside my chest, something that was cruelly taken from me a long time ago.

I sleep. I dream. I remember. I come back to my childhood. 

VI

The boy was five years old when he left the house, petulant, for not wanting to eat the vegetables his mother tried to make for supper. He left his mother, who was surprised, with the spoon full of greenish food, somehow disgusting; it was the truth, half way of his mouth. His mother saw him run away into the garden, weeping and screaming, with an awful temper tantrum. Such a scene was highly surprising, since he was a child who wasn´t used to do scenes like those, that´s why she chased him to take him back to the kitchen and to the plate of cabbages, but then the girl, who was pleasantly sleeping in her cradle, suddenly awoke and broke up crying with a strident scream. The mother run to the cradle to see what was going on with her child, and she found out that the baby, of a few months old, had thrown up, making the little crib in which she slept totally lost in vomit, and she was crying with thundering screams. The mother cleaned the child and comforted her until she was calm in her arms and she fell deeply sleep. With the caring of the baby, the anger with her child for not having eaten the vegetables had flown off her mind. 

The boy, thinking that his mother would follow him and would oblige him to finish the cabbages until there was none on the plate run and run. He crossed the beautiful garden adorned with a lot of rose bushes of red flowers plagued with bees. When seeing the bees, and hearing their deafening buzzing, he speeded up, even more, in his race, getting away from them. He still had the sting in his ear that one of those evil insects had made him a couple of days ago. The bee, which was flying proudly from rose to rose, had crashed against his ear, and stung the child in his earlobe. His mother had explained to him that bees just defended themselves when they felt threatened and that it was an act reflect of self—defense to nail their sting. A useless gesture that, what´s more, ended up the life of the poor insect, that instead of fear he should pity them, since they gave up their lives to defend the hive and their queen, to save the roses that his mother was so fond of, that the roses couldn´t live without the work of the bees, and also to save the honey, which he particularly loved so much, but the kid, who had had for hours the earlobe as swollen as a nut, wasn´t pity for those murdering insects and yes a deep panic. So when one of the bees abandoned the flower where it was standing to get closer to his pointing nose, he ran and ran. In that moment the fence of the ranch was open, since the gardener was working in the garden, and the child got inside the gloomy thickness of the willow plantation, escaping from the cabbages and from the sharp sting of the bees. 

Having been running for a while, he tripped over a stone and fell over a group of fences. When he realized it, he was totally lost among the trees, and he had blood in his knees and brow. He had bitten his tongue... It was then when he actually cried. 

Luckily for him the willows received him willingly on their roots and under their branches. The truth is that willows like children very much, unlike adults, or at least not the majority o the adults, always worried and with their clouded brows, with their hearts covered with heavy lies, with dark thoughts which the tress in their innocence wouldn´t understand. But, on the contrary, the willows felt great empathy with children´s clear thoughts: games, laughter, adventures, feeling the freshness of the grass among the bare toes and the wind bathing his face. That was something that they could understand, that´s why they protected the child, getting him away of the dangerous spot in the gloomy center of the willow plantation, towards which the child was heading, by diverting his lost steps, in direction to the clearing of the woods where there was the being who reigned over the roots and under the branches. 

The Spirit of the Willow Plantation had been watching him while he was approaching his domains, observing his steps and examining his heart. There was something really special about that child. It was something that the old spirit of the forest hadn´t seen in any other human being, but only once, long and countless worldly years ago. He saw how scared and lost the child was, and decided to show himself to pacify and comfort him.

The little one saw in the center of the clearing a weeping willow so similar to the one standing in the garden of his house that it seemed the same willow. Then he saw it, although it was difficult to see, as if it was giving itself the shape of the leaves of the tree, maybe an adult would have seen it, mistaking it with the vegetation, but the child glimpsed it. 
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