
		
			[image: cubierta_triangulation.jpg]
		

	
		
			Triangulation of the circle


			Assaad Sayegh Batrouni




[image: ]

		

	
		
			Primera edición: noviembre 2020

			ISBN: 978-84-1385-266-9

			© Del texto: Assaad Sayegh Batrouni

			© Maquetación y diseño: Equipo de Editorial Círculo Rojo

			© Fotografía de cubierta: Depositphotos.com

			Editorial Círculo Rojo

			www.editorialcirculorojo.com

			info@editorialcirculorojo.com

			Editorial Círculo Rojo apoya la creación artística y la protección del copyright. Queda totalmente prohibida la reproducción, escaneo o distribución de esta obra por cualquier medio o canal sin permiso expreso tanto de autor como de editor, bajo la sanción establecida por la legislación.

			Círculo Rojo no se hace responsable del contenido de la obra y/o de las opiniones que el autor manifieste en ella.

		

	
		
			To all those who, having gone astray, somehow managed to get back onto the right track 

			.

		

	
		
			1- Family Disagreements

			The trauma that was going to entail seeing her beloved firstborn son leave for unknown distant lands in a risky and superfluous mission, made my mother take matters into her own hands. We had never separated before. The affinity of ideas, opinions and customs as well as our close emotional relationship made her act at once. As an immediate consequence of her insistence, the delicate and cold relationship with her stubborn husband worsened, deteriorating to unsuspected extremes. The more she pressured my father, a retired Admiral in the British Army, to persuade him to use his position, prestige and influence in the upper echelons of the ladder in order to exclude me from the list of troops destined to Iraq the more he refused to do so. Intending to prevent my departure by all means, the only thing she achieved was accentuating and inflaming her marital disputes and differences, hence being ultimately perceived with less and less signs of being solved.

			The rest of the family was not left out either. My sister Lisa, the same name as my mother, the same gentle nature and open mind, also advocated in favor of our father doing something to solve that problem that had come to vitiate and distort the normal and always disciplined and courteous family coexistence. As for my little brother Alex, he was of the same opinion as my father. He would not move a single finger to help me, although for different reasons and motivations. He encouraged and manipulated the admiral, touching his sensitive military fiber of an officer and a gentleman so that he remained firm in his knightly convictions and rejection of any compromise. I cannot deny that our relationship had never been a good one: there had always been a certain rivalry and coldness between us. Since we were children, the almost five years of difference in age represented an insurmountable barrier to our understanding and approach. Alex and Lisa were twins. They were born after a long and agonizing fertility treatment of my mother and, from the moment of his birth, my brother in particular ousted me, becoming the new king of the house: the only and beloved pampered child of my father, who had eyes for him alone. In addition, and throughout all these years, the incomprehensible and blatant different treatment I received was scandalously discriminatory and that, in the end, hurt me a lot. With the passage of time, such a grievance became entangled, generating in me a certain rejection towards them both. As a teenager, Alex became the typical and hateful young man of the English high society, posh and stiff, a detestable way of being that caused me great repulsion, separating us even more. Sometimes I could not explain how being brothers we could be so different.

			Of all the misfortunes that afflict a family, the worst are the disputes and internecine and fratricidal wars: they usually generate a bubble of discomfort in continuous growth that little by little is nourished by a persistent and unsettling tension that slowly undermines the foundations of a home. Only in some cases, depending on the personality and education of each person, the pressure reaches a maximum and ends up bursting in a devastating way. Luckily, this time it was not like that. Our English phlegm, distinguished culture, class and formation, which were also the same as those that characterized and shaped the environment that surrounded us, constituted the escape valve that relieved tension, avoiding radicalization and confrontation. Despite our differences, and as civilized people, we had always managed to find spaces of commitment and union, approaching postures, filing harshness and seeking solutions within the family, without the help of anyone and always oblivious to intrusions.

			Though with some differences, it could be suggested that these parameters and schemes that usually regulate coexistence at home would also be easily applicable, on a larger scale, to countries with problems of understanding among their inhabitants and immersed in a kind of civil war. That was the case of Iraq and Syria, with conflicts aggravated by the interference of our government and many others, exercising and practicing all kinds of intervention, meddling and abuse with impudence and absolute ignorance of the culture, identity and idiosyncrasies of these peoples, not mentioning the innumerable and often overlooked massacres of civilians, ignored and blatantly justified as inevitable side effects in the course of that great lie. This criminal and hypocritical western crusade of the contemporary age was overlapped by geopolitical and economic interests, supposedly perpetrated in defense of human rights instead of religion as it had happened several centuries ago. To top it all, this invasion is now taking place, presumably, in order to spread and implement freedom and democracy: big hollow words, stale, overused and of totally unknown meaning for the vast majority of those people, whose needs are much more basic and pressing.

			Fortunately, the very often stubborn admiral was sometimes thorough and intelligent. Finally, he had sufficient lucidity and ability to discern between good and evil, fair and arbitrary, politically correct and incorrect, of course, with the persistent and wise help of my mother, my sister and mine: the clarity and overwhelming logic of our opinions and irrefutable arguments against that crusade were imposed, prevailing over the interested machinations of my brother and the stubbornness and blind obedience of my father. Finally, the rigid and disciplined military man understood and was convinced that this mission was not only unnecessary and unjustified, but also immoral. So, he agreed, reluctantly, to move some strings in a desperate and last attempt to rid me of my destiny.

		

	
		
			2- A Typical High-Class Family

			During the few weeks prior to the departure of Her Majesty’s fleet on the way to Basra, and after my father had agreed to intercede in my favor, our family coexistence became more pleasant and peaceful. Everything pointed out that the admiral, no doubt, was going to find a way to get me exempted and exonerated from that mission in Iraq. We were all happy and hopeful, especially my mother: she had regained her smile and good mood, which consequently contributed favorably to the normalization of relations and the almost disappearance of the tension that prevailed at home during the last years, especially among my parents. It was a way of thanks giving for the sacrifices that each one, within their possibilities, made to please and win the sympathy of the other. The only member of the family who was not happy or satisfied with the prospects for change brought about by the new and relaxed family environment was my dear brother. He was used to playing with the contradictions and contrasts of opinion between our parents to maintain his privileged position with respect to Lisi and me, his own siblings This was Alex, an opportunist, and a twisted person. His narcissism and egocentrism had no limits.

			Days passed and, despite the supposed investigations and mediations of the admiral, not even the slightest result or hope of getting rid of that nonsensical mission was glimpsed.  Forty-eight hours before the deadline for reporting to my superior on board, we were all convinced that now, my immediate embarkation wasn´t subject to appeal nor was it elusive!

			Sadness and sorrow had once again darkened the face of my mother and my sister.   As for my girlfriend, Teresa, she was surprisingly calm and relaxed. Being the daughter and granddaughter of a long military stock it seemed that she still harbored the illusion and confidence that at the last minute there would be an arrangement achieved by her father, a general of great prestige and on active duty. Recently, both his daughter and I, had repeatedly asked him to take action on the matter given the proximity of our wedding. There was only one month left for the ceremony and neither we nor anyone from our respective families wanted to see the happy event postponed, because of my imminent departure, especially after so much discomfort and effort employed by everyone in the preparations and organization of the nuptials. Tess, as we nicknamed her affectionately, phoned me that evening inviting me to dinner at her house, since her father wanted to tell me something very important.

			After dinner, when everyone had left, only my girlfriend, her father and I stayed in the library. As if his life depended on it, the general took that bottle of Sherry that he only tasted once in a while since he kept it under lock and offered it to some distinguished guest on great occasions. He boasted of its excellent vintage and of being the best brand in the world, the name of which I cannot remember though; so, when my future father-in-law gave me that fatherly look and offered me a glass of his beloved cherry wine, I realized the importance and solemnity of the situation. Without any doubt, what he had to say to me was very serious.

			With surgical precision and meticulousness, without looking away from the glass while he was serving it, he said, with anxiety and some mystery:

			- “You will not like what I’m going to tell you, but both my daughter and I think there´s something you should know before making any decision”. 

			- “You´re worrying me”, General. “Is it so serious?”

			- “Don´t worry!” Said Tess, with a forced smile and grabbing me by the arm: “you just listen to what he is going to say to you and calm down!”

			Hesitant and reluctant to speak, he drained his glass and sat on
 his usual armchair looking for the most suitable position to accommodate himself. He seemed to want to gain some time, trying to find the precise words that best expressed what he was going to say:

			- “Look son, there is only one way to tell this: frank, clear and straight out. At first, you were not on the lists of troops destined for the Middle East. You were incorporated later at the express request of your father. Afterwards, the admiral not only has not moved a finger to help you, but has been obstructing and sabotaging my efforts in that direction. A few days ago, I finally managed to get a postponement to allow you a late joining: you would enjoy a special extendable permit with a first term of three months, at least until after your wedding and honeymoon. A temporary solution that, over time and speaking with the key officers, could become definitive”.

			- “Well, that would be great, my Lord. We could not ask for more! Could we Tess?” I said euphorically, shaking her in my arms.

			With a surprised face and probably thinking I was stupid, my girlfriend interrupted me with anger trying to move away:

			- “But, don’t you understand? There is no permission, no wedding, nothing!  Everything is lost because of your father´s mess!”

			It’s not that I did not understand, I was not naive either. I just could not imagine what I had just discovered:  the admiral was so hypocritical and such a good actor that he had deceived us all. He made us believe that he had been moving heaven and earth to free me from a mission he had embarked me on. Given the circumstances, having deceived me, could be understandable and even forgivable up to a point; however, having done that to my mother would undoubtedly have serious consequences.

			- “Listen son”! The General’s grave voice took me out of my astonishment. “I just wanted you to know it. Until further notice, said permission is suspended due to pressure from your father. To unblock it there is no time to lose, you will have to talk seriously with the admiral. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. It is necessary to clear doubts and join forces before telephoning your house to deal with this disagreeable and thorny issue”.

			- “I appreciate everything you are doing for us and I really feel that your mediation and commitment have reached an impasse. The admiral’s performance has been rude and outrageous, and I would like first to ask him myself for explanations this very night. You could call him any time you wish as of tomorrow”. 

			- “Son, to be an officer, I’m sorry to say that you lack intuition and above all, strategy. What you want is to face your father, an undesirable frontal attack and unadvisable in these circumstances. If you ask him to account for what he´s done on this issue, you will expose him in front of everyone. He will have nothing left to lose, he will take it as an affront and then, when he finds himself discovered, he will never give up and will take his attitude of obstruction and confrontation to the ultimate consequences. What I am looking for is not his humiliation or his defeat but his rectification and collaboration to undo the wrong, unblock the situation and celebrate the wedding. This is only achieved by calling him myself, to indirectly and subtly evoke the friendship that unites us and, for the sake of our future family ties, to request that the permit procedures continue as if nothing had happened. In return, I would express my desire to honor professional courtesy, forgetting about the privileged information to which I have had access, as well as not revealing to anyone his machinations and intrigues. I just hope we are in time to complete the licensing process.”

			- “Listen to my father. He knows much more than you do about these things”. Tess told me in the vehement haughty tone she had been using lately, especially since we were formally engaged. 

			From the very day we set the final date of the wedding, the sweet and submissive Tess began to allow herself certain liberties that little by little irritated me and cooled our relationship. My passion for her had diminished to a minimum and the initial enthusiasm for our liaison to come to fruition had almost disappeared. After all, maybe it was not such a bad option to let my father get away with it; thus, the wedding would not be celebrated, allowing me to gain a little more time for reflection on a courtship that I was beginning to question.

		

	
		
			3- Hypocrisy and Betrayal

			On the way home, with a nasty taste in my mouth, I could not help thinking about the disagreeable matter revealed by the general in relation to my father’s detestable behavior. I was driving slowly to avoid and prevent any mishap that might arise from one of the many distractions that I was having at the wheel that night. My mind was clouded by alcohol and the fatigue of thinking about the best way to face the new and unexpected juncture: circumstances that only confirmed and increased my doubts and misgivings about my family life and my personal and social relationships. This strange and overwhelming new situation of disorientation and dislocation within my environment and even within my own family was causing me lot of sorrow and grief, leading to despondency and despair.

			Over the past few years there had been many times when I felt like a stranger, but never as much as that night. I wanted never to get home. I suppose that, unconsciously, I intended to avoid the inevitable confrontation with my father. I was reducing my speed more and more, even at the risk of causing some accident and hearing more than one insult. The exalted and angry drivers who were idling behind my car, held at ten per hour, uttered all kinds of expletives to finally get ahead. As they passed me, one of them, with a murderous instinct and a sharp swerve of his enormous SUV, came on me and took me off the road. I ended up crashing against a lamppost but without serious consequences, given the turtle speed at which I was driving at that moment. Although in principle the damage was minimal and unimportant, having broken the right headlight of the car and being at night, I could not continue driving, it would be a danger to me and to the cars that were traveling in the opposite direction. However, even if I had wanted to take that risk, I could not have done it. The traffic patrol that had shown up ipso facto at the accident site, determined that the vehicle would be immobilized, given the high rate of blood alcohol detected by the breathalyzer test to which I was subjected. Resigned and ashamed, I accepted the kind invitation of the agents to give me a lift home in their patrol car when, upon claiming and seeing my documentation, they learned of my condition as a Medical Officer.

			In spite of everything, that night passed in peace. When arriving at the mansion I was glad to find all the lights off. Surely nobody was awake. It was a great relief not to have to give or ask for explanations at those ungodly hours. I retired stealthily to my room to wait for the new and last day in London, which without a doubt was going to bring great changes and novelties in relation to what had happened recently.

			The next morning I woke up after eleven o’clock in the hope of not meeting anyone wandering along the halls or aisles as, surely at that time, everyone would have left; maybe, with the exception of my mother: although she also used to take care of all kind of social and family commitments, I doubted very much that she had gone out that day precisely because, only twenty-four hours before my departure, many things remained to be said, done and prepared; tasks that “Lady Lisa” liked to personally supervise and control.  

			I knew my beloved mother very well and she understood me as well. We complemented each other perfectly. I would have been very surprised not to find her sitting in the living room at the foot of the stairs, with a cup of tea in her hand and her sweet smile waiting for my appearance to give me a hug and a kiss as she has always done. In fact, she was where I had imagined her, but this time with a limp look and a languid countenance. Pretending to be in a hurry, I went over to kiss her, saying:

			- “I’m sorry mother, I am in a hurry, I cannot stop now, I have to go find my car! Last night I left it badly damaged on the gutter and now I have to deal with that matter. I will not be long, promise.”

			- “Sit down, son! It will only be a few minutes. There are more important and pressing things to discuss.”  She suddenly stopped talking to take a few sips of tea while, pensive, she gave me an accusatory look that oozed disappointment and disenchantment. An interminable minute of sepulchral silence that ended with a totally unfair reproach – “I have always believed that you trusted me and you did not hide anything from me, but I see you don´t.”

			- “I do not know what you’re talking about!” I said surprised, although in that moment I began to suspect that she might have heard about the accident or something much worse: the revelations of my future father-in-law about my father’s treachery and tricks, so I added: - “Mother, you are the person I love most in this world and you know very well that I would never hide anything from you. Simply, we have not met since yesterday and there has been no occasion to talk about anything.”

			- “Then, I’m right. There is something to tell! Well then, start talking! We have already seen each other.”

			- “What makes you think I’m keeping some unspeakable secret?”

			- “It’s not I only think that... I am sure of it. This morning, very early, Teresa’s father called. He insisted on talking to the admiral. From what I could hear later, the conversation was quite tense. They talked about you, about the mission, the wedding, interferences, deception, permits and postponements! Your father, very angry, hung up the phone suddenly, dressed hurriedly and left home without answering my questions. So you will say if you do hide or not something that I should know!”

			In light of the events, it was useless to deny the evidence. My mother was not stupid or conformist. She had every right to know how her husband was acting behind her back and to know his tricks and machinations on such momentous matters as the one we had in hand. Besides, it was my last chance to take revenge on the admiral for all the discriminations and comparative grievances suffered over the years. Before leaving, and even if it was only for a few hours, I wanted to take pleasure in seeing with my own eyes how that agonizing and delicate relationship that united him with my mother ended up being broken definitely, once and for all. With this purpose and without delay I told her everything that the general had revealed to me about the black hand of my dear father and his controversial role in relation to my sudden participation and enlistment in that reprehensible and outdated imperialist military expedition. She listened to me astonished, without saying a word, although from time to time she shook her head with gestures of disapproval, disappointment and anger. At the end of my story about what had happened the previous night, including the accident, my mother got up from the chair abruptly, saying:

			- “So far we have come!”

		

	
		
			4- A Sea of Doubts

			With tremendous displeasure and still very angry, she made a firm promise that the mess would be solved before her return: she had to go out to attend some social reunions. Reticent, she gave me her permission to go pick the car, assuring and stressing that I should not worry about anything at all. She was immediately going to make some calls, inquiries and diligences to undo the wrong. If after all, it was true that my licensing depended only on the admiral’s consent, then there would be no problem. She herself would be responsible for convincing him and even forcing him, if necessary, to give his approval: a gesture of good will that would facilitate and give way to the final processing of the license held and, why not, to making up with her after the last quarrels they had had recently.   

			My mother never spoke in vain; nor did she forgive the insults and betrayals. Undoubtedly, her husband would not get away with it, after what happened. If necessary, she would be able to drag him to the enlistment offices in order to unlock the special permit for the wedding that had cost my future father-in law so much trouble and effort to obtain. Knowing her, I was confident that I was about to be freed from my obligation to embark the following day on that detestable mission.

			I left home with the peace of mind that Lady Lisa always kept her promise. Almost sure of getting a favorable outcome, carefree, I went on foot, taking a long walk to my car. I was not in a hurry to go back home. Besides, my presence could be counterproductive when the admiral should return and be forced to face the facts. It was necessary to give my parents the opportunity to settle their differences and resolve this thorny issue as soon as possible.

			To make time, I drove to an auto repair shop on the outskirts of the city, where they also sold second-hand parts. There, they replaced and repaired damaged or broken parts at very cheap prices, ridiculous, I would say, compared to the exorbitant rates of my usual luxury dealer in central London. Now, as a result of the possible and definitive relations break up with my father, we should all tighten our belts and save up the last penny: I would surely be disinherited, licensed and disgraced, and the salary of a newly graduate doctor did not give much joy.

			Two long hours waiting, first for my turn and then, to have the broken headlight of the car finally replaced. During that time, I was able to think and plan in depth the steps I would take from then on having to make definitely some very difficult but necessary decisions which depended to a large extent on the results my mother would achieve in her desperate last-minute attempt to keep me by her side at all costs; however, they also implied the inevitable and imminent act of marrying my girlfriend on schedule: a wedding that I was not convinced of anymore, and besides, I was beginning to find somehow doubtful and undesirable. Such a possibility disturbed me and distorted my initial confidence and joy at the possible success of my mother’s efforts. I wanted to get rid of the mission, but I did not want to get married yet and I very much doubted that such an eventuality would occur unless my girlfriend broke our engagement at her own risk just before the nuptial ceremony.

			Tess and I knew each other since childhood. Our relationship was more of friendship than of love and our bond rather of commitment. Throughout our courtship it had always seemed to me that her only attraction to me was my status as an officer rather than a doctor: without a doubt, what dazzled and fascinated Teresa was the military uniform, despite having always been hidden under my white coat. Surely, if I suddenly quitted the army, she would be terribly disappointed seeing me stripped of my gold buttons and mess jacket that charmed her so much. In that case, everything would have ended between us, for as a civilian, I would have no interest nor attraction whatsoever: in her opinion and martial family jargon, as a doctor I was just a “quack”, as she liked to call me. For Theresa and her militarized family, any other oath that was not the flag’s oath wouldn´t be suitable or binding to support and sustain our present and future relationship. My amazon girlfriend had always believed that the Hippocratic Oath and the fidelity oath of marriage were nothing but stupidities and never  enough reasons or incentives to go ahead with our wedding plans.

			Upon reaching that conclusion, very satisfied, I thought I had found the solution to both, conscience and marriage problems. Therefore, and regardless of the outcome of my mother’s inquiries and efforts, I had already decided to submit a letter of resignation and irrevocable retirement from my position as a Medical Officer in the British Army. I did not know, nor could I imagine the consequences of such a decision but never cared less either: although I may run the risk of being judged and imprisoned for desertion, I was determined that under no circumstances was I going to embark on that mission the next day.

			Convinced of my decision, I returned home at lunchtime with clear ideas to discuss that arduous affair with my mother. It was imperative to talk to her alone and to know her opinion before taking any steps in that compromised and risky direction. It was very unlikely though to find her alone at home, since, by then, my brother and sister would undoubtedly have returned, but not the admiral! Having left home in annoyance and anger. Nevertheless, to my surprise, when I entered the room, there they were, all of them, some happier and smiling than the others. My sister Lisi was the first to hug me: she literally hung from my neck, congratulating and wasting kisses left and right. My mother also arrived a few seconds later doing the same. My brother Alex did not even get up from his chair. Huddled and clinging to the beer he was drinking without breathing, between sips he scolded me, mentioning that it was a shame to be the first Macalister in two hundred years to dodge his duty at the service of his country, lacking in honor and discrediting the unshakable and exquisite military tradition of the family; besides having made him wait half an hour more than usual to sit for lunch.

			As for my father, he was already back at home watching and listening undaunted to what was happening in the room. Suddenly, he got up from the sofa and, addressing his wife with a certain irony, he said:

			- “Your son, his excellency The Lord has already returned! Do you give your permission to go to the dining room? I am starving.”

		

	
		
			5- Unions of Commitment and False Appearances

			There was no room for doubt, the attitudes of one and the other spoke for themselves. As much as it would have bothered and disgusted the admiral, and despite the serious consequences that it would mean for us both to have confronted him to the point of breaking his will, my mother had gotten her way obtaining my discharge by the most honorable way possible. Surely, at this point she already had in her power, and safely kept, the long-awaited permission retained at the behest of my dear father. A document that would free me from abandoning my military career through the back door or, what was much worse: going to jail as a deserter, with all the hardships and dishonor that such a condition would entail; but that at the same time thwarted and ruined my plans to slip away from the imminent wedding ceremony, placing me irremediably before the altar. After all, such permission had been managed and achieved by my “father-in-law” for that purpose. As a matter of fact, I should have been joyful, but nothing could be further from reality. I felt depressed and anguished. I had the feeling that I had escaped going to a military prison for only a few months, in order to enter another kind of jail with a life sentence.

			Both Teresa’s family and mine were fervent Catholics and, if that were not enough, they also practiced a strong and ingrained military discipline. Marriage was for them an indissoluble contract and a commitment for life. It did not matter if the couple got along well or badly, the important thing was to keep appearances and composure at all costs. Precisely, there was the example of my parents and, as I understood, neither did Tess’ parents love each other passionately or get along too well. Even so, everything went on in a civilized and relatively good way, within a certain normality both in the treatment and in the coexistence, depending on what different people and cultures understand as “normal”. The patterns and way of behavior within the marriage, no doubt, differ greatly from one country to another and even between different social classes in the same society. Therefore, it is worth mentioning that such an aseptic cold and dispassionate relationship is only available to a privileged few: cosmopolitan elites, moved by their firm beliefs and religious or political principles whose relationships are supported and justified by an exquisite erudition and education. “Just as roommates or relatives”! Their behavior is motivated by strict customs and ancestral traditions, based on a long family history of rancid ancestry and financial comfort that provides them with all kinds of social welfare, facilitating a greater understanding between them. Thus, out of interest and selfishness, they adapt to their condition and farcical situation: obviating and setting aside their differences and conjugal problems for the sake of a superficial stability under which they hide their hypocrisies and adherent filth, as well as a theatrical and forced relationship.

			Not being in love with Teresa, and being as I am a spontaneous, sincere and consistent person, it was very clear that I could not and would not want to live that pantomime under any concept or circumstance; therefore, I could not continue with our wedding plans. How to escape the bulk was my great concern after having been freed from the dilemma of embarking on that odious mission thanks to the permission obtained by the father of my fiancée, precisely in order to be able to celebrate our wedding on the scheduled date.

			I had no appetite or desire to sit down at the table in the company of my brother or stepfather who by the way, had already retired to the dining room. At a distance we heard them commenting on what happened, uttering all kinds of reproaches, criticisms and disqualifications towards everyone: Tess´s father, the General, my mother, my sister and especially me.

			 I was about to ask for permission to retire to my room and be excused for not having lunch with her when Lady Lisa, as intuitive and timely as always, hinted that she was not hungry, neither did she want to stay and listen to the nonsense that came from the dining room. She ordered my indecisive sister to go have lunch and asked me to follow her to the library because she wanted to talk to me in private. She stressed the opportunity and convenience of answering all those questions that I had always asked her and she had never wanted to clarify. But now, having reached a decisive crossroads in my life and given the circumstances, it was time for me to know my origins. Just like that, and based on the truth and in light of the new confidences, she added she was going to reveal everything to me, so I could make the right decisions, choose the course to follow and act accordingly.

			So much solemnity in her speech as in her manners began to unsettle me. Suddenly, my always affectionate, loving and protective mother, stopped treating me like the overprotected and spoiled child stuck to her skirts to reveal herself as a distant, cold, enigmatic and rational woman, talking about unspeakable secrets, mysterious ancestry and origins, crossroads, change of bearings, bifurcations, separations and transcendental determinations! I still remember how, during those long years of my adolescence, I asked insistently and my mother always eluded with elegance and tenderness answering my questions about the identity of my biological father. After hundreds of failed attempts, demoralized, I came to the conclusion that it was a futile effort and a lost battle. At last I had given up and had not made any allusion to that issue for a long time, to the point of being able to affirm that such a matter was already forgotten by both when now, without prologues or prior notice, she intended to talk about it with all naturalness and spontaneity. 

			I was very nervous and expectant. The halo of mystery and seriousness that surrounded her announcement had left me speechless. I felt my mind was blank and I did not know what to say. Devoid of will, strength and desire to speak, totally silent and undaunted I simply sat on a chair awaiting the great news.

		

	
		
			6- Devastating Revelations and Unspeakable Secrets

			After some moments of uncertainty that seemed endless, pale and hesitant, my mother managed at last to decide how to start her demolishing confessions. I was not sure at that time whether the terrifying silence was part of some macabre psychological game or simply she just could not articulate the great depth and weight of her amazing revelations. Not strange at all! What I still do not understand is how she had been able to hide it for so many years and now, in the blink of an eye, without prolegomena and so easily, she had suddenly gathered the necessary strength and words to unveil such disturbing news.

			- “The moment of truth has come. It is time for you to find out who you are, to discover your origins and to learn about your true parents.”

			- “You mean my biological father!” - I replied quite naturally, thinking that she had been wrong.

			- “No, no ... God knows! I know, and undoubtedly you too! Actually, I am sure you already know the truth. You have always known it. It resided in your subconscious and, as you have told me many times, it has manifested repeatedly in your dreams and nightmares throughout these years, although perhaps you have not wanted to accept it or did not know how to recognize it. From the day of your birth I have taken care of you and loved you with all my soul, more than my own children, more than my life. I do not want anyone or anything in this world to separate us, but your immediate future hangs and depends on knowing who you are, knowing yourself and above all assuming your new reality and identity. It hurts me enormously to have to confess that I am not your biological mother either. You were barely two years old when certain adverse and tragic circumstances separated you from your real parents. I was there to get you safe and take care of you. The rest you already know. Since then I have become, or rather, you have converted me in your beloved mother and I would like to continue being so. Likewise, and whatever happens, you will always be my favorite son and so it will be, forever and for everybody: for the family, for our acquaintances and close friends as well, we shall always be mother and son. It is very important and imperative that nobody ever knows what I have just revealed to you, for the good of both and above all for the sake of safeguarding your heritage and your future in this country, as a military and gentleman of the rancid English aristocracy. As far as the admiral is concerned, he has no doubt whatsoever that I am and have always been your biological mother and that should never change: you are my son, supposedly born of a brief and truncated relationship with a Scottish officer killed in 1991 in a military operation during the First Gulf War.  When your stepfather and I got married we did not have any children of our own during the first years of marriage and believing that we will never have, the admiral decided it was time that you were adopted legally, thus acquiring all the inheritance rights inherent in the condition of firstborn, as far as property and nobility titles are concerned. As long as nothing alters or vices the bases and original conditions of your adoption, you will be, when the time comes, the maximum beneficiary of your father’s inheritance. So do not spoil it!”

			Stupefied and dumbstruck, I assimilated in silence the crestfallen speech that the alarmist and solemn Lady made, insisting again and again in wanting to continue being my only mother and that under no circumstances should anything change between us. While listening astonished, I was suffering and feeling in my soul and under my feet the deep expansive and devastating effects of the earthquake unleashed by her incandescent confessions and icy pretensions, shaking and cracking the foundations of our close maternal relationship. I’m really sorry to say it, but at that moment I noticed with enormous pain and suffering how that affective umbilical cord that mentally and sentimentally had tied me to my mother, or whoever she is, was broken:  it was as if I were newly born after an eternal and complicated birth that had lasted no less than twenty-four years.

			Once the bond had crumbled, I soon recovered the serenity, poise and strength necessary to replicate and finish with that lapidary monologue, thus being able to clarify the ambiguities, clear doubts and tie the fringes that still remained to finish knowing all the truth about the identity of my true parents. 

			- “By the way, I still do not know who my real parents are or what
 has happened with them. I would greatly appreciate it if you would tell me the whole story and without delay. There is little time left to prepare my bags and travel to Portsmouth: as you know, I have to show up at dawn at the base of the Royal Navy to embark towards Basra, in Iraq.” 

			 Impassible, I revealed my intentions with such firmness and conviction, that she did not even make the slightest gesture to try to persuade me otherwise. 

			Unperturbed, she went to the desk and, with a firm pulse, wrote down on a piece of paper two names with their respective addresses. Then, she took an envelope from her pocket in which I could see the emblem and seal of the Ministry of War, deducing that it could be the famous and controversial permit. She handed it to me with a grim smile and, in a tone as distant and dry as mine, told me:  

			- “It seems a wise and accurate decision to fulfill your duty, abide by the orders and embark on the mission as if nothing had changed. However, here is your license, just in case you decide to use it at the last moment. As for these names and addresses, they might help you start to investigate the whereabouts of your parents. I advise you to do it with a lot of discretion and without raising the slightest suspicion about your identity or kinship. You may not like what you find out. I warn you that there is also the possibility of never finding them, or at least not alive. For now, it’s all I can explain about them. Maybe later we can talk about it with naturalness and knowledge of the cause. I assure you there is a lot to tell, but in due time. Now you must start up! I wish you a good journey and I hope you return home safe and sound soon. I love you, son. Please, never forget it! By the way, make sure to say goodbye to your brother and sister and to the admiral too. He will like to know that you will honor his surnames, which, after all, are also yours! Finally, I believe this intricate story can still end well, as we all wish: it just needs a little tolerance, condescension and common sense.”

		

	
		
			7- Flee Forward

			As soon as I finished closing the small suitcase with the few belongings that my mother, I mean, Lady Lisa, had selected and left on the bed for the trip, I sneaked out the back door.  I did not say goodbye to anyone, not even to the servants: loving and honest hardworking people, well aware of our intimacies, miseries and fortunes. I have always known them being at our service since I can remember. It did not seem appropriate, at least on my part, to act as if nothing had happened during those days of crisis and catharsis. I was not a hypocrite and I did not know how to act nor did I like pantomimes. The magnitude of the events that had shaken us all, and me in particular, left no room for formalities, nor for social and family commitments. There would be time, on the way back, to staunch the wounds and pick up the pieces of broken hearts; that, if I ever came back.

			That afternoon it was pouring rain. I was on the street without an umbrella, waiting for a taxi to take me to the station and, as always, there was none when needed. Suddenly, the door of the house opened wide and Lisi, my stepsister or whoever she was, came running towards me. Despite the torrential rain, it was easy to see that it was not water precisely what ran down her cheeks. Blinded by tears and drowned by grief and sobs, she tried to tell me, or rather beg me, not to leave. Apparently, she had been listening to the devastating revelations of Lady Lisa, hidden behind the door of the library and, after I had left, she had a long talk with “our” mother, thus learning all the details of the overwhelming conversation.

			-“Please, Wait! Don´t go away!” she said in a broken voice. “We have a lot to talk about! If I remember correctly, your ship sails at dawn: till then, there are twelve hours and you only need two to get to Portsmouth. Why don´t we go to the pub across the street to have a drink and chat for a while?”

			Lisi was one of those people who cannot be denied anything. Her sweet and affable smile, dressed with a great melancholy and abundant tears spilling from her tender eyes, were enough to convince me to listen to what she had to say.
 Dozens of times throughout the last couple of years, “my sister” and I had entered the bar together, however, this time was different. I had the feeling of living the typical nervousness and excitement of an adventure or, perhaps, a first date with a mysterious girl whom I had just met.

			 We sat in the most secluded and dismal corner of that cavernous atmosphere typical of English pubs. For a few endless moments of disconcerting and at the same time suggestive silence, we were looking at each other foolishly, trying, I suppose, to find the appropriate words to start a conversation that promised to be surprising. What if I was wrong? Sometimes appearances can be deceiving. Maybe she did not think or feel the same as me: evidently, now I saw Lisi with different eyes. Suddenly she was not my sister anymore, not even that half-sister of a mother I thought I had had for the last twenty years. Actually, and thinking coldly after what had happened that day, we were total strangers. “My sister” was at the same level and under the same circumstances as Tess, my fiancée. After all, Teresa and I had also grown up together as friends and neighbors, almost as siblings, so if this condition was to be taken into consideration when getting married to someone, then Lisi would be my favorite candidate, because she was prettier, tenderer and kinder and infinitely more feminine and loving than Tess. Besides, and above all, I loved her with madness. At that moment, being with her, face to face, in that dark corner, the only idea that hobbled around me was the crazy possibility that now the great love I felt towards her could be channeled into other directions. I was watching her obsessed by those sweet and morbid thoughts, when she took my hand and “innocently” asked:

			- “Still thinking about celebrating your wedding with Tess on the scheduled date?”

			- “Do you really want me to do so?” I replied in a trembling voice.

		

	
		
			8- Unexpected Declarations

			From her question I deduced that she was looking forward to breaking my engagement with her best friend, Tess. In fact, I had always suspected that she cherished the hope of seeing me take that step: her strange comments and reactions when she sometimes saw us kissing or even talking about our future plans uncovered her jealousy, hence getting very nervous, elusive and belligerent. Still, I wanted her to tell me frankly and clearly, face to face, without detours or hesitation that she wanted me to break up with Tess. This would be the only valid answer and unequivocal excuse for me to make up my mind and leap at the chance to perform a more intimate approach, confessing openly, boldly and sincerely the affectionate feelings and lustful thoughts that I have had for her since adolescence.

			- “Of course not!” -she affirmed and, very sure of herself, added-
“You know very well what I think and feel about your engagement and  damn wedding: Tess is not the right wife for you! I’m sure you will now reconsider marrying that witch, in the light of these new circumstances.”

			- “I’m glad you think the same as me on the subject. In fact, I actually had planned to leave without saying goodbye to her. Well, to anybody!”

			- “Apparently, not to me either! What have I done to you? We have always got on well together and we have loved each other a lot.”

			- “You have just hit the nail on the head! The problem is, precisely, my love for you: it´s not as fraternal as it should be, and that’s not appropriate, I am afraid.”

			- “It seems good enough to me, and what´s more! I find it proper and very normal as well: we are not brother and sister after all, not even half-siblings! I no longer see any reason that prevents you from loving me the way you wish so, be it!” 

			- “I remind you that only we know that “little” detail. As for everyone else, including your own mother, we are and will continue to be brother and sister eternally. It is the harsh reality. She made it very clear to me and surely, you have heard it too. This relationship that you propose will not be well seen or tolerated, nor accepted by anyone.”

			- “I can´t care less! As long as you and I agree about what we really want, nothing and nobody can separate us. If necessary, we will leave London to live our lives where nobody knows us. As for the family, I am sure that sooner or later they will end up accepting our love, especially when the truth comes to light. A secret as big as the one we have just discovered is very difficult to ignore and hide forever!”

			I coincided with almost everything Lisi proposed, except with her suggestion to reveal the truth about our new situation. Her posture was positive, generous and disinterested, focusing on familiarizing and normalizing our new relation of love to protect it against the prejudices and attacks of family members, friends and acquaintances. On the contrary, my attitude was negative and deplorable: the fruit of an unlimited selfishness, induced by the fear of losing my inheritance rights as Lady Lisa had insinuated and assured. I hastened to make it clear that, whatever happened, and under no circumstances, I would accept exposing “our mother” to scandal or danger. It was imperative to respect her will, as she had stated, and never to unveil any confidences regarding her motherhood. “My stepsister” did not like such words at all. The only thing that concerned her was our new relationship. She did not think of inheritance or titles, nor of anything else except, openly, pressing ahead with our love and courtship towards a good port. For her, the only way to do it was to demonstrate convincingly and make it very clear to everyone that we were not, by far, blood siblings; not even any kind of siblings! She was willing to bring to light the secret even at the cost of betraying her own mother and making me break the promise I had made that our bond would remain unchanged, retaining the same tender and affectionate mother-child relationship as always. 

		

	
		
			9- Woman´s Charm

			During a short break in our tense and exciting conversation and with the purpose of ordering a new round of Gin-tonic, the fourth already, I looked at the clock to find out, horrified, that I barely had time to get to the station and catch the last train available to Portsmouth harbor.

			Somehow overacting, like a bat out of hell, I stood up in a hurry with the purpose of ending that grotesque situation and preventing any other tempting attempts by Lisi to frustrate my departure. I was about to give her a brother’s kiss on the cheek when she surprised me with a sudden turn looking for the meeting of her lips with mine, hence merging effusively into a sweet and passionate kiss. I had also been seeking that hot contact desperately, but I did not dare take the first step. Fortunately, girls are always clear about what they want and are usually much more determined and decisive than men. Lisi, with a simple kiss, had changed my future and sentenced the course of the immediate events. As if that were not enough and for greater effectiveness and consolidation of her masterful maneuver and just in case her primitive women’s weapons failed, she used her great intelligence and reasoning, saying:

			-“Do not rush, make use of the permit my mother gave you and postpone your departure! Gaining time will help you clarify your ideas, especially concerning us.  Do not act out of spite or anger! Remember, you did not want to go on that mission: that’s when and how all this mess started and everything got entangled.”

			- “But, I cannot and  do not want to stay around, neither get married to Tess.”

			- “You do not have to! We can go away for some time. Maybe abroad. I have always wanted to visit Paris…”

			- “Are you crazy? We cannot do that.” – I interrupted.

			- “And why not? Nobody will know we are together. Everyone will think you’re on your way to Baghdad and I’ll say I’m going on vacation with some friends for a couple of weeks. Don´t worry, everything will be OK.”

			- “Well, let’s go step by step, shall we? You’re right about the permit. It would be foolish not to take advantage of it. So I’m staying, but here in London. I will look for a room on the other side of the city so as not to meet anyone we know. Meanwhile, you stay at home and we will meet from time to time to decide what we are going to do.” At this point, she took me by the hand and dragged me away, saying:

			- “You are right! But why wait? Let´s find a room near here for the moment. I just can’t wait to hold you in my arms.”

			The place chosen for our passionate and unstoppable meeting was a modest two-star hotel a couple of blocks from home. We had chosen it, precisely because of its modest condition and absolute improbability of being frequented by the millionaires and posh members of our family or social circle. We were sure that we would be safe there, away from the curious and accusing glances of acquaintances and friends.

			In an old-fashioned and dirty room, with a creaking wooden floor and a ramshackle nineteenth-century bed, our unbridled and sweet act of forbidden love was finally consummated. We did it until exhaustion, pushed by an ingrained and chronic repressed desire during years.

			It was after midnight when Lisi, very reluctant to return home, was forced to do so at my insistence not to raise any further suspicion. We agreed to meet again, the next day in the afternoon, to outline and decide our future plans.

			Finally, alone in my sinful love nest, euphoric and accelerated, lying in bed with the memory of that hot night of passion and lust, ruminating the sweet, horny, anguished and repeated attempts to deflower my tender “stepsister”, I was invaded by feelings of panic, awe and uncertainty at every moment and with every memory, which I tried to scare away by drinking and smoking incessantly. Suddenly, I remembered the diary that Lady Lisa had just given me and thought it might be a good way to get away from that vicious circle of excitement and remorse that had been tormenting me, I would have never thought that Lisi was still a virgin! A nineteen-year-old English girl! She was surely a unique case among a thousand. She will have to explain it to me someday, I thought as I pulled the notebook out of the suitcase.

			I sat on an old chair and started flipping through the diary. There were two types of handwriting and in one of them I recognized that of “my stepmother”. The other calligraphy was undoubtedly my biological father’s. I decided to start with a chapter written by Lady Lisa as an epilogue in some loose sheets placed at the beginning of the notebook that I will proceed to relate below. It was dated more than twenty years ago: 26th May, 1993. After reading it, I continued with what my father wrote in his diary, from the first entries in August of one thousand nine hundred and ninety-one to the last entries at the end of May of ninety-three, coinciding with the end of the account. There again appeared the letter of the viscountess with the indicated date of twenty-sixth of May, referring to another notebook: the one that Lisi would manage to photocopy some days later, and in which apparently Lady Lisa would narrate what happened from the day she had hastily left Beirut, taking me with her on her journey until she arrived and definitely settled in London.

		

	
		
			10- May 26, 1993 

			It was only a few minutes before the coppery sun disappeared behind those imposing mountains still covered with snow at the end of May. The two-year-old boy tried to free himself from my hand when he saw the familiar pyramidal roof of his house, shyly peeping through the pines, over the flowering cherry tree, the old fig tree and the two walnut trees that guarded it. He was in a hurry and wanting to see his parents, after we had spent the day shopping in the big city. He intended to run up the winding path that led to the old red-roofed mansion hidden in a pine forest, among the foliage of the lush orchard of almond trees, olive groves and vineyards that surrounded it. It was his home. Surely, there they would be waiting for him as always with open arms to suffocate him in hugs and cover him with kisses. He surely remembered every time he passed by the house, up and down the same winding dirt road where he used to run around and play with his little dog. Tired of the crying, pulling and kicking of the child, I had soon given up. I let go of his hand, letting him loose. When he did not find his father or his mother as usual, waiting for him with a tender smile in the patio of the house, he stopped and looked back. He was very disappointed and about to cry while watching me trying to accelerate the pace, despite being loaded with several shopping bags: I was very worried. That morning I had woken up sad and susceptible. I did not want to go away from home. It had been a long time, almost two years, that I had not had that strange feeling again. Although I had done it dozens of times before without the slightest qualm, that day precisely, I was reluctant to leave my beloved to go shopping. I had a premonition: something bad was going to happen. I always went alone. Very rarely accompanied by the mother or by the father of the child, but never with the child. That this was the first time turned out to be fortunately a graceful and very opportune chance.

			As I approached the door of the house, wide open and no one came out to meet me, my heart began to beat a thousand per minute ready to burst. I started releasing the bags, one after the other on the road, to run faster and arrive as soon as possible. That situation was not the usual one! All the inhabitants of that house, together or separately, without fail, whether summer or winter, night or day, went out to the garden to welcome everyone who approached on the way, especially if he was one of the family.

			Arriving at the gate I stopped. I took the child in my arms to warn him that we were playing hide and seek and I was going to look for his parents, so he could not enter. He had to wait for them outside, sitting on the swing by the door, eyes closed until I had returned. To make sure, I placed him there, crossed the threshold of the door and closed it behind me. I took courage and started walking slowly and cautiously, looking for my loved ones in absolute silence through the different rooms of the house.

			I went through the two floors of the building, the stables and the haystack without finding the young couple, but the dog: behind the house, the poor German shepherd puppy lay dead in a pool of blood. Even more alarmed and scared if possible, I decided to retrace my steps to pick up the child and put him inside. It was almost night and death was wandering around that place.

			I was going to open the door to access the patio, when I noticed a sheet of paper nailed with a pin on the old wooden beam that made the lintel of that huge gate. For a while, I was paralyzed with fear staring at that note, as if I was scanning it. I could hardly read it: I endured tired eyesight and the message was a bit smudgy. I took a chair to climb and pick up that chilling letter. I did not even wait to put my feet on the floor to start reading its contents. Right there, perched on the stool, I wanted to find out what it said, trying to read it from all angles, orientations and possible approaches. It was clear that I did not see it well. I was not wearing my glasses and I could not discern much. Still, the little I managed to decipher was enough to make me fall apart completely. Without strength to hold on, I collapsed on the cold ground, despondent and anguished. Now I could not waver. The little one was alone, in the open and in the dark in the middle of the mountain, with all kinds of vermin, including humans, the worst kind of all without a doubt, stalking and waiting for the right moment to attack. I jumped up, opened the door and ran to the rocker where I had left him minutes earlier. I expected the worst. I thought he would have been kidnapped, too. In the light of the moon and as little as I could see, I realized that my fears were unfounded. The little innocent creature that I loved and pampered as a son of my own was lying peacefully asleep, with his thumb stuck in his mouth. Seeing him safe and sound, a sad smile broke out on my lips. From my tired and sad eyes, tears gushed forth: hot and generous they ran on my pale cheeks. I leaned over him, I took him with a lot of tenderness and, after a motherly protective hug, I gave him a delicate kiss. Exuding distrust, caution and a lot of curiosity, I watched and scanned the surroundings conscientiously, trying to recognize and inspect the terrain thoroughly before hurrying home. I left the boy lying on the living room couch and ran from one side to the other, bolting the doors and closing the shutters and curtains. Anxiously, I had gone through each and every one of the ten chambers of the building looking for weapons hidden in the cabinets, managing to gather a real arsenal: from my room I took out two repeating shotguns; in the main bedroom, I found a pair of AK47 rifles popularly known as Kalashnikovs, three bayonets and several hand grenades and a nine-millimeter caliber pistol. Even in the child’s room, locked in the closet, there was a gun with four chargers. Carefully, I placed this sophisticated weaponry next to its corresponding boxes of ammunition, on the bed in my room on the top floor. 
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