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CHAPTER 4 – MADRID INTRIGUES AND PLANS
People have been telling myths, legends and fables since time immemorial. They tell of gods, of strange creatures, of courageous heroes, of waters, of deserts, of heaven and of earth. They tell of jungles and forests. Often they tell them in order to overcome their own fear of the unknown. They want to understand the incomprehensible, to grasp the ungraspable. But no one can say where reality ends and dreams begin. What is merely legend and what is true...
The Amazon Rainforest is impenetrable. The dark green gloom has long hidden and still hides mysteries of which people can tell many stories. Except that there are many places that human eyes have never seen. Anyone who has seen them has never returned. From fragments of information mysterious and tantalizing legends are born…
There is always someone who longs to uncover the mystery, to solve the riddle, to know the unknowable. But the jungle has a will of its own. It can defend itself against intruders. But it can also sense who enters it with evil intentions and who with good. It sometimes rewards the latter by opening its gates. It reveals its mysteries to him like treasures from Aladdin’s cave.
Green semi-darkness, damp, sultry and hot. Shadows silently moving in the bush. Sounds that make the blood in your veins run cold. Unknown Indian tribes. Communities that perhaps don´t even exist. Danger. Perhaps death. Perhaps love. Perhaps both. After all you always find someone who crosses the imaginary and real border between him and me.
And I? I am the jungle. I am its princess. Do I exist? In legends certainly. In reality? Perhaps. If yes, what am I like? Cruel, as some describe me? As beautiful as the visions captured by those who dream about me? Those to whom I appear in secret imaginings and awaken the longing to touch me, to learn whether I am real or a vision.
Such am I. Unfathomable. From the ancient spirit of the forest. Perhaps I do not know myself how I will behave when someone disturbs my peace. When they enter my kingdom. When they try to pull away the delicate veil of dreamlike illusion from the laboriously woven threads of legends and myths and show reality such as it is.
I do not prevent anyone from coming to me, from searching for me, from finding me. But I do not promise anyone that they will find their dream. Let each discover for himself whether that which they search for is what they find.
Upon arriving at Guayaquil´s airport Manuel bought every available map of the Ecuadorian Amazon. Back home in Madrid he had read every handbook and guide he could get a hold of for the country that he was heading to on holiday. It was his last two-month holiday. In September 1996 he would start working at his father’s law firm. The trip to Ecuador was a graduation gift from his parents.
Angel and Teresa Castro knew their eldest son very well. It did not even occur to them to offer him a vacation where he would stay in luxury hotels. They immediately suggested that Manuel choose the most exotic country he could think of and that he would want to crisscross as a backpacker. At that time Manuel varied his exam studies with books about the mysterious kingdom of the tribes of female warriors – the Amazons. And as always whenever an adventure was involved, he completely ignored the fact that the journey could be full of danger.
The author of one of these books believed that perhaps they were not just an interesting legend but that they actually lived in the depths of the Amazon Rainforest in the Ecuadorian jungle. Manuel was as fascinated by stories of their mysterious abilities and martial arts as he was by descriptions of their unearthly beauty. It was unbearably hot in the arrival hall of Guayaquil’s Simón Bolívar Airport. The air was suffused with humidity and it was practically impossible to breathe. Manuel weaved his way through crowds of people. Some were parting from relatives, others, just as numerous, were welcoming home family members and friends. He carried a huge backpack and around his neck hung a brand-new camera. His hands were full of maps and brochures. People constantly bumped into him, but Manuel was too preoccupied with his own thoughts to do much more than utter barely comprehensible mumbles of apology. Nor did he notice the meaningful glances that young girls and women directed at him. In all likelihood it did not even occur to him that this could be possible.
Manuel never realized how attractive he was to women. Though not particularly tall (maybe about 178 centimetres) he had a straight and well-built body, strengthened by regular workouts in the weights room, running and rock climbing. Under his T-shirt, which said “Save the whales” in large black lettering, rolled firmly toned muscles. His black, slightly tousled hair, three-day stubble and brown, sometimes sad eyes, gave him a face that even a Hollywood star would not be ashamed of.
His clothes were athletic and simple, but a keen eye could tell that each piece of clothing was brand-name and carefully selected. At the airport, which swarmed either with successful businessmen dressed in classic grey pinstriped suits, white dress shirts and boring ties or the shabby members of the lower middle classes, who strained with all their might to save for a plane ticket in order to try their luck in Europe or the United States, Manuel was truly a picture of attractiveness.
At the age of twenty-five his focus was more on his doctoral studies and hobbies than on long-term relationships. These things took up all of his free time. The girls from the best Madrid society with whom he appeared at parties quickly realized that a quick marriage was not going to happen and soon left him for other candidates that could and would offer them what they were looking for. Manuel had no thoughts of marriage at all. This put him profoundly at odds with his mother. On occasion he had been appearing in society lately with Luz Martínez, and Teresa Castro came to the irrefutable conclusion that this girl, the daughter of one of Madrid’s most famous lawyers, was the right girl for her son. His mother’s pressure became more and more unbearable each day, and so Manuel was delighted to escape from her across the ocean. He hoped that after his return his mother would no longer insist that he make his relationship with Luz official.
While these thoughts were running through his head, Manuel gradually weaved his way to the exit from the airport. In front of a smallish parking lot was crammed a row of chipped yellow taxis. On some of them the doors didn’t close, others had tyres that could only withstand a longer journey by divine intervention or the strength of their rubber will. All of the cars without exception had ripped upholstery and rear windows decorated with signs like “Attention, I drive crazy fast”, “I drive under the influence of Radio Sucre” or “Abdalá for president!” The taxi drivers hollered and whistled over each other, cries of “Here, señor!” and “I’ve got the best price, señor!” overlapped and blended into a single wall of sound.
Although Manuel was dressed as simply as every other backpacker, the veteran taxi drivers had a keen sense of who does and doesn’t have money, so they swarmed around Manuel.
Manuel did not take long to consider and clambered into the first taxi. On the rear window was an orange sign announcing to the outside world that the driver believes in Jesus Christ.
“Where to, young man?” asked the curly haired, darkly tanned driver dressed in a tank top and wearing a fake gold chain around his neck. “The Hilton?”
“No way,” laughed Manuel. “I’m looking for something simple; a hostel or something like that. I’m also looking for a local who can take me to the Amazon.”
The driver’s face expressed feigned professional interest. His eyes met Manuel’s in the rear-view mirror.
“I know someone. There aren’t many people who take tourists to the Amazon. It’s not completely safe you know. But José sometimes goes out there. He’ll make you pay for it, of course... he’s not cheap,” the taxi driver chuckled, as though expressing satisfaction with José’s business acumen.
Manuel smiled imperceptibly. This was not the first time he was in this kind of exotic country. He knew that they were incredibly beautiful, but also very poor. He knew well the great importance its citizens gave to money. It was clear to him that the taxi driver would receive a share for every customer that he brought to José.
“Money’s not a problem,” Manuel replied, not trying to hide his delight. “I’m sure we’ll agree on a price, as long as he’s willing to take me where I really want to go.”
“If you like, we can go straight to him,” the chauffeur suggested with a servile smile.
“Why not?” said Manuel, shrugging. “I don’t have a reservation anywhere anyway. Where do we find him?”
The taxi driver was just driving past October 9 Avenue, full of luxury cars with air-conditioning and tinted glass, other taxis, old delivery vans and trucks, loading platforms crammed with cargo and passengers, public buses and school buses, the drivers ferociously honking and desperately trying to navigate the rush of the other vehicles. Through this bizarre parade of cars and buses dashed small children. With dirty, sticky hands they hammered on the closed windows of the luxury limousines and offered their occupants newspapers, magazines, soaps, roses, candies or lottery tickets. Besides the children many adults also tried to sell these things. It was also impossible to overlook the Indian girls dressed in typical skirts and frocks that in the mountains protected them from the cold, but down on the coast must have been unbearably hot to wear. Almost all of th
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