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    To my wife, who else? I love you, "Belén" in fiction. You are much more than my anchor to the ground.

      

    


PROLOGUE: ILLUMINATION

Route 5, Department of Paysandú, Wednesday, April 30, 2025, 9:37 PM

Tom Harper, known only by his mother as Thomas, a moniker left behind over three decades ago when she passed away when he was just 16, navigated the solitary drive along a dimly lit road, sporadically illuminated by passing car headlights or the glow of an approaching cargo truck.

His Hyundai HB20 sedan boasted a stable speed capable of reaching up to 130 kilometers per hour, yet on this unlit, single lane road, divided by one or two yellow lines depending on the stretch, exceeding the 90 km/h cruising speed seemed imprudent. 

Nonetheless, Tom found solace not in hurrying to his destination but rather in relishing the journey. As an amateur writer, though prolific, he recently found himself embroiled in a muted disagreement with his wife, Belén Anzani. Their children, privy to their parents' occasional spats, often found refuge elsewhere during such times, for these solitary getaways (mini vacations, to be precise, aligned perfectly with Uruguay's "sandwich day" tradition. A holiday on a workday, Thursday, May 1st, sandwiched between a working Friday and the ensuing weekend). 

The crux of their argument lay in Belén's assertion that Tom sought escape from the routine and family obligations for a brief respite, a sentiment she admitted to sharing on her own sporadic excursions, be it to attend a concert of her favorite band in Buenos Aires or Colonia. Tom, however, staunchly defended his need for solitude, citing inspiration as the driving force behind his impending literary endeavor. It had been two and a third years precisely since he reignited his passion for fiction. Each stood firm in their stance, Tom endeavoring to convey to his wife that family held paramount importance in his life, while Belén endeavored to coax him into seeing her perspective, one that challenged the clichéd external perception she felt he was trapped within.

"The Book That Was Never Written" was the title of the crime novel Tom penned in his early days as a "writer" back in 2007. It remained unpublished until 2023, when new self-publishing technologies and platforms emerged, allowing authors to share their works at zero cost in various formats—print on demand, ebooks, or audiobooks. The novel, blending action with comedy, chronicled the escapades of an aspiring writer, Death, and the book itself, endowed with its own consciousness and voice. It recounted the investigation into Uruguay's first serial killer, dubbed "the Decorator" by the press. Tom aimed to resurrect the story's central figures (Geraldine Goldman, the Press Chief of the National Police, and Viktor Ielicov, a quasi-amateur Russian detective and professional heavyweight boxer from Vladivostok). Together, they pursued the murderer, following the clues he left behind until his capture. 

The dynamic between these two characters, both in their professional collaboration and in their contrasting personalities and backgrounds (Geraldine, a Jewish polyglot from a privileged upbringing, and Viktor, a streetwise atheist) captivated Tom. It was precisely this chemistry that he sought for his 30th novel. His latest narrative quest centered on the murder of an Argentine tourist at Hot Springs of Arapey, a secluded tourist spot offering both a confined setting, with suspects limited to the ten thousand tourists or officials present, and a poignant return to a country they had left behind after the Decorator case. 

As Tom reached for two Saladix biscuits from the compartment beside the handbrake lever, he reflected on the arrangements made with his wife. After finishing his work at 5 p.m., their eldest son, Sebastián, would look after his younger brother Joaquín until Belén returned from her job as an administrator at Montevideo Shopping Center at 7:30 p.m. Meanwhile, Tom embarked on his journey to the hot springs, eager for a weekend of inspiration. 

A green sign with white reflective lettering reading "Hot Springs of Arapey - 197" illuminated by the sedan's headlights caught Tom's attention. "Damn," he muttered, realizing he might not arrive until midnight, or worse, not at all. Perhaps it would be wiser to stop in Salto for the night and resume his journey early the next day.

For his first solo vacation in 15 years, Tom reverted to his old travel habits from his youth: a setup involving snacks, soda, water, and mate. His playlist, featuring classics like "Born to Be Wild" by Steppenwolf and a mix of Creedence, Rockabilly, bluegrass, and Irish rock, kept him alert and entertained at the wheel. 

A light to his left diverted his focus. Its direction suggested it emanated from a dirt or gravel road (a common sight in a country dedicated to agriculture and livestock since its inception, destined to supply meat and produce to nearby cities or the port of Montevideo for export). Tom slowed down, wary of the potential danger posed by another driver veering onto his path unnoticed.

But the light appeared to be heading directly toward him, and it didn't resemble a car's headlights. If anything, it resembled the blinding glare of a truck loaded with logs on its trailers.

"Shit!" exclaimed the driver of the dark gray sedan, slowing down and edging toward the shoulder on his side. "What the hell's wrong with you, idiot?!" he cursed, the powerful light still advancing toward his location.

The next morning, a Channel 4 reporter would recount the discovery of a Hyundai sedan, license plate SCV6570, abandoned on the roadside. The vehicle remained intact, its driver (T.H. by his initials, an administrative officer from Montevideo), nowhere to be found. Left behind were a wife and two children, prompting a nationwide search to locate him.
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CHAPTER 1: FIND YOUR WAY OUT... NOW!
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The world spun around him.

That's the best way to describe it: sitting in some unknown place, attempting to orient oneself, relying on senses. The scent of pine trees surrounded him, a lingering taste of mate on his tongue. Vision blurred, images swirling like a carousel. Aside from nocturnal crickets, silence enveloped him. His hands gripped plastic armrests, familiar yet foreign.

A bearded face peered at him with concern. "Are you feeling well, Tom?" the stranger asked.

Tom examined his hands, perplexed by their smoothness. Surveying his surroundings, he noted a green awning overhead, a large TV, a wooden panel adorned with notes, and a semicircle of six others (among them, a familiar face, his sister Noelia). Outside, a group of scouts observing, puzzled by his reaction.

Tom reached out, touching the awning, and memories flooded back: the light on the road, the faces around him. It dawned on him, a sad realization: this was his atheist's hell, where one relives life's worst decisions. But if he was here, he might as well make the most of it.

"Would anyone pass me a cigarette and a lighter, please?" he asked.

"But..." stuttered Pulansky, a young scout leader, taken aback. "You don't smoke, Tom."

“Maybe not, Pula, but I need one now. Brand doesn't matter. Can you spare one?" Tom persisted.

With permission granted from the site director, Tom lit his cigarette, scanning the faces around him. Some he recognized from his past, some were even dead already in his time. Turning to Gabriel, the bearded figure seemingly in charge, he suggested a stroll around the block and, without waiting for confirmation, headed toward the exit of the house in El Pinar.

"Pula, organize a pause for reflection on what we've just witnessed," the course leader ordered his subordinate. He found the escapee puffing on his cigarette, gazing at the starry suburban sky as if seeing it for the first time.

“Do you think any of those stars or that almost full moon give a damn about you, me, or this damned Ruta course we're on, this part that's the fire course, just a rehash of the strong determinism concept you're manipulating for your own purposes, Barba?" Harper's gaze was fiery, but he knew he faced a formidable opponent in Barba (Beard), armed with manipulation tactics and an unyielding personality.

"It seems like you suddenly have all the answers, huh?" the sect and course leader quipped ironically.

"No. I'd never pretend to claim all the credit you systematically give yourself in every speech. But let's keep it simple and clear: I had a revelation or a moment of consciousness or transcendental inspiration, call it what you will," Harper pointed toward the awning where the other contestants waited, "and I saw everything happening, what would follow. I saw you systematically prey on minors, unaware that the law allows it only when the adult's age in the consensual relationship doesn't exceed the minor's by more than 8 years. You're 35 now, which means any minor would be underage, and that the institution's books you make your disciples sign don't reflect even a third of the cash received. They're tampered with by the Legal Person institution. Any complaint I or anyone else might make could expose the mess your acolytes obediently helped you cover up in '93. And... do you want me to continue?"

There was a pause as the accuser allowed the accused a chance to mount a defense against such accusations.

"And how the hell do you know all this?" the sectarian leader challenged.

“I'll answer that in another life, buddy," Harper replied, extinguishing his cigarette on the ground. "Here's what's going to happen: I'm leaving this cult, taking my sister with me. You'll make up some excuse about us being under the influence of drugs in front of the others, and we'll never see each other again. Everyone's happy. 'I loved the camps, Barba, but it ends here,' Harper emphasized with a gesture. “It's over. Well... I do like scout camps, so if you call me to lend a hand outdoors, I might just accept as a guest, not as an acolyte of your sect."

In the field, the unmistakable sounds of a bareknuckle fight echoed, soon drawing the attention of all present. Nearly fifty souls, some minors, others barely adults, gathered at the perimeter fence, witnessing the pitiful spectacle of two adults seeking to harm each other with their bare hands. Despite the elder's superior technique and experience, the younger, free from tobacco's grasp, held his own.

Brave individuals emerged from the crowd, attempting to separate the brawlers, eventually succeeding.


"I'M GOING TO KILL YOU, YOU SON OF A BITCH!" Barbiarán roared.


"Oh, really?" retorted Harper sarcastically. "So, when I go to CASMU to have them look at my wounds, and they obviously call the police, do I need to add that on top of attacking me, you threatened to kill me?" He raised an eyebrow defiantly.


"Who sent you?!" Barbiarán demanded.


"I sent myself! I thought we made that clear before you pounced on me. Let's leave it at that, Barba. Let it flow," Harper's irony now resembled that of a yoga teacher rather than a man in his personal hell after being killed by a truck on Route 5. "Let it flow, buddy. Go back in there," he gestured toward the course, "and make up any story you like... that De María sent me, that I'm an infiltrator of the National Scouts... If you have enough words to spin, son."

"LET ME GO!" the course leader struggled in vain to break free, his opponent bearing several cuts on his face.

"Noe," Harper addressed his younger sister calmly, "forget about the vehicle that brought us here, which I think is a Citroën Mehari. Forget about our backpacks. In fact, forget about everything. I'll explain along the way."

Tuesday, April 11, 1995, bus stop on the Interbalnearia Route, El Pinar, Department of Canelones, 10:30 PM.

Tom and Noelia had walked the six blocks without exchanging a word. Noelia was still in shock from the recent events: her brother abruptly leaving the Ruta course they were supposed to complete together, followed by the street brawl with the head of the scout institution they belonged to. Tom feared that at any moment this nightmare, which she was convinced was her brother's personal hell, would unfold into a new chapter where he regretted a life-altering decision, yet it seemed too surreal. He wondered if, in 2025, his body would cease functioning, rendering him unable to elaborate on this bizarre unreality.

"Do you want to tell me what the hell happened back there?" Noelia confronted him as they waited for the interdepartmental bus to arrive.

"What happened?" Tom sighed. Besides grappling with the absurdity of explaining to his sister that moments ago, he was about to embark on a long weekend at the Arapey Hot Springs in 2025, and now found himself in 1995 in El Pinar, he wanted to relive and savor the moments of being 19 again, free from the burden of past mistakes. "What happened is that I saw through Gabriel Barbiarán's manipulations. I realized this institution is a cult for fundraising, and it harbors a permanent harem of underage girls, manipulated by Barbiarán to satisfy his desires."

"But..." Noelia struggled to process the information. "If that's true, then... why are the others still there?"

"Most of them are oblivious to what's really going on. I spent a year there without knowing. You did too," Tom explained. "Only a few are aware of the truth. Pula, Caro Cranberry, the treasurer, and Laura Paz, his favorite goddaughter. The rest believe they're participating in a wholesome scout activity with noble goals. But trust me, Noe, that guy is toxic. He lures you in, making you believe he's pure and perfect, then demands everything from you whether it's services, money, or more. It's better to steer clear of him. Ah, look, here comes the bus." Tom stood up, signaling the approaching vehicle.

The driver hadn't noticed the severity of the new passenger's injuries until Tom inquired about the route and the bus fare. Upon seeing the cuts and blood on Tom's face, the driver expressed concern.

“What on Earth happened to you, son?” He asked.

"A fight. I'm heading to CASMU downtown to have my wounds checked," Tom explained.

Realizing the situation, the driver announced to the passengers that they would head straight to the hospital, not picking up any more passengers. Tom thanked him but still inquired about the fare.

"We're in ambulance mode, son. No charge," the driver reassured him.

Two hours later, the siblings were in the emergency room. After Tom’s injuries were treated, the police arrived, likely called by protocol. 

"Busy night, huh?" one of the officers greeted them. 

"You could say," Tom replied with a smile, though he winced as a cut on his lip stung. "We got into a scuffle with an... acquaintance." 

"Had you been drinking?" the officer inquired. 

"Just mate all day. Look, I don't want to file a complaint. What I do want is to retrieve my car and belongings left in El Pinar," Tom explained, gesturing to Noelia. "If you could accompany us, I'd appreciate it. I'm not afraid, but I want to avoid repeating the cycle of fighting, hospital visits, and x-rays." 

"Of course. We'll accompany you. Are you sure about not filing a complaint?" the officer asked. 

"No, officer, but thank you. I know how the process goes, and I just want to get my things and rest," Tom declined.

"Well," the veteran officer shrugged. "You decide." He turned to his companion, Omar. "Get us some coffees, please. It's about a 45-minute drive to El Pinar, at least."

"Going." Omar replied, heading off to fetch the drinks.

"Have you been discharged?" the leading officer asked Tom.

"Yeah, about five minutes ago," Tom pointed to the medical sheets and Xray envelopes on a nearby table.

"Let's go then. Do you need help walking?" the officer offered.

"Nono," Tom assured, struggling to get off the stretcher. "I'm good. I actually came here by bus."

As they rode in the back of the patrol car, Tom checked his pockets, searching for something to help him pinpoint the exact moment in time. He recalled buying his first cell phone in 1995 but couldn't remember the time of year. If he had one now, he could've messaged Pula, but he didn't have that luxury. He considered the advantage of not being addicted to nicotine yet, grateful for this aspect of his time travel.

Tom found a set of keys and his wallet, containing various bills. He realized the reality of the situation, noting the modest amount of money he had at the time. As they approached their destination, the officer struck up a conversation.

"What was the fight about? Skirt troubles?" the officer asked.

Tom smiled internally, choosing his words carefully. "Differences of opinions, let's say," he replied vaguely. "One thinks A, another thinks B about a topic, then the tone rises, and sometimes someone strikes the first blow."

"And was the other guy who started the fight?" the officer inquired.

"Yes, of course! He was the one who threw the first blow," Tom asserted.

"Are you sure you don't want to file a complaint?" the officer asked once more.

"No, please. I'd appreciate it if you left it here," Tom insisted.

"That's good. If you later regret it, you have the medical report to back it up. You can approach a police station and file a complaint," the officer explained.

"Thank you, officer," Tom expressed his gratitude.

They finally arrived at the house, seeing several cars parked outside. Tom pointed out his vehicle. As they got out of the patrol car, Tom lifted the tarp covering the back, remarking to the police officers:

"It looks like they took the trouble to gather all our things and load them into the Mehari."

At that moment, the homeowner, a member of the course, emerged to greet the newcomers.

"What's going on here, Tom? Did you make a complaint?" It was whispered, and he directed the question only to Harper. However, since the police didn't have a description of the aggressor, they instinctively placed their hands on their guns.

"Calm down, Pula," he reassured the tall guy. "I just came to get my things and my sister's. Everything is fine with you. Zero hard feelings. Just tell Gabriel to stay away from me and my sister, okay? I have the medical report of the attack. I don't know if I make myself clear," he winked knowingly, then spoke aloud to the uniformed men. "Well, let's see if he wants to start." He got into the Mehari and on the third attempt managed to start it. He accelerated the engine several times to ensure it didn't stall. Then, he put on the handbrake and went to shake hands and thank the police officers. "Thank you very much for escorting us here."

"Yeah, well," smiled the Afro-descendant who led the uniformed duo. "We're covering a shift, and I can assure you that coming to escort the victim of an assault to retrieve her belongings is much better than responding to a robbery in progress or patrolling aimlessly. Have a good night, Harper."

"Same to you, officer."
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CHAPTER 2: WHY DOES THIS CONTINUE?
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Tom woke up in bed in his father's luxurious apartment on the morning of Wednesday, April 12, 1995, or so his wristwatch indicated. Although the apartment itself was upper-middle class, Tom's room had been designed by the architects as the maid's quarters, but it was still his and could be reasonably messy. It took him a moment to realize where he was... and when.

"Why am I still here?" he questioned. "If I'm supposed to be on the operating table with surgeons trying to save me after being hit by a truck, why is this hallucination so detailed? The textures, the senses... everything is as if I've truly returned to my own past." Despite the surreal situation, Tom's routine kicked in. He went to the kitchen, located adjacent to the maid's room, to prepare mate, clad only in his underwear and T-shirt.

"Oops, sorry, Noe, I didn't realize you were up," he improvised, although in 2025, Harper would be the first one awake, and no one would witness him wandering around in his underwear while boiling water for mate.


His sister burst into laughter at the absurdity of the situation.


"Yeah, I know," he continued, filling the kettle and returning to his room. "I'll greet you more appropriately after I've dressed and brushed my teeth."

In the shower, he remembered that the rest of his family, his father, stepmother, stepsister, and his brother would likely be on their usual weeklong boat trip, returning on Sunday. 

"Now yes, good morning, little sister," he greeted Noelia with a kiss on the cheek as she returned to the kitchen. He set about preparing mate and soon joined her at the table.


"Aren't you going to have breakfast at all? Just mate?" she asked.


"This feels so real," Harper thought. "Everyone talks and acts as if it was truly 1995." He remembered how the refrigerator in his father's house was always stocked with cheeses, cold cuts, and an assortment of sweets. 

"Yeah, Noe. If I keep eating like this, I'll gain weight soon. I'd better wait for lunch having mate only. When are the others due back?"

"No idea, really," she shrugged. "I guess Saturday night or Sunday morning. Remember, we weren't planning to return until Sunday night? Speaking of which, I've been trying to make sense of what happened last night in El Pinar. It's as if... I mean, I went with you because you're my older brother, and I trust you, but... do you dare to tell me a little more about what the hell happened?"

"Yes, of course, I'll tell you," Tom began, contemplating whether to share the truth or not. Seeing his younger sister, just 14 years old at the time, he decided she might not be ready for the reality of the situation. So, he chose to fabricate a story, drawing from his knack for storytelling. 

"What happened last night is like... you know when a math teacher writes an equation on the board, and at first, it seems impossible to understand? Like it's something only Einstein could decipher. But then, suddenly, the Greek symbols and numbers start to make sense, and you realize what the equation is all about, like... you can actually read them?" He paused, waiting for her nod of understanding. "Well, it was something like that. I got a glimpse of the bigger picture. Gabriel founded the scout institution as a cult of personality, where he charges exorbitant fees for camps that barely cost a fraction of what he charges. And you noticed the preferential treatment he gives to certain girls, right? Especially those who are more... attractive. Or am I saying something you haven't already noticed?"


"Well, yes... You're somewhat right," she admitted.


"Furthermore, yesterday, we were manipulated into an acute depressive state, where we felt trapped by the idea that everything is predetermined since the beginning of time. We felt like freedom and free will were just illusions, and we were being groomed to accept it," Tom explained.

"What a moment!" His sister agreed, recalling the events of the previous day.

"Exactly. So, I asked myself: What's the point of it all if this is how it is, right? Why does Gabriel put so much effort into this institution? Why do we, as leaders, go along with it? Why do we spend our Sundays at scout centers, working tirelessly to ensure the camps are perfect for the kids? It just didn't make sense! Unless... there was something beyond that barrier of depression, something that could lift us out of it and show us a way forward. I figured this bastard would show up as our savior, claiming to have all the answers on how to find happiness and spread it to others." Tom's voice was filled with conviction as he explained his deduction. 

"And it seems I was right," he concluded, pointing to his bruised and cut face, remnants of the events in the emergency room at CASMU on Colonia Street.

"It's pretty intense, isn't it?" Noelia remarked.

"A horror, really. I'm not sure if the Beard intended to kill me outright to silence me or just to assert his dominance, alpha male style, showing the younger members who's in charge. He thought I'd fall in line like a sheep, but it backfired at him. Now, I have medical proof to file an assault complaint anytime I want. He messed up with the '93 complaint, so he won't dare to approach us. We'll forget about him, his cult, and his damn mother. You and I can return to our lives on Monday. You to high school, and me to pick up where I left off at the Faculty of Engineering. It's better to realize it now than in 5 or 15 years, right?" Tom concluded, reflecting on his past experiences, where Noelia emigrated to Spain in 2001, never to return except for vacations, while he left the sect in 2010 after 15 years of devoted service, sacrificing his time, money, and postponed happiness.

"Yes, I guess it's for the best," Noelia agreed.

"Listen, Noe. Today, I need to go talk to Victor," Tom stated.

"To Victor?" Noelia, who wouldn't turn 15 for another three months, was surprised. "But he's not part of your circle anymore."

"Exactly! This cult isolated us from our family and friends for a whole year. Reconnecting with them is a priority for me, and I think Victor is the best place to start," Tom explained.

"Go ahead. I'll probably just hang around here, doing nothing. It's Maundy Thursday, after all. Nothing's going to be open even if I wanted to do something," Noelia said.

"I love you, little sister," Tom gave her a kiss on the forehead before leaving with the thermos and mate for his room.

"Now, how the hell do I contact Victor?" Tom pondered. He rummaged through his memory but couldn't recall a phone number he hadn't used in at least three decades. Eventually, he found an old agenda from high school, tucked away in a drawer. He flipped through it, filled with the phone numbers of his classmates and friends, totaling six figures, quite unlike the eight-figure numbers from his time. He dialed his best friend from childhood and youth, the one he used to visit at his father's house in Malvín.

"Hello?" Victor's voice came through the line.

"Hello, Victor, is that you?" Tom asked.

"For sure. Who's this? Bochita?" Victor's voice brimmed with enthusiasm. He was the only son of an entrepreneur who, by 1995, comanaged a bar in General Paz and Coimbra, and ran a thriving video club in the Obelisco, perhaps the largest at the time where movies were still rented on video cassettes. His mather was also a shoemaker who owned a shoe store on General Paz Street, two houses away from the Los Tacuruses bar that her husband ran.

"The one and only," Tom confirmed.

"What have you been up to, you lost man?! It's been ages since you called," Victor exclaimed.

"Yeah, well... I've been tied up with something. You know," Tom replied.

"You mentioned something about the scouts," Victor recalled.

"Exactly. Well, I just left, but I called to tell you something that's going to blow your mind, buddy."

"And that in Spanish would be...?" Victor didn't understand the expression.

"You're going to be shocked, idiot! But I must tell you in person. Are you available today for me to visit you?" Tom asked.

"Well, my old man bought some meat, and we're having a barbecue here at home. My uncle's coming over too, but obviously, you can join us."

"Are you sure it wouldn't be a bother?" Tom inquired.

"No, not at all. Dad!" Victor called out.

"What's up, Cat?" Tom heard the distant voice of Victor's father.

"Can Tom come have lunch with us?! You know his family's going abroad for Easter, and he's staying home alone, right?!" Victor shouted.

"Yes, of course! Tell him to come over. We're waiting for him!" Victor's father replied.

"Thank you, Dad!" Victor shouted back. "Well, you heard him, Bochita. We're waiting for you here."

"Thanks," Tom felt moved. "I love you, man. See you there," he said before heading to tell his sister. He checked the refrigerator to see if there was something quick and practical for her lunch since he wouldn't be joining her.

His first instinct was to check for the keys to his house and his beat-up vehicle in his pockets, but then a memory from the past struck him: his red Raleigh bicycle. Could it still be in the storage room in the building's garage? He had nothing to lose by finding out. There it was, the old racing bicycle, with its ram's horn-shaped handlebars, its two chainrings, and its ten gears, hanging by the front wheel from a hook, covered in dust accumulated over at least two years. Harper tested the tires and confirmed the obvious: they were flat, and he'd have to walk it to the nearest gas station to inflate them.

"We're going to restore you, baby," he spoke to his bicycle, reminiscing about the time when he bought it at the age of fourteen, costing his father the equivalent of what he earned in a month of work at Portones Shopping at the time. “You’ll see.”

After thoroughly cleaning off the dust and cobwebs with a bucket and rag, and inflating the tires at the service station on 21 de Setiembre and La Rambla, Tom set off as if it were any other Sunday morning in 2025, pedaling along the bike paths that only became popular in the 2020s. He headed to his best friend's house, a friendship he shouldn't have stopped nurturing if it hadn't been for the damn cult with lofty goals but insidious undertones, and worthy of several court rulings.

He arrived around 11:30, hardly breaking a sweat thanks to his rejuvenated and detoxified body, with a bottle of wine and a bottle of beer he'd bought at a gas station in one hand, and his racing bicycle carried over his other shoulder. He climbed the stairs of the house in Mar Antártico, a place that, twenty-eight years into his future, would serve as the setting for Emilio Bermúdez's house, a famous writer whose children were kidnapped by military fascists in 1980. As any other writer, Harper thought, using those ‘shortcuts’ in writing was OK, opposite to create the whole house, the furniture and the lighting from scratch. It was like in film industry, shooting on an already built house versus building up a set.

His friend opened the door a few seconds after Harper rang the doorbell. When he phoned him earlier, hearing his nickname from high-school, Bochita (Heady) was yet another nostalgic trip to Harper’s past. Never since high-school nobody called him that way until at the age of 44 they started the annual class reunions.

"Bochita! Great to see you!" Victor was effusive, as always. His natural enthusiasm, which had been a part of him all his life, clashed awkwardly with the situation of trying to hug his guest, who was carrying a racing bicycle on one shoulder and a bag with bottles in his other hand. Hugging seemed impossible and uncomfortable, so they skipped it.

"Just come through the garage, and I'll go around and open it for you," Victor suggested.

Harper made his way down the stairs to the sidewalk and leaned on his bicycle as he rolled it along the handlebars down the hill toward the garage entrance of the two-story house in Punta Gorda. Once inside, he placed the bag with the bottles on the floor, and his friend closed the door. Finally, they gave each other the delayed and effusive hug they both craved, with hearty pats on the back.

"I can't believe you called after all this time, you crazy guy!" Victor exclaimed.

"Well, there's lost time to make up for, Victor, but we'll talk about that later, okay? What have you been up to?" Tom asked.

"Nothing out of the ordinary, you know how it is," Victor replied. “I was slicing cheese and sausage for snacks. What did you bring with you?" he gestured toward the bag.

"Oh, that? I didn't want to come emptyhanded, and since I didn't know if you preferred wine or beer, I brought one of each," Tom explained.

"Wow, you're really on top of things, Tom! Come on, let's head upstairs; my dad's lighting the fire," Victor said.

The Thursday barbecue during Holy Week, or tourism week, or Creole week, depending on one's ideology or need to sell a product (religion, domestic tourism, or urban-rural interactions, respectively), proceeded much like other events in the River Plate region: with casual conversations, catching up, jokes, political discussions, and applause for the grill master. However, Tom saved the important conversation for after lunch when they stepped out onto the second-floor balcony for a smoke and a talk.


"Mind getting me one?" Tom asked his host. 


"You smoke?!" Victor was surprised, with his broad chest, arms, hooked nose, and catlike eyes, which had earned him the family nickname "Cat" since childhood, a nickname that Harper also used in his novels by Dana and Roger - Investigators, published in 2024.

"Yes and no," Tom said enigmatically. "Right now, it's more of a psychological need than a physical one, but we'll get into that topic."

"Sure thing." Victor handed him a Coronado from his stash.


"Do you happen to have some marijuana for later?" Tom inquired.


"Always! You know, a few months ago, I discussed the issue with my parents, and although they don't see it favorably, they accept that I smoke from time to time," Victor said.

"You handled that well. It's always good to confront those you love," Tom took another drag on his cigarette. "Smoking is such a weird thing, isn't it?" he exhaled a plume of smoke.


"Is it just me, or are you beating around the bush?" Victor asked.


"You've always known me so well, Victor," Harper smiled broadly. "Alright, here it goes, but just the
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