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​About the Book:

In a desolate corner, under the relentless July rain, Alma found her destiny shattered: a cardboard box contained the little that was left to her after being stripped by her own father of everything that belonged to her. A ticket in her pocket for the next few hours was all she could carry in her suitcase bound for Barcelona. Uncertainty gripped her, but so did rage and determination intertwine within her.

Just in that moment of despair, he appeared, Baltazar, inviting her to share the taxi. With nowhere to go, she agrees to stay for a while in his small apartment. That winter afternoon, their paths intertwined irrevocably.

While Alma sought to escape the pain, Baltazar envisioned a future with her. However, their paths diverged. She pushed towards a new beginning; he, completely devoted to his passion, but with a void that only she could fill.

Despite the time, their hearts beat in unison from a distance, longing for the reunion that seems inevitable. And when it happens, life will hit them hard and plunge them into darkness, facing them with a painful truth: will they be able to recognize each other among the ruins left by the storm?

Follow the trail of their footsteps in the sand and let yourself be enveloped by the sea breeze as you discover the secrets that Alma and Baltazar keep in the pages of "The Sea Will Carry Your Tears, I Will Carry Your Pain".

Immerse yourself in this tale of love and redemption where tears mingle with the ocean waves and pain transforms into the force that binds them together.
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​Part One
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The waves caressed my feet,

the sea opened its arms to me,

offering consolation.

"Come to me, I'll ease your tears",

whispered beneath the ocean's surge.

My steps were drawn to that sound,

that offered solace to my bleeding heart.

Finally, in this place, my body would lie,

because my soul already gone, 

that summer day.

Alma
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​CHAPTER I: 

​If all is taken from you, leave everything behind.

[image: ]


“WHAT MORE CAN YOU DO when you've lost everything and no longer have a place to belong? When you acknowledge in the solitude of your existence that, even when you had everything, you actually had nothing and there is no one who cares about you?”

I squeezed my eyes shut, clinging to the boxes that held the few possessions I had left in my drawers; some work-related notes, photos of fleeting moments of happiness that paled in the face of the wretched eternity looming before me; memories of a few trips, nothing good enough to mitigate the dark times that stained my horizon.

The rain fell heavily, the drops like needles piercing my skin, their muffled sound hiding the sob I couldn't hold back; even though I tried. I didn't want her to be ashamed of me, despite her absence, so many years dedicated to teaching me to be a strong woman, I wouldn't disappoint her now.

I stood at the same corner where I caught a taxi every day; Buenos Aires, the city that had always captivated me with its brazen European airs, was deserted; and now it gave me a cold stare, as if it was turning its back on me too; which increased my loneliness and anger towards everything and everyone.

The sound of a car stopping in front of me forced me to open my eyes; it was a taxi, the rear door opened, and a smiling and beautiful face emerged from the dark interior, just as I saw it every day; even today, on this rainy and ominous day, he was smiling.

—You won't find a taxi on a day like this! You'll be lucky if you even see a remís! If you want, we can share the ride, señorita!

His voice rose above the roar of the rain. I took a few seconds to observe his face, which I had always seen from a distance, through the windows of the gym where he worked. It was located on the ground floor of the building that, just hours ago, housed the family publishing company where I worked.

From time to time, I used to go running on the treadmill, although not often due to lack of free time. However, every time I went, I would observe him helping the clients, mostly women who approached him. How could they not? His body was as impressive as his face. Slim, tall, and defined, with a perfect smile that adorned his chiseled jawline, now framed by a growing chestnut beard, in contrast to his fair complexion, and those warm brown eyes that invited you to imagine things.

Though I never saw him step beyond his role as an instructor with them, who could know what happened between them outside the gym? Surely he was a womanizer, like all the others; and now he was in front of me, talking to me, inviting me into his taxi.

—Alright—. I replied, as if my lips had a life of their own and were disobeying my brain; always analytical and pragmatic, urging me to decline. “Fine, brain, I don't need you anymore. Tell me, what good have you been to me? Look at me! I've lost everything!” I silently reproached.

Without hesitation, he made room for me beside him, and I quickly settled into the seat, completely drenched, as was my box. He, on the other hand, looked impeccable: a white T-shirt, blue jeans, and his gym bag slung across his chest. This made me reflect on my appearance: makeup running and hair tangled. I assumed it wouldn't be my most advantageous presentation, but he didn't seem to mind, as he gazed at me as if he were fascinated.

—Alright, where are you headed?—, he asked, as the taxi resumed its journey and the rain pounded the windshield with greater intensity, causing the old taxi driver to let out a curse.

—I... I'm not sure—. I replied, staring at him intently.

His expression was so warm and transparent, that I wasn't ashamed to tell him, and in any case it was the truth; I had nowhere to go. He bit his lip, smiled, and then said:

—Well, we've all had days when we don't want to go home.

What he didn't know was that I didn't have a home anymore, no family, nothing; my father had made sure of that.

That day, not only had I been fired from the company that my mother had taken care of her entire life, the same one that I had helped to support when she was sick; now that she was gone, he had taken control of everything, along with Norma, the manager, who turned out to be his lover for two years, the same time that my mother was bedridden, slowly dying. On top of that, I had been evicted from the apartment where I had lived for almost five years. All I had left was my purse and the box I held against my chest as a shield.

I vaguely listened to what my companion was saying, because, much to my dismay, I began to relive the entire scene from that morning: «Come on, Alma, this is what any girl your age would want! You shouldn't be so dramatic!» he said, as if he knew me. «And you shouldn't bring this woman here to take my mother's place when her body is still warm!», I shouted angrily.

She intervened even more angrily: «Pablo, you can't let her talk to me like this! I'm right when I say you should send her away! We can't be happy with her here!», and my father, of course, echoed her. «Alma, please! It's for the best for everyone! Just give it some time and come back later, if you want...».

Listening to him hurt, not because his attitude surprised me; for me, he was always an opportunist. What hurt was facing the waste of years of dedication and work.

«So, you do what she tells you, you push me out of the company that my mother kept afloat, as my grandfather did, and where I've been working for the past few years trying to do the same. And now that she's gone, you just show up to take control, and you tell me that she and you are together? Her! The one who claimed to be my mother's friend and whom she trusted, just like she trusted you. How should I react? Do you want me to congratulate you? Should I give you a hug and wish you the best?», I said, holding back the tears.

«There's nothing more you can do, Alma. Your father and I are together; and the papers say the company has passed into his name», he declared.

«I'm sure those papers aren't legitimate! My mother could never have signed them in her right mind! You took advantage of her illness!», I shouted, feeling desolate.

«How dare you, brat?» she reproached me, taking a few steps towards me. «Calm down, Norma!», he stopped her. «Look, Alma, you're hurt, I understand, and that's why I need you to take some time. Just accept what I'm offering you». His conciliatory tone did not hide his coldness.

«Dad, how can you do this? You know it's not fair, that she wouldn't have agreed», I cried out, feeling helpless in the face of the wrecking ball that I knew would destroy everything I knew until then.

«Well, she's not here anymore!», Norma exclaimed; even my father was surprised by her outburst, but he didn't stop her this time. «Take the ticket and get your things out of the office. The lock on your apartment has been changed. You can't go back there. It's for the best», she declared, reveling in her new hierarchy, her new status as ‘madam’.

«Yes, it will be for you», I said, staring at her, and then, I turned to the man I no longer recognized: «Look at my face well, dad, because I assure you it will be the last time you see it. I will never forgive you for what you are doing, never!».

A veil of doubt clouded his face, but Norma clutched his arm tightly, ensuring he maintained his composure. So, I tucked the envelope containing the ticket into my wallet, gathered my belongings and walked out, leaving behind the work of generations.

Editorial Dilas was now in the hands of two people who would never feel the passion that my mother and I had for the company: the ambitious Norma and my irresponsible father. I was sure it wouldn't survive.

I suppressed the tears, anger, and bewilderment at everything that had happened just hours ago. My travel companion kept talking; I had to ask him to repeat his last words, thinking I had misheard them.

—Sorry, what did you say?

—That... you could stay at my apartment until the rain subsides and you decide where you want to go—, he added with that smile that could calm a beast, and inside, I felt like one; a wounded beast.

—Alright—, I replied.

The old taxi driver cleared his throat, and my companion smiled as if it were his lucky day. For me, it was one of shit.

—Really? Are you sure?—. He asked incredulously. I nodded with certainty, when inside I was just as incredulous as he was.

No, I didn't recognize myself and I didn't know what I was doing.

—Well, it won't be long, you can dry off, you're soaked," I looked at him in silence, he held my gaze for a few seconds, until he added—: I'm Baltazar, by the way.

—I am...

—Alma —, he declared.

The surprise of him knowing my name made me blush; I had to look away, I didn't know what to say. 

—Well, I've seen you, you know, when you were coming down from the building, and when you were coming to train. Also, I heard the doorman call you that when he gave you your mail —, he explained somewhat hastily.

—I see —. I added, and a few blocks later he told the taxi driver to stop in front of an old apartment building in Almagro.

It was still raining heavily when the taxi stopped. Before I could open the door, he got out quickly, handed the taxi driver some bills, ran to my door, and opened it for me. I got out of the car and watched him; now he was completely soaked, his shirt clinging to his defined torso, brown locks of hair clinging to his forehead, and tiny droplets adorning his long eyelashes.

—Come on, miss! We're freezing!—, he exclaimed.

He took my boxes and easily placed them under one arm; with his free hand, he held mine and hurried us inside the building. I let myself be carried along, as if it didn't matter that I was going to a stranger's apartment. I felt like my whole life was limited to that moment, and that there was nothing else after this; no plans, no future, everything had disappeared.

We entered the elevator, he pressed the 8th floor, and the old machinery started to roar, it almost seemed as if it was reproaching me, urging me to come to my senses; but I ignored it. The elevator stopped, the shrill sound pulled me away from all the surrealism that had trapped me, and only then did I realize that he was still holding my hand. 

I looked from our clasped hands to his face, he was serious and calm, he seemed to be trying to decipher me, our eyes locked, until he said:

—We're here—, he said.

And gently released my hand and took his keys out of his pocket. With a gesture, he urged me to step out, so I took a few steps out. We were in a narrow hallway, surrounded by four dark blue doors, contrasting with the lavender color of the walls.

—This way—, he said, and he approached the door at the end of the hallway, apartment 12B. He opened the door and waited for me to approach, as I had stayed a few steps behind. My feet moved by mere reaction, my brain was not governing me, I simply did what I had to do. As I entered the small apartment, I started to tremble, I told myself it was because of how wet I was. 

He closed the door, put my box and his bag on a chair, ran a curtain to brighten the space a little more, but only minimal light entered due to the grayness of the clouds that were still releasing the rain heavily.

—Let me get you some towels—, he said, and he headed towards one side of the room, where there was a bed, it was his bedroom. 

He approached a closet; while I observed the studio apartment. The living room was just a worn-out sofa, a leather armchair in a corner in front of a laptop that rested on a table next to a stool, it was the dining room. The small TV on a sideboard and the kitchen attached to a corner gave the space functionality. It was clean and tidy. There was an untouched cigarette and a lighter in an ashtray, books were scattered in various places, some photos, and not much else.

—Here you go, you can use the bathroom if you want. I'll make some coffee—, he said. He handed me the towel, while also drying his brown hair, leaving it ruffled.

—Thanks —. I responded and took it.

I put my purse down on the sofa and began to dry my hair and face. Then I took off my pink cashmere sweater, wearing only the white tank top I had underneath, and the blue pencil skirt. I dried myself as best I could. When I looked up, I met his gaze, and we stayed like that for a few seconds, until the coffee maker started and began to fill the place with the delicious aroma. He went to the modest machine, filled two cups, and approached.

—I could lend you some dry clothes, if you don't mind wearing loose shirts—, he commented with a smile and handed me a cup.

—Thanks, but I'm fine, they'll dry soon," I added. He scanned my face and torso, aware that my shirt was almost transparent, yet I didn't feel self-conscious, I stood before him, sipping my coffee. He did the same, then took the towels and spread them over the old armchair.

—I'd put the heating on, but it's been acting up lately... You can make yourself comfortable, Alma—, he added, sitting on the stool.

—Thank you for the coffee, it's delicious...—. I replied, settling into the sofa.

—Another time I would invite you to eat, but I wasn't prepared...

—So that I would agree to come to your apartment?—. I interrupted him.

He smiled, put his cup down on the table, and met my gaze, answering:

—For my damned dream to come true...

His words startled me, but I didn't allow myself to analyze them. Just as I didn't question why I was in this man's apartment, someone I'd watched from afar every day for three years, who claimed he'd never noticed me. I remained silent. Then, he approached and sat down beside me. By that point, I had convinced myself that I was prepared for whatever might happen in this apartment. Deep down, I knew something was going to happen; in fact, that's what I was looking for. I needed something to shake up the chaos that had engulfed my life. I believe it was the feeling of losing everything that emboldened me to act in such a reckless manner.

—You're reserved, Alma—,he noted—I've noticed it for a long time; and now that you're here...with me; it's made a mess of my thoughts. Help me, Alma, I need to understand this correctly, I don't want to mess this up...— he added, taking one of my hands and tracing his thumb across my palm in such an intimate way that it felt like we weren't strangers. His gaze was intense, and he was so handsome. What was stopping me from doing what I wanted at that moment? To taste his lips, to feel his skin.

—Maybe...would you accept an invitation to dinner? To go see a movie? I'd like to get to know you, Alma—, he declared. 

And when he finished saying that, something ignited inside me, a selfish and vengeful idea; so foreign to me that I no longer recognized myself. Get to know me? That wouldn't happen; and being like this, with him? I had dreamed of it for a long time.

Perhaps, this was my chance to take something for myself; something only mine, that no one could ever take away; the memory of us together. With a mix of nervousness and desire, I took his hand and stroked it gently. His eyes locked onto mine as his hands slowly moved up my arm, seeking the warmth of my body. As I felt his fingers brush against my neck, a shiver ran down my spine. It was as if, in that moment, only he and I existed.

—Alma...—, he said, his fingers coming to rest on my cheek. I tilted my head up, closer to his. Hesitantly, I leaned in, but he stopped me inches away. —You're so beautiful, and your eyes, they're so full of sorrow. I want to chase away that darkness.

I didn't want him to speak, I didn't want my conscience to wake up and make me doubt. I was sure I was going to do something crazy and I needed to act before my reason stopped me. So I closed the distance between us and kissed him. I was clumsy, nervous, but determined. He stopped me, his hand catching mine in mid-air. He looked at me, his smile faint, and ran his thumb across my lips.

In that moment, I felt like crying. Everything about him overwhelmed me; it was as if this had a meaning beyond what it was, a chance encounter. But I held back and closed my eyes. That's when I felt his lips on mine, gentle yet eager. He enveloped me in a fog of desire like I'd never felt before and a soft moan escaped my lips. His tongue claimed mine. What a strange and intense sensation!, I thought. It was as if he were searching for my soul.

—Alma... so sweet...—, he murmured against my lips, his breath caressing my skin. My hands found his chest, and I pulled him closer. I traced his strong pectorals through his still-damp shirt, sliding my hands beneath the fabric, feeling his skin and how his taut abdomen tensed at my touch—.Baby, you're driving me crazy... if we keep going like this, I don't know if I can stop myself, Alma...— he declared, trying to pull away from my lips, but I wouldn't let him. I held his head and straddled his hips. He pressed his back against the couch, as if surrendering to me, and it felt incredible. He held me at my waist as I continued to kiss him; feeling him like this was amazing.

—Alma, I need to hear you say that you're okay with this. I need to know if I'm reading you right...—, he said, almost in agony. 

—Everything is fine...—. I replied against his lips, when it wasn't. 

—Damn...—, he whispered, sitting up and lifting me onto him. My skirt rode up to my waist, and his hands found my ass. In a couple of steps we were on the bed. 

He laid me down and immediately covered me with his body, while pulling off my shirt and unzipping my skirt, which he found with ease; his speed indicated vast experience, but I refused to be bothered by it, I had no right to.

I strained to pull off his shirt but to no avail. He then moved back a little and shrugged it off in one motion. He did the same with his pants, and by then, I was left in just my panties and bra. His eyes roamed over my body as mine did his, and I felt a blush creep up my cheeks in anticipation of what was soon to come. He slid an arm under my back and pulled me closer, his entire being pressing against mine. I felt it all, his strength, his desire. His lips found my neck and he began to kiss my skin, trailing them over every part of my body. Then he removed the rest of my clothes, murmuring words that I couldn't quite make out. I was lost in the scene unfolding before me; a young woman surrendering herself to a stranger, a seasoned womanizer, it seemed. I assumed he repeated those words often, because that’s how they always acted. I’d learned that you couldn’t trust them; my father had been a prime example of what men were like. They only wanted one thing, and they’d use any trick to get it. Well, maybe he’d take something from me, but I’d take something from him too, though I wasn’t sure what

I scanned the room one more time as I felt him shed the rest of his clothes. It was almost over, but my mind, bombarded by thousands of sensations and thoughts, wandered wildly, drifted back to the bed, then escaped again. And so I saw a photo of him in the snow, with another guy, skis in hand, and others on some beach. In a corner, his ski gear was hidden under clothes, along with a skeleton, the kind doctors use. I had to close my eyes, for his lips were exploring every inch of my skin. “Wow”, I thought,  what intensity there was in each caress.

—I'm ready, I need you, baby...— he whispered. I thought it was just another line he used on everyone, but then he said—: I don't know what the hell I did right, but God must have heard me. I've dreamed about having you like this for so long, all up on me, tracing your skin. I never want this moment to end—.More hot kisses, shaky touches, sweet whispers—.This isn't where I pictured our first time, but I promise next time will be better; maybe a hotel with a great view, room service, only the best, like you deserve.

—I'm ready too...— I said to quiet him, even though I wasn't. Our gazes locked, and I could see the translucent quality of his brown eyes, a portal leading me into a distant dimension of pure warmth. His pupils dilated, he kissed my lips, and I felt him hard against my belly.

—Damn it!— he exclaimed suddenly. I watched him ruffle his hair as he said—: I'm so sorry... I wasn't prepared at all...— He then peppered my nose and chin with quick kisses. I didn't understand what he was referring to until he said—: I just remembered that I don't have any condoms in the apartment.

And then he started to pull away, but in a moment of madness, I stopped him. There was no time left.

—No, please...—. I whispered, feeling the heat rise to my cheeks. I couldn't believe what I was saying—.Please, don't worry, really—. I said. His eyes scanned my face, hesitant, but his care reassured me. I kissed him passionately, clinging to him. He groaned into my mouth, a wild sound that captivated me.

—Alma... you don't need to worry either—, he said, kissing me reverently, and then, without taking his eyes off me, he thrust into me. I closed my eyes and bit my lip, as a wave of pain washed over me. His ragged breaths brushed against my face, and his anguished voice mingled with the sound of the rain.

—Please...please, tell me it's not true, Alma. Tell me this isn't your first time, that I haven't just taken your virginity, please..." he begged, cupping my chin. Then I opened my eyes and replied:

—It's ok, don't worry about it.

—What are you saying?, Alma. You should have told me!— he added angrily. —Damn... I... I'm going to move, stay still—, he requested, and I felt him moving slowly, but I wasn't willing to let him go, it was too late. 

—No!—I screamed, my eyes filled with tears. —Baltazar, please, I'm okay, I promise you, please don't stop... 

—Alma... this isn't how it should have been. You should have told me so I wouldn't hurt you—. I stroked his chin to calm him. If his words were true, it would be touching.

—You know it would have hurt anyway, and I'm sure we wouldn't be like this if I had told you. I'm sorry, but please don't feel bad, besides, the pain is already over

—I don't understand... why?

—Just... Please don't stop... Make me feel, Baltazar, show me what it's like...

I whispered, urging him on, and closed my eyes pressing my core against his hardness. My head fell back, overwhelmed by the emotions, the sensations of being with someone, with him. He hissed and kissed my neck slowly, then said:

—Baby, you're the only one who can make me feel this way. You're my addiction.

—I... I don't deserve this, but I want you to feel good. Relax and tell me if I'm going too fast, okay?—, he whispered, his voice trembling slightly.

—Ok—. I whispered.

And then, he truly took charge, adjusting my body, guiding me to move in rhythm with his thrusts, passionate, hungry, gentle. He was a marvelous blend of guttural sounds and loving murmurs that quickly replaced the pain with a craving for more; more of him, more of everything.

—You... this moment, Alma, I'll remember it until the day I die...—, he declared

—Baltazar, please...—, I pleaded, not knowing exactly what for. My body felt like it was cresting a wave, in need of a final push to carry me over."

—Yes, baby— he murmured, his voice low and husky—That’s your body responding to mine, your pleasure begging to be released. I can feel you, so tight, vibrating around me. You’re so close, and so am I.

As he spoke, his movements grew more urgent, his hands tracing my face as if to memorize it, and I found myself wanting to memorize his as well. He leaned in and kissed me in a way that made me crave him even more. My body answered that craving and I slipped over the wave; my soul felt free and every cell in my being exploded like an atomic bomb. I couldn't help but a gasp escaped my lips, and I blinked rapidly, taking the time to imprint his face in my memory. Beads of sweat and a look of pure ecstasy covered him. Then he too released, and his sounds joined mine.

—God...God, baby..—he murmured, his breath warm against my skin as he kissed the pulse in my neck. I felt his body shake, and instinctively, my hands found their way to his hair and back, soothing him. We lay there, the silence thick with intimacy. Finally, he pulled me close, his arm around me as he ran his fingers through my hair. When the initial rush faded, I felt raw and exposed, so I tried to cover myself. He chuckled softly—.Wait—, he murmured, grabbed a blanket and draped it over me. —You're beautiful, but if you're more comfortable this way, I´m happy to just remember every part of your beautiful body hidden under the covers. «Thanks» was all I could manage to whisper.

—Are you okay, Alma?—, he asked. His voice filled with genuine concern. 

—I'm fine...—. I replied. I turned onto my side and he spooned me, his fingers tracing patterns on my arm.

A clap of thunder shook the small apartment, and the rain intensified, mirroring my growing discomfort. I needed to leave, yet I stayed, allowing him to caress me as he murmured promises: «I promise next time will be better, much better for you. I hope you like pasta, because I want to cook for you. They say I'm pretty good at it. I want to get to know you, Alma. Let me get to know you. »  His whispers faded into the background, and soon only the sound of the rain and our mingled breaths filled the room.

I waited until his breathing was steady, then slipped his arm away. The blanket was caught on him, so I left it. Naked and cold, I rushed to the couch, grabbed my clothes, my heart pounding against my ribs.I dressed as fast as I could, ignoring the protests of my body and my heart.

Once I was dressed, I paused to look at him. He was sleeping peacefully, his face serene, his bare chest rising and falling with each breath. How old was he? What was his last name? Had he been telling the truth? I would never know.

I moved closer to him.  I wanted to wake him up and say goodbye, but I figured it was better this way. There were no words to explain what I was doing, and maybe he wouldn't understand anyway, just like I didn't understand what had happened.

grabbed my bag and box. Before I left, I took one of the photos I'd kept in the box. It was small and worn, but I didn't mind. I placed it beside his photo in the snow. Then, carefully, I opened the door. I took one last look at him and left.

I couldn't understand why my chest felt so tight as I descended in the creaky old elevator. I clutched my box tightly and held back my tears. When I reached the lobby, I quickened my pace. As I stepped outside, I scanned the apartment building's directory. Immediately, my gaze fixed on 12B; “Baltazar Dugray”, it read in elegant cursive. Her name echoed in my head all the way to the airport.

«We're here!», the taxi driver exclaimed, pulling up to the curb. I paid the fare and got out. It was still raining and my clothes were damp. I felt the cold seep into my skin, the last chilly days of the South American winter, the ones I would soon leave behind.

Finally, I opened the envelope my father had given me. Inside, I found the ticket and a thousand dollars; that was all there was. I checked the details: Flight 790 to Barcelona, departing at 6:00 pm. I assumed my father had overheard one of my conversations with my mother. She used to tell me about her days in Spain when she was a child, a place she fell in love with but could never return to before she died. However, my father paid so little attention that he didn't know she wasn't talking about Barcelona. But that didn't matter anymore. Ten minutes. That was all I had left on the soil where I was born, where I had buried my mother, where I had lost my virginity. Now I would leave everything behind forever.

I wandered into the shops, forced myself to buy a bag. I packed everything, grabbing a bargain on pants and a shirt. I packed everything from the box. I changed quickly, still feeling the warmth of his lips on my skin. I remembered his shocked face when he noticed my body's resistance to his advances, and his words that didn't match what our encounter had been, casual and fleeting. I looked at my reflection in the mirror: my brown hair was damp and slightly wavy, my eyes shone with unshed tears. I told myself I wouldn't cry, that I would get on the plane and forget everything; I wouldn't take anything with me that would remind me of my life here. With that thought, I ran out and went to check in for my flight. I was the last to board the plane.

Luckily, I got a window seat and pressed myself against it. As we took off, I felt everything I had ever known getting smaller and smaller, almost vanishing. Then, the new reality of my life loomed before me. I only had a thousand dollars, which my father thought would be enough for me to survive. I supposed he knew me well enough to realize I wouldn't just sit around. I was used to working; I had been doing it since I finished high school.

My mother insisted that I work at the publishing house and taught me everything about it. At night, I went to university; I didn't have time for parties, friends, or boyfriends, only for work and study. Everything changed when she got sick, so I dropped out of university when I had two years left to graduate. She was upset for a while, until she finally was content, because I dedicated myself completely to the company and to her. 

My life became a cycle of work and taking care of her, while my father wasted money on useless projects and, above all, on women. I always wondered why my mother forgave him. Over time, I accepted that she loved him too much, and he spat on her loving heart. But I would never forgive him, and after that day, my father was dead to me as well.

So, struggling to stay strong, even as uncertainty threatened to break my fortitude, I closed my eyes and said goodbye to my past.
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​CHAPTER II

​If you can't find an answer, just stop looking
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I CHECKED THE TIME again, for the tenth time. It would soon be six o'clock. Maybe today I would be lucky and I could talk to him. I needed to, or else I would go crazy. I shrugged my shoulders, trying to relax. It had been forty-five minutes since I had been waiting in front of the building's parking lot, as I did every day for the past three months.

—Hey kid! You again? When are you going to give up?— the old doorman exclaimed when he spotted me once more. 

—Well, you told me that maybe he could give me some information, so I'm waiting for him.

—Kid, I told you that day, months ago; even if you see him, I don't think he'll tell you anything, they didn't get along, and since the lady passed away, everything has gone downhill; in fact, now he hardly comes to the company, only his new wife shows up, and from what the employees say, everything are falling apart. Yeah, it's a shame, that girl worked her heart out. But what can you do? That's life, it gives more punches than caresses...

—What's the worst that could happen? And how can someone just up and disappear like that?.

—Kid, what country do you live in?— he asked sarcastically, but I knew this wasn't just a simple disappearance. There had to be a reason Alma left the way she did, and I needed to know it. I wasn't ready to give up hope of seeing her again, and even though I had only known her for a moment, I missed her. I couldn't understand why no one could tell me where she went.

—I need to know before...

—Before what?— he asked, curious.

—I won't be around much longer.

—So forget about her! You're young, hot, I've seen you pumping iron - plenty of ladies would love to be with you. If I was your age again, with a body like that, I wouldn't have time for just one girl, no way! Listen to me, son, don't waste your youth. Before you know it, you'll be eighty and not a single fly will come near you..

—Damn! That doesn't sound like a very promising future!—. I exclaimed, amused by his words.

—No, it's not. But the girl was beautiful and kind, just like her mother. I'd be searching for her too, if I were you...

—I... I just need some answers. Not having them is driving me crazy...— He looked at me suspiciously and shook his head slightly, as if he didn't believe all my words. I remained silent, I wasn't going to give him all my reasons.

—Well, good luck then—, he added, and started moving towards the inside of the building with that slow pace, as if his feet were dragging all his years with them.

I looked at the clock once more and at the sky, which was beginning to fill with stars; it would be a beautiful spring night. The city was transforming into its nocturnal aspect. I have always liked Buenos Aires nights; I had grown accustomed to walking its streets under the moon, accompanied by the breeze even when there was only a desperate humidity it maintained its charm. I felt as if each night sheltered me, especially when I took the train to the hospital for my internships. At the end of my shifts, the sun began to rise. I would arrive at my apartment and fall into bed until I woke up again, studied, and then went to the gym to train. That was my routine, one that would soon be left behind.

The sound of footsteps snapped me out of my thoughts. I took a quick peek at who was leaving the building and saw they were heading for a car.  It was a couple I recognized: the company owner, whom an employee had pointed out to me on one occasion, and his wife. Making up my mind, I headed in their direction.

—Good afternoon. Excuse me, could I have a moment of your time?—.They both turned, their eyes wide with surprise—. Mr. Echeverry?— I added, just to confirm.

—Look, kid, if you're looking for a job, go to HR—, he replied impatiently, starting to walk away.

—No, it's not that. I used to work at the gym and I'm trying to find Alma. 

The woman looked at me, a flicker of recognition in her eyes.

—You don't work at the gym anymore?

—No, I don't. I'm looking for Alma. I know she worked for you.

—And what do you want?

The father inquired, his voice laced with annoyance and his gaze fixed on the woman with disapproval.

—Can you tell me where I can find Alma?

Surprise washed over her unpleasant expression. She snorted.

—I'm sorry, I can't help you—,  he replied sharply.

—Look, sir, I need to talk to her—, I insisted, wanting to explain my reasons, but he cut me off.

—Well, I don't know where she is, so excuse us.

—How can you not know? You're her father!—. My voice rose, angered by his indifference.

—Well, she doesn't want to be my daughter, so I don't know where she is! Forget about her!

—Just like that? I'm supposed to forget her like you have?

—Watch your mouth, boy!

The woman grabbed his arm just as I was about to take a step towards him.

—Leave him alone, it's not our problem if he wants to waste his time with her...— Saying that, they walked away, leaving me with no answers.

I stood there for a moment, angry at his father's cold attitude and frustrated that I couldn't find out where she was. Then my phone rang; it was Nicolas, my friend. We were supposed to have a few beers tonight.

—Hey, Nico.

—Where are you, man? I went to your apartment and you weren't there!

—Well, I'm still near the gym...

—What's up? Changed your mind about those beers on your last day in the country?

—No, it's not that, it's just...

—What the hell? Don't tell me you actually went through with that idea of talking to the girl's dad who's got you so whipped!

—I had to try, at least. Look, don't say anything, just come pick me up. I need that beer badly.

—I'll be there in ten minutes!—, he added and hung up.

He'd picked a loud bar in Palermo. I didn't argue; I had no energy to debate his musical choices. Besides, the electronic music helped drown out my obsessive thoughts about her.

—For God's sake! Can you stop thinking about her for one minute?— he shouted over the blaring music—. Look at all the beautiful women around us! I checked, and eighty percent of them are single. That leaves us with plenty of possibilities of not sleeping alone tonight!

—Maybe that's your case, because I have to finish packing and get ready for my flight...

—Come on, don't be a jerk! Maybe one last quickie? A farewell roll in the hay!

—Cut the crap! Besides, my head's already in the clouds. It would just be a mess—I said, smiling over my beer. 

—Well, more for me then, buddy. Now, seriously, the whole thing with that girl is pretty weird, though from my perspective, you've been pretty lucky. What guy wouldn't want to sleep with a woman and then have her just disappear?—. He laughed, but I gave him a warning look. I didn't like him speaking so lightly of her.

—Well, in your case, we know you're the knight in shining armor, but why do you think she did it?

—I don't know, I could come up with a thousand theories, and I do, but none of them satisfy me. And deep down, even though it sounds absurd, it bothers me to think that she used me in a way.

Nico laughed heartily, spitting out some of his beer. 

—Well, I'd love to be used like that, as often as they want!

—Believe me, I know!

—So, my friend, I propose a toast. To women using us all the time!— he added, clinking our glasses—, and to you doing great in your new life, buddy!

—Thanks, man!— I replied, toasting to that.

—And may you find her someday!— he added.

«Cheers», we replied in unison, and later that night, after calming his emotional and drunken tears, we said our goodbyes.

Hours later, I was boarding a flight to New York; in forty-eight hours I had to report to Central Hospital, in the traumatology department, and submit my credentials as the holder of the scholarship granted by the American government to the best medical graduates from the University of Buenos Aires. 

Without a doubt, it was the beginning of a new life; new challenges awaited me, and I was full of hope.One of them was that perhaps there, at some point, I would stop thinking about her.
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​CAPITULO III

​If the doors close, knock harder
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OF COURSE, I KNEW FROM the start it wouldn't be easy, but finding myself in this situation surpassed even my most pessimistic visions. Upon arriving in Barcelona, I sought out a cheap pension, aware that my money wouldn't last long, so I made it my mission to conserve it as much as possible. Luckily, the taxi driver who picked me up at the airport helped me out by taking me to a neighborhood on the outskirts of the city. It was a somewhat gloomy place, and for my taste, far too crowded with people of various races, ages, genders, occupations, and vendors hawking their wares on the sidewalks. «The good thing is that you'll be close to the metro and have several options to get around easily», the taxi driver had explained before collecting his fare and driving away.

After walking a few blocks and passing several shops, I spotted a worn-out sign that read "Pensión". I followed the arrow that pointed toward a dark hallway. I was about to turn back, thinking I had gone to the wrong place, when I found a double door. I pushed it open and discovered what appeared to be a vestibule. There was a tall, worn green counter, behind which sat an elderly woman with short hair and a somewhat obese figure. She looked at me as soon as I entered.

—I know, you need a place, you don’t have any money and no documents either, and you’re so desperate you wouldn’t mind sleeping in a rat hole—, she recited. I opened my mouth to say something, but she continued: “Well, you’re in luck, I have a place. It’s small, but not as small as a rat hole, and I won’t ask for any documents. However, you must pay me without fail every week, and leave a deposit of two hundred euros.

As she was speaking, a group of young people ran down the stairs next to the entrance, right in front of a dilapidated sofa that it would be best to never sit on. They had dreadlocks and clothes that showed a total hippie style. They looked at me curiously but didn't interrupt their conversation about getting somewhere on time, and they made their way to the exit, with that thick Spanish accent that I would soon have to get used to.

—So, honey, what do you say?— the woman asked, impatient to close the deal. 

—I have dollars, will that work?— I avoided telling her that I did have documents. My grandfather was Spanish, but that wasn't relevant. She opened her eyes wide, I wasn't sure if it was because of my argentine accent or because Uncle Sam was sleeping in my saddlebags.

—They'll do just fine!— she added and proceeded to check me in. Analía, that was her name, handed me the keys to apartment 4A.

¡Claro! Aquí tienes unas opciones para traducir esta parte del diálogo al inglés, manteniendo el tono y el estilo del resto de la traducción:

The room  has been empty for a few days. Some Australian backpackers rented it for a few weeks. 'If you find any joints, just give them to me, we didn't have time for a deep clean,' she had told me, and sure enough, as soon as I started the 'deep clean', I found several little paper rolls scattered around the small space. A single bed was pushed against the wall and the bathroom was so tiny that when you turned on the shower, water splashed all over the room. In one corner, there was a table and a chair; it was obvious that no one cooked in here, maybe they didn't even eat here, I thought. The chair faced a window with bars, as if you could observe anything beyond the dark bricks of the alleyway that hardly let you know if it was day or night when you looked through it.

After I finished cleaning and tidying everything up, I sat on the chair, looked at the bed, and decided that it was absolutely necessary to buy a new set of sheets, as well as some new clothes. It bothered me to spend money that was already starting to dwindle, but I wasn't willing to sleep on those sheets that the Australians had probably used in countless ways.

That same day I went out looking for deals. I found a store run by Arabs with good prices; they mainly sold chinese clothes. On the way, I came across some flea markets with used clothes. I selected some jeans and coats, knowing that the cold here wasn't a joke. I also bought some boots and sneakers. Passing by a basket of underwear, my frugal mode almost convinced me to buy something, but I resisted, telling myself that with what I had bought secondhand, it compensated for the expense I had to make for new underwear. I also bought some packages of whole-grain cookies, long-life milk, cans of tuna, and dehydrated vegetables, as well as mineral water. I considered that it would serve until I got a refrigerator. Much to my regret, I made an extra expense buying a heater; every human being needs coffee, I told myself. I added a cup, a glass, a plate, a pair of cutlery, a coffee maker, and with my purchases, I returned to the pension.

As I was putting everything away on the old table, a wave of reality hit me hard. I looked around the small space as if it belonged to someone else, not the place where I would be living from now on. I struggled to understand how I had gotten to this point. How was it possible that I was no longer in my apartment in Puerto Madero? With its large windows overlooking the river and the park, decorated with beautiful paintings and fresh flowers; all that was gone. That life was no longer there, nor was my mother, and loneliness washed over me and tears of despair started to well up in my eyes, but I quickly wiped them away and forced myself back into survival mode. «Don't remember the past, don't look back, don't think about it», I repeated to myself. The next day, I went out looking for a job

After a week, I managed to find a job as a waitress in a downtown coffee shop. I'd take the subway and be at work in thirty minutes. They didn't require any experience, but they also didn't guarantee me a job after the trial period. I was determined to do my job so well that they wouldn't want to let me go. I served coffee and snacks to executives who worked in the big corporations in the nearby buildings.

I quickly noticed that everyone had little quirks. I memorized them; so when they came in, I already knew how they preferred to be served, which increased my tips, much to my delight and the envy of my coworkers. Since I worked Monday through Friday, I had the weekends off. I decided to look for another job to make more money.

So on a Saturday morning, I went out looking for another job. I walked around shops, cafes, and bars. While chatting with some girls at the boarding house, they told me that you could make good money in bars and clubs, but it was also common for customers to harass you. I ruled that option out; I already had enough dealing with the executives who left their numbers at the coffee shop.

After exhausting all my options and walking a big part of the city, my feet were killing me. I decided to go into a bookstore with the idea of buying a book on sale and then going back to the boarding house. I got distracted browsing through some novels. There were so many new titles in all genres. Then I went to the philosophy section; the prices were pretty high. However, I found a table with the week's specials where there was a compilation of works by various philosophers for thirty euros. I loved it, even though it was out of my budget. Still, my neurons were telling me to buy it, so I did.

As I was finishing paying and heading towards the exit, I ran into an adorable elderly couple holding hands. I had already seen them in one of the philately book aisles. She was telling him that his collection was complete, but he insisted that he was missing an edition of stamps issued to commemorate the five hundredth anniversary of the Discovery of America, that he thought he had seen that book in a catalog once, but he wasn't sure if it really existed.

—I'm telling you, Antón, don't be stubborn, you must have confused it with another catalog...—, the loving lady repeated. 

—I'm starting to think you're right, maybe I got confused—. I couldn't help but butt in on their little chat.

—Excuse me...—.They stopped and looked at me attentively—. I think you're looking for an old edition, Editorial Arca, if I'm not mistaken. It was a limited edition, perhaps if you tell the salesclerk that it's from that publishing house, she could look for the book, and she'll surely let you know if she finds it.

By the time I finished saying that, they were both smiling contentedly. 

—Young lady, are you serious?— the old man asked.

—Well, I'm not entirely sure, but I think with that information they can help you find it.

—You're an angel! See, Eva? Didn't I tell you I was missing that collection?— he added, hurrying towards the salesclerk.

—You're very kind. He's been very restless not knowing if that catalog really existed—, the woman commented. 

—I see. Well, have a good one.

I said, waving goodbye. I was about to walk away, but she stopped me.

—Wait, you're not from around here, are you? What's your name?.

Asked the woman with a beautiful face, white hair, very coquettish, and a kind look. —My name is Alma, and that's right, I'm from another continent—, I replied smiling. —Alma... What a beautiful name! Look, we've been to many bookstores all over Barcelona, we love to travel—, she commented—, and we've never found anyone with enough patience to help us know if our search was in vain. I really thank you! I'm Eva...

—Well, I'm glad I could help, Eva—. I added. The man continued talking to the salesclerk, who was taking notes and nodding, until he came back to us. 

—Antón, the girl who helped you is called Alma, isn't she charming?—the woman said enthusiastically.

The man smiled and took my hand, holding it between his, he added:

—Thank you very much! You have made me very happy, Alma! They will let me know when they receive the book, since as you said, it is a limited edition, and there are only a few copies available in who knows where!

—They will surely find your order, and you don't have to thank me, it was a pleasure!' —What a sweet girl!

Eva commented, when I was already starting to feel a little uncomfortable and just wanted to get away from so much attention. 

—Well, we must go now—. Anton declared, then the woman whispered something in his ear, and he added: —Alma, whenever you want to spend a few peaceful days, you can call us—, he handed me a small card. "El Peñón-Hostal," it read, with the phone numbers below—. It's closed at the moment, but we'd be happy to welcome and accommodate you. It's a very beautiful and peaceful place.

I didn't know what to say.

—Actually, we might sell it soon, so you could be one of the last guests we have.

Eva said, winking.

—Thank you, that's very kind of you. And where is it?

—The address is on the back, give us a call!—she added, and they walked away, arm in arm. 

Intrigued, I was about to turn the card to see the address, but a voice behind me distracted me.

—Excuse me, do you have a moment?

I turned around immediately and put the card in my wallet. 

—Yes? What happens?

I asked the woman with short black hair and a lively gaze who was standing in front of me. 

—I couldn't help but notice you, and I loved the gesture you made with that couple. Tell me, how did you know about that special edition of philately?

—Well, I... I mean, I've worked in a publishing house, so...

—Oh! So you have experience with books.

—Yes, something like that.

I simply stated, not sure if she was interested in knowing that I actually worked in the administrative area, but that meant being aware of everything, including the new, old, and limited editions that passed through the publishing house. 

—Look, maybe you're not interested, or maybe you're just passing through, but if not, and you need a job, I'll have a position available next week for store assistance—, she commented, and I couldn't believe my luck! She was offering me a job!

—Though you won't believe it, I was actually looking for a weekend job—, I clarified. She seemed to reconsider her offer, then added.

—Alright. So, if you're okay with working weekends, we'll officially announce that we'll also be open on Saturdays and Sundays! It's something I've been wanting to
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