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			He left the TV Plus building unaware of the time. The sky was clear, but you could only see a couple of stars. There was an odd darkness, a combination of blue and grey. A fresh, damp breeze blew from the river. There was very few people out and about downtown. He walked to the San Martín park, and then headed to Retiro1. He’d spent the whole day shut in in front of the computer, answering the phone.

			He boarded the train and sat beside a window. A very large man wearing a suit sat down next to him. He felt the warmth coming off him. He put his earphones in and connected them to his device. He’d created a playlist full of acoustic ballads from his favorite bands that he always played on his way back from work. His father wouldn’t have liked his choices, but he didn’t care.

			His fellow passenger got off at San Isidro station by chance, and that’s when he came round. He got off at the next station. He walked home in a hurry. He was tired and hungry. He lived with his mother on the second floor of an old family house. His aunt, his father’s sister, lived on the first floor. Both units had independent entries and shared an internal patio.

			As soon as he got in, his mother caught him. She was wearing a turquoise robe, and slippers, and her hair was pulled back.

			“Hi, sweetie. How are you? How was your day?”

			“It’s ten thirty, Mom. How do you think I am?”

			Susana went to her room and came back to the kitchen with a packet of green pills in her hand. She filled a glass with water and handed it to him. He hadn’t even taken off his backpack.

			“Take two, sweetie, and go for a shower. I’ll fix you some breaded chicken in five minutes.”

			“Are you going out?”

			“I don’t know yet. You know how the girls at the salon are.”

			He didn’t shower. He just took off his shoes and changed his trousers for a pair of sweatpants. Before sitting down at the table, he turned on the television.

			He helped himself to two bits of chicken in the brown glass dish, and only then did he leave the remote control alone. He started eating. By coincidence, he’d left the television on a news channel that was about to finish.

			It was a report on animal abuse. Two policemen in a coastal town had tied a stray dog to the patrol car and dragged it through the road to the next town. The dog had a narrow escape, but his skin was ripped raw.

			“It seems I’m going out with the girls, sweetie,” Susana said, looking at her phone screen.

			He didn’t reply. He was hypnotized by the picture of the bleeding dog.

			Once in his bed, he heard the front door slamming shut and the sound of heels going down the stairs. Before turning the nightstand light off, he snatched up his notebook. He liked calling it “a book of notes”, and not just a journal.

			 

			Two matches were enough to set the plastic trash can in the corner on fire. It was midnight. Someone had thrown away a stack of old newspapers and several cardboard boxes, which were mixed up with the usual garbage.

			I never imagined the neighbor’s cat could’ve been rummaging around there. Aren’t cats supposed to be clean animals? Maybe he was chasing a rat or some other creature.

			The meow was like the scream of a newborn. As soon as the fire took over the whole trash can, the scream sounded clear, powerful. From behind the chinaberry tree in the middle of the sidewalk, I watched the cat jump to the pavement with half of his body in flames, and run away.

			
			

					1	 Retiro is Buenos Aires’ main train and bus terminal.
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			Days off weren’t necessarily on the weekend, but this time his was on a Sunday. It had been a long time since that had happened. He would rather have his day off during the week, to go against the tide.

			He woke up late, around noon. Susana wasn’t at home. As he prepared a cup of tea, he turned on the radio. He changed stations to reach the classics channel, where a song by Yes was playing. He sat down on the kitchen stool, the tea in his hands, facing the patio. His father used to listen to this kind of music: King Crimson, Peter Gabriel, Emerson, Lake & Palmer.

			He returned to his bedroom and turned the computer on. The night before he had stayed up playing The Witcher 3. He had spent hundreds of hours on that game, but he discovered something new each time. He closed the game and searched for the Word document in which he was keeping a record of his RPG ideas. It was a long way to go until it was finished and he was feeling stuck, but he’d been writing his own game plots for a while now.

			At around three in the afternoon, he went out for some fresh air.

			Susana hadn’t come back yet. It was normal for her to be missing the whole Sunday. A soft northern breeze made Autumn a bit kinder. The neighborhood was empty as it was siesta time. He headed towards San Isidro through the inner streets instead of the avenue. Near a corner, beside a trash can, there was a pile of dry leaves and branches. The sidewalk trees were starting to lose theirs, and the street sweepers gathered them next to the curb for a truck to pick them up during the night. He approached the pile without much thought. He glanced to the other corner. The park on Don Bosco street was two blocks away, but there was no one to be seen.

			He hadn’t burnt anything since the cat incident. Two or three days after that night, he had seen it again. It looked as if it were infected with scabies and couldn’t walk anymore, and was dragging its legs.

			Diego pulled the lighter out of his pocket and knelt in front of the stack. He reached out and set fire to the leaves on the bottom. He didn’t need anything else. A warm whirlwind spread the fire in a matter of seconds. He stood up and crossed the road. He closed his eyes, listening to the dry firewood crackling and smelling the scent of dry leaves burning. When he opened them again, the bonfire was much larger. A group of guys that were smoking weed in the garden of one of the neighboring houses walked over. Diego looked at them, surprised. An old watchman approached them too from the other corner.

			“Some kid messing around,” he said.

			“Sure,” Diego replied.

			No one said anything else for a few moments. They were about thirty feet away from the fire, hypnotized by it until some sparks started reaching the branches of an orange tree. They looked up only after hearing some little bangs. Above the tree top, some electricity wires were twisting in flames. Suddenly, there was a loud explosion. It was the lamppost’s power box, connecting all the wires. Diego and the others looked at each other and ran away.
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			The train coach was packed. A lady stood up at the Martínez station. Diego was facing the empty seat. He offered it to the people around him with his eyes, but no one wanted it. He slumped down and stared out of the window. With the train moving, he kept himself distracted by watching the houses and buildings pass by like slides.

			A few stations before the terminal, the seat in front of him became free. A young man wearing a post office uniform sat down. Diego was still looking out and listening to music. Not until they reached the Lisandro de la Torre station did he recognize him: Martín Cánepa. There was no doubt.

			When had they seen each other last? Six, seven years? They had been classmates in freshman and sophomore year, seated next to each other. They weren’t the best of friends, but they had something in common: they were different from the rest. They didn’t like soccer or hanging out on the streets with the others. They listened to old progressive rock bands. In Commercial school N° 4, that was enough to be considered different.

			Diego took out his earphones and spoke.

			“What’s up?” he said as their eyes met. “Long time no see.”

			Martín had a fabric briefcase with the company logo on his lap. His black hair was slicked back, his lips thin, almost unnoticeable, his eyes dark and a bit wider than normal, and a square chin that wrapped up his face with a sharp angle. Except for his clothes and the black-rimmed glasses, his appearance hadn’t changed a bit.

			“I’m good, you?” Martín said. “What are you listening to?”

			“Ha. Jethro Tull.”

			“Same old you, huh.”

			The conversation until the final station consisted of formal questions about their families, old schoolmates, work, and college. That was it.

			When they arrived at the Retiro terminal, the passengers began to get off. Martín and Diego stood up and waited for the coach to clear. As soon as they were out, Diego lit up a cigarette. He exhaled the first drag towards the sky. They walked to the ticket barrier in silence. They reached the central hall, just in front of the subway entrance.

			“I’m going down here,” Diego said. “Nice seeing you, Martín.”

			He added this facing the stairs.

			“Wait,” Martín grabbed him by the arm slightly. “I want to talk to you, Cheeks.”

			No one had called him that since high school.

			 

			One school morning, in the P.E. class, we were running the Cooper test on the sports field track. As usual, the last ones were Martín Cánepa and me: Martín because he just couldn’t run like a normal person (the tips of his feet were facing outwards, like an upright duck, and he gave short steps, his arms almost straight swinging on his sides) and me because sports were never my thing. Twelve minutes running without rest. Twelve fucking minutes in which you had to run 7200 feet. We were in the middle of the fourth lap trotting wearily when we heard the professor’s voice shouting that this was the last minute. We were failing the test. Running more than a lap and a half in less than a minute was impossible. Martín and I glanced at each other and decided to walk instead. It was useless to keep sweating. The professor saw us and got even more mad than usual.

			“Cánepa and… Cánepa and…”. He had forgotten my name. “Cánepa and Cheeks, start running at this exact moment, you bunch of slugs.”

			 

			Diego didn’t answer. He stood still, puzzled. People moved around them, dodging them.

			“We saw you the other day,” Martín said without letting his arm go.

			“What?”

			“On Sunday. The fire. Don’t play dumb.”

			 They were less than three feet apart. A man rushed through and forced them to separate. Diego started sweating. He took a step back.

			“Don’t get scared, buddy,” Martín said under his breath. “That’s why I want to talk to you.”

			Martín told him quickly that their encounter hadn’t been by chance, that he had followed Diego from his home.

			“You still live in the same place,” he said.

			“Wait, wait, Martín. I don’t understand a thing.”
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			They decided to grab a coffee at the terminal’s bar. Diego had a few minutes to spare before his shift started. They didn’t say anything until the waiter came with two coffees.

			“Are you going to explain what this is all about?” Diego took a tiny sip from the coffee as if to check if it was too hot. “We haven’t seen each other in years, but it looks like you’re now following me, or that you saw me the other day, I don’t know…”

			“I’ll get to the point, Cheeks,” Martín interrupted. “I’m part of an arsonist gang.” His voice was low.

			“What?”

			“You haven’t heard about it? We’ve been setting cars on fire for a while. You must’ve heard. About thirteen, fourteen cars now.”

			“Yeah.” Diego turned pale. “You were in the news.”

			“I met up with a gang mate on Sunday, to analyze a target. In the Comercial’s park. But then we saw the smoke. We moved closer, but not much. We can’t risk it.”

			Martín paused and took a sip from the little glass of water that came with the coffee.

			“It was good, huh. It seems the electricity was out for two days in the whole neighborhood. Hahaha.”

			“How do you know it was me? There were other people as well.”

			“Diego, come on. It was a no-brainer. That mesmerized stare could be seen from miles away. You didn’t even realize that the lighter was still in your hand.”

			Diego looked down and stirred the rest of the coffee.

			“I still don’t get it.”

			“Today at six o’clock, on the corner of José Ingenieros and Haedo, in Beccar.”

			“What?”

			“They’ll get in touch with you.”

			Martín didn’t say much else. He just told him it wasn’t easy to become part of the gang. That he must pass a few tests, but he was sure Diego would make it. Diego looked at him with a mix of excitement and anxiety. They remained in silence for a couple of minutes. They asked for the bill.

			“You want to get in, don’t you?”

			“Yeah, of course.”
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			He spent the whole day at TV Plus thinking about that afternoon’s meeting. He needed to leave a bit earlier to be on time. He told the manager he had a doctor’s appointment. He lifted the headset and pointed to his ear.

			“Hearing test,” he explained.

			Marcelo stuck his chest out to show off his ripped pecs, frowned, and narrowed his eyes.

			“Start thinking about how you’ll make up for it.”

			Diego didn’t reply. He took his backpack and ran to the station.

			The journey back to the northern suburbus was a nightmare. The train arrived half an hour late. The loudspeaker announced it would be there in five minutes. He got inside pressed up against some people, and got stuck in the middle of a packed coach. He wanted to distract himself by listening to some music, but as soon as he tried to move to get his phone, a fat man in overalls glared at him. The train moved in slow-motion, and took ages at each station.

			He got out in Beccar at two minutes past six. He ran the four blocks through José Ingenieros to Haedo. He looked at his watch: five past six. There was no one there. He waited until twenty past. He wasn’t sure if his delay had something to do with it, or if Martín had made the whole thing up.

			He was about to head home when, behind a garbage truck, a number 333 bus appeared. It stopped on the corner to let a passenger off. Diego stood still. A woman started walking through Haedo and the bus started again. At that moment, one of the bus’s back windows opened, and an arm was stuck out. They had a white envelope in their hand, letter-sized. When the bus was about forty feet away from the corner, the hand dropped the envelope. It glided a bit, as if it were a paper plane, and then fell on the curb. Diego waited for the bus to move away and then he ran to the envelope. He looked both ways, picked it up, and hid it under his sweater.
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			A silver-gray Peugeot 307, looking new. There were two photographs: one from the front, and one from the profile. It had been taken at night. The flash of the camera was reflected in the windows. On the back of one of the pictures, there was an address, Juan José Díaz 952, and a time, 0:00 - 1:00.

			There wasn’t anything else inside the envelope, but what he had to do was obvious. Martín had told him that he needed to pass a few tests, that it wasn’t going to be that easy.

			Lying in bed, he looked at the photo of the Peugeot. Who was the owner? The address was near his house, on the other side of the tracks.

			 

			The flames of fire crept up from the wood base and engulfed it. Past the tracks, to the river, there were many abandoned security outposts like that one. They watched over the houses in the neighborhood. That particular one had been empty for a while. It looked deserted. I stood there, captivated by the flames. It wasn’t until the glass of the small windows shattered that I reacted. The corrugated iron roof twisted and black smoke started to leak out from inside. A car stopped on the corner and a man started yelling at me. I ran like never before.

			 

			There was a knock on his bedroom door.

			“Sweetie, dinner’s ready,” Susana shouted on the other side.

			“What time is it?”

			“Yes, it’s early, but a friend of mine is coming for a drink after dinner.”

			Susana tried to enter the room and turned the door handle.

			“What are you doing, Diego?”

			“Nothing, Mom. I’m coming.”

			“You know I don’t like it when you lock yourself in.”

			“I won’t eat. I’m not hungry.”

			The sound of Susana’s steps through the corridor and the loud slam of the door. Diego stood up from the bed and sat down on the desk. He kept looking at the flash reflection on the profile picture. He had to come up with a plan to set that car on fire.
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			He left his bedroom at eleven thirty. The house was dark, except for a ray of light underneath Susana’s bedroom door. There were whispering voices and some laughter on the other side of it.

			“I’m going out for a bit,” Diego shouted from the living room.

			“Alright, sweetie. Have fun,” Susana replied without a trace of the dinner’s resentment.

			“I won’t be back late.”

			“Come back whenever you want, sweetie.”

			Diego heard a cackle but ignored it.

			He hurried downstairs, grabbed his bicycle from the patio, and went out to the street as quickly as he could.

			A thin layer of water covered the roads and sidewalks. He pedaled two blocks to the gas station. A sleepy-looking guy served him. He took the empty can out of his backpack and asked him to fill it up.

			“Did you run out of gas?”

			“Uh, yeah. Yeah.”

			“That sucks.”

			Diego wrapped the gas can in a black garbage bag and put it away in his backpack. It was quite heavy. He was about to leave when the attendant spoke again.

			“Good luck with the car.”

			He looked at him and waved. It was at that moment that he realized what he’d done. Buying petrol can in the service station that was a few blocks away from the car he had to burn. He swore out loud. He made his way one block further to the next street and stopped at the corner. He got off the bike and sat down on the curb. He didn’t know what to do, but there was no turning back now. The order was to burn the car that same night. He decided he could kill some time, it was still early. Maybe it wouldn’t be so suspicious that way. He returned to the avenue and went into the first bar he found open. It was empty. Just a waiter behind the counter, yawning without even covering his mouth. He asked for a beer. The television was on a religious channel. A pastor was yelling on a stage, Bible in hand. Diego couldn’t hear a thing from where he was sitting but, at a distance, he noticed some resemblance to his father, or what he could remember of him. He hung in there for half an hour. Then he paid for the beer and left.

			The avenue was almost deserted by now. It looked wide and well-lit. He pedaled four blocks and turned right, to the river. All the avenue lights disappeared as soon as you made a few feet through one of the cross streets. On the corner of Juan José Díaz y Malvinas, there was a guard's cabin with the inside light on. Diego gritted his teeth and kept riding at full speed.

			A few blocks after, he saw the car parked on the left side of the road. It was the only vehicle on that side. He stopped pedaling and freewheeled forward. He took a quick look around. Everything seemed quiet. There wasn’t any movement in the houses or the streets. The sidewalk trees could be a good hiding place. He rode past the Peugeot but didn’t stop. He had to check the other corner. A motion sensor turned on the lights when he passed by and a black Labrador started barking behind a fence. Ten seconds later, the lights were out again, but the dog kept howling. Diego grabbed a stick lying on the floor and hit it hard on the snout. The Labrador bowed his head and ran away to the back of the house.

			He leaned his bike up against a tree. As soon as he opened his backpack, the smell of petrol hit him in the face. It filled his nostrils and he felt as if his lungs had burst. He held his breath and took the can out. He moved a few feet away to breathe again. He looked at the time on his phone. It was quarter to one AM.

			He walked to the middle of the road and took a last quick look over the scene. Everything was quite still. It was the perfect moment. He ran to the sidewalk and lifted the can. He took the lid off and started going all around the car, pouring the petrol as if he was putting chlorine into a pool. He felt excited, not sure if it was due to burning once again or the gas fumes intoxicating him.

			A siren was heard far away, but it didn’t scare him. He left the gas can on the side and looked for the matches in his backpack. He stood six feet away from the car and gave out a long sigh. He started sweating. He took out a single match and lit it. The flames lit up his fingers. He was going to throw it in the car’s direction, but a gust of wind blew it out. He grabbed three matches. The flame was bigger now. He smiled.

			 

			This was the way Sara, the primary school religion teacher, explained the Holy Trinity mystery. Three isolated matches were Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, but together they’re a single fire. They are three, but a single God at the same time. That’s the mystery of Faith. We found the example pretty idiotic; the matches were still three. But we liked Sarita. She always smelled nice and passed the whole class. That’s why we opened our eyes wide as if her lesson was brilliant.

			 

			Before his fingers burnt, he threw the Holy Trinity against the Peugeot. Everything happened so fast. In less than five seconds, the flames engulfed the car. The whole street was illuminated all of a sudden. A reflection of the fire could be seen on the car windows parked opposite. Heat struck his face. He could feel the sting on his skin. The car was lighting up the tree branches crossing the road from one side to another. It was a beautiful image.

			 Both flames and light, in the middle of the night, lasted about thirty seconds. That was it. A southern breeze rushed through the street and the fire was put out in an instant. Darkness and silence again. A tiny flame resisted a few more seconds on the hood; it looked like a blue flame from a stovetop or a burner.

			Another breeze and it was gone like the rest of them.
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			He moved to the car and, without thinking, touched it. It was burning hot like a live piece of coal. He let out a yelp and put his hand down on the cold pavement. He sat on the curb. The car was intact. The painting had got a bit scorched, but that was it. On the inside, it was unscratched, not even the tires had burnt. They weren’t going to pass him like that. And what would happen then? If he couldn’t be a part of the team, what would they do to him? He was a dangerous person to them now.

			“Ahhh!” he screamed when he felt the pressure of a hand on his shoulder.

			He turned around, shaken. Standing in front of him was a man in a brown coat. He was wearing a hoodie underneath. His face had the metallic sparkle of two piercings, one on the upper lip and the other on the left brow.

			The man walked over to the can. He lifted to check how much petrol was left, and approached the car.

			“Pay attention.” His voice was soft, quite a contrast to the coat, hoodie, and piercings.

			With his right elbow and his back almost turned to the vehicle, he hit the driver’s window with a thump. The glass shattered without a sound. Some pieces flew out, but most of them fell inside the car. He uncovered the can and soaked the seats, board, and plastic rugs. He stretched his arm to Diego, his palm wide open.
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