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Chapter One


			He couldn’t even remember quite when they had decided to go away. For some time, Yuri had been strange. He didn’t really appear to be in a bad mood, maybe just a little pissed off or perhaps running low on motivation. He displayed meagre enthusiasm for anything the others were doing or talking about, and little interest in anyone they might be meeting or discussing.


			Pietro – whom everyone had called Pedro for years – had pulled out all the stops to get back his attention. That said, he was a natural when it came to organising the fun stuff, whether it was for his friends or for himself.


			He had taken him to a recently opened joint where they served flutes of champagne with oysters, caressed by the soothing sounds of some DJ from across the Atlantic. They had pigged out on pizza until they were fit to burst, in a trattoria where the waiters went back and forth laying steaming slices on the thick rustic tables, the oven roaring and spitting as it relentlessly swallowed up firewood. They had even been to a hardcore night where, between one cocktail and the next, they had witnessed a number of softcore erotic displays, provided by performers of a certain calibre, mostly of the female kind.


			When it came to cutting loose, Pedro knew no limits, especially where his own tastes were concerned. He relished the chance to make his friends happy, making it a source of his own pleasure. And so he had not batted an eye before the splendid strippers, despite their not reflecting his own sexual preferences. He just enjoyed the moment.


			Of course, his satisfaction would have been even more complete had he achieved the aim that had taken them there. But in the end, Yuri could hardly contain his indifference. That same Yuri, who when it came to the opposite sex, would normally waste no time unleashing all his strengths as well as his weaknesses.


			Any idle chatter, be it in the car or at the café, seemed to lead in a single direction along with the tone of voice that animated it. His friend’s voice would peter off almost to nothingness, only to stagnate in a puddle of acrimonious melancholy. This didn’t concern any topic in particular. Whenever they seemed about to indulge in some pleasant or heightened moment, he would dissipate it with an air of bitterness.


			They had taken shelter in a level of modest intimacy, trying to coax out the words that might loosen that almost ineffable knot. Yuri started complaining about the fact that his life lacked any sense of direction. He immediately underlined, before his friend’s startled gaze, that all this had nothing to do with finding a good woman, settling down with a family or stuff like that.


			Yuri had worked for years for a home appliances retailer, and had no real ambition that might drive him to seek a position of greater prestige. Nor did he have any inclination to satisfy any social expectations which he deemed dull and outdated. He planned his life without excessive attention to detail, prioritising whatever might guarantee him a certain level of wellbeing. Collaborating with his destiny, in order to cope with it in the best way possible.


			And it was this apparent equilibrium that made it all the more difficult to understand what the exact roots of his ennui were.


			Yuri’s gloomy considerations had gelled with Pedro’s state of mind, so very different yet just as much in need of a break. The evenings on which he gave in to the temptation to seek lively distractions had begun to outnumber those in which he embraced the long-forgotten need for rest. Even the hardiest of constitutions need their moments of repose.


			And that’s how the idea emerged to get away from the city, from its manifold temptations, from the noise and the mayhem. A whole weekend, however brief, might serve as a kind of pick-me-up, especially if they steered clear of large towns as much as possible.


			While chewing it over, they realised they agreed on almost everything. Perhaps the enthusiasm had played its part, independently of its whole-hearted supporters, who suddenly found themselves with a date fixed to set off on their trip.


			What Pedro got up to on the Thursday evening prior to the day of departure had not been premeditated in the slightest. At least, no more than his wildest nights out ever tended to be. His everyday life was full of pleasant opportunities on which he would set no major restrictions, if not a certain sense of safeguarding with regard to his own personal equilibrium. He was an excellent employee in the accountancy studio where he worked, and wisely managed the rest of his life.


			For this reason he had no need to follow the path of pre-confectioned entertainment, nor to mournfully hang his somewhat debauched habits on the nail. After all, such pleasant evenings would always be a part of him, as and whenever he wished. It was that Thursday when it all started.


			It all began with a dinner at his house, himself and three other friends. The copious red wine had eased down the food, and the banter mingled with the curtain of smoke hanging in the room. When he opened the window to air the flat, they poured their last drink before heading off to a well-known local night club, The Twist.


			The club was split into four different areas. There was a cocktail bar, a space given over to vintage tunes and karaoke, a techno dance floor and lastly another bar, characterised by pop sounds and go-go boys, strutting their stuff half naked on a couple of raised platforms.


			Pedro had not really overdone it, especially compared to his friends, who had let themselves get caught up in reprehensible tomfoolery with the strippers and in lengthy attempts at seduction on the sofas. He had chatted at length with a bartender, an amiable and elegant drag queen, and had even gone in for a little innocent flirting, exchanging comments with a few guys drinking at the bar beside him.


			When he finally managed to get between the sheets, dawn was not far off. His head was still spinning, languidly cheerful, neglecting any worry linked to the day that was about to begin.


			His first thought, as the alarm clock seared through his restless yet heavy slumber, went to the things that he did not have to worry about. Contemplating the fact that he had already sorted out some of the more pressing issues, made the start of the day all the less frenetic. And having only a small share of his energy available to him meant that a calmer rhythm was more than welcome.


			He had already filled up the car the previous afternoon, and for their nocturnal forays they had used his friends’ cars. His Ford was almost new, and together with his father, he kept it in check and dusted it down on a weekly basis. All he had to do was take a shower, enjoy his breakfast and stop by the office. He had already agreed with his boss that for once he could knock off at 1 pm. He had decided to deal only with urgent matters, and ones that could be solved quickly. Everything else would roll over to the following week.


			Foretasting the almost carefree morning that lay ahead of him, he made his way towards the bathroom door. He muttered a “morning” to his mother, who had come upstairs to make sure he was awake, before descending once more to her downstairs flat to make him something to eat. He turned on the taps and let himself in for a long hot shower, washing away the remaining traces of sleepiness. He put on a bathrobe and went down to the kitchen, yawning out of hunger.


			“Is there anything special for breakfast? Where’s dad?”


			He took a peek into two metal tins on the table, and on seeing nothing but biscuits, sat down. He poured himself some coffee.


			“Hello there, Pietro, good morning,” said his mother, beating liquid in a bowl with a fork.


			“I’m making scrambled eggs. Do you want some?”


			Pedro nodded, stirring his coffee slowly, and looking around the room. His father’s jacket was missing, no longer hanging in its usual place behind the door. He couldn’t say what else was missing, but a general absence of objects could be sensed. On the shelves of the dresser, on the table, in the key tray perched on top of the corner cupboard.


			“Your father’s gone off with his friends. Don’t you remember? He had that reunion.”


			“Yeah. He told me.”


			Pedro gobbled down the eggs, the biscuits and even some toast. He poured himself some more coffee until he felt he had had enough. Then he went back upstairs to his room and began to fill his travel bag with the things he thought he might need on his weekend away with Yuri.


			He had already prepared almost everything on top of the chest of drawers, and so all he had to do was pack it all properly and add the finishing touches. In the meantime, he was wondering whether he had actually told his parents that he was planning to spend the whole weekend away. It had all been organised so quickly that he was likely to have completely forgotten.


			“Mum,” he shouted, leaning out into the stairwell, “You remember I’m going away with Yuri today, don’t you?”


			She muttered something by way of a response, so he thought he wouldn’t bother explaining any more than that, and zipped up his travel bag. In this way he would waste no time on his return from the office.


			He lifted up the garage door and stared disbelievingly at what he saw. The place taken by the Ford was empty, while next to it, mockingly, the rather peculiar face of his father’s Citroën stared back at him.


			“What the ff…”


			Pedro went back to the front door and saw his mother was there in the corridor.


			“Erm, where’s the Ford?”


			He tried to strangle the alarmed tone that he would have used spontaneously, but shades of it still slipped out as he spoke.


			“Oh, well… You know, your father wanted to impress the lads, and so he decided to take the Ford. He thought you wouldn’t mind using his car for once.”


			Pedro counted up to eight, and then let rip a couple of imprecations.


			“What? Today of all days, when I was supposed to be going away...”


			The woman drew closer to him, her arms folded.


			“I’m sorry, Pietro. But believe me, there’s nothing wrong with that car.”


			He glanced at his watch. He tried to avoid looking at her, and took a deep breath.


			“I’m also running late. OK, I’d better be off.”


			“Wait, honey,” she tried to call him back, holding onto his sleeve.


			He made a rapid yet affectionate gesture, as if to show her that everything was alright. He had neither the time nor the will to listen to his mother’s loquacious consolations, and so he preferred to go straight to work, and put off thinking about what had changed at that point until later.


			“Pietro! Wait, I just wanted…”


			She was still talking as he got into the driving seat and put the key in the ignition. As soon as he closed the door, he would no longer have to listen to her chatter, which at that moment he was in no state to put up with.


			“...be careful. Sometimes that car does funny things.”


			He pulled the door shut, slamming it a bit too hard.


			“There’s a headlight that goes off and then comes back on again. And the fuel indicator is a bit iffy. Don’t trust it.”


			As he pulled out of the garage, Pedro remembered Nepo, his friend and mechanic. He had a petrol station just this side of the outskirts. He would drop by, after leaving the office, and get him to give the car a check over. Nepo worked until 2 pm, and an hour would be plenty of time to check the tyres, the oil and the battery, and of course fill up.


			A quick lunch, packed and ready to go, and he would still be at Yuri’s at the agreed time.


			At the home appliance store, time was crawling by that morning. Yuri had followed a few sales, put some of the registers in order and had a wander around the warehouse. Instead of being excited about his imminent departure, he could feel nothing but annoyance for that hour that separated him from it. He was counting on the fact that over the following days he would regain some of his lost calm, and the wait was irritating him.


			When it was nearly lunchtime, which meant he could finally clock out, he started texting Pedro to tell him he would be out of there in half an hour as planned. He just needed the time to get back home, find a bite to eat and put the last few things in his bag. Then he would be ready to go.


			He sent three or four texts, with no reply, and so decided to give up. His friend was clearly too busy at the office to answer.


			Yuri’s supposition was in fact extraordinarily accurate. Despite his initial optimism, Pedro had had to give in to harsh reality: a number of rather ugly matters had reared their heads, matters concerning issues that up until that morning he had thought were over and done with. And to make matters worse, phone calls kept coming in, including calls from his boss interrupting him every ten minutes to ask for explanations about this, that or the other.


			In order to try and focus on the most urgent issues to address, he turned off the ringtone on his mobile phone and slipped it into the drawer of his desk. He decided that he would manage to do everything, without leaving anything pending, thereby fending off any snipes from colleagues, ever eager to come up with unfounded insinuations.


			When he managed to close the last folder, Pedro was pooped. What’s more, he had been forced to put two files aside, which over the course of the morning had given rise to a series of problems that would have taken days to sort out. He took his mobile phone out of the drawer to call Nepo, just to let him know he would be a little late. His eyes bulged when he realised it was almost 2 pm. He hastily made the call.


			“Hi, it’s me.” He heard a sigh from the other end, a little noise, as if the mechanic was moving things around. “Sorry, Nepo? Are you there?”


			“Hi Pedro. I was just pulling down the shutter. I’m here but I’m just leaving.”


			“Oh, damn! I got held up at work.”


			“Sorry, kiddo, but my lunch is waiting for me. And I’m not even going to tell you to come along later – I’ve taken the afternoon off.”


			Pedro’s heart sank.


			“Was it something important?”


			“Well, more or less. Yuri and I are going away, and I would have liked you to look over my dad’s Citroën. I have no idea how he keeps it.”


			“If it’s the one I think it is, I checked the tyres a week or so ago. Otherwise, I can’t tell ya.”


			“OK, don’t worry. We’ll sort it out somehow, once we’re on the road perhaps.”


			“Sorry about that, Pedro. Anyway I’d better be off now.”


			He found himself staring at the screen, where the text message icon was flashing. There were four, no less, all received at least two hours before, a fact he had been quite unaware of given that the ringtone was off.


			Yuri had written to him a number of times, yet without asking him any specific questions. He hastily dialled his number. He let it ring at length, and given that Yuri wasn’t picking up, he gave up and decided to go straight round to his house. He at least had to try and make up for a little lost time. He sent him a text message explaining that he had had problems in the office, and so he would arrive a little after the time arranged.


			Yuri, in the meantime, had done everything he was supposed to. A quick lunch, a bag with his things, a few sandwiches, water and a thermos full of coffee. In order to kill time while he waited, he put on his headphones and was soon lost in the music, cranked up nice and high. He closed his eyes and, once lying on his bed, tried to estrange himself from a present moment which was about to give way to their very promising weekend.


			The notification light flashing away on his mobile phone, the buzz of the vibration humming against the table: all so far away from him. He was immediately drawn in by the playlist of his favourite tracks. Just the right background for the limbo he was about to leave behind him.


			Amid the vibrating notes of an organ, in one of those pieces that radically transformed his playlist, Yuri thought he could make out a dry, shrill sound that had nothing to do with the rest. He waited a second time, then a third, and lastly he resolved to open his eyes and return to reality.


			He grabbed the phone and, at the same time, made his way towards the window. Pedro had drawn up downstairs and was sitting there with the engine running. He was taken by the angst of having to rush down to street level, despite the fact that it was Pedro who had caused a change of plan.


			After reading his message, he put his phone in his pocket and picked up his travel bag, food and a jacket. Then he rushed down the stairs, risking tripping over and tumbling down even faster. He had not even the inkling that his phone had slipped up to the mouth of the pocket, and quite taken with his leaps and bounds down the steps, did not notice it fall to the ground. The stair carpet dampened the sound of the fall.


			He threw his stuff onto the back seat, and took his place in the front passenger seat.


			They glanced at each other in silence. Almost as if they had no intention of wasting time with complicated explanations, they tried to say everything with their gaze. Yuri was angry and also a little surprised. Pedro was trying to subdue his agitation.


			“What’s going on with the car?”


			Given the expression on Pedro’s face, who seemed to have been waiting for the chance to be offered a scapegoat onto which to blame all the setbacks of the morning, Yuri let out an amused grin. While he listened to his friend’s account of the morning, he had to admit that Pedro’s father’s Citroën was actually rather nice. Perhaps a little less modern and functional than the Ford, but altogether rather cuter.


			“So anyway, you see?” Pedro was coming to the end of his tale, with a bitterness that was supposed to suffocate any responsibility of his own, “And so I didn’t have the time to pass by Nepo’s, or for anything else.”


			Yuri did nothing more than shake his head, thus giving his tacit permission to set off, at last.


			“OK. I’ll take the motorway.”


			Silence enveloped them like a bubble, thin-skinned and floating, while the engine gurgled along softly. Yuri had a dark expression, but more relaxed than when he had got into the car. Pedro was enjoying the drive in a peaceful manner, and little by little he came to realise that in the end that car was perfectly pleasant. It had a clean but seasoned smell to it, which was a reassuring sensation.


			The panorama itself was not exactly thrilling. The grey road unfolded straight out in front of them, and all around, flat stretches of fog merged into one another. The isolated villages in the countryside around the city were hidden away, beyond the limits of foggy visibility, as were the first foothills, waiting for them a few dozen kilometres further on.


			Despite that, Pedro was basking in the present moment. He felt like he could taste the moment that leads up to the adventure, and that every instant was part of a narrative that would all make sense in the end. A film, their very existence as part of – or even the protagonist of – a far more complex affair. Something which, overall, would slowly take on the contours of a work of art, one to be dealt with but most of all to learn a lesson from.


			“Everything that happens to us should constitute a chance for growth.”


			He spoke almost under his breath, but he attracted Yuri’s attention all the same.


			“What was that?”


			The other shook his head, and pointed to the air outside, which little by little was becoming ever clearer. The mist was coming apart at the seams around the city, tapering off in ever thinner and more innocuous shreds.


			“It already looks much less depressing,” Yuri commented, relieved. “Shall we stop off and get some coffee?”


			Pedro took a glance at the fuel indicator. The needle was wavering slightly around the threequarter mark. “While we’re at it, we could also see whether we need to top up on petrol.”


			Yuri frowned.


			“That way we can also sort out which way we need to go.”


			They had not decided on a specific destination. The plan was to head towards the area of the hills, where they should come across pleasant and peaceful little villages. It was only a matter of opting for one road or another.


			“So, at the next...?” asked Pedro, flicking on the turn signal. A sign said the entrance to the service station was some eight hundred metres further on.


			Yuri was squirming around in his seat, rummaging through his pockets and then looking at the seats behind him. Pedro could hear that he was going through the bags.


			“What’s up?”


			“Don’t turn off here! Go straight on!”


			Pedro glanced at the rear-view mirror, then steered back towards the middle of the lane.


			“Do you want to tell me what’s up?” he repeated curtly.


			“I left my mobile at home...”


			Yuri’s whistle-stop return home was enough to put even Pedro’s stoic calm to the test. It meant winding back the tape to go through a scenario that had already become familiar, and the loop of those movements, of what was taking place before their eyes, seemed to interrupt the natural flow of events that Pedro felt so eager to embrace. Fortunately, the grimy mist had lifted, yet they were still leaving behind them that clean air that had welcomed them only a few dozen kilometres from home.


			Yuri continued to mutter, further thwarting the other’s attempts to make everything less heavy. When they were finally in front of the entrance, they didn’t even have to waste much time. The mobile was lying on the first step at the bottom of the flight of stairs. And so in one fell swoop he picked it up and thrust it into his jacket pocket before hurrying back to the car. Pedro set off once more, letting out a satisfied sigh of relief.


			Yuri appeared relieved, yet he still seemed unable to relax.


			“OK. All good to go now. Let’s not create other problems,” said Pedro.


			“You mean, any more than the ones we’ve already had?” Yuri retorted ironically.


			“Well, it wasn’t our fault really. So anyway, seeing as we’ve sorted it all out, let’s try and just enjoy our weekend.”


			“That’s what I want just as much as you do,” replied Yuri, suddenly more serious. “Maybe that’s why I was in such a state before we left, and even more so in the face of all those setbacks.”


			“Whatever, but it’s a chance I don’t want to pass up on. It’s not the kind of thing we organise very often. And after all,” he added, breaking that slight tension, “who says that the unexpected can’t become a pretext for having fun?”


			Yuri laughed. He took off his jacket and threw it onto the back seats.


			They headed on for a while at a good speed, passing the service area where they had intended to stop earlier. They wanted to regain an undefinable head start over something that in actual fact was no more than ethereal.


			They hadn’t discussed much what direction to take. After that stretch of motorway, they would go back onto the main road for a while before taking one of the smaller roads leading into the countryside. There were numerous routes, some of which very attractive, characterised by the various landscapes they crossed. Hills, lakes, mountains, places holidaymakers flocked to during the Summer months; cottages, campsites and mountain refuges hosting respectful, enthusiastic tourists.


			The atmosphere would be equally fascinating, albeit one of a more sombre and solitary beauty. It was a harsh and unamicable September. It left no room for fine weather if not for short, fleeting bursts, after which the season would revert to its more malicious behaviour. Its spite emerged in the form of sudden hailstorms, night frosts, not to mention thick and impenetrable blankets of fog. There had been downpours that lasted for days on end.


			While the last of the Summer tourism had largely disappeared, Pedro and Yuri had not thought the uncertain weather might constitute any kind of problem. It was this attitude which provided them with the courage and drive to undertake that short trip.


			“It won’t be the cold or the rain that dictates our weekend,” Yuri had said that evening, leading his friend to raise his beer glass in a toast of approval.


			Pedro drove in silence, thinking back to those exchanges. To tell the truth, Yuri had shown himself to be very determined. He thought he had understood more or less what it was all about. Unlike for Pedro, it was not just a chance to relax, to recharge his batteries in an environment far removed from their everyday lives. For his friend, it was a matter of solving a problem.


			On his part, he certainly had no intention of underlining the issue. Rather, he wished to collaborate in some way, in order for Yuri to regain his much sought-after peace of mind. He pointed towards the car stereo, which they had not even considered since they set off.


			His friend pressed a couple of buttons, and then began to wrestle with the dial. It immediately became clear that the aerial probably wasn’t very powerful, or perhaps the model of car radio was a bit out of date.


			“It doesn’t pick up much,” commented Pedro, feeling slightly to blame as he thought back to the remarkable specimen of hi-fi technology which he had had installed in the Ford.


			The loudspeakers produced a stuttering hum and a few whistles, and from time to time the faint notes of some song.


			“I dunno, maybe we can pick up something,” said Yuri, persevering in his search.


			He hopefully settled on one of the cleanest sounds, a more decisive harmony, but then shortly afterwards he had to turn the dial further. At last, Pedro saw him hesitate, jiggling the dial a little further to the right, then the other way, like an expert safebreaker.


			He sat there with his fingers hovering just in front of the device. A few millimetres from the dial, then a little further. As if he feared any sudden movement on his part might ruin the result achieved.


			“It must be a 1980s music show. Shall I leave it on?”


			“It’s not quite my cup of tea,” replied Pedro, “but if there’s nothing with a better signal...”


			Yuri stretched his back along the seat. Little by little he started whistling, following the words of the song. They both knew them well. It was that bitter-sweet pleasure of hearing a song from their past once more.


			“It’s Wall of Voodoo,” said Yuri.


			Pedro nodded.


			Drivin’ outta Vegas in their automobile


			She was in the back seat while he was at the wheel


			With the windows wide open


			His friend was humming the tune of the song. He was decidedly calmer. Pedro didn’t know whether that was due to his own words, or to the fact that in the end Yuri was counting so much on that little adventure of theirs that he was open to a more relaxed atmosphere. So be it. He could hand over the wheel and let Yuri drive for a while.


			Another lost weekend


			Lost weekend


			He pointed out a little layby where they could swap over. Yuri nodded.


			There’s a place we can stay at... it’s up another mile.


			After fastening his seatbelt, he saw that Yuri was searching for something on the dashboard.


			“Where’s the satnav?” he asked.


			Pedro was about to say something, but he bit his lip.


			“Gottit. It’s in the other car, isn’t it?”


			Not having imagined that there might be such a change of plan, of course Pedro had not thought to take everything he might need out of the Ford. Yuri’s expression was once more turning sour, and so he immediately stepped in to turn things around.


			“Come on, it’s not a big deal. We’ll just use the maps. After all, that’s what everyone always used to do.”


			Yuri sighed. He slipped the car into gear and drove off.


			“So we’ll take the next exit and get onto the main road, OK?”


			“Go for it,” said Pedro encouragingly, fidgeting in his seat.


			While the radio continued to broadcast old New Wave hits, Yuri noted that his friend was entirely focused on himself instead of looking out at the surroundings, not that it had any particular landscapes of outstanding beauty to offer yet. That short stretch they were supposed to cover before taking a better-defined route was dominated by thick, wild vegetation. It looked as anonymous as an industrial area.


			Pedro was busily skinning up a couple of joints.


			“I hope you don’t want to smoke those now,” Yuri remarked, taking a slight bend.


			“Otherwise when?”


			“Listen, before we get off the main road, we should come across a couple of rest areas. Let’s stop off at one and have a bite to eat. And take a look at the maps,” he concluded, trying to avoid any trace of irony in his voice.


			No more than half an hour had gone by before the first one came into view. Without a second thought, Yuri slowed down until they came to a halt inside the rest area. It was surrounded by trees, complete with a fountain and benches. It looked like a welcoming spot, despite being semideserted. The traffic on the main road was sparse as it was, and very few drivers seemed to stop off there.


			They parked the car near a wooden bench, and sat down in the midst of the greenery to eat some sandwiches. They drank the water and coffee, and at the end they each sparked up a prerolled joint. The noise of the cars from the road was dampened by the numerous trees, and the atmosphere offered no more than a breeze from the wind that blew outside the area.


			They looked around idly, puffing out great mouthfuls of light-blue smoke. Two cars had left, and the only guests left in the rest area were themselves, along with a funny little guy wandering among the trees not far from them. The half-rusty SEAT parked a dozen metres from their own had to be his.


			He was walking in a strange fashion, his limbs all stiff, almost as if he were about to lose his balance from one moment to the next. Nevertheless, he continued his exploration, methodically tracing every square metre of that little piece of woodland.


			They had only just managed to exchange a bemused gaze when the man turned towards them. He had a very white, almost milky complexion. His face was flaccid, swollen and motionless, his eyes no more than two slits in the midst of the folds, two crystals as cold as water from mountain streams, as grey as icy atolls in the earthy ravines of his complexion.


			Yuri made a half-hearted greeting, thinking that he was looking straight at them. Pedro forced himself to keep his mouth shut, overwhelmed by the sense of apprehension that the man transmitted. He felt relieved when he realised that they were not in fact the object of his attention.


			“He wasn’t looking at us,” he said to Yuri, who seemed a little disappointed instead.


			The man kept his mouth bunched up in an indecipherable expression, sardonic yet at the same time absent.


			“Did you see his hair?” Pedro began to laugh.


			Yuri tried to stay serious, but his friend’s giggling was contagious. The crow-black crop of locks had also drawn his attention, given that it was as clear-cut as a toupee. Hard and shiny, sitting astride his scalp. The man looked like a mannequin that had come to life, setting out to discover the world around it.


			They ended up laughing about him without constraint, assured that the man was not paying the slightest bit of attention to them. They joked, exchanging a thick stream of quips, completely forgetting all about the object of their one-liners, having reconstructed it to suit their needs. They certainly had no need to look at him, nor to check up on what he might be doing.


			Until he appeared, all of a sudden, right behind them.


			“After all, he’s doing a fine job as a Playmobil figure...”


			Yuri didn’t even hear the end of Pedro’s broadside, as he was already exploding in the umpteenth unbridled fit of laughter. It was at such times that such silliness would become infectious, forcing them to writhe around so as to let off their mirth. He thus turned away from his friend to realise the man was standing right there. No more than a few metres away.


			At the sudden silence of his friend, even Pedro turned around.


			In actual fact, he did have something of a dozy air to him, but the distance between them was so short that it would have been foolish to think he might not have heard their jibes.


			The silence was broken by Pedro’s words. “Whoopsie-daisy,” he hissed, provoking further laughter in his friend, who was trying to pull himself together.


			“Pedro…” he muttered scornfully.


			“Sorry, I really couldn’t help myself...”


			They both turned towards the man, but he had disappeared. He had literally dematerialised, in the sense that there was no trace of him in the surroundings.


			“What a couple of wankers we are,” said Yuri, dejectedly.


			Pedro was still looking around, but the apparition had slipped away. The car, however, was still in its place. “Come on, don’t make a meal of it. Perhaps he didn’t even understand.”


			“I don’t care. I still want to apologise to him. Even just a wave, just so he knows we’re not two complete dickheads.”


			“OK then. He can’t have gone far anyway. Not on foot. I think the area’s surrounded by a net fence.”


			They set out to search for the man. There were a number of hedges at least two metres high that formed more secluded spaces. Then behind a fountain, a short pathway led around the outside of the group of trees. Apart from these slightly more concealed spaces, the rest of the area could be surveyed by turning one’s head 180 degrees. Nevertheless, they found themselves back at the car a few minutes later, both wearing a puzzled expression.


			“Yuri, I reckon we ought to be off.”


			“Wait. Maybe he’s gone off somewhere to take a leak. I dunno.”


			He knew his hypotheses were not very precise or even very believable, but it was just a matter of principle.


			“Come on, we’ve looked everywhere! I don’t think it’s that much of a big deal anyway.”


			Pedro was right, and even Yuri acknowledged that, but he thought he deserved a little more patience, just so as to shake off a slight sense of uneasiness. They came to a compromise: they would stay right where they were, looking out across the whole rest area. But only for a few more minutes. They were taking too long to get back on the road.


			Granting themselves even more time than they had agreed on, Pedro started rolling up another joint, merely raising his gaze to look around from time to time.


			“What are you doing?” his friend asked after a while, somewhat disheartened.


			“Shall we be off?” he said, slipping the joint into the tobacco pouch. “Time to go, isn’t it?”


			They got into the car. Yuri continued to cast scouring gazes behind them, while they slowly made their way towards the exit. The car braked suddenly, to the point that Yuri felt himself jerked forwards.


			Just by the slip lane leading back onto the main road there was a police car. Two men were leaning on the bonnet, looking at the passing cars. As soon as they saw the Citroën approaching, they focused their attention on the boys.


			They signalled for them to stop, which they did.


			“Afternoon,” said the one who was clearly of a higher rank, from behind his black beard. “Can I have a look at your car documents please?”


			Pedro drew out the plastic envelope from the glove compartment.


			While the policeman with the beard was checking out the documents with HQ, the other distractedly glanced at the stuff piled onto the backseats.


			“Off for the weekend then, are you?”


			“Yes,” Yuri replied. “We still don’t really know where we’re going. But we’d like to stay in the countryside.”


			The policeman’s gaze fell to the dashboard top in front of Yuri, where the tobacco pouch was lying, the previously prepared joint in plain sight having rolled out. Pedro’s dexterity made it look entirely similar to an industrially rolled cigarette.


			The officer moved around to the passenger side, explaining that he was very familiar with the area, and that by turning off at the first exit after the rest area, they would find a host of lovely places to see. In the meantime, his superior was making his way back towards them.


			“May I?” he asked, pointing at the rollie. “As it happens, I’ve just finished mine.”


			Pedro went slightly pale, and had impulsively started shaking his head a little by way of refusal.


			“That’s actually a hand-rolled one, I don’t know if you’d like it.”


			Yuri cast him a steely glance.
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