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"Life never goes backward, but if you turn around, whether it's wind or rain, sun or snow, day or night, whether it's tomorrow or a year from now, you'll find me there, sitting at the doorway of memories..."
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Queens (New York)

TODAY

Today is the day.

I look at the pulsing red crosses on the calendar without realizing that they now total 42.

A number that has made history in baseball, a number emblazoned on the jersey of the first black player in the history of this sport.

Jackie Robinson was his name, and the phrase that caused a stir was uttered by Ben Chapman, the manager of the Philadelphia Phillies; he said:

"Go back to the cotton fields. You don't deserve to wear a number on your jersey."

Every player in the League was touched by this event, so much so that the number 42 took on a deep meaning. It became more than just a number; it became a symbol.

A fitting symbol for something significant to happen, and if the calendar marks the 42nd month, then today must be the day.

There's a crazy idea spinning in my head, actually tormenting me. It's an idea that I want to turn into action, because if I don't shake myself up, I fear I'll go mad and lose my courage.

A courage that, precisely 42 months ago, forced me to embark on a terrifying journey after receiving news that simultaneously shattered and revived my non-life.

I stare at the cursed drawer, knowing that inside lies that piece of paper that forever broke the pact sealed by a contract that destroyed my existence.

That's why I call it a non-life, because I didn't truly live it. I was merely a spectator of a life I wished to live, and the price for renouncing it turned out to be immense.

A price I chose to pay, because there was no other solution at that time, except to sacrifice it for an absolute value, a powerful value that could inexorably annihilate me: love.

I open the drawer and take out the letter just to read my name, my real name, the one I was forced to forget, to hide, because of an extreme pact I had to seal.

I read it aloud, and my heart leaps.

I repeat it again, and as I place the letter back in the drawer, I move toward the mirror, ready and agonizing at the same time, because I know the reflection will show me the ruthless outline of myself. No name I can pronounce will bring me back in time.

Where are my wonderful muscles?

The abs that once clung to my shirt like a second skin?

And the thighs that seemed to burst out of pants always too tight?

Who is that old man staring at me? Hiding his true face under that mask of deep and indelible wrinkles?

Where has Barry gone, where has Body disappeared to?

For a moment, I hold back a lump forming in my throat and close my eyes to focus on the image of a body, a body that never aged, a body that showed me time could stand still, a body I found that plunged me into oblivion.

I can't talk about it, not yet, it hurts too much, too much to bear.

I shake my head and try to concentrate on the shirt and pants I'm wearing.

I did everything right today, I'm clean, wearing new underwear, because if there's one thing I can't stand, it's looking like a bum.

I look at the clock; it's four in the afternoon. The time has come, and I must go.

I leave my tiny apartment in Queens, a suburb of New York where I've lived since I returned, and head out with the slowness that has accompanied me for so long, toward my destination.

I've tried to get used to it, to convince myself that my body can't give me more than this, but sometimes I don't give up. I close my eyes and see myself at twenty, when people would turn in amazement at how generous Mother Nature had been with me.

I swallow the excess saliva and find the strength to continue, to move forward despite everything. So, I begin the journey, trying not to hinder the passersby. 

It's bustling with hurried people, as if life could slip away from them at any moment; deep down, I envy them, because they're right. Time passes and doesn't forgive, and when you realize there's nothing to be done, you wish for more time to accept yourself, but it's already running out. 

After about half an hour of chaos, amid car horns, spice smells, and the stench of urine, I reach my destination. It's an indoor market opened just a month before. I take a deep breath, enter, and head straight for the section housing technological gadgets without hesitation. Behind glass cases so shiny you can hardly tell what you can touch from what you can't, the cutting edge of technology gleams. Phones I wouldn't even know how to turn on, small screens a hand's width that could be televisions, cameras so tiny they leave me astonished. And I wonder: can this stuff really cost as much as three months' rent for a small apartment? 

A trickle of sweat runs down my forehead. I can't let fear overtake me now. I must do what I set out to do, and I hope it makes a bang, a bang that causes a hell of a commotion. 

I look around furtively. None of these people even notice me; they're too busy spending money without realizing they're just things, damn objects and nothing more! 

I extract a small hammer from my jacket pocket, grip it firmly, and with all the concentration I can muster, I deliver a devastating blow to the glass case. The explosion is immediate; glass shatters into tiny shards that fly everywhere as I reach inside the case, grabbing the most expensive device: a phone worth four months of my pitiful pension. My action grabs the attention of security guards in the blink of an eye. Three people in security uniforms are on me in an instant. 

"Put the object on the floor along with that hammer you're holding, and do it slowly," orders the stout one, staring me in the eyes while brandishing some sort of rubber baton as if he's going to strike. 

Sure, it's nothing compared to the baseball bats I used to handle. Those were real weapons. Anyway, I do as he says, with great effort placing both the phone and my hammer on the floor. "Well done. Now do me a favor and step back with your hands in plain sight," he says firmly. 

A small crowd has gathered around me; they're mostly bored customers whose day has been shaken by my performance. I obey the order again, taking two steps back, while the other guard positions himself behind me. 

I wonder if he'll handcuff me, I think, allowing a faint smile to escape, but instead, I feel a jab in my back, and his voice comes loud and clear, "Move it, grandpa! And don't make any more trouble." 

Grandpa? I'd like to turn around and give him a powerful slap, but I limit myself to obeying, since I've achieved my goal. Getting arrested was my objective; the rest can go to hell. 

Two hours later, I'm at the Police Headquarters, facing a man about fifty or so, who gazes at me in disbelief. Perhaps he's wondering why an eighty-eight-year-old man would do such a foolish thing, and he'll get his answer without any hesitation. 

"I'm Commander Jason Smith," he introduces himself. "According to your documents, your name is Albert Strasberg, correct?" he adds, taking a deep breath. 

I remain silent for a moment. I would give anything to hear my real name spoken aloud, but the time hasn't come yet. So, I just confirm, "That's correct." "And tell me, Albert, what drove you to commit attempted theft and acts of vandalism?" he asks, getting straight to the point. 

I fix my gaze on him. He has large eyes set harmoniously apart, a straight nose, and a slight beard that barely dusts his cheeks, but it's his expression that strikes me; he genuinely seems interested in knowing, so he deserves my honest answer. 

"Loneliness," I reply curtly.  

The man furrows his brow, incredulous. "What do you mean... I don't understand," he comments, scratching his head. 

"It's been 42 months since I've spoken to anyone, I have no social life, and no matter how hard I try to maintain my balance, today I couldn't take it anymore. So, I decided to get myself arrested, at least that way I can interact with someone." 

"You're joking, right?" he asks skeptically. "Not at all," I reply, shifting my right leg which starts to ache. 

"Are you trying to tell me that to have some sort of companionship, you decided to commit a crime?" he asks, a tone of disbelief leaving me stunned. 

"That's right, and I understand how strange it must sound, but you wouldn't understand," I respond confidently, never breaking eye contact. 

"Strange did you say? No, it's insane! It would have been better if you had decided to join a social club or considered moving into a retirement home, because committing a crime always leads to imprisonment, and you don't look like a young man from what I see." 

I want to hit him. A punch to that face, which now seems unlikely, would be well spent, because his words were spoken without knowing anything about me, and it infuriates me to the point of becoming irritable. 

"Just do your job and don't worry about me. Rather than ending up in the smell of urine in some nursing home or complaining in a dilapidated seniors' club, I'd rather kill myself, so arrest me and let's get this over with, am I clear?" 

The man opens his mouth, but words don't come out. I've shocked him, I know, but it's for the best. "Alright," he replies, holding onto my documents. "Seven nights in the slammer, then I'll send the file to the County Judge who will decide your sentence, is that clear?" 

"There won't be a trial?" I ask incredulously. "Not anymore, these are minor offenses, now it's up to the Judge to decide." Before he gets up, he makes a phone call to inform someone to come and pick me up, then he invites me to follow him. 

As soon as I step into a sort of changing room, a young boy approaches me. "Sir, you have to undress, put your things on this bench," he exclaims kindly. "I have to spray disinfectant all over your body," he adds.

"It's not that damn white powder I've seen in movies, is it?" I ask, a bit worried. 

The young boy bursts into laughter. 

"No, it's just a spray, they got rid of the powder in the 50s." "Ah! Good," I reply, starting to undress. 

The boy doesn't take his eyes off me. It's not the first time this has happened; even though my body is old, some can still catch a glimpse of the body that no longer belongs to me, and the boy seems to genuinely belong to that category. 

"How tall are you, sir?" he asks, intrigued by my stature. 

"When I was young, I was 6'3", but I've shrunk with age, I wouldn't know now." 

"You were an athlete though, I can tell by your muscles," he adds, observing my arms, legs, and the still flat but now sagging abdomen. 

"Yeah, an athlete," I reply just to say something, but the boy persists, scrutinizing me until he becomes agitated seeing my old tattoo on my shoulder that I clumsily tried to remove. 

I cover it with my hand to let him know his curiosity bothers me, then I turn around and ask, "So about that spray?" "Yes, sir," he replies, shaking himself, with cheeks as red as a pepper. 

He does the job, then gestures for me to get dressed. 

Within a few minutes, I'm facing a rather comfortable room, the only difference being the steel door and the barred window in the center. 

"Please come in, this is your cell," the tone of the boy is kind; he deserves my attention. 

"Thank you, son. Is there anything else you need to tell me?" I ask, perhaps to prolong a conversation that could have allowed me the company of another human being. 

"I'll come by later to finalize things; I'm on the night shift," he replies, closing the cell door as soon as I cross the threshold. 

Once again, I'm alone. My skin smells of hospital, and despite the room seeming comfortable, it measures about two square meters by three. 

Maybe I didn't make a good deal.
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James Carrington, known as Jimmy, has been working at the police station for about two years to pay for his university tuition; he chose journalism and is in his final year. He's a talented young man with an immense passion for a sport that in America has brought famous athletes to soaring heights, entered into the Hall of Fame for their records. 

Usually, he spends his dinner break returning home, as he lives a few hundred meters from the station. But today is a special day, a day he will remember for the rest of his life. 

He rushes into the house without even greeting his mother, who, upon seeing him, widens her lips almost to the point of tearing them before quickly wiping away that smile in the blink of an eye. 

"But do you think this is appropriate?" she growls, following him into his father's study where he has darted. 

"Sorry, Mom, but I need to consult Dad's yearbooks and his baseball collection," he replies, running his hand through his hair. 

His mother, however, notices the strange expression on her son. "Is everything okay, Jimmy? You have a look... it's almost like you've seen a ghost!" she asks, approaching slowly. 

Jimmy meets her gaze and replies, "Maybe I have," he says frankly. 

"What does that mean?" his mother asks. 

"Something incredible happened; I saw a tattoo that reminded me of an article Dad showed me some time ago, an article he included in his collection. I absolutely need to find it." 

"Then you'd better ask your father. Look, he's just arrived," the mother announces, urging him to tidy up and leave the study. 

Jimmy knows it's the right thing to do. Despite being a close-knit family, personal matters should always be discussed with permission, especially when it comes to special collections that are carefully kept. 

That's always been the rule in their house: if you respect others' things, you can demand respect for your own. 

His father enters with purposeful steps. He retired a few months ago but hasn't been able to stop working yet. 

"Hi, Nora," he exclaims to his wife. "And you, Jimmy, what were you doing in my study?" he adds, fixing his gaze on his son.  "Sorry, Dad, I was looking for your collection; I need to talk to you," he replies, never taking his eyes off his father. 

"Let's eat first, then we'll talk. You still have time to get back to work on schedule," he orders. 

Jimmy nods; he needs to be patient even though the doubt gnawing at him screams inside like a stifled cry. Dinner proceeds calmly, and once they finish, his father gets up and gestures for him to follow. 

Their relationship has always been good; since he was a child, Jimmy has emulated his father, a solid man dedicated to duty, a good guide capable of directing him in all his choices, until that moment. 

Even choosing journalism had been a shared decision; Jimmy had always had the gift of telling events with a concise summary and sometimes saw things from unique perspectives, so his father had advised him, confident in the fact that for years he had tried to show him life in its true reality. 

"So what do you want to talk to me about?" his father asks, inviting him into the study. "Your article, the one about 1950s baseball. Can you show it to me?" Jimmy asks, starting to get agitated. 

His father nods and as he gets up to search in his special archive, he asks, "Did something happen? You look pale, and I can't figure out why." "I saw a tattoo at work, engraved on the shoulder of a very old man who got arrested because he felt lonely," Jimmy replies without filters. 

His father frowns, stares at him, and says, "Is this some kind of joke?" "No! It's the truth. When he undressed, I saw his tattoo; it wasn't clear, almost seemed modified, but for some strange reason, a light bulb went off in my head." 

Finally, his father finds what he's looking for, invites his son to sit down, and shows him the article. 

"This is the only photograph that journalists of the time managed to take in the locker room. Here's the tattoo. Is this what you were looking for?" 

Jimmy frowns; he's perplexed, no longer sure if it's the same tattoo, yet he looks his father in the eyes and exclaims, "Who did it belong to?" he asks with a broken voice. 

"His name was Barry Lou Kaine, known as Body. He disappeared without a trace right at the peak of his career. No one knows what happened to him, although it's presumed he died in an accident and his body was incinerated. A few weeks after Barry's disappearance, the sports section of the Post confirmed it." 

Jimmy is silent, so quiet that it worries his father. 

"What's wrong?" he asks, shaking him. "That tattoo I saw... it reminded me of the one depicted here," he confesses without doubt. 

His father shakes his head and replies, "It's impossible, Jimmy. It's said that Barry did it himself to remember a very special person. It's not possible that someone else replicated it, like the man you're talking about." 

"You're probably right, but I'm curious, and I can't explain why my head came up with such a bizarre idea," he replies without delving deeper. 

"If you're curious, all you have to do is ask him. You're doing him a favor since you said he got arrested because he felt lonely, right? So talk to him tonight," his father suggests. 

"Good idea," Jimmy replies.  

Baseball was their shared passion. 

Ever since he was a child, Jimmy had followed his father to Major League games and sometimes accompanied him on trips to watch their beloved team, the New York Yankees. Both father and son enjoyed throwing and hitting balls in the surrounding garden of their house, emulating the famous plays that had filled them with happiness during games, ever since Jimmy started attending elementary school. 

Jimmy had wished so much to play baseball, to have some talent in his arm for pitching or batting, to show an uncommon speed in his legs, but everything had been dashed at the age of eight when he discovered he wouldn't have any skill in the sport he loved so much. 

But the passion remained. A passion that he still cultivated with interest today. 

He knew every player of that team inside out, from the early 1920s to the present day. However, his interest had particularly focused on the players of the 1950s, an era that had fascinated him to the point of daydreaming. An era that, if he closed his eyes, he could even imagine. The 1950s, a time when a baseball champion at the peak of his success had disappeared without a trace, yet his name remained engraved in everyone's memory as it was boldly printed in the Hall of Fame: Barry Lou Kaine.
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The pain in my head is splitting me in two.

Evidently, the act I committed has triggered a migraine that I haven't had in a long time.

I had dinner alone, enclosed within these walls, wondering if my impulsive act had yielded a satisfactory result. I don’t have the answer; I can't have it. All I know is that the young man who undressed me has just entered the corridor and is heading towards my cell.

He unlocks the door with three turns and, in a few moments, is next to me.

"Good evening, sir. Have you had dinner?" he asks kindly, seeking my eyes.

I nod without responding and avoid looking at him, but he doesn’t give up. He places a stack of papers on the small shelf and looks at me again.

"Bureaucracy makes me nervous, but it’s always up to me to handle the paperwork," he suddenly exclaims. My grunt is his only response, but he doesn’t seem bothered by my brusque behavior.

"Well, sir, may I have your attention?" he asks calmly. I lift my face and look at him; he deserves a response for his persistence.

"What do I need to do?"

"Fill out these forms and sign."

I fill out and sign the papers without batting an eyelid, but I feel the young man's gaze piercing through me, so instinctively, I lift my face and stare into his eyes.

He blushes intensely. It’s time to strike, so I harshly exclaim, "Do you stare at everyone like that? Never seen an old man before, son?"

He doesn't seem affected by my tone; his reply confirms it.

"Certainly, sir, but never an old man who gets himself arrested out of loneliness."

For a moment, I falter. His straightforward way of speaking disorients me and brings back painful memories, yet it also fascinates me enough to elicit a stifled smile.

“Well, son, you certainly don’t mince words, but you can’t understand. Sometimes, loneliness is so unbearable that even an old man does stupid things!”

Now he’s the one smiling.

“Sir, may I ask you a personal question?” he inquires with a serious and sincere expression.

“Depends on the question.”

“How long has this loneliness lasted for you?”

Straight to the point without any hesitation, this boy, I think to myself.

“It’s been forty-two months since I last truly spoke. Not that I didn’t utter words, mind you; if you go out to buy bread and meat, of course, you say a few words, but that’s not interacting with someone. It’s just moving your mouth to breathe out words necessary for survival.”

I can’t explain why I can speak so calmly with this young man. I only know that I can, and it doesn’t bother me, so I brace myself since the flood of questions I expect will help me pursue my second objective.

I’ve decided I have nothing left to hide; my pact is broken, and now I can take back my life.

“Sir, what happened forty-two months ago?”

Suddenly, I feel the urge to tell him. My control abandoned me today when I decided to come out in the open. However, I must restrain myself for now, providing only a clue, a clue this curious boy won’t find hard to follow.

“I found and lost a special person at the same moment, the only one who mattered to me.”

Jimmy remains silent but is eager, eager to know more. I want to satisfy him because there’s a strange light in his eyes, a light that almost blinds me.

“I spent those hours and days unsure if I would ever see the sunrise again. Both the discovery and the loss were so powerful, so terrifying, that I was crushed by them. And don’t think it’s different for an old man; I have the same feelings as when I was just a little older than you. The body changes, ages, but not the feelings, especially if they are deep.”

I see him furrow his brow. He runs a hand through his hair, perhaps to relieve the tension. I sense his intense curiosity, but I don’t understand why. Maybe it’s better to be more direct, so I suddenly exclaim, “You’re curious, son; I can see it in your eyes.”
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