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Chapter One: The Search
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It was one of those nights when you couldn't bring yourself to stay indoors. Abel Hamilton wandered aimlessly through the streets of New York, trying to understand why he had suddenly asked for ten days off. His editor-in-chief had given him a curious look, as if he knew more, and said,

"Time off in October? Have you found a subject for a book, or will you drift about again and waste yet another vacation?"

"Do you have a complaint about me?"

"No, me? You must have one. You're a top-notch journalist, and it won't be long before you're sitting in a chair like mine. But journalism is one thing, and literature is another. Which do you want, Abel? The first is in your pocket. The second, I do not know. Your writing has a touch of flightiness, but that is not enough. Still, if you're asking for vacation, you must have something in mind."

"Leave that. About what you said before, what do you suggest?"

"What do you suggest? Find a subject and start writing a novel. Ten days should be enough to start, I think. After that, we'll see. And listen: don't sink into your couch. Go! Book a ticket to anywhere, but go."

"You think so?"

"I do. I once had a similar dilemma and tried to solve it at my neighborhood bar.

"And what happened?"

"Nothing happened; I happened. I became editor-in-chief. Come on, Abel. If I had done something, wouldn't you know? Now, off you go; I have a stack of articles to read."

Abel lived in Brooklyn, on Cape Street, on the fifth and top floor of an old-fashioned apartment building. He lived alone and was financially comfortable, as his late father had owned three apartments in the area that were now his and rented out, providing him with a steady income. The apartment where he lived had belonged to his parents. His mother had gone to her sister in the South, unable to bear New York. A little later, she too had left.

Writing novels was an old love of his that had remained at the stage of coming up with ideas and then filing them away as unfit. Two months earlier, on his birthday, his girlfriend, a forty-year-old architect, had teased him about it, bringing the whole matter back to the surface.

"Abel, why don't you write a novel?"

"How did that cross your mind?" he asked, receiving no answer.

She winked slyly, pulled him into her bedroom, and began to undress him without another word.

"What does this have to do with the novel?"

"I'm giving you ideas," she said, laughing.

"When you say 'novel,' do you mean I should write an erotic story?"

She looked at him, saying nothing more. She lay down and motioned for him to lie beside her.

"It's your birthday. Leave that for another time."

Nearly two months had passed since that night before he decided to ask for the leave he felt he needed. After an intense night with Amelia, the moment he had awaited finally arrived, departure. They did not live together. Their relationship was erotic. Simply put, they slept together every so often, meeting in whichever home they preferred depending on whatever project Amelia was working on. At that moment, she went to a building site near his place every morning and had taken over his. Along with that came more lovemaking. The two went hand in hand.

On the first day of his vacation, Abel had not yet decided where he would go or what the backdrop of his book would be. Something like a game formed in his mind. He would pack a duffel bag with a few clothes, take his computer, a small laptop, and go to the airport. The first flight leaving for anywhere would have him as a passenger. During the flight, he would sketch the general plan of the book.

What nonsense is this? Who do you think you are? You haven't found a subject in all these years, and you'll build one on a trip? he muttered. At once, he realized he was overestimating himself.

Oddly enough, he did not give up. What will I lose? Who will find out?

Amelia had woken up early, kissed him, and left almost at a run. They were waiting for her at the site, and she had to be there before work began. Abel got up sluggishly, already regretting his first thoughts of the day. However, that made him feel bad, so he decided to follow through with that outlandish plan this time.

At worst, he thought, I'll take a ten-day vacation and come back. What will you do about your so-called life plan? Editor or novelist?

He chose not to answer and lazily pulled a duffel bag from the top of his wardrobe. Half an hour later, with the leather bag on his shoulder and the duffel in hand, he hailed the first cab he saw and asked the driver to take him to John F. Kennedy International Airport.

"I hope we have time. There is heavy traffic, and I don't know how long it will take. What time do you need to be there?" the driver asked.

"No problem. I haven't decided where I'm going or which flight I'll take. Relax, and put on some music if you like," he replied.

The cabbie looked at his passenger and thought, What kind of madness is this guy into? He shook his head and picked a station that he thought fit his passenger's profile. It was a game he often played, trying to read reactions to see if he had guessed wrong. This time, however, his passenger was utterly expressionless.

Without meaning to, Abel had gotten tangled in his own game and was trying to narrow down the categories of his possible book. Science fiction? No way, he thought. Erotica? Ruled out. Biographies? Spare me. What's left? Historical fiction or crime fiction? Nah, I don't think so. He felt the circle of themes tightening, which brought on anxiety.

It's not going to work, he thought. For a moment, he considered telling the driver to turn back. The image of Amelia mocking him finally convinced him to continue his odd experiment. When she looked at him with her ironic gaze and asked him to follow her to bed after similar conversations, it was as if she told him that was all he was good for.

From that moment on, he surrendered to chance. Suddenly, he began to feel curious. What would the first available flight be?

His plan had holes. What if there were no available tickets? What if the doors had closed? He had to decide quickly about these details because they would arrive soon.

"The first flight on the departures board will be my destination, regardless of tickets," he said softly.

"Did you say something?" the driver asked.

"No, I said it aloud because I remembered something. Sorry."

The taxi pulled into the entrance and stopped in front of the Departures area. Abel paid the driver and lifted his bags, trying to enter the terminal with his head held high. The board seemed to want revenge. The moment he turned his gaze toward it, the information on the board began to refresh, and the small panels that made up the board spun furiously.

It lasted a few seconds, but to Abel, it felt like ages. Then they stopped. The first line read, "Destination: Edinburgh." Departure in sixty minutes, after a delay due to weather and the late arrival of the aircraft that would be making the flight.

"Damn it," he whispered. "I said I would escape reporting, yet here I am, writing a novel about ghosts. What else do they have in Scotland? The history of whiskey?"

However, a second thought struck him. What if I'm meant to write that kind of novel? What about writing a story of magical realism? Let me dig into it a bit more. In any case, we'll see. If I get bored, London is next door.

He hurried to buy a ticket and, before he knew it, he was walking down the jetway. The strange thing was that his mind felt as if it had caught fire. What was happening? He was living for the first time. As a journalist, he chose the subjects. Now, it felt as if the subject had chosen him.

"To hell with it," he muttered, taking his seat. He pulled his laptop out of his bag and set it on the tray. A flight attendant rushed over to inform him that it had to be off for the time being. With a graceful motion, she took his bag and placed it in the overhead bin above his seat.

"Keep the laptop in your hands. Once we take off, you'll be able to use it. Please, not earlier."

He flashed her a smile and assured her that he would follow her instructions to the letter.

"Where are we staying?" he murmured. "I see a park bench in my future."

He hurried to search his phone for hotels in Edinburgh. It was his first time in the city. He chose a hotel more by chance than based on any particular detail because the photos on his phone were too small to make a safe decision. He chose the Old Waverley Hotel, housed in an old building that, at least from the outside, transported you to another era. Its Victorian style oddly seemed to match the book he was aiming for.

He closed his eyes and leaned his head back. He felt the aircraft taxi, then the engines surge to full power. Soon, they climbed, and the landing gear retracted with a loud mechanical sound. Without waiting for the announcement, he opened his tray and placed on it the small laptop that was beside him on the seat. Luckily, no one was sitting next to him, and he felt as if the empty seat favored what he had in mind.

He opened his word processor and chose a novel template. The computer asked him to write the title.

"Ah, here we are," he murmured. "What do they write?"

The flight attendant's voice interrupted him.

"Would you like something to drink?"

"Whiskey?" he asked.

She nodded and handed him a glass with a miniature bottle.

"Ice?"

He gestured that he didn't want any. He bent over the keyboard again, absentmindedly opening the bottle and taking a swig without using the glass. As a joke, he typed the title A Ghost on the Rocks. He chuckled, knowing that, until he settled on a subject, the title would change several times.

"I hope it doesn't block me," he muttered, images of people frozen under avalanches coming to mind. The image that made him shiver, though, was of an abandoned castle where, beside a bergère on a small table, a glass with ice and whiskey waited for the hand that would lift it, a hand that was nowhere; a ghostly hand, faint and only an outline.

Horror stories are no easy business, Abel, and they are not to your taste. Enough clowning around. He erased what he had written and typed simply: Untitled. The damned hotel photo is to blame, he thought, closing the lid of the computer. He took another sip of whiskey and watched the clouds through the window.

As a journalist, he was concerned with social welfare and unsolved problems. He interviewed celebrities, and everyone expected that a TV station would soon win him over with a show. An offer had indeed been made, but he refused due to the constraints that were a condition of such a production. His editor at the newspaper gave him all the freedom he wanted, and he adopted that approach.

The hotel was exactly as he had imagined it. Wanting to adjust to the local time quickly, since it was evening, he decided to get some food and then lie down. Street food was the solution. In a little lane, he found a shop and ordered something simple. He asked them to put it in a paper bag and went back to the hotel. From his room's window, he looked out over the area behind the hotel.

Thankfully, he thought, it is high up. He stepped onto the small balcony. Bundled up, he stood for a while, gazing at the dark city. Edinburgh Castle was on the other side. "Tomorrow," he said to himself, not knowing why he had said it. He did not think the castle would give him any ideas.

Sleep was pure torment. His body refused to make peace with the night. He finally slept near dawn. His last thought was, "What time is it in New York?"

He woke up around noon. His first move was to look for his phone to check his messages. Just as he reached for it, he changed his mind.

"Vacation," he said softly, smiling. He was hungry, though, and needed to do something about it.

He got dressed, put on some warm clothes, and went down to the lounge. In the back, there was a small area with tables that resembled a little café. He went in and headed for a corner table with a view of the street. He noticed that the waiter who approached him was wearing a mask. He saw that the waiter put the mask on only after spotting Abel at the far end of the lounge. There was no one else in that area at the time.

"A filter coffee and toast," he said. Without meaning to, out of journalistic curiosity, he continued, "What's with the masks today?"

"We had a surge. Management's order. For you, it is not mandatory, but for us..."

The man left before Abel could tell if he was smiling or mocking the situation. Abel thought it was the latter.

He had barely taken a breath when a woman a little younger than he was entered the café and sat at a table in the corner, separated from the rest of the café by a wooden screen. She set her phone on the table, pulled out a fairly large tablet and an e-cigarette from her bag, and began typing furiously. Abel tried to assess her and found himself admitting that, if his friend Ben asked him to score her, she would be close to a ten.

It was a game of Ben's, the incorrigible hunter of skirts who now and then bullied him into playing.

"Abel, rein it in," he said under his breath. "I see you going back to New York with a new girlfriend instead of a novel."

He didn't like the idea, not because it meant giving up Amelia, after all, they weren't in a serious relationship, or to be more honest with himself, they weren't in a serious relationship yet. But Amelia was so set in her ways that the relationship showed no future. In bed, though, they were a perfect match, and everyone was happy. One of the problems was their schedules, though it was not the only one. Amelia was simply the lover who completed his life.

He looked out the window, trying to pull his attention away from her. She would catch him staring, which he wanted to avoid at all costs. However, he could not help overhearing her conversation. She was trying to buy time to deliver a document, most likely the one she was typing with such fury.

The waiter interrupted to serve coffee and set toast on the table. Noticing Abel looking toward the woman, the waiter whispered conspiratorially,

"Journalist."

He took the tray he had left on the neighboring table and headed her way. Only then did Abel notice that the tray held another coffee and toast.

"Good morning, Laura. Late again?" the waiter said as he set her order down.

"Thomas, I don't have time to answer you. Good morning, and go."

Abel was startled. He saw himself in the whole scene. So that is me? Is that how my time passes? The answer bothered him even more. It was a voice in his head that he hadn't heard in a while. It was the same, if not worse. You have come to the edge of the world, fooling yourself that inspiration will come from outside, like a gift. You don't consider why the good god of literature should favor you. As if that were not enough, you are ready to speak to her. At least wait until she finishes writing.

Abel took a deep breath and tried to plan his next moves. If he had his computer with him, he might be able to write something. Just then, when the woman said, "I sent it," his phone rang. It was Amelia.

"The women around the world are synced in some way," he muttered, picking up the phone.

"How is the great author?"

"Packing my clothes to become an editor. How are you doing?"

"How am I doing? Worse every day. In a few days, I'll be done with the site. I mean, I'm done, but the others still have work. Do you know what I'm thinking?

"Just say it, Amelia. Don't draw it out."

"What would you say if you first told me where you are?"

"Sorry, I'm in Edinburgh. Why do you ask?"

"I imagined you would be somewhere in Europe. I was thinking..."

"I'm all ears."

"How about we meet in Paris in a few days? London doesn't bother me either. Edinburgh? Not a word of it."

Abel's mind revved into high gear. He liked the idea. The last time they stole a few days, they had a good time.

"London, huh? I'll answer this afternoon. Let me see what Edinburgh has to say."

"All right. Call me tonight and let me know what the city said. Good luck," she said, then hung up.

It will tell you that you're an idiot. Here you are, ready to go on adventures with a stranger, and you call at a bad time? He half-closed his eyes and drifted off for a moment. He barely caught sight of the woman passing by his table. He smelled her perfume more than he saw her. It reminded him of something, but he couldn't place it. He felt pinned to his chair. Abel, to Edinburgh Castle, and quickly! If you're going to write something, it needs to have substance.

The castle was lovely, but it told him nothing. He thought stories of Victorian-era ladies and gentlemen were cheap romances and easy solutions for low-level novels. Above all, he wanted his own book to be distinctive and unique. He knew how to stand out. Thousands of novels had been written about that period, and the competition would be fierce. A book set against the backdrop of magical realism seemed like a good idea.

However, he lacked the image that would set everything in motion. He spoke with Amelia, and they arranged to meet in London in a few days. He decided to leave at once. He booked a hotel and a train ticket. Something told him that this trip would not be entirely useless. For reasons he did not understand, he chose the slower train, which took ten hours. He thought he might start writing something along the way.

He booked a room at the Hilton in Hyde Park and left for London at ten the next morning. He felt completely useless and not his best.

I probably chose the wrong job, he thought as he settled into the train compartment and placed his laptop on the table in front of him. Why is it such a bad idea to stay a journalist and look for an editor position? With his morale at rock bottom, he looked out the window at the Scottish countryside, desperately trying to make his final decision.

An hour later, at one of the stops, an elderly couple entered his compartment and sat across from him. He started to close his computer so as not to disturb them, but the woman held out her hand to stop him.

"Go on with your work," she said, smiling. "Where are you from?"

"New York. My name is Abel Hamilton, and I'm a journalist."

The man offered his hand in greeting. "Alf Davies. This is my wife, Chloe Davies. We're retired teachers. A pleasure."

There was a short silence, which the woman broke by saying something to her husband, as if continuing a previous conversation.

"So, you mean there is an intermediate state of existence?"

Her husband signaled that it was not the right time or place, but she went on undeterred.

"Good chance to ask Mr. Hamilton here. That was your name, right?"

Abel smiled and nodded, encouraging her to continue.

"But you won't be able to write with us talking and asking for your opinion," the man added.

"To stay ahead of you, I came from New York to find inspiration for a book. Unfortunately, Edinburgh was not very favorable, at least for me."

"Then seek inspiration in transcending the ordinary. Don't confuse life with the chemical reactions of its elements. Life is something more. As a teacher, I could speak for hours about this, but I don't want to waste your time on something so trivial. We live in the objectivity of daily life, but each of us builds our own version of it. What is objective to you is not to me. What matters is the effort to understand general objective reality."

"You lost me there. What you call temporary objectivity cannot really be general or objective? Unfortunately, there is no other word for it."

"I'll give you an example, but you must promise that we won't continue this discussion. You said you're a journalist. Surely, you have come across an incident that you could not explain. Someone else might call it a miracle; another might call it a coincidence. For example, someone falls ill with cancer, and the doctors have given up. His wife dreams of an angel who tells her to give him a remedy. The man suddenly begins to pray, hoping to feel better, while his children beg him not to leave them. Then, what most would call a miracle happens. The cancer regresses. What happened?"

Abel looked at him curiously, not knowing what to answer. It sounded like a children's tale, a story told just to pass the time.

"I understand you. There is a web, invisible to most, that exists above or rather beneath the level of life. It sustains life and produces results that limited logic cannot grasp. In the case I mentioned, one of the external stimuli activated processes that fought the cancer. But I won't bore you with more details. Think about it; whatever you decide is your own view. You must forgive us, though. We have to get ready. We're getting off at the next station. It's time for our annual checkup. Where are you getting off?"

"London."

"That's what I was saying."

"I don't follow."

"Why did you take the ten-hour train that stops in every village? Farewell, Mr. Hamilton. Remember, most of our actions are acts of magic, though we may not realize it."

The woman tugged at his sleeve, said goodbye, and they left the compartment. The train stopped, and passengers began to disembark. Abel rolled down the window. As the couple passed by, he dared to ask,

"How true is that story about the cancer?"

Chloe smiled and waved her hand in a peculiar gesture.

"I was the one who dreamed of the angel. My husband simply went to church every day. As for our daughters..."

The stationmaster blew his whistle, and the train started moving. Abel watched them until they disappeared from sight.

He had no idea how the train had reached London or how he had ended up in his hotel room. He dropped his things and went down to the restaurant for dinner. Slowly, he began to come to. The shock from the Davies couple's words had unsettled not only his logic but also forced his mind into a strange process. It was like a compulsory game that had become his new reality. He tried to interpret everything he saw as an act hiding the principles of this unfamiliar reality behind it.

At first, nothing happened, but after a while, he began to notice various parallel scenarios playing out simultaneously, forming a composite image made of pieces from all of them.

"Impossible," he murmured, shaking his head as if that motion could restore his sanity and return things to their previous order.

He ordered food and asked for a beer while he waited. Soon, he was enjoying a dark beer and had almost forgotten everything when his phone rang. It was Ben, his closest friend.

"Where are you?" Ben asked. "Not in New York, that's for sure."

"I'm not, but how did you guess?"

"Last night, I ran into your girlfriend. She was walking arm in arm with a guy at the bar across from her office. Pretty early. It was the hour I was leaving work. I'm sure the guy wasn't you. The way she held him showed a kind of intimacy, something suggestive. But you'll tell me that I always see things that way," Ben said, laughing.

Abel said nothing. He tensed up and took a sip of beer to buy time.

"What's wrong with you? First, tell me where the hell you are."

"I was in Edinburgh. Now I'm in London."

"And what are you doing there? Another writing craze?"

"Where'd you get that idea?"

"Abel, I know you too well. Make up your mind once and for all! Did Amelia nudge you again?"

"No, it's my own decision. How are you?"

"Me? I'm fine. Same as ever. When do you think you'll be back?"

"In a week. Amelia's coming for the last three days. Why? Do you want something?"

"No, I'm just bored. I was thinking of spending a quiet weekend somewhere, but I'll have to find someone else. For a three-day leave, it's better not to discuss it."

"Ben, it's possible to escape for a weekend, but give it a month. I've got two or three interviews pending. But about the other thing..."

"I'm not saying a word. Ask her when she gets there. Remember what you always said: If an ocean separates you, everything's allowed. Besides, she's officially nothing to you. Goodnight, Abel, and good luck with your writing." He laughed and hung up.

After that, Abel lost his mood completely. He tried to understand why a possible misstep by Amelia bothered him when his own actions were beyond reproach. What annoyed him most, though, was the truth behind Ben's words: Officially, she's nothing to you. He realized the only thing hurt was his pride.

Am I starting to change? he wondered, but he wasn't sure. Then he realized that his job no longer fulfilled him. It gave him a certain standing and a respectable journalistic profile, but nothing more. His opinions on various issues had become fluid and were always shaped by convenience, not necessarily financial, but by that subtle need to be at peace with himself.

"Maybe I should drop everything, rent out the apartment, and settle on some island in the Pacific, watching the boats sway," he muttered, finishing his beer. Just then, the waiter brought his food. Abel smiled and pointed to the empty glass.

"Same again."

An hour later, after four dark beers, everything was spinning. He barely managed to undress and lie down before falling asleep instantly.

The next morning, wandering around London was the last thing he cared about. His headache wouldn't let him rest. Still, he did not want to stay inside. Surprisingly, the weather was not rainy at all, and Londoners had begun to come out like snails. He put on his jacket and went out. He decided to walk along Bayswater Road to Marble Arch, and then take the Underground wherever it led. As he strolled slowly by Hyde Park, he tried to force his mind to give him some answers. But the more he pressed it, the less it responded, even to the simplest questions, such as where he should go.

He passed the train station and continued walking aimlessly along Oxford Street. After a while, he turned down one street and then another until he got lost. He no longer knew where he was. He passed a small bistro and stopped a few meters later. Without knowing why, he turned back and went inside. By the window was a small table. He sat down and ordered food. Despite his headache, he asked for a light beer.

As he waited, he thought about his encounter with the teachers on the train. The thought that dominated his mind was that his troubles had multiplied after that conversation.

"A peculiar way to see life," he murmured. "If you bend everything to fit yourself, no problem."

However, he was not sure that this was the essence of what the man had said. His mind leapt to Amelia, and he wished she were there with him.

Why? he thought, but he didn't pursue the question.

He began to observe the other patrons. Most were young couples laughing at every turn, as if they were in a play. He focused on a girl listening to her partner. Her legs moved nervously. He realized she wasn't interested at all. Even her smile looked forced.

She's fooling him, and he hasn't a clue, he thought, watching the young man slowly lean toward her. His hand inched closer until, finally pretending to whisper something private, he touched her thigh.

"They show one thing but mean another," Abel thought, smiling. Clearly, the young man was thinking about how to get her into bed. The girl herself seemed unsure, though not resistant.

An image took hold of his mind: a vast web. He turned his gaze to another couple sitting nearby and caught fragments of their argument. To him, the woman's expression was clear. She was just disagreeing to agree later, drawing it out to ask for something and ensure she got it.

Where did that come from? he wondered, but no answer formed. He looked at the man, who seemed confused and absentminded. What was he thinking? Then, he heard the man say, "If only I knew."

What the hell is going on? Abel muttered, perhaps loudly enough for the older man nearby to lower his newspaper and look at him. Abel smiled as if to say everything was fine.

Everything's fine, my ass, he thought, looking for the waiter. He saw him coming with his meal and quickly cleared the table. The Davises have driven me mad, and I can't recover, he whispered.

As he ate, he tried to focus on finding a theme for his book. But the harder he tried, the more blocked his mind became. If I manage to find anything, it'll be a miracle. Who believes in miracles? Only those who don't know what's happening to them.

He finished eating, paid, and left. He was hit with fatigue and remembered how much he had walked that morning. He took a cab and was soon back in his room. He thought about calling Amelia, but the time difference made it impossible. She would just be starting her day, and she was usually tense at that hour.

"Later," he said aloud. "Better yet, let it be. If she wants to, she'll call."

He lay down and fell asleep in a sour mood.

He spent the whole afternoon in the hotel lounge trying to organize his thoughts about writing. Every so often, he checked the time. The phone seemed dead. He turned it off and on again. Still no message. Disappointed, he thought back to the morning. He tried to distance himself and see himself as a third person.

It frightened him. What he saw was a wounded man. He didn't want or care to share anything more with Amelia than a repetitive daily routine, nothing that surpassed average emotions. The more he thought about it, the less her supposed betrayal bothered him. He knew he would have to face it eventually, but postponing it seemed like the best choice. He'd let her come to London for the weekend ands decide then.

"What do you really want?" he asked himself aloud.

"Peace," he answered. From that alone, he knew he had already decided to end their relationship. "A farewell weekend," he murmured, feeling even worse. After all, that was their relationship: a love affair that had begun abruptly one night in a bar through a mutual acquaintance. That same night, they ended up at his place and made love without even knowing each other.

The conclusion of this strange self-analysis was one word: loneliness. Suddenly, the peculiar realism that had set in after meeting the Davies couple seemed nightmarish. Then, a strange idea began to form in his mind: What would the world be like if people lived at that level of consciousness? But that idea felt more like science fiction than a setting for a novel. Why should everyone live that way? Let it be just a few. He felt himself falling into the same trap he had intended to create.

He waved his hand as if to chase away the thoughts and went to the hotel bar without a second thought. Two hours and four whiskies later, he stumbled back to his room, struggling to open the door. He lay down fully dressed and fell asleep immediately.

Oliver Cain stood before the bookstore window, his head bowed as if apologizing for failing to place one of his own books on display, even in a corner. He read the titles, trying to understand how other writers' works, often not good enough, had ended up in such a place of honor.

It must be my publisher's fault, he thought, conceding that Marilyn, who had been urging him to change publishers for a while, was right.

"He's taking advantage of the fact that you are a journalist, and a sportswriter at that."

"What sort of advantage do you mean? What does he gain?"

"He uses you as a draw. At the gatherings he organizes twice a year, you circulate with a glass in hand, appearing as if you are the next author he will promote. Not to mention the tickets you give him for games. That's no small thing."

"I'm not the only one there."

"The others are just as much victims."

"What am I supposed to do? All my manuscripts are in his hands."

"Start a new one. Write about what you told me regarding the secret services in Europe after the war. Don't tell him a word. Find another publisher, maybe in London."

"Where did that come from?"

"The war happened on their soil. They're more sensitive."

"I don't know their cities. It's been years since I left."

"Take some leave and get to know them."

"Will you come with me?"

"What should I do? Run away on foot? I'll join you for the last few days, though, and we can go to Paris. It's next door."

"You think?"

"I think so."

This time, Oliver felt completely at a loss. He wanted to continue walking, but he couldn't take his eyes off the book display.

Damn it, he thought. Is it so wrong to want my book in a bookstore window? Why are my articles almost always on the front page while the books I submit don't even make it through the door? Two full manuscripts and countless synopses, he couldn't remember.

He broke away from the window as the first snowflakes began to fall. His home was on the east side of Vancouver, in the Burnaby area. He had promised Marilyn he would be home early. He needed to shop because there were no nearby stores that sold what they needed for the dinner Marilyn had been planning for some time at their place on Portland Street. As usual, various items were missing. She had called him at the newspaper with a list, adding after each item, "And while you're at it, pick up a..."

He had been living with Marilyn for a year. She was a fitness trainer, and he had met her at the local field where he liked to exercise, meaning the two or three laps he took around the small track. Their relationship had evolved into something completely different, despite their lack of common interests or shared hobbies. Little by little, Marilyn had slipped into his daily life, making herself at home. She had previously lived with another trainer, and Oliver couldn't decide if that relationship meant something more. To those who knew, it was obvious. The two women shared a special bond due to professional and romantic connections. Inexperienced in such matters, Oliver fell into the trap of believing everything was just a sign and that nothing was real. Marilyn didn't seem to keep in touch with her former partner, so Oliver assumed that even if some rumors were true, his presence alone would satisfy her enough to quickly forget everything that had come before.

Life with Marilyn changed Oliver, at least in terms of his diet. Once she moved in, everything shifted. Marilyn did not take no for an answer; she knew what she wanted and went after it. Oliver wasn't sure she cared about his need to write, but he was certain that the travel his job might require did not leave her unaffected. She had already mentioned as much. He would go to London to gather information, and then they would meet in Paris. He wondered once more why Paris. Apart from shopping, he couldn't think of anything else that would help his case. Of course, he would pay for the shopping since, despite her age, Marilyn had no steady income.

He quickly arrived home, carried the bags into the kitchen, and, confident of her response, asked,

"Need any help?"

"Everything is almost ready. I'm finishing the last dishes, and I've set the oven to turn on around four. I made you a sandwich for lunch. Want a beer too? Better not. We'll drink enough tonight."

"What time are they coming?"

"I told them seven. Food around eight. Then we'll go to the living room to talk. What about the fireplace?"

"It's been ready since yesterday. I'm going to take a shower, and then I'll head to the little office."

"It's a perfectly good office. Why do you keep calling it 'little'? You don't need more space. Now go! With all this chatting, I won't make it. One last thing: I met Natalie at the gym yesterday and invited her to join us. You know which gym I mean. I'm sure you don't mind. Off you go."

Oliver headed for their room. A little later, he was at his desk in the small mezzanine room. The attic was right beyond that space, not the house's storage area. There was a basement for that. The attic was a large room with a television, a lounge area, and various exercise machines. Even before they moved in together, Oliver had claimed the small study as his own. It was a warm room filled with books, featuring a desk under the arched window that overlooked Portland Street. A desktop computer completed the décor.

Oliver turned on the computer, but his mind was preoccupied with the odd invitation to the party of Marilyn's old friend. He tried to push it to the back of his mind, intending to discuss it with her later. Not wanting to face the empty pages of his word processor again, he checked his email and searched Google for routes to London, trying to plan the trip. What concerned him most was lodging. He wanted a small hotel in the city center or a guesthouse. He ultimately decided on the Premier Inn at Lancaster Square. The matter of his leave would be simple; his publisher wouldn't find out because he kept asking Oliver for information from journalistic sources. He decided to tell his publisher he wanted time off for medical reasons to go to Ottawa, rather than explain his true plans. While he was at it, he checked his health insurance policy. Everything was set for the getaway Marilyn had planned and revealed at the right moment.

What no one knew was that his sister lived in Edinburgh. He didn't like bringing it up, and Marilyn had never asked him about his family. At first, this didn't bother him, but it had begun to trouble him.

Though he and his sister were on good terms, they rarely spoke, only when he was at the paper. She was a journalist too. I won't tell her I'm going. I'll surprise her, he thought, smiling at the image he conjured.

A week later, he arrived at the London hotel at midday, completely exhausted after a fourteen-hour flight and an eight-hour time difference. His desire to write a book, or to do anything at all, had vanished. He ate something light and lay down. If he didn't adapt to the local time, nothing would happen. In his mind, sleep was the best medicine. He asked not to be disturbed for any reason. In any case, he had agreed with Marilyn that he would call her when he had news.

He wondered what kind of news he could possibly have and thought perhaps the distance had increased his sense of freedom. He slept for almost twenty-four hours.

His first decision was to take a stroll on Oxford Street. For some reason, he believed he would find a lead there. Midway through his walk, he decided to visit the National Army Museum. He had read that most of the exhibits focused on World War II. An old idea for a novel set in London during that time resurfaced. The novel would encompass a bit of everything as a theme. Death would serve as the backdrop, striking in every direction and preventing people from planning for the future. The consequence of such a state of mind would be an erotic charge, as if life were trying to compensate for its losses in that way.

It was the same mess as today, he thought. He recalled the viral outbreaks, each new variant bringing people closer to shocking numbness, loss of measure, and an erotic mood that constantly gained ground. The worst part is that everyone sat at home under the delusion that typing on a keyboard was enough to write a novel.

Late that night, he returned to his hotel. His reporter's notebook was filled with notes on weapons systems, bombs, and everyday stories that constituted the news of the time.

He slept fitfully, marching through a confused reality where masked corpses mingled with bombing victims. At some point, he woke up, unable to breathe, drenched in sweat. He took a soda from the minibar and opened his computer. Sleep was out of the question.

He decided to use the time to type up his rough notes. He also had many voice memos. As a sports reporter on assignment, his smartphone, with its large screen, was essentially his tool. He used it to take pictures and videos, record audio, and conduct interviews, effectively using it like a portable computer. Other colleagues had tablets for this purpose, but he preferred a phone because it was easier to handle, even though he later had to transfer the work to his computer. There, everything took its final form, and his articles were neatly polished and sent to his editor for approval and publication.

By the time he finished transferring all the data, dawn had broken. He lay down and fell asleep at once. This time, he dreamed of Edinburgh.

Again, it was afternoon when he woke up. He went down to the restaurant, but it was closed. He sought refuge in a café a few blocks down the same street. There were only a few patrons inside. He chose a corner table and ordered toast and a beer. Then he noticed her, a woman, probably a bit older than he was, and quite attractive, sitting at the next table, sipping coffee and reading a book. Two more books lay on her table, and her phone rested on top of them.

As he thanked the waiter for the toast, the woman raised her eyes to him. He smiled and, for no particular reason, nodded toward the books and asked,

"Interesting?"

"All books are interesting, each for its own reason."

"You're right. My remark was off-target."

"For an American, that wasn't bad. You're American, aren't you?"

"It's a long story, but no. I'm Scottish by origin and was raised in Canada. I still live there, actually. I'm a journalist. Sports."

"Then I misjudged you. It's my turn to admit I was wrong. What brings you here? Some game?"

"No, I'm probably just passing the time while I look for inspiration."

"I'm Eva, the head nurse at one of our hospitals. Perhaps we should have started the conversation that way."

"You're right. I'm Oliver. I'm on leave looking for inspiration for a novel. I haven't seen much, though."

"One thing that never dies is time. Don't you think?"

Oliver was taken aback.

"It's a matter of perspective, but..."

"I'm teasing. But is there such a thing as wasting time for someone searching for a novel topic?"

Oliver looked at her and said,

"You put it very well."

Now it was Eva's turn to study him, trying to grasp something more, which made her knit her brows.

"Sorry for interrupting you, but seeing you with so many books made me curious. I don't usually disturb people who are quietly enjoying their coffee."

"You're not disturbing me. I'm waiting for my daughter to stop by. Her shift is ending, and she's picking me up whenever she can. She's a nurse, too. Come sit at my table so I don't have to crane my neck."

Surprised by the invitation, Oliver gathered his things and moved to the other table.

"So," Eva continued, acting as if they were two friends meeting again after a long time apart.

"I don't know if I'll be able to find a subject for the book. I feel like searching like this is a waste of time. What do you think?"

"What can I say? You do seem anxious. The truth is, everyone must use their time as best they can. I didn't accomplish anything extraordinary, but as a young nurse, I made time to read. Reading is my escape. Now, tell me more about you."

Oliver began to talk about his life, his sister, Marilyn, and his dream of writing a novel. Eva listened, a smile forming on her face. The only thing he didn't mention was his morning walk.

She spoke about her work. Her husband had died, and her daughter worked as a nurse in the same hospital. What bothered her was that her daughter worked in the infectious diseases ward. Eva had managed to stay in surgery, which was operating at reduced capacity.

"Do other departments run at your hospital as well? How so? Do they consider the pandemic to be under control? I thought medical staff did not have the privilege of choosing."

"No, even if I had wanted to, I could not have stayed in the infectious disease ward. I am too old for those risks. As for the pandemic, it is not under control at all. We simply understand it better now and can achieve better results. We'll see how long that lasts."

They continued talking without a fixed theme. Time passed, and a young woman appeared in the doorway.

"My daughter is here to pick me up. Oliver, I am glad I met you. When do you think you'll leave for Edinburgh?"

"Probably the day after tomorrow. I won't stay long, though. Marilyn is coming in five days for the last part of the trip."

"I look forward to hearing how you do in Edinburgh and meeting your friend. I get my coffee here almost every day around this time. If you're in the area, feel free to stop by. I wish you well," she said. She stood up, gathered her things, and headed for the door.

Oliver watched her. Her daughter had the same features as her mother and couldn't have been older than twenty-five. She took her mother's arm, and they left the café. As they passed his window, Eva waved to him while her daughter gave him a furtive glance.

"I am truly wound up over this. If I don't relax, nothing will happen," he thought. He signaled the waiter to order something else. He wanted more alcohol.

Soon, the waiter brought him a whiskey and a small bowl of nuts. Oliver felt an overwhelming sense of loneliness. He considered calling someone but realized that, excluding Marilyn, there was no one else to talk to. This shocked him. He knew it, but it was the first time he had felt it so strongly.

"Your choice," he muttered, downing his drink in one go. He went outside to try to get his bearings. The Thames wasn't close by, but he felt the need to see flowing water. For some reason, he wanted to be in Vancouver or Edinburgh. Walking along the Thames did not relax him. In fact, it made him feel even more alone. He returned to his hotel with a bottle of whiskey. It was neither early nor late. He went to his room and opened the bottle.

He woke to a noise. Outside his room, a cleaner had turned on a vacuum and was cleaning the hallway. "What the hell time is it?" he wondered, trying to make sense of what was happening. He had fallen asleep on the couch, still dressed, in front of a television with the sound off. A half-empty bottle of whiskey sat on the floor beside him. He stripped and stepped into the bathroom. He needed to pull himself together.

If you feel this lousy, take the first plane home, he thought. However, the memory of a similar night with Marilyn by his side, serving his whiskey in thimbles and counting his bites, was not ideal for what he had set out to do.

He was hungry. He left the hotel to find a good restaurant. Avoiding all the places recommended by the front desk, he ended up at an Italian restaurant on a small square half an hour later, still not sure where he was. In any case, he was thinking of leaving for Edinburgh the next day.

After finishing his meal, he couldn't resist walking slowly toward the café where he'd had that strange encounter the day before. No one was sitting in the corner where Eva had been. He ordered a coffee and took a seat.

"What was I expecting?" he muttered as he pulled his phone from his pocket to check the latest sports news. Nothing appealed to him. Since he used an e-book app on his phone, he opened it and began browsing the catalog. One reason he had an oversized phone was for its 6.7-inch screen. It was perfect for e-books. He picked one at random and started to read.

He checked the time and ordered a second coffee. He planned to sit for another half hour, then head straight back to the hotel. Today, he was determined to start sketching out a spy novel set right after the war. When a shadow fell across his table, he thought it was the waiter. He looked up and saw Eva smiling at him.

"I didn't expect you to come today. But what I definitely didn't expect was to find you at my favorite table."

"I thought..."

"I'm teasing you, Oliver. May I sit?"

Oliver hurried to pull out the second chair.

"I wasn't expecting you either. It's already quite late, at least according to what you told me yesterday."

"Things didn't go so well at the hospital today. Since I have the day off tomorrow, I stayed late. Besides, they called me in urgently, and I was there from dawn."

"Don't you and your daughter leave together?"

"They kept all the staff from the Infectious Diseases Department on emergency duty today. But we don't leave together. She lives in the south, and I live in the north."

The waiter interrupted them, setting Oliver's coffee on the table.

"A hot chocolate," she said with a smile as she set her bag and scarf on the neighboring chair. "How did the writing go?"

He looked at her with a peculiar expression and made a dismissive gesture.

"Don't force it. Everything needs its time."

"Say that again. To tell you the truth, I came by here more by chance today. I'm exhausted, and at my age..."

"What's wrong with your age again? You're a fine woman."

"Thank you for the compliment. I could never be your mother, but I could definitely be your older sister."

"I don't know, Eva. Since it's improper to ask a woman her age, I'll just say that I turned fifty-two this year."

Eva burst out laughing.

"All right then. You're the little one, and I'm the middle sister. You do look younger, though. Enough about ages. What's your plan?"

"A stroll, and then I'm going to get something to eat later on. Tomorrow, I'm thinking of going to Edinburgh."

Eva did not answer at once. She seemed to weigh her words before speaking.

"I want to cook dinner for you. Is that allowed, or is it too extreme for Canadian culture?"

Oliver was taken aback. He had not expected such an offer. The woman sitting across from him had a notable presence, and she seemed to be looking for more than a fling. He gave her a polite smile.

"Thank you for the invitation. I won't say no, but I'll pay the bill."

Eva burst out laughing.

"You didn't understand, my friend. I meant at my place. Of course, there are conditions. First, watching television until I get the hospital smell off me. Then, while I cook, you can keep me company in the kitchen. Still interested?"
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