Chapter One: The Dock
The dock at Barranquilla was already active before sunrise.
Work started early along that stretch of waterfront. Men moved through the half-light in worn shirts darkened by salt and sweat, boots damp from the planks, hands already occupied before the day had fully formed. Diesel hung in the air. So did bait, fish scales, rope, and wood that had taken in water for years and never fully gave it back.
Beyond the line of boats, where the brown river pushed toward the Caribbean, the sky carried weight.
Rodrigo Salazar Vega stood with one foot on a low timber post and watched his father work.
His father did not rush. He did not pause. He checked each knot in the net with the side of his thumb, retied a loose float, tested the weight of a fuel can, then secured a crate near the stern. Each movement finished what it started. Nothing was repeated.
The boat shifted gently against the dock, its worn tire bumpers pressing into the planks with a steady, uneven sound. It was not a large vessel. It carried enough for a captain and a small crew, enough to work the near waters and return with a catch that justified the cost of leaving.
Rodrigo looked past the boats again.
The light was wrong.
Not dark. Not yet a storm. But the morning lacked definition. The clouds sat low along the horizon, flat at the top, darker beneath. The air held more warmth than it should have at that hour, and less movement. Even the gulls stayed closer to the water.
His father stepped from the deck to the dock, lifted a coiled line, and set it near the bow.
“You should be getting ready for school,” he said.
Rodrigo did not move. “I have time.”
His father looked at him, then away. “Not as much as you think.”
Rodrigo stayed where he was.
Two crewmen approached carrying gear. One of them, Julián, set down a crate and wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist. He looked toward the water, then the sky, then at Rodrigo’s father.
“You heard the report?” Julián asked.
His father nodded once.
“Bad?”
His father pulled the bowline tighter. “Bad enough.”
Julián did not respond.
That was the first confirmation.
At the far end of the dock, a transistor radio sat on an overturned crate. The signal moved in and out through static. Rodrigo caught fragments. Winds increasing later in the day. Conditions worsening offshore. Storm movement shifting.
Not new information. Just clearer.
The captain arrived a few minutes later.
Captain Herrera carried a folded sheet of paper, damp from his hand and creased across the middle. He stopped beside the boat, looked first at the sky, then at the river, then at the crew.
“Another update came in from the station,” he said.
“What does it say?” Julián asked.
Herrera unfolded the paper.
“Storm is moving faster than expected. Winds building through the afternoon. Seas rough beyond the mouth.”
He folded it again.
No one spoke.
The report did not change anything. It reduced uncertainty.
Medina rubbed the back of his neck. “Then we wait.”
Herrera looked at him. “And with what money?”
No one answered.
“Fuel is paid for,” Herrera said. “Ice is loaded. Buyers are expecting fish this afternoon. If we stay here, that’s already gone. Tomorrow will be worse. The next day, maybe too.”
The decision was already in place.
Julián looked back at the horizon. “And if it turns before noon?”
“We work close and come back early,” Herrera said.
Medina shook his head once. “If it lets us.”
Herrera did not respond. He stepped onto the boat.
That was the point where options narrowed.
The captain boarded. The crew would follow or remain. Neither choice removed the cost.
Rodrigo understood the structure immediately.
The weather was not the first factor. It was the last one.
His father bent to lift the final crate. Rodrigo stepped forward.
“Papá.”
His father straightened and turned.
“You don’t have to go,” Rodrigo said.
His father held his eyes.
“Yes,” he said. “I do.”
No explanation followed.
The crate was set in place. His father stepped closer.
“Go home,” he said. “Eat before school. Keep your sisters moving.”
“How long will you be out?” Rodrigo asked.
“If the weather holds, not long.”
“And if it doesn’t?”
His father placed a hand briefly on the back of Rodrigo’s neck.
“Then we come back faster.”
It was not an answer. It was the closest version available.
His father stepped away and returned to the deck.
The stern line was cast off first, then the bow. Herrera moved to the wheel. The engine turned once, then again, then settled into a steady vibration that carried through the hull and into the dock beneath Rodrigo’s feet.
Water churned at the stern. The boat moved out slowly, then with more certainty as the current took it.
Rodrigo watched each detail.
The faded blue of the hull.
The rope pulled clear of the water.
Herrera’s hand on the wheel.
Julián securing a shifting crate.
His father near the rail, one hand steady against the side.
He did not wave.
The boat passed the other vessels and moved toward the wider channel. The light increased but did not brighten. It revealed more of the cloud line waiting beyond.
Rodrigo remained on the dock until the boat became small against the water.
Work continued around him. Men carried crates. Lines were pulled tight. Someone called out. Another laughed. The movement of the dock did not adjust to the decision that had just been made.
He turned and began walking home.
Barranquilla was fully awake now. Shutters lifted. Motorbikes cut through the streets. A bus released a thick cloud of smoke as it pulled away from a stop. People moved with purpose, each within their own sequence.
Rodrigo replayed the morning.
The report.
The captain’s words.
Fuel already paid for.
Buyers already waiting.
His father saying yes.
By the time he reached the apartment, the structure was complete.
The decision had not been made at the dock.
It had been made earlier, when the costs were set and the expectations fixed.
The weather only defined the outcome.
Inside, his mother stood at the stove heating arepas in a worn pan. One sister searched for a ribbon. Another for a shoe. The room carried the smell of cornmeal and oil.
“You stayed too long,” his mother said.
“They went out,” Rodrigo said.
“I know.”
“The weather is worse than yesterday.”
She turned an arepa and lowered the flame. “Eat.”
“The captain said the buyers were expecting the catch today.”
She looked at him.
“The fuel is already paid for,” he said. “The ice too.”
She held the cloth in her hand a little tighter.
“Eat your breakfast.”
She did not disagree.
Rodrigo sat and tore a piece from the arepa. He was not hungry.
The room continued as it always did. A drawer opened. A cup was set down. A chair moved slightly across the floor.
Outside the city moved forward.
Beyond it, the boat moved toward open water.
The storm was already on its way.
